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To Annie Estelle Stratton and Rachel Louise Barr. You wondered for years if you inspired any of my work. I wish you were still here so I can show you this novel and say, “Yes. Yes, you did.”

I love you and I miss you. I hope I continue to make you proud.
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PART I







CHAPTER 1
ESSIE



NEW YORK CITY

March 9, 1928

YOU COULD SEE HER IN THE CROWD, THE LONE FIGURE WALKING AT A fast clip down Lenox Avenue like she had the devil at her heels. She was in search of a taxi that could take her to Penn Station. She had no suitcase, just the clothes on her back and one painting in her arms—the last she would ever paint.

Gales coming off the Hudson River shoved at her like the rude pedestrians she passed along the way. Mostly boozehounds drunk on bathtub gin or giddy couples headed toward the drumbeats and the twinkling marquee of the Savoy Ballroom. She gave up trying to keep the panels of her mink coat close. Each gust of wind revealed a glimpse of the billowing silk nightgown she wore underneath, but thankfully, not the russet-red splatter.

“Hopped outta bed and didn’t even grab your clothes, huh, Sugar? Was he that bad?” one catcaller had shouted to her from the front stoop of a row house as she walked by, making his companions cackle and slap their knees.

Her teeth were chattering. Her feet, which were clad in damp men’s, white buck oxfords, were going numb. She longed to stop at one of the cabarets where jazz and ragtime music seeped through the doorways like cigarette smoke. She longed for just about anyplace that wasn’t wet with melting snow or cold, where she could sit for a minute or two, but she didn’t dare stop.

They’d probably discovered she was gone by now. They’d be coming after her.

Essie squinted, peering into the headlights of the passing cars. Among the Fords, Falcons, Packards, and Studebakers, she searched frantically for a flash of yellow. Finally, she spotted a taxi in the distance, coming toward her. She ran to meet it, watching as the driver approached the curb. She waved him down.

“Stop! I need to get to Penn Station! Please stop!” she yelled.

But he didn’t. Whether it was because of her wild eyes, odd appearance, or her brown skin, she didn’t know. But the taxi driver kept going, though they’d locked eyes through the taxi’s glass. He continued down Lenox Avenue, his rear steel bumper receding into the night.

Essie dropped her hand.

“You need a ride to Penn Station?” a raspy voice called behind her.

She whipped around to find an old Negro man staring at her. His hands were shoved into the pockets of a wool jacket. A cigar was clenched between his yellow teeth. She watched as he adjusted the bill of his flat cap then gestured to the beat-up Ford Model T where he currently had one foot braced on the running board.

She nodded. “Y-y-yes.”

“I can take ya’ there,” he said.

“You’re a taxi driver?” Essie asked with disbelief, spotting no identification number on his vehicle or even a sign in the window that said he had a chauffeur’s license.

“Sure am!” He tossed his cigar to the ground and walked to the car’s rear door. He pried it open with a loud squeak. “Hop on in.”

She hesitated.

She did need a ride, and she knew that not all taxi drivers in New York, especially the ones that ferried Negro passengers, drove the yellow cars that traversed the city. But she had also lived in Harlem long enough to know that not everyone was who they claimed to be. What if she had just escaped one hell and was running toward another?

The man cocked an eyebrow. “You comin’ or not, honey?”

Essie started to walk away, shaking her head, but stopped short when she spotted another car at the end of the block, turning onto the street. Her heartbeat quickened when she saw the familiar sparkling grille and the white front fenders and hood. She began to tremble as the Rolls-Royce Phantom’s emblem came into view. The Spirit of Ecstacy sailed ominously toward her with arms outstretched, as if riding on the wind.

She ran toward the Model T before tossing the painting onto the backseat and climbing inside. She grabbed the handle and slammed the door shut, catching the man by surprise.

“Go!” she shouted.

His easy smile disappeared.

“Go!” she shouted again. “We need to go now!”

He didn’t ask any questions—to her great relief. He ran to the driver’s side and climbed behind the wheel instead. They pulled off seconds later.

When they reached the intersection, Essie eased aside the rear flap and looked to see if the Rolls-Royce was following them, but true to its namesake, the car had disappeared like a phantom.

Had it really been there? she wondered as the taxi drove toward Midtown.

“You runnin’ from somebody, sweetheart?” the driver asked, making her whip her gaze away from the rear flap to look at him. She stared at the back of his bald head, at the two rolls of fat over his shirt collar and his wide shoulders. “Your poppa comin’ after you? Or maybe one of them card sharks? You owe somebody some money?”

“No,” she answered softly.

The car fell silent as he waited for her to elaborate, but he would have to wait forever. How could she possibly explain to him—a total stranger—what had happened to her and not sound stark raving mad? She was still grappling with what had happened herself, second-guessing everything even now.

But the splatters on her gown were a reminder, along with her painting—and the other token she now carried.

“This is the closest I can get you,” the driver suddenly announced several minutes later. He pulled to a stop along the curb and pointed to the granite building at the end of the block. “It ain’t that much of a walk, though.”

She swallowed, following the path of his finger. Penn Station may as well have been twenty miles away.

Essie dug into her coat pocket, pulled out a wad of crumpled dollar bills, and handed the driver his fare.

“Hey, thanks for the tip!” he shouted to her as she grabbed her things and leaped out of the taxi.

She walked swiftly to the entrance, keeping her eyes forward and stride long. But she could sense that she was being followed as she made her way to the main entrance. She stole a glance behind her.

Could she see white?

She turned her head completely and saw the Rolls-Royce Phantom again, gliding in her direction.

It’s not real, she told herself. It’s not real.

But it seemed real. She couldn’t help but run, nearly bumping into an older white man as she made her way into the station.

“Watch it, jig!” he shouted after her.

She ignored the insult and zigzagged her way through the crowd.

Essie was nearly out of breath when she approached the line in front of one of the ticket booths.

She’d done it. Despite the odds, she’d made it this far. All she needed to do now was to buy a ticket and board a train that would take her out of New York. But where should she go?

She could go back to South Carolina, back to her family. She could grovel at Aunt Idalene’s feet and ask her for sanctuary. But Essie wasn’t eager to do that or return to the old homestead with its tobacco barns and dirt roads, to the land of Jim Crow. Back home, she’d had to endure a lot worse than white cab drivers ignoring her and being called a “jiggaboo.” She couldn’t see herself settling there again, not after living up here in Harlem.

Besides, they knew where she was from. They could easily find her down there.

