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    I keep checking my phone. 
 
    I know that’s rude to do on a date, but Riggs and I are past dating. Aren’t we? 
 
    After twelve months, this is more than casual. But we haven’t labeled it, either. I’m thirty-seven, he’s thirty-five, but it’s not even the age thing. I feel old. Too old to be someone’s girlfriend. 
 
    “Are you expecting a call, Cora?” he asks, a dark brow raised, lifting a piece of spicy tuna to his mouth. Chopsticks in the air, he waves the waiter over, ordering us both more sake. 
 
    I shake my head. “No thanks, I’m good.” 
 
    Riggs frowns, knowing me. When we go out, I always have three glasses of wine and let him do the driving. It’s our thing. 
 
    Okay, so maybe I am his partner. 
 
    But tonight, I’m on edge. “It’s been hours since I’ve heard from Ezra. It’s not like him.” 
 
    “Any idea of what he might be up to?” Riggs asks. 
 
    “He mentioned going to the basketball game tonight.” 
 
    Riggs shrugs. “You’re the one who’s constantly worried about his lack of a social life. Isn’t this a good thing?” 
 
    In theory, yes. But I know my son. He’s slow and steady, methodical, a planner who takes his time. Cautious, like me. And not checking in since school let out on a Friday night is not his style. 
 
    “He had an AP English practice test after school, but that was hours ago. Maybe he met up with that group of guys I told you about? The ones who have stopped by a few times?” I check the time on my phone. It’s after nine. “He hasn’t texted once.” 
 
    “His phone probably died,” Riggs says, having a quick answer for everything. Which is one of the main reasons I like him so much. He’s confident, sure of his place in the world, and he has enough drive for both of us. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right.” I turn my phone over, trying to be present. Isn’t that what I’m always harping on to my readers about? Less screen time? It’s harder to put into practice than I let on in my weekly advice column. 
 
    “Are the guys nice, the kids he is hanging out with?” 
 
    “I don’t know, to be honest. They don’t go to school together. Ezra doesn’t say much about them.” I twist my lips, remembering last month when I asked him where he met these guys, what their names were, why I’ve never seen them before. He gave me short answers — they met at the gym, their names are Jonas and Pratt, they have jobs — he wanted to change the topic. 
 
    Now, so do I. Ezra is growing up — maybe this is part of letting him stretch his wings. 
 
    “New topic,” I say, turning the conversation back on Riggs. “Your latest piece in the Tribune went over well. I read some of the comments online. Everyone seemed really . . .” 
 
    “Opinionated?” Riggs gives me a half smile. The kind I fell for when we met at a writing retreat on Orcas Island last summer. He was the teacher. I was the student. He’s the opposite of the only other man I’ve ever been with. Wry and witty and worldly. Riggs Ashford looks like he was pulled from The Great Gatsby. A writer with style, and a way with words that makes me swoon. 
 
    I may not be his girlfriend, but I certainly enjoy being his lover. 
 
    “Gun control is a hot-button issue. The comments didn’t surprise me. It was the way that you wrote the piece. It was really powerful.” 
 
    “I’m not naive enough to think it will change anything.” Riggs gives a slight shake of his head. 
 
    “Don’t be so defeatist,” I say. “You never know who might read your words and rethink their stance.” 
 
    He takes a drink of his sake. “Is that what you hope when you write?” 
 
    I run a hand over the back of my neck, hot. Feeling judged. “I know my column isn’t revolutionary.” 
 
    “No, but it’s retro. Like a throwback to June Cleaver. To Carol Brady.” 
 
    “You’re too young for those references.” 
 
    He grins. “So are you.” 
 
    I laugh tightly. “I’m not trying to change the world, but I like sharing parenting tips and advice on how to get out a shirt stain.” And it has gotten me syndication, which is more than most writers I know. 
 
    Riggs adjusts his tie knot. “I’m not judging you.” 
 
    I smirk. “But?” 
 
    “Remember when we met?” He reaches for my hand across the table. “You came to the retreat to start writing your memoir. That was a year ago. How much progress have you made since then?” 
 
    “Time feels precious right now. Ezra’s a sophomore,” I say, hating that I have to explain myself. Noah would never ask me to justify my choice. “He’s growing up so fast, and I don’t want to have any regrets. Anymore, at least.” 
 
    Riggs runs a thumb over my knuckles. “That got dark.” 
 
    “I am dark.” I bite my lip, stare him down. 
 
    Riggs leans in. “One of the reasons I like you so damn much.” 
 
    I swallow. “You know me better than most people. At least, this version of me.” 
 
    “The post-Noah version?” he asks. I flinch. 
 
    “Yeah. The post-Noah version.” I exhale. It’s been a long two years since my husband died. I haven’t figured out who I am yet without the person who was my constant, always by my side. “Maybe after Ezra goes off to college, I’ll write it. It all feels too raw still.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what would make it so powerful?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I care about having power. I just care about Ezra.” I falter. “And you, of course.” 
 
    He smiles, shakes his head. “Look, I know you aren’t in a place to say I love you, to move in together, to get married, and neither am I.” 
 
    I groan, knowing this was coming. “Are we having a DTR?” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Defining the relationship?” I lift my eyebrows. “It’s a phrase couples used back when Noah was in seminary.” 
 
    “I still can’t picture you going to church, let alone supporting your husband through seminary school.” 
 
    “People change, Riggs.” 
 
    He nods. “I know.” 
 
    I meet his dark eyes, knowing his story is as raw as mine. “I know you do.” Then a smile tugs on my lips. “It’s one of the reasons I like you so damn much.” 
 
    “So, you want me to define this?” he asks, leaning back in his chair as the waiter sets the check on the table. Riggs hands him his credit card. 
 
    “Do we need to?” My mind is scattered. I itch to look at my phone screen. Where is Ezra? 
 
    “No. But I want to,” he says. “I know we’re in different places in life, but I want to build on this. On what we have. It’s special.” 
 
    “Says the man who lives on a boat, who could literally sail away at the slightest whim.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “This town is too small for you, Riggs.” 
 
    He chuckles. “And the mooring fees on Lake Washington are out of my price range. I’ll stick to Port Rainier and hang out with you.” 
 
    “At least the sushi is cheaper here than in Seattle.” 
 
    He snorts. “I was thinking more about the fact that you live here, Cora.” 
 
    “You really want this, want me? We don’t have to make this exclusive. It doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    Riggs pushes out his lips. “You want to date other people? Because I don’t. I’m not.” 
 
    I laugh, feeling the tension growing. “No, that isn’t what I mean. I’m not interested in anyone in Port Rainier. I like that you’re—” I stop. How do I say what I mean? This is why I can’t write a memoir. Talking about feelings takes so much more work than detailing household life hacks. 
 
    “I know I’m different, particular,” he says. “But I don’t want to be a novelty. I want this to work.” 
 
    “It is working,” I say. 
 
    “I want more of you.” 
 
    The words are so succinct, so vulnerable, that I stop thinking about where my high schooler is and instead, I look at Riggs head-on. “You want the truth, Riggs?” 
 
    “It’s all I want.” 
 
    I set down my napkin and lean in. “I don’t know what in the world you see in me. You could be dating girls you meet in the city.” 
 
    He meets me in the middle. “I don’t want to date girls. I’ve always had a thing for older women.” 
 
    I smirk. His smile tempts me in ways I didn’t expect. “I’m not that much older.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be my girlfriend?” he asks. 
 
    Twisting my lip, I groan. “This is so cheesy.” 
 
    “Don’t pull away. This could be good. It could be everything.” 
 
    I nod. A heavy buzz vibrates the table. Pulling back from the tender moment, I reach for my phone, expecting Ezra. But it’s Riggs’ phone that is lit up. 
 
    “It’s a Twitter notification.” Riggs’ face goes white, dread swimming in his dark-brown eyes. 
 
    “What-is it?” 
 
    His voice is cloaked in shock. “A teenage boy from Port Rainier has been airlifted to Harbor Hill Hospital. Critical injuries.” 
 
    My heart crawls up my throat, and I grip the table. Lost. Lost for words. Feelings, though — the ones I usually bury so damn deep — are here, surfacing. Tears fill my eyes. 
 
    Ezra. 
 
    “He was left for dead in the clay fields near Bethel Creek,” Riggs says, and we stand, horrified. He takes my hand, and we leave Fresh Catch Sushi, not even staying to sign the check. We run. 
 
    I already lost my husband to a tragic accident. 
 
    I can’t lose my son, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-four months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I don’t know how to do this without you. And I don’t want to. 
 
    You’re the one who died, but it feels like I’m not even here. 
 
    I miss you so much. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    “Call him again,” Riggs says, in the passenger seat of my car. I’m glad I didn’t have any more of the sake, because I need to be the one in the driver’s seat right now. It’s pouring rain and I wish the sky would clear. I need to get home. 
 
    “I don’t understand why he won’t answer.” I press call on the console screen, not wanting to believe the worst. That he hasn’t called because he’s the boy in the helicopter. 
 
    Again, no answer. Understanding the severity of the moment, Riggs calls Troy at the Port Rainier Tribune, hoping for details from the reporter he knows there. But Troy doesn’t pick up either. I drive faster. 
 
    My emotions are on overdrive because I’ve played this all out once before. I was at home when I got the call that changed everything. Noah had an accident at the work site. He fell from a third-floor roof. 
 
    The drive to the hospital was the longest of my life. I prayed for him as I wove my car through our familiar town, ran inside the sterile hospital, fear in my belly, crawling up my throat. 
 
    “Where is he?” I begged the nurses. Needing Noah. Needing the man I loved to look into my eyes and say it’s okay, we got this, we’re halfway there. 
 
    I’d reply, Living on a prayer. 
 
    Because that was our song. Our mantra when we were young and broke and desperate to make life work. And later, when our circumstances changed drastically, we still would say those words, lyrics that were written on our hearts. 
 
    The doctor came for me, gave me the news that changed me from the inside out. 
 
    Noah hadn’t survived the fall. 
 
    Turning on my blinker, I ask Riggs, “They would have called me if it was him, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Depends.” 
 
    “On what?” My fingers grip the wheel tight, knuckles white, heart racing. 
 
    I push harder on the gas. Riggs clears his throat. “On whether or not he was identified.” 
 
    I don’t ask him for all the reasons why someone would be unidentifiable. He’s the investigative reporter, not me. I write advice on how long to store pickles in the pantry — Riggs is the one who travels the country reporting on mass shootings. On hate crimes. He’s the one trying to change the world. 
 
    I haven’t heard from Ezra since three this afternoon. 
 
    Home, that is where I need to be. I need to see my son, his face. His right cheek dimple and his strong jawline and his eyes. Ezra’s eyes that are a perfect match to Noah’s. 
 
    “Call the police,” I say. “Make them tell you.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    But before he can, I’ve pulled up to my house. The forest-green craftsman home I bought with Noah twelve years ago. Ezra was four. I wanted a home of our own before our son started kindergarten. A home with a large foyer, with hardwood floors and a butcher block countertop. A home that felt solid, like it wouldn’t crumble. A home that I could soften with fresh flowers and the chubby hands of babies. Many more babies. 
 
    I planted hydrangeas and posies and dahlias, but I never did become pregnant again. I cut the flowers and brought them inside, placed them in black enamel vases. I had the sturdy house, the loyal husband, the growing boy. My life was soft enough. 
 
    I was a different person then, a girl longing for a specific idea of home. With Noah gone, nothing is the same. 
 
    Tears fill my eyes. The idea of life without Ezra, too, leaves me gasping for air. Shaking and scared. I’ve already lost my faith. I can’t lose the last living member of my family too. 
 
    In our neighborhood, we park on the street, and I don’t see Ezra’s Volvo anywhere on the road. “It’s okay, let’s get inside,” Riggs says as if reading my mind. 
 
    I nod, killing the engine, my mind racing. Rain falls on us as we run to the house. The porch light glows, but I’m the one who turned it on before I left for dinner. Unlocking the front door, I look for signs of life. His life. 
 
    “Ezra?” I shout. “Ezra, are you here?” 
 
    With Riggs right behind me, I scramble up the stairs. Desperate in a way I’ve only ever been once before. The night Noah died. I pass family photos hung on the wall, my feet on the plush carpeted stairs; the landing light is on. I breathe. 
 
    “Ezra?” 
 
    No answer. I’m at his door now and I press my palm against it, not hearing a sound. Desperate to hear his heartbeat. It can’t be over. I close my eyes, reaching back for my little boy. He can’t have been left for dead in the clay fields. 
 
    I remember taking Ezra to those deserted fields when he was ten. He was obsessed with archeology. With digging for bones. He wanted to discover something. A portal to a new world. A place where he might fit in better. 
 
    We walked for a mile around those dry fields and found an old barn, half-burned by a fire but still standing. I took a photo of him there, the red clay ground, the gray-charred framed building. He stood in front of the disintegrating doors, looking up to the pale-pink sky, his dark curls whipping in the wind. We didn’t find any bones even though we dug into the earth, searching. 
 
    “There’s nothing here, Mom,” he said. His voice was so sad, and I wished that I had come earlier, alone, and planted bones for him to find, the same way I’d planted the hydrangeas and the posies in the front yard. 
 
    “We can come again,” I told him. “Another day?” 
 
    “No,” he said, wiping his hands on his blue jeans, picking up his plastic shovel. “I don’t like this place.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It feels like everything here is dead.” 
 
    I ruffled his hair. “Isn’t that what you’re trying to find? Something that has long been buried?” 
 
    He shook his head, looking up in my eyes, taking my hand in his. “No. I’m looking for signs of life.” 
 
    Now, I stand at his door, scared to open it. Knowing if he isn’t here it won’t prove anything — but if he is, I can breathe again. I’m desperate for air in a world that feels as scorched as that long-abandoned, half-burned barn. 
 
    I look over my shoulder. Riggs’ eyes are big and round, mouth turned down. I’ve never seen him scared before. I’ve seen him cry, while watching the news. Running my hand in circles over his back while we listened to reporters explain the death count at a school in Texas. I’ve seen him angry, when The New Yorker edited his exposé down to a shred of what he’d intended. I’ve seen him irritated, when someone on Twitter responds with a jackass comment to his impassioned posts on gun control. 
 
    But this is the first time I’ve seen him truly scared. 
 
    My hand wraps around the doorknob and I push it open. 
 
    And there, with his back to me, headphones on, sitting in a chair at his desk, is my boy. He isn’t in a helicopter headed to the hospital; he wasn’t left for dead. He is here. I exhale. 
 
    I rush to him, wrapping my arms around his broad shoulders, and he startles, turning to face me. 
 
    “What the hell?” He looks up at me with eyes veiled in something I don’t understand. Riggs clears his throat and I’m pulled back to a moment ago, in the hallway. I understand the look my boy gives me. It’s the one Riggs had right before I opened the door. Fear. 
 
    “Sorry to barge in,” I say as he swivels toward me in his chair. He closes his laptop with an easy hand, the sliver of light in the room gone. Riggs flicks on the light switch, and I can see more clearly. Ezra’s hair is wet, he’s just showered, he’s in a pair of sweats and a tee-shirt that Noah used to wear. It’s hard, looking at my son, nearly grown. I met his dad when we were the same age Ezra is now. 
 
    We’d been so sure of everything. Noah and I believed that our love was different than everyone else’s. That it was real in a way no one else could possibly understand. We knew so much, we knew everything. 
 
    “What do you want?” He looks at me with a flicker of annoyance. 
 
    It sets me off, my panic quickly replaced with frustration. “I’ve been texting and calling you all night. Why didn’t you answer?” 
 
    “Sorry. My phone died.” 
 
    “Well, you’re home now. Why didn’t you charge it?” 
 
    He looks at me blankly, but I see the wheels working in his mind. Finally, he shrugs. “I forgot.” 
 
    That is not something seventeen-year-old boys do. Something any teenager does. Any person does. Our smartphones are our lifelines, and we don’t just let them die. 
 
    “There’s a charger in your car.” My words are tense, he senses it. 
 
    “You want me on a leash or something? God, don’t you trust me?” 
 
    My stomach tightens, I want to focus on the fact that he is here, alive. That’s what matters. “I don’t want to argue. It’s been a stressful night. There was an accident in the clay fields and I was worried.” 
 
    “An accident?” 
 
    “Yeah. A boy was airlifted to the hospital. And I was worried.” I blink back tears and Ezra stands, realizing how upset I am. He is taller than me, my boy. “I was worried about you.” 
 
    His face softens as he puts his arms around me. “You don’t have to worry, Mom. I’m right here, doing homework. I went to the library after the practice test and fell asleep and Mrs. Peters kicked me out when she was locking up.” 
 
    “Really?” Relief washes over me. “Where’s your car? I didn’t see it on the road.” 
 
    “The street was crowded; I parked a block over.” 
 
    I exhale, my shoulders falling. He isn’t gone. This isn’t like Noah. Ezra is here, still standing. My son. 
 
    “Sorry to freak you out.” 
 
    “You had her driving over the speed limit,” Riggs says, his voice cracking, interjecting himself in the moment. I realize now how much he cares. For me, for Ezra. The fear in his eyes was real. 
 
    Ezra lifts his eyebrows, and I can practically hear the snarky words on my teenage son’s lips. He puts up with Riggs but doesn’t like him. And now I’ve brought the man I’m sleeping with into my son’s bedroom. Ezra isn’t having it. 
 
    “What are you even doing here?” he asks Riggs, eyes narrowed. 
 
    Riggs stiffens, out of his league. He may know how to calm me down when I’m upset, but he hasn’t a clue on how to deal with a hormonal teenager. I hardly do and I’m the mother. 
 
    Ezra’s entire world has shifted since his father died — and part of that is my doing. I won’t add any more pain to his life, if I can help it. 
 
    “We were at dinner,” I say, looking at my son. “That’s all. We were worried.” 
 
    Dropping it, he gives me a half-smile. “If it makes you feel better, I got the best grade on the practice test.” 
 
    I squeeze his shoulders. “Good. Anyone want ice cream?” 
 
    Ezra looks at Riggs. “Is he staying?” 
 
    I nod, tension wrapping around the room. 
 
    “In that case, I’ll pass,” he says blankly. 
 
    “Goodnight, then.” I stand there a beat longer than necessary, hating that it feels like I’m choosing sides. I’m not. Ezra isn’t a little boy anymore, and he’s not getting cozy on the couch with me on a Friday night, a bowl of popcorn between us, a PG movie queued up. He’s nearly grown, and I don’t know where I fit into his world. 
 
    He returns to his chair, swiveling back to his laptop, placing his headphones back on his shaggy-haired head. 
 
    Riggs and I leave the bedroom, closing the door behind us. In the kitchen I get out a pint of gelato and two spoons, tears welling up as I do. I try to blink them away, but it’s useless. The thought of losing my son had me losing my balance. I’m not strong enough to walk that sort of tight rope. I try to quickly wipe the tears away, but Riggs sees. Sees me. 
 
    Before I can scoop out a single bite, he pulls me into his arms. “Hey, it’s okay, Cora. You can cry. It was scary. You can feel that.” 
 
    But Riggs wasn’t there when I felt so much two years ago. Too much. When my feelings left me dry, so fragile no one could come near for fear I might break, Ezra was the only constant that gave me comfort. 
 
    Eventually I needed to deal with the pain of losing my husband. I started by bottling up my feelings, refusing to let them spill over. 
 
    But that only works so long as that bottle doesn’t break. 
 
    Tonight, I thought it had. 
 
    “I’m relieved. I am. It just put things in perspective, you know?” 
 
    Riggs nods. “I know.” 
 
    And to be fair, I know Riggs understands. I am a widow and he is a widower. He may be single now, but before that he was a husband. 
 
    We eat the ice cream in silence, both of us reflecting on the past that brought us here. 
 
    When I walk him to the door, he picks up his Vespa helmet in the foyer. “I’m glad I was the one who was with you tonight.” 
 
    “Me too,” I say, even though I know upstairs I’d wished for Noah. But Noah is gone. Riggs is here. He doesn’t plan on leaving. If I asked him to, he’d come up to my bedroom, and we’d make love in my bed. We never have. We always go to his boat, the cabin that is below deck, saltwater preserving us, keeping us safe from the rest of the world. I’m still not ready for more, to lie with him on dry land. 
 
    He kisses me, and I kiss him back. My eyes close, and I hook my arm around his neck. Our foreheads touch. 
 
    “If it wasn’t Ezra, who was it?” I ask, my mind refusing to leave the night we’ve had. 
 
    Riggs exhales, pulling back. “I can check my messages. Maybe Troy replied?” 
 
    I nod, and he pulls his phone from his pocket, reading a text. “He answered. Apparently, the kid is Daniel Reyes. Does that name ring a bell?” 
 
    I cover my mouth, my heart breaking as I register the name. 
 
    When you bury things, you have to dig a hole deep enough that a rainstorm won’t wash them up. But it’s as if my tears tonight have caused the past to resurface. Only this time I’m not in the clay fields with Ezra, looking for an artifact. 
 
    My relationship with the Reyes family is a relic of a past life. And Daniel’s mother, Gloria Reyes, was the beginning of my unravelling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty-two months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    Last night Mom asked if I wanted to talk to someone. Like a shrink. I told her no but didn’t tell her why. I don’t need a doctor when I can just open my email and write you a letter. I know it’s dumb, but part of me thinks maybe you can read them. Like maybe you’re a ghost and can look over my shoulder. 
 
    I know ghosts aren’t real. That’s what Pastor Williams says anyways. But I think it’s kind of like God: you can’t see him but knowing he’s out there makes everything a little better. And even though ghosts are supposed to haunt people, I wouldn’t be scared if you were one. I’d be happy. 
 
    Mom would be happy too. 
 
    And she’s so sad right now. 
 
    I told her she’s the one who needs a therapist, but she just stared at me from her bed before pulling the blankets over her face. She wanted me to think she was sleeping, but I know she was crying. 
 
    I remember when I was little, like four? Daniel came over for a sleepover. We still lived at the duplex. It’s probably my earliest memory. Daniel got scared in the dark and started crying and Mom gave him a flashlight and said he was in charge. He could turn it on for as long as he wanted, could flash it on and off or wave it on the ceiling, it didn’t matter. She said when we are in charge of the dark, it’s less scary. He started laughing, and he stood up and twirled around my bedroom. 
 
    Remembering this, I went downstairs to the garage and found a flashlight and brought it to her bedroom. I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out her hand and wrapped her fingers around it. She drew her blanket away and her eyes were red, like they always are now, and I told her she was in charge of the dark. 
 
    She started crying harder then, the exact opposite of what I’d been hoping for, but then she smiled, and turned on the flashlight and I lay down beside her. I know she remembered that night all those years ago, with Daniel. 
 
    She made circles on the ceiling, and eventually I fell asleep even though it wasn’t even all that late. 
 
    When I woke up this morning it was my turn to cry. Because the flashlight trick only works at night. 
 
    And it makes me wonder, how in the world am I supposed to get through the day? 
 
    I miss you. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    The first time I saw Gloria Reyes was the day I came home from the hospital with a newborn Ezra. She was busy moving into the other half of the duplex Noah and I were renting. She bounced a giggling baby on her hip, directing traffic. Men unloaded a U-Haul filled with furniture, delivering it to her new home. 
 
    A toddler crawled up the front steps, and a slightly older girl swung her hips against a lime-green hula hoop on the front lawn. Looking around, I saw an even bigger boy kicking a soccer ball against their garage door. 
 
    It was a two-bedroom unit and they appeared to be a family of six. 
 
    I didn’t have the energy to introduce myself. I was basically wearing an adult diaper, my vagina had been stitched together and my two-day-old baby, who refused to breastfeed — the hospital sent me home with formula — wouldn’t stop crying. 
 
    I’d lifted my eyebrows, wondering what to make of this woman who wore a smile, whose golden-brown skin danced against the blue-sky spring day. She looked alive in a way I didn’t. I’d been two weeks past due with this monster of a human — Ezra was ten pounds, six ounces — and I was so tired that I could hardly put one foot in front of the other. Noah realized this and placed his hand around my waist, his other hand carrying the infant car seat. 
 
    There was a flower arrangement on the front porch from the pastor and his wife, Noah said. Inside there was a tater tot casserole waiting for us in the fridge. Layla, my best friend from women’s bible study, had been in charge of the food tree. Meals would be coming every day for the next month. Noah and I didn’t have much in the way of extended family, but the friends we had at Grace Fellowship filled the gap as best they could. And while I appreciated the food, what I really needed in that moment was someone who had walked this road before me, to teach me how to swaddle a baby and how to manage on so little sleep. Noah was my rock, but I didn’t need a rock right then. I needed my mother. Of course, she’d been gone since I was twelve. 
 
    I sank down in the couch, unclipping Ezra from the carrier and lifting him to my chest, wanting so badly to soothe this perfect pink-faced person but terrified of messing it all up. I was twenty-two years old and had been married for four years and now I was a mother. I had grown up in so many factual ways, but inside I felt like a child. If that neighbor girl gave me her lime-green hula hoop, I would feel more comfortable swinging it around my body than offering my breast to a tiny baby who looked just like his father. I’d never been so scared. 
 
    Later, I was attempting to nurse my newborn and was failing miserably. Ezra was red-faced then, his legs flailing, and I flailed too. All I wanted was to be good at this, graceful. I wished I had a mother who could sit next to me and tell me I was doing good. Great, even. Saying that I could do this new, hard thing, because I was strong and capable. 
 
    My mom never came, but someone better did. 
 
    “I’m Gloria, from next door,” she said at the door, handing Noah a piping hot dish. “Enchilada Suiza. I ate it after each of my babies, and it helped with the milk coming in. Not sure why, maybe it was the cream sauce. You’ll love it,” she said, smiling, bypassing Noah and moving toward me. Her warmth filled the room as quickly as the spicy scent of the meal she brought with her. I knew then and there that she was an angel. She wasn’t in my women’s bible study, but she was an answer to prayer all the same. 
 
    “It’s usually the new neighbors who get food delivered to their door, not the other way around,” I said, feeling self-conscious of my second-hand apartment, all hand-me-downs from the congregation. Furniture that was nice enough on its own but together looked like yard sale leftovers. I didn’t know then how to arrange armchairs in a welcoming manner, how to hang a picture on the wall in a way that drew the eye, how to roast a chicken and make five dinners from a single bird. I learned all that later, as Gloria let me into her life. 
 
    “Don’t think about that,” Gloria said, dismissing my insecurity. “You have a new baby. Your first?” she asked, sitting next to me on the couch. She looked about ten years older than me, tops. But utterly effortless in the way she moved. Graceful in ways I’d never even tried to be. 
 
    I nodded, covering my breast with the flap of my nursing bra. “Yes, and Ezra won’t stop crying.” 
 
    Gloria laughed softly. “I noticed.” Then, looking up at Noah, she waved him away. “She needs food. Fix her a plate.” Noah did as he was told, a smile on his lips, moving to the kitchen. I smiled too, grateful to have someone sit next to me who’d done this all before. Turning to me, she smiled softly. “Just get comfortable. Your son is taking in all your cues.” 
 
    Immediately I relaxed, feeling my milk let down, soaking my bra. 
 
    “Ahh, there you go. Try again now, Mama,” she said, urging me to draw Ezra close, his new-baby smell sending goose bumps over my skin. I did as she said, closing my eyes as the sensation pulsed through me. He latched on, taking from me, and I gave him more. Then he wasn’t crying; instead, I was. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting it, and there was no bottle to catch my tears. It was just me and my baby and this woman I didn’t know. And tears rolling down my cheeks because I was so overwhelmed that somehow Gloria knew to come right when I needed her. 
 
    “It gets easier,” she said, her voice thick and lush in a way that lulled me back against the couch cushions. The last nine months began to blur. My baby was nursing and he wasn’t crying and maybe we could do this. Make a family, Noah, Ezra and me. 
 
    “You have four children?” I asked, my fingers running over Ezra’s tufts of jet-black hair. 
 
    She nodded. “And my niño is three months, Daniel. He and Ezra can be friends, yes?” 
 
    “That sounds perfect.” I wiped the tears from my cheeks. “But you seem so calm. How?” 
 
    Gloria scrunched up her nose as Noah came back in the room carrying a plate of food for me. “It’s just life, not so complicated really. You live, you love, you laugh.” 
 
    “Just like that,” I said, wishing the ability to take it all in stride was as simple as speaking the words. 
 
    “I’m next door, anytime you need me,” she said. “The walls are thin, but I’d rather come when you want me here.” She leaned over and kissed Ezra’s head. He was still attached to me, but the intimacy felt natural, welcome even. 
 
    She left then, but it was the start of a four-year friendship that taught me most everything I know about motherhood. About marriage. About life. My friendship with Gloria Reyes is why I have my job at all. Though my newspaper column, in part, was what eventually ruined everything we had. 
 
    It’s strange. Back then Noah and I were so invested in Grace Fellowship, craving connection, something authentic and real, family to step in where we had none. But the only people who ever truly filled that void in our hearts were the Reyes family. Gloria and Victor, and their children Maria, Dominic, Ana and Daniel. 
 
    Gloria taught me how to nurse my son, who is now nearly all grown up. 
 
    And her son, Daniel, has been left for dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I don’t know how to say this, but I feel like you should know. 
 
    Mom doesn’t believe in God anymore. 
 
    At least I don’t think so. We haven’t been to church once since you died. Isn’t that strange? When you were here, we never missed a Sunday. My entire childhood revolved around that place and now? Now Mom spends Sundays cleaning. The house is already clean. I mean, it’s just the two of us. 
 
    Katie’s mom calls a lot. I see the notifications on Mom’s phone, but she never talks to anyone and I never see her call her back. 
 
    I keep praying that she’ll go back to normal. But maybe with you gone there is no normal? 
 
    Sometimes in the morning I’ll get to the kitchen expecting to see you drinking coffee at the table, reading the newspaper. You and Mom were probably the only two people your age who still got the paper delivered, but I like that. Like that you guys weren’t like everyone else. 
 
    But no one is at the table reading the paper, because you’re gone and Mom is drinking her coffee in her bedroom. 
 
    And so I open the front door and get the paper that’s still on the mat and read it alone at the table. I pour myself coffee in that mug that I got you from Glacier National Park two summers ago. I’m not even a coffee drinker, but I want something to feel the same. Something to feel normal. I want to go back to church, but I don’t know how to ask Mom. She is already so sad; I don’t want to upset her. I love her too much. And now, she’s all the family I have. 
 
    I miss you, Dad. So much. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    After Riggs leaves, I decide to check in with Ezra. When I reach the top of the stairs, I lightly tap Ezra’s door to tell him I’m going to bed. It opens and I poke my head in, but he’s asleep, under the down comforter, his phone in his hand. 
 
    Stepping to his bed, I reach out my hand to brush back his dark hair, but he rolls over before I can. Even in his sleep he moves away from me. I close the door gently and make my way down the hall to my bedroom. The wooden floorboards of the eighty-year-old house creak under my feet, my bedroom too big for one person. 
 
    If Ezra hadn’t been so touchy tonight, I think I’d have let Riggs stay. Tonight of all nights I crave a protective arm to rest over my shoulders, to pull me close. Really, I crave Noah. 
 
    As I wash my face, then apply overpriced age-defying moisturizer, I can’t get Gloria off my mind. Daniel Reyes. I switch off the lights, pulling my blankets over me, closing my eyes. Dreaming of sleep. 
 
    It doesn’t come. 
 
    Reaching for my phone on my bedside table, I open the newspaper app, wondering if there’s an article on the incident, but nothing has been reported. Maybe there won’t be anything; an accident doesn’t necessarily warrant a newspaper article. 
 
    But Daniel Reyes wasn’t airlifted due to an accident. He was left for dead. 
 
    Not wanting to look any further down this rabbit hole, I turn off my phone completely. I fight sleep, praying to a God I no longer believe in — for Daniel to survive. I toss and turn for hours, my mind consumed with what it was like for me after losing Noah. How I’d pulled Gloria’s empanadas and pozole rojos recipes from my own collection and let my grief take the shape of a house filled with the scent of her memories. I was grateful to have a reprieve from my own. 
 
