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The room was pitch black. 

So black the boy’s eyes hurt as he tried to focus them. It was impossible to see anything — not even his own hands when he held them up to his face. 

Was he in an actual room? Maybe he was in a basement, a cave, or maybe he was in a motionless vehicle. Wherever he was, there was a hard floor beneath him and no sound but his beating heart and the stuttered gasps of his breath. 

The air was stagnant, as if it had no ventilation. And it stank, an odor reminding him of the day he found a decomposing field mouse in his bedroom wall. It had somehow made its way in but apparently couldn’t get out, and for two weeks, his bedroom reeked of a rotting rodent. He'd had to sleep in his brother’s room until the stench had faded.

 He slowly stretched his arms out into the darkness in front of him. Nothing. He moved them to his sides. Still nothing. Then he circled them behind him. Emptiness, nothing but space. With the darkness and silence filling every one of his senses, he hesitated to move from where he stood. If he tripped, fell and hurt himself in some way, he’d be in a shitload of trouble. What if he broke a bone or sliced his leg on a sharp object? Unable to see anything, he might not even know he cut himself and could bleed out before he realized it.

Crawl! he thought. Crawl along the floor on your hands and knees — head down to protect your face. One hand, one knee in front of the other until you reach a wall, an object or find some kind of light. 

As the boy got on all fours, the air around him started to stir. Like a slippery, shapeless creature, the coal-blackness felt as though it had its own spirit that gently glided up and down his body. It found its way into his ears, nose, eye sockets and every other orifice and pore. To his surprise, the slithering energy spread warmth throughout his body and provided some unexpected comfort. Not knowing what it was or its ultimate goal, he surrendered and let it do with him whatever it wanted. 

Once the presence flooded his entire self, he lifted from his crawling position into a squat, sitting on the back of his calves, back straight as a board. As his eyes looked dead ahead, a shadow appeared out of the black, its color the slightest shade lighter than the darkness surrounding it. At first he couldn’t tell what it was. Without shape or form, it moved closer — and then he became able to distinguish the outline of a person. The energy that had invaded him helped to keep him calm as the man approached. 

Far in the distance behind the man, the boy saw a white spot of light. Then the man held out his hand, and the feeling of calm turned to hopelessness. He realized the only way to make it to the light was to take the hand and let the man lead him.

And so he did. Each step stirred a churning in his stomach; soon he'd be out of this darkness, soon he'd be somewhere else. 

As the spot of light grew larger, the boy saw movement in it. He stared through the opening, unable to figure out if what he was seeing were people, animals or possibly trees swaying in the wind. But for certain, this new world had light, more than the darkness fading behind him. 

Still holding hands, he and the man reached the opening. There the boy had to use his free hand to shield his eyes from the brightness. The movement he had seen was from children, at least a dozen of them, ranging in age from six to sixteen. They were running around a yard, some kicking soccer balls, some jumping rope, while others had climbed on playsets with slides, rock walls and swings that seemed to reach the sky.

Their screams of excitement and laughter made him smile. Although most of the children looked familiar, he drew a blank when trying to remember their names or where he might’ve seen them before. Wanting to join in on the fun, he tried to run toward the playset, but the man beside him squeezed his hand, and he couldn't move. He looked up, and chills ran up his back. 

It was him.

The screams of delight from the other children turned to horror-filled shrieks. Some of them ran under the playset house. Others hid behind the trees. There was no way out of the yard, no break in the fence, no gate to open. 

The man led him further into the yard, and the shrieks turned to sobs. Though the man was still far away from them, they wept, not bothering to dry their tears or hide their terror. 

The boy looked up at his captor, who was now smiling down at him, crooked yellow teeth crowding a mouth too small to hold them. He tried pulling his hand away, tugging so hard he thought his arm might get yanked out of the shoulder socket. But the man wasn’t letting go. Instead, he simply squeezed the boy’s hand tighter while his smile became a laugh and then broke into a roaring cackle that echoed throughout the yard.

The boy tugged more and more frantically, trying to free himself. It was no use; the man was too strong. He was ready to scream from frustration and fear. The man bent down and swept the damp hair across his forehead. 

That was when his eyes jolted open, and he found himself lying on a sofa, looking into the blue eyes of a rosy-cheeked young woman in nursing scrubs. Her smile was radiant as sunshine, her tiny diamond nose ring sparkling like the brightest of stars. She brushed the hair away from his forehead and touched his cheek with the back of her index finger.

“Hi, Michael. I have good news,” she said, her voice a soft whisper. “Your parents are here.”




CHAPTER 1
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The corridor in St. Luke’s University Hospital couldn’t have been more than three strides across, but Mandy paced it anyway, every few seconds glancing down its length for any sign of life. She saw none. 

Floor-to-ceiling windows lined the left side of the passageway, allowing in thick blocks of sunlight that bounced off the vinyl tile and reflected against the room doors on the opposite side. Her anxiety had peaked about an hour ago while driving here to Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, but even now restlessness ran like ice water through her veins. She wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to hold herself back from running down the hall and barging into each room, searching for the boy whose memory she’d held in her heart every moment of every day for the past seven years.

Mandy turned when a gentle hand touched her mid-back. Justin kissed her cheek, looked deep into her eyes and offered a subdued smile. He then bit his bottom lip, revealing he was just as nervous as she was. For all her husband was her source of strength, he couldn’t be any more prepared than Mandy for what lay ahead.

She was about to ask him to check with the lead detective on the case who had brought them up to this floor when she saw movement from the corner of her eye. Holding on to Justin’s arm, she looked down the hallway. A young woman in a nurse’s uniform walked out of a room. Mandy’s heart beat so hard she placed her hand on it to stop it from tearing out of her chest. 

Behind the nurse, a young man exited the room. He moved his head warily, as if searching, like a deer scenting a hunter. When he turned toward Mandy, her first instinct was to scream his name and run to him. But her legs wouldn’t move, and the voice she’d used just a few minutes before was stuck somewhere deep inside her throat. 

Common sense told her Michael was seventeen, but the reunion she’d always imagined was with a ten-year-old boy — the boy who’d been taken away from her on that cold, gray December day. And now, just a few feet away from her was a young man with stubble where she used to kiss soft baby skin. A thick head of brown, wavy hair covered half his face.

Is that him? Is that my Michael? 

As the teenager moved closer and she could see his face more clearly, the cry she’d been holding back found its escape. It was his wide, chestnut brown eyes — the eyes she had looked into as she sang lullabies that helped him sleep through the night. Eyes that had once expressed joy as vividly and effortlessly as they expressed any sadness. Though she couldn’t read the emotion in them now — any more than she could put words to the emotions surging inside her — their shape was the same. That gave her legs the energy to run toward him. 

With tears streaming down her face, she hugged him so tight that no one could ever take him away again. He was almost ten inches taller than her, so she had to stand on her toes and reach up to run her hands through his hair and kiss his cheeks, his forehead, his chin, and then his cheeks again. She nestled her face in the crook of his neck, smelling the scent of the warm young man beneath the tinge of hospital soap, sliding her head down and resting it on his chest so she would hear his heartbeat. 

“Michael, Micha — ” she tried to say his name through breathless sobs. “My Michael.” 

She thought she would pass out when his arms enveloped her, and his lips pressed the crown of her head. His next kiss came on her forehead, and then he rested his cheek against her brow. 

“I missed you,” he said, his voice so much lower than the last time she heard him speak. The sound of it almost took her breath away. 

Oh my God, the years I’ve missed. 

She’d dreamed of this day for seven years, and all she wanted to do was tell him how much she’d missed him, how the hole in her heart grew larger each and every day he was gone. But she couldn’t stop crying long enough to get the words out. 

Justin joined their embrace, his strong arms cradling them a bit unsteadily. For an instant, she thought of the one thing that would make this moment perfect. All she could do was close her eyes and pray that Dylan was somewhere seeing the three of them together again. Maybe he was even the architect of this miraculous reunion. She remembered the dream she’d had a few weeks back — was it just a few weeks? — a comforting dream of their lost son in a beautiful place. And now she held the son who’d once been lost and was now found.

“There’s an empty waiting room at the other end of the hall,” the young nurse said. “You can go there while I get the discharge papers. Dr. Young says he’s a very healthy young man, but you wanted your own physician to do a full workup, correct?”

Mandy nodded. “Y-yes.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, we’ll be bringing him to our doctor in Westchester.” She took a deep breath and a few steps back, realizing Justin hadn’t yet had the opportunity to give Michael a complete hug. Now he did, and seeing her husband cry on their son’s shoulder brought another hot flow from her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said, wiping the wetness from her cheeks. Her fingers came away smeared with mascara like charcoal. “I must look like a monster,” she whispered to the nurse.

“Please, Mrs. Wright, don’t you think about that. If you only saw the staff when these boys were brought in. There were twelve of us…twelve monsters in uniform with enough tears to fill a swimming pool.” She glanced around, looking. “I can bring you some more tissues, or you can get some in the waiting room.”

“Thank you so much.” Mandy held out her hand. “I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

“Amanda,” the young woman said, plainly surprised that she would ask. “Amanda Jane, actually.”

Mandy took her hand in both of hers. “Well, thank you, Amanda Jane. Thank you so much for taking care of Michael until we got here.”

“It was my pleasure, Mrs. Wright. Your boy is wonderful.”

Mandy turned to Michael, who was hugging Justin as tightly as he had as a young boy — though his father had never wept on his shoulder as he did now. He looked at her and smiled. A smile she remembered from seven years ago.

“Yes he is, Amanda Jane. Yes, he is.”

***

The waiting room offered the privacy they needed; its seats were all empty, and it had no windows, the only illumination coming from the fluorescent lights overhead.

Justin picked up a chair and placed it in front of one of the loveseats. 

“Sit, Michael, please,” he said. 

Mandy sat on the loveseat opposite Michael and waited for Justin to join her.

“How do you feel?” she asked their son. “Are you hungry? Thirsty? Can we get you anything before we leave here? We have a two…two-and-a-half-hour drive ahead of us.”

Michael shook his head slowly, looking at each of them like a fan meeting a worshipped celebrity couple for the first time. His fervent yet wistful expression made Mandy’s heart sink. She wasn’t some pop star from another sphere. She was his mom. 

He leaned back in his chair, clasped his fingers, and stretched his arms toward the ceiling so his palms faced upward. His mud-colored tee shirt had a slightly ripped breast pocket and was terribly wrinkled, and his jeans were way too heavy for such a hot day. As if whoever dressed him hadn’t intended for him to go outside. As soon as he was willing, she’d bring him to the mall to get new clothes — another way to erase the past seven years from his life.

Mandy was a bit surprised that Michael hadn’t asked about Dylan. She’d been waiting for the “Where’s Dyl?” or “Why isn’t Dylan here?” but neither materialized. Maybe he thought only parents were allowed to pick up their children, and his brother would be waiting for him at the house. Whatever his expectation, it was about to be torn apart. 

During the drive to pick up Michael, she and Justin had agreed to talk about Dylan before leaving the hospital. They didn’t want Michael asking questions or holding on to any hope that his brother would be waiting for him with open arms when he arrived home.

She gently placed her hand on Justin’s knee and gave it a slight squeeze. Justin rested his hand on Mandy’s and fit his fingers between hers. His palms were clammy, and she felt a slight tremble, unsure which of them it came from.

“Michael,” Justin said, clearing his throat and leaning forward, “before we go home, there’s something you need to know.” 

Mandy inhaled deeply and turned her hand over so she could grip Justin’s fingers tighter. She didn’t yet know what Michael had been through over the past seven years, and it made her sick to her stomach that they had to deliver such devastating news on his first day back. Still, she and Justin had discussed it and couldn’t find another option.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why Dylan isn’t here,” Justin said, his voice shaky and hesitant.

Michael crossed his arms. “No, I’m not. He’s dead, right?”

Mandy gasped like every last bit of oxygen had been sucked from her lungs. She pressed her hand against her chest in an effort to help herself breathe. 

Justin leaned forward. “How did you know that?”

Michael looked around the waiting room as if checking to make sure they were alone. His eyes returned to Justin and then Mandy, the question still unanswered.

“Michael,” Justin said, louder this time, raw and urgent, “how did you know that?”

He glanced around the room again, then fell back against the chair. 

“Nathan told me.”




CHAPTER 2
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Kyle watched the red second hand on the wall clock finish its fourth revolution before standing up and walking back to the lobby desk. 

“Excuse me,” he said to the twenty-something Black woman sitting behind a plastic sneezeguard, smiling as she texted with both thumbs. He peeked at her name tag, having forgotten what it said the last time he looked. Naomi. “Excuse me, Naomi,” Kyle spoke louder this time, trying to have her realize she was still at work.

She raised her head, her annoyed expression latching onto his own.

“You said I’d be able to go upstairs almost an hour ago, and no one has told me anything since.”

She took in a breath and started clicking away on her keyboard. “You’re here for Frank Devlin, right?”

Matthew, actually, but… “Yes,” he said. “Frank Devlin.”

A few more clicks of the keys. “Please sit for just a few more minutes. I’ll call Bryan up there to see what’s happening. He’ll be the one to come down to get you. Just give me a few more minutes, okay?”

Kyle waited to make sure she picked up her desk phone and not her cell before returning to the cushioned loveseat against the lobby's back wall. 

He sat down and scrolled through his own texts, searching for a response from Justin. Nothing. He’d wanted to drive with them to Pennsylvania to get Michael, but when Bellevue called and told him he could finally see Matthew, there was no way he’d let the opportunity pass. It had been four months of calling, waiting and working the system until the approval came in. 

At first he worried things were being held up because Matthew might not want to see him. But after he’d pulled, bent and at last cut all the red tape involved in seeing a patient, who was also a prisoner, his fear of Matthew’s disinterest waned. Those weeks proved to him it was the system, not Matthew, blocking their reunion.

He glanced at Naomi to assure himself she was still working on getting him upstairs. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a woman with long blonde hair so curly; he imagined she kept a heated hair curler and roll comb in her purse. She sat on the other side of the waiting room, facing the wall. Even so, he could tell she was wiping her tears with a shredded tissue. Something about the scene tugged at his heart. Plunged into his own experience of grief after losing Dylan, he'd found himself wanting to reach out to others who were going through the same thing. 

Just last week he’d spent half an hour composing a heartfelt response to a co-worker’s Facebook post about having to put her dog down, even though it was something he’d never have cared much about before. And here, he had nothing better to do with his time while he waited. After sneaking another look at Naomi, he walked over to the woman. He sat down beside her and leaned closer, elbows on his knees.

“Hi,” Kyle said softly. “Are you okay?”

She turned to him, dabbing her cheeks. Kyle was taken aback at her beauty. He saw now that she was older than him, maybe in her mid-thirties, but her skin was smooth and fresh-looking. Her eyes were green like young spring leaves, and even sorrow couldn’t dull their color. The caramel highlights in her curly hair looked as natural as her high cheekbones. Even when marked by tears and smeared eyeliner, her features had something noble about them. She pressed the back of her hand against her heart-shaped lips and shook her head.

“No, thank you. I’m sorry. I’m-I — I’m, just…” she stuttered before breaking down again. 

She ran her fingers through her hair to move it away from her face and leaned her head back. A gold necklace held an oval gem the same color as her eyes. Above it, three rings of fading bruises encircled her neck.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

She sniffed and wiped her nose with what was left of the tissue in her hand. “Yes, I am. It’s just been a rough morning. Thank you for asking, though.”

He pulled back a bit so as not to crowd her, but continued to offer his full attention. “I’m Kyle.”

She forced a smile. “Hi, Kyle. To be honest, I’m not here to meet someone. I’m here to — ”

“I’m also gay,” he interrupted.

A wave of relief swept across her face. She smiled, her teeth as white and straight as the model’s in a toothpaste commercial.

“Geez. Again, I’m sorry. I’m just so used to — ”

“I can imagine,” he said. “You’re beautiful, and I’m sure guys try to talk to you no matter where you are.” He looked at the ceiling, the walls and then down at the floor. “Even in this kind of place.”

She laughed.

“I’m Jade.” She wiped her hand on her black shorts and held it out to him.

“Same as that gem,” he said, pointing to her necklace. “And the same color as your eyes.”

“Yes, for the necklace. Close, for the eyes.”

“I guess I’m lucky my parents didn’t name me Hazel, like the color of my eyes.”

Jade laughed.

“That’s what I wanted to see,” Kyle said. He took a deep breath, proud of himself for having the courage to speak to a stranger in need and for making her forget her problems for a few seconds. Perhaps Naomi’s slacking was a positive thing for both him and Jade.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

She closed her eyes. “I’m here to visit my mother.”

“Is that why you were crying?”

“Ha!” she blurted out. “This is the third psychiatric hospital she’s been in over the past twenty-one years. I finished crying over her insanity years ago.”

Kyle wasn’t sure where to go from here. Should he ask why her mother was in a psych hospital? Should he ask why she was crying? Or should he just keep quiet and let Jade say whatever she wanted?

After a few seconds of silence, she wiped her eyes with the tips of each index finger and shook her hair off her face.

“Well, Kyle, I was crying because I’m in a…let’s call it a relationship, and I feel hopeless and depressed. And as far as Mom goes, she killed my father over twenty years ago and was found not guilty by reason of insanity.” She looked directly into Kyle’s eyes. “Glad you asked?”

Holy shit. I guess I’m not the only one with a fucked-up life. 

“As a matter of fact, I am,” he said, the mixture of truth and sarcasm making her eyes widen. “Because I think I can help you. Or at least I know someone who can. His name is Justin Wright, and he’s one of New York City’s best psychiatrists. Maybe you’re already seeing someone, but I’d bet he could do more.” He held up his cell phone to show her Justin’s contact information. “Send me a text and I’ll send you his number. Just tell him I sent you and you’ll be in like Flynn.”

“In like Flynn? Who says that anymore?”

He smiled. “Sorry. That was something I used to say to my friend Dylan. Just a habit, I guess.”

After tapping his number into her phone, her hands fell onto her lap as though gravity had doubled. She frowned, realization sparking in her eyes.

“Wait a second, are you talking about the Justin Wright? The psychiatrist whose son was killed by that guy with like four personalities?”

“Yes, that’s the one,” Kyle replied, not sure he wanted to get into the exact details. He gripped the arm of the chair. 

“I remember when it was all over the news. That guy, his patient, right? He was a complete psycho. And Wright’s son was just in the wrong place at the — oh my God! Is he the friend you were just talking about?”

Kyle nodded. The lump formed in his throat that always appeared whenever someone said Dylan’s name.

“I’m so sorry, Kyle,” Jade said quietly, placing her hand over his. “That must have been terrible. Just awful.”

He nodded again, unable to reply in words around the strain on his vocal cords. 

“And who are you here to see?”

How could he tell her that he was here to see the man who killed his best friend, the “psycho” who took away Justin Wright’s son in the blink of an eye?

“Just a friend,” he muttered.

“Kyle, I know we’ve known each other for less than ten minutes, but I trusted you enough to tell you some of my story. You can trust me enough to tell me just a little of yours.” She squeezed his hand. “I promise I won’t judge. I’m the last person who has the right to do that.”

Kyle let out a sigh and closed his eyes. Who was he visiting? The only person he wanted to see was Matthew. But who would be upstairs when he walked off the elevator? Frank? Alex? Nathan? God forbid. 

Not knowing who would show up, he wasn’t sure how to answer Jade’s question. But since she promised not to judge — “Frank Devlin,” he said. 

Silence.

He opened his eyes to find she’d turned her head and was now looking out the waiting room windows into the busy lobby of Bellevue Hospital. By her twisted expression, he realized she was having a hard time not judging.

“You heard me?” Kyle asked, knowing the answer.

“Yes,” she said, watching a woman herd two fidgety children across the lobby. “That’s the killer, right? The man with all the personalities?” She turned to Kyle. “Why would you visit that…that…”

“Matthew,” he said, stopping her before she said something that would break their quickly developed connection. “It’s so complicated; I don’t know where to start. But Matthew is one of Devlin’s personalities, or alters, as Justin calls them. The only alter I knew. Matthew and I…we were…together. We were a couple. I love him, and I think — more like hope — he loves me back.”

“Wow. And I thought my life was complicated. I guess we’re pretty much even Steven.”

“Even Steven? Who says that anymore?”

“Touché,” she said. “Now, let’s hear more about — ”

A young nurse opened the waiting room door and looked around. “Harper,” he announced. “Kyle Harper.”

Kyle stood. “That’s me,” he said to both Jade and the nurse. “I guess it’s time to see Matthew.”

Jade also stood, put her arms around him and laid her head on his chest. “I’m so glad you sat with me today. And I’m glad we met. I hope we can get together soon.”

“Count on it.” He gave her a squeeze and started to walk to the door, but halfway across the room he turned around. “And don’t forget to text me so I’ll have your number and can send you the doc’s info.”

“I’ll do it right now,” she said with a smile and a wave.

He waved back and walked with the nurse to the elevator. By the time the door opened and he stepped inside, he felt his phone vibrate. He looked down at the display and saw Jade’s number. Below it was a message that made his heart skip a beat:

“Thanks, Kyle. I’m sure things will go the way you want today!” 

He slid the phone into his back pocket and shook his head, wishing he wore the same rose-colored glasses as Jade. 

***

The room was circular, surrounded by windows so patients and visitors were able to observe the outdoors. Kyle had researched the hospital before coming here, as if that could prepare him. Looking at images and reading articles gave him some idea of what to expect physically. He’d learned the windows were polycarbonate, which won’t break or shatter under high-force impacts. Now he glanced around the room, looking for someone who appeared unstable enough to try to smash through a window and jump out or push him seventeen flights to his death. Alarmingly, he noticed several people who seemed like they’d be willing to take that action if they could only find the strength to.

Most patients wore hospital gowns covered by robes, making it easy to distinguish them from the visitors. Some sat talking in low voices or playing board games and cards at small round tables. Others sat alone, unvisited, looking out the windows at the gray wisps of clouds that, from way up here, felt almost touchable. 

At least their lack of energy suggested there wouldn’t be any attempts at suicide — or homicide.

The nurse touched his shoulder and pointed to the right, where a clock face showed 1:00. 

“There’s your guy,” he said. “You have an hour. I’ll check on you in a bit. Let me know if you need anything.”

Kyle nodded. Matthew sat in a high-backed chair, staring out the window. Only the back of his head was visible. Without being seen by him, Kyle had time to take some deep breaths and try to stop his insides from churning. He’d been anticipating this moment for months, and now he found he feared it more than he wanted it. But what was he afraid of?

Just tell him you love him. Tell him you know Dylan’s death was not his fault, and you’ll be here for him no matter what. 

He took another deep breath and put one foot in front of the other. Somehow he drew his body forward, however unsteady he felt, until he reached Matthew’s chair. Kyle still could only see the back of his head. His hair was slicked back with shiny gel reflecting the fluorescent lights above. Matthew had never used hair products; he just combed it. And his shoulders were slumped, something Matthew would always remind Kyle about when they went out to dinner or a bar. “Your posture displays your confidence,” he’d say. “Let everyone know you believe in yourself.” 

Today was a day Kyle couldn’t find that belief any more than it seemed Matthew could.

“Hey,” he said, touching Matthew’s slumped shoulder in the thin, scratchy robe.

When Matthew peered up, Kyle immediately pulled his hand away. This was a Matthew he’d never seen before. His lips were thin, his face puffy, almost swollen, and his eyes, though the same dark brown they’d always been, exuded something evil, a wickedness Kyle could not only see but also feel. The churning inside him resumed, stronger than ever.

“Well, look who it is,” the man said. “Miss Harper, Matthew’s girlfriend.”

Holy shit. It’s him.  

“Nathan,” Kyle whispered.

“Oh, look at that. The girl’s got a brain.”

Kyle forced himself to sit in the chair beside Nathan. “Where’s Matthew?” he asked.

Nathan laughed — though it sounded forced — and looked back out the window.

“Matthew shows up when I need Matthew to show up,” he said. “Lots of people around here like him…the shrinks especially. But here’s an FYI you might want to remember: he will never show up for you. We don’t do gay anymore, sissy girl.”

Anger and determination swelled in Kyle. He had come to see Matthew, to let him know he wasn’t alone. There was no way he’d let this rotten piece of shit stop him from doing that. But there was a look in this monster’s eyes that told him his boyfriend was never going to emerge again. Matthew was buried deep within the demon, clutched by evil claws that held him down at his every attempt to rise to the surface. The thought made Kyle’s heart hurt, for his loss as much as Matthew’s. But it took less than an instant for Kyle’s grief to turn to rage. 

His fury put an image into his head: he imagined placing his hands around Nathan’s neck and choking him until his breath stopped. It was a way to kill the devil…while also putting Matthew out of his misery.

“You have no soul, do you?” Kyle raised his hand in front of Nathan’s face, cutting him off. “Don’t even answer that. The only soul you have is Matthew, and I want to see him.”

Nathan didn’t say a word. Instead, he continued to stare out the window with a smile that seemed fake. Kyle waited. As the minutes stretched on, Nathan released a grunt every now and then, like an attempt at laughter.

“Is that why it took so long for me to get approved to see Matthew? Were you the one stopping it from happening?”

Still, Nathan wouldn’t offer an answer, an explanation, or even a taunt.

“Nathan!” Kyle yelled. “Answer me, for Christ’s sake!”

Within seconds, three men who had been inconspicuously surveilling the room surrounded Kyle’s chair. He didn’t know if they were out-of-uniform nurses or guards intended to keep patients — or visitors — under control. They didn’t matter. All he wanted were answers, and he wouldn’t leave until he got something, anything, from the demon sitting beside him.

“Everything okay over here?” the stockiest of the three men asked. 

Kyle nodded. “Yes. Sorry. Everything is fine.”

“One more outburst and we’ll have to ask you to leave,” another man said. 

“Again, I’m sorry. Won’t happen again. I promise.”

The men returned to their random wandering, one stopping at the nurse’s station with a desperate look on his face. He flirted with the women, tilting his head with a forced smile waiting for one, any of them, to pay him some attention. 

Kyle turned back to Nathan, scowling.

“Were you the one who stopped me from seeing Matthew while he still had some control? Was it you on the phone that day when Matthew was trying to tell me what would happen to Justin and Dylan? Was it you…”

“Shut up.” With that demand, Nathan finally acknowledged Kyle’s presence. “Let me put it this way: I let you come here today so I could tell you never to try to contact Matthew again. You are nothing but a pain in the ass to both of us. And if you try to call, contact or visit in any way, you’re going to pay big.” He blew out his cheeks, looking away from Kyle and back to the window. “Now get out of here, because if you stay any longer, I’ll make it look like you’re attacking me. That’ll make your buddies come back and drag you out, kicking and screaming like the girl you are. It’s up to you. Make your decision. And make it fast. I’m getting bored.” 

Kyle slowly stood. His head was spinning almost as fast as his insides were churning, and between the two, he was scared he might vomit. Still, he took one last look at the man seated below him, searching for a sign that Matthew still existed. He silently prayed that Matthew could escape from somewhere deep inside this soulless scumbag and show himself to the man who’d loved him from their first night together. But his prayers went unanswered as Nathan continued staring out the window as though Kyle wasn’t there and never had been.

Kyle wasn’t even aware he’d started crying until the air conditioning hit the moisture on his cheeks. He wiped the tears away with his sweaty palms and turned toward the elevators. When he reached them, he pressed the Down button repeatedly, as if the more times he pushed, the faster he’d be able to escape from this corner of hell. 

It didn’t seem to work, and he took a final look around while he waited. What he was searching for, he couldn’t say. Kyle caught a glimpse of Jade sitting with an older woman, her gray hair just as long and curly as Jade’s. It was apparent Jade didn’t need a curler and roll comb; the curls were most likely a hereditary gift. She looked up and, spotting Kyle, smiled and waved. 

His expression must have revealed his pain because her smile had disappeared. She tilted her head and mouthed the words, “What happened?”

He shook his head to let her know the hope she’d offered in her text had been blown to bits. 

A chime sounded behind him. Still shaking his head, Kyle walked onto an empty elevator. He banged the Lobby button with the side of his fist.

Leaning against the back wall, he glanced up at the quarter-dome mirror mounted in the corner. He almost didn’t recognize himself in the funhouse image of his face, complete with swollen scarlet-rimmed eyes. He turned his face away and stared instead at the stained tile floor, awaiting the jolt that would tell him the doors to his escape were about to open.

When the bang finally arrived, it took another few seconds for the doors to part. He slid through the divide before they were fully open and headed toward the revolving door at the front of the building. Half a revolution later, he was standing on the sidewalk of 1st Avenue, taking in the deepest breaths he’d had in hours.

Before putting on sunglasses to hide his eyes and shield them from the blinding afternoon glare, he checked his phone one last time in case Justin had responded to his earlier text. If anything could possibly cheer him up, it would be seeing Michael and the rest of the Wright family.

Nothing. 

Shit, he thought. They should be home by now. Why hadn’t Justin gotten in touch with him?

As strangers brushed past him on the street, absorbed in their own business, a terrifying thought coursed through Kyle: what if Michael didn’t want to see him? What if he thought Kyle was to blame for letting him be taken that day seven years ago — just as Kyle himself had always, on some level, despite all the Wrights’ reassurances, believed? 

“Please, God, no,” he whispered.

He was still reeling from what had just happened with Nathan, and more rejection might put him over the edge on which he already felt himself teetering.




CHAPTER 3
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Justin remained silent until he was able to fully grasp Michael’s words. Once he did, he took Michael’s hand in his and looked him in the eyes.

“Nathan?” he asked, trying to keep his voice steady. “Nathan who?

Michael glanced at their hands, his mother, and then back at Justin.

“He was this guy who started visiting me about a year ago. He would show up like once a month. I know Alfred didn’t want him there. They’d fight all the time. I could hear them from my room. But Nathan was blackmailing him. He would bring up stuff about some ‘Uncle Carl’ who used to bring him to Alfred’s when he was a kid. And he’d always end up saying something like, ‘you want to keep this secret; you have to let me come here.’ So Alfred would let him in. But he would only visit me and then leave.”

Justin turned to Mandy. She blinked rapidly, and her mouth twisted in a way Justin had seen many times before. She was holding back tears while her mind worked, trying to understand what the hell was going on and what Nathan might’ve done to their son.

“What did he look like?” Justin asked.

Michael closed his eyes, but he saw his son’s eyeballs move from side to side beneath the lids.

“Brown hair,” he replied. “Dark. Sometimes messy and sometimes greased back. He also had dark brown eyes. He looked like a normal guy, except sometimes his cheeks would get puffy, or his lips would look like…like slits, almost. It was weird. Like his face would change into someone else’s right in the middle of a conversation.”

“How old would you say he was?” Justin asked, speaking through a pressure in his skull as if his brain couldn’t contain this new information. He didn’t need the answer to be sure they were talking about the same person.

“I don’t know. Twenty-three, twenty-five. Something like that.”

Justin turned to Mandy, who looked as wracked with rage and disbelief as he felt. He took a deep breath.

“Okay.” Justin gently massaged the skin between Michael’s thumb and index finger. “Last question, then I promise we’re out of here. Do you know why he would visit only you? Was there anything in particular he’d talk about — something that might have seemed odd to you?”

“Every time he came, I’d ask him to take me with him when he left. He always promised he would. He’d always say, ‘Next time, Michael, I promise.’ And then he never did.” Michael huffed and pursed his lips. “You know, he even told me that you were his shrink. And he’d tell me things about you…mean, rotten things that I knew weren’t true. Once he said that you were trying to take something away from him. I had no clue what he was talking about, and he was so freakin’ weird, I’m not sure he even knew what he was talking about. But he said if you took it from him, he would take something from you. When I asked him what, he said he would take your other son.”

Michael’s expression didn’t change, but tears filled his eyes. Justin had witnessed this many times before — detached emotional reaction — crying without sadness, yelling without anger.

“So that’s how I know Dylan is dead.”

Mandy leaped out of her seat. “Justin!” She stood over him and Michael, hands clenched into fists. “Do you know what this means? That lying son of a bitch planned the whole thing — it was premeditated. We need to make sure both the defense and prosecution are made aware of this immediately!”

Justin let go of Michael’s hand. Standing up, he took each of Mandy’s hands in one of his and grasped them securely.

“I am just as upset about this as you.” Justin turned to Michael. Tears the boy didn’t even know he was crying ran down his cheeks. “And we’ll tell Carla about this as soon as we can. But right now, we have a son who needs to get home.” He kissed her cheek. “And he doesn’t need to hear about legal proceedings or first-degree murder.”

“Oh my God,” Mandy groaned. She went to her knees by the side of Michael’s chair. “I’m sorry, honey. It’s just…But we’ve been dreaming about you, about finding you and bringing you home with us for so long.” She hugged him and kissed both his cheeks, then wiped away his tears and her own.

Michael had an apprehensive look on his face. Justin couldn’t tell if his concern was for Mandy or himself. 

Mandy continued, “And on our way home, I’ll call Kyle so he can meet us when we get there. He is so excited to — ”

“No!” Michael yelled, backing away from her. “No! I don’t want to see him.”

Justin sat back down on the loveseat across from Michael. “Why not?”

“Nathan told me.”

The pressure in his skull spread down through his chest and stomach. “Told you what?”

“That Kyle was in on it,” Michael said, his cheeks flushed with panic, anger, or both. “Kyle already knew Alfred. They made a plan for Alfred to take me that day.”

“Michael,” Justin said in as soft a voice as he could muster. “Michael, that is completely untrue. That is a lie.”

“No, it’s not. Nathan said that Kyle’s gay and Alfred would tell his parents and friends if he didn’t help kidnap me.”

“That crap couldn’t be further from the truth.” Justin placed his hand on Michael’s knee. “Nathan is a pathological, manipulative liar. Another time I’ll tell you how I know this, but that is the truth.”

Michael crossed his arms and shook his head.

“I don’t want to see him,” he said again, firmly but without emotion. 

Mandy sat next to Justin.

“Michael,” she said. “Why would you believe someone who killed your brother without regret or remorse before you’d believe your father, who loves you more than anything?”

He didn’t answer her.

“Michael?” she said again.

He shook his head. 

“Okay,” Justin said. “If that’s what you want, then for now Kyle is out of the picture. We’ll deal with all this at another time. Right now, we’re going to get you home, okay?”