Maybe she could take a train to Boston or Chicago. Change her name. She could disappear in another big city.

“Next!” the woman behind the gated ticket counter barked.

Essie stepped forward. “I … I need to buy a ticket.”

The woman rolled her eyes. Her pouty mouth, painted to look like Clara Bow, puckered with distaste. “Yeah, it’s a ticket window. You wanna buy a ticket to where?”

Essie hesitated, still unsure. She looked up at the departure board overhead. The train to Boston was exiting from Terminal 13. Thirteen. That was a bad sign, and she had ignored the signs before—to her own folly. But the train number for Chicago was 26668. That wouldn’t do either.

“Hey!” the woman behind the counter snapped. “We’ve got other people in line. Either buy a ticket or—”

“Philadelphia,” Essie blurted out. “I want to buy a ticket to Philadelphia. Broad Street Station, please.”

The train to Philly was departing from Terminal 7. Lucky number seven. And Louise was in Philly.

They’d both left South Carolina to follow their dreams. Essie would become a painter and study in New York. Meanwhile, Louise would travel from city to city like a vagabond, taking jobs as a maid, a salesclerk, and even a nightclub coat check girl before finally settling in Philly five months ago, securing a spot as a hotel cleaner.

Louise wouldn’t turn her away; Louise would help.

“That’ll be $2.60,” the woman behind the counter said.

While Essie sat in the waiting area, surrounded by people eating popcorn and peanuts, reading issues of the New York Herald Tribune and Photoplay, she knew that she was being watched.

They were watching and biding their time. They were laughing at her hubris.

She would never get away. Someone or something would stop her.

It’ll happen now, she thought as she walked down the platform to board her train, taking cautious glances over her shoulder.

As Essie listened to the “all boarding” last call minutes later and then felt the train lurch forward as it pulled away from the station, she had a death grip on the armrests, still anticipating some force stopping her or the train. Maybe a massive snowstorm. Or a derailment. Maybe the ground would open and swallow her whole. But as the skyscrapers and lights of New York City gradually disappeared from her window view—nothing happened. The train continued into the night. She loosened her hold on the seat’s wooden arms. She was both shocked and relieved that she’d regained her freedom. She’d escaped.

Essie realized this would probably be the last time she would ever see New York. She couldn’t come back. She said a silent goodbye to her art studio, to Central Park, to the jazz clubs she’d frequented, to the rent parties where she’d danced the night away, to the lovers she’d had, and to the friends she’d made.

The fatigue that had been tugging at her for hours finally won out. With her painting resting safely on her knees, her eyes slowly drifted close. Essie moaned and whimpered as she slumbered though, making one of the Pullman porters stare down at her worriedly when he passed by. He wondered what she was dreaming about.

Blood. A face contorted in pain. Being chased in the dark.

By the time Essie woke up, her train would be ninety miles out of New York City, only minutes from Broad Street Station. Back on the Upper East Side, a housemaid would find Maude Bachmann—esteemed philanthropist and Essie’s art patron—tangled in the bloody sheets on her four-poster bed.

The old woman’s eyes would be open and she would be stabbed three times—a mystical number—twice in the chest, once in the stomach.

The maid would let out a scream that would wake the entire household, maybe even the dead.






CHAPTER 2
SHANICE



WASHINGTON, D.C.

Present day

THE PAINTING HAS BEEN HANGING ON THE WALL OF MY GRANDMOTHER’S bedroom for as long as I can remember. I call it The Portrait of the Defiant Woman, though I don’t think it has a name. I don’t even know who painted it.

The color palette is dark. Lots of browns, grays, and blues. The woman in the portrait—ochre-skinned with short, curly hair—is cradling a bundle protectively against her chest, covering her naked torso. The bundle’s fabric is made of intricate woven patterns. You can’t tell what’s in it; it could be bread or even clothes.

Her garb is a crude imitation of tribal. A crown of chicken feathers sits askew on her head. A necklace made of bones dons her neck. Probably not something someone from any real African tribe would wear, but the movie version circa 1940s Tarzan—a caricature of what tribal would be. But her face … her expression keeps the viewer from even thinking about laughing.

Her brown eyes are wide like she’s been startled. Her face, which is partially hidden in the shadows, seems to dare the viewer to look at her.

The portrait vaguely reminds me of Johannes Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring, but more intense. It used to scare me when I was little. I always felt like the woman’s eyes followed me around the room, so I would avoid going in there.

Gotta clear out the house, Gram’s text says. That old painting is yours if you want it.

I squint down at my cell screen, surprised that Gram is giving away something she’s owned for so long.

Thanks, Gram, I type back quickly, not having time to ask her why she has to “clear out the house,” let alone why she’s giving up such a prized possession, because I’m too preoccupied with something more important at the moment.

Jason is leaving me.

For the past few months, I could see it coming, like one of the many signs and omens Gram always talks about.

“Your hand itchin’?” she asked me once as I absently scratched my palm. “Looks to me like some lucky girl is about to get some money!” she said in a singsong voice.

Or when I was ten, my allergies were so bad that I got a sinus infection, and I made the mistake of complaining in front of her that I had an earache.

“Ears ringin’, huh?” Gram slowly shook her head and made a tsk, tsk sound. “Somebody must be talkin’ about you.”

I know I’ve inherited her superstitious nature because, like I said, I could see the breakup coming. The beard shavings left in the bathroom sink. The overflowing trash cans in our apartment. The nearly empty containers of ice cream and OJ I kept discovering in the fridge no matter how many times I threw the old ones away. They were signs of disrepair. Atrophy. Our relationship was slowly grinding to a halt like an old car engine.

And then, about a week ago, I returned home to find a stray cat asleep on our welcome mat. The black feline was curled into a ball with its eyes closed and its left ear flicking as it slept. It didn’t stir until I was nearly two feet away. When I came close, it jumped to its feet with its back arched and tail puffy, like it was going to defend its new home or die trying, but then the cat seemed to think better of it and scampered off, disappearing down the corridor.

The next morning Jason told me we were done. Today, he is making it official.

I drop my cell into my purse and walk out of our kitchen to head to work after loitering and avoiding having to say goodbye to Jason all morning. I grab my keys and my thermal coffee mug from the counter and watch Jason close the lid of one of the many boxes he’s amassed over the last week to move out of our apartment.

There are little cardboard mountains in every room now, and archipelagoes of garbage bags along the walls. They’re filled with items he plans to throw away or donate to the Salvation Army. I watch as he leans down to grab packing tape from one of the end tables to seal the box he’s just finished packing.

