
        
            
                
            
        

    

PRAISE FOR VANESSA LILLIE

For the Best

“As a woman tries to clear her name of a murder charge using an investigative vlog, she unearths secrets that hit close to home. The resolution is emotionally complex and devoid of sneaky tricks and tropes. For the Best is intelligent and wholly original. It is that rare book that makes you race to the end but then stop in your tracks and just say WHOA! The perfect follow-up to Lillie’s sensational debut, Little Voices.”

—Wendy Walker, internationally bestselling author of The Night Before and All Is Not Forgotten

“What happens when the secrets from your past finally catch up to you in the present? For the Best is a dark and twisting tale that takes you on a breathless ride from the first page to the final jaw-dropping conclusion. Juliet Wellington-Smith, a prominent foundation CEO, is stunned to wake up to a murder accusation after an alcohol-fueled gala the night before. She sets out to clear her name and uncover the truth, but to do so, she will need to confront her demons from the past. And some of those demons are still very much alive. A must read for thriller lovers!”

—Amy Impellizzeri, award-winning author of The Truth About Thea and Why We Lie

“Lillie follows up her smashing debut, Little Voices, with another winner, this time exploring just how far a person will go to keep old secrets buried. For the Best is dark and gritty, starring a host of damaged characters who blur the line between what’s true and what’s not. A slow-burn, moody mystery that will keep you on your toes.”

—Kimberly Belle, internationally bestselling author of Dear Wife

“In For the Best, Vanessa Lillie deftly writes about complex and gritty relationships and the damage long-term familial secrets can cause. The story had me switching allegiances like it was a tennis match, made me suspect everyone, and the ending . . . pure perfection. A fast-paced read thriller lovers won’t want to miss!”

—Hannah Mary McKinnon, bestselling author of Her Secret Son and The Neighbors

“In her sophomore novel, For the Best, Vanessa Lillie proves once again she is a master of the final twist. With an expert hand, Lillie creates a fascinating, gripping, thought-provoking thriller that weaves past trauma and present-day consequences for a protagonist accused of her beloved colleague’s murder. Complex, edgy, and smart, For the Best reveals secrets page after page, leading to a shocking ending you won’t see coming.”

—Samantha M. Bailey, bestselling author of Woman on the Edge

“A fascinating look at the power of restorative justice, For the Best is Vanessa Lillie at her finest. With damaged characters and a dark undercurrent, the plot unravels a myriad of devastating secrets in the wake of an alcohol-soaked night that left a man dead and a woman accused of his murder. Mesmerizing and thought provoking, For the Best smolders with a brooding, slow-burn tension you simply won’t want to miss.”

—Christina McDonald, USA Today bestselling author of The Night Olivia Fell and Behind Every Lie

Little Voices

“[An] impressive debut . . . This superb psychological thriller is hard to put down.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Fast paced and psychologically complex, this debut mystery has plenty of twists and turns that will appeal to fans of Gillian Flynn, Paula Hawkins, and Megan Abbott.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Haunting and gripping . . . [Little Voices] grabs you from the first chapter and takes you on a twisting, turning journey with a surprise ending that will leave you stunned and wanting more.”

—Miami News-Record

“With her debut novel, Little Voices, Vanessa Lillie has arrived on the American literary scene with a flash of brilliance. Aficionados of mystery, thriller, and horror will savor this intricately plotted page-turner that builds to a stunning denouement . . . [a] treasure of a book . . . Lovers of good fiction in general also will appreciate Little Voices—Rhode Islanders especially.”

—Providence Journal

“Little Voices checks all the boxes of a great thriller and then some.”

—Real Simple

“An unsettling mystery with an unreliable narrator who will keep you guessing the whole way through. Little Voices is as haunting as it is gripping.”

—Liv Constantine, bestselling author of The Last Mrs. Parrish

“Intricate, unpredictable, and deliciously addictive.”

—Minka Kent, bestselling author of The Memory Watcher and The Thinnest Air

“Little Voices grabs you from the first chapter and doesn’t let go until one shocking final twist. Vanessa Lillie is an author to watch, taking us deep into the world—and mind—of former prosecutor turned struggling new mom Devon Burges as she battles old politics, new money, big fish, and, worst of all, that little voice in her head to help solve the murder of her close friend. Psychological suspense at its best.”

—Kellye Garrett, Anthony, Agatha, and Lefty Award–winning author of Hollywood Homicide

“From the opening chapter to the last line of the book, Vanessa Lillie takes you on a ride you won’t be prepared for but, at the same time, won’t want to end. Twists, turns, suspects, and small-town motives are around every corner with an ending that will blow you away. One of the best books I’ve read this year.”

—Matthew Farrell, bestselling author of What Have You Done

“Vanessa Lillie’s Little Voices is my favorite kind of mystery: densely plotted, character rich, and full of sharp and perceptive writing. This is a stunning debut with a gut punch of a twist. You’ll be reading all night long.”

—Jennifer Hillier, author of Jar of Hearts

“Hypnotic and harrowing, Little Voices is psychological suspense at its best. The twisted path of wrongdoing that winds through the novel will keep you on the edge of your seat, but it’s the little voices the narrator hears in her head that will haunt you. Vanessa Lillie’s exceptional debut took my breath away.”

—Hilary Davidson, bestselling author of One Small Sacrifice

“Nothing not to love about this awesome, intriguing, exceptionally well-crafted, politico-financial murder thriller that is not only a page-turner but a model of how a woman can go through physical and mental wood chippers, time and time again, and still be the strongest person in the room. Read it.”

—Shannon Kirk, international bestselling author of Method 15/33, In the Vines, and Gretchen

“I love this book. Complex plot. Sharp narration. Wonderfully deep characters and setting. So, so good!”

—Wendy Walker, international bestselling author of The Night Before and All Is Not Forgotten

“It’s not easy to hit me with a twist I don’t see coming, but Vanessa Lillie did just that in her smashing debut, Little Voices—a murder mystery, political thriller, and psychological suspense wrapped into one sensational story. Lillie doesn’t shy away from big topics—postpartum depression and money laundering and child abuse—deftly weaving the layers into a twisty and surprising plot. A clever and addictive read from a bright new talent.”

—Kimberly Belle, bestselling author of The Marriage Lie and Dear Wife

“Little Voices is an engrossing, wholly satisfying thriller, complete with complex, morally ambiguous characters, an intricate plot, and clever twists—including one final twist so shocking that I gasped aloud.”

—Kathleen Barber, author of Are You Sleeping

“Little Voices is an utterly original debut novel with a twist so unexpected I jumped from the last page right back to the first to start reading again.”

—Victoria Helen Stone, bestselling author of Jane Doe
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Chapter 1

I don’t like to sleep naked, but “Drunk Me” doesn’t negotiate. I shift against the pillow and scoot away from the strands of cool, damp hair clinging to my bare shoulders. My head throbs from the movement and will need to be dealt with, but I’m distracted by the smell of my special-occasion-only honeysuckle shampoo. What should be wafting my way is cigarette smoke and rail gin.

I’ve never taken a shower before passing out.

Flopping an arm over to my husband’s side of the bed, I sigh into the cool sheets. Ethan hasn’t been cuddled beside me for a while. If I’m out late, which really isn’t that often, I want Ethan next to me in the morning. To reassure me everything is okay.

Did I say anything stupid when I came home?

Of course not, Jules. Don’t worry about it. You were having fun.

I smell bacon, our son’s favorite, so it’s likely they’re having breakfast.

Then I remember: The Genius Grant launch last night. Too much champagne. I gag at how that bubbly sweet taste coated my tongue. How many glasses did I have? Three? Four? Fifty?

I sit up, and my skull feels pierced in the middle, so I lie back down. That also hurts. The room spins, even as I’m flat. This hangover was inevitable with the stress of my new job as CEO of the Poe Foundation. I shouldn’t lean on alcohol. But I did. I’m never drinking again.

Shit, shit, shit.

I do the memory scrape where I try to think of anything stupid I said. Shifting to jam my face into the pillow, I claw for truth that’ll ease this anxiety already building in my chest. The night goes by in flashes like video snippets: Funder conversations, pep talks to key members of my staff, my speech to every major funder in Rhode Island, and, of course, Terrance Castle, guest of honor and genius of aforementioned grant, leaving our launch event early in a huff. Not perfect, but no disasters. Nothing I can’t handle the morning after.

I roll my shoulder muscles, and they’re sore, as if I’ve started running again. I need to find my phone. To see if I texted anyone or if there’s a terse email from board chairman Miller Marks, who never wanted me as Poe CEO.

After I shift again, pain sizzles in my knees. I lift my legs off the bed despite my throbbing head. There are large scrapes on both of them, red and still oozing. I drop my legs back onto the bed, cursing those damn Providence sidewalks. Did that happen when I got home from the launch? Wait. No. Oh, no.

I went out after the event. Good Lord, that champagne really got to me. I should have had dinner. Or lunch. Or switched to water. Or stuck to my two-drink plan.

With a groan, I reach to touch the cuts, and there’s something dark, maybe dirt, under my thumbnail. I pick at it until it’s gone and then draw my fingers to my mouth. My lips feel slightly swollen, as if I’ve been kissed. What the hell did Drunk Me do last night?

Familiar music blasts from downstairs. Our son, Fitz, has the TV on YouTube, and he’s watching his favorite show. Well, not a show exactly, but videos of this family living their life, raking in millions of viewers. A vlog, it’s called.

It’s half the reason I pushed the board to agree to have a camera crew around last night. We even streamed the official announcement, made by me, live on our YouTube channel. Video is where it’s at these days.

I feel a spasm in my chest at the thought that maybe I was already tipsy during my speech. I can’t quite remember. Our public relations consultant, Elle Freshly, should have sent me the video files the team recorded and broadcast. Surely it wasn’t that bad? It has to be fine. It must be fine.

There’s a knock on the front door, loud and firm, echoing from downstairs.

“Ethan?” I call out to my husband and flinch at the effort.

The house is silent except for the TV. Another knock, this one even louder.

Mumbling a curse, I have to hold my temples to yell again. “Ethan, do I need to get it?”

There’s no response, only the deep rumble of the vlog father’s voice as he makes Fitz laugh.

I throw my legs over the side of the bed in one fluid move, and just as quickly, I have to brace myself on my scraped knees in a vertiginous double-over.

This is going to be a long day at work. “Ethan?” I call again. “Fitz?”

“He left for CVS, Mama!” Fitz hollers, punctuating each word in his annoyed-little-boy tone.

Not completely unusual, since we’re only a couple of blocks away, but definitely not the best timing. “Okay, honey. Let Mama get the door.”

I do not want to chase kidnappers with this hangover.

Conscious that I’m about to be seen, I hobble—that’s the only word for it—over to examine myself in the mirror: damp bangs over my bloodshot eyes, dehydrated pale skin, and my dark-brown shoulder-length hair chilling my freckled shoulders. After taking a long steadying exhale, I release a breath that could peel wallpaper.

No “Hot Moms of Rhode Island” contest for me today.

I have to answer the door. It could be important. And I don’t want Fitz to do it alone.

As I cross my bedroom, I consider the bottle of Sprite that Ethan left on my bedside table with two Aleve. My stomach quakes at the thought of trying it.

Another firm knock. I hurry over to my clothes from last night. The scent of cigarette smoke wafts up from my black dress. I certainly can’t put that back on.

Instead, I grab Ethan’s clean workout clothes and slip on my strapless bra from last night. His mesh shorts go past my knees, and I have to pull the drawstrings tight to keep them up.

Taking one step and then another, I make it out of the bedroom, but our wide stairway spins like I’m a girl back on the old wooden carousel in East Providence.

Damn champagne hangover. My mind sputters, and I can almost taste the bitter smack of gin too. I gag, and there’s another knock that’s relentless, firm, urgent, and it reverberates in my poor desiccated brain.

After making it down the steps, I pause at the mostly open front door and stare through the glass storm door. The cable salesperson or Save the Bay petitioner has on very, very shiny black shoes. Almost tap dance worthy.

“I’m coming,” I call toward the door.

My breath catches at the perfectly hemmed gray-blue pants leg with a stripe running up the side. It’s a cop.

I hurry the few steps to the living room to make sure Fitz is safe. He’s lying on his stomach, brownish-blond hair sticking up, as he grabs for another piece of bacon.

“Hey, Mom. This is my new, new favorite one. The Farm Family moved into a big house.”

“How long has Dad been gone?” I say, glancing through the glass door at the cop.

“Maybe for one Farm Family video. Our milk is stinky. He said he’d bring me a treat.”

Jesus Christ. Ethan got hit by a car.

I bolt over to the door. “Officer, please, my son is inside. Can we talk—” I step into his personal space before he can answer.

The cop looks about fifteen and a day, and he’s suddenly red faced as he stutter-steps backward. He’s completely off the porch like a windup toy when I see he’s not alone.

A bald man freshly peeled off a Mr. Clean bottle steps forward much more confidently in his ill-fitting suit and decent tie. He wipes at his face in the July morning sun. “I’m Detective Frank Ramos,” he says. “You’re Juliet Worthington-Smith?”

“I am,” I say, the panic only heightened seeing two of them here. The sun is directly in my eyes, and I shade them with my hand for a moment. “What happened? Is it my husband? He went to get milk.”

One of the detective’s palms goes up. “It’s not him. We need you to identify something for us. If you don’t mind.”

I swallow thickly, feeling the sweat rolling down my chest. The smell of smoke from last night floats up from my too-padded bra. “Sure,” I manage to say.

“Do you know this object?” the detective asks as he waves the uniformed cop forward. The kid cop holds up my red leather Celine wallet in a plastic bag marked EVIDENCE.

“Oh.” I shake my head, embarrassed tingles spreading all over my body, as if I’ve been caught. “I must have left it . . .”

I try to remember the end of the night. After the event, I was in a Lyft to . . . Hope Street Pizza Kitchen, which is only a block from our house and open late. I had a gin and tonic, I think. Maybe a slice of pizza. I see a bartender—Sarah—but she works at the Wrong Side of Hope Bar next door. So I guess I went there too.

“Did you find my wallet on Hope Street?” I point in that direction but realize a lost wallet wouldn’t bring a cop and detective to my house. “Where was it?”

“Your wallet was next to a body,” the detective says. “The body of a person we believe was murdered last night.”

“What?” I close my eyes and brace myself on the porch rail. All the blood has dropped to my feet. “Who?” I whisper, terrified it’s Sarah the bartender. Or anyone, really. “Who?” I snap.

“I’d like to bring you into the station for questioning,” the detective says.

“What?” I say again, and my vision blurs. “You cannot be serious. I mean, who was killed? Do I even know them?”

“Why don’t you get your phone and come with us?” he says softly, almost too nice.

That’s what cops do at first, my dad told me once—act like they care. Then they get what they want, which means you’re either tossed aside or tossed into jail.

“My son . . .” I hear the panic in my voice, but there’s no stopping it. I know what the police can do to a family. How even after they leave, the wake is felt for years, decades, a whole lifetime if you let it. “My son . . . he’s . . . inside alone. Yes. Alone. I can’t leave him.”

The feelings I had as a girl resurface, and all that shame burns with my present embarrassment. The tears begin, and I angrily wipe them away.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “This isn’t because of . . . the wallet. It reminds me . . .”

The detective glances at the cop. “It’s okay, Mrs. Smith. Can you tell us where you were last night?”

“Working at an event downtown,” I say and clear my throat. “I’m CEO of the Poe Foundation. We actually fund your annual Take Back the Night walk.” I wipe a few more tears into the T-shirt sleeve. “I know your boss.”

Detective Ramos clears his throat. “Why would your wallet be in the alley off Hope Street?”

I let out a long shaky breath. “Well, honestly, I went out for a drink after the event. I shouldn’t have. One too many,” I say and manage a small laugh. “Not enough to eat. I probably dropped my wallet on my walk home. Can you please . . . tell me who was killed?”

A van door slams in the distance. There’s shouting. Our house is close to Hope Street, one of the busier stretches on the East Side of Providence. But this time of day, it’s usually a lot quieter. Something is wrong.

There’s another sliding door. A man yells about getting “the shot.”

Stepping past Detective Ramos, I narrow my gaze down the block past the front yards of colonial and Cape-style homes. News vans are parking in front of Kitchen Bar. I recognize the logo from a Boston station. People with video cameras hurry across the street toward the Wrong Side of Hope Bar. “That’s where it happened?” I whisper. “By the Sider?”

Detective Ramos clears his throat, and his focus darts to the news vans. “Damn it, they’re fast,” he says to the young officer. “Be sure the tape is up and the scene is locked down.”

The cop strides toward our white picket fence. He speaks softly into a radio clipped to his shoulder.

The distraction gone, my question screams in my throbbing head. “Who was killed, Detective?” I cross my arms tight across my chest and try to stay calm. Stay smart. “Please, tell me who?”

His cheek twitches as his lips press together. He doesn’t want to tell me. Likely, he’s saving it for the interrogation room. I get another waft of sweaty cigarette smoke from my bra. A memory arrives: Light-brown eyes and long eyelashes as a lighter sparked. The momentary contact of our skin and how it contrasted even more than usual in the full moon light. Mine so pale, almost transparent, and his a rich brown.

I can’t remember for certain, but it feels like Terrance Castle met me last night. I hear the words he whispered after he left me on the stage of the grant announcement that would make our careers.

Text me after, Jules.

“Terrance,” I whisper, my throat suddenly on fire. “No, please not him.”

“Whoa, what did you say?” My realization seems to strike the detective between the eyes as he stammers, then waves the cop back over. “You said the name Terrance. Are you referring to Professor Castle?”

“Dr. Castle,” I correct. “Yes. The event was for him. To announce his partnership with the Poe Foundation.”

“You were with him last night?”

The way the detective’s voice turns eager is all the confirmation I need that this brilliant man is dead. Tears begin again with purpose, having something to grab and sink into. “Oh my God.” I drop onto the step and sob into my hands. “It is him?”

Detective Ramos replies in the affirmative, but I can’t comprehend the words.

My mind flashes through interactions with Terrance, but it’s hard to focus on a particular memory with the truth that everything is in the past.

My mind stops on the first speech I saw Terrance give. It was a keynote at Brown University, where he is . . . was . . . a professor. The Poe Foundation had sponsored the conference: Big Ideas in the Smallest State. Terrance strode onto the stage in his crisp white shirt. He began speaking in that hot spotlight with a simple question: “Are you ready to heal what’s broken?”

He was an early adopter of an approach to addressing crime called restorative justice. He explained how communities are full of pain from crime, both the criminals and victims.

“We aren’t asking the right questions,” he argued. “Because it’s easier to merely punish. But why did they commit the crime? Could it have been stopped? Could a simple intervention have kept the victim safe? We aren’t asking these questions, because we’re scared of the answers.”

I was only one person in that silent and rapt auditorium, but it felt like Terrance was speaking to me about a future we could make together.

“Restorative justice can help the people who committed the crime as well as the victims,” he said. “Yes, the bone is broken, but we can set it right and heal everyone impacted.”

Heal them? I’d never imagined such a thing was possible.

In our meet and greet after, I elbowed my way to the front of the line to meet Terrance. With my white wine in one hand and my phone to take photos of us in the other, I said if I was made CEO of the Poe Foundation, which hadn’t happened yet, we could go national. That got his interest. I promised to take him and his message to every community that would listen. Together, we could effectively wipe out reincarceration rates. Change the lives of millions of people.

I can feel the detective and the cop staring at me hunched on the step. Pulling up my husband’s white T-shirt, I wipe the tears from my face with the worn cotton. As I find their gazes, I will myself to keep it together. I clear my throat and focus on what matters, which is getting these men to leave so I can make some decisions.

“That is my wallet,” I say. “I met up with Terrance . . .” My voices cracks, but I find steadiness again. “I met up with him for a drink. I must have left it.” I shake my head. “He’s the kind of guy who’d return it right away. I’m sure . . . that’s what happened.”

A horrible thought catches my focus: Was he murdered because I forgot my wallet? Is this my fault?

“You’re sure you came home on your own and without it?” Detective Ramos says slowly.

“Correct.” I nod firmly. “There will be witnesses. Sarah, the Sider bartender, usually works weekends. Sean is the owner. He’s always there. I really can’t tell you anything else. But they’ll vouch for me, I’m sure.”

“Okay,” Detective Ramos says, but he can’t hide the annoyance. “We need a full statement. When your husband returns, we’ll drive you to the station.”

I blink at the evidence bag in the young officer’s hand. My chest aches that Terrance is dead. But I won’t lose sight of what it means to have a cop knock on my door. I need to remember how to act. Remember how to protect myself and my family.

“Now is not a good time,” I say and stand up. I hate that I have on Ethan’s gym clothes. I need my CEO armor of a good suit and tall heels. “You will get a statement from me as soon as possible.”

“Now is better.” Detective Ramos widens his stance and ambles forward, as if he’s about to cuff me.

“You will get a statement,” I say firmly as he continues to approach me. “After I speak to my lawyer.”

At the mention of counsel a vein throbs on his shiny head. “I’ll need that statement very soon, Mrs. Worthington-Smith. Or I come in a cruiser with the lights on.”

“No need to threaten me,” I say, liking the spike of anger instead of all the sadness. “I do know your boss.”

“You mentioned that.” His jaw tics as he steps toward me. “What do you think your neighbors would say, seeing you hauled away in cuffs?”

God, they’d love that. “You’ll be hearing from me,” I say with a smile we both know I don’t mean.

Once their shapes disappear in the direction of Hope Street, I wipe a few more tears. I wonder if they’re passing Terrance’s body out in the alley? How could he be dead? Who would have killed him?

I have to drop back onto the step and begin crying in earnest now that I’m alone. I want to curl up in a ball right on the porch. My head begins to throb even more from the tears, and I feel as if my eyeballs are vibrating in their sockets. I lean back and press a fist into my chest, finding the point of real pain as I blink into the sun.

Terrance can’t be dead.

That detective and that cop being on my doorstep feels like a demarcation of before and after. Before, my only problem was being hungover and maybe saying something stupid last night to the Poe Foundation board. But now, after, it’s murder. How could I have existed in both worlds and not even realized?

I start to feel stares from windows in the houses across the street. I’m not sure if it’s old memories or that I am making a scene, sobbing in Ethan’s gym clothes. That thought manages to get me off the steps and inside.

Sniffing, I wipe my face as I follow the noises of the TV into the living room. Fitz is still watching that family vlog.

“Mom, look at this!” He points his finger at one of the older boys hiding in a cabinet.

I scowl at them and am angry at their smiles, maybe jealous that their only concern is playing a game for their stupid video while the world has changed overnight.

No, it’s more than an abstract idea of “the world.” My life has changed. Terrance was the absolute centerpiece of the Poe Foundation’s moving forward with me as CEO. Months and months of planning and meetings and PowerPoints and strategy sessions are over. Plus, I cared about him. I saw huge things for his future. Our future.

And they found my wallet next to his body.

Fitz sits up and crosses his skinny legs. “Who was that?” he asks. “Your face is red.”

“The police,” I murmur. “A man got hurt last night.”

His eyes go wide. “Who?”

I don’t think Fitz ever met Terrance, and I wonder if I should lie. I don’t want to start crying again. Or make him cry. I shrug and say softly, “It’s all right. How’s your breakfast?”

He holds up a piece of bacon. “You want a bite, Mama?”

Shaking my head no, I feel as if I don’t deserve his kindness. Still, I reach for it. Sitting on the floor, I pull him into my lap, even though he’s getting so big. He curls into my chest and settles his long legs over mine. His feather-fine hair smells like oranges from the organic Honest shampoo that Ethan still insists we buy, even though Fitz is far from a baby.

In and out, I breathe. Holding my son tighter, I promise myself it will all be fine. It will all work out. Everything always does.

Suddenly, I am overwhelmed by his shampoo and the too-sweet smell of mine from when Drunk Me decided to shower. I let him go and stand up, trying to remember the Sider last night. My memories are so fuzzy. Well, blackout is actually the term.

My mind scrambles for details while the vlog family laughs in the background. I wish Ethan were home. After I reach our big picture window, I peer out to see if he’s almost here. My fingers pull on the sheer curtains. I have that feeling of every neighbor watching and judging. Though no one could have heard yet, it’s coming. We’re living in that tire-screeching moment before the crash.

I squeeze the sheers and dig my nails into my palms as hard as I can stand until I feel blood. Letting go, I smooth the curtains back into place. No one will notice the few dark drops along the edge.

Detective Ramos’s parting comment was meant as a hypothetical threat, wondering what my neighbors would say if I was accused of murder. What he didn’t realize was I already know.

Just like her father.





Chapter 2

From the living room window, I see Ethan finally crossing the road. He hurries down the block with his Shop Small tote bag over his shoulder. I consider running to meet him at our gate and crying in his arms about Terrance being dead.

But it’s not that simple.

Then I realize I haven’t even checked my phone.

I head to where Ethan usually puts my phone in the charger if it’s been a late night. The screen is blank as I swipe, so it died.

Not letting myself dwell on that last word, I take my phone upstairs. I need the few extra minutes while Ethan puts the groceries away. Sitting cross-legged on the bed, I turn on my phone.

First is a text from Elle, the Poe Foundation media consultant I hired, with a link to my speech. I can’t look yet. Then texts from my staff to be sure I got home okay. Next, a message to Ethan at 1:50 a.m.: B HOME NOON.

Oops on the typo, but it means I left around closing time at the Sider. We’re a block from there, so it’s possible it closed, I left my wallet, and Terrance came after me. Maybe . . . maybe . . . I shake my aching head, frustrated by how little I remember. So stupid.

Taking a deep breath, I continue to the next message thread. This one with Terrance.

Me (9:05 p.m.): You owe me a drink for bailing like that on our big night.

Terrance: We need to talk. But give me time. Have to sneak out. Short leash.

Me: Naughty boy?

Me: (GIF of Beyoncé dancing to “Naughty Girl”)

Terrance (9:27 p.m.): Where are you?

Me: Sider on Hope Street. My girl Sarah is bartending. It’ll be worth it ;)

Terrance: Be there as soon as I can.

“Shit,” I whisper. “I invited him.”

He would still be alive if I hadn’t texted him to meet me. If he hadn’t tried to return my wallet and run into a murderer. I read his text again with the realization that these are the last words between us. Well, that I remember.

Rubbing at the lines between my eyebrows, I try to stay calm. Of course Drunk Me had texted him. I basked in his glow every second possible, brought up to anyone who is anyone that the Poe Foundation is . . . was working with the Dr. Terrance Castle on this national launch.

“I’m hoping for Oprah, but we’ll settle for Savannah” was my refrain. It usually got a laugh and a twinkle of jealousy. It certainly skyrocketed the Poe Foundation’s proverbial stock in most people’s eyes. And finally gave me the boost to reach the CEO rung of the ladder.

“Jules,” Ethan calls. “Are you up yet? There’s a bunch of police by the Sider.”

“Yeah,” I yell back. My stomach drops at the mention of police, knowing the screech is almost over, and I’m close to the crash. “Jumping in the shower.”

I take my phone into the bathroom, and I turn on the water. Sitting on the edge of the claw-foot tub, I scroll through the photos. There are a few at the event. The big champagne fountain I insisted on having with the selfie station to raise a glass—#CheerstoCastle. Then a group shot with the board. I look drunk. My eyes are glassy and my smile way too big. I made sure to stand right next to Miller.

I’m really never drinking again.

My grin gets wider as the photos wear on. I’m at the Sider, and it’s a selfie with the bartender, Sarah. The next few are with the owner, Sean, who looks pretty drunk himself, with his arm around my waist. I roll my eyes, which hurts, at more selfies at the bar with people I don’t know.

I keep scrolling until I find Terrance’s face. His grin. The two of us sitting at the bar. It’s blurry, but I can see his nose pressed into my cheek. We’re both laughing, and I do remember the euphoria, even if I have no visual memory. I was happy next to him on that barstool. But then what?

My hangover and this terrible news have opened every floodgate of anxiety. I’m jittery from emotions warring for my attention. I blink away tears and stare up at the ceiling, wishing last night had been different. That I was different.

I have to shower and start figuring out how to survive this day. I quickly google TERRANCE CASTLE, and there are the usual articles, nothing new, so his name hasn’t been released yet.

The Providence Daily has a brief write-up that a body was found in an alley behind the Wrong Side of Hope Bar. There’s a comment that the man was attacked. No one confirms. I check Terrance’s name on social media, but there’s nothing new there either. His last tweet was about an upcoming art show featuring one of his students. Most of his Facebook posts are clips from the Poe Foundation about his Genius Grant.

There are no other details about Terrance’s murder. No suspects listed.

I return to the text from Elle with a link to the video of my announcement speech. And her message: 10K views already!

Just wait, Elle.

Still, I’m relieved, because this is what I need to piece last night together. My thumb hovers over the link. This video is probably the last footage ever recorded of Terrance Castle.

How far that possibility was from my mind when I made my argument to the board that we needed to record the announcement. I stood at the head of the long glass table, cocked my hand onto one hip, and said, “Like a tree falling in the forest for no one to hear, if it’s not on video, did it even really happen?”

We’re about to find out.

I press play.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 1

LIVE RECORDING

THE POE FOUNDATION

July 10th

INT. BALLROOM—NIGHT

JULIET WELLINGTON-SMITH strides across the stage at THE PROVIDENCE HOTEL ballroom in front of a formally dressed crowd.

JULIET

Welcome everyone here in the room. You’re looking gorgeous. And welcome to the thousands of viewers watching us live online. I’m Juliet Wellington-Smith, CEO of the Poe Foundation.

Looking around the room, I see financial supporters who have made this night possible. And I also see a couple people who are just here for the champagne.

LAUGHTER

But seriously, we are so grateful for your support, which makes tonight and our big announcement possible.

Yes, Rhode Island is the smallest state, but that is not just geography. That’s a mentality. We go to Florida beaches before our own. We don’t cross bridges to see the history of Newport, and we don’t drive ten minutes to the Hill to get the best Italian food in New England.

LAUGHTER

I see you, Rhode Island. I’ve lived here my whole life, so I get it. But listen, if we don’t appreciate what’s great about us, then how can we grow and improve and do truly great things?

We need to see ourselves differently. If we do, then we can show the world why we’re great.

And one of the greatest people in our state is Dr. Terrance Castle. It’s my great honor to announce the first-ever Rhode Island Genius Grant being awarded to him tonight along with a check for one million dollars to spread his message across the country.

APPLAUSE

Dr. Castle is not only a Rhode Islander, but he’s a nationally respected professor of American Studies at Brown University and a leading advocate for restorative justice.

Dr. Castle has put forth remarkable ideas in his books, essays, and national TV appearances that are helping heal divisions within our communities impacted by crime. Let’s welcome Dr. Castle.

APPLAUSE as TERRANCE CASTLE walks across the stage to stand near JULIET. TERRANCE whispers in her ear, but she continues her speech.

JULIET

Now, I’ve only been CEO of the Poe Foundation a few months, but I’m hardly a newbie. In fact, the Poe Foundation was my first job out of Harvard, and I’ve never looked back. Even if our board chair Miller over there wishes I would.

LAUGHTER

Being CEO of the Poe Foundation has always been my dream because it’s an incredible organization founded by my father, Louis Worthington, who I’m sure is watching tonight—hi Dad—he had a vision of spreading great ideas from our small state of Rhode Island to the rest of the world.

Now, thanks to your support, we’re realizing that vision with Dr. Castle leading the way. We can hear more about it from Dr. Castle—

TERRANCE CASTLE leaves the stage.

JULIET

Um, oh, that’s right. We’ll hear from Dr. Castle later. Thank you again. Now, where’s Bob? Let’s saber that giant champagne bottle and have a drink!

LAUGHTER

FADE OUT





Chapter 3

Ethan finds me in our bedroom after the shower, watching the video of my speech for the third time. He looks pale, almost like he’s been avoiding this conversation too.

“Hey,” Ethan says softly. “I think someone . . . died near Hope Street.”

“I know.” My voice breaks, and I start to cry again, not wanting to, but the shock must be wearing off. My heart hurts worse than my head. The pain makes it hard to breathe. “I’m sorry,” I gasp. “I did something so . . . so . . . stupid.”

“Jesus, Jules.” He shuts the bedroom door with a shaking hand. “What happened?”

“Last night . . . last night, after the launch . . . I met Terrance for a drink because he was being a diva, basically, and I don’t know. I was drunk. Completely blackout. We were at the Sider, and now . . . he’s dead.”

Ethan stands at the closed door with his hand still on the doorknob, but the shake has traveled all over his body. It pulses in his broad shoulders like an unknown life-form trying to escape. “This can’t be happening,” he whispers firmly, as if to wake himself from this nightmare. But it gets so much worse.

I almost want to tell him to go, even if the only certainty I have is how much I need him. The way he loves me and supports me. Still I remember what this can do to a family. What it did to my own family when I was a girl.

“I drank too much. I’m so embarrassed.” My words are gasps through the tears. I have to pause and try to catch my breath. “The police were here, Ethan. On our porch.” My face burns from shame. “Fitz was inside while the police were . . . asking me questions.”

He inhales sharply as he crosses the room, and whatever color was in his face is gone. The police make him nervous too. His mother was constantly harassed by them when he was growing up. “What did the cops say?”

He drops beside me on the bed as I cover my face with my hands and sob. “It’s . . . so . . . terrible.”

Ethan pulls me into his chest. “Take deep breaths, babe.”

I try to do as he says, but calming down also means telling the awful truth. Minutes pass, and finally, I’ve tortured us both enough.

He hands me the tissue box, or maybe he’s been holding it this whole time. I wipe my face of tears and then blow my nose. I throw the fistful of tissues away and then hurry back to him.

“There’s a detective. Ramos. He said that by Terrance’s . . . body . . . they found my wallet.”

“Oh my God. Jules. How could that happen?”

“I don’t remember.” I press my fists to my forehead, willing the memories out. “Total blackout. I remember the launch event. But I’d had so much champagne and nothing to eat all day. I went to Hope Street Pizza. Then the Sider . . . I think.”

His jaw is frozen open for several seconds before he speaks. “Did anyone see you do anything?”

“If they did, we’d be having this conversation in jail.”

“I don’t mean . . . Jules. You would never hurt anyone. I only meant did someone see Dr. Castle being shot or whatever happened?”

“No, I think they found him . . . dead . . . and my wallet was just there. I have to give a statement to the police.”

Ethan pulls me close again. “You can’t go by yourself.”

“I don’t know that I’ll go at all,” I say, remembering my father didn’t either. How the prosecutor really hit that fact hard with the jury, but our lawyer said it was actually Dad’s saving grace. “They’ll try to trap me with their questions and accusations.”

“But there’s nothing to trap, right?”

“Innocent people go to jail all the time,” I say.

“You don’t have to tell me that, Jules.”

“Sorry.” I don’t want to bring up his mother right now. I’m sure this incident is pushing almost as many buttons for him as it is for me. “There must be a good explanation for why Terrance had my wallet when he was murdered. I need time to think.”

He doesn’t answer and runs his hand along my arm and shoulder, as if soothing us both. I feel him shuddering and sniffing. My mind races from memories of Terrance to memories of my father on trial to wondering if I should go to the police station now to just get it over with.

I try to freeze my brain and grasp the tasks that must be done:

I need to call our family lawyer.

I need a statement strategy. Maybe a video testimony on my own turf instead of their interrogation room and their questions?

I need to go into work.

I need to brief the board. We will mourn Terrance, but there’s a legacy too. Once this wallet nonsense clears up, I will lead us forward. I am the best person to make sure we honor him.

My phone buzzes, and it’s an email from my work account.

SUBJECT: LEAVE OF ABSENCE EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY

Juliet: We have heard of the murder of Dr. Castle from his widow, Dez. Her understanding is that you are being questioned by the police because evidence tied to you was found at the crime scene. During this difficult time, I recommended to the board you take a leave of absence without pay. We ask that you respect what’s best for our organization and Dr. Castle’s widow.

All best,

Miller

CC: Board of Directors; Head of Security; Dez Castle





Chapter 4

The house is empty and quiet now that Ethan has taken Fitz to the park. I sit with my work computer on my lap, both stunned by my leave of absence at the hands of Miller and damn angry. I have given everything to the Poe Foundation. How dare they treat me this way.

Finally, the file I’ve been waiting for appears on my computer screen. Elle has sent me all the raw footage from last night’s event. Perhaps there was a fight with Terrance and a guest? Or if I could jog my memory a bit so that the end of the night is clearer.

Elle sends a message with the link:

Hey sweetie: sorry it’s messy, but it’ll all cool off soon. I’ve got your back, girlfriend, so sit tight and stay offline! Google is not your friend! More soon xoxo

I click play, and the video begins with a shot of the Providence Hotel ballroom. The chandeliers glitter onto the pale marble-tiled floors. There are cocktail tables with red tablecloths cinched with bows. Waiters with trays of hors d’oeuvres I carefully chose weave in and out of the formally dressed crowd.

I come into the frame as I’m greeting a funder. Elle interrupts, and I remember her saying I’m “hashtag Holly Golightly” in my “hashtag boss babe” black dress.

Seeing myself laugh on camera, I remember appreciating the pep talk. When you’re running the show, people are always taking shots. I wondered if that was part of why the Poe Foundation board agreed to promote me to CEO, even with all the history with my father. Because I’ve had whispers behind my back my whole life. People taking aim at my family. But I survived.

Even that night, my night, it was so easy to imagine the whispers:

Can you believe they made her CEO?

After what her father did?

No way she’ll pull this off.

Apple can’t fall that far from the tree.

When the camera pans the crowd, I fast-forward. After my speech and Terrance storming off, I found him sulking in the corner. While the camera is too far to pick up our voices, I remember.

“What happened up there?” I said nicely, even though I felt like screaming the words. “Are you okay?”

He didn’t answer.

“Are you nervous?” I offered, though that couldn’t have been it. It was a room of funders and schmoozers here for the drinks and their photos with the famous-for-Rhode-Island Terrance Castle. “Talk to me.”

“I am nervous, but it’s about the direction we’re going.” He stared down at his drink. “I’m not sure I’m the right person for what you want.”

“You’re the only person,” I said and touched his arm.

“I don’t like where we ended up.” He paused and searched my gaze, as if hoping I’d understand. “I can’t lead if I’m only saying what people want to hear.”

“And you don’t want the money? One million dollars to go all over the country. You’ll throw that away?”

“It was never mine,” he said. “I won’t be bought, Jules.”

This old argument. “We can talk about it later. Right now we need to get a giant bottle of champagne sabered.”

“I can’t. I will not. Are you hearing me?” He stared at me as if we were strangers and not two people who’d come up with this idea together. “This country needs to have real conversations about crime,” he said. “We are all responsible. You only want to make people feel better.”

“What about Dez?” I asked about his wife, who was usually on my side. “She can’t agree with you?”

“It’s not her decision.”

Maybe this whole idea was too fast, too soon. “Okay. Let’s talk about it later. We can meet for a drink and hash it out like we do.”

I smiled at him, and he half smiled back. “Text me after, Jules,” he said.

On the video, Terrance looks angry as he leaves the ballroom. Elle comes up to me right after, and I remember that too.

“You got a minute?” Elle asked. “Miller is not happy about tonight. He gave me an earful. He’s doing the same with other board members.”

The camera catches my eye roll. “What else?” I asked, not wanting to dwell.

“Phillip Hale called again. He is persistent about getting that interview with Dr. Castle.”

I wrinkled my nose at my ex-boyfriend’s name, even if he is a journalist now and we broke up a lifetime ago. “Next.”

“It might be nice, though, to have him interview Dr. Castle. He said Terrance was a mentor to him.”

“It’s complicated with Phillip. Listen, we’re about to go on a national tour. I want your brilliant brain focused on the big picture. We’re going to be choosing between Nina Totenberg and Savannah Guthrie.”

The camera catches Elle’s smile, but I can see she’s annoyed.

I gave her a goodbye air-kiss before I said, “I need to grab a champagne to get this toast going.”

I was nervous as I walked across the room, glass in hand and faking a calm smile. I was thinking of my father’s advice: Don’t let them see you sweat, kid. They’ll think it’s permission to pour on the gasoline.

The video comes closer to me and follows my path. I gently tap my glass with a butter knife, leading the crowd toward a large table in the center of the room. The camera pauses close to me and the 144 glasses I’d stacked perfectly with a level into a champagne tower.

The camera shows Miller Marks creep next to me with his Poe Foundation board chair attitude.

The video has more shots of the crowd, but I remember the conversation with Miller too. It likely kicked off my champagne binge.

Miller leaned his droopy face in my direction. “This is a mistake.”

I took a deep breath, thinking I wanted to be this guy in my next life. Who gets to criticize everything but doesn’t deign to suggest a damn thing that’ll keep the lights on. “It’s a million-dollar launch. You want me to invite our funders to the Haven Brothers food truck instead?”

“It looks preposterous,” he said. “We’re a donor-supported foundation, not the Newport Yacht Club.”

“Are you an optics expert now, Miller?” I took a sip of champagne. “In that suit?”

“If I was, then I’d never have let the board hire you,” he said.

I almost wish he had stood up to the board in opposition to me. Instead, he’d been complaining to anyone who’d listen that my big idea to launch a Rhode Island Genius Grant was destined to fail. The old guard does just that and guards the old ideas that kept the Poe Foundation in the same forgettable place since my father was forced to leave it thirty years ago. They took it from him. But I’ll be damned if they take it from me.

The video focuses on my motioning forward two thick-necked servers. They proceed to lift a three-foot-tall bottle of Moët champagne and stride across the shining marble floors.

As they approach, another man steps forward and raises his saber into the air. The silver crescent-shaped sword catches in the chandelier light, and the crowd softly gasps. Bob the saber bearer is the owner of a French restaurant not too far from this hotel. He waves the sword in circles like Prince Ali. This time, the camera picks up Miller’s words.

“This is a big mistake,” he says. “Those champagne flutes are going to crash and kill Dr. Castle.”

I gasp and hit pause on the video at his words. Little did we know it’d be something . . . someone who’d do that later that night. I hit play, and the next few seconds are of me drinking champagne.

“How many of those are you going to have?” Miller says. “Just like your—”

“Enough.”

I can almost see on the video the uptick of white-hot rage beginning to constrict my ribs against my dress. I watch as I inhale and take a long sip. I want to say to my past self:

Stop, Jules.

Have a glass of water.

Eat a bite or two. Don’t prove them right.

It will be the biggest mistake of your life.

The camera shifts to Bob raising his saber, and it’s ten points for pageantry. The crowd goes quiet.

“Who will hold the bottle for me?” Bob calls out. “Any volunteers?”

The Moët was too big to hold in one hand with the saber in the other.

“I told you, Jules,” Miller says. “Let the failures begin.”

I grin and step forward, as if it was all a fun mistake. “I’ll do it!” I call out with a Vanna White wave.

The crowd applauds as I head toward the tower of glasses. I remember thinking I couldn’t have planned it any better. It all worked out. But it always does.

I prop the bottle on my left hip. “Not sure getting sabered was in my job description.”

That gets a big laugh.

“You ready?” Bob calls.

“Born that way,” I say and toss the crowd another smile.

The saber goes up, and the crowd gasps.

I close my eyes. I remember thinking, “He might take my head off, but better it roll onto that tower of glass than fall at the hands of Miller. This CEO job is mine. Hell or high water or six liters of champagne.”

The video captures the sword falling and the bottle opening with a burst of bubbles tumbling onto the tower. More applause and cheering. One of the servers helps me, and we slowly pour the bottle, the bubbling liquid cascading from the top of the tower toward the bottom.

Handing out glass after glass, I clink cheers and then sip before raising another glass with the next person. I even hand one to Miller, and his scowl makes my grin grow.

I raise my glass toward the camera.

And then it goes black.

The tape.

My memory.

My life.

My phone buzzes, and it’s Ron, our family lawyer, calling me back. After a brief conversation, I decide I won’t go to the police station. There’s another way. I’ve seen it work.

Just like her father.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 2

STATEMENT BY JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH

SUBMITTED TO DETECTIVE FRANK RAMOS

July 11th

JULIET is seated in her lawyer’s office. She’s in a suit, next to a small table and a glass of water.

JULIET

Hello, my name is Juliet Worthington-Smith. I am submitting my statement on video per the request of Detective Frank Ramos.

JULIET clears her throat.

I am CEO of the Poe Foundation, and our purpose is to take the best ideas from Rhode Island and share them with the world. Dr. Terrance Castle was certainly one of the best from our state. He has . . . had wonderful theories about restorative justice, which is a way of healing people after a crime has occurred. And not just victims, but those who committed the crimes. There were people who didn’t agree with him, but real change can often be controversial.

JULIET pauses to take a sip of water before continuing.

I announced our program last night, on July 10th, at the Providence Hotel downtown. We were celebrating, and I had too much champagne. That’s embarrassing, but it’s true.

After the event was over, I met Terrance out for a drink at the Wrong Side of Hope Bar. I remember arriving, but that’s about it. Just before 2:00 a.m., I texted my husband that I was walking home, which is when the bar closes. To the best of my recollection, I left my wallet behind. I’ve actually done that before at the Sider. The next morning, Detective Ramos informed me that my wallet was found with a body.

JULIET pauses to take a tissue and wipes her eyes.

Sorry, I really admired Terrance. He was a great man, and his death is difficult to believe. But I did return home that night. I worry . . . that after I left my wallet, Terrance may have tried to return it . . . and that’s when he was . . . attacked. But I have no idea. And I’ll live with that guilt for the rest of my life. That’s the extent of my knowledge. I’m happy to answer further questions through my lawyer.





Chapter 5

Two Weeks Later

The morning light breaks through my nightmare, and I replay the images in my mind, hoping they’ll soon disappear:

My dad is driving me to work. I’m nervous, as if we’re late. “Come on. You’ve got to fight, kid. Don’t let them see you sweat,” he yells.

I cannot open my eyes yet, even if I am fully awake. Because opening my eyes is the transition from sleeping nightmare to the waking one that is my life.

My head aches from too much wine with Ethan last night. Maybe it’s stupid to drink after what happened, but honestly, it’s what gets me through at this point. When this is over, I’m really never drinking again.

I open my eyes and blink at the ceiling, but it feels as if that white surface overhead is pressing down on me. I scratch at my scalp when I realize I literally haven’t left the house in two weeks. As if my prison sentence has already started. Even if the news keeps reporting the same refrain: No suspects. No suspects. No suspects.