“Okay,” Michael replied, his tone and face both blank. He rose from the chair and walked toward the hallway where their reunion occurred. “I’m ready.”

Mandy followed and caught up with him when he stopped at the door. She put her arm around his waist. 

“We’re ready, too,” she said. “We’ve been ready for seven years.”

Justin trailed behind them toward the elevators. From Michael’s slow, awkward movements and the way his head hung down as he walked, it was apparent these were the first few steps on a very long road toward healing — if that was even possible.

***

Nathan rolled his eyes so far back into their sockets he gave himself a headache.

“You realize you’ve told me this story about your psychic cats helping you win Monopoly games like ten times before, don’t you, Mattie?” 

Mattie’s eyes moved all the way left, right, and back to stare directly into Nathan’s. She rubbed her left hand’s thumb and index finger together and brought them up to her face, staring at them as though they were separate from her body.

Suddenly she wiggled all her fingers and began to laugh.

“You realize you’ve told me this story about your psychic cats helping you win Monopoly games like ten times before!” she shrieked, attempting to impersonate Nathan.

How the fuck did I get stuck with this lunatic? Nathan asked himself. He shook his head, already knowing the answer. 

No matter how crazy she might be, she was still the only person who would talk to him. With everyone knowing about his alters and what they’d done, most were intent on keeping their distance. And if by chance someone did find themselves talking with him, they’d abruptly stop and ask which personality they were speaking with. 

“Nathan,” he’d say, after which they’d terminate the conversation with something like, “I have enough problems. I don’t wanna talk to a murderer and end up having nightmares, too!”

So he was stuck with Mattie, which wasn’t so bad when she was lucid. And she had been the day Kyle visited. After dinner, she’d called Nathan over. The dining room had emptied, with only one other person sitting on the other side of the round table, trying to floss his teeth with the tie of his bathrobe.

“Who was that handsome man who visited you today?” she whispered in Nathan’s ear.

“Kyle. He was the fairy’s boyfriend. But that won’t happen again. They’re both history.”

“Well, that’s not very nice to say,” Mattie replied. “Every person has feelings. Why would you call someone a fairy? Especially someone who’s a part of you.”

“If you think about it, I’m doing him a favor,” Nathan pointed out. “His girlfriend — sorry, his boyfriend — will probably never get out of this place. So why should Kyle waste his time waiting for someone he’ll never be able to share a life with? Now both fairies hate me, but they always have. I’m used to being hated.”

Mattie’s head flew backward, and she let out a howl that echoed throughout the dining hall. 

“That is so funny! Those were the last words I said to Jade on the phone that night. After hanging up with her, I grabbed the sharpest knife from the kitchen drawer, snuck up behind my hubby — he was watching a rerun of Barney Miller — and sliced his neck ear to ear. I swear, when his head fell back, I thought it would fall on the floor.”

She laughed even harder.

“I know,” Nathan said. “You’ve already told me a million times how — ”

“Oh my God! Did I tell you that the blood spurted so far, it was all over the television screen? Now that was some mess to clean up. By the time I finished, The Brady Bunch was on. That was a good thing because it was my favorite episode. It was the one — ”

“Where Peter hits Marcia in the nose with a football right before she’s supposed to go out on a date with some popular guy from school. I know, Mattie. I know.”

And now here he was again, listening to the “psychic cat Monopoly” story for the umpteenth time. He glanced around the room at all the people he’d always call “inmates,” a word his shrink, Dr. Swensen, didn’t approve of. Nothing Swensen said mattered much to Nathan. Sure, all the doctors and nurses called the ward’s residents “patients,” but that was a flat-out lie. This psych hospital had more restrictions than a prison. This place didn’t have bars on the bedroom doors, but every night they were locked from the outside, so really, was there any difference?

No escape, not from this damn ward or Mattie’s stupid stories. Frustration made Nathan’s skin feel too tight. He entertained the thought of slapping Mattie across her face. What would happen if he did? If he ripped her hair from every follicle? If he slit her throat the way she did her husband’s? 

Just having those thoughts, and the images that accompanied them, helped him calm down. 

Hell, maybe he should put them into action someday. 

Not right now. But it was good to at least have something to look forward to. 




CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




“I need some real help here,” Justin pleaded, taking Van Sessler  off speakerphone. “And you’re the only one I trust to find it for me — for all of us, for the family.”

“I’m always here for you, you know that,” Van Sessler said. Justin was soothed by the empathy in his voice. “Tell me what’s going on.” 

Justin tilted his chair back and swung around so he could look out the window. The sky was gray, the same ashen shade it had been since he opened his eyes at 5:30 AM. His head felt hazy, and his spirit longed for sunshine. Unfortunately, the forecast called for rain, as it always did when the humidity hung so heavily throughout the July days. But as he looked up and watched the dark cumulus clouds angrily passing from east to west, he wondered if, for the first time in a long time, the meteorologists might be on target. 

“Honestly,” he said. “it’s not what’s going on that bothers me. It’s what’s not going on. Michael is completely unemotional. He doesn’t laugh, cry, yell. Nothing. He rarely smiles or has any reaction to anything. He spends most of his time in his room and won’t talk with me about anything except what he’s seen on TV or read in one of his homeschooling textbooks. It’s so strange, James. It’s as if he expects us to pretend the past seven years never happened. And he never, ever mentions Dylan. It’s as though he never had a brother. Honestly, I’ve never dealt with this kind of situation before with anyone. Needless to say, it’s even more foreign territory when it’s my own boy. We need someone who specializes in this type of trauma. I’m at a complete loss here.”

Justin heard the shuffling of papers and then the clicking of a keyboard. He pictured Van Sessler moving a mound of files, and God knows what else, off his keyboard in order to use his computer. The man wasn’t the tidiest of people, but he was the best psychiatrist Justin knew.

“Justin, you need to know that this is a normal reaction — for some kidnap victims. Every situation has its own trauma involved, its own unique experiences. And, of course, every human being is different and will handle their specific circumstance in their own way. But I do have someone I think can help Michael. That is if he’s willing to talk with her.”

Justin turned his chair around to face his computer, tightening his grip on the phone.

“Who is it? One way or another, I will make sure Michael sees her.”

“Her name is Lauren Murphy. She’s worked with many children who have suffered severe trauma, including some who have been kidnapped and held for long periods of time. Now, this case we’re talking about involves an extraordinarily long period of time. Still, she’s the most likely person I know to have the experience to understand where his mind is at, what his thought process is, and help him get through some of the things he may not even realize he's going through.”

“Where is she?”

“That’s the best part. She’s right here in Stamford, up the block from me, so it’s not a long trip for Michael. It’s a short walk from the train or…of course, given his experience, Mandy can drop him off on her way to work.” Van Sessler paused, and Justin heard him exhale into the phone. “I’m sure you know, it doesn’t matter how he gets here — he just needs to get here.”

“I agree one hundred percent, James. This needs to be nipped in the bud now before the trauma leads to…” Justin shook his head. Cliches had poured from his lips because no words could possibly capture his current fears. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

“I’ll give her a call,” Van Sessler said. “You can do your online research on her, read her books and review her JCP articles on kidnap victims, PTSD and so forth. They’re fascinating and might even give you a better view into what’s going on inside Michael’s head.”

The bell outside Justin’s office rang, and he almost jumped out of his skin.

“Shit, I’m sorry, James. I have a four o’clock who just arrived. Will you have her call me or should I call her?”

“I’ll have her call you,” he said. “Justin, I can’t even imagine how difficult this is, but please maintain hope that we can get it all sorted out. I’d like to see the Wright family at peace for a while.”

“You and me both, James,” he said dryly. “Thank you so much.”

Justin hung up the phone and headed to the office door. In the back of his mind, he heard the echo of Van Sessler’s words: I’d like to see the Wright family at peace for a while. 

It took all the strength he had to clear his mind for his upcoming session and not dwell on the unanswerable question incessantly ricocheting, a shard of shrapnel within the walls of his skull:

Where is the light at the end of this tragic tunnel?  

***

As Jade Walker sat down in the chair across from Justin, the first two things that stood out to him were her undeniable beauty and the faint bruises around her neck. 

She’d clearly used makeup to hide the contusions, but it didn’t help. In winter, she’d have been able to wear a turtleneck or scarf to conceal the injury, but today’s heat demanded very light clothing, which meant an open neckline exposing her bare skin.

She crossed tanned, shapely legs which were as bare as her neck, except for the ankle-high yellow tennis socks and navy blue tennis shoes covering her feet. A thin navy blue elastic belt separated her white cotton tee from her pleated blue tennis skirt.

Justin decided to open the conversation with trivial chatter to help put Jade at ease. 

“I see tennis written all over you. Are you coming from a match? Going to play? Or just like tennis attire?”

“Going to play after this. I belong to the Manhattan Plaza Racquet Club, and a few of us get together a few times a week.”

“That’s some great exercise,” Justin replied, scanning through the e-forms he’d printed out and reviewed that morning. “So, you’re the VP of marketing at a major clothing company here in the city. I’m sure it’s a very stressful position. Tennis can help relieve that stress quite a bit. Am I right?”

“Yes, you are,” she said, her eyes darting around the room. 

Justin slid the forms into his folder. It was apparent Jade was getting bored with the idle chitchat.

“So…” He straightened his back and crossed his ankles. “You know Kyle, and Kyle knows me, which is why you went straight to the top of my waiting list.” He smiled. “Please keep that under wraps, or I may start getting some nasty phone calls.”

She brought her fingers to her mouth and mimed zipping it.

“My lips are sealed,” she whispered, returning his smile.

“Now I’ve seen what you submitted on your forms, but I’d like to ask you in person: what’s going on in your life that brings you here?”

Jade clasped her hands around her knee and rocked slightly from side to side. As moments passed, Justin’s focus slipped. His call with Van Sessler began to seep into his thoughts, then guilt for not concentrating on his work. Then his impatience with Jade’s silence started to take its toll with emotional irritation. He wanted to provoke a response from her, but in the past, he’d found it best to allow his patients to open up without prodding. More often than not, they’d offer information if left to their own devices — details the patient might think superfluous, but Justin deemed crucial. He pushed away his own worries to pay full attention to the woman sitting before him.

After another few seconds, she stopped swaying and looked him in the eyes.

“I know I might look bright and happy, smiley and cheerful to most people, but I’m not. I’m depressed quite a bit. I’m very anxious about things I shouldn’t be, and I have one bad relationship after another.”

This was the perfect time for Justin to bring up the elephant in the room. “Are those bruises around your neck an indication of your latest relationship?”

Jade delicately brushed her hand against her neck.

“I don’t want to talk about that right now,” she said, turning toward the window. 

Justin had seen this avoidance technique many times before, particularly when it came to domestic violence. During the course of treatment, there would be a lot of careful prompting to extract the details and understand her mindset. Was she feeling guilty? Responsible? Victimized? Her internal reaction to the abuse, as well as why she remained connected to the abuser, were key to understanding what she needed — and to helping her move out of the relationship. 

“I understand, Jade. But I need to make sure you’ll be willing to discuss it sooner rather than later. It could be a big part of why you’re feeling depressed, anxious and any other emotions that rear their ugly heads during the day.”

She turned from the window, looked at Justin, then moved her gaze to the wall behind him.

She’s embarrassed to meet my eyes. I have to get her feeling comfortable. 

“Jade, you do understand you’re safe here, right?”

She nodded. A brightness passing over them made her irises appear more turquoise.

“So then, tell me a little more about yourself. Maybe some information about your personal life that you didn’t put on your forms.”

Jade blinked twice and smudged her lips together as though trying to smooth out a thin layer of lipstick.

“Let’s see…I’m thirty-seven and don’t think I’ll ever settle down with anyone. I mean, I did live with someone for three years, but that obviously didn’t work out.” She clasped her hands around her knee again and leaned forward a bit. 

Justin noted her tension and, with a slight nod, encouraged her to continue.

“Alright,” she sighed and rubbed her neck. “Might as well get things out in the open, right?”

Justin offered another nod.

“So, I’ve been through some rough times. I guess you’d call them ‘traumatic.’ I’ve done things I can’t undo. I’ve had relationships that were a waste of time I can’t get back. I always end up getting hurt, one way or the other.” She looked to the ceiling, took a breath, then finally met Justin’s gaze. “I did some research on trauma and how it can screw up your entire life, even if it happened as a kid. I read about different therapies, like trauma reprocessing or something like that. I guess I’m here because I need help getting past what I’ve been through so I can lead a so-called normal life. I’m tired of feeling hopeless. Or having anxiety that feels like blades stabbing the pit of my stomach and then sitting there like dead weight for hours.” She leaned back. “I’m just tired of it. Tired.”

Justin opened his journal. “Can you tell me about the stressful situations you’ve experienced in your childhood or teenage years? Ones you’re considering to be traumatic or psychologically hurtful?”

Her hands went to the end of each arm on the chair and tightened until the knuckles went pale.

“Hmmm…let’s see.” At the sarcasm coming through her smile, Justin took a deep breath to prepare himself for what she was about to say. “My father would beat me every now and then for no apparent reason. Maybe I didn’t clean the dishes fast enough or forgot to take the garbage out for pickup day. Or maybe he stumbled in drunk, glanced at my report card and saw a B in math. Something like that would usually lead to slaps and a belt.” 

Squeezing the chair arms even harder, she moved her eyes from the wall behind Justin to his face. Meeting her eyes directly, he watched tears start to well up. “At least he didn’t rape me, right?”

Justin’s heart raced. He slid his thumb up and down the pen in his hand to release some tension while keeping it unnoticeable.

“My mother would pretty much ignore those beatings, the slaps, his fingers around my neck. Well, she never really said or did anything until…”

Justin leaned forward. “Until when?”

“Until the day I came home from studying at a friend’s house. I walked into the living room and found her hysterically laughing at a Brady Bunch rerun. My father sat next to her, his head leaning so far back…well…it didn’t register at first. And then I saw it. I-I saw”

“Go ahead,” Justin said quietly.

The tears had spilled down Jade’s cheeks, her mascara leaving smooth trails of black over silky skin. 

“His neck was slit open. Blood was all over his shirt and the couch. I swear, one more inch cut to either side, and his head would’ve fallen to the floor. I just stopped in my tracks. Then I felt my textbooks fall out of my arms and hit my feet. My mother couldn’t stop laughing at the fucking television. I knew she’d lost her mind.” She grabbed a bunch of tissues out of the box on the table beside her chair and dabbed them on her cheeks. “Now I visit her once a week in the psych center uptown.”

Justin continued to run his thumb along the length of his pen.

When Jade finished blotting her face, she crossed her legs and fell back in the chair. Sinking into it, she started to slouch. The vibrant color seemed to have been washed out of her eyes. 

“Would you call that trauma?” she asked.

Justin tapped his pen on the leather cover of his journal. “I think you know the answer to that,” he said.

Again she gently caressed her neck, where the bruise-concealing makeup had just about completely disappeared.

“Do you think these tragic events might have anything to do with the bruises on your neck?”

She let out a sigh and ran her fingers through her curls.

“What are you saying?”

The thin line Justin had been walking narrowed.

“You grew up in quite a turbulent environment and experienced quite a bit of trauma that included violence. I’m just wondering if you might subconsciously feel that mistreatment is normal. You know what your father did was wrong. And you also know your mother’s actions were, let’s just say, ‘improper’ for now. But perhaps growing up with consistent violence led you to believe that in some way physical harm is ‘okay.’” 

He paused and read the grief on her face. “Remember, we’re at the beginning of the process. We need to talk through a lot more, and I need to learn more about you. So please don’t take everything I say as though it’s set in stone. The longer we work together, the more solid our conclusions will be. Does that make sense?”

She nodded and held back tears. Running her fingers along her neck, she subtly shook her head as though it would help rid her of the bad thoughts filling it up.

“These bruises,” she started. “These, well, it was just a bad date. That’s all.”

There was something in the timbre of her voice that didn’t sit right. She’s lying, Justin thought. 

“Happens again and he might end up like Daddy,” she said.

She smiled, but Justin wasn’t sure whether or not she was kidding.




CHAPTER 5
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Michael stood at the threshold of his bedroom door, peering down the hallway. The house was silent. At the opposite end, past the bathroom and linen closet on the right, Dylan’s door stood slightly ajar, as if begging him to pay a visit.

He looked at each of the jambs — first overhead and to each side — then down at his stocking feet straddling the sill. A door. People walked through them dozens of times each day, never appreciating what it meant: being able to leave a room whenever you wanted. Being free.

It crept out of the dark corners of his mind, the memory of his first week in captivity. 

He’d been thrown into a windowless room, a tiny square holding nothing but an inflatable mattress, a bottle of water, a metal bucket and half a roll of toilet paper no softer than sandpaper. Later he’d walk every inch of that room, finding it no larger than eight feet by eight. Dingy white paint flaked to reveal the drywall beneath. It smelled damp, like the odor in the shed behind their house after it rained. Since the shed was mostly empty, Michael liked to roam inside and pretend it was his own house. But the smell made it hard to imagine, and he’d complain to his mom over and over again.

“Keep the door open and let it air out, honey. It just rained. Give it a day or two.” 

It was more like a week and a half later that he was finally able to enter the shed without gagging. There’d be some smell left, but he ignored it as much as possible and cleaned up the best he could, bringing out a bucket of soapy water and an old sponge to scrub all the reachable boards. There were times he’d have to stand outside to get some fresh air, but at least he had that option. 

The room he was in now gave him no options, no escape. So he screamed for hours until his voice ultimately gave out. With no energy left to summon, he fell onto the mattress and cried himself to sleep.

After a few hours or days — he wasn’t sure — he awoke. Alone. He opened the water bottle. More time passed. Soon he had only a few drops left, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. That was bad enough. But the quiet and loneliness, the fear that he’d be stuck in this room without seeing or speaking to anyone else for the rest of his life, started to feel like it was burning a hole in his stomach.

When Michael heard the click of a doorknob, he bounced up. The door opened, its joints releasing creeks and squeaks as loud as those he’d heard on Addams Family reruns. The man who had taken him, who called himself “Alfred,” slowly walked in and closed the door behind him. He sat on the inflatable mattress and showed Michael a new bottle of water and five crackers cupped in his hand.

Michael looked at the crackers and then at the man’s eyes. They were an ugly color, sort of muddy, with splotches inside them. But they weren’t mean or evil. They actually made him look sad. Michael returned his gaze to the crackers, then back again to Alfred. He wasn’t sure whether he was happier to see food or another person, but he got his answer when Alfred spoke. 

“Are you hungry?”

Michael nodded, his whole being now focused on the crackers. 

“Hold out your hand,” Alfred said in a quiet tone.

He obeyed. Alfred stacked the crackers and placed them in Michael’s hand. Then he stood, put the water bottle on the floor, walked to the door, and opened it in a way that seemed to be teasing, almost as if he wanted Michael to try to escape. But Michael sensed that would only lead to more trouble, so he closed his hand around the crackers and sat on the mattress.

“You’re a good boy, Michael,” Alfred said. “A very good boy.”

He closed the door behind him, leaving Michael staring at the grungy wood. But not for long. Turning to the crackers, he devoured them with his eyes. But only with his eyes. He wouldn’t eat anything from that monster. No matter how hungry he got.

And he got hungrier. And lonelier. And more and more afraid.

The emptiness in the pit of his stomach surged up until he let out a piercing scream filled with such rage and anguish he scared himself. He fell full-length onto the mattress and cried so hard and so long that he dropped off to sleep without drinking the water, eating the crackers or wiping the tears that had puddled around his head.

That same scenario reoccurred every few days, with Alfred bringing a little more food and guilting him into eating while still in the room. He’d tell him there were other children in other rooms, just like him, who would do anything for those crackers. But he’d chosen to have Michael enjoy them. And he finally did; with such a craving, they tasted better to him than the French toast his mother would make on Sunday mornings.

After a while, Michael started looking forward to seeing him. The man was his only source of food and sole connection to the world outside the room. On the days Alfred didn’t show, Michael would miss him. Then he’d feel a strangeness deep inside, a wave of guilt for wanting to spend time with someone who had kidnapped him and taken him away from his parents, his brother and his life. But Alfred was all he had and all he knew. His guilty feelings didn’t matter. Only survival did.

As Michael looked down the hall at Dylan’s door, the yearning to see Alfred crept in like a poisonous snake. He felt alone in this house, just like he’d felt in that tiny room. Especially without his brother’s laughing or joking always just a few steps away. Though he had his parents, the loneliness was hollowing him out, leaving a sense of isolation in the place that, for seven years, Alfred had filled. What was wrong with him? Why was the freedom he’d wanted for so long becoming its own prison?

“Stop!” he yelled to himself. “Stop it!”

He heard movement downstairs.

“What, honey?” his mother called. “Did you say something?”

“No,” he yelled back. 

He looked down the staircase to where his mother stood, her hand resting on the bottom post. She smiled when she caught sight of him.

“Okay, I thought I heard you say something. Anyway, we leave in about five minutes. Will you be ready?”

He nodded. “Yes.” 

“Okay.” Her expression made him think she was about to say something else, but she didn’t. He sensed her discomfort, her uncertainty about what to say next. So she kept quiet.

Maybe this was why Alfred continued to creep into his thoughts. Living at home made him feel like a stranger, an alien on his own planet, while being held hostage had become normal. 

Holy shit, he thought. I’m a mess.  

He turned and made his way to Dylan’s room.

Michael used the tips of his fingers to nudge the door farther open. After he stepped inside, a surge of lightheadedness forced him to lean against the wall and take a few deep breaths. Once he felt steady enough to stand on his own, he pushed himself away from the wall and headed toward Dylan’s desk, which held photos of them both from early childhood until the day he was taken. 

Most cartons on the floor had been taped shut, though a few with the flaps were still open, allowing him to peek inside. He snuck a look into one to see high school baseball and basketball trophies, a Starbucks hat, several dog-eared textbooks and the marked-up draft of a paper Dylan must have been writing for a class.

He continued toward the desk. On top of it lay a transparent makeup bag, probably his mother’s, which held Dylan’s wallet, the gold star charm he’d carry around for luck, his apartment keys, Tissot watch and his NYU class ring. Michael took them out, touching each one gently, carefully, as though he were touching Dylan himself. Dylan’s wrist wearing the watch, Dylan’s finger circled by the ring he must have been so proud of, Dylan’s cheek against which he rubbed the charm for good luck. If Michael couldn’t talk to or be with him, at least he was able to feel his brother’s most prized possessions.

He placed both hands on the top rail of the desk chair and leaned over to take a closer look at the photos. Alongside the ones of him and Dylan, there were pictures of the whole family, his parents, and Kyle.

“Asshole,” he whispered. Why didn’t his parents believe that Kyle was involved in his kidnapping? At the hospital where they picked him up, he told them what Nathan said about Kyle and Alfred working together to take him away. And they still wouldn’t accept the truth. Why? 

Of course he understood that they hated Nathan for killing Dylan. And he did, too. But these were two totally different things. Nathan did kill his brother and deserved to be put away for life. That didn’t mean his parents shouldn’t at least consider Kyle’s part in his abduction. No matter how long it took, he would try to convince them that Kyle was a two-faced liar who’d betrayed them. Would it take forever? Maybe. But forever was a long time — hopefully it was long enough to get them to listen. 

Michael turned around and sat on the edge of Dylan’s desk. His eyes moved from carton to carton, photo to photo, wall poster to wall poster. This was the room he’d run to in the middle of the night when the thunder grew too loud, or a nightmare woke him from a sound sleep. It was where he’d play video games way past bedtime, thanks to his brother’s cleverness in getting their parents’ permission for “one last game.” It was the one space he could walk into and always feel safe and protected. 

Sadness overwhelmed him, and a lump constricted his throat. For an instant he thought about letting his tears flow. Crying hadn’t been allowed in the place where he’d been for the last seven years. Was it permitted here? He wasn’t sure, but he was about to try it when his mother called from downstairs.

“Ready, honey? We have to leave now.”

Michael shook his head and swallowed hard. The lump moved into the bottom of his throat, and the tears that had welled up behind his lower eyelids somehow found their way back into the ducts. He wiped his eyes with his fingers and swiftly walked out of Dylan’s room.

At least it was good timing, this trip to a shrink. It was his only hope that he wouldn’t lose his mind before the day was over.

***

“I’m glad we left early.” Mandy glanced at the car’s clock, then back to the bumper-to-bumper traffic in front of them. “We’ll probably arrive right on time.”

Michael didn’t respond. He looked out the passenger-side window at Long Island Sound, the morning sun reflecting in a glare off its mirrorlike stillness.

She tried again. “This is why I usually take the train. Of course, getting to the station by eight in the morning is a pain in the neck, but at least I’m not sitting in Route 95 traffic like a mouse trapped in a box.” 

The instant the last word exited her mouth, she realized what she’d said and wanted more than anything to take it back. Had Michael ever been held in a box? Chained to a bed? A sink? Her thoughts ran in a thousand directions, and since from the moment he’d arrived home, Michael hadn’t discussed one moment of his captivity, she didn’t know where to stop them.

As they passed Belle Haven, she noticed Michael straightening up in his seat for a better view out the window.

“Remember our visits to the Jenkinses?” she asked, praying for some kind of response. “When we’d go to their house and hang out at Greenwich Harbor? You and Mark used to love playing games and skipping stones on that water.”

Silence.

“Do you remember that, Michael?”

“Uh-huh,” he muttered.

At least he made a sound, she thought. Maybe that was progress. Maybe not. She wondered if he was angry with her. Did he think she’d forgotten about him over the past seven years? Given up on finding him? Did he believe Dylan’s death had overshadowed her joy in finding him again? That losing her oldest son was more important than losing her youngest had been? She wanted to ask him so many questions, but what Justin told her earlier that morning echoed in her head: Let Dr. Murphy ask the questions. We need to have patience and let Michael talk when he’s ready. 

 She struggled to find another topic, anything that might entice Michael into saying a word or two.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come to my office when you and Dr. Murphy are done? I can leave early and — ”

“I already said ‘no,’ Mom. Her office is right by the train station. I can walk two blocks, and I know how to take a train. Plus, you put me on your Uber account, remember? There’s no reason for you to leave work just to drive me home. I can get there myself.” He was quiet for a few seconds and then whispered to the window, “I’m seventeen, for God’s sake.”

Shit. Okay. Let’s try something else. 

“How are things going with Mrs. Jackson? Is she a good teacher?”

“Yeah,” Michael said. 

“Is it nice having someone come to the house to teach just you and not an entire class full of other kids?”

“I had homeschooling,” Michael said, still looking out the window. “For seven years.”

Mandy’s heartbeat accelerated, and it took all the energy she had not to pull onto the shoulder and push the gas pedal to the floor so she could pass the line of idling cars and get to Dr. Murphy’s office early. Instead, she swallowed hard to hold back her words — and her frustration. “That wasn’t your home!” she wanted to yell. “You’re home now! Don’t you see that?”

She took a deep breath, knuckles gripping the steering wheel so hard they went white. 

After the exhale, she said, “Well, we can talk about getting your GED and even going to college at another time. As a matter of fact, Kyle would probably be able to help you — ”

She wanted to pull the words back the second after they unintentionally slipped out of her mouth.

“What did I say about Kyle?” Michael shouted. “I told you I don’t want anything to do with him. He was in on everything!”

Her heart was pounding so fast that it hurt, and she couldn’t get enough air. Mandy cracked open her window. Obviously, anything she said to Michael would either bore him to tears or piss him off. 

Don’t panic. Nothing she said could further damage his state of mind — could it? Or was her body reacting this way because somewhere deep in her consciousness, she was scared of what he might do while they were stuck together in the car? 

Scared of her own son. Like she was scared of a stranger — but wasn’t he a stranger? And why should she think she could be safe with him? She hadn’t been able to keep Michael safe when he was a little boy. Dylan wasn’t safe as a young man. So why would Mandy be safe? Why would anyone? 

Again she wanted to pull onto the shoulder, but this time she imagined the relief of putting the car in Park and sobbing until she had no tears left to spill.

“I’m sorry, Michael. I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just that you heard this information from someone who — ”

“I know who I heard it from, Mom. Why do you trust Kyle so much? Look what happened to me. Look what happened to Dylan!”

A bead of sweat rolled down the center of Mandy’s forehead. The cold air conditioning mixed with the heat entering the window, sending a chill up her spine.

“Dylan? What does Kyle have to do with Dylan?”

“I told you at the hospital! Nathan told me everything. Kyle’s gay. He was seeing Matthew, who, by the way, I met a few times. And trust me, he had plenty to say about his so-called ‘boyfriend.’ Anyway, if it wasn’t for Kyle, I would have been home where I belonged, and Dylan would still be alive.” Michael released an angry breath and returned his gaze out the passenger-side window.

Oh God, what happened to my little boy? My poor boy. What has he been through? I need to help him. Mandy wanted nothing more than to call Justin and cry out her questions, her frustration, her fears about who her son had become. She wanted to hear her husband reassure her that Michael would come back. But she was on her own, stuck in traffic, and for all she knew, she was on the verge of her first panic attack.

“Please talk to Dr. Murphy about this, Michael. It’s very important.” The voice coming from her mouth seemed as foreign as the boy sitting beside her.

“I’ll talk about what I want to talk about. Just remember that I never, ever want to see Kyle again. If he comes anywhere near me, he’s gonna pay big.”

Those words — “pay big.” The same exact phrase Nathan had said to Justin. They made her skin crawl. She opened her window fully so the breeze hit her face and she could take a deep breath. Gazing up into the cloudless sky, she prayed to Dylan and any other entity that might be listening: Please, I beg you. Bring my Michael back to me. 




CHAPTER 6
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Justin had just finished reading a JAMA Network article about domestic abuse when he heard the phone ring from inside his desk drawer. He opened it up, grabbed the phone and saw it was Mandy. 

“Hey, babe. What’s up? I’m just waiting for — ”

“I think I screwed up. I said things that maybe I shouldn’t have. Asked questions that might’ve gone too far. And then…then he said those words. Justin, I don’t — ”

“Mandy, honey. Where are you right now?”

“I just dropped Michael off at Dr. Murphy’s. I’m still in front of her office on State.”

“Tell me what happened,” he said in as calm a voice as possible.

He heard a slight pause and then a sigh. She cleared her throat a few times.

“Okay. We were stuck in traffic, and I mentioned Kyle’s name.” 

Justin cringed. It was too soon to talk about Kyle with Michael, mainly because of his reaction to Kyle’s name at the hospital. So why would she bring it up? But now wasn’t the time to challenge her. She was already too close to the edge. 

“When I asked him how he liked being taught by Mrs. Jackson in his own home, he said he’d been ‘homeschooled’ for seven years. Justin, I swear, I almost lost my mind. Homeschooled? By who, a kidnapping pedophile who’s probably dumber than a piece of — ”

“Mandy,” Justin interrupted, “what else happened?”

He didn’t think she’d been this shaken up just by the prospect of their son being taught by his sick kidnapper, unpleasant as the idea was.

Mandy let out another breath, then a scornful snicker.

“What a genius mother that I am bringing up Kyle again. I even started to say that maybe he’d be able to help when it came to college, and Justin, I thought he was going to jump either at me or out of the car. He got so angry. He hates Kyle. He blames him for everything, his abduction and even Dylan’s death.”

A ripple of unease pulsed through Justin’s body, and he felt it break out in a sheen of clammy sweat. He grabbed a tissue from the box on his desk and blotted his forehead.

“Dylan’s death? His kidnapping…okay, he told us a little about that. But why would he blame Kyle for Dylan’s death?”

He heard Mandy sniffle and then cough as she tried speaking through her tears. But her crying only grew heavier, turning into deep, shaking sobs.

“Mandy, you’re parked, right?”

“Y-es. I’m not driving. I’m in — in front of Murphy’s building.”

“Do you need me to come to Stamford…meet you at home? Tell me what you need.”

“I need our son back! I need the Michael I’ve been praying to see for seven years. The boy who was taken from us has come back…drained and unhappy, like he’s fed up with the world around him and all the people in it — especially his parents.”

“I hear every word you’re saying, hon, and that’s why we have him seeing Dr. Murphy.” There was nothing Justin could say to make her feel better. He felt the same way. They could only count on Murphy to work her magic and help bring back their son. He sighed. “When I say we must have patience, I’m trying to convince myself as much as you. But it’s the truth. Michael has been through something we don’t understand and probably never will. Just try not to berate yourself for things you might’ve said or done. We’re going to screw up. This is uncharted territory…for all three of us. We have to give ourselves a break, okay?”

Again she sniffed and cleared her throat. “I hear you, Justin. I really do. You’re right. We brought up the boys without knowing a thing and made mistakes along the way. In a way, this is the same.”

“Exactly,” he said. “Are you okay? Seriously, do you need me to come pick you up? I can have Van Sessler — ”

“No, I’m okay. I really am. I just needed to get that out. It was a very tough car ride.”

“I can only imagine,” he said. He wasn’t sure if he should ask her to continue where she’d left off before breaking down. But it seemed necessary, and she spoke calmly enough that he hoped she could have the conversation. “So…do you have any idea why he connects Kyle to Dylan’s death?”

“He brought up Matthew. He said he’d met him a couple of times. I guess it was during those monthly visits from Nathan. God knows which one of them showed up and what they said to him. All I know is that because of what they told him, he blames Kyle for his abduction and Dylan’s death.”

Justin shook his head. Mandy was right. Only God knew what lies these alters might have told Michael, but they’d been convincing enough to make him believe horrible things about Kyle. He stroked his chin. Stop trying to figure out something you’ll never be able to understand. 

“Something else, Justin,” Mandy said, almost whispering.

“Okay?” he replied hesitantly. From the tone of her voice, he knew he didn’t want to hear what she was about to say.

“Michael said that if Kyle comes anywhere near him, he’s going to pay big.”

Justin dropped the phone on his desk.

“Justin? Justin!” Mandy’s shout came through faintly, but he heard her panic.

“I’m okay.” He grabbed the phone again and put it to his ear. “I’m okay. Sorry. Just…startled. Those damn words again. It’s a lot.”

“You’re telling me.” She sounded a bit calmer.

“Too much to handle in one phone call,” he continued wryly. “I’ll see you when you get home, okay?”