    I wake with a start, a plan in motion. Gloria and I may not live side by side anymore, but her son is hurt. Surely that can allow me to cross over lines marked in the sand. Etched in the clay. 
 
    My mouth runs dry thinking of the field by Bethel Creek. Why would Daniel have been out there? Far as I know, it isn’t a spot where teenagers hang out. Though maybe that’s changed. It isn’t as if Ezra’s on the cutting edge of the high school social scene. Ezra was never popular, though this year, with his extra AP course load, he’s begun to meet kids outside of school for study groups. I figured it was a step in the right direction, his social circle finally expanded beyond the strangers he plays online video games with. 
 
    From what I remember of elementary school, it was rough on Daniel — he’d wear dresses to school if it suited him, bring dolls to show and tell. Gloria and Victor never denied their son freedom of expression. In fact, I remember when Daniel was six, he insisted on being a princess for Halloween. Gloria spent hours hot-gluing plastic rhinestones on a dress. Kids teased him mercilessly. By then we were no longer neighbors, but the boys were still at the same school, in the same district. 
 
    As a teenager, Daniel had grown into his skin. He’d become even more resilient. The more confident he was in who he was, the better school seemed to become for him. Daniel was always so much more outgoing than Ezra. If there was a party, he would have been at it. When he entered high school, he came out — and instead of letting the choice to be vocal about his sexual orientation shove him to the back of the class, from what I can tell, he rose to the top. This wasn’t 1950, when being a gay Latinx would get you ostracized. 
 
    Daniel and Ezra may have learned to walk, run and later read at the same time, but they were never neck-and-neck with anything. When I got the job at the paper, and we moved from the duplex into our craftsman home, the friendship between Daniel and Ezra had faded. 
 
    As much as I hoped the two boys would be two peas in a pod, they weren’t even on the same vine. They grew up and grew apart. Daniel was on student council, planning pep assemblies and school dances, and Ezra was in his room studying for a future that he believed would be more interesting than his present. 
 
    Now, my mind is filled with the past as I get ready for the day. In the kitchen I defrost a pound of bacon. Boil water, start a roux. Pulverize breadcrumbs and shred Gruyere. I can’t exactly text Gloria and ask for an update, but I can drop off a big dish of homemade bacon macaroni and cheese at her door. If she’s not there, someone else will be. Someone is always at her house; I remember how her home always had a revolving door of friends and family. Gloria loved a chaotic household almost as much as she loves her children. And though it’s been ten years since we really talked — we’ve exchanged polite waves and awkward glances for a decade — some things never change. 
 
    Blinking back tears, I fight the urge to sob, to break down. I want everything to stay the same, but time has never stopped like that for anyone. When Ezra walks in the room, though, he can tell I’m upset. 
 
    “What are you crying about?” he asks, reaching for a cup of yogurt from the fridge. 
 
    I turn the burner down, and then pull the boiling pot of noodles from the stove and tip it over to drain into the colander that rests in the sink. “You know how I mentioned an accident last night? In the Bethel Creek clay fields?” I don’t wait for him to respond. “It was Daniel.” 
 
    “Daniel?” Ezra frowns, shoveling a spoonful of breakfast into his mouth. 
 
    “Reyes.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” His voice is low, shocked. 
 
    I lift my eyes. We’re certainly more liberal than we were before Noah died, but we don’t swear openly. At least we didn’t. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just, that’s awful,” he says, sitting down on a stool at the island. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve been too upset to look at the news this morning. If he’s . . .” 
 
    I don’t have to finish my sentence because Ezra has his phone out, his thumbs tapping on the screen. “There’s an article in the Port Rainier Tribune.” 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    Ezra sucks in air between his teeth as he reads. Not ready to focus on the details of Daniel, I focus on my son. He looks tired, even though he’s been in bed for ten hours. There are circles under his eyes, and his hair needs to be trimmed. If I mention it, he’ll roll his eyes. Best bet is to send him a text later and leave twenty dollars on his desk for the barber. 
 
    “It’s really bad. Critical injuries. Life support. There’s a ton of comments.” He hands me his phone, and I read dozens of messages offering condolences. From classmates and teachers to community members, everyone loves Daniel, and I hope he gets well enough to read these well wishes himself. 
 
    “He’s still at Harbor Hill,” I say, scanning the article. “Maybe Riggs will be able to get more information.” 
 
    “How could he?” Ezra asks. 
 
    I frown. “Because he’s a reporter . . .” I’m shaking my head. “You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “He’s been around for nearly a year and you didn’t pick up on the fact that he’s a writer?” 
 
    Ezra slides off the stool, dropping the yogurt cup in the trash, rinsing the spoon off in the sink. He’s moody, but he’s still responsible. 
 
    “What do you want me to say, Mom? He’s a tool. I don’t get why you’re with him. Dad would be disgusted.” 
 
    “Ezra!” My voice is sharp, but I’m truly shocked. Maybe I shouldn’t be. Maybe it’s been a long time coming. “Your father would want me to be happy.” 
 
    “And you’re happy?” He smirks. “Whatever. I gotta go to the library. Supposed to meet Jordan and Connor at eleven. And then I have to go to the nursing home after, for volunteer hours.” 
 
    Still reeling from his words, I press my fingertips together in a steeple, trying to maintain my composure. “You can’t leave like that, Ezra. We need to talk.” 
 
    He drops his head back as if this is pure torture. “I promise you, we don’t.” 
 
    “Ezra, can you try here?” I ask, reaching a hand to his shoulder. “For me?” 
 
    “I don’t like him is all. He’s nothing like Dad.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the point, Ezra,” I say. 
 
    He pushes out his lips. “I just wish we could go back in time, you know?” 
 
    I nod. “I know. But Ez, we can’t. We have to move forward.” 
 
    “Your cheese sauce is burning,” he says, jutting out his chin. 
 
    “Oh fuck.” My word hangs in the air as I pull the pan from the burner. Nope, definitely not the same people we were before Noah died. “Sorry.” 
 
    Ezra smiles, thinking it’s funny to catch me messing up. “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you too, Ezra.” I wipe my hand on the apron around my waist. “And keep Daniel in your thoughts, okay?” 
 
    He nods, dark eyes becoming darker. “It was an accident, right?” he asks. 
 
    It’s painful to meet his gaze, the truth so unfathomable. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You think . . .” 
 
    I clear my throat, finding my voice. He was left for dead. “I think someone did this to him.” 
 
    Ezra doesn’t have to ask why. As accepting as Port Rainier appears to be, Daniel has a dozen targets on his back, horrible as it is to say. 
 
    Port Rainier is an upper-class town in a liberal state, but there are judgmental assholes everywhere. Daniel was the target of those assholes when he was a little boy — but maybe they never left. 
 
    “Drive safe,” I call after Ezra as he leaves the house. Then I get back to work on the macaroni, starting the cheese sauce over from scratch. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Parking my Land Rover on the street, I kill the ignition, my nerves rattling. As I get out of the car, my eyes scan the yard and the modest rambler before me. Gray-blue paint and white trim, no weeds in sight. An immaculate lawn and raised beds overflowing with spring lettuces and the shoots of onions. 
 
    Carrying the hot dish in a kitchen towel and a bouquet of flowers snipped from my yard and wrapped in brown paper, I ring the doorbell, bracing myself for whoever might answer. 
 
    It takes me a second to place her, but when I do, it’s obvious. Daniel’s Auntie Jo answers the door and looks me over. “I know you,” she says, taking the aluminum tray from my hand. “You’re the woman who screwed over my sister-in-law.” 
 
    I swallow hard, wanting to defend myself but knowing how absurd that would be, given the situation. There is nothing to defend. I didn’t screw anyone — at least not intentionally. It was as simple as two women vying for the same job and the under-qualified person getting it. I didn’t mean to hurt Gloria, but I had no idea she was trying to get a job with the newspaper. I told her it wasn’t my fault, but really, whose fault was it? 
 
    “I’m so sorry about Daniel,” I say to Jo, unable to put words to the past, not with her. 
 
    Jo nods tightly. “Everyone’s at the hospital. I’m here looking after the dogs.” 
 
    “If you would let Gloria know I was here,” I say, bristling at my own words. Realizing I don’t want this to be about me. “Actually, no, just, if there is anything you need, let me know.” 
 
    Jo lifts an eyebrow, not saying any more. 
 
    A few minutes on the doorstep and I’ve obviously overstayed my welcome. “Again, I am so sorry,” I say, stepping away. Jo closes the door, macaroni and flowers in hand. 
 
    Time doesn’t heal all wounds. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The house is empty when I get home, and I know from texting that Ezra and I crossed paths all day. He seems to realize I was upset last night over his phone dying, and he’s doubled down on keeping me up to date on his whereabouts. Maybe he realizes the impact of Daniel’s accident — how it brings up painful memories for me. 
 
    Memories for him, too. 
 
    My phone buzzes again and I pull it from my pocket as I open the fridge, needing to eat after that uncomfortable encounter at the Reyes house. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    A smile spreads across my face when I hear Riggs’ voice. “Hey to you. I was wondering when you’d call me back.” 
 
    “Sorry, I ended up going over to Harbor Hill this morning, to see Daniel.” 
 
    “Really? Why?” I didn’t fill him in last night on how I know the Reyes family. That story felt private. But now I realize I should have. I could have gone with him. 
 
    Though that would have been even more awkward than the macaroni drop-off. 
 
    “Troy tipped me off that the kid was targeted, clearly. He was beaten within an inch of his life.” 
 
    “Oh god.” I cover my mouth, leaning against the countertop. “This was a . . .” 
 
    “It’s being classified as a hate crime. The story is about to blow up.” 
 
    “And you’re covering it?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” he says, sounding surprised that I’d ask. 
 
    “Are you still in there?” I ask. 
 
    “On the way home now.” 
 
    “I can come over later, with dinner? I actually want to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Things are fine, I just, I know the Reyes family. Pretty well, actually. And I thought maybe—” 
 
    “Really? I didn’t realize.” 
 
    “It’s kind of a long story, actually.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear it. I’ll be home in a few hours.” 
 
    “I’ll come by the marina at eight,” I say. Before ending the call I add, “You need to work extra hard on this case, Riggs.” 
 
    He scoffs. “I always work hard on cases, Cora.” 
 
    “I know. But this is different.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I say, not knowing how else to phrase a relationship gone so wrong that started so right. “Whoever did this to Daniel can’t get away with it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Wishing won’t change anything, but prayer might. 
 
    I gave up bowing my head, the long Sunday sermons, the saying grace, and — after Noah died — the part of me that looked to religion for an answer, as a rule book, a map to navigate a complicated world. 
 
    In the morning I grab the basket of dirty laundry from my bedroom closet. I wish I could blare some worship music throughout the house. I tossed and turned all night, my heart so heavy for Daniel, for his entire family. The promise of light after a long, dark night might comfort a part of my heart I didn’t realize was hurting. 
 
    I haven’t thought about Gloria in so long. Too long. What does it say about me? I hurt her and I can never make that right. What’s done is done. 
 
    In the basement, I open the washing machine and see it’s full of dry clothes. Groaning, I realize the breaker must have switched again. It’s one of the reasons I miss Noah. He’d have had that fixed the first time I mentioned it. Whereas I’ve been switching it back on for the better half of the spring. 
 
    The breaker box is next to the utility sink and I flip it on. Back at the machine, I realize it’s filled with Ezra’s clothes, and he’s overloaded it to boot. I pull out several bath towels, knowing they’re going to mess up the rotator, and as I do, my eyes catch on a large stain. Several of them. 
 
    Pulse quickening, I pull more items from the washer, my hands shaking as I stretch the fabric of my son’s clothing, taking in the enormity of what I hold. 
 
    I know my stains. 
 
    My newspaper column is filled with household advice. How to make your floorboards shine. How to organize a gift-wrap closet. How to treat a pesky stain. 
 
    This is no ordinary stain. It’s bloodstained clothing. 
 
    For this, I’d typically start with baking soda — mixing one part soda with two parts cold water in a bowl and dabbing it onto the stain using a cloth. If that didn’t work, I’d simply rub half a lemon over the stain and sprinkle some table salt on top. Last-ditch effort would involve hydrogen peroxide. 
 
    None of those household tips will fix this. These. 
 
    A pair of dark denim blue jeans size 31x34, caked in orange clay and dark red blood. A sweatshirt with blood splattered across the front. Too much blood for a scraped knee or a clumsy fall. So much blood. 
 
    I swallow, wanting to make sense of this mess. Last night Ezra showered after he got home, and he must have put these clothes in the wash before I got home from dinner with Riggs. I run my fingertips over dark streaks of red and brown on the knees and on the front of the sweatshirt. The weight of what I hold overwhelms, pieces locking into place. A puzzle I don’t want to solve. Not like this. 
 
    Shaking, I sink to the floor, holding my son’s clothing in my hand. I think of Daniel. 
 
    Left for dead in the clay fields near Bethel Creek. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    This can’t be what it looks like. It has to be anything else. Everything else. It can’t be this. 
 
    I drop the clothes, not wanting to touch them, to be connected to them. Even though I am sure there must be an explanation. 
 
    How could there not be? 
 
    It’s Ezra we are talking about. 
 
    Ezra, who is planning on applying to Ivy League schools. Ezra, who volunteers at the nursing home. Ezra, who studies on the weekend. 
 
    Not Ezra, who stops by a creek on a Friday night and hurts a boy — a boy we knew and loved — within an inch of his life. 
 
    No. 
 
    I wipe my cheeks, unaware of the tears that slide down my face, but they are there. No. This isn’t possible, isn’t even a thought to consider. 
 
    My eyes fall on the clothes, clothes made for a man. Clothes that would have fit Noah. 
 
    I should treat these stains. 
 
    It’s a decision that I make in a split-second, and even as the icy cold water runs from the faucet of the utility sink, the clothes soaking in the stain-removing concoction, I question myself. My rationale. My sanity. 
 
    There is no doubting my desperate need for one thing to stay the same in a life that has been split once, and then twice. Fissures running deep along the crevices of my heart. I need this to disappear, for this one thing in my life to stay the same. 
 
    Ezra and me? It’s all I’ve got. 
 
    I can wash this away. As I scrub the stains with peroxide, the citrus scent of lemon in the air, the baking soda bubbling on the cotton fabric, I tell myself the story I want to hear. That this isn’t what it looks like. 
 
    And what does it look like? 
 
    He meant to wash these clothes and if the breaker hadn’t flipped, he would have. Later, he would have pulled them from the dryer and realized they were ruined and thrown them in the trash. I would have been none the wiser. 
 
    I know plenty about having wool over my eyes and all that. 
 
    Grace Fellowship taught me plenty about turning a blind eye. 
 
    I scrub the pants and shirt until my fingers are raw and red. The bleach-based remover that was shoved in the farthest reaches of the supply closet nearly causes my knuckles to bleed as I whisper words I thought I’d long forgotten. 
 
    “As the deer panteth for the water, so my soul longeth after you. You alone are my heart’s desire and I long to worship you.” 
 
    My heart’s desire has changed. I don’t want to worship a thing right now, but my soul longs for Noah all the same. He would know what to do in this situation. 
 
    I can’t exactly go to the police — and say what? My son might have been at Bethel Creek last night? It’s a big if, and it would change the way my son viewed me for the rest of our lives if I gave it a voice. I could be wrong as much as I could be right. 
 
    I’m not looking to God with eyes wide open. Right now I’m thinking of Ezra with eyes wide shut. Not wanting to see what I can faintly make out. Lines of a story I can’t bear to face. 
 
    I need more information before I make a choice. Although, as I shove the wet clothing into the washing machine, set it to high heat and close the door, I know I have already made a decision. 
 
    I am no longer a wife, but I am still a mother. 
 
    And a mother must protect her children, whatever the cost. 
 
    Right? 
 
    My phone buzzes. I look at the incoming text from my son. It’s a selfie of Ezra at the nursing home, his arm around Harry, a seventy-five-year-old resident who beats him at chess once a week. My heartstrings tighten, my love for my boy washing away my fears of what he was doing last night. 
 
    What’s done is done — I got rid of the stains. I walk up the basement stairs to the kitchen, to the house I was determined to turn into a home. Grabbing shears, I step into the backyard, clipping roses, one after another until I have a fistful. 
 
    Inside, I fill a vase, arrange the stems, my eyes welling with tears as I realize I’ve picked all red blossoms. Gloria’s favorite. This is how grief works, I’ve learned. Always there, under the surface. Waiting for a memory to lift you out from the fog of a broken heart and shatter your vision for the day. Blindsiding works best on those whose self-loathing is in a constant tug of war with self-respect. 
 
    I can’t fix much. But I never set out to be a writer who told the truth; I set out to tell the facts. The two rarely tell the same story. 
 
    The fact is that hydrogen peroxide did eliminate a determined stain. 
 
    The truth, though, is that it doesn’t matter if you can see the stain or not. The memory of it will keep it alive. Forever. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Eighteen months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I came home today to the smell of homemade jalapeño poppers. You know the ones she used to make every New Year’s Eve? Mom had made hundreds. She said she was perfecting them for a recipe for her column. It was a holiday-themed article, with advice on how to throw a party or whatever, and she was testing the recipe that would be published alongside it. 
 
    You know how Mom gets, turns the whole kitchen into her office. For a minute I was smiling, like really smiling, because it felt like the old Mom. The mom who I remembered. The mom who would pack my lunch every single day with a theme. She’d cut out my peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in the shape of a star and write a note on my napkin, telling me to make a wish. 
 
    If I could have a wish right now, it would be for you to come in behind me, in the kitchen. You’d pick Mom up and spin her around and she would laugh. And then I would too and the house would smell like home, sound like home too. 
 
    Instead, when I saw her making the poppers I told her how happy I was to see her cooking. She hasn’t worked since you died. And it’s been six months. 
 
    But it was the wrong thing to say because she dropped the pan of pastry and it smashed on the hardwood floor and then she fell to her knees and she cried and there were too many pieces. I couldn’t pick them up. 
 
    So I left her there, alone with the tears and broken heart, and I feel like crap. Like a crappy son for leaving her like that, but it wasn’t me she wanted. It was you. 
 
    I ended up on my laptop, the one I’m typing to you on right now, and I started googling things. Weird things. Things I’ve never googled before. 
 
    Like Is there a god? What is the meaning of life? Where do you go when you die? 
 
    And I got scared, because I didn’t like what I saw. It made me think that if I had a tray of empanadas I might throw them to the floor too. 
 
    But Mom didn’t mean for them to fall. 
 
    They just dropped. 
 
    And I don’t know what’s worse. To lose something on purpose or to lose something on accident? 
 
    Google didn’t have the answer to that. 
 
    But if I could make another wish on the pb&j star, I’d wish for Mom to not have dropped the tray. For them to have baked perfectly, golden brown. I would wish for us to sit down together at the kitchen table eating the poppers. I would wish for her to ask how school was. Ask how I was. Of course I’d wish you were alive — but in that exact moment, what I wanted was for Mom to feel alive, too. 
 
    I miss you, Dad. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    When I come downstairs after showering and dressing for my dinner with Riggs, I find Ezra in the living room with a headset covering his ears, his PlayStation on, a box of pizza on the coffee table and an energy drink cracked open. 
 
    This is normal teenage boy behavior. He’s laughing into the mic, and when he sees me, his eyebrows lift. I set a coaster under his drink can, gritting my teeth at the sight of a water ring. 
 
    “Just a sec, Jonas. I’ll be right back.” Ezra yanks off his headset and drops his controller in his lap. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m having dinner with Riggs.” 
 
    His jaw clenches. “Didn’t you do that last night?” 
 
    “Yes.” I run a hand through my freshly straightened hair. “And can we not fight about it?” I point to his pizza. “It’s not like you were waiting to eat with me.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Ezra, what do you want me to do here? Stay home and cry? Because when I did that for a year, it didn’t exactly help either of us.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I wanted that.” 
 
    Exasperated, I try again, “What do you want?” 
 
    “To change the subject.” He picks up his controller. His eyes move from me to the television, and he clicks the buttons on the controller, loading a new game. Riggs would freak out if he saw it, a first-person shooter game, and I wonder why I ever let Ezra get it in the first place. Then again, there is a lot I missed while living in survival mode after we lost Noah. 
 
    The memory I pushed away this morning surfaces. Visions of his bloodstained clothes flash before my eyes. Did I miss something else? Is there more to this than I thought? 
 
    Now we’re past survival mode, but the patterns that emerged aren’t going away anytime soon. Ezra’s passive-aggressive comments about Riggs, my increasingly reclusive personality. His need to maintain his perfect grades and my need to keep the house in absolutely perfect order. 
 
    Thinking the conversation is over, I grab my purse from the hall closet and pull on a raincoat over my pale-blue sweater. 
 
    “Everyone at the library was freaked out about Daniel this morning,” he says, the change of subject both a relief and pang to the heart. I walk back into the living room. 
 
    “Yeah? What were they saying?” 
 
    “There’s gonna be a vigil for him tomorrow.” 
 
    “I saw that.” I read some posts on social media this afternoon, searching in vain for a definitive answer on who did this to Daniel Reyes. Of course there was nothing, but I did see a crowdfunding page had been created to raise support for the Reyes family. I donated five hundred dollars anonymously. 
 
    Doing it made me sick, because what if my family has a larger role in all of this than I am ready to accept? Now, looking at my son, I question everything. 
 
    He clears his throat. “I’m going, of course. Everyone in honor society is. Solidarity, you know?” 
 
    “That’s good,” I say, hating the thoughts that just passed through my head. That I was even considering my son’s involvement in this crime. There are a hundred possible reasons there was blood and dirt on his jeans. I could just ask. 
 
    But I don’t. He’s ready to pounce, and I don’t want to fight with him. My only son, my family. Right now I wish we could rewind half our life. Wish that he were small enough to carry, to hold, to cradle. That he were still small enough to be mine — not his own person, in his own right. 
 
    “We could go together?” I suggest. 
 
    Ezra shrugs. “Maybe. Bet your boyfriend will want to go. Isn’t that his job, reporting on shit that goes down at schools?” 
 
    “This crime wasn’t at a school. And I thought you said you didn’t know what Riggs does?” 
 
    Ezra grabs another slice of pizza. “Katie mentioned it. Anyways, I told her I’d go with her.” 
 
    For the last few years, this is all I’ve wanted for Ezra. For him to have his own friends, his own social circle. I wanted him to grow into his own skin. And now, he has — there are friends with names and study groups and a girl named Katie. 
 
    But I want to take it all back because right now what I really want is to keep my son close and find out the truth of where he was last night. I just wish I knew how to get to the heart of things without pushing him further away. 
 
    Not wanting to scare him off, I drop my phone in my purse while asking nonchalantly, “Katie, huh?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like, who is she?” 
 
    He looks at me like I’ve lost it. Maybe I have. “Mom. You know Katie.” 
 
    “The McDays’ daughter?” It’s all so bizarre, a second blast from the past in twenty-four hours. Layla McDay was my friend before Gloria . . . but we’re no longer on speaking terms either. 
 
    Have I burned all my bridges in this town? 
 
    “Yeah,” Ezra says. “They still go to Grace Fellowship, you know.” 
 
    “Of course they do, that church is their whole world.” I step in front of him, suddenly not caring if I’m blocking his shot. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” He throws up his hands, pissed. 
 
    “I need you to answer me honestly, Ezra. Is there anything you need to tell me? Anything at all?” I kneel before him, my boy, who is nearly a man, who is presently ticked off at me on all counts. At the moment it’s the injustice of me ruining his game. But I don’t want him to ruin his life. 
 
    “What are you asking?” he asks. 
 
    “You heard my question. Can you just be straight with me? You can tell me anything, Ezra. I’m here for you. Always. No matter what.” 
 
    Ezra drops the controller, and his head falls into his hands. 
 
    Bile burns my throat as he moans, painfully. And my heart breaks for what his life could be, for what he might have done, for the horror and the wreckage . . . there is no safety net in life. None. Men go to work every day and fall from roofs and die. With nothing to catch them. 
 
    But I can catch Ezra, somehow, someway, if he’ll just tell the truth. 
 
    “I did something stupid, Mom.” His words are shaky, and they crack like they’re about to break. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, my hands on his shoulders. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m here for you, Ezra.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Katie’s a wreck over it.” 
 
    “Wait, what? What does this have to do with Katie?” 
 
    Ezra looks up, wiping his eyes. “She wanted to, and I didn’t pressure her or anything. But now she’s saying she needs to confess her sins and I told her no, but—” 
 
    I cut him off. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We had sex, Mom. Last night.” He groans. “God, I can’t believe I’m telling you this. She thinks she owes her parents the truth, but she doesn’t want them to know. But it was wrong of us, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Ezra had sex with Katie. He didn’t kill anyone. He wasn’t at the clay fields; he was being an ordinary teenager. Riggs was right — Ezra was out being a normal teenager. 
 
    Except he had blood on his clothes. It doesn’t add up. 
 
    He’s still talking. “And it’s messed up because her parents are kinda crazy, you know? Remember when Katie and I took cookies without asking, after Sunday School?” 
 
    I nod, remembering the lecture, the swats to the hand. The way I looked at Noah, both of us thinking, they’re eight years old. They wanted a cookie, not crack. 
 
    “Yeah,” I manage to say. “They’re pretty conservative.” 
 
    “If we tell them, she says she’ll be sent to reform school. I don’t want that to happen. But I know what Grace Fellowship thinks about sex in high school. I feel like we messed up.” 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “I know it’s dumb, but part of me thinks I’m going to hell because of this.” 
 
    “That isn’t how it works, Ezra.” 
 
    Ezra smirks, tears gone, his relief palpable. “Isn’t that what you taught me for most of my life?” 
 
    “Sorry for brainwashing you,” I say, determined to lighten the mood. “But maybe have her come over for breakfast tomorrow. It would be nice to see her again. Especially if she means something to you.” 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” he asks. 
 
    “Were you kind to her?” 
 
    He nods solemnly. “I love her.” 
 
    This throws me off balance, not at all expecting to hear it. “You love Katie McDay?” 
 
    He nods. “I have since forever, Mom.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” I blink back tears, wishing Noah were here, that I could find his hand to hold. 
 
    Raising a son is not something I ever planned on doing alone. 
 
    My phone rings. “It’s Riggs.” 
 
    “You should go,” he says. 
 
    I doubted Ezra. The dirty clothes. The shooter game. The clothes. But this explanation adds up. It can’t be what I thought. Still, the last thing I want to do is leave my son when he feels vulnerable. “No. I’ll stay. Maybe you shouldn’t be alone tonight?” 
 
    He laughs. “Mom, I have pizza and my PS4, think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    I lean over and kiss the top of his head. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you more.” 
 
    I’m about to go, but before I do, I can’t help myself. I turn around. “Ezra?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I saw some of your clothes in the washing machine. It hadn’t run. There was blood and dirt on them.” 
 
    He frowns. “The breaker switched off again?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to call an electrician. But Ez, what happened?” 
 
    His jaw tightens. “Sorry about that. On my way home last night I pulled over and helped someone change their flat tire. Like how Dad taught me?” 
 
    I nod, wanting to believe him. “And the blood?” 
 
    He pulls up his sweatshirt sleeve, revealing his right forearm. “I cut myself really bad on the underside of the car’s carriage. It was raining, dark and low to the ground.” 
 
    I immediately start thinking about his last tetanus booster — but he went to the doctor for an annual physical only a few months ago, and I know he is up to date with everything. And thankfully the cut looks well cleaned. 
 
    “Okay,” I say finally. “You didn’t mention it last night is all.” 
 
    Ezra pulls on his headset, laughing. “Mom, you were a freaking mess last night, remember? Thought I’d died or something?” 
 
    “Right.” The story adds up, at least enough for right now. “Well, I got the stains out, anyways.” 
 
    He grins. “Not surprised, Mom.” 
 
    I grab the containers of food I prepared for Riggs and myself from the kitchen island, then leave my boy with his pizza and PlayStation, the story he told running through my mind. How much was fact and how much was truth? I don’t honestly know. But as I drive to the marina, my heart both constricts and expands. I didn’t plan on navigating any parts of life by myself, and here I am in all-new territory with Ezra. 
 
    It’s scary, but for the first time since Noah died, I feel hope. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Fourteen months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    It’s my sixteenth birthday. Crazy, right? After school Mom took me to the DMV for my driver’s test and I passed. She said it took her two tries. That when she started her first drive she took a left instead of a right and had to do the entire thing backwards. Anyways, she gave me your Volvo. It’s the best gift I’ve ever gotten. Mom cried when she handed me the keys, but she always cries. Probably shouldn’t say that and worry you, but it’s true. She’s sad and so am I, but it’s different. Because her sadness seems to swallow her whole. 
 
    Since I have a car, I decided I’ll finally ask Katie out. I don’t know what she thinks of me, since we don’t go to church anymore, and her grandpa’s the pastor and everything, but I have to at least try. Even if I get shot down, at least I won’t regret never asking out the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I don’t want to tell Mom though. You know how she gets. All invested. Especially since her and Mrs. McDay used to be best friends. That’s another thing about Mom — she didn’t just quit church, it’s like she quit her whole life. I feel like I have to keep secrets from her so she doesn’t get upset. Like at school today, Daniel Reyes brought me a Tupperware container of his mom’s carnitas. Mom would have all sorts of questions about it — but it was really just an old friend being nice. 
 
    Daniel stopped at my locker with the food, saying how his mom always remembers my birthday. Telling me that he didn’t know why our moms broke up all those years ago, but that his family still loves us, even from across town. 
 
    I asked if he was sure he didn’t just feel sorry for me, because of losing you. 
 
    Daniel shrugged, grinning, saying that of course he feels sorry for me. But also, that he thinks things happen for a reason. He laughed, saying you never know, maybe we’ll be best friends before high school is over. That stranger things have happened. 
 
    Daniel waved, walking away, and when I went to the lunchroom, I ate the food Mrs. Reyes had made me. It was so good — better than I remembered. 
 
    Later, when I got in Mom’s car to go to the DMV and she asked how my day was, if I got any birthday gifts, I didn’t tell her about Daniel. I kept it to myself. Because Mom has already cried so much over the past year that I didn’t want to make her cry anymore. 
 
    Anyways, now I have my license, and I’m gonna ask Katie McDay out, and if she says yes, I’m gonna take her to Staircase for a hike. I know it was our spot, but her eyes are the same color as the lake. I know that’s cheesy, but I know this secret is safe with you. 
 
    Sometimes, well, all the time, I wish you were here. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    “You’re such a good cook,” he groans after taking his last bite of chicken piccata. “Seriously, you could write a cookbook.” 
 
    “Last night you told me to write my memoir, today a cookbook. What will you suggest tomorrow?” 
 
    Riggs laughs, carrying our plates to the sink in the compact kitchen of his sailboat. “Maybe a parenting manual,” he says, giving me a wry smile. “I mean, I can’t believe he told you he had sex. I would never have told my mother that.” 
 
    “No?” I twist my lips, not having considered it strange when Ezra opened up. It was a relief. But maybe I so badly wanted an explanation that fit, I didn’t look at it from every angle. 
 
    “No way,” Riggs says, uncorking a second bottle of merlot. “My parents were stuffy. Reserved. Exactly like you’d imagine a lawyer and an accountant to be. They weren’t open-minded either. They were totally set in their ways, not at all like you.” 
 
    His assessment of me catches me off guard. I take a sip of the wine, considering it. “You think I’m open-minded?” 
 
    Riggs and I move to his bed; the only other seating is a cushioned bench. I kick off my shoes and lean against his pillows. They smell like Earl Grey tea and leather-bound books. 
 
    “I think you’re very progressive. You transformed yourself when most people would fall back into old patterns. Even if they stopped serving them.” 
 
    “You’re talking about leaving the church after Noah died?” 
 
    Riggs nods. “In part, but it’s about more than faith. Five years ago you were anti-abortion, and last spring you went to the Women’s March in Seattle.” 
 
    “I always wondered if my world view changing would mess Ezra up, but the fact he was honest with me tonight makes me think I made the right choice.” 
 