The truth is they do have one. Me.

I still wonder if my video statement, recorded in my lawyer’s office, was the best course of action. We haven’t heard anything from the police. My lawyer assures me this is normal. Cases like this can take months or even a year.

God, months of this? A year? How can I survive?

I reach for my phone, and I refresh my email, but nothing happens, so my work account is still locked.

Ethan stirs next to me and rolls my way. He pulls me close, nuzzling me with his blond chin stubble. I breathe his scent and lean into his warmth. Instead of thinking on all I’ve lost, I try to be grateful that he’s here.

“My first day back at work,” Ethan murmurs. My head really throbs for a moment, but I’m not going to make this about me. Not when it’s been the Jules show twenty-four seven the past two weeks.

“It won’t be for long,” I say. Since my job is frozen, but our bills are not, Ethan has returned to the job he had before Fitz was born. “Just a few weeks, probably. So we don’t get behind on the mortgage.”

“Yeah,” Ethan says with a sigh. “Maybe it’s good for both of us to work, though. Fitz can spend more time with your mom.”

“Why did I want this big house?” I whine. “If we were back at our old place on Ogden Street, we’d be in a much better position.”

“It’s not like we’d saved up a nest egg there either, Jules. My going back to work probably needed to happen, you know.”

Ethan has never been a good liar. We were living our respective dreams before. He always wanted to be a stay-at-home dad. Yes, he liked his job at the Rhode House, helping homeless people rehabilitate and assimilate back into the general population. And I’m sure the executive director, Brooke Jones, or Jonesy to her legions of fans, is thrilled to have “her Ethan” back. She’s everything cute and perky in that Peace Corps, granola way.

“Plus, you’ll see your ‘work wife’ again,” I tease. But Ethan is right. For our family, for right now, he has to go back to work while I wait for things to clear up. “The police could keep dragging their feet.”

“These things take time. There are probably a dozen suspects by now.”

I fake a smile, as if that’s what’s happening, when we both know it isn’t. Maybe I shouldn’t feel so sorry for myself. At least I’m alive. The guilt takes its familiar perch in the center of my chest, pecking away. “I’m really sorry. This is the worst.”

“No.” His voice cracks a little, and he clears it. “We’re together. Our family is fine. It could be a lot worse.”

I should be grateful, but it feels like the end of our life. Even if it’s only been fourteen torturous days, I already feel halfway to prison.

There have to be more suspects. The person who actually did it. My brain starts to spin a familiar loop of all I don’t remember and imagined shadowy figures. My headache kicks up a notch, and I grab the Aleve on my nightstand. At least there’s one thing I can get under control.

My phone buzzes as I take a sip of water. I scroll through texts from “friends” that keep coming in. Not supporting me, exactly, but letting me know they can talk. I haven’t returned them or asked for help. Maybe because I remember all the friends my dad once had, and I watched every single one of them fade.

Another buzz as an email pops up to my personal account—and at last, good news.

“Elle wants to take me to brunch this morning.” I press my phone to my chest and nearly giggle from relief. Goodbye, grubby pj’s. The rarely showering and just watching Farm Family videos with Fitz can end. Finally, something is happening.

I’ve known Elle for many years, hired her as the public relations consultant through the foundation to put the Genius Grant front and center. “This might be a good sign,” I say, still smiling as I respond to her email confirming I will actually be leaving the house today. “Maybe the board is reaching out. I have to go.”

Ethan looks relieved, propping himself up on his elbow. “Guess we both need to get ready today.”

The grin doesn’t go anywhere as we get up. Ethan leaves to get Fitz ready for my mom’s, and I jump in the shower, prepared to sing into the spray.

An hour later I’m back in my CEO suit, which is maybe overkill for brunch—in the heat, especially. But I can’t stop myself. I finally have an excuse for good heels, full makeup, and a jacket lining cool against my skin.

I step outside as my Lyft arrives. The sun is bright, and I slide on my sunglasses, taking a deep breath of morning air. The driver plays soft classical on the short mile drive from our Hope Village neighborhood to Wayland Square. I keep looking for people staring too closely as we pass by strollers and kids on bikes.

While it’s not much distance, this part of town attracts a certain kind of Providencian. I used to think this area was older, more established, but not wanting to be on the “fancy” Blackstone Boulevard blocks. It feels more understated—as much as that’s possible among homes in the half-a-million-to-million-dollar range.

The streets are long and wind along hills with mature trees shading beautifully landscaped lawns. There do seem to be a lot more young families—well, families with money. It takes two very good incomes or one really great one to move here. A little trust fund on the side never hurts when that private school tuition comes due. As we’ll know soon enough with Fitz. Not that we have it.

“Here we are,” the driver says as we’re cruising along the one-way Angell Street. She parks in the crosswalk in front of the restaurant.

“Thank you,” I say. “Have a great day.”

I feel her watch me hurry into Red Stripe, and I wonder if she’s eaten here or writes it off as a place for East Side snobs. I certainly love it. The menu is more French bistro, even though the place is named for a Jamaican beer. That counts as multicultural in Wayland Square.

My heels click on the black-and-white tile, and I long to sidle up to the cool marble bar with its nicely lit wooden shelves. Even though I don’t know the good news from Elle and the board yet, I feel like celebrating even having hope.

But as soon as I see Elle’s anxious face in the corner booth, I know I won’t be celebrating anything today.





Chapter 6

Elle waves at me with a fake smile from across the crowded restaurant. I feel overdressed in my suit to her three-quarter-sleeve red blazer and dark jeans. As we air-kiss, her face spreads into an eager grin. She’ll tell her other clients about this lunch. It will fuel every cocktail conversation from here to the end of her time.

Did I tell you who I saw?

But I’m desperate, and she’s a public relations person who knows more than anyone else in this town about image and branding and how to get your message across. “You look amazing, like a Cate Blanchett dom,” she says as we sit. “And thin. It’s not the stress?”

I wave her off, uncertain if she means within the past two weeks or the few months I’ve been CEO. “Barre works wonders,” I say. “How are you?”

She takes the opportunity to chatter on about different clients as we investigate the menu and then order.

“But this rich guy is spending all of it,” she says with a laugh. She’s telling me about a man from Newport in the middle of a nasty divorce who doesn’t want his wife to get a cent. “He picked up the tab for everyone in the Safari Room. One waitress said it was almost one hundred grand after word spread. The whole room had surf and turf with bottles of good scotch.”

“That’s hilarious,” I say, and it would have been two weeks ago. I try to stay positive, hoping I misread her initial look at seeing me.

Maybe Elle has great news.

Maybe the board wants me back.

Maybe Miller is out, and they need me to rebrand the Genius Grant project.

Elle fidgets before she says, “So we need to talk.”

Maybe not.

“Sure,” I say brightly, as if whatever she says next won’t change the trajectory of my entire life.

“Well, sweetie.” She pauses to let out a little breath, like she’s about to jump off the high dive. “The board and Miller, especially, want Dez to handle the Genius Grant. In fact, we’re rebranding it the Legacy Project. To take Dr. Castle’s messages to communities impacted by violence. Dez has this big vision for the money and media plans. It’s all going to work out. We thought you’d be happy that it wouldn’t, well, you know, die with him.”

I nod, pretty sure that my happiness has nothing to do with this conversation. “So she’s keeping the million dollars I raised?”

“Raised for Dr. Castle. For his vision. That remains unchanged, despite the sad circumstances.”

I try to swallow the bitterness. “It’s my idea. I could help Dez.”

“Honestly, sweetie, I don’t know that your being a part of it is appropriate. Considering.”

Feeling my face redden, I know no matter the CEO armor and pleasant chitchat, I am humiliated. “Considering what?”

“You’re the only suspect,” she says softly.

The noise in the restaurant gets louder. Every plate clanking, pan slamming, and voice reverberating off the tiled floor blurs into a thrum in my ears. I try to breathe. Tell myself to calm down. It takes effort not to drop my head onto the empty bread plate.

“You okay, Jules?”

“Did the police say that? I am really their only suspect?”

She jumps at my voice, and I realize it was loud. People glance our way. “We’ve been told by several sources inside the police department that you are the only person of interest.” She smooths her napkin in her lap. “As of now.”

“Elle.” I lean forward and stare into her darting gaze. “You don’t think I killed him?”

“No!” She waves her hands. “Of course not. But . . . you were drunk that night. We all saw it. You shouldn’t have been meeting him after hours. It’s not a good look, even without . . . the evidence.”

I have to close my eyes. This can’t be happening. I thought surely, she’d have good news, not the worst news.

“I’m so sorry,” she says with such finality.

“It’ll get cleared up soon,” I argue. “Can’t you buy me more time?”

She tries to blink away the pity. “The board really appreciates your service to the Poe Foundation.”

“No,” I say. “Don’t do this, Elle. I gave them my whole career. Fifteen years,” I whisper, careful not to yell, though I want to scream and throw my empty bread plate. “This job is everything . . . what I’ve wanted . . . what I deserve. They can’t fire me.”

“Well, they can, Jules. Miller put all kinds of outs in your contract. I got him to listen to reason. He agreed to let me come here and offer you this.” She slides an envelope across the table. “If you’ll sign the NDA, the money is yours.”

There’s a thick document with lots of legal terms and then a check for ten grand. “This is less than five percent of my salary.”

She frowns, her lips pursing to the side for a moment. “Miller didn’t want to offer you anything.”

“I didn’t do anything. You want me to be grateful for this? I made Poe into something worthwhile,” I say too loud but can’t stop myself. “I am the one with the vision. I was going to be honored at Davos with other social entrepreneurs next year. Real changemakers.” I applied for it, anyway. “I don’t deserve to be treated like this. Ten grand won’t keep me quiet. Ten grand won’t keep me from suing the Poe Foundation for wrongful termination.”

Elle’s gaze goes icy. “You’ve got bigger problems than the Poe Foundation, Jules.” She stands up with her purse, then freezes. “Oh, shit. It’s early.”

I whip around in my chair to see she is staring at the flat-screen TV in the corner. The words BREAKING NEWS zoom across the TV with Terrance’s photo. A man yells for the bartender to turn it up, and he does, but the TV goes to commercials.

“What is that about?” I say to Elle.

She drops back to her chair with one finger held up. She begins scrolling through her phone.

My mind whirls with worst-case scenarios as a server passes, and I stop him to order a glass of wine. I can’t take this sober.

I fiddle with the cloth napkin in my lap and twist it in my fingers. Not able to stop myself, I glance at the bar. As the detergent commercial blares, the bartender—Liam, maybe, or Leonard—pours a white wine. I pray to anything on the wall that it’s for me.

I look at my phone, and then Elle notices. She sets hers down and then plucks mine out of my hand. “I’m doing you a favor,” she says and begins typing.

“Give that back,” I say as the wine is delivered, along with our food. I take a sip, and I’m way too nervous to eat. She finishes whatever she’s doing and hands the phone back. “What did you do?” I ask.

“I suspended all your social media accounts.”

“What?” I gasp.

“Your notifications are about to blow up. This is better. Trust me.”

“I can’t ignore what everyone is saying about me.” My voice is shrill. “Wait, what will they be saying? What’s happening?”

“The Poe Foundation had a press conference this morning.” She raises her thin eyebrows. “Your name came up.”

“What does that mean?”

“That you need to stay off your phone.” She glances around, as if embarrassed, and leans close. “There is literally zero good that comes from being on Twitter nonstop and seeing your name dragged every which way. You have a couple of those”—she pauses to flick a finger at my wine—“and you’re drunk tweeting something you shouldn’t. Then half the jury pool hates your guts before you even show up to court.”

“Jury?” I say. “Court? Where the hell is this coming from?”

“From everyone, Jules.” Her gaze darts around, but I don’t care. I don’t have to guess at how it feels to be infamous in this city. I’ve watched my father my whole life.

But this could be another level, because that was thirty years ago. While his crime ruined his reputation and career, it was not national news. It was not hundreds of thousands of people @-ing him on Twitter. He was never canceled or dragged or whatever people call it as they make you social media infamous.

After glancing around the room, I shift in my chair so my face is more directly toward Elle and the wall. I already feel ashamed—why not hide my face too?

Her phone buzzes, and she turns to the TV. “Stay calm, Jules. People are watching and will be from now on.”

There’s a ringing in my ear, possibly the noise before a bomb explodes, and in this moment, I’d welcome the evisceration.

The anchor returns with a similar lead-in, and then the camera goes to a thin blonde reporter who has interviewed me before.

“I’m standing on Hope Street, where a vigil will be held for Dr. Terrance Castle this week. And while our state and our country mourn the loss of this man, the police may be getting closer to naming a suspect, as we learned at a press conference for the Poe Foundation this morning.”

“Oh my God,” I whisper.

The reporter continues: “Police have confirmed that Dr. Castle was attacked two weeks ago. He was hit in the head by an object in an alley behind the Wrong Side of Hope Bar. A place he’d been drinking that night after an event where he was honored by the Poe Foundation.”

There’s more footage of Hope Street and the bars near my house. Places I went that night and where I met Terrance.

The reporter’s voice-over continues: “We have footage from a press conference this morning at the Poe Foundation announcing the Dr. Terrance Castle Legacy Project.”

Dez Castle is in a long green silk dress, standing in front of what looks like a memorial garden freshly planted at the Poe Foundation. There’s a giant photo of Terrance next to her. “Thank you all for coming. I’m here to honor the legacy of my husband by announcing the Legacy Project.”

The camera cuts to the audience, with rows and rows of reporters. A few I recognize. Several are from Boston affiliates and possibly even national.

The reporter continues her voice-over: “Let’s listen to the question by local author and blogger Phillip Hale.”

The camera cuts to Phillip, easy to spot since he’s the only African American reporter in the crowd, as far as I can tell. He’s handsome as ever in a suit with cute red hipster glasses as he stands to ask his question. “Mrs. Castle,” Phillip says. “Will the Poe Foundation CEO Juliet Worthington-Smith be helping with this Legacy Project?”

Dez’s eyes narrow, and her neck grows red. The splotchy color spreads up her face. “We’re issuing a statement about her later today. But no. That woman no longer works here.”

Phillip raises his hand. “Quick follow-up—why was she let go?”

Miller is suddenly in the frame and reaches for the microphone. Dez raises a hand, and he freezes. “I can answer it,” she says. “That woman was the last person to see my husband alive. Maybe the first one to see him dead.”

The reporters explode with questions. “Do you have any evidence?” a woman shouts.

She shakes her head, and her messy topknot bobbles, as if the question was ridiculous. “An item of hers was found with my husband’s body. She is the only person of interest in this investigation after two weeks of exhaustive work by detectives and many officers working the case.” She pauses to let out a small laugh. “Why do you think she was let go, Phillip? She’ll never be welcome here or anywhere.” She pauses to look at the camera. “Just like her father.”

In the middle of this crowded restaurant, where everyone is watching the news report about me, I start to laugh, too loud. It is not funny. It is the complete opposite, but things keep getting worse.

“She shouldn’t have said that,” Elle whispers, with remorse in her eyes, but what does that matter now?

I turn back to the TV, where it cuts to footage from the Genius Grant announcement. The video I’d insisted we film and stream on the Poe Foundation’s website and social media. I’m there on the stage at the Providence Hotel, in the wide shot as Terrance joins me. But this time, they only show where he whispers in my ear. The shot pauses and blurs out everything but the two of us as he’s turning to leave. There’s a scowl on his face I noticed when I reviewed the video, but frozen on the news, it’s so much worse.

The reporter is almost smirking when she explains that the police are offering no comment on Dez’s accusation. There’s no denial either, which is as good as a confirmation.

Finishing my glass of wine, I close my eyes to keep from hysterically laughing again or starting to cry or both. Then I hear Elle’s chair scrape and see her rising.

“This is bad, Jules.” She slings her Louis Vuitton Neverfull bag over her arm. “I’ve gotta motor, sweetie. I’m sorry.”

She drops more than enough money on the table and then faces me.

“Free advice,” she says, touching my shoulder. “If you let people like Miller or the police control the narrative, well, it’s going to get even worse.”

It’s so near kindness, even if that’s not what she meant, that I start to rise to hug her. She flinches back, real fear there.

Does she think I did it?

I don’t ask, but I do know Elle will never contact me again.

After watching her nearly run out the door, I pay the bill and tip with the cash she left. Then I head toward the bar for another glass of wine on her.

As the bartender pours, I remember what my dad said when things got bad. It’s like he’s on the barstool next to me as his advice mixes with the glug of my wine being poured: Life jackets are made for one, kid. Only you can save yourself.

As I sip my glass of wine, I tell myself that sitting around and waiting, like I’ve done for the past two weeks, will get me thrown in jail.

The police aren’t finding anyone new because they want it to be me. Dez is serving me up as fast as she can.

If I’m the only one who can save me, then it’s time I start doing it. But how will I get my side of the story out? Or find new evidence and suspects? How else will I get the news to focus away from me and find the real killer? To find justice for Terrance. Perhaps I need to take my own advice that I gave to the board.

If it’s not on video, did it even happen?

I text Ethan to ask where he stores our camera. Time to chop down some trees in the forest for everyone to see.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 3

PERSONAL VLOG

INT. LIVING ROOM—DAY

Juliet Worthington-Smith sits in a chair in front of the camera. A photo of her family is behind her, and light shines through the windows.

JULIET

Hello, I’m Juliet Worthington-Smith, a name you’ve likely heard from Dez Castle and the media. I’m living my worst nightmare right now. I’ve been accused of murder.

(pauses and clears throat)

I’m recording this because Dez and maybe the police helping her leaked my name, but not my story. I created this vlog to upload the video statement I submitted to the police, where you can hear my side of things. I am cooperating fully and have done everything the detective assigned to the case has asked.

(leans toward the camera)

There’s one point that has to be addressed, even if it’s embarrassing. I had too much to drink the night Terrance was murdered. I don’t remember what happened. Specifically, I can’t remember going to the bar and have no clear memory of seeing Dr. Castle. I do have text messages from him that he was meeting me. My wallet was found beside his . . . body.

(pauses to wipe a tear)

I don’t believe any part of me would hurt someone, let alone . . . attack them, and of all people, Dr. Castle.

(pauses and sits up straighter)

I’m going to investigate the murder of Dr. Castle myself. Even if I’m the accused. I’m going to find out what really happened, and I’m going to take you with me. Who knows, maybe you can help. Maybe one of you will make all the difference.





Chapter 7

I create a YouTube channel to house my new vlog. After staring at the computer screen prompting me for a name, I decide on Rhode to Justice.

With two vlogs uploaded, I send the link to Elle. She won’t be able to resist sharing it with the whole city. Probably all of New England.

I send the link to every true-crime vlog and related YouTube channel I can find.

I send the link to local TV producers and journalists and bloggers and influencers.

I post it on neighborhood message boards and email threads and mom group chats I haven’t participated in for years. Even the Hope Street block party group and neighborhood garage sale group get the link.

I send a mass email to every personal contact and encourage forwarding to a friend.

I consider sending it to my ex-boyfriend, Phillip Hale, who so kindly asked that pointed question at the press conference. I hold off from being quite that desperate.

I send it to my dad. He can send it to his people.

I send and send and send.

My channel is listed in the “Hot Vlog” section of a major true-crime YouTube channel. I set up an email address, RhodetoJustice@gmail.com, for tips. There are hundreds of comments, many of them cheering on my pursuit of justice.

I get one hundred thousand views on both my videos within twenty-four hours.

My lawyer calls soon after. Word is spreading. Ron asks me to keep quiet and wait. I ask if there’s another suspect.

No.

If he has any idea when I might get my job back.

No.

My life back?

He is silent, and I hang up certain I am doing the right thing.

“Come look at this,” I say to Ethan as he enters the kitchen after giving Fitz his bacon. “One hundred thousand views.”

“Whoa, I can’t believe it.” Ethan heads to our breakfast nook and stands behind me at the small table. “People want to hear the truth, Jules. They want justice for you and Terrance.”

I glance up at his dimpled chin and pull him close enough that I can kiss the small slope right in the center. “For the first time since everything happened, I feel hope. I’m getting the chance I deserve.”

“That’s right.” He squeezes his fingers into my shoulders. “You ran a fifty-million-dollar foundation. You can certainly turn up a few clues the police have missed.”

He refills my coffee and begins packing Fitz’s backpack with snacks for the day. I sip slowly and consider that many of these viewers are on my side now. Possibly, they will start digging on their own. Almost as if we’re all working together.

“Oh, one more thing,” I say to Ethan as he’s stuffing carrot sticks into Fitz’s lunch box. “The bartender at the Sider, Sarah, finally responded. She saw the video and will let me ask her a couple questions about that night. I might be late—if you can pick up Fitz after work?”

He nods and closes the lunch box. “Would you mind taking him to your mom’s, then, so I can get in early? Tell Meredith to go easy on the sugary snacks.”

“Grammie’s house, Grammie’s rules,” I say.

Ethan laughs but then stops. “Oh, the car.” He glances at his watch. “Do I need to drop you?”

We only have one now since we scaled back to afford the new house. Ethan was able to walk to the park or story times, and I was happy to take a Lyft to get to work, if he and Fitz needed it. That was certainly cheaper than a car payment.

“We’ll walk,” I say, since it is less than a half mile. “You better get going. Don’t want to be late.”

I follow Ethan to the living room, where Fitz is cross-legged, eating bacon, and zoned out on the TV. Ethan kisses us both goodbye, then hurries out the door.

The Farm Family is blaring, and I suddenly feel a sort of kinship with them since I now have my own vlog too.

“You ready for Camp Grammie?” I say.

He shrugs and keeps watching. They really are such happy, shiny people.

“Why do you like this family so much?” I hand Fitz his Velcro sneakers so we can get going.

He continues watching, and I wonder if he’s ignoring me. Does that start by five, like he’s a sullen teenager? “I pretend I’m in their family,” he says softly. “I’m playing those games. Or getting those treats with all those kids.”

I feel slightly offended that he’s wishing for another family, but it’s not like this is the happiest place on earth lately. I click off the TV. “Let’s go see what fun Grammie has for you. We’re walking, so grab your wheels, buddy.”

Fitz puts on his green dinosaur helmet and drags the scooter out onto the porch. I’ve barely gotten the front door locked before he’s zooming toward Hope Street, which is in the opposite direction we’re going.

“Wait, Fitz!” I sling his backpack over one shoulder and my purse over the other. My heart begins to thump with so much distance between us. I jog in my wedges and summer dress to catch up. “You’re going the wrong way!”

I keep chasing after him, yelling his name. Finally, he stops, and I realize why he went this way. There’s a big group of people gathered where our block intersects Hope Street, directly across from the Sider and the alley.

This is a vigil for Terrance. The morning prayer service they mentioned on the news. I hadn’t realized it would be today, this morning, after my name was shouted as a suspect to the world.

“Fitz,” I hiss, my body vibrating with fear. “Come here now.”

His eyes are wide and excited, and he points at the crowd of people, as if I can’t see them. I step back off the sidewalk and dig into my purse. I find my giant sunglasses, and then inside Fitz’s backpack is his PawSox baseball cap. It’s small, but it works if I open the strap on the back. I slide it onto my head as low as it will go. With my dark hair pulled back, surely I’m not too conspicuous.

I hurry to Fitz, but instead of forcing him back in the opposite direction, I linger. The crowd is gathered on the corner in front of a telephone pole with photos and candles as a makeshift memorial. On the other side of them is the alley where he died.

Searching the faces, I look for anyone familiar. I have a longing to join the circle to remember Terrance and share how much he meant to me. Even if I’m the only suspect in his death.

A man is speaking, and then voices begin singing the first notes of “Amazing Grace.” There are a few dozen people, and the song carries in the mostly quiet morning. Their voices seem to fill all of Hope Street. My cheeks heat at the thought of being seen . . . and then I realize I have been.

Dez Castle is at the front of the vigil. She’s not singing, but she holds a candle, her thin shape in a strappy silk dress. And she’s staring directly at me and Fitz.

I inhale sharply and duck my gaze. I yank Fitz by the arm and snap up the scooter with my other hand. “We have to go. Now.” I pull a little too hard, and he starts to cry. I let out a long impatient breath and begin hauling him down the block.

As I glance back, it’s as if I’m seeing a ghost from my past. My ex-boyfriend, Phillip Hale, stares at me through his too-cool aviators. When I saw him on TV asking that awful question at the Poe press conference, I should have realized this moment was coming. Here we are, breathing the same air for the first time in fifteen years. Not since he broke both our hearts by telling me to leave and never contact him again.

Phillip is as good looking as always, and I am still drawn to his serious, judgmental stare. Knowing his face too well, I see the tension, even from this distance. Terrance was his mentor, a beloved figure he often mentioned when we were together. When I started working with Terrance, I was glad for the connection back to Phillip.

He doesn’t acknowledge me, but he sees me, just as I see him.

We are both living with ghosts, dead and alive, and none of them are done with us.





Chapter 8

Fitz and I make good time the first three blocks, and I’m glad he’s going fast. I push my muscles until they’re burning to get us far away from the vigil. I should never have lingered. It was not my place. Of course Phillip would be there. Of course Dez would spot me. I do not need to be in the crosshairs of either.

I’d much rather worry about them than think about the alley. That terrible dark place where Terrance drew his last breaths.

“Mom, this is so annoying.” Fitz slams his scooter after hitting another bump in the cracked sidewalk as we head down Rochambeau Avenue. “I’m sick of the scooter,” he whines.

We’re both sweating in what New Englanders classify as “wicked hawt” humidity. Personally, I love the heat, even when it’s sticky like today. Growing up, I’d launch myself into our pool and not come out until I was shivering in the dark. These days, I’m usually in my air-conditioned office.

Fitz is red faced and throws the scooter onto the ground. “I can’t do it. I’m sweating.”

I should have put sunscreen on him. We’re only four blocks away now, but it’s all direct sun.

“Put this on, buddy.” I pull his hat off my head.

He wrinkles his nose. “It’s gross!” He crosses his arms, and I can almost see his pale skin crisping. “I don’t want it.”

Anger lights up my nerves, but I take a deep breath and swallow the then you’ll just burn in the hot sun comment. I try to shove the hat on his head, but he dodges me. I look up the hill, back toward Hope Street. We’re several blocks from the vigil, but I’m impatient to get even farther away. To hide in the dark house of my childhood.

I pull Fitz toward a rock wall that’s mostly shaded and lining a big colonial house. Nearby, there’s a crumpled East Side Monthly with weathered pages starting to curl. Good enough.

“I’m going to make you a hat.” I drop the scooter and put him on a shaded flat stone. “You’re going to get sunburned if I don’t.”

He wipes the sweat from his face. “How can you make a hat?”

Tearing out a couple of pages of the magazine, I begin to fold. I made these for parties in college from vintage Playboys. People love paper hats. This one is thankfully free of eighties full bush. Instead, I fold over a real estate listing. I measure the pages against his head. I fold and fold some more.

“Try this.” I slide it over his hair, shining with sweat.

He adjusts it and says, “Take a picture, Mom. I want to see!”

I snap the photo on my phone with him on the rock wall, slightly flushed, with his little paper hat making him look like an adorable newsie. I send it to Ethan and have this surge of feeling like I did the right thing.

I show Fitz the photo, and he grins even more. “I look cool,” he says. “Thank you, Mom!”

His joy is so intoxicating that I reflexively squeeze him and realize I haven’t seen his beaming smile much lately. I was working a lot. Coming home too late. Rushed on the weekends and leaving everything to Ethan.

“Glad you like it,” I say. “Grammie will have a better hat for you when we get there.”

He crosses his skinny arms. “I like this one.”

“Okay,” I say, feeling a quivering of pride. “Wear it as long as you want.”

Fitz begins to skip toward my parents’ house. “We’re almost there,” he yells. “Let’s go!”

Easy for him to say, since he’s not lugging a purse, backpack, and scooter. “Go on through the gate,” I say as we approach my childhood home, expecting to see my mom working in her beloved backyard.

I wish for the hundredth time that my parents had moved. I think about it every time I’m at their home. Why not a waterfront condo that wasn’t less than a mile from me, if I’m really dreaming big? Even the other side of town that’s not a block from the scene of the accident that ruined my childhood.

I used to bring it up more, especially before we bought our too-big house and too-big mortgage. I offered to help them move, but Mom trotted out the old argument that all her landscaping clients were nearby. She couldn’t leave the yard that had saved her sanity and was her best piece of advertising. “What would I do in a condo, Juliet?”

She meant, What would I do with your father? When she can’t pin him in his office with his bottle and cable news and retreat to her lawn until he’s good and passed out.

My mom is out back, and I can see her bright-magenta hat through the wide-plank fence. It’s just after 9:00 a.m., so she’s probably been there since sunup. After opening the gate, I steer Fitz around the hedges to where she’s digging.

“Hey, Mom,” I call as we approach.

“Is that my Fitzy boy?” She rises from her position behind the rosebushes. Her yard is nothing short of extraordinary, with a long perfect hedge and a mix of New England plants and flowers. “Did you bring his suit?”

Glancing toward the pool, I sigh at this fixture of my childhood and a very rare sight for backyards on the East Side of Providence. We built it the summer after the accident with Dad’s severance money. A way of luring the neighbors back to us. Not that it worked completely, but it had been a hot few summers, and a couple of friends started coming over. Dad managed enough families coming by to justify a few barbecues.

I think of the ten grand Elle offered me, and that sure as hell wouldn’t buy an in-ground pool. Seems Poe Foundation hush money hasn’t grown with inflation.

“He’s got his suit.” I glance at the rosebushes, lovingly tended around the oval-shaped pool. My earliest lesson from my mother in how appearances matter.

Mom neatly tucks her shears into her dirt-spattered apron. “I have a fun project for us today, Fitz.” She frowns as we stop in front of her. “What’s with that hat?”

“Mom made it,” he says and dips it like a newsie. “She knows how to make hats. But she forgot my water bottle.”

Her eyes widen and then refocus. “Go on into the house, kiddo, and get a drink and snack.”

As Fitz skips toward her sliding door, she takes my arm. Her face reminds me a lot of my sister, and I wonder if Mom thinks that too. If she misses her oldest daughter, who lives far away and refuses to come to our house.

“Are you okay?” she asks softly. “It’s so awful about that professor. Ridiculous that those people at Poe put your name out there. For just a silly wallet.”

Tears start to burn, but I refuse to let them fall. I called her right after I found out about Terrance’s death, of course, but we haven’t actually spoken face to face. “I’m trying to defend myself with this vlog. I can’t let them keep saying whatever they want about me. I have to find out who killed him. Maybe finding justice . . . clearing my name . . . it might be the second chance I need.”

She nods, and it’s the polite one she gives Dad. “As long as you’re . . . safe.”

I’m pretty sure she means not in jail. “I already got one hundred thousand views.”

“Oh, I’m very aware,” she says. “Your father told me as the count went up and up.” She brushes a strand of my hair behind my ear and smooths the top of my head, which feels messy from the hat and sweat. “Remember what your father does . . . the people who are drawn to him.”

“What does that mean, Mom?”

“I don’t know if it’s your . . .” She pauses to purse her lips to the side. “Your target audience.”

I almost laugh at her using that term. “Anyone who will listen is my target audience. If Dez is willing to drag my name through the mud on camera, God only knows what she and Miller are saying behind my back.”

“Maybe if you give it more time?”

Ignoring things is my mother’s go-to survival instinct, but it’s not one of mine. “I have to fight back. They’re pouring on the gasoline.”

“You hold the matches,” Mom says. “Don’t play into their hands. Self-fulfilling prophesies still come true.”

I stare at the house looming ahead, the roof reflected in the pool. I spot a leaf near the edge and walk over, scooping it up and flicking it toward the grass.

“What does Lindy say?” Mom asks as I rejoin her. “She’s usually full of advice.”

“I don’t want to tell her,” I say about my older sister.

“She should know,” Mom says.

“I texted her that we need to talk,” I say. “She’ll reach out when she has time.”

Lindy is capital B Busy. She and her husband, Jesse, own a nice Rhode Island and Mexican fusion restaurant in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I visited after the births of both my nieces and once when Fitz was a baby, but it’s not enough. She and Jesse are here fairly often, because he’s close to his siblings and has several nieces and nephews for their girls to play with. Whenever I’ve hung out with his whole family, it’s been wonderful.

A stark contrast to our own. Not that she’s invited my dad, after the last time.

“I’m not going to no quinceañera,” my dad had said to my sister, grossly mispronouncing the word. Also, it was just a family get-together, not a party. He was being mean. At best.

“You will not be missed,” Lindy had said. “You should be used to that by now.”

Her retort makes me smile now because she’s never backed down when it comes to our dad. Something I have yet to learn.

Even when she was barely twenty, only a few years after the accident, she strode into our house, holding Jesse’s hand, to say she was pregnant, they were getting married, and they were moving the hell away from our family after she graduated from culinary school. Jesse was working his way through Johnson & Wales too.

“You gotta get away from Dad,” she said to me in that big-sister way. Her hand on her belly, boobs big, and hot boyfriend made fiancé. I’d never been so jealous of anyone in my life. I was happy for her, too, both those feelings usually present in our sister relationship.

“You should go see Lindy,” I say to Mom.

“We will soon.” She takes my arm into hers, patting as if I need soothing. And maybe I do.

Fitz is already slurping water inside. He makes an “ahhh” sound that punches me in the gut for not remembering his water bottle or sunscreen. Mom sets out toast and several jellies on her wrought iron table under the skylights of her breakfast area connected to the kitchen.

“Look at those,” I say, trying to snap myself out of this parent guilt. “Your favorite.”

“I know.” Fitz adjusts his newsie hat but doesn’t take it off. “I’m so hungry after that long walk.”

Mom and I laugh because he’s got that grown-up tone in his little-boy voice.

She begins opening the jars of jam, and Fitz heads over to the sink without being asked and washes his hands.

I get this longing feeling deep in my stomach to be needed and yet am relieved I’m able to leave. “I’m going to check on Dad,” I say. Neither of them looks up.





Chapter 9

Leaving the sunny breakfast room off the kitchen, I cross through the dining room that’s never used anymore and the formal living room that’s only occupied during Christmas Eve. Then it’s down a dark hallway and past quiet rooms. One solitary lamp casts long shadows on the worn carpet.

All those childhood feelings return, and it’s a mix of things both before and after. In the good years, few as they were, I remember a near-constant feeling of pride. As if a celebrity lived in our house. Actually, it was better than that because he wasn’t someone famous for Rhode Island, but my dad.

Before, Lou Worthington was a professor and respected CEO of the Poe Foundation he’d founded. But most of all, he was a personality. Great on camera, dynamite at a lectern, and highly quotable in the newspaper. Dad was everywhere because no one wanted to miss anything he said.

How many times did Mom call me and Lindy into the living room to watch Dad on the news? Or, on Sunday mornings, we’d sit at the dining room table as a family. Dad would read his latest op-ed from the Providence Daily and fire off questions.

I was only six, but I remember when he opened the Poe Foundation to send the best ideas from our small state into the world. Lindy and I were allowed to go to the big opening gala with the champagne-glass tower. I remember peeking around my mom’s dress and watching how Dad raised a glass with every donor. The room was intoxicated by Lou and his dazzling promises for the future.

Our home was the epicenter of funders being wined and dined with academics and state politicians. From breakfast, lunch, and dinner there were always voices filling every room. I remember feeling so important as I’d answer the door. There’d be a reporter from the local news or an author I recognized from a photo on a book jacket. They’d ask me about school or what I was reading.

It was an exciting place to grow up. Until it wasn’t.

The best explanation is still pretty awful: my dad accidently killed a kid with his car. Said another way, my dad was drunk and driving because nine-year-old me had nagged him into taking me to ballet.

After, Dad spent his “second career,” as he calls it, looking for anyone who would listen to him. He was known as smart and reasonable, but that’s not going to work after you accidently run over a Latino kid with your car and your lawyer implies since that kid wasn’t from your neighborhood, he was probably breaking into houses. The silent racism might get you out of jail time, but it’ll also get you kicked out of the Ivy League.

Then, they didn’t just force him out as CEO of the Poe Foundation. They wiped his name from the charter, as if he’d never existed.

There were no more conference keynotes. I remember him complaining he wasn’t even comped registration anymore. Then he was asked not to come. No grad students popping by with thesis outlines. No Providence Daily reporters calling for a quote.

No one clamoring for dinner invites. Phone calls and invitations ignored.

Dad did try to fight it. He took his payoff money from the Poe board and built that in-ground pool, which drew a few neighbors back to us. Those good days didn’t last long. A pool is only practical a couple of summer months in New England. There were so many other days to fill.

The house was unalterably quiet, which was louder than any voices that had come before. That’s not true. There would be the sound of a bottle opening. Tinging rattle of ice in the glass. Logically, I should have rejected booze. I watched what it did to my father. How it strained my mother and broke their marriage into a cohabitation. How it destroyed his relationship with my older sister.

Still, my anger toward him is tempered because I’m the real reason that awful day happened.

I could not change the past, but I could make my future bright. I marched back into the Poe Foundation with my Harvard degree and big ideas, ready to work harder than anyone else. To redeem us all and be a beaming light that would blind everyone to the past. Not that people really work that way. Not that any of us could ever forget or forgive.

Standing at the end of the dark hallway, I start to knock on Dad’s office door, but I hear his voice.

“Let me tell you a few things,” he calls out.

Peeking inside his study, I see Dad lean over his gigantic oak desk like an overstuffed grizzly bear. He’s in a fresh collared shirt, raising his arm and finger in the air. “Are you listening? Because I’ve got something to tell you.”

I freeze at the realization he’s not talking to me. He’s recording his web show. His so-called second career. When the world turned its back, my father had to settle for whoever would listen to his rants and imagined conspiracies.

At first, he found a decent niche. His book about “seeing the light” and shifting from a liberal New Englander to a “true independent,” whatever that means, sold pretty well. Going after President Clinton for eight years paid a few bills, but we relied mostly on my mother’s income doing yards on the cheap.

Dad sold more books to fringe publishers. Ranted through another couple of presidents. He hit his most recent stride with the wave of web radio shows, catering to the tinfoil-hat club, which seems to have decent numbers these days.

“Listen up, Lou Crew. They don’t have a damn thing on my daughter,” he says with theatrical flair. Not for the first time, I think he would’ve made a great Barnum or Bailey. “That professor had her out for a drink. She heads home to her husband and my beautiful grandson. She accidently leaves her wallet. That professor takes it. Maybe he’s giving it back, and maybe he’s not—we’ll never know. Then he gets jumped by thugs in an alley. That’s what happened.”

He looks in my direction, and his eyes light up.

“My daughter has joined us.” He waves me over. “Juliet, honey, the Lou Crew are loving your videos. Your pursuit of the truth. Finding justice. Come say hi. Hurry, we’re live.”

I mouth “No,” but he shoots me a sharp look despite his wide grin.

“Here she comes,” he says as I reluctantly cross the room. He rolls a chair next to him. “Right here, sweetie.”

After I smooth my hair, I wipe under my eyes in case sweat has given me raccoon eyes. “Thanks, Dad,” I say quickly, adjusting to the computer screens front and center.

The small webcam blinks a red light, and on one computer screen are our faces. There’s a level at the bottom of another screen showing the audio is working and another box with comments popping up. The live-viewer count is almost forty thousand, which is much more than I expected. “Hello, Lou Crew. I’m Juliet Worthington-Smith.”

“Oh, honey, they know who you are.” He pauses to laugh. “Now, first thing we gotta talk about is that Poe Foundation press conference. What crawled up that woman’s you-know-what?”

I see LOL comments flood his screen, and of the answers, “butt” appears the nicest response. “She was upset,” I say.

“Right? And her face!” He makes a weird frozen mad face before laughing with the flurry of LOLs popping up. “But then, that woman accuses you. It’s an outrage. I’ll tell you what else. There was a word I wanted to say. It rhymes with snitch.”

He laughs again, and LOLs are mixed with “bitch” comments. Even though it’s pretty awful to call a widow that word, it also feels kind of good to have someone—well, forty thousand anonymous strangers, I guess—on my side.

“Back in my day,” he begins, his tone both condescending and wistful, “when I ran that place, I’d never have let that happen.”

I start to argue with him but realize that’s not the point. I’ve never been on his show. In fact, I’ve hardly watched. I’m glad he has it, but it’s usually a lot of conspiracy theories or complaining about Rhode Island or national politics. “It was upsetting,” I say, pushing for sympathy over making Dad look like a jackass. “But I won’t let Dez or anyone stop me from my own investigation.”

“Damn straight,” he says. “Now, tell the Lou Crew the latest.”

“I’m . . . interviewing witnesses,” I explain, not mentioning who or where. “I’ll try to have a new video posted soon.”

“The sooner, the better,” Dad says and shifts in his chair so he’s right at the center of the screen. “The police have missed things. I guarantee you that.” He waggles his finger, as if I’m onto something. “They think they can take our rights away. It’s outrageous and, honestly, un-American.”

His words are comforting, as are the comments popping up to support me. “I’m going to find the real killer,” I say. “I won’t stop until we know the truth. It’s justice for Dr. Castle and justice for me.”

Dad nods, pride in his gaze. “You keep at it, honey. The second you let them take control, it’s all over. They don’t care about the truth. They don’t care about justice. These crooked cops and the whiny widow are as bad as all the politicians.”

None of it really makes sense, but the anger feels good. Outrage is such a comfortable perch—lobbing criticism at enemies unseen while feeling sorry for myself.

A few more minutes of rants, and it’s time to sign off to the Lou Crew. Dad makes an L with his left hand’s pointer finger and thumb. “Loyal,” he says, then makes an L with his right. “Lou Crew.” He puts them together to make a W. “Watch, my friends. Watch them. Watch and protect. We are the watchers! Lou out!”

I explained to him once that an L with his thumb and pointer finger meant loser, but he wasn’t interested. He wanted a signature sign-off. People post pictures with their Ls together in a W shape, showing they’re loyal Lou Crew watchers.

Dad presses the button, and the red light fades. It’s only us in his now-quiet office. “That was good, Jules.” He unbuttons his collar button and takes a long drink of what I assume is a gin with a splash of tonic. “I’ll link to your vlog in the show notes.”

“Thanks.” I stand up and head around his desk.

“Make yourself a drink,” he says before I sit in the pleather chair.

I do feel a little like celebrating, even if it’s early. “You have OJ?”

“Sure, kid.” He motions toward his small bar cart in the corner.

I pour myself a screwdriver, and he’s raising his glass, so I clink it and sit down. When in Rome, I guess.

“Next time, let me know you’re coming. I’ll promote it, and we’ll probably hit twice as many live viewers.” He grins, and I realize he has on makeup. The red veins and dark circles look much more muted on his skin. “Good numbers today, though. Highest since election night.”

He fiddles on his computer and reads a few comments. I’m halfway through my drink before him, a rarity he notices. His bushy eyebrows go up. “You ready to talk about it, kiddo?”

“No, and don’t call me that.”

I pour what’s left at the bottom of the glass into my mouth and toy with the idea of another, then dismiss it. Especially without breakfast. “I can’t believe Dez had the nerve to accuse me like that,” I say. “We were always friendly. But that’s obviously over.”

“You can’t trust anyone, kid.”

The drink has settled my anxiety, and I have the courage to ask, “Do you really think this vlog is a good idea? I was desperate and just did it.”

“They fired first,” Dad says. “You can’t let them take control of the narrative. If you’re out there looking for justice, it sends the right message.”

“I want to find out what happened,” I say, really meaning it. “I am so embarrassed that I was blackout drunk. It’s shameful.”

Dad gets up from his seat, and there’s real concern in his face. He doesn’t look like the blustery showman but my dad. He sits in the seat next to mine and takes my hand. “Kid, listen. Are you sure you don’t remember anything? I know you said . . . but seriously?”

I flash through the few seconds of memory: a rolled cigarette, maybe a whiff of trash, Terrance’s dark eyes and long lashes in the flash of a lighter. Many feelings are mixed in there . . . frustration . . . it’s so fuzzy and far away. “Really, Dad, nothing.”

He nods and seems solemn, my old dad there in his hazel eyes. “Mistakes happen, but you should not be thrown in prison for having one too many. All the criminals in the world. People Terrance wanted to give a pass, by the way. The people he likes to make excuses for were probably the ones who killed him. There’s restorative justice for you.”

“Dad, come on,” I say. “I believed in his ideas too.”

“Well, that was your real mistake.” He pats my hand and then heaves himself up. “That’s all behind you now. It’s upsetting, sure, but time to move on. Time to come out swinging.” He grins and punches the air as he heads toward the bar cart.

“I have to clear my name. My job, my family, any life I’d have in this town . . .” I realize I’m saying that I’m scared I’ll have his life.

“Show those bastards at the Poe Foundation they won’t be making the same mistake twice.”

Tears start to burn at the edges of my eyes. Not as much frustration as anger at all that was lost, including Terrance’s life. On a selfish level, my position as CEO. The bright future I pictured leading the Poe Foundation.

Dad refills his glass and returns to his seat. He’s sipping, and soon his eyes are completely glassy.

“Thanks for putting me on your show, Dad,” I say, wanting to get away from him once he starts down this path. “Hope you have a good day.”

He grunts as I leave, leaning back in the desk chair with a squeak. When I’m at the door, one of three TVs on the wall begins blaring cable news. The commentator is yelling about a headline, and I do Mom a favor and shut the door as I leave.

After staring at the few family photos in the hallway, I pause at my sister’s door. I turn the handle and peer inside at the two twin beds in the room with Lindy’s kids’ names crocheted in the pillows. In my old room, FITZGERALD is carefully stitched in a pillowcase.

Fitz uses that room, but Lindy’s kids do not use theirs.

I hear my mom step into the hallway. She freezes when she sees me but recovers quickly. “Before you leave, Jules, I have something for you.”

At first I think it’s going to be a check, which I’m definitely not too proud to take. But instead, she holds out a business card.

“Dr. Potter is the best around,” Mom says. “I’ll pay for any therapy you want. In fact, she does light therapy. It helps us process trauma we can’t remember.” She pauses to give me a pointed look. “Even with just one appointment. It could make a real difference.”

I picture a therapist trying to hide her judgmental stare in a silent room of pillows and plants and tissues.

How does that make you feel?

Like shit. Like I deserve every awful thing that happens to me.

“I don’t know, Mom.” I stare into Lindy’s room. “I’m doing okay.”

“You look tired, honey,” she says softly and in a way that’s full of kindness. It doesn’t sting as much as it could. “Are you having nightmares again?”