“Of course. Thanks, honey. Despite everything, it’s good to hear your voice. I’ll, well, I’ll let you go and start driving again once I feel ready.”

“Be careful. And be gentle with yourself. This is hard on all of us.”

So hard. After Mandy hung up, Justin put his phone away and covered his face with his hands. 

Nightmares have to end, don’t they? he asked himself. Of course they end. Eventually. Dawn always shows up. He thought of Mandy, Michael, Dylan and the past year of his life, and as he did, Justin realized his worry wasn’t as much about when his nightmare would end — but how. 

***

The time on Justin’s phone read 5:30. He swiveled his office chair around and gazed out the window to see some of the outside world. It was a quick break from the inside one that consisted of paperwork, prescription orders and a regretful email declining an invitation to speak at a mental health event in Los Angeles.

The sun was slowly sinking behind the skyscrapers just off Madison Avenue. He could have sworn he was catching a sun-sparked reflection off a steeple of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, but he convinced himself it was his imagination, a vision of something that wasn’t possible, like seeing Dylan smile at tonight’s approaching dusk. Justin teared up, remembering how much Dylan loved the summer when daylight lasted until eight o’clock. When he was ten or so, he’d use those extra hours to play kickball, catch fireflies or simply stare at the sunset and wonder about the things little boys wonder about. Justin never knew for sure what those things were, but Dylan’s pensive expression and unwavering stare told him it was serious stuff — at least to his son.

Michael, on the other hand, had always been happier in the fall and winter months. He enjoyed shorter days and colder temps when he could bundle up in turtleneck sweaters and flannel-lined jeans. Two boys, opposite in so many ways except one — their love for one another.

He and Mandy treasured that bond, a connection rare between brothers with such an age difference. Always standing up for one another, even when challenged by their parents. Dylan, who protected Michael from older bullies when needed; Michael, who taught his older brother electronic gaming — special techniques that were second nature to him but more difficult for Dylan to learn. This is why Justin spent much of his free time trying to understand why Michael’s reaction to Dylan’s death appeared to be absolute indifference.

He'd mentioned it to Dr. Murphy and, after acknowledging therapist-patient confidentiality, asked her for suggestions to help Michael experience an emotional release — to confront his feelings and feel them. To acknowledge that Dylan was gone and begin the process of grief that would continue for the rest of his life. It was all Justin could think of that might lighten the emotional numbness Michael had exhibited since coming home. 

“Justin,” Murphy had replied thoughtfully, “none of us have any idea what Michael has been through. We don’t know exactly what he was told or forced to believe. Was he brainwashed somehow by his captor or his…well, his ‘monthly visitor?’ There’s no way we could answer that before he attends several sessions. And that, as I’ve said, means time and patience. You, of all people, understand how this works.”

“I do, but you’re the expert in…” Justin swallowed. “This topic.”

“I’m sure you’ve also had many cases which were only resolved after careful evaluation, diverse technique testing, in-depth dialoguing and sometimes medication. All that said, I promise to offer any recommendations that might help Michael on his path back to a happy life. You can count on that.”

And he was counting on it. The problem was today was only Michael’s first session. The “path back to a happy life” felt lightyears long. And with the way Mandy sounded on the phone that morning, he could only hope they’d get through the “time and patience” portion of the process without destroying themselves.

His office bell rang, and he glanced back down at his phone. 5:32. Kyle was only two minutes late. I think that’s a record.  

He walked to the door and opened it to find Kyle standing in a sweat-soaked green pocket tee shirt and a pair of dockers that were once white, probably, but didn’t seem to have been washed for a few months. Justin smiled and went to hug him until Kyle put his hand up.

“I’m a sweaty mess and I don’t want to get it all over you,” he said, walking past Justin and into the room. He plopped down on one of the two chairs at the center of the office and rotated ninety degrees each way as though testing the chair’s pivot mechanism. “I don’t even like getting in contact with your furniture, but I’m sure it’s seen worse.”

Justin laughed and sat down opposite him. “Yes, it definitely has.”

Justin sensed Kyle’s uneasiness but tried to ignore it. This was a social call, not a patient session, and he was too caught up in his own troubles to start delving into Kyle’s. Nor did Kyle seem to want him to.

“So, what brings you here?” he asked instead. “You said you had something to talk about. Which means I’m sitting here at five thirty instead of on the train heading home to Mandy and, from what I’ve been told, burgers on the grill.” 

Kyle stopped his chair spinning and leaned forward. The serious look on his face told Justin his joking sarcasm about getting home hadn’t worked.

“Why haven’t I seen Michael?” he asked, more candid and straightforward than Justin would ever have expected from someone with Kyle’s usually apprehensive personality. 

He’d known this discussion was going to happen at one point or another, but Justin still hadn’t made up his mind on how to respond. Would he lie to spare Kyle’s feelings? Blame it on Michael’s need to sort things out, his desire to be alone until he felt comfortable enough to see other people? Or should he speak the truth and tell him that Alfred Dingle and Nathan had poisoned Michael’s mind with the idea that he, Kyle, was somehow involved in his abduction and captivity?

The jury was still out when Kyle rang the bell a few minutes earlier. But the verdict had to be delivered within the next few seconds, so Justin sighed and closed his eyes to gather his thoughts. 

Kyle had already been in a vulnerable mental state before Dylan was killed, and it had taken him months to reach the point he was at now — still fragile, but able to get through each day and handle problems as they arose. So Justin would have to speak carefully. He should reinforce his own belief in Kyle’s innocence while also letting him know how hard he and Mandy had been working to change what Michael thought of him. 

“It seems that Alfred Dingle made up a lot of stories and told a lot of lies. One of them was that you helped him abduct Michael.”

All the color drained from Kyle’s face. He sat motionless, his mouth agape, hands on his chest. For a moment, Justin feared he might pass out.

“There’s more,” he said, even as he grew concerned that his choice to tell Kyle the truth was wrong. But the cat was so far out of the bag it had run across Park Avenue and had probably reached the middle of Times Square by now.

“More?” Kyle asked, his voice barely audible.

“It seems that Michael had a monthly visitor for the past year or so.”

“Who? How?”

“I’d guess the guy blackmailed Dingle, threatening to reveal what was going on at his compound — or whatever you want to call it — so that he’d let him see Michael.”

“What the hell? Who was it?”

As Justin still hesitated to answer, Kyle asked, “Do I know him?”

Justin looked directly into his eyes.

“It was Nathan.”

Kyle’s eyes widened. He fell back in his chair, both holding and shaking his head. “You’ve got to fucking be kidding me with this. That scumbag knew Michael was there all along? Then he came here to your office that day and killed — ”

“Yes. And he also told Michael that you were involved in the abduction. He wanted to make Michael hate you. And it worked.” 

Distress twisted Kyle’s face, and Justin wasn’t sure whether the young man was going to scream, cry or vomit. It convinced him not to tell Kyle about the few times Michael met Matthew. The information he’d already shared was difficult enough to absorb. Telling him that the man he’d loved had also met Michael could be the straw that broke the bewildered camel’s back.

“I can’t… I just d-d-…don’t believe this,” Kyle stuttered.

Justin placed his hand on Kyle’s knee. “Listen, we’re doing everything we can to help Michael realize you had nothing to do with any of what happened. The only thing I can ask is that you try to understand he’s been in this situation for seven years, listening to bullshit from a murderous liar. Between Mandy, me and his new therapist, I hope to change his mindset from what he thinks is the truth to the actual truth — that you love him, have missed him terribly and would’ve done anything in your power to stop what happened all those years ago. It’s just going to take some time.” 

Kyle’s eyelids were red, and tears seemed to glimmer on their rims, so Justin turned the conversation in another direction.

“Have you seen Matthew?” he asked. 

It was a way to get them off the subject of Michael while also possibly helping him determine which alter was guilty of telling his son such heinous lies.

Deceit from Nathan wouldn’t surprise him at all. Dishonesty was part of his nature. But if it was Matthew, what did that mean with respect to his relationship with Kyle? Were his feelings for him real, or had Matthew seduced him for ulterior motives? 

“No,” Kyle replied. He looked up to the ceiling, then back to Justin. “I tried. It took me weeks to get approved, and when I finally got in there, Nathan was in charge. There was no way of getting past him, not even a glimpse of Matthew. Long story short, he told me if I ever tried to contact Matthew again, I’d pay big.”

Holy shit. Those words again. Justin felt sick to his stomach.

“Are you going to try again?” he asked. He wanted answers from Nathan, Matthew, Alex, Frank — any of them — and Kyle was his only way in. Between Devlin’s trial and the revulsion that ran through Justin at the simple thought of confronting him, there was no way he’d be able to find the answers himself. He needed Kyle’s assistance, even if Kyle didn’t know he was helping with anything.

“I don’t know. I really don’t. I have so much I’m trying to figure out right now. Sometimes I feel like I’m going down a rabbit hole.”

Join the crowd, Kyle. 

“I mean, just this morning I did a full cleaning of the apartment because a possible new renter was coming over to look at it. I even made my bed. And that never happens. When I got home from school at two o’clock to meet the guy, I saw the weirdest thing. The framed photo I have of Dylan and me from high school was sitting in the middle of my bed.”

Justin tilted his head. “Why is that so weird?”

“I keep that photo on my desk. And that’s half the room away from my bed. If anything fell off it, I’d expect it to fall to the floor. When I left in the morning, my bed was made, nothing on top of it. How did the picture get there?” He looked out the window and scratched his head. “There are two possibilities I came up with. I’m always looking at that photo. So it could be that I had it in my hands and threw it on the bed because I was running late and forgot about it. Or my new roommate, Rick, was snooping around, picked up the photo and accidentally left it there instead of putting it back on my desk.”

Justin glanced at the clock on the corner table some distance behind Kyle, an almost imperceptible device he kept to check the time left in his sessions. It was getting late. And it was also becoming clear that Kyle was so caught up in his own issues that he wouldn’t be able to help Justin get the answers he sought. 

“And then there’s always a third option,” Kyle said.

“What’s that?”

“I’m losing my mind.”

Justin leaned back, clasped his hands and rubbed the pads of his thumbs together.

“You’re not losing your mind, Kyle. I think you’re preoccupied. You’ve been under a lot of stress, and that includes dealing with Nathan’s ultimatums. You’re also trying to get someone to rent a room — just another thing to contend with. Remember to give yourself a break every now and then.” Justin took a deep breath, then feigned enthusiasm for Kyle’s living arrangements. “So who’s this Rick you spoke about? How long has he been living with you?”

He didn’t really want to hear about the kid who’d come to look at the room for rent — some energetic, optimistic young person with a life and a future who would be taking the place of his son. But Kyle was Dylan’s best friend, and Justin cared about what he did. Even worried. 

When Justin said Rick’s name, a flush came over Kyle’s face, and his hands began to fidget. It was an awkward subject for both of them, but Justin was able to hide it better than Kyle.

“He’s like three years older than me. Has a job, something like driving limos, cabs, Uber. That kind of stuff. He has a girlfriend and seems normal. He pays half the rent on time, which is good, and he never really bothers me. Unless I find out he was in my room!” 

“Hopefully not,” Justin said, trying to guide Kyle away from that disturbing topic. “Well, paying rent on time is the most important thing, right?”

“I guess. Right now it’s just the two of us, and fifty percent of the rent is steep for me, so my parents are still helping me out. Plus, I got a part-time job at the school dining hall. So I’ll manage, I guess, until we find a third roommate.”

“Okay,” Justin said, holding himself back from sounding too protective or paternal — or accusing. “Just be careful and be sure to vet them very carefully. I don’t need to tell you…you never really know someone until you live with them.”

Kyle nodded. “I hear you. I’ve learned my lesson, for sure.”

“Good.” Justin’s voice tightened. “I want to make sure whoever takes Dylan’s place is worthy.”

Kyle’s eyes filled with tears. He slid to the end of the chair, then let his knees fall to the floor. Kneeling, he laid his head on Justin’s lap. Unable to hold it in anymore, he started weeping like a five-year-old boy.

“No one will ever take Dylan’s place,” he said between sobs. “No one.”

Justin twirled his fingers through Kyle’s hair and gently patted his head.

“No,” he said. “No one ever will.”




CHAPTER 7
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Joseph Lambert rarely felt bad for anyone. 

As a public defender for the past twenty years, he knew better than to permit sympathy, empathy, compassion and all the emotions that went along with them. He had boundaries, and the fenceposts were typically dug at least fifty feet from wherever he stood.

Yet for some reason, the look of confusion and sadness on Frank Devlin’s face tugged at a heartstring he hadn’t even known existed. Joseph tried to ignore it, but it continued its pull. So he decided to let it be, trusting he wouldn’t let it cloud his judgment.

The room in which they sat was small, with impact-resistant windows all the way around that allowed everyone in the adjoining rooms to see everything. The table was oval, and the chairs had tamper-proof screws, softly rounded edges and non-removable padded covers — all designed to keep patients and their visitors safe from harm. Did these things even work? Joseph hoped he wouldn’t have to find out. 

He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the window behind Frank. Too much product, he thought, pulling a few strands of hair down onto his forehead. Other than that, he was happy with how he looked, however out of place he might be here. His new blue sports jacket contrasted nicely with his blue, pin-striped Ralph Lauren dress shirt. He wasn’t crazy about the button-down collar; he preferred the Windsor Spread — and it might give less of a handhold if his client decided to choke him — but he didn’t have time to — 

“Mr. Lambert, are we going to talk about my case, or are you going to stare at your reflection and admire yourself all morning?”

“Apologies,” Joseph said. “I’m about to turn forty and my appearance is crucial — to myself and my clients.”

“Honestly, I don’t care how old you are or what you look like. I want out of this shithole, and I’m depending on you to do that for me.” Frank jumped in before Joseph could respond. “I know, I know, you’re a court-appointed attorney, and you’re only on this case because no one else wanted it, which is pretty surprising with all the money I offered these freakin’ lawyers. I thought you guys were all about money.”

Joseph opened the file folder on the table and leaned back in his chair. 

“First of all, Frank, when it comes to attorneys, especially the ones you probably tried hiring, there’s always a battle between money and reputation. How much money is worth injuring or possibly destroying one’s reputation? To be honest, in your case, there isn’t enough money in the world because they knew their reputation would turn to shit.” He lifted the folder about ten inches off the table and let it fall without even looking at it.

“First…there’s absolutely no way to get you released and back on the streets. You — or I should say, one of your alters — killed someone. Not to mention, we’re talking about Justin Wright’s son. Justin Wright! The guy is so well respected, anyone cross-examining him about his own kid’s death will immediately become an outcast. The cops love him because of all the pro bono work he does for them. At least twenty of the city’s top legal firms count on him for honest and reputable psychiatric testimony. Why would any of them trash their relationship with him? Why would anybody go through the trouble for someone with multiple personalities whose charges just went from involuntary manslaughter to premeditated murder?”

Frank started to wriggle in his chair, tapping his fingers on the table and turning his head in all directions. Joseph kept a close eye on the man’s face — was he going to attack? He saw his cheeks swell and lips turn inward until his mouth became a razor-thin slit. The brown hue of his eyes grew darker, and Joseph could’ve sworn he heard a grunt, like the kind a lion made while settling down to rest after feeding on its prey.

“Why the fuck are you here?” the razor-mouthed stranger asked.

Oh shit. This has got to be Nathan. Holy shit.  

Joseph glanced outside the room to make sure there were orderlies and security nearby. Once he caught sight of a guard by the closest exit door, he relaxed a bit and decided he’d try to take Nathan on.

“Premeditated or not,” Nathan said, “it’s an insanity defense, isn’t it?”

Joseph placed his elbows on the table and strained a smile. “Nathan, is it?”

“Yeah, it is.”

“I think you’re smart enough to understand what I’m about to say, but stop me if anything doesn’t make sense. This is more complicated than those ‘not guilty by reason of insanity’ pleas you see on TV all the time. Before I explain it, I want to make sure I can be totally frank with you. I’ll be using language and descriptions that might upset you or piss you off. But it’s really the only way to help you understand your case and what you’re facing. Can I do that?”

Nathan rubbed his thin lips with the back of his hand. 

“Yeah, whatever. Go for it,” he agreed.

“When it comes to dissociative identity disorder, it’s much more complicated than when people just lose their shit and murder someone. Let’s take psychopaths, for instance. They suffer from a personality disorder that can lead them to kill others. But they know what they’re doing and that it’s wrong. Most of the time, they plan on not getting caught. So even if a mental condition has led them to commit murder, they aren’t held to be legally insane.” He continued to look Nathan in the eyes. “Are you still with me?”

Nathan crossed his arms and nodded.

“In most cases, premeditation would entail a sense of reality sufficient to plan a murder. This runs counter to the defense the accused didn’t understand the nature of their actions. In addition, planning to evade capture also counters the idea that the person didn’t know they were doing something wrong. In your case, the issue is who was the planner, the premeditator? There’s more than one person, or should I say, more than one alter involved here. And you can’t all be innocent.”

Joseph paused, waiting for Nathan to ask any questions he had. The man looked back at him, seemingly understanding every word he was saying. 

“Now, the insanity plea rests on the fact that you didn’t know the difference between right and wrong at the time you committed the crime. But in this case, who is the one who committed the crime? Was it you, Nathan, who has been quoted as saying you would make the doctor ‘pay big’ and apparently telling his surviving kid that you wanted to ‘take away the Wright’s other son’? Or was it Matthew, Alex, or Frank, who made no threats and can’t be accused of premeditation? These are questions we will have to get to the bottom of. Or we may just create the answers we need for defense purposes.” 

He shrugged, running his fingers down his lapels. He was getting excited because this was where things would become even juicier. 

“I say this because there are some precedents, plus another potential outcome based on a Tenth Circuit case. The view in that case was that a defendant with DID is criminally insane if the host personality did not plan or participate in the offense. Frank could take the position that he is actually the defendant because he is the host personality, which essentially means he is not guilty of the crime. The problem is, most legal experts feel this concept is plausible but might not go quite far enough.”

Nathan’s demeanor changed, an expression of confusion and exhaustion overtaking his face, and he let his hands fall to his lap. What did that mean? Was he someone else now? Was he in between personalities? Could a patient like this get “stuck” in between alters? Or was the strangeness of this situation making Joseph over-interpret the overwhelmed response any defendant might have to a barrage of legal technicalities on which their fate rested? He had no idea, and uncertainty made him break out in a sweat from his scalp to the soles of his feet. 

“That sounds like a whole lot of complicated shit,” said the man sitting across from him. “What does it mean for me? What are we going to do?”

Joseph cleared his throat. “Who am I speaking to?”

“Nathan, for Christ’s sake. Who do you think?”

“Just making sure,” he muttered. “My suggestion would be a plea to keep you here, where you are right now, indefinitely. In the real world, insanity defenses so rarely prove innocence that you’d be taking a huge risk with a jury. I’d say there’s a ninety-five percent chance they’d find you guilty. After that, a judge would either throw you in prison or keep you in this hospital until it was determined that you should enter the prison population. And trust me, with your background and notoriety, you want to remain here. Prison would be worse than your worst nightmare.”

Leaning forward, Nathan swept the folder off the table. Papers scattered all over the floor as the folder fell onto Joseph’s lap.

“Actually, you’re my worst nightmare.” The confusion had vanished from his expression, which took on a new energy — a threatening one. “Getting stuck with a prissy, dressed-up pansy lawyer who doesn’t have the balls to fight for his client. You can spew all the legal bullshit you want…precedents…circuit courts…first-degree…second-degree. It all means shit to me if I’m stuck in this insane asylum for the rest of my life. I don’t need you and your useless bullshit. Get out of my sight.”

The numbness started in Joseph’s arms and spread throughout his body like an electric current. This Nathan was dangerous. He spoke and acted like a murderer, and no jury on the planet would let him get away with the crime he’d committed, alters or not. Even though Joseph had been looking forward to the challenge of this case, he was, in fact, relieved that he was being thrown out by this nutjob. Who knew what the hell his life would’ve been trying to defend the indefensible?

He scooped the papers off the floor, tapped their edges on the table to straighten them out and placed the pile back in the manila folder. Grabbing his leather briefcase, he slid the folder into the side pocket and put the strap over his shoulder. Still not saying a word, he walked away.

When he reached the door, he turned and looked at his would-be client, who now had his head down as he picked at the cuticle of his left thumb.

“If Frank is in there somewhere, I wish him good luck. Nathan, on the other hand — I look forward to the day I hear you’re in a prison cell.”

Nathan rose quickly, and Joseph’s heart stopped beating for a second. The one time he lost his patience in an interview, and it had to be with this guy. He wrenched open the door and almost ran toward the elevator. The freakin’ Down button seemed slow to respond. Of course, in a hellhole like this, it might be broken. He continued to press it until he heard the “ding,” and the doors finally opened. 

Once inside, he took a few deep breaths, then smiled and nodded to the pretty young nurse beside him. Turning back to the closed doors, he caught a glimpse of his reflection in them. He pulled on his lapels to straighten them out and grabbed the corners of his shirt collar.

Maybe the button-down is better than the Windsor. 

***

When Jade sat down without removing her sunglasses, Justin immediately knew where this session was headed. 

She crossed her legs and crammed her Michael Kors clutch purse between her right hip and the side of the chair. 

“You’ll have to take them off at some point,” Justin said, tapping a pen against the top edge of his journal.

She tossed her hair back and, little by little, slid the glasses off. The swollen pocket of skin beneath her eye was still red, the injury so recent it hadn’t yet had time to bruise. 

Justin stopped his tapping. He bit his lip to conceal his pity and fury that someone would do this to her.

“How did that happen?”

Jade didn’t respond. She stared at the silver-framed watercolor on the wall behind him as though it was her first time seeing it.

“Jade, I had a shiner like that in high school after a fight with a guy two years older than me.” 

Still no reply.

“Are you going to talk to me about it?”

Jade rolled her eyes. A sting of anger bit inside Justin’s stomach. With all his experience, odd and disrespectful behavior from clients didn’t usually bother him, but something about her dismissive reaction landed differently.

“Did my question bother you?”

“Sort of,” she replied. 

Finally, she speaks. 

“Why is that? Why would my concern about your well-being annoy you?”

She played with her curls for a moment and then blew a breath, her cheeks puffing.

“Is it concern or meddling?” she asked. “Do you really care, or are you just being nosy?”

Justin inhaled deeply but quietly, letting it out through his nose so that Jade wouldn’t detect his irritation. Was he letting his personal issues affect his professional actions? Or was his intuition telling him he should be on guard with this patient the way he should’ve been more vigilant with Frank Devlin? 

Stop, he told himself. Get out of your head. 

“Jade, did you come to see me, or did I come to see you?” He let a few seconds pass. “Are you looking for help in managing your anxiety and depression in this session?” A few more seconds. “Any question I ask you has nothing to do with nosiness and everything to do with helping you live a more fulfilling life. If you don’t trust that, then this relationship is not going to work.”

Her eyes welled up, and he saw his words had fulfilled their mission.

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just…well…it’s been — ”

“It’s okay. Take your time.”

Jade touched her cheek to wipe a tear away. Her whole body jerked when her index finger touched the wound beneath her eye. 

“Are you okay?” Justin asked. “Did you see a doctor?”

She took a tissue from the box beside her, sniffed and gently dabbed her nose.

“I’m okay. It’s just very sore. I’ve been taking care of it. I don’t need a doctor. That will only lead to cops, abuse counselors and all the crap I don’t need.”

“If you were in my place right now, looking at your face, I have a feeling you’d think differently. My thought is you do need those things. Tell me why you don’t feel that way.”

Jade wadded up the tissue and held it inside her fist. 

“Because I know it’s over,” she replied.

“What’s over? I’m not sure because you haven’t told me a thing about your current relationship.”

She let out a sigh. “His name is Mark. We’ve been seeing each other on and off for about three months. He actually moved in two weeks ago. But it’s temporary. It’s only until his condo renovation is done.”

“So last week I saw bruises healing around your neck. Today there’s a terrible injury under your eye, obviously from a strike or punch. Tell me why you’d allow a person who treats you this way in your life.”

Jade ran her fingers through her thick hair, removing some of the curls dangling over her face. “It started off so good. He was so hot, and, I’ll be blunt, he was great in bed. Then out of nowhere, it started. I thought it was a one-time thing. Well, needless to say…it wasn’t.” 

“So why didn’t you put a stop to it yourself?” he prompted after a few moments’ silence. “After the second, third, fourth…however many times?”

“I really don’t know,” she said. “I have no answer. There was something about him I couldn’t let go of. Something that keeps — kept pulling me back.”

Justin opened his journal and wrote, Mark, abuse, can’t let go. Self-loathing? 

“I tried, though. I begged him to stop,” she said. “He promised he would. And he did, at least for a little while. Then something else would happen, or he’d get pissed at something I said or did and, well…”

“And after all that, you invited him to stay with you while his condo is being renovated?”

“Yes. Like I said, there’s something about him that…” 

“Do you think allowing him to treat you this way might be adding to your feelings of helplessness and depression?”

“Could be,” Jade answered, her eyes darting from wall to wall as if trying to follow the trail of a buzzing fly. 

“Jade,” he said loudly, trying to recapture her attention.

It took her a few seconds, but she returned her focus to Justin.

“What?”

“Can you tell me why he hit you this last time?”

“I told him he had to leave. I said, ‘I know I promised you could stay until the end of the month, but I can’t take your smothering anymore.’ And that’s when he hit me.”

“Did he say why he hit you?” Justin asked, knowing abusive partners often reveal their demented reasoning while striking their victim. “Did he think hitting you would make you want him to stay?”

“Who knows? Maybe, but he’s wrong. He was babbling about my ingratitude and lack of compassion. Some crap I can barely remember because I was in shock from the punch.”

“And what happened after that?” 

“He felt awful about what he did. So I said he could stay ‘til the end of the month, but in separate bedrooms and with no contact. He agreed. Probably because he has nowhere else to go.”

Journal note: Something off with actions, tone of voice. Sense of indifference. Dig into past. 

“Jade, are you aware of the fact that my duty as your therapist is to report this?” Justin asked. Technically, it wasn’t. But manipulating details of the law a bit could provoke a telling reaction from her.

Jade frowned and shook her head, her curls bouncing. 

“Please, no, Dr. Wright. No. I swear. I’ll go home right after this and tell him he has to leave.”

“And have him hit you again? Or something worse? No. I can’t risk that.”

Her posture straightened even more, and her fingers tightened on her knees. Justin waited, hoping she’d give something away that would help him understand what was amiss, why a sense of doubt was squeezing the back of his neck like a vise. 

“How about I call my friend Nancy right now? I’ll ask her to meet me at the townhouse and be there with me when I tell him to leave. I’ll make her stay with me until he packs and gets out. How about that? Will that stop you from reporting this?”

Justin moved forward in his chair.

“You mentioned before that you didn’t go to the doctor because that would lead to cops, abuse counselors and ‘all that crap.’” He looked into the blue-green eyes staring back at him. “Are you speaking from experience?”

She shook her head vigorously. “No. I’ve had friends who have, and I’ve seen the shit they’ve gone through.”

“Is Nancy one of those friends?”

Jade nodded. 

She’s lying. Why is she lying? 

“Okay, listen. I’m going to trust you. I’ll trust that you will call your friend once we’re done. I’ll also trust that Mark will be out of your home tonight.” He stood, pulled a Post-it from his desk and wrote down his personal cell phone number. After handing her the Post-it, he sat back down and crossed his legs. “I want you to call me at that number when he’s gone. If I don’t hear from you, I will have to consider reporting it. Do we have a deal?”

She nodded, a tear trickling over the red welt beneath her eye. “Yes, I will. Thank you so much, Dr. Wright. Thank you. Thank you.”

“Please don’t thank me, Jade. I just want to make sure this doesn’t happen again, okay?”

“Okay,” she agreed. 

Jade leaned back in her chair and turned toward the window. She gently fiddled with her curls, pulling them every so often. 

“It’s sad, you know,” she said

“What’s sad?”

“When I was a kid, I once looked up the word jade in the dictionary. I wanted to see if my name had some sort of meaning. The definition said jade was a highly valued stone that was a symbol of things like serenity, harmony and balance.”

“What’s so sad about that?” Justin asked. This was a bizarre conversation, but at least Jade was bringing up something about herself that seemed genuine — and of her own volition. 

“Well, it’s ironic. People think my name represents those things, and they think that’s who I am.” She turned back to him and pointed to her swollen eye. “Look at me, Dr. Wright,” she said, her voice shaky with grief. “Nothing could be further from the truth.” 




CHAPTER 8
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Justin darted through the train doors just as they shut. 

The railcar he’d chosen wasn’t too crowded, considering the time of the evening, which was a relief because it made it easier to find the seat he wanted. He only had to go three aisles down to plop into a window seat. As the train started to move, he placed his leather bag on the seat next to him and pulled his phone out of its side pocket.

After signing into Facebook, he started his search for a Jade Walker in Manhattan. Five results appeared, but he recognized his patient at once. In a small circle on the screen, her exceptional beauty didn’t make her stand out from the others as much as the intense color of her eyes. 

Tapping her name brought him to her home page. Another tap showed there she had 188 photos. Excellent. Justin hoped that seeing her in a social setting would help him gain a better idea of who she was and who her friends were, not to mention more about this Mark character. Even after three sessions, she remained almost a complete mystery to him, something he’d never before experienced. After two or three sessions, he’d usually have a good impression of the patient’s core issues and believe in their true intent to get better. He could at least start a plan and strategy for helping them overcome whatever had been keeping them from working on and reaching their therapy goals. 

Not so with Jade. Sure, she spoke about her depression and anxiety, her feelings of hopelessness. She’d talked about having bad relationships, not that she really needed to tell him, with her bruises and swollen eye pretty much giving away that secret. And then there was the abuse she endured from her father, his murder and how she’d witnessed it. These were all facts that he could work with, but he couldn’t make it all add up

He sensed her always holding something back, like when the conversation touched on her friend Nancy today. Was she telling him the truth? It certainly wasn’t the complete truth. 

There were so many others who needed his help, potential patients on his long waiting list who would be more than happy to spill their guts and do the work necessary to improve their lives. Yet here he was, dealing with someone who seemed to be going to therapy to appease someone other than herself. As he looked through her photos and observed a woman who attended numerous parties, appeared to have lots of fun drinking and eating out with friends and even worked at a dog rescue where she read books to puppies, he wondered if he was wasting his time — or if she was wasting it for him.

Once he finished looking through her photos, he realized that in not one of them had she been with a man — no kissing, hugging or simply posing. A few pictures had her at a dining table with a man sitting beside or across from her, but there wasn’t a single shot suggesting a romantic relationship. So either she never took a photo with Mark or deleted every image in which he appeared or…maybe Mark didn’t exist at all.

Justin stood at a crossroads and peered down each path with his mind’s eye. Should he let the case go and stop wasting his time? Or should he try one more option? Give it one more go? 

The woman was troubled, and he wanted to help her, but he had other clients who were more willing to strive for improvement. And he had a son who needed his assistance more than all of them combined. One more try, he decided, then I’m done. 

He tapped on his contacts, found Detective Katy Parsons’s name and lightly touched it. He’d have to tread carefully and hope she’d understand his innuendos; protecting doctor-patient confidentiality was always his priority.

She picked up after one ring.

“My favorite psychiatrist,” she said.

“Is there another I don’t know about?”

“No,” she laughed. “There’s no one but you.” After a few seconds of awkward silence, she said, “How are you, Justin? And how’s Mandy doing?”

Justin, Mandy and Katy had developed a strong bond since Dylan’s death. He detected true compassion in her for the victims and their families she encountered in her work. Over the past few months, their relationship had become more profound and sociable than any of them expected. She’d check in on them, and they with her. Sometimes Justin would just listen to her vent about work. She’d encourage him to have faith that they’d get justice for Dylan. And some days, she and Mandy just chatted about their jobs, local politics and movies they’d seen. 

“We’re okay,” he replied. “Trying to get Michael on track. It’s a tough road. I knew that. I just wasn’t ready for it.”

“I’m sorry,” she said sincerely. “I really am. But I have a feeling that’s not why you’re calling. I can hear you’re on the train, which, I presume, means this is work-related?”

“You’re too smart for your own good,” Justin said. “And I hear traffic and voices in the background. Are you in the middle of a case right now?”

“Yes,” she said. “No worries. We’re waiting for the coroner to do his thing. I have a few minutes. Tell me what’s up.”

“Okay, I’ll make this quick. I have a patient and I suspect there’s domestic abuse. I’m not submitting a report for a few reasons. Aside from the fact that she begged me not to, there’s something else going on that I just can’t put my finger on yet. He’s supposed to be moving out of her house tonight. So…”

“Yes?” she prompted when he trailed off.

He started his request: “Is there a domestic violence advocate you know who you would trust with this case, or…”

She picked up on his hint. “Would you like me to check things out for you?”

“Well, that would be a breach of doctor-patient confidentiality,” he said, unable to keep some dry sarcasm from his voice or an unpleasant twist out of his stomach. 

“Did she just leave your office?” Katy asked.

“Yes.”

“Does she come to see you the same day and time each week?”

“Yes.” 

“Got it,” she said. “I’ll get you the name of a great advocate I’ve worked with many times. It might take a week or so to make sure she’s available. Will that work?”

“Yes, it will. Thank you very much.”

“Please say hi to Mandy for me, and I wish you the best with Michael. I may stop by in a week or so…just to say hello.”

She’s so good at this. 

“I look forward to it.” He smiled as he tapped on the red icon to end the call.

Turning back to the window, Justin saw the Harlem River spreading below him. The sky was still blue with wisps of reddish-pink, almost magenta clouds hovering over Randall’s Island to the east. Cranes stood motionless at rest. Tomorrow they’d be lifting their heavy loads again, over and over, like the patients who would walk through his office door. All of them hoping this time would be different, that after a session with him, their burdens would no longer seem so tiring, so dangerous, so impossible to carry.

He thought of how Jade had described her name. How sad she’d said it was that she lived a life so much the opposite of its meaning.

And then he realized why her words penetrated so deeply. 

Michael was going through the same exact thing. 

