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  Foreword










To this day, I don’t know why this particular story demanded so much from me, or why it nearly undid me. It certainly wasn’t morbid obsession. I’ve always leaned toward darker subject matter, yes, but I’ve never been interested in glorifying violence or trafficking in pulp. Frankly, I’m repelled by true crime. Additionally, I don’t write genre fiction. To me, genre is a vehicle; it serves me, not the other way around. What compels me is character. And in this case, they all but wrote themselves. Agent Prince, with his self-loathing isolation, his arrogant compulsion to test himself against evil, his guilt. Richard, with his volcanic rage, his gloom, his ruthless drive bordering on derangement. 
To follow them down into their darkness was less a choice than it was inevitable. 
The drafting was rigorous, infuriating, cathartic—punishing, frankly. A first-time novelist with more ambition than sense, I drove myself into dangerous sleep deprivation from late April of 2025 to the beginning of June. When I could sleep, I endured nightmares; unspeakable, allegorical, apostolic. In one, a fair-haired girl led me down an endless blood-red staircase in a deserted Manhattan cathedral, whispering with a blonde man about what to name the Antichrist—at least, until they realized I was there. My office turned arctic between the hours of two and four in the morning—the coldest room in my house to this day, even in the Coachella Valley. Objects vanished, particularly silverware. Music from another century drifted through the vents at the most godless hours of the night. It was as if the book itself wanted to prove the point: that evil rarely announces itself in grand gestures, but in quiet, disquieting intrusions.
Once upon a time, Americans gathered in the town square to watch hangings. Families brought their children. Vendors sold food. It was spectacle, no different than a ballgame. The appetite was always here; only the packaging changed. Today, suburban girls fall asleep to true-crime podcasts. Ted Bundy is treated like an anti-celebrity, as if that motherfucker deserves a star on Hollywood Boulevard. Depravity now just comes shrink-wrapped, streamed. 
And that is the heart of Violent Crimes. Not violence packaged as entertainment. Not killers glorified. Not evil dressed up and made palatable. The people in this book aren’t sexy. The things they do aren’t sexy. They aren’t icons, badasses, or brilliant masterminds of any ilk. Psychopaths, predators, murderers—these are but mistakes of evolution. If anyone comes away from this book thinking a killer is worth idolizing, they’ve missed the point entirely, and should grow up.
I sat with decades of FBI accounts, survivor testimonies, family statements—four and a half decades of voices that don’t leave you once you’ve heard them. I needed this book to be something different. Not another serial-killer drama, but something true. A story where repugnance and beauty, shame and dignity, reprehensibility and nobility could coexist in the same breath to form something cinematic, devastating, and excellent.
To do that, I had to enter the minds of predator, prey, and affected. Like an actor going too deep into a role, I couldn’t just step out when the scene was done. But unlike an actor, there was no crew, no cast, no team to lean on, and I was doing it on a shoestring rideshare income. The effect this had on my relationships, my body, my mind was unprecedented. I’ll tell you plainly: I cried through most of the chapters, sometimes while writing, sometimes after. Even now, I don’t keep the book in my home for long. I sign copies, I send them out, and I let them go.
It will probably always be at the top of my favorite works of mine. But it is, without question, the darkest thing I’ve ever written, and may ever write. I told my mother I wouldn’t do something like this again, not until later in life, if ever. Because this book doesn’t just come from you. It takes from you.
Maybe, if one day I truly feel it in my heart and there’s a reason beyond myself, or if the vision happens to land anywhere near the baseline this one set, I’ll return to this territory. But this book, and type of book, may very well remain a standalone. And maybe that’s what it was always meant to be.
It is one of my proudest creations. But it’s brutal. And it breathes.
The truth is: demons exist. There are beings on this earth who walk among us, shop beside us, smile at us, who are simply not like you and me. There’s no understanding it, and you shouldn’t try to.
Ever.
So yes, evil is real. But it’s also cowardly. It hides. It runs. It masks. Stripped down, it lacks identity. 
My father once told me that even the smallest amount of black ink could ruin a white sweater. He was right. What he didn’t say is that ink never lasts. It spreads, it stains, makes a big show. 