Squeezing the card in my hand, I feel the sharp corners poke into my palm. “They never really stopped,” I say.

Usually if I have a few too many drinks, I don’t really remember them in the morning. Not that I’m going to admit that.

“That all started after the accident.” She takes my hand. “Dr. Potter told me to keep a dream journal. Write down what you remember as soon as you wake up. We have to process our subconscious, sweetie. Write it down, and take it to Dr. Potter. She can help.”

“I don’t need therapy.”

“Everyone does,” Mom says. “Especially in this house.”

Hard to disagree there, so I give her a quick hug. I won’t be calling Dr. Potter. Finding out the truth is the only therapy I need.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 4

PERSONAL VLOG

INT. WRONG SIDE OF HOPE BAR—DAY

SARAH RODGERS stands behind a bar. A neon NARRAGANSETT BEER sign buzzes on the wall. She’s folding and refolding a bar rag in front of the camera.

SARAH

I just have a few minutes, Jules.

JULIET

(behind the camera)

I understand. Thank you for talking to me. I’m trying to understand what happened the night Terrance was murdered.

(clears throat)

Just say your name, and tell me about what you remember.

SARAH

Okay. I’m Sarah. I’m a bartender at the Sider. Uh, the Wrong Side of Hope Bar is what it’s called officially or whatever. It’s in Providence. On Hope Street . . . oh, you probably know that.

(pauses)

So two weeks ago, when you were in here, um, with Terrance Castle. We were slammed that night. Full moon probably. It was hot. Everyone was thirsty—you know, chugging drinks. Some nights are like that. Anyway, I didn’t see a lot. I was making drinks, running glasses through the wash, and then making more drinks.

(sighs)

But I did see you crying, Jules. I told the police that you seemed upset.

JULIET

Did you talk to me? I really don’t remember anything at all.

SARAH

We were so slammed. I don’t like to get in people’s business. Oh, you had a piece of paper. No, Terrance had the paper. He was showing it to you. You kept swatting it away. Not mean or anything, more like you wanted him to put it back in his pocket.

JULIET

How long was I here? Did we leave together?

SARAH

(shakes her head)

No, you left before him. You guys went out a couple times in the alley. To smoke his cigarettes. The last time, he came back for the bill. I gave the police the receipt information. I ran it right at 2:00 a.m. with all the other cards still behind the bar.

JULIET

Do you remember if I left my wallet? It’s red leather.

SARAH

Not really. The police grilled me about that. And that reporter.

JULIET

What reporter?

SARAH

Oh, um, I have his card.

SARAH reaches behind bar and pulls out a business card. She reads it and then hands the card to JULIET.

SARAH

(continues)

Phillip Hale is the guy. He said he knew you. And Terrance.

JULIET

Yeah, he does. What else do you remember about the end of the night?

SARAH

We were busy even after we should have been closed. I was stressed running all those cards, so I didn’t notice much. Maybe Sean did—oh, hey. Jules is doing an interview for YouTube.

Bar owner SEAN MURPHY walks in front of the camera.

SEAN

You need to leave now, Jules.





Chapter 10

“I’m not welcome here?” I shift the camera toward Sean, which will piss him off.

He’s one of those dark-web tech freaks. He watches everything with cameras. But he’d never want his face online.

“You’re kicking me out?” I say with a smirk.

Sean’s always had a thing for me. Or maybe for my dad. He’s been a loyal Lou Crew watcher for a while. “After I do this.” Sean steps around me to turn off the camera.

“Fine, no recording,” I say.

“You better edit me out.” Sean points his finger and looks me up and down. “But you can stay. It’s noon, and we’re open. Free country. For now, anyway.”

“What about your own video?” I nod at the cameras in the corners of the bar. “Do you have a tape of that night?”

“No, Jules.” His voice is harsh, and he looks away, toward Sarah.

“I don’t believe you.” I’m surprised I didn’t think of this before. Surely the police have been through everything by now. “You’re totally paranoid. You record everything.”

“My footage gets deleted each night. I was gone by the time Castle kicked the bucket, so it was blank when the police came busting through here the next morning. You shoulda seen that detective’s face when I told him.” Sean grins like a naughty toddler. “He still threatened to rip the system out of the wall, but his boss talked him down.”

“Did you . . . see Terrance?” I ask. “The next day? When the police were here?”

“Yeah,” Sean says and shoves his hands in his pockets. “It was pretty damn sad. Kind of looked like he just hit his head.” He angles his body as if he’s Terrance in the alley, his neck one way and limbs the other. “It was weird, the way he was lying. Police said murder right away, so whatever.”

The delivery guy comes in the back door, and Sean heads outside with him. Sean is thin, though he has a beer belly. He’s maybe midforties, and as we love to say in Rhode Island, this bar “used to be” his uncle’s place. A hot dog counter—well, “hot wiener” is the honest-to-God Rhody term for essentially a coney without cheese. That place closed when his uncle got sick, and there were renters, and most of the space was a coin shop for a while. Sean’s uncle left it to him when he passed away.

Not that Sean did much more in five years except wipe down the old booths and turn the counter into a bar for Sarah to sling drinks. My shoes always stick to the floors, but hipsters like it, swigging cans of PBR and bottles of High Life. The Sider has a go-piss-up-a-rope vibe that contrasts with the mostly light and bright shops along Hope Street now.

The beer signs are already buzzing and loud without any music playing yet. I sit in front of Sarah. “Can we finish our interview?” I ask. “You were doing a great job.”

“Sean will get mad.” She glances toward the door where he left. “I’ve got a lot to do. Just use what I gave you, okay?”

I nod and wonder if I’m imagining that Sarah seems nervous—or even scared. “Where did I sit that night?” I ask.

She blinks at me a few times. “You were in the last stool on the end.” She wipes the inside of a glass, and it squeaks. “Terrance was right next to you.”

I head over and sit down on the stool where I’d been that night. A spot I’ve occupied plenty of times. Usually with work people, maybe a funder who lives nearby. Staring at the empty stool next to me, I lean over like in the photo on my phone.

Sarah is watching me, and I shrug, embarrassed. “I really can’t remember anything.”

She nods, her eyes sad. “It happens.”

Checking my phone, I see my dad has sent me a link with updated viewer numbers. Seems his people really liked our show earlier. I’m embarrassed about how much I enjoyed it too. People believing me was dangerously intoxicating.

My cheeks burn, and I want to take it back. The mean comments about Dez. How I’m just a helpless woman forced to defend herself. Letting Dad blame the police and politicians. It was all nonsense, and the shame singes, especially here, where Terrance spent his last hours. With me.

Sean returns with two High Lifes. “Thirsty?”

I’m so filled with self-loathing that there’s no way I can refuse. “Sure,” I say glumly.

“You look fit, Jules.” He clinks against my bottle as I take it. “Stress makes you skinny.”

“That’s charming, Sean. I’m amazed no woman can stand you.”

He almost spits out his beer laughing. “They can if I get them drunk enough,” he says toward Sarah, who glares at him.

I don’t feel like pretending he’s funny. Not for one High Life, anyway. “What do you remember from that night?”

He stares out into the bar, as if there’s an audience. “We were real busy. I was real drunk.” He laughs and takes a sip of beer. “Got that new whiskey in, you know. Terrance was drinking it too. He loves that shit. Or loved, I guess. One glass pays my cost for the whole bottle. Must be nice to be married rich, huh.”

Dez is certainly from old money, but Terrance wasn’t exactly hurting. He was a tenured professor and had multiple book deals. But it probably makes people like Sean feel better to belittle him.

“What else do you remember?” I press. “Sarah said there was a piece of paper. I was maybe upset?”

He shrugs. “The room doesn’t stop and start with you, Jules. I was busy getting drunk. Hitting on this barfly. I got my own shit.”

I roll my eyes, though I have no one to blame but myself. “What did Phillip Hale say when he was here?”

“Tell you what—I’ll give you what I gave to Hale.” He pauses and yells toward Sarah. “Where’s that copy?”

I sit up straight on the barstool as Sarah heads toward Sean’s office. “Copy of what?” I ask, thinking of the paper that upset me that Sarah mentioned in the interview.

“I wouldn’t have given it to Hale if I knew you were going to be more proactive, like your old man.” He stares at me—leers is maybe a better word. Sarah returns, and he snatches the sheet of paper and holds it out. “Hale hasn’t done anything with it, so go nuts.”

I take what looks like a cell phone photo of nearly right where we’re sitting on the barstools. I recognize Terrance’s profile, and it seems as if the photo was taken high up by standing on a chair. Terrance is leaning forward. His knee in between the legs of a young woman, definitely not Dez. She’s got black hair and appears to be Asian, maybe a student. “Who is it?” I ask.

Sean shrugs. “I kept it from my tapes one night about a month ago. I knew Terrance was married, and dirt don’t hurt to have in my back pocket. Guess I was right.”

I study the photo and see now that it’s from a high angle because it’s from one of Sean’s cameras. “But you delete all the videos? You only save pictures?”

“Sure,” he says and takes a swig. “That gal could be another suspect.”

I stare at the young woman’s face and wonder if she’s already been questioned by the police. “What did Phillip say, exactly?”

Sean shrugs. “He thought Terrance was totally innocent. I showed him this to blow his mind. I’m pretty sure it did.”

“Did Phillip mention other suspects?” I ask.

Before Sean can answer, he gets distracted at someone entering the bar. “Hey, Franco, there’s a bunch of dishes, man. You’re late.”

My hand tightens, and I slosh the beer when I see Franco Ovalle. He’s in a hoodie and paint-splattered pants. He’s about my age, but the dark bags under his eyes and thinness from drugs, I assume, make him look older. He stares at me, then glances at his shoes.

“Yeah, Sean. I’m hurrying.” Franco speeds toward the back and almost trips through the door to the small kitchen.

“Why do you look like that?” Sean says, propping his elbow on the bar. “You told me to hire him. That means you’ll be seeing him when you’re in here.”

“Obviously,” I murmur. “But it’s still sad. His cousin is dead because of . . . the accident.”

Sean snickers and swirls his beer before finishing it. “Things happen. Gotta move on if you’re still standing.”

I pull my focus back on Terrance’s murder and not the one involving my father and Franco’s cousin three decades ago.

There’s a crash in the back, and Sean curses and starts yelling at Franco as he heads toward the kitchen. This gives me another chance to get Sarah to open up. She’s been watching us with a scowl, as if Sean’s version of events doesn’t quite line up with hers.

“Something on your mind, Sarah?” I ask. “Something that could help me?”

Her gaze skitters toward the kitchen, where Sean is yelling at Franco. “He had more than that photo,” Sarah says softly.

I hold my breath and lean closer. “What else?”

She swallows thickly and chews her lips together before continuing. “He had the tape for a while. He’s not saying, because he doesn’t want the police coming back. But I saw it. From the alley camera.”

“The night Terrance was murdered?” I say as calmly as I can.

“No, no.” She shakes her head. “Terrance and that woman. Two weeks before. They were full-on kissing in the alley. They were . . . rough with each other. It was physical, you know. She shoved him. He had his hand near her throat and pressed her against the wall. But they were kissing. It was just . . . more.”

“Did you tell Phillip about the video? About what you saw them doing?”

“Just the picture. I said to Sean we have to share what we know. If you’re the only suspect . . . well, that’s not right.”

“Did Phillip recognize this mystery woman?”

She shakes her head. “He seemed surprised.”

I take a long exhale of relief at this new information. I realize I feel stupid for creating the vlog. But maybe it was a good idea.

“Jules, you can’t say anything about the video. Sean can be a jerk.”

That’s true, but I have to get this information to the public. “Get Sean a shot, please,” I say to Sarah. “If he’s drunk, then he’ll tell me what you just did. You won’t get in trouble, Sarah. Not because of me.”

She heads to the rack of shot glasses and wipes down two of them. I check thehalereport.com on my phone. Phillip hasn’t posted much about Terrance other than a personal essay about the man he knew as a boy. I read the article slowly and remember a few of Phillip’s stories. How Terrance introduced him to important authors of color. Believed in Phillip’s writing. I take my time on the last sentences:

Terry handed me books from authors I had never read in school, but they actually looked like me. They looked like us. Like our families. For the first time in my life, I could see myself reflected in books and ideas. I don’t know if I ever told Terry what that meant to me.

They drifted apart after Terrance left his first wife for Dez. A lot of their friends and neighbors took his ex-wife’s side, especially since she remained in their neighborhood, while “he moved on up to the East Side,” as Phillip liked to say with a smirk but with real hurt in his eyes. I read over the last lines:

What haunts me about his death is that the world may never know the real Terry. Only what’s presented now. And maybe I never did.

I pull Phillip’s card that Sarah gave me out of my pocket. The number is different. I don’t recognize the address, though I think it’s near where his parents live.

“You going to call him?” Sean asks from beside me.

“I don’t know.” I take a long drink of beer. “He’s my ex.”

“Oh yeah?” Sean perks up.

Sarah brings over the whiskey shots. We take them, and it’s a burn I don’t mind at the moment. Even though I shouldn’t, I’m aware of what I have to do today. What needs to be said and what needs to be filmed. I can’t do it anywhere near sober.

“So what happened with you and the reporter?” He bats his eyelashes at me. “Tell me everything, girlfriend.”

“It was fifteen years ago,” I say, relaxing into the drinks. “We were together all through Harvard. Senior year, we broke up. Actually, Phillip made me promise I’d never contact him again. If I love him, he said, I’ll leave him alone forever.”

Sean smirks. “Kinda dramatic.”

I remember that night we said goodbye. How he was so calm and resolute as he broke both our hearts. The bandages around his body. His mother glaring at me from where she hovered near his hospital bed. “He was just out of surgery for a pretty serious knife wound that was my fault. Not much I could argue at that point.”

I can’t see you again, Jules.

You’re going to kill me. One way or another.

If you love me, leave me alone.

I finish my beer and let Sean grab me another one. I will keep my promise and leave Phillip alone. But I could make it so he can’t do the same to me. Not when I’m finding the evidence he needs.

“Hey, Sean,” I say as he approaches. “Tell me about that photo again. I want to know everything.”





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 5

PERSONAL VLOG

EXT. ALLEY—NIGHT

JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH stands in an alley with SEAN MURPHY holding the camera.

JULIET

I’m behind the Wrong Side of Hope Bar. This is where Terrance was murdered.

(her eyes fill with tears, and she wipes them with her fingers)

I’m sorry. This is the first time I’ve been here since. There’s not blood, thank God, but I can see where . . . it happened.

The camera pans to the corner, where there’s a stack of bricks and a few missing from the wall. There’s still police tape around the area, flapping in the wind. JULIET walks close to the camera and shows a photo of TERRANCE CASTLE and an unidentified woman.

JULIET

(continues)

I’ve been given a photo of Dr. Castle at the Sider from one month ago with this young woman. A witness said she and Terrance went into this alley together for a while. They were kissing, and it was rough, almost like a fight.

If you have any idea who she is, please contact me directly at the email on my Rhode to Justice channel. I’ll continue to look into her connection.

JULIET walks closer to the camera, eyes full of tears as she stares at where Terrance was killed.

JULIET

(continues)

We all must be accountable. We can find out the truth together.





Chapter 11

Dream Journal, day 1: Dad is driving me to work again, and I’m in the back seat, and he’s going fast. Feels like the highway, how everything is blurred, but it’s our neighborhood streets. I yell TOO FAST but he doesn’t hear me. I bang on the window with my hand. Pink sparkle nail polish hits the glass. TOO FAST. TOO FAST. He goes faster.

I start my dream journal because I wake up terrified. And hungover. Not a good combination. The fear from the dream paralyzes me in those first few foggy moments of morning. My mind claws for consciousness, as if trying to get out of the car when Dad was driving me to work too fast, too fast, too fast.

For a moment, I can’t breathe. My eyes finally open, and I snap upright, sure I’m going to die.

With my breath seizing, I grab a pen and notepaper on my bedside table. I scribble until I’m done and gasp in panic and relief, as if remembering is an exorcism. The demon is gone now that its form has been named on this Poe Foundation notepad.

Ethan stirs beside me, and, released from the dream, my heart begins to slow down. I curl into his chest, and then my head starts to throb. I remember in a flash like a flare gun across dark waters what I did last night. I feel both embarrassed and excited.

“You got in late,” he says, as if it’s a question and not a fact he likely observed.

“My interview went long.”

That’s true, but I also had too much to drink. Fortunately, Sean ordered us a few slices from Hope Street Pizza Kitchen next door, and I actually switched to water after filming the vlog in the alley.

I don’t feel great. I mean, I’m almost forty and took four shots of whiskey between three beers, however that math works. But my sickness is manageable, and it has to be. Phillip texted me last night. After fifteen years of nothing, he reached out at last.

“I posted another vlog. Sean helped,” I say. “Terrance was likely having an affair. She looked young. Maybe one of his students.”

Sean had helped me edit, so he wasn’t in the video at the end. I also got a peek at his creepy Big Brother video-monitoring room. I’m not convinced he’s really deleting all the videos. I’ll need to continue to investigate. I grin at that, finally feeling pride that I’m making progress clearing my name. To change how people are seeing me—not based on the police or Dez but on my terms and my truth.

I remember that Franco was there. We didn’t talk about his dead cousin or how his aunt had been doing lately. I realize I need to see her by the end of the month. Make one more payment.

Showing Ethan the video, I watch his eyes go wide. “That’s crazy,” he says. “Who is she? Do you think she did it?”

Shrugging, I start to scroll through the comments on the video. People are echoing Ethan’s question.

Who’s that slut?

Did the whiny widow know?

What would his wifey say about his sidepiece?

“Phillip Hale reached out,” I say because I don’t want to hide my plan to see my ex from Ethan. He knows about our long relationship—maybe not every detail but that things ended badly. “He’s investigating Terrance’s death too. He probably has police contacts. It’d be nice to have his help.”

“I read his book,” Ethan says of the true-crime book about a nanny murdered on the East Side that Phillip wrote and investigated last year. “He’s smart. I’m sure with his ties to Terrance, he’ll write another good book. But I doubt he’s going to be on your side.”

Phillip will not be helping me out of the goodness of his heart or a long-burning flame. “I think we both want the same thing,” I say. “The truth.”

Ethan shifts onto his elbow so our gazes meet. “Do what you need to do to protect our family,” he says. “I trust you.”

Kissing him softly on the lips, I try to ignore the part of me that doesn’t feel worthy of his love or trust.

“I almost forgot,” Ethan says. “They had an extra tripod at work that should fit our camera. I left it downstairs.”

“Thank you,” I say and kiss him again. “That means a lot.”

Getting out of bed, I hear Fitz yelling for Ethan’s help getting dressed. I go to my office and open Phillip’s email from last night on my work computer:

Hey Juliet: it’s Phillip Hale. I guess this is the part when I say, long time no see? I’ve been following your YouTube Channel and saw that Sean gave you the same photo. I want to talk in person. I owe you an apology for the press conference question. Just name a time and place. I’ll be there.

I reread it again and can almost hear his deep voice. How he’d tell the long-time-no-see joke but not smile until I did, as if his joy came from mine. Not to go all schoolgirl crush overthinking every word, but his point about the apology seems a step too far. Maybe he’s hitting dead ends, so to speak. Perhaps Phillip Hale needs me again.

But I can’t meet him without any new cards to play. I scroll through the dozen or so other emails that came through last night, which are mostly junk mail. Several crazy theories. A few racists thanking me. The last one is from my father.

Kiddo:

Great video last night. Smart to set-up this email for tips. Tell Sean Keep Watch. Okay, so those elitists at Brown U may have given me the shove, but I’ve still got a few friends over there. Here’s the class list from that professor’s only graduate level course. I found her: KARA NGUYEN. And you’ll want to see who is on her Instagram page at the end of the spring semester.

My detective buddy says still no other suspects. You gotta dig into her like your life depends on it.

LOU

I read the last few words again: Like your life depends on it.

My vision blurs, but I push myself to keep going. Dad includes a link to Kara Nguyen’s Instagram profile, which says she’s an art history grad student and artist. Her profile picture is at an angle, but it matches the photo. Kara’s Instagram page mostly has images of her art at various stages. Large pieces with dark colors and shapes. There’s a photo of her posing on campus when the leaves were turning last year. I skim for more photos of her instead of her art and freeze.

The photo is of Kara and Terrance—both cool and confident, no smiles, but whatever is between them shines in their eyes. They lean against a bridge downtown, not too far from Brown’s main campus. The image is close to them but not selfie distance. I wonder if they asked someone to take it. It seems out of character for Terrance, but doesn’t love or lust or whatever make fools of us all?

Terrance looks sexy, as always. It was posted in March, which is still pretty cold in New England, so he’s wearing his lovely tan overcoat. I zoom in on the photo, thinking of Sean’s comment about marrying rich. Well-cut suits and Burberry plaids were made for him.

Kara is pretty, like a lot of Brown or RISD students shuffling down Benefit Street with too full a backpack.

“Great hair,” I whisper to the photo. Her cut is easier to appreciate in this photo, hitting just below her shoulders. It actually reminds me of my own style. But hers is much thicker and seems to have a natural shine.

“Kara,” I whisper, relieved to have a name to fit the mysterious photo I showed the world last night.

Here is another photo confirming them together. I snap screen captures on my phone of all nonart photos Kara posted, because it’s likely this public profile will not stay that way.

Phillip will have to share what he’s uncovered if he wants my information. I email him to see if he’d mind meeting me by the front gates on Brown’s campus. I need a location shot for my next video announcing Kara Nguyen’s name. If Phillip wants what I’ve got, he’ll join me.





Chapter 12

Ethan slows our Range Rover as we near the main iron gates and brick pillars leading to Brown University’s campus. Opening the car door, I see a few summer students, but the campus is mostly quiet except for cicadas already buzzing in the hot morning.

I give Ethan a quick kiss goodbye before sliding off the leather seat. I sling my purse over my shoulder, with the tripod inside. I button the blazer I’ve worn over my dress, even if it’s already sticky out. I owe it to my viewers to look professional as I investigate this crime.

Hurrying through the gate onto the quad, I scan for Phillip among the tall trees and few students. I don’t see him and switch to locating spots to set up my next video. There’s a nice shaded corner near the brick clock tower that would work well.

As good as I feel in my blazer, with my tripod ready for the next vlog, reality can’t be ignored. The last time I was on campus, Terrance was alive. That day, I was meeting him in the faculty club after we’d finally agreed on our Genius Grant launch plan. There were drinks and laughs and big ideas. With all the potential before us, I’d never have believed the next time I was on campus, it would be to tell the world he was having an affair with a student who could have a connection with his murder. One in which I’m the prime suspect. The only suspect. The realization snaps my confidence, and unease creates fissures in my chest.

My mind reaches for that happier day and those moments with Terrance. We chatted about his new collection of essays, something to release with the Genius Grant to raise his profile. I pitched it like the book a candidate publishes when they run for president. Something to launch his most important ideas and key messages.

That day, we didn’t bicker over what words to use. I didn’t argue with Terrance about why he wanted to push people to feel uncomfortable. He didn’t argue how every person must consider their role in supporting a broken system.

That day, it felt like we shared a wonderful secret. An impending surprise party or positive pregnancy test. I grin at that word, as if we were pregnant with promise and dreaming of nothing but upside and opportunity.

I wonder what the essays look like now, under Dez’s direction. If she’s still going to publish them and how, since most of them Terrance had red penned to death, so to speak. Let her worry about offending people. Or language that’s too passive around restorative-justice principles.

People have to understand when they’re to blame.

It’s too much, Terrance.

If you let them off the hook, they’ll snare you again.

A familiar shape pulls me into the present and yet also calls me back to the past. Phillip takes long strides across the lawn, wearing nice dark pants and a polo shirt in a lovely lavender shade. His plastic hipster glasses make him look smart and sexy instead of try-hard. There’s tension I’d been holding that releases at the sight of him. It’s been fifteen years, but his appearance has changed so little. At least on the outside.

I hoped he’d have the same smile—not that he’s smiling. Same tone of voice when he cracks a joke, though I’m not expecting that either. His shoulders are muscular, and I bet he still works out to relieve stress, though his frame is lean. I get a flash of his naked body and then wonder if the same images of us together appear to him too.

I wanted him unchanged. He was damn near perfect, even for being so young. Seeing him looking the same shows the truth. I was the problem in us.

“Hey, Jules,” he says, and I hear disappointment in his voice.

As I close the distance, I raise my hand and wave, then feel lame. Nerves, I guess. “Hey, Phillip.” I clear my throat. “Thanks for reaching out.”

He nods, as if he understands the subtext of my comment: I left you alone, for all these years, just like you asked.

“I’m sorry, by the way.” I shift my purse on my shoulder. “Terrance meant a lot to you. I thought of you . . . when I heard.”

Phillip nods, but he raises his eyebrows skeptically. “I didn’t think of you. Guess I should have.”

My mouth forms an O, though I deserved that. “I really miss him too.”

He adjusts his glasses, and I see a shadow of regret pass over his face. He was never cruel, not even if I deserved it.

“Terrance and I met a few months ago on campus,” I say, pointing toward his office. “He brought me a book.”

Phillip pulls a handkerchief out of his back pocket, and I remember all the times I’ve watched him do it. “Was it mine?” he asks with hope in his voice as he wipes at his forehead.

I grin, remembering that Phillip is usually restrained at first. I need to warm him up to our shared problem. “Yes, he was excited that you’d published it. He seemed proud.”

“That’s nice to know,” Phillip says. “We had a falling-out. I wasn’t sure he’d read it.”

Phillip hinted as much in the essay on his website. I want to ask for more details, but I don’t have that right. The point of this conversation is to build trust. “He was working on his own book about restorative justice as part of the grant,” I say. “The first essay was about how crime hurts a community. He had a metaphor—or symbol, I guess, is a better word. He wanted to create a film with a stonecutter that we were going to take across the country. We’d play this video before Terrance came out, actually. The man would lay a stone out and then start to hammer. It’d probably take a few minutes, but finally, after thirty or forty hits—or maybe one hundred—the stone finally breaks. Then the man is able to pick it up and put it in its place.”

Phillip is watching me so carefully. “It’s not the last hit.”

Crossing my arms, I smile a little. “It’s not. Every single hit, all of them together, they make the change possible to build something stronger.”

Phillip’s gaze shines for a moment, as if Terrance’s words still have power, and maybe they do. “How many essays were finished?” he asks.

I shrug as a warm breeze rustles the full trees around the campus quad. “He was changing them all the time. I kept asking him to finalize just one. Maybe we could pitch it to the Times or Post. As soon as I had it approved by our internal teams, he’d have massive changes.”

“Terrance was never satisfied,” Phillip says, an edge in his voice. “As soon as he settled on one concept, a seemingly perfect idea, he’d attack it with something else.” Phillip raises his eyebrows before rolling his eyes. “Geniuses, right?”

“That’s funny,” I say, like I always do. “I forgot you’re funny.”

“But you don’t really laugh,” Phillip says. “My talents were wasted.”

I want to say that not all his talents were wasted, but I restrain myself. Maybe he guesses, and maybe he doesn’t, but he seems more at ease. His stance a little less rigid. “Not much to laugh about lately,” I say. “Being accused of this crime . . .” My voice cracks, so I stop. “I feel a little like a caged animal, if I’m being honest.”

His eyebrows shoot up, and he takes his handkerchief again and wipes his forehead. In the few moments we’ve stood on the grass, the sun has shifted directly onto us. “But, Jules, you’re trying to drag other people into the cage with you.”

I shake my head. “If I thought the police were doing their job, I might agree. If everything hadn’t been taken away from me, maybe I could justify sitting on my hands. But I can’t. My whole life is at stake.”

“What about the woman’s life?” He steps toward me, tilting his head. “She may have been having an affair with Terry. But that’s no reason to make her infamous.”

“She was sleeping with a married man,” I say too quickly, sliding back into being angry and defensive. “She gets what she deserves.”

“Why is that for you to decide?”

I dab at my hair and rub the sweat and makeup between my fingers. “Because I’m pursuing the truth. In the end, that’s what I want. The truth about what happened. If that means I have to bulldoze my way there, I will.”

“Gotta break a few eggs to make an omelet?” Phillip slides his hands into his pockets. “I’m not here to be your teacher or good angel on your shoulder. But I do want to apologize. I knew Dez was very angry at you, and I asked that question anyway. I didn’t mean to . . .”

“Blow up my life?”

His shoulders tense. “If that’s what I did, then yes.”

“You didn’t do that,” I say truthfully. “You may have moved up the detonation date, but it was ticking. Unless the police actually caught the person who did it. But I guess they’ll leave that for us.”

“Not so fast,” he says. “Are you going to apologize to me?”

“For which thing?” I ask with a little too much bite.

He stands up straighter. “If you have to ask, you’re not sorry.”

This is not getting us anywhere. I have the camera in my bag. New ideas for moving this investigation forward. “Do we have to air all grievances today?” I snap. “It’s been fifteen years—maybe just move on?”

“I still have the scar, Jules.” He takes an index finger, draws along his lower abdomen. “I have sharp pain. And nightmares. So yes, if you really want my help, I will need you to acknowledge your role in my stabbing.”

The sun’s heat comes strong. I reach into my bag and get out a water bottle. I take a drink and then pause but still offer it to him.

“I’m good,” he says.

I do want to apologize. I’ve written emails I never sent. Texts I quickly deleted, and even a couple of long, single-spaced letters going on for multiple pages. How many times have I pictured saying I’m sorry? How many ways? But the problem was I didn’t know what either of us would lose or gain if I did. What it would cost me to admit that it was my fault.

“Do you want to stand in the shade?” Phillip asks. “I can carry your bag over there.”

“I’m good,” I parrot back and adjust the strap, feeling childish. “Let’s go over to that bench by the tower.”

We start walking along the crisscrossing concrete pathway across campus. Two students are hurrying past us with a giggle. They’re young, and even though they’re moving fast, they still hold hands. I miss that combination Phillip and I once had, the passion with the drive to get somewhere together. The couple continue to the other side of the quad and then heave open an old wooden door.

I glance back at Phillip, searching to see if he feels the same mix of regret, maybe even jealousy. He’s watching them, too, but his lower jaw is out slightly, as if the two young lovers are making a mistake.

Or maybe he wishes he were hurrying in the opposite direction of me too.

We reach the bench, and I set my bag gently on the wooden slats. “I have a tripod,” I say with a smirk. “Very professional.”

He laughs a little, but I can feel him waiting for the apology.

The parts I remember of that night with Phillip are few. “The worst things that happen to me are all because of drinking too much and men.”

“That’s not an apology,” he says.

I’m not sure where to start. Phillip and I were out dancing at a crowded club in Boston’s Back Bay I’d insisted we go to. I see the bright lights and feel the loud bass. I can almost taste too many sweet but boozy drinks. It’s a blur until it’s not. The backhand across the cheek. The rage in his eyes. The tears from us both. The red mark on his jawline already turning bluish from my rings. The way he looks at me changing from love to fear.

I was flirting with a guy, which I knew pissed Phillip off. Not like he was jealous, but more he was aware I was playing games. He asked me to stop, and that other guy—even drunker than I was, which is saying something—didn’t like the look of Phillip. When Phillip tried to pull me out of there, I slapped him across the face. That gave the drunk guy an opening.

He pulled out a knife and stabbed Phillip in the stomach.

If it had been a punch, maybe Phillip would have forgiven me. But he lay on the disgusting ground, blood pooling around us both. He had the fear of death in his eyes, and it was all my fault.

I can hear his last words to me. Until today.

You’re not my problem anymore, Jules.

“I am sorry,” I say finally. “I wish I wasn’t the person who needs attention. Who has to have everything go her way. Blaming my twenties doesn’t really cut it, since I’m in an even worse situation at almost forty.”

He nods, but I can see it’s not enough.

“You don’t have to forgive me, Phillip, but the thing you said . . . when you were out of surgery. Do you remember?”

“I remember asking you to leave me alone, if you loved me.”

“Yes, yes, exactly. And I did. But you also said . . . I’m not your problem anymore.”

His lower lip falls open for a moment, but he only nods. “Yeah . . . I do remember that now.”

“You were right. I was wrong. But I don’t have to be your problem. I can be your solution. Let’s figure out who killed Terrance together.”

He frowns. “I could never, ever trust you, Jules.”

That might bother other people, but not me. “Is that necessary to help each other? To find out why this great man we both cared about is dead?”

A door kicks open across campus and draws our gazes. A handful of students exit, chattering as they hurry toward the road. “If you have the nerve to ask me to work with you, then you must know the woman’s name.”

“Kara Nguyen. A student of Terrance’s and an artist.” I dig out my phone and pull up her Instagram profile, but it’s private now. I saved the photo of her and Terrance, so I show him. “Here they are in March.”

“Oh,” he says, staring at the image, frowning a little.

“Do you know if the police have looked at her as a person of interest?” I ask as I drop my phone back into my bag. “Did you already ask?”

“No, I didn’t.” He sits down on the bench. “It felt intrusive.”

I hold back the snide comment about how lucky that is for her. “Do you know if there are any other suspects?”

“They’ve interviewed several people,” he continues. “Even Dez twice. But I haven’t heard anything about anyone but . . . you.”

I take a step toward him. “If they were having an affair, then that’s motive. Maybe her or maybe Dez or a crazy ex. Surely you can see that.”

He gives me an almost-imperceptible nod. “I’ll reach out to Detective Ramos,” he says. “Look for other leads.”

“Besides looking at me?” I say, angry at what he’s implying. “You think . . . you think I killed him?”

“I don’t know,” he says quickly.

My stomach twists, and I have to grit my molars together to get control of my temper. “Okay, Phillip. You don’t have to help me prove I didn’t do it.”

He blinks, as if that option was never even on the table. “But?”

“But . . . I am investigating Terrance’s murder.”

“With a vlog?”

“Yeah,” I say, not able to soften my voice. “I found out this woman’s name, and when I share her identity with my viewers, there will be many more leads. I will find Terrance’s killer. If that’s what you want, too, then come along for the ride.”

He rises from the bench. “One thing, Jules,” he says and gently steeples his fingers, as if beginning a prayer. “I hope . . . I really hope it wasn’t you.”

I have to grind my molars again to stay calm at this compromise. I’d secretly hoped he’d say that no matter my worst moments, which he’s certainly seen, there is no part of me that could commit this terrible crime. But he wouldn’t say it, because he doesn’t believe it. I guess that’s integrity, but it still tears at old wounds between us.

“I brought a peace offering.” I reach into my bag. “Here’s the last draft of the essays by Terrance that I was editing. Of course he red penned them more than me. This is what he wanted the world to know about restorative justice. It seems right that you’d have his final words.”

Phillip takes the pages from me, flipping through them reverently. “This means a lot. I’d been thinking about reaching out to Terry. See if he wanted to collaborate on a writing project again.” Phillip sighs deeply, and his lower jaw tightens for a moment, as if he’s trying to control a wave of regret. “Thank you, Jules,” he says quietly, still not looking up from the pages.

“Sure.” I feel relief handing this document over to Phillip. Working with Terrance was a daily frustration, and he’d been getting more and more demanding. “Maybe you can do something with them. I bet he’d like that.”

Phillip looks up. “He’d want me to find out who killed him first.”

“Well, in that case, do you mind helping me with this tripod?”





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 6

PERSONAL VLOG

JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH stands in the middle of the Brown University campus, with the brick bell tower behind her.

JULIET

Thank you all so much for the tips and information that have been sent along. If you’re new to the Rhode to Justice vlog, I am the only suspect in the murder investigation of Dr. Terrance Castle, who was a professor here at Brown University, where I’m standing.

We have a new member of the team. Phillip Hale is a true-crime author and blogger who helped solve a Providence murder last year. Dr. Castle was a mentor to Phillip, so it means a lot to have him on our search for the truth.

In the last episode, I showed you a photo of a woman, and within twenty-four hours we have her name and another photo of her with Dr. Castle.

JULIET pulls her phone out of her blazer pocket, clicks the screen, and shows the photo of TERRANCE CASTLE and KARA NGUYEN.

You can see Kara Nguyen in this photo with Terrance Castle. I captured the image from Kara’s Instagram account before she made it private sometime in the past twelve hours. She is an art student who took a restorative justice and artistic expressions course with Dr. Castle. We do not know the exact nature of their relationship. But as I stated in my last video, two weeks before Terrance’s death, there were eyewitnesses of him and Kara being physically aggressive and sexual in nature in the alley where Terrance was later murdered.

JULIET steps toward the camera.

I received confirmation that the police have not contacted Kara Nguyen. If you know her, know her whereabouts or any information, please send it to my Rhode to Justice email account.

This is the first real lead. I want to speak with Kara and find out the truth for all of us.





Chapter 13

Dream Journal, day 2: Dad is driving me again. I’m in the front seat this time, thighs sweating in white tights. I’m late to meet Terrance. I yell for Dad to hurry, but he’s passing out, his heavy foot on the gas, then sliding off the pedal. We jerk forward then stop as if there’s a rocket strapped to the car both hurling and sputtering us forward. I shake his shoulder, but he doesn’t respond.

The rain begins hard and fast. At first the drops are tiny like beads of sleet, rattle, rattle, rattle. Then the ice is bigger: long sharp slivers and chunks cracked from some looming plastic tray. They shatter the windshield until we can no longer see the sky through the webs of cracks. The broken windshield drops onto us like a blanket of razor blades.

“Another bad one?” Ethan asks.

The sweat is still rolling down my chest as I drop the notepad into my drawer. “It wasn’t good. That’s for sure.”

He heads over to his closet, whistling as he gets ready for work. With Jonesy and all her go-getter glory. “The new intake system for homeless families is going really well.” He pulls a tie out from the back of his closet. “We’re presenting the data to a VP at Poe.”

I want to ask who, but I spare us both. “Give lots of stories,” I say. “The data is great for a pie chart in a brochure, but they want stories of families staying together. Moms getting a chance at the American dream.”

“Great points. Jonesy will appreciate that.” He grins, but there’s more in it. “Can you pack Fitz’s lunch before you drop him off? I really need to get going to make the bus.”

“Sure,” I say and decide we’re heading to McDonald’s.

I check my messages from last night’s video and see one text from Phillip:

Found Her.

He sends a link to a comment with Kara’s address.

“We’ve got a lead,” I say to Ethan but realize he’s already gone downstairs to tell Fitz goodbye. I let Phillip know I’ll meet him there by noon.

The morning goes fast as I scramble to review all the comments and search for more news coverage. This requires Fitz to be in front of the TV until Netflix interrupts with the message ARE YOU STILL WATCHING NETFLIX? As if it’s a judgment on my parenting and how much he’s allowed to view in a sitting. Fitz stretches his arms and drops his hands onto his knees. The term knobby doesn’t seem to do them justice. I can nearly see the bones, and suddenly I have a real urge to feed him.

“Let’s get you a Happy Meal with a chocolate milk,” I say.

He gives me a sly smile because Ethan only lets him have white milk or water.

I find my new temporary license Ethan got for me through AAA, since the police still had my old one, and throw it into my old wallet, with not much cash and a credit card I’m pretty sure is maxed out.

Soon we’re heading toward McDonald’s, which requires me to drive along what’s considered the “back side” of the East Side of Providence. The blocks down the hill closer to busy North Main Street are where the cost per foot drops until it’s nothing but multifamily houses full of renters. There are a few new businesses making a go of it, a poke place, and a bagel shop. No one I know lives over here.

Not that we could even afford one of these walk-up rentals with our Thelma & Louise financial outlook. In my leased Range Rover, no one would know we’re full throttle toward the cliff.

The car will be gone by the end of the month. About the time we put our house on the market and pray we break even. We’ll be lucky to move in with my parents, and after about twenty minutes of that, I’ll be longing for a cheap apartment off North Main.

We turn into the Thunderdome parking lot of Whole Foods and then the McDonald’s drive-through. I toy with the idea of getting a bite but press my fingers to my hip bone and remind myself it’s not worth it. Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels.

I get to the essential questions. “Yogurt or apple slices, buddy?”

Fitz flips a page in his dinosaur book. “Ummmm, I guess apple slices. Or both?”

“All right,” I say, and I yell the order into the speaker.

“That’ll be another dollar.”

I sigh, and even though it’s silly, an extra dollar feels like a lot when we’re living on Ethan’s hourly wage. “Can we pick one, buddy?”

“No!” he yells, the hangries, as we call them, kicking in. “Both!”

Maybe this is where a parent should put their foot down. “Whatever.”

After the order is done, we sit in the same spot, waiting to pull forward. Then I see something move on the side of my car. I jump in my seat, then stab the lock button. I’m relieved the windows are up as the air-conditioning blasts.

“What is it?” Fitz calls from the back.

I focus on the movement until the large round shape steps from behind the trash. It’s a homeless woman called the Trash Bag Lady.

“Oh, look at her,” Fitz says. “Is she getting in our car?”

My breathing doesn’t slow down as she pulls two metal carts behind her. A french fry hangs out of her mouth. She’s covered in layer after layer of coats and shirts and pants. She may be less than a hundred pounds under all that, but you’d never know. Except her face is puffy—bloated, maybe—and there’s a scattering of scars along her cheek. The years of walking and rummaging through discards outside has turned her skin to a weathered color, transcending all races to just dirty and homeless.

Her eyes narrow toward our car, as if she recognizes something. Or someone.

“Daddy helps her,” I explain, like that makes this moment less weird. Ethan’s job includes outreach to homeless people, and he’s talked about her many times.

“Can we give her a dollar, Mom?”

I have a twenty in my purse, and that’s it until Ethan gets paid on Friday. “I need it for your lunch.”

“What if I get the toy out and give the food to her? Grammie will have snacks for me.”

I reach back to squeeze his knobby knee, but I keep my gaze on the Trash Bag Lady as she yanks both her carts from behind the dumpster. She picks up speed and focus toward my door. There’s a car behind us in the tight drive-through, and I inch up so my car is almost touching the bumper ahead. I slam it into park in case we have to run.

My slight movement hasn’t changed her trajectory. She hobbles over, the metal carts bouncing behind her massive form like a boulder heading our way.

I suck in air, not sure what to do as she stops only a few feet from us.

She drops one cart to point a ratty gloved finger at my window and hisses a great gust of breath to say: “You!” It’s a hacking noise, but I understand what she’s saying and who she means.

She does it again—“You!”—then starts charging closer to my window.

“Jesus,” I whisper under my breath, not wanting to scare Fitz. I press the lock, and it softly clicks, indicating we’re still locked in. “It’s okay,” I say to Fitz. “She has problems, buddy. Don’t worry.”

She’s close enough to take her filthy finger and smear it down the middle of my window.

“What do you want?” I yell at her.

She presses her face and nose into the glass. Her eyes are dark like a shark’s, and I wonder what she’s seeing that’s so upsetting. She slams both her palms flat against my window. “You.”

I jump back, fumbling to unbuckle, then slide over to the passenger seat. My throat is tight with fear as I try to think if there’s anything in the car that could protect us.

“Mom?” Fitz whines. “What is happening?” His voice cracks, and I’m right there about to break too.

She rasps “You!” into my window, her breath fogging and then evaporating. Her stare is vacant in her glassy eyes.

I whisper “Shit” under my breath and keep my gaze on where she’s hitting the window. We make eye contact. Her weatherworn face twists. A scattering of scars covers one side of her cheek but briefly disappears as her skin pulls tight in rage.

“You!” she yells and hits the window. “You!”

“Mom!” Fitz yells. “Go! The car up there is moving!”

I jump back into the driver’s seat, fumbling with the gear, and pull forward into the curve of the drive-through too quickly. The car runs up the narrow curb.

With shaking hands, I put the car in reverse. My mind flitters with the idea of hitting that crazy psycho who just scared me and my kid, but of course, I won’t. The car righted, I pull forward.

I’m scared to roll down the window, heart roaring in my ears, and I take a few more breaths. The window is smeared with homeless-lady finger grease. I start to go from scared to really pissed off.

“Three seventy-seven,” a young woman says before reaching out her long-nailed hand. “How can I help you?” she says into the headset.

“Excuse me,” I say firmly, the rage burning and overtaking the fear. “Miss!”

She straightens up and faces me with a confused smile. “Three seventy-seven.”

“We were just . . . attacked,” I say. “A homeless woman was banging on my window in your drive-through.”

Recognition dawns in her large eyes. “The Trash Bag Lady, yes, ma’am. She bothered you?” Her pretty young face quirks to one side.

“She scared my son to death,” I say, with my grip tight on the wheel. “Where is your manager?” I say, wanting more done right now.

“I am the manager,” she says. “You know, I can call the police. They can handle it.”

“No, no, don’t do that,” I say, as if it’s the dumbest idea in the world. That’s the last thing I need.

She blinks at me. “Okay, then. Do you still want the Happy Meal?”

“I might call the paper. Or the regional manager.”

“Please, don’t do that.” She scrapes a long nail along her hairline. Her thin silver hoops dance. “Look, the Happy Meal is free.” She peers back toward Fitz. “I’ll give you an extra toy, okay, little man?”

“I will have a cheeseburger too. And a large Sprite.” I inhale sharply. “I’m shaken up, and my stomach feels upset.”

The smile she gave to Fitz falls at my request. “Yes, ma’am. Pull forward.”

We break the no-food-in-the-car rule. I inhale the burger, stress eating, and slurp down the Sprite as I’m driving. Fitz eats a few fries and plays with his new Pikachu toy.

I’m still upset, and I call Ethan from the car.

“What’s up, babe?” he says, sounding busy. “Everything okay?”

“A lady tried to get in our car!” Fitz yells with half a nugget in his mouth. “She looked dirty.”

“What did he say?” Ethan says, sounding worried.

“The Trash Bag Lady,” I say. “She walks up and down Hope Street. She sort of . . . got aggressive with us. At the McDonald’s drive-through.” I feel a little embarrassed after I say it all out loud.

“Oh, yeah, that’s Reba,” he says. “We had a briefing about her yesterday. Her case manager thinks she’s had a recent trauma. She’s been more aggressive. I’ll have a case manager go check on her. See if she’ll come to the shelter. Is it the McDonald’s on North Main?”

“Yes,” I say, not really satisfied with her being helped, but also feeling guilty that I want her punished. She’s obviously had a tough life, but it’s not right that she scared us. “We’re heading to my mom’s house. Talk to you later.”

“Love you!” Fitz calls from the back. “Can I push the red button to turn off the phone?”

“No, it’s the car,” I say and hang up.