    “Following your heart is always the right thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    I run my finger on the rim of the wine glass, trying to articulate the fact that I actually don’t agree with that. 
 
    Riggs’ wife, Jewel, died because a school shooter was on a mission, a calling. She was teaching a classroom of tenth graders and was killed because a twenty-one-year-old man was righting his wrongs, or so he thought. 
 
    “It’s not that simple, Riggs. You should know that better than me. One person’s right is another person’s wrong.” 
 
    “That got deep.” He sets down his wine glass; so do I. 
 
    “It’s kind of our thing, isn’t it? Push past the bullshit and keep it real?” 
 
    Our eyes meet and I know what he’s thinking about. It’s not me. Not this moment. He’s far away, one comment from me and I know where he’s gone. Back to her. His wife. 
 
    I’m not threatened; it’s why our relationship works. We both crave another person’s touch, and even as we undress, we know the body we really desire can never be had. 
 
    He says it is, that he wants us to be more. But I know there’s a shelf life on us even if last night he wanted to define the relationship. He likes me because I am like him in ways that make me weep when I’m alone in the house, naked in the shower, longing for Noah to step in, hot water running down his chiseled chest, broad shoulders and calloused hands. Those hands that held my cheeks and hold my heart. 
 
    Riggs will never get close to me like that, and even now, as we move together, his body pressed against mine, the water surrounding us as we surrender on his gleaming sailboat, I know why we’re both here. 
 
    We match in ways that only exist because of tragedy. If Noah never fell off the roof and if Jewel were never shot in cold blood, Riggs and I would never have met, and our worlds would never have intersected. 
 
    But some things are better left unsaid. Besides, we both know. Riggs and I met when we were grieving, attempting to mask our sorrow by putting words on a page, even though the simple act of doing so made us more vulnerable than we were ready for. My story told him that we were one and the same. 
 
    “You’re a widow?” he asked at the writing retreat. I nodded, and he said his wife had died and his eyes were bloodshot and his heart was broken, and I knew how to care for things — how to wash windows and how long to soak beans — and so I held his hand as he cried. I cried too. We cared for one another. It wasn’t the same kind of caring, but by then it didn’t matter. We both needed a life raft, a way to the pebbled shore. 
 
    He gave a lecture on metaphors at the retreat, and I wonder now, as I shudder against him in his bed, how he’d describe this. Us. A swell of the ocean, a rising tide, holding onto one another as if for dear life; it’s better than drowning. 
 
    Later, wrapped in his pale-blue sheets that smell like saltwater, I lean over him, my finger tracing the veins on his forearm, thinking of Ezra’s deep cut. His clothes carried so much blood. 
 
    “What is it?” Riggs asks, tucking hair behind my ear. 
 
    “I came here to talk,” I said, our bodies facing one another. Naked and bare, and I wonder how much I can really say. Sure, he knows I used to be a different person. A Republican, sure, but he also thinks I’m selfless. He’s wrong. 
 
    “About the Reyes family?” 
 
    “Is Daniel going to survive?” 
 
    Riggs exhales. “It’s hard to say. He’s on life support. It’s torture for the family, seeing him like this. But if he gets through it, we’ll have the answers we need.” 
 
    “To press charges?” 
 
    Riggs shakes his head, sitting up in bed, the conversation too intense for skin on skin and tender caresses. It’s dark and dirty, and I reach for my sweater. Suddenly cold. 
 
    “This whole thing is about to blow up, Cora. National coverage is bound to break any moment. It was assault with intent to murder. Whoever did this to Daniel Reyes will be sentenced to life without parole, it’s not even a question. The kid is . . . fuck, it’s gruesome. He was beaten with a baseball bat.” 
 
    I blink, tears in my eyes. Life without parole. As final as Daniel’s death. 
 
    But he isn’t dead yet. 
 
    “Do they have any leads?” 
 
    Riggs shakes his head. “Not that I know of, but I spoke with Principal Tottinelly. Sounds like Daniel’s had a rough go of things.” 
 
    I frown, so many memories of the little black-haired boy, brighter than a star. Daniel shone in ways no other child I’ve ever met has. It didn’t come without a price. “I thought high school was going well for him.” 
 
    “It has been, for the most part,” Riggs says. “But no school is perfect, and kids are vicious.” 
 
    “When he was a baby, he always—” 
 
    “Wait, you knew Daniel as a baby?” Riggs asks. His hand clenches, and I know he is itching for a pen and paper. To document, to record. He resists and instead his eyes search mine. It’s a small thing, but it means in a moment where he could pick his career, he is picking me. The choice moves me to open up more than I would have otherwise. 
 
    “Noah and I lived in the duplex next to them. Brought Ezra home from the hospital the day they moved in.” 
 
    “So you know Gloria and Victor?” 
 
    Do I know them? Victor planted sunflowers in a square in their front yard. When the garden grew taller than his pick-up truck, the kids claimed it as their fort, playing in there for hours, Ezra too, games of chase and tag. 
 
    Sunlight streams through the memory and I try to put words to what Gloria and Victor meant to me, to Noah. They were the model for what a family could be. 
 
    Love filtered through their apartment windows, and I glimpsed a world I knew nothing about. My dad was gone before I finished high school, and my mom had died a long time before. Noah’s family was dysfunctional; his dad beat him until Noah was big enough to fight back. 
 
    But my husband didn’t raise his fists. Instead he took my hand and slipped a silver ring on my finger, and we got married the day I turned eighteen. Still in high school but ready to make a life. Only thing was we didn’t know what that meant until the Reyes family moved in next door. 
 
    Grace Fellowship tried to show us, but their version of family was so cookie cutter, so rigid, so hard to understand. We were kids from broken homes and we didn’t own a washing machine, let alone an iron to press our clothes on Sundays. The Reyes family was a different kind of religion, one that wasn’t washed and scrubbed clean in salvation offered by a pastor. Instead they hung their own towels to dry on a line in the backyard. They held zero pretenses — no apologies were made because they had nothing to be sorry for. They weren’t looking for redemption — they’d already found it. 
 
    And somehow, they found Noah and me. 
 
    “Gloria was my closest friend. I wouldn’t say we were best friends; that was always Layla for me. Gloria was older than me, for one. But she was so much more than me, bigger than life? You must know, you met her.” 
 
    Riggs runs a hand over his jaw, listening. “She has a distinct personality, but I didn’t get a feel for her, really, in the hospital today. I saw her at her worst,” Riggs says, trying to understand. “So you were friends?” 
 
    “More like she was the teacher and I was the student. She taught me basically everything I know.” 
 
    “What do you mean, everything you know?” 
 
    “Before her, I didn’t know the stuff I know now. Never even considered it. The things I write about in my articles? She basically showed me how to be a homemaker. I know that term is outdated, or whatever, but that’s what I was. Am.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “Noah and I really wanted to buy our first home. And I needed a job to make that happen. I hadn’t earned an income since Ezra was born. After applying everywhere for six months, I finally got a job and we bought our house. We moved.” 
 
    “But a new address doesn’t dissolve a relationship. Why aren’t you and Gloria still friends? You’ve never mentioned her.” 
 
    I pull my hair into a bun on the top of my head, picking my words carefully. “The job I was hired for was the Dear Housewife column at the Tribune. Unknowingly, we both had applied.” 
 
    “Did she deserve it over you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s more complicated than that.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with Daniel.” 
 
    Riggs lifts an eyebrow. “But it has everything to do with you. Why you are the way you are.” 
 
    “And you want all that? The good, the bad, the ugly?” 
 
    His fingers lace with mine. “You’re my almost-girlfriend, aren’t you?” 
 
    I swallow. “Is maybe good enough?” 
 
    Riggs smiles, pulling me to him, kissing me. “A maybe from you is a yes from anyone else. So yes, I want to know what happened.” 
 
    “It was messy, Riggs. I got the job at the newspaper — she was more qualified in theory, but my resume was better. I’d taken some online writing courses and had a good handle on the basics of putting an article together. Gloria hadn’t finished high school. But it didn’t mean she wasn’t the one who should have been hired. She could have written the book on homemaking. She deserved it, but I got it. And then Noah got a big promotion, and I suddenly had a lot more money than her. Noah bought out half the contracting company he worked for and became foreman. Then it got worse.” 
 
    Riggs seems to sense that I’m deflating, so he hands me my glass of wine. I take a sip, then another. 
 
    “She hadn’t been over to the new house yet. We’d just moved in, and I hired a housecleaner from a local company. Me, the woman who just got a job as a freaking expert on managing a home. And Gloria showed up, for the first day at her new job.” 
 
    Shame floods me, remembering the moment she stood in my doorway. Ezra was at kindergarten, and I had all the ladies from the bible study group over. We were drinking coffee and eating quiche, without any real cares, any real worries. And there was Gloria, holding a mop and wearing a uniform issued by Tidy Cleaners, Inc. 
 
    “She tried to look at me, but . . .” I bite my bottom lip. “I couldn’t meet her gaze. Victor was now working for Noah, and it felt like the world was upside down and twisted and I didn’t know what to say. How to be. I could blame it on my age, but it was so much more than that. It was being confronted, for the first time, in a real way about—” 
 
    Riggs cuts me off. “About discrimination based on race?” 
 
    I pull back, confused. “What? No. We worked hard for what we had.” 
 
    “Still, it rings of white privilege,” Riggs says, as if insisting that this is about something it isn’t. 
 
    “No, I was confronted with how little I knew about relationships. About family. I told her to leave because I was embarrassed. For both of us. I didn’t know how to navigate our changing roles.” 
 
    Riggs frowns. “Yeah, but you had to have seen the way race and privilege played into that narrative.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It wasn’t a narrative, Riggs. It was my life.” 
 
    “And so what, you just never spoke to her again?” 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asks gently. 
 
    “Like I’m a monster. Believe me, I know I was an idiot. I was twenty-six and so caught up in the church, in being a version of myself that was acceptable, that was as far from my trailer park roots as possible — and I lost my way. And lost her because of it.” 
 
    “You’re not a monster, Cora.” 
 
    “I’m not a saint.” 
 
    “I think that was decided the night you burned your bibles in the fireplace.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I told you that story.” 
 
    “Sometimes you have to burn it all down to build it back up.” 
 
    My body aches with the tension I’m holding. “I have so many regrets. And now Daniel is in the hospital.” 
 
    “Maybe there is still a redemption story here,” Riggs says. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We have to find the person who did this to Daniel.” 
 
    I nod. The bloodstained clothes refuse to fade from my memory. Ezra told me the blood was from a cut, but a cut with that much blood would require stitches. Wouldn’t it? 
 
    “Of course we do,” I say. “Anything I can do to help, I will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Fourteen months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    Katie said yes. Katie said she always hoped I’d ask her out. It’s not like we’re together, but at least it’s a date, right? She goes out with other guys sometimes, I guess. Jordan in my AP Science class said she gets around, but I don’t believe it. I mean, it’s Katie. She wore pigtails when she was little. She’d win the marshmallow-eating contests in middle school youth group. She sings in the church choir. 
 
    I’m taking her on a hike this weekend. I’m not telling Mom because I don’t want her to get all weird about it. But I’m excited. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    In the morning I wake early, the conversation from the night before with Riggs rattling in my mind. I said a lot — but there’s still so much left unsaid. 
 
    I slide a French toast casserole into the oven, squeeze fresh orange juice and have sausage links sizzling in a cast iron skillet on the range. 
 
    When Ezra walks into the kitchen, he frowns. “Oh shoot, sorry, Mom. Katie can’t come.” 
 
    “Why not?” I run a sponge over the white marble countertop. 
 
    “Church. She can’t get out of it because she teaches Sunday School now. I was gonna say something last night, but I fell asleep before you got home.” 
 
    “Right.” I purse my lips, looking at the spread I’ve prepared. “Well, are you hungry?” 
 
    “It’s a lot of food. You could invite Riggs over?” 
 
    I lift my eyebrows. Since when did Ezra suggest a meal with Riggs? “He can’t. He’s swamped with work.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ezra helps himself to a glass of OJ, and I pull out the bubbling French toast and pour the maple syrup, warm from the oven, into a ceramic pitcher. “Did they figure out who did that to Daniel?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. He texted this morning, said he was going over to the clay fields, I guess they are all barricaded off right now. There’s an open investigation.” 
 
    “Crazy. Wonder how many people will come out to the vigil tonight.” He grabs a plate and piles on several sausages. I dish him up the French toast and then help myself to a plate. 
 
    At the table, I sit across from my son. “Did you ever see Daniel at school?” 
 
    Ezra’s eyes dart from mine, down to his food. “Sometimes,” he mumbled. “But you know what Daniel is like.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him.” 
 
    Ezra runs a hand over his cheek. “Daniel knew how to piss people off.” 
 
    “Remember the article in the Tribune? He was really brave talking like he did for that piece.” 
 
    “He made himself a target.” Ezra reaches for his glass of orange juice and takes a drink. 
 
    Not wanting to give in to my fear that Ezra somehow thinks Daniel was in the wrong for being himself, I sip my coffee before speaking. “Remember how you two used to play when you were little? Those were some of the happiest years of my life.” 
 
    Ezra pushes the food around his plate. “I thought you always said we were poor back then. That it sucked.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t suck,” I say, defensive, even though I can hear the comments I’ve made over the years, how I was grateful for Noah’s better-paying job, for our big house, what a relief it was to stop surviving and finally start thriving. “It was just different.” 
 
    “Different like Daniel?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    My son bites his bottom lip, looking at me in a way that tells me he thinks I’m an idiot. But I don’t know what the punch line is. Is it me or is it Daniel? 
 
    “You know what he’s like, Mom. You’ve seen him around.” 
 
    I can guess on the sorts of comments Daniel’s gotten at school over the years for being openly gay, but I’ve never imagined them coming from my son. Now, though, his pained expression won’t go away, and it makes me look at him differently. More critically. 
 
    Sunday School wasn’t a perfect fit for our family in the long run, but I always believed it taught Ezra compassion and kindness, reinforced love, not hate. But looking at him now, I see the other side of the insulated worldview Noah and I modeled to him for so many years. Grace Fellowship taught that the path is narrow, that there’s one way to heaven and it’s paved in conformity. 
 
    None of the things that would define Daniel Reyes. 
 
    “What aren’t you saying?” I don’t give Ezra any words, any help. 
 
    “People change, Mom.” 
 
    I set my lips in a tight line, knowing how true those words are. More than facts. I’ve changed in more ways than I can count, but has Ezra changed in ways that would scare me? 
 
    “Maybe you should go to the hospital,” I say, knowing I couldn’t, wouldn’t. Not after all this time. Show up for the tragedy but not for the actual day-to-day living. The macaroni and cheese on the doorstep is as much as seems appropriate. 
 
    “I’m going to the vigil tonight,” he says, pushing back from the table. 
 
    “And Katie is going with you?” 
 
    He looks confused for a moment before collecting himself. “Yeah, she’ll be there.” 
 
    He walks away, claiming he needs to study for his upcoming AP exams, and I look past the table, into the backyard where bright spring flowers bloom. It’s May, the time of year that’s typically full of hope. And just last night, I felt that, that blossoming — believing Ezra was opening up with me, letting me in. Like we were back to before Noah died, when the lines of communication were split wide open. 
 
    But now, as he moves upstairs, closing his bedroom door, I deflate. I wish Noah were across the table from me, to talk me down from the cliff, because right now I feel ready to jump to all sorts of conclusions. 
 
    I blink back tears, then wipe them away when they refuse to hide. Pushing back from the table, I clear the plates. Put food in the fridge, wash the dishes by hand. This is what I do when the house quiets, when the days are long and my mind begins to work in ways I wish it wouldn’t. 
 
    I clean. I cook. I do what I can, because although I’ve changed in a myriad of ways since I was the young, naive friend of Gloria Reyes, wife of Noah, mother to baby Ezra, in other ways I’m the exact same girl. Lost without a compass, barefoot in my own home. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sky is dark and the moon is full, but I can’t see any stars. Instead I see hundreds of candles, one held by every person here at the vigil. 
 
    In the bleachers at Port Rainier High School, I stand beside Riggs as we observe a moment of silence. A prayer. A plea. 
 
    That Daniel survives. 
 
    That whoever did this to him is caught. 
 
    My prayer, though, is more wishful. I long for this to be nothing but a violent dream I will wake from. That when I do, Ezra’s hands will be as clean as my kitchen. 
 
    The choir from the school performs Hallelujah, and there are no dry eyes in the stadium. I reach for Riggs, his hand clasping against my own, and I squeeze my eyes shut, memories flooding back for us both. I feel the waves of the past pulling us down. 
 
    After the crowd begins to disperse, I wrap my arms round Riggs. “I’m glad we were here together.” 
 
    “Me too.” He swallows, pain in his eyes. “I haven’t been to something like this, at a high school, since . . .” His words catch. 
 
    Since Jewel died. Since a shooter came to the campus where she worked and took the lives of fourteen students and three staff members. Since Riggs’ life took on a new form, a different shape: a mission to bring justice where there was none, to light the dark places, one typed word at a time. 
 
    “It’s been years since she died,” he says, exhaling. “And I know what happened to Daniel is different, a different crime with a different motive, but still.” 
 
    “It’s still cold-blooded.” 
 
    He nods. “Exactly. And when I think about what happened to Daniel, it feels like we’re going backwards. I tell myself the country is changing, that we’re more inclusive, open-hearted, and then this. He’s just so young.” 
 
    “He might pull through, though, right? That’s what the Port Rainier Tribune article said today.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” he says. “It would sure make the investigation easier.” 
 
    “Do they have any leads?” 
 
    Riggs runs a hand over his jaw. “Apparently they have some footage from a convenience store of some high school students. The principal says they are kids who have harassed Daniel in the past, not that that implicates them. But it’s something.” 
 
    Before I can say more, he tells me he’ll be right back and I notice the mayor is waving him over. I hitch my purse higher on my shoulder, looking around for Ezra. For Katie. 
 
    Instead, I see Layla and Drew, her eyes catching mine. My heart beats with conflicted emotions. The fact that Ezra slept with their daughter is at the forefront of my mind. God, out of everyone, it had to be sweet Katie McDay. It’s the last thing Layla would want for her daughter. 
 
    I can remember the hours Layla and I sat at our kitchen tables together over the years, coffee in hand, planning women’s retreats and bible studies and prayer lists. We became fast friends, me craving a confidant that was the same age as me, another young mom, recently married. But while Noah and I wed young because it felt like us against the world, Layla’s marriage to Drew was God’s will. They didn’t believe in sex before marriage, and they were hitched at twenty-one. Nine months later, Katie arrived. 
 
    We stayed friends through so much, but mostly the growing pains of passing your twenties as a young stay-at-home mom. It was hard when she kept getting pregnant and I kept miscarrying. It was awful when she was diagnosed with cervical cancer, and I held her hand through chemo. It felt like we could face anything together; we were more than friends, we were spiritual sisters. 
 
    But then Noah died. And the way I processed his death floored everyone. Especially me. I started looking at life differently, and what had been a picture so clearly colored in black and white smeared to gray. My heart was filled with uncertainty, and I could no longer cling to the teachings at Grace Fellowship that had been easy for me to accept when I was an eighteen-year-old woman desperate for someone to help make sense of a heartbreaking world. 
 
    Noah died and I woke up, realizing I was no longer that girl. I was someone else and it shocked me, that truth. The person I’d been was no longer the person I was. 
 
    Layla didn’t understand. “What do you mean you’re never coming to church again?” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” I told her simply. I was no longer walking through life in a zombie state. I was showered, off Zoloft and wearing clean clothes. I’d get through some days without crying before breakfast. I’d submitted an article to the Tribune that morning. A widow, yes, but I was no longer dead to the world. 
 
    “You’re grieving,” she insisted. “And we can help you through it. Isolating yourself isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “This isn’t about Noah. It’s about me.” 
 
    “But you’re in charge of the meals at women’s bible study,” she said. “You can’t just stop doing that. We gave you a grace period because you were grieving, but Cora, you have to come back to the real world eventually.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you made a commitment,” she said. “Not just to Grace Fellowship, but to God.” 
 
    Looking at her, I thought of the online rabbit holes I’d gone down over the last few months since Noah died, researching life and death and God and salvation and eternal life, and I didn’t know anything about what I believed anymore. 
 
    Maybe the internet changed me and maybe that should be embarrassing to admit, but for the first time in my adult life I had learned something all on my own. Without Noah’s guidance, without Gloria’s direction, without Layla’s proclamations, I made a choice that resonated with me. I wasn’t going back to church; I didn’t need to. 
 
    Yes, my faith had changed into something I didn’t understand — but I did understand this: I was going to be okay. 
 
    Ezra and I were going to be okay. 
 
    Now, Layla’s eyes linger on mine as the stadium clears out. She’s one of the only people who know the truth about Gloria and me, our shared history. The last conversation I had with Layla was a slew of tears. 
 
    She’d shouted on my doorstep, “Noah would be ashamed if he knew what you were becoming, Cora.” 
 
    I finally snapped and slapped her across her cheek. Her flesh burned bright as the blood in my heart, pumping hard with anger at her judgment, her absurd comment that she knew my husband better than I did. 
 
    Noah wouldn’t be ashamed. He’d be proud. Because above all else, Noah was my partner. He trusted me in ways no one else ever has. 
 
    And I have to believe he’d trust me on this too — on how to deal with the fact that our son’s story of what happened the night of Daniel’s attack is not adding up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Nine months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    After she cancelled on me three times in a row, I took the hint. It would be easier to take if I didn’t like her so much, for so long. But whatever. I’m over it. 
 
    Before she stood me up, I had this stupid fantasy of going back to Grace Fellowship, with her. Like, together? I thought maybe Mom would come too, if I was there with Katie and it would be like, normal again? 
 
    But now I can’t go on my own because I’d see her and feel dumb, you know? For not being enough for her? 
 
    I’m rambling. Whatever. Now I’m just frustrated because I feel like I can’t talk to Mom and I can’t talk to anyone at Grace Fellowship. Jordan and the guys in my AP Science class don’t talk about anything real. It’s all about video games and stuff, which is cool, but like, I have other stuff on my mind. 
 
    I feel stuck. Like, alone? 
 
    One thing that makes it sorta better is I started going online to these forums. One of them is kind of cool. You can post your questions about God or whatever and people answer. If you were here I wouldn’t have to talk to strangers, I’d just talk to you. Like how we used to do on our hikes and camping trips. 
 
    I miss that. 
 
    Love you, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” Layla says, tentatively stepping toward me. 
 
    “Strange how life is bringing us back together now.” The moment the words leave my mouth, though, I know my plan on getting to the heart of things with her about Katie and Ezra is clearly the wrong choice. 
 
    I don’t know how much she is aware of . . . maybe nothing. Until last night I didn’t have a clue myself. 
 
    She looks around the stadium, and I see Ezra with a group of guys I recognize from his AP Chem class. Katie is next to two other boys, players from the football team. Her arms are around one of them, and she’s laughing. I swallow, looking away, not liking the sound of laughter on a night like this. 
 
    There’s a time and place for everything, and now isn’t the time to bring up our kids’ relationship. On the stage in the center of the football field, I see members of the Reyes family giving hugs to people who came to offer their heartfelt prayers. I see aunts and uncles, some of Daniel’s siblings — but I don’t see Victor or Gloria. I’m sure they’re holding their own vigil, around the clock at the hospital, for their son. 
 
    “How you holding up?” Layla asks, stepping toward me. I crane my neck around, longing to see Ezra. “It’s just awful, isn’t it?” Layla’s eyes are rimmed in red. I wonder what she has been crying for specifically because I know the stance Grace Fellowship has on LGBTQ people. 
 
    “It’s unfathomable. Daniel is such a beacon of light,” I say, thinking about his speech last spring at the city’s Pride Festival. The photo of him that made the front page of the Tribune. His fierce dark eyes sending a message of love and hope to the crowd, his passion for equality on display as he stood at the podium in a pink tee-shirt printed with the quote HOPE WILL NEVER BE SILENT. Ever since he was young, he knew who he was and never backed down to make other people more comfortable. 
 
    Gloria and Victor are amazing parents for so many reasons, but the way they helped their son navigate his sexual orientation could be a TED Talk. 
 
    “I wish he’d been less overt,” Layla says, her voice hushed. “You know what I mean? He had a target on him.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know we don’t see eye to eye anymore, but Cora, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” I refuse to make this easy on her. I can make a guess as to what she’s implying, and it’s grossly inappropriate. 
 
    Layla presses her lips together. Eyes locked on mine. “Why do you have to make things so difficult all the time? I miss you every day. You never return my calls. You cut me off, out of your life.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this now?” 
 
    “I never see you.” 
 
    Pressing two fingers to the bridge of my nose, I inhale. “Look, I don’t call you because I don’t want you to ask me how you can pray for me. And I don’t need you forwarding me daily devotions to my inbox, either.” 
 
    She tucks a platinum-blonde strand of hair behind her ear. She’s a grown woman, a mother to four and still looks so young, sounds so naive. “I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “This isn’t the place,” I say, visions of Ezra with Katie swirling in my mind. If Layla couldn’t get over me leaving the church, there’s no way she’ll get over my son taking her daughter’s virginity. 
 
    That thought gives me pause. What the hell do I know about sixteen-year-old Katie McDay’s virginity anyway? Nothing. We are all living so many lives. I’m sleeping with Riggs and still desperately wishing my husband was the one who wrapped his arms around me. 
 
    “The moment I heard about Daniel, I just kept picturing you and Gloria, in the kitchen, back at the L Street duplex. How I’d come over with Katie and the two of you would be cooking up a storm, the most random food. Fried chicken or lemon tarts or pork ribs. Every other day deciding to master some new recipe. It was a happy time, kids crawling on the floor, cartoons on the television.” 
 
    “You remember all that?” I ask, not having forgotten a single bit. I wasn’t lying earlier when I told Ezra that those days were some of the happiest of my life. 
 
    Layla came from this picket-fence perfect family. Her father, William, was and still is the head pastor at Grace Fellowship. She knew how to cut coupons and sleep train her daughter — she’d been training for this role herself, all her life. But she was prepared for a different sort of motherhood than Gloria was. 
 
    And so, as I straddled the line between the two friendships, I became a version of motherhood that was split in two, taking the best of both of them and coming out, somehow, fully formed. 
 
    Now, neither of the women are in my life, and I am nothing like the person I was when we were friends. 
 
    Still, when Layla asks me to get coffee with her the next day, I find myself nodding, agreeing. It’s like when the world is slipping away, we are willing to grasp anything that we can possibly hold onto. I can’t reach Gloria, but standing where I am right now, Layla is the next best thing. 
 
    “Come over to my place at ten,” she says, her voice hitched with hope. “Then after, we could go to the parent meeting together.” 
 
    I frown. “Parent meeting?” 
 
    Layla pulls out her phone. “I got the email during the vigil.” I clench my jaw, not asking why the hell she was checking her phone during the service. She begins to read, “Please join us at 11:30 on Monday morning for a meeting with our school psychologist, Johnathon Fortwit. It will be an open discussion addressing what happened to Daniel Reyes the night of May fourteenth and will be an inclusive space for parents looking for ways they can support and protect all the students of Port Rainier.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I say, looking around for Riggs, wondering if he knows about this and what it means for the case. 
 
    “Interesting how?” she asks as her husband, Drew, walks over to join us. I give him a small smile, my life having been entwined with his for so long. Before Noah died, Drew would come over for the Sunday afternoon football game every week. We spent Christmas breaks at a cabin our families would rent in the mountains. I’d hold his hand when we sat around the table for a shared meal, bowing our heads as he said grace. 
 
    “Hey, Cora, long time,” he says, giving me a stiff hug that has my heart hurting for simpler times. “You work for the paper, right? Do you know anything? About who might have done this?” 
 
    I shake my head as Riggs comes over to me, placing his hand on the small of my back. “No, I don’t really work for the paper anymore. I’m syndicated.” His eyes remain blank and I realize he doesn’t know what that means. “I don’t know anything more about the case than you do,” I tell them honestly. 
 
    Riggs sticks out his hand to introduce himself, not having any idea of our history. “Hello, I’m Riggs Ashford.” 
 
    “I’m Drew McDay. This is my wife, Layla.” Drew’s blue eyes give everything away. Noah may have been gone for two years, but it isn’t every day he comes face to face with our past. With me. His eyes are an ocean of sadness. “How do you and Cora know one another?” he asks. 
 
    I bite my lip. 
 
    “We’re both writers,” Riggs says with a wry smile. 
 
    “You work for the Tribune too?” Drew asks, glossing over my comment about no longer working for the local paper, over the fact that I now have a weekly column that is circulated in papers across the country. 
 
    “No, neither of us does. I’m doing a piece for Time magazine right now, actually.” 
 
    “He’s covering the Reyes case,” I explain. 
 
    “Oh.” Layla and Drew’s eyes meet. “Well, that’s got to be a tough topic to report on. A little different than your Dear Homemaker column, right?” 
 
    “A bit,” I say, wondering when these two became cynical over my writing. “Riggs covers stories across the nation as an investigative journalist.” 
 
    “Certain topic?” 
 
    “Mass shootings, mostly,” he says gravely. 
 
    Layla’s and Drew’s eyebrows rise. “Intense,” she manages. “That’s really admirable. The world needs more people like you.” 
 
    Not wanting to linger any longer, I meet Riggs’ eyes. “We should go find Ezra.” 
 
    “Oh, didn’t he tell you?” Layla asks. “He’s coming over to the fellowship hall. There’s a little gathering tonight.” 
 
    “He didn’t mention it,” I say tightly, already reconsidering our morning coffee date. I don’t want her to draw me back into the world I chose to leave, and I certainly don’t want her or her daughter pulling Ezra into that life. Every parent must decide what kind of child they intend to raise, and my aim is for Ezra to be as open-minded as possible. 
 
    But my son’s words from yesterday ring in my ears. I love her. I have since forever. 
 
    I don’t want to become best friends with Layla again, but getting close to her might give me insight into my son. 
 
    And right now, more than anything, I want to be able to trust Ezra entirely. Not just with the facts, but with the truth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Some things never change, and Layla’s home falls into that category. A cinnamon-scented candle burns on the kitchen island. Her daily devotional and bible rest open on the kitchen table. A whiteboard calendar hangs on the wall listing the dentist appointments and fellowship meetings for the week. A crockpot hums in the corner, turned on high, most likely filled with one of her go-to meals — chicken thighs, maybe meatballs, with pineapple chunks in a sugary barbecue sauce. She’ll turn on the rice cooker an hour before Drew gets home. 
 
    “Ezra have a good time last night?” she asks, filling a coffee carafe with water. I just arrived, and I’m trying to act relaxed. Truth is my nerves have been shot since the vigil . . . I keep picturing Daniel at the hospital, holding on by a thread. 
 
    “We didn’t really talk about it,” I say. “I was asleep when he got home.” It’s not true, though. I had been lying in bed wide awake, thinking about his soiled clothes, how he’d said he’d stopped to change a tire, and maybe he had. Maybe my son was the boy I thought I’d raised. Kind. Well-rounded. Good. 
 
    But maybe he wasn’t. 
 
    “Coffee?” she asks, adding a filter to the machine. 
 
    I swallow. “Sounds great,” I say, watching as the fresh pot begins to brew, remembering the hours spent in this house. 
 
    The months when Layla was sick, I would wash these counters and make these meals. The years our children were young, they would watch Veggie Tales on the couch and we would thumb through magazines at this same table, considering ways to rearrange her home to make it appear bigger. They’ve lived in the same house since we met — it was her grandma’s home, and she and Drew were able to buy it for a ridiculously great price. 
 
    I smile as she hands me the cup of coffee. “Thank you,” I say, taking a sip of the rich roast. “You always made the best coffee.” 
 
    She smiles softly. “The trick is two extra scoops of coffee grounds.” 
 
    I nod, knowing her measurements. Knowing so much about her. Too much for us to pretend otherwise. It’s like being transported in time, coming here, and it’s impossible not to think of Noah. Of who I was when I was still Noah’s wife. 
 
