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      In some ways, Ethan Trent had waited years for the knock at his door.

      He used the remote to flick the television off, hoping he'd heard wrong. Kids who stayed out past their curfew didn't knock, they tried to sneak back in.

      The knocking came a second time.

      Damn it Alison, if you've gotten yourself arrested I'm going to ground you until the Lions win the Super Bowl.

      Ethan took a couple of deep breaths and forced himself to answer the door.

      The man peering in looked more like a CEO than a cop. Instead of the blue uniform Ethan expected, he wore a suit and tie, the tie knotted tightly even at this late hour. The gel in his hair made it look freshly wet.

      Ethan cracked open the storm door and caught a whiff of Old Spice. “Can I help you?”

      “Mr. Trent?”

      “Yes.”

      The corners of the man's eyes creased, almost a wince.

      Whatever had brought this guy to Ethan's doorstep at nearly midnight, the news couldn't be good. Ethan tried to remember how much he had in the checking account. A teacher's salary didn't allow for a lot of emergency spending. That included bail money. “Is it Alison?”

      The man drew a leather wallet from his jacket pocket and opened it to show Ethan a badge. “May I come in?”

      What have you gotten yourself into? “That's a yes, then?”

      “Please,” the cop said. “I'd prefer we took this inside.”

      Ethan led him into the kitchen. On the stove, a digital clock blared the numbers 11:55 in red. The smell of grilled onions still hung in the air from dinner—a dinner Alison had missed as usual.

      The cop glanced around as if looking for something. “Your wife at home?”

      “I'm divorced.”

      “I see.” He gestured at the kitchen table. “Have a seat?”

      “Look, I know Alison's got a troublesome streak, but whatever she's done can't be that bad.”

      “Please.”

      Ethan pulled a chair out and sat at the table. “You're really starting to worry me.”

      “I'm Detective Anderson,” the cop said as he eased into the chair across from Ethan. “If you feel comfortable with it, call me Randy. Detective this and Detective that gets old fast, I think.”

      “Fine, Randy. Tell me what's happened with my daughter.”

      Detective Randy Anderson drew the edge of his hand across the table, raking together a pile of crumbs Ethan must have missed after clearing the dinner dishes.

      “You were expecting your daughter home earlier?”

      “I expected her to be late. I told her to come home earlier, but she likes to test me. Did you catch her doing something?”

      “What sort of thing do you mean?”

      “I don't know.” He threw his hands up. “What's the deal here? Is she under arrest? What?”

      “I'm sorry, Mr. Trent. I know I'm not very good at this part of the job.” He looked away. “I'm afraid your daughter has…passed.”

      Something shuddered inside of Ethan as if he stood on the tracks of an approaching train. Any minute the train would turn him into a red mist and a stain on the tracks. No. He had to have heard wrong. “What?”

      “There's a lot yet to be done,” Randy continued. “Questions need answering. Right now all I can tell you is how she was found.”

      How she was found? What did that mean? Sounded like she was a misplaced set of keys or something. His lungs constricted. His breath wheezed in his throat. This was a mistake. Plain and simple.

      “Some boys up to no good, spray-painting their names on an overpass, found her in the Red Run Drain.”

      The images poured into Ethan's head before he could stop them, those same conjured clips that kept many parents up at night, showing infinite variations on a single theme—the loss of a child. Only this time one of those clips had come true.

      “Did she drown?”

      Randy's gaze drifted away.

      “Detective?”

      “Far as we can tell, she was dead before she ended up in the Red Run.”

      “But how did she get there if…” He felt himself explode, the room turning white, the hanging light above the kitchen table a star gone nova. Ethan shook.

      Detective Randy said something, but he'd been burned up by the supernova, blasted away to another universe. Ethan barely heard the man's voice over the nova's roar. Only it wasn't a supernova making that sound; it was the blood rushing in his ears. Jesus, he could hear his own heart beat. And that sent him to thoughts of Alison's heart beat. Gone. She was gone.

      The hand on Ethan's shoulder brought him out of the supernova's white-hot center. He looked up and saw Randy gazing down at him, a calm, olive-toned and fatherly face.

      “Do you want some water or something?”

      “No.”

      Randy took his hand off of Ethan's shoulder, leaving a cold spot in its absence.

      Ethan waited until Randy returned to his seat, then asked, “Did somebody put her there?”

      “Mr. Trent, we have a lot of time for questions and answers. It's going to be a long night. The hard part's yet to come. I'm afraid we need you to ID the body.”

      That word: Body. So cold. “Please.” He looked Randy in the eyes. “I have to know what happened. How did she end up in the Red Run?”

      Randy visibly swallowed. “We're not sure. That's what we have to find out.”

      “That's not what I meant. How did she…” He turned his gaze toward the fridge. A magnet pinned an old photo of Alison and Graham to the freezer door. They stood side-by-side in front of the carousel at a local amusement park. It was their first family trip after they had moved into the new house. Alison was missing both front teeth, but that hadn't kept her from smiling. When she got older, she smiled about as often as a cool breeze blew through hell. Now Ethan would never see her smile again.

      Randy placed a hand flat on the table and leaned forward a little. “You gotta know, everything is speculation now, based on what the medical examiner could gather from the scene and⁠—”

      “Just tell me.”

      “There's a lot of trauma to the body. She was beaten pretty badly.”

      Beaten? The skin on his neck and arms prickled and burned.

