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MAY 2005 / THURSDAY


Mia Kelly was murdered two weeks ago and I haven’t seen my roommate Naomi in three days. Are the two connected? Should I be worried? Because Mia, an actress who’d recently hit headlines with the announcement of her new blockbuster movie, went to boarding school with Naomi ten years ago. 
But they weren’t friends, according to Naomi, so maybe I’m introducing dots that have no business hanging out. And Naomi’s radio silence isn’t exactly out of character. She’s probably ensconced in a five-star hotel partying and/or sex-ing and by now I should have learned to let Naomi just do her thing. Because cellphones are more restrictive than useful, in Naomi’s world. Because communicating your plans is ‘boring’. She is where she is and she’ll show up when she’s ready.
I turn back to my laptop and try to orient myself to the words on the screen. But if I’m going to write this story, Mia’s story—the story of the summer, hopefully—then it would be helpful to talk to the one advantage I have over everyone else. Because Mia’s sudden death and my unexpected connection to her feels like it was meant to be. The article that will land me a permanent position at The Star and jettison me into my dream journalism career.
I roll my shoulders and do my best to get back into the flow but after a few minutes I sit back with a sigh. Who am I kidding. Naomi’s car is gone and her phone has been disconnected and something feels off. I’m not going to be able to focus until I at least try to find her. Whether my concern is pure or tainted by ambition, I’m not going to think about.
Outside, I hail a passing cab and ten minutes later I’m pushing through an Evanescence fan club clustered directly inside the entrance to Crow Bar. This place doesn’t look like your typical pickup joint, but it is. The meat is just alternative rather than prep or jock. Naomi sought refuge here last semester after she flunked her Humanities paper because this place is comforting, apparently. I guess it has a kind of Zen. Something about the graffiti walls and red booths that make you feel like you can drop your troubles at the door along with your inhibitions. One reason Naomi likes it. The staff is another. But hooking up with hot bartenders is not about free drinks—she gets them anyway—it’s about the attention. If Naomi is floundering, flattery is her CPR. Whether she’s flailing or partying right now, this place is worth checking out.
“What can I get you?”
The bartender has full sleeve tattoos, several piercings and platinum blonde hair and I’ve met her a couple of times before. Once when I accompanied Naomi here on a fishing trip, then again as she emerged from Naomi’s room the next morning.
“Just a coke. Thanks. Hey, have you seen Naomi in the past few days?”
“The Naomi?” She raises one sculpted eyebrow, then tilts her head. “Oh, you’re her roommate.”
“Abi, yeah. Hi.”
“Hey. So you’ve lost Naomi, huh?” She gives me a knowing grin then considers the question. “She popped in for a quick drink recently. Ish. Can’t remember what night. Maybe the weekend?”
“Not since?”
“Don’t think so. Ask the others, though.” She tilts her head to indicate the similarly hot and tattooed staff scattered around.
“Thanks.” 
I hold out a bill but she waves it off with a smile and turns away. I lean against the bar and cast my eyes around the half-full space. It has a row of booths along the far wall, pinball machines, pool tables, and a raised stage at the very back. Nothing for it but to start asking. I do a slow circuit as I sip my soda, stopping anyone who looks like they might have met Naomi, but I leave with nothing. I try another couple of her favorite haunts but when I take a taxi home it’s on my own.
Is my roommate actually missing? Should I call the police? But she’s twenty-six years old. They'd probably just roll their eyes and tell me they have real police matters to deal with.
I let myself inside our apartment, the beginnings of a headache pressing at my temples, and cast my eyes around as if looking for clues. Our spacious two-bedroom is in a boutique, low-rise heritage building, and way nicer than most students can afford. When Naomi and I met in the student center a year ago, both looking to share an apartment with one other person and both with financial backing from our parents, we realized we could afford a nice place. Naomi, at twenty five, had recently decided to give college another go and was “way too old” for dorms. I too needed somewhere quieter—the final year of my journalism program was going to be intense enough without dorm drama.
From her bedroom door I scan the interior, still looking for a hint as to where she might be. Her two favorite trucker hats, both which usually hang on the corners of her mirror, are gone, as are the large square sunglasses she often wears. I can’t see her phone or wallet or her go-to green tote and her car keys aren’t flung carelessly on one of the surfaces she uses to host her mess. Did she go away somewhere and forget to tell me? Totally something she would do, but as an explanation for right now it doesn’t feel right. Too small, somehow. As if I’m wearing someone else’s shoes and they’re pinching at my heels, cramping my toes. Shoes. I scan the floor then check her closet. Her cork wedges are missing and after a quick rummage through the various piles of garments strewn about—I don’t bother with her actual chest of drawers because that’s a clothes graveyard—I establish that her preferred hip-hugging but wide-leg jeans are missing and the stretched out Bangles t-shirt she often sleeps in isn’t immediately visible either. So that’s something.
My eyes drift to the collection of photos on the wall above her dressing table mirror (I said goodbye to our security deposit a long time ago). There are several of Naomi as Ace Ventura Pet Detective—she dresses up in his outfit with the tutu and the shorts and the tufted up hair every Halloween. On the dressing table itself, amongst the clutter of makeup, sits a postcard of downtown Toronto. I pick it up and flip it over. It’s addressed to Naomi and in the space you’re supposed to write a message is the letter W and the number six. W6. It probably means something to Naomi.
As I drop the card my eyes latch onto a photo that has fallen off the wall and inspiration hits. Lucas. I can reach out to her brother. Four years younger and adopted, but they’re tight. I hurry back to the living room and open my laptop. I don’t have his digits but I do have his email. I send him a message with my cell number and ask him to call. I spend a few minutes dealing with my inbox, deleting and replying, before opening up my draft of the Mia Kelly story to read it for the millionth time. I make a face as I stare at my words. Does this story stink or is it just me? Possibly both. I stifle a yawn. Can I worry about you, tomorrow, Naomi? By then you’ll probably be back anyway. Hungover and coming down and lolling about insisting we order pizza and garlic bread and lose ourselves in a Scream or Jim Carrey movie marathon.
