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        CHAPTER ONE
       
 
     
      
       April 10, 3:44 a.m.
      
 
    
 
    
     
      A sticky thread of saliva runs from the corner of my mouth down to my earlobe, cool across my cheek.
      
     
      My vertebrae feel like a bunch of disconnected Lego pieces but I manage to hold up my head.
     
 
    
     
      Humid April wind howls through the car.
      
     
      That’s not right.
      
     
      Then I realize there’s no windshield and the gleaming uncut diamonds scattered all over the passenger seat are glass shards.
     
 
    
     
      My temple throbs with hot, clean pain, and I realize I need to call someone: Milton, or better yet, an ambulance.
      
     
      Why didn’t the airbag work?
      
     
      The light
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWO
       
 
    
 
    
     
      This is what they tell Milton when he gets there: I was driving home from work, crashed my car, and hit my head.
      
     
      They think I have a concussion.
      
     
      They don’t hook me up to any machines, only an IV and a heart rate monitor.
      
     
      I’m in a room with four or five other people.
      
     
      I can’t tell exactly how many because the space is separated by white plastic curtains that smell faintly of cleanser.
      
     
      When all of them are closed, the space I have to myself is just big enough to accommodate the bed itself and the plastic chair next to it.
     
 
    
     
      My health insurance through work only covers the most basic stuff.
      
     
      In retrospect, I should have swallowed my pride and let my adoptive mother put me on the family plan.
      
     
      The family plan includes separate rooms.
      
     
      And probably a monogrammed bathrobe as a souvenir.
      
     
      That same plan once gave me braces for my teeth and laser treatments for the burn scars on my chest, neck, and upper arms.
      
     
      The braces did their job; the laser treatment…not so much.
     
 
    
     
      Far over my head, positioned at an angle above the curtains so that everyone in the room can see it, is a TV screen.
      
     
      It’s hard to watch without painfully craning my neck, and anyway, the channel is fuzzy with static.
     
 
    
     
      The curtain crinkles, and its metal rings clink against the curtain rod, alerting me that Milt is back.
      
     
      I lower my head onto the flat hospital pillow and try to look appropriately injured.
     
 
    
     
      He’s brought me sour candies and a can of the exact no-name orange soda I like, presumably from the vending machine downstairs.
      
     
      There’s nothing like favorite childhood junk foods to make you feel better but right now I can barely bring myself to look at the treats.
     
 
    
     
      “Quick,” he says, tossing me the bag of sour candies.
      
     
      I catch it in midair.
      
     
      “Before the nurse comes in and sees you.”
      
     
      He winks, and I do my best not to cringe.
     
 
    
     
      Few people wear their name quite as badly as Milt does.
      
     
      My gorgeous, six-foot-two, blond, blue-eyed, college soccer champion fianc
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER THREE
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        The woman whose friends knew her as Cassie hid a difficult start behind her cheerful, optimistic demeanor.
        
       
        Photos from her youth show a beautiful, smiling girl with piercing green eyes and long, glossy brunette tresses, teased up per the dictates of late eighties fashion.
        
       
        But by the time her children, Andrea and Eli, were born in 1990, that smile had faded.
       
 
     
       
        The children’s father had an extensive arrest record for felonies ranging from petty theft to battery and assault.
        
       
        Cassandra had lost touch with her only remaining family, an elderly aunt, and dropped most of her friends.
        
       
        Her coworkers reported that she showed up with bruises poorly concealed by makeup.
       
 
     
       
        When the twins were only two years old, she finally snapped.
        
       
        After a particularly violent episode, she pressed charges against her first husband and spent several months at a women’s shelter.
        
       
        She could have easily gone down a familiar path: more dysfunctional relationships, alcohol, drugs, and eventual tragedy.
        
       
        But instead, things took a good turn.
        
       
        She found a job, which allowed her to leave the shelter and move into an apartment with the twins.
        
       
        For several years, Cassie worked long hours on minimum wage, still managing to support herself and her children.
        
       
        Eventually, she got a cashier job at a furniture store, and shortly after that, she married the store’s owner, Sergio Bianchi.
       
 
     
       
        Now a housewife living in a spacious suburban home, Cassie’s future looked as bright as ever.
        
       
        But everything was shattered when tragedy found its way back into Cassie’s life, from the place she least expected it.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      Crouched on the brick border of a flowerbed across from the school playground, Andrea stares at the face of the hot-pink watch around her wrist.
      
     
      She wiggles its translucent strap with bits of glitter trapped in the plastic.
      
     
      It’s uncomfortable, even on the loosest setting, too small for a twelve-year-old, and the buckle leaves a sweaty red welt in the plump, pale flesh of her wrist.
      
     
      That’s why she keeps the watch hidden under her sleeve at all times.
     
 
    
     
      Other girls don’t wear watches with cartoon characters anymore.
      
     
      Other girls paint their lips in front of the bathroom mirror during breaks and smoke during lunch, perched on the windowsill next to the window that only opens a smidgen.
      
     
      Andrea thought she might like smoking: The smell of it, whenever she dashes in and out of the bathroom unnoticed, tickles her nostrils in a way that’s not unpleasant, and it makes her ponder other exciting possibilities like stealing sips of Miller beer at a high schoolers’ party, or even making out with boys.
      
     
      She’s not entirely sure what making out consists of and how it’s different from just kissing.
      
     
      But she knows these are the things she’s supposed to want, even though she can never quite get a clear mental image.
     
 
    
     
      And besides, the cigarette smoke makes her think of Sergio, her mom’s husband.
      
     
      Sergio is supposed to have quit, but she knows he still sneaks cigarettes on the balcony when her mom isn’t home.
      
     
      She caught him once, when she came home from school fifteen minutes early.
      
     
      She felt strange watching him, leaning on his elbow on the balcony railing as he exhaled smoke through flared nostrils.
      
     
      He looked different alone, lost in his thoughts as he tapped the ashes over the railing.
      
     
      A tiny spark detached itself from the glowing tip of the cigarette, drew a luminous orange arc in the air, and winked out gracelessly to a black point.
      
     
      She felt like she was seeing something she wasn’t supposed to.
      
     
      Like watching scary movies through a crack in the door.
     
 
    
     
      He caught her looking after only a few seconds, but he must have thought she’d been standing there for a while.
      
     
      He didn’t look alarmed.
      
     
      He waved her over, and she trudged through the backyard, right through the snow Sergio was supposed to shovel from the pathway but didn’t.
      
     
      Now it had developed a grayish crust that crunched under her boots.
      
     
      Sinking to midcalf, she stumbled over.
     
 
    
     
      “Let’s keep this a secret, hmm, kid?”
      
     
      he said.
      
     
      “I’ll get you something you want, and you don’t tell Mom, all right?”
     
 
    
     
      This was when she could have asked for one of those charm bracelets, or a new set of gel pens, or a Discman, or bedazzled jeans with the butterflies above the hems like the other girls had.
      
     
      She would have gotten it—she was fairly sure—because if she told her mom about the cigarette, there would be yelling, and there was a chance Sergio wouldn’t get to be her dad anymore, which was not what she wanted.
      
     
      She still isn’t sure why she didn’t ask for something nicer.
     
 
    
     
      Now she glances at the watch, and the long, thin hand with the jumping pink heart on it seems to twitch and jerk in one place without ever moving.
      
     
      Only ten minutes are left until the lunch hour is over, and Andrea considers going back, slinking along the wall to wait in front of the classroom even though you’re not supposed to before the first bell.
      
     
      Bathrooms have been her respite until this year, but now the lip gloss and cigarette girls have claimed them as their fiefdom, and she’d sooner throw herself off the roof.
     
 
    
     
      A noise, and her head snaps up.
      
     
      It’s a wrong noise.
      
     
      It’s coming from the fire exit by the gym where she snuck out.
      
     
      The door wails and groans as someone swings it wide open, and then it crashes shut.
      
     
      She hears giggling and excited shrieks.
      
     
      She knows who she’ll see before they come into her range of sight.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea is twelve, and the girls are thirteen.
      
     
      Her December birthday not only shortchanges her on birthday gifts, which double as Christmas presents, but it also makes her one of the youngest in her grade.
      
     
      And in those few months that feel like a chasm she’ll never be able to get across, all the others seem to have picked up on things intuitively, things Andrea still has no clue about.
      
     
      Andrea isn’t a pretty girl.
      
     
      She’s not rich enough to compensate, and she’s never been smart.
      
     
      She’s just a strange, lonely girl, in an age before smartphones, before the internet was ubiquitous, before strange, lonely girls had online friends to confide in and blogs to fill with bad poems.
     
 
    
     
      She is, however, smart enough to know what they’re here for.
      
     
      Under the sleeves of her sweater, yesterday’s bruises make themselves known, and her right ribs throb with every inhale.
      
     
      The girls are coming.
      
     
      There’s one especially, Leeanne, who is the worst of them all.
      
     
      Whenever Andrea thinks of her, even when she’s not at school, even on Saturday mornings when Sergio is making pancakes for all of them, her stomach twists with dread.
      
     
      Her heart starts to race like when the teacher makes them run laps in gym.
     
 
    
     
      The laughter and voices grow closer and closer, and Andrea knows she must hide.
      
     
      A panicked glance around confirms that she has nowhere to go, only open space everywhere; the playground won’t hide her.
      
     
      So she does the only thing she can: She ducks behind the brick border and flattens herself against the earth.
      
     
      She lets herself think that maybe, just maybe, the border is tall enough to hide her.
      
     
      Maybe if Leeanne doesn’t see her right away, she’ll think Andrea is hiding somewhere else, and Leeanne and her posse will leave.
     
 
    
     
      The ground is mind-bogglingly cold, and damp seeps through Andrea’s gray sweater, the one Leeanne called a dishrag last week.
      
     
      Andrea stuck it in the trash once she got home, but her mom fished it out and made her wear it again.
      
     
      Her jeans are black, and the mud won’t show as much, but the sweater will be ruined.
      
     
      Andrea presses her cheek into the earth and flexes her fingers in the dirt.
      
     
      It’s so cold that her hands go numb at once.
     
 
    
     
      The steps grow closer, and Leeanne’s peals of laughter ring out right over her head.
      
     
      She squeezes her eyes shut.
     
 
    
     
      “Oh my God.
      
     
      Look at her.
      
     
      What is she doing?”
      
     
      The voice belongs to another girl, and every word drips with disdain.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea barely has time to draw a breath.
      
     
      A hand grabs the back of her collar and pulls her up as if she were a kitten.
     
 
    
     
      “Eww!
      
     
      Let her go, Leelee.
      
     
      So gross,” says the first voice.
     
 
    
     
      “You disgusting little pig,” Leeanne’s voice sneers, so close to Andrea’s face that she can smell her strawberry gum.
      
     
      “Look at yourself.
      
     
      You’re repulsive.”
     
 
    
     
      The other two girls start to make oinking noises.
      
     
      Andrea’s collar cuts deep into her neck.
      
     
      She tries to steady herself on the brick border but her hands slip off it.
      
     
      Tears are stubbornly sneaking from under her shut eyelids.
     
 
    
     
      “What a shame.
      
     
      You got mud all over that nice sweater.
      
     
      What will Mommy think?”
     
 
    
     
      Andrea opens her eyes to see Leeanne’s rapturous grin just inches from her face.
      
     
      She has a little bit of glittery pink gloss on one of her front teeth.
      
     
      The light of day brings out the pimple on her forehead that she coated with concealer.
      
     
      She wears that cropped puffy coat with the white fur trim that all the girls envy.
      
     
      Leeanne’s parents are rich, and she has everything.
      
     
      Lip gloss, platform shoes, bedazzled jeans, rabbit fur collars.
     
 
    
     
      Suddenly Andrea knows what to do.
      
     
      Leeanne is leering while her two cronies keep on oinking, pressing their fingertips with pink-polished nails into their noses to turn them up.
      
     
      Andrea raises her hand, unclenches her fingers, and plants the handful of mud into the dead center of Leeanne’s white coat.
     
 
    
     
      For a moment, everyone is stunned into silence.
      
     
      Then Leeanne’s shriek nearly splits her eardrums.
      
     
      The girls yelp 
      oh my God and 
      look what she did and 
      what a little bitch.
      
     
      Leeanne’s grip loosens on Andrea’s collar, and just as Andrea draws in a lungful of air, Leeanne’s palm connects with her right cheek.
     
 
    
     
      The slap goes off like an explosion and sends her flying right back onto the muddy lawn.
      
     
      The world tilts as she lands on her side, the impact knocking the wind out of her.
     
 
    
     
      “You bitch!
      
     
      You’ll pay for this,” shrieks Leeanne.
      
     
      Andrea realizes her mistake, but all she has time to do is curl up on her side, pulling her knees up to her chin.
      
     
      Leeanne’s pointy-toed boot digs into her side, right into yesterday’s bruise, drawing a gasp from her.
      
     
      Her mouth fills with mud as more kicks rain down from all directions.
      
     
      Suddenly, they stop, and she realizes the ringing isn’t inside her skull—it’s the bell far overhead.
     
 
    
     
      When she opens her eyes again, the girls are gone.
      
     
      But she can’t go to class—she knows that.
      
     
      She barely finds the strength to sit up.
      
     
      Tears are running down her face freely now, and she smears them along with the mud all over her cheeks.
     
 
    
     
      “Hey!
      
     
      Addie.”
     
 
    
     
      She spins around and sees a lone, lanky silhouette sauntering toward her.
      
     
      She wants to call out to him, but if she opens her mouth, she knows she’ll start to sob.
     
 
    
     
      “What happened?”
      
     
      He crouches to be at her face level, and she turns her head away.
      
     
      “Shit.
      
     
      Leeanne again?”
     
 
    
     
      “Mom will kill me,” Andrea murmurs, surprised that it’s the first thing that comes to mind.
     
 
    
     
      “Why?
      
     
      It wasn’t your fault.”
     
 
    
     
      “For the sweater.”
     
 
    
     
      Her brother’s face blurs with the tears in her eyes.
      
     
      Eli is everything Andrea is not, like he’d leeched all the bright colors out of her when they were still in the womb, and some of the girls are already starting to look at him in 
      that way, giggling behind their hands.
     
 
    
     
      “Don’t worry about the sweater.
      
     
      I’ll switch with you.”
      
     
      Their mom buys their clothes at Walmart, and he’s wearing the same gray sweater with fitted cuffs, except scrupulously clean.
      
     
      “Come on, Addie.
      
     
      Let’s go get you cleaned up.”
     
 
    
     
      She lets go of a tiny sob.
      
     
      Eli grins and picks up some of the mud at his feet.
     
 
    
     
      “Hey.
      
     
      Look.”
      
     
      Under her puzzled gaze, he smears the dirt along his hairline and down his cheek.
      
     
      She can’t help but giggle.
      
     
      “Feel better?
      
     
      Come on.
      
     
      We’ll be late for class.”
     
 
    
     
      “You’re not going to go to class like this,” she says.
     
 
    
     
      “Sure I am.
      
     
      Boys will be boys, right?”
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER FOUR
       
 
    
 
    
     
      They smuggle me out the back like some celebrity after a stint in rehab.
      
     
      So it really must be that bad, I think, trying not to let myself panic.
     
 
    
     
      Milt takes the back seat on the passenger’s side, next to me, in Cynthia’s black, shiny Cadillac SUV.
      
     
      The morning is obscenely bright and sunny, and the car is stuffy like a toaster oven from soaking up the sunshine in the parking lot.
      
     
      I watch my adoptive mother jab the buttons irritably with her manicured finger until the fans start their quiet hum in the four corners of the car.
      
     
      My sweat cools on my upper lip.
      
     
      Here, in the gauzy aroma of Cynthia’s lilac air freshener, I notice the sour, stale smell wafting from me.
      
     
      It can’t be coming from the clean clothes Milt brought me from home, my favorite old jeans and a sweatshirt I’d left thrown over the back of a chair in the bedroom, in another life.
      
     
      It seems to seep from my very pores, and I detect my own fetid breath, which means it’s even worse than I can tell.
      
     
      I smell not too unlike my charges when they show up at the shelter, hoping for a place to turn in for the night, or at least for a cup of coffee and five minutes in a tepid shower.
     
 
    
     
      As soon as I’m home, I’m going to run a bath, I think automatically, my mind on the oversize oval tub in our town house.
      
     
      Except I’m not going home and there will be no bath, not for a little bit.
     
 
    
     
      “Can I have my phone now?”
      
     
      I pipe up.
     
 
    
     
      “You don’t have a phone anymore,” Cynthia says flatly.
      
     
      My snappish retort dies when I see her eyes in the rearview mirror.
      
     
      Her regular Botox appointments maintain her face in a pleasing, smooth expression, but in spite of all that paralyzing toxin, her glare manages to convey murder.
      
     
      So I decide to keep quiet.
     
 
    
     
      When we turn the corner onto the quiet street where the house sits at the very end, I sit up straight and look around.
      
     
      My adoptive parents used to live in an honest-to-God gated community, right up until the out-of-nowhere divorce that came as a surprise even to me.
      
     
      The ensuing move from the McMansion to the neat Victorian-style cottage in an upper-middle-class area was a comedown Cynthia never got over.
      
     
      That was when Cynthia’s own biological daughter began to hate her.
      
     
      I, for one, was glad to be out of that mansion.
      
     
      Maybe it’s all the memories of life right after the fire that I was glad to leave behind.
      
     
      Maybe I just liked the cottage that smelled like home—not my home, maybe, but a home.
     
 
    
     
      Right now, there are cars—not our neighbors’ quaint Toyota SUVs and dated Jeeps, but other cars, vans splashed with logos.
      
     
      One or two have that telltale tower sticking out of them, like something from a cartoon.
     
 
    
     
      “Milton,” Cynthia says in that reserved voice that nonetheless manages to be commanding.
      
     
      He nods, shrugs out of his jacket, and throws it over me.
      
     
      It’s big enough to cover me entirely, like a large, warm tent that smells like him.
      
     
      Except right now it’s anything but comforting.
     
 
    
     
      “What the hell is going on?”
      
     
      I ask, peering out from under the collar.
     
 
    
     
      He gives me a look so apologetic it borders on pity.
      
     
      “Come along, Addie.”
     
 
    
     
      We make our way through the swarm of reporters, and all I can see are legs and feet: my own once-white work shoes, Milt’s brown leather boots, Cynthia’s maroon stocky heels and massive nylon-clad calves in front of me.
      
     
      And other shoes, crowding in from all sides: loafers, sneakers, pumps.
      
     
      Voices descend on us, overwhelming despite the coat that covers me from head to midthigh.
     
 
    
     
      “Do you have any comment, Andrea?
      
     
      What can you tell us about what happened?”
     
 
    
     
      Milton yells at them to get the fuck away from me, or something like that—I don’t make out the actual words.
      
     
      Cynthia’s shrill voice chimes in: 
      Please disperse; she will not be talking to anyone right now.
      
     
      Finally, the front door opens, swallows us up, and shuts behind us.
      
     
      I throw the coat off me with all the violence my painkiller-weakened muscles can muster, just in time to see Cynthia turn the two locks and slide the latch into place too.
     
 
    
     
      “I was afraid it would be worse,” Milt is saying.
     
 
    
     
      “Worse?”
      
     
      Cynthia hisses.
      
     
      “How can it possibly be worse?”
     
 
    
     
      That’s when I realize I’ve had enough.
      
     
      “One of you is going to tell me what the fuck is going on,” I snap.
      
     
      “Right fucking now.”
     
 
    
     
      They turn to me as if on command, and their faces soften, expressions shifting.
     
 
    
     
      “Addie,” Milt says in that pacifying tone, the same one he used when we had The Talk months ago about taking a break.
     
 
    
     
      “You should go to your room and rest,” Cynthia cuts in.
      
     
      “You have a concussion, for goodness’ sake.
      
     
      You’re not thinking clearly.”
     
 
    
     
      “I think I’m the only one here right now who’s thinking clearly.”
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia looks at Milt, half-pleading, half-exasperated.
      
     
      He steps forward, tiny steps like he’s about to tame a wild horse, and tries to take my arm.
      
     
      I throw him off.
      
     
      He grabs it again, more insistent this time, and I’m reminded that he’s an athlete who still works out five days a week, and the heaviest thing I’ve lifted in years is a beer can.
      
     
      He leads me along to the staircase up to where my old room used to be, next to my sister’s.
     
 
    
     
      “I hate to say this, Addie, but this time, you should listen to her,” he mutters into my ear.
     
 
    
     
      “What happened?
      
     
      Don’t lie to me, Milt.
      
     
      Not you too.
      
     
      Please.
      
     
      What happened?”
     
 
    
     
      “Nothing you need to worry about.
      
     
      Nothing that has anything to do with you.”
     
 
    
     
      “Did I do something?”
     
 
    
     
      “No.”
     
 
    
     
      “Did I…did I run someone over?
      
     
      Did I kill someone?”
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER FIVE
       
 
    
 
    
     
      The door of my old room closes behind Milt and me, and it’s like we’ve fallen through time nearly ten years back.
      
     
      I only lived here from about sixteen until I turned eighteen, and I was sure that the moment I moved out, Cynthia would tear everything down and turn the room into a nice, faceless, prim “guest room” for hypothetical guests who would never arrive.
      
     
      But she never touched it.
      
     
      Not that I had been very keen on decorating and personalizing.
      
     
      The wallpaper is the same as when we moved in, pale blue with tiny silver flowers.
      
     
      There’s a single bed with a gray bedspread, a vanity, a dresser with drawers, and one of those built-in wall closets nothing ever fits into, with a latticed door that doesn’t close all the way.
      
     
      And most importantly, the TV on the dresser, half facing the bed.
      
     
      A TV that Cynthia forgot about, thank God.
     
 
    
     
      The remote has been lost years ago so I use the power button on the TV itself—it’s one of those boxy old ones you can only find on the curb nowadays.
      
     
      Once upon a time, when I came to live with the Boudreaux family when I was twelve, it was still considered something special to have a TV in your room.
      
     
      My sister even had a computer.
     
 
    
     
      The TV flickers on with that satisfying hum, and the sound appears before the picture.
      
     
      It’s not like in the movies and TV shows when you fall on the news report you’re looking for right away—I have to browse through infomercials and before-school cartoons before I happen on a news channel.
     
 
    
     
      They’re talking about something else, some economic crisis in some part of the world that’s important indeed, I’m sure, but right now it makes me want to smash the TV in frustration.
      
     
      Behind me, Milt clears his throat.
     
 
    
     
      “Addie…”
     
 
    
     
      “Don’t call me Addie.”
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea.
      
     
      You sure you want to do this?”
     
 
    
     
      I don’t bother answering him.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea, turn off the TV.”
     
 
    
     
      “I’ll find out anyway,” I snarl.
      
     
      As if on command, the screen flickers and changes, and the next thing I know, my brother’s face splashes across it, life-size.
     
 
    
     
      It’s a shock that makes my breath catch.
      
     
      The old TV screen distorts his features a little, turns clean lines blurry, bright colors murky.
      
     
      This is my brother as an adult, a sharp contrast to the image of him from fifteen years ago that’s still engraved on my memory: covered in soot, wild-eyed, clutching the lighter in his hand still, his knuckles stark white against the dirt and ash.
     
