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      Most people don’t set out to become an alcoholic, I don’t think. It just creeps up on you after a while.

      Your husband pushes you a little too hard during a fight one time and the bruises stop aching once the wine kicks in. He’s sorry, so sorry. He doesn’t push you again after that. But next time you want to disagree, you remember what it felt like when your back bumped against the wall, and how dizzy you’d felt when your head bounced and your brain sloshed behind your teary eyeballs.

      So you don’t disagree with him next time.

      You tell him sure, go camping with the neighborhood dads you’ve befriended. I’m not exhausted from chasing Rose Marie around. The idea doesn’t make me want to cry. He pulls out the fishing tackle and you pull out a bottle of wine.

      That’s how it goes, right? Everyone deals that way. The medicinal magic of alcohol.

      It’s a poison, you know. It kills your body slowly.

      But first it numbs you.

      It heals you.

      And then the next morning, maybe you’re tired just thinking about what’s going to come. Maybe you don’t sleep. Why sleep? You don’t get alone time when Rose Marie is awake so you have to make the best of it. Your life is meaningless if you don’t get a few hours alone with a wine glass and late-night swiping through Tinder matches you’ll never message.

      At least you’ve got Jameson and Bailey’s. Nobody knows if you’re drinking your coffee straight when you walk to school and the warm buzz combines nicely with the caffeine. You feel giddy for the first time in five years. For the first time since your baby was born.

      Sleep’s not important.

      Jesus, it’s hard to be happy if you waste your time sleeping. Because then when you’re awake, you’ve got nothing except running a comb through baby girl’s hair while she screams. Nothing except, Where’s your other shoe? Put on your socks. You know how to put on socks. Okay, Rose Marie, but where’s your other shoe?

      For fuck’s sake, you need to have time to be an adult who knows where both of her shoes are.

      So sleep doesn’t matter.

      Alcohol and caffeine remedies that. It remains a remedy until the moment it kills you, but you haven’t been so lucky yet. You’re still here. You’re still drinking. You’re still clawing.

      Your husband comes back from the camping trip happy and he’s been drinking too. It’s just what folks do. They crack open a beer over the barbecue pit because that’s how daddy used to do it. They sip the sherry while cooking because that’s how mommy used to do it. You tell your daughter to go back and play in the yard for another hour because that’s how long it’ll take to drink enough water to stop feeling so nauseous and that’s just what you do.

      You can stop drinking for a few weeks—you have to. The kids are on break and you’ve got to be alert, you’ve got to watch them. Your kid and the neighbor’s kids, Bella and Jordyn. Because you’re home all day anyway. You might as well watch the other two. It’s not like you’re doing anything else.

      After they go to bed, you’re thinking about how they’ve been screaming at you all day, and you get to do it again tomorrow, sunup to sundown, not to mention the sleepless hours in between. You need a glass of wine to relax in the hours between bedtime at eight o’clock and the kiddo waking up at midnight because, “Mommy, I’m scared, it’s too dark in my bedroom.”

      You’re dead drunk by that point so you’re dead asleep when your restless child crawls into bed. You don’t even feel it. She accidentally rolls out of bed at some point and you don’t even hear her cry when she hits the floor.

      Your husband’s angry. Why didn’t you hear her? Why didn’t you stop her crying faster, so that he wouldn’t have been awakened by that awful noise? He’s got work in the morning and he’s going camping again this weekend and you woke him up, you dumb selfish bitch.

      He apologizes again, later. Not the next morning but a morning after. He always apologizes. The apology doesn’t come until after the next bottle of wine goes away and takes the feelings with it.

      You’ve gotta drink the wine.

      It’s scary to think you slept through your baby girl falling out of bed. What if she’d cracked her skull on the bedside table? Would you have smelled the blood? Would her screams have woken you? What if she hadn’t screamed? Could you have gotten her to the hospital in time when you’re drunk like that, you dumb selfish bitch?

      It’s not as scary when you’re drinking again.

      A little booze, a little caffeine, it feels good.

      Kindergarten’s coming and that’s when you think, I’ll stop drinking. I’ll have six hours a day without Rose Marie. Six hours to myself.

      You don’t realize those six hours are consumed by trips to the bank, trips to the grocery store, scrubbing the baseboard where your husband splattered mud coming in after work. He hates muddy baseboards. He shouldn’t have to see that shit after ten hours at work. He needs a break and if you weren’t so lazy you’d have the house clean when he got there.