As a boy, he’d always been calm, serene and at ease with the world. He wasn’t just a well-behaved kid; his actions and words had seemed balanced, in tune with whatever was happening around him — like the day he saw an older woman struggling to push a shopping cart in the grocery store parking lot. Mandy told Justin how Michael ran to her as though she were his own grandmother. He pushed the cart to her car, placed the groceries in the trunk, and rolled the cart into the corral. Then, he ran back to Mandy and started talking about how excited he was to play first base for his little league team that weekend. 

A selfless soul with a charming personality, he had an innate ability to build rapport with anyone he met. And now, because of life’s cruel twists, he'd become the opposite. Tired from what he’d been through and the things he’d seen, he had a long way to go before he might ever feel better. Suspicious of the people he’d once loved. Cynical and distant from everything that once mattered to him, his balance was unsettled, his optimism jaded. 

Justin closed his eyes and pictured Michael standing before him, smiling calmly, casting a glow of happiness — like the bright gemstone of a boy he used to be.




CHAPTER 9
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Although there were at least fifty people in the room, Kyle knew that if a pin dropped, he’d hear it and would probably jump out of his skin. 

The only sounds in the infamously quiet Bobst Library were an occasional moving chair or the echo of a stray cough bouncing off the towering twelve-story walls. He wasn’t sure whether the quiet was helping his focus or killing it. Resentment burned inside him like a cinder. Thanks to Rick and his girlfriend, Andrea, blasting the television into the night, studying at home had become impossible. Now Kyle had to use the mornings or afternoons he had free from work and class to get his schoolwork done.

These were the times he missed Dylan most. They’d used to sit together at a table in the library and make strange sounds until other students pulled their heads out of their textbooks and darted their eyes around the room, looking for the source. The two of them would pretend to type on their laptops, like they hadn’t heard a thing, then wait for the heads to fall back into the books before laughing like little boys — the way they giggled and snickered together from the first day of kindergarten. 

Of course, if someone made a weird sound in this library right now, Kyle knew he wouldn’t be laughing. But then he’d never have the chance to laugh with Dylan again.

He blinked his eyes and shook his head. He had to keep his mind on studying; otherwise, he'd bomb tomorrow's exam, which meant failing the class. And if that happened, he’d have to take another summer course to keep his credit count where it needed to be.

Focus, he said to himself. Focus on the work. 

Kyle reached into the book bag leaning against his chair. Searching for his Criminology textbook, he saw an unfamiliar brown clasp envelope he knew he hadn't put in there. Lifting his head, he checked if anyone was watching him, maybe the person who had slipped it into the bag. But no one was paying any attention, their heads so deeply buried in their books that they didn't even know he existed. Kyle pulled out the envelope and set it on the table in front of him.

He didn't need to open it to tell something was inside. A squat cylinder had settled at the bottom of the envelope. He traced it with his middle finger, pressed and pushed it. It felt as hard as metal and was definitely tube-shaped, only about three-eighths of an inch long. What the hell was it?

 Just open it! 

He unfastened the envelope’s clasp and looked inside to see a sheet of paper alongside what looked like a bullet. His heart raced as he pulled both items out. Holy shit, it is a bullet! He quickly wrapped his hand around it so no one else could see, then looked over the small sheet of paper.

In red crayon, three words were written in what looked like a child's handwriting: You Killed Dylan.

Kyle dropped the paper, which floated to the table, and the bullet, which clattered. His head spun. Trying to resist vertigo, he closed his eyes and held his head in both hands. He took a lungful of air and let it out slowly. The spinning sensation slowed, and he breathed as deeply as possible, trying to imagine oxygen filling his brain, something Robertson had taught him many months back. The technique, his ex-therapist had explained, would help calm the amygdala during a panic attack.

The noise when he dropped the bullet must have drawn some people's attention to him. He felt them staring but couldn't afford to care. Kyle's priority was to get himself to stand, walk out of the library and start to make sense of the nasty items he'd just pulled out of his bag.

After what seemed like several minutes of head-holding and breathing exercises, he felt stable enough to open his eyes. When he did, he was relieved the room wasn't spinning, and much to his surprise, no one was paying attention to him. Instead, their eyes were glued to their books, his battle with panic apparently undetectable to the general public. He grabbed the paper and bullet and threw them in his book bag along with his textbook, notebook, laptop and pens. A page ripped, but he’d worry about that later.

He slid the book bag's strap over his shoulder and walked, step by step, to the exit. Once outside, he stumbled along the side of the library until he found a place he could lean his back against the wall. That was all his legs could manage; as soon as he got some of his weight off them, Kyle slid down until his butt hit the sidewalk. He looked past the pedestrians crossing Washington Square S and into the park filled with lush green bushes, old wooden benches and river birch trees casting slender shadows over the pavement. 

After taking a deep breath, he glanced at his bag. He couldn't find the courage to look inside and see that note again…and that bullet. Who the hell would do that? Who had access to his bag besides Rick or his nutty girlfriend, Andrea? Kyle hadn't liked her from the moment he met her. She'd never done anything to him outright; it was just her condescending attitude, the way she seemed to look down on him without saying a word. But how much did she know about what happened to Dylan? And what reason would she have to try to torment him like this?

He thought back to early that morning when he packed the book bag. Was the envelope in there then? Was he in such a rush to leave the apartment he just tossed everything from his desk and the kitchen counter inside? That was the only logical explanation he could come up with. Unless someone in the library slipped it into his bag during the three minutes he was in the men’s room — but who? And why?

God, if he could just talk to Matthew. He’d understand what I’m going through. He’d calm me down and maybe even help me figure out who was doing this. But Nathan wouldn’t allow it, and Kyle didn’t know if he’d ever see Matthew again. He fought back tears.

He thought about calling Justin, but telling him what the note said and about the bullet that came with it…well, it came a little too close to what Michael had said. He didn't want to bring that up or remind Justin of anything about Dylan's death. It was too painful — for all of them.

What about Robertson? Could he call his ex-therapist, beg for forgiveness and ask to become his patient again? You burned that bridge. There was no way Robertson would take him back, and even if he did, the reason Kyle stopped seeing him in the first place still existed — the guy just didn’t understand him.

A new therapist? He thought about how long it had taken him to get in to see Robertson, and he had no guarantee a new shrink would understand him any better. Just the thought of it was exhausting. 

What about his parents? Maybe they would understand, maybe try to help... 

He laughed out loud. Sure, they said they loved and cared about him, but they had kept their distance ever since he’d told them about Matthew. They’d send money, a quick text now and then. Sometimes the three of them would get together for dinner, but their talk remained at the surface and never delved into his personal life. He could just picture their faces if he showed them a bullet with a note accusing him of killing his best friend. They were still trying to deal with his sexuality; how could they possibly handle something this bizarre and horrifying? 

Thinking through his options made him realize he had no one to turn to — no therapist, no friends, no family. No one who could help. No one who cared enough to try. No one likes you anyway, he thought. Why bother? 

Head swarming with thoughts he promised himself he'd avoid, he slid up the library wall and secured the book bag to his shoulder. Sitting here thinking about how fucked up his life had gotten wouldn't help, either. He'd walk home and confront Rick and his girlfriend, who were most likely watching television and eating popcorn dribbling with some crap syrup. Once he figured out if they'd had anything to do with it, he'd tell Rick he'd be looking for a place of his own. He didn't care if it was a tiny one-bedroom in Hell's Kitchen; he was finished trying to live with other people. They didn't understand him, and he didn't get them, either. It was time to surrender to his psychosocial deficiencies, at least until he could find someone who could help him. 

The walk home was a struggle, both physically and mentally. The humidity made his shirt stick to his skin like a giant, clammy hand wrapped around him. People seemed to be everywhere, getting in his way. He couldn't stop thinking about who'd left the bullet and note — and he couldn't escape the conclusion that it must have been someone inside his home. Rick or Andrea? And why? Did they want him to feel unsafe in his home so he'd become paranoid enough to move somewhere else? Yeah, that was probably it. Then they could have their friends move in and all watch TV together into the wee hours of the morning. Although they'd probably deny doing it, he knew he was onto something, especially when he realized their plan was working. 

He tried calming himself with some deep breaths before heading up the steps to his apartment, but it didn’t work. Kyle fumbled with his keys as he tried to unlock the bolt, finally managed it, stomped into the entryway and slammed the door behind him. He stormed into the living room where, as he expected, Rick and Andrea were watching TV and eating odd-colored popcorn. He felt for the note and bullet inside his book bag. Once he found them, he threw the bag on the floor and marched over to stand between the sticky couple and the television.

“Hey!” Rick yelled. “What the hell? We’re right in the middle of — ” 

Kyle threw the bullet at him. It bounced off his stomach and fell into the popcorn. As he dug into the bowl for it, Andrea muted the TV.

“What the fuck is that?” Kyle asked.

"Good fucking question!" Rick snapped back. He pulled the thing out of his popcorn and looked at it as if he held the corpse of a millipede. "Jesus Christ, it's a bullet.”

"I know what it is." Kyle felt his face flushing, and the heat made him angrier. "How did it get in my book bag?"

Rick held the bullet up so Andrea could see it. She leaned away, grimacing. 

He threw the bullet back at Kyle.

"Listen, dude, I have no idea. First of all, we're both anti-gun. As far as I'm concerned, they should be completely outlawed. You know, this is the second time you accused me of something I didn't do. First you blame me for leaving that photo on your bed when I never even stepped into your room. Now you're accusing me of putting a bullet in your bag. Why the hell would I do that?"

Kyle couldn’t come up with a response. All the ideas he conjured up on the walk home dissipated now that he’d seen Rick and Andrea’s shock.

“You know, I like this place, but I’m really starting to get weirded out. Did you ever think you’re doing this stuff yourself and not remembering or something? Stop blaming other people for things you’re not even sure they did. I mean, really, get your shit together." He set the bowl of popcorn on the coffee table, grabbed Andrea's hand and rose from the sofa. "I thought you were a decent guy, but I think I made the wrong decision moving in here. C'mon babe," he said, gently leading Andrea toward the front door. "Let's get out of here before we get accused of stealing his crazy pills or something."

Kyle restrained himself from calling them back so he could apologize. What had made him think it was them? Was he getting paranoid? So convinced that he was disliked by everyone that two strangers would put a bullet in his bag to scare him out of his own apartment? 

He retrieved the now-greasy bullet, then looked at the note in his other hand and reread it. You killed Dylan. 

Maybe Rick was right. Maybe he was doing these things behind his own back, finally losing his mind like he always feared he would. Subconscious guilt was seeping through the cracks in the façade of normality he'd built. But where did he get the bullet? Would he find a receipt from an ammo shop stuffed in a pocket of one of his coats? And if so, that would mean there was someone else in his body, piloting it to a store, shelling out cash.

Walking to his room, he decided it was time to stop getting meds from his general practitioner and sit down with a psychiatrist who could help him. Someone who could offer a proper diagnosis and treatment for…whatever the hell had gone wrong in his head. 

He dropped his book bag just inside the door and put the bullet and note onto his desk. The bullet rolled up against a fold in the paper. Kyle fell on the bed, clasped his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. Images flew through his head like debris inside a tornado. The time Dylan yelled at him when he choked him too hard. Justin’s red, wet face as he knelt over the bloodstains on his office carpet. How Matthew opened his eyes first thing in the morning and smiled, making him feel truly loved for the first time in his life.

Kyle’s chest ached with the shortness of breath he’d been experiencing after Dylan’s death. He jumped up and rushed to the desk, where he pulled open the drawer that held his Valium. The bottle of pills lay in there on its side, a strip of paper wrapped around it. He took it out and unspooled the paper, laying it flat on the desk surface. 

In the same red crayon and childlike handwriting as the note inside his bag was a message that made his legs give out beneath him:

Take them all at once you useless piece of shit. 




CHAPTER 10
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If there was one thing Lauren Murphy knew for certain from her twenty-five years working with kidnap survivors, it was that the most important part of easing their way into a so-called “normal life” was to get them to talk. 

Whether child or adult, her patients needed to regain a sense of safety and autonomy, a formidable challenge for someone who had endured years of vulnerability and submission. And the best way to do that was for them to talk through the trauma without holding anything back.

So it concerned her a little that other than saying, "hi," talking about the weather, or answering questions with terse phrases, Michael Wright hadn't opened up much about his abduction. Since they'd only met twice so far, she'd kept things as generic as possible, making sure not to push too hard or delve into subject matter that he wasn't yet comfortable discussing. The problem was he hadn't offered anything of substance in response to these mild questions or comments. Her experience taught her that survivors often held things back at first but, after a while, would open up and talk about their captor — positive or negative. But Michael hadn't so much as mentioned the man's name. Nor had he discussed the place where he was held or even talked about the others held in captivity with him. In a way, she felt relieved that Michael had others in the same position during his confinement. It offered a possibility of camaraderie and comfort many victims never had. But why wouldn't he talk about them? 

The boy, now a young man, had been held for seven years. Had he ever made an escape attempt? Or at least think of where he might escape to? When she asked if he was ever allowed to leave the property, he mumbled something about stopping at a gas station and getting a slushie. So why didn't he cry out to someone for help? Why did he get back into the car with his captor and return to the compound?

She refused to take the easy way out and invoke Stockholm Syndrome. Instead, over the years, many of her cases involved children who were placed in a very common yet confusing psychological state. Instead of being tortured, the child would receive kindness in a slow and deliberate manner. If they were thirsty, their captor wouldn't beat them for complaining. Instead, the kidnapper would offer a drop of water. And their victim would feel grateful. Then there was the loneliness factor. The captive might be left alone for days or even weeks at the start of their confinement. Humans have a natural need for connection. Being in the physical company of someone, anyone, is better than being completely alone. 

That’s where Lauren Murphy’s instinct was leading her after their last session.

“Did you see any other children when you first got there?”

Michael shrugged. He didn’t know. 

"Were there any adults besides Alfred Dingle you could speak to."

Michael stared at his hands sitting on his lap and shook his head. No connection with anyone but Dingle. 

“Michael, were you kept in a room by yourself?”

Michael nodded, his lips twitching as though he wanted to say something but feared getting in trouble if he did.

“For how long?”

Michael shrugged once again.

“Two days?” 

Nothing.

“Two weeks?”

Nothing.

“A month or more?”

Michael shook his head. He wiped his eyes and pinched his quivering lips. 

Lauren's heart was heavy, and judging from his furrowed brow and the pain in his eyes, she knew it was time to change the subject.

What she'd deduced, though, was significant. Dingle had been his only contact when he was first taken. Michael attached such value to that contact that even when given the opportunity to run away or get help, he didn't. If this was the case, she had to make sure Michael understood the mental games abductors played. Without that understanding, he might not recover.

Yet none of her theories, instincts or guesses meant a thing unless Michael spoke, until she found a crack in the walls that imprisoned him and could chip it wider, opening it enough for him to let things out — while at the same time letting her in. 

Today, she promised herself, would be the day that happened.

“Michael,” she said, setting her pad on the round table beside her chair. She placed one hand atop the other on her lap. “I have a question for you.”

If he didn't watch her recording what he said, maybe it would be easier for him to open up, as if this was just casual talk. She knew she wouldn't need to write down his answer just now: no matter his response to her question, it would be memorable.

Michael moved the focus of his gaze from somewhere outside the window directly into her eyes. Without saying a word, he stared at her. Waiting.

"From the day you were taken seven years ago, until this very moment, what is your favorite, happiest memory?"

Michael closed his eyes. Seconds passed. She counted them. After eighteen, he raised his eyelids again. The corners of his mouth lifted so slightly, Lauren almost missed it.

“MaryAnn’s fifteenth birthday party. He dressed up like a clown and made animals out of balloons. It was the first time I laughed since — ”

One might think his happiest memory would be the day the police came to the compound and set him free. Or the moment he saw his parents for the first time in seven years. When they drove up to their house, and he could walk into the home he grew up in. Instead, his happiest memory was a birthday party he attended while being held captive by a manipulative pedophile.

“It was the first time you laughed since when?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

“Michael? Tell me, please. I really want to know. It was the first time you laughed since when?”

Michael turned to look out the window again.

“Since going to the house,” he muttered.

“And why were you laughing? What was so funny?”

“It wasn’t so much funny as stupid. Plus, there was no shouting at us or yelling. We were allowed to laugh and have fun. It was a special occasion, I guess. So no one got mad at us.”

Michael still would not say Alfred Dingle’s name. Every time, he’d avoid it by saying he or they or no one instead.

“Did someone get mad at you often?”

Silence.

“Michael? Did you ever get in trouble for laughing or having fun?”

Nothing.

“Okay, I have one other question. From the day you were taken until this very moment, what is your saddest, most unhappy memory?”

Michael took the pillow beside him on the sofa and picked it at its fringe. The threads hung like tendrils of a passionflower, easy to pluck. She'd chosen it deliberately to give her clients something to do with their hands. After a few seconds, he looked up at Lauren and inspected her face as though it was the first time he'd seen her. Peering back at him, she noticed he looked older than he had just a few moments earlier. His complexion appeared more sallow, his lips thick, almost swollen. His eyes were glazed over, which gave his expression an air of emptiness — as if it lay over a void that had been hollowed out by a soulless creature who preyed on the innocent.

“Alfred Dingle,” she said softly.

He stared directly into her eyes and didn’t reply.

"Alfred Dingle," she repeated louder and more severely this time.

Still no response.

Lauren slid forward in her chair and leaned toward Michael until her face was only a foot or so from his.

“Alfred Dingle,” she whispered.

As his eyes welled up with tears, his face returned to the Michael who had walked through the door at the start of their session. The almond shape of his eyes and the outline of his well-defined lips resembled the face she'd seen in photos Justin and Mandy had shown her from when Michael was a young boy. 

A tear from his left eye slowly rolled down his cheek.

“Today is the day, Michael,” she said gently but firmly. “Today is the day you start talking to me.”

Michael hugged the pillow and fell onto his side. His head came to rest on the arm of the sofa, and uncontrollable sobs made her wonder how — or if — he could breathe. Lauren stood and went to sit beside him. She set a hand on his shoulder, and when he didn’t pull away, she gave in to her urge to take him into her arms and rock him back and forth. 

“Help me,” he cried through stuttered breath. “Please help me.”

***

“You hold this chopstick like you would a pen,” Justin said, demonstrating for Michael, “and the other one goes like this so you can use your index finger to move it up and down.” 

Making the movement very slowly, he used the chopsticks to pick up a piece of sushi off Michael’s plate. “What do you think? Wanna give it a try?”

Michael shook his head. “Nah. For now I just want to use a fork.”

“Of course,” Mandy said, standing up from the table and going into the kitchen. “Trying to learn how to use chopsticks can be very difficult. Someone should offer chopstick classes if you ask me.”

“I’m trying,” Justin said, chuckling. “Guess it’s just not my calling.” 

She returned, placed the fork on the napkin beside Michael’s plate and sat back down.

Justin pointed to the perfectly butterflied ebi tempura sitting atop a rectangle of rice. "I got that just for you. I know how much you love tempura." He made sure not to use the past tense, hoping that Michael still enjoyed tempura, although he probably hadn't seen any over the past seven years. 

Michael took a few pieces, grabbing them with his fingers, and set them on his plate. He glanced at the sushi platter in the center of the table and tilted his head.

"That's a California roll with crab, avocado and cucumber." Mandy used her chopsticks like an orator, using a laser pointer to help present slides on a screen. "That's a Philadelphia roll. We got that one because we know you like salmon and cream cheese on a bagel. It's sort of the same thing, just with avocado and on rice. Those are Boston rolls with shrimp, avocado and cucumber. And these are your father's favorite, spicy tuna rolls. Not sure if you like spicy food, but they're here for you to try if you'd like."

Michael nodded, dipped an ebi in the soy sauce and took a bite. Within seconds, the other half was in his mouth. He swallowed it without chewing and took a gulp of water.

It was the same way he’d eaten everything since coming back home.

Justin, trying to keep things light, smiled and forced out a small chuckle. “It tastes better when you chew it, you know.” 

Michael nodded, then held the second ebi between his thumb and forefinger and took a bite. He chewed it very deliberately. 

Justin ignored his behavioral sarcasm and dipped his spicy tuna roll into the wasabi on his plate. Maybe Michael and the other children had to fight over food and eat whatever they could get a hold of as quickly as they could. He had no way of knowing other than to ask the parents of the other children who had been held captive if they were experiencing the same issues. 

He had their names and phone numbers but remained unsure whether to contact them. For one thing, he didn’t want to compare Michael to others and judge him based on their actions and behavior; everyone was so different. He and Mandy had decided to let Dr. Murphy do her job, and if she wasn’t making progress after some time, he’d start getting in touch with the other parents.

“They should have a class for sushi, too,” Justin said. “There are so many different combinations, it’s hard to make a choice sometimes.”

“Speaking of school,” Mandy began. 

Justin gently put his foot over hers and kept it there. Please don’t, he thought. 

"I was wondering," she continued, "if you've given any thought to going to the private high school just a few minutes away." 

He pushed his foot down a bit harder.

Michael took a Boston roll off the center platter and studied it carefully.

"No, I like things the way they are," he said before tossing the roll into his mouth. He turned to Justin and didn't start chewing until his father glanced at his mouth to witness it. 

“I know you do,” Mandy said. “And I really like Mrs. Jackson. I think she’s a great teacher and covers all the educational bases. The thing is, you don't get to meet anyone, and you're alone all the time except for the two of us." She gestured to herself and Justin. "And Mrs. Jackson and Lauren, of course. But being out in the world with other people, with your peers, is an important part of…"

She stopped talking, and the room went silent.

“Important part of what?” Michael asked.

Justin swallowed his roll and set his chopsticks on the edge of the plate.

"Healing, Michael," he said. "It's an important part of healing. I think that's what mom meant. We won't push you to do anything you don't feel ready for. It's just that connection with others can often be good for the soul."

“What did Doctor Murphy say to you?”

"Absolutely nothing, Michael. Even though you're still considered a minor, Doctor Murphy doesn't share what happens during your sessions. I did ask her about socialization, and she agrees it's important, but we all understand it should only happen when you're ready. If you don't feel ready, that's fine. Just know the door is always open."

Michael offered a slight nod and tilted his head. Seeming satisfied with Justin’s response, he went back to choosing his next sushi roll. Justin let out a breath of relief, happy he could unravel the knot of tension that Mandy’s schooling suggestion had started to tie. 

During his call with Dr. Murphy that afternoon, he'd also brought up something concerning him since they brought Michael home — the possibility of alters. The trauma that Michael endured and the rapport he had with Nathan created worry that his son might follow in Devlin's footsteps. Although he didn't ask if she'd noticed any indications of other personalities, since that would trespass on the privacy of Michael's sessions, he did ask her to keep an eye out for the possibility. 

Pay big. The two simple words made Justin’s insides fill with cold shudders. He’d probably never be able to hear them again like a normal person would, like someone without the scars left when Frank Devlin cut his heart out.

 “And the door is always open for talking to us, too,” Mandy said, reaching across the table to place her hand on Michael’s. “If you ever need to talk, get something off your chest, cry, whatever, please know that we’re here for you every minute of every day.” She removed her hand and used her chopsticks to mix wasabi into her soy sauce. “If I didn’t think you’d get sick of me, I’d quit work and be with you all day. I really would. But I know you need your space. Just remember that if you want me home with you, all you need to do is ask. I’ll never go back to the office again.”

Justin wasn’t sure how their son would react to the promise, but to his added relief, Michael smiled. 

“I know,” he said. “There’s just a lot I have to sort out. When I’m ready, you’ll both be the first to know, and we’ll talk about things. Right now I’m dealing in my own way the best I can. Everything is a blur sometimes. Dr. Murphy is helping a lot.”

“That’s great to hear,” Justin said.

“Yes, it really is,” Mandy agreed. “I’m so glad to hear that. Maybe that means you’ll want to see Kyle one day?”

Justin turned to her, biting hard on his tongue. The high school conversation had turned out better than he feared, just barely, but he couldn’t believe she’d push their luck like this.

Michael pushed his plate away. “No. Can I go to my room?”

In Mandy’s taut expression, Justin could see the same war for restraint happening in himself. He wanted to scream the same thing he knew was knocking against the back of her teeth: Kyle had nothing to do with your abduction! But he swallowed and looked down at his plate.

“Yes, of course you can go to your room,” Mandy said. 

She and Justin sat in silence until they heard the bedroom door close.

“Honey,” he said, “you have to leave the Kyle thing alone. You know it just upsets him. God only knows his frame of mind when Nathan spewed lies into his head, but obviously that shithead had a tremendous influence on him. It’s not fair, but Kyle’s feelings can’t take priority over Michael’s. So please, just don’t bring him up again.”

"You're right," Mandy said, "I know, you're right. It's just that I keep remembering how supportive and protective Dylan and Kyle were in his life. And I want him to have some of that back. I guess I'm living in the past, thinking if he sees Kyle, it'll bring back that feeling of safety. But it's obvious I'm dreaming. His disdain for Kyle would probably make him feel less safe than ever." She took Justin's hand and brought it up to her cheek. "When it comes to Michael, I'm never sure what's right or wrong. That's why I'm a lawyer and you're a psychiatrist. You understand he needs healing while I go at every problem like it's my opposing counsel."

His heart aching, Justin brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. 

“You’re doing everything you can to make things work in a situation that’s new to all of us. It sucks and we have no immediate solution.” He smiled softly. “Do you remember when you were pregnant with Dylan? About a month before you were due, you said, ‘I don’t think I can do this. I don’t know how to be a mother.’ I think you even brought up the idea of giving him to your mother so she could raise him.”

“That was a joke — I think.” She laughed.

“Like we talked about then, no one knows how to be a new mother, or father, for that matter. When it’s new territory, you have to live it day-to-day and just do the best you can. You’ll make mistakes, I’ll make mistakes and we’ll try to learn as we go. Now as we did then. Right?”

Mandy nodded, letting the tears stream down her face.

"You said the right thing, letting him know we're here for him no matter what or when. Lauren Murphy is the best possible person to have on our side. You heard Michael; he said she's helping him a lot." It was the first time he'd ever said anything positive about his sessions.

She took the napkin off the table and used it to wipe her eyes.

“I hear you. You’re right. I just miss...him. My Michael.” 

“I do too. And I can’t tell you…” He sighed. “It feels pathetic. I’m a psychiatrist who can help everyone but his own son.”

Mandy stood, kissed his cheek and took away his plate.

“Please don’t think that way, Justin. Loving him is helping him,” she said before carrying the dishes into the kitchen.

Yeah, Justin thought, rising to help her put away the rest of the sushi. I loved Dylan, and look how much that helped him. 




CHAPTER 11
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Detective Parsons could feel the rain in the air and smell its cool promise. She’d forgotten her umbrella, but if worst came to worst, she’d hold her leather satchel over her head and duck into the nearest coffee shop. 

She actually liked rainy days, despite the mess it made at crime scenes — washing away fibers, destroying blood spatter patterns, carrying cartridge casings down street drains. She liked the dark clouds, the smell of moisture, the impending thunder. They gave her a sense of warmth and security, maybe thanks to the evenings she'd spent wrapped in a blanket, sitting with her dad at the window as they watched a storm roll in. Parsons would take clouds over sun any day, as long as there wasn't an outdoor murder scene to contend with.

Walking up to Justin's office, she noticed a woman coming out through the door she was about to enter. At first glance she recognized Jade Walker. Around the rim of the woman's sunglasses, there was still evidence of a blow to her face. No matter how much makeup someone used to try to cover up the mark that was left, swelling and bruising always showed through. 

As Jade was about to pass her, Parsons offered a friendly and sympathetic smile.

“You okay?” she asked. “That looks like a bad hit.”

Jade stopped walking. She blinked in surprise, but her lips started to shape a response. Suddenly, Jade closed her mouth, adjusted her sunglasses and practically ran toward Park Avenue.

“Okay, then,” Parsons said to herself, opening the door to Justin’s building.

She rang the bell to his office and sorted through some papers in her satchel while waiting for him to let her in.

He opened the door, smiling.

“Detective.” He hugged her and then led her to the chair beside his desk. “It’s so nice to see you.”

“And you, doctor,” she replied. 

"I know we keep talking about having you over for dinner, but with Michael there, it's a little…well, let's call it 'strained' right now. Do you think the three of us — or four, if there's someone you'd like to bring — can meet at a restaurant?"

“I’d love that, Justin. I’ll check the schedule and get back to you with some dates. And I promise I’ll try to make sure the night I choose will be free of any crimes needing my attention.”

Justin laughed. “I’m going to keep bothering you until it happens.”

“And it will,” Parsons said. “It will. In the meantime, I assume that was Ms. Walker I just passed coming out of the building.”

“And why would you assume that?”

Parsons placed her satchel on her lap and played with the shoulder strap she rarely used.

"The week after you called — one week ago exactly to this day and time — I waited outside this building and followed her. Luckily she went directly home after her visit with you, which made it much easier for me to obtain her name and address. I did some digging."

Justin didn’t say a word. 

“With your commitment to doctor-patient confidentiality, and rightly so, I will do the talking. First of all, Walker is her maiden name. Her married name is Collins.”

“Is?” Justin remarked.

Apparently, she'd never mentioned being married in their sessions. "Five years married to an Edward Collins, who, for your information, has been missing for the past two years."

Justin didn’t so much as twitch. His chin rested on his hands, his elbows on the surface of his desk.

"As if that wasn't strange enough," she continued, "his brother William from Park Slope went missing the same year Edward did. Both cases are still open."

After a few moments, Justin leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands across his chest.

“Is anyone looking for them?” he asked.

“The father is dead. Their mother is in a nursing home with dementia.”

“Holy shit,” he said to the ceiling.

“There’s more, doctor.” Parsons pulled papers from her satchel.

Justin repositioned himself so he was once again resting his head on his hands. “I hope I’m ready,” he half-joked.

“After some more investigating, I found out that during the first three years of her marriage, police were called to her residence four times for reports of domestic abuse.”

“What did he do to her?” Justin asked.

“You might want to turn that around, doc. Seems she would beat him up. One time it was so bad, the officers who showed up at the house had to bring him to the ER. According to the report, he was the one who called, but then retracted his statement, never fully admitting it was his wife who beat him.” 

Justin leaned back in his chair once more and slowly shook his head.

“I’m pretty shocked by this, Katy. And not much surprises me anymore.”

“I hear you. This was surprising to me, too. So after I found all this out, I’ve been scoping out her townhouse for the last three nights.”

“Wait, you what? Are you allowed to — ”

Ignoring what he was about to ask, Parsons continued as though he hadn’t said a word.

"She must be pretty well off financially, this Jade Walker…Collins…whatever she's calling herself. She lives in this amazing townhouse on the corner of sixty-sixth and Madison, which must mean some heavy-duty cash. She can look out her window and see a nice chunk of Central Park. Plus, she has this backyard. It's fenced in, of course, but luckily the slats have some space between them, so if one were curious and wanted to see if anything out of the ordinary was going on, they'd just need to stop and peer in."

Justin closed his eyes. Parsons had known he’d be uncomfortable with the covert investigation she’d decided to take on and even asked herself if she’d gone too far. But after reading the reports and scoping out Jade’s townhouse, her instincts told her there was something off. Something so off she refused to let it go. So she didn’t. And she wouldn’t…whether Justin agreed or not.

"I can say without hesitation that for the last three mornings and nights, no man has entered or exited her house. No women, either. Plus, no one but Jade Walker is on the public tax records. So…if it's any comfort, your initial concern seems not to be the case. Whatever caused those marks and bruises, they don't seem to be from an abusive romantic partner." She paused and leaned on his desk. "I think we've abided by the doctor-patient confidentiality rule, don't you?" After all, he hadn't shared a word about what Jade told him during her treatment.

Justin let out a breath and nodded.

“I don’t know what to say,” he told her. “And now I have to rethink how I’m going to handle this situation. I had a feeling she was hiding something. But this? Well…I had no clue.”

Parsons stood up, slid the papers into her satchel and folded the bag’s flap closed.

“I’ll keep the folder on my desk and let you know if I discover anything else that might help you — and, of course, Ms. Walker,” she smirked in a way Justin couldn’t interpret as sincere or sarcastic. "Like I said, these two cases are still open, and you know me…like a dog with a bone."

“Thank you,” Justin said. “You’ve gone above and beyond. In fact…” He took a deep breath and then said in the kind of gentle, almost noncommittal tone he must use with so many of his patients, “You seem to be very interested in this case. Excuse me for asking, but is there a piece of it that’s personal for you?”

He’s too smart. 

“Gotta go,” she shot back before he had a chance to ask another question. “No time for therapy today. Back to the station for paperwork and phone calls. I’ll be in touch.”

She briskly walked out the office door, through the lobby, and onto the sidewalk spotted by dark circles from falling rain.

 Looking up to the sky, she watched the dark cumulus clouds floating quickly toward the Hudson River and smiled in thanks to the universe for small mercies. 

Parsons threw the satchel into the passenger seat of her car and let her head fall against the headrest. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

Justin’s words ran through her mind. “You seem to be very interested in this case. Is there a piece of it that’s personal for you?" He'd hit a nerve, and by the way she practically ran out of his office, he no doubt knew it. 

Although it had been ten years since she left her husband, Jimmy, the scars remained. From the beatings, the verbal abuse, the insults he’d throw like bricks. It seemed like every time she managed to lock the memories in her mental safe, the lock would get picked — either by nightmares, domestic abuse cases, or questions like Justin had just asked her in his office. 

It was the night she lay in the small bed with their four-year-old daughter Janelle that she decided she’d had enough. Holding tissues to her bloody nose and crying gingerly because of the ache of a bruised rib, she realized the man she’d married had disappeared. His failure to find work — or really, to look for it in the first place — led him to drink more than he could handle of cheap whiskey and bourbon. The liquor fed his anger, which would then be unleashed on the person closest to him — his loving wife. And Katy, who hesitantly, yet consistently, accepted his sincerest apology each and every morning after.

But this time he'd gone too far, and from somewhere deep inside, a strength emerged that she didn't know she had. She held her sleeping daughter in her arms and planned their escape. As soon as Jimmy finished his tearful apologies in the morning and left the house under the pretense of looking for work, she’d pack bags for both herself and Janelle, get in the car and head to her mother’s home on Long Island. It was an eight-hour drive from their hovel in Richmond to the condo in Huntington, but the farther she and Janelle got from Jimmy, the better. 

