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CHAPTER ONE



“All right,” I said softly into the headset that I was wearing. I was sitting in the booth of the theater where I worked. It was dark, except for the tiny clip-on light that overlooked my copy of the script, which I’d marked up with all the call lines. “Light cues forty-three and forty-four and sound cue twenty-one, standby.”

“Standing,” came the voice of my soundboard operator, Lacey, in my ear.

“Lights standing by,” said the light board operator, Jenna.

I watched the action on stage, waiting for the line from one of the actors that would signal the end of Act One. 

And then it came.

“Light cue forty-three and sound cue twenty-one, go,” I said.

The lights on stage went out and a song came up over the sound system.

I waited for a few minutes to allow the audience to digest what had just happened. “Okay, and light cue forty-four, go.”

The houselights came up.

Below me, the audience was starting to stir, realizing that it was intermission. They could go out and get a glass of wine or a light snack before re-entering the theater. They could join a long line to the restroom. 

I took off my headset, stretching. I smiled at Jenna. “It’s going well tonight.”

“Matt missed that line again,” she said.

“Well, they covered well,” I said. I would probably need to schedule another quick line-through before the next performance. We wouldn’t need to run the whole show, but just that scene. I was a stage manager here at the Colbrook Contemporary Theater, a professional LORT D theater, which meant it was a member of the League of Resident Theaters, and that it made $45,000 or less in box office receipts per week. In our case, it was quite a bit less, although I wasn’t sure of the exact number.

I had my Equity card, so I was a member of the union, and they ran a tight ship around here. It was my job, now that the director of the show was gone, to make sure that the show continued to live up to his vision. If actors were dropping lines, I needed to make sure that they got the refresher they needed. 

Directors were only hired for the rehearsal period. After they had done their job and stayed through opening night, they were no longer needed. They usually moved on to another directing job.

“Yeah, not like last week,” said Jenna, laughing.

“Right,” I said, shaking my head. “That was a disaster.” I got my phone out of my pocket and turned it back on. I usually kept it off during a show. It was distracting, and I didn’t need any distractions when I was trying to concentrate on calling the show. This show was at the tail end of its three-month run, and I was getting bored with watching it over and over again, which meant that I needed to be extra careful to pay attention to what was going on. If I missed a call, the sound or the lights wouldn’t run, and it could ruin the whole performance.

Huh. Okay, that was weird. I had ten missed calls from Athena. I stood up. 

“I’m going to head down into the green room to call my sister,” I said to Jenna and Lacey. “Be back in a minute, okay?”

“Everything all right?” said Lacey.

“I don’t know,” I said. Truthfully, it wasn’t much like Athena to call me ten times. We weren’t that close. We used to do family dinners and holidays together when our mother was alive, but she had recently passed away after a brief but awful battle with cancer. Once Mom was out of the picture, Athena said it made more sense for us to begin our own family traditions, and that Dad could come to our houses instead our going to his. 

Athena wanted to have her own holidays because she was a control freak who liked to have everything her own way.

The fact that she wouldn’t have to see me was a bonus.

And it was all well and good for her to cut me out of the holidays. She was married to her second husband and she had my nephew Liam. She had a family. But I was alone for Christmas and Thanksgiving now, except when my Dad came by to visit me, and he usually gave me his leftovers from Athena’s place.

My heart pounded as I climbed down the steep steps from the booth down to the small green room below. This wasn’t a green room for actors. It was for us, the backstage workers. There was a microwave and fridge and a soda machine. I stepped inside and dialed Athena back with shaky fingers.

It had to be my dad. 

I couldn’t figure anything else that would make Athena call me ten times in a row.

Athena answered her phone right away. She sounded like she was crying. “Danae, thank God.”

Our parents named us after Greek mythological characters. My sister got to be the goddess of wisdom and the hunt. I got the be the chick who was raped by Zeus in the form of a beam of light and became the mother of Perseus. We’d had a younger brother named Jason, but he’d died tragically when we were kids. He’d fallen out of a tree house. It had been an incredibly traumatic part of my childhood.