That upsets Fitz, and he whines the rest of the drive. When I reach my mom’s, I text Phillip that I’m running late to Kara’s house.

As we’re getting out of the car, Fitz keeps chatting about the homeless lady. “Call Dad back. Tell him that her face was so dirty! She looked big, like a dinosaur. Stomp, stomp, stomp! Then let me press the button to hang up.”

We get out, and he’s still chattering.

“Stomp, stomp!” He jumps on me, and I move away, getting what’s left of his Happy Meal.

“Enough, Fitz. Just give me space.”

He’s stomping slowly across the front yard, and I grind my teeth at his voice making dinosaur noises.

Spotting Mom in the backyard, we creep toward the gate. Fitz growls and drags his feet. It’s suddenly so hot I’d kill for a mimosa.

“Please hurry,” I say, wanting to get going and meet Phillip.

“That trash lady had a weird face, Mom. Stomp, stomp!”

“Enough!” I yell and then feel terrible instantly. “Sorry, but I’m late, buddy.”

He frowns and starts stomping more, as if doubling down. I don’t know why I’m still upset about that homeless lady. I wasn’t in any danger. But she did come at me, almost like she knew me. Maybe unsettled is the right word.

“What’s wrong, honey?” my mother says as we approach.

“We saw a dinosaur. Roar!” Fitz slams his feet and smashes right into my bare ankle with his Croc.

“Ouch, Fitz, stop doing that! It wasn’t a damn dinosaur. It was a person.”

His eyes go wide. “Sorry, Mom.” He looks at my mother, tears forming as his chin wobbles. “Sorry.”

“Shit,” I whisper and then drop down to hug him. He lets me, but I can feel his resistance. I dig into my purse and find a piece of sugar-free gum. “How about this? I’m sorry.”

He takes it but keeps the lower-lip pout. “I don’t swallow it, right?”

“Exactly, but it tastes good.” I grin at him, but he’s not having it.

“Your mom has the crankies,” my mom says and winks at him. “Go inside, and see if you can find the cookies. I’ll be right behind you.”

He hugs me goodbye, and maybe I should feel bad, but I don’t. He hurries toward the back sliding door, which he proudly heaves open. That joy from achieving the small task reminds me of his pure spirit and breaks through my bullshit. I’m ashamed I yelled at him. I’m also annoyed at my mom.

I cross my arms. “The crankies is what you called it when Dad was hungover.”

“Yes,” Mom says too sweetly. “It is.”

I stare out at the empty pool shimmering in the sun. “I’m not hungover.”

“The interaction felt familiar,” she says. “Your dad used to give you and your sister Werther’s Originals when he lost his temper. I hate how they smelled on your breath.”

I’d forgotten that but suddenly remember their overly sweet caramel taste. “Look, Mom, there was this homeless woman who attacked us—”

“What?” She comes closer to me, and I soak up her concern. “She hit you?”

“No, she hit the car window,” I say. “We’re fine. I’m just rattled and annoyed. I’m sorry.” I don’t want to talk about the Trash Bag Lady’s scarred face. The finger streaking muck down my window. How her vacant eyes flickered with recognition at the car or at me. Her hiss, “You.” I try to shove all of it deep in my mind to be forgotten. I think about the mimosa again.

Mom gives me a hug, and I bend down to absorb her sympathy. “Poor Jules,” she murmurs, smoothing my hair.

“Thank you,” I say, realizing how badly I needed that hug once her arms are around me. “I’ll pick Fitz up later, but can he stay until dinner? I should be back by six or seven. Ethan has a meeting with a funder.”

She smiles, but judgment passes across her pale-blue gaze. “Whatever you need, honey. I can drop him off, too, if that’s better.”

I swallow thickly, realizing I saw judgment. Does my mother see me differently because of this bad-mom moment? Or is she no longer seeing her daughter but Drunk Me, who made that one mistake and is accused of murder? Is this how she looks at Dad, and I never realized it was full of blame and assumptions?

There’s this flick of rage at my mother, and if I don’t give it air, it’ll singe my insides. “I’m not heading out for drinks, Mom. Is that what you’re implying?”

She gently lifts her shoulder, staring up at me. “If you do have a drink later, though, that’s all I meant. I think after everything, I have the right to ask for that courtesy.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

Mom raises her hands, the fingers of her gardening gloves brown from dirt. “Why are you being so much like your father right now? I can’t stand it.”

I keep myself from screaming: Then you should have left him! That maybe not being around him all the time would have kept this all from happening. But I don’t.

The part of me that feels like a victim pipes up. If Mom had left him right after the accident, maybe we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Our lives would have been different. Lindy would have remained close to us. If Mom had left Dad, maybe her big clients wouldn’t have fired her. Maybe it would have kept her business afloat, and she’d still be a reputable, in-demand landscape architect instead of this mulch-and-cheap-rosebush version of herself. Even just keeping that money from the pool for her business could have made a difference. We wouldn’t have had to play pretend day after day and decade after decade.

I don’t know why I’m so kind to my father, whose fault most of this is, and mean to the woman who has worked nonstop to provide what we do have.

“I’m sorry about being short,” I say finally. “The stress is a lot, Mom.”

“But you’re the adult.” She takes a step back from me. “Make sure whatever is going on with you isn’t hurting Fitz. If you went to therapy like I asked, you’d probably be working on that very issue. It happens so fast.”

“What does, Mom?”

She snaps off her gloves in two quick tugs. “Children become the best and worst of us.”





Chapter 14

Phillip is sitting in his car when I pull behind him on Ivy Street. It’s a good grad student location, not quite as college-y as the nearby Thayer Street neighborhood, which runs through campus, but still close to school and bars.

As I get out and scan for the addresses, I see that while there are a few nice homes here, Kara Nguyen lives in a dump—a.k.a. student housing. Real student housing, not the $4K-a-month condo building with a heated parking garage built on the remains of a protested but ultimately razed historical block.

This once big and grand house is now a student Hooverville, a repurposed cash cow with eight rusted mailboxes on a sagging front porch. The color of the paint that’s left is maybe gray or a really faded blue. Chain-link fence. Narragansett tall boy left behind on the porch.

“Hey,” Phillip says as he gets out of his car. “You all right?”

I put a little powder on my face, but honestly, I don’t feel great. That trash lady and my mother and Fitz—the swirl of it makes me feel anxious and angry. “Weird day,” I say. “Are the police looking into Kara yet?”

“They aren’t,” Phillip says, almost sounding apologetic. “I’m hearing they think they know who did it.”

I press a finger to my forehead and feel like collapsing under this day. But I have to continue. “Find anything on Kara?” I ask softly, trying to refocus.

“Yeah,” he says. “She is from Brookline, Mass, but not next door to Tom Brady and Gisele. One of the working-class neighborhoods.”

I went to the Brookline Booksmith once for an event, but that was about the extent of my experience with that area. “She go to private school?”

Phillip shakes his head. “Public, which is pretty decent out there with that tax base. She got a full ride to Brown for undergrad and studied art and history. Then a nice fellowship for grad school. She’ll graduate this year.”

At least Terrance didn’t have an affair with an undergrad. “You talk to any teachers?”

“Yes,” Phillip says with an annoyed tone before he continues. “One professor said she has huge potential.”

“What does that mean?” I get the feeling he’s not going to lie to me, but he’s also not going to volunteer much information either. If it’s on my vlog, then it’s not new for his book or whatever he’s cooking. “Come on. What else did you learn? I got her name, and one of my viewers found her address. Maybe you can help out a little.”

He laughs to himself. “Well, she did a big art installation called Broke in Brookline, exploring her childhood. She won a New England emerging-artist award.”

I picture her painting her heart out for years, and then she falls for this married professor. I feel sympathy, but not that much in the context of her possibly ruining my life.

Plus, the police not taking this tip seriously ignites a lick of anger along my spine. “Let’s see if she can explain herself.”

We pass the chain fence and head up to the drooping porch. Through the front door window, there’s a dumpy set of stairs likely leading to the various apartments chopped up from this once elegant house.

I flip open the mailboxes and dig for Kara’s name.

“That’s illegal,” Phillip says behind me and then starts turning up the rusted lids himself. “Nope. Nope. Ah, here we go. Lucky number three.”

He opens the door, and we head up the stairs. Three flights, to be exact, and the heat and dried-beer smell permeates. My eye catches a Narragansett can on the window ledge. Phillip’s gaze goes from it to me with a “be my guest” look, and I glare at him.

We’re both sweating as we arrive at the old metal door with a painted “3” on it. He steps back for me to knock. I’m suddenly nervous, not sure we’ll be able to talk Kara into giving us the truth, whatever that may be.

I run a nervous hand down my bright summer dress, because it’s hot even for July in New England. I knock once and then a second time before the door opens enough to expose a chain and an eye. She sees me and then glances at Phillip.

“Yeah?”

“Is Kara here?”

“She moved,” she says. “Several months ago.”

“Oh,” I say, disappointed but not wanting to accept this as a total fail. “I’m Jules. I started a vlog recently looking into the murder of Dr. Castle. This is Phillip. He’s a bestselling author who was friends with Dr. Castle. We know he and Kara had a relationship. You knew her well?”

There’s a long pause. “She was my best friend.”

“Was?” I try to sound very sympathetic, almost as if it’s a certainty that it’s Kara’s fault.

The door shuts for a moment. Maybe I overstepped. Cursing under my breath, I grimace at Phillip. Then I hear the chain click, and the doorknob turns.

The door opens, and I can see it’s definitely not Kara, but a young white woman with overdone curls and heavy makeup. “I saw the video you posted of the picture with Kara,” she says. “You really think she was involved in Dr. Castle’s death?”

“I don’t know,” I say as Phillip steps inside behind me, and the young woman shuts the door. “The police are only looking at me.” I clear my throat, trying to stay focused on the injustice rather than my own embarrassment. “Anything you know about Kara or Dr. Castle could help me.”

“That’s awful they’re accusing you,” she says. “He was kind of a radical, right?” She says it to me, then sends a worried glance toward Phillip, as if she’s offended him. “I mean, he was a good guy. Everyone on campus is really upset.”

“What about Kara?” I ask as we follow her inside. “Have you spoken to her . . . what was your name?”

“Lydia.” She crosses her arms in her flowy top, which matches her magenta yoga pants. She’s pretty in a young way: full cheeks and curvy body she probably hates but will miss later when her curves turn to shapelessness.

“Kara and I were best friends in undergrad,” Lydia says softly. “But she’s been so random since grad school.”

Phillip hangs back as we take a few more steps inside. Likely he senses Lydia’s interest in speaking to me.

“Can I record this conversation?” I ask. “My audience would be very interested in your perspective as Kara’s good friend.”

Her face lights up. “I’m studying to go to J-school. That means journalism.”

I nod, as if I didn’t know that. “I have contacts with several people in local news. Are you more print or broadcast? Surely broadcast, someone as pretty as you.”

That gets her to smile. “I don’t know, maybe. I like sharing my opinions.”

“Perfect,” I say as she leads us inside the living room of her apartment. It’s small but will do the trick. “The afternoon light is beautiful in this corner. Why don’t you sit in this chair? I’ll be here, like Barbara Walters.”

She blinks at me and scrunches her face.

“Katie Couric?” I try again.

Recognition dawns. “I love her. The Today show hasn’t been the same.” She glances down at what she’s wearing. “Should I change?”

“Let’s keep it casual,” I say. “Authentic.”

She nods, as if there’s nothing more authentic than faded Lululemon. “I don’t want to spread rumors. Kara and I used to be really close.”

“Of course.” I hand my camera and tripod to Phillip, who sets up the gear as I adjust the chairs and fluff the pillows. I swipe the curtains open. “How’s the lighting?”

Phillip unfolds the camera’s view screen and nods. “We’re all set.” He also pulls out a notepad, ever the diligent journalist.

The corner where we’re set up contrasts with the rest of the apartment, which is dingy and sad. But with bright sunlight through the sheers and colorful pillows on the overstuffed chairs, it’s cheery, as if Kara abandoned something lovely.

“We’re all set, Lydia. Scoot to the edge of the chair,” I say from my many media trainings. “Chin up, tits out.” That tip was from Elle, and it gets a giggle. I pull a lipstick out of my bag. “Do you want a touch-up?”

“Sure,” she says, seeming to relax even as I apply the glossy pink. I dab a bit on her cheeks and hope she’s feeling a real connection.

“Perfect. Now tell me everything.” I hold my breath as Lydia begins, transforming herself from dumped best friend to angelic victim.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 7

PERSONAL VLOG

INT. LIVING ROOM—DAY

LYDIA MUSS sits in a printed chair in her living room, across from JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH.

JULIET

(looks at camera)

I’m Juliet Worthington-Smith, and my search for the truth about the murder of Dr. Castle continues. As I shared in my last video, a young woman named Kara Nguyen was seen romantically and violently kissing Dr. Castle in the alleyway where he was murdered two weeks later. Thanks to help from you, we’re one step closer to finding her.

This is Kara’s former roommate and ex-best friend, Lydia.

(turns to Lydia)

Thank you so much for speaking to us today.

LYDIA

No problem. I’m so sorry about everything that’s happened to you.

JULIET

Thank you. Can you tell me how you met Kara?

LYDIA

Sure—I was friends with Kara, best friends, for three years of undergrad at Brown. She graduated a year before me and started grad school, so nothing needed to change. But then, well, things did change.

JULIET

What happened?

LYDIA

She met someone. Well, you know who she met.

JULIET

Dr. Castle, her professor?

LYDIA

(nods disapprovingly)

She hardly dated. She had one crazy ex, but really she worked hard and hung out with me. Her art is, like, all that mattered. She was obsessed. I mean, her art is a little out there, but I never said that. I supported her.

JULIET

It sounds like you were a really good friend to Ms. Nguyen.

LYDIA

I tried to be. I couldn’t believe it when Kara told me she was seeing Dr. Castle. Actually, that’s not true. She didn’t tell me. She moved out after I saw them . . . together.

JULIET

No warning? No explanation about why she was moving out after years of friendship?

LYDIA

Literally none. Before she moved out, I told her she had to stop. She can’t date a married professor. But she said I didn’t understand. She’s always been that way. Thought she was so much smarter than everyone.

JULIET

You were worried about her?

LYDIA

Kara is lonely, I think. Still, you can’t sleep with a married professor. I mean, people do, obviously, but God, that’s so gross. So immoral, you know.

JULIET

When did you see them together?

LYDIA

They were leaving an apartment, I guess her new place, on Thayer Street. Right by that sex shop. It was late, and I was out with friends. Kara and Dr. Castle were all over each other. I went up to her and grabbed her by the arm. Tried to get her to leave with me. He was mad. He yelled for us to leave them alone. I couldn’t believe it. He’s a professor. He shouldn’t act like that.

JULIET

Did Ms. Nguyen say anything?

LYDIA

(tears in her eyes)

She didn’t seem to care, which is unlike her, you know. I mean, she does research, but her spirit, her soul, is art. She seemed cruel then, and I knew we’d never be friends again. He broke us up. He ended our beautiful friendship.

JULIET hands LYDIA a tissue.

JULIET

Was Kara ever violent?

LYDIA

(eyes go wide)

With me?

JULIET

With anyone?

LYDIA

(sniffs and wipes a few tears)

Kara had a lot of mood swings. Maybe broke a few dishes when she was frustrated or whatever.

JULIET

(looking surprised)

She threw dishes?

LYDIA

I don’t want to make her look bad. But yes, she had a temper. I mean, she’s like a brilliant artist.

JULIET

(scoots forward in her chair)

Lydia, this is very important. Do you think it’s possible she could seriously hurt or even kill someone?

LYDIA

(eyes even wider, full of tears)

You don’t . . . you don’t know?

JULIET

(looks at the camera)

Know what, Lydia?

LYDIA

(starts crying)

She already did.

JULIET

What?

LYDIA

(nods as tears fall)

Come to her room. I’ll show you.





Chapter 15

“I’m stopping the camera.” Phillip stands and throws down his notebook, then turns off the recorder. “Lydia, to make that kind of accusation against Kara, let alone on camera, you need evidence.”

Lydia nods, as if she’s got Kara’s best interest at heart. I like this girl. She’s good at pretending she has no idea how awful she’s painting her once best friend. “It’s in her room,” she whispers.

“Show us, please,” I say with all the urgency I feel. We’re close to something big. I can feel it. Finally, evidence that has nothing to do with me.

Rising in her yoga pants and flowy top, Lydia leads us down the hallway. “I didn’t know what to do with it.”

“What?” I say again, stunned by the implication. “A body is in her room?”

Lydia giggles, as if I’ve made a joke. The laughter continues as we follow her down a hallway. Phillip sends me a look, and I glare at him. Maybe Lydia is nervous, though she does sound a little unhinged.

She pauses in front of a door. “Kara’s art is her confession. Her whole room is an art, uh . . . what’s the word?”

“Installation?” I offer, completely confused.

“Yes! She had an assignment to explore her darkest moment to begin to heal.” Lydia puts her hand on the doorknob. “For Dr. Castle’s class last semester. Kara said that she had never, you know, made amends.”

“For what?”

Lydia nods toward the door where we’re standing. “I’ll show you.”

The door opens, and it’s completely dark inside, as if there are no windows. “Where’s the light switch?” Phillip asks behind us.

“Oh, she took the fixture out of the ceiling. And painted the walls red.” Lydia pulls her phone out of her pocket, and a beam of light shines. “Use your phone flashlight. That’s how Kara wanted people to experience it. Well, I heard her tell Dr. Castle that when she brought him here to see it.”

“He was here?” Phillip asks softly.

“Yes,” Lydia says. “She wants people to use their phones, ‘creating the slivers of memory.’ Go on.”

Phillip and I do as she asks, shining the small lights on our phones, but it’s still hard to see. The floor appears to be covered by black plastic.

“Start over here,” Lydia says.

We follow her to the corner of the room, with the crinkle of plastic under my heels and flashlights our only way of seeing. “It feels like a crime,” I say softly, mostly to Phillip, who murmurs his agreement.

“This is her progression as an artist.” Lydia shines her flashlight low to the ground but still on the red wall. There are white chalk drawings—at first scribbles, like a child’s. Then sketches form a simple sun and then a dog with an oddly long tail. Then several horses in a garden with oversize flowers. Finally, a family of stick figures with Xs on the eyes. “She re-created her art as a girl.”

Lydia continues to lead us along the wall, each of us shining lights on different images.

“Careful, the desks are here.” She flashes her light on several school desks in the center of the room. There are strange clay sculptures on the desks. An oversize ashtray that seems to have long fingers where you ash the cigarette. A broken mug with Mom drawn into it.

Then Lydia pauses. “Here’s her confession.” She flashes her phone light toward an easel that only has red splatters on the canvas. Then the light illuminates brushes on the ground, scattered next to a paint can, which also has the same red paint. “I need your lights to show everything.”

Our three lights come together on the ground, where there’s an outline of a body like a crime scene, but within the chalk outline Kara has filled in vivid details. The jeans with flower patches and striped top. A Coach purse drawn in perfect detail, with a thin chain. The face, though—the girl is screaming, as if in pain. There’s blood, dried paint or ketchup, maybe. It looks real, and it’s leaking from the side of her head.

“What happened?” I whisper.

“Kara never told me. When she brought Dr. Castle here for her project, I listened in the hallway. I didn’t hear everything perfectly, but Kara attacked this girl in high school. She picked up her paint pail and threw it at her head.”

Lydia turns the light onto the turned-over pail, and there’s the same red blood dripping down the side.

“Hit that girl right on the back of the head.”

“Like Dr. Castle,” I whisper.

“Was she okay?” Phillip asks.

“Kara was locked up for a year after.” Lydia turns the light to her round face, full of fear as her gaze makes its way back to the chalk lines on the ground. “I think she killed that girl.”





Chapter 16

It’s a short walk to the sex shop where Lydia saw them leaving an apartment. I managed to upload the vlog post at the Coffee Exchange, which is right by Lydia’s place. I’m not sure how we’ll capture Kara’s old room—maybe if we can bring in lights.

Phillip has been mostly silent, and I wonder if he’s happy we have a real lead or bothered that it’s finally possible that I didn’t do it.

We stroll along Wickenden Street as the sun is getting low, though I still have about an hour before I need to pick up Fitz. There’s a mix of restaurants and bars with a few apartments over them. An antique shop has been closed for a few hours, while a whiskey bar props open its door.

“You have to admit, that’s pretty suspicious,” I say, tired of guessing his thoughts. “She’s not just a sweet little art student.”

“I never said she was.” Phillip slows his pace. “But she is a person who has been accused of serious crime.”

“I know,” I say, more defensive than I’d prefer.

“We need to ask her first. Give her the benefit of the doubt before accusing her of any murder.”

“Like Dez did to me. Thanks to you.”

Phillip holds up a palm. “I am sorry that happened. But there’s real evidence tying you to the murder. We have one photo from two weeks before. A little hearsay. We need to be careful.”

I stop firm, getting in Phillip’s face. “You’ll give Terrance’s mistress, who probably murdered another girl, every chance, but I get none?”

Phillip touches my shoulder. “Jules, don’t get upset. Why don’t I take what we’ve found to Detective Ramos? We could mess up their investigation if we’re not careful.”

I pull away. “I thought you already told him about Kara.”

“Let me try again,” he says. “If there is another murder tied to Kara, they’ll listen. It’s better than dumping it on your vlog.”

I don’t agree, but then again, Phillip isn’t the one with his whole life swirling the drain. “Let’s see what Kara says first.” I start walking again, and we pass a group of college kids already drunk with a whole night of fun ahead of them.

“I’m sure she’s upset and knows we’re coming,” Phillip says.

Let’s hope.

We arrive at the sex shop, Mister Sister, with the slogan beneath, “More toys than the devil has sinners.”

“Cute,” I say, thinking I may have been in there one night with a bachelorette party, maybe, or a bachelor party I glommed on to. It’s fuzzy. There’s the storefront and then a side staircase with a neglected banister. There’s no last name listed and only one buzzer.

“Let’s try to keep it professional,” Phillip says. “Follow my lead this time.”

It’s as if he knows I’m locked and loaded to push Kara’s buttons. I gesture for him to go first, and he rings the Nest button below the small camera.

“What do you want?” says a young woman’s deep voice above us.

Looking up, I see Kara leaning out the window three floors up—or a version of Kara, with newly buzzed hair. “Nice do,” I say, half meaning it.

Phillip shoots me a sharp glance and then leans back to look up again. “Hi, Ms. Nguyen. I’m Phillip Hale, and this is—”

“The bitch who murdered Terrance,” she says.

I stop craning my neck and instead lean against the paint-chipped banister at my back. “Still your lead?” I murmur to Phillip.

He doesn’t answer but continues, “We think there’s been a few misunderstandings,” he calls up. “Please, can we speak to you privately?”

“No.” She leans over on her elbows. “And if you ever bring that bitch back here—”

“You’ll hit me in the back of the head with a paint can?” I say brightly.

“How the hell do you know . . . ?” Her eyes narrow. “Damn Lydia.”

“Did you put it on your grad school application?” I say a little louder than I should. But I want her nervous enough to let us in with my camera. “Assaulting another student? That might nicely complement sleeping with a professor, right? If your thesis review committee are curious.”

“Are you threatening me?” Kara yells down.

Phillip sucks in a breath but waits.

“With everything I know about you, there’s no need for threats,” I say. “Open the door.”

She calls me several names I’ve been called before and slams the window.

“You have to back off,” Phillip says. “She may be completely innocent.”

“First person I’ve met who is,” I say with more bitterness than I expected.

She stomps down those several flights of stairs, and finally, locks click, and the door swings open. Kara is short, which is saying something, since I’m not exactly tall myself. She has a presence despite her thin frame and petite stature. The glossy bob cut has been replaced with an edgier half-buzzed cut matching her go-fuck-yourself attitude. She wears a paint-splattered T-shirt with the sleeves cut off and huge armholes. The shirt is cropped to show the men’s boxers hanging off her hip bones.

“What do you want?” she says to Phillip.

“May we come inside, please?” he says in his most kind and reasonable voice.

“She’s not coming in my house.” She shifts her pretty face toward me and keeps her body blocking us from the landing. “I’m about to call the police.”

“Go ahead,” I say. “I’ll make a quick video about your art project. See if any old Brookline classmates—or hell, that poor girl’s family—want to talk about what you did. Maybe email the link to your professors at Brown.”

She slams her palms against the doorframe. “Fine.”

We follow her through a dirty hallway and then up two flights of stairs. She punches a code into a keypad, and more locks click. After she leads us through a dim stairwell, there’s a change in the hallway, cleaner and brighter, and the door she leads us to is new, wooden, and a beautiful dark brown. She opens it with a skeleton key, and a beep sounds from an alarm as she opens the door.

“Take your shoes off,” she murmurs, and I can see why. The room is pristine, serene, large, and open. It’s almost dark out, but her windows are west facing, so there’s a soft glow lighting up the black marble tiles. The walls are all pale gray, and the furniture is sparse. She has a long couch in an L in the corner, likely custom, and a sleek kitchen, where every appliance is hidden. She has a woven mat rug on the floor and an expensive bed low to the ground in the other corner. There are blank canvases lined along the wall that’s not all windows. It’s all minimalist, but still tastefully opulent.

I don’t know why, but it’s very easy to picture Terrance here.

Standing near her canvases. Making coffee. Giving her a book to read.

“Nice love nest,” I say. “Did he pay for it?”

Her jaw falls open slightly, but she quickly recovers. It’s almost a gearshift when I push a person’s buttons and can see them go from nice enough to true-blue bitch. I don’t like being this way, but I’d like being in jail a whole lot less.

“That’s hilarious coming from you,” Kara says. “The only reason Terrance ever took your calls was you were paying for his time. Otherwise, you weren’t worth it.”

Oof, she’s good. I’d heard little snide remarks like that at fundraisers and cocktail parties. That I was paying for his company, and at the time, it didn’t bother me because it was partly true. But I can feel the sore spot where it rubbed, and now instead of an irritation, it’s become raw.

Phillip steps between us. “Are you starting anything new, Ms. Nguyen?” He gestures toward the blank canvases in the corner.

“I finished a series for a show that’s coming up but . . .” Her gaze trails the room, as if she’s remembering a moment passed and gone. “It’s been difficult since . . . he died.”

“Were you at the funeral?” Phillip asks softly.

The question catches me off guard and deflates my indignation. That was a hard day. I wanted to drive by but couldn’t bring myself to leave the house. I hid and got happy hour started early.

“I saw you with your mom and . . . sister?” she says, and Phillip nods. “It was surreal. And terrible.”

I hadn’t realized he’d taken them with him. It really would have been a roomful of people who hated my guts.

“We don’t want to stay long,” Phillip continues with his soft tone. “We’re investigating Dr. Castle’s death.”

“Murder,” she corrects and nods my way. “Right?”

“I had nothing to do with it,” I say.

She returns her focus to Phillip. “I read your book about that woman who was killed at Swan Point. Little Voices?” She pauses and Phillip nods. “It was pretty good. Sympathetic to the people involved but still realistic. We’re all a little right and wrong, usually.”

“I appreciate that, Kara.”

“Why are you working with her?” she continues. “Did she bribe you too?”

“I did not bribe Terrance,” I say, my temper sparking, and it feels useful. “We came up with the Genius Grant idea together. We collaborated on everything. He wanted to work with me.”

Phillip lets out a breath, with the look of being embarrassed by me. “I want to find out who killed Terry,” he says softly. “He deserves justice, at the very least. Is there anything you can tell me?”

I see that she wants to say something. Her gaze shifts between us. “Terr wanted to make it right with you, Phillip,” she says. “He seemed sad when he talked about you. Not that it was a lot. But he did say . . . he regretted how distant you’d gotten.”

Phillip swallows thickly, a sadness passing between them. “I should have reached out,” he says. “I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

Kara steps forward, places a hand on his forearm. “We all have regrets,” she says, as if she understands exactly what he’s feeling.

I’m angry suddenly, like it’s not fair that only the two of them should share this moment of caring for Terrance. He chose to spend time with me. I have stories too. “We were going to go on a national tour,” I pipe up. “His vision and his voice—I was bringing that to this country.”

Kara shoots Phillip a look, as if she’s trying to win him over.

“What the hell is your problem?” I spit the words at her, wanting to see her angry again.

“I see you.” She takes a barefoot step toward me. “Terr said he was going to tell the truth about his life. Not only what people like you wanted him to say.” She pauses to look at Phillip. “For the first time, he was going to really be honest with everyone about what hard work was involved in healing communities. Not only what was easy to hear. He was a revolutionary at heart.”

“In his Burberry coat while staying at the Ritz on his truth-to-power tour?” I say, knowing that Terrance wanted it both ways. Profit from his story of growing up poor and big ideas about restorative justice without any actual pain in his daily life.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kara says. “I hope they still publish all of his words.”

“Depends on his widow,” I say, and that gets Kara’s attention.

“Why?”

“Dez is handling his legacy,” I say. “He will be remembered as she wishes.”

Kara nods, as if she understands this completely. I’m stunned at what she assumes, that some pillow talk means she’s privy to the big kids’ tables. My anger courses, and it’s delicious. “Lydia told us all about your affair. Showed us your art project and that a woman was murdered because of you.”

“Lydia lives for drama,” she says. “She makes it up even if it’s not there.”

“That’s not how she seemed to me and my viewers,” I say.

“I just saw the video,” Kara says. “Lydia is too stupid to realize you’re using her. She doesn’t know anything about me or my relationships. That project was personal, and I won’t discuss it.”

“Lydia knew you were having an affair with a married professor.” I fumble with my bag, then pull out my camera and hit record. I quickly zoom in on her lovely face, made so severe by her buzz cut. “Did you go back to the alley the night Dr. Castle was murdered?”

Kara can’t keep the anger from her eyes, and I wonder if she uses it as fuel too. Or maybe she’s happy to feel an emotion other than sadness. “Turn. That. Off.”

She could smash this camera, but she knows that might be worse for her than the video. “Kara,” I say in my singsong voice. “Where were you the night Dr. Castle was killed?”

“I can’t tell you,” she says with such certainty.

“Why?” I take a step toward her and zoom in so her face completely fills the frame.

“It’s none of your business,” she says. I can almost see the anger roiling off her skin as her muscles tense and pulsate with fury.

“Can anyone verify where you were?” Phillip sounds as if he’s trying to help her out, but when she shakes her head no, it looks much worse.

“No one?” he says.

Shakes her head again, with her lips drawn tight, as if she can’t say.

“Who were you with?” I say. “If you can’t admit the truth, then we can make our own assumptions.”

She half grins, as if she can’t believe she’s still talking to me. “I was with someone. I don’t owe you anything.”

“Were you having an affair with Dr. Castle?” I ask in my CEO-to-subordinate voice.

Her gaze follows the windows toward her blank canvases and then down at her bare feet. “It doesn’t really matter what we were.”

“It might matter to his wife,” I say.

Kara smiles at me, the first warmness I’ve seen from her. “Get the fuck out of my apartment.”





Chapter 17

I’m pretty sure Phillip is processing everything that happened while confronting Kara, because he actually agrees to go get a drink with me.

We decide on a dive bar within walking distance of Kara’s apartment on South Main Street. Poorly lit but dark and cool—it feels like we’re drinking in an old stone wine cellar.

Sitting among the happy hour crowd are people mostly in business casual. I text my mom I’m running late and then finally make eye contact with the bartender.

“Yeah?” she says, swinging a pink-tipped braid over her shoulder.

“Water for me,” Phillip says.

“Shot of Jameo and a Narragansett tall boy, please,” I say.

Phillip smirks. “You just survive the O.K. Corral?”

“It’s actually Terrance’s order,” I say. “A tribute.”

“Okay,” he says in that tone I suddenly remember. I forgot I hated that word when he said it. Okay, Jules.

“I thought you were getting a beer?” I shoot him a look. “Lighten up.”

He glances around at the scattered groups of people. “I only drink when I feel comfortable. And right now, I don’t.”

I try to see it from his point of view, and it is a white crowd. Not that this has to be a race thing, but I remember he’d do this from time to time when we’d go out. He told me once that it was easier for me and my “white-girl drunk privilege.” That he couldn’t act like that because he’d seen friends after a beer or two not take an insult well. Or maybe even start something. And then security would get involved. Or the police would get called. He’d said, Jules, when you’re out of control, someone holds back your hair or makes excuses while handing you a coffee. When I’m out of control, I go to jail.

I try to respect where he’s coming from, but I’m still annoyed. “Is it this crowd or me that makes you uncomfortable?”

He shakes his head, but the bartender finally delivers our drinks, giving him a pass on answering the question.

Another few minutes slip by, and I sip my beer. My mom texts and offers to have Fitz stay over at her house. It’s after six o’clock, and I picture Fitz in my ballerina footsie pajamas, seeing my dad stumbling around the house and trying to cook a steak drunk. I take the shot and sip the beer after. Then text Ethan to be sure he can get Fitz after his meeting.

The drink is helping, and I’m less frazzled about being told to fuck off. It’s not the first time, that’s for sure, but Kara was really aggressive.

“We have to film her art-confession-in-her-bedroom thing, right?” I say to Phillip.

He swallows thickly and turns his water glass. “I’m worried we’re overstepping, Jules. Even if she did murder a girl when she was a teenager, which we don’t know, there’s no evidence connecting her to Terrance that night.”

It’s easy for him to say that, since he’s not the one who all the evidence is pointing toward. “We have her tirade on camera. Acting that way. Telling me to fuck off. She looked mad. And violent.”

“We were in her home,” he says in his kind way. “It’s understandable why she acted that way. Plus someone close to her died.”

“He was close to all of us,” I snap and then take a sip. “Maybe I can edit her rant with my own analysis and theories. Get people thinking.”

“Thinking what?” Phillip says. “You don’t have any evidence. She’s a young woman who possibly made a mistake in her past. Yes, she was with a married man, but we don’t know anything about their relationship. And none of it has to do with that night.”

I suddenly want to get away from Phillip and his nay-saying. He’s a help until he’s a hindrance, and it feels like whiplash with the latest switch. I decide to go see Sean at the Sider. He’ll understand my point of view. He’ll help me show this side of Kara. I bet he has all kinds of editing tricks.

Phillip seems annoyed, and I feel the same way. We scroll on our phones in silence for several minutes.

He makes a surprised noise. “Kara published a few papers on the third generation of Vietnam War families,” he says. “She won awards. She also had an art exhibit that got lots of buzz last semester.”

“Real renaissance woman,” I murmur.

“Definitely a Terrance type,” Phillip says, as if he’s trying to make me feel better.

Terrance did always like smart girls. His first wife, Tanya, was one of those athletic / academic / beauty queen triple threats. She was maybe Miss Rhode Island or whatever. Dez, his second wife, is smart in a different way, it seems. Cunning is an apt description of what it takes to swoop into the Poe Foundation’s board of directors hours after your husband is found dead to take over and start working on his “legacy.” Dez is pretty, too, in that rich-girl, artsy-waif way, I guess. “Maybe Terrance was ready for wife number three.”

“Not with that prenup,” Phillip says under his breath.

“Excuse me?”

He scrolls on his phone and shows me a thread on Reddit. It’s my name. A thread all about this case. And they’re going into details. “This person posted they used to be friends with Dez,” he says. “That she had a great lawyer, and there’s no way Terrance would have left her.”

I start to scroll around but think of Elle’s advice. There’s no good to be done finding out the awful things people are saying about me. “Maybe he was in love.” I waggle my eyebrows. “Maybe Kara thought they were, anyway.”

Phillip takes a sip of water. “We need actual evidence.”

“My viewers, and maybe these Reddit people, are digging into Kara’s life. Let’s keep going until we find out what’s really going on.”

“Kara’s art project, though, it seemed to be . . .” He pauses and shifts in his chair toward me. I’m reminded of him in college, focused and caring, always listening to any opinion presented. “Well, if she was studying restorative justice with Terry, then it makes sense.”

“How?” I think back to what Terrance would argue with me, but nothing comes to mind. “Like healing problems?”

He blinks slowly, as if he’s measuring his energy level. He’d do this with me often: almost seem pained to explain a point he likely thought I should already know. “Her art might be a way of processing what happened so she can make amends. That’s a key pillar of restorative justice. It flies in the face of hundreds, maybe even thousands, of years of how people are punished. Basically rewriting crime and punishment for everyone from murderers to sixth-grade bullies. It doesn’t seem right to place our judgments on Kara’s situation and her possible journey to reconciliation without knowing all the facts.”

“That’s what’s being done to me.” I finish the beer and feel silly at how petty I sound. But it’s still how I feel. When he doesn’t respond, I scroll and read through comments on my vlog post from earlier. There are more than one thousand. There’s a thread called #stormingthecastle that’s getting a lot of people talking. And saying mean things about Terrance.

I search for Kara’s name as a hashtag on Instagram. “This is interesting.” I show him the post from a gallery that’s actually owned by a woman I went to high school with. I’m pretty sure she’s a client of Elle’s, now that I’m thinking about it.

He doesn’t seem as enthused. “Kara must be good to be booking so many shows,” I say, feeling like I need to be nice.

“Oh wow.” He shakes his head, as if he can’t believe it. “Your vlog email account. I just checked it.”

“What is it?” I’d sent him the passwords and was glad for the help. When he doesn’t respond, I lean over close to see the PDF he’s reading. “Is that about Terrance?”

“Not exactly,” Phillip says. “It’s the police report from the incident Lydia described about Kara and her art project. Kara was suspended her senior year of high school after attacking another girl. In the police report, Kara said she was bullied and snapped.”

“Attacked how?”

“Like the art project portrayed.” He doesn’t look up and keeps zooming and reading. “She hit the girl in the back of the head with a metal bucket during art class.”

“Whoa.”

“The report says the girl followed Kara there.” He frowns. “Then Kara attacked her.”

“Focus on the facts, Phillip. The back of the head,” I say. “That’s quite a coincidence. Plus her room is basically a confession.”

“It only says the girl was taken to the hospital. No mention that she died. Her name is redacted. Let me google the dates and high school name.” He pauses and then shakes his head. “I don’t see anything online. I’ll check more at home later.” He shifts in his chair. “I can’t believe someone sent it so soon. We just posted her name and Lydia’s story.”

That seems naive. “You’re a journalist. This is like our Deep Throat.”

He sets his phone near his glass. “That was about the president. Kara is a grad student. Those are not the same.”

“People deserve to know what’s really happening,” I say, my palms almost itching to turn the spotlight more toward Kara, who has actually hurt a girl. Who clearly has aggression issues.

Before I can discuss my plan, I feel the bartender’s stare. She has a strange look on her face. She’s busy with two customers who are glaring at us. A guy I think is her manager comes over to those customers. They keep frowning and talking and then frowning more.

Phillip’s back goes straight, but he doesn’t look particularly surprised.

“People are really staring,” I say. “Do you see?”

“It happens,” he says.

“Excuse me,” I say firmly to the bartender, my stomach twisting. “Excuse me.”

As she gets closer, she hesitates, looking toward her manager as she chews on her lower lip like a schoolgirl cliché. Finally, she comes over. “Look, I’m . . . are you guys closing out?”

I laugh, but it sounds angry. “Who has a problem with us sitting here? Is it a race thing?”

“No.” She looks at Phillip, confused. “Of course not. It’s . . . you. People know you, um . . . attacked . . . Dr. Castle.” She leans closer, her edgy earring and matching nose ring suddenly seeming lame in this light. “People are uncomfortable.”

Embarrassment and rage knead in my gut. “Is this a joke?”

Phillip is already reaching for his wallet. “Come on, Jules. Let’s head out.”

“You don’t have to pay.” Her bony tattoo-covered shoulders slump. “Just go. And don’t come back.”

“We’ll pay.” Phillip puts cash on the bar. “Come on, Jules.”

The shame is what brings the tears to my eyes. “I didn’t do anything wrong,” I say, not ready to accept that I’m this level of infamous.

She only shrugs, and my cheeks heat. I wish I could flip everyone off. Toss over a table. Meet their expectations of being an insane murderer not good enough to drink at their bar. Instead, I let Phillip gently lead me by the arm outside into the hot evening air.

We walk in silence down toward our cars to put distance between us and the place I’ll never go to again.

Pausing at the corner in front of the Thai food place I thought of earlier, I have to break the silence. “I’m sorry,” I say and wipe a few tears. “You didn’t deserve to be treated like that.”

He shrugs. “I’m fine.”

I wipe under my eyes and swear a little. “It doesn’t feel good.”

“Come on, Jules.” He half grins. “You’ve been kicked out of plenty of bars in college.”

Laughing loud, a little hysterically, I lightly punch him in the arm. “What next?”

“I guess we keep looking into Kara,” he says, as if he knows it’ll make me feel better.

And it does.

I picture my new fans, and my emotions take a new shape. I am desperate to press record. To put another video into the world. I am certain the only way to make this right is to find the person who did more wrong than me.

That bar may not serve me, but I know a place that will.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 8

PERSONAL VLOG

EXT. STREET—NIGHT

JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH stands on WICKENDEN STREET beneath the lit-up MISTER SISTER sign.

JULIET

Hello to my viewers. I appreciate everything you’ve done on our search for truth and justice. As I reported earlier tonight, Kara Nguyen’s roommate, Lydia, shared that there had been an incident in Kara’s past. Phillip Hale and I were shown Kara’s old room, which had been effectively destroyed and turned into an art exhibit. But what it really felt like was a confession.

Camera cuts to footage of KARA’S room lit by a flashlight.

JULIET

(off camera)

There are drawings on the wall. There’s Kara’s re-creation of a crime scene. A girl she attacked in high school is sketched in a chalk outline like a dead person. The face is twisted on the floor.

It’s shocking, and I can’t believe the police aren’t investigating her.

Camera returns to JULIET.

JULIET

One of you responded to my post on Rhode to Justice with more truth. We received a copy of the police report from the incident at Kara’s school. It confirms Kara did attack a student, hitting her on the back of the head, similar to how Dr. Castle was attacked and killed.

(takes a few steps toward the camera)

But there’s more. Just a few hours ago, I went to Kara’s new apartment with Phillip to question Kara because you, the viewers, helped us track her down. As you’ll see from this video, she was not happy we’d found her or were looking for the truth.

CUT TO: INT. APARTMENT—DAY

Close shot of KARA NGUYEN, who is scowling at the camera in her face.

JULIET

(off camera, in overly nice tone)

Kara, where were you the night Dr. Castle was killed?

KARA

I can’t tell you.

Camera moves a step closer.

JULIET

Why?

KARA

(angry)

It’s none of your business.

PHILLIP HALE

(off camera)

Can anyone verify where you were?

KARA shakes her head no.

PHILLIP

No one?

Camera moves closer.

JULIET

Who were you with? If you can’t admit the truth, then we can make our own assumptions.

KARA

I was with someone. I don’t owe you anything.

JULIET

Were you having an affair with Dr. Castle?

KARA

(stares at blank canvases)

It doesn’t really matter what we were.

JULIET

It might matter to his wife.

KARA

(grimaces)

Get the fuck out of my apartment.

EXT. STREET—NIGHT

JULIET

(standing on WICKENDEN STREET)

As you can see, Kara didn’t want to tell us the truth. She wouldn’t address her violent past that we confirmed because of you.

(pulls out her phone, the screen glowing in the dark)

If Kara is a suspect, we deserve more information. If she has a connection to Dr. Castle, shouldn’t this information also be shared? For justice? For truth? How dare she keep the truth from us.

(steps closer, still holding the phone toward the screen)

Did Kara hide her affair poorly, and who else found out? Did Dez Castle know? There are so many questions, and yet the police are only looking in my direction. I’m the only name that’s been shared publicly. The only one the police are investigating. But you saw my testimony. I’ve been cooperating.

(begins to cry)

It’s not fair. How could they accuse me when there are so many unanswered questions?

(wipes her tears, but more fall)

I swear to all of you, if you keep helping, I will find out who did this to me. They will pay.

(her phone begins to ring in her hand. The chorus of “Man! I Feel Like a Woman!” begins playing)

Oh. Sorry, I’ll just . . . oh. It’s the police station number.

(walks several steps closer to the camera and answers)

Hello? You’re on speaker. I’m recording this conversation.

VOICE

Oh. Okay. This is DETECTIVE FRANK RAMOS with the Providence Police Department.

JULIET

Yes?

FRANK

We’re asking you to come in as soon as possible for questioning. First thing in the morning would be our strong preference.

JULIET

(stares into the camera, eyes wide)

Did something happen? Should I bring my lawyer?

FRANK

I believe he’s already coming.

JULIET

(shocked)

Why do you say that?

FRANK

He’ll be joining your father here for questioning too.





Chapter 18

Dream Journal, day 3: I’m with Terrance in the back of Dad’s car. It’s not exactly Dad’s car but more like a police car with protective metal caging us in the back. I have on tights that itch. I scratch my legs over and over.

“Keep moving,” Dad yells from behind the wheel. “Come on, kid. It’ll be fine if you move.”

I do as he says, scratching furiously, but my nails catch on the fabric of my tights. They are ragged and chipped, shredding the tights, and reach my skin. Now I’m bleeding, but I still scratch.

Terrance is whispering, and it’s so soft I can barely hear over my scratching.

“See what’s wrong, Jules. See it, or it won’t stop.”

“It itches,” I whisper. “I can’t see anything.”

“You’re not looking.”

I bolt up and scribble everything I can grasp into my journal. I fall back into the bed, noticing Ethan isn’t there, even though it must be the middle of the night. I curl into the sheets and pillows. Tears begin and the awful longing for Terrance and my life before everything ended.

As I grasp again for memories of that night, the few flashes I had grow distant and muddled. I open my mouth and sob because I may never remember. Never know for sure what, if anything, I had to do with the death of this brilliant man. Being around Phillip reminds me of the truth: I do hurt people I love.

Curling my fingers into fists, I try to imagine hitting Terrance or Phillip or Ethan or anyone. I have a temper. I do drink too much to deal with emotions I’d rather ignore. Am I a loaded weapon? The trigger springing loose with the sip of one too many?

Reaching for Ethan, I remember he isn’t there. It’s too early for him to be up making coffee or cooking breakfast. I roll over to my bedside table, and the phone says it’s almost five o’clock, the sun starting to glow on the horizon. My head hurts a bit from the Seven and Sevens Sean was pouring last night as we edited and posted my video.