It was also the moment she decided she’d make a new life for herself by helping people. And from that same place deep inside where her new power was budding, a need to provide others with comfort and safety also grew. At first, she was confused. Why would bloody tissues, a bruised rib and eyes swollen from crying make her want to help others rather than herself? It wasn’t until the next day, after she and Janelle had been driving for three hours, that she realized helping others would be helping herself. But she knew she couldn't fulfill any dreams until she dealt with the nightmare behind them — until they broke free of it conclusively. So she fought her way through divorce and guilt while protecting her daughter from the terrible father who had probably already scarred her just by how he treated Katy.

Now, ten years later, Katy Parsons sat in a police detective's car, doing her best every day to help and serve the people of Manhattan and provide a life for her daughter she once thought impossible. 

“So yes, Justin," she said aloud, her voice cutting through the car's silence. “This is personal.” 

And maybe one day I’ll tell you about it, she thought. But only when I’m ready for a good cry.  

***

Mandy walked into her office's conference room with a pot of coffee in one hand and a platter of muffins in the other. Justin sat in a chair by the window. Carla Vito, the prosecutor, sat next to him at the head of the table.

Carla stood, took the plate of muffins out of Mandy’s hand and placed it on the table.

“I appreciate your hospitality, but there’s really no need for this, Mandy. I’m not very hungry,” she said.

“And where’s Marie?” Justin asked Mandy.

“She’s my assistant, not my waitress,” she replied, half-joking. “Trust me, she has more important things to do.” She also didn’t really want her professional life crossing over with the bizarre nightmare the rest of her life had become. It was such a relief most days to walk into this office and be almost as she had been, before this damn trial, before the unthinkable loss that led to it. 

Still, it was a convenient location to meet with Carla — not the house, where they’d be inflicting this situation on Michael; not at Justin’s office, where their world had broken apart. 

Mandy set the coffee pot on a black silicone trivet on the credenza. Three upside-down coffee mugs and a small ceramic jar filled with sugar sat beside it. She poured some coffee into a mug and took a sip. "Ahhh. Perfect." She was glad that in her distraction, she hadn't over or under-brewed her favorite dark roast. Though she enjoyed the flavor, she felt the hot drink hit her empty stomach. "Carla, would you like some coffee?"

“No, thank you. I’ve had two already. One more and I’ll be talking more and faster than I usually do.” She looked at Justin. “And we know that wouldn’t be a good thing for any of us.”

He smiled. "You're fine, Carla. I've seen you at work, and you always get the job done — fast, slow or in between. I'm so glad you're the one assigned to this case. And thank you for agreeing to meet with us." He turned toward Mandy as she sat across from him. "Two of New York's top attorneys in one room. I'm honored."

Taking another sip of coffee, Mandy waved at him. “Your flattery is accepted and appreciated.” She looked at Carla, who was sorting out papers on the table in front of them. “Now, to business. It’s time to find out how to make this murderer rot in jail.”

Carla straightened the papers beside the untouched muffins, nodded in approval at her finished product and leaned back in her chair. Mandy had always liked and respected Carla, not only for her expertise but for her rigorous organization. It had been gratifying to learn that Carla had a human side, too — that she was not only willing but eager to have this meeting with them to offer insight into the state of New York’s strategy against their son’s killer. 

"Okay," Carla started. "Some of what I'll be telling you, you probably already know, so I apologize in advance. By the way, I will refer to the accused as Frank Devlin. It'll make it easier than using the names of four different, well, alternate personalities. Does that work?"

Both Mandy and Justin nodded. 

"Okay, it appears that after firing his attorney Joseph Lambert twice, Frank has finally decided to utilize his services. Probably because no one else will defend him, and he knows better than to try to be his own client. Lambert, who is a pretty decent system attorney, wants to make a deal to keep Devlin where he is indefinitely rather than playing this out in court. With DID, if the accused is deemed unfit to stand trial, they're usually kept in the psychiatric hospital until they are found competent, which is close to never. And when it does happen, nine out of ten times the insanity plea doesn’t hold and they’re sent to prison. Now, since there’s no way to prove that the alter Nathan killed Dylan — ”

“I was there, Carla!” Justin exclaimed. “It was Nathan who was flailing the gun around like a madman and ended up shooting Dylan.”

Carla looked Justin in the eyes.

"I understand. But it's your word against his. He's saying he doesn't know who was there at the time." She picked up one of the densely printed papers and started reading. "He says he remembers all of the alters showing up in Justin's office at some point that evening. He could be lying. He could be telling the truth. Suppose he's deemed competent to stand trial and goes before a jury. In that case, they'll have a hard time figuring out which personality, if not all of them, was present at the time of your son's death. And there goes the 'beyond a reasonable doubt' finding."

She placed the document back in its pile and clasped her hands on the table's edge.

“Lambert doesn’t want this to go to trial and risk Devlin being sent to prison. He’d rather play it safe and keep him in the psychiatric hospital, even if it is for the rest of his life.”

Heat rose from Mandy’s neck to her cheeks.

“Do you really think that piece of shit Devlin is prepared to spend the rest of his life in a facility? I doubt it. The devil finds ways to get what he wants.” Her empty stomach churned with fear and disgust.

Justin rubbed his lips, looking equally unconvinced.

"I'm sure he doesn't like it — probably why he's fired Lambert twice — but at this point, it's his best option," Carla said. "Unless he does choose to risk a trial. The concern I have is, from what I've heard through the grapevine, Devlin is a good actor. So if he goes to trial, he just might be believable enough to get the outcome he wants. Or, down the line, his behavior may stabilize to the point the psychiatrists treating him believe he no longer poses a threat to others. That could mean he could be released years or even decades down the road."

“No way,” Mandy insisted. “Not gonna happen. I will not let that murderer go free.”

Justin reached across the table and took her hand. 

“Carla, what are you thinking?” he asked.

Carla glanced toward the glass doors to ensure they were closed.

“Justin, I’m sure you know Dr. Malone at Bellevue, where Devlin is right now.”

He nodded. “Berny and I have worked together many times over the years.”

"Well, I'm sure he knows the forensic psychiatrist who would decide if Devlin is competent to stand trial. I'm also sure he has access to past evaluations, records of all Devlin's actions during his stay and any other material resources that would inform the decision regarding where Devlin should be placed."

“Yes, he would.” Justin nodded, a smile that was almost a smirk growing on his face. 

"I've learned a bit about these places over my career," Carla said, her expression serene. "Some of these hospitals are worse than prisons. Now, I’m not saying you should suggest to Dr. Malone that he move Devlin to one of these places. That would violate your Hippocratic obligation. However, if Dr. Malone should do so of his own accord, based on his sessions with Devlin and the final decision of the forensic psychiatrist…” She spread her hands. “Then so be it.”

“I understand,” Justin replied.

Mandy took a deep breath and exhaled through her mouth. “As do I.”

“And so,” Carla said, “if Devlin does decide to go to trial, we give him hell. And if he pleads not guilty by reason of insanity or tries to put off trial by appearing incompetent to stand, well, it seems we have the resources to…

Make sure he lives in a shithole and never gets out, Mandy thought.

"Ensure justice is served," Justin completed Carla's sentence.

“Exactly.” She leaned over the papers and grabbed a blueberry muffin.

“Suddenly I feel hungry,” she said, breaking it into small chunks on the napkin.

“Funny.” Mandy giggled, lifting her own blueberry muffin from the platter. “Suddenly, I’m a little hungry, too.”




CHAPTER 12
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Against the dark sky with its scattering of stars, the full moon glowed, its white face stained with gray seas and craters. A mist of high-up clouds left it surrounded by a smoky glow, a yellowish haze that gave it an almost supernatural appearance. 

“Sturgeon Moon,” Jade whispered, looking up at it from the window of her unlit bedroom. She knew the name of every full moon and the meaning behind it. August, reported an Old Farmer’s Almanac, was the time of year when the Algonquin people caught sturgeon as they were fishing across the Great Lakes. 

She loved this year’s Sturgeon Moon in particular because it was a supermoon, happening at perigee when Earth’s satellite was at the closest point of its orbit. It appeared larger in the sky and glowed with a brighter beam of light — extremely useful for her monthly ritual.

 Leaving the moon behind for a few moments, she went into the bathroom, turned on the light and looked in the mirror. Carefully, she touched the skin beneath her eye. It was healing nicely, not too quickly; the bruise was still visible. It had waned quite a bit over the past month, but not enough that she could allow another injury to be easily noticed. That could cause suspicion, provoking questions she wasn’t yet ready to answer — which is why she made the purchase two weeks earlier.

She flipped the light switch off and returned to the bedroom. Kneeling on the rug, with her bed on one side and the window on the other, she slid the narrow box from beneath her nightstand and placed it on the floor in front of her knees. A brilliant moonbeam shone directly through the window, providing enough illumination to take the top off the box and pull out its contents.

The lacquered bamboo handle of the flogger fit snugly in her hand, and the dark brown braided strands glistened under the moon. She twirled her fingers through them, feeling the handmade coconut shell beads knotted in for additional impact. Jade had chosen this flogger after hours of research; the reviews online and the product photos gave her an idea of what to expect.

Bringing the flogger up to her nose, she inhaled the leather scent and let it fill her nostrils. She placed a smooth, hard bead on her tongue, then another, rolling them around the roof of her mouth. She grimaced, thinking how if anyone saw her right now, they’d assume she was getting pleasure from this. Little could they know she was, in fact, feeling quite the opposite. 

It was part of the ceremony, a way of getting to know the object that would help her do her penance. The same way she rubbed her lips and face against the kitchen cabinet before smashing her cheekbone against it. Or the way she smelled and tongued the twisted macrame cotton rope before strangling herself just enough to cause bruises — never tight enough to pass out. All pieces of the punishments she carried out for what she’d done on an April night when the Pink Moon, the first full moon of spring, hung large in the sky, watching her every move. It was the only way she knew how to pay for her sin physically, so when her death arrived, she wouldn’t have to pay spiritually.

Jade placed the flogger on the rug and pinched the bottom of her floral halter with both hands. After taking a deep breath to steel herself, she lifted it over her head and tossed it aside. Catching a glimpse of herself in the floor mirror on the other side of the room, she saw her skin, bathed in moonlight, sheened with sweat so that it gleamed like the polished beads about to strike her back.

She patted the towels and damp sponge she’d placed on the nightstand earlier. In case there was blood or oozing of any kind, she wanted to avoid any stains on the rug or wood floor. She needed to feel her punishment, but she didn’t want to see evidence of it. She kept the box open beside her. When it was over, she’d place the whip inside and slide it back under the nightstand, out of sight until she needed it again.

After one last glance at the moon, she tightened her grip around the flogger’s handle and bowed until her head almost touched the floor.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered as she lifted the whip, closed her eyes and began her wordless prayer of repentance. 

 

 

Holding a pillar candle with both hands, Jade walked into the backyard of her townhouse. Blood, perspiration and the humidity in the summer air made her halter top cling to her back.

She made her way toward a small shed in the corner of the yard and knelt down outside it. Placing the candle on the manicured grass, she reached out to the mound of grass there. She brushed her hand along it for a long moment that suddenly stopped when she thought she heard a sound outside the fence. Lifting the candle, she stood and walked the perimeter of the yard, looking through the gaps between wooden slats. She didn’t spot the source of the sound or see if anyone might be watching her from the other side. After two laps around the yard, her concern had settled enough that she returned to the shed and mound of grass beside it. 

Jade softly patted the turf of the mound. Her back ached more each time she moved, and almost as painful was the sting of tears over her bruised face. “I’m sorry,” she said, quiet enough so nobody could hear — nobody listening through the fence, no passerby or even a neighbor crazy enough to have windows open on such a warm night. 

As it did every full moon, regret climbed from the depths of her stomach up through her chest and throat, then out from her eyes in a salty deluge. She poured it over the mound.

After her sobs had eased and she’d rubbed the grass back and forth one last time, she returned inside the house. She went up the stairs and into her bedroom, where she blew out the candle and stood at the window to catch sight of the Sturgeon Moon one last time until next year. 

Something moved below, pulling her attention to the earth. A woman walked across the street to her car, but before getting in, she looked up toward Jade’s window. Jade quickly pulled down the shade and fell to her knees. Had this woman been lurking outside the fence? But if so, Jade would have seen her, wouldn’t she? 

After all her sins, she had no right to ask God for anything except forgiveness, but now Jade prayed that no one but she and the moon had witnessed what took tonight. 

***

Parsons found an empty interrogation room, threw open the door, walked in and slammed it shut behind her. She’d wanted to call Justin from home, but had woken up late, wound up in a mother-daughter confrontation about why it wasn’t okay for a fourteen-year-old to drink liquor at a party — even if “it’s just wine” — and then here at the station, she had a ton of paperwork to get through. So she’d had to wait until she found a private, quiet space before giving him her news.

On the second ring, Justin answered. “Good morning, Detective! To what do I owe this — ”

“Jade Walker,” she interrupted.

“Okay,” he said, lifting the inflection at the end of the word to prompt her to tell the rest.

“Big issues.”

“Okay?” Justin repeated.

“I staked out her house last night. Her bedroom window was open. The moon was so bright and full; I saw a lot more than she probably wanted anyone to see.” She took a deep breath. “Justin, she was whipping herself. Like…I don’t know, that twisted monk in The Da Vinci Code. Like someone punishing herself.”

“A whip…” He made an incredulous sound. “Like what, a cat o’ nine tails?”

“This one looked shorter, and it had a lot of leather straps studded with beads of some kind.”

“How could you see that much detail through a window?”

“She’s got those tall windows, almost floor to ceiling. I had my binoculars and could see — ”

“Binoculars? Holy crap. I mean — ”

“Hold on, Justin. There’s more. When she finished doing…whatever the hell that was…she went into her backyard with a candle. Then she performed some sort of ceremony, almost like a vigil, at a grassy spot next to a shed in the corner. Believe it or not, that concerns me more than her whipping herself.”

She heard rustling on the other end of the phone and waited for a response. There was none.

“Are you still there, Justin?”

“I’m processing, Detective. Processing. This is a lot to take in.”

“I hear you about that. It took me a while to truly believe what I was seeing.”

“So, tell me why you’re more concerned about this vigil thing than you are about the self-flagellation.”

Parsons had to be careful how she presented this. Although they’d preserved Justin’s duty of doctor-patient confidentiality, at least in a technical sense, she had invaded the privacy of someone who was legally innocent: not proven to have done anything wrong or even given her probable cause for a warrant. 

“I peeked between the slats of her fence. The gaps were wide enough for me to see everything. The woman was on her knees in front of a mound of grass, rubbing the earth as though petting a dog. She was crying. And then…then I heard her apologize.”

Justin let out a labored breath.

“Okay,” he said.

There it is again, the ‘okay.’ 

“I think you know where I’m going with this,” she said.

Silence.

“The woman’s husband disappeared two years ago. Vanished. Poof. Gone. He could be buried in that backyard — the person she’s apologizing to. I’m going to need a warrant to search her premises, inside and out.”

“Katy,” he started. 

Parsons leaned against the wall and bit her thumbnail.

“There’s a doctor-patient confidentiality issue here,” he said. “I never asked you to — ”

“Exactly, Justin. You didn’t ask me to investigate. You never even asked me to check on her as a protective measure. You simply asked if I knew of a domestic violence advocate, and as coincidence would have it, I showed up the day Jade was walking out of your office with a shiner. I took all this on myself in an effort to help someone who might be dealing with domestic abuse. It’s all on me.”

As Officer Lee passed the interrogation room, he stopped, looked in and tapped the face of his watch with his index finger. According to the clock on the wall, it was time for her meeting with him and the sergeant regarding last week’s double homicide on the Upper West Side.

“Shit,” she said. “Justin, I have to go.”

“Detective, can you give me just a few weeks before you do anything? I need to work with Jade in at least a couple more sessions. See where her head is at and if she’ll maybe talk to me about what we discussed — if I can get her to bring it up. Can you wait that long for me, please?”

Parsons sighed. “Okay. You have until the end of this month. After that, if you can’t give me the address or whereabouts of her husband, or something to prove complete innocence, I’m going to have to take action. I know telling me something incriminating goes against your oath, or whatever you want to call it, and I’m not asking you to do that. You just need to let me know if there’s a reason I should let this go. Do we have a deal?”

“We have a deal, Detective. A few weeks and we’ll know one way or the other.”

She hung up the phone and glanced at the clock one last time. It felt like she was always running short on time these days. And that didn’t make her feel any more patient with Jade — a woman who may have already gotten away with murder for years.

Sort of. The beating she’d delivered to her own back last night suggested she didn’t get away without guilt, at least.

Maybe she wanted to be punished for whatever it was she’d done. That makes two of us.  

Parsons slid her phone into her jacket pocket. By the end of this month, we’ll know.  

She just hoped she could trust herself to hold out that long.




CHAPTER 13
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Nathan was sitting on his bed, towel drying his hair when a woman’s shriek echoed down the hallway. 

He was a bit surprised it had taken so long, but ecstatic to be out of the shower and able to join the mob running toward her screaming. Holding back his smile, he entered the hallway and entered the stream of patients heading toward the left wing of the floor where patient rooms lined the corridor just past the nurses’ station. 

“What happened?” he asked the patient beside him, a woman he’d never seen before.

She looked up at him with eyes empty as the night sky. “How the fuck would I know? Do I look like a psychic to you?”

Wow. If you weren’t such a bitch, I’d tell you what happened. But now you have to wait. 

As he neared the source of the screams, he could hear a nurse and orderly trying to get the patients under control.

“Back to your rooms!” a young man yelled.

“Everyone, turn around and go to the main area. It’s time to play cards!” He recognized the voice of Carol, a nurse he could always count on to sneak him some Gatorade or Coke. 

But no one listened. They all continued sliding their slippers toward the sound that had now turned into tormented wails, like the howling of a wolf dying from a gunshot. When he’d gotten so close that the wailing filled his ears like cotton, Nathan stood on his toes to see Betty, the floor’s resident alien abductee, surrounded by an orderly and a small group of robed patients.

“I went to see if she wanted to play cards, that’s all!” Betty cried. “Her door was open, so I knocked and walked in…” Her breathing became more labored. “I called for her. ‘Mattie!’ I yelled. ‘Mattie!’ And then I saw her! Just hanging there. A pink towel wrapped around her neck, her eyes bulging, her mouth — ”

“Shh… Shh…” Nurse Carol said, her arm wrapped around Betty’s shoulders. “Let’s get you back to your room and settle you down a bit. Come on now.” She led her through the robed crowd, making a path like the parting of the Red Sea.

“It was a red towel, you idiot,” Nathan whispered as he about-faced with the rest of the group. “Don’t you know the difference between red and pink?”

The discrepancy meant a lot because it had taken him at least two minutes of careful thought to decide which color towel to hang her with.

He had been in her room, listening to her babble once again about killing her husband while he searched her dresser drawers for the soft toilet paper she’d said her daughter snuck in the week before. He slammed the last drawer and turned toward the bed where she sat, pillows propped up behind her so she could lean against the headboard. 

“Goddamnit, Mattie! Where the hell is the toilet paper?” 

She laughed and cackled like a demented witch. “And then The Brady Bunch was on. That was a good thing because it was my favorite episode. It was the one where Peter hits Marcia in the nose with a football right before she’s supposed to go out on a date with some popular guy from school.”

You crazy bitch! I can’t take it anymore. 

At that moment, Nathan’s mind went numb, and his body took charge of his actions. He pulled Mattie’s feet so that she lay flat on the bed. Unbothered, she continued talking about the episode, even quoting her favorite lines. Nathan took the plumper of the two pillows from behind her and placed it over her face. Her words became muffled screams, and her hands grabbed his arms as her legs flailed helplessly. It reminded him of the Nature Channel documentaries when a net of fish was lifted from the ocean, those slippery bodies wildly thrashing. 

Even as her fingers loosened around his wrists and her legs stopped moving, he continued to press hard, making sure she’d never be able to tell a soul what had just happened. Only after she’d been still for some time did he lift the pillow off her face to see her wide eyes and twisted mouth. It made him think of stroke victims. Had she had a stroke just as he was suffocating her? How coincidental, he thought, placing the pillow back on top of the other one and turning toward the bathroom.

The towel rack held just one towel, not long enough for what he needed. He had to slip down the hall to the next empty room to grab a second. One was red, one pink. Luckily, both were cheap and thin enough for him to finish what he had started. 

He secured one end of the red towel around the doorknob, pulling it hard to guarantee it wouldn’t loosen. Then he dragged Mattie from the bed, his hands in her armpits, and leaned her against the wall beside the door. He threw the unfastened end of the towel over the top of the door, and to his surprise, it fell about three feet down — just enough towel to tie around her neck and have her toes never touch the floor. Nathan smiled, relieved when he noticed a bridge chair only a few feet from the bathroom. 

“The perfect accomplice,” he whispered. 

Her body slumped against the wall, her long gray curls falling like a widow’s veil over her face and past her slack breasts, almost hitting her thighs.

“If you would’ve just shut up for two seconds, Mattie,” he said quietly. “Just two seconds.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist and dragged her to where he could encircle her neck with the towel one-handed. He had to let her lie against his chest as he stood on the chair and used both hands to tie the knot. 

This better fucking work. Stepping back, he let her go.

“Yes!” 

Mattie’s hanging body looked exactly like that of a pathetic old woman who had taken her own life. “A female Uncle Carl.” He laughed. 

Nathan slipped around the door into the bathroom, where he took out the roll of soft toilet paper he’d spotted in the holder. Hiding it under his robe, he snuck out of her room.

“Thanks, Mattie,” he said. “My ass sincerely appreciates your generosity.” 

As the other patients mumbled to each other or themselves about what had just happened, Nathan sauntered into his room and plopped down on the bed. What a day. He couldn’t wait to… Holy shit, he thought. Whenever crazy things happened on the floor, he’d always talk with Mattie about them. And now she was gone. 

What had he done? Sure, she’d jabber on about inane things and repeat her stories day after day, but she was really the only other patient who would talk to him. Now what was he going to do? Who could he tell his secrets to in confidence, knowing they’d forget what he said within seconds? 

No one. 

He stood and went to the dresser. He touched the mirror hanging above it, felt its acrylic surface, and after finding the courage, he looked at his reflection.

“You fucked up this time,” someone said. He wasn’t sure where the voice came from, which alter had let the words slip. And he didn’t really care. Whoever said it was right.

***

“You look uncomfortable,” Justin said. He leaned back in his chair to see if she would mirror his movement. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Jade remained sitting forward so her back wouldn’t rest against the cushion. “Just a sore back.” She forced a smile. “It’s the full moon. It always happens when there’s a full moon.”

“What always happens?” Justin tried to keep his tone curious, even as his mind filled with images of what Parsons had told him about, the beaded strands of a whip.

“Well, no-nothing, you know, really happens,” she stammered. “It’s just that the full moon affects me. Headaches, dizziness sometimes — you know, things like that.”

Watching her sit like that, avoiding any pressure against her spine or shoulders, made his stomach turn. It reminded him of the session when Matthew couldn’t lean backward because of the scratches on his body, abrasions caused by a woman Nathan had probably forced himself on the night before. What a disgusting piece of — 

Don’t go there. 

Justin crossed his legs, placed his journal on his knee and opened it. Parsons had set him a strict deadline. Jade didn’t know it, but she was wasting both her time and his by dodging questions, holding back the information he needed to help her. He had to push harder for it.

“Jade, I’m going to be open with you, which I hope will help you do the same with me. I’ve done some digging into your life. The Internet makes it easy to be your own detective. Would you like to know what I discovered?”

Jade shifted in her seat and grasped the ends of the armchair.

“I’m not sure,” she said, smiling unsteadily at her attempt to joke. “Do I have a choice?”

“Not if you want to get well and feel better,” Justin said. To keep her from avoiding his questions like she avoided the touch of the chair on her back, he continued without allowing her to respond. “I found out you’re married, although you’re still using your maiden name, Walker, rather than your husband’s, which is Collins. You’ve been married for five years. Is this the man you said you lived with for three years, and it didn’t work out?”

Jade looked to the floor. That was her only response.

“I also found out he’s been missing for two years.” Justin paused. “So, is what I found correct? Or have I made a mistake somewhere in my research?”

She looked up, her eyes filled with tears.

“Yes, it’s true. Okay? We got married. It didn’t work out. He left two years ago in the middle of the night. I haven’t been able to find him since. I don’t even know if he’s still using his real name or going by an alias.” Her voice grew louder with each sentence, and her breathing sharper, shallower. “It’s like he disappeared off the face of the earth.”

Justin took a deep breath and let it out slowly, evenly, hoping she’d follow his lead. She didn’t.

“Jade, it will help you if you breathe more regularly. Let’s do that, okay? I’m going to count while you inhale and exhale. Please follow my voice. Can you do that?”

She nodded and closed her eyes.

“Okay, through your nose, inhale to the count of four. One…two…three…four…” She followed his instructions. “Now hold your breath for one…two…three… Now exhale to the count of seven. One…two…three…four…five…six…seven…” After she finished exhaling, he walked her through the exercise five more times.

“Do you feel a bit more relaxed?” he asked at the end of it.

“A little,” she said. “Better than before we started.”

“Good, because I have a few questions to ask and I’d like you to feel as comfortable and calm as possible.”

She took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”

Is she really? Justin wondered.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Why do you come to see me?”

“I told you the first day I came here. Sometimes I feel depressed and hopeless, and I thought you could help me find a way to get through it. Give me some pointers. Maybe get to the reasons behind why I…”

“Behind what, Jade? Behind why you lied to me about having an abusive partner rather than a missing husband? Why didn’t you tell me you were married? Why do you think your husband vanished or that he would use an alias? And…” He almost held himself back, worried he might overwhelm her after the barrage of questions he’d just asked. But if not now, when? “And why are you wearing a heavy denim shirt over a T-shirt on one of the hottest days of the year? Are you hiding something else?”

Hoping she’d give in and admit her self-abuse, he sat back and waited. And waited. And waited.

Jade didn’t make a sound. Her face twisted with guilt, but that wasn’t what Justin was after. He wasn’t an investigator like Parsons or a prosecutor like Carla; he was Jade’s doctor. He just wanted her to accept the fact that to help herself, she’d have to open up. 

If she really wanted to heal, why would she hide these things? And if she was hiding her marriage and her self-abuse, what else was she keeping secret?

“Here’s the thing, Jade: if I don’t know you, I can’t help you. And all I want to do is help you. I need you to believe that.”

Jade jumped up and slid her hands into the pockets of her jean shorts.

“I have to go,” she said. “I shouldn’t have come today. I’m not feeling well.”

When she turned around, Justin noticed small dots of red and pink had seeped through both her shirts. His heart hurt for her, and it killed him to let her walk away, to go back to whatever situation was making her do this to herself, but he also recognized she’d had enough for today, and any more questions would only make a bad situation worse. 

“I understand, Jade.” To his relief, she looked over her shoulder at him as he spoke. “I really do understand. Will I see you next week?”

She nodded. “And I promise to think about the questions you asked me, Dr. Wright. But right now, I don’t have the answers…and I don’t know why. I hope by next week I will.”

She walked out the door, the dots a bit darker than they’d been just a few seconds before. Justin’s insides twisted again, and his skin went clammy from the memories the sight raised: there’d been more blood, a lot more, staining the floor of this room so many months ago. Dylan’s blood. His boy who died only a few feet from the chair where Justin sat.

He forgot about Jade, treading water in a sea of grief for his own family.

It reached the point where he didn’t think he could last one more second alone. He wanted to hear the voice of someone who had also loved Dylan and thought of the person Dylan had trusted his entire life. Justin went to his desk and took his cell phone from the drawer. After dialing half the digits of Kyle’s number, he stopped and gently set the phone down. If Kyle asked him why he still couldn’t see Michael, Justin wasn’t sure he could invent any more excuses, and he couldn’t bear hurting anyone else today. 

It was time to go home. Time to relax his mind, kiss his wife and spend some time with the only son he had left…or at least what was left of the only son he had.




CHAPTER 14

[image: ]




Kyle searched his nightstand drawer for earplugs so he wouldn’t have to hear Andrea moaning from Rick’s room. 

If the two of them weren’t watching television or stuffing their face with sausage and meatball-topped pizza, they were screwing. And though he’d dealt with it many times before, he couldn’t listen to it tonight. He had no room left inside him for patience, especially not with someone else’s happiness. The sadness he’d been trying to escape for the past few months had found a path inside and was now working its way into every blood cell, every organ, every nerve running through his body and brain. 

He was exhausted. Tired from school, work and pretending to be okay with life. If only there was something to look forward to, some reason to get up in the morning with an inkling of hope. But he hadn’t been able to find it. When they found Michael, he thought he might have a reunion with the kid he’d loved as if he were his own little brother. Only for Michael to refuse to see him — the icing on the whole stale, inedible cake.

Fumbling on his nightstand, he knocked over his thermos and almost spilled Gatorade across half his bedroom. Fuck. He couldn’t remember how long it had been in here; he should probably rinse it out one of these days. Even that task seemed to require too much energy.

Finally he found the silicone earplugs and rolled them in his palms so they’d get round enough for easy insertion. As he was about to place them in his ears, an email notification chimed from his laptop. His first thought was that it was work-related, and he’d wait until tomorrow to read it. But he’d usually get texts from work if there was a shift change or they needed him to cover for someone. And then a cautious wave of excitement crashed inside. Maybe it was Justin telling him Michael wanted to see him, or his mother sending an “I love you” before going to bed. Hope took over apathy, so he inserted the earplugs and sat down at his desk. 

The new message was from an address ending with KarmaSucksKyle.com.

“What the hell?” he muttered. “Who the fu — "

He opened the email to see the hyperlinked words CLICK HERE. And so he did. The link took him to a dark screen with a tiny, fuzzy image superimposed by a PLAY arrow inside a circle. He zoomed in until the frozen frame took up the full screen, but he still couldn’t make out what he was looking at. Kyle’s heart pounded like a drum, the sound magnified by the earplugs that also made each breath he took a gust of gale-force wind.

 Kyle clicked the PLAY icon, and a video began. It opened in what appeared to be a bedroom, though it was so dim and dark he couldn’t say for certain. The video was low-quality and grainy, like a homemade movie filmed in the sixties. Suddenly — maybe the camera person adjusted something — the view became a little more focused. Kyle saw a naked man roll off the bed and start walking toward the camera. 

“Matthew!” he said. He couldn’t catch his breath. “Oh my God, Matthew!”

Matthew walked out of the camera’s view to reveal an old man attempting to sit up in the bed. The blankets slid down, exposing breast-like folds of skin on his chest and a stomach as plump as an overblown balloon. He finally got up enough for Kyle to see the man’s face.

“Dingle,” he whispered, recognizing him from all the news stories he’d seen over the months. “You son of a bitch!”

Kyle pulled out his earplugs. He didn’t really want to hear what was happening in the video…but he had to know. Something rustled behind the camera, and then Dingle spoke.

“Did you get that?” he asked the person holding the camera.

The view on the screen moved up and down as if with a nod. 

Dingle smiled, and the camera view closed in on the old man’s dingy, crooked teeth. 

“You’re a good boy,” Dingle said. The focus left his mouth, and then the view flipped dizzyingly as whoever held the camera flipped it around. “A very good boy, Michael.” 

At that moment, with Michael’s eyes staring directly into Kyle’s, the screen turned to static.

Kyle stared until the static was replaced by black.

He dropped the earplugs and fell back into the chair. What did he just see? When was Matthew with Dingle — and thus with Michael? 

Was it even Matthew? Could it have been Nathan? Alex? 

What in the hell is going on?  

Sliding his finger along the laptop’s trackpad, he reversed the video until Michael’s face reappeared. Kyle paused it and looked into his eyes — eyes he’d last seen in a little boy’s face but had become a young man’s and now stared at Kyle with blame and condemnation.

You did this to me, Michael’s expression said. My suffering is your fault. YOUR FAULT. And I will never forgive you. 

The words echoed inside Kyle’s skull until his body started shaking. He’d been right all along to blame himself. It was his fault. Dylan, Justin and Mandy had always tried to convince him otherwise, but Michael knew the truth. Michael knew that if his brother’s best friend had been a little more vigilant, the last seven years of misery they’d all endured would never have happened.

Shivering like he’d been struck by a fever, Kyle started to cry, his sobs so deep he gasped for air. 

“I’m sorry, Michael,” he cried. “I’m so, so sorry.”

He opened the desk drawer to get a Xanax, probably the only thing that could possibly help him fall asleep. Through the mist of tears, he saw four other bottles of pills rolling around. What a waste, he thought. All the meds he’d tried to help himself feel better now rattled in his drawer, one more useless than the next. Prozac, Valium, Paxil, Zoloft. 

Kyle set each bottle on his desk, side by side, like soldiers ready for battle. Then, crumpled at the bottom of the drawer, he spotted the note he’d found a few days earlier. He picked it up and leaned it up against the bottles. 

Take them all at once you useless piece of shit. 

He still didn’t know how the note got there. Was it from Rick, Andrea, or one of their friends playing a sick joke? Or was it him? Did he write it himself? Was his guilt about what happened to Michael, to Dylan, so strong that he put it there subconsciously and wouldn’t let himself remember? Was he going that crazy?

In the end, it didn’t matter. Whoever wrote those words was right. He was useless, and so was any hope that things would get better. He had destroyed Michael’s life, and as for Dylan, he might as well have pulled the trigger himself. How could he ever make up for that? 

He took the thermos filled with orange Gatorade and poured the contents of all four pill bottles inside. After taking one last look at Michael’s face on the laptop screen, he held the thermos to his mouth and started to drink. 

He took it down in gulps; excess liquid drooled down the sides of his mouth, dripping cold over his legs and pattering on the floor. Kyle didn’t care. He didn’t have to care anymore. This was the first time in years he felt a sense of relief, a calm that he hoped would last until he fell asleep. 

And, now that he’d paid for how he’d failed them, maybe he could be forgiven by Michael, by Justin and Mandy, and even by Dylan. Maybe, from the darkness he felt rising around him, he’d awaken to see the smile of his best friend.

Maybe….