Leg jiggling, I refresh my inbox two more times to check for a reply from Lucas, then give up and go to bed.
She’ll show up tomorrow, I’m sure of it.
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MAY 2005 / FRIDAY


Friday morning, I find myself on campus. It’s quiet, the concrete buildings surrounding the quad somehow amplifying the lack of noise. I sit on a bench and watch a group of sparrows play tug of war with a morsel of bread, but there’s a weird smell wafting out of a nearby trashcan, so I keep moving. 
What am I even doing, drifting around an empty courtyard, wandering past vacated lecture halls. Looking for guidance? Professorial advice? But it’s early and summer break and even if I stumbled across one of them what would I ask? Where’s my roommate, Professor Kirsch? And why does my Mia Kelly story suck?
The Price Of Fame: local actress murdered by stalker.
I make a face. My work-in-progress title is awful. Not only banal, it’s also kind of blamey. As if I’m implying that Mia signed up for a future murder by being ambitious. The opposite of what I’m trying to say. I shake my head and mentally scratch it out.
Mia was found in her apartment tied to a chair, strangled, the living room trashed. Yesterday, the police arrested James Frankton, a man who’d been obsessed with her for years, and I of course have to cover that, but I want to also paint a picture of Mia before her death. One that does her justice. How talented an actress she was by all accounts. Her life and her ambition. But what I've written feels hollow, small, superficial. A stone skipping across a stormy lake.
With a sigh, I leave campus and head to The Good Roast. I order a takeout coffee and pick up an abandoned newspaper while I wait for my brew. A piece about Mia’s stalker-killer taunts me from the lower half of page one. I can’t get away from this damn thing. I read the article, trying not to feel bummed out. I’m already lagging behind. Puffing and panting as I try to catch up with the seasoned runners. How are they putting this stuff together so quickly? But I have to remember my goal isn’t to churn out a story. I have my eyes on the prize. Literally. I start my summer job in a couple of weeks and if I win the summer story competition, I’ll be tucked under the wing of Mike Harris, editor-in-chief, to be nurtured and mentored and mouth-fed partly digested morsels until I’m ready to forage and fly on my own. Okay, that analogy took a gross turn but whatever. I’m going to become a lie-obliterating, corruption-destroying, scandal-eviscerating, investigative journalist just like my hero Jennifer Goldberg. 
The woman who saved my family from destruction.
I loop my Star lanyard around my neck as I approach the building. A bloom of pride carries me inside. I nod at the security guard and swipe myself through the gates, grinning like an idiot. Will I ever get tired of this? I hope not.
As soon as I step on the floor, I see Harris, but he’s with Richie Rawley. Junior staff reporter and all-round pain in the ass. My ass, at least. But life is all about taking the bad with the good. At my cubicle, I log into the system and check for urgent work. I’m technically still an unpaid intern but I don’t really have to be here—Harris told me to take a vacation while I can—I just want a mental break from myself and the Mia story. But now that I’m here, do I ask Harris to read my piece and give me notes? No. I can’t bug him with this fledgling article. He’d confirm what I already suspect; that if we push it out of the nest to see if it can fly it will fall to its death. And then I’ll hear the horrible words I’ve heard once before from Harris: Just not good enough, Denton.
A flash of motion in my periphery pulls my gaze to Richie and Harris, now heading toward the elevators, deep in conversation. Richie’s eyes lift and latch onto me. He gives me a loaded look, then waggles his finger as if to warn me off approaching them. I scowl. Now I want to go interrupt them, but Harris steps through the doors without even noticing I’m here. It’s for the best. He doesn’t donate much of his time to amateur hour. Getting his eyes on a piece is a strictly limited offer that I will only use when I’m really sure.
I turn my attention to the screen and focus on intern tasks, only stopping to get more coffee and a sandwich for lunch. The next time I look up, it’s nearly four and…. Ugh, incoming. Richie, his smile transforming from obsequious to just plain oily, stops at my desk and leans against the partition. “Got your days mixed up did you, sweetheart? You don’t start until next month.” He tilts his head and pouts. “Grownup stuff can be confusing, I know.”
I want to slap him. But I don’t. He’s doing this to get under my skin. And it’s working. I force away the rage and smile sweetly.
“How are the lips?”
He frowns.
“Does mouthwash get rid of the taste of kissing ass?”
His eyes widen briefly then narrow to slits. “Way I hear it, you should be giving me pointers.”
He cannot be serious. Is he insinuating that I…. No, he’s yanking my chain. Again. Always.
“Got any new material, Richie?” I say. “This stuff is getting pretty old. Then again,” I look pointedly at his temples, “you’re ancient, so….”
One hand immediately shoots to his head, patting at his hair. He’s only around thirty but he’s already got a couple of grays sprouting near his ears. 
“Actually, yeah.” He gives me a sly smile. “Working on a story you might be interested in.”
Shit. He’s not chasing Mia Kelly too, is he? But how would he know what I’m working on? I wait for him to say something else but he doesn’t, his eyes boring into mine. Right, he’s fishing.
Suddenly, his face softens. “I know we give each other crap, but we are on the same team.”
Are we though?
“We could run some ideas?” he adds.
I eye him. Is this genuine or is he playing a long game? Lulling me into a false sense of security. Setting me up for a fall. Underneath his asshole bravado, Richie has a needy vibe, as if he’s never got as much going on socially as he’d like. As if his friend group is small and not very present. Mine isn’t exactly extensive either, but I’m not lonely and I can’t help but wonder whether Richie is. Whether his snarky attitude covers insecurity and resentment.
"Better idea." Richie suddenly leans closer. "Let’s do a line." He glances over his shoulder at Harris’s office. The door is closed. “He’s gone for the day,” Richie says, turning back, eyes bright. "We could get a little crazy. TGIF, right?"