    We sit at the kitchen table, and she shakes her head. “It’s weird, isn’t it? Sitting here again after so much time?” 
 
    I nod, appreciating Layla’s honesty. We may not have the same faith anymore, but she has always been the sort of person who doesn’t shy away from her own truth. I have to respect her for that. 
 
    “The house looks exactly the same.” 
 
    She smirks. “Yeah, well, appearances can be deceiving, right?” 
 
    I frown, not having expected that response. It doesn’t seem like my place to press, to ask what she means, but I can’t help it. “What do you mean?” I ask plainly. 
 
    Her shoulders fall, and she runs her fingertip around the edge of the coffee mug. “Katie has been a mess this past year.” Her lips press together, a tiny shake of the head. “It’s like she’s determined to fight against everything we’ve tried to instill in her.” 
 
    I think of Ezra, how he looks for every opportunity to be contrary. “Maybe that’s simply a part of growing up?” 
 
    Layla lifts her eyes to mine, pausing, as if trying to find words she has never used before. “I want to tell you this because I know you won’t judge me. Judge her. I can’t talk to anyone at church about this.” 
 
    “God, Layla, you’re scaring me.” 
 
    “It is scary.” Her eyes fill with tears. “I took her to get an abortion last month.” 
 
    I try not to gasp at her words; instead I swallow, my eyes on hers. 
 
    “Is that just a part of growing up?” she asks without pretense, shaking her head. “Maybe it is.” She rests her chin in her hand, elbow propped on the table. “I wasn’t like Katie — I liked to conform to my father’s will. Katie, though, she’s always been a wild horse, not wanting to be tamed. And Katie’s example is not what I want to set for the other kids. They may be younger, but they aren’t dumb. They are taking it all in too.” 
 
    “Oh, Layla, that’s so much.” I swallow — wondering. Fearing. “Oh god.” I press my hand to my mouth. “Was Ezra . . . Did he . . .” I shake my head — he’d just told me the other night how Katie’s parents were going to send her to reform school if they found out she’d had sex. It doesn’t add up. 
 
    “Ezra?” Layla frowns. “What does Ezra have to do with this?” 
 
    I shake my head, backpedaling. “Sorry, I don’t know. I thought . . .” My words peter out, but she doesn’t notice. She fills in the gaps for me, always having been a talker. 
 
    “She’s been seeing this college guy, met at a youth rally of all places — we tried to stop it, but the more we set boundaries, the more determined she was to push past them. They’re over, and Katie is back to her usual games. I don’t know what’s worse, to be honest. Her sleeping with a twenty-year-old or her sleeping with half the football team.” 
 
    My eyes widen. This story is not at all matching up with the one Ezra told me. “You sound so . . . progressive.” 
 
    Layla tucks a piece of hair behind her ear. “It’s not progressive. It’s me not wanting to lose my little girl entirely. Drew is beyond done with her — thinks she’s a lost cause at this point. But I remember being sixteen. I was so desperate for attention. I empathize with her.” 
 
    “Ezra mentioned spending time with Katie recently,” I say. “Do you know anything about that? Them?” 
 
    Layla stands to refill our cups of coffee, a smile now on her face. “Gosh, I wish Katie and Ezra were a thing. He’s the sweetest boy I know — he helped Drew and me clean up the entire fellowship hall last night after the youth gathering.” 
 
    “Random, but do you know if Ezra and Katie were together the other night?” I ask, trying to sound casual, but needing an answer. 
 
    “What night?” Layla asks. 
 
    “The night Daniel was attacked.” 
 
    Layla twists her lips, then as if a lightbulb goes off, she answers. “I know they weren’t. Katie was grounded that night. Drew was upset with her because he got her progress report. I remember they sat at this table for hours working on Geometry.” She rolls her eyes. “They argued the entire time.” 
 
    She exhales, and I try to piece that together with the information I know about my son. It doesn’t line up. They weren’t together when Ezra told me they were. 
 
    “It’s hard not to be jealous of you sometimes—” She must see my frown because she quickly cuts in. “I know you’ve been through the wringer, losing Noah and everything . . . I know . . . I just mean, you’ve got an amazing son, and a beautiful home, and a career.” She groans. “Listen to me! I invite you over and just dump all my baggage on you. It’s been two years and I finally get you in my house and I treat you like a confessional.” 
 
    I stand next to her at the kitchen counter, take the pot of coffee from her hand, pour us both cups. “I’ve missed you too.” 
 
    Our shoulders brush, and I look at her, her eyes filled with tears. “I’m lonely without you, Cora. I can’t talk to anyone at church about Katie. Drew shuts down . . .” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I tell her, hand on her back. “I’m here. I’m here now.” 
 
    “I wish you’d never left.” 
 
    “This won’t work if you keep wishing I’m someone I’m not.” 
 
    She presses her hands to her face, rubbing her makeup away. “I keep thinking about Daniel, how young he is. How precious this all is — life. And how I can’t lose Katie.” 
 
    “But you haven’t lost her. She still came to you. That matters.” 
 
    Layla nods, biting her bottom lip. “I just wish we could go back in time.” 
 
    I exhale, understanding exactly. “I know. Everything can change in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    Layla wipes her tear-stained cheeks. “You know that better than me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Layla squeezes my hands. “Thank you for coming over. For listening to me. I promise next time I’ll let you do the talking.” 
 
    I smile. “So there’s gonna be a next time?” 
 
    She drops her head and groans. “I’m so bad on first dates.” 
 
    That makes me laugh. “What do you know about first dates, Miss Married at Twenty-one?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She wipes under her eyes, her mascara smudged. “I should freshen up before we go to the meeting at the school.” 
 
    I nod. “I’ll let you be. I have a call to make before the meeting anyways.” 
 
    We say our goodbyes and I leave her house, her hydrangea in bloom, bright blue, and I remember when it was planted. Her birthday six years ago. I bought it for her, then planted it for her, too. She never had a green thumb. 
 
    But as I walk to my car, I think how much she does have. A mother’s heart, for one. Empathy. Tenderness. Longing. 
 
    We don’t have to be alike to be just the same. 
 
    * * * 
 
    My mind rattles with my conversation with Layla as I enter the school. I take my seat in the school library, looking around for Riggs, relief sweeping over me when I see him enter, moving toward me. “You okay?” he asks, looking me over as he sits. “You look shook.” 
 
    “Just a long morning.” 
 
    “Same here. Just met with the police chief. No leads and they’re getting anxious. The rain storm the night of the incident seems to have washed away everything that could have been a lead. Except for one thing.” 
 
    I swallow, leaning in. 
 
    Riggs’ voice is hushed, low, and the chattering voices in the room keep his words private. “There was a spray-painted swastika on a burned barn a half a mile from where Daniel was found.” 
 
    “Oh god.” I cover my mouth. “I know that barn,” I say, remembering the cold afternoon so many years ago. Ezra and me, looking for bones. The half-charred building, still standing. 
 
    I squeeze his hand as Jonathan Fortwit, the school psychologist, enters the library, greeting us. 
 
    “So glad you were able to make it,” he says as more parents file in. There must be nearly one hundred here, and the room is at capacity. It seems that everyone in Port Rainier is on high alert. “I just spoke with the Reyes family this morning, and Daniel is still on life support, but I was assured that the medical staff at Harbor Hill is all hands on deck right now.” 
 
    There’s a collective nodding from the parents, exhales, too. Daniel isn’t dead but he still isn’t really alive. 
 
    “The most important thing we can all do, as a community, is ask questions of our students. As of now, this incident is being called a hate crime, as you may have seen in the news, since a painted image was discovered on the barn near where Daniel was found. There’s a possibility that this may be linked to a white supremacist group.” 
 
    The voices of the parents grow louder as everyone registers this information. Riggs and I lock eyes. This is only going to get worse. 
 
    “At times like this we must look for warning signs, red flags, anything out of the ordinary,” Fortwit continues. “Question everything. Hate can take many forms — now is not the time to look away. We must face this head-on. Listen to your kids. Ask the tough questions.” 
 
    I swallow, absorbing this new information, while my thoughts are still stuck on what Layla told me. It doesn’t add up. Ezra lied to me about him and Katie. Either that or Katie is lying to her mom, which seems more than possible considering what Layla shared this morning. Sure, he and Katie were friends, and maybe even slept together, but they aren’t in a relationship. Unless she’s the one making up stories, looking to cover her tracks. 
 
    Still, it’s hard to justify why Ezra would feel the need to keep up that charade with me. 
 
    Unless he was trying to cover his own tracks. 
 
    My heart pounds, I want out of this library. I want to be home. 
 
    The psychologist keeps talking, urging us to get out of our comfort zones and ask the questions even if the answers might scare us. 
 
    My eyes catch Layla’s, and she smiles tightly. She’s scared of losing Katie. She’s desperate to hold onto her. 
 
    But I’m scared of something else. 
 
    I’m scared I’ve already lost my son. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Six months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    It’s weird, thinking you understand the world, and then seemingly overnight it all changes. 
 
    I slept with Katie last night. I don’t know if I’d be saying this if you were alive, but you aren’t, so I am. 
 
    She was at the football game. I went because Jordan was going and Mom keeps telling me I need to get out more. I think that’s because she has a boyfriend. Well, I probably shouldn’t be telling you that, either, but she does, I think. And it pisses me off. It’s like she’s a different person. 
 
    Anyways, I saw Katie at the game and afterward she came up to me, crying, and said she needed a ride. Of course I said yes and I asked if she wanted to talk. 
 
    We ended up at that diner on Hwy 6 and got pie and French fries and she was telling me about how all the guys at school suck and how none of them are like me. 
 
    And later, when we were back in my car driving toward her house, she asked if I wanted to pull over by the lake. When we got there, she kissed me. A lot. And I was like, asking if she was okay, and then she took off her clothes and I asked her if she thought this was a good idea, because she’s a Christian, but she said she was tired of people telling her what she was and wasn’t. And then it happened. 
 
    I know it didn’t just happen, it was a choice. But the choice happened so fast. And I loved her — love her — so I didn’t stop it. But after, I wondered why. Because she knows I’ve been so into her, and she never showed interest. So why now? 
 
    I tried to talk to her at school, but she blew me off and then I saw her leave with this guy on the football team and I don’t know what to think. That I got played? Yeah. But also, it worries me. Because I care about Katie and I’m scared she’s gonna get hurt. 
 
    I wish we could go to that diner and talk about it. The only people I really talk to anymore are some guys online. I told you about them. Pratt and Jonas? We’re planning on meeting up in real life soon. They all live around here, I think. Mom wants me to make friends at school, but I can’t with most of the people at Port Rainier High. Especially not the guys in my AP classes. They are smug know-it-alls. They think they have everything figured out, but they don’t. Nobody does. 
 
    Anyways, I love you, Dad. And I hate that you’re gone. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    After the morning coffee with Layla and the meeting at the school, my mind is buzzing. I need to eat. A headache is coming on from information overload. Once home, I make an egg salad sandwich and pour myself a glass of water, taking ibuprofen from the bathroom cabinet. I uncharacteristically grab potato chips from the cupboard and eat them straight from the bag as I check a news app on my phone. 
 
    I should turn it off, let my mind calm down for a bit, but instead I search Daniel Reyes and see the Twitter conversation unfolding in real time. 
 
    Images of the swastika on the abandoned barn can’t be avoided. It’s brutal — the large white emblem on the worn and half-burned barn. The swastika itself appears to be huge, and it’s hard to understand how it could have been missed by people exploring the clay fields. 
 
    But a wider photo of the barn helps me gain perspective, and down the rabbit hole I go. The white, spray-painted lines are on the top left corner of the barn’s interior. Unless you were inside the barn in broad daylight, it would be hard to see. 
 
    Enraged tweets fly back and forth from all sides, all parties. The story has made national headlines and it’s disturbing to even consider how some Americans can align themselves with this side of the story — white power is a hashtag that makes my temples throb. 
 
    I barely touch my sandwich; instead, I do what I should have done when I first walked inside the house. Switching off my phone entirely, I climb the stairs to my bedroom, my heart aching at what I just read, what I heard and saw. I open my closet, looking for Noah’s wool sweater, the one I knitted five years ago. A Christmas gift he wore with pride. I spray it with his cologne so it smells like him, sage and woodsmoke, and I pull it on, wishing I wasn’t alone tonight. Knowing that if I see Riggs I will only be more sad for who he isn’t. 
 
    In bed, I close my eyes, singing softly, a hymnal that reminds me of the past. 
 
      
 
    Be Thou my vision, O Lord of my heart 
 
    Naught be all else to me, save that Thou art 
 
    Thou my best thought, by day or by night 
 
    Waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light. 
 
      
 
    I sleep, wondering what I’m supposed to have faith in when I feel so alone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning I get up early and make Ezra a big breakfast, wanting to ask him about Katie before he leaves for the day. 
 
    He enters the kitchen, still in his pajamas, smiling when he sees a stack of pancakes, whipped cream and strawberries. “Wow, all this on a school day?” 
 
    “You were up late last night studying. Thought you might need a reward,” I say with a smile, adding sausage links to his plate. 
 
    I sit opposite him at the kitchen island, spearing a strawberry slice with a fork. “So I had coffee with Layla yesterday,” I say as he’s mid-bite. 
 
    He nearly chokes on the pancake. Coughing, he recovers, then he chugs his orange juice. 
 
    I continue, “Yeah, she said you were a big help at youth group. I didn’t realize you’d been going there.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s not so bad. I like Grace Fellowship. It was you who changed personalities, not me.” 
 
    I nod slowly. “That’s fair,” I concede. “But you never mentioned wanting to continue to go to church even when I stopped.” 
 
    He smirks. “Right, because you’re so open-minded.” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight at seven a.m.” 
 
    He twists his lips. “Yet you’re the one looking to argue.” 
 
    I run a hand over my hair, wanting to smooth everything over. “I love you, Ezra. If you want to go to church, I’d like to talk to you about that. I don’t like learning things from other parents.” 
 
    “Fine.” He shovels food in his mouth, and he pulls out his phone. I rest my hand on top of his, shake my head. I’m not ready for him to get lost on that screen when I know this is the only real time I will get with him today. 
 
    “Ezra, did you really sleep with Katie?” 
 
    His jaw sets tight. His eyes grow dark. “I knew this was going to happen.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “You see Mrs. McDay one time and suddenly you think you know everything. You don’t. Neither does she. I feel sorry for both of you, to be honest.” 
 
    “I’m not tracking with you, Ezra.” 
 
    He laughs tightly, pushing away from the island. “Mom, Katie is a liar.” 
 
    “I thought you loved her.” 
 
    “I do.” He pulls back from his seat. “But love can look like a lot of things, can’t it?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer. He just lifts his hand and shakes his head and walks out of the kitchen, saying he needs to shower. I’m left reeling. Left angry. Left lost. 
 
    Did he sleep with her or didn’t he? Is she his girlfriend or not? Does he want to go to church or doesn’t he? 
 
    Is he the one who’s lost or is it me who needs to be found? 
 
    I hear the shower start and I don’t hesitate. Turning on my heels, I take the stairs two at a time. 
 
    His phone is with him — it’s always tethered close — and when he leaves for school, he will have his laptop with him. I have to check his search history when I have the chance. The school psychologist’s words in my ears, Question everything. 
 
    So I open his bedroom door and I sit down at his desk, where he’s still logged in. Thankfully it’s only been fifteen minutes since he stepped away from it for breakfast. Apparently he was online before the smell of fresh pancakes lured him downstairs. 
 
    Heart racing, I know I only have a few minutes. His showers aren’t short, but they aren’t long either. 
 
    I pull up his browser and look at his search history, hoping to find something that will shed some light on my son’s thought process. 
 
    There are zero entries. 
 
    Frowning, I try to understand what he’s using when he’s online. I grab my phone and unlock it, taking a photo of his desktop, then I click on the single blue folder in the left-hand corner and I open it, taking another photo. It doesn’t give me access to what’s inside. It’s filled with shortcut links to software he downloaded, rather than files. 
 
    In the bottom toolbar I see the messages icon blinking. I press it and see there is a notification from Jonas. 
 
      
 
    JONAS: We need to talk. Call me. ASAP. 
 
      
 
    I look at the other text conversations for information, but there are only a few other ones. 
 
    One is a text thread with me. One conversation is labeled AP Psych and it is just discussing what vocab is due. 
 
      
 
    KATIE: My mom is obsessed with you. It’s creepy. 
 
      
 
    Her message is followed by a string of nonsense emojis. No other conversations. Honestly, I’m not surprised. These are the relationships I know about. 
 
    I hear the water shut off. 
 
    I bolt from the desk chair and shove my phone back in my jeans pocket. Grabbing a basket of dirty clothes from the floor, I edge toward his bedroom door just as he exits the bathroom down the hall. He’s so tall, a towel around his waist. Muscles and broad shoulders and god, he looks like Noah. 
 
    It hurts, seeing how he’s grown so much since his father died. How his body is a fragile memory of the person who brought him into the world; it’s hard to see any trace of me in him. I always knew my fair features would lose out genetically. Ezra’s dark hair and deep eyes are physical reminders of his father’s strong traits. I knew this going in. But I always hoped, prayed even, that my spirit, my softness, would come through in my son, even if my blonde hair didn’t. 
 
    His eyes meet mine and I give him a smile. He doesn’t return it. He just walks past me into his bedroom and shuts the door. 
 
    I’ve read parenting books — with teenagers, reading into every little thing won’t get you anywhere. But as I walk down the hall, his dirty clothes in my arms, I wonder if reading into things a little more might get me somewhere. 
 
    Right now, I’d like to be anywhere but here. 
 
    Because in this place — right here — it feels like my entire existence is on a slope, ready to slide. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    I’ve been volunteering at the local food bank for years. Since my Grace Fellowship days. Coming here once a week wasn’t about ticking a box; it was about wanting to do my part in my community. Besides, I love sorting food and organizing shelves. They say do what you know, and food is something I know. 
 
    “Hey Cora, I’ve been thinking of you,” Jean says as I log into the volunteer book. “You doing okay?” She squeezes my arm and hands me an apron. She’s a woman in her fifties, a widow also. She always wears worn corduroy skirts, and her silvery gray hair is cut in a bob. She’s the only paid employee at the food bank and she’s one of the hardest-working people I know. That she even considers me or my problems is beyond me. But maybe that is why she works for pennies — she cares about people in ways I wish I did. 
 
    “I’m hanging in there. I think all the parents at school are pretty shook up.” Tying the apron on my waist, I think of her family. “How is Nate taking this?” 
 
    Jean’s son, Nate, is the computer science teacher at the high school. “He’s broken up,” Jean says. “He has Daniel in his class this year, bright boy, full of light, Nate says.” Jean shakes her head. “I just try to imagine who could have done this. He’s just a child, you know?” 
 
    I swallow, nodding. “It’s awful. I was at the school yesterday with other parents. The school psychologist was trying to help us process. But it’s a lot to absorb.” 
 
    Jean tells me there’s a big delivery in the stock room. “From Whole Foods — expensive almond flour and organic pickles.” Jean and I share a knowing smile. All donations are helpful, but a lot of our clients might find lentils and rice easier to make a meal out of. “Lindy is back there now, working on sorting through it.” 
 
    Nodding, I head to the back, zipping up my fleece jacket as I do. It’s May, but it’s the Pacific Northwest, and the food bank is an unheated warehouse. 
 
    “Hey, Cora,” Lindy calls out in hello. The friendly, retired woman in her seventies is on her knees, pulling brine-filled jars from a cardboard box. She smiles up at me. They say volunteering keeps you young — and they’re right. Lindy is spry, healthy and here several days a week, usually bringing along a crockpot of soup for the volunteers, always chock-full of veggies from her garden. 
 
    Reading the pickle jar label, she asks, “Want some carrot and mint pickles? Or how about lemon flavored?” She laughs, watching my face turn into a grimace. 
 
    “We’re both foodies, but that is a stretch.” I take a handful of the jars and begin stocking the shelves with them. 
 
    “No wonder they had too much stock, right?” Lindy shakes her head. “So how have you been? I heard Riggs is reporting on the Reyes story.” 
 
    My eyes lift to hers. “You heard that?” 
 
    She presses her lips forward. “Everyone’s talking about it, Cora. It’s horrible. But I like your Riggs. He’s a good man. And he’s a good reporter.” 
 
    “You’ve read his pieces?” 
 
    She nods, her voice lowering. “Usually he covers mass shootings, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he was here in Port Rainier the night it happened, and it’s classified as a hate crime. He felt compelled to follow up.” 
 
    “I read the article this morning. I’m shocked that there isn’t a single lead as of now.” 
 
    My body tenses, thinking of Ezra. I make a concerted effort to place the pickle jar on the shelf as gently as possible. But it’s hard, and I feel like I might crack. Riggs already published a piece on the Reyes case? 
 
    Considering the fact he knows my connection with the family, I assumed he would have asked me to read what he wrote before it went to print. But maybe that is asking too much. He wanted us to be exclusive and I didn’t give him a straight answer. You have to give if you want to take. 
 
    And this morning I was so caught up in Ezra, his computer, that I didn’t even read the paper. I went to bed last night thinking of Noah, wearing his sweater, inhaling his cologne. It isn’t hard to see where my loyalties lie. 
 
    “I was his optometrist before I gave up my practice,” Lindy continues. “Daniel’s. I remember when he was eight or so. Still in grade school. He came in and told me he wanted the brightest frames I had. He said he wanted his glasses to match his insides. I’ll never forget that.” 
 
    My heart tightens. The memory isn’t hard to imagine. “So what did he end up picking?” 
 
    “Bright, fire-engine red.” Lindy smiles, blinking back tears. I move closer to her, and she rests a hand on mine. “To think someone wanted to put out that flame, it breaks my heart, Cora. Just breaks it in two.” 
 
    I run a finger under my eye, not wanting my own tears to splash down my cheek. Fear is winding its way up my throat. If my son played a part in this attack on Daniel, I need to know. He has an alibi for the night at the clay fields . . . but after talking with Layla, I doubt the strength of it. 
 
    What I need to do now is find someone who understands computers . . . who can tell me what Ezra has on his laptop. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie,” Lindy says. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.” 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s just a lot to process. It’s devastating.” 
 
    Lindy and I work in silence for the next few hours, both lost in our own thoughts, our own memories. As I leave the food bank, I stop to tell Jean goodbye. She gives my shoulder a squeeze. “I’ll see you next week, Cora.” 
 
    As I drive away, I think of Jean’s son, Nate. He knows computers. I could easily shoot him an email. 
 
    But inviting him into this seems like setting my family up for disaster. I can’t put Ezra at risk until I know the whole story. When I was younger, married to Noah, I always thought having more people involved in our lives would result in more security, a bigger safety net if things started to fall apart. 
 
    Now, though, I’m not so sure. Inviting someone into this fear of mine — however irrational or rational it may be — means potentially facing something I’m not prepared for. 
 
    I drive home, an unexpected rain shower causing me to put on my windshield wipers. I look out the car window, wondering what the clay fields look like right now, streaked with water. Wondering what it says about me to hope, however slightly, for any lasting clue to be washed away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I spend lunch at the kitchen island, staring at the images I took on my phone. Wanting more information, I email them to myself and print the three photos on my color printer. Scouring the files for something I might recognize, I sit in my bed, cross-legged, with my laptop. My editor has emailed, asking for revisions on an article. I reply quickly, letting her know I need some time off. 
 
    It’s not like me to put work off, but how can I dole out advice when my world is rocky? 
 
    Then I click off my email and instead find myself down a rabbit hole that winds in a circle. 
 
    The files have a handful of icons for different software. The first I come across is Tor, with an image of an onion. 
 
    Doing a quick search on Google for Tor, I find a simple definition . . . Tor is software that allows users to browse the Web anonymously. 
 
    I sit with that for a second. Why would Ezra want to search the internet anonymously? What would be his gain? I keep reading, and words like “dark web” and “the onion route” pop up . . . and I search for what that means too. 
 
      
 
    “In an onion network, messages are encapsulated in layers of encryption, analogous to layers of an onion. The encrypted data is transmitted through a series of network nodes called onion routers, each of which ‘peels’ away a single layer, uncovering the data’s next destination.” 
 
      
 
    The words feel slightly over my head, but I get the concept. Tor — The Onion Router — uses various routers to peel away layers to get people to their destination. So whatever you are doing while on the server is untraceable . . . unsearchable . . . secret. 
 
    Not wanting to jump to sinister conclusions, I simply type into the search bar the first thing that comes into my head: Why would my teenage son use Tor? 
 
      
 
    “While there is a chance your teen might be using Tor to engage in illicit activity (like viewing porn or buying or selling drugs), your adolescent may simply be curious about what’s going on in the dark web . . . Sometimes adolescents use Tor to bypass blocked sites that a parent or school has filtered.” 
 
      
 
    It doesn’t make me feel any better. I don’t restrict Ezra’s access to the internet. I’ve never even thought to look at his web history since he entered high school. 
 
    I remember when he started using the computer in elementary school. He’d come home with homework assignments — spend 15 minutes on Duolingo working on your language skills or practice math skills on ABCya! 
 
    Noah and I logged into the websites, dutifully creating accounts and talking about internet safety. It felt urgent that we knew what he was accessing, vital that we were within earshot as he clicked around on simple sites. 
 
    Then middle school started and the school had an online classroom and grading book. Suddenly it felt as if every assignment was posted online. Around then I started working more, realizing that I would need to if I ever wanted to become a syndicated columnist. 
 
    Life felt full, and Noah and I stopped looking at Ezra’s computer except to check semester grades. Barely remembering to sign the permission slip for the end-of-middle-school field trip. The kids were all going to a water park. It still felt innocent. Safe. Ezra was an A student, loved to read, was kind. He still watched Cartoon Network; he was still so young. Wasn’t he? 
 
    And then high school began and each student checked out a ChromeBook. I had good intentions to monitor his screen time. But then Noah died. And part of me died too. Maybe, I realize now — considering for the first time the possibility of my son doing illegal drugs while addicted to fetish porn — maybe part of Ezra died too. 
 
    A family friend gave Ezra an old MacBook, and suddenly he had an upgrade. I didn’t resist because I knew it would sync up with his phone — I was all in with Apple too. It was easier, I told myself. And with that, Ezra and I fell into new patterns as we dealt with the Noah-sized holes in our hearts. 
 
    Now, I’m sucked into a vortex of information — watching YouTube videos on how to access the dark web — and I’m considering downloading Tor myself, just to understand, when there’s a knock at the front door. Then the doorbell rings. 
 
    Startled, I jump from my bed, closing the computer. Swallowing hard as if I’ve been caught doing something. I look at the time on my watch as I move downstairs toward the front door. It’s already four in the afternoon. When did that happen? 
 
    Opening the front door, I see a boy I’ve only met once, briefly. “Oh, hello, Jonas.” I smooth my clothes, realizing I’m all rumpled. 
 
    He doesn’t notice. At least, I don’t think he does. His eyes twitch. He looks past me or through me — searching for something that is out of his reach. I step outside, crossing my arms, feeling protective of something, but I’m not sure what. Myself? 
 
    “Is Ezra here?” he asks. He’s tall, with short, cropped hair, and he has on a white polo shirt, blue jeans. Outwardly, he looks just like my son. 
 
    “No, actually. He isn’t.” I reach in my back jeans pocket for my phone and look at my messages. 
 
    “I tried calling him, but he didn’t answer.” 
 
    I nod, typing a message to Ezra as Jonas speaks. Where are you? School got out an hour ago. Jonas is at the house looking for you. 
 
    But I don’t hit send. 
 
    Instead I think about the chocolate chip cookies I made yesterday. The cans of Coke in the fridge. A teenage boy’s paradise. 
 
    “It’s okay, ma’am. Just tell him I stopped by.” 
 
    “Do you want to come in and wait?” I ask. My motive is singular. “Ezra will be home any second.” 
 
    He pushes out his lips, debating something. I wish I knew. “Sure,” he says with a shrug. 
 
    Maybe soon enough I will. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Four months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I feel like you’ve been gone forever and it’s really pissing me off. It’s probably not fair to say that to you because you had no choice in it, but it’s wrong. You were a good dad and a good husband and took care of us. You never messed up. At least, that’s how it felt. And I hate that Mom is replacing you. 
 
    She’s hanging out with this guy all the time now. You’d hate him. 
 
    Even saying that feels wrong, like I’m betraying Mom somehow, but you would. He’s not like you. He grew up on the East Coast and writes for a paper — that’s why Mom likes him, I think. 
 
    But I think it’s stupid. He doesn’t even have a house and maybe Mom thinks that’s cool or something, but I think it means he isn’t staying anywhere for very long. 
 
    And what scares me is he’s gonna leave one day, and Mom will fall apart again. 
 
    So I keep acting like an ass to him, even though I know that isn’t the Christian thing to do — but am I even a Christian anymore? 
 
    I slept with Katie again. It went down like last time. She needed a ride home after school and we pulled over in the woods and I told her I loved her and she said I was being ridiculous. And then we had sex. And she said she hated her life, hated everything, but I told her she was the one being ridiculous now because she has everything. A mom who is there for her, a dad who is alive, everyone at Grace Fellowship. She has the ideal life and she doesn’t even like herself. 
 
    I told my friends, Pratt and Jonas, about her. They said she sounded pretty sketchy. I like them both well enough, mostly because they are easy to talk to. And Pratt is always around whenever I’m bored and want to play a video game or whatever. He’s like always online, so it’s easy to be his friend. 
 
    They think she sounds pretty lame because she doesn’t really respect me or herself. 
 
    That’s why I like them — they always say it like it is. They don’t tiptoe like Mom does now. 
 
    Anyways, I have a test tomorrow and should go to bed. 
 
    Love you, Dad. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Jonas sits at the kitchen island, the same place Ezra sat this morning when he was annoyed at me for asking him about Katie. I won’t make the same mistake with Jonas. I’ll let him talk on his terms. 
 
    I set out the cookies, pour the carbonated liquid in a glass of ice. I make myself a cup of tea and smile at him warmly. As if I have no ulterior motive. 
 
    “These are really good, Mrs. Maxwell,” he says with a smile. He has a dimple in his left cheek. Sits with his back straight. Handsome. Yet I know literally nothing about him. 
 
    “How was school today?” I start with a nonthreatening question; he can go wherever he like with it. 
 
    He frowns. “I don’t go to school. I graduated two years ago.” 
 
    I feel my eyebrows pop up in surprise, and I try to stay cool. “I didn’t realize. I guess, uh, how did you and Ezra meet then?” 
 
    “Online,” he tells me. 
 
    “Oh. Okay. I thought he said the gym.” 
 
    “Well, uh, yeah, I guess that’s right. But we usually hang out online. Play video games or whatever.” 
 
    “With Pratt, right?” 
 
    Jonas stiffens. “Yeah, I don’t really hang out with that guy.” 
 
    “But Ezra does?” 
 
    Jonas nods slowly. “I guess.” 
 
    Not wanting to lose Jonas’ undivided attention, I draw the conversation back to him. “So what do you do, Jonas? Are you . . .” I don’t know how to phrase it. Do you go to community college? Do you have a job? Are you an illegal drug user who is addicted to fetish porn? 
 
    “I work with my dad. He’s a house inspector. I took the training courses, and it pays real good. ” 
 
    The kettle whistles and I pour hot water over my Earl Grey tea. I add milk, trying to think of what to say to this boy I don’t know. 
 
    “And your friend, Pratt, did you meet him at the gym too?” 
 
    Jonas shakes his head. “No, I met Pratt online too.” He doesn’t add the detail of where they met. And I’m scared to press. To ask more than he wants to offer and have him retreat like Ezra. 
 
    “Well, that’s nice,” I say simply. “I haven’t heard Ezra mention going over to your house, and you’ve never been here . . . Do you guys hang out much?” 
 
    “Nah,” he says. “I guess we don’t too much.” 
 
    Just then there’s another knock on the door. It’s not Ezra — he wouldn’t knock. A second later, it opens, and I hear Riggs calling for me. “Cora? You here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, slightly surprised that he let himself in. “Uh, hey.” 
 