“Hey, what’s going on?” I said. “Is it Dad?”

“No, it’s not Dad,” she said. “And you can’t tell him about this. But I need you. Now.”

“What? Why do you need me? I’m in the middle of a show right now. I can’t go anywhere.”

“Find a way,” she said. “You have to come, and you have to come now. I need you.”

“For what?”

“I don’t want to tell you over the phone, but it’s bad.” Her voice broke. “Oh, God, Danae, it’s so bad. Please, please, please.”

“Bad like what? Like someone’s dead?” 

She made a whimpering noise.

“Who’s dead? Is Liam okay?”

“No, Liam’s fine. It’s not… just come to the lake house, please? We were up here for Memorial Day, and I need you to come.”

“Can’t you… call someone else?”

“No, I can’t trust anyone but you. Please come.” Her voice wasn’t strong. 

I’d honestly never heard her like this. When Mom died, she’d cried, but she hadn’t been this kind of hysterical. She sounded like she was losing her shit. And my sister Athena was always completely in control of herself. Her hair was perfect. Her makeup impeccable. She wore stylish clothes. Her house was spotless. She was perfect.

To hear her falling apart, it terrified me.

So, I guess that was why I said, “Okay, I’ll be there. It’s going to take me an hour to drive there, though.”

“Get here as fast as you can,” she said, sobbing. And then she hung up.

I put my phone back in my pocket and then I climbed back into the booth. 

“What happened?” said Jenna.

“I need to go,” I said.

They both stared at me as if I’d said the moon was made of cheese. And they weren’t wrong. Stage managers didn’t leave in the middle of a show. It wasn’t done. The stage manager had to be there, and that was that. There were mechanisms in place if I got sick or something. It wasn’t as if it was without precedent for me not to be there for a show. But usually, I could arrange it ahead of time.

I had an assistant stage manager, but her duties were backstage. She couldn’t be in the booth.

I handed my script to Jenna. “You can call the show and run the lights at the same time. I know you can. It’s not hard. You guys have been doing this show for three months. You could do the cues in your sleep.”

The light board was already programmed with the cues. All she had to do was press a button to make the next cue come up. Sometimes, when we were short staffed, I had run the light board and called the show myself. Whenever we did have someone doing it, it was usually an intern.

“You want me to call the show?” said Jenna. “Me?”

“It’s not that hard,” I said.

“What happened?” said Lacey. “Is it something with your family?”

“Yeah, my sister’s a mess,” I said. “I don’t know what’s going on, exactly, but I have to get there now.”

“Don’t you worry,” said Lacey, nodding at me. “We can do this.”

I sucked in a breath. “Okay, thank you.”

“Go take care of your family,” said Lacey.

* * *

Our lake house wasn’t really on the lake. It was close to a big lake, well within driving distance anyway. There were a lot of vacation houses on that lake—big, expensive vacation houses.

But our house was a good ten minute’s drive from the lake. It was out in the woods in the middle of nowhere. I don’t mean to be down on the house. It was a big deal that our family had a vacation house at all. My parents had never been what you might term rich, but my father had managed to own both this house and our family’s house as well, which was no mean feat.

Anyway, the house was down a long dirt road, and it was secluded, surrounded on all sides by a thick woods. It would have been really nice out there if it weren’t for the mosquitoes in the summer, which were pretty terrible.

The house had been remodeled when we were in high school. Before then, it had been pretty sad—just two big rooms. One had contained a utility sink and a hotplate at one end and a few ratty couches at the other. The second room had been where we slept. There had also been a toilet in one corner, sectioned off with a pull curtain. The only shower had been outdoors.

But the remodel had really changed the place. It had been gutted and turned into a lovely three-bedroom house with two bathrooms. The house had always been fairly big, square-footage-wise, so it had cleaned up nice.

One thing that was still the same was the big wraparound porch that was connected to the house. When I pulled up the long driveway, I saw Athena sitting on the steps to the porch, her head in her hands.

She didn’t even look up when I approached, although I knew that she had seen my headlights and knew that I had pulled up.