I mostly remember. A few fuzzy moments, but not lost to Drunk Me. Sean suggested some editing techniques, filters, and zooms to create the intensity of the situation. I watch the video and see that it also makes Kara look more unhinged, which is good for me, I guess. Sean is so damn smart at everything tech. If only he wasn’t so creepy.

Scrolling through the already-posted comments, I read that people are connecting to my honesty. There are references to supporting me and my father. Lots of “We’re here for you” and “Don’t let the Man get you down” kind of things that actually feel good.

We’re already at half a million total views and have added one thousand more subscribers. Apparently, people tune in when women cry. I scroll through other comments and see “Boo hoo Becky” posted with about a thousand likes under that comment. That’s better than Becky Bitch, which others call me too. The video is almost over, and then my phone ringer plays. I remember that I got a call last night in the middle of my video.

Shit.

It was Detective Ramos. I have to go into the station today, and so does my father.

Double shit.

More memories return, and they mix with even older ones. When Detective Ramos called, I recognized the general number of the police station from when I was a girl. Sometimes, it’d be for my mom. DUI or cop buddy keeping Dad out of trouble. Other times, when Dad was home, he’d see those numbers and yell, “Harassment!” Claim he was the victim before even picking up the phone.

I need to find Ethan. Waiting and listening, I don’t hear a toilet flush. No soft footsteps on the stairs indicating that he’s adjusting the air-conditioning. Minutes pass, and my head throbs from the drinks and the tears. I sigh into the silence of our house.

After sliding out of the bed, I head into the hallway. The floors moan under my feet, and I don’t know why, but I want to check on Fitz. I snuggled him late last night when I came home, but he was asleep. There is that parental longing that arrives, an emptiness in my chest that only touching the soft hairs on my son’s head will fill.

I round the corner to his bedroom but don’t enter. From the doorway, I see a dark shadow falling across Fitz’s floor.

I gasp, but I’m not sure what to do. I don’t want to wake Fitz with my scream, and then I see where the shadow is coming from as my eyes adjust to the night-light. It’s Ethan’s shape. I can tell by the silhouette and shape of his shoulders and messy hair. My heart races, and it does not slow down. Ethan is slumped on the floor beside Fitz’s bed. His forehead is lying on his knees, his shoulders shake, and in the midst of the white noise machine, I hear sobs.

He would comfort me, if he found me crying—when he’s found me crying.

But turning quietly away from his pain, I am scared of what he’d say if I asked. To look him in the eyes right now and admit that I brought this on us all. He could say anything to me. I hate you. I love you. I never want to see you again. I’ll never leave.

I have to fix this.

I leave him there. I take an Aleve. I go back to bed. I hear Ethan get in the shower. But I do not sleep.

A few minutes later, Ethan returns. “There you are,” I say. “You okay?”

“Sure,” Ethan says, and even though I can tell he’s lying, I leave it there.

“The video Sean helped me with is doing well,” I say. “Sorry I was late getting home.”

“No problem,” Ethan says. He sits on the bed beside me. “Lou texted me. He’ll help us with the lawyer’s fee.”

“That’s a relief,” I say, surprised he didn’t reach out to me.

“He said not to worry that he’s being brought in too.” Ethan’s face is normal—no puffy eyes or tear streaks. I would have absolutely no idea he’d been losing his shit next to our son’s bed if I hadn’t woken up after my dream about Terrance. “He seemed confident this is a last-ditch attempt to entrap, I think is the word he used.”

I grin, as if it’s silly old Dad, but the truth is those words are comforting. “We will be fine. It’ll work out.” I want to switch the topic. “This vlog will make the difference.”

“Yeah,” Ethan says, a little edge to his tone. “You told me like five times last night.”

“Oh, sorry,” I say and watch guilt fill his gaze, even though it’s my mistake. “I should get my thoughts organized before the interview.” My phone buzzes with a text from the lawyer. “It’s Ron,” I say.

Ethan stands up in the dark. “What is it?” he whispers.

I read the words and snap upright in the bed. “Ron says he should drive me there. In case I have to stay.”

“Stay?” Ethan starts to pace. “Like they might arrest you?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper, pulling my knees under my chin.

Ethan heads to his closet and pulls on the light. He takes out several shirts. Folds one, hangs up another, then puts on the one he just hung up. He’s murmuring to himself as he slides into his slacks. “Okay. Okay. I’ll take Fitz out for pancakes. His favorite. We’ll go to the park. We’ll have a great Saturday morning. You will finish the interview. You will be fine. You will meet us after.”

Not sure what else to do, I get out of bed and put my arms around him. I wish there was a way to absorb all his fears into my body, where they belong. “Maybe I’ll get an update about another suspect,” I say. “Maybe this will be great news.”

He doesn’t respond but holds me tighter. I fit so nicely under the curve of his jaw and against his chest. We breathe together for a few moments, and I realize his fingers are clinging to my silk nightshirt.

“Dad!” Fitz calls from his room before thumping down the hallway toward us.

Ethan steps back from our grasp, wipes at his eyes, and clears his throat. “Here we are,” he calls as Fitz steps inside.

They seem to leap into each other’s arms. I am happy watching them, seeing that connection, but nothing pulls me to join. Instead, I slip out and take a shower.

Moments later, bare in the hot steam, I feel gloriously alone. I rinse off last night but still remember the relief of creating that video and sharing my truth with the world. It may be the last time for a while.

I hear Ethan calling that they’re about to leave for breakfast.

After throwing on my robe, I head downstairs. “Hey, buddy, have fun with Dad.”

Fitz is pulling on Ethan to leave. It’s hard to blame him when pancakes and the park were promised. I squeeze our son tightly and say goodbye longer than usual.

“Let’s go!” Fitz picks up his T. rex backpack and marches toward the door.

As I embrace Ethan, I breathe his scent and absorb all his warmth and love for me. As I pull away, he hesitates and lingers on my cheek. Maybe he senses a finality too. If not today, soon.

He’s always hated goodbyes, and this is the worst kind. “Maybe I could call your mom. I could go with you and—”

I shake my head. “It will all work out,” I insist. “Be with Fitz. He needs you.”

Ethan picks him up and squeezes him against me. The three of us together. I feel Ethan take long deep breaths as Fitz’s arms go around each of our necks. He giggles, and so do I.

How does Ethan not hate my guts for ripping this apart?

After kissing them both one more time, I head up the stairs. I’m not strong enough to look back, the tears already burning.

Ethan calls, “Text as soon as you can. Or have Ron—”

“Okay!” I yell and hurry to the bedroom, shutting the door and leaning on it for a quiet second.

I can’t think about them right now. It’s time for survival mode. One foot in front of the other.

Just like her father.

After returning to my room, I begin to blow-dry my hair in front of the mirror. With each twist of the brush, I let my story, my truth, the best version of that terrible night run over and under and back in my mind.

I say to the mirror: I am innocent. Everything has to be okay.

My confidence stutters at the walk-in closet. I want to look powerful and rich. Put together in a way that implies categorical offense at shedding that skin for an orange jumpsuit.

Selecting a simple but well-structured white dress, I find my light-pink cardigan. This is what I wear to convince someone, usually a man, of something he doesn’t want. Pink sends synapses firing. The need to protect and shelter. Maybe they have a little sister who loved this color. A daughter now who prances around his house in glittery pink princess dress. Even if they don’t realize they have associations, they most certainly do.

I choose my tallest black heels—those also have helpful associations—and with the curls in my hair, I’ve shifted from what Elle called “Cate Blanchett dom” to “Reese Witherspoon mom.” After just enough makeup has been applied, I find a frosted-pink lip gloss and a spritz of vanilla cookie.

None of these choices are my preference, but they could save me. Justice feels precarious, the scales tipping for reasons unknown.

Ron texts that he’s in the driveway, and I hurry downstairs. Pausing in our entryway, I am hit with the memory of when I first saw this house. Ethan and I were postbrunch and full of bubbly from celebrating my CEO promotion. We had a nice house not too far from here. This beauty, a colonial with leaded windows and a gorgeous entryway, stole my breath. The market was heating up, I rationalized, and a house like this was a now-or-never opportunity.

Even if I’m not arrested, my days in my dream house are numbered. Maybe I’ll make a Farm Family fortune, but that will take months of mortgage payments I don’t have.

My heels click on the entryway marble. I glance up at the modern chandelier and turn off the light.

Heading outside, I can feel people peering through their curtains. I imagine them watching me, as if they can tell I’m a fake, dressed up to put on a show at the police station. Trying to use my important job and good address to get away with murder.

Just like her father.

Air conditioners hum. A child yells down the street. The morning sun is bright in a cloudless sky, with the pavement already heating up as the bugs hum and birds cry out from the old-growth trees lining our block. Is this the morning when it all changes? The real worst day of my life.

Walking down the driveway, I can’t help but feel that we all end up alone. Or alone with our lawyer, as it were.

Ron is staring down in the driver’s seat of his Volkswagen Passat. I open the passenger-side door and see he’s flipping through a legal pad. I sit in the air-conditioning and wait a beat.

“Hi there,” I say. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Good morning, Jules.” He puts his notepad away in the console between us. “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

Ron wants to run through questions as we drive, so he launches into playing bad cop. Pushing accusations of an affair (not true) or alcoholism (mostly not true) or impropriety at my job (definitely not true).

He pulls into the primarily empty parking lot, as you’d expect on a Saturday morning. There are reserved signs, spots outside the police station usually for family members of drunks—or at least that’s what my childhood taught me. The druggies are in there, too, but their families stopped bailing them out years ago.

“Your story is fine,” he says about our quick practice session. “We need to talk strategy.” He pauses to pull out his legal pad again. “You’re going in voluntarily. The video was a good compromise, but I’m not surprised they want the chance to really go at you. This time, it’ll be videotaped. If you say anything that implicates you, they could read your rights and arrest you.”

I tip my head back onto the headrest. “Oh my God.”

“Indeed,” Ron says. “Or you walk out, and they play the tape for the grand jury for an indictment.”

“Even if I walk out today, they could still bring me back in handcuffs?”

“It’s one approach,” Ron says. “Stick to your story. I don’t think this detective has enough evidence to convince a grand jury, or the attorney general, for that matter.”

“But what if they do?” I tug at my sweater. “What if they use this interview or my video against me?”

“Or the videos you’ve been posting. Those could be presented as evidence to a jury too.”

“Oh,” I say. I thought maybe jurors could see it—or the board—and it would make things better. “I’m trying to help.”

“I know you are,” Ron says. “I’d move to suppress. I did the same thing with your father, but it feels easier to stick to the simplest version of facts. That’s what I’m advising him to do when he comes in after you. It will be fine.”

“Why are they bringing me in now? Or Dad?” I ask. “Is it the videos? New evidence?”

“We’re going to find out, kid.” He shifts over to look at me and holds out his palm. For a moment, I think he’s offering to take my hand, like I’m a scared child. Then he sniffs and says, “I should keep your wedding ring. In case they arrest you.”

My jaw falls open. I quickly pull the diamond ring and wedding band off my finger. Instead of tearing up, I feel focused. “Pawn it if they do, and get it all to Ethan. Tell him . . . I don’t know. To start over.”

“Easy there,” Ron says with a chuckle. “It’s a precaution.” He drops it into his lapel pocket. “You will be fine, Jules.”

I let out a shuddering breath because I don’t think I’ll ever be fine again.





Chapter 19

An officer leads Ron and me to a dingy windowless room. We sit at the table with handcuff scrapes across the top, and I’m surprised there’s not one-way glass like on TV. There is a camera set up in the corner, so maybe that’s how it’s done these days.

Detective Ramos doesn’t read me my rights. He merely gestures for us to sit as he plops into his metal chair before he opens a file. Scratching at where his hairline used to be, now all shine, he then crosses his muscular arms across his chest.

On my porch, I’d been too shocked to notice the kind of man working against me. He is serious, with underlying kindness. I imagine he’s a very nice husband. Good father, if he’s got kids. He does not screw around. I’d bet dollars to doughnuts he’s rarely drunk. He likes being straitlaced. He is not impressed by my pink cardigan or tears, should they come.

We get my name, address, and all the basics out of the way. He flips through his notes, but he doesn’t seem to read them. He might be nervous, needing this to work as much as I need it to not.

“Thank you for coming in today, Juliet,” Detective Ramos says. “The video testimony you submitted was helpful. But we need to be on the record today.”

“Of course.” I hold my hands together in the open, nonaggressive way they suggest at HR trainings.

“Could you please tell me what happened on the evening of Sunday, July tenth?”

“I was running a large gala for the Poe Foundation, where I’m . . . was . . . CEO.”

“You’ve been fired?”

“Correct,” I say. I consider my answer and picture a jury or attorney general hearing my answers. “You haven’t found any other suspects. My name was leaked by someone here, I assume, and that’s how it got to Dez Castle, who accused me of the awful crime in front of dozens of reporters. That’s not good publicity for the foundation.”

“So they fired you for Dr. Castle’s murder?”

Ron leans forward and puts a palm flat in front of me. “Do not answer that question,” he says. “It’s ridiculous and gross mischaracterization. If you continue in this manner, we will leave.”

Detective Ramos nods, as if he’s sorry. “Please tell me what else happened that evening of Dr. Castle’s murder.”

“We were announcing that the first-ever Genius Grant was going to be awarded to Dr. Castle. It’s a program he and I had worked on extensively to launch.”

“How did that announcement go?”

I smile, if only to give myself a moment. Of course he saw the video. “Honestly, he was in a mood that night.”

“A mood?”

“He is a brilliant man. Was. He often had new ideas that set our timetable back. On this night, he was having one of his ‘I’m not the right person’ moments. I have a five-year-old, and I recognized he needed a little coaxing. That’s why I invited him for a drink after.”

“Were you upset that he left you onstage? That he didn’t speak to all those donors who were there in his honor?”

I shrug. “I was frustrated, but I still met him for a drink. I knew we could smooth things over in time for the board meeting.”

“Is your job dependent on Dr. Castle’s cooperation?”

Ron puts a hand forward again. “She cannot speculate as to the intentions of the board. Please only ask questions in which she has firsthand knowledge and memory.”

Detective Ramos swallows what looks like frustration and then continues. “How many drinks did you have at your work function?”

“Too many.”

“Best guess? The media consultant, Elle, guessed five.”

“She gave me one of them,” I snap, and it sounds silly, like something Fitz would say. “I already told you it was a mistake. I’m not proud of myself. This kind of behavior doesn’t happen often.”

“Your wallet was found next to a murdered man,” Detective Ramos says. “I’d certainly hope not.”

I stare at my lap because I am ashamed, but I realize it’s not exactly a shame related to my drinking. I feel more ashamed that I got caught. “I’m very sorry for acting that way.”

“One witness said you were crying. Maybe arguing.” He pauses and flips the page. “That Dr. Castle put his arm around you. Sounds like a breakup.”

Scowling at the accusation, I suddenly wish I had my sparkling diamond wedding ring to flash toward the camera. “I have never cheated on my husband. I had too much to drink, and that can make me emotional. Terrance is a great person to talk to, as you can imagine. He’s smart and caring. It’s entirely possible we debated. Maybe his response hurt my feelings. I don’t know. It wouldn’t be the first time, and I’m not one to hold grudges.”

“Are you one to end them?” Detective Ramos has this fire in his gaze now. He doesn’t believe me, but he isn’t getting me to incriminate myself.

Ron smacks his hand onto the table. “I think Juliet has been more than cooperative, and she doesn’t deserve to be treated like this. Do you have any further questions for her? Otherwise, she needs to get back to her family.”

“What did you talk about when you met at the Wrong Side of Hope Bar?”

I smile again. “As I explained in my video testimony, I really do not have any memory of that night. I have a Lyft receipt that says it dropped my off there right about nine p.m. I can almost remember coming into the bar. Sitting in the corner. Maybe chatting with the bartender, Sarah. But it’s all pretty fuzzy.”

He leans forward. “No other memories whatsoever?”

Trying to stay calm, I remind myself I am being truthful. I don’t need to feel guilty for anything other than having had one too many. “Nothing more than I’ve said. I’ve tried to remember. I’ve started keeping a dream journal to get my brain to lift that curtain. But it isn’t working. I’d do anything, honestly, to remember that night. Dr. Castle was a brilliant man, and we had big plans.”

“Plans that wouldn’t work out if he didn’t do as you say?”

“No,” I say and then pause. “We were a team. It wasn’t like I was pulling the strings. That’s not possible with Terrance.”

Detective Ramos shuts the file and crosses his arms again. “Can you tell me about the murder of Santiago Ovalle?”

“Is that why you’re bringing my dad in for questioning?” I snap.

Ron points his finger toward the detective. “That has absolutely nothing to do with Dr. Castle. My client was a child when that accident occurred.”

“Your father was drunk and killed someone. You were drunk, and someone got killed. You don’t see any parallels?”

“We’re done here,” Ron says. “I’m filing to have this interview thrown out. And if you try anything like this with Lou this afternoon, we’ll really bring the hammer.”

The detective is watching me so carefully. “Would you take a buccal swab?”

“Absolutely not,” Ron says. “There’s no reason.”

“Swab my cheek, you mean?” I ask, surprised, though I probably shouldn’t be.

“She already admitted contact when they were at the bar,” Ron says. “I hear you don’t have a murder weapon. So what’s this DNA for besides harassing my client?”

I almost smile at what a relief it is to have Ron on my side. Even if I can’t afford it.

“Only ruling a few things out.” Detective Ramos never takes his gaze from me. This feels like a test.

“I don’t have a problem with it,” I say to Ron.

“But I do,” Ron says curtly, snapping his notepad shut. “Are we done here, Detective?”

Detective Ramos is watching us both. His gaze calmly lobs back and forth, as if he’s enjoying our separate reactions. I realize his calm is coming from a place of knowing. Something he’s not saying, maybe a lot of somethings.

“Juliet,” Detective Ramos says finally. “Do you remember your father being at the Sider the night of Dr. Castle’s murder?”

“What?” I whisper, and it feels as if the room is vibrating. “What are you talking—”

“Detective,” Ron interrupts. “If she has no memory of the night, how would she remember if that’s true or untrue? We are done.”

Detective Ramos is watching me so closely. He blinks slowly, as if my every word or movement is information. “A woman says your father was there with her that night. They both saw you with Dr. Castle.”

“That night?” I whisper. “What time?”

“We are done.” Ron takes my arm and tries to pull me up, but I jerk away.

“Are you sure my father was there?”

“Yes, and Dez Castle,” Detective Ramos says. “Do you remember her that night?”

“No,” I whisper. Ron takes my arm again, and I acquiesce, rising from my seat.

“I’ll be filing to have this interview thrown out first thing tomorrow morning,” Ron says again. “You don’t even need to bother with a transcript. There’s no way this conversation is making it out of this room.”

I see Detective Ramos’s gaze brighten, as if that’s fine with him. Whatever game he was playing, he won. For now.





Chapter 20

I can hear my breath in my ears. My lungs contract as I push air everywhere and nowhere. I nearly fall out of Ron’s car once he stops it in front of my house.

“Juliet,” he calls quickly before I can close the car door. “Is Ethan home? Do you need me to call someone?”

I shake my head as I lean on the open door. “I’m fine,” I lie.

“Your dad will call you when we’re back from the police station, okay, kid?”

Shutting the door instead of answering him, I’m gasping as he pulls away, near hyperventilation. He’s late to get Dad, and a part of me wants to go with him and start yelling.

But I wouldn’t. Even if Dad deserved it, I still want to understand his side. To protect him. Even if he doesn’t deserve it. Even if he never did that for me.

Blinking up at the hot morning sun, I consider how much I would hide for my father. As much as murder? But why in the world would he attack Terrance, of all people? It doesn’t make sense, and yet I still feel sick.

The thought dries my throat, and even though it’s barely noon, I need a drink. I go inside our quiet house, relieved it’s empty but also wishing Ethan were here to keep me from what I’m about to do.

I walk past our bar, knowing it’s been depleted. I pretty much drank my way through it, and we don’t have the money to restock. I head to the kitchen and start flipping open cabinets. Even though I’m angry with my father, I still appreciate one trick he taught me.

The cooking sherry is in the back of the refrigerator. I pour it into a large to-go cup and search for a mixer. There’s a pack of Honest apple juices in the back. I grab the straw and stab the top, before squeezing the juice through the small hole into the cup of sherry. I stand in the cold air of the fridge and take long slow gulps.

There had been an internal alarm, a true ringing that had been going off until this moment and these sips. At my relief, I find my anger, which has been waiting. Cup in hand, I hurry to my car.

I drop my to-go cup in the holder and drive a couple of blocks in white-knuckle silence. I shut off the engine, under the shade of a great elm tree, and scream. Pounding my hands on the steering wheel, I scream until my throat is raw and my cheeks aching.

When I stop, the car is quiet except for my gasping. “What did he do?” I whisper, my voice scratchy and unfamiliar. “Dad, please, not again.”

I can’t actually ask him if he murdered Terrance. Not yet, not when every instinct says to protect my father. To ignore the world so we survive. I take a few more sips, and it’s really not as awful as I expected. Thanks, Dad, this seems much more useful than how to ride a bike.

I picture him barking into his monitor, hunched over his desk. In my mind, he’d been dealt with. His pain and addiction have been locked away in his office with whoever tunes in to his rants. But maybe these difficult parts of my dad aren’t hidden. Maybe his pain and anger are festering and erupting.

Shaking my head at that thought, I remind myself there’s no reason Dad would hurt Terrance. He also had no reason to be at the Sider that night. I didn’t even realize he was leaving the house much these days.

The thought depresses me, and I sip again. The lonely silence makes me shiver.

“Call Ethan,” I say, and my car obeys. “Be there, be there, be there—”

“Juliet?” His tone is worried. “How did it go? Where are you?”

“I’m fine . . . but . . .” I manage to get those words out before I release great shoulder-racking, stomach-clenching sobs.

“You have to breathe. Calm down, honey. Tell me what happened.”

There’s such kindness in his voice, and I don’t deserve it. “Okay, Ethan, it’s . . . it’s bad. So bad.”

My throat seizes up, and I wonder if my body is rejecting me, closing my throat and calling the game.

“Dad . . . was there . . . that night . . . he lied . . .”

Gripping the wheel, I wonder if I should pick them up at the park. Ethan, Fitz, and I hit the road. People still go out on the lam, right? Go see my sister in North Carolina. Make a new life under fake names.

I realize Ethan has been silent. “Are you there?” I shriek.

“Yes . . . yes, of course. I’m just . . . that night? He was . . . where? Who said that?”

“The police.” I pause, take a few breaths. “I don’t know any details yet. But when Dad gets back from the police station . . . I mean . . . he wouldn’t hurt anyone, right?”

“Well. Not on purpose, of course.”

“It feels like we’re really in trouble here.”

“Don’t say that, Jules.” Ethan clears his throat. “You have to calm down and speak to your father. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation. I can go with you. We’ll get this sorted out.”

“Why didn’t he say he was there that night?” I am shaking so bad I have to grip my hands against my arms. “I’m pouring my guts out to Dad. He doesn’t mention that he already knows most of this because he was there when I was at the bar.”

“We’ll meet you at your parents’ house so we can talk to him as soon as he’s done with the police. This will be fine.”

“Stay with Fitz. I will talk to Dad.”

“No, Juliet, please—”

I click the red button and put the car into drive. I go slow down Elmgrove but then slam on my brakes less than a block from my parents’ house.

On the corner lot, there’s a big house, set back off the road and hidden by bushes and trees. The lawn is mostly grass, everything cleared except a gigantic holly bush that nearly meets the road at the edge of the property.

The bush has been trimmed high, so the large twisting branches make room for a simple wreath. This month, it’s adorned with red, white, and blue plastic flowers and, as always, the hand-painted SANTIAGO sign across it.

This is where my father did the unthinkable thirty years ago. Subconsciously, I must have known it was the anniversary this month. It’s been three decades since murder and lies reconfigured our family and that of Santiago’s family, who live across town.

I don’t try to picture Santiago playing, any more than I try to picture my parents holding hands, strolling down the street. Neither of those things happened after that day.

My father did kill him, even if it was ruled an accident. The charge, vehicular manslaughter, didn’t seem to carry enough weight for what happened when an eleven-year-old boy jumped in front of the car. Dad was driving me to ballet because I demanded he do it. He had been drinking. I remember that much because the whole car smelled like gin.

In our family, the incident is referred to as “the wreck.” But the car wasn’t wrecked at all. We could have kept driving it after it was released from police evidence. But the sight of it caused me a panic attack so severe the detective who brought it to us had to take it away. He was my dad’s buddy, so I think he kept it.

Everything was wrecked: my father’s job, my parents’ relationship, my sister giving two shits about any of us. We were wrecked.

So yes, I’ve spent a lifetime learning how to live with shame. Working to build my new life bigger and better so people would forget the truth of where I came from. Forget what was done or not done. Forget our lies as we built our pool, hoping that if it was hot enough, people would come back. But no matter how deep we dug or how clear and perfect the water, the truth was still there. It’s our foundation, rot and all, and everything new built upon it is destined to collapse.

But maybe we’re not the only ones.

I call Phillip from the car. Because as mad as I am at my father, someone else was at the bar that night. And Dez Castle may have had more to gain than anyone.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 9

TESTIMONY OF LOUIS WORTHINGTON

LOUIS WORTHINGTON sits beside his lawyer, RONALD MYERS, at a table across from DETECTIVE FRANK RAMOS in an interrogation room inside the Providence Police Department.

FRANK

For the record, please state your name, and I’d ask your counsel to do the same.

LOUIS

Louis Worthington.

RONALD

Ronald Myers.

FRANK

Can you tell me where you were the night of July tenth?

RONALD

My client doesn’t wish to share that information at this time. It was a personal matter, and unless there is a charge, he’d prefer to keep silent.

FRANK

Perhaps this will help. Let me play an audiotape of a woman who got cash out of the ATM at the Wrong Side of Hope Bar that night in question. Her name is Debbie Memphis, and one of my officers is asking the questions.

FRANK presses play.

[VOICES ON AUDIO PLAYER]

OFFICER

Please say your name and that you agree to be recorded today.

DEBORAH

I agree to be recorded. I’m Debbie Memphis. Well, Deborah, I guess, but no one calls me that.

OFFICER

Can you tell me what you were doing at the Wrong Side of Hope Bar on July tenth?

DEBORAH

Getting a drink with a friend. Oh, you want to know everything. My friend is a local personality. He’s kind of a celebrity. You like all that shit? Well, me too. It’s Lou Worthington.

OFFICER

How long were you there?

DEBORAH

Couple hours. Lou can really put them away. I’d hoped we’d go somewhere more romantic, but I guess he’s buddies with the owner. One of the Lou Crew—that’s his online show. Anyway, we were there pretty late. Maybe until nine p.m. Right about when his daughter showed up with that professor who got killed that night.

OFFICER

Did you or Louis speak to her?

DEBORAH

Hell no. We’re not public with our . . . friendship. And she was drunk, so who knows how she would have acted. He made a joke about the apple not falling far from the tree. The way he said it was funny, not mean. We were already on our second bottle of wine. Lou drinks fast, and he keeps my glass full because he’s a gentleman.

OFFICER

Please tell me about seeing Dr. Castle with Juliet Worthington-Smith.

DEBORAH

Castle came to the bar after the owner had dropped our check, which was cheap for all we drank. VIP perks, I guess.

OFFICER

What time did Dr. Castle arrive?

DEBORAH

Well, it was right after I went to get cash from the ATM so we could play a little keno before we hit the road.

OFFICER

You withdrew cash at nine thirteen p.m.

DEBORAH

Well, there you go. Castle came in right as I was getting up. I got the money, got our keno numbers, and sat down.

I recognized Castle immediately. He was on The Daily Show, and not that I watch that trash, but my kids have it on when they visit. Plus, Lou had talked about Castle on his show. What’s the thing he does called, Storming the Castle? (laughs) I said, “Hey, Lou, isn’t that the fella you say is going to be the downfall of the Poe Foundation?”

Lou seemed mad, so we left. No way either his daughter or that Castle fella noticed us. It was so crowded, and they were drunk, it looked like to me. I dropped Lou off at his house after we . . . talked a little bit. That was ten p.m. at the latest. I remember there weren’t any lights on in the house, so his wife had gone to bed. All clear, you know what I mean? I called him a couple days later when I heard Castle had been killed right after we were there. And they’re saying his daughter did it. I mean, that’s crazy. No way she’d kill someone.

OFFICER

Did you see Dr. Castle or Juliet talking? Can you describe how they were interacting?

DEBORAH

Well, that’s kind of embarrassing. I saw that his daughter was crying, and I asked Lou if we should get involved. Maybe that Castle guy was being mean, you know, making her cry like that. But Lou said it was their business. That she made her bed with that . . . guy. Well, do you want me to say what he said?

OFFICER

Yes, please.

DEBORAH

Well, it wasn’t the N-word, if that’s what you’re thinking. He called him an “uppity brother.” But he was really drunk and probably tired. I doubt he meant it.

OFFICER

What happened when you called Lou to talk about Dr. Castle’s murder?

DEBORAH

Oh, well, he said that it was probably a hate crime. He said, black fella like that on the news and publishing books. He has a target on his back. Those things happen, you know.

OFFICER

Have you seen or spoken to Lou since that phone call or that night?

DEBORAH

No, he said we should cool off for a while. He said let’s not talk about that night and pretend it didn’t happen. I’ll be honest, I’m a little raw about it. He’d been saying he’d leave his wife for me. Now he won’t even answer my phone calls.

OFFICER

Did you recognize anyone else there at the bar that night?

DEBORAH

Just his wife.

OFFICER

Lou’s wife was there?

DEBORAH

No, no. I don’t know what she looks like. Dr. Castle’s wife. The rich one. What’s Lou call her, the whiny widow. (laughs) She followed Castle inside and was watching him right by our table. I wouldn’t have realized it except that press conference. She had on that same shiny green dress. Looks like a damn nightie. I wasn’t about to forget a woman looking like that in a dump bar.

FRANK RAMOS turns off audio.

FRANK

You care to tell your own version of events, Mr. Worthington?

LOUIS

I agree with everything she said. If you’re not arresting me, we’re leaving. And I certainly hope you’re interrogating Dez Castle as well.

FRANK

We’re investigating everyone who had something to gain. Should I play the tapes of your harassment of Dr. Castle or save it for the grand jury?

LOUIS

We’re leaving, Ron.





Chapter 21

Dez Castle lives in her family home, one of the largest among many big colonial homes on the historic cobblestone Benefit Street. I pull up in a metered spot across from her house, and it’s not long before Phillip’s car is parked behind me. Providence walking tours, which I’ve never done, would probably tell you about how wealthy merchants and sea captains built these homes on the hill to look downtown in the late 1700s. Not that they were only shipping corn and beans.

Phillip gets out of his car and heads over to me, stopping on the sidewalk near a tall gas lamp harkening back to old money and old rules that generally didn’t favor either of us.

“How was the police station?” Phillip asks as I walk around the car.

“It was fine,” I say and try not to seem rattled. “Let me grab my purse.” I open the passenger-side door and reach inside to take a long sip of my to-go sherry-Honest-apple cocktail. It dulls part of the sadness, and I pull out my bag with the video camera.

“So he said that Dez was there that night Terrance was killed?” Phillip asks, repeating what I texted him. “What time?”

“I have no idea. He mentioned it at the end.” I swallow the guilt that I’m not sharing that my father was there too. I’ll deal with that later. Besides, Phillip always hated my dad, and I don’t want to revisit that old fight.

We cross the street toward Dez’s home. It’s a soft butter yellow with big bay windows on both levels facing the road. Heading up the staircase are tall planters that lead to a placard with her family name and EST. 1797 near the ornate double doors.

“Terrance told me it’s a good thing her side of the family were the abolitionists,” I say with a half grin at Phillip.

“The other side weren’t,” Phillip says. “But at least they built Brown University with all that blood money. Imagine what they’d think about Dr. Terrance Castle teaching there. Teaching about justice, of all things.”

I swallow thickly, and the silence is heavy between us, so I knock and wait.

Minutes pass. Then Phillip presses the buzzer. “Let’s try it this way,” he says.

The green light comes on beside a security-system sticker in the window. The bright logo looks out of place stuck to leaded-window glass. Phillip frowns at it for a moment. “I recognize that security company,” he says, pointing at the small logo.

“What?” I say softly. “Who?”

He looks closer at the sticker. “I’ll tell you later.”

I realize Dez may be watching us through her Nest camera or whatever fancy alarm system she has that Phillip knows about.

“What do you want?” says a woman’s voice through the intercom that sounds like Dez.

“I just got back from the police station,” I say. “They mentioned something interesting you should hear.”

There’s a long pause, and I wonder if she’s going to leave us here. Or maybe she’s calling the police. As Phillip shrugs, an inside door squeaks, and then a lock clicks. There’s another beat, then a few more, and finally the door swings open.

Dez is in an expensive-looking green silk dress. Her eyes are thickly lined in a cat’s-eye shape, and her hair is in a messy twist on top of her head. Her thin, rich, and crazy brand is intact.

“Yes?” she snaps. Her barely visible eyebrows punch up.

“Can we talk?” Phillip puts his hands in his pockets. “Please?”

“Terr said you weren’t welcome in our home,” she says to him, which is news to me. “With his passing, are his wishes buried too?”

“I don’t know.” Phillip glances down the stone street. “But Jules is going to be making a video about you being at the bar that night. This might concern your wishes more than his.”

I smirk at how Phillip is playing this, as if I’m the pain in their ass. But he is right. “I’ll set up across the street. Make sure to have a great shot of your big fancy house for all the area weirdos to look up on Google Maps.”

Her full pout pinches for a moment. “Everything has changed.” She swings the door open wide with a flourish. “And nothing.”

We follow her inside in a waft of a strangely bitter-smelling perfume.

“Close the door, please,” she says in a soft, slightly bored tone I had heard whenever she joined Terrance at a planning meeting. It annoyed me she was there at first, but she actually began to take my position on certain points that made our messages more practical. Probably her interest also made it easier for Miller to advocate for her taking over the Genius Grant project, so maybe I should have stuck to my initial skepticism.

We go through the second door and enter the foyer. Instead of large and grand, it’s only a dark hallway, with each door pulled shut.

From behind, Dez reminds me of a water snake. Her green dress swishes back and forth as she slithers past paintings of dead, rich relatives. Her feet are silent on the wood floors, and I notice she’s barefoot. Finally, she stops and slides open half a double door. Light floods, and I blink until my eyes can adjust.

There are tall windows trimmed in ornate wood and long curtains. The room is large and rectangular, and the bookshelves suggest it’s a library. I glance around, and it appears the room was split in half. On one side are mounds of papers, books, magazines, and newspapers. They are piled on the floor, along the empty fireplace, on the coffee table, and all the way over to a large wooden desk against the wall.

But then from the desk at the center and onward, the room is pristine, the wood floors gleaming, lampshade dusted. Only a few piles of carefully ordered papers are stacked on the floor.

“Which side is yours?” Phillip says with a grin. He looks to me, as if to explain. “Terry thrived in creative chaos.”

I nod quickly, as if I knew that, which I didn’t. “Are you going through his things?”

Dez recoils at my question, a flush at her neck that spreads up into her cheeks. “That’s none of your business.”

“Terry would say he had it all filed in his head.” Phillip walks over to one messy stack. “He’d say, ‘Pick an author, pick a paper, and I’ll have it in your hands in ten seconds flat.’”

Dez smiles, shifting her attention away from me, thankfully. “He really could do that.”

Phillip nods softly. “The first time I went to his office at Brown—I mean, it was crazy. Papers were everywhere. I didn’t even say hi. I just shouted ‘Baldwin.’ That was the first book Terry ever gave me as a kid.”

“Did he find it?” Dez asks, her eyes shining a bit.

“Oh yeah,” Phillip says. “He jumped over three stacks of papers and landed on one foot by a pile of books. He yelled, ‘Go Tell It or Native Son, son?’”

Dez and Phillip laugh together, and I smile, but I don’t really understand. I know they’re talking about the author James Baldwin. Terrance often referenced him in drafts of his essays. I never asked why that particular author was important to him. I never bothered to read him myself.

“Terrance really liked Trevor Noah too,” I say. “We were hoping to get him back on The Daily Show.”

They both look at me as if I just burped. I don’t know why I tried to join or even one-up, but I did.

“Anyway,” Dez says, with a fraction of her smile still there. “I can’t bring myself to organize his mess yet. Not with all the work to launch his Legacy Project.” That comment is directed toward me, and she makes sure to catch my gaze. “It’s going better than ever.”

“Really?” Phillip says. “Is that the final version of his essays?”

“Oh, yes.” She strides over to several bound copies on her neat desk. “The board is reviewing them now, in time to launch this weekend.”

“I got the invite,” Phillip says. “Thank you.”

She stares at me so it’s clear I was not invited. Obviously.

“You couldn’t finish this book with almost a year of work?” She taps the top copy in the stack as she sits next to it on top of the desk. “I’m already done.”

“I had a difficult collaborator,” I say, regretting it instantly.

“Don’t you think I wish I did too?”

“Hard to say.” I step toward her.

“May I have a copy?” Phillip asks in an overly kind voice, as if to diffuse.

“I suppose,” she says, turning toward him. “As long as it’s only you reading it.”

I grit my back teeth but don’t want to ruin it for him, so I stay quiet.

“If you don’t like it,” Dez says as she holds the document out to him, “keep it to yourself.”

Phillip takes the papers without agreeing and puts the copy in his messenger bag.

“In that stack,” Dez says, pointing toward some files on the floor. “One folder has your name, Phillip. Terr clipped every article with your byline or mention. If you can find it, you can have it.”

Phillip heads that way and crouches down to dig through the stack. We all stand in silence until he finds a file toward the bottom. He opens and flips through what looks like several old newspaper articles. “Some of my first press clips,” he says.

“Now,” she says, turning toward me. “Earlier, you were threatening to put my house on your ridiculous Rhode to Justice channel. Please do not.”

“We can film inside,” I say. “One way or the other, I will share what I’ve found.”

She slides off the desk. “And what is that?”

I have one shot at doing this right. I reach into my bag and pull out my video camera. I don’t want to surprise her like I did with Kara. “I’d like to record your side of this story, if you’ll let me. I’m happy to tell it as I see it, but I want to give you an opportunity to speak for yourself.”

“The ‘whiny widow’ speaks?” she says with tight lips as she drops onto a long velvet couch. “Like I would ever do one tiny thing to benefit you.”

I pull a chair across from her and take out the tripod, setting up the camera so we’ll both be in the shot. “Wouldn’t you prefer to explain for yourself instead of having only my interpretation?”

“Are you really this desperate?” she says to Phillip, who is still lingering across the room.

“Aren’t you?” He crosses toward us. “For the truth?”

“Fine,” Dez says with her bored tone. “Press record.”

I grin and do as I’m told. She won’t be bored for long.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 10

PERSONAL VLOG

INT. LIBRARY—DAY

JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH is seated across from DEZDIMONA “DEZ” CASTLE.

JULIET

I’m sitting in the home of Dez Castle, widow of Terrance Castle. As my viewers likely know, Dez all but accused me of murdering her husband at the Poe Foundation press conference announcing she would lead his Legacy Project.

DEZ

(shifts on the couch)

I repeated what I’d been told by sources at the police department. You are the only suspect.

JULIET

Let’s get right into that. I was interrogated this morning by Detective Ramos, who is leading the investigation. He wanted to know if I’d seen anyone I recognized that night at the bar.

DEZ

But you said you—conveniently, if embarrassingly—don’t remember anything.

JULIET

That’s true. However, you may remember some details of that night.

DEZ

Me?

JULIET

You were there, weren’t you?

DEZ

(inhales)

I had nothing to do with his death.

JULIET

What time did you get there? What did you see? Were you angry?

DEZ

(glances across the room)

I was there. In fact, I arrived with Terrance. I saw that he walked off at the gala, and frankly, I let him know he was being childish. I’d planned to speak to both of you, but . . . well, you looked drunk. So I left.

(leans forward, clenches her fists)

I actually said to Terrance, and these are the last words we ever spoke: “Please, come home. Jules isn’t worth your time.” And he said . . . “No, I’d rather drink with her than listen to you.”

JULIET

(voice soft)

And did you leave?

DEZ

I most certainly did. I went straight home alone. And I never saw him alive again. Those may be my last words to him, but his words and his legacy will not die. I will make sure of that.

JULIET

And what about his affair? Did you know about that?

DEZ

This may surprise you, but we kept very little from each other. So yes, I knew about her. I also knew how little Terrance thought of you. Now, with that in mind, get out of our home.





Chapter 22

Kicked out of another house, Phillip and I stand near my car door, as if we’re waiting for more answers to appear. Dez was lying or is at least hiding something. No way she’d go on camera otherwise. That desperation is easy to recognize from personal experience.

“Did you believe her?” I ask him as we stare toward her big front door.

“Not really,” Phillip says, adjusting his bag. “Something was off. Have you heard anything about financial issues that she was having?”

“No,” I say. “She’s a rich girl. I mean, she’s still taking the million dollars tied to the book deal and grant. Why?”

“Rumors,” he says. “Might be worth looking into.”

I can tell Phillip is hiding something. “What is it?”

He shrugs. “I need to go through that file Terrance left me. Check with some sources about Dez.”

“Really?” I say, feeling optimistic, as if we’re finally both on the same page. Then my mind wanders to the little bit of cooking sherry left in the cup. But I can do better than that. “Let’s grab a beer. Walk through everything? Or go by the wine store? Bin 312 is the best, and they’re on the way to the pedestrian bridge. Sip red and talk strategy?”

“Um . . .” Phillip looks down. “I’ll text you later.”

“What are you going to do? You said we would work together.”

“I might be able to get access to Dez’s security feed. From that sticker on the door I recognized. There’s a guy who works there that owes me one.”

“Oh,” I say, feeling relieved he’s still digging into Dez. “Maybe you see if her story holds up. That she really did return home right after she left us at the bar.”

“Exactly,” he says, sliding his hand into his pocket and taking out his keys. “I’ll text you later.”

“All right,” I say, impressed. He’s good at digging—even in college, when it was over sports scholarships or lack of diversity in the freshman class. “Let me know what you find.”

He flashes a quick grin and hurries toward his car. I hope that money trail leads somewhere promising. Because if he doesn’t think it’s Dez, then there’s only Kara and me.

With that thought, I pull up the information about her show. I search the hashtag and see there’s a pop-up preview in a couple of hours. Perfect.

Inside my car, I turn on the AC as Phillip drives away. My sip from the to-go cup is barely a full swallow, and watery at that. Good thing the next place on the agenda will certainly have a drink for me.

It’s barely ten minutes to my parents’ house, and I take the route that avoids Santiago’s wreath. Ethan texted that he was at my parents’ house, but I just see my father sitting on the front steps, smoking a small cigar. I can’t remember the last time I saw him outside his study.

Actually, I do know, though I don’t technically remember. And he lied about that night. My anger begins to take shape as I charge toward him. “Have something to tell me, Dad?” I say.

He stretches his shoulders in his faded collared shirt. I remember when I was little thinking he was so wide, like a dump truck, strong and sturdy. He’s mostly gut now, his shirt stretched too tight, buttons seeming in danger of catapulting across the yard. “Tell you what?” he says, puffing and releasing a cloud of smoke.

“That you were there that night,” I say, stamping my foot like a child. “You saw . . . me. I don’t know. What did you see?”

He reaches behind him and hands me a big glass of whiskey. I’m too upset to pretend I don’t want it. I take a long slow sip, and the jittering and brain spinning dull. “Thank you,” I whisper on autopilot as I let a few more swallows burn down my throat. “Now talk.”

“I was doing the same thing you were that night.”

I inhale sharply. “What’s that?”

“Meeting someone I shouldn’t.”

“Oh,” I say, relieved before I completely process what he’s saying. “Dad, no. You cannot be screwing around on Mom again. You’re almost seventy.”

“Watch your mouth, Juliet. Your mother is inside with Fitz and Ethan. I don’t want to upset her.”

I let out a long slow breath, letting the air flip up my bangs. “I don’t remember you.”

“That’s no surprise. You were drunk as a skunk.”

“Where were you?”

“The corner, by the only window. Me and my friend. I met her at the rally I spoke at last month.”

“You’re cheating on Mom?”

“That’s beyond your purview, kiddo,” he says, scratching at his big belly.

I set the drink beside him and step back. “You’re unbelievable.”

“Like you can talk,” he says. “You were all over that guy.”

“I wasn’t screwing around on Ethan. Terrance and I are . . . were friends.”

“Are we done, kid?”

“We’re just getting started,” I say. “Why didn’t you tell me you were there that night?”

“What good would it do?” He shakes his head, as if I’m a child again. “I didn’t see anything except you making a fool of yourself.”

“Really? Nothing? How long were you there? Until I left?”

“No, kid. Me and my special lady left early.” He shifts so an arm rests on his knee. “You left your wallet, and thugs got him. That’s all there is to it.”

“Dad, what did the police say? What questions did they ask?”

“Straw grasping. It’s total nonsense. Don’t you worry. If they’re bringing us both in for questioning, then they’re desperate.”

I want to believe that’s true. All this time I’ve been wishing for another suspect, searching for someone, anyone, and now they have one. And it’s about the last person I’d ever choose.

“Are you telling me everything?” I ask, staring at him hard.

“The police need to leave us alone.” His head tips forward, and there’s sympathy in his watery hazel eyes. I see a look tied back to good times as a girl. More likely a made-up memory instead of really remembering. “We’re going to be fine.”

I want everything to be okay, and I try to believe him. “I’m so scared there’s more,” I whisper and sit on the step beside him.

He reaches beside me, and for a moment I think he’s going to hug me. Instead, he picks up the drink. “This will blow over. We’ll get back to normal. Or a new normal. You’re a survivor, like me.”

“Detective Ramos is going to come after us,” I say, and the tears start to sting.

“We’ll circle the wagons. Family first and always.” He drains the last of the glass we shared and rattles the ice at me. “What do you want, kid?”

I start to say no, but no use pretending. Not with him. “Whatever you’re pouring.”

Sitting on the front porch step, I wipe my tears and watch a few cars pass by. There’s no way Detective Ramos is going to let this go.

It doesn’t feel as if Dad is telling me everything. But why am I so quick to assume he’s lying?