I fake a disappointed expression. "Can’t. Got somewhere to be.”
“Your loss,” he says, puffing his chest and turning away.
I insert my flash drive into the desktop and open up the Mia story synopsis. Once I’m sure Richie isn’t loitering near the printer, I print out a copy in case a shorter, hardcopy version works some magic. As if the act of printing black words onto white paper will transform this piece into something worth reading, but it doesn’t. I push my glasses to the top of my head and close my eyes. Is it bad writing or a weak angle? Maybe it’s not bad, per se, just not award-winning. And does that even matter? I sigh. I’m going in circles and I’ll make myself crazy if I don’t get off this ride. I check my watch. And if I don’t leave soon, traffic will be brutal.
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My kid sister—a surprise arrival ten years ago—barrels into me as soon as I open the front door, a small, soft torpedo. 
“Hey Beckster.” I hug her for a full ten seconds. She releases me and holds out her hand. I take it and shake it. “Nice to meet you.”
She frowns, a curl of uncertainty on her face. I copy her expression, then pull my eyebrows low over my eyes. “What?”
“You forgot?” Her face falls, then brightens again. “No, I don’t believe you forgot.” She wraps her arms over the top of her head. “You wouldn’t.” She smiles her wide, toothy smile and I give up on my fake out. From my pocket, I pull the silvery pink scrunchie I’d bought yesterday.
“Ooh.” Becky slips it onto her wrist.
This scrunchie gift tradition started when I moved out for college and more than a hundred now litter her bedroom. 
“Love you.” She beams at me and bounds back into the living room where MTV is teaching her the latest dance craze. Becky looks like a mini-me but temperamentally we’re polar. She’s happy and chill and non-confrontational. Peacekeeper, diplomat, eternal optimist. God, I hope she stays this way.
“Abi, honey, in here,” Mom calls. “Making dinner.”
In the kitchen, Mom is stirring something at the stovetop and Dad is at the counter carefully chopping tomatoes.
“Spaghetti and salad,” Mom says answering my unspoken question.
“Yum.”
“How’s life?” Dad asks, pausing to look up from his slow, deliberate slicing. After nearly chopping off his thumb last year, he now takes forever to slice and dice. He does not cope well with blood.
“Um,” I stall.
Mom eyes me. “Everything okay?”
She can always tell when I’m worried about something.
“I haven’t seen Naomi in a few days and she’s not answering her phone.”
Mom tilts her head. “She’s done that before, no?”
“Yeah, she has.”
I don’t know how to put my unease into words. Is it because of the way Naomi went all quiet when she heard about Mia’s death? But Naomi has never liked to be reminded of mortality.
“You’ve reached out to her family?” Mom adds.
“Hoping her brother will call me back soon.” I shrug. “I’m sure it’s fine.”
“Let me know if you need me to do anything.”
“I will.”
“We’re nearly ready here,” Dad says.
“Wash up and get Becky, will you?” Mom asks.
“Sure.”
When we sit down to eat, Mom takes a moment to say something of a prayer of thanks. We’re not super religious but Mom is big on Gratitude since The Scandal. Because they got this nice house the hard way. Not by working long hours and saving diligently, although they did that too, but because four years ago Mom got caught up in an awful situation at work and it nearly killed her. Nearly took out our whole family. 
Soon after Mom began a new role working for a guy called Jason, he started coming on to her. She'd fended off his advances, but finally, frustrated and embarrassed and worried about her new career, she threatened to tell his wife. In response, he launched a malicious campaign that made it look as if she’d tried to seduce him, and that she was responsible for a huge financial mistake he’d made. Senior Management put a friend of Jason’s in charge of the internal investigation, and that piece of crap human then helped him fake evidence to support Jason’s story. They even created a series of bogus memos and messages that made Mom look deranged. Unsurprisingly, they dumped the entirety of the blame on her shoulders. Not only fired, Mom was also harassed by Jason’s wife and their friends and family. Seemingly benign and pleasant colleagues jumped on the bandwagon. Seducing a married man was the worst sin in the world, according to these people. Punishable by death, no less. She received actual death threats.
Mom and Dad couldn’t pay the mortgage on one income and losing our small bungalow became a real possibility. As soon as I graduated high school I started waitressing full time, putting all my earnings toward the mortgage. And while Mom moved from abusing her anxiety medication to abusing alcohol and non-prescription drugs, Dad worked a second job. Thank god Mom’s sister was able to pick up the slack with Becky because after a year, Mom had a pretty serious substance abuse problem and soon after that she nearly died. An overdose. Accidental or not, I don’t know. Maybe Mom doesn’t either, but basically, life was hell until Jennifer Goldberg, an investigative journalist who’d worked on sexual harassment cases before, got wind of the situation. Jennifer conducted her own investigation and brought the truth to light. Jason got axed and Mom got a payout. The settlement was substantial and now, four years later, we’re pretty much back to normal. Which is all down to Jennifer. My inspiration.
And just like that, I get an idea.
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When I arrive at Jennifer Goldberg’s office building it’s just gone ten. Jennifer won’t know where Naomi is but she can probably help with my Mia Kelly story block. 
Through the large glass windows of the lobby, I can see a woman pacing up and down as she talks on the phone. Her curly brown hair hangs loose around her shoulders and she’s wearing a dark-colored pantsuit and yes, that’s Jennifer and shit, have I kept her waiting? On the phone she told me to come straight here but I hadn’t. I’d left my parents and gone home to change but all my clean clothes had vanished into the night and I couldn’t even think what outfit would make a good impression. Panicking, I’d thrown back on what I'd just taken off, jeans and a polo shirt. Very ordinary and not at all ‘future star of journalism’.
I hurry forward, pushing through the revolving doors, getting my apologies ready.
“Jennifer. Hi. Sorry—”
She waves away my words before I can even get them out.