But it fades.
Because what is darkness? Nothing more than the absence of light. It exists only when the light pulls back. But the light always returns.
Evil doesn’t create. It can only feed. Which is why it cannot endure.
The sun always rises.
Always.
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  Chapter one
Homecoming

November 19, 2022












Richard Armstrong waited twenty feet from the moving walkway, hands buried in his jacket pockets. Westchester County Airport on the Saturday before Thanksgiving. Wall-to-wall bodies, recycled breath, the smell of burnt coffee and industrial cleaner.
He hated airports.
His left knee throbbed. Kandahar’s parting gift, flaring whenever the barometric pressure dropped. Twenty-three minutes now, though it felt longer. Time moved like cold honey when you were waiting for someone you loved.
Six-two, broad through the chest. Gray eyes beneath a Jets cap. Beard streaked silver. The kind of build that came from years of carrying weight. In Bronxville they called him intense. His girls on the varsity team knew better. The man who’d drive forty minutes for their away games. Who’d sit in hospital waiting rooms when their own fathers wouldn’t.
The service weapon pressed against his ankle. Old habit. The doctors had a word for it. Hypervigilance. Richard called it common sense.
Then he saw her.
Evelyn emerged from the crowd like light cutting through smoke. Curls loose on her shoulders, wheelie bag trailing behind. Jean jacket over a black dress. Three months at Virginia had sharpened her somehow. Less girl, more woman. The way she moved through the terminal. Confident. Purposeful.
But the smile was the same. That crooked grin she’d inherited from her mother, along with the blue eyes. The stubborn set of her jaw when she was thinking.
Richard felt his chest tighten. His little girl who, somehow, was not so little anymore.
His mouth broke into a rare smile. The kind he saved for her alone.
She ditched the wheelie and ran into his arms with a squeal. He hoisted her up, hugging tight, kissing her cheek.
“Alright, alright,” he said, setting her down. “Get your luggage, hon’.”
“Ooh! Can we get pizza?” she pleaded, eyes lighting up at the nearby California Pizza Kitchen.
“Your mother’s cooking dinner. She’d kill me.”
“Meatloaf?” Evelyn rolled her eyes.
“C’mon.” He turned toward the exit. “She’s been waiting all day.”
“Fine,” Evelyn conceded with a fake pout. She grabbed her bag, returned to his side. Richard palmed the back of her head, kissed her hair.
“I don’t know how you eat that crap anyway,” he chuckled. She shoved him playfully.
Coasting along I-684 S in his 2014 Dodge Ram, Richard watched Evelyn in the passenger seat, cross-legged, face buried in her phone, for just a beat too long. 
“You okay, Dad?” she asked, catching his stare.
He nodded. “Just glad you’re home, baby girl.”
She smiled. For a moment she was seven again, missing her front teeth, asking him to check under the bed for monsters. “Me too.”
“Wanna tell me about school?”
“What about?”
“Friends?” He shrugged.
“Yes, Dad, I have friends.”
“Any boys?”
She looked up.
“Uh-oh,” he chuckled. “C’mon, spill it.”
“Nothing to write home about.”
“Good, ’cause if you did, I’d be shining my Remington instead of spending time with your mother.”
“Jesus, Dad.”
“I’m kidding.”
“Are you?” Something serious entered her voice. “Because I’m not a little girl anymore. You know that, right?”
Richard’s knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. “I know, honey.”
“Really?” She tucked her phone away. “Because sometimes I feel like you still think I’m twelve.”
Richard swallowed. “I just worry about you, Evie. World’s a dangerous place.”
“So you keep telling me.” She sighed, staring out the window. Bare trees and gray sky rolled past.
They kept on toward Eastchester, passing a billboard with a young woman’s photo. Blonde, freckled, braces, smiling. Bold black letters screamed from the sign:



MISSING 17-YEAR-OLD GIRL

MILEY MCDERMOTT

$10,000 REWARD

CALL (914) 337-0500




Evelyn preempted the glance. “Dad, seriously, I’m fine. You’ve got to stop seeing danger everywhere. It’s starting to get weird.”