I paused on the steps, looking down at her. “Hey,” I said gently. “What’s going on?”

She shook her head.

“Athena, I drove all this way—”

“In the kitchen,” she managed.

“What’s in the kitchen?”

She shook her head again.

Okay, fine. I really didn’t know what could have happened, but I knew it was bad. I had tried not to think too hard on it on the drive over. I didn’t want to get myself worried about something that hadn’t occurred.

I walked across the porch, my feet making soft footfalls against the wood. I was still wearing my blacks—a black long-sleeved shirt and a pair of black jeans. Backstage work required that I be difficult to see, hence I had to wear all black. I imagined that I faded right into the porch.

I opened the front door to the house.

I stepped into the living room, which was now carpeted and nicely decorated in muted colors with contemporary furniture. Most of the decoration had been redone by Athena after Mom died. It was as though Athena wanted to scrub all trace of Mom from the house.

My mother hadn’t been an easy woman to take. After the death of Jason, she’d been really depressed, and she had withdrawn from a lot of things most mothers did. She spent a lot of time in dark rooms watching trashy daytime television, smoking cigarettes. But Mom and I mostly got along. Athena and Mom butted heads something awful. Sometimes, I thought they hated each other.

I stepped through the living room and went through a door into the kitchen. 

The first thing I saw was blood.













CHAPTER TWO



The kitchen was set up with an L-shaped counter along the wall next to me as I came in. The first leg of the L, on my right, was a vast stretch of counter, filled with a toaster, microwave, and blender. On the other leg of the L, against the far wall, was the sink. A window over the sink overlooked the woods behind the house. Then there was an island in the middle of the room that contained the stove and some counter space. 

The blood was spattered against the cabinets below the sink.

When I saw it, I stopped dead in my tracks and I let out a little squeak.

“No, no, no,” said my sister. “Don’t. You’ll wake Liam.”

I turned. She’d come inside, I guess, because she was right behind me now. I hadn’t heard her. “Jesus Christ, Athena.”

She ran her hands through her hair. Her mascara had run all over her face, and she looked like a raccoon. “Oh, God,” she whispered. “Oh, God.”

And then I started moving again, but I wasn’t really sure why. I think I just had to see it with that kind of perverse curiosity that compels you to stop when there’s a car accident or something. I moved slowly into the kitchen and I crept past the kitchen island.

And that was when I saw Brad, Athena’s husband.

He was lying on his side, facing me. His eyes were closed, like he was sleeping. But the back of his head was all matted blood. His head wasn’t quite… shaped right either. It was like it had been dented in the back or something.

I put my hand to my mouth, and I think I moaned.

“Oh, God. Oh, God,” said Athena.

I rounded on her. “What did you do?”

She shook her head again, tears squeezing out of her eyes, making her mascara run even worse. Black trails went down her cheeks.

“Athena?”

She grabbed handfuls of her hair and yanked on them and turned away from me. “Oh, God, the blood is everywhere. It’s such a mess.”

Right, yes, great, Athena. Worry about the mess. That’s the most important thing right now. I gaped at her. I couldn’t believe this. Brad was dead. Really, really dead. Super dead. Incredibly dead. Blood-spatter dead.

For some stupid reason, I got even closer.

I saw that there was a meat tenderizer mallet, a big metal one that I’d seen in one of the drawers when I visited the lake house, lying on the floor behind his head. It was covered in blood too. 

What the hell? She’d hit him over the head and killed him. 

“Oh, God,” Athena said again. “Oh, God. Oh, God.”

I turned away from the body and stalked out of the kitchen. I couldn’t be in there right now. I went back through the living room and out onto the porch. I went to the railing, and I clutched it, my knuckles turning white from how hard that I gripped it. I focused on my breathing.

How the hell had this happened?

Athena would never do something like this. 

Nothing about this entire scenario made any sense. It wasn’t so much that I didn’t believe my sister capable of murder as it was that I didn’t believe her capable of doing something so impulsive and sloppy. She wasn’t like this. She thought everything through and she didn’t make mistakes.