    “The door wasn’t closed,” he says, explaining. “I wouldn’t have barged in otherwise.” Then, seeing I have company, he adds, “Hope I’m not interrupting anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m uh, leaving,” Jonas says, looking Riggs over. “Just tell Ezra to gimme a call if you can.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say, wishing he wasn’t leaving so soon. I didn’t get to the root of anything. And I’m left with more questions than I started with. 
 
    After walking him to the door, I turn to Riggs, suddenly exhausted and needing someone to process with. He must notice because he pulls me into his arms. “Are you okay? Who was that kid?” 
 
    “Just a friend of Ezra’s.” I exhale, threading my fingers through Riggs’ hair. “But something seems off with him. He’s too . . . random.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Riggs asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I groan, feeling lost all over again. “I honestly don’t know anything.” I take his hand and lead him upstairs. 
 
    Suddenly wanting his body against mine more than I want anything else. 
 
    My mind spins with memories and my heart’s been pushed to the past and I just need Riggs to ground me. To draw me down — to root me in the present. 
 
    Upstairs, Riggs’ eyes meet mine. “You sure?” 
 
    I nod, needing him in my bed, wanting to wrap myself in something besides the backlog of my marriage. “Please.” 
 
    Locking the door once we’re both inside the master bedroom, I turn to him, unbuttoning his shirt, unhooking his dark leather belt. He kisses me softly, then harder as he realizes where I want to go and how fast I want to get there. 
 
    We kick off shoes and slide off pants. He unhooks my bra and I draw him to my bed, pushing aside the papers and the laptop, wanting to pull the sheets up, over us, and disappear into the moment. 
 
    We come together, as we have so many times before; I wrap my arms around his neck, breathing him in. Silently begging him to take me away, to a new beginning. 
 
    “You’re worrying me,” he whispers, after. “You’re acting so . . .” 
 
    “Feral?” I offer. And he laughs. So do I. “Sorry,” I whisper. “I needed to get out of my head.” 
 
    “Did it work?” he asks, tracing a line up my belly, over my breasts. 
 
    I smile, tugging his mouth to my lips. “Now if only we could stay in this place.” 
 
    “I wish,” he says. “I need to write a piece tonight to go to print tomorrow. A follow-up on today’s article.” 
 
    “You’re writing it like an investigative series?” I roll to my side, settling into the comfort of his arm around mine. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the best way to cover the story as it unfolds. As long as there is a story to report on, I’ll try to find some facts. Twitter got ahold of the story last night — did you see?” 
 
    I shake my head, guilty for not even reading his piece from this morning. 
 
    “It could run for quite a bit. Depending on how long it takes for either Daniel to wake from the coma or for the truth to reveal itself.” 
 
    My throat goes dry. “How is he?” 
 
    Riggs rolls to his back, runs a hand over his face. “It’s bad. I went over to the hospital. There are tons of reporters there, camped out. Everyone wants a piece. I’m no better, really.” 
 
    I press my lips together, irritated that he is making this about himself and not Daniel. “Did you see the family?” 
 
    He nods. “I told Gloria that I know you. That we’re friends.” 
 
    “You used me to get in with the Reyes?” I sit up, looking at him, wondering how much he would divulge to get ahead of the Twitter storm that is probably blowing pretty hard right now. 
 
    He runs his hands over my arms. “I didn’t use anyone. I mentioned your name.” 
 
    “Gloria hates me. It’s not the angle you want.” I get out of bed. My attempt at getting away from the past didn’t seem to work. Riggs has brought it straight to my room. I reach for my bra and Riggs stands too, reaching for his clothes. As he does, he sees the photos I’ve printed, the ones that have fluttered to the floor. “What’s this?” he asks, frowning. Naked and vulnerable. 
 
    “It’s just a picture.” 
 
    He lifts an eyebrow. “Yeah, I see that. But why do you have images of someone’s desktop?” 
 
    Pulling on my underwear, I shrug it off. “It’s Ezra’s computer. I was being nosy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I bite my bottom lip. “I don’t know, he’s been hard to talk to. I was trying to understand him.” 
 
    “Didn’t he just tell you about sleeping with a girl? Seems like there’s a pretty open line of communication already built.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, reaching for the printouts. Riggs doesn’t let go. Not wanting to fight, I give in to his questions. “I think he was lying about the Katie thing. Or maybe they did sleep together, but she also slept with a whole bunch of other guys.” 
 
    He looks at the picture in his hand. His lips curl into a smile. “And now you’ve discovered he downloaded Tor. What’s your next hypothesis, Cora? He is selling body parts on the dark web?” 
 
    “Don’t joke about this.” 
 
    “Oh come on, Cora. Ezra’s a good kid. He was probably researching a project for school. Or maybe he’s paranoid about being marketed to. Lots of teenagers are getting savvy about securing their privacy.” 
 
    “Do you use Tor?” I ask, surprised at his nonchalance. Everything I read freaked me out. 
 
    “I have. I do. When I’ve researched stuff for work.” 
 
    “But Ezra isn’t an investigative reporter. What does he need this for?” 
 
    “Did you ask him?” 
 
    I press my fingers to my temples. “It’s near impossible to talk to him. I wish Noah—” I stop myself from finishing the sentence. 
 
    Riggs though, is undeterred. He walks to me and cups my cheek. “Hey, I know you wish Noah were here. He might have had the perfect thing to say to Ezra to get him to open up. But he might not have, Cora. Stop being so damn hard on yourself.” 
 
    I want to tell him why I’m being so hard on myself. The clothes covered in blood and clay haunt me, and my choice to turn on the washer and spin it all away could mean everything for this case. For Daniel. 
 
    Yet I kept silent, and even now, as Riggs searches my eyes, I hold back. Because once I say what I’m thinking . . . there will be no going back. 
 
    And I’m not ready to lose my son. Not when I’ve already lost everything else. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Riggs doesn’t stay long, and I don’t fight him on it. He has an article that needs to get to print and I have my own life to worry about. But first, food. After pouring a glass of red wine, I pull out veggies from the fridge and grab miso broth and rice noodles from the pantry. Ezra hates this meal, but he texted around dinnertime letting me know he’s grabbing burgers with other kids from the Grace Fellowship youth group. 
 
    So I prepare the veggie soup for one, and as I do I can’t help but consider Ezra’s renewed interest in church. Maybe it has nothing to do with Katie at all. Maybe it’s about missing the life we used to have. 
 
    I text Layla as I sauté the carrots and leeks, my mind on the past. 
 
      
 
    ME: Thanks again for coffee yesterday. 
 
      
 
    She begins typing right away, three little dots telling me that much. And I find myself sipping my wine, waiting for her words. 
 
      
 
    LAYLA: I missed you. Free tomorrow morning? I’m bringing food to the hospital. 
 
    ME: At Harbor Hill? 
 
    LAYLA: Yep, from the church. Coffee. Donuts. A tray of sandwiches. 
 
    I frown, wondering why she’s doing that. Why Grace Fellowship is connecting themselves to Daniel Reyes. 
 
      
 
    LAYLA: Daniel led a support group for victims of bullies, it was held at Grace. No worries if you don’t want to. I’m leaving my house at 8 a.m. 
 
    Why didn’t I know this? Why does it matter? I know why: I feel jealous that Layla has a connection to the Reyes family that I don’t. And I’m floored that the church is accepting of Daniel. 
 
      
 
    ME: Grace Fellowship is okay with a gay teenager leading a group at their building? 
 
    LAYLA: Things have changed since you’ve left. For the better. 
 
    ME: That’s great to hear. And sure. I’d love to. I’ll bake some muffins. 
 
    LAYLA: Perfect. I’ll swing by and get you on my way. 
 
    If my assumptions about the church are wrong, maybe my assumptions about Ezra are wrong too. I finish my soup and pour more wine, settling at the kitchen island with my open laptop. Without the pressure of needing to work on my own articles, I use the time to catch up on Riggs’ article from this morning. 
 
    After reading it through five times, I find myself wishing Riggs knew more. Wishing the article wasn’t as surface level as it is. Facts are few, details are missing. I want the whole story. 
 
    I want to know where Ezra was the night Daniel was attacked. Images of the clay fields and the swastika on the barn are posted next to Riggs’ words: 
 
      
 
    The barn half-burned over a decade ago, but not everything went down in flames. Someone has been coming here, and it’s not with good intentions. Port Rainier police insist there has been no uptick in hate crimes in recent years. Still, it’s difficult to believe that, considering what happened near this barn only three nights ago. 
 
    Daniel Reyes, a seventeen-year-old Port Rainier junior, was brutally attacked and left for dead at this very spot. While the crime scene was washed away during the heavy rainstorm that night, investigators are intent on finding answers. An outspoken advocate, Reyes was a beacon of light for fellow LGBTQ students and went viral last spring during his speech at a local Pride event. 
 
    Classmate Victoria Halifax says, “Daniel’s been the target of bullies since he was in grade school. Whoever did this must pay.” 
 
    While there is no conclusive evidence that this crime was due to Daniel Reyes’ sexual orientation, the students at Port Rainier High School appeared to believe there was a correlation. Junior Ezra Maxwell had a similar view: “I’ve known Daniel since we were kids. He’s always gotten heat for his opinions, but this is next level. I truly hope Daniel pulls through.” 
 
    Reyes is currently on life support at Harbor Hill. 
 
      
 
    My eyes fill with tears as I read my son’s quote. Does he mean that? I want to believe he does. Is this my attempt to alleviate my own doubts? Or is this the truth I’ve been hoping to find? 
 
    At 9 p.m., the front door opens, and Ezra enters the kitchen. He’s smiling, and it makes me smile too. 
 
    Noah was always the optimist of the family, but right now I channel his energy. Wanting to see the best. 
 
    “How was youth group?” I ask as he sets his backpack on a chair. He walks over to the fridge, looking for leftovers. “I had miso soup,” I tell him. 
 
    He nods, taking out a jar of salsa. Then, opening the pantry, he pulls out a bag of tortilla chips and sits on a stool across from me. “It was good. They have this new youth pastor, Tyrone. He’s really funny. And we did this game where everyone had to eat a bunch of marshmallows. We used to play that game in middle school youth group all the time.” 
 
    “Yet you’re still hungry,” I say, taking a handful of chips for myself. 
 
    “Always hungry. But a bunch of us got dinner before at the Shake Shed, and it was cool. I haven’t hung out with them in a long time. Mickey and Toby were there.” 
 
    “Oh wow. Those names bring back some memories.” 
 
    “Right?” Ezra grins. “I remember in like sixth grade our dads took us on a trip in the mountains. We all made igloos and slept in them. It was freezing and somehow totally awesome. We were talking about it tonight.” 
 
    “I remember their moms and I made a ton of hot cocoa for you to take in thermoses. And chili.” 
 
    Ezra snorts. “Oh god, and we heated the chili over the campfire, and let’s just say the igloos were ripe that night.” 
 
    My shoulders shake from laughing, and I wave my hands in front of me. “Please, no more details.” 
 
    Ezra laughs. “Dad always said we couldn’t make jokes like that in front of you. Remember?” 
 
    “I remember. When we found out we were having a boy — you — I made him promise me to not let bathroom humor overtake our household.” 
 
    “You never had a daughter to balance out the family,” he says, not knowing how many nights I cried over that fact. How badly I wanted a little girl, a sister for my boy. 
 
    “No, it was always two to one.” 
 
    Ezra exhales. “Except now, it’s one on one.” 
 
    I nod slowly. “Does it feel like that? Like we’re going head to head, you and me?” 
 
    Ezra averts his gaze, dipping a chip in salsa as he answers. “I don’t feel like I’m in a fight with you. More like a fight with everyone.” 
 
    My heart lodges in my throat. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Tonight, Pastor Tyrone was saying how sometimes we push hardest against the things we know are right. Because, like, we’re scared. And I know it’s true. I’ve been giving you a hard time for like . . . a year? More? I know that’s not cool.” 
 
    He looks at me now. That little boy of mine, my only child, the last living member of my family. My heartbeat and lifeline and whole wide world. 
 
    “What are you scared of, Ezra?” I ask. 
 
    “Honestly? I’m scared of accepting that this is my life now. Because that feels like letting go of Dad.” 
 
    I place my hand over his, and nine times out of ten he would pull back, but this time he doesn’t. 
 
    “I get that,” I say. “It’s hard to imagine a new normal.” 
 
    Ezra takes his hand back, smirking. “Not so hard for you, though. You’re with Riggs now.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean I don’t miss Dad.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “It’s not maybe, Ezra. I miss your father every day. Every hour.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Ezra doesn’t fight me on this. “Me too,” he says. 
 
    “I read the article Riggs wrote. Did you see it? He quoted you. I didn’t realize you two had talked.” 
 
    Ezra nods. “Yeah, he asked me a few questions about Daniel. I think mostly because we grew up together.” 
 
    “Did you mean what you said?” I ask. 
 
    Ezra’s eyes turn dark. “You’re asking if I hope he lives?” 
 
    I swallow, hard. “Yes, that’s what I’m asking.” 
 
    “God, Mom. What do you think I am? A monster?” 
 
    I shake my head, tears filling my eyes, and I brush them away. “No,” I say. “I think I’m just tired.” I close my laptop and stand from the kitchen stool. 
 
    “Me too, Mom,” Ezra says. “I’m tired too.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    At 6 a.m., I’m showered and dressed, drinking my first cup of coffee as I mix the batter for maple pecan oat muffins. I call up the stairs for Ezra a few times. “You’re gonna be late,” I shout, looking at the clock. He’s usually gone by this time. He likes to have a cup of coffee and read the paper, just like Noah used to do. But not today. 
 
    Eventually Ezra rushes into the kitchen, attempting to smooth his bedhead, apologizing. “Didn’t set my alarm,” he groans, racing out the door, grabbing two fresh-from-the-oven muffins as he leaves. 
 
    He didn’t have time to ask what I’m baking for — and I’m glad he didn’t ask. I don’t want to get into anything with him this morning. And right now, everything feels like it’s on icy enough ground. 
 
    When Layla arrives, I have the muffins in paper boxes and carry them to her trunk. Then I slide into the front passenger seat, bracing myself for whatever comes next. 
 
    Thankfully, there is no tension between us. Maybe it’s because Layla already laid her secrets bare, was vulnerable in ways that scared me. If anyone is holding back, it’s me. 
 
    “So last time I overshared. Now it’s your turn,” she says as we pull onto the highway toward the hospital. We have a twenty-minute drive, and I don’t want to make it awkward by closing up. I also don’t know what to share. 
 
    “Well, Ezra went to youth group last night. I think he misses it. What do you know of Pastor Tyrone?” 
 
    Layla’s hands are on the wheel, and she looks over at me with an are-you-kidding-me expression. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Tyrone is fine. But I don’t want to talk about youth group, I want to talk about you.” 
 
    “Me?” I swallow. I talk with Jean and Lindy at the food bank, but not about personal matters. And my editor and I have only met a few times face to face. Riggs and I are close, but not like I was with Layla. With Layla, I could say anything. 
 
    “Tell me about Riggs. Can I tell you how weird it is to see you with another man? It’s like, the strangest thing.” 
 
    “It feels strange too.” 
 
    “Are you two serious?” 
 
    I chuckle softly. “I don’t know. He would like to be, but . . .” 
 
    “But it’s complicated?” 
 
    I laugh. “That’s the understatement of the year. Ezra’s not into the idea of me being in a relationship, and I don’t think it’s even about Riggs, necessarily. I think he’d be against me being with any man. Any man that isn’t Noah. And I get that, I do. Because sometimes I’m not into being in a relationship either.” 
 
    “So why do you stay with him?” She changes lanes, keeping her eyes on the road. 
 
    I give a wry smile. “It’s nice to share a bed with someone.” 
 
    “So it’s just about the sex?” she asks bluntly. But I don’t mind — it actually feels good to have an honest conversation with someone. With her. 
 
    I shake my head. “No, it’s not just that. Riggs lost his life partner too. So we have common ground. I care about him, a lot. But sometimes I wonder if it’s our grief that binds us together.” 
 
    “Does he want things to be more serious than they are?” 
 
    I bite back a laugh. “We had a DTR. Remembers those? Define-the-relationship conversations?” 
 
    Layla chuckles. “I do, in fact. Remember, Drew and I dated as Christians. You and Noah came to the church after you’d already fallen in love.” 
 
    “He’s still the only man I’d ever been with before Riggs.” 
 
    “I’ve only ever been with Drew. Sometimes when I think of Katie, how promiscuous she’s being, I feel jealous. How twisted is that?” 
 
    “Jealous how?” 
 
    Layla shrugs, passing a semi-truck. “Jealous that I’ve only ever been with one man. And that the way my life is going, I only ever will.” 
 
    I swallow, trying to process her confession. “You want to sleep with other men?” 
 
    Layla snorts. “What I want is not really relevant to anything. I’m a mom with four kids, a Christian wife and mother, with my life in motion. I can’t upend it because of curiosity.” She moves into the carpool lane, putting the car in auto. “Drew and I were never like you and Noah.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I’ve spent hundreds of hours with her and Drew over the years and can’t for the life of me make out her words. 
 
    “I love him, I do. But it’s not love like you and Noah. You two were fated to be. Soulmates and all that.” 
 
    “And you and Drew, not soulmates?” 
 
    Layla exhales slowly through her lips. “He was everything I thought I wanted, Cora. But who really knows what they want at nineteen?” 
 
    “But you’re happy, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m happy enough. I love the life I have, and my husband is good and kind, and he loves me in the way he knows how.” Layla sighs, reaching for my hand and squeezing it. “And I’m also happy that right now I’m with you.” 
 
    “That makes me happy too,” I say, noticing that she hasn’t once brought up my faith or lack thereof. Hasn’t once offered to pray for me or made me feel bad that I haven’t been to church since Noah died. 
 
    Maybe Layla wasn’t the one with the problem all this time. Maybe it was me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Three months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I’m supposed to decide where I want to go to college. Mom says this summer she wants to take me to campuses to check different ones out, but I don’t know. Neither you or Mom went to college, and you were successful. 
 
    Mom gets mad when I say that, asks why I’ve been working so hard in all the AP classes for so long if I never planned on going to a university. I don’t really have an answer except the school guidance counselor thought I’d like the courses so I took them. Now, though, I am wondering why. 
 
    The guys I talk to online didn’t go to college. I don’t want to get into that with Mom, though, because she’ll say they aren’t me. And they aren’t. Those guys and I aren’t alike in a lot of ways. 
 
    But in some ways we are. 
 
    I’m so angry, about so much. And so are they. 
 
    I wonder, though, if it’s good to find common ground over hate? 
 
    Anyways, I took the SATs and got a 1480 and now Mom says I could go to college anywhere. 
 
    But I don’t think Mom could really handle me going anywhere. I don’t want to break her heart by making a decision that forces us apart. 
 
    What should I do? 
 
    I know you can’t answer, but sometimes I really, really wish you could. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    At the hospital we unload Layla’s trunk. A hospitality director leads us to a break room, where we place the baked goods and sandwiches. 
 
    “This was really thoughtful,” the woman says. “There are always doctors and nurses who are happy to take sweets off your hands.” 
 
    “Well, good,” Layla says. “We are happy to help.” 
 
    We begin to leave the hospital when Layla notices someone at the end of the hall, leaning against the wall. She grabs my elbow. “It’s Gloria,” she whispers. “We should say hi.” 
 
    I tense. Ever since Layla invited me last night, I’ve been wondering what I’d do if I came face to face with Gloria Reyes. The woman who taught me how to be a wife and mother. The woman I let go. 
 
    I thought I’d be able to put the past behind me and be present if I saw her. But now, as Layla calls out, pulling me down the hall toward her, I freeze. 
 
    “Gloria,” Layla says. “I’ve been thinking of you nonstop.” 
 
    Gloria’s eyes are rimmed in red, her hair in a tight bun. She has on jeans and a thin purple sweater, looking as familiar as ever, but tired. Tired in a way I’ve never seen on this mother of four, who’s always wrapped everyone in her household up in a warm hug. Now she is the one who needs holding. 
 
    And Layla is the one who wraps her in an embrace. Not me. I forfeited that role nearly a decade ago. 
 
    “Oh, look at you two,” Gloria says, shaking her head, hand on her cheek. “Two peas in a pod. Like always.” 
 
    I clench my teeth together, not trusting myself. I feel like an onslaught of tears is moments away, and she doesn’t need to see my grief. She has enough of her own. 
 
    “We were delivering sustenance for the hospital staff on behalf of Grace Fellowship. Daniel’s support group at the church has been a bright light this year. We just are heartbroken for everything you’re going through, Gloria,” Layla says, squeezing my old friend’s hand. 
 
    “Well, thank you, dear. You always had a good heart.” Gloria turns to me, her eyes soft, seeing something in me that I wish I saw myself. Compassion. “I’ve spoken with your friend Riggs,” she says. “He’s a good man, doing good work.” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, he is. Gloria, I’m so sorry for what’s happened. I wish—” 
 
    She waves my words away. “Wishing won’t help, Cora.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just so awful, what’s happened.” 
 
    Gloria nods. “I won’t fight you on that. But Daniel is a strong boy, and he’ll pull through.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Layla says. “Not just for his life, but so he can tell the police what happened.” 
 
    “He’s been in a coma for three days,” Gloria says. “If he comes out, well, the truth will be revealed.” 
 
    Layla nods. “I’ll be praying for you all.” 
 
    “Thanks, Layla,” Gloria says. Down the hall, a nurse heads toward us. 
 
    “Gloria, I was looking for you. The doctor wants to go over a few things with you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Gloria says. Then, turning to me, she adds, “It was nice, seeing Ezra’s words in the article yesterday morning. It’s been a long time, but I like to think of the boys as they were back then. The best of us, their mothers. The whole world in front of them.” 
 
    She walks away, and I blink back the tears in my eyes. 
 
    As we walk toward Layla’s car, I wipe under my eyes, tears shed for what we had, what we’ve all lost. Friendships. Husbands. Partners. Faith. The children we thought we knew. The child teetering between life and death. 
 
    “You okay?” Layla asks as we slide into the seats of her SUV. 
 
    “No,” I tell her honestly. “I’m not.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    When I get home I change into leggings and a sweatshirt, wanting to be comfortable. Barefoot, I walk into the backyard garden with clippers and begin snipping the budding hydrangea for a bouquet. Filling a vase with water in the kitchen sink, I arrange the bright-blue blossoms, then set them in the center of the kitchen table. 
 
    Leaving a voicemail for Riggs, I let him know I saw Gloria today and that she seemed hopeful that Daniel would pull through. 
 
    “If you have any updates on the case, let me know,” I add. “After being at the hospital, it’s hard to ignore the fact that someone did this to him.” 
 
    On that note, I decide to take advantage of the empty, quiet house and enter Ezra’s bedroom. I don’t have an idea of what I might find, but I’m hopeful to come across something that might help me understand who Ezra is, who his mysterious new friends are. Something. Anything. 
 
    When I push open his bedroom door, I’m not surprised to find a messy bed, clothes on the floor and an empty bag of potato chips. 
 
    What I am surprised to find is his laptop on the floor next to his bed, charging. 
 
    He must have forgotten it this morning as he rushed out of the house, late for school. 
 
    I look over my shoulder, anxious, even though I know I’m alone in the house. Still, it feels an awful lot like breaking and entering, which is ridiculous, considering. He is the child, I am the parent. Noah would have no problem taking the laptop and scouring it for information if he had concerns. 
 
    But that is the difference between Noah and me. He was okay with confrontation. He was comfortable with his place in life. Me? I’ve always been scared of losing my footing. Even now. 
 
    Sitting on the floor of his bedroom, I notice a book under his bed, and I pull it out. The bright red cover catches my eye. The Turner Diaries. I’ve never seen this book, but the cover depicts two people holding guns, and that’s enough to give me pause. What the hell is this? I want to read it, to understand what my son is absorbing, but first I need to take advantage of his computer being here. School lets out in an hour. 
 
    Putting the book aside, I open his laptop and try to guess his password to unlock it. I try his birthday, the wi-fi code. 
 
    But then it dawns on me. He and Noah had the same passwords for their devices. But when Noah was alive, we were all such different people. Would Ezra have kept the same one, all this time? 
 
    I type it in, Psalm563. 
 
      
 
    When I am afraid, I put my trust in you. — Psalm 56:3 
 
      
 
    It was Noah’s favorite scripture, and I wonder if I’m the one who’s messed everything up since my husband died. If I’m the one who has left Ezra when he needed me the most. 
 
    Have I failed him? In Ezra’s grief, I took him away from the only support system he ever understood and didn’t replace it with anything. Has it left him vulnerable? 
 
    Or am I simply making excuses? 
 
    I won’t know unless I begin to look in the places that scare me the most. 
 
    The password works. On his unlocked desktop, I begin to click around, quickly realizing that there is still no search history on the main browser. There’s a mail icon that is linked to a Scholastic account, and a cursory glance tells me his only correspondence is with some AP classmates regarding study group sessions, and there are promotional emails for sales at REI and Amazon. In the sent folder I see he emailed Pastor Tyrone last night, after he came home from youth group. Surprised, I read it. 
 
      
 
    You said to email if I felt like it, and I just wanted to say I’d like to join the bible study you mentioned. When does it meet? 
 
    Thanks, Ezra 
 
      
 
    I lost my faith and, in the process, the church, but my son seems to still cling to what I’ve left behind. 
 
    Leaving his inbox, I make my way to the Tor browser. Even after my research yesterday and my talk with Riggs, I don’t feel any less anxious about opening this can of worms. 
 
    There are only a few sites bookmarked, and only one of them is a website I’m familiar with. 
 
    I click on that first. It’s a Reddit subforum, r/DebateReligion. When I begin scanning the subreddit, the threads I see aren’t surprising. People from all walks of life debating about different aspects of God, theology and religion. And I’m not even surprised that Ezra has it bookmarked, considering what I’ve been learning about him in the last few days. I thought, naively, he and I were on the same page. But now I know that isn’t the case. He is working to untangle his own truths. 
 
    And I haven’t been available to help him sort any of that out. I closed the door on religion, hammered in the nails without considering a lock and key. Now, I wish I hadn’t taken such a drastic approach to my grief. I wish I’d included Ezra in my journey because maybe right now I wouldn’t be secretly on his laptop, looking for clues. Maybe I could ask my son outright without fear of retaliation. 
 
    I click on his profile, finding his handle, u/Staircase2Heaven. 
 
    My heart clenches at that, knowing what it means to Ezra. Noah and Ezra loved to go hiking together, and their favorite hike of all time was Staircase in the Olympic National Forest. Noah had gone through a Led Zeppelin phase before Ezra was born and sang Stairway to Heaven to him all the time when he was a baby. And it stuck. It became one of the more familiar songs in the house. 
 
    It feels right, then, that my son chose this handle. Right, but also so very sad. The kind of right that breaks my heart in two. Makes me long for the past, the before. The life I had. 
 
    I search Reddit for posts from u/Staircase2Heaven but surprisingly find none. He must be a lurker, which I can relate to. I’ve never even gone so far as to create a Reddit account, but I do search the site from time to time if there is a topic that I am curious about. 
 
    Clicking the bookmark menu again, I see there’s another site, Parler. I scroll through the feed to see what topics he is following and see a number of alt-right memes that seem more political than I ever hear Ezra mention. We follow politics in our house, to the extent that Noah and I voted, and we read the newspaper. When there’s a presidential election, we watch the debates and discuss them. Grace Fellowship was more conservative than Noah and I were, politically, but we always erred on the side of compassion, love and care for others. 
 
    But this . . . what I’m seeing here is hate speech, and fear mongering, and jokes about a superior race that are not at all funny. His handle is the same on this site, and once again, I can’t find any comments or repostings made by him. He does have a handful of followers on this site, but they are all anonymous names that mean nothing to me. 
 
    Frustrated, I click on the next bookmark. This one is more jarring from the moment I arrive on the home screen. It’s a forum called Stormfront: We are a community of racial realists and idealists. We are the voice of the new, embattled White minority! 
 
    That gets my attention. I look over at the book I found earlier, the guns on the cover. Thinking of the swastika painted on the half-burned barn. 
 
    Fear wraps around me. I’m trying to understand my teenage son’s interest in this group, but it makes little sense. Why would he gravitate toward a forum with thread topics like The Ideal Aryan Man, Race Traitors, and Klan Youth Alliance? 
 
    My stomach aches as I scroll through the forum, trying to make sense of what I see. Trying to come to terms with my abject naiveté. How can I be a grown woman, living in America, and never encounter racism when it is so blatantly here? Unavoidably here. 
 
    My mind goes to Daniel Reyes, brutally attacked in my small town. An openly gay Mexican American who is still a child. Not old enough to vote, to drink, to go to war, yet he was left for dead. 
 
    By whom? People like this? The men and women on this forum? The children on this forum? 
 
    Ezra has a profile here on this site too, but it’s different than the others because he’s sending private messages on this site. 
 
    I cover my mouth with my hand, sick at what I’m seeing. My little boy, conversing with this hateful rhetoric. The messages are dated seven months ago. And then none after that. 
 
      
 
    From: PRYouth4WN 
 
    To: Staircase2Heaven 
 
    Saw your comments on the Youth thread. You live in Port Rainier? 
 
      
 
    From: Staircase2Heaven 
 
    To: PRYouth4WN 
 
    Yeah. 
 
      
 
    From: PRYouth4WN 
 
    To: Staircase2Heaven 
 
    Dude, that’s sick. Me too. We have a local chapter — we chat on MeMike. Let’s do thissss 
 
      
 
    From: Staircase2Heaven 
 
    To: PRYouth4WN 
 
    Yeah? Sounds cool. Send link? 
 
      
 
    From: PRYouth4WN 
 
    To: Staircase2Heaven 
 
    Check it out: portrainierYouth4WN.consult/chat.org 
 
      
 
    I click on the link, but it’s expired. And I feel like I’m at a dead end. Then I click on the profile for PRYouth4WN and see that as recent as a week ago, he was posting a lot on this forum. Posting about politics, memes, commenting on threads discussing fitness and health, even a comment about books to read. One of them being The Turner Diaries. 
 
    I hear the front door open, and I panic. I don’t know how to delete history on Tor, or if it’s even necessary, but I fearfully close the computer and jump up, shoving it back under Ezra’s bed. Holding the book, feeling caught red-handed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    With my phone in hand, I step from the bedroom into the hall, expecting to see Ezra catching me. 
 
    But it’s not Ezra. 
 
    It’s Riggs. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks with concern. 
 
    “Just a sec,” I call out, setting The Turner Diaries on my dresser before starting down the stairs. 
 
    “I’ve been calling and rang the doorbell,” he says. “Your car was out front, so I thought maybe you fell asleep. I brought dinner.” He lifts a bag of Chinese, and I realize I’m starving. 
 
    “I’m okay, it’s just . . . been a weird day.” I smooth down my hair and step toward him, giving him a kiss. “It’s already dinnertime?” 
 
    Riggs shakes his head. “No, it’s only four. But I’m hungry. Skipped lunch. I’ve been down at the police station.” 
 
    That gives me pause. “Is there a development?” 
 
    I take the bag of food from him, and we head to the kitchen. Riggs’ face is etched with exhaustion, and I begin unloading the cartons of noodles and rice. 
 
    “A massive development. Cracked the case wide open.” 
 
    I hand him a pair of chopsticks, and he snaps them in two before reaching for the orange chicken. “I got you the lo mein you like.” 
 
    I pull open a carton, suddenly starving. The day has felt like a blur. It feels so packed with emotion . . . with unknowns. Questions of Ezra’s part in Daniel’s assault ringing in my mind. 
 
    “The case?” I prompt before shoveling noodles in my mouth. 
 
    “It’s crazy,” he says, sitting on a stool. I can’t sit, though; anxiety has me spun up. “They got the guy who attacked Daniel.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. “Got? How?” 
 