 
    
     
      Everyone always said he’d grow up to be a heartbreaker.
      
     
      I don’t know if I’d describe what I’m seeing as a heartbreaker.
      
     
      His face that promised to be chiseled with cut-glass cheekbones like our mother’s has gone gaunt and angular instead, his nose aquiline and lips thin, pale, and pressed together so they almost disappear.
      
     
      His hair is too long, in need of a cut, but that only underlines the sharp M shape of a hairline that’s starting to recede before its time.
      
     
      Even its coppery-gold color, inherited from the birth father we never knew, seems to have faded, leeched out by time or lack of nutrients or a hard-luck lifestyle.
      
     
      The stubble on his cheeks and chin is patchy, unhealthy looking, and his eyes look dull and dark, like windows of an abandoned house long after the last lights have gone out.
     
 
    
     
      My first thought is that it’s all been a mistake, that it’s not him.
      
     
      Not my beautiful brother whom everyone loved, the golden boy.
      
     
      Yet as soon as I met Milt’s gaze and saw that look in his eyes back at the hospital, I knew who this was about.
      
     
      Deep down, I’ve always known this would eventually happen.
     
 
    
     
      What did you do, Eli?
      
     
      What the hell did you do?
     
 
    
     
      My knees buckle, and I find myself sitting right on the floor at the foot of my old bed.
      
 
    
     
      The face flickers out, and in its place appears a close-up of a ramshackle duplex-type building.
      
     
      Police tape is strewn about everywhere, like Halloween decorations.
     
 
    
     
      “…currently wanted by police after a young woman’s body was found inside an apartment in northeast Denver.
      
     
      If you know anything about the suspect’s whereabouts, please call…” The image changes once again, to rows of information and a scrolling phone number in an urgent red font.
      
     
      And before I can release my breath, the newscast moves on, the image changing back to the anchor.
     
 
    
     
      Numbly, I watch her frosty-pink glossed lips move.
      
     
      She could be talking about anything.
      
     
      I’m no longer listening.
     
 
    
     
      So that’s it, then?
     
 
    
     
      Milton groans, and I realize I spoke out loud.
      
     
      “What do you mean ‘that’s it’?
      
     
      He killed someone.”
     
 
    
     
      “We don’t know that,” I say automatically.
     
 
    
     
      “Yes, we do.
      
     
      At least the reporters on the front lawn sure do.”
     
 
    
     
      “They creamed their pants the moment they heard the name,” I snap.
      
     
      My gaze is still riveted on the TV.
      
     
      Waiting for what I know is to come.
      
     
      “That’s all.
      
     
      It doesn’t mean it’s true.”
     
 
    
     
      Milt sighs.
      
     
      “What I don’t understand is why you’re defending him right now.”
     
 
    
     
      “I am not defending anyone.
      
     
      Maybe you think I should just jump to conclusions, like everyone else?”
     
 
    
     
      As if on cue, the TV flickers back to my brother’s picture.
      
     
      Except this time, it’s a different picture, one I remember and recognize, and it makes my heart clench with raw pain, like taking a bullet.
      
     
      It’s the school picture the year we turned twelve—the hazy lilac-and-blue background they hung up in the gym blasted by two powerful lamps that brought out every single stray hair and adolescent blemish, that cruelly bounced off braces and glasses, sealing our fate onto glossy photo paper for all eternity.
      
     
      But Eli looks wonderful.
      
     
      He’s not facing the camera head-on like in that other, newer photo—a mug shot?
      
     
      His head is turned just barely to the right, and the corner of his mouth curls in a knowing smirk, a cute kid about to become a handsome man.
     
 
    
     
      That photo did the rounds back then, the talk shows, the press.
      
     
      That awful true crime book used it as a cover image, cropped and altered with the colors changed to more sinister, foreboding red and black tones.
      
     
      Every time I looked at it, I wondered if he already knew in the back of his mind what he was going to do.
      
     
      Had he already planned it?
      
     
      He always had his secrets, even from me.
      
     
      Especially from me.
      
     
      They never found the lighter he used, not even after combing through every inch of the smoking pile of ashes, extracting charred “clues” to inspect and catalogue as irrevocable proof of my brother’s guilt.
      
     
      He never did tell anyone what happened to it, how he got rid of it.
     
 
    
     
      “Eli Warren last came into the public eye in connection with a fire that consumed a suburban home in 2002.
      
     
      After believing the cause was electric, the investigation team soon discovered that—”
     
 
    
     
      She drones on and on, repeating the story I know by heart.
      
     
      It seems to me that everybody knows it by heart.
      
     
      Every time someone looks at me oddly, or a stranger’s gaze lingers a millisecond too long, or a cashier takes a beat too long before she gives me my change, I think to myself, 
      They know.
      
     
      But in truth, of course, to most people the story was just a morbid curiosity, something they read about in the paper.
      
     
      Maybe they even picked up that true crime paperback at the airport or at Walmart, skimmed it in a couple of hours, and left it on a bench.
     
 
    
     
      But that was years ago, and they’ve long since moved on, turning to other crimes real and fictional to take them away from their humdrum lives for a few minutes at a time.
      
     
      Nobody remembers who we are.
      
     
      Especially who I am, the afterthought, the faint supporting character in the background.
      
     
      The silent sister.
     
 
    
     
      I only remember that Milt is still there when his shape blocks the TV screen.
      
     
      He reaches out and turns it off.
     
 
    
     
      “No!”
      
     
      I protest.
     
 
    
     
      “Yes.
      
     
      It’s enough.
      
     
      Why do you even care what happens to him?
      
     
      He already killed your parents.”
     
 
    
     
      The words, spat out like an accusation, paralyze me.
      
     
      I open my mouth to answer but no sound comes out.
      
     
      We face each other, me sitting on the floor, him towering over me, glaring down from the height of his six feet two inches.
      
     
      It’s unfair.
     
 
    
     
      “Let him be,” Milt says.
      
     
      “He got himself into some shit that’s nobody’s fault but his own and that of the people dumb enough to let him out of prison.
      
     
      He’s not your problem anymore.”
     
 
    
     
      “Don’t say that.”
     
 
    
     
      “Why?
      
     
      He wouldn’t have done the same for you.”
     
 
    
     
      The door flies open and bangs against the wall, like a gunshot.
      
     
      We both turn around.
      
     
      Cynthia is in the doorway.
      
     
      Doesn’t she ever fucking knock?
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea, there’s a detective downstairs.
      
     
      She wants to talk to you.”
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER SIX
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        Dating Sergio Bianchi was an undeniable step up for Cassandra.
        
       
        You could almost call it a Cinderella story.
        
       
        Born in Denver to Italian immigrant parents, he was fifteen years Cassie’s senior.
        
       
        After graduating with honors with a degree in business management, he opened a furniture store in suburban Denver.
        
       
        Sergio offered great working conditions and was beloved by all his employees.
        
       
        “He would never, ever leave anyone in trouble,” one of his employees, who wished to remain anonymous, told me.
        
       
        “And he would even help with money if he could.
        
       
        He was a generous soul.”
        
       
        So when a chestnut-haired beauty came in for a job interview with two kids in tow because her sitter cancelled at the last second, he was moved.
        
       
        He hired her on the spot.
        
       
        The rest, as they say, is history.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      Eli brings home a complaint from one of his teachers, written on yellow notepaper.
      
     
      Upstairs, in the room they share, Andrea asks him to show her the paper, and when he tosses the folded yellow square onto her lap, she freezes up a little.
      
     
      Gingerly she unfolds it and reads the lines of text in a teacher’s loopy scrawl, in red ink: 
      Unacceptable, dirty attire, unsuitable for a learning environment.
      
     
      Her lips move silently as she makes sense of the cursive letters, and when she looks up, she meets her brother’s gaze—he’s been watching her the whole time, an amused look on his face.
      
     
      She gets up to hand the paper back to him.
     
 
    
     
      “What are you going to do?”
      
     
      she asks.
     
 
    
     
      “Do?
      
     
      Absolutely nothing.”
      
     
      With a shrug, he crumples the paper in his fist and tosses it into the wastebasket with a flourish.
     
 
    
     
      She barely holds back a terrified exclamation.
      
     
      “But—you have to show it to Mom!”
     
 
    
     
      “No, I don’t.
      
     
      Don’t be such a dork, Addie.
      
     
      No wonder no one at school likes you.”
     
 
    
     
      She tries not to show how much the remark hurt her.
      
     
      She has known what her brother is like from a young age, and she has learned how this works.
      
     
      He hadn’t even meant to get to her—he simply said what he was thinking, with no regard for the consequences.
      
     
      He’s not like that with other people, only with her.
      
     
      Because they’re twins, he says.
      
     
      They’re like two sides of the same coin.
      
     
      They can’t have secrets from each other and they can’t lie to each other, he says, not even white lies.
     
 
    
     
      And while what he said may be true, she does wonder, sometimes, why that is.
      
     
      She had a friend once, when she first came to this school.
      
     
      Almost.
      
     
      A girl was friendly to her—hardly the most popular girl in class, but Andrea didn’t care.
      
     
      It was nice to talk to someone.
      
     
      Then, overnight, the girl started to act like Andrea was invisible.
      
     
      She felt hurt and confused.
      
     
      Then, a few weeks later, she realized everyone in class gave her the same peculiar look.
     
 
    
     
      Eli, in the meantime, casually made friends with everyone.
      
     
      She knew, on a subconscious level, that he said something to the girl, and to the others, told some crazy story that made her seem like a freak or loser.
      
     
      But she never had proof.
      
     
      She never even learned what the story was.
     
 
    
     
      Eli stretches his arms over his head.
      
     
      When it was time to leave after the last bell, he’d managed to get changed—the dirty sweater had vanished, and instead he wore another, clean one, with a little brand logo over his heart.
      
     
      Borrowed from someone?
      
     
      Nabbed from an open locker after gym class?
      
     
      Andrea doesn’t dare ask.
     
 
    
     
      “Leeanne and the other bitches bothering you again?”
      
     
      Eli bounces a little on his narrow bed.
      
     
      Andrea flinches at the 
      b word.
     
 
    
     
      “What?
      
     
      It’s true.
      
     
      That’s what she is.
      
     
      Do you know what the guys say about her?”
     
 
    
     
      Andrea has no idea why “the guys” would say anything about Leeanne.
      
     
      The thought makes her nervous somehow, uneasy, the same way she feels when she catches other girls from her class doing things she hasn’t even thought about yet, rolling up their skirts, plucking their eyebrows.
      
     
      Her chest constricts, and there’s an uncomfortable, pulling sensation in her stomach.
      
     
      It’s not fear, exactly.
      
     
      More like foreboding and dread.
      
     
      She knows she’s about to enter a whole different game, very different but also very much the same as the elementary school version where the one with the coolest stuff and the most friends wins.
      
     
      And she knows that, just like the old version, she’ll lose this game the same way, maybe worse.
      
     
      Except now there’s going to be a lot more at stake.
     
 
    
     
      “What do they say?”
      
     
      she asks cautiously.
     
 
    
     
      Her brother gives her a look that borders on exasperation.
      
     
      Like she’s supposed to know.
     
 
    
     
      “Theo said she blew him behind the bleachers,” Eli starts, and she presses her hands over her ears, which makes him huff with laughter.
      
     
      “Okay, okay.
      
     
      No more icky stuff,” he mouths exaggeratedly.
      
     
      She drops her hands by her side, feeling defeated.
     
 
    
     
      “I see her smoking in the bathroom,” Andrea says meekly, feeling like a pathetic baby.
      
     
      They’re the same age—he is actually a few minutes younger than her—but for as long as she can remember, he’s seemed older.
      
     
      Always one step ahead.
     
 
    
     
      “She’s what we call a slut.
      
     
      She gets weed from a guy who’s in high school in exchange for…” He gives her a clever sideways glance.
      
     
      “Well, you know.
      
     
      Oh, and her mom is the head of some youth abstinence committee program thing.
      
     
      Use that info as you see fit.”
     
 
    
     
      The only thing for Andrea to do is to nod.
      
     
      She wants him to think that she knows what to do.
      
     
      He sure does.
      
     
      Doesn’t he always know what to do in any situation?
      
     
      There’s nothing you can’t do with the right dirt on the right person, he’d often say to her.
     
 
    
     
      For some reason, her mind goes back to that Saturday afternoon not so long ago, when she had to stay home while her mom, Sergio, and Eli went to the movies for the weekly family outing.
      
     
      Eli had hogged the computer all morning, and she bugged and bugged him to let her use it, whining that it was her turn and it was unfair and she’d tell Sergio.
      
     
      Up until she got on his nerves and they had a fight, with her pushing him off the computer chair just as their mom walked in.
      
     
      Mom got mad and made Andrea stay home as punishment.
      
     
      Andrea remembers how peaceful and quiet the house became with everyone else gone; the computer stood there on the desk in the basement rec room, all hers for the next two to three hours.
      
     
      Somehow, by breaking the rules, she’d gotten exactly what she wanted.
      
     
      It was a discovery that mystified her because, try as she might, she couldn’t think of ways to repeat the feat.
      
     
      Her brother seemed to pull this off so often and with such ease.
     
 
    
     
      She had climbed into the big, cushy computer chair that Sergio had bought a while back and turned on the computer.
      
     
      The machine took a few minutes to boot up, and before it had loaded all the way, she impatiently clicked on the browser icon, opening a window.
     
 
    
     
      Her brother spent more and more time on the computer lately, and she had to know what he was doing.
      
     
      Once or twice, she woke up in the middle of the night and saw that he wasn’t in his bed.
      
     
      When she went to look for him downstairs, she saw the light under the door of the rec room.
      
     
      She knew it was sex stuff.
      
     
      If only she could find proof, she’d tell her mom, and she’d banish him from the computer for good.
      
     
      Andrea would have it to herself as much as she wanted, to draw multicolored squiggles with Paint or to play online games, colorful and primitive versions of pinball and Battleship that could keep her occupied for hours on end.
     
 
    
     
      With a few clicks, she found the browser history, her eyes roaming the columns of links, greedily soaking up forbidden sightings.
      
     
      She had to reread the top three several times before the meaning began to sink in.
      
     
      They were searches on a search engine.
      
     
      She reread them nervously one more time, to be sure, and then clicked on the top one.
      
     
      The page loaded in moments.
      
     
      The top two links were purple instead of blue.
      
     
      Her hand sweaty on the computer mouse, she clicked the first one, went back, read the second.
     
 
    
     
      The last question her brother had typed into the search field less than an hour ago burned in her mind.
      
      
       What happens if—
      
 
    
     
      There had to be some mistake.
      
     
      She read the header of the page she found herself on.
      
     
      It read, in blocky, austere black letters, 
      SIGNS OF CHILDHOOD SEXUAL ABUSE: SPOTTING THE TELLTALE BEHAVIORS.
     
 
    
     
      She squeezed her eyes shut, opened them again, and the page was still there.
      
     
      Exhaling noisily, she clicked Back, again and again, until she was back on the blank browser page.
      
     
      She opened the history one more time and reread the top query.
     
 
     
     
      
       rape what happens 12yo
      
 
    
 
    
     
      Then, underneath it:
     
 
     
     
      
       molest accusations child
      
 
    
 
    
     
      And finally:
     
 
     
     
      
       what happens if you rape a 12yo how long u go to jail
      
 
    
 
    
     
      With a little more clicking around, she found the option to erase the browser history.
      
     
      Without hesitation, she clicked it and watched it all disappear.
     
 
    
     
      If only wiping what she had seen from her mind could be as easy.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER SEVEN
       
 
    
 
    
     
      It’s a feeling I know all too well.
      
     
      When I set foot onto the first step, terror and dread are warring within me, my mind in disarray, but by the time I get to the last step, my nerves have calmed, falling back into well-memorized patterns, my protective shell settling back into place seamlessly, even after all these years.
      
     
      The knot in my stomach is familiar, a part of who I am, like a limb.
     
 
    
     
      Downstairs is like a scene from a bad Lifetime movie, reminding me uncomfortably of another scene in the same living room, my so-called intervention that Cynthia staged six months earlier.
      
     
      Except this time, there are police.
      
     
      At the other end of the room, in the doorway, I notice a familiar tall, portly figure—my stepfather, Jim Boudreaux.
      
     
      I feel an uncomfortable chill.
      
     
      What is he doing here?
      
     
      Now, of all times.
     
 
    
     
      That’s when he looks up, as if sensing my gaze.
      
     
      Our eyes meet for just a moment, and he gives a short shake of his head, so subtle it’s barely noticeable.
     
 
    
     
      In the living room, Cynthia circles around, chattering with her well-practiced, overly loud politician’s wife cheer.
      
     
      She may never have gotten to be a real politician’s wife after all, but old habits die hard.
      
     
      At the center of her attention are two detectives, a man seated on the couch and a woman hovering in the periphery.
      
     
      An untouched cup of coffee is already sitting on the table in front of the man, next to the sugar bowl and creamer.
      
     
      They’re both wearing civilian clothes, him in trousers, button-down, and suit jacket, her in a sweater and baggy jeans.
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia focuses her attention on the man, naturally.
      
     
      She asks him if he’d like anything to eat with his coffee and bravely attempts small talk.
      
     
      He responds with the tight-lipped smile of a saint.
      
     
      Cynthia either doesn’t realize it’s fake or doesn’t care.
     
 
    
     
      So it’s the woman I need to watch out for, then.
      
     
      I know it in my bones the moment I set eyes on her.
      
     
      She has a look I recognize, a half frown that seems to have become the default setting of her face, her eyes quietly watchful, wary, taking in everything around her.
      
     
      She’s a woman who fades into the background, and she knows it.
      
     
      But while others might try to overcompensate with flashy clothes and makeup, she chooses to turn it into her advantage.
     
 
    
     
      I know something about that.
     
 
    
     
      She is the one who sees me first, while I hover on the bottom stair.
      
     
      Her eyes, of an indiscernible color that looks plain dark at this distance, zero in on me, her gaze sinking into my skin like a hook.
      
     
      It will not let go, not without ripping out a chunk of flesh.
      
     
      I instinctively hide the shudder that courses through me.
     
 
    
     
      Then, as if on cue, Cynthia and the man turn their heads and see me.
      
     
      Cynthia purses her lips, but the man breaks into a smile.
     
 
    
     
      “Ms. Boudreaux,” he says.
     
 
    
     
      The woman steps forward.
      
     
      She’s not here to waste time.
     
 
    
     
      “I’m Sergeant Detective Figueroa, and this is Detective Childs.”
      
     
      She barely acknowledges him with a nod.
      
     
      Her voice is deep and melodious—the voice of a much more beautiful woman.
      
     
      All of us plain girls have that one thing—with me, it’s my eyes, or so said the drunk guys in bars who tried to hit on me.
      
     
      They’re not bright blue like Eli’s, but without him around, there’s no one to compare to, and my gray eyes with dark lashes can pass for beautiful.
     
 
    
     
      I should say something—hello would suffice.
      
     
      But instead I stand there and look from one to the other, in what I hope passes for bafflement.
      
     
      They don’t know that I’ve just seen the newscast, I remind myself.
      
     
      I have every reason to be surprised to have detectives show up at my mother’s house.
     
 
    
     
      “Why don’t you have a seat,” Childs says.
      
     
      I try to puzzle out how old he is.
      
     
      In contrast to her, he’s probably considered attractive, with close-cropped black hair and dark eyes.
      
     
      “We understand that you just got out of the hospital.”
     
 
    
     
      “She has a concussion,” Cynthia chimes in, a hysteric edge to her tone.
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa doesn’t even look at her.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea, do you know why we’re here?”
     
 
    
     
      “She doesn’t,” Cynthia says, in a much softer voice.
     
 
    
     
      I make a split-second decision.
      
     
      “I do.”
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia turns livid.
      
     
      I know this look of hers, the one she gets in private when the Stepford-wife mask drops.
      
     
      Her furious gaze jumps from me to somewhere above my shoulder, and I remember that Milton is here, right behind me, hovering protectively.
      
     
      Sorry, Milt, I think as the knot in my stomach tightens.
      
     
      You can’t protect me from this.
     
 
    
     
      “Milton,” Cynthia snaps in a low voice, “I thought I was clear.
      
     
      I said—”
     
 
    
     
      “She would find out eventually,” Milt says.
      
     
      “And she has the right to know, doesn’t she?”
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa, in the meantime, is observing the whole soap opera with what I guess to be amusement, as far as I can tell by the look on her face.
      
     
      The hint is the corner of her pale lips that turns up a touch.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea, your brother is wanted for murder,” she says, making it all true.
      
     
      Not something on the other side of a TV screen, not something I may have dreamed up because of the concussion.
      
     
      “Sit down.
      
     
      Let’s talk.”
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea, you don’t have to say anything,” Cynthia murmurs.
      
     
      She casts a quick glance at her ex-husband as if silently pleading with—or commanding—him to step in.
     
 
    
     
      “You don’t have to talk to anyone,” he says at last.
      
     
      “Not without a lawyer present.”
     
 
    
     
      “They’re right,” Milt chimes in behind me, sounding apologetic for agreeing with Cynthia for the second time in as many hours.
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia looks triumphant.
     
 
    
     
      “He’ll be here any minute.
      
     
      Can it wait?”
      
     
      Jim still manages to sound like he has authority, influence, like in the good old days.
      
     
      When I get a closer look at him though, I’m a little shocked at how much older he looks.
      
     
      He’s stooping, as if all the disappointments of his life are pressing down on his spine, an enormous, invisible weight.
     
 
    
     
      “It really can’t,” says Detective Childs.
     
 
    
     
      Feeling everyone’s gazes on me, I walk over to the couch and sit on the very edge.
      
     
      As if ready to jump to my feet any second.
      
     
      “It’s all right.
      
     
      I can talk, because there’s nothing to say.
      
     
      I haven’t seen him since…since last time.”
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa nods.
      
     
      I can inspect her up close at last.
      
     
      She isn’t wearing a stitch of makeup, and her dark, curly hair sticks out in flyaways around her head.
      
     
      Lines are starting to etch into her forehead and in deep brackets around her mouth.
      
     
      Her lips are chapped.
     
 
    
     
      “And when was the last time?”
      
     
      she asks.
      
     
      She manages to intimidate without looking her victim straight in the eye.
     
 
    
     
      “After the fire.
      
     
      As everyone knows.”
     
 
    
     
      “Who’s everyone?”
     
 
    
     
      “It was in all the papers.”
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa smiles, a smile that doesn’t get anywhere close to her slate-gray stare.
      
     
      “If you don’t mind, I’m recording this.”
      
     
      She points at her phone, on the coffee table next to the cup of coffee for Childs.
      
     
      And what if I do mind, I think.
      
     
      I’m guessing it doesn’t make a difference.
     
 
    
     
      “Tell me about last night.
      
     
      Walk me through it.”
     
 
    
     
      “I crashed my car on the way home,” I say.
     
 
    
     
      “I know that.
      
     
      I’m talking about the part up until the crash.”
     
 
    
     
      “I was working.
      
     
      At the Relay Youth Center, out by the refineries.
      