      Bottle after bottle after bottle—it keeps going down.

      One more.

      Just one more so that you can stand to let him put it in your ass, the way he’s always asking, because it’s his birthday and you owe him this. You’re leaking semen between your butt cheeks when Rose Marie wakes up and have to take care of her. You’re leaking tears from the corners of your eyes. You’re leaking wine. You’re leaking.

      This isn’t my story. This isn’t my life. This isn’t who I am, smelling like fermented grapes and dry-heaving into a bowl twenty minutes before Rose Marie has to get ready for her first day of school.

      All I’m saying is that it’s easy to end up like that. Way too easy. And it just happens.

      It could happen to anyone. Any of this could.
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      October 9th

      It’s not until I’m washing the mud off of my boots that I realize what I’ve done.

      I’m looking at the dirty water swirling down the drain and the glossy white porcelain bathtub reminds me of skull. I think that’s what I saw under the slick sheet of cherry-black in the moonlight.

      Skull. That glossy white was skull.

      Mud had covered the wound first. It now covers all of him, from the top of his tousled hair to the double chin pocked with acne, and down to the Walmart high-tops with peeling soles. The mud slid up his nose and down his throat and splattered over his eyes and he didn’t respond. He didn’t struggle. He wasn’t breathing at that point so losing air didn’t matter.

      High school. That means he’s, what, anywhere between fourteen and eighteen years old?

      Or at least, he used to be.

      This shouldn’t have happened, but it did.

      It could happen to anyone.

      This time, when I’m vomiting into the bathtub, it doesn’t taste like wine. By some weird stroke of a miracle I’m not drunk. Not this time. I have no excuses this time.
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      Sparks Police Department Active Shooter Transcript 10/11/2018

      
        
        Dispatcher: 9-1-1. Do you need police, fire, or medical?

        911 Caller: Police. I’m at school. I work in the cafeteria.

        Dispatcher: What’s the address?

        911 Caller: I don’t know. Vacanti, the school, the elementary school.

        Dispatcher: Okay ma’am, what is the emergency?

        911 Caller: There were gunshots. He’s in the cafeteria.

        Dispatcher: Help is on its way. I have more questions, okay? Stay on the line.

        911 Caller: Oh God. Pam went over, he’s gone for the [unintelligible] He’s coming back! He’s coming back!

        Dispatcher: Do not hang up the phone. Help is on its way. Can you see a gun?

        911 Caller: Yes, he shot, I heard two gunshots.

        Dispatcher: Can you see if anyone is injured?

        911 Caller: [screaming/crying unintelligible]

        Dispatcher: Ma’am? Ma’am?

        End of call.
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      October 11th

      I get a text message alert when I’m finishing my second Irish coffee of the morning: The school is on lockdown.

      It’s only eleven-thirty. I’m supposed to have another four hours until Rose Marie is returned to my custody, surrendered by exhausted kindergarten teachers who’ve spent hours smearing paste on construction paper fish to force them to adhere to construction paper oceans.

      They’ll send her home with a packet of homework due Thursday next week. Rose won’t do it, any of it, and I’ll be the one pasting fish onto construction paper to make sure she’s got something to turn in. A good mom would make her child do the homework. She’d love making her child do homework, and the child would love it too, because children love structure from responsible, sober parents.

      What is she going to learn from paper fish pasted by an alcoholic mother? They just can’t know Rose Marie’s mom is a waste. They can’t know what a dumb selfish bitch she is.

      Her last project is still drying. I’ve flattened the paper clouds with the half-filled bottle of Jameson so they can go flat. The whiskey will be gone long before the art project goes to school in a backpack with a smiling bumblebee face.

      A good mom would make her baby do the homework, a good mom doesn’t bury the bodies, a good mom doesn’t drink so she’ll stop seeing the glint of white skull.

      A good mom doesn’t get a text message saying that her daughter’s school is on lockdown and feel pissed because that means she doesn’t get four more hours to drink alone.

      I empty the glass, toss everything in the sink, put on my shoes, and leave.

      Outside, the sunlight is brassy orange. California wildfires have blanketed us in smoke again. Fire season used to be a week in the summer, but now it’s all the time, at random times. It’s still too warm for a scarf but breathing without it scrapes my lungs.