“I don’t understand why you have to do all this now,” I say, gesturing to the box.

Jason yanks a long wad of tape from the roll with a piercing screech, making me wince.

“Why can’t you wait until I get home from work?” I ask over the noise.

I’m drumming my nails on the side of my mug as I talk. It’s a nervous tick and it’s annoying but I can’t stop.

“Why do you have to be moved out before then?”

I don’t think I can bear to come home to a dark, silent apartment. I imagine that all the boxes and our living room furniture will be gone save for a lone coffee table where Jason will leave his house key.

“Because the moving guys will be here in a couple of hours and who knows when you’ll get home anyway. You’re always working late.” He glances over his shoulder at me as he tapes the lid close. “Besides, what’s the point of me being here? What more is there to say?”

“What more is there to say? We were together for almost five years. You can’t give me a decent goodbye? You at least owe me that.”

Click, click, click, click. My nails drum to a steady beat.

I think about the early days and how much Jason pursued me. How he’d just happen to show up at our office building whenever I did every morning, or how we’d always end up at the same sandwich shops for lunch, standing in line only a few people apart.

I found out later that Jason had been stalking me for almost a month before he finally asked me out, trying to work up the nerve to talk to me. And our first date had been so over the top—a private rooftop dinner and a Ferris wheel ride overlooking the National Harbor.

Where had all that fervor gone? Shouldn’t our ending match the beginning?

I want sobbing. Shouting. Maybe even some dishes to be thrown. Something melodramatic. Not this sad, unexceptional exit like two college roommates going their separate ways at the end of the semester.

Jason tosses aside the roll of tape. He turns away from the cardboard box to finally look at me. I hoped to find his expression apologetic. Maybe he’s ashamed of how he’s treating me. Treating us. Instead, his nutmeg-hued face remains impassive. His dark eyes are flat.

“I don’t know what else you think I owe you at this point, Shanice. Considering how much I’ve been carrying the weight of our relationship … hell, carrying you for the past year, I don’t really feel like I owe you a thing.”

I stop drumming my nails. I’m shocked into silence.

It wasn’t a shout or a dinner plate hurled at my head, but it hurts just as much.

“Fuck you,” I say because I can’t think of anything else.

I walk to our apartment door. My hand is shaking as I grab the doorknob and slam the door shut behind me.





CHAPTER 3


INHALE, EXHALE.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

I’ve been taking slow, deep breaths the entire metro ride to work, but it’s not helping. Every screech of the train wheel over the track has me on edge. The operator did a hard brake a few stations back, and I bit down so hard on the skin inside my mouth that I thought it might bleed.

“Dupont Circle,” the automated voice says over the static-filled speaker. “Doors opening.”

I hear the chime, rise from my seat, and join the dozen or so people waiting to be disgorged onto the even more crowded platform. It feels like I’ve just done this, but in reverse. I worked late last night, like I have many other nights, toiling at the office over page proofs—even though we’d had an office party that day and everyone else had taken off early. I rode the same train home after ten o’clock, almost nodding off to sleep in my chair.

Now as I walk to the escalators, I glance at my reflection in the plexiglass of a passing train.

My curly hair is tucked into place, pinned in a loose bun atop my head. I’m wearing makeup and a small heel. The red shirt I chose this morning brings out the warm undertones in my brown skin.

In the glass, I see the image of a twenty-nine-year-old woman who seems capable and stable, of the woman I have to be to get through the long, busy workday ahead of me. I don’t have the luxury to think about the breakup or about Jason. I don’t have the luxury of falling apart.

As I scan my metro card over the gate reader and see that I only have $3.65 left—just enough for my train ride back home—I try not to obsess about how I’m going to afford transportation and rent in a major city with my miniscule savings (exactly $437 total), a lack of real income, and no more financial support from my gainfully employed boyfriend.

I know that’s what Jason meant when he said he’d been “carrying” me for the past year. But he agreed to do it. We agreed that this was the sacrifice we needed to make so I could take my editorial internship at The Intersector magazine.

“It’s unpaid? You don’t get a salary?” Jason choked after taking a bite of the lemon blueberry cake he’d picked up at Sprinkles in Georgetown on the way home so we could celebrate my getting the job. He grabbed a glass of water to swallow down the rest. “You never told me that.”

“It’s not unpaid. It has a five-hundred-dollar stipend.”

“Five hundred dollars a week?”

“A month,” I said, making him look like he was about to choke all over again.

“Shanice, you quit a job making eighty grand a year for this.”

“A boring job that didn’t fulfill me.”

“Do they at least give you medical insurance?”

“I’m an intern, not an employee. Why would I get medical insurance?”

“Jesus, Shanice,” he exhaled. “Someone with your … with your issues—”

“Issues?”

“Don’t get defensive,” he said tightly. “You know what I mean. You need medical coverage. What if you have a—”

“It’s only temporary. I’ll be an intern for a year or two, and then they’ll bring me on full-time. I’ll get a pay increase and insurance. Problem solved!”

He still didn’t look convinced.

“Jason, I knew if I told you all this stuff what you would say, but … but I can’t turn down this job. Do you know how many folks applied for this thing?”

The Intersector magazine was well respected. Plenty of its former editors had gone on to places like The Economist, The Atlantic, and The New Yorker. Maybe the same could happen to me if I worked there, worked hard, and moved up the ranks. This was my gateway.

“And you left your job at that firm three years ago to work at a startup. Nothing was guaranteed for you either, but now you’re making six figures,” I argued to Jason that night. “You’re the friggin IT director!”

“That was different, Shanice. I—”

“No, it wasn’t. It’s the same thing. Your boss chose you because they saw your potential and the editors at The Intersector chose me, honey. Out of all of those folks, they chose me.”

Jason hesitated before taking another bite of cake. “Okay,” he said between chews, “as long as you aren’t being taken advantage of. As long as this isn’t just …” His voice faded.

“Isn’t just … what?”

“A way for them to get cheap labor. I don’t want you to waste your time and end up at a dead-end job.”

“It’s not! It’s not that at all. It’s gonna lead to big things, honey. I know it.”

He didn’t say it at the time, but I guess Jason didn’t believe me. He never did.



I climb the last stair on the escalators and emerge out of the dark metro tunnels into a blazing bright morning and a street already teeming with foot and car traffic. I take a few steps and slow to a stop. Instead of running into my normal flock of pigeons fighting over bits of bagel or puttering down the sidewalk like morning commuters, I see a solitary crow near a parking meter.