     
      My shift ended at three a.m., like always.
      
     
      I got in my car and drove home.”
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa nods along with each clipped sentence.
      
     
      “I already verified all that.”
     
 
    
     
      “I crashed my car on the stretch of the road before the gas station,” I say.
      
     
      “As you probably know too.
      
     
      It must have been about three fifteen.
      
     
      The next thing I knew, I came to, the car was wrecked, and there was no one around.
      
     
      I couldn’t find my phone so I had to walk to the gas station for help.
      
     
      I don’t know how long I was unconscious.
      
     
      I guess I was lucky I woke up—it would have been morning before anyone found me.”
     
 
    
     
      “Lucky,” she echoes.
      
     
      “Definitely.
      
     
      I saw pictures of the car.
      
     
      It could have been a lot more serious.
      
     
      You could have been badly injured, or worse.”
     
 
    
     
      “Yeah.”
     
 
    
     
      “It was almost four when the clerk called the ambulance.
      
     
      So you would have been unconscious for a half hour.”
     
 
    
     
      “If you say so.
      
     
      To me it might as well have been five hours.
      
     
      I was completely out of it.”
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia sighs loudly, reminding us all of her presence.
      
     
      Milt clears his throat.
      
     
      “I always wanted to get her a newer car,” he says, speaking up.
      
     
      “I knew that sardine can would kill her one day.”
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa acknowledges him with another cold smile.
      
     
      “I’ll speak with you another time, Mr. DeVoort.
      
     
      You can tell me all about it then.”
      
     
      The smile widens.
      
     
      “If it’s necessary, that is.”
     
 
    
     
      “Is it going to be?”
     
 
    
     
      I hear the old confrontational note in Milt’s voice and silently pray he shuts up.
     
 
    
     
      “What does any of this have to do with anything?”
      
     
      I say, raising my voice.
      
     
      “I just want to know.
      
     
      What exactly did E—did my brother do?”
     
 
    
     
      “I’m getting to that.”
     
 
    
     
      “It’s the only reason I’m talking to you right now,” I say, throwing a sideways glance at Cynthia.
      
     
      “Without a lawyer.
      
     
      I want to know what happened to my brother.”
     
 
    
     
      Somehow, a look of satisfaction appears on Figueroa’s face, unmissable, the first genuine emotion she’s shown so far, and what’s more alarming is that she’s not even trying to hide it.
     
 
    
     
      “Your brother murdered a young woman.”
     
 
    
     
      “What young woman?
      
     
      How can you know—”
     
 
    
     
      “That it was him?
      
     
      The body was found in his apartment; his neighbors heard a fight and screaming; his prints are all over the place…Do you want me to go on?”
     
 
    
     
      So far, it sounds circumstantial at best.
     
 
    
     
      “You don’t even know who she is yet.”
      
     
      I meant it to be a question, but it doesn’t come out that way.
     
 
    
     
      That satisfied look flashes over her features once more.
      
     
      She reaches into a square bag by her side and takes out a black portfolio.
     
 
    
     
      “See, your brother made it difficult for us.”
      
     
      The zipper hisses as she opens the portfolio.
      
     
      My chest tightens when she takes out a stack of four or five photos the size of a printer page.
      
     
      She puts them down on the table with a thump of finality.
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia makes a sound midway between a moan and a shriek.
      
     
      Milton draws a breath through his teeth.
     
 
    
     
      What reaction does Figueroa expect from me?
      
     
      To fold over and vomit right on Cynthia’s gleaming floor?
      
     
      Scream, maybe?
      
     
      Throw the pictures in her face and demand how dare she show me such traumatizing things?
      
     
      But I can’t bring myself to do any of that.
      
     
      I just sit there like a doll at a pretend tea party, not moving a muscle.
     
 
    
     
      The girl in the top picture—I know to call her a girl only because Figueroa just told me it was—doesn’t have a face to speak of.
      
     
      Just a pulpy, bloody mass, like something out of a B-grade horror flick, a mess of fake blood and gelatin and fake bones and teeth thrown in for realism.
      
     
      I can’t even tell the color of her hair, matted as it is with blood and gray matter.
      
     
      I try to imagine how much rage you’d need to muster such violence, how much adrenaline to summon enough strength.
      
     
      You’d have to hit her again and again until she was dead, and for a while after.
     
 
    
     
      You’d have to hate someone more than you’ve hated anyone in your life.
     
 
    
     
      I’m trapped in my bubble of numb shock when Figueroa flips to the next photo with a flick of her hand.
      
     
      The next picture I can’t even identify—it’s just a limp piece of bloody meat not attached to anything.
      
     
      As I peer closer—not like I could look away even if I’d wanted to—I see five bloodied stumps with grayish-white bone poking through in places.
     
 
    
     
      “Her hands.”
      
     
      Figueroa’s jarringly melodious voice reaches me from far away.
      
     
      “He smashed them and crushed her fingers so we can’t identify her with prints.
      
     
      We can’t use dental records either, with her teeth almost all knocked out.”
     
 
    
     
      “Why are you showing me all this?”
      
     
      I finally bleat.
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa catches my gaze in hers and holds it, for an agonizingly long time.
     
 
    
     
      “Because you’re the key to finding him.”
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER EIGHT
       
 
    
 
    
     
      “I think you’re mistaken,” I say, carefully weighing every syllable.
      
     
      And I mean it.
      
     
      If she thinks I can help her, she’s crazy.
     
 
    
     
      “I don’t think I am,” Figueroa says.
     
 
    
     
      “Why?
      
     
      I haven’t seen him in fifteen years—I already told you that.
      
     
      I haven’t even spoken to him.
      
     
      I—”
     
 
    
     
      “Maybe so,” she says.
      
     
      “You might not even know it, but you can help me find him.”
     
 
    
     
      “You want me to help you hunt him down.”
      
     
      The words escape from me before I realize how they sound.
     
 
    
     
      But Figueroa sighs patiently.
     
 
    
     
      “Not quite.
      
     
      I have reason to believe that, while you cut off all contact with your brother after the fire that killed your parents…he might not have done the same.”
     
 
    
     
      I draw a breath to speak, but the words won’t come.
      
     
      First of all, I want to say, a fire didn’t kill my parents.
      
     
      Eli killed my parents, and I don’t see why she’s being delicate about it now, of all times.
      
     
      “You’re saying he’s been spying on me.”
     
 
    
     
      Infuriatingly, she won’t say yes or no.
      
     
      But she holds my gaze again.
      
     
      “You are his only remaining family, after all.”
     
 
    
     
      “So you think he intends to finish what he started,” I spit.
      
     
      Milton exhales with a hiss.
     
 
    
     
      “Let’s talk more about your car crash,” Figueroa says, and I clench my fists, forgetting that my hands are placed neatly on my thighs, in plain sight.
     
 
    
     
      “I already told you everything there was to tell.
      
     
      You have to tell me what you know about Eli.
      
     
      You—” I almost say 
      you promised except, of course, she didn’t promise jack shit.
      
     
      She threw out only a few shocking facts that I was supposedly the first to learn.
      
     
      Except those same facts will probably make the evening news, if not today then tomorrow, since certain gore-hungry tabloid papers and channels thrive on this stuff.
      
     
      But I stumbled into the trap, thinking we had some kind of rapport.
     
 
    
     
      “There’s something you said to the paramedic who showed up on the scene,” Figueroa says.
     
 
    
     
      I swallow nervously.
      
     
      “I was out of it.
      
     
      I don’t remember.
      
     
      My head hurt like hell, and blood was in my eyes, and—”
     
 
    
     
      “You said something about a figure.”
     
 
    
      
       Of course.
       
     
      “I must have…It could have just been a shadow.
      
     
      Or nothing at all.
      
     
      It was all very sudden.
      
     
      I—”
     
 
    
     
      “Did you swerve and drive off the road because you saw this figure?”
     
 
    
     
      “It was three a.m. I was dead tired.”
     
 
    
     
      “But I think that’s exactly what you saw.
      
     
      A surveillance camera near the crime scene caught your brother crossing a parking lot.
      
     
      It was only for a couple of seconds before he was out of the camera’s range.
      
     
      But it’s clearly visible that he’s covered in blood.
      
     
      Just like he would have been if he’d bludgeoned this young woman to death with such force.”
     
 
    
     
      “So you’re saying that…” I don’t know what I think she’s saying.
      
     
      My head is spinning.
     
 
    
     
      “He tried to contact you, to come see you.
      
     
      Which means he knew where you worked, and what time, and what road you took home.
      
     
      Which in turn means that he must have been keeping an eye on you for some time.”
     
 
    
     
      Milt has had enough.
      
     
      He steps forward and takes my hand.
      
     
      His palm is dry and hot, in contrast to my clammy, icy grip, but I gratefully take it and intertwine my fingers with his.
     
 
    
     
      “Does this mean Andrea is in danger?”
      
     
      he asks forcefully.
     
 
    
     
      “Not necessarily.
      
     
      If he wanted to hurt her, he already had a chance.
      
     
      Although now that he’s wanted by the police, he’s cornered and desperate.
      
     
      It’s better that Andrea stay someplace safe and keep the door locked.”
     
 
    
     
      I shift uncomfortably, wishing they wouldn’t talk about me over my head like this.
     
 
    
     
      “That’s ridiculous.
      
     
      I’m not in danger,” I say, surprised at how powerful my voice is.
      
     
      “He wouldn’t hurt me.”
     
 
    
     
      “You don’t know that.”
      
     
      Figueroa studies me with interest.
      
     
      “He did kill your parents without a second thought.”
     
 
    
     
      But he dragged me out of the fire, I almost say.
      
     
      My hand pulls out of Milton’s, and I stop it midair, an old habit awakening—the need to touch the rippling burn on my neck, to feel the new skin, smooth and pearly pink like the inside of a shell.
     
 
    
     
      “I think it’s best that you take a leave of absence from work,” Figueroa is saying.
      
     
      I can’t take a leave of absence.
      
     
      There’s no one to fill in for me because no one wants to work so late in the bad part of town with the most difficult subjects of all—the ones who fall through the cracks, the runaways, the drug addicts who come to the shelter as a last resort.
     
 
    
     
      “There’s no need,” I say, but she silences me with a glance.
     
 
    
     
      “And Andrea, I need you to think very hard.
      
     
      About anything from last night, anything out of the ordinary.
      
     
      And the preceding couple of weeks, maybe even a few months.”
     
 
    
     
      A few months?
      
     
      She thinks that’s how long my brother might have been spying on me?
     
 
    
     
      “If anything jumps out at you, get in touch with me at once.”
      
     
      She folds her hands in her lap.
      
     
      “And don’t worry—I’ll talk to your boss.
      
     
      You can have that leave of absence and your employment will not be in danger.”
     
 
    
     
      I’m supposed to thank her.
      
     
      That’s what Milt and Cynthia do, he with a subtle nod and she profusely, her hands clasped in front of her ample chest.
      
     
      But to me, the promise to talk to my boss sounds more like a threat.
     
 
    
     
      “Oh, one more thing,” Figueroa says lightly, too lightly.
      
     
      “You can have this back.
      
     
      We have no further need for it.”
     
 
    
     
      She nods at Childs, who reaches into his satchel and comes out with one of those plastic evidence bags, on which something is scrawled in untidy Sharpie marker.
      
     
      He hands it to Figueroa, who tosses it on the coffee table with seeming carelessness.
      
     
      It lands with a clack, and after looking at it uncomprehendingly for a couple of beats, I finally identify the murky dark rectangle inside.
      
     
      My phone.
     
 
    
     
      “Is that all?”
      
     
      she asks.
     
 
    
     
      “I’m sorry?”
     
 
    
     
      “Your things,” she says patiently.
      
     
      “You have everything back?”
     
 
    
     
      “There was a thermos,” Cynthia chimes in.
      
     
      I grit my teeth.
     
 
    
     
      “That’s okay,” I say quickly.
      
     
      “I don’t need it back.”
     
 
    
     
      Figueroa nods graciously.
      
     
      Cynthia hides the fact that she’s fuming.
      
     
      Then they’re leaving.
      
     
      That’s all.
      
     
      It’s over.
     
 
    
     
      Except one thing is missing.
      
     
      It’s not in my purse or in the pockets of my coat, and I’m willing to bet it’s not in the wrecked remains of my car.
     
 
    
     
      And I have a pretty good guess where it is.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER NINE
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        Her twins were Cassie Bianchi’s blessings, she said.
        
       
        Occasionally she would bring them to the store with her when she had weekend shifts.
        
       
        “They were great kids,” a coworker of Cassie’s, who wished to remain anonymous, said in an interview.
        
       
        “Never caused any trouble.
        
       
        And she loved them—everyone could tell.
        
       
        Everyone loved them, especially the boy, Eli.
        
       
        He’d follow us around to see if we needed help with anything, and we’d give him little tasks like gluing on discount stickers, just to keep him busy.
        
       
        And he looked so proud of himself, that he was helping out.”
       
 
     
       
        The elementary school they were attending during that time didn’t report anything out of the ordinary.
        
       
        Eli was well liked, had no trouble making friends.
       
 
     
       
        When the twins were ten, Cassie married Sergio Bianchi, moved into his house, and transferred the children to a smaller school closer to home.
       
 
     
       
        That’s when the golden child began to show a dark side.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      Andrea has never ventured into this corner of the school before.
      
     
      The hallway here is deserted.
      
     
      The only indication that the school is full of children is the faraway din.
      
     
      But here, her steps send an echo rolling right up to the tall door at the end of the hall, her destination.
      
     
      The peeling plaque next to it reads 
      SCHOOL COUNSELOR.
      
     
      She’s never heard of anyone coming here of their own free will, and she wilts inside to think of what would happen if any of her classmates got wind of it.
      
     
      With every step she takes toward the door, her rib cage squeezes with fear.
      
     
      Her bladder seems to shrink three sizes, and she has to stop and press her knees together, cowardly.
     
 
    
     
      The temptation to make a run for it turns from a nagging little voice in the back of her mind to an irresistible, magnetic force.
      
      
       What do you expect the counselor to do, anyway?
       
     
      it rumbles in her ear.
      
      
       Even if she does something, then Leeanne and the others will figure out that you snitched, and then things are only going to get worse.
       
      
       This isn’t going to help, Andrea.
       
      
       No one is going to help you.
      
 
    
     
      The voice sounds suspiciously like her brother.
      
      
       No one’s going to help you.
       
      
       You have to take care of it yourself.
      
 
    
     
      If only she had any idea how.
     
 
    
     
      The door is open a crack, and if she leans closer, she can see inside.
      
     
      To her surprise, the counselor is not a woman with gold-rimmed glasses and a bun like she imagined.
      
     
      It’s a man.
      
     
      He reminds her a bit of Sergio, right down to the knitted sweater and the shirt collar peeking out of it.
      
     
      There’s also a whiff of tobacco so subtle she wouldn’t have noticed if she wasn’t accustomed to it—it’s forbidden to smoke on school grounds, and he probably goes outside to light up but the scent follows him back in.
      
     
      It puts her somewhat at ease.
     
 
    
     
      She clenches her sweaty hand into a fist and knocks.
      
     
      She only sees half of him from where she’s standing.
      
     
      He glances away from the boxy computer monitor on his desk with mild surprise and tells her to come in.
     
 
    
     
      The office has a lot of books in it.
      
     
      All the walls are bookcases, and there are the colorful spines of schoolbooks, of course, but also others, thick tomes with those reddish-brown leather spines, gold-embossed letters gleaming.
     
 
    
     
      “Is something the matter?
     
     
      …” the counselor—a plaque on the desk identifies him as Mr. Ainsworth—asks her.
      
     
      His gaze searches her face.
      
     
      She decides to help him out.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea,” she says.
      
     
      “My name is Andrea Warren.”
     
 
    
     
      “Your lunch break is almost over.
      
     
      Class starts soon.”
     
 
    
     
      “I can go,” she blurts out and turns around, ready to make a beeline for the door.
     
 
    
     
      “No, wait up.
      
     
      If you’re here, then you must have a good reason.”
     
 
    
     
      Her face turns painfully crimson.
      
     
      He just confirmed her guess: Not many others waltz in here to share their misgivings with him.
      
     
      Especially not that many seventh graders, who are mostly at the age where they’ve become disillusioned about the adults’ abilities to solve their problems.
     
 
    
     
      “I’ll write a note for your teacher if needed.
      
     
      Have a seat.”
     
 
    
     
      He’s sitting in a computer chair that looks ancient but comfortable.
      
     
      For her, there’s a little plastic chair, just like the ones in the classrooms.
      
     
      She throws a glance over her shoulder at the door, which is half-open.
      
     
      They never close the door, she knows, because she’s heard other girls’ whisperings about incidents.
      
     
      Apparently, a few years back, a girl made up a story about a teacher, and there was a scandal.
      
     
      So now all the doors are open.
     
 
    
     
      “So what seems to be the problem, Andrea?”
      
     
      he asks once she’s perched on the chair, sitting on her hands because she doesn’t know what else to do with them.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea gulps.
      
     
      “There are these girls,” she says.
      
     
      He nods encouragingly.
     
 
    
     
      “They’re giving you a hard time?”
     
 
    
     
      She forces a terse nod, and her thoughts go to all the bruises past and present, to the ruined sweater.
      
     
      But when she opens her mouth to tell Mr. Ainsworth about it, she closes it with a clack of teeth.
      
     
      There’s nothing to tell, because Eli took the sweater and Eli is the one who got in trouble for it.
      
     
      The sight of the crumpled note on top of the trash pops into her head, followed by the search history.
      
     
      A sudden flash of guilt twists her insides.
      
     
      Her problems with Leeanne don’t seem so significant anymore.
     
 
    
     
      “Can you tell me what happened?”
      
     
      Ainsworth prompts, pulling her back to the present moment.
      
     
      His kind patience makes her eyes burn.
      
     
      None of the teachers are particularly nice to her, when they notice her at all.
      
     
      Her grades aren’t good by any measure but never bad enough to get her undue attention, not at a public school.
      
     
      She peeked at a report card they mailed to her parents last term.
      
     
      It read 
      Andrea could be an average, perhaps even good, student but she’s easily distracted, and I often catch her daydreaming in class and spacing out when she’s called on.
      
     
      For her, average would forever be the only thing to aspire to.
     
 
    
     
      She looks him in the eye, gulps, and instantly knows she won’t tell him about Leeanne.
      
     
      Something tells her he already knows anyway.
      
     
      A lot of them know.
      
     
      They won’t do anything about Leeanne because her parents donate to the school, and with government funding getting tighter and tighter every year (if her parents’ conversations are to be believed), they can’t afford to get on their bad side.
      
     
      Leeanne never listens in class, but they always pad her test scores.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea’s decision is split-second.
     
 
    
     
      “It’s not the girls,” she says, breathless with her own courage.
      
     
      “It’s something else.
      
     
      What are you supposed to do if you think a friend is being abused at home?”
     
 
    
     
      She barely wraps her tongue around the last words.
      
     
      She never imagined she’d ever have to utter such a thing out loud.
      
     
      These things only happen in those melodramatic, preachy books from the library.
     
 
    
     
      The shift in Mr. Ainsworth is instant and, she suspects, irreversible.
      
     
      The warmth is gone, replaced with laser focus.
      
     
      And she’s in the crosshairs.
     
 
    
     
      “Abused?
      
     
      What makes you think that?”
     
 
    
     
      There’s nothing she can say that won’t give away who it is: either her or Eli, because she doesn’t have any friends she’s that close to.
      
     
      Not close enough to share that sort of thing with her.
     
 
    
     
      “Did they confide in you?”
      
     
      he asks carefully.
     
 
    
     
      Stricken mute by regret and wishing she could go back, she can only shake her head.
     
 
    
     
      He sighs and rubs his chin, another gesture that makes her think of her stepfather.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea,” he says in a carefully measured voice.
      
     
      Dread creeps into her chest when she realizes he thinks it’s her—and the whole “friend” thing is just the oldest tactic in the book.
      
     
      “Can you wait here for a minute?
      
     
      Don’t go anywhere, okay?”
     
 
    
     
      It’s the last thing she wants to do.
      
     
      But in that moment, an idea glimmers dimly in her mind.
      
     
      “Okay,” she says.
     
 
    
     
      He exits the office, not in a hurry but without wasting time either.
      
     
      She’s alone now, and it’s her chance to slip out unseen.
      
     
      She hops off the plastic chair and is about to dart for the door but something stops her, a strange, voyeuristic impulse.
      
     
      Instead of going in the opposite direction, she takes a step closer to the desk and peers across it.
      
     
      On the computer monitor, she catches a glimpse of a game of solitaire right before the screen saver kicks in, the school logo crawling across the screen.
      
     
      There’s also a ledger of some kind and a pretty bowl of tinted cut glass like amber, the kind you keep candy in.
      
     
      She peers into it, and indeed, there are a few hard candies, looking old, their once silver-and-gold wrappers scuffed.
      
     
      She cringes.
      
     
      There are also keys, paper clips, erasers, and other odds and ends she has no use for, but one thing that glints beneath it all catches her eye.
     
 
    
     
      A glance at the door—no one is coming yet—and she reaches into the bowl, her heart thundering with excitement.
      
     
      She grabs it, sticks it in her pocket, and leaves the office as quickly as she can.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TEN
       
 
    
 
    
     
      “I’m going home, Cynthia,” I say, feeling like I’m once again on the cusp of thirteen, bewildered by my new family and their house and the regulated existence I’m forced to endure, like zoo animals, eating and sleeping at designated times and constantly, constantly watched.
      
     
      Except instead of a charity case meant to bring her husband votes, I’m now the source of her disgrace.
      
     
      I don’t know why she would object to my leaving.
     
 
    
     
      “Out of the question,” she says.
      
     
      The moment the door closed after the detectives, her demeanor did a one-eighty.
      
     
      The shaky voice, damp eyes, knitting brows all vanished without a trace, and Cynthia as I know her was back, the same Cynthia I saw at the hospital—no-nonsense, fully in damage-control mode.
      
     
      And damage control doesn’t allow for excessive emotions.
      
     
      Unless the right people are there to witness them, of course.
      
     
      “If there are journalists here, can you imagine the swarm that’s already waiting for you at your door?”
     
 
    
     
      So this is what it’s all about.
      
     
      Not my well-being.
      
     
      Or my safety.
     
 
    
     
      “And I need to buy a new phone,” I say.
      
     
      Mine, predictably, is no longer working.
      
     
      Figueroa only told me she found it in my car, under the passenger seat.
      
     
      I could have sworn I looked for it there, but then again, I was out of it, and blood was pouring into my eyes.
      
     
      I told her and Childs as much.
      
     
      There are cracks on the screen, but I’ve seen phones in much worse shape still working as good as new.
      
     
      Did she do something to it?
      
     
      I have no illusions about that.
      
     
      If she gave it back, it means there was nothing more she could extract from it.
     
 
    
     
      “I’ll get you one,” Milt volunteers.
      
     
      There goes my excuse to leave the house.
     
 
    
     
      “You’ll stay in your old room,” Cynthia says, pretending he hadn’t spoken.
     
 
    
     
      I don’t have any of my things here, not even a change of clothes.
     