      The elementary school is two blocks away from my cookie-cutter stucco home. These are suburban blocks, not city blocks. That’s less than a quarter mile. When it’s just me on my own two feet, it takes less than five minutes to traverse the distance. When I’m dragging a reluctant child, it takes twenty.

      The school is a sprawling cinderblock building in the middle of a sprawling suburban wasteland.

      It’s surrounded by police.

      Only when I see police does the meaning of a lockdown sink in.

      Baby girl’s school is surrounded by cop cars. There’s been a shooting two suburban blocks from my house, a twenty minute walk with a reluctant child suffering the indignity of carrying her own backpack, and I have no clue who’s been hurt.

      I’m standing on the street corner clutching my scarf, heart pounding from the spiked coffee, and I’m replaying all those times that I watched serious-faced anchors on MSNBC telling me about the latest deaths. I’d said, “It’s a damn shame,” then went to my next bottle of alcohol, because my husband Caleb won’t demand to fuck me if I’m too drunk. He finds it repulsive when I vomit. And I won’t care about the news or the dead once my body hums with the angry weight of liquor.

      Even now, standing between the bumpers of cop cars, straining to see if there’s any blood on the other side of the chain link fence, I am distant. I’m outside the walls where people died. Not inside.

      I deserve to be inside.

      This is sweet karma sweeping its hand over the neighborhood, raining down pain for what I’ve done. For the wine I drink.

      For the teenage boy I murdered.

      For the construction paper fish that I pasted onto a construction paper ocean because my baby girl threw a tantrum and I wasn’t stern enough to make her do it herself.

      I should be the one who got killed.

      Instead, I’m in a line with weeping mothers who are wondering if their baby is the one who died this time.

      Fuck. It should be me.
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      The cops aren’t talking yet. But there are theories.

      My neighbor Logann—she’s Bella and Jordyn’s mom, proving that stupid names are genetic—comes to me first, because far be it from that doTERRA-hawking asshole to let the attention stray elsewhere. “It was the music teacher. He went postal because he was having a relationship with the principal and she broke up with him.”

      She says “a relationship” but she means they’re fucking. Maybe Logann wouldn’t be so loathsome if she used the actual word instead of euphemisms giggled behind pseudo-modest hands. She can’t drop the f-bomb but she can blow the guy who services the hot tub.

      Maybe I’d drink less if I blew the guy who services the hot tub.

      “The music teacher was involved with the principal?” I have a hard time imagining it. Principal Galveston’s a stone-faced bitch. Fucking her must be like wrapping your dick in sandpaper.

      “It’s a false alarm,” says another mother. She’s Katja, an immigrant. Barely speaks English. Always tries to talk to us even though I seldom understand her. I’m shocked that I have a clue what words are coming out of her mouth now, when I’m this drunk. “Their reaction is a precaution.” I think that’s the word she uses. Precaution. Big English word for someone from Ukraine.

      Other theories flow around me without penetrating the haze. I can’t tell who’s saying it’s a student, who’s saying it’s a teacher, who’s saying it’s an intruder.

      Nobody can tell what actually happened.

      The cops still aren’t talking. They look nervous.

      Despite the things I don’t know, there is one thing that I feel with certainty: It’s not a false alarm. Someone is dead.

      The students are still inside the school. I haven’t seen a single living soul on the other side of the chain link fence. The sun’s clawing higher in a scorched orange sky and rippling the playground pavement with heat, and we still don’t know who’s alive, or if anyone’s alive.

      Cars pull up. Yellow tape gets strung around the fence. Reporters arrive. A lot of reporters—only some of them with local news logos on their vans. They know something we don’t.

      A man who looks important slides his muscled bulk out of a black car with government plates. He’s over six feet tall, wearing cologne and an expensive gold-link watch, with sweat on his upper lip. Can’t even see the hair follicles on his chiseled jaw. He shaved right before driving to school and he’s ready for this. It’s not tragedy, but business. His job.

      I grab his arm. “Who was it?” I’m pleading, pathetic, scurrying to keep up with him. Can barely walk a straight line without digging my fingernails into the hem of his jacket for balance.

      He tries to shake me off. “Please step back, ma’am.” He turns hazel eyes on me and something in my face pings his attention despite the surrounding chaos. His expression shifts—can’t read it, can’t tell how shitty and useless he thinks I am. Probably very shitty and useless.