***

Mandy wasn’t sure if the air conditioning wasn’t set cool enough or if she was getting sick, but she couldn’t stop sweating. Something in her body felt off.

Another possibility came to mind, but she pushed it down. Life was going by so quickly, but it couldn’t be going by that quickly. 

“Is it hot in here?” she asked.

Justin, sitting on the couch opposite her, shook his head. 

“I’m okay. Michael, do you feel hot?”

Michael was at the dining room table, an Algebra textbook, spiral notebook and pages of notes from Mrs. Jackson’s lesson yesterday spread around him. “No. I’m fine,” he said.

Mandy pinched the front of her T-shirt and tugged, fanning air up to her face. She let out a sigh and blotted her forehead with the back of her hand.

“Honey, do you need me to lower the temp on the AC?” Justin asked.

“Yes, please.” 

Michael stood up from the table and sat down next to her.

“It could be, you know…” He smirked.

“Could be what, Mr. Know-it-all?”

She knew where he was going, but since he hadn’t joked about anything since he’d been home, she played along.

“You know…the Change.”

“Really? The Change? And what do you know about the Change?”

“I’ve heard things,” he said, pursing his lips to wrestle the smirk away.

“What have you heard, and where did you hear it?”

Michael patted her knee. “I heard about this stuff when I was like nine. I remember Dylan talking about his teacher, Mrs. Philips. He said she was going through the Change. I asked him what it was, and he said it’s when women can’t have babies anymore, and their bodies change. He didn’t know the details, just said they have hot flashes that make them sweat. Seems Mrs. Philips had big sweat stains under her arms by the end of every school day.”

Mandy continued tugging at her shirt, not only to keep cool but also to help distract herself from the lump in her throat. Thinking of Dylan talking with Michael about these things made her long for her son even more than she thought possible. He could’ve taught Michael so much and been his confidante through every phase of his life. And now, Michael had no one but his parents who — 

“I just lowered it,” Justin said. “You should start feeling it any second.” He looked at both of them. “What’s going on in here? What are you talking about? You both look like you’re up to something,” he joked, a tinge of suspicion in his tone. 

Mandy cleared her throat. “Seems Michael thinks I’m going through the Change.”

Justin gave her a look that asked, Is he right? 

“Let’s see if the AC helps,” she said, not wanting to ruin the fragile lighthearted mood by expressing her true feelings. “Hopefully I’m not getting sick.”

Michael moved further away from her. 

“I’m not contagious…yet,” she joked. “By the way, I hear things are going well with Lauren.”

Michael winced. “Why?” he asked. “What did she say?”

“Just that you’re talking to her. And that’s really all we want to know. It’s important you have someone to talk to, and we think Lauren is the perfect person for that. Of course, we hope you know you can talk to us, too. About anything. But if you can’t do that just yet, that’s fine.”

Michael picked at the embroidery decorating the sofa pillow without saying a word. But a tension crossed his face that suggested he was working up to say something. Mandy exchanged a glance with Justin, who offered a subtle nod. They both stayed quiet and waited.

“Actually, I was going to talk to you about — ”

Before Michael could get his sentence out, Mandy’s phone began to ring. She looked at the display: JEN. She swiped the red icon to reject the call and turned back to Michael.

“I’m sorry. It was Jen, Kyle’s mom. I’ll call her back later. Please go on…”

Michael fell back into the crook of the sofa and bit his thumbnail. Mandy could tell he wasn’t sure if he should continue. 

“Honey,” she said. “Please, go on. You have our undivided attention.”

“Well, and I’ve told Lauren this, so it’s not really anything new. It’s just that sometimes I — ”

Mandy’s phone rang again.

“Damn it!” she yelled. “I’m going power it down.” 

As she was about to turn her phone off, she saw Jen Harper’s name on the display. A new flood of sweat broke out on her neck.

“It’s Jen again. I’m sorry, but — ”

“Mandy,” Justin said, his voice brittle as his eyes went meaningfully to their son. “Can’t it wait until we’ve finished this conversation?” 

“Something’s wrong, Justin. She’s called twice. I’m sorry, Michael. If I’m wrong about this and everything is okay, I’ll hang up in thirty seconds.”

Leaning toward her phone, she swiped the green icon to pick up.

“Hi, Jen. We’re in the middle of something important here. Can I call you back in a little while?”

“Kyle’s gone,” Jen said, her voice shaky and weak.

Mandy tugged again at her shirt, but this time it did nothing to help her clamminess and sick feeling.

“What do you mean, ‘gone’?”

“He killed himself. Overdose. We just found…”

Jen’s voice faded entirely, and then a loud clatter assaulted Mandy’s ears.

“Jen? Jen?” she shouted.

Straining her ears, she heard a few murmurs and then rustling as the phone was picked up.

“Mandy,” she heard Kyle’s father say. “It’s Keith. As you can imagine, Jen is beside herself. We both are. We just wanted you and Justin to know what happened so that — ”

“We’re on our way.” Mandy stood and headed to the foyer, where she slipped on her walking shoes. Belatedly, she added, “If that’s okay?” 

“Of course,” Keith replied. “Actually, I was hoping you’d say that. I need your help.”

“We’ll see you in a few minutes,” she said, then hung up the phone and tossed it on the sofa.

“Mandy?” Justin rose from the other couch and walked over to her. “You’re white as a ghost. What happened?”

“Kyle… Kyle… He…” A lump rose in her throat, and as she fought to speak past it, it gave way. Tears flowed like water through a breached dam. “He killed himself.”

Justin placed his hand on her shoulder and stroked down her arm soothingly. Then her words seemed to catch up to him. “Wait. What?” 

“Overdose. I don’t know the details. We have to go there. Jen’s falling apart.”

“Okay. Yes, let’s go.” 

They turned to where Michael had been sitting on the sofa a few minutes before. He was no longer there or anywhere in the room.

“Michael!” Mandy yelled, her heart beating like a drum. “Michael, where are you?”

“In the kitchen,” she heard him call back.

She and Justin went in to find Michael holding open the refrigerator doors. 

“I thought there was leftover pizza in here,” he said. “Any idea where it is?”

Mandy looked at Justin. Had Michael heard any of what they’d been speaking about? Surely he’d heard her shout Jen’s name, and he could see the tears still streaking on her face. So why was he reacting…like this? By not reacting?

Justin shrugged his shoulders a fraction of an inch and approached their son.

“Michael, did you hear what your mother just said in the living room? Kyle took his own life.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I heard her. Did you hear me? I asked if there was any leftover pizza.”

Mandy stood motionless. Who was this boy? This is not my Michael. This is not my son. 

When she broke out of her shock, her first instinct was to yell at him. But she fought back the urge she knew wouldn’t do any good. Instead, she grabbed her purse from the kitchen counter and walked numbly to the front door, Justin only a few steps behind her. 

She went for the doorknob, but before reaching it, Justin took her hand and kissed it. When she looked up, a tear fell from his eye. She wasn’t sure if it was for Kyle or Michael, or both of them. And right now, she didn’t have the strength to ask.




CHAPTER 15
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Twenty-nine days had passed since Detective Parsons made the deal with Justin to hold off taking action on Jade. She’d kept her promise but was getting antsy. Very antsy. 

Over the past few weeks, she’d drive by Jade’s home now and then and sometimes park across the street to sit and watch, waiting to see something undeniably suspicious. Other times, late at night, she’d park blocks away and walk to Jade’s home, where she’d sneak around the outside perimeter of her fence, peeking through the gap of ill-fitted slats hoping she’d see another vigil. But she’d seen nothing over the past three weeks that she could call shady or illegal, and Parsons was beginning to think her instincts had failed her. 

Today, as she headed toward Carnegie Market, her phone rang. Justin’s name filled the screen.

“Hey, Doc,” she said, slowing her walk down Fifth Avenue so she wouldn’t sound as out of breath as she was. 

“Hi, Katy.” Through his monotone, a hint of sorrow seeped through.

“What’s going on? You don’t sound so good.”

“I’m not. You remember Kyle, from…from that night?”

“Of course I do. Why?” 

“He killed himself,” Justin said. His words were taut with restrained emotion. “Overdosed on pills. We’re on our way to the service now. I’ve been meaning to call you over the last few days and haven’t found a free minute. But I have to talk to you — today in particular.”

Parsons leaned against the stone wall of the Banana Republic store, holding her palm to her chest.

“Oh my God, Justin. I am so sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say, Katy. There are no words.” He cleared his throat. “I’m calling because tonight is a full moon.”

“Okay. Should that mean something to me?”

“Do you remember the last episode with Jade? How you said you could see in her window because of how bright the full moon was?”

“Yes, I remember,” she said, the tone of her response more of a question than a statement.

“I’m not going into detail,” he said. “You know why I can’t do that. I only wanted you to know that tonight is the full moon again. Strange things happen when there’s a full moon.”

“I hear you, Justin. I’ll be sure to keep my eye out for those strange things.”

She heard Mandy’s voice in the background giving him directions.

“I have to go,” Justin said. “Thank you for waiting this long.”

Parsons took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She remembered Kyle, a shaken kid sitting in Justin’s office the night Dylan was murdered. What a shame. What a goddamn shame. 

“No problem,” she said. “A deal is a deal. Please give Mandy my best, and again, I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks, Katy. I’m sure we’ll talk soon.”

“Very,” she said before he hung up. 

She continued to hold the phone to her ear, listening to the silence, wanting to cover her other ear so the noise of traffic and pedestrians would disappear and she could fully absorb what Justin had told her. 

But she didn’t have the time. She needed to stop by the station to pick up two files with reports she had to complete before getting home to make dinner for Janelle. Then, once her daughter was fed and tucked in, she’d make her way to Jade’s. It could be the night her instincts proved once again that they shouldn’t be doubted.

Parking was tight, but by 9:35 PM, Parsons had found a parking spot at an angle allowing her to see into Jade’s window. It might even be the same place she’d taken during the last full moon and offered a very similar view — except tonight, a light was on inside the room. It wasn’t very strong — only a dim glow. Straining her eyes, she saw where it reflected off the top of a silver-framed mirror. Above Jade’s townhouse, a huge, super-bright moon hung like a giant pearl in a sea of black. 

Before coming here, Parsons had checked the weather and her phone calendar for today’s date. She’d learned today was a full moon, and in fact, the orb glowing in the sky above her was a blue moon, which meant the third full moon of an astronomical season that has four full moons. This particular blue moon was also the second full moon of August. Skimming, she’d read that these moons appear roughly two or three years apart, hence the phrase “once in a blue moon” — for a rare occurrence.

Again she looked up toward Jade’s window. “There’s a lot of rare occurrences around here,” she said to herself. 

Just then, a figure approached the window. 

Parsons snatched the binoculars from the passenger seat and placed them to her eyes. 

In her right hand, Jade held what looked like a container candle, its tin almost overflowing with melted wax. She peered up at the moon. Under its beams, her features cast an eerie shadow that made it look like her eyes were empty holes. 

Then Jade raised her left hand palm up, so it was lit by the moon too. She held the candle over her left wrist and poured the melted wax onto it. It clearly hurt; Parsons saw her jerk backward in pain, but she kept enough control of herself to continue pouring. Jade turned her hand over so that the hot wax dripped on the back of her wrist. She continued until the wax had covered her skin in a bracelet two or three inches wide.

Parsons’s gut wrenched, and she almost threw the binoculars to the car floor, not wanting to see what might come next. But she forced herself to watch — this could somehow, in some way, be evidence down the line. She inhaled deeply as Jade gave the wax a minute or so to harden. Then she moved the candle to her left hand and poured herself another painfully hot bracelet on her right wrist.

“Holy crap,” Parsons said. “This is nuts.”

She dropped the binoculars onto the passenger seat and got out of the car. Hopefully Jade was almost done with her self-torture, which meant it was time to go to the section of fence near the shed where she’d performed the “ritual” last month. 

Parsons waited there, beads of sweat rolling down her back in humidity that felt like it was thickening by the second. She was about to wipe perspiration from her forehead when Jade’s back door slammed. She squatted down and peeped through the slat, watching Jade walk to the mound in the grass.

Jade set the candle at the top of it. Though the flame flickered — most of its fuel source had been poured out — Parsons glimpsed a small gold cross leaning against the shed and the thick wax encircling Jade’s wrists. 

What in the hell is going on here?  

Jade fell to her knees and, just like the last time, patted the turf, rubbing it back and forth as her tears watered the grass beneath her.

“I’m sorry,” she cried. “I’m so sorry.” “You know I didn’t mean to do it, right? You know I loved you more than anything, don’t you?” 

Jade lay down, resting her cheek on the grass, clutching a few green blades between her fingers. Her eyes were closed, but if she opened them and looked through the gaps in the fence, she’d be staring directly at Parsons’s face.

The detective didn’t move. She barely breathed as she watched this tormented woman’s tears. After what she’d heard, she no longer doubted that a body rested below the mound, someone Jade had loved and either killed or had someone kill for her. Once Jade went back in the house, she’d get Captain Wagner on the phone and ask him to request a search warrant.

Like a belt around her head, tension gripped her skull as she remembered the last time she asked the captain for a warrant based on a hunch. 

Parsons had been convinced that Juan and Elena Diego were smuggling drugs out of their two-bedroom apartment in Hell’s Kitchen. She surveilled them for weeks, taking notes and videos with her phone, getting all the evidence possible to convince the captain they were part of a more extensive operation responsible for the deaths of three teens who’d bought drugs laced with fentanyl. 

“Where’s the evidence, Parsons?” Captain Wagner asked. “The evidence I can show a judge and ask for a warrant without hearing the words ‘inadmissible’ or ‘circumstantial’? Huh? Do you have it? This isn’t a Hollywood movie where bullshit warrants are handed out because a cop has a ‘feeling’ or phone videos that don’t show me the proof I need. I’m not asking anyone for anything until you get me real evidence of illegal activity. 

She cursed him silently on the way out of his office, then cursed him loudly two days later after a shooting at the Diegos’ apartment left two innocent neighbors dead in the hallway. When cops searched the apartment, they found every closet and kitchen cabinet stuffed to the gills with cocaine, heroin, and fentanyl. 

“Hunch” my ass. She had to take care of this Jade situation before someone else was killed and buried in a secret grave. The woman was purposely injuring herself as a form of penance for what she’d done to whoever was buried beneath the mound. Parsons didn’t need to be a mental health expert to figure that one out. The woman was guilty of something, and unlike with a psychopath or sociopath, her guilt was gnawing at her like Janelle’s hamster gnawed the bars of its cage…that little furry freak that ate its own babies.

Jade turned her lips to the ground and kissed it before pushing herself up. She retrieved the candle and walked back inside the house. 

Now in the clear, Parsons ran to her car, opened the door, and with her feet still on the curb, she texted Justin.

Same as the last full moon. Heard more — seemed like a confession. Need to do something. Now. 

Knowing he’d been at Kyle’s service, she wasn’t sure if she’d get a response soon, but she wasn’t comfortable making a move without speaking with him first. 

She was getting into the car when her phone vibrated.

Session tomorrow. One more day, please.  

Just one more. 

Parsons let out a sigh, impatience looming inside her like a tidal wave. “Calm down,” she whispered to herself.

One more day, she texted Justin.

Promise? 

Yes. 

Thanks. I owe you.  

Justin was too kind for his own good, she thought. And too kind for hers as well.

Yes. You do. BTW, check her wrists. 

??? 

You’ll see. 

Whoever lay there in the dirt of Jade’s backyard, under that strange mound, receiving her tears and apologies, they’d waited for God knew how long — they could wait one more day, Parsons told herself.

Still, as soon as her final text had been sent, she opened her glove box and tossed the phone inside. She didn’t want to hear another voice or speak to anyone tonight, scared that if she did, urgency would break down the walls of her promise. 




CHAPTER 16
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Sitting on the sofa with Jen’s head on her shoulder, Mandy couldn’t think of a word to say. She’d been through the same trauma of losing a son, so she felt as if she should. It had been by someone else’s hand, not his own. Did it really make a difference how it happened? Either way, the loss was close to unbearable, and she’d learned that no words could do much to ease the suffering.

After the funeral service, most of the visitors came to the Harper house. This part was more difficult than the funeral itself — having people eating food, drinking, and whispering among each other while the hosts were forced to put on a brave face on their loss. Mandy had refused to plan such a gathering after Dylan’s service and tried to talk Jen out of it, but she wouldn’t have it. She insisted on family and friends coming to her house so they could share memories of Kyle. But that didn’t happen. There were just more tears, quiet words and soft touches to hands and shoulders. Looking around the room, the only silver lining Mandy saw was that the guests had cleaned up, and there was really nothing left for her and Jen to do.

Jen leaned over to get her phone from her purse. She clicked the photo icon.

“I know we told you about the note, but this is a picture of it,” she said in a voice raspy from crying.

Mandy took the phone. Her throat tightened, and she had to close her eyes. When she opened them again, she read the words slowly and silently. “Take them all at once you useless piece of shit.” 

The phone in her hand fell to the sofa, and with her other arm, she hugged Jen tight.

“Who in God’s name would do such a thing?” she asked, her question trembling with anger and sadness. “It’s just sick and pathetic. Kyle was too nice a boy for anyone to want to hurt him like this. What are the police doing?”

Jen wiped her eyes. “They’ve run forensics on the note and haven’t found a thing — fiber analysis, a clinging hair, a stain —nothing that could lead them back to anyone who might have done this.”

Mandy took Jen’s hand and rubbed her friend’s palm with her thumb.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I can’t imagine how frustrating not knowing must be.”

“Talking about ‘not knowing’…” Jen said, gently taking her hand back. “Why isn’t Michael here? Kyle mentioned that Michael did not want to see him, but I thought he’d at least show up at my boy’s funeral.”

What could she possibly say to justify Michael’s absence? What excuse could she give that wouldn’t create more upset? She was used to handling clients and even judges diplomatically, but this wasn’t her office or a courtroom. This was the childhood home of her son’s closest friend. These were his parents.

“Does he blame Kyle for that day?” Jen asked. “The day he was taken? A long time ago, Kyle told us how he blamed himself for what happened. We tried convincing him otherwise. Obviously, we didn’t do a good enough job, since right before he took the pills he was watching — ”

Mandy’s heart started racing. “Watching what?”

Grief had made Keith restless, and Justin had been walking with him through the rooms of the house. They’d come close to the couch in time for Keith to hear what his wife said. “Jen, don’t!” 

Justin blinked at the urgency in his tone.

“Don’t what?” Mandy asked.

“Nothing,” Keith answered. “Nothing.” He glanced at his wife. 

“I don’t believe you,” Mandy said in the tone she used when she lost patience with clients she knew weren’t completely honest. “Jen was talking about Michael and how Kyle felt guilty…and….that it might be why he did what he did. You’re both hiding something. What’s going on?”

“Honestly, it’s something you and Justin shouldn’t see,” Keith said. “And it doesn’t matter because we couldn’t show it. The police still have his laptop.”

“They gave it to me on a flash drive,” Jen said, studying her black skirt.

“Jen!” Keith shouted. “Why are you doing this? Have we all not suffered enough?”

Jen shuffled through her purse and held a flash drive up for them to see, pinched tightly between her thumb and forefinger as if it might wiggle free.

“I’m sorry, but after watching this, I can’t help but think that Michael was involved somehow,” she said.

“Involved in what?” Justin asked, taking a step closer.

“Kyle’s death.”

He grabbed the drive from her fingers. “What in God’s name are you talking about? What is on this thing that would give you such a crazy idea?”

Keith tried to take the drive from Justin’s hand, but he pulled away quickly enough to keep it in his possession.

“Justin,” Keith begged. “Don’t. Please. Jen isn’t thinking clearly, and there’s no reason to see — ”

Mandy jumped up to take the drive from her husband’s hand.

“I want to see what’s on here,” she said. “Now!” She turned to Keith. “After such an accusation, I will not take no for an answer. So where are we watching this?”

Keith hung his head. “Follow me,” he muttered. “In my office.”

Mandy kept hold of their flash drive until they got there. Once she gave it to him, Keith inserted it into the laptop port on his desk and opened the video application to play it. 

Mandy tapped her foot on the carpet, feeling like every nerve inside her body was on fire. Justin put one hand on her right arm, the other holding her left elbow. Was he worried she’d be so horrified by what they were about to see that he’d have to hold her up? But it left her feeling confined, and she was going to shake him off when the clip started playing. She leaned over to get a better view. 

She gasped and felt Justin’s grip tighten when the man she knew as Alex appeared on the screen. Then she saw Dingle. That rotten son of a bitch who took her son. An old, saggy, ugly, rotten piece of shit. A rush of clammy nausea came over her as he spoke in the video. “Did you get that?” 

 The camera moved up and down and then was turned to reveal the person holding it. 

“Oh my God…” Mandy tried to catch her breath as Michael’s eyes stared into her own. 

Dingle spoke again. “A very good boy, Michael.”

When the screen showed static and then went black, Keith closed the laptop and let out a sigh.

Mandy couldn’t move. It was a good thing Justin was holding onto her, or she’d most likely be on her knees. 

He helped her sit in the desk chair and knelt before her.

“Do you think you’re strong enough to get in the car? We need to get you home.”

Mandy nodded, unsure if she could even stand again but wanting more than anything to get out of this room…and this house.

Jen cleared her throat and stood in the office doorway.

“Before you go, I have one thing to ask,” she said awkwardly. She must have known this was the wrong time but seemed unable to hold herself back.

Neither Mandy nor Justin acknowledged her.

“Does Michael have the keys to Kyle’s apartment?”

The question hit Mandy like a slap in the face, shaking her out of the daze and bringing feeling — bringing pain — back to her numbness.

“What? Of course not! Why would he, and how could he have keys to Kyle’s apartment?”

“You know, Kyle told us about a photo of himself and Dylan that he found on his bed but didn’t put there. Then the note telling him to take all the pills. And now this video. It’s like someone was trying to torture our son, and since Michael blames Kyle for what happened, he’s the only person I can think of who would — ”

Mandy turned her back to Jen. Keith still stood beside his desk. She said to him, “If you don’t shut this crazy bitch up right now, I’m going to smack her face so hard she’ll never be able to — ”

“Mandy!” Justin grabbed her around the waist and brought both of them to the doorway. He pushed Jen against the wall as they exited. “We have to go. Now!”

They stopped in the living room only long enough to gather their belongings and then walked out the front door, making sure not to close it behind them. 

Mandy and Justin drove home in silence. There were so many things she wanted to say, so many curses she wanted to scream, but she stayed quiet. Her outbursts would only bring out a calming, logical response from Justin, and she was not in the mood for logic or composure. 

But how could Keith and Jen — their friends — accuse Michael of something so awful? How fucking dare they? Even now, she still imagined hitting the woman who had just lost her son to suicide. Mandy was scaring herself.

Jen could’ve said anything she wanted, anything she needed to help soothe some of her pain…anything that didn’t bring Mandy’s sons into it. They were her cubs, and she felt like a lioness, snarling, claws out to protect them. 

Justin had barely pulled the car into the driveway when Mandy jumped out and ran to the front door.

“What’s the rush?” he yelled, trying to catch up.

“I have to check something,” she yelled back, throwing her pocketbook on the kitchen counter and hurrying up the stairs.

“What?” Justin asked, a few steps behind her. “What’s so important to check?”

Reaching the top of the stairs, Mandy turned sharply toward Dylan’s room. In it, she managed her way around the boxes to the desk, and on it, the plastic makeup bag holding Dylan’s most prized possessions. She lifted it and looked inside. 

Dylan’s wallet, good luck charm, high school ring and Tissot watch were all still there. But she couldn’t breathe a sigh of relief, because her searching eyes and fingers couldn’t find the one thing she needed to be at peace again — the apartment keys. 

***

Michael stopped himself from picking at the fringe on Lauren’s couch pillow. He’d pluck a few out each session and was worried that he’d not only ruin her pillow but that she’d see his behavior as ‘concerning.’ So he placed the pillow on his lap and looked her in the eyes. Her expression was even more serious than he’d seen in their past sessions.

Lauren looked down at her pad and then at him. 

“Michael, your parents are concerned,” she said. “And yes, I know they’re always concerned, but this time it’s about several things related to Kyle.”

Shit. Enough about Kyle. He’s dead. Let it go. 

“Not sure what you want me to tell you,” he said.

“Well, first let me ask, what are your feelings about Kyle’s death?”

He shrugged.

“A shrug isn’t a feeling, Michael. How do you feel about his death? Sad? Happy? Distressed? Nothing at all?”

“Nothing, I guess.”

“And why is that? He used to be one of your favorite people. You’ve said you blame him for what happened to you, because…” She trailed off as a prompt for him.

“Nathan told me. That’s how I know.”

“Yes, I’ve heard how Nathan told you a lot of things. I guess I’m having a problem understanding why you believe everything he said, a man you barely knew, but don’t believe anything anyone else tells you, like your parents or me.”

That deserved nothing but another shrug.

“A shrug isn’t an answer, either. We need to get to the bottom of these things so we can get you feeling better. I need to know what’s going on up here.” She pointed to her head.

“Why don’t you go ask Nathan? He’ll tell you.”

Lauren scribbled on the notepaper on her lap and then clipped her pen to the top of the pad.

“Because Nathan isn’t the person I’m trying to help,” she said. “You are. So please, tell me more about Nathan.”

Screw it, he thought. She wants to know more; I’ll tell her more. 

“Nathan was the only one who ever told me the truth. Alfred lied to get the things he wanted. And don’t ask me to go there right now, because I won’t. The other kids lied because Alfred lied to them every day. Like telling them they’d get ice cream for dessert and then not even feeding them dinner. Or he’d tell us we would be going home to our parents very soon, but that never happened. So no one ever had any idea what was true and what wasn’t. My parents lie because they just want me to act normal and will say whatever it takes to make that happen. Nathan was the only one who would ever tell me what was really going on.” 

He lifted the pillow and started plucking the tendrils of thread from its trim. 

“Yeah, I know, he had a bunch of personalities. So what? But when he was with me, he was Nathan. And he told me how even though my family was sad I was gone, they still got on with their lives. He told me that my father was trying to get rid of him, so he’d have to make him pay for it. I couldn’t tell him not to or fight with him about it. If I did, he and Alfred would have…well, I would have ended up paying for it myself. And then he also told me that Kyle and Alfred worked together to get me kidnapped. He gave me the details — how they met, how they planned it. Everything. So, why should I feel bad about Kyle’s death? It’s his fault I’m sitting here in the first place.”

Since her expression didn’t change, Michael couldn’t figure out what she was thinking. Did she believe him? He was finally telling some truth, and she didn’t react. Was she even trying to help him or just taking his parents’ money?

“I hear you, Michael,” she said slowly. “And one day, I hope to help you understand why I am skeptical about what Nathan told you. But that’s not going to happen today. Right now, I need to ask you about your brother’s apartment keys.”

“What about them?”

“Do you have them?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I saw the bag of his stuff lying on his desk. I didn’t want to take his real personal stuff, like his ring, watch or the charm he carried wherever he went. Those are his forever. The keys have an NYU keychain that I’m sure he was proud of. I figured the keys were useless to him now, so I took the keychain.”

“But isn’t everything useless to him now?”

“Yeah, but I don’t have the right to have those other things. Keys and a keychain aren’t that personal. My mother would probably end up throwing them out.”

“That might be true, but there’s a reason she kept them in the first place.” She crossed her legs and placed her notebook on her lap. “I’m going to ask you something that is not accusatory in any way, but is important to your path toward happiness and fulfillment.”

“Okay…” The spot in his stomach where anxiety always hit first started to ache.

“Can you tell me, in all honesty, that you didn’t use those keys to go into Dylan’s old apartment? Even if just to look at Dylan’s room?”

The images floating through Michael’s mind felt more like dream sequences than conscious thoughts. He chased after them, trying to catch hold of them, distinguish between what was real, what had happened, and what he might’ve imagined.

Finally, he took in a breath and let it out in a sound so small and pathetic it’d be embarrassing if he had the time to waste feeling embarrassed. 

“Fuck,” he said. “I can’t be a hundred percent sure of anything. Was I in the apartment? I don’t know. Do I hear Alfred talking to me in the middle of the night? I can’t be sure. Are there voices telling me things I don’t want to hear? I’m not positive about anything anymore. That’s why I’m still coming here. It all kinda scares me.”

Lauren’s expression had gradually transformed from neutral and open-minded to concerned.

“But there is one thing I’m one hundred percent sure of,” he said. “I’m not a murderer.”




CHAPTER 17
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“Did you hear my mother’s dead?” Jade asked, settling down in the chair across from Justin. She’d already removed her sunglasses and hung them on the neckline of her polo shirt.

Stunned, he paused in writing the date at the top of his journal page and looked up.

“Oh, Jade, no. I didn’t. I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?”

“Hung herself,” Jade said in a tone of minor disappointment, as if the last dress in a style she wanted had been sold off the store rack.

Justin’s astonishment grew at hearing a suicide had taken place at Bellevue. The management and staff had put so many processes in place; he hadn’t heard of one there in at least five years. And now this, his own patient’s mother.

“You don’t appear to be very troubled by it, Jade,” he observed.

“Is there a reason I should be? She was a psycho who murdered my father, repeated the same stories over and over and was someone I had to take time out of my day to visit every week. Why, exactly, should I be sad?”

Justin tapped his pen against his journal. “Well, I didn’t say you should be sad. I said you didn’t seem troubled by it. Those are two different things.”

“How are they different?”

Once again, she was playing with him, beating around every bush she could find to avoid talking about the issues truly affecting her life.

“Basically, I’m saying that your mother’s death doesn’t seem to have had an impact on you since you’re not showing distress, anxiety or any type of emotion — outwardly, of course.”

“The visits are one less thing to add to my ‘to-do’ list. So it’s sort of a relief.”

“But you were never forced to visit your mother. You did that of your own free will. Why would you do that if it was such a hassle?”

Jade looked down at the floor. She bounced the heels of her tennis sneakers off the rug. Dylan used to do that when he was five years old, when Justin and Mandy confronted him about things like putting gum in a girl’s hair.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Think harder, Jade,” Justin replied. He took a breath to keep his frustration at bay. Not only was everything going on in his own life lodged in the back of his mind, but this was also Jade’s last session before Parsons took matters into her own hands. He couldn’t let her waste this final chance she didn’t know she had. 

“I said I don’t know.”

“And I said, think harder. Why would you do something you didn’t want to do for what, ten years? Once a week for ten years?”

“Seven,” she corrected him. “It was seven years.” 

“Okay. Seven years. Why? Why would you do it?”

“Jesus. Fine. I felt bad for her. She was all by herself and looked forward to seeing me.”

“So you felt bad that your mother was alone, yet don’t feel bad that something was bothering her so much she hung herself?”

“I didn’t say that,” Jade protested, getting choked up.

“Then what are you saying?”

“Why are you trying to confuse me? I tell you my mother’s dead, that she hung herself, and I feel like I’m on trial.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re asking me why I didn’t care about my mother when obviously I did. I wouldn’t have visited her every week if I didn’t.”

“But you came in here and told me your mother had hung herself in the same manner you’d tell me you broke a coffee mug and had to throw it out. Like, it’s a shame it broke, but now there’s one less thing to clean.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.” Her eyes welled up with tears. She closed them tightly, sending drops cascading down. “She was crazy, but I’ll miss her. For some strange reason, I’ll miss her. I should’ve said that from the beginning.”

Remembering Parsons’s text, Justin glanced at Jade’s wrists. Each was covered by a sports wristband with a rainbow design. She’d never worn them before.

“Yes, you should have said that from the start. As I’ve said before, you need to tell me what you’re thinking and feeling. Otherwise, you’re wasting your money, and I’m wasting my time.”

Jade flinched as she blotted the tears with her sweatbands. “Why are you so mean today, Dr. Wright?”

He laughed. “Have you heard of tough love?”

She nodded.

“Well, I’m ‘mean,’ as you call it, so that you’ll get better sooner rather than later. Let’s switch topics for a moment. Can you tell me about those wristbands?”

Jade held up both arms and twisted her wrists. 

“What about them?”

“Are they new? I hadn’t seen them the other times you came here before playing tennis, and that’s happened a lot.”

She squirmed a bit, his questioning apparently making her uncomfortable, but said, “Yes. My hands were getting too sweaty while I played, and I was losing the grip on my racquet.”

“Do they work?”

“Yes. Definitely.”

“I was thinking of getting a pair myself, for my racquetball game. Can I see one up close?”

Jade shook her head. “Well, I just finished wiping my tears on them. I don’t think you really want to touch them now. Next time I’ll — ”

“No worries,” Justin interrupted. “Just one.” He pointed to her left arm. “Show me that one. I really need one of these and want to be sure I buy the right kind.”

After one last moment of hesitation, Jade slipped the band off her wrist and handed it to him, quickly sliding her bare wrist between her leg and the arm of the chair. 

Justin pretended to examine the wristband, pressing and stretching its material to test its flexibility and even rubbing it against his forehead to see how soft it was. 

“Wow, this is a good one,” he said, looking at the inside to check the label. “And a top brand, too. I’ll have to buy a pair or two of these.”

He held the band out and waited for her to take it back. She did that with her right hand, and though she hurried to return the band to her left wrist, Justin noticed a jagged-edged shiny, swollen burn, about two inches thick, encircling her entire wrist.

Holy crap. That’s gotta hurt. 

“Wait,” he said. “What happened to your wrist?”

“Nothing. I just burned it on the stove,” she replied, still not looking up.

From the tension in his stomach and compassion filling his chest, he wasn’t sure who was getting hit harder by the “tough love,” Jade or himself.

“Can I see your other wrist?” he asked, closing his journal and leaning forward.

“Why?”

“Why not?”

She slid off the other band to expose a burn very similar to the wound on her left wrist. 

“So I’m guessing you burned both wrists on the stove?” he asked dryly.

Jade silently stared at her wrists, tear after tear falling on her lap.

“Is your boyfriend out of the house?” he asked, knowing the answer since there never was a boyfriend.

She nodded.

“Then how did you get those burns, Jade? I need to know. Are you going to blame the full moon again?”

Behind the curls covering her downturned face, Justin heard her sniffle, then moan. He grabbed a few tissues from the box on the table and handed them to her. She took them without looking at him and wiped her eyes. Then she blew her nose and finally lifted her head, flicking it back so her hair wouldn’t hang over her face.