 
    
     
      “Until at least the end of the week.”
     
 
    
     
      She’s got to be joking.
     
 
    
     
      “It’s not necessary, Mrs. Boudreaux.”
      
     
      I hate how he always calls my adoptive mother that.
      
     
      You’d think we were fourteen and he’s come to take me out on a date that lasts past curfew.
      
     
      “She doesn’t have anything to tell them, and they know it.
      
     
      They’ll leave her alone eventually.”
     
 
    
     
      “Yeah.
      
     
      I’ll believe that when I see it,” she says.
     
 
    
     
      “This is ridiculous,” I mutter, which makes my adoptive mother glower at me.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea.”
      
     
      Milt takes my arm, carefully, like I might turn on him and bite him.
      
     
      “Come on.
      
     
      Let’s go upstairs and talk.”
     
 
    
     
      He leads me without leading me—I could pull my arm away at any moment but instead I follow him without arguing, feeling Cynthia’s heavy glare on my back the whole time.
     
 
    
     
      Upstairs, he closes the door of my old bedroom.
      
     
      I plunk down on my bed like a petulant teenager.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea,” Milt starts, “are you okay?”
     
 
    
     
      “That’s a broad question, all things considered.”
      
     
      I only manage half a smirk.
     
 
    
     
      “You know what I mean.”
     
 
    
     
      “No, I really don’t,” I say, crossing my arms on my chest.
      
     
      “Why did you play along with Cynthia?
      
     
      Why did you let them all hide it from me?
      
     
      You should have just told me.
      
     
      Immediately.”
     
 
    
     
      Every time I look at him, I still can’t believe he was ever mine, even for a relatively short time.
      
     
      Even though it all went to hell and it was all my fault.
      
     
      I throw a glance at the shut door and catch myself subconsciously licking my lips.
      
     
      In spite of everything, all I want right now is to jump on him, devour his lips with mine, sink my fingers into that wheat-colored hair, like I used to do when we were together, when I was determined to get my fill of him before he moved on.
      
     
      I was sure that any day now he’d find someone else, someone who’s a better fit, someone gorgeous and rich and unburdened by an infamous last name.
      
     
      And then this hypothetical someone would take him away from me and the rightful order of things would be restored.
     
 
    
     
      But there was no leggy blond undergrad or smoldering lingerie model or pampered heiress—in the end, it was me who put a definitive end to it by pawning that family-heirloom rock he gave me at a shitty pawnshop in downtown Denver.
     
 
    
     
      “What I mean is, are you going to be okay?
      
     
      Can I let you go home by yourself?
      
     
      Or are you going to—”
     
 
    
     
      Pour wine on my cereal and sprinkle it with cocaine, he means.
     
 
    
     
      “I’m fine,” I snarl.
      
     
      “I just got my two-month chip.”
     
 
    
     
      “You have to keep going to your meetings,” he says.
      
     
      He lowers himself to my level—for him it means kneeling on the floor next to my bed.
      
     
      He puts his hands on my upper arms, and I dip my chin, scorched by the caring and concern in his eyes.
     
 
    
     
      “Yeah.”
      
     
      I chuckle bitterly.
      
     
      “I’m sure those paparazzi will just love that.”
     
 
    
     
      “Have Chris come pick you up.”
     
 
    
     
      Chris is my sponsor, who I doubt will want to land in the center of media (not to mention police) attention right now, or ever, on my account.
      
     
      So I tell Milton that.
     
 
    
     
      “Then I’ll drive you.
      
     
      If that’s what it takes.”
     
 
    
     
      In this moment, it really hits me.
      
     
      He thinks—he actually believes—that we will be getting back together at some point.
      
     
      My heart crumbles inward on itself like an eggshell being crushed.
      
     
      Just yesterday, a mere twenty-four hours ago, this would have been all I wanted.
      
     
      Maybe it would have been difficult, after everything, but I would have made it work.
      
     
      But now it’s impossible.
      
     
      Everything I’ve built over the last fifteen years—as tenuous and shaky as it may have been—is about to come tumbling down, and again, I have my brother to thank.
     
 
    
     
      I hastily gulp back the tears that have cropped up, but it’s too late; they spill out, their wet tracks tracing the half-moon circles under my eyes.
      
     
      Milt reaches for my face in a clumsily tender gesture, with the intention of wiping them away, probably, but I turn my head at the last second.
     
 
    
     
      “Milton, you need to leave.”
     
 
    
     
      He blinks, not yet comprehending.
     
 
    
     
      “Now,” I say, raising my voice.
      
     
      “I want you to go home.”
     
 
    
     
      “Why?”
     
 
    
     
      “It doesn’t matter why.
      
     
      Just leave, okay?
      
     
      Get out.”
     
 
    
     
      He looks hurt, confused.
      
     
      “No.”
     
 
    
     
      “No?
      
     
      Just who do you think you are?”
      
     
      I snap.
     
 
    
     
      “Your fianc
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        Eli Warren got away with what he’d done to his mother and stepfather.
        
       
        It sounds a little extreme, considering he will spend the next twelve years locked up—six in a juvenile psychiatric facility and six in adult prison.
        
       
        But when you consider the facts of the case, as I present them here, it becomes chilling to think that in a little over a decade, Eli Warren, then only twenty-four years old, will be walking the streets again.
        
       
        How much more damage will he do?
        
       
        Whose lives will he destroy?
        
       
        We have no way of knowing.
        
       
        But I can tell you, from my vast experience working with sociopaths, child and adult alike, when it happens again, it will be even more brutal.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: after the fire
      
 
    
     
      Andrea has lost track of the days she has spent here, and the burn ward smell that clings to the bedsheets has seeped into her pores until she’s stopped noticing it.
      
     
      She slips from mind-dulling pain into fogginess whenever the nurse adds some painkiller to her IV.
      
     
      The bandages that cover her upper chest and back need to be changed daily, and another, older nurse comes in to do that.
     
 
    
     
      Today, she stays a little longer, brushing Andrea’s hair with a little comb and even helping her wash her face.
      
     
      While she tears the comb through Andrea’s matted hair, she keeps chattering on and on about how beautiful it is, how lucky she is.
      
     
      Andrea doesn’t protest, even though something in the woman’s pleasant alto voice is strained today, unnatural.
      
     
      It’s what you say to ugly girls, that they have great hair.
      
     
      That’s what you say to girls who will never wear a low-cut prom dress or even a T-shirt without being stared at in the wrong way.
      
     
      Deep down, without even fully understanding it yet, she feels like she lost something she barely knew she had.
     
 
    
     
      She can see it plainly on the other nurse’s face, the younger one who doesn’t hide her thoughts as well.
      
     
      When Andrea asked her about Eli, the woman stopped cold midway through changing the IV bag and the look in her eyes struck Andrea speechless.
      
     
      A moment later, she averted her eyes and pretended she hadn’t heard.
     
 
    
     
      Because everyone knows it now.
      
     
      When the older nurse wheels her out into the yard, other patients stare and whisper—Andrea would like to believe it’s just her imagination, but she knows it’s not.
      
     
      She’s now known as the girl whose brother killed her family and disfigured her for life.
     
 
    
     
      And all the while, when the older nurse changes the bandages, when the pediatrician comes in and asks her how she’s feeling, when the younger nurse brings her food even as her gaze avoids Andrea as if the blistering third-degree burns were contagious, something is brewing in the back of Andrea’s mind.
      
     
      Something not quite strong enough to break through the surface but growing stronger every minute she spends in this place.
      
     
      Something like a silent scream that started sometime when she saw the flames race across the carpeting in the hall and hasn’t died since.
     
 
    
     
      The nurse, Belinda or Melinda or something like that, is plaiting her hair deftly, somehow managing not to pull or snag so much as a strand, and Andrea begins to understand.
      
     
      A sense of foreboding fills her long before the woman finally ties the end of the braid with an elastic band and says, with artlessly feigned casualness, “You have a special guest today.”
     
 
    
     
      The police again?
      
     
      Andrea wonders.
      
     
      Did she say something wrong?
      
     
      Or maybe it’s the social worker, a young woman with bleached dreads and a tiny blue gem in her right nostril who came in to “evaluate” her—despite the sound of it, it came down to a few easy questions Andrea answered without hesitating.
     
 
    
     
      She feels like she should ask who it is but she doesn’t have time.
      
     
      They are all there at once: the social worker, in a stuffy skirt suit that clashes with the rest of her, one of her doctors, a tall woman with curly hair, the other nurse, who’s wearing lipstick for the occasion.
      
     
      As soon as Andrea sees who’s following her, her guts twist.
      
     
      It’s not just one or two but a whole crew, with one of those giant fuzzy microphones and a massive camera, black and gleaming menacingly with its little red lights and lenses that look like gasoline spilled in a puddle.
      
     
      Another man, oblivious to Andrea and everyone around him, tests the flash of his Nikon.
      
     
      Another woman holds aloft an audio recorder.
      
     
      Andrea sees logos that are faintly familiar, local stations, a local paper.
     
 
    
     
      But then some kind of commotion starts at the door, and they all part, as if on cue, cameras and lights and microphones all turned to the doorway like they’re expecting the president.
      
     
      But instead, a familiar-looking man walks in, wearing a suit and tie, followed by a woman in a burgundy twinset, giant gold earrings gleaming beneath her bob hairdo.
      
     
      The woman, too, looks familiar, so familiar that Andrea forgets to breathe.
      
     
      The social worker steps forward.
      
     
      She looks uncomfortable, self-conscious, and stiff.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea,” she says in a convivial tone Andrea hasn’t heard her use before, “I’d like to introduce you to your new family.”
     
 
    
     
      Flashes go off, and all the cameras and devices swivel to her at once, their shiny black eyes devouring her.
     
 
    
     
      But Andrea is looking past them, past the social worker, past the man and the woman who leans forward with an expectant smile.
      
     
      She’s looking at the third person, the sullen girl standing behind them.
      
     
      She’s wearing a navy dress with a Peter Pan collar, and it’s so out of character that Andrea almost doesn’t recognize her at first.
      
     
      The girl glowers at Andrea from behind the short curtain of angel-blond hair that barely reaches her chin.
     
 
    
     
      That’s when she knows she’s been cheated.
      
     
      Like in one of those stories where the genie grants your wish word for word, but it isn’t quite what you had in mind.
     
 
    
     
      And in that moment, the scream that’s been gathering in the back of Andrea’s throat like a storm finally tears its way to the surface and breaks free.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWELVE
       
 
    
 
    
     
      Leeanne regains her composure, the smirk returning as she plays with the ends of her hair.
     
 
    
     
      “So,” she says, “he cracked.
      
     
      Again.”
     
 
    
     
      “Shut the fuck up,” I say under my breath.
     
 
    
     
      “Or what?
      
     
      You’re going to make me?”
      
     
      She smiles sweetly.
      
     
      It looks like she’s let her lip injections lapse.
      
     
      Her whole face has a droopy, unhealthy look to it in spite of the uniform fake tan she’s been applying since her teens.
      
     
      “The psycho sister of the psycho brother.
      
     
      That’ll make a nice interview.
      
     
      I should go talk to some of those guys outside.”
     
 
    
     
      I advance toward her, fists clenches at my sides.
      
     
      Panic flits across her face, but she doesn’t have time to react.
      
     
      I slam my palms down on the door, trapping her between my arms, and she lets out a shriek.
      
     
      Steps thunder behind me, and I turn around to see Cynthia racing toward us, barefoot, her shoes in her hand.
      
     
      “Stop it right now!”
      
     
      she bellows.
      
     
      I let my arms drop to my sides as Leeanne cowers by the door, hands covering her face.
     
 
    
     
      “Why is she here?”
      
     
      I snarl.
      
     
      “Did you bring her on purpose?
      
     
      To gloat?”
     
 
    
     
      “Fucking psycho,” Leeanne murmurs behind me.
     
 
    
     
      “Language,” Cynthia snaps on autopilot, but there’s no real energy behind it.
      
     
      “Jesus, Andrea.
      
     
      She’s not here to gloat.
      
     
      Did you think that—”
     
 
    
     
      “Then why doesn’t she just go back to her mansion?
      
     
      She just wanted in on the action, is that it?”
     
 
    
     
      “Fuck you, Andrea,” Leeanne says, her voice tired.
      
     
      She slinks away from the door, past me, to stand near her mother, her arms crossed and her hands tucked under her armpits—the same pose she always took when she’d done something bad she was trying to hide.
      
     
      Her hair falls into her eyes, and she huffs.
      
     
      “I’m not here to gloat.
      
     
      Only you could think that, because you think everything revolves around you.
      
     
      If anything, you should be gloating.”
     
 
    
     
      “Leeanne,” Cynthia whispers angrily.
      
     
      I look from one to the other, trying to puzzle out what’s going on.
     
 
    
     
      “Charles and I are separating,” Leeanne says with a grimace.
      
     
      “I’m here to stay until we work out what to do with the house.
      
     
      And since the market for luxury housing isn’t exactly booming in this economy, it could be a while.”
     
 
    
     
      My breath whooshes out of my lungs, and I slump like a deflated balloon.
      
     
      “Shit.
      
     
      I’m sorry.”
     
 
    
     
      “Like hell you are,” Leeanne says with a shrug.
      
     
      “So for the time being, you’ll have to put up with me.
      
     
      And if I were you, I’d take it down a notch, because I’m sure those vultures outside will be very interested in what I have to tell them.
      
     
      Not to mention that woman.
      
     
      What did she say her name was?
      
     
      Figueroa?”
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia starts to say something, but I’m no longer listening.
      
     
      I storm past her, through the half-open door of my old room, letting the door bang against the wall as I push it aside.
      
     
      I grab my purse from the bed where it’s sitting, sling it over my shoulder, and thunder down the stairs.
      
     
      Leeanne’s mocking laugh reaches me from the second floor, followed closely by Cynthia calling my name imploringly.
      
     
      When I glance over my shoulder, she’s coming down the stairs, shoes still clutched in her hand.
     
 
    
     
      “Wait!”
      
     
      she calls out, an ugly, screechy edge to her voice.
      
     
      “What are you doing?”
     
 
    
     
      “Going home,” I say, to myself as much as to her.
      
     
      I look around: The key to her car hangs neatly from the hook by the front door.
      
     
      I grab it as I shove my feet into my sneakers.
      
     
      When she sees what I’m doing, she yells at me to stop, but she’s too late—I’m already opening the front door.
     
 
    
     
      I thought I was ready for the flashes exploding in my face, for the swarm of shouting people.
      
     
      Still, it takes the breath out of me in a way I didn’t expect—memories come flooding back.
      
     
      Memories of another time, of the first time Eli ruined my life.
     
 
    
     
      “This way, Andrea!”
      
     
      someone yells, and I instinctively look.
      
     
      He’s a tall, scrawny guy, and all I can see of him is the man bun atop his head since his face is hidden behind a camera that snaps and snaps and snaps.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea!
      
     
      Did you see your brother?
      
     
      Did he call you?
      
     
      Did he come to your home?”
     
 
    
     
      And in the meantime, the hipster keeps snapping away.
      
     
      Well, they’re about to find out I’m not a twelve-year-old girl anymore.
     
 
    
     
      I raise my arm and slap the camera out of his hands.
      
     
      He didn’t expect it, and the heavy thing draws a wide arc as it swings on the strap around his wrist.
      
     
      The strap slips.
      
     
      He tries to catch it and fails.
      
     
      Crash.
      
     
      Broken glass and plastic.
      
     
      Cursing, he dives to retrieve what’s left of the camera while I look at the others, who have fallen into a kind of stupor I know won’t last.
     
 
    
     
      “No comment,” I say, pressing the button on the fob.
      
     
      Cynthia’s SUV beeps, and I climb into the driver’s seat.
      
     
      I can only hope my license isn’t suspended, although there’s no reason it should be.
      
     
      I haven’t done anything wrong, and as far as I know, I’m not suspected of DUI.
     
 
    
     
      I turn the key in the ignition and then pull out of the driveway and onto the street.
      
     
      The SUV is the kind of heavy, clunky gas-guzzler only someone like Cynthia would drive but right now it works in my favor.
      
     
      None of them dare throw themselves in front of the vehicle and try to play chicken.
     
 
    
     
      Still, I zigzag around familiar streets of the neighborhood for ten or fifteen minutes until my hands are no longer shaking and I feel confident that no one is tailing me.
      
     
      Only then do I direct the car to the highway.
     
 
    
     
      I’m going back to the town house.
      
     
      To the only place I can still call home.
     
 
     
     
      
       *
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        The trial had drawn national attention and was extensively covered by news outlets.
        
       
        What’s more, the case was among the first to become viral on social media.
        
       
        Speculation ran rampant on message boards and blogging platforms such as Blogger and LiveJournal, where several blogs devoted to Eli Warren sprang up overnight.
       
 
     
       
        The fascinating and conflicting details of this case also captivated the attention of the masses, beyond the run-of-the-mill conspiracy theorists and true-crime junkies.
        
       
        And it’s hardly surprising.
        
       
        Like Columbine and other similar tragedies, it falls frighteningly within the realm of the possible.
       
 
     
       
        How well do you know your own child?
        
       
        Could a charming demeanor and good-looking exterior be hiding something sinister?
        
       
        If this precious boy, the beautiful son, the golden child, could turn out to be a monster…who can be trusted?
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      Ever since she ran from the counselor’s office, Andrea’s been waiting for something vague and nefarious to happen, for someone to come drag her right out of class or for someone to show up knocking at the door on Sunday night when she’s eating dinner with Eli, their mom, and Sergio.
      
     
      But it’s been two weeks and nothing has happened.
      
     
      No one has come to see her.
     
 
    
     
      And as for the bauble she grabbed from the bowl on the counselor’s desk, either he didn’t notice or he never knew it was her.
      
     
      Andrea knows she should hide it someplace safe—maybe their hiding place, the one that Mom and Sergio don’t know about.
      
     
      There’s a loose tile in the bathroom, right by the cabinet below the sink.
      
     
      That’s where they hide things no one else is supposed to see.
     
 
    
     
      She found out the little bauble was a lighter by accident.
      
     
      It’s made so that the little hinges of the lid are hidden, and she only noticed that the lid could be opened when the edge of her fingernail caught underneath.
      
     
      She pried it apart, and the lid popped open, revealing the little wheel and button.
      
     
      She clicked it, and a smooth, neat flame shot out with a hiss.
      
     
      She marveled at it for a few seconds before shutting the lid again, pressing down extra hard to make sure it closed properly.
      
     
      She could have the lighter with her at all times, at school, at dinner, out on the playground, and no one would ever see anything but a cute keychain or pendant.
      
     
      It could be her secret, finally something she had only to herself.
     
 
    
     
      She can’t stand the thought of someone taking it away.
     
 
    
     
      She knows she should wait until she’s alone, until her mom is at the other end of the house so she can’t overhear the clattering of the tiles by accident.
      
     
      But she’s impatient.
      
     
      The lighter is heavy in her pocket, tugging it down like it’s made of lead.
     
 
    
     
      So while her mom makes dinner, Andrea sneaks off to the bathroom, locking the door behind her.
      
     
      Just to be on the safe side, she turns on the tap, both the hot water and the cold, on full blast.
      
     
      Still, she keeps checking the door, looking over her shoulder as she eases the tile out and reaches into the hiding place beneath.
     
 
    
     
      Confusion paralyzes her.
      
     
      She slowly pulls her hand out and puts the lighter back in her pocket.
      
     
      Then she reaches back in, palm empty this time, grasping, fingertips feeling around the edges of something smooth and angular and finally—sharp.
      
     
      With a gasp, she pulls out her hand and examines the paper cut on the knuckle of her index finger.
      
     
      As microscopic droplets of blood form along the edges, she peers into the hiding place and the realization hits her: There’s money in there.
      
     
      Not just a few dollar bills, crumpled and used up and soft as suede.
      
     
      A handful of crisp, new twenties, their edges so sharp they’d sliced her skin open like a razor blade.
     
 
    
     
      She inspects them with a kind of reverent awe just as her mother knocks on the door.
     
 
    
     
      “Addie?
      
     
      Are you all right in there?
      
     
      Dinner’s ready.”
     
 
    
     
      “Coming!”
      
     
      she yells out, but her voice comes out wrong, so wrong, brimming with falseness.
      
     
      She’s a bad liar, always has been, not at all like her brother, who could make anyone believe anything.
     
 
    
     
      “Is everything okay?”
      
     
      her mother asks through the door.
      
     
      And then the unthinkable happens.
      
     
      The doorknob rattles as she turns it, and the latch comes loose.
      
     
      The door opens, startling them both.
     
 
    
     
      She only sees her mother’s eyes, round like coins, dark, and her firmly set lips.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea,” she says, tilting her head in that way she does when you’re about to be in trouble.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea’s face scrunches up in spite of herself.
      
     
      And everything unravels.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN
       
 
    
 
    
     
      I can’t grab for the phone fast enough, my heart hammering in the back of my throat.
      
     
      My hands become so damp that the touch screen won’t work, and I have to wipe the screen on my shirt before I can unlock the phone.
      
     
      I press it to my ear.
     
 
    
     
      You have one new message, the recorded voice informs me with canned warmth.
      
     
      The message clicks on without being prompted, some static, some noise, and then a sharp intake of breath.
     
 
    
     
      “Hey,” says a young female voice, and my knees buckle with sheer relief.
      
     
      “Ms. Boudreaux…I mean, Andrea.”
      
     
      I finally exhale and close my eyes.
      
     
      Sunny.
      
     
      If the girl were here, I’d hug her.
      
     
      “I’m sorry to bug you, but you said to call if things got bad.”
     
 
    
     
      I said to call 911, not my personal cell.
      
     
      But she did have the number.
      
     
      I know it’s because she doesn’t want to get the authorities involved.
      
     
      And that, in turn, is because she’s on the run, for the umpteenth time, from the umpteenth foster home, and her next brush with the system might involve juvenile detention.
      
     
      Not trusting the police isn’t exactly uncommon among the people I work with—and our shelter is supposed to be a safe zone.
     
 
    
     
      “Well, I think Shawn found me again.
      
     
      I saw one of his…one of his girls, and I know she saw me, and now she’s going to tell him where I am.
      
     
      I’m in the bathroom in a McDonald’s by the highway, and I don’t know where to—”
     
 
    
     
      I don’t have time to finish listening to her rambling, shaky-voiced message when the phone beeps, announcing that I have another call.
      
     
      Sure enough, it’s the same unknown number.
      
     
      I curse under my breath, and for a moment, I consider just waiting it out.
      
     
      Maybe even turning off the phone.
      
     
      But what conscience I have left squeezes my rib cage like a vise, and, already cursing myself out for my own stupidity, I answer.
     
 
    
     
      She sounds like she’s crying, and I grimace, glad she can’t see me through the phone.
      
     
      At the same time, my mind is racing, working out connections, untangling the threads.
      
     
      I see an opportunity, and as heartless as it makes me, I can’t let it go so easily.
     
 
    
     
      “Ms. Boudreaux,” she says in a loud, hoarse whisper, forgetting to call me Andrea again.
      