      “Who was it?” I ask again. I’m not sure if I’m asking about the shooter or the dead.

      “We’ll have news soon,” he says.

      He’s a baritone.

      He’s gone.

      I’ll see him on the news later, after I’ve spent a good two hours sobbing and my body has run out of tears. They’ll identify him as Special Agent Wyatt Ashe. Not a detective, not a cop, not even a local. He’s an FBI agent on a task force for youth violence. He’s the one who says, “Our primary suspect is a ninth grader named Zack Linzy. If you’ve seen this boy, please call the tip line.”

      When the screen cuts to a photograph of Zack Linzy, it’s cutting away from Agent Ashe’s face.

      And then I see the boy they identified as the shooter.

      Zack Linzy.

      It’s a name I’ve heard before. It’s a face I’ve seen before. It’s a body I’ve buried. The school shooter is a ninth grader at Truckee Valley High School, and I murdered him two days ago.
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      He’s buried in one of the drainage ditches. The kid I killed—Zack Linzy. A drainage ditch isn’t a good place to hide a body, I admit, but I wasn’t thinking critically in the heat of the moment. All I could think was that nobody could know what I’d done. That I had to make him go away. And in my development, this Sagebrush Master Community, the only areas that aren’t maintained weekly by Signature Landscapes are in the drainage ditches, so that’s where the body went.

      There’s not much rain in Nevada, but when it does rain, it can be one hell of a thing. It usually happens in the early spring. Snow and rain take turns pounding soil so dry that it can’t absorb anything. There are no plants to feed except sagebrush. Mostly there’s just dirt. A lot of dirt.

      That means that when it rains, it floods. The drainage ditch will overflow. The dirt will sluice away with a mess of half-eaten jackrabbits and frantic lizards and tumbleweeds to reveal…him. Zack Linzy.

      It’s autumn now, so I might have a few months until it rains again. Maybe he’ll decompose enough by then. Maybe there won’t be any evidence of who did this thing to him by the time they find the body.

      But they will find Zack Linzy now they’re looking for him. There’s no doubt about that.
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      That evening, my quiet neighborhood is chaos. There aren’t even this many people outside in the summer and folks here love summertime. They’ll drive their ATVs down neighborhood roads, engines roaring and exhaust belching, so they can draw tracks across the desert beyond our curated borders. They’ll target shoot in the hills. Sometimes there are fireworks. The veterans get their motorcycle club together for drunk barbecues while shouting about liberals.

      And it’s still quieter than this.

      Teenage volunteers self-organize into bicycle gangs that comb their territory from Starbucks to Vacanti. Grandparents sit out on the porch, whispering with each other, letting secrets grow between them like mushrooms after rain. Everyone else is out with flashlights, searching the shadows behind every car and underneath every sagebrush.

      They’re looking for Zack Linzy.

      I lock my doors and close my windows and pretend I don’t hear them outside. I pretend I’m not terrified.

      There’s no sign of the shooter so they cancel school for the rest of the week. I can’t take care of Rose Marie all week. I can barely take care of myself. “I want fruit snacks,” she says, even though she’s only eaten fruit snacks since coming home from school.

      There are nine grams of sugar in each pack. Nineteen grams of carbohydrates. Logann would never feed her children nineteen grams of carbohydrates in a single sitting, much less five different packs with nineteen grams each.

      “Bella and Jordyn only eat a low-sugar paleo-influenced whole foods diet,” she’s told me before, when we were huddled in a sliver of shadow on the sun-baked playground. There’s no shade out on the broad planes of asphalt where children play. No trees to climb, no grass to roll in. Just unrelenting heat. “Diet is ninety percent of health and it begins in childhood. I’m glad they’ve banned sugary snacks from school. If they never grow visceral fat, they’ll never have to lose visceral fat.”

      Rose Marie is screaming again. “Mommy! I want fruit snacks!”

      They’re all the way in the kitchen, an epic walk away from where I’ve nested on the couch. I can make the journey. My whiskey is in the kitchen too. I’ve got a couple extra bottles of my favorite kind in the pantry. It’s made by Jeremiah Weed, and it’s supposed to taste like sarsaparilla—a Nevada-favorite alternative to root beer. I don’t know if it tastes like sarsaparilla. It feels indulgent and fun. Like fruit snacks for grownups who want their taste buds seared off their tongue. Grownups who want to sear their memories off the surface of their gray matter.