“Timing is perfect. I had another couple of calls to make. I am now completely, definitely, done.” She raises one dark eyebrow, accenting her already smoky eye. “Up for a wind-down?”
“Sure,” I say. Whatever that means. I follow her outside, trying to convince myself I’m not nervous, I’m excited. Really, I’m both.
When we step inside a dark, moody bar on the corner, I realize a ‘wind-down’ means a drink. She immediately heads for a free table in the corner and before we’ve even taken seats there’s a guy setting down two napkins for us.
“Usual?” he says to her.
“Please. Two.”
Either she’s extra thirsty or I’m having whatever she’s having. 
“Wait.” She frowns. “Remind me how old you are?”
“All good, I’m twenty three.”
She nods and waves away the bartender then takes out a packet of cigarettes and lights one. Her voice is throaty, almost raspy, and is it the by-product of nicotine addiction or did she have that voice in high school?
“One sec,” she says, picking up her phone to answer a call I didn’t hear. She steps away from the table and goes to look out the window while she talks. When Jennifer returns, done with both her cigarette and her call, the waiter brings over two glasses of what looks like whiskey.
“Everything okay?” I ask.
She rolls her eyes but waves her hand. It’s fine. She takes a swig of her drink and grimaces, like she’s still getting used to the taste. “I’d drink vodka, but it gives me a headache,” she explains. “Weird, right?”
I want to be her so much it’s like a physical ache. I want this. Her life. All of it. Working late, coming here for a drink, having newbies seek me out for my advice. Even the smoking. I’ll even take up smoking if I get to be Jennifer Goldberg. I guess I’m ending up a gray shrunken ode to an unhealthy lifestyle no matter who becomes my mentor.
“So how’s life, Abi?” she says finally. “How are your folks?”
We spend a few minutes talking about Mom and Dad and Becky and then about my job at The Star. She drops the names of a few reporters and mutters a few things under her breath and I let it wash over me because she did this the last time I saw her as well as when I got into the journalism program. It’s a good one, she'd told me, but there are both great profs and useless ones. Proper journalists and hacks. She even gave me a list of whose advice I should ignore. I got it laminated.
Eventually we get to my current situation and I, feeling as if someone has poured concrete directly into my stomach, push over a freshly printed copy of my story. Easily the hardest thing I’ve done in a while.
She reads and smokes and orders another drink while I sip at mine—the taste is kind of growing on me—then finally sits back and meets my eyes. I hold my breath.
“Some stories are good and deserve to be told, but they don’t captivate,” she says.
“Because…?”
She shrugs. “Weak perspective. The story itself. You develop an instinct. Good journalists do, anyway. You just know when something is going to grab people and when it’s not. No matter how important the story. Shitty but true.”
I nod. “You’re saying people don’t want to hear about Mia’s stalker.”
“You tell me. Why are you so frustrated right now?”
I think for a moment. “There's some interest, sure. But that story is already out there. Updates being uploaded and downloaded as we speak. Mia wasn’t mega famous and half the population doesn’t take stalker threats seriously anyway. Not enough juice.”
Jennifer waits for a moment. “Anything else?”
“It just doesn’t feel right, I guess.” I pause as I look up, trying to find the words, as if they might be written on the ceiling. “Am I missing the point? I don’t know, it’s hard to explain.” 
I feel dumb, as if I’ve failed some test.
“What about your personal connection? Your roommate.” Jennifer raises one eyebrow. 
“It might be nothing. They went to school together ten years ago. Not even friends, apparently.” I shrug, suddenly feeling helpless.
“Like I said, you develop an instinct. An understanding of what the story’s really about. Because above everything else, you need a strong angle. Sounds like you haven’t found it yet.”
I shake my head. “I have not.”
Jennifer takes a drag of her cigarette. “This happens. Sometimes you get scooped, sometimes the story disappears.”
“But how can something disappear?” Frustration bubbles in my throat. “Mia still died. Someone killed her.”
“Yes. But the average person isn’t interested in gathering facts and figuring out the important message. Mostly, people just want to be told a good story.”
“People just want to be told a good story,” I repeat.
She eyes me for a moment then smiles. “Write it down. I assume you carry a pen and notepad wherever you go. If not, you should.”
I rummage in my tote then hold up those two things. “Never leave the house without them.”
“Have you got a camera?”
“I’m not planning on being a photojournalist.”
“Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t have to be expensive or do anything fancy except take photos and have a decent zoom.”
“Okay.” I nod even though I’m not sure. My tote is heavy enough as it is.
“You’re a good writer,” Jennifer adds, gesturing at my pages.
I go completely still. As if the slightest movement might dislodge the compliment, make it disappear into the ether, only a figment of my imagination.
“And that’s something, at least. It makes a difference.”
I meet her eyes and smile, heat climbing my cheeks. Jennifer Goldberg just said I’m a good writer. “Thanks.”
“I have another question,” I say.
“Shoot.”
“Have you ever had to give the police your lead? You got there first and giving it to them will ruin your scoop but holding back might mean someone bad gets away.” I make a face. “I’m both simplifying and exaggerating, but you get what I mean.”
Jennifer nods slowly. “That line is going to be difficult sometimes.”
I frown. “The line?”
“The police are trying to catch a criminal, and you’re trying to get to the truth. Sometimes it’s your job to do what the police aren’t. Sometimes it’s to uncover negligence, incompetence, and even corruption. But other times yes, you’re going to have to give up your story so they can catch the bad guy and put him away before he does something else. But not everyone chooses that.”
I nod. “Some journalists decide telling the truth is more important than the culprit being caught.”
Jennifer lifts her eyebrows. “So you wanna be a crime reporter, huh?” 
Suddenly I feel shy. Is that what I want? “I haven’t decided.”
But even as I say this, I think maybe I have.
“How do you know?” I say. “When to back off, I mean.”
Jennifer gives me a long hard look, then shrugs. “It’s tricky.”