     
      Then again, she’s sixteen, give or take a couple of years, and to her, I might as well be a dinosaur at twenty-seven.
     
 
    
     
      “Sunny,” I say.
      
     
      We require ID at the shelter, and if hers is fake, it’s a really good one.
      
     
      That, or her parents were hippies, although judging by her age, it’s the wrong generation.
      
     
      “What’s going on?
      
     
      Where are you?”
     
 
    
     
      Whimpering, she tells me she’s still at the McDonald’s but she can’t stay much longer, and Shawn might already be waiting for her outside.
     
 
    
     
      I debate calling 911 myself and letting Sunny Jones, if that is her real name, become someone else’s problem.
      
     
      The thought only lingers for half a second.
     
 
    
     
      I sigh and grit my teeth.
      
     
      “Okay,” I say.
      
     
      “I’ll come get you.”
     
 
    
     
      She bursts into expressions of gratitude amid sniffles and sobs.
      
     
      I hang up and get the key to Cynthia’s car, trying not to think of what will happen if any journalists decide to follow me.
     
 
    
     
      In the garage, it’s so much colder than in the house that I huddle in my light jacket as I make a beeline for the car.
      
     
      The street looks empty, no journalists—or anyone else.
      
     
      I pull out of the driveway while cranking up the heater to full capacity; the fans roar as hot air whirs through the car.
      
     
      But the cold seems to penetrate to my core, and it lies in wait there, curled up around my heart.
     
 
    
     
      Pretty soon the sleepy residential streets give way to a well-lit commercial artery where life bustles on, in spite of the chill.
      
     
      The postapocalyptic hideousness of Denver in the early spring has been patched up and decorated with pretty streetlamps, garlands, and brightly lit store and restaurant windows.
      
     
      There are even a few hipster types lining up in front of some trendy eatery, hands shoved into pockets and feet stomping to work up heat.
      
     
      To wait in line in front of a place when the street is teeming with half-empty restaurants to suit any taste—I’ll never understand it.
      
     
      When I was a kid, a fancy meal was Red Lobster.
     
 
    
     
      Sweat breaks out along my spine when it occurs to me.
      
     
      Hesitant, I reach for the knob of the radio but pull my hand away.
      
     
      I hit an infuriating string of one red light after another, and it feels like an eternity until I’m finally out on the highway, without all these traffic signs and cars and people to pay attention to.
      
     
      Alone with my thoughts.
     
 
    
     
      Taking a deep breath, I finally turn on the radio, searching until I find a newscast.
      
     
      But they’re blabbing on about something unrelated, and after a couple of minutes, I zone out.
     
 
    
     
      I struggle to remember what date it is, until I glance at the dashboard.
      
     
      Cynthia always keeps her car clock up to date.
      
     
      April 10.
     
 
    
     
      In two weeks’ time, to the day, my brother set fire to our house.
      
     
      I always made a conscious effort not to mark the date in any way.
      
     
      At first, Cynthia insisted that we honor my mother’s memory, and she’d make us all go to visit her grave.
      
     
      I don’t know who paid for the tombstone—maybe Cynthia’s husband did, like he paid for my hospital bills and my laser treatments.
      
     
      Somebody always pays for everything, as he used to say.
     
 
    
     
      What’s left of Cassandra Warren Bianchi is in a discreet grave tucked into the corner of a cemetery on the outskirts of town.
      
     
      A flat tombstone reads 
      Cassandra Bianchi, with her birth and death dates underneath.
      
     
      When we’d come to visit her, I’d stand over it, clutching an overwrought bouquet of roses in my hands while Cynthia led a “minute of silent prayer.”
      
     
      Although nobody was actually praying, I’m sure.
      
     
      The very first year, a couple of photographers came with us to shoot pictures for an upcoming short piece in a local paper.
      
     
      My burns itched beneath the black wool dress Cynthia made me wear, which covered me from neck to midcalf.
      
     
      I squeezed the roses’ prickly stems through the crinkly plastic and wondered where they buried Sergio.
     
 
    
     
      Maybe his family took care of it.
      
     
      Or maybe there wasn’t enough left to bury.
     
 
    
     
      Then I left Cynthia’s house, and that put an end to the visits.
      
     
      The day Eli murdered my life became just another day in late April.
     
 
    
     
      “…announced a press conference later tonight about the ongoing manhunt for Eli Michael Warren, wanted for the gruesome murder of a young woman in northeast Denver that occurred sometime last night.
      
     
      Authorities continue to warn the public to be careful and not engage with the suspect, who is considered highly dangerous and possibly armed.
      
     
      Warren first came to notoriety in 2002 when he was convicted of arson and the first-degree murder of—”
     
 
    
     
      I can’t listen for another second.
      
     
      I thumb the button and flip through one station after another—commercial, classical, hip-hop, techno.
      
     
      The upbeat new hit of the latest pop wonder of the week fills the car with its generic electronic beats, her auto-tuned voice caterwauling in the speakers.
      
     
      It’s as catchy as it is forgettable, and for a moment or two, it succeeds at knocking all the thoughts out of my head.
      
     
      I crank up the volume and turn onto the exit ramp, toward the cluster of fast-food restaurants around the gas station.
     
 
    
     
      This particular spot is well-known in my line of work.
      
     
      The neighborhood is a small tangle of crooked streets, locked in from all sides by the multilane highway, which makes it unappealing for condo builders and other attempts at gentrification.
      
     
      It remains a mix of boxlike houses from the 1920s and square, squat apartment blocks from which satellite dishes spring up like mushrooms, where you can rent a roach-infested one- or two-bedroom for a couple hundred dollars cheaper than anywhere else.
      
     
      If you don’t mind the incessant roaring of cars right outside your window or constantly inhaling pollution.
      
     
      Or if you don’t have anywhere else to go.
     
 
    
     
      I avoid looking at the buildings
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        The details of that night remain uncertain.
        
       
        The facts known to the investigation are that, around midnight on April 24, Warren doused the floor in the upstairs hallway with nail polish remover he had taken from the bathroom cabinet.
        
       
        Then he set it on fire—with a lighter that could never be found, despite a most thorough search of the scene.
       
 
     
       
        Eli’s sister, Andrea, later told the police that Eli Warren repeatedly said he wanted their parents, especially their stepfather, Sergio, to die.
        
      
       I want them to burn
       , she quoted him saying.
       
       
        When she woke up and smelled the smoke, she noted that Eli wasn’t in his bed in the room they shared, down the hall from their parents.
        
       
        Nor did she see him when, panicked, she rushed to wake her mother and stepfather to get them out of the house.
       
 
     
       
        By then, the police already had their suspicions.
        
       
        Traces of the accelerant were found on the remains of the floor upstairs, and forensic experts excluded the possibility of an electrical fire or any other malfunction.
       
 
     
       
        Perhaps this had been a petty act of destruction, not uncommon in children with behavioral problems.
        
       
        But this particular tantrum turned out to be a perfect storm.
        
       
        The smoke alarms in the house hadn’t been maintained since the house was originally built in 1976 and were not functional.
        
       
        The windows of the master bedroom had been sealed for winter and didn’t open properly.
        
       
        The Bianchis succumbed to smoke inhalation fairly quickly.
       
 
     
       
        Seeing how far the situation had spun out of his control, Eli Warren had to cover his tracks.
        
       
        The prosecution suggested he had gotten rid of the lighter before 
       going back to the house for his sister. 
       
        What can that tell us about Eli Warren’s intentions?
        
       
        He had planned to get away with it.
        
       
        Until he was cornered, with his sister’s testimony and evidence mounting against him, he believed he would get away with murdering his parents.
       
 
     
       
        One thing is certain: This was the work of a clear, methodical, and thoroughly sociopathic mind.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      Her rumbling stomach takes her by surprise as she creeps upstairs to her room.
      
     
      In all the commotion, everyone forgot that she hadn’t had dinner.
      
     
      Forgot about her altogether.
      
     
      Hell, she forgot about it herself.
      
     
      As if she temporarily ceased to exist, melting into the wallpaper.
     
 
    
     
      Their mother and Sergio aren’t home.
      
     
      They left less than an hour ago.
      
     
      Andrea didn’t dare ask where they were going.
      
     
      Their faces were grim, and she thought she was better off staying out of their way.
      
     
      They didn’t say when they were coming back, and they dressed like they would for a meeting with the principal or something equally ominous—her mother in a skirt and twinset, Sergio in dress trousers and a button-down shirt.
     
 
    
     
      They forbade Eli to leave the room he shared with Andrea until they came back.
      
     
      She never thought he’d obey.
      
     
      Normally, he’d be out and about the second their parents left, disappearing behind the shut door of the rec room to get on the computer, again, or lounging on the couch in front of the TV, smirking at her—
      What are you going to do?
      
      
       Tell on me?
       
     
      She wouldn’t, and he knew it.
     
 
    
     
      But to her surprise, he hasn’t moved from the room.
     
 
    
     
      Although she’s almost at the top of the stairs, she changes her mind and turns back, tiptoeing all the way down and then right past the open doorway to the living room, to the kitchen.
     
 
    
     
      A quick foray into the pantry yields a handful of granola bars that her mom bought to replace cookies—for Andrea only, since everyone else chowed down on double chocolate chip as usual.
      
     
      But her mom was concerned with Andrea putting on two clothing sizes in the last three months so it was decided to “cut back on the junk food.”
      
     
      The cookies now sit on the top shelf she can’t reach without pulling up a chair.
     
 
    
     
      Besides, if her mom notices missing cookies, in the mood she’s in, Andrea will get in trouble too.
      
     
      As if taking a cookie were as bad as taking a hundred dollars from Sergio’s wallet.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea stuffs the bars into her pocket and creeps upstairs.
      
     
      The door of their shared room creaks softly when she slips in.
     
 
    
     
      She fully expects to see Eli up and about.
      
     
      But he’s so still and silent, with the blanket and comforter pulled over his head, that for a fleeting second she thinks he may have snuck out.
      
     
      Without thinking, she pokes the shapeless lump of blanket.
     
 
    
     
      He turns over so fast she has no time to jump back, only to bat the comforter away with her outstretched arms.
     
 
    
     
      “What the hell do you want?”
     
 
    
     
      Despite the darkness—the only light comes from the lantern on the patio outside, filtering through the blinds—the fury of his glare scorches her.
      
     
      Guilt turns sour in her stomach.
      
     
      They had a rule about not getting into the hiding place when anyone was home.
      
     
      If she hadn’t broken it, if she’d been more careful, if she didn’t immediately dump all the blame on him, none of this would be happening.
     
 
    
     
      No matter that it was, really, all his fault.
      
     
      Nothing in that hiding place was hers.
      
     
      Certainly not the money.
     
 
    
     
      Her brother sighs and sits up on his bed.
      
     
      The Star Wars logo on his T-shirt stands out starkly in the semidarkness.
     
 
    
     
      “I just want to know,” she says softly.
      
     
      She can’t see his face clearly, but she knows he’s grimacing.
     
 
    
     
      “Yeah, yeah.
      
     
      Whatever.”
     
 
    
     
      “Why did you do it?”
     
 
    
     
      “What the fuck do you care?”
     
 
    
     
      The first answer that springs to her mind is 
      I’ll tell Mom you were swearing.
      
     
      She bites it back, ashamed of herself.
     
 
    
     
      “I needed it, all right?”
     
 
    
     
      All that money?
      
     
      But he couldn’t spend that much on anything without their parents noticing anyway.
      
     
      “What for?”
     
 
    
     
      “Oh God.”
      
     
      He shakes his head, and his derisive laugh is quiet in the dark.
      
     
      “You’re my twin.
      
     
      How are you this stupid?”
     
 
    
     
      “Don’t say that!”
      
     
      she retorts, but her voice comes out whiny, juvenile.
      
     
      “I’ll—”
     
 
    
     
      “Tell Mom?”
      
     
      he mocks in a falsetto.
      
     
      “Go ahead—you’re good at that, aren’t you?”
     
 
    
     
      She draws a sharp breath, insulted.
      
     
      “When have I ever ratted on you?”
     
 
    
     
      “Seriously?
      
     
      What about earlier?”
     
 
    
     
      “I didn’t!”
      
     
      she snaps back, indignant.
      
     
      “Everything in there was yours.
      
     
      And I didn’t take that money.”
     
 
    
     
      “But it was your sticky hands in there when you got caught.”
     
 
    
     
      “So?”
     
 
    
     
      “So, you were only too happy to go and pin everything on me, like a coward.”
     
 
    
     
      “What was I supposed to do?”
     
 
    
     
      He shrugs and leans back on the bed, putting his feet up.
      
     
      “Share the blame.”
     
 
    
     
      No, she thinks angrily.
      
     
      He can’t say that; he can’t ask me for that—it’s not fair.
      
     
      He was the one who stole; he was the one who started the hiding place.
      
     
      It wasn’t her fault.
      
     
      Why was she supposed to take the blame?
      
     
      The injustice of it makes her choke with tears.
      
     
      She gulps heavily but she still can’t speak.
     
 
    
     
      “I would have done it for you,” he says, and she feels worse.
      
     
      “What did you want in there, anyway?”
     
 
    
     
      “Nothing,” she mutters.
     
 
    
     
      He only gives a soft, skeptical 
      uh-huh in response.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN
       
 
    
 
    
     
      We get to the town house when it’s already getting dark.
      
     
      Sunny stares out the window like a bewildered child, face pressed to the glass.
      
     
      The place must be akin to a zoo to her.
     
 
    
     
      My inner voice, which I’ve managed to ignore up to now, is pretty much shrieking.
      
     
      Sure, let the homeless girl into the house that doesn’t really belong to you.
      
     
      Just don’t leave her alone for more than a minute and then remember to check your valuables.
     
 
    
     
      While I drive into the garage and wait for the door to slide closed behind us, Sunny prattles on: 
      Thank you so much, Ms. Boudreaux-I-mean-Andrea, I’ll be good, you won’t regret it, I promise.
     
 
    
     
      All the curtains are drawn, as I left them, and when I flip the light switch, the glow of lamps fills the space, warm and cozy.
      
     
      Naturally, the moment she’s inside, Sunny drops the bubbly-little-girl act like the proverbial hot rock.
      
     
      She slouches into the living room, shrewd eyes taking everything in.
     
 
    
     
      “Shoes,” I call after her, trying to imbue my voice with some semblance of authority.
      
     
      She rolls her eyes, thinking I don’t notice, but kicks off her ridiculous boots without needing to be told twice.
      
     
      She already left tracks on the hardwood floor, but I decide to let it go.
     
 
    
     
      “Not bad,” she says after a cursory examination of the living room.
      
     
      “That gig of yours must pay a ton.”
     
 
    
     
      “It’s not—” I start, intending to tell her the house is actually my fianc
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        Once Eli Warren found himself facing the consequences of his actions, he resorted to the tactic sociopaths typically fall back on.
        
       
        He cast blame.
        
       
        He made ludicrous accusations of abuse: against teachers, a school counselor, and most importantly, his stepfather.
        
       
        The stories he told were positively lurid with detail, something out of a tabloid.
        
       
        Unfortunately for Warren, these same details worked against him: Medical expertise proved that the assaults of which he accused his stepfather simply never happened.
        
       
        When he heard the recording of his sister’s testimony (Andrea Warren was at the burn ward at the time, recovering from injuries she sustained when she tried to get to her mother, who was trapped in the master bedroom), he reacted with an outburst of pure rage.
        
       
        The house of cards came tumbling down around him.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      It’s been a few days since the hiding place incident, and on the surface, everything seems to be going back to normal.
      
     
      At least Eli seems to.
      
     
      He no longer complains about being deprived of TV and computer time, no longer sulks or picks at his food at dinnertime.
      
     
      As far as Andrea can tell, he has reverted to his usual self.
     
 
    
     
      Afterward, Andrea couldn’t remember exactly how they came to be at Sergio’s furniture store on that Thursday afternoon.
      
     
      Their mother wasn’t home when they got back from school.
      
     
      Her car was gone, but there was no note.
      
     
      Andrea wasn’t alarmed by it—Cassie did this more and more lately.
      
     
      She seemed to think the twins were old enough to take care of themselves.
     
 
    
     
      She was certainly right.
     
 
    
     
      Sergio wasn’t due to come back until well past nine, and one of them—it must have been Eli; it had to have been, but she couldn’t remember for sure—suggested going over to the store to say hi.
      
     
      She had no idea why he would have suggested it.
      
     
      Eli hated the store.
      
     
      When they were younger and had to stay there while Cassie finished her shift, he always whined and complained about how dusty and boring it was.
      
     
      They weren’t allowed to jump on the beds or even sit on the couches.
      
     
      They were supposed to sit in the staff room the whole time, a little windowless room where everything smelled like microwaved lunches, and do their homework.
     
 
    
     
      As soon as they walk in through the big sliding doors, she can see the store is almost empty.
      
     
      Halogen lights hum over the showroom, which sprawls across the entire floor.
      
     
      It’s not much of a showroom—rows of desks, rows of beds, rows of couches.
      
     
      A middle-aged couple is wandering amid the couches without much enthusiasm.
      
     
      The woman picks up a price tag, looks at it, and lets it drop back half a second later.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea wants to wave to the cashiers, but Eli determinedly grabs her hand and pulls her along in the opposite direction.
      
     
      “We should find Sergio,” he says.
     
 
    
     
      “What’s the hurry?”
     
 
    
     
      “I have something to say to him,” Eli replies after a pause that lasts less than a heartbeat.
      
     
      But it’s enough to plant the seed of anxiety in Andrea’s mind.
     
 
    
     
      “Eli, what—”
     
 
    
     
      “I want to apologize,” he says.
      
     
      He stops abruptly, without warning, so she walks into him and stumbles.
      
     
      He grips her wrist hard before letting go.
      
     
      “Be careful.”
     
 
    
     
      “Apologize?”
      
     
      she says in disbelief.
     
 
    
     
      “Yeah.
      
     
      I’m sick of being grounded.
      
     
      C’mon—I can charm him into forgiving me.
      
     
      I can tell him I’ll work off the money at the store, or something, and in exchange he’ll tell Mom to back off.”
     
 
    
     
      Andrea is doubtful.
      
     
      “Do you think it’ll work?”
     
 
    
     
      “Oh yeah,” he says with a dismissive eye roll.
      
     
      “She’ll do what he tells her.
      
     
      She doesn’t want him on her back right now—trust me.”
     
 
    
     
      “Why would Sergio even listen to you?”
      
     
      Andrea grumbles, but he turns and resumes walking without acknowledging her.
      
     
      He pushes his way past a door that reads 
      STAFF ONLY.
      
     
      Andrea follows him, realizing too late that they’re in the wrong place.
     
 
    
     
      This isn’t the workers’ lounge or the office—this is storage.
      
     
      It’s freezing cold.
      
     
      She huddles in her coat, her hands in her pockets.
     
 
    
     
      “Why are we here?”
     
 
    
     
      “He’s always here at the end of the day,” Eli says, annoyed, like it’s supposed to be obvious.
      
     
      “Doing inventory.
      
     
      Don’t you remember?”
     
 
    
     
      She doesn’t, but she also doesn’t want to admit it.
     
 
    
     
      “I’ll go look for him,” Eli says.
      
     
      “You could help, if you want.”
     
 
    
     
      She shakes her head.
      
     
      She doesn’t like it here.
      
     
      Narrow rows of shelves on all sides, all the way to the sixteen-foot ceiling, all piled with heavy brown boxes plastered with warning signs.
     
 
    
     
      “Climb on the thing,” her brother says, pointing at a mobile ladder near one of the shelves.
      
     
      “You’ll be able to see the whole place.”
     
 
    
     
      “No way.”
      
     
      Since they were little, they were forbidden to go anywhere near the ladder.
      
     
      There’s even a chain with a warning sign in place, but it can be easily stepped over.
     
 
    
     
      Eli sighs and rolls his eyes.
      
     
      “Come on,” he says, and pushes her out of the way.
      
     
      He puts his foot on the first step.
      
     
      Brings the other one next to it.
      
     
      Swings his leg over the chain.
      
     
      “See?
      
     
      Not too hard.”
     
 
    
     
      “We’re not supposed to.”
     
 
    
     
      “Whatever.
      
     
      No one can see us.”
     
 
    
     
      “You’ll get in trouble.”
     
 
    
     
      “Oh yeah?
      
     
      You’ll tell on me?”
      
     
      His tone is humorous, but she can hear the barbs underneath.
      
     
      Her face flares hot.
      
     
      And when he motions impatiently for her to join him, she obeys.
     
 
    
     
      One step, two, four.
      
     
      He’s always a step above her, goading her onward.
      
     
      Six, seven, eight steps—and he’s reached the platform.
      
     
      Above it, the three remaining rungs are painted orange, because you’re not supposed to stand on them.
     
 
    
     
      “This isn’t so bad,” he’s saying.
      
     
      “Look.
      
     
      You can see everything.”
     
 
    
     
      Instinctively, she turns to look.
      
     
      She isn’t sure what comes next.
      
     
      Did he push her?
      
     
      Did she make a misstep?
      
     
      Did she get dizzy?
      
     
      The next thing she knows, everything is sideways.
      
     
      Her stomach flips, and the rush of air fills her ears, the floor grows closer and closer, and then nothing.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
       
 
    
 
    
     
      I wake up feeling like I drank three bottles of tequila the day before, or got hit by a truck head-on, or maybe both.
      
     
      Sitting up with a groan, I realize I’ve passed out on the love seat, my spine curved in an S shape and stuck that way.
     
 
    
     
      On the couch, I find the pillow and blanket I got for Sunny.
      
     
      Sunny herself is nowhere to be seen, naturally.
      
     
      That’s why I fell asleep here instead of my comfy bed.
      
     
      I didn’t want to let her out of my sight, at least not until I was sure she’d passed out cold.
     
 
    
     
      So far, it looks like she beat me at my own game.
      
     
      A cursory check confirms that Sunny is no longer in the house, and neither are
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       ADDIE
      , it reads in crooked letters inside the heart.
 
    
     
      Frantic, I look around.
      
     
      The air is chilly and crystal clear, but in all that bright sun, the shadows are darker and deeper than ever.
      
     
      I draw in an icy breath as I fumble for my car keys, feeling like a character in a bad horror movie.
      
     
      My hands are clumsy, shaking, and I manage to drop the keys to the ground.
      
     
      I crouch, pick them up, and get up so fast my head spins.
     
 
    
     
      “Eli?”
      
     
      I call out, fully aware of how crazy I must look.
      
     
      My heart thunders but no answer comes.
      
     
      He wouldn’t show up here now, I try to reassure myself.
      
     
      It’s too big of a risk.
      
     
      He wouldn’t dare.
     
 
    
     
      But these are all solid, rational things, and they fail to calm me.
     
 
    
     
      “Where are you?”
      
     
      I yell out.
      
     
      My voice rolls across the open lot, uncomfortably loud.
      
     
      In that moment, I could swear something moves in my peripheral vision.
     
 
    
     
      Primal fear fills me.
      
     
      In a panic, I thumb the car key, and Cynthia’s SUV responds with a reassuring beep.
      
     
      I clamber inside, slam the door shut, and engage all the locks.
      
     
      My hands on the steering wheel, I pant, not daring to look anywhere but right in front of me.
     