      “Where are my fruit snacks?” Rose Marie calls from the other room. She gets impatient when I take too long. I’m too lazy to make this child happy.

      I give her the fruit snacks. She eats them while I sip my favorite afternoon cocktail—a sarsaparilla old fashioned with those black cherries, a twist of rind from an orange, a splash of bitters—and try to figure out how a lazy stupid mom like me can solve a murder.

      Rose Marie gets distracted by Peppa but I still mute the TV when they start showing the video of the shooting again, just in case. She doesn’t need to see it. Baby girl has seen too much already. When the shooter walks, I can’t tell if he limps the way that Zack Linzy used to limp. It kind of looks like he’s shuffling on one side. But he could have been moving awkwardly for any one of a thousand reasons.

      The video pauses on a blurry frame of the person everyone claims to be Zack Linzy. He’s wearing a baggy Monster sweater. The hood is pulled over his face. He’s looking away from the camera.

      It’s not him. I know it’s not him.

      But the school shooter must have made himself look like Zack Linzy. He must be close to the boy in order to identify him as a good scapegoat.

      Rose Marie sleeps through the night for once—she never sleeps through the night—but I don’t. I’m drawn into the gravity well of the television, absorbing every scrap of detail offered from my recliner. An old HP laptop sits on my coffee table, streaming a different news network. KOLO 8 nor CNN know little more than I do. But I can get updates on the casualties.

      They say the music teacher, Mr. Armstrong, didn’t die when he was shot. Initial news reports had said four people died, but it was actually three. Around dinnertime—when I’m trying to digest a frozen Snickers from last Halloween—they report that he’s in the ICU. The school photo they’re showing is dorky. He’s a man in his forties with white hair and baby cheeks. I wonder if he’s really fucking Principal Galveston. She’s too good for a man with those cheeks. Sure, she’s old, but she does Pilates reformer classes.

      They announce he’s died, really died, on the eleven o’clock news.

      Zack Linzy is wanted for four murders.

      I open another bottle of wine at midnight. The one I was saving for my anniversary. Caleb likes rosé. It has a pretty lady on the label, and my husband likes those too, which is why he can’t stand the sight of me. The mirror in my hallway wall is showing me a wild-haired woman with bruised eyes and sallow skin. I don’t want to look at me either.

      Twisting the bottle opener into the cork feels viscerally organic. Like the hard edge of a shovel squishing against tissue as I fought to wiggle it free from Zack Linzy’s skull. When I try to sit back on the couch, I miss. The floor is fine. The talking heads on the TV don’t judge me. They’re too busy frothing over the excitement: a mass murderer on the loose near idyllic Wrightfield Springs, one of the wealthiest developments in Nevada.

      Nobody can believe that a teenage boy could vanish so effortlessly. It’s entranced national news. “A reward has been offered for anyone with information leading to the arrest of Zack Linzy,” says a mouth, a flapping hole rimmed by flawless lipstick, baring teeth white as skull.

      “What about information leading to his body?” I ask.

      They don’t reply.

      There’s a monster walking the streets right now—right at this moment, maybe within a few blocks of Rose Marie. But the police are looking for someone who cannot have committed the crime. They aren’t asking any of the right questions. The monster is going to get away with it.

      The question is how I can tell the police that they’re wrong without implicating myself.

      How do I tell them that Zack Linzy can’t be a murderer because he’s a murder victim?
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      Sparks Police Department Criminal Investigative Report of the 11 October Mass Casualty Shooting

      
        
        On October 11, 2018, at approximately 1107 hours, Vacanti ES Police Officer McGrath heard what he described as semi-automatic gunfire coming from the area of the multipurpose room. He entered through the music room door to the stage, took cover behind the screen, and utilized both his cellular phone and radio to notify dispatch. He reported six to seven shots fired before he could enter.

        As the suspect (Zack Linzy) ran toward the southwest exit, Officer McGrath drew his sidearm and emerged from cover to order the suspect to drop his weapon. The suspect exited the room. Officer McGrath pursued the suspect to the west playground and witnessed the suspect approaching the fence. The suspect was witnessed aiming his firearm. Officer McGrath took cover inside. He instructed Vacanti ES administrative staff, including Principal Galveston, to perform basic trauma care for multiple casualties while he secured the exit.