When we were growing up, my mother was hard on Athena—much harder than on her than she was on me. It was probably because Athena was the oldest or something. I was never sure. Maybe the two of them just had personalities that clashed. Anyway, she never cut Athena any slack.

Athena compensated by getting straight As and by keeping her room immaculate and by doing all her chores without ever being asked. Athena was perfect. 

It never made any difference to Mom, of course. Nothing made any difference to Mom. I think that Jason was her favorite. I hear that there’s a special bond between mothers and their sons. I wouldn’t know, since I seriously doubt I’m ever going to have any children. I know that parents aren’t supposed to have favorites, but our mother, well, she wasn’t exactly a perfect mother to begin with.

Anyway, when she lost Jason, she went over the edge. Nothing that Athena or I ever did was going to fill that hole in her heart.

In fact, the only time she ever did come out of that dark room and start cooking food or folding clothes again was a brief period of time when my parents took in a foster kid. His name was David. He came to live with us about six months after Jason died. But he didn’t stay long. He went to live with his grandparents after only a month with us. I think that what had happened was that his mother had been a drug addict, and she’d been estranged from her family. His grandparents didn’t even know about David. When they found out, they wanted him back.

It broke my mother almost as bad as losing Jason all over again.

She was even worse after that. She got mad at Athena after Athena spilled juice on the floor and my mother made Athena clean the floor on her hands and knees with a toothbrush, screaming at her the whole time that she couldn’t do anything right and that she was a colossal screwup. 

There were no more foster kids after that, and my mother went back to her dark room and her TV and her cigarettes and to calling Athena names.

I don’t know why my mother was so mean to Athena. My sister didn’t deserve it. But she seemed to turn out okay in the end. I mean, she was a perfectionist, and she wasn’t exactly the easiest person to get along with, but she was successful, and she had a family, and everything about her life looked good.

But maybe I should have been worried. Maybe Athena was more messed up than I knew.

* * *

“All right,” I said in a quiet voice. I was back in the kitchen, and Athena was sitting on the floor with her back to the kitchen island. Brad’s body was on the other side. 

She looked up at me, and she wasn’t crying anymore. 

“We need to call the police,” I said.

“No,” she said, getting to her feet. 

“You killed your husband—”

“It was an accident,” she said.

“You accidentally hit him over the head with a meat tenderizer?”

“No, what?” She hugged herself. “He fell.”

I raised my eyebrows. “I can see the freaking mallet back there, Athena. Don’t think you can lie to me about this.”

She furrowed her brow. “What are you talking about?”

I grabbed her by the arm and dragged her around the island.

“No,” she said, struggling. “I don’t want to—”

“There.” I pointed.

She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, look at that,” she said in a funny voice.

“Yeah,” I said sarcastically. “Look at that.”

She turned to me sharply. “Don’t. Don’t be like that. Please, be nice to me right now, Danae. I can’t take it if you’re awful.”

“Why should I be nice to you?” I said. “Look at what you did.”

“I didn’t do anything,” she said. “He slipped. He fell backwards and hit his head on the counter there. We were fighting, and I yelled at him that it served him right, and I was so angry, I left the room. I cooled off for a little bit, and I was waiting for him to come after me, but then he never did. When I came back, I realized…” She shuddered.

“Athena, the mallet—”

“He must have hit it when he fell,” she said.

“That doesn’t make any—”

“Well, I didn’t hit him!” She gave me a fierce expression, daring me to argue with her.

I sighed. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. You can tell the police and—”

“No, I’m not calling the police,” she said. “I thought this through already before I called you. I can’t do that. Brad and I had been having problems lately. He was angry with me. He had come into my office just last week and we had a shouting match that everyone at the office saw, and if I go to the police, they’re going to think I murdered him.”

“Well… I mean…” You did.

“It was an accident.” She put her hands on her hips.

“It really doesn’t look that way.”

“Well, exactly,” she said. “That’s why we can’t go to the police. And there’s more. Brad and I didn’t have a prenup or anything, and I’ve been doing pretty well for myself since we got married. I’d have a motive not to want to give him half of everything. They’ll arrest me.”