 
    
     
      The car, with its hulking, solid weight, is a comfort.
      
     
      I start the engine and begin to maneuver out of the parking spot but as soon as I turn the car around, he appears as if by magic, out of thin air.
     
 
    
     
      A tall, dark shape, in the shadow of the building, right at the edge of the lot.
     
 
    
     
      I slam on the brakes, then change my mind, shift gears, and hit the gas pedal.
      
     
      In that moment, I’m 100 percent certain I’m about to mow my brother down with my car.
     
 
    
      
       Like you should have.
      
 
    
     
      But as the SUV roars toward the building, I blink, and the figure is gone, like it was never there.
     
 
    
     
      I swerve at the last second and screech onto the road leading out of the parking lot.
      
     
      Sweat pours down my back as the SUV steadies its speed, careening away, away, away from the shelter.
     
 
    
     
      Away from him.
     
 
    
     
      Only when I’m at a safe distance do I pull over by the side of the road.
      
     
      Forgetting the hazard lights, I stop the car, drop my forehead on the steering wheel, and burst into tears.
     
 
    
     
      I sob out my helplessness to the purr of the Cadillac’s engine, grateful for once for Cynthia’s predilection toward tinted windows—the affectation of the politician’s wife who never was.
     
 
    
     
      I paw my way through the glove compartment (in this monster of a car it could fit a small suitcase): hand lotion, Tylenol, those clip-on sunglasses Cynthia uses, and, finally, tissues.
      
     
      I gut the little plastic pouch and use a whole handful of them to blow my nose and wipe my eyes.
      
     
      Still sniffling, I pop a Tylenol and flip open the visor to reveal the backlit mirror there.
     
 
    
     
      I’m a horror show—red nose, swollen eyelids.
      
     
      It looks like my eyelashes disappeared altogether.
      
     
      I’m not, and never was, one of those girls who look pretty when they cry.
      
     
      I’ve never been able to pull off that thing so many girls have down to an art form, making people feel bad for me by releasing one or two artfully placed fake tears.
      
     
      And real tears aren’t pretty; real tears strip away all the prettiness, leaving you raw and vulnerable like a newborn.
      
     
      That’s why tabloids love pictures of famous women bawling their eyes out, almost as much as they love those no-makeup shots.
     
 
    
     
      There’s a photo in the center insert of that god-awful true crime book, a photo of my brother pretrial.
      
     
      He’s wearing the requisite jumpsuit and handcuffs, and his expression is that of mournful resolve, his eyes shiny.
      
     
      A child in a situation no child should have to face.
     
 
    
     
      In that book, the caption reads, 
      The only tears Eli Warren ever spilled were for himself.
     
 
    
     
      Instead of hitting the gas pedal and getting out of here—Where would I go, anyway?
     
     
      —I check my phone, and my heart jumps when I see the sheer number of notifications.
      
     
      Texts and voicemails to boot.
      
     
      My hands sweaty with foreboding, I unlock the phone and scroll.
     
 
    
     
      The texts are mostly from Chris, my sponsor at AA.
     
 
    
      
       Just checking to see if youre ok.
       
     
      Followed by, 
      A, get in touch.
      
     
      I want to know how youre doing.
      
     
      Chris doesn’t like apostrophes and isn’t friends with Autocorrect.
      
      
       I better see you at the meeting tonight.
       
     
      Chris isn’t dumb.
      
     
      It’s obvious to anyone that no way am I showing my face there, or anywhere, tonight.
      
     
      Or tomorrow night, or the night after that, or any night for the next year.
      
     
      Or five.
      
     
      Or however long it takes for this thing to resolve.
      
     
      For the police to find my brother, arrest him, and then the trial, the appeals—because I know there will be appeals, that he’ll insist he’s innocent until the very end.
     
 
    
     
      My mind fills with the two images of Adele, side by side.
      
     
      The smiling picture from the news and the one Figueroa showed me.
      
     
      Could he have done it?
      
     
      Truth is, I don’t know.
      
     
      And that’s not the question anyway.
     
 
    
     
      There’s also a text from Milton, asking me to please call him, and all the missed calls are from a certain familiar number so the voicemails must be from Cynthia.
      
     
      I’m about to listen to them—or delete them without listening—but another text pops up silently on the screen.
      
     
      Chris: 
      Answer my texts A. I know youve seen them.
     
 
    
     
      Maybe it’s that vulnerable feeling that has had me by the throat since earlier, but instead of answering Milton, instead of driving home, I thumb Chris’s name in my contact list.
     
 
    
     
      The phone barely has time to ring before my sponsor picks up.
      
     
      “Andrea,” Chris says in a level voice, “how are you doing?”
     
 
    
     
      I’m about to answer before I realize I haven’t thought of what I’m going to say.
      
     
      On the other end, Chris jumps to conclusions.
      
     
      “Please tell me you’re not drunk.”
     
 
    
     
      “I’m not drunk,” I say, grateful for the out.
      
     
      And it’s an easy one.
      
     
      “I promise.”
     
 
    
     
      “You’re coming to the meeting tonight.”
      
     
      It doesn’t sound like a question.
     
 
    
     
      “Don’t you think it’s not the best idea right now?”
     
 
    
     
      “I think it’s 
      the best idea,” Chris says firmly.
      
     
      “More than ever, actually.”
     
 
    
     
      “I’m not going to fall off the wagon,” I say.
     
 
    
     
      “In times of crisis, that’s when we need friends the most.”
      
     
      This worries me—Chris has never been one for platitudes, and something about the words rings with a tension that wasn’t there before, a falseness.
      
     
      The idea of Chris judging me hurts way more than I expected.
     
 
    
     
      “We’ll see,” I say, and before the inevitable protests can start, I hang up and hit the gas pedal.
     
 
    
     
      I drive home and spend the afternoon watching the news on TV while also keeping an eye on what’s being posted online.
     
 
    
     
      There’s a lot about Adele Schultz.
      
     
      Not all of it good—more of it bad, truth be told.
      
     
      After that first smiling, beatific picture, more crop up online: wild, blurry party pics and what looks like a mug shot—which shouldn’t be possible because she would have been a juvenile and that record should be sealed.
      
     
      Yet there she is, looking strung out as hell, premature hollows under her eyes, sullen expression, and a bruise on her cheek.
      
     
      Adele had problems with drugs, run-ins with the police, and a long history of unsuitable men.
      
     
      Of which my brother, supposedly, was the last and worst.
     
 
    
     
      But no matter how hard I search and scour every online source, I can’t seem to find any up-to-date info.
      
     
      It would seem that Adele fell off the radar for the last couple of years, or at least cleaned up enough to keep out of trouble.
     
 
    
     
      I click the search windows closed and turn my attention to the TV, where Adele’s mother, Colleen, is giving a press conference.
      
     
      Well, the police are—I can see Figueroa’s shoulder and half her face at the edge of the screen, looking on with an expression somewhere between motherly and squeamish.
     
 
    
     
      “This man is a monster.”
      
     
      Colleen is sobbing.
      
     
      She’s a wreck—I know they played it up on purpose to pull at viewers’ heartstrings and drive their hatred of the suspect to a boiling point, but she just looks like she partied too hard, for far too long, and didn’t notice her best years were behind her.
      
     
      Her dry, black-dyed hair has six solid inches of salt-and-pepper roots, and her eyebrows are tattooed on—badly.
      
     
      Her face is the color and texture of a leather purse.
     
 
    
     
      “He killed my baby girl.
      
     
      He killed her.
      
     
      I can’t even have a last look at her pretty face.
      
     
      My baby girl was everything to me.”
      
     
      She smears tears with the heel of her hand, and my mouth twists in a grimace.
      
     
      As far as I know, her “baby girl” barely registered on her radar for most of her life.
      
     
      The internet wasted no time turning up the sordid facts either.
      
     
      Colleen’s home in northeast Denver, a dilapidated little bungalow, had seen its share of interventions by child protection services.
      
     
      Adele did dismally at school and spent several months at a time in foster homes while her mother cleaned up her act.
      
     
      Colleen was never outright abusive—she was one of those who actually do love their children, in their own way; they just can’t bring themselves to make any sacrifices to show it.
      
     
      Such as getting out of bed earlier to make them breakfast and taking them to school.
      
     
      Or doing homework with them instead of going out to get drunk at a dive bar with a new boyfriend.
      
     
      I’ve seen my share of those parents—it’s heartbreaking.
     
 
    
     
      “Please help us find him.
      
     
      He has to pay for what he’s done.”
      
     
      Colleen breaks out in ugly sobs.
      
     
      Figueroa takes her place, doing a poor job of hiding her victorious grin.
      
     
      My brother is easily the most hated person in the country right now.
     
 
    
     
      Next, the screen cuts to an “expert in child psychology.”
      
     
      A blond journalist speaks to him and the camera at the same time: “But do you think this is somehow connected with the crime he committed back in 2002?”
     
 
    
     
      The man looks vaguely familiar.
      
     
      I glance at his name as it scrolls at the bottom of the screen, and it’s terribly familiar too, in that can’t-quite-grasp-it kind of way.
      
     
      He looks straight at the camera as he talks.
     
 
    
     
      “What you have to understand is that Eli Warren should have been locked up for life.
      
     
      He never should have been allowed to walk the streets as a free man.
      
     
      Eli Warren is a psychopath of the most dangerous variety, someone with no remorse or conscience.
      
     
      He’s done this once before, and now he did it again.
      
     
      And like last time—”
     
 
    
     
      Unable to stomach any more, I turn off the TV.
      
     
      Once my rage has cooled to a manageable point, I pick up my phone.
      
     
      For a moment, I contemplate calling Milton but my throat squeezes, and I’m not sure I could muster so much as a word.
     
 
    
     
      I check the time.
      
     
      The AA meeting starts in a half hour, which means I have just enough time to drive there but not to change or make myself look decent.
      
     
      It’s hard to believe I last showered this morning.
      
     
      It feels (and looks and smells) like it’s been a year.
      
     
      My shirt has sweaty crescents under the armpits, and since it’s pale-gray cotton, they’re extra obvious.
      
     
      My face has a mirrorlike oily sheen, especially around the nose and forehead, the circles under my eyes a deep blue.
     
 
    
     
      I splash water on my face and then use more water to slick down the flyaways sticking out to and fro from my ponytail.
      
     
      They’ll go back to the way they were before I get to the meeting.
      
     
      But I think Sunny also helped herself to my tube of hair gel, because it’s nowhere to be seen.
      
     
      Ditto my only belt, so my jeans, which have gotten saggy around the waist and hips over the last day and a half, shall remain saggy.
      
     
      I put on another shirt, a black T-shirt I fish out of the hamper that looks clean.
      
     
      Then, just as I pull it over my head and realize it’s way too big, I notice it’s one of Milton’s.
      
     
      With that stupid Lacoste crocodile over my heart.
     
 
    
     
      My eyes start to burn.
      
     
      If I’d still been hesitating, my mind is now made up.
      
     
      I just need to do something with myself so I don’t dwell on everything I’ve lost.
     
 
    
     
      Or everything I might still lose.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        Much was made by the defense of the fact that Eli Warren pulled his sister out of the fire.
        
       
        Surely, if Warren had no remorse and no compassion, he would have let her burn?
       
 
     
       
        But after assessing Eli Warren, I could only come to one conclusion.
        
       
        He rescued his sister because he was hoping she would take his side and help him lie that the fire was accidental.
        
       
        When she finally told the investigators what she had seen and heard the night of the fire, he realized that his pawn had disobeyed and turned on him.
        
       
        Eli Warren saw that as betrayal of the highest order.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      “What were you even doing there?
      
     
      Why?”
     
 
    
     
      Andrea leans her forehead against the car window.
      
     
      She’s nauseous and exhausted.
      
     
      Her puffy coat had saved her from a broken arm, the ER doctor said, and instead she merely bruised her shoulder.
      
     
      She did, however, have a concussion.
     
 
    
     
      She doesn’t remember getting to the ER.
      
     
      She doesn’t know how long it was before someone found her or before she regained consciousness.
      
     
      She only knows that Eli was nowhere around.
     
 
    
     
      “Why did you go there all by yourself?
      
     
      I told you—”
     
 
    
     
      I wasn’t by myself, Andrea wants to say but doesn’t.
      
     
      There’s no point.
      
     
      “Where’s Eli?”
      
     
      she asks instead.
     
 
    
     
      In the rearview mirror, her mother’s face creases with concern.
      
     
      But her expression is clueless, and Andrea figures out what happened before her mother has a chance to answer.
     
 
    
     
      “He’s at home.
      
     
      You scared me to death!
      
     
      I get home from my shopping, and he tells me you took off to the furniture store.
      
     
      By yourself!
      
     
      What on earth were you thinking?”
     
 
    
     
      “I’m sorry, Mom,” she whispers, but it’s too soft, and her mother, annoyed, asks her to repeat it.
     
 
    
     
      “I’m sorry, Mom.”
      
     
      There’s no point in defending herself, she knows.
      
     
      She really should have seen this coming.
      
     
      Eli isn’t the forgiving-and-forgetting type.
     
 
    
     
      “I can’t have you running around by yourself at all hours of the day,” Cassie says.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea isn’t listening.
      
     
      Something preoccupies her, something her mother said.
      
     
      Nothing seems to add up.
      
     
      Maybe it all broke into pieces when her head hit the cold concrete floor but she can’t make the pieces fit back together.
     
 
    
     
      She asks a question but Cassie is distracted.
      
     
      She repeats.
      
     
      “What did you buy?”
     
 
    
     
      “What?”
     
 
    
     
      “When you went shopping.”
     
 
    
     
      “Nothing!”
      
     
      Cassie’s face flares in anger, hot and unexpected.
      
     
      “What the hell does it matter, anyway?
      
     
      We’re talking about you here!”
     
 
    
     
      She goes on.
      
     
      Andrea lets the words flow through her aching head.
      
     
      She pictures them dissolving like ice crystals and evaporating.
      
     
      She cracks the window open to let them out, rests her head on the back of the seat, and closes her eyes.
     
 
     
     
      
       *
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
       
 
    
 
    
      
       I’m going to my meeting
      , I text Milt as I’m maneuvering the Cadillac SUV out of the town house’s driveway. 
     
      Then I think of him chiding me for texting while behind the wheel and set the phone down in the cup holder.
      
     
      I keep glancing at it, nearly missing a stop sign.
      
     
      Bad Andrea.
      
     
      But no answer arrives.
     
 
    
     
      I don’t know what I’ve been hoping for, what the reason was for this childish display.
      
     
      Did I expect him to pat me on the head?
      
     
      To tell me he’s madly in love with me and we’re getting back together?
      
     
      He may be in denial but I sure am not.
      
     
      All the meetings in the world aren’t going to fix what’s wrong with me.
     
 
    
     
      I can’t stomach the radio so I hit Play on the CD player out of sheer habit.
      
     
      My old car, may it rest in peace, only had a CD and cassette deck.
      
     
      This one is equipped with an iPhone jack but Cynthia never mastered it.
      
     
      Or maybe it’s just another facet of her obstinate clinging to the past.
      
     
      But there turns out to be a CD in the player.
      
     
      Only instead of music, words pour out of the speaker.
      
     
      It’s an audiobook on CD.
      
     
      I always wondered who still bought those, when you can get them right on your phone.
     
 
    
     
      “…so you might ask yourself, is this normal behavior?
      
     
      Should I be worried?
      
     
      And that’s normal and a perfectly natural thing to wonder about.
      
     
      And of course, we know how children and teenagers can seem like alien creatures sometimes.
      
     
      But some things are a part of normal development, learning to empathize with other human beings, learning to form bonds, learning to fit into the world.”
     
 
    
     
      I frown, eyeing the CD player.
      
     
      Children?
      
     
      Teenagers?
      
     
      Did I miss something?
     
 
    
     
      “Some children, however, never manage this process.
      
     
      The sociopathic child sees no problem with lying and deceiving.
      
     
      He feels no guilt or remorse.
      
     
      In this chapter, I will present to you the proof, provided by the people who knew the subject, that Eli Warren is a sociopathic individual and has been that way from a young age.”
     
 
    
     
      I reach for the Eject button so fast that the car does a little zigzag on the road.
      
     
      Gripping the steering wheel, I straighten the SUV, ignoring the angry honks behind me.
      
     
      A Honda passes me, the driver flipping me off through the window.
     
 
    
     
      The CD pops out of the player without a sound.
      
     
      I hold it up with my fingertips.
       
       
        INTO ASHES
        BY JONATHAN LAMB, it reads in red font, like an old Stephen King novel. 
     
      The moment I lay eyes on it, nausea sweeps through me, and I set it down on the passenger seat.
     
 
    
     
      I’ve never read that thing—it’s more than I could stomach.
      
     
      But I did look at it once, at a big-box store when I was a teenager.
      
     
      Cynthia was hunting down bargains a few aisles over, and there it was, sitting next to the Harlequin romances and mass-market John Grishams.
      
     
      I thumbed through it, stopping only when I hit the glossy photo insert.
     
 
    
     
      Photos of the house, photos of Cassie, of Sergio.
      
     
      Photos of our school.
      
     
      Lots and lots of photos of my brother.
      
     
      But really, I had to admit to myself, as I scanned each shiny page, I was looking to see if I was in there somewhere too.
      
     
      I wasn’t.
      
     
      All that was left of me was my arm, in one of the cropped family pictures.
      
     
      Eli Warren’s sister reduced to a dimpled elbow and plump, freckled shoulder poking out of a tank top.
      
     
      In the shuffle, everyone seems to have forgotten I existed at all.
     
 
    
     
      I still wonder if it was intentional—if it’s exactly what he wanted.
     
 
    
     
      And then, like any lazy teenager skimming her reading assignments, I peeked at the ending.
      
     
      Wished I hadn’t.
      
     
      I still remember that paragraph of the epilogue, pretty much word for word.
     
 
     
     
       
        But the question the justice system found itself facing—the question that haunts us all, without a doubt—was, What do you do with a manipulative sociopath and cold-blooded murderer who’s only twelve years old?
        
       
        Do you gamble on the chance this is just a macabre phase, a flaw that can be fixed with time and the right treatment?
        
       
        Or do you think, instead, of the people he has hurt and of the people he may still hurt if he’s allowed to walk free?
       
 
    
 
    
     
      I grip the steering wheel and focus on the road unfolding in front of me in an endless stream of taillights.
      
     
      I’m entering evening traffic, denser than usual tonight.
      
     
      Stuck in a car, alone with my thoughts and with Jonathan Lamb’s magnum opus.
      
     
      Great.
     
 
    
     
      This is the man I saw on TV earlier, I think suddenly, the realization going off in the complete vacuum of my mind.
      
     
      Jonathan Lamb—that’s why the name seemed so familiar.
     
 
    
     
      It’s as if floodgates open in my mind, and irrational, burning, violent hatred for the man rushes in.
      
     
      My fingernails sink into the cushioned steering wheel cover.
      
     
      And since he’s not here, the natural impulse is to take my rage out on the next closest thing.
      
     
      I glower at the CD, wondering if I should snap it into little pieces or throw it out the window.
     
 
    
     
      But I don’t do that.
      
     
      Slowly, as if it might bite, I slide the CD back into the player.
     
 
    
      
       RESUME
       flashes in pale-blue letters on the CD player. 
     
      Okay, then.
      
     
      Resume.
     
 
    
     
      “…was the principal of George Washington School from 1997 to 2003.
      
     
      She agreed to speak with me at her home in Wellshire.”
     
 
    
     
      I thumb Fast-Forward.
     
 
    
     
      “…seemed like a normal thing—a typical adjustment period when a new student tries to make friends and forge deeper connections.
      
     
      You see, at our school, most of the students have been together since elementary school.
      
     
      We’re a very tight-knit community, the students and the parents.
      
     
      Everyone knows each other.
      
     
      It can be hard for a newcomer to carve out a place for himself.
      
     
      But this is what I, and his teachers, noticed.
      
     
      He seemed to become friends with everyone, everywhere he went.
      
     
      Immediately, he had this large group of…I wouldn’t say friends.
      
     
      It wasn’t so much friendship as a kind of…awe.
      
     
      They were followers.
      
     
      That’s the word I’m looking for.”
     
 
    
     
      “Was he particularly close to anyone?”
     
 
    
     
      “That’s just it.
      
     
      In spite of that whole herd of followers, he didn’t have any real friends.
      
     
      He seemed to cast them off with remarkable ease, as soon as they stopped being convenient.”
     
 
    
     
      “Did Eli Warren have problems with other students?”
     
 
    
     
      “If you’re talking about bullying, the school has a zero-tolerance policy.”
     
 
    
     
      I only snap out of my weird trancelike state when I pull into a parking spot.
      
     
      I turn off the engine.
      
     
      The CD player dies with it, and I sink into the quiet, the hum of the city locked outside the SUV.
     
 
    
     
      In retrospect, listening to that wasn’t the ideal way to put myself in the AA mind-set.
      
     
      But what’s done is done.
      
     
      I flip the visor down, inspect myself in the mirror, and practice my facial expression.
      
     
      I used to do that before school, when I went back six months after the fire.
      
     
      Arranging my features into the look everyone was expecting to see.
      
     
      Grieving, but not totally crushed.
      
     
      Human, but never vulnerable.
      
     
      Sad eyes and a knowing half smirk, half smile.
     
 
    
     
      But I’d worried in vain.
      
     
      No one bullied me, or picked on me, or tried to victimize me.
      
     
      In fact, people avoided me like I was poison or like I had a contagious disease they didn’t want to catch.
      
     
      Leeanne and her friends were the first to act like I didn’t even exist.
      
     
      Everyone else just took their cue.
     
 
    
     
      Now I make myself smile.
      
     
      Not too wide, no teeth.
      
     
      I tug my cheeks up with my fingertips, seeing if it makes the hollows under my eyes disappear.
      
     
      It doesn’t.
      
     
      The smile props up my cheekbones just enough so they don’t look sunken.
      
     
      It’ll have to do.
     
 
    
     
      There’s still five minutes until the meeting starts.
      
     
      Everyone must still be hanging out in front of the coffee machine, swilling horrible filter decaf because it’s nine and some of them have to go to bed right after, to get up early in the morning for their jobs.
      
     
      This is the scene I desperately want to avoid so I trudge across the lot as slowly as I can.
     
 
    
     
      The meetings take place in a church basement, even though, technically, this particular chapter is the secular AA, which was part of the reason I chose it.
      
     
      Having to pretend to be remorseful is bad enough without dragging Jesus into it.
      
     
      When I first started, they were in a gymnasium of a community center.
      
     
      But then the gymnasium started evening Zumba classes or something like that, and the meetings had to be moved.
     
 
    
     
      I take out my phone and text Chris.
      
      
       Just got here.
       
      
       On my way.
       
     
      But the text remains unread as I turn off my phone and push past the door.
     
 
    
     
      It doesn’t look like a church.
      
     
      No religious doodads, no icons, only one cross, discreet, on the wall above the foldout table with the coffee and prepackaged baked goods, oatmeal cookies that taste like shortening, and oily muffins.
      
     
      I bet the religious AAs have home-baked stuff, courtesy of some soccer mom who once leaned too hard on the chardonnay.
     