        Meanwhile, at Eagle Plains Golf Resort two Sparks Police Department personnel were handling a call for service in reference to a young black female trespassing. They rerouted to respond to Officer McGrath’s radio report. They reported arriving at 1117 hours and searched the public park adjacent to the west of Vacanti ES, Jagger Park. They were unable to locate the suspect.
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      October 12th

      “What happened, Mommy?”

      The night has passed. A blazing red-orange bar of sunlight scorches the couch. My mouth is sticky, my head is thundering, and the hand that had been holding the rosé is empty. I look down at the bundle of warmth nestled under my arm. Rose Marie has her mommy’s wild brown hair and her daddy’s angry eyes. She must have woken up, come downstairs, and navigated the spilled wine to snuggle.

      When I look down at her like this, past the forceps clenching my temples, she looks like the baby I used to have. The one with the big eyelashes and the dainty features. I have nightmares about that gorgeous baby.

      One mommy didn’t get to take her baby home yesterday. The news hasn’t been saying a name, but everyone’s talking about the child who got killed. They say he was in kindergarten too. He might be in Rose Marie’s class. There’s a mom somewhere else in town whose arms are empty.

      There’s another mommy at home, confused and upset, because Zack Linzy hasn’t been in her house for two days—no, three days now. She thinks that he walked into a school and started shooting. She thinks she made a monster.

      She did make a monster.

      But her monster faced consequences before he could do this…thing.

      I’m not either of those mommies. I was so happy when the doors to Rose Marie’s classroom finally opened and the line of confused children filed out onto the playground, followed by school staff crying into their sleeves. I feel a fresh thrill of joy holding my baby’s soft body against my chest.

      It’s a giddy thing, this joy. It’s the same cold wash of joy that prickles down the back of my neck when I reach the top of the hill on a roller coaster before I plummet.

      My stomach is twisting. I’m not sure if it’s going to be diarrhea, vomiting, or both this time.

      “Why’s Mrs. Quaker on the news?” Rose Marie’s voice is deeper than it used to be, and her enunciation is better too. She’s only been in kindergarten for a couple months but she already looks so much more grown than when she spent her days home with me, a pretty little baby with pretty little eyelashes.

      I look at the TV. There are photographs of five people. School photos.

      Zack Linzy is in the middle.

      When I see him, I’m in the drainage ditch again. I’m scooping dirt to cover his pimpled face. I’m sure he had tons of pimples, even if I’m not sure about much else.

      “Mommy?” Rose prompts me gently. She’s lucky to look like her daddy. That means she doesn’t look like me. She won’t be cursed with sagging jowls at thirty. She won’t have my fat ass either. “Why is Zack on the TV with Mrs. Quaker?”

      I should know what to say about what happened yesterday. If she doesn’t hear it from me, she’ll hear it from someone else. Rose Marie and I should get our facts straight. She should know she can’t talk to anyone about Zack Linzy.

      My mouth opens. Nausea swells.

      I can’t.

      I’m gentle about putting Rose Marie on the couch. I pick up the spilled bottle, toss it in the trash, and grab the OJ to make a mimosa. I eyeball the trash can and think about vomiting before I drink more.

      “Mommy,” Rose Marie says. She’s followed me into the kitchen. “Why is everyone talking about Zack?”

      “Go to your room,” I tell her with a hand over my mouth.

      Her face crumples. She thinks she’s in trouble. “No.”

      “I wasn’t asking. Go to your room.” I hate how ragged my voice sounds when I yell. I hate how pathetic I sound.

      Zack Linzy’s face isn’t on the news anymore. Instead, there’s a blurry cell phone video of someone entering the cafeteria. How did a kindergartner have a cell phone and the presence of mind to hit record? It’s not a good video. They stop on a frame that shows only a hooded sweater.

      Rose Marie stomps her foot. “Where’s Daddy?”

      He’s camping with his dad-friends. Still. He doesn’t have cell phone reception in the mountains and wouldn’t want to hear what I had to say even if I could call him. “Get out of my face,” I tell her, and she still doesn’t listen. I don’t care that much.

      My TV is HD, fifty-something inches, Ultra 4K or whatever you call it. All the better for my husband to watch football for hours on end. I can see every single one of Zack Linzy’s pimples in that photo, and I think about shoveling mud over the glossy shine of skull.

      Rose Marie’s voice comes from behind me. “Why are you such a useless piece of shit?”