“Athena—”

“Think what that will do to Liam,” she said. “The poor little guy will have just lost his stepfather, and then his mother will go to jail. He’ll be destroyed. And it’ll be an awful legal battle, probably lasting years, and I might still go to jail for it. It’ll bankrupt me fighting it.” She pointed at me. “Did you see that documentary? The Staircase? It’s on Netflix. The man’s wife fell down the stairs, and there was all that blood, and they couldn’t believe it was an accident, and they ruined his life and ruined his family’s life. I won’t let that happen to Liam or to you or to Dad.”

I massaged the bridge of my nose. The truth was that I had seen that documentary, and I was pretty aware of how the wheels of justice turned. If my sister was innocent or guilty, we’d all go through hell being put through the meat grinder that was the justice system. It wouldn’t just affect her, it would affect all of us, and it would hurt my little nephew Liam the worst of all.

I loved Liam. He was a really cool kid. He was nearly ten years old, and I didn’t see him as much as I used to because of the lack of family holidays and dinners, but I did go to his after-school stuff when my schedule allowed it, and Athena would usually let me take him out to lunch on a weekend once every couple months. So, I considered us close. I didn’t want him to have to go through hell.

I licked my lips. “Okay, well, if we’re not going to call the police, then what?”

“We can clean it up,” she said, gesturing at the kitchen. “And we can bury the body out in the woods.”

I turned back to look at Brad’s body. “Jesus,” I whispered.

“Look, I don’t think I can do it on my own,” she said. “I would have if I could. But I’m not strong enough to move him by myself, and I’m emotionally….” She sucked in a noisy breath. She let out a sob. “Come on, Danae. You’re my sister. Please help me do this.”

I rubbed my forehead, and my stomach roiled. Could I really be considering this? This was insane. I needed to tell her that we had to call to the police, and we had to let the authorities sort it out. Because once we did this, once we moved the body, it made us both look guilty, and we would never be able to convince anyone we were innocent.

Not to mention the fact that I didn’t want to get any closer to dead Brad than I already was.

But I thought of Liam. I bit down on my lip. “Okay,” I murmured. “Okay.”

* * *

“Maybe we could just… drag him,” Athena was saying.

We were on the other side of the kitchen island, looking down at the back of Brad’s skull, which was plenty messed up. I could see bits of his brain coming out. I was having real trouble thinking he had accidentally fallen on a mallet, but I couldn’t let myself get into all of that right now. My sister had done a bad thing, but I could tell that she regretted it.

You know, maybe it really was an accident. Maybe she’d hit him, but she hadn’t meant to hurt him. Maybe she’d been in a rage—

“What the hell were you two arguing about?” I burst out with.

She looked up at me, confused. “What do you care?”

“I just don’t see how you got so angry.”

“I didn’t hit him,” she said.

“Look, I’m helping you move the body, anyway,” I said. “You can level with me. Tell me the truth.”

“I am.”

I sighed.

She cocked her head to one side, making a face. “We could each get a foot.”

“I don’t think that’s going to work,” I said. “You really haven’t thought this through, have you?”

“Well, I thought it through enough to come up with a plan of burying him,” she said. “That’s plenty for me to have thought through. I’m not exactly functioning at high mental capacity right now.”

“We need a sheet or something,” I said.

“Oh,” she said, nodding. “Yeah, that’s good. We could, like, roll him onto it and then use that to drag him.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And we’ll need the wheelbarrow from the shed.” The shed had not been renovated. It was still a ragged building that looked as though it was about to fall down. I wasn’t sure where half of the stuff that was in there had come from. I guessed it had been there when we moved in, because I couldn’t see my father stocking the place with wheelbarrows and rakes and garden shears.

“Okay,” she said. She nodded and then kept nodding. “Okay,” she repeated. She backed away and disappeared out of the kitchen.

I turned my back on the body. I didn’t want to look at it. It was pretty gross, but it was funny how well I could handle the sight of it. The gore wasn’t like in a horror movie or something. In some ways, it seemed less real than that. It was tamer. It was like coming across roadkill. It was just… a fact. A dead something.