 
    
     
      I just start thinking about how I wouldn’t mind a horrible decaf coffee and a Twinkie when I walk into the room, and it hits me what a bad idea this was.
      
     
      No one has noticed me yet and already the armpits of Milt’s T-shirt are turning damp.
      
     
      Ironically, I find myself craving a glass of wine.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea!”
      
     
      Before I know it, Chris appears out of my blind spot and encases me in a hug.
      
     
      Which is alarming in itself, since Chris isn’t the hugging type normally.
      
     
      I remain awkwardly straight backed as she murmurs in my ear, “I told Gordon about the situation.
      
     
      Hopefully he can keep it under control.”
     
 
    
     
      Situation?
      
     
      Control?
      
     
      What the hell is happening?
      
     
      I extricate myself from her hug.
     
 
    
     
      “No one will quiz you.
      
     
      Unless you want to share.”
     
 
    
     
      “I don’t,” I say, maintaining my mouth in that careful close-lipped smile.
     
 
    
     
      Chris shakes her head.
      
     
      “I’m really sorry.
      
     
      A couple people…were talking.
      
     
      Maybe…” She trails off, and her gaze darts away.
     
 
    
     
      “Maybe what?
      
     
      I shouldn’t have come after all?”
     
 
    
     
      Chris grimaces.
      
     
      Her usually glossy chestnut hair looks unwashed.
      
     
      She fiddles with her keychain, its three-year badge glinting dully, and turns it around and around like a lucky rabbit’s foot.
     
 
    
     
      When I first started going to meetings—after Cynthia pretty much forced me to, under threat of pressing charges about the money I’d been stealing from her for months—I didn’t have a plan.
      
     
      I wasn’t sure how to play it so I decided to try to get away with the bare minimum: I stole money and jewelry from my adoptive family.
      
     
      I pawned my engagement ring.
      
     
      I’m out of control, and I’m very sorry, and so on—that sort of thing.
      
     
      I wasn’t going to talk about Eli.
      
     
      I didn’t want to be That Guy’s Sister yet again.
     
 
    
     
      But despite my obligation to go under threat of prosecution, I found myself strangely drawn in.
      
     
      There was something about this circle of people, complete strangers to each other, opening up with their innermost secrets, sharing their most painful, low moments.
     
 
    
     
      And they weren’t happy with my basic, rudimentary facts, delivered in choppy, simple sentences.
      
     
      In Gordon’s words, I was holding back, which showed my lack of remorse.
      
     
      No, they needed all the juicy details, and I obliged.
      
     
      I spoke vividly about drunken benders, passing out in strange men’s apartments.
      
     
      Of cheating on my fianc
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        When I spoke to Warren after his sentencing, the whole experience struck me as profoundly bizarre.
        
       
        Even dressed in a faded mint-green jumpsuit and paper flip-flops, Eli Warren was still every bit the golden boy, the most popular kid in his class.
        
       
        His hair flopped carelessly over his blue eyes, like some singer from a boy band, and his white grin let you know that he knew full well the effect he still had on people.
        
       
        Fortunately, the staff at the facility are well trained to handle even such skilled emotional manipulators as Warren.
        
       
        But looking at him, lounging in that plastic chair like a rock star, was unsettling.
        
       
        In a macabre sense, he is a sort of star, subject of notoriety in certain obscure online forums, a cautionary tale in classrooms.
        
       
        And he seemed to be enjoying every minute of it.
       
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
     
      When it comes to the world of adults, Andrea knows next to nothing.
      
     
      She thinks she understands some things but others remain hopelessly out of reach.
      
     
      Is it a thing that comes naturally with age, she wonders, or will someone eventually have to explain the rules to her?
      
     
      Right now, it’s frustrating, like trying to read a book in a foreign language.
      
     
      You recognize the letters, but the words make no sense.
      
      
       Sorry you couldn’t do better.
      
 
    
     
      And if she doesn’t ever get it, who will explain it to her?
     
 
    
     
      Not her brother, that’s for sure.
     
 
    
     
      More and more often lately, she finds herself panic-stricken.
      
     
      It’s a physical feeling that overwhelms her.
      
     
      The first couple of times it happened, she thought she must have been dying.
      
     
      It was like all the air had been sucked out of the room.
      
     
      She’d struggle to breathe, but no matter how many deep breaths she pulled into her aching lungs, she couldn’t shake the feeling she was suffocating.
     
 
    
     
      She feels like everything is breaking apart and she’s being left behind.
      
     
      It’s bad enough that her mom has been angry and distant lately, always distracted.
      
     
      The other night, she left a pot on the stove, and no one noticed until the smell of acrid smoke penetrated all the way to the second floor.
      
     
      The bottom of the pot was scorched and deformed, and the pot had to be thrown out.
     
 
    
     
      Her parents had a huge fight that night.
      
     
      The Sergio she knew would have laughed it off and then poked fun at her mom for weeks about being forgetful.
      
     
      But instead, he blew up at her.
      
      
       What were you thinking?
       
      
       Are you trying to burn the house down?
       
     
      And she yelled right back, 
      You could have installed the new smoke detectors like I asked you a million times.
      
     
      This went on for what felt like hours, until Andrea crept to her room and pressed a pillow over her head.
      
     
      Still, she could hear their voices from downstairs, right through the thin walls.
      
     
      And the smell—the nauseating smell wafted in the air for days after, a foul reminder that nothing was the same.
     
 
    
     
      Eli does his best to stay out of the way lately.
      
     
      Makes himself a ghost, slinking around corners, not appearing at meals, and the strange thing is, no one seems to notice, let alone care.
     
 
    
     
      The one upside seems to be that everyone also pays less and less attention to her.
      
     
      She glimpses things, overhears things that a month ago she never would have.
      
     
      Sergio has begun to smoke more and more openly and unapologetically.
      
     
      Her mom talks on the phone for hours, sniping about him to some friend of hers and not caring that Andrea is within earshot.
      
     
      And her brother—well, he does stuff that disgusts her and seems amused when she walks in on him.
      
     
      She thinks he sometimes leaves the bathroom door unlocked on purpose so she’ll stumble in.
     
 
    
     
      She’s wary of this new role, of being the invisible eyes and ears of the house.
      
     
      One day, she suspects, she will see or hear something she won’t be able to ignore.
     
 
    
     
      That night, she’s doing homework.
      
     
      This activity she once loathed has become a welcome respite from the silent tension that fills the house.
      
     
      A distraction.
      
     
      She’s alone in her room, with only the cozy glow of the orange desk lamp for company, and it’s strangely serene.
      
     
      Her brother is somewhere else in the house.
      
     
      Come to think of it, she hasn’t seen him do his homework in days.
      
     
      She can’t say she misses his company.
     
 
    
     
      The last assignment is finished.
      
     
      Andrea closes her notebooks, puts away her books, rearranges her gel pens, until finally there’s nothing left to do.
      
     
      She wishes she had a book to read other than the old textbooks and children’s books that gather dust on the lone shelf over the desk.
      
     
      Or better yet, a TV right here in her room that she could watch.
      
     
      She’s been meaning to ask for one for her birthday.
      
     
      But now she knows they have no money, so…
     
 
    
     
      She takes the lighter out of her pocket.
      
     
      She hasn’t parted with it since the incident with the hiding place, transferring it from one pair of pants to another or hiding it in the inside pocket of her backpack if she has to.
      
     
      She flicks it open, and with a satisfying click and a hissing sound, the flame shoots out, the size of the fingernail on her pinky and so pale blue it’s almost transparent.
      
     
      For that reason, it seems extra hot, more than the typical orange flames of candles and matches.
      
     
      She could look at it forever, utterly fascinated.
     
 
    
     
      A noise from downstairs takes her by surprise.
      
     
      Her hand falters, the flame flickering, and she narrowly avoids dropping the lighter right onto the rug by her feet.
      
     
      She flicks it closed and puts it back in her pocket, her heart hammering.
      
     
      On shaky legs, she gets up and creeps to the door and then peers out into the hallway.
     
 
    
     
      Empty.
      
     
      The door of her parents’ bedroom is closed, and there’s no light under it.
      
     
      Her mom isn’t home—Andrea has no idea where she is because her mom no longer feels the need to tell her where she’s going or when she’ll be coming back.
      
     
      Andrea supposes she’s old enough to be left alone, and anyway, she 
      isn’t alone.
      
     
      Her brother is home too.
     
 
    
     
      When she makes her way down the stairs, she sees a pair of work boots by the door and understands.
      
     
      Sergio is home.
      
     
      But she didn’t hear him come in, and he didn’t yell hello up the stairs like he normally does.
     
 
    
     
      There’s clanging in the kitchen.
      
     
      He’s probably making some food.
      
     
      Andrea feels bad; she could have made sure something was ready, even if it was just a frozen pizza she could have popped into the oven.
      
     
      Too late now.
      
     
      She should go say hi but something stops her.
     
 
    
     
      It’s not one set of footsteps she hears.
      
     
      There are other, lighter steps dancing around the heavy ones that belong to her stepfather.
     
 
    
     
      She advances cautiously toward the doorway to the kitchen until she hears her brother’s voice, lost among the clanging of dishes.
      
     
      She can’t quite make out what he says.
      
     
      She holds her breath.
     
 
    
     
      “…if I tell?”
     
 
    
     
      “Keep your mouth shut,” grumbles Sergio.
      
     
      Andrea feels a chill.
      
     
      She has never heard him use that tone with anyone.
      
     
      Not even with her mom when they’re fighting.
      
     
      It’s low and filled with simmering anger.
     
 
    
     
      She considers going back to her room but she doesn’t trust herself to step quietly.
      
     
      They will hear the slap of her bare feet on the floor, and it’ll only be worse.
     
 
    
     
      She doesn’t know what drives her but she takes a small step forward.
      
     
      Then another.
      
     
      Then another.
     
 
    
     
      She can see through the doorway now, at least partially.
      
     
      Her brother comes into her line of sight.
      
     
      His back is turned to her; he can’t see her.
      
     
      Any moment now, he will sense her gaze with the back of his head, turn around, and then…
     
 
    
     
      But he doesn’t.
      
     
      He remains oblivious.
     
 
    
     
      Sergio’s steps thunder closer.
      
     
      A few more inches, and she’ll be able to see him too.
     
 
    
     
      “This is all because of you,” he says, again in the same frightening tone.
      
     
      “You little piece of shit.”
     
 
    
     
      And before Andrea can back away or lunge forward or stop him or even scream, Sergio backhands her brother across the face so hard that he falls over.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
       
 
    
 
    
     
      I’m still dazed when I get to the car rental place.
      
     
      The shaky giggle I’ve been holding back for Cynthia’s sake finally escapes.
      
     
      That bastard, I think, and shake my head.
      
     
      He sure knew his timing.
      
     
      Opportunist to the end.
      
     
      Holding on to his secrets, big and small, to the last.
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia told me he had made arrangements in case of his sudden death, with instructions to carry them out as soon as possible.
      
     
      There would be a reading of the will later, although I know he had little to leave to anyone.
     
 
    
     
      The car keys and my credit card change hands, and minutes later, I’m at the wheel of my not-so-new vehicle.
      
     
      Sure, compared to my old car, this is near luxury.
      
     
      I try not to notice the holes in the seat with the filling spilling out or the fact that the whole car smells suspiciously of smoke in defiance of the red 
      NO SMOKING sign dangling from the mirror.
     
 
    
     
      At least I can be reasonably sure that, unlike the trendy new startups that let you rent cute little electric Smart cars and drop them off wherever, this place doesn’t put GPS trackers in their vehicles.
     
 
    
     
      I don’t know the exact address but I have a pretty good idea where I’m going.
      
     
      I’ve done my share of house visits in this neighborhood when I was starting out in social work.
      
     
      I’d seen the picture of the house on the internet, which, along with the leaked details of the woman’s run-ins with social services, had no business being there.
      
     
      But people can be heartless when a story is deemed interesting enough.
      
     
      I should know.
     
 
    
     
      It’s not a short drive from Cynthia’s neighborhood, even this late when there’s practically no traffic.
      
     
      I look up the best route on the map on my phone but do my best to memorize it instead of using the GPS.
      
     
      I don’t know why I’m taking the precaution—I’m not doing anything criminal.
     
 
    
     
      As I drive onto the highway, I pop the audiobook CD into the player, bracing myself.
      
     
      The CD starts playing from the beginning, the solemn voice reciting the author’s name, publisher, and cover credits.
      
     
      Cursing, I mash the buttons, but I have no idea where it left off so I stop at random in the middle and let it play.
     
 
    
     
      “Chapter Ten.
      
     
      I spoke with Gregory Ainsworth at the school where he works as a counselor, providing support for students under duress, be it academic problems or social difficulties or, often, troublesome situations at home.”
     
 
    
     
      A memory scratches like a cat in the back of my mind.
      
     
      I eye the CD player, wary.
      
     
      What did he say the name was?
     
 
    
     
      “We met at his office after hours, after all the students and most of the teachers have gone home.
      
     
      The school gives off an uncanny vibe, hallways quiet and lights dimmed.
      
     
      Every once in a while, we’re interrupted by the bell, set to ring at regular intervals, bellowing to no one.
      
     
      Mr. Ainsworth’s office is a quiet, serene place with the cozy air of someone’s personal library or study.
      
     
      I can imagine students feeling safe here, comfortable to confide in this soft-spoken man.
      
     
      The following is the transcript of our interview.
     
 
    
     
      “Mr. Ainsworth, throughout your career, you’ve often dealt with students who are victims of abuse at home.”
     
 
    
     
      “That’s correct.
      
     
      It’s an unfortunate reality, and in defiance to any preconceived ideas people might have, it occurs regardless of status or social class.
      
     
      No one is safe.
      
     
      Truth is, we never know what goes on behind closed doors in a family, no matter what the outright appearances may be.
      
     
      However, there are signs one can observe when a child is a victim of emotional, physical, or sexual abuse.”
     
 
    
     
      Ainsworth’s voice is different from the other narrator’s, but it doesn’t resonate with me.
      
     
      It’s not his.
      
     
      This one is well-spoken and borderline effeminate, all traces of regional accent scrubbed from it.
      
     
      The real Ainsworth, I remember now, sounded like a smoker, and there was a pronounced Minnesota drawl to his vowels.
      
     
      Which, ironically, came across as a lot more trustworthy and pleasant.
      
     
      Once I remember the voice, the rest of the picture reappears in my mind, building up like pixels until it comes into full focus.
      
     
      The knitted sweater, the muted scent of tobacco.
     
 
    
     
      I can’t help but feel betrayed that he spoke to this quack.
     
 
    
     
      “Can you tell us how these signs typically present?”
     
 
    
     
      “Well, the most immediately obvious one is a significant change in behavior.
      
     
      A child becomes withdrawn; his or her grades drop.
      
     
      This is something teachers most frequently observe, which is the catalyst for a more thorough investigation into the student’s home life.”
     
 
    
     
      “And did Eli Warren present any signs?”
     
 
    
     
      “See, Jonathan, the fact is, I only got to talk to Eli Warren once, in the winter of 2002.”
     
 
    
     
      I frown.
      
     
      Eli never told me this.
     
 
    
     
      “Before that, I observed him, in the same general way I observed others.
      
     
      He was generally popular and well liked.
      
     
      Contrary to his sister—”
     
 
    
     
      A small tremor runs up my spine and into my hands.
      
     
      But “Ainsworth” goes on, moving away from this line of thought without missing a beat.
     
 
    
     
      “But he fit right in.
      
     
      He seemed to make a lot of friends rather quickly.”
     
 
    
     
      “Did he exhibit any signs of abuse then?”
     
 
    
     
      “Not as far as I could tell.”
     
 
    
     
      “What did you talk about in the winter of 2002?
      
     
      Did he come to see you on his own or…?”
     
 
    
     
      “No.
      
     
      He did not.
      
     
      His teacher sent him.”
     
 
    
     
      I have to pause the CD because I need to concentrate on driving.
      
     
      The tangle of streets makes no sense: one-ways that go around and around like a maze, a cul-de-sac without a warning sign.
      
     
      I drive past rows and rows of those little duplexes that make up most of former working-class neighborhoods that have now been appropriated by hipsters willing to pay a grand a month for a studio with a kitchenette.
     
 
    
     
      Every once in a while, I pass a gaping hole in the wall of buildings, like a missing tooth, where one has been demolished by a development company.
      
     
      Placards advertise the condos to come, glossy digital images of a marketing agency’s idea of a perfect life.
      
     
      Much like my town house.
      
     
      In some spots, those condos are already built, and not a single one I pass remains uninhabited.
      
     
      Their geometrical fa
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
       
 
    
 
    
     
      “How did you find the address?”
     
 
    
     
      “Online,” I say.
      
     
      Beyond the door, I find myself standing in a tiny kitchen space.
      
     
      It surprises me with its cleanness: no pile of dishes, no empty pizza boxes or beer bottles.
      
     
      Maybe I’ve misjudged her.
      
     
      Then again, my work experience suggests that such people rarely change before it’s too late, and once the irrevocable has happened, the change doesn’t last because whatever they had to lose, they already lost.
     
 
    
     
      “My neighbors,” she says dryly, by way of explanation, as she follows my gaze.
      
     
      “Helped me clean up.
      
     
      Ana from two houses down brought me groceries and wouldn’t take any money when I offered.
      
     
      Beer?”
     
 
    
     
      Bringing beer to a grieving mother seems dubious to me.
      
     
      So she’s well enough to hit the liquor store, at least.
      
     
      But after the AA meeting, I’m a bundle of nerves so I agree.
      
     
      She fetches two bottles of cheap lager from the fridge and opens them by wrapping her hand in the hem of her wrinkled pink top and twisting the caps.
      
     
      That isn’t enough to deter me; I take a sip.
      
     
      It’s weak and watery and tastes like stale bread.
     
 
    
     
      “How do you know who I am?”
      
     
      I try cautiously.
     
 
    
     
      “Your neck.”
      
     
      She nods at it.
      
     
      “We’re in the same boat, you and me.
      
     
      He killed your mom and dad, right?”
     
 
    
     
      “Stepdad,” I correct, more out of reflex than anything.
      
     
      And I realize with growing incredulity why she thinks I’m here, the only reason she opened her door to me.
      
     
      Unwisely.
     
 
    
     
      For her, I decide I’m willing to play the part.
      
     
      “I don’t know what to say.
      
     
      You must be devastated.”
     
 
    
     
      She heaves a sigh and takes a long swig from the beer bottle.
      
     
      “Look, the things I said on TV—you did see that, didn’t you?”
     
 
    
     
      I nod.
     
 
    
     
      “They’re things they told me to say.
      
     
      That woman, Figueroa.”
      
     
      The mention of her name makes me suppress a tiny shudder.
      
     
      “But that doesn’t mean I didn’t mean them, right?”
     
 
    
     
      “I’m sure you meant every word.”
     
 
    
     
      “But let me tell you, she’s a horrible woman.
      
     
      A bad person.”
      
     
      She lingers on the last two words, the hoarseness of her voice deepening as if for emphasis.
      
     
      “She has no compassion.
      
     
      Treated me like garbage.
      
     
      I could tell she didn’t believe me, even when I said the exact words she told me to say.
      
     
      Can you imagine having such a cold heart?
      
     
      I did love my girl.
      
     
      I did.”
      
     
      She nods her head to punctuate each word.
      
     
      “I wasn’t always perfect, but who is?
      
     
      Your mom, the one who died.
      
     
      She can’t have been perfect either, not all the time.”
     
 
    
     
      She stares me straight in the eye as she says that, her gaze suddenly clear and sober.
      
     
      Her eyes are a wishy-washy light brown, as if they couldn’t decide what color they wanted to be.
     
 
    
     
      I try to think of my mother but all I can conjure up is that grave, the flat tombstone and dying flowers.
      
     
      I try to remember her face.
      
     
      She was young—only in her early thirties, although at twelve, that seemed old to me.
      
     
      Her chestnut mane was beginning to sprout gray hairs ahead of its time but she covered them obstinately with hair dye.
      
     
      She was reasonably pretty in a practical way; the only makeup she troubled with was mascara and lipstick.
      
     
      But the specifics, the features, are lost to me.
      
     
      Hopelessly blurred.
      
     
      I realize I don’t remember our last conversation, the last words she ever said to me.
     
 
    
     
      “You weren’t a bad mother, Colleen,” I say, even though it’s not true.
      
     
      And since I can’t have her continue with the self-reflection much longer, I decide to jump in.
      
     
      “Did Adele live here?
      
     
      With you?”
     
 
    
     
      Colleen nods absentmindedly.
      
     
      “Over there.
      
     
      Her room.
      
     
      The police went over every inch though, messed it up.
      
     
      Me and Ana put it back together.”
     
 
    
     
      “May I?”
      
     
      But she’s glassy-eyed, staring off into space at the area just above the kitchen sink, like she forgot I was there.
      
     
      I move across the room, into the short hallway with two doors.
     
 
    
     
      It’s going to be useless at this point, I think.
      
     
      If, like she says, the police combed through everything…
     
 
    
     
      The room is tiny, like I expected, but neater than I thought.
      
     
      Probably thanks to this Ana person.
      
     
      Maybe because of that it looks impersonal, unlived-in.
      
     
      Like it was just a place to crash 
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
       
 
    
 
     
     
       
        I thought Eli would initially refuse to talk.
        
       
        But on the contrary, he seemed enthused—especially when he found out I was writing a book.
        
       
        Sure enough, any attention-loving, narcissistic person would be elated to be the subject of a book.
        
       
        I don’t suppose it made a difference to him that the book was not exactly portraying him in the most positive light.
       
 
     
       
        One of the first things he did when I told him was ask, petulantly, 
       Will my sister be in it too?
 
     
       
        I asked him how he felt about his estranged sibling.
        
       
        Eli Warren looked at me with surprise, which I suppose was feigned.
       
 
     
       
        “How am I supposed to feel about her?
        
       
        We’re twins.
        
       
        We have the same thoughts.”
       
 
     
       
        He didn’t elaborate further, only to say, 
       I just hope she reads your book once it comes out. 
      
       She’s a very bookish person, you know.
       
      
       I’m sure she’ll love it.
      
 
     
      
       —
       Into Ashes: The Shocking Double Murder in the Suburbs by Jonathan Lamb, Eclipse Paperbacks, 2004, 1st ed.
      
 
    
 
    
      
       Fifteen years earlier: before the fire
      
 
    
      
       What did I see?
      
 
    
     
      Andrea asks herself that question over and over.
      
      
       Was this because of the stolen money?
       
      
       Did Sergio hit my brother?
       
      
       Or did Eli fall over somehow?
       
      
       Did he trip?
       
      
       Did he drop something heavy?
       
      
       Did I fall asleep at my desk and imagine the whole thing?
      
 
    
     
      She hasn’t asked Sergio.
      
     
      The thought never crossed her mind.
      
     
      Not so much because she was afraid but because no matter how she’d phrase the question, it would come across as an accusation.
     
 
    
     
      Eli had made her angry.
      
     
      When she asked him, head on, he just shrugged.
      
     
      Then he told her, in his most condescending tone, to go do homework or something.
      