      My attention wheels over her. “What?”

      “Why are you so mean?” Rose has escalated from crying to screaming, quick as that. Her face is purple. Tears streak her cheeks.

      Did she call me a piece of shit?

      Was that her father’s voice coming out of my baby girl’s mouth?

      “What did you say, Rose Marie?”

      “I don’t want to go to my room!” She huffs out every word, pitch rising. These hysterical episodes are so fucking Rose Marie. She’s been like this since she was wrenched, screaming, out of my c-section incision. Crying because I put her down. Crying because alcohol soured my milk. Crying because I screamed when she screamed. Crying because her mother is a useless piece of shit.

      Why are you such a useless piece of shit?

      I push her toward the stairs. “Go to your room, dammit!”

      Rose stomps her feet on every step. She throws a Barbie at the wall when she reaches the landing. She slams her door hard enough to make the house shake and keeps screaming at me from the other side. Briefly, I contemplate locking her door from the outside.

      Then I pour the half-empty bottle of champagne into my OJ.

      My doorbell rings.

      The news is still playing too loudly. Anchors are tracking the way I walk from the liquor cabinet to the front door. I have to get up on my toes to peer through my peephole. Morning sunlight pierces my eye socket. My stomach lurches. Definitely going to barf.

      When I rub my eyes and look through the peephole again, I see a man’s chest warped on the other side. I see a badge.

      There’s no amount of last-second fussing with my hair and clothes that will make it look like I haven’t been crying. Like I didn’t spend my night on the couch surrounded by bottles of alcohol.

      While Rose Marie screams upstairs, I open the door. “What?”

      “Special Agent Wyatt Ashe, FBI.” The tall man presses his badge against my security screen. “Can I come in to talk with you?”
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      I wouldn’t know what to say about Zack Linzy’s murder if someone were to ask me. Not that I was drunk when it happened. I don’t think I was drunk. I know I was sober by the time that I buried him because I was shaking and nauseous, which is how I feel when it’s been too long since my last bottle.

      The actual murder, it’s foggier.

      Mostly, what I remember is this:

      I was tearing through my house, trying to clean it before Caleb came home from his camping trip. I was panicking because Rose Marie had told me about Zack. How she knew him, what he’d done. It was a dark, cold night, and I had the windows open to keep myself awake. The wind hadn’t started blasting smoke at us yet.

      My fingers were numb as I scrubbed the counters. I realized that wine had stained the tiled countertops, in the grout, and I thought maybe bleach from the shed would get it out.

      So I went out back for the bleach, you see.

      It had been so dark that starlight looked like glass shards dusting velvet. I haven’t seen the stars look like that since.

      I had to cross a long stretch of yard between the back door and the shed. My front yard is maintained by gardeners Caleb hired, but the back is my job. Mowing, weeding, watering. It’s not like I’m doing anything else. But after the rainy spring and a mild summer, the yard turned into one more of my numerous failures.

      Which is why it took me a minute to realize what I was looking at—that blur sliding over the fence from the street. It was half-hidden behind overgrown foxtails and creeping sagebrush. It could have been anything.

      I might not have been sober then, truthfully. I had been drinking a lot while cleaning. It helps me keep going.

      But still, I was sober enough to feel the fear.

      When the boy straightened so that his face was lit briefly by a sliver of bitter yellow moonlight, I saw his hair. I saw his cheeks. I saw his acne.

      I saw Zack Linzy, and immediately, I knew why he was trying to break into my home.

      I don’t remember what happened next.

      Then I was dragging him to the drainage ditch. My back yard abuts a trail, so I don’t think anyone saw me drag him across the asphalt into the field. I don’t think anyone could have heard my grunting over the wind as I dragged him, ankles-first, down a deep slope into the ditch, where the sagebrush grows in tangles.

      I’m certain nobody could see me digging with the exact same shovel that had left a chasm in Zack Linzy’s face.

      But I wouldn’t know what to say about it, if I was asked.

      I’m not going to defend it. I’m not going to pretend it matters what anyone else thinks.

      I killed Zack Linzy, and if I have my way, I’m never going to account for taking out the garbage. It’s been three days since I shoveled dirt over the glossy shine of that child’s skull and I have no regrets.
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      If given the choice, I would have chosen any other time for Agent Ashe to visit. Any other time at all. Not when I was alone, parenting drunk, with unwashed hair and stains from my husband on the front of my underwear. Every curtain is closed, casting my home in shadow so deep that I barely recognize it. It looks like a horror house, like somewhere a murderer lives, and I’m shocked that Agent Ashe doesn’t spot my secrets tumbling out under the half-inch crack between security screen and patio.