The words stung. Every father’s dilemma distilled: how much truth could you share without breaking what you were trying to protect? He’d seen enough evil to fill a dozen lifetimes. But Evelyn lived in a different world. One where missing girls were statistics, not prophecies.
“Just looking out for you, Evie,” he said quietly. “That’s all.”
Guilt flickered across her face. She softened, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.
“Hey.”
He stayed quiet.
“I love you, okay? I’m sorry. Everything’s going to be fine. And you’re not the only one who worries, by the way.”
“What’s your mother telling you now?”
“Mom doesn’t have to tell me anything. Are you taking your medication?”
“Awh, Ev—”
“Dad.”
Richard sighed. “Not as much as I should.”
“Oh my—”
“Evelyn. Drop it.”
“I wasn’t gonna start!” Evelyn smiled. “Jeez, no wonder you’re so grumpy.” She started doing a mock monster voice. “Me Richard. Me hate Thanksgiving. Rawr!”
A laugh escaped from his chest, and before they knew it, they were both laughing uncontrollably.
“Honestly,” Evelyn laughed, “let’s start with listening to the doctor before worrying about serial killers and the end of the world.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Within town limits, Richard pulled into his usual gas station. An Exxon on New Rochelle. The truck shuddered to a stop at one of the outer pumps.
“Can you grab me some Twizzlers for later?” Evelyn asked.
“Yeah.” Richard cracked the door, hopped out, tilted his Oakleys down.
He lumbered on to the market, feeling for his wallet. Evelyn stayed in the car, responding to Snapchats.
A silver Prius rolled into the lot. Parked opposite the Ram. Out stepped William Baker, son of car collector Morris Baker. William—who everyone still called Billy, whether he liked it or not—was a towering, thickset man who dressed a bit like a Baptist pastor, often donning a short-sleeved white button-up and corduroy pants with a set of Windsor glasses to really put the lid on it. He was a decently handsome guy in the twilight of his thirties, albeit a bit mousy, who kept his salty black hair combed slick and beard neat as all hell.
He also happened to be Evelyn’s former eleventh-grade biology teacher.
Billy squinted. “Evelyn?”
She twisted her neck. “Mr. Baker?”
Billy laughed. “I thought that was you.”
“I thought I saw you heading out of town earlier.”
“Sorry?”
“The other direction. Like, twenty minutes ago.”
Baker shrugged. “I’ve been at the school all day, Evie. Must have been someone else.”
“Yeah. I guess.”
“Here for the holiday?”
“Yep. Here for the gas?”
Billy shrugged. “Teachers need to get around too.” He gave the Prius hood a smack.
“Honestly, I always figured you just slept there.”
“Someone’s got to use that dusty sofa in the coffee room.”
She giggled, felt her cheeks turn red. Christ, am I flirting? Truth be told, she, like a good many of her peers, had had a bit of a schoolgirl crush on him. His class had always followed lunch, running energetic and light as they all cooled down in the dimmed, air-conditioned lab. As a teacher, he was extraordinarily bright and effective, with a dorky, boyish, and self-effacing side that, combined, left them swooning and fidgeting in their plaid skirts.
Of course, the bar hadn’t been high. The rest of the staff were relics, stumbling around the copier like it was a bomb.
But there was something about him that made her feel seen. Like he recognized something in her that others missed.
“Billy?” she heard her father say.
Here we go.
Evelyn sank back into her seat and watched as the two men shook hands, exchanged some how-the-hell-are-yas, and did that thing men do when they turn dead serious on a dime, hitch their belts, and talk shop about God knows what. After a while, Billy began to head in for the clerk himself.
“Have a good one, y’all.”
“Happy Thanksgiving, Mr. Baker!” Evelyn shouted.
“Happy Thanksgiving, Miss Virginia. And call me William.”
He shot her a wink. She smiled.
Something in that wink—subtle, yet too familiar—made her stomach flutter with both excitement and unease. She pushed the feeling down as her father returned to the car.
“You know Baker well?” Richard asked, sliding into the driver’s seat.
“He was my bio teacher. Everyone knows him.”
“Seemed awfully friendly.”
“He’s nice to everyone. Don’t go all SEAL Dad on me.”