When I get home, I’m still buzzing from my meeting with Jennifer. Seems like the Mia story is over but I’m a good writer and with her compliment still rattling in my ears, I feel as if I can take on the world. I drop my keys into the bowl on the hall table, wondering how to best unwind, when my phone beeps with an SMS.
Hey, Abi. It’s Lucas. Got your email.
Finally, Naomi’s brother has replied. I immediately press call. 
“Abi?” he answers.
“Lucas, hey, thanks for getting back to me.”
“You’re looking for Naomi?” His voice sounds weird.
I swallow. Why am I nervous? “Yeah.”
“I know where she is.”
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Ipull into the driveway and check the address. This is it. The Clarke family home. The house is modern and huge and I don’t know why I’m surprised. I knew the Clarkes had money because Naomi drives a not-brand-new BMW and she refers to it as the ‘family clunker’. Naomi’s father is a doctor and her mother is a realtor but did one of them start off wealthy too? 
As I turn off the ignition a pulse of nervousness pings in my stomach, reminding me that I’m not totally sure how Naomi is going to receive my visit. Last night, Lucas told me Naomi had been here at the family home in Dorchester for the past few days. His mom had then jumped on the phone and pretty much insisted I visit for the rest of the weekend. They’ve invited me before, but the timing has never worked out. 
The front door bangs open and Naomi bounds out. “Abs! What a cool surprise.” She pulls me into a fierce hug then hollers over her shoulder. “Lucas! Come help Abi with her luggage.”
“Luggage? I only have an overnight bag,” I say, laughing as the momentum of her second hug makes us both stagger and almost fall to the ground.
Lucas appears in the doorway then jogs down to where we’re standing. “Abi. Nice to meet you.” He nods but doesn’t smile. A cloud of sulkiness hangs over him, but it does nothing to detract from the headlining news: Roommate’s Brother Got Hot. In the photos Naomi has on her wall he’s kid brother Lucas, fifteen years max, all pimply and awkward. This, twenty-two year-old Lucas, with a mop of jet black hair, hazel eyes and a dimple on one cheek, could work for Abercrombie. If the abs check out, of course. And when his shirt rides up as he leans over to lift my bag from the passenger seat, they do.
“Nice to meet you.” I hold out my hand and he shakes it, a pulse of uncertainty crossing his face, as if he doesn’t normally shake hands with girls or something. But I don’t care. His hand is warm and strong and if there was even a shred of doubt about whether or not I’m over Brandon, there’s not anymore. I broke up with him only a couple of weeks ago but we were never that serious and I am ready to get back on the horse. Ready To Ride. This particular steed, in fact. I catch myself. He’s Naomi’s brother. Besides, he’s not exactly flirting with me. Far from it. He’s more than disinterested, he seems almost annoyed that I’m here. He’s normally away at school—premed—and only back to intern at the local hospital for summer, so have I interrupted quality family time or something?
Naomi looks from Lucas to me, and tilts her head. “You two haven’t met before? Weird.”
Lucas just stares at me, his expression bordering on hostile. Naomi has always described her brother as the sweetest guy on the planet, but maybe she’s biased.
Maybe he’s one of those hot guys that never smiles until he wants something. Or maybe the assault he suffered earlier this year changed his personality. Naomi doesn’t like to talk about it much and I’ve never pushed her, but she was here looking after him for nearly a month so it must have been pretty bad.
Naomi loops her hand through my arm. “Come on. Drop your stuff, we’re going grocery shopping.”
“We are?”
“It’s a Saturday thing we all do when Luc and I are both at home.”
“All?”
“Yes. All of us. The family,” Naomi says, as if I’m being dense.
“It’s not weird,” Lucas says stiffly. “It’s just….” He shrugs. “Tradition.”
Naomi’s parents are waiting for us in the foyer, a spacious area in front of a huge staircase that branches off to the left and right at the top, bisecting the house.
“You have a beautiful home,” I say. It’s luxurious and elegant and I don’t know why I didn’t properly pick up on Naomi being a rich-girl princess before but of course she is. But the Clarkes are warm as well as wealthy, hugging me and immediately insisting I call them Martin and Miranda. Naomi has her father’s green eyes and the female version of his jawline, and her mother’s nose and mouth. And while Dad is lanky and tall, Mom is curvaceous and average height and Naomi got the best of all the genes on offer.
Lucas’s genes clearly didn’t come from Martin and Miranda because he’s adopted and Asian to their Caucasian. But he must have gotten the best from his biological parents too because he’s major competition for Naomi in the Hottest Clarke Contest. Not that that’s an actual contest. I hope. That would be weird.
Lucas, still holding my bag in one hand, comes over to sling one arm over his mother’s shoulder. Tears spring into her eyes. Is something going on with Lucas? Is that why the atmosphere is a little off?
“Are we leaving soon?” Lucas says to his mother.
Miranda blinks rapidly and regains her composure, turning to me. “Have you eaten? We have food left over from lunch if you’re hungry.”
“I ate on the way, but thanks.”
The phone rings and Miranda jumps. Her eyes widen then slide to her husband, now standing next to Naomi. Martin’s gaze fixes on his daughter, who in response to an unspoken question gives the tiniest shrug.
The phone rings again. A jangling, ominous sound. My chest is tight and I don’t even know why.
Martin clears his throat and forces a smile. “I’d better get that, huh?” He moves quickly over to where a phone sits on the hall table. “Doctor Clarke speaking,” he answers. Immediately, his shoulders relax. “Hey, Nancy. Sure, one sec.”
He hands the cordless phone to Miranda. “Your sister.”
Miranda takes it and moves down the hall.
“How was the drive?” Martin says to me.
“Oh, fine. Easy.” I nod. “It’s really pretty around here.”
Suddenly, Miranda is back, replacing the phone. “Do you need to use the washroom or anything before we go?” she asks me.