Because he lied about the first murder. He was drinking and was drunk. When the police were called to the scene, it was only one detective, a friend of Dad’s. The rest is fuzzy in my memory. In court, Ron focused on Santiago’s recent shoplifting charge, when he’d stolen a toy car from the grocery store. Said he was in this fancier neighborhood with bad intentions, based on absolutely nothing. He probably liked the parks on our side of town more.

Dad let Ron lie about Santiago. Dad shared those lies with anyone who would listen. I remember Dad telling jokes in the glare of the pool after too many drinks. How he’d taken neighborhood watch to the next level. I wanted the other dads to laugh. Listened as the lies were said so often and so easily they became true.

So if lies were needed to live with the first murder, why not this one?

Dad returns to the front porch, but I can’t bring myself to ask any more questions. It’s so much easier to let things go and listen to his words and try to believe they’re true. We’re victims. We didn’t do anything wrong. There were thugs in that alley. The police are unjustly coming after us.

The outrage feels good, and it easily shifts to anger as Dad starts one of his rants about crooked media and nosy East Side neighbors and how America is nothing like it used to be.

“Those were the days, kiddo. When a handshake was worth something. You could trust a man with his word.”

I’m nodding and sipping and sweating in the late-afternoon sun. Neither of us suggests going inside. We’d rather be out here with our drinks and company that doesn’t mind another and maybe one more.

I sip the whiskey and relish the anger he’s fueling.

“You have to keep looking into that Kara girl,” Dad says. “Cops won’t be any help. And the widow is hiding something too. Mark my words.”

Propping an elbow on the step, I lean back as Dad’s rant continues. I take a few more sips, watching the neighbors’ windows and thinking of their smiles on the street and whispers behind our backs for decades upon decades.

I’ll show them I am innocent, no matter what they whisper.

Just like her father.

My phone buzzes, and Phillip texts:

Driveway security camera showed Dez & Terry fighting when they left to go to Sider

She didn’t come back until 2:00 a.m.

She was wearing different clothes

I share the good news with Dad, but it reminds me that I also need to change clothes. Phillip isn’t the only one with leads to pursue. And I want to look my very best at Kara’s art opening.





Chapter 23

“So your dad thinks everything will be okay,” Ethan says as he pulls over in front of the art gallery on Ives Street, not too far from Kara’s apartment.

“Yeah, he thinks the cops are desperate. That’s why they brought us both in.”

He glances back at Fitz, who is reading a book about dinosaurs. “You probably won’t be brought back for questioning, right?”

“I doubt it,” I say, having no idea but not wanting to upset him more. Ethan really gets nervous about cops. I made him throw away his NWA: FUCK THA POLICE sweatshirt before we moved back here. It’s a miracle no Boston cop ever hit him in the face for wearing it. The paranoia isn’t ungrounded, and it goes way back. A few bad cops in his Chicago neighborhood used his mother like the other junkies she let into her bed. For a while, she could get out of a trip to jail by lifting her skirt. Soon even that wasn’t enough, and she bounced in and out of jail to the streets, leaving Ethan with her mom, who wasn’t much better. I’ve always assumed that’s why Ethan works with homeless people. And I know that’s why he hates cops. We really never do move beyond our parents’ problems.

Ethan runs his fingers through his light wavy hair. “Your dad’s gotta be right.”

I’m grateful that Ethan is so worried for me and our family. But he’s also stressing me out.

“Text me the moment you’re done,” he says. “We should be through at Fellini’s Pizza in an hour. We’ll all go home together. Drink water, okay?”

I roll my eyes before planting a quick kiss on his cheek. “It really shouldn’t take long.”

Once I’m outside, I tap on Fitz’s passenger-side window, and it rolls down. He smiles wide, proud of himself. “Bye, Mama. Have fun at the art place.”

After I kiss him, we both giggle. “It really shouldn’t take long,” I say, and I recognize I’m repeating myself. Ethan is right. I really need to stick to water.

Inside is your typical large warehouse space with distressed wood floors and ceiling painted black with good drop lighting. It’s fairly crowded, but I quickly see the problems: Kara isn’t here. And Dez is.

She’s easy to spot. The director of the gallery is following her around with SOLD sticky notes. I slink off to the corner to observe and decide to have one white wine. I probably shouldn’t, but I’m feeling insecure in this black bandage dress. Everyone appears eclectic and artistic and young. I look old and trying way too hard.

Dez doesn’t make eye contact, which I appreciate. She’s all-business, making her way around the room and buying Kara’s art after only a few seconds of consideration. That gives me pause. Why would she buy a painting created by her husband’s mistress? To burn it on Kara’s lawn?

I have cocktail-party-level understanding of art. They don’t let you out of Harvard without understanding the basics. I’ve been to the Rhode Island School of Design Museum enough to see Kara is influenced by Rothko. They’re black paintings, shapes instead of squares.

There’s a stack of artist statements by the napkins. I pick one up and begin to read.

Kara Nguyen fell in love this year. That love became an obsession that took form in photography. Once she developed these images, she projected them onto canvas and sketched them in charcoal and painted in oils. She also used sweat and spit from herself and her lovers. She is interested in how love changes a person. She is forever altered.

Rereading her words, I take a deep breath. Are Terrance’s spit and sweat in this room?

I glance at the waiter carrying the tray of wine and force myself to return to her first painting. The statement said they’re actually photo negatives.

All six huge paintings are black with slight shades of gray. The longer I stare, the more distinction appears in the shades until I see a faint shape. Maybe a person. Moving to the next piece, I spot the muscular expanse of a back. The third painting is tough to discern until I stare for a full minute: a leg tangled with another leg.

Continuing, I see each painting labeled with a number and a neon-green SOLD Post-it with “DC” scribbled on the corner. As I weave in and out of the small crowds, avoiding Dez, I focus on each piece. Finally, I realize that Kara is depicting a part of the body in each painting: back, arm, legs, foot, shoulder. And then, in the last one, I can see the lines of an Alpha Phi Alpha tattoo. The same one Phillip has from the African American frat at Harvard.

But that’s not who Kara has painted in this body series. This is the body of Terrance Castle as painted by his mistress, sweat and spit and all. And Dez is buying the whole lot.

I dig my nails into my palms to stop myself from touching the black paint. If I had enough money to possess a piece of him, I would do it too. But is that how Dez feels? Or is she embarrassed, maybe wanting to hide Terrance’s connection to Kara? Taking her charge to preserve his legacy as far as paying to keep the truth quiet?

I let myself have a second glass of wine. Finding my courage after a few big sips, I head toward the owner, Lula. She was two grades below me at our all-girls high school. She’s cock of the walk, escorting patroness Dez in the same silk green dress as a few hours ago. But Dez has added long black rhinestone earrings that connect across her chest to make a necklace. Her lips are the wrong shade of red, and she’s got that messy topknot, as if she couldn’t possibly be bothered with a brush.

“Where’s the artist?” I ask Lula, not acknowledging Dez.

“Jules, I don’t remember your RSVP,” Lula says.

“Just dropping by,” I say. “Quite the exhibit.”

She and Dez connect gazes, but I don’t mind them silently talking about me. I’m here to push buttons and, of course, press record.

“You look good, Lula,” I say. She’s aged in that classic Rhode Island–money way. Thinner than high school, but her face is even more pinched. She has serious bangs trauma and a terrible black dye job to match her too-thick eyeliner.

“Time to go, Jules,” Lula says. “No one wants you here.”

It’s like high school all over again. “That’s not true,” I say. “Anyone who wants the truth about Dr. Castle wants me here. If that doesn’t include you or Dez, then it’s another problem altogether.”

Dez eyes my bag, and I’d bet she’s wondering if I’m about to film her. I sure as hell am.

I dig into my purse and pull out my recorder, pressing play so they can see the red light.

“Who wants to take my first question?”





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 11

PERSONAL VLOG

INT. ART GALLERY—NIGHT

JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH holds the camera toward DEZDIMONA “DEZ” CASTLE. She stands next to gallery owner LULA MURRS.

JULIET

(off camera)

Why are you buying all of your late husband’s mistress’s art? That’s a mouthful.

DEZ

I don’t owe you any answers. I already gave you too many in a moment of weakness.

JULIET

What weakness? Guilt?

DEZ

Do you recognize it?

LULA

How’s your father, Jules?

JULIET

You never knew my father. You were too good to be friends with me.

LULA

Screw you, Jules. You were always such a bitch. I’m calling my security company. You’re getting bounced out on your skinny ass.

LULA storms off.

JULIET

Well, now that it’s just the two of us, want to give me a tour of your new art collection?

DEZ

No, I don’t think I will.

The camera leaves DEZ as she walks off toward where LULA is making a phone call. The camera turns toward the first painting.

JULIET

This is the art opening of Kara Nguyen. Her artist statement says she fell in love this year. She became, and I’m quoting here, “obsessed.”

The camera pans around the room of large paintings. JULIET zooms the camera in closer to the first one. Like all the others, it’s a large canvas with shades of black and dark grays.

Kara took sweat and spit from her lovers, according to her statement. We can assume one of them was Dr. Castle.

The camera zooms closer, more focus on the light-gray portion of the painting.

This art, Kara says, is about how love changes a person. She says she is forever changed. What has she done, and to whom, that’s forced her to change?

Maybe it’s supposed to be a secret. But we have eyes, don’t we? Let’s see if you can figure it out with me.

JULIET begins to walk slowly. Her heels click, and a few people she passes flash worried glances. She arrives very close to the first painting she had been zooming in on, but she lingers on the shapes in black.

Here is Kara’s first piece. The first moment she begins to change.

JULIET steps forward so the piece takes up the whole frame.

Do you see it? Do you see him? It’s his back.

JULIET begins to move the camera and pauses at the “Sold” sticker.

Dez Castle bought this painting of her husband’s back created by his lover.

The camera focuses on the next painting so the image fills the whole frame.

Do you see him? This is Terrance’s leg. It is tangled with hers. She is there.

This is his shoulder.

This is his thigh.

This is his arm. And now, the finale.

This is his tattoo from Harvard.

JULIET pans back over the painting and pauses on the “Sold” sticker.

All these are paintings of Terrance by his lover, Kara Nguyen. And Dez Castle bought every single one.

Is she trying to hide that her husband had an affair? Is that the real legacy she has to hide? Because what would she do . . . how far would Dez go . . . to make everything look perfect?

A man in a security uniform enters from across the room. LULA marches behind him, pointing at the camera.

They want me to leave. They don’t want you to see what I’ve seen. Why would Dez buy the art from Terrance’s lover? Is this a relationship she’s trying to hide? A motive, perhaps, she must hide?

LULA

You have to turn that off this minute and leave immediately.

JULIET

I want the truth.

LULA

Well, I want you to leave.

JULIET

Get your hands off me!

The camera focus shakes, and for a few moments, only the floor can be seen as JULIET is rushed out of the door. The camera returns upright and focuses on the front of the gallery.

JULIET breathes heavy breaths.

They kicked us out. Because they don’t want us to see.

She zooms in on the window where DEZ is watching her.

We do see, don’t we? We are watching. We will find the truth.





Chapter 24

Maybe I’ll blame the free art wine. Or maybe it was the new motive for Dez to hide Terrance’s affair. I wait in the shadows outside the art gallery and text Phillip about what I saw. That our work must continue tonight. I won’t be going home yet.

If Dez is trying to hide Kara’s connection to Terrance, maybe buying the art is only one part of the plan? What else would she do to keep this secret?

Finally, when Ethan pulls up after pizza with Fitz, Dez is also leaving. The timing is too perfect not to follow.

“Is this really necessary?” Ethan asks as we creep behind Dez’s Lyft. “She’s probably meeting friends for dinner.”

“She feels the pressure. We’re getting close. She’ll make a mistake.”

At first, the driver heads in the direction of her house, and right as I’m about to say this was a total waste of time, he turns toward downtown.

My phone buzzes that Phillip is ready to meet me as soon as I tell him where. I drop a pin so he can track our car, and I honestly feel like Sherlock Holmes.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” I say to Ethan and look back at Fitz yawning. I realize it’s past his bedtime. “Hey, buddy. Mind if you drop off Mommy before heading home?”

“I guess,” Fitz says and pulls out his dinosaur book. “Will you read to me?”

I unbuckle my seat belt, and Ethan starts to protest, but I don’t care. I crawl over the console and sit next to Fitz in his car seat. “Okay, let’s do the T. rex first. Let me get out my phone so I can read it.”

“Yeah!” Fitz says. “Roar!”

I turn on the light, and we’re halfway through the first dinosaur description when Ethan slows down. “Okay, hon, the car is stopping . . . oh, they’re turning down that one-way. Should I follow?”

“Yes,” I say. “Don’t lose them.” After handing Fitz his book with a kiss on the cheek, I crawl back to the front seat to get my purse. “Okay, where is she going?”

Dez’s car stops in front of a club called Tom Cat. Ethan pulls forward, and Dez seems in too big a hurry to notice us.

“That’s great, Ethan. Thank you. I’ll be home soon. I need to see who she’s meeting.”

He doesn’t pull away as I cross the street. Even with this distance between us, I can see the worry. I give him a big wave, and he finally drives down the block.

The doorman waves me inside, and the music hits before the door is closed behind me. The bass rattles my rib cage. The lights flash and strobe across the crowded bar. At first it feels good to be in the crowd, anonymous in the flow of the crowd. But then the memory hits of my sweaty body dancing in a dark Back Bay club. Phillip wanting to leave. Me flirting with a drunk idiot. The knife. The blood. Our tears.

My chest is tight, as if I’ve got those same bloody bandages across my chest. After elbowing my way to the bar, I get a double gin and tonic.

I’m glad I wore this dress now, and I imagine the bass rattling my ribs and that people can see the reverberations. I know we’ll get something good tonight. The truth is close. Everything is working out.

Now where is Dez?

Scanning the crowd, I finally see Phillip coming from outside. He’s one of a few men on this packed level.

I head over to him, and he meets me in the middle, leaning over to my ear. I inhale his scent. Absorb his warmth and how close his chin dips. His muscular shoulder is near and so familiar. There are other flashes of memory at other dingy clubs in Cambridge, and I’m trying to get him to meet me in the bathroom.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I hear him say against my earlobe. Still stuck in the memory, I run my cheek along his chin stubble.

He pulls back, but I know better. He used to love me. He used to love me like this.

“Quit smiling like that,” he says. “Let’s go look for Dez downstairs.”

I don’t know exactly why, but I decide to finish my double gin and tonic in one long gulp. Yes, I’m already almost drunk, but I’m chasing this feeling, as if the ice in the glass can preserve this joy, this moment of truth and lost love and bass all reverberating in my chest. I want to go higher. I want more escape. More truth. Double, triple shot.

As we start down the stairs, I reach for Phillip, and he stills in front of me. People pass us, and neither of us moves as my hand goes to his shoulder, then the nape of his neck. I wonder what he’d let me do to him, but I won’t know for sure because he begins moving fast down the stairs.

In the basement that’s mostly dance floor, we weave through the youths: crop tops, lower butt cheeks half-covered by shorts, the floral dresses and overalls with patches. I glance down, and there’s a mass of Birkenstocks tapping among the strappy sandals and Vans.

I don’t feel my age. I don’t feel my gender. I don’t feel anything, including my lips, my legs, but I do feel the bass thrumming between my ribs as we try to make headway through the dancers.

It’s as if we’re subsumed, and, blissfully, with all the drinks pulsing in my blood, I’m elsewhere too. I’m the music and the old girlfriend and the vlog star. I’m not the fired CEO. I’m not the boring stay-at-homer. I’m free and can feel the music recalibrating my own heartbeat.

“The world is ours!”

I yell the words to Phillip over the music, and he smiles, as if he sees the old me at last. The one he loved and excused and loved until he didn’t anymore.

His hand goes up, and as I expect him to pull me close, instead he points. Dez is at a small bar in the corner, her skin even paler and her dress an electric green in the strobe lights.

Phillip catches my wrist and aims me in another direction. I see black buzzed hair and a glowing white T-shirt with paint splatters. Kara has found Dez.

She marches through the room, purposeful and angry, as if she knows that Dez now owns all of her art. As if she can already see her paintings in flames.

Time for the truth.

Kara heard about the art gallery, and now she’s going to attack Dez too. I feel it in my bones like the bass, and I rip the camera out of my bag.

Phillip grabs my arm, as if to stop me from recording this final conflict. It’s not for him to say. This moment is mine, with all this music and this truth. I deserve it after what I’ve been put through.

I hit record.

The music thrums, the chorus in a Billie Eilish remix of “Bad Guy.” There’s only Kara in the shot, and I take careful steps toward her. In my blurred peripheral vision, I see Phillip blocking people to keep them from bumping me. Even when he hates what I’m doing, he’s right there next to me.

My shot is steady as I stalk forward, ready to witness whoever strikes first.

She’s going to attack Dez in retaliation. Or is this the final piece of her plan? I can see the punch before she’s even close enough to throw it.

Dez’s whole body goes still as she sees Kara. Then Dez begins to move forward, a green viper, charging through the crowd. I hold my breath, in a perfect place to film the impact.

Dez launches herself at Kara and grips the back of her neck, pulling her into her mouth. It’s a deep kiss, the kind you’d give to a familiar lover.

I am frozen amid the moving bodies and lights flashing on the dance floor. Dez pulls away, smiles, and tugs Kara in our direction.

A few seconds, and then they both see me at the same time, grins disappearing. Kara rushes forward, and I know there’s no kiss coming at the end this time.

Phillip hustles us backward and farther from Kara’s trajectory. The music is so loud I can hardly think, but there’s a panic rising in my chest that I’ve gotten something very wrong.

I barrel us into a bathroom, unisex, and thank God, no one is in here, because I’m still holding the camera.

“Are they following us?” I gasp.

Phillip doesn’t have to respond because the door bursts open with a violent crack against the tile. Kara rushes at me, but Phillip steps between us.

“Kara, please.” He tries to keep her pinned back by her thin shoulders.

“Get your hands off me,” she screams. “This is harassment. My parents don’t know I’m bi, and this is not how they’re going to find out.”

Phillip has to dig his heel into the tile to keep Kara back. “Please, Kara, no one needs to get hurt. Let’s talk.”

The door swishes open, and Dez calmly walks inside, lipstick reapplied. “Let’s go, Kara. Nancy Drew here is wasted, and we know that doesn’t end well.”

Kara’s eyes are still full of rage. “Why won’t you leave me alone?” Kara yells. “You’re so entitled, as if you have a right to judge me. What has happened in my life. How I was bullied and attacked until I snapped.”

“And did that happen again?” My voice is calm but icy as I focus the camera on them. “Did you two plan the attack together?”

“That’s ridiculous,” Dez says, haughty as ever.

“Is it?” I say. “You’ve been lying. We know you didn’t come home directly from the Sider. You had on different clothes. Where were you?”

Dez steps around Phillip and within striking distance of me. “The night of Terrance’s murder, I went to Kara’s apartment.”

“You were cheating on Terrance?” I say, trying to keep the camera steady. “Is that why you wanted him dead?”

“Alcohol rots the brain, you twat,” Kara says as she pulls away from Phillip and stands beside Dez. “We were together and waiting for Terrance. He’s a part of our relationship. His murder is the last thing either of us could possibly want.”

“Ask his ex-wife,” Dez says to Phillip. “Ask her about their relationship. Terrance had always been very open. Not that it’s anyone’s business. And if those details got out, that’s all people would talk about.”

“Bullshit,” I say and wobble a bit with my camera. Of course they’d lie. What did I expect? “Why lie about what time you came home?”

“For this very reason. You twist the truth to fit your lies and excuses,” Dez says.

“Ask Detective Ramos,” Kara says, putting her arm around Dez’s shoulder. “He has security footage of Dez arriving at my place after she left the Sider and staying until two a.m.”

“And the clothes?” Phillip asks.

“We were watching a movie,” Dez says softly, almost sounding embarrassed. “I wore home my pajamas. Terr and I both had clothes at Kara’s place. She wears his boxers all the time.” She sounds almost wistful and pauses when her voice cracks. “And absolutely none of this is your business. How dare you invade what little is left of my life.”

“Cameras don’t cover everything,” I say, desperate now, grabbing at any loose thread. “You could have hired a hitman, kept the money and the girlfriend?”

“Why?” Dez says simply.

“Money problems,” Phillip offers, and I’ve never been so grateful. “In the folder you gave me, Terry left a bank statement. It says you’re in the hole a half-million dollars.”

I stare hard at him, both relieved he’s making this accusation and hurt that he didn’t share it earlier.

“Is that really what you think?” Dez inhales sharply after Phillip doesn’t respond. “I’m so disappointed in you.” A flush spreads up her neck. “Our money troubles are real. I need to downsize. We needed to live within our means. We went a little overboard on the reno of Kara’s place.” She pauses to smile at her, but then her gaze narrows. “But that is also none of your business. It had no bearing on my relationship with Terr or his death.”

“Of course you’d say that.” I step toward her with the camera. “Did you attack him?”

“We can account for every hour of that awful night,” Kara says, unblinking as I approach her. “Can you say the same?”

Dez holds up her hand. “Enough, babe. It’s not worth it.” Her gaze lands right on me and the camera. “You’ll hear from my lawyer about a restraining order first thing tomorrow morning. You’re not the only one who knows how to make someone’s life a living hell.”





Chapter 25

Phillip is quiet as he drives past dark houses in Wayland Square. He hustled me out of the club after we were threatened by Dez with a lawsuit. I said I’d go home, but he didn’t trust me in a Lyft.

I’m not exactly sober, but I sip the Sprite Phillip got me from the downtown 7-Eleven with a slice of sketchy pizza I quickly inhaled. I’m aware that I overstepped.

“I don’t believe them,” I murmur as we creep along Elmgrove Avenue.

Phillip’s gaze stays on the road. “You shouldn’t have followed Dez there. She has a right to a private life. She lost her husband. Imagine what she’s going through.”

“What she’s going through?” I screech. “This morning I was sitting in the police station being questioned. I have to pursue every lead.”

“At what cost?” Phillip says softly. “I know it’s not as simple as Dez says. That’s a far cry from being guilty of killing her husband.”

“There are financial motives,” I say. “If Terrance was going to back out of the deal with me, she could have lost the million dollars.”

He shakes his head, and I want to scream at him.

“Why didn’t you tell me about the bank statements Terrance left you in that file?” I say too loud. “Saving it for your book?”

“I don’t trust you any more than Dez does,” he says coolly. “I feel an obligation to investigate thoroughly. Not toss reckless accusations to strangers on the internet so they can pick apart people’s lives.”

It does hurt that he’s not, and probably never was, on my side. These past few weeks, so much has been taken away, and yet Phillip returned. Maybe even that assumption is childish. He’s not my friend, not really. I lean my forehead against the window’s cool glass.

He wants the truth. I want to be innocent. For my father to be innocent. Is there any way we can both be right?

Phillip’s phone buzzes and then buzzes again. He glances down where it’s charging, and his face changes, seeming worried. “I need to take this call. Can you put it on speaker?”

“Of course.” I fumble with his phone for a moment.

“Hello? Phillip?” says a caller labeled M.

“Miguel,” Phillip says. “What’s going on?”

“I got that video you wanted of the neighborhood that night . . . I mean, you can’t use it. But you have to come see it. I don’t want it in my system for long. It’s not exactly . . . legal. I got into neighborhood Nest cams.”

He glances at me. “Okay, I’ll be right there.”

After the call disconnects, I angle to face Phillip more fully in the passenger seat. “That’s your connection who has access to security footage?”

Phillip draws a long breath. “Yeah.”

The silence is heavy in the car as we approach the intersection, where he turns to go to my house. “Can I come with you?” I ask.

He pauses at the stop sign. “I don’t know what he found, Jules. It might be . . . bad.”

“Either way,” I say. “I want to know.”

He turns the opposite way from my house, and I settle back into my seat. It’s only a few blocks east until we’re near a mansion on the corner of Rochambeau and Cole Street. It’s always reminded me of a Tuscan villa with its red tiled roof and stucco exterior, but at night it’s more ominous.

“Miguel lives here in his father’s guesthouse,” Phillip says as he steers the car down Cole Street toward the back of the property. “His father owns the security company most of the East Side uses.”

“How do you know him?” I ask, wondering what favor was owed.

Across from the modern-looking guesthouse, Phillip parks under a streetlight. “Miguel ran into trouble last year. I helped keep him out of jail.”

“Care to share the secret?” I ask.

“Completely different circumstances,” Phillip says. “He works for his dad now, paying his dues before he takes the company over.”

I’ve certainly heard of Miguel’s father, who created a security empire in the state. I tried to get his support for the Genius Grant but didn’t get any traction.

Stumbling a little as I get out of the car, I grip my purse and Sprite, only sloshing a little. Phillip shoots me a look, but I recover as we cross the quiet street. Soon our feet are crunching on the pebbled driveway toward Miguel’s house.

Near the front door is a parked van with ROSSA SECURITY COMPANY on the side, with the same logo that was on Dez’s window. Now that Phillip has pointed it out, I realize I’ve seen it all over the expensive houses and businesses on the East Side.

Phillip stands at the front door and presses the glowing green button with the small camera above it.

“Hey, Phillip,” says a guy’s deep voice. “I’ll be right there.”

I take a long swig of Sprite and then tightly screw on the cap. Dropping it into my bag, I wonder if I’ll use the camera in here too. If this new evidence will support my footage of Dez kicking me out of the art opening or lying in the bathroom of that club.

A tall midtwenties man answers the door in a Providence College T-shirt and athletic shorts. He’s certainly good looking, and I’m sure the Real Housewives of the East Side don’t mind him installing their security systems. He gasps a little when I step forward. “Whoa,” he says, holding up his hands. “I didn’t know you’d bring her.”

“Is it a problem?” I say a little ruder than I should to a stranger. “Phillip and I are working together.”

He nods quickly, as if he wants to get out of this conversation. “Sure, yeah. But like, you’re on the tape.”

“What?” I whisper. “Of the bar? The alley?”

He shakes his head. “I haven’t been able to access that yet. It’s after . . . in your neighborhood Nest cameras. I . . .” He trails off, looking again at Phillip.

Phillip rubs at his creased forehead. “Let’s see it.”

My heart begins a slow but steady thump, as if facing another life-altering change. Miguel leads us into a nice but sparsely furnished living room. He gestures for us to sit down on his long leather sofa.

“I loaded it on a thumb drive to show you on TV.” He steps toward his giant flat screen with a remote but doesn’t do anything. “Look, are you sure, man?” He glances at Phillip and then me.

“Show it,” I say as I sit down on the couch.

Phillip remains standing, his stance wide, hands on his hips. I want to ask him to sit next to me, maybe take his hand in mine, even if he hasn’t owed me anything for fifteen years.

Instead, I hunch forward, my pointy elbows digging into the tops of my knees. I inhale deeply, then hold my breath. I press my fingers over my mouth in case I start to scream.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 12

ILLEGALLY OBTAINED NEST CAMERA NETWORK SECURITY FOOTAGE

2:25 A.M.

July 11th

Neighborhood camera 1:

On a dimly lit street, the camera focuses on a house until LOUIS WORTHINGTON crosses into shot and pauses directly under the streetlight. Both he and a woman, JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH, whom he’s helping walk, are illuminated. She takes a few steps and then falls to her knees, curling onto the ground.

JULIET

I can’t, Dad! Please, don’t make me.

LOUIS

You have to move your damn legs!

Neighborhood camera 2:

LOUIS yanks JULIET back up, but they both stumble, and then she falls again. A sensor light floods where they stand.

LOUIS

Come on, get up, kid. Let’s go! I’m going to get caught.

JULIET wipes her face, and there are muffled cries as LOUIS pulls her along the sidewalk a few more feet.

Neighborhood camera 3:

Directly in front of JULIET’s home, the porch light comes on, and ETHAN SMITH steps outside. LOUIS motions for ETHAN to turn the lights off, which he does. They both take JULIET inside the dark house.





Chapter 26

The TV screen turns black, and the living room is silent. Ethan lied. My father lied and lied again. They are not alone in lying, but I can’t bring myself to face Phillip, as my lie has also been revealed.

One thing is certain: This is the moment I choose. Am I the good daughter? Am I the bad wife? Am I the selfless mother? Am I completely alone? Should I be? Not all of these answers can exist in the same world.

“Thank you for getting that video,” I say finally. “Do the police have it?”

“If these three neighbors thought to check their Nest cameras and handed them to police, then yes,” Miguel says in a hesitant tone. “But that’s a long shot.”

“Will you give this to the police?” I ask and then close my eyes.

“Hell no,” Miguel says. “This was a favor, and it’s definitely not legal.”

A frisson of relief in my chest. I tell myself I still have the situation under control. “Can I have that copy?” I turn to Phillip. “I will find out the truth. Trust me, please.”

Miguel glances at Phillip, who nods firmly once.

“Leave me out of it, okay?” Miguel says. He seems tense when I approach with my hand out for the thumb drive. Like he thinks I’m about to rip the TV off the wall and hit him in the head. Or send my father to do it.

“I’ve already forgotten your name,” I say, faking my calm. “If you find anything else—”

“Oh, sure, sure, sure.” Miguel nods several times. “I’ll get it to Phillip.”

I hate the way he’s staring at me and turn away quickly. I pick up my purse and head over to Phillip, who stands with his hand tightly holding the back of a chair. “Did you know your father was there?”

I shake my head no but then realize the lie came first and easiest. “Yes, I did know. I’m sorry I kept that from you. Detective Ramos told me when he said Dez was there too.”

Phillip’s stare is familiar, and I scramble to alter it.

“Listen, please. Dad was having a drink with a friend when I was first at the Sider. I didn’t remember Dad being there at all, but the police spoke to the woman he was with, who said they left and didn’t see anything. I thought that was all there was to it. I didn’t think it was relevant—”

“You lied to me,” Phillip says. “We’re done. We’re really done this time.”

“No,” I whisper, but I don’t have any right to ask him for forgiveness. He gave me this chance, and I kept my father’s possible guilt hidden. “I’m sorry. I will make this right.”

His expression is the same as when he was in that ER bed. As if he knows whatever I’m about to find out will force us in opposite directions. “Don’t contact me again, Jules.”

I hurry out the door and then begin to run in my heels down the dimly lit street toward my father’s house. My feet burn, and the heels scrape, but I don’t care and run faster, clutching my bag to my body. I’m gasping and angry when I arrive at my childhood home. It’s dark except for the light in Dad’s office.

I wipe the sweat from my face, and my phone buzzes and buzzes again. Ethan is calling. All the anger I have at myself ignites at Ethan’s betrayal.

“What?” I yell, out of breath.

“Jules, there you are. Is everything okay? What happened with Dez?” he says, his voice hopeful.

“She’s still a suspect,” I snap, wanting to believe that. “But I know what you did.”

“What?”

“Phillip has a video from . . . that night. My walk home with Dad. All the way down the block and to our house.” The phone is silent, so I continue. “Tell me the truth, Ethan.”

I hear him begin to cry, and I hate that we’re doing this over the phone. “I’m so sorry . . . he said . . . he didn’t tell me anything . . . I should have been honest.”

“Who said?” I say. “Start at the beginning.”

“Your dad, when he brought you home that night. You were basically passing out, and he said you fell a couple times. You had blood on your knees and your clothes. It was terrifying. He said the owner, Sean—he called Lou to get you. Lou said no matter what happens, I couldn’t tell anyone I saw him that night.”

“Did Dad say what happened? Did he say anything about Terrance?”

“No,” Ethan whispers. “I had no idea until I saw the police on my walk back from CVS. I should have told you then. I don’t know why I kept that promise to him. I’ve been so scared, Jules.”

“You lied to me. After everything that’s happened, you lied.”

“I’m so sorry, Jules. I swore to Lou, and I thought, Why not pretend it never happened? What’s the harm in that?”

I think of that morning I woke up hungover and feeling stupid for getting drunk at the gala. How my knees were red and sore. My hair was wet. The scent of my honeysuckle shampoo burns my nose at the memory. Oh. My. God. “Did you put me in the shower, Ethan? That night?” I scream. “You washed my hair when I was passed out?”

“There was dirt everywhere, and you were bleeding down your legs. Lou said you could barely walk and kept falling. I thought it best to clean you up.”

I shiver at what he’s saying. At what he did to me. “There was blood?”

“Only on your legs from where you fell,” Ethan says. “Mostly dirt. I think. Everything happened so fast. Where are you? Let’s talk in person.”

“This looks so bad, Ethan. You could go to jail. I could go to jail. My dad could go to jail. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was freaked out. You were a wreck and crying when you weren’t passing out. I don’t know—I did what I thought I had to do. What your dad said to do. I didn’t even realize that . . . you know, the murder was the same night. Until later.”

“What exactly did my dad say?”

“Nothing,” Ethan whispers. “When I tried to talk to him about it later, he pretended he had no idea what was going on.”

“Surely he didn’t . . .” I can’t finish that sentence. Tears fill my eyes, and the stars blur as I stare up at the sky. “I saw a videotape of Dad dragging me home from the Sider. Is it possible . . . could he have . . .”

“Don’t say that, Jules. Don’t go down that road.” His voice is harsh and as firm as I’ve ever heard. “Your father made one mistake a long time ago. But don’t put this awful murder on him too.”

“Then maybe it was me.” I start to cry harder.

“No, Jules, no. You had one bad night. You shouldn’t be punished your whole life for it.”

“But he lied to the police. He’s covering something up.” I wipe my cheeks. “We are in real trouble, Ethan.”

“Come home,” he says. “Don’t make this worse.”

“I have to know the truth,” I yell into the phone. “You made your choice. You pretended it never happened, but something did happen. I am tired of the lies. I’m tired of pretending everything will be fine. Maybe we don’t deserve for everything to work out.”

“Jules, you have to calm down. You have to listen.”

“I can’t live with myself not knowing the truth.” I hang up and feel so mad and alone. I have never ever been angry like this at Ethan.

He calls, and I send it to voice mail. Then he texts:

CALL ME BACK. WE HAVE TO TALK ABOUT THIS!

I respond: You had weeks to talk to me. But you didn’t. I’ll talk when I’m ready.

Turning off my phone, I go through the gate. After finding the key that’s always there, I open the sliding door. The smell of a cigar wafts around me, and I wonder how Mom manages to mask the scent if Dad can’t even be bothered to go outside.

Hurrying to his office, I’m about to barge inside, accusations blazing, but then I hear Terrance’s voice. I gasp, putting my hand over my mouth. My God, am I still drunk? Am I hallucinating? I listen and hear him again.

“Listen, Lou, crime is a construct,” Terrance says. “So is punishment. We aren’t healing what’s broken in our communities because we only know how to criminalize. We turn real people into the crime they committed. People vanish in all that stigma. They turn into monsters because that’s how we treat them. That’s who we’re creating with our so-called justice system.”

“But, Terrance,” my father says to him, “you can’t blame society for these crimes. The people did them.”

“That’s true,” Terrance says. His voice so strong and clear. “But how do we treat them? Give them poor legal representation. Throwing them into jail without bail they can afford or decent counsel. We are setting them up for a lifetime of crime. And worse, we have them in our control for that period of time. Why don’t we address the reasons they are in jail? How they can make amends with those who they harmed? How does a man being held in prison actually help his victim heal? That is not justice, Lou. It’s what we’re told is justice so everyone else doesn’t have to feel uncomfortable.”

“Can you believe he said that?” I hear my dad interrupt, and I realize it was a recording of Terrance on my dad’s show. Neither had ever mentioned this to me. “What kind of man . . . what kind of social justice guy says there’s no such thing as crime? That it’s a construct, whatever that jive means. I bet ol’ Professor Castle would take his words back now.”

I recoil at what my father said, shocked he’d be so cruel.

Dad is filming his show. I didn’t realize it went so late at night, but I don’t listen regularly.

“Okay, now to finish our hashtag storming-the-castle segment, let’s take a question.” Dad pauses, and I hear him clicking on his computer. “Here’s a good one. One of our regular Lou Crew viewers is Leon from coal-country Pennsylvania. He asks this: ‘Lou, why do you think the police are coming after your family? Who do you think killed that Castle guy?’ Good questions, Leon. Here’s what I learned way back when. People are always looking for bad guys. And if you don’t stand up for yourself and you don’t protect your family, then they may come for you. I don’t know who killed Castle, and honestly, I don’t need to know. What matters, what has always mattered, is that the police and everyone else leave my family alone. That’s what we deserve: no more, no less.”

The cigar smoke stings my eyes, and I watch it wafting into the hallway, creating a thin fog in the dim circle of lamplight. His words don’t make sense. He’s posturing and lying, but even still, do I have the courage to accuse him?

“Juliet,” I hear my mother whisper down the hallway. “Come here!”

I leave where I was listening at the door and approach. “Mom,” I say softly, “you’re up?”

“Your father is upset,” she says. “Best to let him work through it on his show. Come this way.”

She leads me to the back of the house, past my old bedroom and my sister’s too. My mother opens the door to her bedroom, and I freeze. How long since I’ve been in here? Ten years, maybe? Maybe the day of my wedding, when I needed to change for the reception around the pool in the backyard?

She puts her arm around my shoulder and takes me into her room. She shuts the door and faces me with a soft expression. “Why are you bothering him, sweetie?”

Her room smells like vanilla and maybe almonds. Everything is the same as when I was a girl. The bedspread is mint green with faded purple flowers. Her overstuffed chair with a stack of gardening-design books. The dressing table with makeup and perfume bottles. I adored her room as a girl, and I can see my father is nowhere in here. They’ve long had separate spaces and separate lives.

“Mom.” I take her by the hands and steady myself as the weight of the day finally descends. “Do you think . . . is it possible that Dad would have . . . attacked Terrance?”

“Of course not.” She pulls me into her arms, and even though she’s almost a half foot shorter, I still curl into her embrace. “Why would you think that?”

How can I say that I saw the truth? Or that I saw his lie? That he was there that night with another woman? What right do I have to break her heart one more time after a lifetime of rips and tears? “I’m so tired,” I whisper, my headache starting as my hangover looms.

“Let me text Ethan that you’re home,” she says. “Come lie down in your room in your old bed. It’ll feel good to sleep there. I’ll make you a hot toddy with my sleepy tea.”

I can’t argue with the promise of sleep or a drink to take the edge off. Within a few minutes, Mom has me tucked under my pink quilt with a steaming mug of boozy tea.

She turns out the overhead light and starts to shut the door. “Sweet dreams.”

I really doubt it.





Chapter 27

Dream Journal, day 4: Dad is driving me down Hope Street. I’m alone in the back, in a tutu, of all things, and we’re heading to the Sider.

“We have to hurry!” I yell and kick at his seat. “Please, I won’t make it in time.”

He doesn’t answer but presses on the gas.

“It’s better this way!” he yells. “This is better.”

“I can’t go on!” I sob, crying so hard I can’t breathe. My knees are on fire. I can feel the blood and dirt burning into the cuts.

“Get up, girl. Use your damn legs,” he says, and I’m not sure what he means. “Walk, Juliet, or I’m going to get caught.”

I wake up screaming, and Mom is beside me. I don’t know where I am, but I’m so grateful to have her holding me tight. My throat is raw because I’ve been crying so hard in my nightmare, and the tears won’t stop.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Mom says. “Those awful dreams have come back.” She hands me a piece of paper. “Write it all down. Like when you were a girl.”

I do as she tells me, remembering the words Dad said in the dream and then connecting them to the video. “I think . . . I remembered something about that night,” I whisper, staring at the words on the paper.

“You need to go see my therapist, honey. She can look at your dream journal. Try to help you remember what happened the night Terrance was killed.”

That promise is double edged, and before I can discuss it further, there’s a knock at the front door. It feels early, but the sun is up and shining through the blinds. I look at my phone, and it’s almost seven. I have a dozen missed calls from Ethan.

“Ethan had to drop off Fitz last night,” Mom says. “There was an emergency at the shelter with one of the homeless women.”

“Oh,” I say, sliding out of bed. “Where’s Fitz?”

“He’s asleep in your sister’s room.” She stands up, cinching her robe. “I bet that’s Ethan at the door. Why don’t you get it, and I’ll check on my sweet grandson?”

“Thanks for taking care of me last night,” I say. “Can you make me another of those hot toddies?”

“Sure,” she says, but there’s a shadow of judgment I recognize from years of seeing it with my father.

I blow my nose and splash a little water on my face before going to answer. I’m upset with Ethan, but I still want to apologize for missing his calls. He was probably so worried.

When I open the door, he’s holding two coffees and a bag from Knead Doughnuts. “Hey,” he says. “I’m really sorry.”

I nod, unsure of how to be mad at him. “You broke our trust,” I say, more hurt than mad.

He hands me a coffee, and I take it, though my stomach feels queasy at the thought. “Protecting our family is what matters,” he says, sounding like Dad last night. “And things have changed.”

“What?”

“The Trash Bag Lady came into the shelter last night. She was in another fight and really upset. I’m the only one who can calm her down lately. While I was there, she told me something . . .” He trails off and clears his throat. “She confessed to killing Terrance Castle.”

I bobble the coffee, and it stings my thumb. “What? Are you sure?”

Ethan nods. “Completely certain.”

“What did she say?” I hold my breath for a moment. “She really did it?” I have to suppress the smile of relief. Thank God, it wasn’t anyone in this house.

“She brought one of the flyers asking for any tips with Dr. Castle’s face on it.” He pauses to adjust the bag of doughnuts in his hand. “She wrote her confession on it.”

I almost have to sit down, but I lock my knees instead. “Have you told the police?”

“I rushed here to tell you first. You and your dad are innocent.” He has a small grin, as if he’s trying to encourage me to be happy too. Or forgive him. “This is all going to work out.”

“Did anyone else witness the Trash Bag Lady confessing?” I ask.

“Jonesy did.” He runs his hands along my arms. “This is all working out.”

The relief expands through my body, and then there’s a thought: everyone else has to know. “We have to hurry,” I say, pulling him by the arm toward the house. I have to text Phillip. He can’t give up on me yet.

Ethan starts to follow me inside but then stops us both on the last step. “Hurry for what?”

I almost laugh but instead simply explain. Because I’m not asking. “To record her confession. So the world can finally know what happened that night.”





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 13

PERSONAL VLOG

INT. CONFERENCE ROOM—DAY

JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH stands in front of two-way glass in an empty conference room at the Rhode House shelter. PHILLIP HALE is behind the camera.

JULIET

This is Juliet Worthington-Smith for Rhode to Justice, where we’ve had a major break in the case. As you know, I’ve been searching for who could have attacked and killed Terrance Castle. While the police continue to say I’m their only suspect, I’ve found undiscovered leads. Now, I bring you what we’ve been searching for all this time: a confession to Dr. Castle’s murder.

JULIET steps toward the camera.

My husband works for an organization that supports Rhode Island’s homeless population. Just last night, a woman came into the shelter with a flyer that had Terrance’s face on it. She told volunteers, including my husband, that she attacked Dr. Castle that night.

The door opens in the other room, visible through the two-way mirror behind JULIET. A woman, REBA GABLES, enters wearing several thick coats. She shuffles to the table. ETHAN SMITH enters behind her and guides her to her chair at the small table.

JULIET

For the sake of transparency, my husband, Ethan, is worried about videoing this confession. But I knew that we owed viewers the truth.

ETHAN

Are you okay, Reba?

REBA pats his hand, and the camera zooms closer to see her filthy fingers.

ETHAN

We’re going to record this, Reba.

ETHAN points toward the glass between the rooms.

ETHAN

We’ll share the video so people will understand what happened. We’re also going to give a copy to the police. Do you understand?

She keeps patting his hand but finally nods.

REBA

(mouths)

Yes

ETHAN

My name is Ethan Smith. I’m an employee at the Rhode House, a shelter for homeless in Providence. Last night, one of the people in our care shared important information about the murder of Terrance Castle. She has agreed to let us tape an interview with her.

ETHAN pauses and takes her hand.

ETHAN

Is your name Reba Gables?

REBA

(mouths)

Yes.

ETHAN

Reba has been here at the Rhode House for homeless and displaced people off and on for her adult life. She’s mute, for the most part, after a terrible attack.

JULIET (off-camera voice-over)

Reba’s brother poured battery acid down her throat when he was high. She can barely speak and has been growing increasingly violent.

ETHAN

Reba, you brought me this flyer.

ETHAN holds up a flyer, and the camera zooms in close, showing an Information Wanted poster with Dr. TERRANCE CASTLE’s photo.

ETHAN

I asked you why you brought it to me. You wrote out three words: “He hurt me.” Is this correct, Reba?

REBA runs her fingers along the poster and touches TERRANCE CASTLE’s face.

REBA

(raspy)

Hurt me.

ETHAN

Reba, did Dr. Castle, the man in this picture, attack you?

REBA stands up, pointing at the image. Then she slams her hand on the table.

REBA

(raspy)

Hit! I hit. I hit.

ETHAN

Let’s calm down, Reba. I understand. When we spoke last night, you said, “Protect.” Were you trying to protect yourself?

REBA

(nods)

Hit. Hit. Hit.

ETHAN

(looks toward camera through glass)

She may have thought she was in danger when she was attacked by Dr. Castle. We do not know what happened, and I am not trying to accuse Dr. Castle of anything. Merely relaying what Reba told me.

REBA stands up again and begins to slap the table.

REBA

(hissing voice)

Hit me. Hit. Head? Hit head?

ETHAN

You hit him on the head? It’s okay, Reba. You didn’t know what you were doing. I’m so sorry. We’ll help you.

REBA

Hit. Hit. Head.

REBA slams her fists on the table.

JULIET

(voice-over, sounds shocked)

It’s like she’s replaying what happened that night in her mind. She’s showing Ethan how she attacked Terrance.

ETHAN

Please stop the cameras. We should leave the rest to the police. She’s not well.

REBA shifts, and the acid scar on her cheek tilts toward the camera. ETHAN helps her up, still holding her hand.

ETHAN

Come with me, Reba. We can get you help. It’ll work out, Reba.





Chapter 28

The interview with Reba ends, and Phillip leaves the room to call Detective Ramos. I stare at her chair, now empty, and try to process what this confession means. Am I finally free?

The room is silent, and I think of all the moments lost to blackouts and Drunk Me. I don’t remember Terrance’s words that night exactly, but since the nightmares have begun again, I’ve been seeing more flashes of him. Blurs of movement, touches, and gestures mixed with snippets of conversation among bar noises.

Closing my eyes, I can see Sarah the bartender and the barflies. I see the cheap decorations and buzzing beer signs in glowing neon reflected in our glassy eyes. I see the alley and can almost remember the fear. Hear the creak of the back door from the kitchen and the smell of cigarettes. All of it is in there—a faded jumble of nothing and everything.