As they pulled away, Richard checked the rearview. Baker was still standing there. Watching.
That smile hadn’t moved an inch.















  
  Chapter two
Promises













Janet Armstrong fiercely chopped vegetables by the sink in their cozy two-story Dutch Colonial on Lookout off Park Avenue, tossing the occasional carrot slice to the indignant Zeus, a seven-year-old all-black German Shepherd. Janet was the kind of beautiful that didn’t have to try. She kept fit, holding a tight, efficient frame, with blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, streaked just enough with silver to catch the light. Her face had warmth, though the kind built on structure: sharp, serious, carved with the lines of motherhood and the silent wear of marriage.
She met Richard sophomore year of college while playing division 1 volleyball for Princeton, where he studied journalism. He was brash and daring; extraordinarily funny; highly intellectual and introspective; and devastatingly handsome. Her mother adored him immediately, even yanking Janet aside in the kitchen after he first attended dinner at their Massachusetts home to whisper that she had better marry that man.
Beneath the brass lay an irresistible vulnerability; Richard was an only child of a particularly difficult single mother with a preoccupation for hard liquor, cigarettes, and nights out at the bowling alley, and in many ways, he had always sought a home—one he found with Janet and her affable parents. The two fell quickly and hard, graduating together and marrying just a month before he shipped off for the SEALs. A month later, she discovered she was pregnant with their Evelyn.
In many ways, she still considered Richard to be the love of her life. Nonetheless, years of active service along with its take-home behavioral residuals and sometimes up to half a year absent from her and Evelyn for the first thirteen years of their marriage had undoubtedly strained their relationship, and one left viciously untreated. Despite Richard’s diagnosis of clinical depression with psychotic features at thirty-two by a Navy counselor, he vehemently, almost religiously, refused the idea of therapy, let alone fucking couples counseling. Couple that with low testosterone and deeply embedded trauma ranging from a narcissistic mother to the violent tours overseas, and you had a divorce attorney’s wet dream. Nonetheless, neither party seemed to possess what was either the energy or communicative ability to even open that Pandora’s box.
A knock at the door.
She wiped her hands on a dish towel and opened it to Martha Miles, smiling behind a foil-covered tray.
“Pumpkin bread,” Martha said. “Figured you might want something sweet, with your daughter coming home and all.”
“That’s so thoughtful, Martha,” Janet said, graciously accepting it. “Come in for a minute?”
Martha stepped inside, eyes drifting across the polished living room. “Place looks wonderful, honey. You’ve been busy.”
“Trying to make everything perfect,” Janet said. “First holiday with her home from college.”
“The Baker twins were like that,” Martha said, settling onto a barstool. “Left town, came back different. Morris could barely handle them.”
Janet paused. “I thought Mr. Baker was an only child.”
“Oh no. Morris had two boys. Identical. Of course, William made something of himself. The other one… well, some trouble, years back. Nobody talks about him anymore.”
Janet filed the information away in that part of her mind where she stored the neighborhood’s unspoken secrets: the affairs, the drinking problems, the children who’d disappointed their parents in ways that couldn’t be forgiven. Martha went on about the neighborhood, the cold front coming in, and whether the post office was still losing mail. At seventy-eight, she moved on hips that belonged in the Smithsonian and caught whispers with ears sharp enough for Richard’s spec-ops toolkit, a relic and a surveillance device bundled into one nosy old woman. The moment passed. Eventually, she made her way home.
At a quarter to four, the front door creaked open. Zeus exploded from the kitchen, barking hard, nails skidding across the floor as he charged the entryway.
Richard and Evelyn braced for the benevolent beast’s affection as he zeroed in on his sister, hopping up on his hind legs and sinking his claws into her chest. She laughed the pain off, eyes twinkling with love for the canine she had leaned on since her eleventh birthday, when her father brought him home at just three months and nineteen pounds. She named him herself, having been obsessed with the Percy Jackson book series at the time.
“Hi, baby!” Evelyn squealed, fondling his massive head with her comparably brittle hands as he drooled all over her top. Richard smiled and pressed on into the house, setting his daughter’s wheelie down by the living room sofa.