Another bad omen.

It looks up and focuses its onyx eyes on me. I stare back at it until it lets out a squawk as loud as a car horn. I turn away and continue walking, telling myself to calm down, to not let my superstitions get the better of me.

I wasn’t dumped because I saw a black cat on my welcome mat, but because Jason and I hadn’t had a date night in six months. Because we’d lost our ability to communicate as a couple. And nothing will happen now that I’ve seen the crow. It’s just a random coincidence. That’s all.

But that doesn’t mean I don’t hesitate before stepping into every crosswalk, on the lookout for a speeding car or a runaway bus. It doesn’t mean that I don’t go to the other side of the street to avoid walking under the scaffolding where construction workers are hammering and buzzing away.

I manage to reach the magazine’s office building a few minutes later. No catastrophes along the way. There, I see Priya, the editorial assistant, near the entrance. She’s leaning her petite frame against the building’s granite exterior. Like me, she’s also nursing what looks like a cup of coffee.

She seems hungover. I’m not surprised. A few of the other staffers took her to a bar after her going-away party to celebrate her new job. As I draw closer, she looks up, lowers her cup, and waves at me before taking another sip.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hi, Shanice,” she answers weakly, pushing her sunglasses to her crown. Yeah, she is definitely hungover. There are bags under her eyes. “I guess I beat you to work today. You’re later than usual this morning. What happened?”

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

“Just … uh … metro. You know how it is. So are you excited?” I ask, changing the subject from my lateness, not wanting to give the true reason behind it. “Just two more days, then off to The Miscreant.”

It’s a new online news venture that’s been getting a lot of buzz. She’s joining as one of the editors. Priya shrugs. “I’m more relieved than anything else.”

“Well, I’m happy for you.”

I start pivoting from one foot to the other, bouncing on the balls of my feet like I have to use the bathroom. More fidgeting. I force myself to stop so she doesn’t notice that something is off. But my mask isn’t as good today.

I watch as Priya wiggles her head. I’m not sure if it’s indifference or thanks.

“Really. I mean it, Priya. If anyone deserves to move on, it’s … it’s you.”

She was the intern before me—the lowest on the office totem pole before she was promoted to editorial assistant. Though she outranked me, she never made me feel that way.

Her face softens. “Thank you, Shanice. I appreciate that.”

“Well, I better head upstairs since I’m already late.” I turn toward the doors. “You comin’?” I ask, inclining my head toward the entrance.

“No, not yet, but I will be in the office soon. I just have to finish this first.” She holds her cup aloft.

I nod and face the doors again. In the glass reflection, I notice over my shoulder a fuzzy object in one of the trees across the street.

Perched on one of the branches is another crow, or maybe it’s the crow from earlier.

“Something wrong?” Priya calls.

“Huh? Uh, no,” I say, adjusting my satchel. “No, I’m … I’m fine.”

I push open the door and step inside. When I take a final glance over my shoulder, I see that the crow is gone.





CHAPTER 4


LISTENING TO THE SERIES OF PINGS AND SCREECHES, TO THE LABORED whine of decades-old cables, I close my eyes as I ride the building’s rickety elevator to the fifth floor. Today, it feels like it’s a flip of a coin whether this ride will be my last. Whether I make it to the magazine’s offices—or go plunging back down to the floors below.

The Intersector is housed in one of the older buildings in Dupont Circle. It’s six stories tall and nestled on Florida Avenue, not too far from Embassy Row.

A photo of the building is featured on the magazine’s website. It’s shot in black and white, highlighting the exterior’s Beaux-Arts architecture with all its flourishes and shadows. The whitewashed granite and scalloped brass awning over the entrance. The arched windows with their fierce gargoyles perched at the corners of each ledge. Those shadows are even more pronounced at night when the streetlights hit the building at just the right angle. It looks almost forbidding from a distance.

Whatever rich, old white dude built it a hundred years ago obviously meant it to intimidate—and it does, but it’s a false bravado. You realize that as soon as you step inside and make it past the ornate lobby. You see the 1980s, industrial offices with their drop ceilings, linoleum tile, and heavy-duty, nursery-school-style carpets. And you ride the deathtrap elevators that probably haven’t been serviced since 1996.

My eyes pop open when I hear a loud buzz; it’s my cell, not the elevator. I’ve got a new text. I dig through my purse, in search of my phone.

When are you gonna come to get it? I can wrap it up for you, the text from Gram says.

I stare at the screen, confused, but then I realize she’s talking about The Portrait of the Defiant Woman. I get a flashback to the woman’s haunting eyes that I once believed could actually see me. I shake my head.

No thanks, Gram, I start to type in reply. I don’t want it, but I could—

I’m about to offer to take it to Goodwill for her, but stop typing as the elevator car I’m riding shudders to a stop. I tuck my phone back into my purse—I’ll finish writing the text after I settle into the office. I turn the corner, surprised to find a few of the other staffers congregating in the hallway as if someone decided to hold an impromptu meeting there.

Ted, our managing editor, is leaning against the wall, chewing his nails. Connor, our designer, is sitting on the hallway floor with his legs crossed at the ankles. He looks worried. Meanwhile, Darcy, our associate editor, is pacing up and down the hall, shoving her glasses up the bridge of her nose as she excitedly talks into her cell.

“Yeah. Yeah, the police are here,” she says, twirling a lock of curly hair around her finger. “They told us to stay out here and wait … No, I don’t know … I said I don’t know, Kendall! Maybe they’re calling in CSI.”

“Uh, what’s going on?” I ask Connor. “Why is everyone out here?”

He slowly looks up at me. “Someone broke into the office last night and trashed the place. Stole equipment too.”

“What?”

“They didn’t break in,” Ted says, though it sounds more like “Zey didn’t take in,” because he’s still chewing his nails. He finally lowers his hand from his mouth and shoves them into the pockets of his khakis. He purses his chapped lips. “The cops are saying there’s no signs of forced entry. It looks like the door was left unlocked. Kinda makes you wish now this building actually had a security desk instead of part-time guards.”

I was the last person to leave the office last night—or at least, I thought I was. I frantically try to remember if I locked the door behind me when I left, replaying the sequence of steps in my head. I remember placing the stack of corrected page proofs on our editor Gary’s desk. I remember turning off my laptop. I even remember turning off the lights and shutting the door behind me, but I can’t remember if I locked the door. My mind is drawing a blank.