I mean, it was Brad, and I knew Brad, and it was upsetting, but…

I even liked Brad. He was always nice. Admittedly, nice in a plastic sort of way, but that meant he was the perfect sort of man for Athena. He had a white-toothed smile and he was passably handsome, kind like an aging Ken doll. He always kept up an enthusiastic conversation about bland topics like the weather and the recipes used for whatever food we were eating. He was a good guy, but I never really felt like I knew him. He always seemed sort of generic.

I was probably in shock.

That was it.

Had to be.

Athena was back. She had a sheet and she also had mattress pad. “It’s a pee cover,” she said. “I brought it to the lake house when Liam was still wetting the bed. It’s got plastic. I figure it would protect the wheelbarrow.”

“Good thought,” I said.

She set the mattress cover down on top of the kitchen island. And then she shook out the sheet. 

I helped her spread it out on the floor next to Brad.

Then we both simply stood there, staring at him.

Finally, shaking herself, Athena went around to the other side of Brad. She knelt down and shoved him.

He didn’t move.

“Little help, Danae?”

I scratched my nose. “So, um, what if Liam wakes up?”

“I locked him in his room,” she said. And then she started to cry again. “Oh, God, I know that’s bad, but hopefully he’ll never know. It would be better for him to be stuck in there than to see this.”

“What are you going to tell him?” I said.

“That Brad and I got into a fight, and he left,” said Athena. “We’ve been arguing a lot anyway. The other day, Liam asked me if Brad and I were going to get a divorce like me and Daddy did.” She sobbed. “I told him no.” She turned cried for a little bit longer.

I waited. Truthfully, I was just stalling for time here. I didn’t want to touch Brad. But I couldn’t wait forever. I squared my shoulders and went around the kitchen island. I knelt down next to Athena and touched her on the shoulder. “Hey,” I whispered. “You’ve got to pull yourself together.”

She sniffed hard. “I just keep thinking this must be a horrible dream. I wish I would just wake up.”

“Me too,” I murmured. I gave her a hug.

She clung to me.

Moments passed.

And then we turned back to the body.

It wasn’t easy getting Brad onto the sheet. He was much heavier than I would have imagined. Even between the two of us, it was hard work. And messy. We got blood all over us. The smell was… it was awful.

It took us a good long time, but we managed to get him into the middle of the sheet.

And then we rested, leaning against the counter and panting. We hadn’t even gotten him out of the house yet.

Dragging him across the kitchen floor proved to be easier, thank goodness.

There was a back door in the kitchen, and we dragged him over there and then opened it.

I ran to the shed to get the wheelbarrow. I brought it back and then we arranged the mattress pad inside it to protect it from getting blood in there. 

The sheet itself had a big reddish brown stain on the back of it where Brad’s head was. It was awful.

We thought that maybe we could roll Brad into the wheelbarrow, but that wasn’t possible. We couldn’t really drag him either.

We ended up having to actually heave him across the threshold of the door and into the wheelbarrow. 

Afterward, we were both sweaty and exhausted. My muscles were screaming at me. We rested again, both of us struggling to catch our breath. I had to admit that I hadn’t really considered the sheer physicality involved in burying a body. And we hadn’t even gotten to the digging part yet. I didn’t think I was going to make it.

I hadn’t thought to get shovels from the shed, but when I mentioned that, Athena got up to go and get them.

Except she only came back with one, because there was only one shovel in there. I thought there were more, but I had apparently been mistaking the handle of a hoe for another shovel.

I told Athena to bring the hoe along. Maybe it would be a help. If we were burying him in the woods, we’d probably have to deal with tree roots.

We took turns carrying the shovel and hoe and pushing the wheelbarrow. Neither of us were sure how far out into the woods we should go. We knew that on the far end, there was the road and to the west we’d run into another house. It wasn’t a vacation house. It belonged to a family who lived there year round. 

We didn’t want anyone to see us.

Eventually, we found a spot that seemed big enough to dig a grave.

We rested for a while, but we didn’t want to rest for too long. It was already getting late, and we still had a lot to do.