Here’s what I want to ignore: from that night, that welter of memory and blackout, I don’t feel or see or smell, for that matter, the Trash Bag Lady.

I pack up the camera and tripod and tell myself to find relief. There is another suspect finally. My life is not over. It has all worked out.

Heading into the hallway outside the conference room, I find Phillip staring out a large window that overlooks the parking lot. “Detective Ramos is on his way,” he says.

“He’s arresting her?” I ask, hoping other people finding her guilty will prove I am innocent.

“No, not yet,” Phillip says, still not looking my way as he leans against the concrete block wall. “He’ll put her into protective custody. They first have to determine if she really did this. They’ll need specialists. It’ll take time.”

“Where will the police keep her?” I ask.

“A hotel, probably. I didn’t ask.”

I pause before I ask the next question, unsure of what I want his answer to be. “Do you believe Reba?”

He stares up at the dingy tiled ceiling, where two of three fluorescent lights buzz. “It’s suspicious that your husband brought forward a suspect. You recognize that?”

I cross my arms, trying not to pout but feeling angry. I told myself it wouldn’t bother me if Phillip thought I was guilty. We could still use each other to get what we needed. Now that we know I’m innocent, I guess I expected more relief from him instead of what appears to be regret. “Are you disappointed I’m not in cuffs?”

“No,” he says quietly. “You do see how this looks? We have proof your dad was there that night, around the time of the murder. I assume you told Ethan?”

“Yes,” I say. “Of course. I was freaking out about it.”

“And what does Ethan do?” Phillip steps toward me. “He comes into his work and finds this suspect within hours.”

“You think Ethan is lying?” I say too loud. “That he . . . convinced this poor, abused homeless woman to come forward?”

Phillip holds up his palms. “No, I’m not saying anyone is lying. But it doesn’t look right. Not to me. I doubt it will to the police.”

I press my lips together and take in what he’s really trying to say. “This isn’t over.”

“Exactly,” he says. “Maybe it was Reba. But I’m not going to stop looking until we’re completely sure.”

“She did confess,” I say. “Plus, she’s unstable. She attacked me once.”

“When?” Phillip says, incredulous. “Where?”

“Don’t be so concerned,” I say. “I’m fine.”

“You’re always fine, Jules. That’s the problem.” His voice echoes, and he balls both his fists, a signal he’s at the very end of patience. Back in college, it’d be followed by him having to walk out the door. Or ask me to walk out.

“You wish I was being picked up instead of Reba?” I needle, as I always did.

I see him really consider the question. “Did you do it?”

“No, Phillip, I didn’t. That poor woman, Reba, says she attacked him. She even made the motions of how she hit him. You saw that too?”

His shoulders relax a little, as if he knows I’m right. Or he’s tired of fighting. “What happened with her . . . attacking you?”

“She hit my car when I was in the McDonald’s drive-through with Fitz. It scared us both. I thought she was going to break the window.”

“Okay,” he says, not exactly repentant but maybe convinced that this behavior is possible. “I’ve seen her all over town. She keeps to herself. Collecting bags or sleeping on a bench. Why would she go after you like that? Or anyone?”

A good point—and one I’ve pondered. None of this feels right, and I should continue to be honest about it if what I really want is the truth. “I think she recognized me,” I say. “In the drive-through, she mouthed . . . ‘You.’ Maybe she knew me from walking Hope Street.”

Phillip’s eyes grow wide and round. He looks horrified. “Jules . . . if she was there that night . . .”

“I didn’t kill him.” I throw each word like a punch, but none of them appear to land.

He steps toward me, and the dread of hearing his words spreads up my spine in tingles. “She recognized you.”

This fight or discussion or whatever feels like college. I was always scrambling to make enough excuses to get his support back around to me. “Maybe Reba attacked him first,” I say calmly so he’ll listen. “She could have been digging in the dumpsters and got startled by us coming outside. Maybe I saw her, and she remembered me.”

“Maybe,” Phillip says. “She’s . . . not stable. How will we know what really happened?”

“The police can get her to talk . . . or, you know, have a specialist help.”

Phillip rubs at his stomach as Detective Ramos pulls up in front of the building.

“Are you getting ulcers again?” I had to take him to urgent care for them when we were dating. The doctor wanted to admit us both.

He pulls out his Tums, which never worked. “Nothing we’ve found feels good enough. I’m going to keep looking.”

“Don’t forget Dez. The money and how she’s using Terrance’s legacy.”

“Yes, Jules,” he says, as if he can’t wait for me to stop talking. “I read the draft of Terrance’s essays that Dez gave me. I compared them to what you gave me at Brown. They’re not his words.”

This is promising. I knew something wasn’t right about Dez. “How different?”

“She is changing his legacy,” he says quietly.

“What are you going to do about it?” I ask.

“I’m suspicious,” he says. It sounds like a blanket statement about all of us. “I’m not trying to tell Dez how to mourn. Or what’s the best way to remember Terrance. But his words matter. How a person is remembered matters.”

I think of the memorial wreath on the holly bush. “Can I show you something?”





Chapter 29

“We’re heading to the West Side,” I say as I slide into the passenger seat of Phillip’s car. “It really won’t take long. Half hour, tops.”

Phillip lets out his annoyed sigh, then drops his messenger bag into the back seat. As he rights himself and passes close to me, I smell Irish Spring soap and a sweet cologne, awakening my nostalgia from college and our years together.

I said goodbye to Ethan after the police took Reba. Detective Ramos spoke to Phillip briefly but ignored me.

“We’re actually already on the West Side,” Phillip says. “Should I take Atwells?”

“Broadway is faster,” I say, like I grew up around here instead of him. But I do know this route. I’ve been taking it once a month, the beginning of every month, for the better part of a decade. The only reason I’m familiar with this series of streets leading to this small house is because of my father. No one has ever gone with me before.

Phillip doesn’t ask any more questions as I direct him toward one of the larger Latino neighborhoods in Providence.

“Tell me about the difference,” I say. “In what Terrance wrote and what Dez wants to publish.”

He licks his lower lip as he steers. “Well, the big thing is that Dez took out responsibility.”

“Not even responsibility for the crimes?”

That change surprises me, since it had always been a big part of what Terrance wanted to push forward in our national conversations. He pictured sitting down with people who’d broken the law and been punished, on stage with the people they’d hurt. To show the power of restorative justice in action.

I liked that idea, but Terrance had wanted to bring in police who’d overstepped, teachers who’d failed students, and parents who’d neglected or abused. It got complicated, and I tried to push back again and again. He argued if the criminal justice system isn’t working, it’s our duty to spotlight other solutions and have difficult conversations. Even if they make people uncomfortable.

“Turn here.” I point toward a smaller street that I actually didn’t even know the name of. I only recognized the same grouping of yard gnomes holding faded Puerto Rican flags.

“Dez has watered everything down so Terry’s words are meaningless,” Phillip says as he takes the right. “The power of restorative justice is the person who wronged that person understanding what they did. They must take personal responsibility. Without it, the person who committed the crime can’t heal, nor can the victims.” He glances at me. “That’s the real injustice. No one moves on.”

I feel the spike of frustration at his points, similar to how I felt when Terrance was making these points over and over again. “You have to meet people where they’re at,” I say, repeating my old arguments. “No one wants a finger in their face.”

“Dez can write what she wants,” Phillip says. “She needs to leave Terry and his legacy out of it.”

We’re quiet for a few moments, and we pass the outdoor market with the watermelon-juice smoothies I’ve had to cure many a hangover on my drive.

I tap my hand on the armrest, thinking of Terrance. “What did he say all the time . . . oh, ‘Get comfortable with being uncomfortable.’ God, I was so sick of that phrase.”

Phillip laughs a little, but I can tell he’s upset. I try to remember that night and wonder if Terrance and I were arguing about these same points right before . . . Reba attacked him. I swallow thickly and then point. “This left, and it’s at the end of the block.”

He slows down and turns. “Dez is announcing that bogus book and their legacy tour on Sunday. She had the nerve to invite me. As if my presence is an endorsement.”

It stings that everything is moving on without me. I’ve pictured the night of releasing his book so many times. Both of us on stage and ready to launch the national tour.

Even with Reba’s confession, it won’t change how Miller and the Poe Foundation treat me.

I direct Phillip one more time, and we stop in front of a small house on this block of rentals. Things have gotten better in the past few years, after their delinquent landlord sold most of the houses to a local developer.

We step outside, and the noon sun is already hot above us. I stare down the block at where the Poe Foundation put a park during my first year as a vice president. We won a City Innovator Award for it from the Latino Arts Council. I thought about that park more than any other project I’d completed. Well, until the Genius Grant came along. I imagined that Santiago would have had his own kids playing there. Probably when he’d visit his mother at the house we’ve pulled up to.

Wiping my forehead, I watch as Phillip sees the small bike sprayed white with a sash and wreath of flowers around it. I follow him as he walks closer and see the name Santiago in hand-painted letters.

“The kid your dad ran over,” he murmurs. “This was his house?”

“Yeah,” I say softly. “I’ve given his mother money the first of every month. Since I graduated from college, anyway.”

Phillip looks toward the house. “Why?”

I shrug because I don’t really know. Guilt is too simple a word for what I feel about that day. What we did to her life. Penance, maybe, but again, money can’t bring back a child.

“You were a little girl when it happened,” Phillip says. “Do you feel responsible?”

I think about his question, but I don’t have a good answer for that either. “Santiago was her only child. Her whole life.”

“Why am I here?” Phillip asks, not exactly sounding skeptical but likely wondering if I am trying to make him feel bad for me.

“I won’t be coming back here for a while. Ethan’s job is barely covering our mortgage.” I run my fingers through my bangs. “I don’t know why I brought you. When you mentioned how a victim acts . . . I wanted to show you Alicia.”

He swallows thickly and stares at the child’s bike sprayed white. “If she doesn’t mind, I would like to meet her.”

I’ve never taken anyone inside her house. If it wasn’t for Franco, her lurking nephew, I would have left the money under her door. But the one time I did that, and she didn’t find the envelope, I assumed he’d taken it.

As if he knew I was thinking of him, Franco walks around from the back of the house with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He’s wearing the same black T-shirt and paint-stained pants he usually wears.

“That’s her nephew,” I say. “I got him a job at the Sider, but he’s so ungrateful.”

I watch as he gets closer and think how he probably was considered handsome a decade ago. He lived hard, according to Alicia, and it is showing on his sallow face.

Leading Phillip along the narrow sidewalk, I keep my gaze from the bike memorial at the center of her yard.

“Well, what do you know,” Franco says, coming behind us. “Local celebrity.”

“We’re here to see your aunt,” I say as we head up the porch steps.

“Sean hasn’t been calling me for any shifts,” Franco says. “You say something to him?”

I pause and turn to face him. “I got you that job, and you never said thank you, by the way.” I shake my head. “Why would I try to take it away?”

He lifts a bony shoulder. “Hard to know. Maybe you’re worried about what I saw?”

Phillip glances at me, then to Franco. “Were you there when Dr. Castle was killed?”

“Not in the alley,” Franco says, still staring at me, ignoring Phillip. “I was working. I saw things. Lovers’ quarrel?”

“Screw you, Franco.”

“Oh, it’s like that, huh?” Franco says. “You kill one black guy and get this new one?” He snickers and continues to stare at me, as if he wants a fight.

“How dare you. I will call Sean after this and make sure you are fired from that job.” I knock on Alicia’s door, and I’m already regretting my words.

Franco calls me a bitch under his breath, then leaves, shoving his hands in his pockets.

“Sorry about that,” I say to Phillip. “He’s an asshole.”

“Hard to blame him,” Phillip says.

“What?”

He frowns at me, as if confused. “Pretty sure a dishwasher job isn’t going to make up for your dad killing his cousin.”

I have to lean onto her door for a minute. The guilt is like a corkscrew to the heart, and it twists with each breath. “I didn’t think it would . . . I didn’t mean it like that.”

“It’s how you made it sound.” Phillip puts a hand on my shoulder. “Jules? Are you okay?”

The tears start to burn, and I take a deep sniffing breath. “No, Phillip, I’m really not. If you’re going to pile on, maybe you should wait in the car.”

Before he can answer, Alicia opens the door. “Juliet,” she says and stares at Phillip. “Who are you? Your face is familiar.”

“I’m Phillip Hale,” he says. “I’m writing a story about Juliet.”

That takes me by surprise, but Alicia only opens her screen porch door. “Come in.”

She’s wearing the same housecoat, a faded floral pattern, and ratty slippers. Her hair is up in a loose bun, and it’s thick and mostly silver.

The half-metal-and-half-plastic door slams behind us, and we stand in her dark house. In my hundreds of visits, nothing much has changed. The stacks of papers on the floor. The cartons of milk and juice and various cleaners lining the walls. I don’t know when Alicia’s hoarding started, but I’m sure the death of her son didn’t help.

Usually, I drop off the money and ask if she needs anything, which she never does. I mean, it’s not like she’d want to sit down over tea or whiskey, which sounds great right about now.

Phillip steps around a stack of magazines, and I’m about to ask her if we can sit on her back porch. I don’t think she has air-conditioning, and I worry the smell will get worse, even if we’re only there a few minutes. My stomach is queasy from last night, and stress isn’t helping.

“Do you want to see my son’s room?” Alicia asks Phillip.

I glance at her, wondering why she’s never made me the same offer. Actually, I was always in such a hurry to get out of her house I’d never thought to ask if she’d kept his room. Even if it had occurred to me, I’d never have been brave enough to ask.

“If you don’t mind,” Phillip says, “it’d be an honor.”

She takes Phillip by the arm, and I follow them down the hallway, which is lined with trash and magazines and plastic clearance kitchen stuff. There’s a stack of faded yellow towels with the tags still on and a large stuffed brontosaurus. She pauses there, picking it up and cradling it under her arm.

“He was only eleven,” she says, and the words fill the small hallway. “But he would have been a scientist. He loved dinosaurs. What’s that called?”

“Paleontologist, I think,” Phillip says. “I’m sure he would have been a great one.”

I see Fitz in his dinosaur pj’s, with his plastic T. rex tub toys, and my eyes burn. I’ve never cried at her house, but I can’t help it. I wipe a few tears and am thankfully ignored.

She swings open the door at the end of the dark hallway, and it’s like we’ve been transported to a different house. The room is pristine. The bed is made with a green quilt, the faces of dinosaurs sewn into it. There’s a stuffed T. rex on the bed. A stack of dinosaur books on the nightstand. A wooden dresser is polished to a high gloss.

I’m sure if I opened the drawers, the clothes would be freshly laundered, folded neatly. She probably pretends there are grass stains and scrubs the knees. That’s what I would do if anything happened to Fitz. Either you pretend they’re still alive or like they never existed. Hard to fault either choice.

She gently refolds a small blanket and runs her hand along the corners before placing it on the back of a rocking chair. But she doesn’t sit down.

I can imagine a younger version of her rocking her little boy before bed as he asks her to read a dinosaur book one more time.

I have to hold my breath to keep from crying, and I turn away as tears fall. I wipe them quickly and quietly off my cheeks and focus on the wall I’ve stepped toward. There is Santiago, and I realize I haven’t seen his face in decades. Not since his picture was in the newspaper, but those articles never included these sweet, smiling photos. In fact, I remember the paper only had a juvie picture of him scowling at being caught stealing a candy bar or whatever it was.

But here, in his old room, the photos begin at what looks like Fitz’s age, and I’d guess it’s Santiago’s school photo from kindergarten. It’s framed and dust-free. I don’t need to glance at Alicia to see he favors her in almost every way. The same deep-set eyes and dark thick hair. I’ve never seen her smile, but I bet it’s a lot like the toothy grin in each of his photos. He wears collared shirts in all of them. I have to hold my breath again as I picture her ironing them for picture day.

The photos abruptly stop in the middle of the wall, where he’s holding a fifth-grade sign. I am gasping quietly as Phillip stands next to me. He hands me one of his handkerchiefs, and I take it, wiping more tears.

Phillip is staring at the photos too. On the dresser next to the wall is a picture of Alicia, Santiago, and a man who must be her husband. Phillip lingers on the family photo.

“I haven’t seen him much since we lost Santiago,” Alicia says from behind us. “He couldn’t stay in the house. We didn’t have a great marriage, but we loved being parents. We did that well. Without it . . . there was nothing to keep us together.”

Phillip turns to her, and I see him reach in his other pocket. He hands her another of his handkerchiefs, and I wonder how many he has to keep these days. “I’m so sorry,” he says. “It must have been terrible to go through your loss alone.”

She nods once, wiping at the tears, seeming a little frustrated with herself for crying.

Phillip is watching me now, and I’m not sure what to say to Alicia. I never know, actually. “Is Franco helping out?” I ask.

She blows out a breath and swats at the air. “My sister spoiled her boy. What a waste. My Santiago would have been nothing like my nephew.”

“Alicia,” I begin. “I don’t know if you’ve seen the news, but . . .”

She blinks at me. “I saw.”

“I lost my job. I didn’t . . . do anything wrong.”

She frowns but doesn’t correct me.

“I wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“That’s what your father said. In the trial.” She scrapes a short nail on her shoulder. “‘I could never ever hurt anyone.’ But he did, didn’t he? Even though he said those words.”

I never minded when she took a swipe during our brief visits. I’d take any punch, for myself, for my father, whatever she wanted to give. Honestly, she didn’t do it that often. I deserved a lot more, but that’s on her for being gracious.

I dig into my purse and hand her an envelope. “This is my last one hundred dollars. As soon as I get a new job, I’ll start paying again.”

She takes the money without an acknowledgment of what has passed between us. I know she spends it on memorials to Santiago. Probably gives part of it to Franco. Maybe church. She could light it on fire, and that’d be fine with me too. Giving her money never helped my guilt, and I doubt it lessened her pain either.

“You hear of work for Franco,” she says, treading a familiar topic, “pass it along. He gets into trouble if he’s not busy. Dishwashing, computer work. Whatever you hear. He’s smart. He can do it.”

“Of course,” I lie. “Can we get you lunch?”

She looks worn down suddenly and shakes her head. I can see the sadness giving way to anger.

“I’d like you to leave,” she murmurs. “And maybe it’s best if you don’t come back.”

I expected her to do that a long time ago. “I’m sorry,” I say, not sure what it’s for or if I have a right to offer.

Phillip takes me firmly by the arm, and she kicks me out in a polite way I don’t deserve.





Chapter 30

“Jules, we’re going to be late,” Ethan calls from downstairs.

“Couple more minutes,” I say, checking the comments on my Reba video.

“Lou said five p.m. sharp,” he says.

I want to yell: Up here clearing my name. Hate to miss Mom’s vegetable tray and Stop & Shop’s blandest cheeses.

“Almost done.” I notice we’re already fifteen minutes late, so what’s ten more?

I finish the rather tall pour of white wine I’ve been drinking and close the computer. What I want to do is sip wine alone and watch the comments roll in, but dear old Dad had another plan.

What a perfect night for a big Worthington family dinner. There’s so much to celebrate, after all: my father, who lied; my husband, who lied; and my mother, who has learned to ignore lies all her life.

On the plus side, Dad will have the drinks flowing. Wine gone and computer off, I have no more reason to stay.

“Mama, you look fancy,” Fitz says from the bottom of the stairs. He’s wearing his bow tie, and Ethan has on one of his collared polos and khakis. I’m wearing a simple red dress, but I put on a sparkle necklace that Fitz likes.

“Grandpa said we’re celebrating,” I say. “When I was your age, we always got dressed up for dinner parties.”

Ethan grins at me, but I can’t quite bring myself to smile back. “It’ll be nice to have fun with our family all together,” he says.

We get into the car, and it’s cool enough for windows down. Fitz is chattering about digging fossils with Grammie yesterday, and I’m already planning my boozy drink to take the edge off.

I close my eyes, and all I can see is Santiago’s face. It’s familiar, like he’s an old friend. My heart speeds up, as if we’re about to crash. I lean my head out the window, breathing as deeply as I can, willing the face of that poor boy to leave me alone.

“That looks fun, Mama.” Fitz rolls his down, and I watch him lean out of the passenger window. His giggles fill the car, and I am haunted by that bedroom and Alicia’s tears. What would she give for this silly moment I’m wishing away for a stiff drink? A moment my own father took away from Alicia.

I wonder if that is part of why Dad was always so distant, so drunk. Did he see Santiago every time he looked at me?

Ethan pulls over, and I nearly leap out of the car. I dig my hands into my hip bones and stare at my parents’ house. How did we live there after a boy was killed right down the block because of us? I focus on the windows of our neighbors, feeling stares that aren’t there. They might be following my case. Perhaps they’ve heard about Reba. Learned that we are innocent this time. That I am innocent. I am not the same.

Just like her father.

“Let’s go inside,” Ethan says, balancing the wine bottle and Fitz’s backpack.

I follow behind them, up the sidewalk, through the door, and straight to the bar in my father’s study.

Fitz runs off calling for my mom, who is probably busy in the kitchen. The house smells like pot roast, my dad’s favorite. Ethan follows me, and we’re alone in my dad’s study.

“Are you babysitting?” I snap, grabbing a glass and pouring gin. I put a splash of tonic in it because he’s there and watching.

“No, Jules,” he says. “I want to know if you’re going to tell your father about . . . the video of him. That I told you he was there.”

“Are you scared of him?” I taunt, taking a big sip. “Think you’re next on our hit list?”

“That’s not funny.” Ethan twists the glass topper on an almost-empty decanter of whiskey. “It would be nice to enjoy our family being together tonight. The person who attacked Dr. Castle is put away, hopefully, getting the help she needs. Let’s take a breath, okay?”

I raise the glass. “Let the fun begin.”

He shakes his head, but I can see the relief. We’re all here. We’re all contained in this boozy bubble. “I’m going to see if your mom needs help.”

He leaves, and I do a quick refill before checking my phone. The Reba video views are already at fifty thousand. A local news producer emailed to see if I’d sit down for an interview.

This is what I wanted. My name has been cleared, and we’re all innocent. Hooray. I take another drink.

“There’s my girl,” Dad says. He’s absolutely beaming in his too-tight plaid shirt and khakis. This is about as dressed up as I’ve seen him in a while. “How you feeling, kid?”

“Like another drink,” I say and really mean it. Fighting with Ethan is unusual, and I can probably count on one hand and one finger how often I’ve felt like I’m the one who’s actually right in an argument.

“You seem pouty. What’s wrong?”

I’m torn for a moment, wondering if I should honor Ethan’s plea to let sleeping dogs lie. Maybe the video with Dad dragging me down the street doesn’t matter now that there’s Reba. I need to accept that this is over.

Dad sips his drink, then adds a squeeze of lime while he hums a silly song. He’s gotten so overweight, so blustery and sad, here in his little cave, clinging to the opinions of strangers for validation.

Can’t fault him for that.

I try to find the words. To accuse my father of lying to me, even when I know it’s not an accusation. It’s the truth.

Isn’t that what Terrance kept telling me? To restore justice, you first have to admit you’re wrong. To acknowledge the harm that’s been done. Only then can you heal.

That makes me a coward at best.

“I had an idea,” Dad says with a smirk. “They’re launching that professor’s book tomorrow night at that South County vineyard. Since our name is clear, we should go. Hold our heads high. They tried to kick us both out, but we survived.”

He raises his glass and waits for me to clink. “You mean crash the party?” I ask, shocked.

“Email Miller,” Dad says. “Everything has been cleared up, surely. We should be welcome after the hell the board and that whiny widow put you through.”

“I don’t know, Dad.” I try to imagine what that would even look like. The two of us all dressed up and schmoozing with all the other funders and friends of Dez. “I doubt they’d even let us in.”

“We could record it all. If they kick us out, it’ll make for that many more views, right? All upside.”

He laughs and hits his glass against mine as if we’re celebrating. But it’s too forceful, and for a moment I wonder if they’ve cracked or almost broken. Would that lead us to finally putting them down, or would we just swallow the booze and shards of glass anyway?

“What’s wrong, kid? We worked hard. Your name is clear, and we should be on that stage.”

“Fine,” I say, and I pick up my phone to email Elle. Maybe she’ll run the Reba video by the board. I’m sure they’re all together, working to get the finishing touches done for the event. Dad could be right. It would feel so good to finally be back where I belong. “We’d be the life of the party.” I grin at him and take another drink. “Maybe tell a joke or two. Show that all is forgiven.”

We throw a few more ideas around, and I have gin-fueled hope for a moment that maybe I will get my job back. That there is a reset button, and everything will turn out okay.

I leave Dad by the bar, and I take my drink into the kitchen to check on Mom and the guys. She’s chopping bread at the window and staring out at the backyard. Standing behind her, I can see the view: Ethan and Fitz outside kicking the soccer ball across the pool. With twilight’s arrival, the blue-green glow illuminates their laughing faces as they kick it back and forth.

“They’ll fall in,” I say from behind her.

She keeps staring through the window. “Nice to see someone using it. All it cost us.”

That stops me cold. “What do you mean?”

She hacks at the baguette. “I hate everything about that pool. We live in the Ocean State. We had to dig up my gardens to put that in. Why? So people would start coming over after . . . the accident. Paid for it with blood money.”

“Mom,” I whisper. “I had no idea you felt that way.”

“Did you ever ask? He certainly never did.” Disappointment blooms across her face, and she turns back to her bread. “You can’t always take the easy answers, Jules.”

“What easy answers?”

“That poor homeless woman.” She shakes her head and begins chopping. “The disappointments never cease in this house.”

“So if it’s not Reba,” I say softly, “do you think I did it?”

She drops her knife but doesn’t turn. “I don’t know what happened.”

“I don’t either.” I take a step back, unsure how to argue. I am so tired of those words. Exhausted by my anger and outrage at my own mistakes.

She wipes her hands on her apron and finally turns to me, not with the disappointment I expected but with love. “If you are sorry, then you should call Dr. Potter. Take responsibility.”

“I’ll think about it,” I say, meaning it.

“The light therapy could help you remember,” she says, brushing a few hairs behind my ear. “Dinner will be ready soon. Why don’t you enjoy your family outside for a little bit?” She takes the drink out of my hand and then returns to chopping.

I follow her advice and head toward the door. My phone buzzes, and while I expect Elle and maybe good news, it’s Phillip.

We need to meet first thing tomorrow.

Don’t bring the camera.





Chapter 31

Dream Journal, day 5: Dad is pulling me by the arm.

We’re not in the car. We’re on my street. This feels familiar, and it feels like the night I don’t remember.

“I can’t, Dad. Please don’t make me.”

“You have to move your legs,” he says. “Come on, get up, girl. Use your damn legs. Let’s go, Jules. I’m going to get caught.”

Opening my eyes to bright morning sunshine, I’m pretty sure I didn’t sleep, as Drunk Me turned back to Normal Me with the hungover brain. I lay paralyzed in bed all night, replaying that vivid dream. Am I remembering or filling in details out of desperation?

I hadn’t meant to keep drinking after Mom took my glass in the kitchen following her confession about the family pool. But then I got an email from Miller saying Elle had shown the board my video about Reba.

Despite these latest claims, we believe the fresh path is best as you deal with your issues.

I must have read that line a hundred times in the glow of the pool. My fifteen years of work gone. Even hours later, I could scream, and I would if it wouldn’t scare Ethan to death and wake up Fitz.

My name has been wiped from the foundation’s website. The nonprofits and community groups I supported. The local leaders I helped grow. The nonprofit summit highlighting the best of Rhode Island that got national coverage. None of it matters. They took the credit and moved on. The bitterness bubbles, a familiar scent that wafted through most of my childhood from my father’s every pore and pour.

“Are you awake?” Ethan murmurs and pulls me closer.

He’s taken to sleeping with his arms around me again. He did it all the time when we were first dating. I loved it then, such a sweet subconscious gesture. During the Boston summer we met after I graduated, it was hot. I’d slide his arms off, and they usually wouldn’t make it back to me until I was already deeply asleep.

Over time, it happened less. But started again when I was pregnant. And now, in this terrible time, it feels as if he’s holding tighter than ever.

“Just thinking,” I say. The effort of speaking knocks around in my hungover head.

“What about?” Ethan asks.

“Dad said if our family doesn’t stick together, then one of us is going to jail.”

“Don’t repeat anything he said, please. He was really drunk last night, even for him.” Ethan’s voice cracks, and he buries his nose into my neck.

“It felt like a threat.”

“It’s how he deals with his problems,” Ethan says, always quick to defend him. “He’s not changing. People never do. Try to accept him and love him as he is.”

That little speech breaks my heart because Ethan believes those words. It’s how he had any kind of relationship with his mother. It’s how he has this deep and steadfast love for me. The seemingly endless excuses for my behavior.

I run my hand along Ethan’s neck, feeling along his shoulder where there’s a small circle of cigarette-burn scars. If anyone sees it at the pool or beach, he tells them it was from a motorcycle accident. But it’s from one of his mother’s more sadistic boyfriends.

I start to rub his shoulders, which I used to do a lot more when it was just the two of us. My fingers trace the scars, and he leans into my touch.

Not for the first time, I think about how much he idealizes my family. How hard we worked to keep up appearances. My mom shopped at the resale stores or clearance racks, guessing my sizes for the fall. We had to keep our big house even after Dad lost his job. Mom took on more clients. She paid workers less than minimum wages for a few years so I could stay in resale Laura Ashley and not cause the neighbors to whisper more than they already were.

But my poor is nothing compared to Ethan’s. He was “last can of beans” poor. He was “asking his neighbors for a stick of wood on a freezing Chicago night to heat their stove while his mom was passed out on the floor with a hobo she probably blew for a fix” poor. That’s a whole different level. My poor made me vain and calculating. Ethan’s poor made him a survivor in ways I’ll never begin to comprehend.

“It’s hard to love Dad as he is when he’s completely delusional,” I say. “He thought Reba’s confession would open the Poe Foundation’s doors. Like they’d welcome us back with open arms. I think it’s what he’s wanted all along. Now I’m even more embarrassed, which I didn’t think was possible.”

The shame is in full effect, so I hug Ethan tight and breathe in his support. I remember how Dad liked him from the first handshake. I introduced him early in our relationship because I knew he was the one. I read once that you’re most attracted to people who mirror the relationships you grew up around. Especially the broken ones. We fall in love hoping to repair what was broken and then set ourselves up to fail.

Unless you ask Terrance. He thought, with restorative justice, it was possible to right wrongs or at least heal what was broken. Even the word is beautiful: restorative. That we have the ability to restore our own well-being.

“Dada?” Fitz calls from his room.

“We’re awake, buddy,” Ethan says.

There’s the creak of Fitz’s bed and his bare feet pattering in the hallway. His puffy sandy hair appears first as he rubs his eyes, still looking half-asleep. “I had a bad dream,” he says. “I need snuggles.”

“Come here, buddy.” I open my arms, and he hurries to our bed, dropping his skinny legs and pointy elbows right in between us. “What did you dream?”

He sniffs a little. “I kicked the ball in the pool. Grandpa fell in. I could not pull him out.”

I wrap my arms around him and kiss his warm cheek. “It’s just a dream.” I rub my nose against his.

“I’ll make us breakfast.” Ethan gets up and heads to the closet, clearing his throat. “You need a Sprite, babe? Hair of the dog?”

“Yes, please, mimosa. Light on the OJ.”

Breakfast is as normal as possible. Fitz chats about the Farm Family’s new puppy. I try to engage, but every bite of toast with fake butter, every sip of coffee or joke from Fitz, feels laden with the unknown.

I watch Ethan tell a story and can’t keep away the worry that he lied about Reba. Just as he kept the truth from me about my father.

I married him because he’s a survivor with his own code that’s benefited me. There’s a ruthless chip on his shoulder that says if you don’t protect what’s yours, the world will take it. Maybe there was an echo of my father, those broken pieces I try to replicate and fix.

Does that mean he’d take this risk—to either twist the words of a mute homeless woman or make them up completely?

Does this mean he thinks I did it?

Tears start to burn, and I excuse myself from the table to refill my mimosa. I stand in the cool air of the fridge, and all I can think is that Ethan is a good person. I pushed him to this place.

You can hold the good and the bad in your hand. I saw it with my father. Even my mother, keeping us there with him in that house. I was given this husband and son, even though I don’t deserve them. There must be balance, and at last, my bad has arrived to restore the equilibrium of all this good.

A lot has been taken away. I don’t know if I deserve to get it back, but something deep inside is screaming for me to fight like hell to see every ounce of it returned.

Father’s daughter, indeed.

I hate myself for ten more minutes, letting the tears spread and drop down my neck and onto my T-shirt. I don’t want to accept this fate of my own making. I want to fight, to snap the thread linking my guilt with justice for Terrance.

“Honey, are you okay?” Ethan calls.

“Quick refill before I get ready,” I say in an overly happy tone as I head into the kitchen. “Phillip texted me, remember? I need to see what’s going on.”

“Are you crying?” he asks, following me. Before I respond, he pulls me into his arms gently so my drink doesn’t spill. “Can I help?”

“Weird few weeks, I guess.” That’s all I can say. “I really do need to go. I’ll text you soon.”

After getting dressed quickly, I leave Ethan and Fitz, promising I’ll be back so Ethan can pick up an afternoon shift at work.

I arrive at the address near Providence College on the West Side that Phillip texted me, and I realize it’s his house. And I’m not the only one there. There’s a minivan in the driveway with one of those sticker families on the back. Whoever is here has a partner, two small kids, and three dogs.

The door opens before I can knock, and Phillip looks surprised. “I didn’t hear you pull up. Listen, this isn’t an ambush. But we need to speak to you.”

I freeze as Phillip’s front door opens wider, and Detective Ramos steps onto the porch. “Sorry to surprise you like this,” he says.

“What the hell?” I say to Phillip.

“Do you want to step inside?” Detective Ramos says.

“Just tell me why I’m here,” I say to him.

“Our specialist worked with Reba most of yesterday,” Detective Ramos says. “We’re letting her go. And we need your help.”

“What do you mean?” I say with an uncomfortable laugh. “How can you be sure she’s not confused or lying?”

“I’ve got another tape for you,” Detective Ramos says. “You’re welcome to use it on your vlog after we make the arrest. Since you both like to be on TV so much.”





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 14

POLICE INTERVIEW

REBA GABLES

INT. HOTEL CONFERENCE ROOM—DAY

DETECTIVE FRANK RAMOS sits next to social worker KIM LAWSON. They’ve arranged a series of photos in front of REBA GABLES.

FRANK

Okay, Reba, to continue our conversation about that night. You wrote that you saw an attack.

REBA

(whispery voice)

Hit. Head. Hit him.

FRANK

Can you please identify who was hit in the head? (REBA points at photo.) For the record, Reba has pointed to a photo of Terrance Castle. Reba, who was there when he was attacked?

REBA holds up two fingers.

REBA

(whispers)

Two.

FRANK lays out more photos on the table. They are people of all ages, genders, and ethnicities.

FRANK

If you can, point to anyone who you saw that night. Either those two people you remember or anyone who looks familiar.

KIM

Do you need help getting up?

REBA nods and tries to stand but is weighed down by the coats and layers around her. KIM helps her up, and REBA takes her hand, patting it as she’s led to the table and all the pictures.

She walks slowly down the rows, staring hard and violently shaking her head no. She comes to the end and stabs her finger on two photos.

REBA

(hisses)

You. You.

FRANK

Let the record show both Juliet and Louis Worthington have been identified as being present when Dr. Castle was attacked. And who hit him, Reba? Who hit Dr. Castle?

REBA

(shakes her head and starts screaming)

Hit. Hit. Hit.

KIM

I think that’s all she can tell you right now. Please, you have confirmation of your suspects. Please, let’s stop for today.





Chapter 32

The video is over, and, possibly, so is my life. Or what was left of it. Sitting on the bottom step of Phillip’s porch, I consider watching the video again. I deserve to see Reba pointing at the photo of my face and then my father’s. Confirming we were there when Terrance was murdered.

“Why aren’t you arresting me?” I say to Detective Ramos, staring up at him from the bottom step. “You’ve got my wallet and a positive identification.”

“Reba said you were there,” Phillip says. “And Lou. But I told Detective Ramos what we saw on the other video last night.”

“So what?” I whisper.

Phillip takes a step toward me, his mouth curled in sympathy. “You were too drunk to walk, Jules. I doubt you attacked anyone in that state. Your father appeared fine. He’s the one who’s been lying.”

I look up and hand the detective his phone. My so-called Rhode to Justice is leading me back to where I started. Right to my father’s house.

My instincts say to get in my car, burrow away, and hide until everyone stops staring.

Just like her father.

I pick under my nails and realize hiding is not a new idea. It’s what I’ve been doing all along.

“I have an idea,” I say, almost hearing my mother’s pleas in my ear. “Instead of confronting him and getting more lies, I could try to remember what happened.”

“What do you mean?” Phillip crosses his arms across his chest. “Are your memories coming back?”

I think of the snippets of dreams in the journal. “The walk home after the bar is becoming clearer. I think there’s more there, if I could access it.”

Detective Ramos lets out a small scoff. “How’d you do that?”

“There’s a psychiatrist who specializes in light therapy for trauma. It helps your brain access and process difficult memories.” My heart begins to speed up at the thought of the truth and what it could mean. “If I can remember, I can confront my father. Get him to admit what he did . . . if he actually attacked . . .” My voice cracks, and I rub my fingers through my bangs, straightening them and then flicking them to the side.

Detective Ramos leans on the metal banister. “You don’t have much time,” he says. “This evidence should be enough to bring you and your father in for more questioning. Possibly an obstruction of justice charge. Other charges could follow.”

“Let me try,” I say.

Phillip sits down on the step above mine. “Could you really turn in your father, Jules?”

His question causes my chest to seize, but I have to face that night. “Let’s see if that’s even an option.”

I call the number my mom gave me, and Dr. Potter can see me right away. I’m relieved to be leaving them behind, but I’m nervous about what I’m moving toward.

Still, I go by my house and pick up my camera.

Dr. Potter has a pretty corner office in a Victorian house that’s occupied with holistic chiropractic and Reiki services. I pause at the sign, but it clearly states her credentials. I open the main door into the lobby, and the incense is strong and reminds me of college and Phillip’s basement apartment.

I open the frosted-glass door engraved with the name “Dr. Helena Potter” and find a woman in her late fifties with silver hair cut in a sleek bob. I like women confident enough to keep their hair its natural shade, though I’ll sure as hell never do it.

“You must be Juliet,” Dr. Potter says as she rises in her small waiting room. Her voice is deep and almost sultry, not matching the dainty flower-print dress. “Please come inside.”

I follow her into the office and feel my CEO self perking up. She’s got impressive degrees and has been awarded certificates for her work at different associations and boards.

“Your mother said this might be the only time you come.” She closes the door behind her, then locks it gently. “She thought EMDR or light therapy might help you deal with your trauma.”

“I was blackout drunk,” I say. “I don’t know if there was trauma or just too much to drink.”

“Well, we can try.”

I hand her my dream journal, which is just a few sheets of paper. She reads them quickly, nodding, as if I’ve done good. “I think I’m starting to remember that night,” I say.

She goes around her desk to the two leather chairs across from each other at the back of her office. There’s a table with a box of tissues in between, and I hope I won’t be reaching for them at any point.

“During trauma,” she begins, “your brain may store memories in a place that’s hidden. It’s meant to protect us, but it can actually cause a lot of harm because we aren’t able to process what’s happened and begin to heal. One approach is to watch these lights in a safe environment. To move memories hidden in your mind because they’re so difficult to process—from places hidden to where you can remember. Please have a seat.”

I continue standing, keeping my arms crossed, and watch her sit down. “How fast can it work?” I ask.

She cocks her head to the side, staring up at me. “It can vary a great deal. Perhaps today, perhaps after a dozen sessions. I don’t want to make promises, because it might not work at all.”

For a moment, I feel relief, as if maybe I can keep ignoring my role or my father’s role in Terrance’s death. That well-trodden path to find other suspects and resist taking responsibility.

But that’s not why I’m here.

“One thing,” I say and adjust my purse as I sit down. “I’d like to record the session.”

She frowns, but I see her considering the point as she sets her hands in her lap. “I am doing this as a favor to your mother, who expresses worry about you at every appointment. I suppose this could be informal, if you feel like recording it is important. I wasn’t going to charge you anyway.”

“First taste is free?” I say.

She smirks. “It’s not free, Jules. Being here, admitting part of you should be here, that cost. Shall we explore how much?”

I take out the camera and then set it up on the tripod. I focus the lens so both Dr. Potter and I are visible in the viewfinder and press record.

Dr. Potter opens a drawer beneath the tissues. She takes out what looks like an altered stethoscope. There are lights on the ends instead of the metal pieces for the ears.

“Can you explain how this works again?” I ask, feeling jittery and wishing for a drink to deal with these feelings.

“Light therapy is about taking the memories and traumas of your past, which are hidden deep in the caveman part of your brain, and bringing them forward. If you’re able to process your pain, to treat it by acknowledging it, you can finally heal. Like a break that’s not set properly, we will rebreak the bone and heal it right this time.”

“Sounds like it hurts,” I say as I take the lights into each hand.

“Not as much as living with the untreated trauma.”

I let out a long breath at her point, feeling the truth. “I want to finally know the truth about what happened to Terrance,” I say. “If I had any role. Or witnessed something terrible. Maybe that’s part of why I can’t remember? The trauma?”

“It’s likely,” she says and presses a button. “Let’s begin.”

I stare down as the lights begin to flash, and Dr. Potter dims the room. The flashes are rhythmic and mesmerizing, and my mind feels eager to watch them. I begin to relax—flash, flash, flash. And then I’m floating—flash, flash, flash—my mind untethered from my body.

As the minutes pass, my mind’s constant hum of worries and excuses and anxieties shuts off completely. There are only the lights and my hands holding them. Back and forth like a distant lighthouse beckoning me closer as I drift. I want to drift. I want to know the truth of Terrance and that terrible night.





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 15

RECORDING IN DR. HELENA POTTER’S OFFICE

PERSONAL VLOG

INT. OFFICE—DAY

HELENA POTTER is in her office, seated across from JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH, who is holding two lights for EMDR (eye movement desensitization and reprocessing) therapy.

HELENA

Juliet, think of the traumas in your life. Start with the strongest sense memory.

The lights continue, each word with a different pulse.

JULIET

Gin. Ice in the glass. The way it rattles.

HELENA

Where is this glass?

JULIET

In his hand.

HELENA

What’s the next memory?

JULIET

Being upset with him.

HELENA

What’s around you?

JULIET

His frustration with me. His anger.

HELENA

Why is he angry?

JULIET

I’m not listening. I’m not doing what he wants.

HELENA

Then what happens?

JULIET

He finally agrees, and we go outside. Out back.

HELENA

To the alley you mentioned earlier?

JULIET

No, he says I have to drive.

HELENA

(looking confused)

Drive where?

JULIET

To my ballet class. Mom took my sister shopping. Dad says he’s too drunk to drive, but I don’t care.

HELENA

How old are you, Jules?

JULIET

I’m nine. I have to get to my lesson. I’m mad at Dad for drinking when he knew I had ballet. I am mad at him for a lot of things.

HELENA

Then what happened?

JULIET

He gets in the back with me and falls into the seat. Then passes out. I take the keys from his hand and crawl into the driver’s seat. I have on itchy tights and my ballet slippers. I prop one leg under me so I can see over the sedan’s steering wheel. My slipper barely reaches the pedal.

HELENA

What are you feeling right now? Process those emotions, Juliet.

JULIET

I am so angry at him. That . . . rage pushes me forward. I want to show him I don’t need him.

HELENA

What do you do next?

JULIET

It takes me a moment to get the key in the ignition. I drop it and have to get all the way to the floorboard to reach it. There are too many keys, and I’m in tears before I even find the right one. We’re going to miss the class, and I won’t be in the recital. I hear Dad snoring, and I laugh even though I’m not happy. I’m mad and scared. I find the key and press it into the metal ignition and turn.

HELENA

(looking surprised)

Did you drive, Juliet?

JULIET

The engine roars, and I wonder if it’s always been so loud. I have five minutes to get to Hope Street and park before the teacher locks the door.

I don’t wait for him to tell me what to do. I pull the stick toward me the way Dad and Mom do and slide it over to the D. I push the pedal hard.

HELENA

Keep going, Juliet.

JULIET

It’s like that wild horse from Girl Scout camp. I didn’t realize how hard it was to push the brake—and then that sound: thump, thump, scrape. I scream, “Dad! I hit something with the car!” I know it’s not something.

(begins to sob)

I saw the small bike and the boy’s face. His eyes were so wide . . . so scared.

HELENA

Did your father wake up?

JULIET

(crying softly)

The thud woke him up. Or maybe it was my screaming. He was so calm for being drunk, and he flung me over to the back seat.

He says, “Buckle your belt, Jules. Don’t look. Don’t listen. I’ll take care of this for you.”

HELENA

What happened next?

JULIET

I was frozen. He buckled the belt for me. He didn’t seem mad at all. I wanted to curl in a little ball and pretend it hadn’t happened. But I watched. He got out when a lady arrived. She’s checking on the boy, but he’s on the ground, and she’s yelling at Dad to call an ambulance. I think he does. I see the lights. I don’t hear the siren. Maybe they know he’s dead. Dad’s friend is the cop. He lets us go. We walk home. Everyone is staring through their windows. Staring and whispering and pointing from their porches. Dad keeps telling me the story that he was driving.

HELENA

What happens at home?

JULIET

Dad takes me to his study. He gives me my first drink, a gin and tonic, and tells me to drink as much as I can stand. Then he tells me the story of the day that never happened. The version where he was driving, I was in the back, and I screamed and screamed. He tells me that story. Makes me repeat it and drink. Repeat it and drink until I puke and pass out. The next day, I’m not sure what’s true except I want more gin to forget. I want more escape.

HELENA

Do you understand what happened?

JULIET stares at the lights.

JULIET

I killed that boy. I let Dad protect me with his life.





Chapter 33

Dr. Potter brings the lights up softly, then hands me tissues, which I desperately need. I’m sobbing, and I want to curl up in this chair and never leave.

I am picturing Alicia among her stacks of trash and memories and Santiago’s lovingly kept bedroom, like watering a garden that will never bloom. I took her son’s life and destroyed hers in the same moment.

At the hands of a child, her child was stolen. Justice never done.