Her beautiful aquamarine eyes were teary and bloodshot, her cheeks, usually rosy and smooth as silk, muddy with mascara and tiny clumps of cover-up. Justin looked down at her hands, lying with the palms open and facing upward on her lap as though she’d finally surrendered. Here, she seemed to be saying, This is me. Burnt, bruised and beaten. Is this what you wanted? Well, you got it. 

His heart ached for her, but facing her demons was the only way for her to break through the walls she’d built and start her life from the ground up — if she was going to have one left to start.

“Jade,” he said softly, “I have to be honest here. I have a feeling these wounds might be self-inflicted.”

Jade’s eyes grew larger.

“Why? Why the hell would I do this to myself?”

Justin took a deep breath. She wasn’t surrendering as easily as he’d imagined.

“There are many reasons people hurt themselves, Jade. To release tension, to feel in control, to feel something other than numbness…the list goes on. We just need to get to the core of why you’re doing this. Once we figure that out, we’re halfway there.”

“Halfway to where?”

“Well, it’s not a single destination, but more a way of being, helping you lead a happier, more fulfilling life.”

Jade swiftly rose from the chair and threw the tissues on the floor. She put on the sunglasses hanging from the neck of her polo shirt and delicately slipped a sports band on each wrist.

“You’re a sham, you know that?” she demanded, glaring down at him as though she’d caught him hiding something…like bruises…or spying on her. “You can’t figure out what’s really going on, so you come up with some stupid bullshit that fits a narrative you’ve made up in your own mind. I never should’ve listened to that idiot who told me about you. It’s my fault for being so stupid.”

As she headed for the door, Justin stood.

“Jade, listen, I’m just trying to — ”

She turned and pointed at him, stabbing the air between them with each sentence she spoke.

“You’re just trying to torment me! I tell you my mother is dead. I tell you she hung herself. And you have the audacity to…to turn everything around and… and tell me I’m physically hurting myself. If I had the time, I’d sue you!”

With that, she walked out of the office, slamming the door shut behind her.

For a few seconds, Justin could only stare at the door. At last, he shook his head and fell back into his chair. Jade was one of only a handful of patients during his entire career who’d come to him claiming they wanted help, but truly didn’t. He could only suppose she’d thought that seeking therapy was the “right thing to do,” but only to find herself too frightened of what she might discover if she let her guard down and spoke the truth.

Or of what he might discover? A secret so dark that if anyone uncovered it, her life would be destroyed? He ran his fingers through his hair, then snatched his journal and threw it on his desk. He’d had enough. I’m done. Jade was no longer his problem. 

He picked up his phone and texted Parsons.

She’s all yours. Good luck. 




CHAPTER 18

[image: ]




Bernard Malone had always been the Bellevue psychiatrist who was given the most challenging cases. From patients diagnosed with aggressive or violent OCD personality disorder to those with post-traumatic stress who were proven threats to society, Berny was the guy.

His education, many years of experience, and extraordinary successes with the patients he treated had not only earned him a stellar reputation but also made him Chief of Psychiatry for one of the largest hospitals in the country. Both his medical and law degrees helped him understand the intricacies of what happens to a patient before, during and after treatment. Though his accomplishments were many, there were always those patients whose disorders had to be managed through permanent inpatient care.

Frank Devlin, he knew, was one of them. Furthermore, he’d killed the son of Berny’s very close friend and colleague.

When Devlin was initially admitted to the psych unit, Berny wondered if it was a conflict of interest and if he should take himself off the case. Yes, he decided, it was a conflict of interest. But he also chose to treat Devlin himself. If by any chance Devlin pleaded insanity, Berny could intercede with his evaluation, assessments, session notes, and, of course, his standing in the community. If, by some evil miracle, Devlin’s insanity plea stood so that he wouldn’t be spending the rest of his days in prison, Berny would find a way to ensure he’d spend as many of them as possible in the seediest, most rundown mental hospital he knew of. 

Bernard Malone made that silent commitment the day he stood at the back of a church and watched two inconsolable parents trying to hold on to each other and their sanity.

He was throwing folders into his leather portfolio holder when the cell phone on his desk vibrated. He looked up at the clock on the wall and rolled his eyes. 5:25. He was already going to be late for his meeting with his soon-to-be ex, and he didn’t need another emergency to make him even later. The N train waited for no one, and arriving late would not put him in an excellent position to negotiate alimony and child support. 

But, seeing Justin’s name on his phone’s display, Berny tossed the portfolio onto the chair beside him and picked up.

“Justin! Hey, how are you?”

“Doing well, my friend. Doing well. What are you up to?”

“On my way to meet with Beth and the mediator. As you can imagine, your call is a wonderful distraction.”

“Crap. I don’t want to make you late. That’s the last thing you need.”

“No worries. We still on for dinner next Tuesday?”

“Absolutely. Mandy’s jealous. She loves Emilio’s, but I told her it’s just you and me. We have some heavy-duty catching up to do.”

“No doubt about that.” Berny looked up at the clock again. Shit. “Unfortunately, I am running a little late. Is there a specific reason you called?”

After a slight pause, he heard Justin clear his throat.

“You know I don’t want to defy any Hippocratic or ethics rules, right?”

“Of course,” Berny replied, waiting patiently for the “but.”

“And that means I won’t ask for any updates on psychiatric evaluations, assessments, decisions, etcetera, etcetera. I don’t want to jeopardize this case in any way.”

“I understand,” Berny said. “Listen, Justin, you don’t have to say or ask a thing. Just know that I intend to make absolutely sure Frank Devlin doesn’t leave here unless he goes to the worst of the worst psych units in New York or to prison. That’s all I’ll say, and you don’t need to respond.”

 “Thank you, Berny. Thank you. You should go now before you’re way late. I don’t want to be the cause of your demise.”

Berny laughed and picked up his portfolio. “My demise started the day I got married. We’ll talk on Tuesday and firm up dinner plans. Have a good night.”

“Same to you. Good luck.”

As Berny hung up the phone and slipped it into his shirt pocket, a shadow moved outside his door. 

“Hello?” he called, clasping the portfolio. “Who’s there?”

From the side of the door, Frank Devlin appeared. He hesitated on the threshold, as though an electric fence would shock him if he tried to enter the office.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m early for our appointment.”

Berny looked at his watch. “Oh shit, I’m sorry. I completely forgot we’d agreed to talk tonight.” Yeah right. “I’m running late. What is it that you wanted to talk about? A special request to see me this late is quite unusual.”

 “I know,” Frank said, his fingers fidgeting inside his pants pockets. “I’m sorry. It’s just that this Mattie thing got to me.” He shuffled back and forth, unable to stand still. 

 “What do you mean?”

“Well, what if someone else thinks things are so bad they want to kill themselves? What if I even decide to do it?”

“Are you saying you’re thinking of killing yourself?”

Would that be such a bad thing? Berny quickly thought it through and realized it wouldn’t be. Two suicides within a month would not be good for his record — or the hospital’s. Plus, the Wrights would never get to see Devlin go through a trial and suffer his fate — something he knew they needed for closure and, he figured, revenge.

Berny wanted to call Devlin by a name, but he wasn’t sure who he was speaking with. “If that’s the case, I’ll have to place you in a special area, so someone is always watching you. Would that make you feel better? Would you like me to — ”

“No!” Devlin cut him off. “No, I’m not going to do it. I would never do that to myself. I’m just scared someone else might. That’s all. Maybe one of my friends. Mattie was my friend.”

Berny stood and approached Devlin. The clock was ticking, and he could almost see the steam coming out of Beth’s ears from across town.

“Listen,” he said, working to keep his voice calm. “Since Mattie, we’ve not only increased security, we’ve also made some changes. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but we’ve removed some of the bathroom doors, stripped artwork from walls and are changing to bedsheets and towels that…won’t create problems. So you see, we’re working to ensure something like you’re afraid of doesn’t happen again.”

“But what about privacy?” Devlin asked.

“Right now, safety is our top concern. However, we’ll most likely replace the bathroom doors with new doors made of polystyrene foam. This should help address your privacy concerns.”

“What about dignity? Is that anywhere on your spectrum of concerns?”

Berny knew then who he was speaking to.

“Not at this moment, Nathan. Now, I’m running late for a very important meeting. So please tell me right away if you or someone you know is planning on taking their own life.”

Nathan stood silent, still not entering the room.

“I’ll take that as a no, then,” Berny said, putting on his sunglasses. “If you’d like to talk more about this tomorrow, please call my receptionist, and she’ll make an appointment.”

Nathan barely stepped aside, so Berny bumped shoulders with him as he entered the hallway. He tried not to walk away too fast, to let the guy know he’d succeeded in giving him the creeps. Berny knew he’d mishandled the conversation, that he should’ve been more professional and compassionate. He was also upset with himself for telling Devlin about the new safety measures they’d be implementing. He was the last person in this hospital who should know anything before the other patients.

But in the end, it wouldn’t really make a difference. Soon enough Devlin would be gone, transferred to a place he couldn’t have imagined in his worst nightmares — if he ever had any.

***

Mandy didn’t want to be overbearing, one of those “helicopter moms” Dylan used to call some of his friends’ mothers — the women who made sure they knew every move their kid made, both inside and outside the house. But this was different. Michael wasn’t an ordinary child with the usual teenage problems. He’d been through trauma and suffering that she and Justin were still trying to digest. Day in and day out, she wondered if the two of them were having a hard time absorbing the magnitude of what their son had endured. And how on earth was Michael going to work through it?

She’d read articles about children who had been abducted and freed or rescued years later. Like Michael, they’d had families they could count on for support and therapy that, over time, helped them lead satisfying lives that were as close to normal as possible. Was she expecting too much, too fast from Michael? 

But Mandy wasn’t happy with his progress — or really, the lack of it. She felt sure Lauren was doing everything she could to help him open up and let out the emotion and pain that he had carried for seven years. But it had been over two months since Michael started his sessions, and he would still walk around their home like a zombie or sit at the table staring at nothing, his eyes blank as a windswept desert. She’d have been able to deal with those times if he’d talked to them, told her or Justin how he was feeling or how they could help, but he was as silent as a shadow. Outside of that, he was speaking more often than he had been, over dinner or when they found themselves in the same room together, but these conversations remained at the surface level. And then Michael would sometimes ask her if he could leave the house on his own for a while.

“Where are you going?” she asked as he slipped on his hoodie.

“For my nightly walk,” he replied. “Lauren said it’s good for me. Fresh air and exercise are good for the soul.”

Mandy forced a smile. “Yes, they are. But what about dinner?”

“I’ll get something downtown. I really need to walk and get away for a little while. I’ve been cooped up all day.”

Irritation at her questioning, her mothering, made his words sharp. Still, Mandy wasn’t about to let him go without raising the idea she’d come up with earlier in the day.

“Can you sit down for a minute and talk to me?”

Rolling his eyes, he plopped down on the sofa. As he did, his cellphone started buzzing in his pants pocket. Who could be calling him? He doesn’t speak with anyone but me, Justin and Lauren. 

Rather than answer his phone, he clasped his hands, let them fall to his lap, and looked into her eyes, waiting for the question.

“Aren’t you going to answer that?” she asked, pointing to his pocket. 

Another eye roll. He slid out the phone and glanced at the display. “Spam,” he said. “What else? I get like fifty of those a day.” He slid the phone back into his pocket. “So what’s the question? I really have to go. I’m starting to feel trapped.”

Images of the past seven years flew through Mandy’s head, and she wanted to slap herself. He’d been captive for all that time, and now she was making him feel the same way. 

Oh my God, she thought. Does my son hate me? 

“I’m sorry, Michael. I really am. I just wanted to know if maybe you’d want to go see a Broadway show. We can take the train in, see anything you want, go out for dinner. Just you and me. Mother and son. I miss you and would love to spend some time with you enjoying the world again.” 

A look of confusion, even turmoil, covered his face. What did she say that would cause such a feeling? The answer was simple, “yes,” “no” or even “let me think about it.” What was wrong with — and then she heard Justin’s voice in her head: “Time, Mandy, time. We need to give this time and remember, don’t take anything personally.”

“Can I think about it?” Michael stood and flipped the hood over his head.

“Of course you can,” she said, happy that at least he hadn’t given her a flat-out no. She walked with him to the front door. “When will you be back?”

“Not sure,” he said. “I just want to walk until the anxiety goes down. Then I’ll get a quick bite and come home.”

Before opening the door, he turned, bent and kissed her on the cheek. She kissed him back, pushing down the lump in her throat. 

“I love you,” she said, knowing he probably didn’t hear her since he was halfway down the driveway before she could get the words out.

Mandy shut the door and leaned her back against it. Was he really going downtown for a bite? There had been nights Michael would go out for “a walk” and not get home until after eleven o’clock. When she broached the subject with Justin, he was also concerned but pointed out that having the ability to come and go as he pleased was a way for Michael to experience his freedom and learn to be independent. 

Mandy agreed with him. After all, her husband was the mental health expert, and she the legal one. Still, there was an ache deep inside her gut that told her something different. It was the same sensation she’d had the day she met Alex, and the same feeling she contended with the entire day before finding out Dylan had been taken from her.

She was about to go to the closet for her jacket so she could follow Michael on the sly, but redirected her steps to the living room, where she sat down on the linen accent chair facing the backyard.

Sunset was radiating a pink-red hue over the horizon, and she wished Justin was there to enjoy it with her. Which reminded her… 

“Damn it,” she whispered. 

She hadn’t planned anything for dinner, and there was nothing in the fridge to help her create something. The freezer was filled with many possibilities, but none that would defrost in time. “Takeout…again,” she said, rising from the chair. She opened the kitchen drawer holding a slew of paper menus about two inches thick. A wave of hunger hit her as she flipped through them. The Lugano’s menu stood out.

“Italian, perfecto!” she exclaimed, salivating at the mere thought of dipping a slice of ciabatta into their linguine with white clam sauce. 

Over the years, they’d marked certain dishes on the menu with their initials inside circles. Nonna’s Lasagna had an “M” beside it for Mandy. Next to the Classic Chicken Parmigiana with Fettucine was a circled “J” for Justin. And alongside the Tagliatelle al Ragu was a “D” for Dylan, with a smiley face below it.

In an instant, she wasn’t hungry anymore. 




CHAPTER 19
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The moon was a radiant white eye looking back at Parsons, its silver craters forming a face she felt suddenly friendly toward, even lonely for. If she could only have a conversation with the man in the moon, she thought, maybe he could help her make the right decision. 

She hoped she wasn’t wasting her time checking out Jade’s home one night after the full moon, but something about Justin’s “She’s all yours. Good luck” text had fed into her own intuition, the feeling that tonight was an inflection point for a case no one but the two of them knew she’d been working on.

She glanced over the many windows of Jade’s townhome. Most of the lights were on, each casting a golden glow on the sills and slices of the sidewalk below. 

Clicking on her penlight, she made her way along the fence, increasingly frustrated that she wasn’t legally authorized to enter the yard. She came abreast of the spot where Jade held her vigils and shined the light through the gap between slats. The rooms at the back of the house were dark, so Parsons trusted Jade wouldn’t notice the beam of light investigating her lawn. She moved it up and down the shed beside the mound of grass, noticing for the first time the greenish tinge behind the flakes of white paint hanging from the walls like snowflakes on the limb of a tree, ready to blow off at the slightest gust of wind. 

The shack was metal, she guessed, but couldn’t be sure. She wished she could just open the gate and get a bit closer. There might be things inside that would turn this case upside down — or right side up. But without a warrant, she was stuck on the outside looking in. 

Parsons pointed the penlight toward the spot where Jade spent most of her vigil weeping and apologizing. She moved the beam along the ground, spotting nothing of interest, and up toward the house. Against the wall leaned a wooden cross about two feet high and one foot wide. She started walking along the fence again, getting as close as possible. The part of the cross where the beams intersected, which on a crucifix would hold the body of Jesus, had a green gemstone in his place, embedded in the wood. It seemed to have been carved into the shape of an eye. The penlight reflected off the jade eyeball, making it look like it winked at her. 

As intent as Parsons’s focus was, it sent a startled jolt through her body. Stumbling back, she tripped on the sidewalk, fell on her butt, and then lay flat on her back, staring up at the ocean of black. Jade’s townhouse blocked the rising moon, only its white glow holing the roof, and Parsons felt eerily alone. Somewhere a garbage can was dragged out to the street, horns honked in the distance. A conversation carried, garbled, by pedestrians near Central Park at the front of the house. 

That’s when she saw a candle flickering behind the windowpanes of Jade’s back door. Parsons rose into a squat and waited, her hopes of not wasting her time realized by one small flame. 

But why was Jade performing her vigil thing two nights in a row? Tonight wasn’t a full moon. Was it a rare astronomical thing Parsons didn’t know about? Or was it something that happened during the therapy session today? Something that made Justin send his text and Jade hold her second vigil in less than twenty-four hours? 

She crept along the fence, barely breathing, until she was about six feet from where Jade set the candle on the mound of grass. At first, Parsons could only see the outline of Jade’s kneeling body, heaving so hard with each sob it looked as if she were retching. After a minute or so, the sobs turned into moans, then the moans turned into cries of regret and apology, so loud she was concerned the neighbors would hear and call the police. 

Call the police… 

Parsons saw her chance — her only chance — to get on the other side of the fence without a warrant. She ran to her car. Grabbing the radio mic, she pressed the side button and turned up the volume. 

“Go ahead,” said the voice on the speaker.

“This is Detective Katy Parsons. I have a possible 10-90 at 2-2-5 East Ninety-Fifth. About to enter backyard to attend to potential domestic abuse victim. No additional officers required at this time. Received?”

“Yes, Detective, received. Will keep frequency open for follow-up.” 

“Out,” Parsons said, throwing the mic onto the driver’s seat. She ran to the fence gate but pulled down the lever and opened it slowly. She crept toward Jade, keeping the penlight pointed to the ground so as not to alert or alarm her. As Parsons got closer, she raised the beam to Jade’s hand, then had it crawl up her arm toward her face. 

Jade looked up, her green eyes glistening. In the light, the blood ran from her temple.

“Who… Who are you?” Between the shock and her sobbing, she seemed to find it difficult to speak. “Wh- wh-at are you doing here? Why are you in my yard? I’m gonna ca-a-ll the cops.” 

Parsons bent down and aimed the flashlight away from them, so it no longer shone on Jade’s face, but they could still see one another.

“I am the cops. My name is Detective Parsons, and I’m here to help. I heard you crying and moaning. It sounded like you might need assistance, so I’m checking to make sure you’re okay.”

“I don’t under-derstand,” Jade stuttered. She shifted on her knees, revealing grass stains on her white pants. Her lace teddy was spotted with blood that had dripped from her chin. “Why are you here?”

Parsons couldn’t restrain herself, sympathy overwhelming her professional duties. She reached out and stroked Jade’s hair. When the other woman didn’t flinch away, she continued her gentle touch, moving down to her arm.

“Again, I’m here to help,” Parsons replied. Looking into Jade’s eyes, she could have wept for her. The struggle and torment in them touched her heart in a way only Janelle’s cries had ever done before. “I could hear you crying and moaning from the sidewalk. Please tell me why you’re so upset. What happened?” 

Even as part of her melted with compassion, a corner of her mind reminded Parsons that this was her one chance to find the truth. As if unintentionally, she let her flashlight swing toward the mound of grass. “What’s that?” she asked.

“N-nothing.”

“It looks like something might be buried there.” She waited a moment to see if the hint would break Jade, already so fragile, down. 

Jade shook her head, wiping at tears and blood. A shudder ran through her body as Parsons took another step toward the mound. 

 “It…it looks like a grave.” 

When Jade still offered no response, no explanation or excuse, or even a demand for her to get out of her yard, Parsons cut to the chase. “Is it, miss? Is this a grave?”

With that final question, Jade fell flat on the ground. She grabbed at it, digging her fingers down between the blades of grass as if to keep from slipping into a pit that yawned beneath her. She wouldn’t let go, no matter how hard Parsons tried to pry her hands from the ground. 

“Talk to me!” she begged Jade. “Tell me something, please…anything!”

The woman writhed, blood from her head wound smearing the grass.

“I’m sorry!” she wailed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do it! I…I loved him. I don’t know what happened!” She sobbed harder, unable to catch her breath. “It’s all my fault. Please. Please. Punish me!”

Parsons ran her fingers through Jade’s hair, using her free hand to get her cell phone and dial the captain’s number. She had all she needed to get the search warrant in her hands within the hour, and yet instead of being ready to declare victory, she felt only sad.

In the sky, the moon and the man it held had risen at last above Jade’s roofline. What else could I do? she asked him.

An answer came like a cold whisper in her ear:

Nothing. 

***

Three LEDs on balloons lit up the entire backyard, two of them directly above the mound of grass, which was now the site of an exhumation of skeletal remains.

With her cell phone against her ear, Parsons walked away from the newly dug grave toward the concrete patio, which held two chairs and a lounge. She sat on one of the chairs and crossed her legs.

“Hello?” Justin said, the word ending with a yawn. According to her phone, it was just past one in the morning.

“Hey, it’s Detective Parsons,” she said. “Just thought you’d like to know, we’re digging up a body in Jade Walker’s backyard.”

She heard a long, deep breath, then silence.

“Justin, are you still there?”

“Yes.” He yawned again. “Yes, I’m here. Where’s Jade?”

“She’s down at the station. Once this disinterment is complete, I’ll have to go back and deal with what’s waiting for me there.”

“Do you have an idea who it is?”

“It’ll have to be examined by a forensics specialist, but the ME says the body belongs to a male, thirty to forty years of age, about six feet tall.”

“Do you think it’s her husband?”

“Who else?”

“What can I do?” Justin asked.

His sheets rustled, and she pictured him looking for clothes to put on.

“Right now, nothing. Don’t get dressed. But I will need you at the station in the morning, eight o’clockish. Jade was asking for you before they took her. I have a feeling you’re the only one she will tell everything to. And we need her to tell us everything.”

“Are you sure you don’t need me there now? It’ll only take me about an hour to — ”

“No,” Parsons said. “If it’s at all possible, please go back to sleep. I have a feeling you’re going to have a long day ahead of you tomorrow.”

He sighed. “Yeah, back to sleep. Like that’s going to happen. I’ll see you at eight, if not before.”

“See you then,” she said.

Parsons returned to the digging site. She looked down at the bones, those of a man who had probably walked in this yard many times before, maybe even planted some of the trees or bushes surrounding her. His eyes were now hollowed-out cavities, his arms and legs just sticks of bone.

Who are you, she asked him silently, and how did you get here? 




CHAPTER 20

[image: ]




Every time Justin walked into a police station, he was always surprised at the amount of activity. It didn’t matter if it was eleven o’clock at night or, like right now, seven-thirty in the morning, things were always bustling — uniformed police interviewing witnesses or escorting handcuffed offenders to the cells, officers writing up reports, and detectives like Parsons making sure all her i’s were dotted and t’s were crossed.

She was standing at her desk talking to a man Justin didn’t recognize. Tall, handsome, probably in his mid-thirties, with strands of wavy dark brown hair that he kept brushing to the side as he spoke to Parsons. Was it a nervous tic, or did he just want the hair out of his eyes so he could focus on the detective? He wasn’t in uniform. So who was he? 

When Justin reached the pair, Parsons offered a slight smile and folded her arms.

“Sorry to have woken you up last night, or should I say this morning? By the look in your eyes, you didn’t make it back to sleep.”

Justin laughed. “Very astute, Detective.” He wiped his eyes with his fingertips. “I probably should’ve come right here. I couldn’t stop thinking about…” He looked at the man standing with them. “I couldn’t stop thinking about everything.”

Parsons nodded at the man. “Justin Wright, I’d like you to meet Edward Collins, Jade’s husband.”

He almost fell over as the man held out his hand to shake. Justin took it with a barely-there grip, unable to comprehend what was happening. 

“I don’t understand, Detective. Last night — ”

She looked to the floor, shaking her head.

“I know what I said. Turns out…it’s someone else.”

Justin leaned back against the desk behind him, pushing aside a pile of folders with his butt. He had to make some sense of things before seeing Jade.

“So who?” he asked.

“It’s probably my brother, William,” Edward said, his hair falling in front of his face again as he glanced at his shoes.

“Your brother? The one who’s been missing for two years.”

“Yes.”

“And where have you been for the past five years?”

Parsons put her hand on Justin’s shoulder and gently squeezed it. “See those forms over there?” She pointed to the blotter on her desk. It held about five pages of notes. Justin nodded. “It’s all there. Mr. Collins has been here for two hours telling me everything.”

“That’s all well and good, Detective, but I need to know everything on those pages before I see Jade. Otherwise I’m going in blind, and that isn’t fair…to me or to Jade.”

“Absolutely,” Parsons said. “I’m going to summarize it for you so Mr. Collins can leave, and you can see Jade before her lawyer makes his appearance.” 

Justin folded his arms, ready to hear it all. 

“I’m sure you remember me telling you about the domestic abuse calls to Jade’s home. Well, according to Mr. Collins, about two years into their marriage, she’d start to ‘lose it’ for the tiniest of reasons. Like, chipping a cup or misplacing the TV remote, and then she’d go after him, hitting him with a curtain rod or even a baseball bat. Whatever she could find as a weapon. He often feared for his life if she got something that could do severe damage. Then, after a year of abuse, he found out she was having an affair with his brother, William, and figured it was his best chance to leave. So he took off to Arizona and got himself a new identity, something I’m not going to investigate any further. Anyway, he’s kept such a low profile that no one could find him.”

“Not that anyone was really looking for me,” Collins interjected. “Jade didn’t give a shit. She was probably just screwing and beating William. And he didn’t give a shit either — we hadn’t spoken in years after the fight over our parents’ estate. So I quit my job, took some of my inheritance money and split. I hid from everyone, except my lawyer, just in case either one of them came after me. They’re both pretty fucked-up people.”

Justin listened carefully, watching the man’s eyes and body language as he spoke. His glance would move around, not maintaining deliberate eye contact, something people who lie often do. His breath and voice were steady, and he held a consistent rhythm of blinking. He was definitely telling the truth, the pain and struggle in his face unmistakable.

“So why are you here now?” he asked.

“One hundred percent fate. Or coincidence,” Collins said, sliding his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “My funds were running low, and I called my lawyer last week. He said I had to sign some papers, which could have been done electronically. The thing is, believe it or not, there’s a lot of cash sitting in a safe deposit box in my name. I won’t go into the details, but let’s just say my brother got his craziness from them. Anyway, I had to come here to get that money, and I figured I’d also sign the papers in person.”

Justin pushed himself up from the desk but continued to lean on it. He mimicked Collins by placing his hands in the front pockets of his khakis.

“What I meant to ask is, why are you here at the station? How did you know what happened last night?”

Collins swept the same strands of hair from in front of his eyes.

“I decided to do some reminiscing. Drove the rental car to Connecticut to see the house I grew up in, the elementary school I went to, and the houses of old friends. I even thought about knocking on their doors, thinking maybe their parents still lived there. But I decided against it. I didn’t want anyone to know what I went through or where I’ve been. Anyway, it was late by the time I got back to the city. I thought I’d do one last bit of reminiscing and go by the townhouse I lived in with Jade. I knew I might get emotional, but I figured it could be my last visit here, so I wanted to see it one final time. That’s when I saw all the lights and cop cars. I parked my car and walked up to the yellow tape. They wouldn’t let me through, of course. So I told them I had information and asked for the person in charge.” He pointed to the detective. “That’s when I met Detective Parsons, and, well, the rest is history.”

She and Justin looked at one another. She shrugged. Justin blinked eyes that burned from lack of sleep. 

“Anything to add?” he asked her.

“No,” she responded. “Other than the woman is a mess. She hasn’t had anything to eat or drink since they brought her here. I took her into the interrogation room at about three o’clock this morning. She cries a lot and has asked for you like five times.”

Justin shook his head. “I guess I’m asking my questions all wrong today. By anything to add, I meant, who the hell is buried in Jade’s backyard?”

 “Sorry.” She winced. “I should’ve already told you. We think it’s William, Edward’s brother. We’re still waiting on the forensic report, but from the age, gender, height and evidence of an antemortem fracture to the shaft of the femur, which Mr. Collins said occurred when his brother was thirteen, we’re pretty sure it’s William Collins.”

Justin looked at Edward, whose face held no expression.

“Does that bother you at all?”

“Does what bother me?”

“That your brother was buried in the backyard of your wife’s home, and she was the one who probably killed him?”

Edward shrugged. 

“Should it? My wife treated me like a punching bag, and my brother wouldn’t speak to me because my parents left me more money than they left him. If neither of them existed, I’d be a happier man.”

“Why didn’t you just divorce Jade? Why did you leave like an outlaw on the run?” 

“I’m not your patient, Dr. Wright. Let’s just say Jade wouldn’t give me one, and whenever I brought it up…well, one of those times an EMT had to stitch me up. Getting as far away as possible from her and my loser brother was the easiest and safest thing for me to do. One day, if you open a practice in Arizona, we can get into more detail.”

The sarcasm hit Justin like a slap, and he realized it was deserved. Running on too little sleep, he was asking questions he shouldn’t have. Should he even see Jade in his state of mind? 

Yes, you have no choice. The next chance he’d get to see her would probably be behind plexiglass in an upstate New York prison. Now was the only time he’d be able to sit with her privately and possibly help her release her feelings while also understanding what had happened.

“I’m sorry, Edward. I’m working on a lack of sleep here and shouldn’t be questioning you like a suspect.” Justin turned to Parsons. “Can I see her now?”

“Sure, follow me.” Parsons told Edward, “I’ll be back in a minute.”

She led Justin down a dark hallway with small rooms on each side. The doors were closed, but he could see inside. Some rooms were empty; some held interrogators interviewing suspects and officers speaking with witnesses. They sat at tables that stretched between two walls at a diagonal opposite the door. The suspect sat in the furthest chair in the corner, the investigator between them and the door. Justin learned long ago this was a psychological tactic. Even those who were told they were free to leave whenever they wanted still felt trapped, an authority figure blocking the door. The setup also allows the investigators to get closer when they need to and also keeps the suspect’s entire body visible so that any body movement cues can be easily picked up.

“Is she in handcuffs?” Justin asked.

“Yes,” Parsons said. “But she’s not restrained to the table. Would you like her to be?”

“Absolutely not.”

Parsons stopped in front of Room 111. “Jade’s in there,” she said, jerking her head toward the window. “If you need anything, bang on the door or yell.” She pointed toward the end of the hallway. “Sanford can hear a pin drop, so if there’s trouble, he’ll be here in two seconds.”

“There won’t be any trouble,” Justin said. 

“I know. She’s worn out. If you can get her to corroborate Collins’s story, we’ll be set — we can have her write it down or repeat it into a recorder afterward. You think you can do that?”

Justin nodded. “I’ll do what I can. First thing is to help my patient.”

“Thank you, Justin.” Parsons patted him gently on the back before heading back down the hallway.

He looked in the window and saw Jade sitting in the corner of the room, staring at the cylinder block wall. Her expression was blank, the corners of her mouth drooping like those of a much older woman, one who had outlived her years. His heart ached for the vibrant woman who had walked into his office, ready to improve her life and be a better person. Or for the woman who had seemed that way. Who pretended to be. 

Maybe she wasn’t even pretending. She might have genuinely thought she was that hopeful person, not the guilt-ridden abusive wife who, one day or night during these past two years, had murdered her husband’s brother. 

Justin knocked softly on the door before opening it and walking in. He headed directly to the chair facing her so when she turned away from the wall to see who it was, she’d be looking directly at him.

When she did, the first thing he noticed was her eyes. Their depth was gone; the intense green of her irises faded like an old photograph. Her face was ashen, her lips thin, her chin twitching as though she was on the verge of sobbing. Despite everything he’d just heard, he had to restrain himself from lifting her up and holding her so she’d know at least one person cared.

“Hi, Jade,” he said calmly, almost whispering to match her mood.

The corners of her mouth lifted ever so slightly.

“Hi, Dr. Wright. I’m glad you could come.”

Although he knew it was against protocol, he placed his hand on top of hers and gave it a soft squeeze.

“Of course,” he said. “I was a little surprised that you asked to see me. Our last session didn’t end so well.”

She turned toward the wall, then back to Justin.

“Probably because you were telling me the truth, and I didn’t want to hear it. I’m sure Detective Parsons pretty much told you everything.”

“Well, she did tell me some things, and so did your husband.”

“Eddie’s here?” she asked in a louder voice, her eyes lighting up. “What is he doing here? No one told me — ”

“Jade, please. This is about you, not Edward. He told us some disturbing information, and I’m not going to repeat it. I’d rather you tell me why he left and what happened since then.”

She looked up to the ceiling as if searching for an answer.

“I hurt him,” she said. “I’d yell at him and sometimes hit him with a metal rod or a bat.”

Justin leaned back and took a deep breath.

“Why didn’t you tell me this during your sessions?” he asked.

Jade shrugged.

“Why did you hit him? Was he mean to you?”

She shook her head. “When I was a kid, my father would beat me. If I said something he didn’t like or even looked at him the wrong way, he’d get the belt or curtain rod from the closet and let me have it. Even though she never said it, that’s probably why my mother sliced his throat open. It was the only way to stop him from hurting me.”

“Do you think that’s why you kept visiting her in the hospital? Because she did what she did for you?”

“Probably. I don’t know. What I can say for sure is that whenever I beat Eddie, it felt like I was possessed by my father. It wasn’t even me that was angry; it was him.” She lifted her handcuffed hands to wipe her tears. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s the way I felt.”

A void opened inside Justin. He wished she’d told him these things during their sessions. What could he have said or done differently to get her to open up then like she was opening up now? 

He forced himself to stop second-guessing and get back to the woman sitting in front of him.

“Tell me about William,” he said.

She started to fidget, the man’s name obviously making her uncomfortable. 

“William,” he repeated. “Jade, what happened to William?”

She let out a breath and banged her hands on her thighs. Justin waited as she released the frustration, hoping it would only be a few seconds until she calmed down and regained control. When she finally did, he felt his own body relax.

“How do you know about William?” she asked.

“Does it really matter?”