At first, Athena used the shovel and I tried to help with the hoe. But the hoe didn’t turn out to be much help at all. The shovel was a much better tool for digging, which made sense since it was designed for digging and all of that. So Athena dug for a while and then she took a break, and I took over.

Digging was hard. It hurt my back, and it gave me blisters on my hands.

I don’t know how long we dug, not exactly, but it was a really long time. We wanted to make sure that the grave was deep enough. I had heard that if a grave was too shallow, the body would surface when it rained. I didn’t know if that was true, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 

So, we dug for a long, long time.

Then we had to toss him into the grave before we filled it back in.

We debated about burying the sheet. It would be easier to toss him in there with the sheet, but we were worried that if he was ever found, the sheet would tie him back to us.

So, we didn’t bury the sheet.

I held onto it so that it wouldn’t fall in, and then we tipped the wheelbarrow over the grave and he fell in.

Then we filled in the dirt over top of him.

I might have felt some sort of emotion about what we were doing at that point, the finality of it and all of that, but the truth was that I was so physically exhausted at that point, I didn’t have the luxury of that sort of musing over anything. My body felt wrung out and stretched loose. I was dirty and sweaty. Every time my sweat dried, I started doing something exerting again, so I just sweat over top of it. I was constantly out of breath. My face was hot and red and my heartbeat was pulsing against my temple. I had never done anything this physically difficult in my entire life.

Maybe that time that I had moved up into a third-floor apartment in my senior year of college and my roommate and I had carried a heavy couch up all the flights of stairs together. Maybe then.

When we were done, Athena and I walked back to the house feeling detached and tired.

And we weren’t even close to being done.

While Athena got to work wiping down the kitchen with bleach, I took the sheet and the mattress pad and the clothes we’d been wearing (I put on clothes that Athena lent to me) and drove them to a nearby laundromat, which was empty at that time of night. I put everything in the washer and I sat and waited for it to be done. 

I fell asleep in one of the hardback chairs. 

I woke up when the washer dinged. I didn’t feel as though I’d rested at all.

I moved the clothes to the dryer, and then I went back to the house to see how Athena was getting along.

The kitchen was sparkling.

There was only one more thing to do.

Athena got into Brad’s car, and I followed her in my car. We drove to a nearby bar, which was still open at that time of night. The parking lot was packed. Athena parked his car there, and then came and got into my car. We drove back, picked up the laundry on the way home, and then we headed back to the lake house.

When we pulled into the driveway, however, there was another car parked in front of the house.







CHAPTER THREE


I screeched to a stop.

“What are you doing?” said Athena.

“Who’s car is that?” I said.

“Oh,” she said. “I…”

A man came out behind the car and waved at us.

“It’s Damon,” she said.

“Who?” I said.

She flung open the door to the car and leaped out, running for this guy.

I slowly eased the car up closer to the house. The door was still open as I drove. I had to reach over and close it after I parked.

Athena was in this guy’s arms, her face buried against his chest. “You’re here. You’re here.”

Damon patted the back of her head. “You okay?”

I got out of my car and slammed the car door. “Who the hell are you?”

Athena pulled back. “Oh, this is Damon, he’s…” She looked at him. “He’s a friend. I called him earlier.”

“You did?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“I’m sorry,” Damon was saying to her. “I really should have come right away. I was being a coward.”

“No, you made good points,” said Athena, looking back at him. “It is a bigger risk for you—”

“That’s not an excuse,” he said. “I actually have expertise here that you could have used, and I left you in the lurch, and you needed me, and I’m really sorry.”

“It’s not your responsibility,” said Athena. “You don’t owe me anything.”

I cleared my throat.

They both turned to look at me.

“Could someone explain to me what’s going on here?” I said. “Why did you call him?”

“I thought he could help,” said Athena. “He was the first person I called.”

“I’m glad your sister came through,” said Damon to my sister. Then he turned to me. “Athena said you wouldn’t, but I told her to call you anyway. I said there’s nothing stronger than the bonds of family.”

“You told him about Brad?” I said.

Athena nodded.