      Rose Marie is upstairs, but her screaming penetrates.

      I angle my body so that he’ll see as little as possible. “Actually, this isn’t a good time.”

      “Is there a problem?” He’s chewing gum. When he talks, I can see bright blue flash behind his molars, and I think I smell peppermint.

      It hasn’t been a full day since I retrieved my baby from school through a maze of police tape. “Is there a problem?” A ragged half-sob rips out of me. “Did you really just ask me that?”

      “You’re right.” There’s a wry twist to his mouth now—a flash of self-effacing mirth I only glimpse, because he hangs his head to hide it. “Are you Kimber Clark, mother of Rose Marie Clark?”

      The girl is now banging her feet upstairs. It sounds like she’s going to break through the floor. “I am her mother, yes.” A kid this awful can only have come out of my body.

      “Your daughter was involved in the incident yesterday,” Agent Ashe says. “We’ll need to ask her questions.”

      My hand goes to my chest. I’m surprised that my heart isn’t pounding so hard that the bone cracks under my palm. “Involved how?”

      “She’s a witness. She was with one of the victims, Mrs. Quaker, when she got shot.”

      Which means my baby girl had a front row seat to a murder. “What could you possibly get from her? She’s five years old.”

      “You’d be surprised, ma’am. Understand, this won’t happen right away, and not without an expert team on hand. Your daughter suffered trauma yesterday. Nobody wants to make that worse.”

      It doesn’t make me feel better to think of trained professionals interrogating Rose Marie. She’s likely to say exactly the wrong thing at exactly the wrong moment. She’ll tell them what a useless piece of shit I am, how many bottles I’ve tucked under my bed, how many mornings I spend curled around the toilet.

      She won’t be able to tell them what I did to Zack Linzy because she doesn’t know. But she will be able to tell them how she knew Zack, and that might be worse.

      I need to get to the toilet soon. I’m going to embarrass myself if I don’t.

      Agent Ashe tries to hand me his business card. It flicks out between his two fingers, like he’s dealing a joker. I’ll have to open the security screen to take it, so I don’t.

      He drops his hand after a moment. “Did your daughter know Zack Linzy?”

      I’m the only person who knew that piece of shit better than my daughter. I had to wipe flecks of his blood off of my cheek. I pulled sagebrush and rocks over his grave to hide the freshly churned dirt. “I didn’t know that name before I heard it on the news. I’d be surprised if Rose Marie knew someone that much older than her.”

      I need more liquor. I left my mimosa in the kitchen and I’m starting to shake without it.

      “There are tutoring programs that bring high schoolers to Vacanti. Was Rose Marie involved in them?”

      “Why are you asking this? She was just with her teacher. She’s just a witness.”

      The FBI agent is chewing his gum faster and it should be unattractive. I hate those wet smacking sounds. Coming from him, all I can think about is how chewing brings out his cheekbones. “I would prefer to have this conversation inside, Mrs. Clark. It’s sensitive. You should consider your privacy.”

      Shit. I should be thinking about my privacy.

      I’ve been standing in an open door wearing my underwear. It doesn’t matter if Agent Ashe sees me like this, with my cellulite and shin-bruises, but it matters if Logann sees me. She’s always at her front window, looking out at the cul de sac, waiting for a chance to report violations to our HOA.

      If I let him inside, I can have my mimosa.

      Finally, I unlock the deadbolt. “Just for a minute.”

      The agent fills the room from the moment he shifts his weight to enter. I’m not sure how I keep breathing with him so close. He looks like authority and smells like cologne.

      He can end my life if he figures out what I’ve done. He can take Rose Marie away.

      I can’t believe I’ve let him into my house.

      The FBI agent will see the stashed bottles immediately. There’s a couple high on the bookshelves, behind the cloth crates I’d gotten at Target to organize my kid’s toys. He can see the kitchen through the entryway so he’ll see empty bottles that don’t fit into recycling.

      I get my drink and hope that my mimosa looks like orange juice. I sit down when he gestures.

      He’s taken his hat off to swat it against one hand. He looks boyishly nervous. “We
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