Instead, I remember the crow. The one in the tree. It was a sign that something bad was about to happen, like I thought.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

I turn away from Ted, walk over Connor’s extended legs, and make my way farther down the hall. I peek through the doorway where Gary stands, shoving his hand into his graying hair, looking what could only be described as shell shocked while he talks to a uniformed police officer. As he talks, another cop walks around our offices, surveying what is now a crime scene.

Connor was right. Whoever was here trashed the place. Papers are everywhere. Drawers are hanging open carelessly. One is yanked out of Ted’s desk completely and its contents now spill onto the floor. They (whoever they were) knocked over the watercooler too, either purposely or in haste during the burglary, soaking the carpet and the sea of strewn papers. I can see that some of the laptops are missing, probably stolen. A few of the plaques from the Society of Professional Journalists and National Magazine Awards are ripped down, leaving rough gouges in the drywall.

“Had your office received any threats before this?” the officer standing closest to Gary asks. “Anything that might make you believe this was more than just a burglary.”

Gary throws out his hands. He shrugs. “Uh, I guess. I mean … yeah, sure! But we’re a political magazine. We’re always getting emails and hate tweets telling us to die in a fire. But I don’t know if …” His words drift off as his eyes shift and land on me. “Shanice, there you are! I’ve been looking for you.”

I point at my chest. “For … me?”

“Yeah,” he says, beckoning me into the room, “you were the last one here last night, right?”

I step into the office, listening to the crinkling of paper under my feet. “I think so.”

“And who are you?” the cop asks, head cocked, now looking at me too.

I can feel the heavy weight of their gazes. My throat is dry, so I loudly clear it.

“I’m Shanice Pierce. I work here. I’m … uh … the … an intern.”

“When did you leave last night, Ms. Pierce?” the cop asks.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

“I left at ten o’clock. Maybe ten thirty,” I say, clenching my hands in front of me while silently telling myself that if there is any time not to fidget, it’s now; I don’t want to look guilty.

“Do you remember hearing anything?” the cop asks. “Did you see anyone unfamiliar in the building as you left?”

I slowly shake my head. My armpits are getting damp under my red shirt. I imagine little sweaty semicircles forming there.

“Uh, no,” I say. “I didn’t … I didn’t see anyone. I didn’t hear anything unusual.”

The cop nods and turns to face Gary again. “It sounds like a case of just a random burglary. Happens all the time. Maybe someone was roaming through the building late last night, looking for an unlocked door, and just happened to stumble upon yours.”

“But we’ve been in this building for over twenty years and we’ve never had a burglary. Why did it happen now?”

“Don’t know, sir. Neighborhoods change.”

Gary and the cop are talking privately now; I’m no longer in the conversation. I guess I’ve been dismissed.

I slink out of the office and return to where the rest of the staff is huddled. Priya now stands with them. She’s talking to Ted. I assume he’s caught her up on the news.

When I draw close, they all stare at me.

“Did you talk to the police?” Darcy asks. Her blue eyes assess me eagerly behind the smudged lenses of her glasses.

I nod. “They asked me if I heard or saw anything.”

“Well? Did you?” Ted asks.

I shake my head.

“Shit! We are so fucked,” he mutters. “With our computers gone, there’s no way we’re gonna be able to finish the issue in time.”

“We still have most of the files on the server,” Connor begins, “but I didn’t get the chance to …”

I stop listening to the rest of their conversation, now lost in my own thoughts.

I was the last one here, which meant I was most likely the one who left the door unlocked. This is all my fault. What does that mean for my job?

I’ve worked twelve-hour days, six days a week for less than minimum wage. I put on a cheerful facade while I did the office grunt work. So far, Gary has rejected all my pitches. He’d either seen it before, said it wasn’t right for the magazine’s readership, or didn’t think I had the chops to pull it off.

“I liked your pitch about the long history of hip-hop and activism,” Gary said at our last meeting. “It has potential, but it needs some refinement. I’d feel much more comfortable with something like that in our more senior editors’ hands. Someone like Ted.”

“Just got the new Drake album,” Ted said with a grin and a nod. “It was fire! I’d love to tackle a topic like this.”

“Sure,” I said through gritted teeth, “I’ll give you my notes.”

I did it all to prove myself. This was supposed to be a new beginning. This was supposed to be my big chance—only to have it wiped out by one mistake.

That crow. That stupid crow! I knew when I saw it this morning that something was going to happen. I’m going to get fired. I probably won’t even have the chance to—

“Are you okay?” Priya asks, snapping me back to the present.

Gradually, I nod again.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m … I’m fine.”

An hour later, we’re back in the office, trying our best to clean up the mess the burglars left behind. I keep quiet, gathering handfuls of paper and shoving them into garbage bags.

“I can’t believe this,” Gary murmurs as he stands in the center of the office, still shaking his head and noticeably not lifting a finger to clean. “I just can’t believe this! How the hell did this happen?”

No one answers him, continuing our tasks in silence.

“Who robs a magazine?” he laments.

“Maybe it was the maintenance staff,” Ted volunteers. “I think they work with contractors. I bet they don’t always do background checks. Maybe one of them came in, grabbed the equipment, and decided to pawn it to feed their drug habit or … or something.”

Or something?

I can’t decide if Ted’s baseless accusations about the building’s mostly black and Latino maintenance staff is racist or classist. Maybe both.

“We don’t do background checks either,” Gary says. “I just trusted that everyone in the office has been honest with me.”

His words fall like an anvil in the room, making us all go silent again. I pause from my cleaning to look up at Gary. His green eyes are focused back on me.

“What are you saying, Gare?” Darcy asks.

“I’m saying that I’ve trusted everyone here to act professionally and responsibly, but maybe I shouldn’t have.”

I set down my trash bag. My face flushes with heat. My ears are starting to ring.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

In—

“We’ve never had a break-in. This was our first time ever, and you were the last one in the office, Shanice, and you were one of the last people here this morning. You’re never late,” Gary says, striding across the office toward me. “Did you or did you not let someone in here last night? Do you know who did this?”

My stomach tightens into a painful knot.

I don’t know how to respond to Gary’s question.

I knew eventually I’d be held responsible for not locking the door behind me last night, but I never expected Gary to think I was in any way connected to the burglary. That I tried to rob the place.

“Are you serious?” I ask.

“Gary,” Priya begins, a grimace marring her brown face, “you can’t—”

“Yes, I’m serious!” he says, talking over her. “I want to know the truth. It’s a simple question. Do you know who did this, Shanice? Do you know where our laptops went? Just tell me!”