Damon closed the distance between himself and me, offering me his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m being rude. My name is Damon Grey. You must be Danae.”

I gaped at his hand. I was flabbergasted. I couldn’t believe that Athena had called this… this friend of hers, and called him before she called me, and that he had told her to call me. Like hell he was her friend. She was screwing him, I just knew it. Hell, maybe they planned this together so that they could be free of Brad.

And then he hadn’t shown up to help with the fallout. What a dick.

Damon let out an embarrassed chuckle and put his hand back in his pocket. “You’ve been through a lot tonight.” He turned to include Athena. “Let me get you both a drink. You look like you could use it.”

“No,” I said, glaring at him. “I don’t know why you’re here, but—”

“He’s going to help,” said Athena. “Come on. It’s okay. Damon grew up in the mafia, but he ran away when he was twenty-three. Couldn’t handle it anymore. When I called him, he said he was worried that if he was involved in anything like this, his family might find him again. And because he betrayed them and left, his life would be in danger. It was selfish of me to have called and asked.”

The mafia? Was there even a real mafia anymore? This wasn’t the 1970s. Didn’t most organized crime go through street gangs in Baltimore or something?

“That’s why I called him,” said Athena. “I thought he might know something about getting rid of a body.”

None of this made any sense. “He’s a friend who mentioned his previous association with the mafia in passing, and then you trusted him enough to call him up and tell him you murdered your husband?”

“It was an accident.” Athena’s face crumpled.

Damon was there right away, putting his arm around her. “Shh,” he murmured to her. He looked at me over her head, a disapproving expression on his face.

Oh, screw this. I wanted to leave. But I couldn’t, because I didn’t trust this Damon guy. If he really was ex-mafia, that made him even less trustworthy. I got why my sister was having an affair with him. He was attractive. He did look Italian. Dark hair, olive skin, broad shoulders. He even had a trace of an accent, now that I thought about it. And he was attractive. His t-shirt clung to the outline of his chest in a way that was nice to look at. Not that I was thinking about that.

Because, hell, I had just buried a body.

And this guy, I couldn’t be sure of him. I didn’t trust him at all. I needed to stay and feel him out. 

“Fine,” I said. “Get me a drink, then. You’re right, I could definitely use one.”

* * *

The kitchen table was on the other side of the room, in an alcove that my mother used to call the dining room, even though it was just the other side of the kitchen. Anyway, it was far enough away from everything else that it hadn’t been touched by the violence in the other part of the room, which was the only reason I could consent to sit there. 

Even still, I wouldn’t put my back to the rest of the kitchen. I insisted on sitting on the opposite side of the table. Because I couldn’t help but still see Brad’s body over there, and it made me feel unsteady.

Damon set gins and tonics in front of us, which I thought was an odd choice for drinks. It seemed very summery and light and airy. Celebratory, even. But then, I suppose I didn’t really know what an appropriate drink was for the occasion of helping your sister bury her husband’s body.

I gulped at the drink, and it tasted divine. The bite of the liquor against my throat was most welcome.

The drink was strong, and almost immediately, I felt that pleasant floaty feeling around my temples as if everything was just a little bit less real.

“So, look,” said Damon, sitting down with his own drink, “we are all now entering a circle of silence. We never speak about what happened tonight with anyone. It’s better if we don’t even talk about it with each other. It’s like it never happened, you understand?” He shoulders flexed under his shirt. Geez, he must work out.

God, why was I thinking this? Ugh. I was disgusted by this guy.

“Who invited you into the circle?” I said. “How long have you known my sister? Did you pressure her into this?”

“Danae, it’s not like that,” said Athena.

“Right,” I said, taking another big gulp of my drink. I laughed softly, a bitter tinge to my tone. “Great gin and tonic, by the way.”

“Thank you,” said Damon.

Athena sucked in a shaky breath. “I’m going to go and unlock Liam’s door. If he woke up now, it wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Sure thing,” said Damon, patting her arm.

She got up and left the table.

That left me and Damon alone.

I leaned across the table. “Seriously, how do you know my sister?”
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