“Are you sure I’m not interrupting? I could just hang here and settle in. Check emails….” I trail off, hoping they encourage me to join them because I love any sort of family tradition and even with the weird atmosphere surrounding the Clarkes right now, I want to go. It makes me strangely homesick even though I saw my family just yesterday.
“Don’t be silly.” Miranda turns to her husband. “We’ll take the truck.”
“I’ll drive,” Lucas says quickly. “Love that machine,” he adds under his breath.
“Naomi, take Abi up to her room. She can drop her bag then we’ll go.”
At the top of the staircase we turn left. “This is mine,” Naomi says, pointing into a huge room that has a queen bed, an L-shaped couch in the corner, an ensuite that is bigger than the bathroom in our apartment, and a walk-in wardrobe that is kind of ridiculous. On the walls of her room are a bunch of posters, including several of Marilyn Monroe, one of a busty blonde woman in a bikini with Brooke Shield-style eyebrows, and a young, pouty Richard Grieco with ‘21 Jump Street’ written next to him. 
“Erika Eleniak, nineties Baywatch babe,” Naomi says, nodding at the person I don’t recognize.
“Teenage Naomi’s room?”
Naomi grins. “Still is.”
On another wall is a series of arty black and white posters showcasing models in Guess clothing. I recognize the campaign from the nineties and all three models: Claudia Schiffer, Drew Barrymore, and Anna Nicole Smith.
I gesture at all the horny posters. “I’m guessing back then your parents already knew you liked boys and girls.”
“My family is great.”
“They are,” I agree.
As Naomi exits her room, I grab her arm. “Noms, hey, are you okay? What happened with your phone?”
She rolls her eyes then looks away. “I got a new one this morning. I’ll text you my number.”
I study her face, fixing my eyes on hers. “So everything’s okay?”
Her expression flickers. “Just needed to get away, you know?”
I reach out again but she shrugs me off. “Come on, your room is over here.”
Half an hour later we’re at the store and Naomi, Lucas and I have split from Mr. and Mrs. Clarke. Martin and Miranda are doing the weekly grocery shop and leaving the three of us in charge of tonight’s meal. As visions of spending the evening hunched over the toilet fill my head—Naomi cannot be trusted in the kitchen—I catch Lucas giving me his first smile.
“Don’t worry, I’m cooking.”
“Oh my god, phew.”
“I heard that,” Naomi calls over her shoulder as she wanders down an aisle.
“Any food allergies?” Lucas asks.
“I’m up for anything.”
“I’m thinking we grill. Steaks and seafood and a salad.”
“Sounds great. Can I contribute something?”
“You’re fine, honestly.”
“Please? I’ll feel weird otherwise.”
“Okay….” Lucas looks thoughtful.
Oh god, he’s not going to say wine, is he? He’s kind of a Bro guy but also classy. He comes from a wealthy family and probably knows stuff about vintage and bouquets. Hell, the Clarkes probably have a wine cellar somewhere in their mansion and will think whatever I choose is disgusting but will pretend to like it and I’ll have to watch their faces as they force it down.
“How about bread?” he says.
“Oh, yes. Great. Bread I know. Bread I can do.” 
“The bakery section is over there. Catch up at the meat counter?”
“Sure.”
With a couple of loaves wrapped up and tucked under my arm, I follow the overhead signs toward the back of the store. Naomi and Lucas are already there, taking a ticket, but as Naomi steps away from the counter, her eyes go wide and her mouth drops open. A man stands about four feet away, wearing a similar expression. Horrified recognition. He’s late thirties, I’d guess, and handsome in a clean-cut kind of way. There’s a woman next to him, probably his wife, who has the same aesthetic: Bland Casual For The Classic Suburban Family.
When the woman’s eyes latch onto Naomi her face twists into an ugly scowl and she lurches forward. Clean-cut guy pats at the woman’s arm ineffectually until Lucas steps up. Suddenly, clean-cut guy springs into action, pulling the woman back so he can front up to Lucas. They’re about the same height, both glaring at each other, jaws thrust forward and shoulders back.
Holy shit are they going to have an actual fist fight?
Naomi manages to get between the two guys, putting one hand on Lucas’s shoulder and the other on clean-cut guy’s chest in a way that screams of familiarity. Just as clean-cut guy’s wife is reaching to yank Naomi’s arm off him, a security guard appears. In the next moment, like powder into water, the whole thing dissolves and everyone goes off in opposite directions.
What the hell was that?
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Naomi fumbles with her keys, dropping them twice before I grab them off her. She giggles drunkenly as we step inside. 
“Shush,” she says loudly.
I roll my eyes and ease shut the door.
After dinner, once her parents had left to visit some friends and Lucas had departed for a shift at the hospital, Naomi had insisted we go to a local bar. It had felt very much like we were sneaking out, and now, with Miranda standing at the foot of the stairs glaring angrily at Naomi, I could swear I’m sixteen again.
“Naomi, you promised,” Miranda hisses, glancing at me as she steps forward to pull at her daughter’s arm.
Naomi shrugs it off. “Mom, go back to bed. Everything is cool.”
Miranda stares at Naomi, her eyes switching from angry to worried, then says something under her breath and stomps up the stairs.
“She’s so mad,” Naomi whispers, giggling.
I frown. “Because we went to a bar?”
Naomi might not always act like she’s in her mid-twenties but she’s definitely old enough to drink and this isn’t exactly a dry house.
“They wanted us to stay in tonight but whatever. They’ll get over it. Come on, I want to eat wings and watch TV.”
Naomi says we have to be cozy, so she deposits me in a room I hadn’t even noticed before, then goes off to the kitchen to get ‘treats’. It's near the front of the house and seems like both a conservatory-slash-reading lounge—two armchairs have been placed under a large window which must get a lot of sun—and a TV room, with a huge screen facing a sprawling lounge set on the other side of the room. I’d never call a room this size cozy, but it is comfortable.