It’s up to me to see that that same mistake isn’t repeated with Terrance’s legacy.

I thank Dr. Potter and leave her office, weighted with my confession. I take the video to my father’s house. But he’s not the one who needs to see it.

My mother is in the garden, near the edge of the pool. I see her bright-purple hat and her softly wrinkled face completely focused on keeping this yard perfect, even as everything else in our life falls apart.

I consider going inside and making a drink before we have this conversation. She’s there, busy with her roses, maybe even happy, but that’s all about to change. Perhaps she could live with her husband accidently killing a child. I’ve never heard her admit he was drinking, though she must have known. But to find out that it wasn’t only the boy who died that day. That because of my father’s choice, whether selfish or selfless, a lie grew that rotted our family to the core.

Her gaze lifts at my stare, and she rises from the rosebush. “Honey?” she says, and I realize I probably look red and puffy and upset. But that’s just the beginning.

Hurrying to her side, I take her arm, and lead us toward the house. I do want that drink.

Inside, I make a mimosa from a bottle of flat Cold Duck in the back of the fridge. Mom removes her gardening apron and wipes the sweat from her face. She sits at the wrought iron kitchen table and waits.

“I saw Dr. Potter,” I say. I sit next to her with my drink. It doesn’t make me feel better, but for the first time today, I don’t feel worse. “I recorded our session. You need to see it.”

I play the video and watch the images of me and the lights I held reflected in her eyes. Her troubled gaze grows wider, and she begins to cry. I watch my mother’s heart break in two.

It is strange to hear my voice as I relive that memory I’d kept hidden away. The last line arrives:

I killed that boy. I let Dad protect me with his life.

“I’m sorry,” Mom says with a sob. “I never knew . . . I believed him, but listen.” She takes my face in her hands, her teary eyes so focused and intense. “Your father did not protect you. He knew it would be much worse for him if he was drunk with you in the car. Don’t take this on your shoulders for one second. You made a mistake, yes. But it only happened because of the hundred other mistakes your father made again and again. It is his fault. Not yours.”

“But I did it,” I say. “It is my fault.”

There’s so much pity in her eyes. “Okay,” she whispers. “Okay.”

Hugging her, I suddenly feel angry. Like so many other times, my anger is directed toward her. I want to ask her why she kept us in this house with him. Didn’t she see that he’d rather destroy our lives than face the truth?

I see my anger is coming from a broken place. A once hidden place, in fact, that needs to take responsibility and heal. “What happens now?” I ask, sounding more like a child than I meant.

“I leave him.” Mom pulls back and wipes her eyes. She blows her nose in a dainty way and then rises from her seat. “When he wakes up, tell him I’m gone. For good.”

“Where is he?”

“Passed out in his study, I’d assume.”

She strides out of the kitchen, and after I make a refill, I follow her to her bedroom. She takes out a pink suitcase I’ve never seen. She opens her closet and begins to pull out clothes. “I have been hidden in this house with this man for too long. I’m going to see my grandchildren.”

I sit cross-legged on her bed, drinking a little too fast because I’m finally able to breathe again thanks to this flat champagne. “Lindy would love that,” I say. “Maybe we’ll come meet you there. After.”

After walking over, she smooths the shirt on my shoulders. She runs her fingers through my bangs. “I love you so much, my sweet Juliet. But you are in the grips of a disease your father gave you. If you don’t stop, if you don’t face who you’ve become, your life will be over too.”

She kisses me on the head, and I look up at her through a blurry gaze. “I’m trying, Mom.”

“Are you?” she says.

I start to argue, to lie, and then stop myself. “I will try.”

I leave her packing, and as I walk out of the house, I feel relief mixed with shame. The guilt is a fresh wound, but it’s as if I’ve been living with the infection my whole life. Only now can I start to heal in this painful letting.

Oh, but there is so much blood.

Justice has only begun.

The Sider isn’t open for lunch, but Sean will be there because he’s always there. I go to the alley, see the camera in the corner. The red light shines, and I wave.

It takes a few minutes, which is fine.

I want Sean to come outside into the alley and tell me the truth. In fact, it’s all I will accept.

He holds two red beers—half tomato juice, half light beer—and then hands one to me. “Hey, Jules.”

I take it with a nod. “I want you to tell me what happened that night.”

He glances around the alley, as if I might be taping this, which, if I could have figured out how to do that secretly, I would have.

“There’s nothing worth talking about,” he says.

I take a sip, and it’s work to get it down after a little too much champagne. A couple of seconds pass, and I feel better, as if the wave has returned to its full height, so we can surf on toward the cliffs.

I raise the glass. “Hair of the dog that bit me and ripped my life apart,” I say and clink his glass. “Right in this alley.”

“Come again?” Sean says with a sneer.

“There’s a tape,” I bluff. “A recording from the night of Terrance’s murder. Hand it over.”

“If there was, I sure as hell wouldn’t have it.” The corner of Sean’s mouth twitches.

“But you did have it.”

He presses his lips together, which is all the confirmation I need.

“Lou made you hand it over that night.” I grin when he grows pale. “He’s a lifelong drunk, Sean. Brain goes soft. I’m heading over there now. He tell you he’d destroy the video?” I pause and take a sip. “I bet he kept it. Probably in his desk drawer. Keys in the same place they’ve been for thirty years. Clever-by-half kind of thing.”

He gets into my face and spits the words, “I don’t know anything.”

“Here’s what I know,” I say. “There’s a witness putting my father and me at the scene. I’ve seen the video of her identifying us. Then, there’s a video of my father all but dragging me down the street that night. So he lied to the police about being there during the murder and after.”

He pulls back from me. “That’s got nothing to do with me.”

“I will find that video. It will confirm you lied to the police. Hid evidence in a murder investigation.” I gulp my beer again and enjoy his asshole exterior being subsumed by panic. “Even if you don’t go to jail, the cops aren’t going to let you keep this place open.”

“You’re . . . you’re threatening me?” Sean steps close, the flush of beer and panic on his splotchy cheeks. “Everything I know about you and Lou. You have the nerve to threaten me?”

I hate his smarmy face in this moment, maybe every moment. “What did you see on that video?”

“I didn’t watch it that night, Jules. I was drinking by myself when Lou busts in through the back. I thought you left with Terrance, if you know what I mean.” He shakes his head. “Your dad bulled inside and demanded that video. I saw you with scraped knees, bloody hands, and I knew I didn’t want any part of what was happening. I happily handed that video over to him. I do not want to know your dirty secrets.”

I exhale and lean against the brick wall. Even if I never remember, the truth is possible. There is a video of Terrance’s murder. And my father hid it from all of us.

Suddenly, I wonder if Ethan knew about that too. “Was Reba, the Trash Bag Lady, there that night?”

Sean nods. “She’s the one who brought you inside when you were bleeding.”

I let out a breath of relief. Maybe Ethan did misunderstand. Or perhaps Reba was confused. “And you think everything is on that tape?”

He sneers at the question. “I got the best damn camera system in the state. Everything will be on that video, Jules. Everything.”

I am terrified to find out what that means, but it’s too late for fear. That’s for the innocent. I am far from that.

“We all have to protect our own,” Sean says. “You should be thanking Lou.”

“He hasn’t protected anyone but himself his entire life.” I hand Sean my empty glass as the wind pulls at my dress. As I hurry out of that alley, I pass the place the police taped off. It feels familiar, in that terrifying way a nightmare from months ago can still echo in our minds.

Terrance said that restorative justice is about healing for both the victim and those who committed the crime. But the first step is the guilty admitting they were wrong to the victims.

I know I’m ready, but it’s going to take an extra-special set of circumstances for my father to atone. Good thing dear old Dad suggested the perfect altar for our repentance.





Chapter 34

On my way back to my parents’ house, Ethan calls. I don’t answer—can’t, actually. Is every interaction with me poisonous? Ruinous? Does it spread to our child like it did with me, seeing my father choose alcohol, his ego, his own selfishness over all of us?

I want to know what happened. If it’s my father—if it’s me. Or maybe Reba. But the healing must begin.

Entering the backyard, I notice all my mother’s gardening equipment at the bottom of the pool. I almost laugh, but then I smell burning. There’s a thin stream of dark smoke pouring out of the open kitchen window. I run over to the glass sliding door and heave it open.

“Dad?” I yell.

The fire alarm starts to beep, and I see small flames leaping out of a pan on the stove.

“Dad!” I scream over the sound of the alarm and grab a pot holder, rushing to the pan that’s on fire. There’s a charred steak in the middle, so I dump it into the sink and begin hitting it with the pot holder. I grab a nearby lid to stop the oxygen and end the flames.

It finally goes out, and I huff over the sink as the alarm continues to scream. I pick up a dish towel and fan it. I open all the windows, and finally the alarm stops. I hear my own breath for a moment, then a snore. I’m not alone.

Dad is passed out on the sunporch couch. His mouth open, full snore, empty bottle of gin within fingers’ distance. Mom leaving him is the perfect excuse to get shit-house drunk for the second time today.

My heart rate slows, and I feel weak at the sight of my father. Part of me wants to join him, chug a bottle, feel good, then sleep and wake up feeling worse.

I grind my jaw and head to the fridge. I find a cold Narragansett in the back.

Standing over my father, I crack it open and try to decide what to do. Even if I could get him to wake up, it’s fifty-fifty he’s lucid enough to tell me where he’s keeping the video. Sean said it’s on a thumb drive. Rather than poke the snoring bear, I leave him collapsed in the wicker seat near the smoke and burnt meat.

As I tread the worn hallway carpet, almost to Dad’s study, my new memories from the day of the accident return with clarity. My excitement auditioning for Swan Lake. The new ballet shoes and pale-pink leotard. I realize now I ran Santiago over, murdered him on his little bike, wearing sparkle tights and a tutu.

That breaks my heart, and instead of charging into Dad’s office, I drop in the uncomfortable chair outside it. After setting the Narragansett on the worn carpet, I grip the wooden arms and lean all the way over so my forehead presses my knees. I sob, partly for Santiago and Alicia, but mostly for myself, for what I might have been in that tutu and what I’ve actually become here in this hallway.

When I’m done, I can tell I won’t be crying again for a good long while. I’m wrung out, and I want to know who killed Terrance. I chug the beer and head inside.

I’m sure I’ve been in my father’s study without him, but it’s difficult to recall when. What would I say if he were here? Yell and scream and seek comfort neither of us deserves?

I run my fingers over the bar cart, my brain already planning its next drink. But I’ve got a slight buzz from chugging the beer, so instead I study the bookshelves, remembering how I always admired this room. Even as Dad changed, I told myself he was a great man. One I should honor and protect, even if he was the worst a father could be.

I picture a meaningful, emotional moment with both of us hugging the other, confessing our sins and promising to do better.

Who has the energy for lies like that anymore? Not when we’ve been living them since the wreck. Feeding this sickness with booze, ego, and enabling spouses.

I head over to his desk with the large screen saver featuring his face and those of other bloated talk show hosts drawn as Mount Rushmore. He showed me the image every time I came to his office for six months. He explained how a fan had sent it to him. Then he laughed, explaining who’d been drawn as which president. He loved that he was Jefferson, a man who understood how to run a farm and a country. He pretended this picture was a joke, but I saw the greedy shine in his eyes, the full-of-himself purse of his lips, at a fan seeing him as he saw himself. I laughed with him each time.

Never again.

His main desk drawer is locked, but the key is on a small ring he keeps on his narrow bitters bottle. I pluck it off, find the right one, and open the drawer.

There’re revealing pictures of Debbie on top, which I could have happily lived my whole life without seeing. Paperwork with his life insurance, the mortgage (which is still substantial), and a drawing I made as a girl. I think of the walls in Kara’s room and the similarities of my silly scribbles. The drawing is dated to right before the accident. I drew a little girl with a tutu, holding her father’s hand.

It wasn’t sentimentality that made him keep it in a drawer for thirty years. He was justifying his lie. Anytime he wavered, I imagine he pulled out that picture and told himself he was a hero for taking the blame from me.

But what would people have said if he’d admitted he’d been drunk by 10:00 a.m., and, when his nine-year-old daughter, desperate to get to ballet, had asked for a ride, he’d drunkenly barked: If you want to get there so damn bad, drive yourself.

She was stubborn like him. Angry like him. She’d taken the keys out of his fat hands and marched toward the door.

He’d been laughing then, too, even as he was passing out in the back.

In his drunken state, he chose to lie. Then he spent the rest of his life propping up those lies and destroying our family with his deceit.

I continue digging in the drawer and find a Ziploc bag stuck in the back. My hands are shaking as I find where Dad taped the edges, and I gently pull. The clear bag contains a single sheet of paper. And it’s splattered with what looks like blood.

I scan the words, and it’s a memorandum of understanding with Terrance’s name and a new contract for his book.

A flash of memory from that night: the paper in my father’s fist after he grabbed it off Terrance’s body. I press my fingers into my forehead, but nothing else surfaces.

Sarah said we had been fighting. That there was a piece of paper. Did Terrance tell me it was over and use this to prove that he was serious this time? I try to focus on the words through the specks and smears of blood. My hands shake, and I realize I’m holding my breath.

I gasp suddenly, the sound so loud I jump in my father’s chair. I breathe and read. He was leaving our project. He was leaving me. But so what? Why would my father save this document?

In a frenzy, I yank out the drawer, dumping everything out. I check underneath for that damn video. There’s nothing here.

Shit.

As I scan the room, I search for any kind of clue. Dad’s tall bookshelves catch my eye, maybe a favorite book, but as I approach, I see they’re dusty.

I spin around to stop at the only thing that’s pristine and gets regular use: his bar. I hurry over, dropping to my knees, and run my hand along the sides and then the shelf. I find a small object taped underneath. I crouch down and locate a corner, peeling it off.

My hand trembles so bad I drop the tape and small object on the ground and then scurry to pick it back up. I free the small plastic square from the tape. It is a thumb drive. The video of Terrance’s murder.

Returning to my father’s chair, I almost feel as if I’m back in Dr. Potter’s office. My body is moving, breathing, and functioning, but my mind is floating. I struggle to get the thumb drive into the computer. I fumble, but finally, it’s there. The footage from the Sider that Sean gave him is loading. The truth at last.

The small triangle appears, and I click. The clip begins on the alley door. It opens, and Terrance steps out to die.

It’s three minutes of footage.

For the first time since the night I can’t remember, and after a lifetime of lies, here is the truth.

Am I surprised? Not by anything. Not anymore.

The truth has found our family. This is our opportunity to heal the break.

But our reckoning cannot only be at the hands of the police. There are victims to consider. We have time and opportunity on our side, if I hurry.

I have to find my father. We have to get dressed.

I text Phillip.

Meet me at Terrance’s book launch at the vineyard tonight.

I see the text bubble, then the pause.

Phillip: Are you sure that’s a good idea?

Me: Never been surer of anything in my life. Bring Detective Ramos as your +1.

Phillip: See you there.

I make myself a drink. One final gin and tonic in this house. Then I email Phillip Sean’s file. No stopping us now.

Returning to Dad’s chair, I click the mouse and open his screens from his broadcast this morning. I listen to what he uploaded, and it’s more taunts of Terrance. More #stormingthecastle. My father hated this man. He hated that Terrance’s vision, his form of justice, was the future of the Poe Foundation.

Terrance’s voice plays: No, Lou, you’re not listening to me. You won’t see why this process is important. How the pain from crimes can ruin lives well beyond a prison sentence or jury trial. Broken people keep on breaking others. Didn’t you see that with your crime and that boy’s death?

Yes, Terrance, he did.

Before I wake my father, I have to begin the healing. But as Dr. Potter says, you need to break the bone again so it can be reset.

After positioning the microphone, I wipe under my eyes and hit the record button on the webcam. Time for the truth.

“Hello, Lou Crew, I’ve got an extra-special episode today for all you watchers.”
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JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH sits at a desk with a drink.

JULIET

Hello, Lou Crew, I’ve got an extra-special episode today for all you watchers.

JULIET raises a drink to the camera, takes a long sip, and places the glass down. As she stares, the smile disappears.

Thirty years ago this month, my father accidently hit a young boy on a bike, killing him instantly. I was in the back seat, my father driving me to my ballet class. Or rather, I’d been told that lie over and over and believed it was true.

I went to a therapist today. Light therapy, a little bit like hypnosis. I was able to remember what really happened and how I’ve been lied to all my life. The secret buried deep, poisoning my family and myself.

JULIET reaches down and shows a kid’s drawing to the camera. There’s a stick-figure little girl and a taller person with LOU written above it.

When I was eight, I drew my father this picture of him taking me to ballet. I have a tutu on in the picture, and I wore it when Lou told me he was too drunk to drive, and if I wanted to go to ballet so bad, then I could drive myself.

Tears shine in JULIET’s eyes, and she places the picture back down. She inhales sharply and continues.

I’m stubborn like him. I’m a lot of things like him. I snapped up those keys, marched out of the house in my ballet slippers, and got behind the wheel of an ’87 Buick sedan. Dad joined me, so drunk he could barely walk. He was delayed because he’d made one for the road.

She wipes a few tears.

Dad was passed out by the time I figured out the key. I got the car on, and I remember jamming my foot hard on the gas. I had no idea how to brake. I remember thinking it’d be on the steering wheel, like my bike.

We didn’t go far. Down the block. I managed to turn as a boy, not much older than me, was crossing on his bike. I hit him. His name was Santiago Ovalle. His mother is Alicia, and I ruined her life.

The car went up on a curb and was stopped by a small holly bush. Dad woke up. He began to lie right away. Gave me my first drink and then my second and third. He got me drunk on gin and tonic, repeating lies about what happened until I believed they were true.

You might think he was trying to protect me. But he was protecting himself. I wouldn’t have been in trouble. It was a terrible accident. But he was drunk. He let me drive. That’s felony murder, my friends. Or negligent homicide at the very least.

JULIET lets out a long sigh, and her face falls. She holds up another piece of paper. This one is not a child’s drawing. In fact, it’s typed, a black squiggle of a signature at the bottom, and blood splattered.

Lou Crew, I found this contract in my father’s drawer. Terrance Castle brought it to the bar to show me the night he was murdered. This is his blood. My father took it out of his dead hands.

Tonight, in a few hours, I will show you why.

After raising the glass to the screen, JULIET takes a long sip. She scoots back in the chair.

Dad, time to wake up. The world wants to see us. We can’t disappoint them.





Chapter 35

Drunk Me kept the truth hidden, and New Me has to make sure it doesn’t stay that way.

Ethan stands in my mom’s bedroom, watching me slip on the dress he brought over for tonight. “Why are you going?” he asks again. “The board and Dez really want you and your father at their launch party?”

“They will when they see what I have to say.” I pucker my lips and smear on the bright-red lipstick as he watches in the mirror. “It has to be done.” I see the frustration pass across his face. “Come on. It’s time to show you the truth.”

I take his hand, and we slowly head down the dark hallway toward my father’s office. There are sounds in the house again, the Farm Family laughs coming from the kitchen, where Fitz is watching them on the iPad. The shower running and my father whistling as he gets ready for our big return to the Poe Foundation.

I glance at Ethan and want to smooth where his eyebrows are drawn tight and ease the tension all over his face. We are in limbo, that strange moment of time before ripping up the foundation to show the rot. But he has to understand. He has to break to heal too.

We enter Dad’s office and head to the computer. After pulling out the chair for him, I gesture for him to sit. “There are two videos. One from my session with Dr. Potter, and one from that night. The murder. Dad had it this whole time. Watch them, and then you’ll see the truth.”

I play both videos: my confession and my father’s.

Ethan drops his head in his hands. “Who else has seen this? We can hide it still, right? Keep our family together?”

There’s a boyish whine in his tone, and I wonder if he asked his mother the same question when she’d leave him.

“Do what’s best for Fitz,” I say and then realize I’m out of shock. I’m ready for the plan, as I finally see clearly what’s been within me all along. What’s within my father. “We have to be better. Starting today.”

Ethan is weeping, and I make a drink, then leave him for Fitz.

“Where’s Grammie?” Fitz asks from the table. “Can I have jelly toast for dinner?”

“Sure, buddy.” I head to the fridge and pull out every jelly I can find. I slop them all onto a piece of toast. “Check this out.”

He laughs. “That looks delicious!” After taking a big bite, he grins as he chews. “You’re the best.”

“No, I’m not,” I say and kiss him on the head. “You are the very best of me.”

“I like your dress. It’s snazzy.” He gazes up at me, as if I’m beautiful and the kind of mother he always wanted, but actually, I’m the only one he’s ever known.

My eyes burn with tears. “Can I have a hug?”

Crouching down, I kiss his soft hair one last time as we fill our arms with each other. I have a terrible longing for something I never had and was never able to be to him.

“I love you,” I whisper and show him it’s true by grabbing my purse and leaving.

I find my father getting ready in the spare bedroom. He has on his old tuxedo, which only fits thanks to the suspenders holding his pants up over his gut.

I set down a glass of scotch, likely the last drink he’ll ever have in this house. “Cheers, Dad.”

“I knew this was going to work out. It always does,” he says, slurring and smelling like three decades’ worth of fermented booze. “We’ll be running Poe before too long. Right where we belong.”

The Lyft arrives, and I send Dad out to meet the car. He wobbles, but as we both know, being drunk doesn’t preclude him from falling into the back seat.

Ethan is now at the kitchen table with Fitz, making his second jelly sandwich. “I have to go, guys.”

I kiss them both but can’t linger. I can’t feel the feathery softness of Fitz’s hair. I can’t see the half grin or hear the giggle. I can’t feel the scruff on Ethan’s chin or see the way he gazes at me. A way I’ve never deserved.

So I leave because I love them, and if I don’t, then the rot will break their foundation too.

In the back of the Lyft, I hand Dad his roadie gin and tonic in a big plastic cup, sipping my own.

The driver plays classical music, and Dad begins to wave a hand, as if he’s conducting.

As I drink, I remember what I imagined for this night. It was never that the Genius Grant would be at a fancy vineyard in South County. Terrance would have refused. His words deserved better than the famous and rich sipping mediocre white wine.

I pictured it at a WaterFire Festival, where thousands of people pour into downtown, crowd the shadowy brick sidewalks to watch our river dotted with metal baskets of fire. It was easy to hear Terrance’s booming voice echoing throughout the city about changes in how we view criminals and victims. The ways we could heal them both.

Maybe Terrance saw my broken parts and the pain of my past bubbling to the surface. That restorative justice could help someone like me. Someone like Alicia. And while we can never, ever go back, we can move forward.

No, he wouldn’t want to be at this vineyard tonight. Nor would he want the words Dez has twisted into his legacy.

Dez has her own healing to do. I can help with that too.

The driver follows signs toward Overgrown Rhode Vineyard, and soon, there are tiki torches lighting our way.

“This look right?” The driver has a lilt to her voice, as if we’re going to an Eyes Wide Shut party. I guess we are, in a manner of speaking.

“As right as it can look,” I say.

She grunts and then turns, following more torches until we arrive at the gate. There’s a man in a tuxedo standing with a clipboard and flashlight who appears to be checking IDs. The driver rolls down the back window.

“I’m a guest of Dez Castle’s,” I lie. “Kara.”

“Ms. Nguyen has already arrived with Ms. Castle,” he says. “We’ve been cautioned not to let you in, Ms. Worthington-Smith.”

“Do they know who I am?” Dad yells. “I founded this place. These people wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for me.”

The guy checking IDs reaches for his walkie-talkie, and the driver doesn’t say a word, instead putting the car in reverse. She pulls around the cars behind us and starts down the road. She’s going slow as Dad continues to rant.

“We need to sneak in,” I say to the driver when my dad pauses.

“Figured.” She continues past the entrance, where the torches have stopped. A barn off the back of the vineyard comes into view. She turns off her lights and pulls to the side of the road. “Not much fence here.”

“Thanks, I’ll definitely give you five stars,” I say to her, then pull Dad’s arm. “Come on. It’s showtime.”

My heels sink into dry dirt as I watch the Lyft driver’s taillights disappear.

The silence is broken by my phone vibrating with a text from Phillip, asking if my dad is with me. He saw the video. He’s bringing Detective Ramos. And they’re bringing backup.

“We need to get going,” I say to Dad. There’s a gap where the split-wood fence doesn’t connect to the fancier stacked stone that leads to the main drive. “Let’s squeeze through here.”

I leap over a ditch with the bottom of my dress slung over my arm. Landing with a wobble, I stumble and fall onto my knees. Dad huffs and tries to squeeze through the gap.

“I need a hand, kid.” He tries to heft himself through the opening but hardly moves.

I grab his elbow, and as I start to pull, I imagine Winnie the Pooh in the Hundred Acre Wood and laugh as he’s heaved onto my side of the wall.

Dad’s already huffing, and there’s pleasure in this humiliation. Sticks crunch under my feet and snag my dress as we cross an open field on the back side of the property.

The sky is not quite dark, but it’s getting there. I consider waiting in the barn until I hear the event going in full swing. But I’ve never been good at waiting, and it’s not like Dez went around to every staff person and showed them my picture.

Plus, there would be late servers, distracted busboys, and bartenders too slammed with the onslaught of rich, bossy donors to notice us. Waiting for my moment, this moment, the moment that matters most. Whether they know it or not, the party can’t start until I arrive.

That’s what I used to say as my opening line, getting a big laugh when surrounded by employees I paid or half-drunk donors. I expected people to laugh when I wasn’t funny and give me a pass. Now that I’m on the outside, I can see the value of real laughter and true gratitude. Too little, too late.

Stepping over animal crap, I continue toward a large ditch. I help my dad to the barn, where he leans against it to catch his breath. I peer around the edge toward the front. There’s still a line of cars puttering and parking while others drop off passengers and pull away.

This should have been my night. Well, our night: Terrance and me, the board, and that bright future ahead. I’m not much for learning lessons, but perhaps the two murders on my door prove we do not all deserve the future we think we do. Some of us get what we want, and some of us get what we deserve, but rarely both.

Laughter carries over the rows of green-leafed grapevines, and I can see blazing torches releasing thin trails of smoke. “Hurry, Dad, we’re almost there.”

“Juliet, this is outrageous. What are we doing?”

We creep along the ditch until I reach the small vines that haven’t been promoted to the main vineyard. I’m still crouching, but as I near the main buildings—the café, the bar, the music pavilion, and the wine store—I’m more confident that everything will work out as it should.

There is within my spine a steely rod of anger and righteousness. I have seen it prop up my father a thousand times, and only now do I understand that what he has given me is not steel but rotted wood, brittle and ready to burn.

Still I lean on this spine and take his arm to help him along. He huffs and wheezes, but I move us forward toward a justice we deserve.





Chapter 36

We make it to the stage. I touch the diamond studs at my ears and the pendant at my neck. Shoving my hand down my push-up bra, I give my small breasts one last lift. It’s showtime, girls.

As I step from behind the pavilion, I see the small bonfires scattered throughout the expansive lawn. At least a hundred people are mingling as servers dart in and out of the clusters. There are cocktail tables among the mingling crowd.

It’s not the layout I would have chosen, but it’s getting people mingling and drinking, which usually leads to competitive donations.

I studied this place as we considered launch locations. At the time, the one small bonus point for the vineyard was that it had full AV capabilities. I liked the idea of Terrance’s image—carefully curated, edited down to the most essential parts I’d chosen for the montages—blasted across the vineyard.

Tonight, the AV is in full effect, and I drag my father up the steps on the back of the pavilion to the stage, where the projector flashes images across the transparent curtain in a swirl of shadows and shapes and colors. They’ve cut Terrance’s voice out completely, only playing soft jazz music with clips from Terrance’s events around the state interspersed with staged photos and stock images of crowds. No voice, only his carefully constructed image.

That’s what I had wanted. Now, I see it was my way of controlling Terrance—such arrogance, when I couldn’t even control myself. He kept telling me why he wasn’t the person I needed him to be. That under my thumb, he couldn’t show real restorative justice. He had the strength to admit we were off track. To turn down money and fame because he knew the work that really mattered wasn’t getting done.

I slip Sean’s thumb drive out of my purse. I emailed a copy of the video from that night to Phillip. But it’s not enough for him and the police to see it. Everyone needs the truth tonight. Those who loved Terrance deserve it most of all.

Phillip strides from the parking lot. He’s handsome in a suit and tie, but his face is tense, as if there’s a gun aimed in his direction. An equally stone-faced Detective Ramos follows, along with two officers already scanning for us.

It won’t take them long.

Spotting Dez in her silk dress, I glare at her hair, a nest of arrogance. She’s chatting with one of the big trust funders from Jamestown. Kara is in a group not far away, looking the sexy plus-one in a tuxedo jacket and formal shorts with heels. I have guilt when I see her, about all I’ve put her through. Judging her life and her relationship. Using her past trauma that she was trying to heal through Terrance’s class to accuse her of his murder.

The thought causes my eyes to burn with tears, so I focus back on the big show. We need to get into our places.

My father is slumped on the stairs of the stage, catching his breath and wiping the sweat from his blotchy face. I notice Elle is in the crowd, and Miller. She rushes over to Dez and whispers in her ear, pointing toward Detective Ramos hurrying toward them.

My dad wobbles on the step, and I hand him a wine bottle I snagged on the walk over from an annoyed waiter. We’re halfway through it already.

“Thanks, Jules,” he slurs. I hope the drink perks him up instead of tipping him into passing out. A delicate balance. “They want us onstage, kid?”

“Definitely, Dad. This is our night, and we’re going live on my vlog. It’s all working out like you wanted.” I watch him take another long drink, and then he hands the bottle to me. I wink and tip it, letting the wine wash down my throat. One way or another, I’m never drinking again after tonight.

A hippie AV guy clomps up the stairs and heads my way.

“Hi there,” I say to him. “We’ve got a special presentation.” I hand him the thumb drive. “Don’t play it until I say . . . what’s your name?”

“Sam.”

“Ah, that’s perfect.”

He frowns down at my dad. “He all right?”

“Never better,” I say. “Do you have the mics ready?”

He scratches at his thinning hair in a ponytail. “Were you at rehearsal?”

“I’m the MC,” I say. “You don’t remember?”

Shrugging, he hands me the clip-on mic. “You need two?”

“I’m all set.” I grin at him.

I return the bottle to Dad. After brushing the sticks out of my dress, I smooth my bangs and toss my hair. After pulling up my YouTube link, I connect it to my phone so I can press the red button to go live.

“I’m going to need better intro music, Sam.” I squat down beside him and open his iTunes. It has a lot of metal, but I see Billie Eilish, which was playing the last time I saw Dez. “‘Bad Guy,’ please, Sam.”

The bass thrums, and I can’t resist sneaking a peek at the crowd. The way their backs go straight as the singer’s voice begins. There’s whispering, the song builds nicely, and Dez slowly turns toward the screen, where I’m hiding.

As the singer begins the chorus, I step onto the stage. I’m too drunk to be scared. I do a little side-to-side hip dance. The crowd laughs, though those grins fall away once they realize who I am.

I hold my phone out like a selfie and hit record. “Hello out there,” I say, my voice loud and strong through the microphone. “For my final Rhode to Justice vlog, we are live at the truth!”

After panning the crowd for my vlog viewers, I do a little toe-and-heel jig across the stage. I’ve been told I’m a decent dancer. Phillip said in college I had white-girl rhythm, which is mostly shaking hips and tits.

Security is in the back, and they move through the crowd like sharks tearing into a school of fish. “Welcome, generous donors, to the Dr. Terrance Castle legacy launch.” I let the music go a few beats. I really like it when she drops it, so I nod my head along. “Of course, things have changed since I last saw most of you over a glass of champagne. I’m gone. Dr. Castle is gone. But all is not lost. In fact, tonight, we will all be found, hallelujah!”

Phillip starts toward the stage, and I shake my finger at him. There’s fear in his eyes, and that tells me all I need to know. This is it.

“You see, Terrance was tired of being the social justice puppet with either my hand stuck up his ass or his wife, Dez’s.” I waggle a hand at the crowd and then my phone.

The crowd gasps with a few shocked snorts. Terry would have loved that joke.

“The point—friends, family, bank accounts—is today, we will remember Terrance Castle in a way his greatness deserves. My first announcement is that Phillip Hale, a protégé of Dr. Castle, will be taking over the rights to Terrance’s book and his legacy project.”

Dez moves forward, as if she’s going to snatch the mic right off my dress. She might be angry, but Phillip has all the evidence he needs to keep her quiet. The way she’s been whitewashing Terrance would ruin her reputation.

Down the road, way past the tiki torches, red and blue lights fire. More cops. Not long now.

“We have a guest of honor,” I say as Dez and her security team get closer. “The founder of the Poe Foundation, Louis Worthington. Come onstage, Dad.”

He shuffles out, blinking at the stage lights like a child in footsie pajamas. “What’s going on? Juliet?”

I guide Dad forward by the arm, holding the bottle of wine. I guide him to this strange wine-barrel chair set up on the side like Bacchanal’s throne.

“Juliet.” He pulls me close. “What the hell are you doing?”

“It’s showtime, Dad. We’re here to tell the truth tonight. That’s the real legacy of Terrance Castle. To break us. So the victims can finally begin to heal.”

Dez has made her way to the stage, and she points the three security guards toward me. I expected as much, so I grab the wine bottle out of my dad’s hand and smash it against the barrel.

“Careful,” I say, pressing the jagged edge near my dad’s neck. “I’d hate to see more blood spilled.”

There are screams. Security does a little cha-cha, but no one moves.

“My apologies for the dramatics,” I say. “But everyone must see what Phillip Hale helped uncover. He’s the real legacy of Terrance Castle. If I’m granted any last requests, it’s that you let him lead the effort to honor this great man.”

I hear Phillip yell, but he doesn’t understand we are all connected: justice for Terrance means justice for Phillip, and that leads to justice for me.

“Play the video, Sam.”





VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 17

SECURITY FEED

THE WRONG SIDE OF HOPE

EXT. ALLEY—NIGHT

REBA GABLES walks into the alley and heads toward a dumpster. She digs and finds something, taking a bite. The back door to the alley swings open, and TERRANCE CASTLE and JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH spill outside.

JULIET

(words slurred)

You can’t do this to me.

She grabs TERRANCE by the arm. He pulls away as he lights a cigarette.

TERRANCE

Go inside. I’m tired of talking about it. What’s done is done.

JULIET

You can’t do this to me. You are ruining my chance at CEO. Ruining my future. I don’t deserve to be treated this way!

TERRANCE

You’re using me, Jules.

JULIET hits TERRANCE on the chest, and he drops his cigarette.

TERRANCE

What the hell, Jules. Get control of yourself. You’ll find someone else.

JULIET

There’s only you.

He pushes her away and pulls out a piece of paper.

TERRANCE

Do you need to read this contract again? My lawyer says I’m covered. Move on, Jules.

JULIET

That’s bullshit. You gave me your word.

TERRANCE

And you broke yours. We were supposed to work together, but you don’t listen. I’m not your puppet. I’m not a means to being CEO and redeeming your father’s name. I won’t be used anymore.

JULIET

You can’t do this to me!

TERRANCE

You don’t get everything you want, Jules. It doesn’t all just work out for you.

JULIET grabs the paper and shoves TERRANCE hard in the chest. He stumbles back toward the dumpster and bumps REBA, who screams. He’s startled, and JULIET hits him again in the chest with the contract crumpled in her fist.

JULIET

I’ve worked hard for this! My whole goddamn life, and you’re trying to ruin it for me.

TERRANCE deflects her hitting, and she stumbles, landing on her knees.

JULIET

Don’t you touch me, Terrance. Damn it, I’m bleeding, you asshole.

She uses his contract to dab her knees.

JULIET

This is what I think of your new contract. I’ll wipe my blood with it. Piece of garbage, like you.

TERRANCE

Listen, you fell down because you were hitting me. God, you’re so ridiculous. Let me help you.

As he approaches JULIET, LOUIS WORTHINGTON appears behind him.

LOUIS

What the hell is going on? Don’t you touch her!

TERRANCE

Lou, whoa, where did you come from? This is too much. She fell, and she’s out of control.

JULIET

You shoved me, you jerk. It’s not enough you’re ruining my career. I’m bleeding because of you!

REBA is trying to help JULIET get up as LOUIS gets in TERRANCE’s face.

LOUIS

(yelling)

Did you attack my daughter?

TERRANCE

Absolutely not. She fell.

JULIET throws her wallet at TERRANCE, and it hits him in the chest.

TERRANCE

Ouch, what are you doing?

JULIET

He pushed me, Dad! He’s trying to ruin everything for me!

She launches herself at TERRANCE, and LOUIS pulls her off. She stumbles backward and falls again, this time onto the ground near a stack of broken bricks.

TERRANCE

Please, let’s talk about this, Lou.

LOUIS stalks toward TERRANCE, who starts slowly going backward with his hands up.

TERRANCE

You’ve got this all wrong.

LOUIS

Oh, no, I think I’ve gotten it really right.

JULIET rushes at TERRANCE with a piece of brick in her hand. She throws it at him with a scream, and it strikes him in the back of the head. He falls forward and strikes his forehead hard on the pavement.

JULIET

NO! Oh my God, NO.

She clutches the blood-splattered paper in her hand and falls onto her knees over his body. LOUIS pulls her up and away from TERRANCE quickly. As she’s sobbing, he shoves her toward the alley door and leaves her there sobbing. REBA hobbles over and sits next to her.

LOUIS scans around the alley until his angry gaze lands in the direction of the camera.

LOUIS

Come on. It’s better this way. We have to keep moving. Stop crying. We’ll be okay, Jules. It’ll all work out for the best.





Chapter 37

The video goes black, and there is silence from the crowd. I can feel all eyes on me, but I look down at my father, the broken glass in my hand against his throat as he slouches in the wine-barrel throne.

There are tears in his eyes as he stares up at me. He glances at the broken bottle. “Do it,” he whispers, and the microphone picks up the ache and sorrow in his voice. “Please. I want it all to be over.”

“You’re not getting out that easy,” I say and face the side of the stage, with my phone camera back on my face. “Dez and Kara, I apologize for going after you. For trying to convince the world you committed my crimes. To Alicia and the whole family of Santiago, I apologize. I was the one driving the car that day. I am to blame for his death.”

I hear gasps, and Dez is still motioning the police to come forward.

“Dad, you need to apologize,” I say. “We have to admit all the wrong we’ve done. That’s the first step.”

He lunges toward me and the broken bottle, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Everything I did was for my family. I earned this life by working hard. You’ll have to stab me before I apologize for anything I’ve done.”

I drop the piece of glass and let it shatter. I raise my hands in the air toward the approaching officers. “Then let justice be done. At last.”





FINAL DOCUMENTATION

THE STATE OF RHODE ISLAND VS. JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH

JURY VIDEO TRANSCRIPT LIST:


•  Private video Poe Foundation

•  Personal vlogs

•  Police interrogation of Louis Worthington

•  Illegally obtained Nest camera footage

•  Security footage from the Wrong Side of Hope Bar

Sentencing for JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH:

MURDER OF TERRANCE CASTLE, second degree: GUILTY

10 years jail time

Sentencing for LOUIS WORTHINGTON

MURDER OF SANTIAGO OVALLE, criminal negligence: GUILTY

OBSTRUCTION OF JUSTICE IN CASE OF TERRANCE CASTLE: GUILTY

15 years jail time

Statement before sentencing by JULIET WORTHINGTON-SMITH:

I accidently killed Santiago Ovalle. I apologize to his mother, father, his cousin Franco, and whole family. While I was a child, too, that does not change what happened.

I killed Terrance Castle. I apologize to his wife and his family and the many people who loved him.

My father, Louis Worthington, was there, and he saw what I did, what rot was living inside me. He protected me by doing what he thought was best. All the blame is mine.

With my whole heart, I hope the families can find a way to heal what we’ve destroyed.

I’m the bad guy.

Just like my father.





Epilogue

This is not my first day of prison, but it is the first day I’m taking a step toward healing what I had to rebreak.

As the guard leads me into a conference room, I see Phillip in a circle of chairs. There are three other people there who I knew would attend, and I nod at him in gratitude for bringing them.

It’s customary to handcuff all the prisoners meeting civilians. Even though I’ve felt the cuffs plenty of times since being arrested that night at the vineyard, they still feel wrong on my wrists, as if it’s a mistake or misunderstanding. It’s similar to when I’m putting on my prison uniform, and it feels as if I’m slipping on someone else’s clothes by some terrible mistake.

“Sit here, please,” Phillip says and gestures to an empty chair near him.

The guard watches me go, and I sit down, finally facing Alicia, Franco, and a man I don’t recognize, but I know he’s Santiago’s father.

“On behalf of Santiago’s parents and his cousin,” Phillip begins, “I’m here to begin the restorative-justice practices.”

Phillip opens his new book, which has Terrance Castle as the posthumous coauthor. Dez did hand over Terrance’s legacy to Phillip. The book not only sold really well, but more than that, everyone from prison administrators to school staff to mediators in courts across the country is using restorative-justice techniques to reshape how we approach crime and punishment.

“People who have been hurt by crime deserve to have a process that will let them heal,” Phillip says to Alicia, then turns to me. “People who have committed crimes and are responsible for harm have an obligation to the people they have hurt.”

Franco’s gaze is down, but there are tears in the corners of his eyes. I hate how I’ve treated this family. Tossing an odd job at Franco or a few hundred bucks to Alicia and feeling good about myself. They weren’t in a position to refuse what I gave, even if it was next to nothing for me.

There is so much I’d like to apologize for and try to explain, but that’s not why we’re here. This is about real healing, and it starts with the victims.

“Juliet has agreed to listen to your stories about Santiago,” Phillip says. “If you have questions about that day, to the best of her memory, she will share what happened.”

Alicia talks for a while about her last days with Santiago. Neither she nor her ex-husband looks at each other.

Franco tells a funny story, but then his grin breaks. “Aunt Alicia,” he says after a moment. “When Santi was busted by that off-duty cop up at the Black and White Market, it was my fault. I dared him. He always looked up to me and did whatever I said. If I hadn’t done that . . . those lawyers wouldn’t have said, you know, what they said about him being a bad kid.” He sniffs and wipes his nose. “I’m so sorry.”

Alicia’s face softens, and she stands up. She takes her nephew’s hand. “You loved him. What happened to my boy is not your fault. Children only make mistakes because their parents have not taught them what to do. This is not your burden to carry.”

Franco puts his arms around her and cries quietly. I want to say something, to explain my actions or my father’s possible motives. But Phillip was emphatic that my role is not to put myself in the center of their pain. It’s to sit with my guilt and understand the consequences of my actions.

I wipe a few tears and keep listening.

The father glares at me, and that’s okay. It’s not my nature to take responsibility and apologize without some excuse. But I must learn to sit with all the wrong that I’ve done or let happen. Because what’s worse, and certainly causes more harm, is to believe it’s impossible I’ve done anything wrong.

“Do you want to hear from Juliet?” Phillip asks. “Or we could wait until the next meeting, if you’d like to come back?”

Alicia lets out a long sigh. “Next time,” she says. She’s still next to Franco, and he rises, putting his arm around her shoulder as he helps her stand. He gives me a small nod, and I hope they come back, if it will help.

The guard escorts them out, and Phillip lingers as he packs up his messenger bag. He hands me a copy of his and Terrance’s book. “I got permission to leave this with you,” he says. “If you want it.”

I nod, and he places it on the chair next to me.

“I’ve reached out to Dez and Kara,” he says. “So you can begin making amends. They said they’d prefer to start with letters.”

“Sure,” I say. “I have plenty of time to write.”

“If you want me to read it before you send it, let me know.”

“Okay,” I say, thinking how the guilt’s been stronger than ever lately. As I confront what I’ve done, I’ve been immersed in terrible feelings surfacing at any moment of the day. Not drinking both helps and hurts. No longer dulling or avoiding, I’m confronting my mistakes. Hoping that soon I’ll begin to heal along with those I hurt.

“Terry’s mother may also want to come see you,” Phillip says.

I nod, though I feel a little sick. “Thank you,” I say. “Ethan said you guys went out for a coffee before he left town?”

“Yeah,” Phillip says. “I still don’t know if it’s right he walked, but I’m glad your son has a fresh start.”

No charges were ever brought against Ethan, as much as Detective Ramos tried to prove he’d played a role. In the end, it seems Ethan only turned a blind eye versus actually hiding my crime.

I cried a lot during my last conversation with Ethan. I told him I was removing his name from my approved-visitor list. I apologized for the pain I’d caused him and gave him instructions for the last time. Go to therapy. Find a sober, sweet second wife. Move to Chapel Hill to be with my sister and her wonderful family. Fill Fitz’s life with love and laughter and happy voices he won’t have to only get from a vlog family.

And in ten years, after my time has been served, maybe Fitz will want to see me. I plan to work hard enough in here over those ten years to deserve his forgiveness.

“I hope the book tour goes well,” I say to Phillip. I’m not on social media, obviously, but I still google people. Ethan started an Instagram page, and he regularly posts photos and videos of Fitz.

“Thank you.” He clears his throat, as if he’s delaying what comes next. I wonder if I should apologize again. “I’m sorry about your dad,” he says finally.

Prison did not agree with my father’s liver. He died within two weeks of his sentencing. Only Debbie and Ethan were at the funeral. I didn’t apply to go. “It’s for the best.”

We sit next to each other in silence. “Let me know what you think about the chapter on forgiveness,” Phillip says.

“I will work on it.” I reach for his book with Terrance’s face on the cover and begin to cry.

He pulls out one of his handkerchiefs. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“I hope so.” Reaching out my handcuffed wrists, I take the soft cloth and wipe the tears from my face before handing it back to him. “Thank you. For everything.”

I don’t look back as the guard leads me out of the room. I shuffle down the long hallway and pass other women prisoners in uniforms matching mine. As I’m escorted to my bunk, I see women reading in their beds, others heading toward the common area or bathroom. The guard leaves me at my small room shared with no one right now. Our sides are identically sparse, except for one photo taped to my bed.

I asked Ethan to bring it on his final visit. I sent the picture to him from my phone the day I made Fitz the paper newsie hat on our walk. Watching over me in prison is the image of my son with his long legs dangling over the rock wall. In that silly hat, he grins, as if he’s proud that I’m his mom. The pure joy in his gaze says I deserve a son like him. Even if it’s not true.

Tears roll down my cheeks as I curl on top of the thin mattress. For the first time since I can remember, I’m not afraid to close my eyes. The nightmares have stopped. I have healed enough—if not to live free, at least to dream.
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