     
      The next morning, he wore his hat pulled low over his face, and if he had a bruise, she couldn’t see.
      
     
      That afternoon the bruise was there though.
      
     
      At least, 
      a bruise.
      
     
      She tried to figure out if it was on the right side, tried to remember where exactly Sergio hit him, if he did hit him.
      
     
      She couldn’t.
     
 
    
     
      Eli shrugged again and gave a lopsided grin.
      
     
      “If Mom asks me, I’ll say I got into a fight at school.”
     
 
    
     
      He didn’t address another word to her all day.
      
     
      When they got home, their mother saw the bruise.
      
     
      She gave her son a look Andrea couldn’t read.
      
     
      There was no sympathy in it, only what looked like anger, with a hefty dose of fear.
      
     
      And doubt.
     
 
    
     
      Andrea didn’t dare say a thing.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
       
 
    
 
    
     
      I drive straight home, taking the long route to steady my nerves.
      
     
      I’m halfway home when I remember about the CD.
      
     
      Irritated, I stab my fingertip onto the Play button.
      
     
      It picks up right where it left off.
     
 
    
     
      “Eli’s teacher sent him to your office?”
     
 
    
     
      “Yes.
      
     
      The seventh-grade gym teacher.
      
     
      There had been an incident involving another student.”
     
 
    
     
      “Can you tell me about it?”
     
 
    
     
      “For confidentiality reasons, I can’t mention any names.”
     
 
    
     
      “Understandable.”
     
 
    
     
      I grind my teeth.
      
     
      How am I hearing about this for the first time just now?
      
     
      I try to remember.
      
     
      I was too absorbed in my petty twelve-year-old problems back then: not having the right clothes to fit in, not wearing a bra when other girls did, not having the courage to shoplift that lip gloss I wanted.
      
     
      It was long before I noticed anything weird about the way Eli acted.
      
     
      Did something happen that winter?
      
     
      Did I hear anything through the middle school rumor mill?
      
     
      Not that anyone was in a rush to pass on the latest juicy gossip to me, the girl no one liked.
     
 
    
     
      “In gym class, there was an altercation between Eli and another student.”
     
 
    
     
      I note the careful, deliberately vague choice of words.
      
     
      It tells me absolutely nothing, and I understand that’s the intention.
     
 
    
     
      “The other child wasn’t hurt, thankfully, so the school decided not to get the parents involved.
      
     
      The teacher and the principal sent Eli to my office.
      
     
      The intent wasn’t so much for me to evaluate him or determine whether he presented a danger to anyone else at the school but for me to give him a lecture.
      
     
      That’s not what I was told to do directly but it was understood.”
     
 
    
     
      “Did you evaluate him nonetheless?”
     
 
    
     
      “I had a conversation with him.
      
     
      Not a long one.
      
     
      But it was enough for me to get a glimpse beneath the surface, Jonathan.”
     
 
    
     
      “The surface?”
     
 
    
     
      “Yes.
      
     
      Clinical sociopaths—they’re cunning, even as children.
      
     
      You know this, I am sure.
      
     
      But for the readers, I’ll reiterate: The face the sociopath presents to the world is not his true face.
      
     
      Underneath the charm and easygoing likability lurks a whole other being, devoid of remorse or empathy.
      
     
      The sociopath’s victims will eventually see this other face, and the change is quite drastic.
      
     
      It can be extremely unsettling to see that mask drop, and at first, people are reluctant to believe it.
      
     
      They make up all kinds of excuses, try to explain away what they had seen.”
     
 
    
     
      “You make him sound like some kind of werewolf or vampire.”
     
 
    
     
      “That’s what a sociopath is, in all senses but the literal.
      
     
      It is that bad.
      
     
      And whenever the sociopath is forced to reveal his true self, when he loses control of his public perception, that’s when he can become extremely dangerous.”
     
 
    
     
      “Do you believe that’s what happened with Eli Warren?”
     
 
    
     
      “I did not evaluate Eli Warren after the fire.
      
     
      But that day in my office, I saw the true face of Eli Warren, the one his peers or other teachers did not see.”
     
 
    
     
      I realize I’m clenching my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering and busy myself with turning up the heat in the car.
      
     
      But cold isn’t the problem.
      
     
      The fans begin to whir—more like howl—and hot air fills the car, too much too fast.
      
     
      Within moments, I’m sweating and have to crack open a window.
     
 
    
     
      “Can you tell me about this conversation?”
     
 
    
     
      “I can tell you the main points.
      
     
      My approach, in those kinds of cases, is usually not to threaten the child, be it with punishment, suspension, telling the parents—you get the idea.
      
     
      First, I ask for their side of the story and try to figure out the motivations behind what they did.
      
     
      And then I go from there.
      
     
      To be honest, in this case, it was difficult to imagine.
      
     
      But still.
      
     
      I wanted to give him a chance to explain himself.
     
 
    
     
      “Eli sat there, across my desk, and his body language didn’t signal any kind of distress.
      
     
      No nervousness.
      
     
      No remorse that I could see.
      
     
      He was relaxed, looking around.
      
     
      As I asked him questions about what had happened, he’d shrug and then casually try to shift the conversation.
      
     
      This went on for maybe fifteen minutes, and then…Well, it’s hard to describe.
      
     
      I guess the best explanation is that he just got fed up.
      
     
      In answer to my next carefully worded question, he just shrugged and told me exactly what it was he did.
      
     
      He sounded annoyed more than anything else.”
     
 
    
     
      I find myself thinking that it does sound like Eli.
     
 
    
     
      “I asked him why he did it.
      
     
      To my dismay, he smiled, this big, sincere grin of a twelve-year-old child.
      
     
      He leaned over the desk and said, and I’m paraphrasing but the meaning is essentially the same, 
      Listen, Mr. Ainsworth, you’re going to go to the principal and tell her it was a misunderstanding and I’m a good boy.
      
      
       Or else I’ll go home to my stepdad and tell him you touched me.
       
      
       And then I’ll show him where and how.
       
     
      Naturally, I was shocked.”
     
 
    
     
      “I can only imagine.”
     
 
    
     
      I pause the CD and focus on the roar of the wind in the car window.
      
     
      It’s cold and humid and smells like exhaust but I let it whip my hair out of my ponytail and around my head.
      
     
      I take a deep breath, clench then unclench my hands on the steering wheel, and—oh, what the heck—close my eyes.
      
     
      I picture my car’s wheels loosening on the damp asphalt, the car going gradually, gracefully off track, across the yellow line, right up until the moment it collides with the concrete barrier.
      
     
      I can almost taste the metallic blood in my mouth, feel the shattered glass and twisted metal, smell the fire.
      
     
      It’d be like yesterday but times a hundred, and faster, I hope.
      
     
      It’s so easy.
     
 
    
     
      Then a long, hysterical honk snaps me out of it.
      
     
      My eyes fly open.
      
     
      The first millisecond is a moment of mad terror, like waking up from a nightmare and not knowing where I am.
      
     
      But reflex overrides my deer-in-headlights brain, thank God—or my imagined scenario would have been a real one.
      
     
      I grip the steering wheel firmly, turn, and swerve back into my lane.
      
     
      The other car gives another honk as it passes me.
      
     
      My skin tingles in an almost erotic feeling.
      
     
      Inches from death.
     
 
    
     
      I glance at the display on the CD player that reads 
      PAUSED, my mind teeming with scenarios, some of which venture uncomfortably close to conspiracy theory territory.
      
     
      I remember Ainsworth’s curious but kind gaze.
      
     
      That’s why he left the room that time, I think, confused.
      
     
      Because it wasn’t anyone else—it was Eli I was talking about.
      
     
      And there had been a precedent.
     
 
    
     
      Now I realize there was more to it than I ever knew.
      
     
      The knowledge fills me with an uneasy feeling.
      
     
      With resolve, I press Play.
     
 
    
     
      “As shocking as it was, I managed to regain my composure.
      
     
      I asked him whether he knew what harm such a false accusation could do to someone.
      
     
      He just smirked at me—like he knew and he didn’t care.
      
     
      I have seen my share of problem children but I’d never seen anything like this.”
     
 
    
     
      “Later, he made the same accusation about his stepfather, Sergio Bianchi.
      
     
      But the investigation concluded that there was no basis for that accusation.”
     
 
    
     
      “As I’m aware.
     
 
    
     
      “While in custody, he also attempted to make a similar accusation about you, Mr. Ainsworth.”
     
 
    
     
      “Yes.
      
     
      Officers came to my home to interview me about the matter.”
     
 
    
     
      It’s one of those moments that make me remember I’m not listening to the real interview—just a transcript.
      
     
      Because the actor’s voice is too smooth; it doesn’t miss a beat, doesn’t pause for shock the way Ainsworth would have.
      
     
      The way any sane person would.
     
 
    
     
      “What do you think Eli Warren’s motivations were in doing what he did?”
     
 
    
     
      “It’s hard to say, Jonathan.
      
     
      I wish I’d had a chance to talk to Eli again.
      
     
      But what is certain, even at his tender age, is that he is a danger to himself and others—mostly others.
      
     
      Who can tell what he’ll turn into as an adult?”
     
 
    
     
      “What do you think of the sentence?”
     
 
    
     
      “I do not think it’s sufficient.
      
     
      Not by a long shot.”
     
 
    
     
      The neutral voice on the recording announces the start of the next chapter.
      
     
      I don’t have it in me to listen anymore so I spend the rest of the drive home listening to random pop songs on the radio.
     
 
    
     
      The town house greets me with stillness.
      
     
      The air is stale but I don’t want to open the windows.
      
     
      I go get my laptop and take a seat at the dining room table and then get up again to pace.
      
     
      I peer into the fridge, take out the two leftover slices of pizza from last night, and throw them in the microwave.
      
     
      While they’re reheating, I check my phone: a bunch of irate texts from Chris, which I delete—can’t face them for now—and a terse voicemail from Cynthia letting me know the funeral is tomorrow and I’m expected to come say my goodbyes at eleven thirty sharp.
     
 
    
     
      I start to compose a text to Milt but then let it go and erase everything.
      
     
      If I told him what I was doing, he’d only try to talk me out of it, as any sane, logical person would.
     
 
    
     
      I sit down, open my laptop, and enter Ainsworth’s name into the search field.
     
 
    
  
  
 

  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
       
 
    
 
    
     
      The next morning, I park by the funeral home a little past noon, about half an hour late.
      
     
      Yet my car is one of only four in the entire parking lot.
      
     
      This is not off to a great start.
     
 
    
     
      And now I have to get through the whole thing without even a glass of wine to take the edge off.
      
     
      I’m edgy, too full of coffee and running on not nearly enough sleep.
      
     
      I should be somewhere else right now, I find myself thinking pettily.
      
     
      I should be stalking Ainsworth, shaking answers out of him.
      
     
      I should be looking for my brother.
      
     
      Should, should, should.
     
 
    
     
      Instead, I’m here, at a funeral home that smells like jasmine air freshener.
      
     
      I should be up for some kind of record.
      
     
      I must bring my stepfathers bad luck.
     
 
    
     
      There are more people inside than I expected.
      
     
      They must have parked elsewhere.
      
     
      I have no idea who they are.
      
     
      Most of Jim’s connections (I’m not sure the Boudreaux family ever had genuine friends) were the result of Cynthia’s relentless networking.
      
     
      And she then networked her way to a more-than-profitable divorce.
      
     
      Too bad the splitting up of assets coincided with the 2007 financial crisis, and the fancy house and cars suddenly turned out to be worth a lot less.
     
 
    
     
      I see her now, making excruciating small talk with a tall, bony woman in a skirt suit.
      
     
      Cynthia is put together as usual, not a trace of the disheveled wreck from last night.
      
     
      But under her makeup, she looks gray somehow, lifeless, extinguished, and for the first time it occurs to me to wonder why she’s the one organizing her ex-husband’s funeral.
      
     
      Did she ever think they’d get back together?
      
     
      Did she hope until the end?
     
 
    
     
      That would be the stupidest thing to hope for, and Cynthia has never been stupid.
     
 
    
     
      I can tell the conversation between Cynthia and the woman in the suit has come to an uncomfortable lull so I decide to move in to the rescue.
      
     
      My stepmother looks away from the woman and at me with the same listless gaze.
      
     
      “Andrea,” she says.
      
     
      I can feel the woman’s curious gaze inspecting me, from my frumpy, hastily put together outfit of black trousers and sweater to my face, lingering a touch too long on the scar tissue visible on my neck.
      
     
      I bristle but ignore her.
      
     
      Instead, I take Cynthia’s arm and lead her away, with only a brief apologetic look at the woman.
     
 
    
     
      I want to ask her if she’s all right but the look she gives me makes me reconsider.
      
     
      It’s leaden, unwavering.
      
     
      “Thank you for coming,” she says neutrally.
     
 
    
     
      “Who was that?”
     
 
    
     
      She shakes her head dismissively.
      
     
      “Someone from…back in the day.”
      
     
      When they still had high-society friends and hangers-on.
      
     
      She must understand what it is I’m really asking, because she adds, “No, he wasn’t seeing anyone.
      
     
      Or if he was, I don’t know about it.”
     
 
    
     
      A heavy silence hangs between us, punctuated with the soft plinking of the sad classical music pouring from the hidden speakers.
      
     
      Their divorce, over a decade ago now, came out of the blue.
      
     
      One day we came back from school and Jim Boudreaux had moved out.
      
     
      Next thing I knew, there was a 
      FOR SALE sign sticking out of the acid-green front lawn, and it just snowballed from there.
      
     
      We weren’t given an explanation.
      
     
      Or at least I wasn’t.
      
     
      Did he leave her for another woman, now that the political career wasn’t happening for sure and there was no need to maintain the family-man front?
      
     
      Did Cynthia find out about some fling on the side and kick him out?
      
     
      Neither of these would be terribly surprising.
     
 
    
     
      Cynthia reaches and grips my arm above the elbow with unexpected strength.
      
     
      She pulls me closer and then makes a motion like she’s drawing me in for a hug.
      
     
      That’s when I smell the whiskey.
      
     
      Masked carefully by some violently minty mouthwash but apparent all the same.
     
 
    
     
      “Men like Jim can’t be expected to be loyal,” she says in a quiet, steady tone.
      
     
      “I know that.
      
     
      A truly wise woman won’t make an unnecessary fuss over such trivialities.
      
     
      Remember this, Andrea.
      
     
      It’ll serve you.”
     
 
    
     
      She’s nuts, I find myself thinking, incredulous.
      
     
      Cynthia never struck me as the type to forgive cheating.
      
     
      But then again, I’m one to talk.
      
     
      Or to judge.
      
     
      Especially her.
      
     
      The one person who deserves contempt here is lying in a nice, glossy coffin, cold and dead and safe from any unfortunate consequences of his choices.
     
 
    
     
      I try to extricate myself from Cynthia’s viselike hug and feel a rush of intense anger.
      
     
      My fists clench, and I all but shove my stepmother away.
      
     
      She regains composure in a heartbeat.
      
     
      A couple of people give me looks, and suddenly I feel like I can’t breathe in here, in the air freshener and heavy smell of morbid-looking lilies that sit on every surface.
     
 
    
     
      “When you get older, Andrea,” Cynthia says, “you’ll learn.
      
     
      Try to be more understanding with people.
      
     
      Appearances aren’t always real.
      
     
      Not everything is the way it looks.”
     
 
    
     
      She manages to be both smug and condescending in spite of her advanced state of inebriation.
      
     
      Oh, the things I could tell you, I think, and clench my fists harder.
      
     
      All your understanding, all your retrograde bullshit would go right the fuck out the window.
      
     
      You’d be flipping tables of canap
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
       
 
    
 
    
     
      “Hello, I’m a former student, and I’d like to contact someone who used to work here around the two thousands.”
     
 
    
     
      I hope I sound normal.
      
     
      And not like a journalist.
      
     
      I imagine they’ve had their share of media attention in the last couple of days.
     
 
    
     
      “A teacher?”
     
 
    
     
      “No.
      
     
      A counselor.
      
     
      Mr. Ainsworth.”
     
 
    
     
      A moment’s hesitation.
      
     
      “I’m sorry.
      
     
      I can’t give out confidential information.”
     
 
    
     
      “I just need to contact Mr. Ainsworth.
      
     
      I could use an email address, anything.”
     
 
    
     
      “Who may I ask is speaking?”
     
 
    
     
      I draw a breath.
      
     
      “Andrea Warren.”
     
 
    
     
      It hasn’t been Warren for a while, but the sound of the name has the intended effect.
      
     
      I hear a sharp intake of breath on the other end.
      
     
      The woman hesitates, clearly unsure how to react.
     
 
    
     
      “Ms. Warren,” she finally says, her voice wavering between coldness and a clumsy attempt at kindness.
     
 
    
     
      “Andrea,” I say, giving her a reprieve from having to utter the cursed name again.
      
     
      “It’s very important that I contact Mr. Ainsworth.”
     
 
    
     
      After some more sighing and awkward attempts to stall, she ends up giving me the phone number.
      
     
      “I’m not sure the number is up to date,” she says apologetically.
      
     
      “Mr. Ainsworth hasn’t worked with us in over a decade.”
     
 
    
     
      This much I gathered from the interview I just heard.
      
     
      I can’t help but wonder whether he quit because of what happened.
     
 
    
     
      “That’s all right.
      
     
      Thank you.”
     
 
    
     
      I expect her to say her polite goodbyes as quickly as she can, but instead, she hems and haws.
     
 
    
     
      “Thank you,” I say again, prompting.
     
 
    
     
      “Excuse me, Ms.…Andrea?”
     
 
    
     
      “Yes?”
     
 
    
     
      “Could you not tell him you got his number here?”
     
 
    
     
      I start saying yes, of course, no problem.
      
     
      I’m not going to even think of asking why.
      
     
      But she supplies the answer of her own volition.
     
 
    
     
      “I’m not sure he would want to talk to you.”
     
 
     
     
      
       *
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
     
     
       
        CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
       
 
    
 
    
     
      Leeanne Boudreaux, my stepsister.
     
 
    
     
      Yeah, they covered it up out of concern for the girl.
      
     
      What utter bullshit.
      
     
      They covered it up out of concern for their own asses and for what would have happened if the school’s greatest benefactor had learned that his daughter had been sexually assaulted by one of the students.
      
     
      I guess it was easy enough to talk Leeanne into keeping her mouth shut.
      
     
      Threaten with the stigma but also promise to boost her grades just a tiny bit.
      
     
      Piece of cake.
     
 
    
     
      After all, nothing bad 
      really happened, right?
     
 
    
     
      It’s the middle of the afternoon, I’m behind the wheel of my rented car, and I have no idea what to do with myself.
      
     
      Finally, I pull up to a Starbucks drive-through and get one of those giant coffees—full sugar and the whipped cream on top, please.
      
     
      In the parking lot, I try to hold back my nausea as I sip the concoction.
     
 
    
     
      Should I call Leeanne, or something?
      
     
      And what—apologize?
     
 
    
     
      At least now it’s clear why she singled me out to make my life a living hell.
     
 
    
     
      But at the same time, I can’t stop thinking about my brother.
      
     
      The list of lies grows longer by one.
      
     
      He never told me—of course he didn’t.
      
     
      I can’t think of a way he could have made it sound like he was the victim.
     
 
    
     
      What the hell did you do, Eli?
      
     
      What else did you lie to me about?
     
 
    
     
      I can’t think of many ways to find out.
     
 
    
     
      From the start, I had been lying to myself that I wasn’t going to do this, when I knew full well that I was.
      
     
      Isn’t that why I rented the hard-to-track car?
      
     
      Or why I switched my phone off before I even pulled the unremarkable little Ford out of the parking lot, even though I told myself I was going home?
     
 
    
     
      The drive to northeast Denver takes less than a half hour.
      
     
      The whole time, my preservation instinct and basic common sense are screaming at me in my head, making my hands tighten on the steering wheel, this close to just twisting it, making an illegal U-turn and going back.
      
     
      Going home.
      
     
      Maybe calling Milton—no, definitely calling Milton.
      
     
      Thank God my switched-off phone is in the glove compartment, and it’s staying there.
     
 
    
     
      I want no part in this.
      
     
      I shouldn’t be involved.
      
     
      And if only I could, I’d—
     
 
    
     
      I make the last turn and find myself on the street.
      
     
      I expected something more—police cars, or at least police tape.
      
     
      But there’s nothing.
      
     
      I suppose forensics are done with it, having analyzed every inch of the place, every droplet of blood splatter, every piece of tooth and bone.
      
     
      Then Adele’s body was taken to some lab so they could poke and prod at it some more, inspect the ridges of fractured bones and empty eye sockets, test the blood.
      
     
      Try to pry the answers from it.
     
 
    
     
      I drive in front of the building slowly.
      
     
      It only has four apartments, four dirty-white doors, all of them anonymous and blank.
      
     
      It’s the top one on the right.
      
     
      After I circle around, I leave the car two blocks away and walk through the alleys.
     
 
    
     
      Although the sun is high over the horizon, here, in the damp shadow, it’s colder—so cold that I find myself shivering.
      
     
      The backs of the buildings are even uglier than the fronts: no yards, just rusted emergency stairs and even more rusted balconies, trash cans and recycling bins.
      
     
      Graffiti everywhere.
     
 
    
     
      Place must have seemed like quite a step up after prison.
     
 
    
     
      I don’t have to look very hard to find it because the back door is boarded up.
      
     
      Sloppily, which is lucky for me.
      
     
      I’m able to pry away the piece of plywood with ease.
      
     
      The glass had been shattered, only tiny shards of it remaining around the frame.
     
 
    
     
      Did he do that in a fit of rage?
      
     
      Did she do it, in a last-ditch attempt to get help, to get away from him?
      
     
      I shake my head to chase away the thoughts.
      
     
      He didn’t do it.
      
     
      He didn’t.
     
 
    
     
      I reach in, turn the lock on the other side, and go in.
     
 
    
     
      I’ve been bracing myself for the sight and smell of gore, but what I’m greeted with is the antiseptic scent of cleaner and an expanse of grayed linoleum, not a droplet of blood anywhere.
      
     
      The place had been cleaned professionally.
      
     
      I guess whoever owns it wants its sordid history wiped away and forgotten as quickly as possible, to find new tenants and to move on.
     
 
    
     
      If nothing else, it makes me feel reassured.
      
     
      They’re really through with it now, I think.
      
     
      Figueroa and her crew aren’t coming back here.
     
 
    
     
      Still, I make sure not to touch anything.
      
     
      At home, I’d grabbed a pair of basic rubber gloves that I do dishes in, and now my hands are sweating inside them.
     
 
    
     
      I don’t have any illusions.
      
     
      I know that someone will notice that I broke in, that the plywood is missing, that there are steps echoing where there should be none.
      
     
      Every second I have is precious, yet still, I don’t go straight where I intended.
      
     
      I can’t help it—something pulls me, a magnetic compulsion.
      
     
      I want to see—no, I don’t want to but I think I need to.
      
     
      I need to know how he lived for the last three years, while I was enjoying life in the town house with my blue-blooded fianc
  
  

 
   
  
 
  
  
   
    
  