When Naomi returns she has two glasses of white wine and the rest of the bottle under her arm, as well as a maxi bag of potato chips clenched between her teeth. The box of wings we ordered for carryout are balanced on top of one of the wine glasses. Her eyes are almost cross-eyed with concentration as she walks slowly toward me.
I start to laugh as I reach for the wings. “I could have helped you.”
I’m buzzed, but Naomi is wasted. Probably because she downed almost twice as much as me, seeming to be on some sort of mission to lose herself.
As soon as Naomi has set down the wine she abruptly straightens, her eyes latched on the window.
I follow the direction of her gaze. “What is it?”
She doesn’t reply immediately.
“Noms?”
Her face is still turned away.
“I thought I saw….”
I wait.
Naomi scratches at her head, seeming unsettled. “Nothing,” she says eventually, hurrying over to close the curtains, then sitting down cross-legged on the floor in front of the TV. “I’m being silly,” she says, but her voice sounds strained. She grabs her wine and a handful of chips and turns on MTV.
For a moment I watch her, thinking about how she’d been at the bar. For one, she’d chosen a booth tucked in the back, basically out of sight unless you were visiting the cigarette dispenser. Twice I’d caught her scanning the room behind me and when I’d turned, expecting to see a local hottie, I’d seen no one likely to catch Naomi’s eye.
Is this something to do with that almost-fight at the grocery store? No one had mentioned it during the drive home, so when Lucas and I were left alone to make dinner—Martin and Miranda had drinks at the club and Naomi suddenly had to ‘run an errand’—I tried to ask Lucas, but his eyes had gone dark and he’d muttered “That’s not my story to tell”. He seemed almost angry that I asked, but then apologized and explained it was Naomi he was mad at.
At the bar, I’d tried to bring it up with Naomi herself but she’d outright ignored my question and I let it go. 
I take a sip of wine. “You’ve been kind of hard to get hold of the last few days.”
Naomi purses her lips. “End of semester stress got to me.” She shrugs and looks away, clearly not interested in this conversation.
“Needed a break after studying so hard?” I say drily.
Her eyes cut to mine. “Not this again, Abs. Seriously.”
“Sorry, sorry.”
Naomi has hopped from program to program, not seeming to care whether she passes or not and what a nightmare her academic transcript must be by now. But there’s a pretty good chance she’s never going to need academic qualifications so I don’t know why I keep hassling her.
“Whatever.” She clinks her glass against mine. “Cheers.”
“So everything is okay with you?”
She looks away for a moment, her mouth working.
“He’s the reason I was sent away,” she says, her eyes suddenly heavy on mine. “What an asshole. And did you see his wife?” She lets out a harsh laugh. “She’s turned him into a piece of cardboard.”
I nod slowly as I process who she’s referring to. “The guy at the grocery store.”
“Yeah,” she mumbles.
“What happened?”
“Such a cliché.” She rolls her eyes. “In high school I got a wee bit obsessed with my teacher.” Her head drops back so she’s looking at the ceiling. “And he got obsessed back.”
My eyes bug out. “That guy was your teacher? And you two had a… relationship?”
“What kind of name is Fletcher anyway?” She scowls. “I thought it was so cool back then. Fletcher Thomas. Like he was a character in a movie or something.
“So you hooked up with your teacher and, what… someone found out?”
She nods. “Everything went to shit. Mom and Dad wanted to get me away from the situation.” She shrugs. “I didn’t have much choice.”
“How old was he?”
“He used to be hot. He used to have stubble and wear cool clothes and say cool things. He used to look like Dave Navarro. Seriously, Abs. Just like Dave Navarro. I’m not kidding.”
“I believe you. How old, Naomi?” But even as I ask, I realize it doesn’t matter. He was her teacher.
“In his twenties.”
“And you?”
“I’d just turned sixteen. Technically legal.” She gives me a glassy smile.
“What happened to him?”
“What do you mean? He married that Stepford bitch.”
“No I mean at the time. When your parents found out. Did he get fired? Did the police get involved?”
“Ha. Yeah, right. Everyone loved him. And his brother is a cop. He basically said that if I pushed it, he’d deny it, and then his brother would make it disappear.” She looks away. “I guess I was kind of wild back then. I can see why they thought they had to send me away. I had that pregnancy scare which didn’t help.”
I stare at her, stunned.
“Just a scare,” she adds, waggling her finger.
“But he was your teacher.”
“Right? In their defense, I did turn everything into a big scene.” She wrinkles her nose. “I may have done some public damage.”
“Like?”
This, she doesn’t answer.
“So you were sent away?”
“My year at boarding school.” Naomi shakes her head and turns to gaze at the TV. “Do you ever wonder about the thing that would have happened if the other thing didn’t?” she says, slurring a bit.
“Huh?”
She turns to me with a wistful expression. “The path, Abs. The path you go on and then you step off to go somewhere else, but you can still see the path you could have kept following, you know? Like you can see it so clearly but you’ve already gone another way so you can’t go back.”
“Naomi, you’re not making sense.”
She shakes her head. “I can’t believe she’s dead.”
“Dead?”
I’m about to ask what she means but then it hits me. She has to be talking about Mia.
Naomi takes another gulp of wine and I want to take away the glass and demand she spill everything.
But didn’t I let go of this story? 
“Tell me about Mia Kelly,” I find myself saying.
Naomi gazes at me for a moment, blinking, then sighs. “She did these amazing impersonations. Really good actress.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“It was kind of messed up, Abs.”
“What?”
“All Saints. Boarding school.”
“It wasn’t fun?”
My only experience of boarding school is via books, and apart from one series I read as an eleven-year-old in which there was a terrifyingly villainous student who messed with the other girls in ways that gave me nightmares, it seems more like an endless pajama party.
“I mean, parts of it were cool.” She hiccups. “I was in a girl gang.”
“What do you mean?”