    “He’s this twenty-seven-year-old in Hood Lake named Carl Marsdale. He went on a Twitter rampage this morning, confessing everything. It was anonymous, but the cops traced the IP address and found him. He was sitting on the couch in his mom’s basement. Total cliché.” Riggs pauses from his orange chicken and opens a box of rice. “Did you not see any of this on the news? It’s all over. The Port Rainier Facebook pages are blowing up.” 
 
    “No, I’ve been sidetracked,” I say, wishing what I felt right now was relief. But it’s not. This man confessed, but why does so much point to Ezra? 
 
    “Sidetracked with what?” Riggs asks. “Work?” 
 
    I nod, lying. “I’m behind on a few things.” I force myself to sit on the stool next to him. “But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that someone is going to be held accountable for what happened to Daniel. Gloria and Victor must be so relieved.” 
 
    Riggs nods. “They made a statement. But it’s really conflicting, because Daniel told them a different story about what he was doing that night.” 
 
    “Daniel woke up?” 
 
    Riggs shakes his head. “Sorry, no, what I mean is in the police report they’re on record saying Daniel told them he was going out to meet up with an old friend that night.” 
 
    My mouth goes dry. Old friend? “Did they say who?” 
 
    “No, it was via text. He said he was meeting an old buddy out at the clay fields and that he’d be home later. His mom messaged back asking who and telling him to be safe, but he never answered. His phone was dead. They traced the call, of course, but the incoming texts to Daniel were from a burner phone, nothing to go on.” 
 
    I press my fingers to my temples, unsure if this revelation makes things better or worse. Ezra wasn’t named, but it does nothing for my conscience. Too many things are painting a picture that makes me think that Ezra was involved in this. Somehow. In ways that scare me. 
 
    His clothes were bloody, covered in clay. He was there. I know he was. 
 
    But I’m scared to speak. 
 
    He is not some anonymous person on Twitter making a confession. He is my son. My only child. My last living relative. My boy. The boy who hand-draws me cards every Mother’s Day, who climbed in bed with me on Saturday mornings for the first ten years of his life. The boy who is lost and confused, grieving after the loss of his father. A boy who isn’t a man. A child. 
 
    But is he also a killer? 
 
    “Are you okay?” Riggs asks. “You look . . .” 
 
    I let out a long shaky breath. “Like I’ve seen a ghost?” 
 
    “Maybe. What is it, Cora?” 
 
    Tears fall from my eyes, and I want to spill it all to Riggs. 
 
    But he’s not just my lover. He’s an investigative reporter. And I can’t have him vilify Ezra before I speak with him. I owe my child that much, don’t I? 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just a lot. I keep remembering Daniel as a little boy.” 
 
    It’s not a lie . . . but he isn’t the only little boy I am picturing. I am imagining Ezra too. The way he found a squirrel run over in the middle of road outside our home. How he insisted we bury the creature. He even found his children’s bible and found a passage to recite. “The LORD bless you and keep you. Numbers 6:24.” His voice shook and tears fell just like my voice, my tears now. But the stakes have changed so very much. 
 
    “Hey.” Riggs wraps me in his arms. “It’s okay, Cora.” 
 
    I let him hold me, needing his arms around my body, keeping me up. I feel selfish for being this weak, this needy, when I’m not the one in peril. My son is not on life support. 
 
    But if Ezra did this . . . played a part in it . . . he will be gone from me. Forever. 
 
    The thought makes my shoulders shake. Losing Noah was a terrible thing, but losing Ezra, like this? I couldn’t face the world. 
 
    I’ve never let go like this in front of Riggs and I know it’s not fair, to expect him to comfort me when I’ve never shown him this side of myself. 
 
    But then his lips find mine. He kisses me gently at first, tentative. Not sure if this is where I want to go. But it is. I want to get lost. I want to forget. To hide. To pretend for just a little bit longer because soon enough the truth is going to find me and I won’t be able to escape. 
 
    He kisses me harder, just the way I need. His fingers push through my hair and I let a whimper escape me, wondering for the briefest of moments what sort of woman I have become. Would Noah recognize her? Do I care? 
 
    Right now all I care about is Riggs pushing me against the kitchen wall, his body grinding against me. He needs something too. 
 
    I drag him into the small downstairs bathroom, locking the door. The house is empty, but I am still a mother before I am anything else. There are limits to my own insanity, even if sometimes I wish that weren’t the truth. Sometimes I just wish I could be taken on the kitchen counter, without any fear of being caught. I wish I could let go, go to places I have never actually been before. The depths of my heart, to the place where my demons dwell. 
 
    Today, though, I settle for the half bath. For shoving my jeans past my hips as greedy hands find my center. Taking me away to that desperate place I’ve come to know so well. 
 
    Riggs and I move without words, but there is a terror in his touch, an undoing. Maybe it’s the fact he’s always working on cases that explore the depravity of men and women, children. His job takes him to the darkest parts of humanity. My job is to clean things up. Polish and shine and smooth over. 
 
    Right now, though, neither of us is working. We are lost in bodies that aren’t the ones we most desire, and we’ve made peace with that. 
 
    “I love you, Cora,” Riggs whispers, his hot breath on my ear. 
 
    My eyes widen at the unexpected confession, one I wasn’t even a little prepared for. 
 
    “Shit, too much?” he asks, his forehead against mine. 
 
    I let out the smallest of moans. For what I’ve lost. 
 
    What I am losing. 
 
    As Riggs kisses me, I know deep in my core that what I’ve lost is damned near everything. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Two months earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I know I’ve told you about Katie a bunch of times. 
 
    But I just feel like she’s playing games with me. 
 
    I love her and she doesn’t care. I need to let it go. She’s dating this stupid college guy, but he is totally using her for sex. Or maybe she is using him. I don’t know. I just know that sometimes Katie still comes to me for rides home, and I give them to her. But she always wants to sleep with me. 
 
    Sometimes I say no. Mostly I say yes. 
 
    But now that she’s dating this other guy, I don’t know what to think. Everything feels like it’s falling apart. 
 
    My friends from online? Well, we finally met in real life. 
 
    And it went really bad. It was weird. This guy I basically idolized, Pratt, is actually kinda weird. Like, we went to his house, this guy Jonas and me, and we realized he kind of made us think he was something other than what he is. 
 
    I’m not saying it’s his fault. I mean, Jonas and I were both weirded out. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m saying, really, except I’m kind of learning people aren’t always what you think. Katie isn’t. And neither are the guys online who have basically been my closest friends for months. I felt like I could tell them anything. And now I’m wondering, why? Why open myself up to people who might just let me down? 
 
    Sorry I don’t sound happier. I’m just not. I’m still so mad at everything, everyone. And Katie and Pratt aren’t helping things. 
 
    I think I’ll go on a hike this weekend. Maybe it will help me out of this funk. 
 
    Love you. And I miss you. So much. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “Are we just going to pretend I never said that?” Riggs asks later, as we finish the Chinese food. 
 
    I cringe. “I don’t want to pretend, but I’m not there yet, Riggs.” 
 
    “I know, I shouldn’t have said it.” He closes the lids on the leftovers and places them in the fridge. 
 
    “Why did you?” I ask, opening a bottle of wine. Wanting it after the day I’ve had. The car ride with Layla feels like a lifetime ago. She asked me about my relationship with Riggs, and I was so completely honest . . . but it’s hard to be honest with him now. Especially after what he just did to me in the bathroom. He made me feel so good. Good in ways I never knew a man could. 
 
    And yes, I’m comparing him to my late husband, but how can I not? I may be using Riggs as a way to not deal with my grief, but it is impossible not to notice the differences between the men. Noah was bigger than life, always looking for approval after growing up with a family that didn’t truly love him, wanting them to believe he was more than enough. 
 
    But Riggs is nothing like that. He is confident because he has nothing to prove. 
 
    “In that moment, I felt it. Felt love for you. You’ve been here for me in ways that make me feel like such a lucky bastard. This week’s been hard, seeing that swastika, thinking of what people in this town truly think, believe? It’s unnerving. And it makes me feel like no matter how hard I try, my articles are just that, words on a page. They aren’t changing the facts. The fact that there are racists everywhere.” 
 
    I hand him the glass of wine as he keeps talking. 
 
    “But you, Cora, you’re good. You are kind and generous. You volunteer at the food bank and bake muffins for doctors. You give practical advice in your column, making the world a better place. It makes me proud to be in this with you. Whatever this is.” 
 
    “I’m proud to be with you too, Riggs.” 
 
    He gives me a half smile, lifting his eyebrow. “Yeah?” 
 
    I laugh, pushing at his chest. “Yes.” 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    I set my wine glass down, wanting that lost-in-him feeling again. This is a dangerous game I’m playing, using sex to satisfy the growing hole in my heart, the gnawing reality I refuse to face. But it works. And soon enough, Riggs is sweeping me off the floor and carrying me upstairs and locking my bedroom door. We move quickly, frenziedly, into the shower, making not-quite-love against the tile, the tiles that Noah placed one by one when he remodeled the master bath. 
 
    “God, that feels good,” he groans as I lower to my knees, closing my eyes. Disappearing from the moment and letting myself get swept away. 
 
    After, dried and dressed, we hear Ezra enter the house. “Mom?” 
 
    “I’m up here, just a sec,” I say. I look over at Riggs. “Thank you.” 
 
    He’s still buckling his pants, but he smiles at me. “No, thank you.” 
 
    I leave him in the room and head downstairs to the kitchen. Ezra is looking in the fridge. 
 
    “Riggs brought Chinese. I could warm you up some leftovers.” 
 
    Ezra takes a few boxes out, turning to me. I frown. “You okay?” I ask. His eyes are rimmed in red, like he’s been crying. My stomach drops. 
 
    “No, it’s Katie,” he says. “She’s a bitc—” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I correct him. 
 
    “Oh, you can tell me what to do? When you’ve been upstairs having sex with your boyfriend?” he scoffs. “That’s Dad’s bed, you know that, right?” 
 
    Anger flares within me. “We weren’t in the bed,” I seethe. “And it’s not your business, Ezra. I’m the parent here.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, you should be like Katie’s mom. She has a meal on the table every night and never sleeps around.” 
 
    “Unlike her daughter?” I snap back. 
 
    “Hey, you guys,” Riggs says, eyes wide as he joins us in the kitchen. “Let’s not get so—” 
 
    “Oh, are you my dad now?” Ezra scoffs. “This is bullshit. I hate this. So much.” 
 
    “I hate fighting with you, too,” I say. 
 
    “Not just the fighting. All of it.” He runs his hands through his hair, eyes closed. I look over at Riggs, wondering what he thinks of my seventeen-year-old son’s meltdown. There’s so much I want to say right now, so much I want to ask, but I can’t. The words are lodged in my throat, and how would I start, anyway? 
 
    I’m too scared to try. 
 
    “Did you see the news?” I ask. “They found the person who did this to Daniel,” I say, staring at him, desperate to see his reaction. 
 
    “I saw.” Ezra rolls his head back, fingers at his temples. “It’s just a lot, you know?” 
 
    “A lot how?” I press. 
 
    Riggs frowns, presumably confused at my question. 
 
    Ezra wipes his eyes, shaking his head. “It’s just weird because it’s Daniel. Daniel. And I fought with Katie. And I miss Dad and I hate you, Riggs. And I miss the mom I used to have. And I sometimes I just wish I . . . I . . .” 
 
    “I get it,” Riggs says. “I’d hate me too. But I’m not the bad guy. And grief is a really fucked up thing. You know how my wife died?” 
 
    Ezra shakes his head. “No. But I bet you’re gonna tell me.” 
 
    “A bullet went through her chest from a shooter named Carson Cray. He was a twenty-one-year-old ex-student at the school where Jewel worked and he was angry. Angry at the world, angry at himself. And my wife died because of it. So I get being pissed. It’s a real fucking emotion. But you can’t be mad at your mom. She’s not the bad guy. Find a different one.” 
 
    Ezra stares at Riggs and my heart pounds, everything on edge in a way I’m not prepared for. How could I be? 
 
    “Sorry, Mom,” Ezra says, his eyes on the ground, not meeting mine. But his apology, regardless of how sincere, de-escalates the moment, and for that I am grateful. The charged energy in the room fades, and I let my shoulders fall. 
 
    Riggs turns to me. “Why do you have this book?” he asks, holding up the bright red copy of The Turner Diaries. 
 
    I blink, feeling caught. Feeling protective. Protective of the son I wish I better understood. Staircase2Heaven. My heart’s been split, fragmented in ways I can’t piece together. 
 
    Now it’s me who can’t look at Ezra. I just can’t. 
 
    “I ordered it, one-day shipping, from Amazon. After I read about the swastika on the barn, I was curious. Wanting to understand the hate people have in their hearts.” 
 
    Riggs nods. “I get that. But it’s a really shitty book, Cora. I could get you a list of some nonfiction titles that are more informative.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” I say, taking the book from his hand and setting it on the counter. 
 
    Riggs shakes his head. “Look, I’m gonna head out. I have some more work to do for my piece before the paper goes to print.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ll walk you out.” I lead Riggs to the front door and give him a hug. “Thanks for dinner. And sorry about Ezra. He’s—” 
 
    “A seventeen-year-old boy? It’s okay, Cora. I was one once too.” 
 
    I smile. “I suppose that’s true.” I kiss Riggs goodbye and let my lips linger on his. 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re a good mother,” he tells me, and my heart tightens, the words meaning more than I expected. Without Noah here, there isn’t someone up close and personal with my life, with my parenting, to offer me any advice or encouragement. 
 
    I lock the door behind him and return to the kitchen, where Ezra is microwaving leftovers. “Do you think we could talk?” I ask gently. But even if my words aren’t threatening, my eyes are — they are leveled on the red paperback on the counter, and Ezra notices. 
 
    “You’re snooping around my room now?” 
 
    I nod. “I was cleaning up,” I start. But then I stop. Not wanting to lie. Not to my son. “Ezra, I’m concerned about a few things. And I want to talk with you about them.” 
 
    “Is this about Katie?” he asks before taking a big bite of noodles. 
 
    I shake my head. “No,” I say slowly. “I wish it was.” 
 
    Just then there is a knock on the front door. Frowning, I ask Ezra if he’s expecting company. 
 
    “Yeah, Jonas. He’s picking me up.” The doorbell rings and Ezra goes to answer it. A moment later, Jonas and Ezra enter the kitchen. 
 
    “Hey, Jonas, nice to see you again,” I say, biting back my irritation. I wanted a private conversation with my son. “What are you boys up to? Are you hanging out with Pratt? I’ve never met him.” 
 
    Jonas’ eyes widen, looking over at Ezra. “Uh, no. Not hanging out with Pratt. I don’t really see him much, actually. We’re just going to GameStop. There’s a game I preordered that I want to pick up,” Jonas says. 
 
    “When will you be home?” I ask. 
 
    Ezra rolls his eyes. “What do you care?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you, Ezra,” I say, pressing my fingers to the bridge of my nose. 
 
    “Well, I’m leaving,” he says. 
 
    Jonas’ eyes land on the counter. “Dude, why do you have that book?” He glances up at me. 
 
    “I bought it,” I say. “There was a swastika on the barn out by the clay field. There are racists in our town.” 
 
    “Why would you want to understand them?” Jonas asks. 
 
    “I thought if I understood the way they thought, then maybe I could understand their mindset.” 
 
    Jonas nods slowly, taking my words in. I wonder what he knows. What he isn’t saying. Is he the reason my son has this book? 
 
    “Come on,” Ezra says, shoving the empty food cartons in the trash and grabbing his backpack that lies on the kitchen table. 
 
    “How late will you be?” I press. 
 
    “Do I have a curfew or something?” 
 
    “No, I just—” I shake my head, frustrated. Wishing I were a different person. Different mother. How did Layla navigate Katie getting pregnant? I don’t know how to have these hard conversations. I’m not ready for them. For what they might cost me. “We can talk tomorrow.” 
 
    “Just a second,” he tells Jonas. “I have to grab something from my room.” 
 
    Jonas nods. “See you later, Mrs. Maxwell.” 
 
    The boys leave a minute later, and I run my palms over my face, angry with myself for not doing more, saying more. For not stopping him. For not . . . what? Accusing him? 
 
    Realizing that with them gone, I might have more time to look on Ezra’s computer, I climb the stairs two at a time. In his bedroom, though, his laptop is gone. 
 
    Of course it is. If Ezra knew I was looking in his room, what else might he think I’d found? But he also knows I was covering for him. Does that mean he will trust me more or less? 
 
    Feeling like I’m at a dead end, I consider the worst. That my son is the person who attacked Daniel Reyes. 
 
    Tears fill my eyes, and even though I just showered, I feel dirty. Like I haven’t been clean in a long time. Like I need some sort of salvation, holy water. Forgiveness and absolution and grace all wrapped up in a prayer. 
 
    I’m alone in a way I’ve never been before. 
 
    I didn’t think it was possible; I thought I had already lost everything. And now, as tears fall down my cheeks, the reality hits me hard. 
 
    Two years ago I lost my husband and my faith. 
 
    But I hadn’t lost my only son. Now, I think he’s gone and never coming back. He won’t rise again on the third day, he won’t roll back a stone and be reborn. 
 
    No. Because this isn’t a parable, and there is no lesson here to learn. 
 
    Only death. Dying. Ezra and Daniel. And in all the ways that matter, me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    I try to stay up until Ezra comes home, but it’s been a long day and after my second glass of wine, I can’t keep my eyes open anymore. 
 
    But I rise early, before 5 a.m., and gently open Ezra’s door to make sure he’s in it. He’s sleeping hard, and I let out a sigh of relief. He’s home, in one piece. For now at least. 
 
    Plodding downstairs, wrapped in my bathrobe with slippers on, I make a pot of coffee and scroll through my phone as I wait for it to brew. 
 
    I open Facebook first and press my lips together as I read the comments in the group for Parents of Port Rainier High. 
 
      
 
    J.J. MURPHY: So Carl Marsdale was a white supremacist? Anyone know the connection to the swastika on the barn? 
 
    PATTY LINE: Finally! Justice! 
 
    LAYLA MCDAY: I can sleep better tonight knowing this man is behind bars. Praying for his family. 
 
    J.J. MURPHY: Prayer isn’t needed. We need to get to the root of the issue of racists in PR. 
 
    LI WANG: agree @J.J. Murphy. WTH is happening to this community? My heart breaks. 
 
    PATTY LINE: Maybe there’s no connection between the barn and what happened to Daniel. 
 
    TERRI SINGER: I’m sick of the left-wing liberals in our country making everything political. Maybe Marsdale was just a sicko? Why make it into more? 
 
    J.J. MURPHY: Uhhh maybe because there was a SWASTIKA AT THE SITE OF THE CRIME!! 
 
      
 
    I close the app, filling a mug with coffee and trying to process what I read. The impact of what happened to Daniel is reverberating everywhere in Port Rainier. I pour half and half in my coffee and walk to the couch, phone in hand. As I sip my coffee, I open the app again, unable to look away. I need more information. 
 
      
 
    The next post I see is by Gloria Reyes herself. I swallow down fear as I read her words. 
 
      
 
    GLORIA REYES: I wanted to give an update. Daniel is still unresponsive. We are working around the clock with doctors and greatly appreciate your love, support and prayers. The news of an arrest for this assault has hit us hard, and we are so grateful to the officers working so hard to find justice for our son. Much love. 
 
      
 
    The comments beneath her post are filled with outpourings of love and compassion. There is a link to the fundraising campaign someone started for them, and a quick click tells me they have raised over one hundred thousand dollars. The collective power overwhelms me, and I drink my coffee, thankful for the national headlines surrounding this story because it means the Reyes family won’t suffer monetarily at least. 
 
    Though what a small comfort that would be at a time like this, when Daniel’s life is in the balance. 
 
    Below Gloria’s post, Li Wang has posted a video from the late-night news. Clicking the link, I begin to watch the segment. Biting my bottom lip, I turn up the volume on my phone. 
 
    It begins with the news anchor catching viewers up on the story, then going on to explain that twenty-seven-year-old Carl Marsdale was arrested yesterday after making a startling confession on Twitter. 
 
    The footage focuses on the front of a run-down house. A woman out front wears fleece pants and slippers and a hoodie. Her hair is disheveled, her words hard to decipher without her dentures in. Though I guess she’s in her early fifties, she looks like she’s had a rough life. 
 
    “I love my son,” the mother states. “He’s hard to understand, but he’s a good boy.” 
 
    The reporter nods, speaking into the microphone. “You say he’s a good boy even though he has confessed to the charges made by the Reyes family concerning their son, Daniel?” 
 
    The mother crosses her arms, nodding slowly. “Carl gets a little worked up is all, but . . . but he means well.” 
 
    The news coverage moves across the wet clay fields and then pans to the barn. It shows interior shots of the white swastika, and then I see two men on the scene. It’s a reporter and Riggs. 
 
    I bolt upright, focused with rapt attention. I had no idea Riggs was being interviewed but also am unsurprised. Riggs left last night with work to do. This must have come up unexpectedly. Besides, we aren’t in the habit of filling one another in about all the ins and outs of our jobs. We’ve kept some distance. And Riggs isn’t one to brag about television appearances. 
 
    “Riggs Ashford is covering the story for the Seattle Tribune. He’s with us today to share some insight on what has occurred at the clay fields of Port Rainier. Ashford, what have you learned so far?” 
 
    “It’s a tragedy,” Riggs says. “It’s easy to believe that white nationalists aren’t a part of the communities where we raise our children when we aren’t confronted with them on a daily, weekly or monthly basis. But this hate crime against Daniel Reyes reminds us that the threat is not as far away as we’d like to believe.” 
 
    “And what do we know so far about Carl Marsdale?” 
 
    Riggs clears his throat. “We know he is a self-identified Proud Boy and that nine years ago he was a graduate of Port Rainier High School. After confessing to the brutal attack of Daniel Reyes, he was arrested and brought into custody.” 
 
    The video feed returns to the mother, outside of her home. “I know Carl has some crazy ideas, but he wouldn’t do this. He just wouldn’t do this to a child.” 
 
    The reporter looks directly at the mother, disgust in her eyes, unable to hide her loathing. Then she turns to the camera. “Carl Marsdale’s mother may say her son would never do something so horrific as attempting to murder a Latinx teen, but the confession he made this morning suggests otherwise. And if a mother is willing to lie for her son, what other secrets might be lying in the clay fields of Port Rainier?” 
 
    My throat burns with acid and I set the coffee down, feeling sick to my core. I run upstairs to my bathroom and make it to the toilet in time. I empty my stomach, retching away the images of Carl’s mother. A woman who chose to believe the best in her son. 
 
    The look of disgust on the reporter’s face. 
 
    I brush my teeth twice, then turn on the shower, as hot as it can go. Undressing, I step into the steam, wanting to wash away all my fears. Wanting the warmth to embolden me to speak with Ezra. Now. There is no time to waste. 
 
    After washing my hair and skin, I dry off with a soft cream towel before digging in my closet for clothes. I choose a buttery soft pair of blue jeans and a short-sleeved raspberry cashmere sweater. I slip on brown leather loafers and clasp my gold watch on my wrist. I need to wake Ezra for school in ten minutes, but I have the time to dry my hair first. 
 
    I blow it dry, then blend tinted moisturizer into my face. After applying a thin layer of brown mascara to my eyelashes and swiping soft pink over my lips, I’m ready for whatever the day may bring. 
 
    Closure. Understanding. Truth. 
 
    I walk down the hall to Ezra’s room, rapping my knuckles on his bedroom door. 
 
    No answer. “Ezra? Time to get up.” Still nothing. He usually at least gives a grunt of awareness. 
 
    I push open his door, not having time to tiptoe. I need answers. 
 
    But when his bedroom door swings open, the room is empty of my son. 
 
    “Ezra?” I call, walking across the hall to the bathroom. It’s empty too. 
 
    I run downstairs. He was in bed an hour ago. Unless he left when I was in the shower, he should still be here. 
 
    On the kitchen counter is a note on the notepad I keep next to the wall calendar. 
 
      
 
    Forgot — Had prayer breakfast this morning @ GF. 
 
    Love you! E 
 
      
 
    A prayer breakfast at Grace Fellowship. 
 
    It doesn’t make me feel any better. In fact, it makes me feel worse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    One month earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    Mom seems happier, but it’s like the happier she becomes, the angrier I get. It’s not just her — my friend Pratt makes me angry too. 
 
    He wants me to prove my loyalty to him. But isn’t that a lot to ask? 
 
    I don’t even know how to be a loyal son. Let alone friend. 
 
    There’s a new youth pastor at Grace Fellowship. Pastor Tyrone. I met him when I was volunteering at the nursing home. He’s really cool. And now the youth group at Grace is going to start coming to visit the residents. Anyways, we got to talking and went for pizza after. I didn’t tell Mom, or anyone. 
 
    I miss church. I miss the way it felt to go there on Sunday and feel known. My friends online don’t really know me. It’s like they know this version of me, but it’s not the version I like. 
 
    Pastor Tyrone told me I could come back to church anytime. 
 
    But I’m scared to tell Mom. 
 
    I don’t want to hurt her. 
 
    I love her so much. And she’s already been hurt so much already. 
 
    I wish you were here and could tell me what to do. 
 
    Love you, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Knowing I’m alone in the house, I decide to scour Ezra’s room one more time. Without the looming threat of him coming home any time soon, I freely pull up his mattress, dig through his desk drawers and look through his closet. But if there was any incriminating evidence of his connection to what happened to Daniel, he’s disposed of it. Carl may have confessed, but whatever my son has been doing on the internet is sketchy at best. 
 
    His jeans were bloody and caked in clay. 
 
    And as much as I want to, there’s no way I can chalk all that up to changing a spare tire in a rainstorm. Can I? 
 
    I text him. 
 
      
 
    ME: We still need to talk. The book I found in your room raises a lot of flags. And I looked on your computer. Ezra, please come home after breakfast. We need to talk. 
 
      
 
    EZRA: I know we do, Mom. I want to talk to you too. But I have an AP Psych practice test first period. Can I come home after that? Like at 9:45? I love you. 
 
      
 
    I drop my head back, frustrated. 
 
      
 
    ME: Yes. But please come home after. See you at the house. 
 
      
 
    I slip my phone in my back pocket, only to pull it right out again. Quickly I type another text to him. 
 
      
 
    ME: I love you too. 
 
      
 
    With the phone still in my hand, I decide to text Riggs. It’s early, but not too early. 
 
      
 
    ME: Saw you on the news. Can you talk? 
 
      
 
    RIGGS: Just about to go find coffee. Want to meet at the marina? 
 
      
 
    I check the time on my phone. It’s only 7:20. I have plenty of time to meet Riggs before Ezra will be home. 
 
      
 
    ME: On my way. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later I’ve parallel parked on the tree-lined street of downtown Port Rainier. The shops are all closed since it’s still so early, but as I head down to the marina, the sun glistens over the dark water. Riggs is waiting for me, leaning against a light post, reading his phone. 
 
    “Hey,” I say as I reach him. 
 
    He looks up, smiling. “God, it’s nice to see you.” 
 
    “I feel like I haven’t been to the marina in ages.” 
 
    “It’s been a long week.” 
 
    I nod. “It has.” 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    I swallow, barely trusting myself to speak. “Always.” 
 
    We head to the coffee shop at the end of the street, and Riggs opens the door for me. Inside it’s like a blanket of comfort wrapping around me, rich roasted coffee beans melding with the sweet scent of cinnamon and chai. There’s a bakery case filled with croissants and muffins, and several tables are filled by early morning commuters and local Port Rainier business owners getting their coffee fix before the start of a workday. 
 
    I order a caramel latte and a blueberry muffin, and Riggs pays after placing his own order. We slip into a table with our pastries in paper bags and wait for our drinks. 
 
    “So, you didn’t tell me you were going to be on the news,” I say, leaning across the table. 
 
    “It was last minute. Not long after I left your place yesterday, a station in Seattle called and said they were coming out to do a piece and asked if I would mind a brief interview. I said sure and met them at the barn. It’s not a big deal. Are you annoyed or something?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not annoyed. I went to bed early anyways. I saw it posted in the parents’ group for the high school.” 
 
    “Oh man, not surprised. I think mentioning the Proud Boys freaked people out.” 
 
    “It should scare people. I don’t know a lot about white supremacists in general. They hide their beliefs until they’re with people they can safely express their opinions too. Right? But we live in the Pacific Northwest. The news makes it clear they have a presence here you can’t ignore.” I sigh. “Or maybe you can. I think I tell myself what I want to believe. That this is the West Coast, we’re more progressive than other places, but that’s naiveté talking. And it doesn’t help anyone to pretend it isn’t real.” 
 
    Riggs nods. “It is real. In 2018 there was a far-right march that left people hospitalized after it devolved into a riot in downtown Portland. It may not always be knocking on your front door, but it sure as hell is in the backyard.” 
 
    “Two lattes for Riggs,” a barista calls out. Riggs stands to go grab them, and I take a bite of my muffin. 
 
    “Hey, Cora,” Layla says, entering the coffee shop. “Since when do you leave the house in the morning for coffee?” 
 
    “You know me too well. But I was meeting up with Riggs.” I smile softly, running a hand over the back of my neck. I’m exhausted, and the day has just begun. 
 
    Layla looks to where I point, and she catches sight of him. He’s caught up in a conversation with a man I don’t recognize, and so I turn back to Layla. 
 
    “Ezra went to Grace Fellowship for the prayer breakfast this morning.” 
 
    She frowns. “Breakfast? Since when was there a prayer breakfast today?” 
 
    I pick apart my muffin, dread filling me. Too many secrets. And none of them are unraveling fast enough for me. 
 
    “Oh, maybe I mixed things up,” I say, scared of what her words reveal. “You know how teenagers are.” 
 
    “Oh my god, do I. That’s why I’m here. I need coffee. An extra-large coffee.” 
 
    “What now?” I remember how, when Ezra came home yesterday, he was muttering about Katie. 
 
    Layla slides into Riggs’ chair and leans in close to whisper. “Katie was caught with Simon Deblasio in the locker room.” Layla presses her palms to her cheeks. “Drew lost his mind. I never told him about the clinic, so this was all news to him. The school called. It’s a whole thing.” 
 
    I press a hand to my heart, knowing I’m not the only mother in pain. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me too.” She blinks back tears. “I shouldn’t have kept her pregnancy a secret. But I know Drew. I thought it would break him.” 
 
    “It didn’t?” 
 
    Layla twists her lips, fighting an onslaught of tears with a tight shake of her head. “Not him, but I think it might have broken us.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie.” I instinctively reach across the table for her hand, squeezing it tight. My heart goes out to her. It’s not that I can relate to this specific scenario, but as a mom, I can relate to questioning everything. Wondering if the choices we make are right or wrong. 
 
    “How are the other kids handling it?” I ask, thinking of Layla and Drew’s other young children. 
 
    “Thankfully my parents took them last night. After I get coffee, I’m headed over there to see them off to school.” Layla stands as Riggs joins us, handing me my latte. 
 
    “And do they know about Katie?” I can’t help but ask. Layla’s father is the head pastor at Grace Fellowship. His reputation is tied up in his granddaughter, no matter how unfair that may be for both of them. 
 
    Layla shakes her head. “No, but I’m gonna come clean once the kids are on the bus. I can’t deal with this many secrets. It’s like they start eating me up inside and it’s not worth it, you know?” 
 
    I nod, standing to give her a tight hug. “I do. And call if you need anything,” I say. 
 
    She nods, telling Riggs both hello and goodbye before walking away to order her drink. 
 
    With our food and drinks in hand, Riggs and I leave the coffee shop. Once outside, we walk down to the marina the way we came. “What was that about?” he asks. 
 
    I tell him the truth and he whistles low. “Damn. That’s a lot for 7:30 in the morning.” 
 
    “It’s life, Riggs. Life with teenagers.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just . . .” He shakes his head. “It’s a lot. And it’s why I don’t want kids.” 
 
    “But you want to be with me?” I ask as we settle into a park bench facing the water. “I have a son.” 
 
    “Ezra is almost grown. You’ll be off the hook in a year.” 
 
    I scoff. “That’s not how it works.” 
 