I look around the room, waiting for someone besides Priya to come to my defense, but they don’t say anything. Ted, Darcy, and Connor either stare at me like they were waiting for my answer or sheepishly look away.

I’m stunned. Stunned that they would think I was capable of such a thing. These people have known me for almost a year. Worked with me. They all signed a card for my birthday. And now this is happening.

Is it racist or classist? I wonder again. It could be all of it or none of it. The truth is it doesn’t matter. The accusation stings all the same. It burns hot, making my skin tingle. My body temperature is skyrocketing. My heart is racing. The urge to flee is screaming inside my head.

I stumble to my desk and quickly gather my things, barely paying attention to what I’m shoving into my tote bag. My desk calendar. A stapler. A chipped coffee mug. I head to the office door to escape.

“What are you doing? You can’t just leave! You didn’t answer my question!” Gary calls after me.

I want to shout back at him, but I can’t breathe, let alone speak.

“Shanice,” Priya says. “Shanice, wait!”

But I won’t wait. I can’t. I’ll die if I stay here.

I walk out the door and no one follows me or tries to stop me, which is good because I’m breathing like I’ve just run a marathon. I feel like I’m wearing a corset that’s tightening around my rib cage.

By some miracle, I make it to the lobby. I can barely see because of the tears in my eyes. I push through the glass doors that deposit me back onto the curb. The vice grip around my ribs has only gotten tighter. I’m shaking all over and sobbing now. I lean forward with my hand on my stomach, choking as I gasp for air.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale …

In—

“Yo, sis, you good?” a stranger asks, but I can’t answer him.

I can’t form a sentence because my mind is racing, and I’m getting sensory overload from the city traffic and people walking by. I hear the blare of a fire engine. The heavy bass of a car stereo. A woman talking loudly on her cell phone. I close my eyes to keep from feeling dizzy.

Calm down. Calm down. Slow, deep breaths, I tell myself.

“You need me to call somebody? You need a doctor or an ambulance or somethin’?” he shouts.

Inhale …

Inhale …

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

The dizziness wanes. Slowly, I can breathe again.

How long have I been standing here? Sixty seconds? Five minutes? I open my glassy eyes and finally, I nod, wiping the tears from my cheeks. “Yeah, umm … I’m … I’m fine. I’m okay,” I say shakily. “You d-d-don’t need to call anyone. Thank you.”

The stranger—a guy with dreads who’s probably my age, maybe younger—eyes me warily but keeps walking, joining the rest of the pedestrians.

I force myself to stand upright, wondering who else saw me. As if on cue, I hear the squawk overhead.

I see it perched near the building’s entrance on the head of one of the gargoyles. The crow. It’s staring down at me, like it’s been waiting for me this whole time.

I glare back at it until it flaps its wings once, twice, then takes off.





CHAPTER 5


MY CELL PHONE BUZZES, AND I’M STARTLED AWAKE BY THE SOUND OF it and my laptop falling to the hardwood floor. I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands and look around my bedroom.

There is no longer light outside my window and the bedroom is pitch black, making the glow of my cell seem even brighter. Where did all the sunlight go? I could feel the emptiness of the room, but now I can see it in the dim light coming from my phone screen. The open spaces on my dresser. The vacant pillow beside me.

It’s all a reminder that Jason doesn’t live here anymore. That I’m alone.

I haven’t seen him since he moved out. The day I quit and had a full-blown panic attack, I went to a nearby sandwich shop and stayed locked in one of their bathroom stalls so long that one of the waitresses knocked on the stall door and asked if I was all right in there.

I stayed another hour, willing myself to regain control, until I got a text from Jason saying that he’d finished loading his things into the moving truck and the apartment was all mine. I finally left the restaurant and went home.

He and I have only “spoken” once since that day and briefly: it was by text five days ago when I reminded him that he left his apartment key, but forgot to leave the spare.

Away on business, his message said. Will bring it when I get back.

Either he still hasn’t gotten back from wherever he went for his business trip, or he’s completely forgotten about the spare key. I wouldn’t be surprised if, like the spare key, he’s gradually forgetting about me too.

My cell phone buzzes again. I reluctantly reach for it, prepared to press the button to send the call to voicemail. But when I see the name onscreen, I don’t tap the little red button.

Damn. Gram is calling.

I remember it all at once. Her texts about cleaning out her house. Her offer of the painting in her bedroom. She left me a voicemail too.

“Just checkin’ in on you, honey,” her gravelly voice said. “I even called your father to see what’s goin’ on with you, and you know how much I just love talkin’ to him. He claims you’re goin’ through a lot right now, but I said you’re a strong girl. You’ll be okay. Call me back!” she implored.

But I didn’t call her back. Instead, I’ve stayed mostly in bed for almost a week, not seeing or speaking to anyone. Gram deserves better than that, better than being ghosted by her granddaughter.

I sit upright in bed and press the green button on the screen. “Hey, Gram,” I say, forcing lightness into my voice.

“There she is!” my grandmother cries. “I figured if I kept callin’ you, you’d pick up.”

“Yeah, uh, sorry. I meant to call you back, but I … well, I—”

“Uh-hunh,” she grunts, cutting me off, like she has less energy to hear my halfhearted excuse than I have to say it. “Your daddy said he hasn’t heard from you in a while either. I was about to tell him to beat down your door and make sure you were still alive.”

I choke back a laugh. “I’m still alive.”

“Still walking too, I guess. Do your hands still work as well?”

“Yes,” I say slowly, wondering where she’s going with this.

“Good. Then you can come over and do a little favor for me.”

“What little favor?”

“I started straightening up the house, like I said, but it didn’t take me long to figure out that it’s just too much for an old lady like me to do on my own.”

I’m not surprised by this. That old painting isn’t the only thing she’s had forever.

Gram’s home has been in our family for generations, and she seems to have inherited or collected furniture, knickknacks, and tchotchkes spanning more than a century. She’s stuffed all that crap into every square inch of her little bungalow and her fenced-in yard. She isn’t quite ready to be featured on an episode of Hoarders, but she’s getting there.

“I thought you could help me,” Gram continues, “since you probably ain’t busy. Your daddy said you lost your job.”

“I quit, actually,” I whisper.

The phone line goes quiet. She waits for me to explain more, but I don’t. I guess Dad didn’t tell her everything. Of course, he didn’t. Those two barely talk anyway, but I’m in no mood to rehash the story to her right now. I didn’t even tell my bestie, Tati, the true reason why I quit. It’s too … triggering.

I’ve heard people use the word before, usually casually, even flippantly.