“A girl gang. A posse.” Her face twists for a moment, almost looking like she might cry, but then she starts laughing, slipping to one side before righting herself. “Maybe a club is a better word. Yeah. A secret club.”
“And what did this secret club do?”
“Borrowed cars, snuck out to the city. Cheated on tests, got stuff we weren’t supposed to have inside, messed with Doyle.”
“Doyle?”
“Sister Doyle.” Naomi scrunches her eyebrows and waggles her finger as if telling me off. “Head Bitch of All Saints Academy.” She looks thoughtful for a moment. “Although not technically the head I guess. But whatever, she was the one in charge of making our lives miserable.”
“She was strict?”
“Yeah.”
“So you messed with a nun?”
“She wasn’t very nunny.” She hiccups again.
“What do you mean?”
Naomi leans forward and fixes glazed eyes on me. “And Sabrina blackmailed people.”
“Seriously? Like, actual extortion?”
“Seriously.”
“Who’s Sabrina?”
“Our leader,” she says in a silly voice, then looks angry for a second.
“It was about money?”
“No. I mean, yeah.”
“How did she blackmail people?”
“All sorts of ways.” Naomi gives me a lopsided smile. “We all had a special skill. We all had a job to do. It was kind of epic, actually.” She stumbles over her words. “Until it wasn’t."
“What wasn’t?”
“Nothing.”
I wait for a moment, but she’s staring blankly at the TV again.
“So you all had jobs? What was yours??
She raises her arms in the air. “Seduction!”
“Seduction?” I repeat.
“Duh, Abi.” She yawns. “I seduced people. As necessary.” She’s starting to slur.
“When is it necessary to seduce people?”
She gives me a crooked smile and tries to waggle her eyebrows. “I find it useful on a daily basis.”
“I’ve noticed.”
She laughs, then hiccups again and yawns again and then I’m yawning too. As a wave of fatigue hits me, heavy and sudden, I blink, trying to focus. “But how did it work at boarding school?” I say, shaking my head to wake myself up. “Did she blackmail the teachers?”
“Sister Frisky.” She chortles to herself for a moment, then seems to consider the question seriously. “Yeah, just one.”
“One teacher?”
“This one girl, her parents were rich and, like, up their own asses.”
“Conservative?”
She nods. “Sabrina got me to seduce her.”
“Literally?”
She gives me a Cheshire cat smile. “We’d already hooked up so it wasn’t like…. I mean, she maybe had to deal with Catholic guilt afterward, but at the time, we both had fun. I snuck into her room one night, her roommate was magically not there, because that’s what Sabrina did, she made things happen. I slipped into her bed and ‘woke her up’,” she air quotes, “and then one of the other girls, I can’t remember who, maybe Sabrina herself? They filmed us. Sabrina sent a copy of the tape to her parents and demanded money.”
“Holy shit. Did it work?”
Her head bobs up and down unsteadily.
“Do you feel bad about it?”
“It was mostly Sabrina. We just did her schemes. She always had a plan. And all her plans involved getting money. Or having something to hold over someone so she could get something else.”
“Money or power.”
“Yeah.” She yawns again, then leans back, her eyes slowly closing. “Wasn’t even the worst thing,” she mumbles.
“What was the worst thing?” I say as Naomi’s eyes blink shut. “Naomi?”
She doesn’t answer. She’s passed out.
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Iwake up feeling like garbage. Literal trash. Ugh. Head pounding, mouth so dry I must have been eating sawdust last night—even a tinge of nausea—I tumble out of bed and go to the bathroom to drink water directly from the tap. A little better, but not much. This is what I get for mixing beer and tequila. And wine. Naomi must feel like death. Then again, she’s always been better at drinking. 
I stumble down the hall to Naomi’s room. The door is ajar so I knock once then push it open. Her bed is empty. I take a few steps farther inside and check her ensuite bathroom. “Naomi?” I say stupidly, as if she might be hiding. I rummage quickly in her makeup bag knowing she often has Advil in there but there’s nothing and my head is literally pounding against my temples. I try the bathroom cabinet but no luck there either so I head downstairs. Because in addition to Advil (hopefully), that’s where coffee lives. Coffee and more coffee and maybe eggs on toast? Preferably fried and drowning in butter. I scratch my head as I make my wobbly descent down the stairs. Am I still drunk? Maybe. I definitely don’t feel like I’m totally with it right now. And my head is trying to murder me.
In the downstairs bathroom I find Advil. I pop a couple and wander down the hall. The house is weirdly quiet. I would have thought the Clarkes did a bustling family Sunday breakfast type of thing. Or brunch. Maybe they went out? What time is it? I pass a clock in the hall and stop, squinting my blurry eyes. Shit, it’s nearly eleven. Martin and Miranda must think I’m so lazy.
I carry on to the kitchen and dining room area and see the remnants of breakfast on the table. Half-empty plates have been left out with marmalade and butter in the center next to a four-piece high stack of toast that seems to have been abandoned. I pick up a piece, not caring that it’s cold, smear it with butter and take a big bite. I close my eyes as I chew, relaxing a little. It’s hitting the spot. I open them again to check what else is on offer. Under one of the metal lids I find a pile of scrambled eggs. They’re still warm so I put some on the rest of my piece of toast and chew gratefully. Better. But I won’t be right until I get some coffee in me. I find a mug in the cupboard and pour myself a cup. The coffee machine has been left on so it’s piping hot. I sit at the dining room table, sipping coffee and eating my egg on toast and feeling weird surrounded by seven empty seats. Where is everybody? Somewhere in the depths of this cavernous house?
Why is it





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
S (X jdf[& Ten years. One ﬂ(wﬂ@ mg%[

THE

-

BAD oleLS?






OEBPS/images/51a7de26-93a3-4407-8fb0-757c11faca75.png
%

S
W
A
2
\/]
P
U
DlIsh
N
9