    “Enlighten me. How does it work?” Riggs is relaxed, his tone easy as he eats his scone. 
 
    “When Ezra is eighteen, he will still be my child. My responsibility.” 
 
    “Sure, but it changes. He’ll be on his own, in college, most likely not here in Port Rainier. You could do anything. Go anywhere.” 
 
    “But this is my home,” I say. “And this isn’t about where I live.” 
 
    “I guess it’s never come up, because why would it? But no, I don’t want children, Cora. It’s one of the reasons we work.” 
 
    I lift my eyebrows, trying to not feel so damn tense, but I do. Everything inside of me feels on edge. What I want to understand is why. Why does this conversation feel so threatening? 
 
    “Well, I do have a child. And honestly,” I say, “I think Ezra’s in trouble. I need to go find him. I need to speak with him.” 
 
    “I thought he was at a prayer breakfast?” 
 
    “I think he’s lying.” 
 
    Riggs lifts an eyebrow. “You think he’s lying about being at church?” Riggs chuckles. “Cora, you’re letting this Daniel situation get to you.” 
 
    “Daniel situation? What does that mean?” Riggs and I never argue like this, and it unnerves me. 
 
    “It means ever since we found out he was attacked, you’ve been all worked up.” 
 
    “Of course I have. He was my son’s childhood best friend. I feel horrible about it.” 
 
    Riggs’ phone buzzes, and he moves to answer it. I scoff. “Seriously?” 
 
    “It might be work.” 
 
    He looks at the screen, and his face goes white. “Shit. This is bad.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    He watches something for nearly a minute before he hands me the phone. It’s security footage from inside a convenience store. 
 
    “What is this?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s Carl Marsdale. Inside a Shop ’N’ Rite in Tacoma. The night of Daniel’s attack.” 
 
    I stare at the screen, watching as Carl walks in circles, over and over again, yelling at people, rocking back and forth. 
 
    “The police came and told him he needed to leave, and he finally did after yelling about aliens attacking him. Guess the store filed a report, but it was three counties over.” 
 
    “So what does this mean for the case?” 
 
    Riggs runs a hand over his jaw. “It means Carl Marsdale was not at the clay fields at the time of the attack.” 
 
    “Which means?” I ask, my mouth gone dry. Fear winds its familiar way up my spine. 
 
    “It means whoever did this to Daniel Reyes is still out there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    One week earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I messed up. 
 
    Really bad. 
 
    I want to erase the past three hours. Turn back time. But I can’t. 
 
    And now what do I do? 
 
    Pretend that everything is okay? 
 
    Because it’s not. 
 
    And I’m scared it never will be again. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    I leave the marina, needing to see Ezra. Needing to come face to face with my son, who may not be who I think he is. 
 
    Has he been playing me all this time? Was there ever any truth to it — to our relationship? Just how much of it was built on lies? 
 
    Tearing through town, I want to get to the high school and pull him from his AP practice test, but as I drive through Main Street, I see the signage for Grace Fellowship. Layla put doubt in my mind that there even was a prayer breakfast, and I need to hear from someone in charge whether or not there was. 
 
    Making a split-second decision, I pull into the parking lot and am immediately pulled to the past. This building before me holds so many memories. Memories of a life I miss with every fiber of my being. A life I wish I could have again, even with all the caveats. Even knowing what I do now about my own faith — the flaws that I never saw before my world collapsed. 
 
    I would pull the veil over my eyes all over again if it meant I had Noah and Ezra, a hand to hold with each of mine. We would park our car in this lot and walk inside the doors of a church that offered so much more than salvation. A church that gave us a community, a fellowship — a full and beautiful life. 
 
    When Ezra was little, I’d come here for a mid-week bible study. I was so young back then, a new mom without any experience in parenting. I craved the advice of older, more experienced women. That is why I loved Gloria so much — she was wise and kind, but she didn’t attend church. 
 
    Layla was here, though, and she promised I’d love it. So I started coming, and it gave my quiet life of being a stay-at-home mom a sense of purpose. 
 
    One morning a week Ezra would go to the church daycare and I’d sit at a table with other women, our bibles open and coffee in our hands. We’d talk about our struggles, our joys and our pain. We’d go around the table and open up, learning to share our hearts and one another’s burdens. And I know some people think religion is all a hoax, but they are wrong. This was real. So real it makes my heart ache now. 
 
    Maybe Ezra isn’t the only one missing what Grace Fellowship offered. Or maybe that is just the nostalgia that always comes with the past. 
 
    As I walk inside the building, my feet on the tan carpet, I take in the church library to my left, a table in the center stacked with the hymnals collected after Sunday service. The sight of the books draws me deeper into the memories. Ezra’s fingers flipping through pages, searching for a song. Numbered up top. He was learning his numbers and he still spoke with a lisp and he read out the digits, 145, with pride, as music began billowing around us. I smiled down at him, Noah ruffled Ezra’s hair, and my eyes caught my husband’s. I marveled, tears in my eyes. Not at the majesty of the song enveloping us, but at the miracle of our little boy learning to count so high. 
 
    “Can I help you?” a woman calls through an opened door. 
 
    I step through it, and she softens upon recognizing me. It’s Martha Booth. She’s been the church secretary for two decades. 
 
    “Oh, Cora, it’s been so long, dear.” 
 
    I give her a closed-mouth smile, holding back something. Everything? “It’s nice to see you too, Martha.” 
 
    “You know, my daughter-in-law Joyce-Anne is obsessed with your column. She is always forwarding me your advice.” 
 
    “That’s sweet,” I say. Living in a bubble means I don’t get this sort of feedback in real life very often. Most of my accolades are found online. 
 
    “Were you stopping by for a particular reason?” Martha asks. “Pastor Williams isn’t in the office at the moment, but—” 
 
    “Actually, I was hoping to speak with Pastor Tyrone? Is he available?” 
 
    “He’s in the multi-purpose room, actually. Want me to walk you over there?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I know the way.” 
 
    “Of course you do, love. It’s so nice to see you. Surely the last few years have been real trying. I know how hard it is, you know, I lost my Marcel many years ago too.” 
 
    Marcel fought colon cancer, died ten years ago. I remember coordinating the food for after his memorial. We made his favorites — roast beef sliders with horseradish. Marble pound cake. Sweet tea like his mama made when he was a boy living in the South. 
 
    “Marcel was such a wonderful man,” I tell Martha, trying to recall the food at Noah’s funeral. I can’t remember any of it. Except I do remember the food people dropped off. The food Gloria Reyes dropped off. She’d brought pork empanadas, and I know she made them because Noah loved hers. When we’d lived in the duplex and she’d start a batch, she tripled the recipe with Noah in mind. 
 
    Tears fill my eyes now, and Martha is coming around from her desk, wrapping her arms around me, telling me it’s all going to be all right. But it isn’t. It’s too late for all of that. Her arms, though, comfort me in a way I didn’t know I needed, and I hug her back, thankful for her. Thankful in ways she won’t ever know. Because in mentioning Marcel, somehow I’m brought back to those perfectly flaky empanadas, and suddenly my need for the truth is stronger than ever. 
 
    If my son hurt Daniel Reyes, I need to know. 
 
    As I walk from the office to the multi-purpose room, looking for Tyrone, I peel myself from the past, focused now on the present. Passing the sanctuary, I turn right and see a man in the multi-purpose room folding chairs. “Are you Pastor Tyrone?” I ask. 
 
    He smiles, nodding. “I am. How can I help you?” 
 
    He’s a young Black man — and by young I mean he can’t be thirty. But he wears a wedding ring and a fleece jacket zippered to his chin. He has a big smile and wears Air Jordans, which I am sure lots of the teenagers love. Ezra doesn’t play sports, but even he covets those shoes. 
 
    “I’m Cora Maxwell, Ezra’s mom?” 
 
    He nods slowly. “Right. Ezra. Interesting kid.” 
 
    “What do you mean, interesting?” 
 
    “Interesting as in complicated. Grieving. Broken. Looking to be found. Interesting as in smart and funny and scared.” 
 
    “Sounds like you know a lot about him for having just met him.” 
 
    Pastor Tyrone shrugs. “I get paid to listen, you know?” 
 
    “So he talks to you?” 
 
    “Not everything I hear has to be said out loud.” 
 
    I press a hand to my temple, chuckling. This man is certainly not cookie cutter. “Was there a prayer breakfast this morning, for the teens?” 
 
    Tyrone’s eyebrows lift. “You hungry?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No. I just wanted to know if Ezra was really here. He said he was, but—” 
 
    “You think he’s lying?” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    Tyrone shakes his head. “He was here.” He looks at his Apple Watch. “Until about twenty minutes ago. The guys all left together to get to first period. There were six of them here, and we had pancakes, sausage links and orange juice. I had coffee.” 
 
    “Layla McDay said she wasn’t aware of the breakfast is all.” 
 
    “It just started. This was our first meeting. I’m the new guy in town and decided a young men’s breakfast once a week was a good idea. Offer teenage boys a stack of pancakes and all-you-can-eat sausage and they will come.” 
 
    I smile. “That’s true.” 
 
    “Do you want some coffee? There might be some left in the pot.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I shouldn’t stay. And I’ve already had enough caffeine for one morning. But thank you, for organizing the breakfast and being so kind to my son. I didn’t realize how much he was missing this church until recently.” 
 
    “You haven’t been here in a long time, then? Ezra said he grew up in this church.” 
 
    I nod. “Until his father died two years ago. We stopped coming after Noah passed, but I’m realizing Ezra needs this place.” 
 
    “And you, what do you need, Cora?” 
 
    I exhale. “For the first time in a long time, I think I know.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Before I leave Grace Fellowship, I enter the sanctuary. It’s so quiet, you could hear a pin drop. Sun streams through stained glass windows, casting a rich glow across the wooden pews, and the podium up front is well-polished, centered. The altar table is in front of it. Carved in the wood it reads, The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit. — Psalm 34:18. 
 
    The tears in my eyes spring up, not wholly unexpected. I haven’t been here since Noah died and I realize, now, that this is where I’ve needed to return. 
 
    Because what I’ve really needed is to say goodbye. 
 
    I’ve clung to my column, isolating myself in my home, a cocoon of my own making, keeping out the past, refusing the future. My column focuses on fixing concrete problems with tangible solutions. How to fix egg whites that won’t form peaks. Grease stains on favorite blouses. A cake that sticks to the pan. 
 
    But my life has stopped being so black and white. For so long, it was. And that was enough. The church was what I needed to ground myself because I was living a life that felt over my head in so many ways. Marrying young without a road map meant Noah and I found a path to this church, and it provided us with the compass we needed so badly. Both of our families of origin provided us with nothing but genes riddled in disappointment at best, addiction at worst. And if we wanted a chance of making it, we needed to live on a prayer, and so we did. Quite literally. 
 
    That life, though, the one with Noah, is gone. And the needs of that lost girl turned wife turned mom are no longer the same. Now I am a woman, a woman who needs something different than what this sanctuary can offer. 
 
    And for the first time since Noah died, I think that maybe that’s okay. 
 
    I sit in the front pew, head bowed, and I pray. 
 
    I don’t pray for myself. Because I’ve finally found the peace I’ve been missing. I’ve reckoned with my past and found that it’s all been paid for. There’s nothing to ask forgiveness for because I’m not looking for anyone to deliver me. Not God, not Noah — not Riggs. 
 
    Now, it’s time to be the woman I was created to be. 
 
    Still, I pray. Not for my own soul. 
 
    But for my son’s. 
 
    Because while I may have made amends with my past . . . Ezra still needs to face his. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    In the car, I look at my phone and see I’ve missed several texts. 
 
      
 
    RIGGS: I’m sorry. That was a shitty coffee date and it’s my fault. Forgive me? 
 
      
 
    EZRA: Test over. On my way home. 
 
      
 
    RIGGS: Check the news. Things are getting ugly with the Reyes case. 
 
      
 
    LAYLA: Thanks for listening this morning. So thankful to have you in my life again. 
 
      
 
    EZRA: Just got home. Where are you? 
 
      
 
    The onslaught of texts overwhelms me, and I don’t have space for Riggs and his apologies right now. I need to focus on my son. 
 
    I shoot Ezra a quick message letting him know I’ll be home in ten minutes and pull out of the parking lot. When I arrive at the house, I see his car out front and exhale. But that only lasts for a moment. 
 
    Parked behind his car is Jonas’. 
 
    My phone beeps, and a quick glance tells me it’s Riggs. I tuck it back in my purse without reading the text, not wanting the distraction of his apology. I can deal with him later. 
 
    When I walk inside the house, I hear the two boys arguing. 
 
    “Did you know he was dead?” Jonas asks, his voice tight. He doesn’t hear me enter the house and I walk down the hall toward the kitchen. “The cops found him in a small house in the woods. Did you know he lived around there? He’s been dead for days.” 
 
    “Makes sense why we haven’t heard from him,” Ezra says. 
 
    “Yeah? Well, the cops are gonna ask questions. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Why?” Ezra asks. “Why would they connect us to him?” 
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Maxwell,” Jonas says, eyes red, like he’s been crying. 
 
    “Who died?” I ask. 
 
    Jonas closes his eyes, but tears fall down his cheeks and he pushes them away. “Fuck. I have to go. This is bad.” 
 
    “What’s bad?” I ask forcefully, grabbing Jonas’ arms before he can pass me. Not wanting him out of this house until I know the truth. Some truth. Something. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he grunts. “Nobody knows anything. It’s gonna be fine.” 
 
    “Who died?” I insist, finally losing control. The control I have been clinging to for so long. Since Noah died. It’s long gone, just like him. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know how to parent Ezra. And now, as I raise my voice, these two boys know it too. 
 
    “Mom, it’s okay,” Ezra says. But he isn’t okay. His eyes are full of tears, and he grips the marble counter. He may be tall enough to be a man, old enough too, but he is still a child. My child. My whole wide world, and I can’t let something irreversible happen. 
 
    “It is not okay. You need to tell me who died. And why you are connected to it.” 
 
    Jonas and Ezra stare one another down, nostrils flared, anger coursing between them and I don’t know why. Why it started, how it ends. I just know their silence is doing neither of them any favors. 
 
    “You have to talk to me. If you’re in trouble, I can help you. I can.” 
 
    “We don’t need help,” Ezra says. 
 
    “It was all so stupid,” Jonas says, crying. “We knew Pratt was a psycho and we didn’t say anything. We should have said something!” 
 
    “Pratt?” I ask. “What does he have to do with this?” 
 
    Just then, there is a knock at the front door. I look at the boys. “Who is it?” 
 
    Jonas’ shoulders shake, and I don’t know him well enough to pull him into my arms and give him the motherly comfort he clearly craves. In fact, I don’t know him at all. But I do know he is trouble. Both of them are. For reasons beyond my understanding. And I also know that they’re too scared to speak, to tell me the truth. 
 
    “If it’s the cops . . . if . . .” Ezra presses his fingers to his temples and shakes his head. “Mom, it’s gonna be bad. It’s gonna . . .” 
 
    “Go upstairs,” I say. “To your room. Wait for me. I don’t know what you’ve done, but I’ll get a lawyer,” I say. “I’ll get you help.” 
 
    The boys look at me with relief. They need a parent to take control and I have no idea if this is the right thing, if I am protecting them in a way they don’t deserve, but I can’t consider that right now. 
 
    They move quickly toward Ezra’s room. Once they’re up the stairs, out of sight, I smooth down my hair and roll my shoulders. The doorbell rings. 
 
    I pull the front door open, and instead of a uniformed officer, I see Riggs. 
 
    “Did you get my messages?” he asks. 
 
    I swallow the fear rising in my belly and let him inside. “Yes, I did, but I was at the church and then—” 
 
    “The church?” Riggs frowns. “Why?” 
 
    “I had to ask the pastor something about Ezra.” 
 
    Riggs’ eyes narrow. “I saw his car. Is he here?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes. Upstairs. He’s not feeling well.” 
 
    “Did you see the news?” Riggs asks, following me into the kitchen. 
 
    I shake my head, pouring us both glasses of water. “I’ve seen nothing. Since I left you this morning, I haven’t had a chance—” 
 
    “A man was murdered, Cora. A half a mile from the barn in the clay fields. In his house.” 
 
    “What? Who?” My mind immediately falls on the words of Jonas and Ezra. Someone died. Someone they knew. 
 
    “A disgusting asshole. His place is full of Nazi propaganda. All sorts of white-supremacist material. The police are there now, all the literature he’s got is evidence. I’m sure his computer is full of evidence too.” 
 
    “How do they know it was murder?” 
 
    Riggs takes a long drink of water. “Blood was everywhere, Cora. And there was a bloody bat next to his body. The guy had a head wound.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I say, covering my mouth in horror. 
 
    “I know.” Riggs clenches his fists, anger in him I’ve never seen before. “I don’t know why I’m here, Cora. What I’m doing on this beat. I never intended to get this deep, with this sort of story.” 
 
    “Because you care about the truth, about safety, about—” 
 
    “It’s too much. Seeing this sort of hate.” 
 
    “How is it different than a school shooter?” 
 
    “It’s different.” He scoffs. “Jewel was a Black woman. When we were married, I wasn’t blind to racists. My wife faced them all the time. She lived in America, how could she not? But this, this level of hate, is not something we came across. This is . . . this makes you lose faith in humanity. Makes you lose respect for our systems, our policies. Everything. Because when there’s this level of hate in the world . . .” His shoulders begin shaking, and he grips the counter just like Ezra did minutes ago. Are they wracked with the same images? 
 
    Bile rises in my throat and I run to the bathroom, vomiting as I consider the implications I’m so scared to face. 
 
    I splash water on my face, and then dry my skin, staring myself down in the mirror. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Riggs asks. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I say, exhaling and exiting the bathroom. “Sorry. It’s just a lot.” 
 
    “It is.” He runs a hand over his jaw. 
 
    “But you can do it,” I say, resting a hand on his arm. “You can write this story.” 
 
    “It just reminds me how sick some people are. I can ignore it for only so long, you know? But if people here are truly this horrible . . . who would want to read about it?” he asks. 
 
    “Don’t write it for them,” I say. “Write it for Daniel.” 
 
    His eyes meet mine with surprise. “Shit, you’re right.” He laughs sharp and tight, the kind of laugh that could turn into a breakdown if you don’t rein it in. “Thank you. I think I came here knowing you’d talk sense into me. You always seem to know just what to do.” 
 
    It is in that moment I know Riggs and I won’t last. 
 
    And it’s not because of Noah or Jewel. It’s because Riggs doesn’t see me as I truly am — flawed and fragile, a woman and mother fighting for what’s left of her family. A woman who doesn’t know what she is doing. At all. 
 
    But Riggs wouldn’t know any of that because in this past year since we’ve been dating, I haven’t let him in to see those parts of me. He’s been allotted a portion, and it isn’t enough. Deep down, I know Riggs and I have a shelf life. And I’ve given advice on food in my column for enough years to know that things should be thrown out before the expiration date. Rather safe than sorry. 
 
    But this moment is just too heavy to say any of that. 
 
    So I hold onto him until he lets go. Finally he speaks. “Since this story just got a hell of a lot bigger, I need to figure out what Pratt’s deal was. And how he was connected to Daniel.” 
 
    “Pratt?” I tense, the world feeling smaller by the moment. And none of it is making me feel any better. 
 
    Riggs nods. “That is the name of the man who was found dead. Pratt Clayborne.” 
 
    Upstairs I hear Ezra’s music turn on. My eyes lift as the bass levels rise. 
 
    “Maybe he’s feeling better,” Riggs says. 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    “I’ll call later, okay?” he says, giving me another hug. This one feels like goodbye. 
 
    “What is it?” he asks. 
 
    I smile up at him, grateful for his presence in my life this last year. 
 
    Knowing he was a safety net, but it’s time for me to stand on my own two feet. Eventually I’ll need to find what Grace Fellowship offered me for so many years. I don’t need a church for that, not anymore. 
 
    But I do need a community. Life is too messy to navigate on my own. Too dangerous. And much too hard. I need a support network, real friends to lean on. Not just a lover who is taking the place of the man I miss. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “For writing this piece. For doing the hard work that terrifies so many people.” 
 
    “Speaking of, I have a bunch of research to get started on.” 
 
    “Of course.” I walk him to the door, my heart aching for something Riggs and I never had. A chance in hell. 
 
    And right now, it seems like Jonas and Ezra are in the exact same boat. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Three days earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    At first it was fun. We had stuff in common. We live in the same area, we like the same stuff. All of us disillusioned with just about everything, but all for different reasons. It felt good to have someone to blame. Even if we were just blaming everyone who wasn’t us. 
 
    But after we met Pratt, at his house, things changed. 
 
    Jonas and I realized that this was bigger than a chat room. That some words that Pratt taught us were more than just letters on a computer screen. They carried more weight than we realized. More symbolism than we were prepared to face. 
 
    But by then it was too late. 
 
    We were wrapped up with Pratt and everyone else on Consult. 
 
    The days of me going on r/DebateReligion are long gone. People there, the ones that talked about a superior race, were who got me to Stormfront in the first place. I didn’t know what it meant, or at least the depth of what it meant. And I wanted to understand. What my place was. Where I belonged. How I fit. 
 
    I didn’t fit with Katie, that’s for sure. 
 
    She had an abortion, Dad. I loved her and she didn’t love me back and she slept with that guy from college and joked about it in front of me. How could she? 
 
    But then again, how could I? 
 
    Mom knows something. Too much. And I’m freaking out. 
 
    But also, I want to be found out because then I can stop lying and hiding. Pretending. 
 
    Then maybe I will have a chance to be the son I always intended to be. One who can make you and Mom proud. 
 
    But I’m scared, Dad. Scared it’s far too late for any of that. 
 
    Love you. 
 
    And I need you. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    After Riggs leaves, I immediately head upstairs, seething with this new information. Pratt is dead. Their friend, this mystery man I’ve never once met, is dead. 
 
    Murdered. 
 
    “Ezra?” I shout. “Ezra, what has happened? What have you done?” 
 
    I push open his bedroom door and gasp. They’re gone. 
 
    The window isn’t entirely closed, but I run to it, looking out onto the street. 
 
    Both their cars are gone. 
 
    I didn’t walk out with Riggs to notice. But now I wish I had. Wish I could have flagged him down, yelled and screamed. Told him he wasn’t going anywhere unless he gave me some answers. 
 
    But I didn’t, and now I can’t. 
 
    Pulling out my phone from my pocket, I call him. It goes straight to voicemail. 
 
    “Ezra, where did you and Jonas go? Do I need to call the police? What have you done? Where are you?” I scream the words, anger rising, fear wound so deep inside me I can hardly see straight. 
 
    I pull out my phone and open Twitter, wanting to read about Pratt, about what happened to him. 
 
      
 
    Port Rainier BREAKING NEWS: Man found dead near clay fields where Daniel Reyes was found brutally attacked one week ago. Linked to swastika on nearby barn. Man named Pratt Clayborne, 26, white male. Weapon on property potentially linked to Reyes case. (Pt 1/1) 
 
      
 
    When does it stop being if Ezra did it and start simply being Ezra did it? One boy is on life support and another man is dead, and is there more to come? Do I want to know? 
 
    I sink onto his bed, my hands turned to fists, pounding at his pillow. Shouting at everything, anything. 
 
    My fists smack against something. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    Ezra’s laptop. 
 
    I pull it out from under his pillow and open it up, sitting on the edge of his bed, on his gray cotton sheets. I see an application is still open. He must have slid this under his pillow right before he jumped through the window and left. It’s a chat room through a site I don’t know called Consult. 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I brace myself for whatever comes next. Whatever I see. Whatever I am about to read. 
 
    Maybe it’s wrong not to call the cops right now, report that something feels off, feels wrong . . . but I can’t incriminate my son until I have more information. 
 
    And besides, I can’t believe Ezra would brutally assault Daniel and then beat Pratt with a bat. He is a boy who went to a prayer breakfast this morning — does he have that much venom in him? 
 
    Is it possible? 
 
    Tears fall down my cheeks, because the truth is I’m scared in a way I have never been before. It’s a different fear than when my world collapsed the day Noah died. 
 
    And I don’t want to go through it alone. 
 
    But I must. I know I must. 
 
    I open my eyes and begin to read the messages that were posted in the chat room this morning, and by the timestamps I’m guessing it was after Ezra left the church and before his first period class began. 
 
      
 
    MachTrip: Holy fuck. Have you seen Twitter? @WeissLandser is dead. 
 
    Staircase2Heaven: Looking now 
 
    StolzBoy: WTF? Is that why we haven’t heard from him in a week? 
 
    MachTrip: IDK. Freaking out. 
 
    StolzBoy: Did he off himself? 
 
    ALTr4LIFE: No way. He was committed to seeing this through. 
 
    StolzBoy: It’s UP TO US. 
 
    //@Staircase2Heaven has left the chat 
 
    ALTr4LIFE: We have to fix this. 
 
    MachTrip: What do you suggest? 
 
    StolzBoy: Reyes is on life support. PULLTHEPLUG 
 
      
 
    I gasp at the words. Vulgar and crass in a way I didn’t expect. Is this what Riggs meant when he said these people are monsters? 
 
    A monster who is my son. 
 
      
 
    MachTrip: Dude that’s next level. 
 
    StolzBoy: Isn’t that the point? STAND BY 
 
    //@MachTrip has left the chat 
 
    StolzBoy: Pussy 
 
    ALTr4LIFE: R u serious tho? 
 
    StolzBoy: Hell yes. Did you see the news?? 
 
    ALTr4LIFE: We can do this. For @WeissLandser 
 
    StolzBoy: I can be there at noon. You? 
 
    ALTr4LIFE: HELL YEAH 
 
    //@StolzBoy has left the chat 
 
    //@ALTr4LIFE has left the chat 
 
    //@Staircase2Heaven has joined the chat 
 
    //@MachTrip has joined the chat 
 
    MachTrip: Guys. I’m with Staircase. We’re freaking the fuck out. 
 
    //@StolzBoy has joined the chat 
 
    StolzBoy: Commies unite. Get ur ass to Harbor Hill. STAT 
 
      
 
    My stomach falls as I look at the last timestamp. It was right before I came home. I think of the boys, arguing. This is what they were fighting about. Why they were scared. 
 
    Now I’m scared too. More than scared. 
 
    Horrified, I call Ezra. Pick up. Pick up. Pick up. 
 
    Miraculously, he does. 
 
    “Where are you?” I shout. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m okay . . . Don’t worry, Mom. It will all be over soon.” 
 
    “Over? Ezra!” I scream. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I have to go, Mom, I have to.” 
 
    The call goes dead, and the blood drains from my face. 
 
    “No, Ezra!” My voice is shards of glass, sharp and small, terror seizing all of me. 
 
    Everything, in that instant, fades. 
 
    This is the end. 
 
    The end of the world as I know it. 
 
    The phone falls from my hand, I’m shaking so fiercely. 
 
    Through my grief, I know what I must do. 
 
    It might be the end of my world, but I can’t let it be the end of his. 
 
    I pick up the phone, calling 911. 
 
    It’s not a call I ever, ever wanted to make. 
 
    But I must. 
 
    A call not for my son, but for hers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    “I’m calling to report a crime,” I say into the speaker on my phone. “A crime that just happened. Or is about to happen. At the hospital. At Harbor Hill.” My words are tight, pinpricked with pain. 
 
    “Ma’am, please tell me your name.” 
 
    “My name? Why?” I gasp. “Someone needs to go to Daniel Reyes’ room. At the hospital. I think someone is going to kill him. To pull the plug. I think—” 
 
    “Ma’am, please, calm down. I need to get information.” 
 
    “There’s not time. Go to the room, StolzBoy and ALTr4LIFE are going there. And so are Jonas and Ezra and, oh my god,” I pant, rocking on the edge of Ezra’s bed. Did my little boy, my son — kill? Is he a murderer? 
 
    I sob uncontrollably, telling the operator my name, my address. “But it doesn’t matter. Go check on him. Get the police there. I think it’s too late.” 
 
    Eventually the operator thanks me for the information, informing me that an officer will be contacting me shortly. I expect more questions, but maybe that is a police officer’s job, not hers. 
 
    “That’s it? Can’t you have someone go look right now? I can go myself. I’ll go to the hospital now.” 
 
    “Ma’am, that is inadvisable. We need you to stay at your address and stay calm.” 
 
    “Calm? They’re going to kill him!” 
 
    “Right now, you need to remain calm, ma’am.” 
 
    “It might be too late,” I say. 
 
    “I understand, and an officer will—” 
 
    I drop the phone, not having any more to say. Knowing it all might be too late. Sobbing, alone in my son’s bedroom, I question everything. Where did I go wrong? How did I go so wrong? 
 
    I feel so alone, and I realize with horror that my son feels the same way. After Noah died, I tore him from the church family he knew and loved. He was craving connection, and Katie certainly wasn’t offering him the soft place to land that Riggs offered me. If she had been a constant to him, maybe it would have ended differently . . . but she wasn’t. And she wasn’t responsible for his emotional wellbeing, anyway. 
 
    I was. I am the mother. The parent who has failed in such epic proportions I can never forgive myself. 
 
    My whole life has been about my son, yet when he needed me the most, I wasn’t there. I was lost in my own sea of grief, and then I was with Riggs. 
 
    And all the while, Ezra was searching. Climbing a staircase to heaven, wanting to find his dad. Find solace on the top of a mountain that reached the skies, the stars. But it didn’t reach far enough. Ezra’s fingers didn’t brush against those of his father. He was left on that hill alone. 
 
    The people who found him at his most vulnerable were dangerous. Are dangerous. 
 
    MachTrip. StolzBoy. ALTr4LIFE. 
 
    I sit up, wiping my eyes, knowing I can’t fall apart like I did when Noah died. I shed tears for my son’s lost innocence, but now I need to be strong. I need to be here for him now in the ways I wasn’t before. 
 
    A car stopping in front of the house pulls me from my fatigued memories. I race down the stairs, wanting news. I pull open the door, my heart racing. 
 
    Ezra walks up the front steps, his body shaking, tears streaking his pale cheeks. “Mom,” he trembles. “I need your help.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    One day earlier . . . 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I haven’t gone on Consult for a month, not since we met at his house. But I want to log in now, to see if people are talking. To see if maybe . . . maybe I imagined it all. Maybe there wasn’t a bloody bat in my hand. Maybe there wasn’t a person dying at my feet. 
 
    Pastor Tyrone invited me to his prayer breakfast tomorrow. I’m gonna go. And try to get the courage to tell him everything. 
 
    But I don’t know if I can. If I’m brave enough to say what’s true. 
 
    I’m scared, Dad. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    He falls into my arms in a way he hasn’t done since Noah died. The kind of fall that needs to be caught. 
 
    “Mom,” he sobs against my shoulder. “I messed up. I messed up so bad.” 
 
    I don’t know if there will be sirens in the distance. Officers leading him away in handcuffs. Trials and sentences and visitations. Him, aging in an orange jump suit, and me, aging in this big house all alone. 
 
    I don’t know what lies ahead. 
 
    But I do know this: I love my boy. 
 
    I love Ezra with every fiber of my being. Every moment, every day that he has been mine. And I might not believe in the God that used to give my life order, but I do believe in the power of a mother’s love. And while the creator of the universe may have a mighty hand, I will stand on the altar of this promise — a mother’s love is even mightier. 
 
    Now, I must ask the question that has been building within me since the day the breaker flipped, when I found Ezra’s bloodstained and clay-covered jeans. When I had my first inkling, the first prickling of fear. The first break in my confidence that I had raised a good young man. 
 
    “What did you do?” I ask, hands on both his cheeks. I have to look up, into his eyes. He’s taller and stronger and capable of things I can’t comprehend. “Ezra, what did you do?” 
 
    His gaze meets mine, and I have this flash of unexpected pride. He isn’t looking away when it matters most. When the question demands an answer. He is looking at me head-on. 
 
    “He’s dead,” he whispers. “Daniel. Daniel is dead.” 
 