I was so triggered.

Uh-oh, trigger warning!

But I’m not being hyperbolic. There’s nothing else to accurately describe what it feels like to be put back in one of your lowest moments, in that bad place all over again. The rush of emotions. The sensations are replayed almost verbatim. Then you’re reminded of even worse moments. You’re dropped back into those heart-wrenching memories that you don’t want to think about, and they all coalesce into one singular thought that threatens to crush you.

“Well, I’m … I’m sure you quit for a good reason,” Gram says after a while in an unspoken understanding that I love her for, “and you’ll find a new job. I know you will. Until then, you’ve got plenty of time to help your ol’ Gram.”

How the hell am I going to find the will or energy to clean the overflowing museum that she calls a house? I wasn’t even able to get out of bed today. Then I remind myself that I can’t talk to Gram about stuff like this, about dealing with heartbreak and loss.

This is a woman who would never allow herself to wallow in self-pity. She wouldn’t even allow herself time to mourn after my mother died. I heard the morning after Mom’s funeral, Gram was back at work, answering phones and getting coffee for the Fed chairman she used to work for before she retired.

And Gram is pretty old-fashioned; she doesn’t believe in therapy. When I was diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder back when I was a teenager, she couldn’t be convinced I even had a disorder. She still can’t.

“We didn’t have any ‘anxiety disorders’ in my day,” she told me once. “You’d tell the old folks you had a disorder, and they’d tell you to go pray, take a long walk, and get some fresh air.”

“Maybe we can hire some people to help you clean up the house,” I now suggest to her so I can get out of it. “Maybe a … uh … maid service.”

“And just who has this maid service money? You? I can’t ask your daddy for money. You know how much I hate to ask that man for anything, especially since he isn’t even my son-in-law anymore now that he’s remarried to that woman.”

By “that woman” she means my stepmother, Dana, who my father has been married to for almost thirteen years.

But I guess her animosity is less directed toward Dana than it is to anything related to Dad. Gram and Dad have always had a reluctant relationship that only got worse after Mom, the peacemaker in the family, died.

“Plus, you’re my blood, Shanice,” Gram continues. “You’re the only blood I’ve got left.”

So she’s pulling that card?

Yes, I’m her “blood.” I’m her only grandchild and Mom was her only child. As far as I know, Gram has no other living relatives but me.

“Okay. Okay.” I throw back my head and glare up at my ceiling fan in the dim light, stifling a groan. “I guess I can come Thursday.”

“Tomorrow would be better, honey. I’ve already gotten started. No point in slowin’ down now,” she replies before hanging up.

I press the red button on my cell screen, not stifling my groan this time.

Tomorrow it is.





CHAPTER 6


I BORROW DAD’S VOLVO AND DRIVE TO GRAM’S WITH A BOX FILLED with garbage bags, rubber gloves, a bucket, a mop, a six-pack of sponges, and two bottles of lemon-scented Pine-Sol stowed in the back.

All of it cost about fifty bucks, bringing my already meager savings to a grand total of $385.48.

I have to battle lunchtime city traffic on the way there, almost getting sideswiped by a delivery truck, and then I circle the neighborhood a few times before I can find parking. By the time I do, I’m already exhausted.

I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths.

When I got my diagnosis over a decade ago, I was relieved. At least I finally had a name for what I was feeling, for the fidgeting, worrying, and avoidance due to irrational fears. For the monster that kept me from sleeping at night and filled my mind with the most random thoughts like what if a Boeing 737 fell out of the sky and came crashing through my ceiling? Is that how I was going to die?

This disorder can be a moody beast. A real bitch. Sometimes, I can go months with it sitting quietly in the background, and I’m perfectly fine, bright, and happy. And then something bad happens, like a fender bender or my credit card number gets stolen or my boyfriend of five years leaves me and my boss accuses me of burglary, and suddenly the beast taps me on the shoulder and says, “Hey! Remember me? It’s been a while. I’m about to make your life miserable, girl.”

Today, it isn’t just tapping on my shoulder. It’s practically sitting in the passenger seat beside me.

Inhale, exhale.

Inhale, exhale.

I finally climb out of the car. By the time I arrive at the bottom of the wooden stairs leading to Gram’s house, I am reluctant but ready to work.

Gram lives on the outskirts of Anacostia in a neighborhood that’s starting to gentrify. It’s been a slow creep of rehabs and renovations, elaborate landscaping and the repaving of driveways. Now Gram’s house is noticeably different from the others on her block; it stands out like an inflamed pimple on an otherwise unblemished face.

The other bungalows feature pristine lawns, artfully sculpted topiary, and flower boxes. Meanwhile, Gram’s front lawn is overgrown and the paint is flaking along the front porch and window trim. The cedar siding is missing in some spots. A stack of mildewing, old newspapers sits near the door.

I take a quick glance at the sky and the trees overhead, on the lookout for a crow, but I don’t see one. No bad omens. Just a normal day.

I slowly climb the warped stairs, shifting from side to side with the cumbersome weight of my load. Just when I’m about to knock on the door, I hear someone say behind me, “Excuse me! Hello! Hello! Do you live here? I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

And just like that, I’m instantly yanked back to the office where I stand with a trash bag filled with wet papers, where Ted, Darcy, and Connor are either staring at me or looking away from me, shamefaced. I can hear Gary’s words echoing in my head: “Did you or did you not let someone in here last night? Do you know who did this?”

My cheeks flush with heat. My ears are ringing.

I turn to find a woman standing on the sidewalk. A robotic grin is frozen on her pale, freckled face. She has a Whole Foods canvas bag in one hand and the other hand is around the wrist of an apple-cheeked toddler in denim overalls with curly red hair like her own. He isn’t smiling; he’s picking his nose.

What does this woman think? I’m about to break in using a mop and a bucket?

“Why are you even asking me that? Who are you?” I ask in return.

“Oh, I’m sorry! That’s not … that’s not what I meant,” she insists, rushing forward, making the little boy lurch after her and dislodge the finger from his nostril. “I’m sure you could live here. I’m not insinuating that you don’t.”

My heartbeat starts to decelerate. The ear ringing disappears. My fight-or-flight mechanism eases its hold.

“I just meant we hadn’t met before,” she continues. “My name is Fawn, and this is my son, Wesley. We live five houses down. Moved in late last year. I’m the newly elected neighborhood block captain. Have you been to any of the meetings?”

I take a deep breath and force a smile. “Uh, no. Sorry. I misunderstood you. It’s … It’s nice to meet you.” I wave awkwardly, still juggling my cleaning supplies. “My name’s Shanice.”