Evelyn pushed Zeus off and made a beeline for the kitchen with him trotting adoringly at her heels.
“Mom!”
“In here, honey!”
Evelyn rounded into the kitchen where her mother bolted to hug her tightly with closed eyes.
“Oh, baby,” Janet gushed. “I missed you so.”
“Me too,” Evelyn said into her mother’s neck. “I’m happy to be home.”
“You hungry?” Janet asked, separating back over to her cutting board.
“Starving!” Evelyn said, hanging her backpack on an island stool.
“Go sit in the dining room,” Janet said. “I’ll bring you a plate. Your dad and I will join you in a second.”
Evelyn did just that as Richard loomed in the kitchen, snuffing out Janet’s euphoria like a candle. Twenty years of marriage had taught her to read the way his shoulders squared when the night had already been decided.
“What took?”
“Flight ran late,” he replied, flat. “What do you want from me?”
“Oh, Jesus, will you stop?” she snapped. “I was just asking.”
Richard loudly threw his keys onto the counter. “I’ll be in the dining room,” he said gruffly, bowing out.
Janet leaned on the counter with her arms crossed. Rubbed her eyes. Let out a long breath. Then she went back to dinner.
The weight of their dysfunction settled on her shoulders, never something she grew used to; each time it struck fresh, as if surprise were part of the pain. She thought of the therapist’s card still hidden in her wallet, of all the unsaid words piling between them. She glanced at the kitchen window, the one Richard always nagged her for leaving open. Tonight she’d leave it cracked, just to feel in control of something. Marriage was a series of small rebellions and even smaller surrenders—the window was hers, the loaded weapon under their bed was his. They’d carved up their fears and claimed them like territory.
The three sat at an oval mahogany table, its surface charmingly weathered. Crafted in 1935 Poland, it had been passed down by Janet’s Holocaust-surviving grandmother as a housewarming present when the couple bought the place in 2005. Above it hung a Colonial-style chandelier, timeless in its elegance. A few feet away, the grandfather clock ticked faintly like a heart too proud to stop.
Richard silently sat at the head with a longneck Old Style, with Janet and Evelyn opposite each other on the sides, as they picked away at Janet’s meatloaf, mac ’n cheese, and diced asparagus.
“Sarah invited me to a party tonight,” Evelyn stated, scarfing up the mac ’n cheese like a refugee.
The two parents shared a look. Janet cleared her throat.
“At whose house?” she asked, taking the lead on this one.
“Dylan Smith’s, I think,” Evelyn replied, mouth full.
“Oh… Is Dylan, uh, in school?” she asked, playing dumb.
“I think he’s taking a gap.”
“Got it,” Janet said, returning to her plate and biting her tongue. Dylan Smith had a less-than-esteemed reputation in Bronxville as its token upper-class burnout, with more THC and street-brand psychedelics running through his body than blood. At just eighteen, he’d burned through two $90,000 cars with his infantile record already boasting a DWI. His parents were both powerful, high-ranking businesspeople in their respective industries, and what they had most in common was that they were never home.
Janet thought little of the boy. She’d watched too many of Bronxville’s golden children crash and burn, their parents’ money cushioning the fall but never erasing the wreckage. Dylan was trajectory without destination: a cautionary tale dressed in designer clothes.
Richard, on the other hand, harbored a reasonable fondness and forgiving attitude toward the young man due to his God-given prowess on the basketball court as a point guard, leading his senior season with 18.3 points per game and dragging the Bronxville Tigers to the semi-finals. Sports were the universal language Richard still spoke fluently. On the court, everything made sense: rules, boundaries, winners, losers. It was messier in the real world, where talent couldn’t always save you from yourself.
“You sure you don’t want to just stay in and watch a movie?” Janet proposed. “It’s gonna get below thirty tonight, hon’.”
“Tomorrow night,” Evelyn negotiated. “I promise.”
“Sweetie?” Janet deferred to Richard.
He shrugged. “Just be home by eleven.”
“I will,” Evelyn promised.
Janet conceded. “Guess that settles it. Just be safe.”