She let her head fall and stared at her lap. “We had a fight one night about two years ago. I didn’t like the tie he wore to my office Christmas party, and he got mad. He said he didn’t pick it out. He said I was the one who told him to wear that tie. We argued and I thought we made up.” She held her breath for a moment, then let it go. “I really can’t say for sure what happened next. We were in bed, he was sleeping, and I could barely close my eyes. The moon was full, and the light was shining through the window directly on his face. I guess I was still mad at him. That’s when Daddy showed up again, grabbed the baseball bat from the closet, and — ”

Justin closed his eyes. He knew what she was about to say and didn’t want to hear it. But he had to get her to say it. 

“And what, Jade?”

As she opened her mouth to speak, he heard three taps on the window. Justin turned to see Parsons gesturing for him to join her in the hallway. Jesus! Really, Katy? 

He gave her the “not now” look, but she insisted, tapping three more times.

“I’m sorry, Jade. I really am. This must be important. I’ll be back in a few seconds.”

Justin opened the door and let it close before starting in on Parsons.

“Katy, what the hell? I’m in the middle of — ”

“Justin, stop,” she said. In her blazer pockets, her hands moved in distress. 

Oh shit, he thought. What now? 

“What is it, Katy? Tell me,” he says, almost begging.

“Dr. Malone is dead,” she said. “I’m so sorry, I know that — ”

Justin walked to the opposite wall and leaned his back against it. He shook his head, trying to make sense of what he’d just heard. 

“No way. Can’t be. We spoke last night. Everything was fine. What happened? And how do you know about it?” His heart sank because he already understood. “The police are involved…” 

“From the most recent report, it seems he accidentally fell off the terrace of his sixtieth-floor apartment last night.”

“How do you accidentally fall off your terrace?” Justin started pacing the corridor, his head pounding. “Katy, please tell me this isn’t true, that you don’t know this for sure. Please.”

“Justin.” She grabbed his arm so he would stop moving long enough for her to take hold of his hand. “I’m sorry I had to give you this news. There’s still a lot of investigating to do. But I know he’s your friend and that he has…had a big voice in what happens to Devlin.”

The hairs on the back of Justin’s neck tingled, and the feeling quickly moved down his spine. Over Parsons’s shoulder, he saw Jade frowning out the window. She couldn’t feel more confused and helpless than he did. 

“I have to get out of here,” he said. “I need air. There’s no way I can go back in that room.”

Parsons led him down the corridor to the doors of the station. 

“I’ll let you know where Jade is being taken and when she’ll get there. When you’re ready, you can visit her. Can I call Mandy for you? Maybe have her meet you at home?”

Justin pushed the exit bar on the door and almost stumbled onto the sidewalk.

“No…” He tried to think of what he was going to do next. “Thanks. I’ll call Mandy. Tell Jade I’ll be in touch with her soon.”

“I will,” Parsons called as he walked away.

As he headed to his car, he couldn’t keep from seeing Berny’s body on the street — bloody and broken in the middle of 2nd Avenue. He leaned against the driver’s side door and held his head in his hands.

He and Mandy had visited Berny, spending pleasant evenings on his balcony admiring the breathtaking view. Justin would swear the handsome wrought-iron railing was sturdy, and at above waist-height on Berny, it seemed unlikely his friend would have stumbled over it…

“Accidental, my ass!” 




CHAPTER 21
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Mandy was extremely upset with herself. 

She typically drove to the office because getting to the train on time was such a hassle. But today she decided to get up earlier than usual and eat some toast on the way to the station. That way, she could use the travel time to catch up on some work that had been hanging over her head the past few days, rather than sitting in traffic and listening to talk radio.

“Of all days,” she said, looking out the window of the train heading back to Rye. 

Justin had called on her way into the city and told her about Berny. She’d let out a groan that caused the passenger sitting next to her to ask if everything was okay. She nodded distractedly, still listening to Justin. He was already coping with a lack of sleep thanks to Katy’s one AM call, and now this — not just a loss, but a gruesome one. She shivered, imagining what Berny must have felt as he plummeted sixty floors to his death. 

“They said it was accidental,” Justin said. “I don’t buy it.”

“Let them do their job, honey. In the meantime, I’ll take the next train home and meet you there. Are you okay to drive?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” he said, although his voice was hoarse and shaky. 

“Please be careful. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

Now, she leaned her head against the window and watched the waves of Long Island Sound beating toward the shore of Connecticut. Their crests flashed white above the dark water. If she wasn’t looking down, she would have thought she was peering at the dusky sky as it moved into night, the first stars twinkling. 

She pulled her cell phone from her bag to call Michael and let him know they were both coming home. 

He’d returned a few minutes before midnight last night. She sat up when she heard him speaking in his bedroom — not just a muttered word or two but complete sentences, and many of them. Since no other voice replied, she figured he was either on his cell phone or talking to himself…and she wasn’t sure which was more frightening.

If he was on the phone, who was he talking to? He didn’t have a friend in the world or family aside from her and Justin. If he was talking to himself, that could mean something even worse. Doctor-patient privilege be damned; she’d have to ask Lauren if this was in any way “normal.” She looked over at her husband and considered waking him up so he could also hear Michael talking, but when she saw how deeply he was sleeping, she decided to wait until morning to discuss it. In the end, she was glad she didn’t wake him because the phone rang less than an hour later, and he was up the rest of the night. By then Michael was asleep, or at least silent, and she didn’t want to give Justin one more thing to worry about.

On the train, she tapped Michael’s picture in her phone contacts and waited for him to pick up. After four rings, he finally did.

“Hey, Mom.” 

She came close to tears when she heard him say those words. He sounded calm, trusting, almost like he did seven years ago.

“Hey, honey.”

“What’s up?”

“I wanted to let you know that your dad and I are both coming home. A friend of his has passed away, and he’s very upset, so I wanted to be with him.”

“Okay,” he said casually. “Mrs. Jackson is coming at 9:30. Then I’m meeting Anthony for lunch in downtown Westchester."

She wanted to ask him if he heard what she’d said about his father’s friend dying. Why didn’t he ask who it was…or say, “that’s terrible”…or acknowledge the news in any way? Her tongue was getting sore from constantly biting it.

And who the hell is Anthony? 

“I never heard you mention Anthony’s name before,” she said in as nonchalant a tone as she could muster herself, though her heart was thumping hard against her ribcage.

“He’s a guy I was with in Pennsyl…well…you know. We were kinda friends. Lauren thinks it’s a good idea to get together with him and hang out.”

Mandy wished Justin was with her right now so she could ask if he thought this was a good idea. Shouldn’t Michael and Anthony meet in Lauren’s office? Couldn’t “hanging out” with someone he’d been held captive with stir up bad memories and increase the trauma? Or was Lauren thinking it would be good for him to have someone to talk with, other than her, about what they went through? 

And how was she supposed to bring it up to Justin when he’d just lost Berny? 

What the hell do I do? 

“Okay then,” she said to Michael, unable to think of another response. “We’ll see you when we get home.”

“Okay, bye,” he said and hung up.

She dropped the phone on her lap and closed her eyes. Images rose behind her lids, too vivid to stop. The day Michael was taken, how she’d hugged Kyle the day she tried to surprise Dylan at his apartment, Justin in his black suit the day Dylan was buried, the vacant look on Michael’s face the day they picked him up just a few months ago, the last dinner they had with Berny at Emilio’s when he told them he was getting divorced.

Where is the good in this world? The words screamed inside her head so loudly, for a quick second, she thought she’d said them aloud. When she realized she didn’t, she opened her eyes and looked up to the sky, hoping someone or something was listening.

“Where is the good in this world?” she asked.

When Mandy turned into the driveway, she saw Justin’s BMW and breathed a sigh of relief. She pulled up behind his car, threw hers into Park and got out as quickly as she could. 

She touched the hood of the Beamer. It was still slightly warm, which meant he hadn’t been alone in the house for too long. Good. Sure, Michael was probably still inside, but if she were honest with herself, sometimes being with Michael made her feel no different from being alone. Or it felt worse.

Walking in heels had never been her forte, and running in them was untenable no matter how much she wanted to. So she pulled them off, stumbling as she did, on her way to the front door. It hung slightly ajar. 

Inside, Justin and Michael were hugging. She had no idea who initiated the embrace, and she didn’t really care. The look of contentment on Justin’s face was everything she needed to see.

“Hi,” she said, throwing her bag on the entrance table. 

Justin kissed Michael on the cheek.

“Thank you,” he whispered and turned to Mandy. 

She threw her arms around him, ran her hand through the hair above his ear and kissed his lips before squeezing him as hard as she could. He sniffled in her ear as he hugged her back just as tightly, as though he was holding on for dear life. 

“I’m so sorry, honey. I have no words…no words,” she said, stroking the nape of his neck.

After a few minutes, he let go and went into the living room. He dropped onto the sofa, wiping his eyes with the backs of his hands. 

“Honestly, I’m at a loss,” he said. 

She sat on the sofa across from him.

“I can understand. It’s just a terrible, awful thing to have to — ”

“It’s not just Berny. It’s everything.” He turned to their son, who sat watching them both in silence. “What Michael’s been through. And Dylan…” He looked up to the ceiling and held back his tears. “Dear God, Dylan. Then Kyle, and now Berny. I barely have anything left to help my family and myself. How am I supposed to help other people?”

Mandy went to sit next to him and pulled him into a hug, his chin digging into her shoulder.

“You need rest, sweetheart. You need to sleep, you need to take time off, and you need to breathe. And I’m here to make sure you do all those things.”

He nodded, and she rested her cheek atop the crown of his head. 

“Is there any good left in this world?” he asked, burying his chin deeper into her shoulder.

She held him tighter, his question so close to her own, the only answer that came to mind was, “no” — but she kept that to herself. 

***

As Justin peeked in the door of her home office, Mandy looked at him over the top of her computer monitor. Rest seemed to have done him some good, and affection filled her alongside relief. Wearing a black V-neck T-shirt and his favorite Calvin Klein sleep shorts, he looked as handsome as the day she’d first set eyes on him. Sure, the black hair had turned a bit saltier, but it still had plenty of pepper, and there were a few stray lines around his eyes and cheeks, but they added more character to the charming good looks she’d admired since the day they met. 

He covered his yawning and shook his head. “I needed that nap,” he said, his voice still groggy from almost two hours of solid sleep.

She slid the keyboard tray beneath her desk and rose from the chair. When she reached Justin, she placed her hand on his chest and kissed him on the lips, lingering a bit longer than she initially intended.

“Wow, I should take naps more often,” he joked.

“Maybe you should.” She laughed, grabbing his hand and walking him toward the staircase. Despite everything, it felt so good to laugh with him. “Let’s get you something to eat.”

Halfway down the stairs, he stopped.

“Where’s Michael?” he asked.

“He’s not home. We’ll talk about that in a minute. First you need some sustenance.”

Justin laughed and continued toward the kitchen. “Sustenance? You make it sound like I’ve been lost in the desert for days.”

“In a way, you have,” she said. “Will chicken salad work?” She took a Tupperware full of it from the refrigerator along with a loaf of bread.

“I’m not sure,” he replied, sitting on one of the island stools. “I’m not really hungry. Berny...”

She placed two pieces of white bread in the toaster and pressed the lever. 

“I understand. But you barely ate before you left this morning, and you can’t think clearly without food in your system. Would you like some coffee?”

“No, thanks.” He turned his stool around to look out the windows into the backyard. “It just doesn’t make sense that he’d fall off his balcony. I mean, unless he got so inebriated after meeting with his wife and the mediator and somehow tripped — which is not like Berny Malone — I can’t see how he’d lose his balance and go over the rail. I just can’t.”

Mandy took the bread from the toaster and spread a heaping spoonful of chicken salad on one slice. She cut the sandwich down the middle and set the plate in front of Justin, then poured him a glass of ice water.

“I can get you chips with that,” she offered.

Justin turned back to the counter and picked up one half of the sandwich. He examined it with an expression that seemed to question if it would stay down, but eventually, he took a bite.

“It’s really good. Thanks, babe.”

“You’re welcome.” Mandy put the chicken salad and bread back in the refrigerator and sat on the stool beside Justin. “Okay, so you don’t think Berny fell. If he didn’t, then what’s another scenario?”

Justin swallowed his mouthful of sandwich and helped it down with a swig of water.

“I think you know the other scenario,” he said.

“Someone pushed him off his balcony?”

Justin put the sandwich on the plate and dropped his head in both his hands. 

“I don’t know what I’m thinking, other than this is crazy. Just crazy. We were on the phone last night making plans for Tuesday.”

Mandy gently brushed the hair atop his head. Not only had he lost a friend, but he’d also been so devastated by what’s gone on in his own life he was becoming suspicious of anything that didn’t fit his perception of “normal.” That, she feared, was not a healthy way of thinking for a psychiatrist.

“What else did you talk about?” she asked.

“Not a lot. Just dinner and his divorce. He also told me not to worry about Frank Devlin. He basically guaranteed that bastard would end up in a shithole psych unit somewhere or prison.”

“Justin, I wonder if he said anything about that to someone else. I mean, he told you — ”

“I didn’t hear him say it, and neither did you,” Justin said, lifting the sandwich again and taking a small bite. “But it really doesn’t matter now anyway, does it? The one person who was going to make absolutely sure that Devlin paid the price is gone.”

Mandy grabbed her phone and opened Google.

“So are you thinking Devlin escaped and pushed Berny to his death?”

“No, I’m not saying…are you texting someone?”

“No,” she said. “I’m checking to see if Devlin escaped from the hospital last night.”

Justin shook his head. “As you can imagine, we’re at the top of the contact list if something like that happened.”

Mandy googled “patient Bellevue escape.” 

“Okay,” she said. “I’m not seeing any news about him somehow getting out of the hospital. So, if he didn’t do this, and Berny didn’t have an accident, what happened? Is there anyone else you know who would have wanted Berny gone?”

Justin looked out into the yard again. Tears welled in his eyes, and he wiped them away before they could fall. Mandy cupped his knee and squeezed it.

“We all have former clients who aren’t happy with their therapy. Maybe they think they wasted their time and money. Maybe they’re more depressed, anxious or in worse shape than when they started their sessions. I’m assuming the cops will investigate past clients or Bellevue residents he might have pissed off.”

“Same with lawyers. It happens all the time. Every client can’t leave my office with a smile on their face.”

Justin shook his head. She’d given him more suspicion and distrust to absorb. I’d better stop now. 

“Anyway, that’s why we have security in the office. If someone intentionally caused Berny’s death, the police will find out who did it and make sure justice is served. And, of course, if necessary, I’ll always be available to make sure it’s served quickly and harshly.” She kissed his hand. “Did I say ‘harshly’?”

Justin smiled. “Yes, you did.” He twisted their entwined hands so he could kiss hers. “By the way, where did you say Michael was?”

She lowered their hands to the countertop and slowly released her grasp. 

“So, when was the last time you spoke with Lauren?”

Justin shrugged. “About a week ago…a little less.”

“Did she happen to mention anything about an Anthony?”

“An Anthony?”

“Yes. Apparently, he’s one of the other boys Dingle abducted. According to Michael, Lauren thinks it’s a good idea for him to hang out with Anthony.” She tapped her fingernails on the countertop. “What do you think? Shouldn’t she have asked us first? I know he’s seventeen and, like other teenagers, should be allowed to choose his own friends. But this is a completely different situation. Am I wrong?”

Justin shook his head, his brows knitting. With a sudden movement, he looked around the room, his eyes wide.

“Where’s my phone?” he asked. 

Mandy went into the foyer and took his phone out of the red ceramic bowl on the console table that also held his keys and yesterday’s mail. She returned to the kitchen and handed it to him.

“Thanks. I’m going to call her right now,” he said. “I may not be the specialist when it comes to abductees and their trauma, but I agree we should’ve been asked about this. Or at least informed that he was seeing someone he spent time in captivity with.”

He was right; he wasn’t the expert on this type of trauma — which, Mandy figured, explained the confusion on his face that mirrored her own. But there was also anger, both in his expression and curdling inside her. No parent liked being kept in the dark about the well-being of their son. He dialed, laid the phone on the counter and hit the speaker button.

Lauren answered on the first ring. “You caught me with five minutes to spare. How are you?”

“Not so good,” he replied. “Mandy’s here with me, and you’re on speaker.”

“Hi, Mandy,” she said, concern evident in her tone. “Tell me what’s wrong?”

 “Do you know about an Anthony?”

“Yes,” she said instantly. “Michael’s friend. He arrived at the compound two years ago.”

“Did you know he was meeting him today?”

“I knew he was going to contact him and see if they could get together. He told me that you and Mandy were fully on board.” There was a brief hesitation and then a tapping of footsteps from Lauren’s phone. “Was he being honest when he said that?”

“No, he was not,” Justin snapped. Mandy waved her hand in a gesture encouraging him to keep calm. “And you should have verified it with us. Can you tell us why you think it’s a good idea for him to meet with someone else who was held prisoner in that shithole? All they can do together is wallow and reminisce about what trauma they experienced. I don’t understand this.”

“Mandy, Justin, first of all, I have to apologize for not trying harder to verify this. I told Michael I was going to call you about it. He didn’t want me to, but I did anyway. Justin, I even left you a voicemail.” Justin turned to Mandy, shook his head and shrugged. “Michael assured me you got the call and spoke with him about it. He even said that Mandy offered to drive him to Westchester to meet with Anthony.” Her pen clicked. “I will be sure to ask him why he lied to me. As far as meeting with Anthony, it was Michael who brought it up. I had previously mentioned a support group, but he didn’t want to talk in front of a group of people. When he mentioned Anthony and that he knew he lived in Westchester, he thought maybe they could help each other by, as he put it, ‘talking about things that only we would understand.’”

Justin interrupted. “And you just said yes?”

“No, I did not just say ‘yes.’ We spent almost an entire session discussing it. I can’t get into detail, but he admitted that he’d already spoken with Anthony on the phone. Michael said Anthony sounded a lot better than he did, and maybe there were some secrets he could share to help him get better faster. I know there’s no quick passage to healing in this situation, but after seeing that type of sharing help many clients in the past, I decided it was a good idea. That’s when I called and left you a message.”

“Well, I never got it,” Justin snarled.

“Lauren,” Mandy said, “we’ve had a very long night…and day…and I’m sorry if we sound snappish. We’re just, to be honest, a little lost because he doesn’t talk to us about anything he’s been through or, apparently, anything he’s doing now.”

“No apologies necessary. I understand. You both may want to think about coming in one day to talk not only about techniques to help Michael open up but also about ways for you to handle your feelings of being excluded from his thoughts and emotions. He’s not the only one who has been through pain and trauma.”

The front door closed, and Michael’s footsteps approached the kitchen. Mandy clicked the speaker off and put the phone up to her mouth.

“Michael’s home. We have to go, but we will be in touch.”

“Please know I’m always here.”

“Thank you,” she said before hanging up and setting the phone on the countertop.

She looked up as Michael entered the kitchen, spreading a forced smile across her face.

“Hey!” Justin said, going to their son and placing his hand on his shoulder. “How was Westchester?”

“Fine,” Michael replied. He opened the refrigerator and stared inside.

Justin turned to Mandy, and she held up crossed fingers. 

“Did you have a good time? How was Anthony?”

Without taking anything out of the refrigerator, Michael slammed the doors shut.

“He’s an asshole,” he said. “I’m going to my room.”

When Mandy heard his door shut, she exchanged baffled glances with Justin and then leaned her head back, her closed eyes to the ceiling.

“If there was a drawing board to go back to,” she said, “I’d start running there right now.”

Justin folded his arms on the kitchen island and laid his head on them. “Maybe we should just start running anyway,” he said. “I’m not sure where.”




CHAPTER 22

[image: ]




Justin sat in the glass-walled room, looking out constantly to check that the guard was still there and that the man he dreaded — any one of him — wasn’t. 

He silently cursed both the Manhattan Department of Corrections and the mental health system. Of all the places they could place Jade, they brought her to Bellevue’s psych unit on the same floor as Frank Devlin. She’d probably only be there a week or so before being transferred to prison to await trial, but a psych evaluation was part of the procedure, so here she was. Here they both were.

He'd made special arrangements to meet her even though visiting hours had ended over an hour ago at 8:00 PM. The empty feeling he’d had since leaving her that morning had stuck with him all day. For her own sake, he wanted her to finish talking about what had happened, and for his sake, he wanted a meaningful conclusion for at least one thing in his day.

“Do you have to go tonight?” Mandy had asked as he grabbed his keys from the bowl in the entryway. “I mean, it’s been a really shitty day. Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

Justin kissed her cheek. “It can, but I don’t want it to. It’s probably my professionalism speaking; I feel terrible for the woman I left in the middle of her spilling her guts. I’d never let a patient session end like that…and she was my patient. I promise I’ll be home by eleven, midnight at the latest. Then we’ll get some rest, and tomorrow we’ll discuss a plan about Michael and meeting with Lauren.”

“Okay!” As he walked to his car, she called after him, “I hope this doesn’t make your day worse!”

Justin sat in the driver’s seat and started the car. “I don’t think anything can make this day worse,” he said to no one. 

He’d stopped his double-checking of the guard long enough to read a goodnight text from Mandy on his phone when the door opened, and Jade came in. She wore a white T-shirt, pajama pants covered with pale blue flowers and a white velour bathrobe. Despite the comfortable clothes, she looked as miserable as he’d ever seen her. His heart sank. The Jade who first came into his office, an accomplished professional with the drive to get better despite her professed hopelessness, seemed to have vanished. He wasn’t sure where she went or if she’d ever return. The woman sitting across from him was her shell.

“Ironic, isn’t it?” she asked, her voice weak from fatigue and whatever drugs they had given her.

“What’s ironic, Jade?”

She pointed out the window to his left, where a patient sat at a table playing checkers against himself. “That’s where I used to sit with my mother. I’d listen as she repeated the same stories over and over. And here I am, taking her place.” She gave a hard sigh and let her arm fall to her side. “The only difference is, she hung herself, and I’m going to die in prison.”

Justin wanted to console her, somehow make her feel better about what her future held in store, but claiming he could see any positive outlook would be unrealistic. She had killed a man and would have to pay for her crime. Still, her defeat pained him. If only he’d met her a decade earlier.

“I’m sorry for everything you’re going through,” he said. “And everything you’ve been through. You are where you are because of the past. If I could change that for you, I would. Sadly, I can’t. And I’m very sorry about that.”

She looked across the table, staring deep into his eyes.

“You’re a good man, Dr. Wright. I know you tried to help me. And I hid so much from you. But it wouldn’t have done any good anyway. I’d already done what I did and had to pay for it one way or another. I guess prison will be the way.”

Justin interlaced his fingers. “Did you want to finish where you left off today?” 

She nodded and crossed her arms, less a defensive posture than a settling-in. The first encouraging sign. 

“You said the moon was full, and the light was shining on his face. You then said something to the effect of…Daddy showed up again, and you grabbed the baseball bat from the closet. And that’s when I had to leave, which I apologize for.”

“Yeah, I was kind of surprised that you left and never came back. But then the detective told me someone you knew died. I’m sorry.” She picked at the cuticle on her thumbnail and brought it up to her mouth to bite it. One of the bandages on her wrists was imperfectly wrapped, and Justin hid a wince at the burn it revealed. “Then I was surprised again when they said you were coming here to see me. You really didn’t have to, you know. I’ll be pleading guilty anyway, so it’s not like I need to confess to you or anything.”

Justin didn’t have the heart to tell her she was a good distraction for him right now. Between what happened to Berny, Michael’s behavior and his uncertainty about whether Lauren Murphy’s treatment was helping his son, he needed to feel in control of something. His attempt to find a response for Jade was interrupted when he noticed someone looking inside the room. Devlin? His heart skipped a beat. When he realized it was a much older man being led away by a nurse, he calmed down again. A little. 

“I understand, Jade. I do. But I think it might be good for you to tell me what happened. To tell me what you did and why you did it. I believe you harm yourself as punishment, a way to eliminate some of the guilt you feel. Is that right?”

She nodded. “I didn’t want to confess. I didn’t want to go to prison. So the only way to extract justice from William’s killer was to physically hurt her.”

“Her?” he prompted gently. The use of the third person might be a way to create psychological distance from a painful topic — not uncommon in his experience with patients — but it might be something more. Maybe because he sensed Devlin’s presence somewhere in the halls around them, he wanted to dig into the split and see how deep it went into Jade’s psyche. Maybe she will be staying here instead of going to prison. 

She thought for a moment, running her fingers through the mess of curls hanging down the front of her bathrobe.

“Could be because every time I hit someone, like Eddie, or what I did to William, it’s like it wasn’t me. It was like…my daddy. It was like he was doing it, not me.” She scratched her head through her hair, then laid her cheek down on the table. “I know. I know. I sound like one of those nuts out there. Maybe I am. I mean, look at who my mother was.”

Justin leaned back in his chair. Jade was right; she wasn’t working with the best possible DNA. She had a father who beat her, and God knows what he did to her mother. And her mother sliced her husband’s neck open and then laughed about it in front of her. 

But she’d made it this far in life, being as successful as she’d been. Or…as successful as she appeared to be from the outside. She had a good job and was a good enough actress for others not to catch on to the depth of her dysfunction, but she abused her husband, cheated on him with his brother, and then killed her lover. And who knew what she might have done to other men or women in the past? 

“Listen, Jade,” Justin said. She didn’t offer any sign of whether she heard him; he couldn’t tell much with her cheek against the table. “Please lift your head.” 

She did, cupping it in her hands.

“I’m going to meet with the psychiatrist in charge of your case as well as the chief of psychiatry.” Justin closed his eyes, pierced by the realization that Berny no longer occupied that position. He fought back tears and forced himself back into the moment. “I think things need to slow down before you enter a guilty plea. You could do better in a place like this.”

 Jade started laughing. And she didn’t stop. The laughs became howls. Then she released a shriek that tore into Justin’s head like a bullet. 

He waited for her to settle down before placing his elbows on the table.

“What’s so funny, Jade?”

“Think about it.” She used her robe sleeves to wipe the tears from her cheeks. “My mother spent decades in a mental hospital, and I spent decades visiting her. And I’m going to end up just like her? Like I said, the irony…it’s just too incredible.”

She stood up and headed for the door.

“I understand what you’re saying,” Justin said to her back, “I really do, but would you rather be stuck in an eight by six cell or in a hospital where there’s room to breathe and people trying to help you?”

After opening the door, she turned to Justin. Her eyes were a dull gray in a face as ashen as a corpse’s.

“Do whatever you think is best, Dr. Wright.” She pointed to her head. “All I can tell you is that no matter where I am, I’ll be in an eight by six cell up here. There’s no escape. There never will be.”

Her slippered feet scuffed softly as she walked out the door, down the hallway and out of sight. 

Justin rubbed his pounding head and bent over his aching heart. At this moment, he wished more than anything he could go down to Berny’s office and seek advice from his friend. But like Jade’s escape from the prison cell in her mind, it could never happen.

He left the room, nodded to the security guard and headed straight to the elevator. He pressed the button once, then twice, then again, wanting to get off the floor and away from any chance of seeing Frank Devlin. When the doors opened, relief relaxed muscles he hadn’t even realized could grow so tense.

As he pressed the Lobby button, the doors stopped in the middle of closing. He looked up to see Devlin, one hand in his bathrobe pocket, the other holding the elevator open.

The edges of Justin’s world went dark, and the darkness started to creep inward. He fought it back, taking a deep breath, and stared into the eyes of the devil who murdered his son. By the thinness of his lips and the thickness of his cheeks, Justin knew it was Nathan who stood smirking there.

“Hello, Dr. Wrong,” he said.

The sound of his voice sent a wave of nausea through Justin.

“Do you want me to call security?” he asked, hearing his own voice rise shrilly at the end of the question. “You’re not allowed to be in contact with me or my family. If you don’t let that door close, I’ll make sure you’re thrown in prison for the rest of your pathetic life.”

Nathan chuckled. “No worries, doctor. I just wanted you to do me a favor.”

“A favor?” He rolled his eyes, not caring if it provoked the asshole further. Hell, if Nathan tried attacking him, it would give Justin an excuse to punch him in the mouth. Self-defense.

He’d never been a violent man before. 

“You’re kidding me, right?” 

That smirk asked him, What do you think? 

Justin didn’t know what he thought, just that he wanted this encounter to be over. “Let the door go, Nathan!” he said as firmly and loudly as he could, hoping a security guard would hear and come to his aid.

“I will. I just wanted to ask you to thank Michael,” Nathan said.

Justin’s head spun at the sound of his son’s name.

“What the hell are you talking about? What would you have to thank my son for?”

He remembered what Matthew had said about Nathan visiting him in Pennsylvania. Lying to him. God, what else had happened then? Or since? 

“For taking care of Malone, of course.” 

A shiver crawled up Justin’s spine, into his neck and up to his reeling head. 

“Yeah, he was my first obstacle,” Nathan continued. “Now there’s only one to go.”

“And who would that be?” Justin asked with the last bit of air in his lungs. It came out in a thin whisper.

Nathan pulled his arm away, letting the doors close. In the instant before they sealed him off, Justin heard him say, “That would be you, Dr. Wrong. That would be you.”


THE END? 

Absolutely not. 
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“AVENGED”

PROLOGUE

Justin threw open the front door and stormed into his home. He tossed his keys into the bowl on the console table and glanced around the adjoining rooms, searching, on guard. 

Mandy met him as he stomped into the living room. She put her arms around him and kissed his cheek.

“You’re trembling,” she said. “Do you feel okay? It’s still almost seventy degrees out there. You shouldn’t be shaking like a leaf — ”

“Where’s Michael?”

“He’s not here,” she said, taking a few steps back at the demanding tone of his question. “What is going on?”

Justin dropped onto the sofa, but an instant later, he jumped up to pace. Wringing his hands, he left the room to the kitchen. He had to turn once he came to the windows and looked into the backyard — the sun had set on the summer day some hours ago, leaving nothing to see out there — and go back to the living room, where he circled the couch.

“Justin, stop!” Mandy shouted, standing in front of him so he’d stop walking. “Please slow down for a second and tell me what’s going on.”

She held his arms and, when he tried to get free of her, tightened her grip.

“I just came from the hospital,” he said.

“That much I know,” she replied. “I was waiting for you to call me and tell me you were on your way home.”

“I couldn’t call. Couldn’t talk. I was…” He blew out a breath. “Way too angry and confused.”

“Oh, and now you’re so calm and level-headed? Justin, what the hell is going on?”

He looked around again.

“Why isn’t Michael home? It’s almost eleven o’clock. Where does he go? Who is he seeing? What the hell does he do when he leaves this house?”

“Whoa,” Mandy said. She pulled his arms so he’d sit on the sofa. “Please tell me what happened at Bellevue. Did she, um, say something to make you so angry?”

He combed his fingers through his hair and took a deep breath. 

“I saw that piece of shit, Devlin,” he said. Knowing how much it would upset her, he hadn’t planned to say anything about the encounter at Bellevue. But even after the trip home, his emotions were too raw to keep what happened at the hospital inside. And stomping around their house without an explanation wouldn’t be any kinder to his wife, he realized.

Mandy fell back against the sofa cushions.

“I thought you went to see that woman, your patient, the one that Parsons — ”

“I did. We met and talked. And that’s just another thing I have to contend with. But right now, Michael comes first.”

He sat down on the couch again, and this time he made himself stay there. Mandy placed her hand on his. 

“What about Michael?” she asked, anxiety making her voice unsteady. “Does it have something to do with Devlin? What did he say to you?” 

Justin tried to avoid looking at her, not wanting to see the expression on Mandy’s face when he told her about his confrontation with their son’s murderer. But now she said, “Please, Justin, look at me and tell me what happened.”

Justin put his other hand on hers and held it firmly. Okay, he’d tell it quickly. Like ripping off a Band-Aid — except in this case, it was more like tearing out the stitches on an unhealed wound. But there was no way around it. He knew Mandy wouldn’t let him keep it inside any longer, even if he’d been able to.

“I was so close to leaving without seeing him. I was in the elevator, and the doors were closing…”

For a few seconds he couldn’t take a breath. He closed his eyes and willed his heart to beat slower, softer.

“Then what?” Mandy pushed.

“Then they stopped. He had his arm against one of them and just stood there, looking at me with a smirk on…that face. The same face he had the night…the night…”

“I know, honey.” Her voice was thick with tears. “I know the night you’re talking about. Then what happened? He said something to you?”

Justin had thought about the conversation with Devlin the entire way home. He didn’t know how seriously to take that bastard’s threat or his supposed gratitude to Michael, but the memory of his smug, ugly face made him want to strike out at something, someone, anything. Talking about that memory aloud, making it real to Mandy, to himself, here in the heart of their home… 

He opened his eyes, looked at his wife, and tore out the bloody stitches holding their world together. 

“He wanted me to thank Michael,” Justin muttered. 

“What?” Mandy’s shoulders jolted like an electric shock had run through them.

 “He wanted me to thank Michael,” he repeated more loudly, if not much more steadily.

“For what?”

He squeezed her hand. “He said, ‘for taking care of Malone.’”

Mandy let go of Justin’s hand and leaned back. Her face was drained of color, her eyes blankly staring at the other side of the room.

“Then he said that Malone was his first obstacle and there was one more to go…me.”

A tear rolled down Mandy’s cheek. Justin gently wiped it from her face.

“What do you think?” she asked finally, after a deliberate breath. “Is he telling the truth or inventing stories to make you think our son is a murderer?”

Justin shook his head. “I have to be honest; I just don’t know. That’s why I need to speak with Michael. We need some damn answers.”

Mandy wiped her eyes. “I kept hoping,” she said. “Once he returned to us, and it was like a miracle…when Van Sessler recommended Lauren to you…I hoped if we just gave him time, that it would get better. That he’d really come back, that little boy we lost seven years ago. I don’t know if it’s possible anymore. Do you?”

“I do,” Justin said. “I really do.” He leaned his elbows on his knees, the weariness of the last two nights coming over him. “I just have to find out one thing first.”

“Just one?” she asked, a little sarcastically.

“Well, it’s important,” he said with equal dryness. But when he met her gaze again, what he had to say was utterly serious. 

“Does our son want to love me or kill me?
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