“It’s great to meet you too! I’ve been trying to introduce myself to everyone and let them know I’m here to help. For instance,” she says, inclining her head, “I don’t know if you realize this, but you’re supposed to separate your recyclables. The bin is for paper and the lidded can is for glass and plastic. It’s labeled, but you may not have noticed.”

“Oh, umm …” I pause to gesture to Gram’s house. “Actually, I—”

“I just point that out,” she says, interrupting again, “because I notice that you never separate them, and as neighborhood block captain, I wanted to make you aware. Just to be helpful! Also, I keep a slew of eco-friendly bags for lawn debris, if you ever need some. It’s no problem.”

“Mommy, I want merry-go-round,” the little boy whines as he sucks his finger. The same one that was up his nose.

“We’re going to head to the park soon, honey,” she assures him, before turning back around to face me. Her wide grin never budges. “If you ever need any bags for grass clippings or leaves, just reach out. I could even recommend a lawn service, since I notice that you don’t—”

“We got all the bags we need,” Gram calls out.

I glance over my shoulder to find her standing behind me in the doorway.

“Oh, well that’s great to hear!” Fawn says as I step through the door, past Gram. “I don’t believe we’ve met either. I was just introducing myself to Shanice. I’m Fawn from five houses down the block. You must be—”

“Good to meet you,” Gram murmurs dryly before slamming the door on Fawn and her booger-eating toddler. She then engages the dead bolt.

“One of the new neighbors, huh?”

Gram rolls her eyes at my question while I kiss her cheek. “She stops by here two to three days a week, knocking on the door or peeking through the blinds. She might as well wait around in the bushes for me to come out of the house. I don’t know what the hell she wants.”

“Maybe she just wants to say hi. You know, to be … well … friendly, but she has a really bad sense of personal boundaries?”

“Uh-hunh,” Gram grunts, sounding incredulous.

Gram is wearing a Clinton-Gore T-shirt and denim capris with an elastic waistband today. Like her clothes, she seems frozen in time—from her wrinkle-free skin that makes her look like she’s in her late forties though she turned seventy last year, to the way she wears her hair in the same Farrah Fawcett hairdo she’s had since the ’80s, though the teased curls have gotten thinner and grayer over the years.

I take a quick scan around me.

There is a maze of piles in the living and dining rooms. A few are sitting on the shag carpet. Another on the leather recliner. Even more are on the dining room table. I wonder if they are “keep” piles, or stuff she’s planning to dump or give away.

“So why are you doing this?” I ask. “Why are you clearing out the house anyway?”

“I got a letter from another one of those real estate agents a couple of months ago. Those letters, cards, and postcards have just been piling up on my kitchen counter. All of them keep saying they wanna buy the house or know people who would want to buy my house.” She walks across the living room and begins to add more papers and books to another pile. “I finally decided to call one of them back.” She looks over her shoulder at me. “It’s not like you want this place.”

She’s right. I want the house even less than I want that old painting she offered. I’d rather get a roommate or move back to the burbs to live with Dad and Dana than move here.

Not only are there so many things that need to be fixed around the bungalow, I wouldn’t have the skill or the budget to do it. There are also too many memories here. Too many artifacts of Mom. Pictures on the walls and shelves. Her old cheerleading uniforms and homecoming dress are still in one of the upstairs closets in their dry cleaning bags with the receipts attached.

The truth is, even if we packed it all up and sent it to Goodwill, I’d still be able to tell Mom once lived here. I can feel it in the walls. It would be like living and sleeping in a tomb.

“So,” Gram says, “I let the agent look around and give me an estimate for how much I could get, which is more than you’d think. It seems silly to keep holding on to the place, don’t it? I could sell it and move into something smaller, but nicer. One of those senior communities with the pools and golf courses. Find me a rich ol’ husband and make him take me on getaway vacations.”

I snort before dropping everything to the floor that I’ve carried inside.

“And the neighborhood has changed so much,” Gram goes on. “All the old folks are leavin’ either in a U-Haul truck or a pine box, and these new folks like her,” she pauses to glance with exasperation at the closed door, “just keep movin’ in. Some of them are nice enough, but I feel like …”

Her voice drifts off as she does a double take. She looks horrified, like I’ve just spat on the carpet.

“Are you out of your damn mind, girl?” she cries before rushing toward me. I jump back when she reaches down and grabs my purse, which I’ve set next to my feet along with the bucket filled with Pine-Sol bottles. She picks up the purse and shoves it at me, catching me off guard, making me clasp it against my chest.

“Don’t sit your purse on the floor, Shanice. It’s bad luck!” She shakes her head, looking from me to the purse and back again. She points at it like it’s a cursed object. “How long have you been doing that? Just dropping it anywhere?”

I stare at her, now speechless. I shrug. “I … I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” She sucks her teeth. “No wonder you’ve had it so hard lately.” She returns her attention to her sorting, still shaking her head and muttering to herself.

I wonder if Gram realizes how crazy she sounds. But then I remind myself I was paranoid that a crow was stalking me, that a black cat made my boyfriend leave me. I had a panic attack on a busy sidewalk only a week ago. I don’t have any room to judge.

I rest my purse on an empty spot of her coffee table and get to work.





CHAPTER 7


THE CLEANING PROCESS IS A SLOW AND DUSTY ONE, BUT AT LEAST IT is a mindless distraction.

I dump old issues of Soap Opera Digest going back to 1984 and organize Gram’s vinyl records. I throw away old crossword puzzles and sort through a pile of photo albums. While digging, I stumble upon a stack of funeral bulletins that Gram has collected like baseball cards. In the pile, I spot a familiar face.

An image of Mom smiles up at me. It sits at the center of the bulletin above her name, Marissa Lynn Pierce, and the dates showing her birth and death.

In the photo, Mom’s long hair falls around her shoulders in soft waves. Her head is cocked to the side. I look a lot like her—same brown eyes, button nose, and wide mouth, though her skin was a few shades lighter. I keep a picture of her and me on my night table at my apartment, from back when I was maybe four years old. She’s a little older in this photo though.

I haven’t seen this picture in years. I haven’t read her bulletin probably since the day of her funeral. I open it to scan a few sentences and see that there’s an old newspaper clipping tucked inside.

ONE DEAD, TWO INJURED IN RUSH HOUR COLLISION, H STREET CLOSED.

I drop the paper as soon as I read the headline, like it singed my fingertips. I lurch back as
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