The tension in Richard’s jaw betrayed his casual tone. Every instinct screamed at him to lock her in her room, to wrap her in bubble wrap and hide her from a world that devoured innocence like candy. But you couldn’t raise a daughter in a bunker. You couldn’t love someone into safety. All you could do was teach them to run fast and hope they never had to.
Later, when Evelyn bounded upstairs to change, Janet all but cornered Richard in the kitchen.
“You let her go awfully easy,” she observed, arms crossed.
Richard sighed, retrieving another beer from the refrigerator. “She’s eighteen, Janet.”
“Since when have you cared about that?” Janet kept her voice low. “Usually you’ve got a black site running background checks on anyone who so much as smiles at her.”
“She made it pretty clear in the car that she doesn’t need my protection anymore.” He twisted the cap off with more force than necessary. “Said I need to stop seeing danger everywhere.”
Janet’s expression softened. She placed a hand on his arm. “Richard...”
“She’s growing up, Janet. I can’t stop it.” His voice cracked slightly. “Much as I might want to.”
Upstairs, they heard Evelyn on the phone, her excited chatter filtering down. For a moment, they were united in their shared concern, their shared love for the young woman whose childhood seemed to be slipping away before their eyes. It was the closest they’d been in months; not touching, but occupying the same emotional space. Two people who’d forgotten how to be married but remembered perfectly how to be parents.
“Just be ready to pick her up if she calls,” Janet said. “No matter what time.”
Richard nodded, draining half his beer in one swallow. 
“Always am.”












  
  Chapter three
The Party













Sarah Willoughby pulled up to the Armstrongs curb in her tattered, tan-colored 2005 Toyota Corolla, idling as Evelyn, wrapped in a purple parka with a black beanie, descended the sloped front lawn with her arms crossed, her breath visible.
Evelyn and Sarah, skinny and green-eyed with straight blonde hair, had known each other since they were six, and, in many respects, were each other’s closest friend. Their natures complemented one another’s, with Sarah’s extroversion balancing out Evelyn’s gloom. It was the kind of friendship that survived because of its contradictions. Sarah’s recklessness grounded Evelyn to the world, and Evelyn’s steadiness kept Sarah from floating away entirely. They needed each other in ways neither fully understood.
Sarah was popular with boys and particularly older men, never short on stories of sex and hotel parties from as early as her freshman year. Meanwhile, Evelyn was more likely to be found curled up with a book in the mystery aisle at the library (certainly not the romance section) or binge-watching a true crime doc on Netflix, cross-legged in the center of her bed with a bowl of popcorn and her black hair tied back. Sarah was Prom Queen.
Evelyn was valedictorian.
Sarah extended her right arm to crack the passenger door open, allowing Evelyn to slip in.
“Heeeyyy, bitch!” Sarah squealed. The two hugged tightly over the emergency brake.
“So,” Sarah said, falling back into her seat with a mischievous, wily smirk, “you ready?”
“I have to be back by eleven,” Evelyn said, dumping her purse at her feet and clicking her seatbelt on.
“Yeah, yeah, no worries,” Sarah assured unconvincingly, pulling her mirror down to apply a last-minute dab of blush. “Frankie’s gonna be there tonight, y’know.”
“Oh, God,” Evelyn groaned in despair. Frankie Lopez had been Evelyn’s one and only boyfriend throughout high school—a relationship that, in many ways, had been a miracle in itself, almost a bad joke.
Frankie Lopez, only son of steel worker and widower Roger Lopez, was a lean, hard-drinking one-man-army of a character; the likes-to-fight kid and proverbial James Dean of Bronxville, never without a cigarette and never without something to say, with messy, greasy black hair that shrouded angry, daring eyes, and scarred hands which sported a gallery of ill-advised tattoos he’d received over several stints in juvenile facilities as a boy. Even the biggest, meanest kids in town had once feared the five-foot-seven chainsmoker.
His mother had died violently when he was just nine, crashing head-on into an open pickup truck full of scrap metal. A large sheet of steel had flown through the windshield, internally decapitating her. In sixth grade, a little shit on the playground made a crack about it, and Frankie responded by breaking his wrist, spewing blood all over the sand and triggering a scream of agony heard three towns over. Needless to say, mouths were zipped from then on out.