    The words leaving his lips hang in the air, and I want to blow them far, far away. I want to swallow them up for my son and pretend they were never here at all. I want to rewind time back to the beginning, and I want to do it all over again. The raising and the teaching and the guiding. I want to take back our fights over dirty dishes and arguments over lost winter coats. I want to rewrite our history so that every night includes me telling him I am proud of him. So that every morning I give him a long hug before he leaves the house. I want what I can’t have. 
 
    Life doesn’t offer a rewind button. What we have is what we’ve got, and sometimes what we have is fleeting. Love that doesn’t last a lifetime. That is why every moment counts. Every day matters. 
 
    And I suppose, as I stand on the porch of the home I bought with Noah, looking up at the boy we made together, I know that even if I could, I wouldn’t want to take back those moments that have made up his childhood. Because that childhood of his has been the glory of my life. 
 
    But it doesn’t erase the fear that I face now. The truth I wasn’t ready to confront is overwhelming. Demanding. And I can’t turn away. 
 
    “I need you to drive me to the police station, Mom. I need to turn myself in.” 
 
    “Do you have to?” I ask, the words shaming me as I speak them. “We could . . .” What? Run away? Flee the country? Hide out until this passes? It won’t pass. Can’t pass. 
 
    Tears fall down my cheeks and my shoulders shake and my throat is tight, my heart heavy like a lead weight, sinking like an anchor. Grounding me in a place I don’t want to be. 
 
    Ezra shakes his head, and I see his father in him, maybe now more than ever. “I have to, Mom,” he says. Firm and absolute. 
 
    Is it wrong to say I am proud of the boy who is a killer? Proud that in the moment of reckoning he has chosen to step forward? 
 
    Who cares if after the death the murderer acknowledges his part? 
 
    Maybe only his mother could care. Because even if there is blood on his hands, his blood is my blood. My life, his. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    On the way to the station downtown, we don’t speak. Instead, I pull out my phone and open the music app. I turn on Stairway to Heaven and reach for Ezra’s hand. Noah isn’t here, but I can feel him next to me. With us. I feel his love for us both, feel his big, strong arms wrapping around us and holding us tight and god, I miss him. I loved him since the moment we met, and he was always mine. Mine. And now I need him. Need him in ways I’ve never needed him before. 
 
    Ezra grips my hand back tight as I turn up the volume, as high as it can go. The windows are down, the air cold, and I memorize everything about the drive. Ezra’s tears and mine too. Looking over at him, his profile, I take in his jawline and his dark-brown eyes. His blue jeans and flannel shirt. He is my boy. My little boy. And I am driving him to the police station so he can turn himself in for murder, and somehow this is our life now. 
 
    This is a mother’s worst nightmare, and I am living it out, terrified and heartbroken and scared. About to lose my only child. 
 
    When we pull into the station, I kill the engine, unbuckling and looking at Ezra. “We can call a lawyer first.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No. I have to do this my way. It’s what Dad would have wanted.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    He looks at me, incredulous. “Dad never backed away from what was right, Mom. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, really bad ones, but I’m not gonna mess this up.” He opens his car door, and so I do too, following him across the pavement, toward the station. 
 
    Inside, the air is stiff, the walls are cream and the green linoleum floors have been polished to a sheen. “Can I help you?” a young, uniformed man behind the front desk asks. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak because that’s what mothers always do. Speak for their children. But this time, Ezra beats me to it. “I need to speak to an officer about a murder,” he says, his voice sure, clear. 
 
    The man’s eyes widen. “One moment,” he says. “Let me get my supervisor.” 
 
    Seconds later, another man appears. Older, with dark hair and glasses. “You need to speak with an officer?” 
 
    Ezra clears his throat. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Right this way,” he says. “I’m Deputy Martin.” He indicates two chairs opposite his desk in the corner. 
 
    As we sit, Ezra speaks. “I’m Ezra Maxwell and this is my mom, Cora. She didn’t do anything. I needed her to drive me because I was pretty upset at the house and . . . and, well, she’s my mom.” 
 
    Ezra’s words become shaky, and I know he’s trying to be strong, but even strong men cry. I want to jump in and save him, but this is one time I cannot do anything. 
 
    Then I realize there is one thing I can do. 
 
    Pray. 
 
    To the God I no longer cling to. To the universe? To the stars and the sky. 
 
    Pray for Ezra to be courageous and brave. Upright and true. The boy who I believe he can be. 
 
    “And what is it you were upset about?” Deputy Martin asks, elbows on his desk, leaning in. 
 
    Ezra rubs his nose, sits straighter, places his hands on his legs. Bracing for what comes next. 
 
    “I needed to come here and turn myself in. For murder.” 
 
    I close my eyes, holding my breath. Memories float in front of me, too fast for me to catch, to hold in my heart. Daniel and Ezra, in the backyard with swim diapers on in a plastic kiddie pool. Daniel’s older siblings running through the sprinkler, hot sun on their skin. Gloria and me drinking iced tea, glasses sweating, our legs out long on the plastic lounge chairs that imprinted our butts. Laughter in the air, shrieks from the children. Homemade popsicles and burned grass and husbands who were gone, out working hard. An endless summer day where our world was contained in the backyard of a duplex but felt big enough for us all. The kind of day you hold onto and promise to never forget. I won’t forget. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Seventeen, sir.” 
 
    “I need to read you your rights, Ezra. And that includes the juvenile portion. That portion explains that if you’re charged as an adult, even though you gave the statement as a juvenile, it could be used against you in adult court.” 
 
    “I want to waive my rights,” Ezra says. 
 
    “Ezra, do you even know what this means?” I ask, wondering how it has all come to this. Daniel is dead and my son . . . My son. My shoulders shake, and Ezra’s hand is on my back. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so sorry. It happened so fast. One second I was yelling at him, and the next, Pratt was dead. In a puddle of his own blood and . . .” 
 
    I sit up. “Pratt?” 
 
    Deputy Martin sits up too. I see him waving over two other officers, and suddenly we’re swarmed in the small corner. 
 
    “Are you referring to Pratt Clayborne?” Deputy Martin presses. 
 
    Ezra nods. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Not Daniel?” I ask. 
 
    Ezra looks at me, awash with horror. “Daniel? God. What? No. You thought—” 
 
    I crumble then. In shocked confusion. “You had nothing to do with Daniel’s death? You said, on the porch, that he died.” 
 
    Ezra nods, looking at the officers. “Yeah, he did. I went to the hospital. I’m sorry, Mom, I know you didn’t want me to leave the house, but I had to. Jonas and I saw what Stolz and Alt were planning on doing, on Consult. It’s a chat app thing. And we freaked out. We thought we could stop them.” Ezra looks at the officers. “I know that we should have called you, but we were freaked out and thought we could do something.” 
 
    “Did you?” I ask. “Stop them?” 
 
    “It was too late,” he says, his voice a whisper. “Daniel had died an hour earlier. Stopped breathing and just . . .” Ezra is crying again and wiping his eyes aggressively, trying to stop the onslaught of emotions, but the dam has already broken. “I saw Gloria at the hospital. She gave me a hug and said Daniel always loved me so much and I told her I loved him too. She said she was with him when he died. The family knew it was happening. They were all in the room with him.” 
 
    “So it wasn’t Stolz and Alt? They didn’t tamper with the life support equipment?” 
 
    Ezra swallows. “You saw the chat?” 
 
    I nod. “After you left, I read it. I called the police.” 
 
    Deputy Martin clears his throat. “I am trying to track with you, Ezra. You said you killed Pratt Clayborne. Can you tell me what you mean by that?” 
 
    Ezra nods. “I joined this Consult group chat. It was all local guys. I think, at least. I never actually met any of them face to face except Jonas. Well, Pratt too. But he didn’t want me to know who he really is. But I did. I know what he is. Was.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Martin asks. 
 
    Ezra clenches his jaw, and his hands turn to fists. My heart, it falls right there on the linoleum floor. “A monster.” 
 
    “We’re going to need more than that.” Martin looks at the other officers. “Detectives Lynt, Jones, let’s get him in a room, shall we?” 
 
    They nod, and Ezra stands. 
 
    I stand too; I want to wrap my boy in a hug again. I want to shield and protect him. 
 
    But I can’t. 
 
    “Ma’am, we are going to need you to stay here. We need to take Ezra to a private room so we can take his statement.” 
 
    I press my hand to my chest. “I want to be there. He’s only seventeen.” 
 
    “Mom, no. I don’t want you to hear.” His voice cracks. “I don’t want you to hear what I’ve done. I’m doing this on my own.” 
 
    My heart falls as the officer leads him away, but my son turns his head, looking over his shoulder, right at me. “I love you, Mom,” Ezra says as they lead him away. 
 
    “I love you too.” I sit back down, trying to focus on my breathing, on not passing out. I keep my eyes open, refusing to let this swallow me whole. Ezra needs me to stay present, to not disappear like I did the year after Noah died. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Two hours earlier 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    I might not get to write you another letter here. Ever. 
 
    And if this is my last, please know this: I never meant to hurt you or Mom. 
 
    I care about Daniel. I always have. 
 
    It’s why I got so upset when I heard Pratt joking on Consult about meeting up with the famous faggot in town, that he’d been pranking him with a burner phone, claiming he was an old friend. It’s why I went down to the clay fields. I thought . . . I thought I could do something. 
 
    But I was too late. 
 
    And then I messed up. I didn’t call the cops. 
 
    I took things into my own hands. 
 
    Jonas is on his way here now. I’m gonna tell him everything, then I’ll tell Mom too. 
 
    It’s too late to rewrite this story, I know that. 
 
    But at least this is gonna end on my own terms. 
 
    I love you. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    Ezra 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    I’ve been at the station for three hours. I can’t leave while Ezra is here. Not without knowing something. Anything. 
 
    There’s a commotion, and a few officers enter the station and head back to where they took Ezra. Panicked, I ask the man up front what is going on. “I can’t say, ma’am. Confidential.” 
 
    I wring my hands. I splash ice-cold water on my face in the bathroom, and I silently scream into my hands in the stall. I pray. 
 
    “Cora?” 
 
    I’m just leaving the bathroom, headed back to my chair next to Deputy Martin’s desk. Maybe it isn’t protocol to let the mother of a murderer stay for so long, but no one has told me to go. 
 
    “Thank god I found you,” Riggs says, walking toward me. His eyes are wild with confusion. 
 
    “It’s Ezra,” I say, my voice muffled. I wrap my arms around him, my words lost in the wool of his sweater. “He’s the one who murdered Pratt.” I bite my bottom lip. “I don’t know much more. I thought he was acting strange but . . .” 
 
    “Cora, I’ve been calling you. You don’t know?” 
 
    “Know that Daniel is dead?” 
 
    “No, it’s all over Twitter. Someone got footage of a camera inside Pratt’s house. An anonymous person posted it. The story is going viral.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I cover my mouth. “Does it show Ezra . . .” 
 
    Riggs hands me his phone. “You need to see it for yourself.” 
 
    He places his hand on my back, guiding me to an empty corner in the lobby. I glance up, meeting the eyes of the young officer behind the desk. The look I receive is one I know. I saw it so often after Noah died. 
 
    Pity. 
 
    Pressing play, I begin to watch a video that has been uploaded to an anonymous drive. It was posted by MachTripNoMore. Jonas. There’s a description under the video and I read it, heart pounding as I do. 
 
      
 
    GUESS THE COPS MISSED THIS AT THE CRIME SCENE> JUST FOUND THIS AT PRATT’S POS HOUSE, CAMERA HIDDEN IN THE RAFTERS. TURNS OUT MY HERO WAS A SIK FCK. NOT ALL THAT GLITTERS IS GOLD. 
 
      
 
    The footage is grainy but in full color, and there’s sound. It looks to be recorded from a camera in a high corner of the house. “The police didn’t find this?” I ask. 
 
    Riggs shakes his head. “Guess not. Sounds like this MachTrip guy just found it today.” 
 
    “I’m scared,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” Riggs says. “But you aren’t alone.” 
 
    Steeling myself for the worst, I press play. In the video, I watch as my son enters a run-down house. There’s trash everywhere, a giant Nazi flag hanging on a brick wall. There is a large dual monitor computer setup and a big desk. 
 
    Ezra wears jeans and a coat. They’re dark, coated in dirt or blood, but I can’t tell. It’s timestamped and dated with the night of Daniel’s attack. 
 
    Transfixed, I turn up the volume. 
 
    “How could you?” Ezra shouts. Another person comes into view. “You killed him. You fucking killed him!” 
 
    “This is why I never told you what I was doing tonight. I knew you were a pussy. Figured that out when we met face to face last week. Thought I was wrong, hoped maybe you’d be man enough to help with that little friend of yours. I never told you my plan for him because I knew you were too much of a little prick, just like him.” 
 
    “I told you Daniel was my friend and you fucking went after him? Why?” 
 
    “Why? Because he’s a homo, a spic. He deserved to die.” 
 
    “What? You’re insane,” Ezra shouts. “He’s a kid.” 
 
    “Was a kid. I fucking killed that fag. You call yourself a Nazi and you don’t have the balls to man up.” 
 
    Ezra laughs. Cold, hard. Scared. “I never called myself that. I was in the chat because I thought you were my friends.” 
 
    “Friends? Yeah, well, I thought so too. It’s why I convinced you to join the site in the first place, saw you were weak and lonely. Thought I might have an ally in you. But I was wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, I’m not like you. But it isn’t too late to do the right thing,” Ezra pleads with him. “You need to turn yourself in, Pratt. You bashed in his head with a bat.” 
 
    Pratt growls, grabbing a bat from the floor. “I’ll fucking do it again,” he shouts, pouncing on Ezra, arms raised with the bat in hand, ready to do to my little boy what he did to Gloria’s. 
 
    It wasn’t Ezra who hurt Daniel. 
 
    But as I watch the video, I see it was Ezra who hurt Pratt. 
 
    Ezra reacts to the raised bat by ducking away from Pratt before he can level it against him. 
 
    “You’re such a goddamn pussy. Always crying about your dead father. He’s gone, and you’re about to join him!” Pratt drops the bat and grabs a hunting knife sitting on the table, and then lunges toward Ezra. Ezra grabs hold of Pratt’s wrists, but not before the knife blade slashes across Ezra’s skin. 
 
    Ezra screams in fury, twisting Pratt’s arm until the knife falls. It clatters to the hardwood floor. Pratt has hunger in his eyes, bloodthirsty, but Ezra has anger pulsing through him. 
 
    Pratt moves toward Ezra again, but not quickly enough. Because Ezra shoves Pratt, hard in the chest, knocking him off his feet. He falls backwards, his head knocking into the brick wall. 
 
    The force has him falling to the floor. Blood pooling from his head. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Ezra cries, dropping to his knees, taking in the scene. “Pratt. Pratt,” he says. “Fuck.” 
 
    He leans over Pratt’s body, the bloody bat by his side. Ezra reaches for it, holding it for a moment before setting it back down. “You fucking killed Daniel, you bastard. He was my friend.” Ezra’s shoulders shake, and I can tell he’s crying. He takes Pratt’s hand, checking for a pulse. 
 
    He listens. My whole body tenses as I watch him looking for any sign of life. There is so much blood pooling around him. Minutes pass. 
 
    Eventually, Ezra stands. Rubbing his hands against his jeans. “When you mentioned Daniel, that you saw him in a video, at the Pride festival — you talked shit about him. I told you it wasn’t cool. I told you he was my old friend.” Ezra’s shoulders shake, sobbing uncontrollably as he speaks his truth. “I didn’t think you were looking for a target. I didn’t think you’d hurt anyone. I thought you were all talk. But you got Daniel out to the fields somehow. I have no idea what you said to him . . .” 
 
    Ezra covers his face with his hands, and his voice is muffled, but I can still make out my son’s words. “I found him out there. I had no idea it was Daniel you were meeting. When I saw him . . . damn you, Pratt. You fucking monster.” 
 
    At that, Ezra screams. A scream fueled with the anger he’s kept harnessed for far too long. 
 
    He walks over to Pratt’s desk and picks up a small flip phone. He presses three numbers, then speaks. “I’m calling with an anonymous tip. There’s a teenage boy, left for dead, in the clay fields out in Bethel Creek. By the old burned barn.” 
 
    Then Ezra drops the phone on the floor, and he leaves the house. There is nothing left to see except a dead man in a pool of his own blood. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    I hand Riggs back his phone, trembling as I try to process what I’ve just seen. “How is this video still out there?” I ask. “Why hasn’t it been taken down?” 
 
    “It has,” Riggs says. “I downloaded it before it was removed. I’ve been calling you. Finally one of the guys down here texted me telling me you were at the station. I’ve been worried sick.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I haven’t looked at my phone in hours.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine how Gloria must feel right now.” I cover my mouth, trying to imagine a mother watching this video. Watching the man who killed her son die himself. Is it the sort of vindication she would want to see? 
 
    “Did you have any idea?” he asks me. 
 
    I bite my bottom lip, not knowing how to say yes. No. How to say I am a mother first, and Ezra is my whole world, and I can’t lose my boy. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Cora?” he asks. “I can stay here with you or meet you back at your house. Whatever you need.” 
 
    “Thank you, Riggs, for everything, but . . .” How do I say it’s time to move on? 
 
    Our eyes meet, and I’m taken back to the first time we met. At a writing retreat when my words couldn’t find a home on the page. And so instead of trying to find my story, I found his bed. His body. And for the last year that has been enough. Now, I need more. 
 
    He sees it in my eyes. He knows. 
 
    “It’s okay, Cora,” he says finally. “We had a good run, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Are we breaking up in a police station?” 
 
    He gives me a kiss on the cheek. “We never actually defined the relationship, did we?” 
 
    I brush tears from my eyes. “I guess we didn’t.” 
 
    “I know you’re strong, Cora, but you can’t do this alone,” he says, cupping my cheek, thumb on my tears. “I want to help. Ezra is a good kid.” 
 
    “Is he, though?” I ask, voice cracking. 
 
    “He is,” he says, and his voice cracks too. 
 
    I pull Riggs into a hug, grateful for his understanding. And maybe I haven’t given him enough credit. I’ve told myself I haven’t let him in, but maybe I have in more ways than I realized. Because he is here, with me right now, holding my hand. 
 
    Just then, Jonas enters the station, led by two officers. As he enters, I see a large crowd gathered outside the station, along with news station vans and reporters holding microphones, waiting for someone to question. 
 
    Behind Jonas is a couple, a little older than me. 
 
    “Jonas,” I say, stepping toward him. “Are you—” 
 
    He gives me a sad smile. “I’m here for questioning,” he says with a shrug. “Ezra told me he was going to confess before we left through the window. We saw the plan on Consult, to off Daniel, when you were downstairs talking to Riggs. Ezra told me he was going to stop them. I remembered Pratt always talking about his security cameras at his house, so I thought I’d go check it out. Good thing I did, right?” He’s led away before I can say anything. 
 
    His parents pass me. A woman with over-bleached hair, her eyes rimmed in turquoise liner. A man with a stern look in his eyes that scares me. I’m glad they don’t stop and ask questions, look for understanding. I couldn’t offer them any. I don’t have any for myself. 
 
    Deputy Martin enters the lobby and asks me to follow him. Riggs asks if I want him to wait. “It’s okay,” I say. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Call me when you’re done, if you need anything.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say. I thought I was closing a door on Riggs, but I was wrong. I’ll need friends now more than ever, and Riggs is a friend. A faithful one at that. 
 
    I follow Martin through the station. “I saw the video.” 
 
    He nods, tense. “Ezra has been completely forthright and cooperative.” 
 
    I exhale. “Good,” I say. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “He’s waiting for you, in a holding cell.” 
 
    “Is he getting released?” 
 
    Martin shakes his head. “There’s a seventy-two-hour investigative hold on him. We need to look into his claim. After that time, he’ll be charged or let go.” 
 
    “Charge him because he didn’t tell you right away? Didn’t tell you about Daniel, when he knew information regarding the case?” 
 
    Deputy Martin runs a hand over his jaw. “Mrs. Maxwell, even if your son refuses legal counsel, he will be assigned a defense attorney. I suggest you talk to them about what happens next with your boy. But if it were my son, I’d hire the best lawyer I could.” 
 
    I nod, straightening my shoulders, holding onto the smallest sliver of hope. 
 
    “Can I see him?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course, and then lie low for a few days. The reporters are going to be stationed outside your house waiting to pounce.” He holds open the door for me and leads me down a hall. At the end of it is Ezra. Sitting on a metal bench, behind bars, waiting. 
 
    He stands when he sees me. I want to offer him my arms open wide and pull him close, this child of mine whom I thought I had lost, who is here now. Even if he isn’t on my side of the bars. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper. 
 
    “I love you too, Mom,” he says. 
 
    “I wish I understood,” I say. “What happened to us. To you.” 
 
    Ezra’s dark-brown eyes reach mine. “Check Dad’s email.” 
 
    I take a long look at Ezra. My boy, who may be charged with manslaughter. With negligent homicide. He may be charged as an adult. As a juvenile. He may be charged with premeditated first-degree murder. With a hate crime. 
 
    He may get off on self-defense. 
 
    Every decision from here on out will change the course of Ezra’s life, forever. 
 
    But every decision I have made as a mother has impacted where we are right now. 
 
    There’s so much more to say, to ask, to hash out, but right now, none of it matters. 
 
    I have my son, and yet Gloria doesn’t have hers. And she will never have him again. 
 
    My own privilege affected Gloria's family. Since the beginning, from those first months when we became friends, I left so many things unsaid. Back then, our boys were so small, just like my understanding of the world had been. 
 
    I see it all so differently now. 
 
    I didn’t do the work all those years ago, and I should have. I would have raised Ezra to be a different young man, with eyes wide open to both the beauty and the brokenness of the world. 
 
    Instead, my son ended up letting his own privilege and silence bring further harm to the Reyes family. Like mother like son. 
 
    They say if you know different, do different. 
 
    From here forward, I will. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I leave the station alone, wanting the one person I cannot have: Noah. 
 
    At home, I lock the door, turn off the lights. I climb the stairs, my limbs heavy, my heart too full. In my closet I reach for everything that was Noah. Is Noah. Might be Noah. I wrap myself in him. I breathes him in. 
 
    Alone in the house, wrapped in his bathrobe, I open his messenger bag. The one that’s been resting against his nightstand for two years. 
 
    Pulling out his computer, I get in bed, leaning against pillows, computer propped on my crossed legs. I use Noah’s password to log on: CoraEzra. The bedroom is pitch dark, and the glow from the computer lights up the room. I gasp at the family photo that is his background image. The three of us at the lake, a photo that captures a perfect summer day. Freckles and wet hair and sunshine streaming across our cheeks. 
 
    I click on his email, and there are thousands. Black Friday sales. Last Chances To Save. Hurry, Act Fast! 
 
    Scanning them, I look for something familiar. 
 
    Ezra’s email address catches my eye. I press my lips together, scared at what I might find. The email is dated this morning. 
 
    Before clicking it, I type in Ezra’s email in the search bar, and suddenly dozens of emails are sorted, all from my son to his father. 
 
    My eyes close, and I pray. For answers, but also for understanding. Ezra is my only child, and I love him with all that I am. The prodigal son who was out searching and is just now coming home. 
 
    I click on the first email, written the day we buried Noah. Knowing that reading it might break my heart. But a broken heart isn’t the worst thing. Because broken hearts heal. 
 
    And God willing, in time, so will mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Five Years Later . . . 
 
    Dear Dad, 
 
    It’s been a long time since I’ve written, but you were on my mind all day as I hiked Staircase. Hadn’t been there in years — it’s felt like this sacred place full of only happy memories, and I didn’t want to disrupt them. But this morning I was back in Port Rainier, at Mom’s house, and woke up needing this. Needing to remember where I come from before I begin the next chapter of my life. 
 
    The trail was the same, the view just as majestic, the old growth forest evolving at a snail’s pace. The only thing that seemed to have really changed was me. 
 
    The boy I was when I went up that mountain with you is so different than the man I am now. I choose to believe that if you had reached the summit with me today, you’d have squeezed my shoulders and told me you were proud of me. And I’m grateful that after so many years of learning to forgive myself, I feel proud of me too. 
 
    Today is my last day of probation. I can finally leave the state of Washington. Tomorrow I fly out to Malawi for a year of building wells. A project I’ve been dreaming about since I was a senior in high school and did a research project on the country. What started as an assignment on an African country turned into a four-year degree in Humanitarian Assistance from the University of Washington. 
 
    My last year at Port Rainier High School was unusual, spending half of it behind bars. I used to think scripture would be what got me through dark times, but when I was in jail, I found an old copy of White Fang. I remembered reading it as a kid, so I took it back to my cell and devoured it half a dozen times. There was a quote in it that hit me hard, and I’ve never forgotten it. “Fear urged him to go back, but growth drove him on.” 
 
    I was scared that my past would define me forever, that I couldn’t move beyond the pain of my role in Daniel’s death. It felt wrong that I was alive and that Daniel wasn’t. 
 
    So, while serving my sentence of six months in the county jail for accessory after the fact, I made a promise to myself that I would always do my part to carry on Daniel’s spirit and legacy of inclusivity. To bring more love into the world, more hope. 
 
    After the hike, Mom made dinner for Katie and her parents, along with Tyrone and his family, and Jonas — who’s been the best friend I could have ever asked for. He understands how messed up everything we got caught up in was, how it changed me from the inside out, because it changed him too. Would you believe he volunteers at Grace Fellowship now? He helps Tyrone run the youth group. You know how you and Mom used to say finding church when you were young and lost was your saving grace? It’s like that for Jonas. His faith gives him the framework he needs for the world to make sense. My relationship with God has been a little more complicated — though maybe not as complicated as Mom’s. 
 
    Mom loved making the big meal for all of us. Her dream was always to have that house full of people, and tonight it was bursting. We sat outside in the garden, her blue hydrangeas in bloom all around us, and she strung lights across the patio. The food was incredible — but it always is with her. She’s working on recipes for the cookbook she’s writing, and we’re her test subjects. I wish you could see her, Dad. She’s the strongest person I know. Her unconditional love is what got me through my darkest days. 
 
    I think Mom’s surprised Katie and I are still friends after everything. But Katie was the one person from high school who wrote me letters every week when I was in jail. We both grew up so much over those six months. Both of us so lost and looking for answers in the wrong places. Now, she has a year left of college and plans on becoming a traveling nurse. 
 
    Tomorrow, before I leave town, I’m going to stop at Daniel’s grave. I bought a little flag I want to set by his headstone. The purple flag is stitched with gold lettering: Hope Will Never Be Silent. It’s a Harvey Milk quote and it was on Daniel’s shirt the day he spoke at the Pride Festival all those years ago. I know that when I kneel in the green grass, remembering his smile, his laugh, his beauty, it will be impossible to hold back my tears. Tears for what was taken from his family far too soon. Then I’ll stand, going forward as a better man because I knew him. 
 
    I keep writing you letters, sending my hopes and dreams and fears out into the Universe, praying that they reach you. And I think, somehow, they do. Because when I was up on Staircase today, I felt you with me. You may no longer be standing by my side, but make no doubt, you are with me every step of the way. 
 
    I love you, Dad, forever, 
 
    Ezra 
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    THE END 
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    UK www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0C28CXQP3 
 
    US www.amazon.com/dp/B0C28CXQP3 
 
      
 
    A NAIL-BITING PSYCHOLOGICAL THRILLER FROM A BESTSELLING AUTHOR. 
 
      
 
    Please note this book was previously published as I Never Left. 
 
      
 
    Erin knows who killed her sister. Now she must prove it. 
 
      
 
    Quinn Roberts’ body is found spreadeagled in the ransacked bedroom of her modest rented apartment. She’s surrounded by a sea of pills, every color of the rainbow. 
 
      
 
    But this is no suicide or accidental overdose. The post mortem reveals shocking results. Quinn was strangled to death. 
 
      
 
    Suspicion immediately falls on Alec, Quinn’s estranged husband. He’s a bully and an adulterer, but is he a killer? 
 
      
 
    Evidence is hard to come by. As weeks, then months, then years pass, the case remains unsolved. The cops have other murders to investigate. Quinn’s children grow up and move on with their lives. Her friends forget her. Only Quinn’s sister Erin refuses to let go. 
 
      
 
    Convinced of Alec’s guilt, Erin vows that somehow, someday, she will bring her brother-in-law to justice. But Erin’s determination to uncover the truth may have horrifying consequences . . . 
 
      
 
    AN EXHILARATING BLEND OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE, NAIL-BITING TENSION AND A SHATTERING FINAL TWIST. 
 
      
 
    Perfect for fans of T.M. Logan, Patricia MacDonald, Shari Lapena, Susanna Beard, B.A. Paris and Liane Moriarty. 
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    UK www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0BQ42LSTN 
 
    US www.amazon.com/dp/B0BQ42LSTN 
 
      
 
    A STUNNING PSYCHOLOGICAL THRILLER PACKED WITH SHOCKING TWISTS FROM BESTSELLING AUTHOR LIZZIE FRY. 
 
      
 
    I’ve always known Jack was different. Ever since he was eight years old and he killed his father. He was protecting me, just like I’ve always protected him. 
 
      
 
    But now he’s eighteen and this time he’s gone too far. Steve is dead. He was a good man, and god, we could have been really great together — but now he’s bleeding out on our kitchen table. 
 
      
 
    I must keep my boy safe. No one can ever know what he’s done. What he’s capable of. But Jack has a dark side that he can’t control. And I won’t let him get caught. 
 
      
 
    I’ll do whatever it takes to keep him safe, keep him with me. Even if it means becoming a monster myself. 
 
      
 
    What would you do if your only son was a killer? How far would you go? 
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    BY PATRICIA MACDONALD 
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    UK www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0BLT8RTW7 
 
    US www.amazon.com/dp/B0BLT8RTW7 
 
      
 
    A NAIL-BITING DOMESTIC THRILLER FROM A BESTSELLING AUTHOR. 
 
      
 
    Is the man she married the man who wants her dead? 
 
      
 
    Twenty-six-year-old Emma Hollis is about to marry David, the hot guy who swept her off her feet in just four months. 
 
      
 
    She feels like life couldn’t be more perfect, with a job she loves as a teen counselor, a man who’s crazy about her, and a baby on the way. 
 
      
 
    Emma and David promise to love and cherish each other for the rest of their lives in a beautiful ceremony at a quaint country inn. 
 
      
 
    The newlyweds honeymoon in an idyllic cabin in the woods. It’s the perfect escape. 
 
      
 
    But Emma has no idea that her dream is about to turn into her worst nightmare. 
 
      
 
    Soon she’ll be fighting for her life. 
 
      
 
    Are you ready to stay up all night wondering . . . is the man she loves trying to kill her? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    MY DAUGHTER’S SECRETS 
 
    BY E.V. SEYMOUR 
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    UK www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0BGJBBDQ1 
 
    US www.amazon.com/dp/B0BGJBBDQ1 
 
      
 
    An unputdownable psychological thriller with the most shocking twist you’ll read this year. 
 
      
 
    Grace has the perfect life. 
 
      
 
    Then her husband replaces her with a younger, blonder version. 
 
      
 
    Three years later, Grace’s sixteen-year-old daughter Tara is stabbed to death in a seedy hotel. 
 
      
 
    Grace’s life stops. 
 
      
 
    After a harrowing trial, Tara’s boyfriend is convicted of her murder. At least now it’s over. 
 
      
 
    Until someone breaks into Grace’s house and ransacks Tara’s belongings. 
 
      
 
    And now the questions have only just begun. 
 
      
 
    Grace thought she knew her daughter. But Tara had been keeping secrets from her. Very dark secrets. 
 
      
 
    AN EXHILARATING BLEND OF DOMESTIC SUSPENSE AND NAIL-BITING TENSION WITH A SHATTERING FINAL TWIST. 
 
      
 
    Perfect for fans of Patricia MacDonald, Lisa Jewell, Shalini Boland, T.M. Logan, Susanna Beard, Clare Mackintosh, Claire Douglas, Liane Moriarty, B.A. Paris, Louise Candlish and Sam Carrington. 
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