The accident had been front-page news in Bronxville for weeks. Evelyn remembered being ten years old, watching her mother turn the newspaper facedown at breakfast, the same way adults suddenly stopped talking when children entered rooms. Death wasn’t supposed to touch their insulated world, but it had, brutally and without warning.
Nonetheless, he and Evelyn, albeit off-and-on, had shared a unique and, dare say it, beautiful bond. She was the only person he had ever not been shy or awkward around. With her, the guard didn’t drop. It disintegrated. He was extremely protective of her, and she in return. While others saw a bad egg, she saw sweetness and pain. In a sense, they nurtured one another.
That is, until August, when Frankie was forced to face the idea, let alone the fact, of Evelyn traipsing off three hundred and sixty miles to Virginia while he stayed to work with his checked-out father. Despite being thoroughly unfair, it could be said that he internalized it as a betrayal. Put lightly, it had ended sourly.
Evelyn felt a knot form in her stomach at the mention of Frankie’s name. Their last encounter had been ugly. Screaming in her driveway, him accusing her of thinking she was too good for Bronxville, for him. The hurt in his eyes when she’d walked away still haunted her. Some wounds you carry in your chest like shrapnel—too dangerous to remove, too painful to ignore. Frankie was hers. The boy who’d shown her his scars, literal and otherwise, who’d trusted her with his rage and his tenderness. She’d left him anyway.
But there was more to it than Sarah knew. More than anyone knew.
“Don’t worry,” Sarah said, uncapping her lipstick. “I have someone new for you.”
“Please no.”
“Girl, yes!” she countered, running the red lipstick over her bottom lip. “He’s very tall, very hot, and very dumb. He’ll be perfect for tonight.”
“I’m not trying to make Frankie jealous.”
“I didn’t say you were!” Sarah defended glibly. “Now, let’s jet before my engine freezes. And, make no mistake, you’re taking shots with me tonight, college girl.”
Sarah geared into drive and pulled off.
Half a block down from the Armstrongs had been sitting a running, black 1980 Chevrolet Caprice, idling uncannily with “How Soon is Now?” by The Smiths drumming off its radio.
It began to prowl forward.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sarah dragged Evelyn by the hand into the Smith’s French Normandy Tudor mansion on Masterson Road. Hip-hop thumped as they navigated through the bumbling clusters of Bronxville’s finest schmoozing in the sweltering foyer.
The two rounded into the massive kitchen, its quartz island littered with solo cups, bottles of liquor, and snacks pulled from the surrounding white pantries. A joint was being passed around.
The wiry, rat-faced Dylan Smith, in an unbuttoned Mets jersey, commanded the area by the sink with a fifth of Absolut at his hip like a ghetto Gatsby. He was chatting up a pair of twins before locking onto Sarah like a dog would a squirrel.
“Sarah!” Dylan bellowed, tossing back a swig and pushing past the twins. “My girl! How are you?”
He and Sarah hugged.
“’Sup, Evie?”
“Hi.”
“Yo, Robby! Dickwad!” Dylan shouted across the kitchen. “Grab some glasses for the ladies, will ya?” He looked back at the two with a smile. “You guys ready to get fucked up?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Three consecutive shots of vodka had left Evelyn’s one-hundred-and-thirty-pound frame dizzied. College had taught her many things, but drinking wasn’t one of them. The alcohol sat heavy in her stomach, making everything feel slightly off-kilter. She thought of her father’s words about danger, how it could come from anywhere, even from her own poor decisions—particularly from her own poor decisions.
It was 10:06 as she stood under the arched entrance to the buzzing, cathedral-ceilinged living room, clutching a red cup to her bosom more for display than consumption. Sarah, conversely, had drunk double her intake and wandered off with Dylan.
Evelyn regretted coming almost immediately. The music was too loud, the house too crowded with people she barely knew anymore. She found herself scanning the room for Frankie, both hoping to see him and dreading the encounter.
The alcohol was making her feel sick rather than relaxed. She hadn’t been much of a drinker in high school, and college hadn’t changed that. Three shots on an empty stomach was a mistake.
It was then that a tall (an
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