      “ME noticed a nasty blow to the head,” Randy continued. “That seems the most likely cause of death.”

      “Could she have fallen?”

      “Obviously, this early we don't like to rule out anything. But for now we're treating this as a homicide.”

      Impossible. The whole thing seemed too unreal. Why couldn't you listen to me, Ali? Do you see what's happened? Do you see?

      Ethan clenched a fist, bounced it gently on the kitchen table. He couldn't blame her. She was fifteen. And what had Ethan been doing at her age? Becoming a father, for one thing. Rain gave birth to Graham a mere three weeks before Ethan's sixteenth birthday. A fifteen year-old father. And two years later, having learned nothing, they brought another baby into the world.

      No. It wasn't Alison's fault. Despite everything Ethan had done in the last five years—leaving Rain, getting his teaching certificate, making a new home for them in the suburbs—he still hadn't been able to take the father out of his daughter. Graham was a lucky break. Ethan couldn't take credit for the kid's inexplicable mild temperament. From the start he'd shown no signs of taking after either of his parents. But Alison. Alison had inherited all of their worst traits.

      The truth was Ethan should never have been a father. This was proof. He'd let his baby girl down in the worst possible way.

      He clenched up, refusing to cry, not out of any kind of shame, but because the effort gave him something else to focus on besides the grief.

      “I hate to do this,” Randy said, “but it's important. I need you to come with me and ID the body.”

      A rusty hope jangled inside of Ethan. “Do you think it might not be Alison?”

      Randy seemed to recognize the question, the way he lifted his shoulders an inch and shook his head slowly. “We found her purse nearby, had her learner's permit along with some other items bearing her name. But this is procedure.”

      “What kind of answer is that?”

      “One meant not to spark any kind of false hope, Mr. Trent.”

      Ethan put his palms flat on the table to help himself stand. He still shook, but some of the strength had returned to his legs. For now, at least. “Let me get my coat.” Then he froze. He glanced once more at the photograph on the refrigerator. In the picture, Graham hugged his little sister with one arm as if he meant to hold onto her forever.

      Oh, God. I have to tell Graham.
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      Ethan stood in front of Graham's closed bedroom door. He sensed Randy's presence at the end of the hallway. He didn't want to do this with Randy watching. But that was an excuse. He didn't want to do this at all.

      If I'm going to wake up from this nightmare, now would be a good time.

      He blinked twice.

      The floorboards behind him creaked. Randy shifting his weight. Was he impatient? To hell with him if he was. Ethan would do this on his own time, take as long as he needed.

      Not too long, though. If he took too long he might spend the rest of his life frozen in this moment.

      Should he knock first? Just open the door? He had left the hall light off so opening the door wouldn't immediately disturb Graham. A knock might startle him.

      You're stalling.

      He focused on the plastic nameplate on the door. Both Graham's and Alison's bedroom doors bore similar nameplates with cartoon animals dancing around the borders, installed when they had first moved into the house. Ethan remembered almost getting one for his own door. The nameplates had felt like badges, representing their place away from the hell they'd been living, their second chance.

      Finally, he cracked open Graham's door. Without any light from the hall, Ethan expected the only illumination to come from the clock radio's green glow on the nightstand. But faint streetlight filtered through the window and cut a pale swatch on the carpet.

      Why wouldn't Graham have closed the blinds before going to bed?

      He pushed the door all the way open and stepped inside.

      A breeze blew in through the window carrying the smell of Fall. The blinds were drawn all the way to the top of the window, the window itself open as wide as it would go.

      Ethan's gaze dropped to Graham's bed, still made and empty.

      He slapped the light switch, stunning his eyes with the sudden brightness. Squinting, he scanned the bedroom. There weren't many places to look in the small room—the chair at the desk, the floor, the open closet.

      “What is it?” Randy asked from the hall.

      Ethan rushed to the open window and peered out. The street stood quiet and empty. He could feel moisture in the air, cool against his burning face. Looking down behind the shrubs, Ethan spotted the window's screen resting neatly against the house's façade.

      His first thought was that someone had taken him. But he’d seen this same scenario enough times with Alison to figure out the more likely explanation.

      Graham had snuck out.
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      “He do that often?” Randy asked from behind the wheel of his sedan.

      Ethan stared out the passenger window as they coasted by the high school. The lighted marquee on the school's front lawn announced “Classes Canceled Until Further Notice.” The whole district had languished in a teachers' strike since the beginning of the school year. The fight for contract negotiations had felt like the most important thing in the world yesterday. Now he didn't care if classes ever resumed.

      “No. Never.”

      Randy answered with a noncommittal hum.

      Ethan turned to him. “Graham's a good kid.”

      The detective nodded, more like he was chewing on the thought than agreeing.

      Above the reach of the streetlamps and the fluorescent glaze cast from twenty-four-hour supermarkets, the sky loomed perfectly dark. An invisible overcast shrouded the city from any star- or moonlight—a gaping void Ethan felt might suck him away at any minute. Only that would be too easy. Nothing would take him away from this horrible night.

      And you still have a son who's going to need you more than ever. You have to stay strong for Graham.

      “Where do you suppose he's off to? Girlfriend?”

      “If you don't mind, I'd rather not discuss it.”

      “Aren't you worried?”

      “Of course I'm worried. What kind of question is that?”

      “Just want to make sure you're all right.”

      Ethan had started out liking Randy well enough, but every word, grunt, and shrug scuffed away another bit of that first impression.

      “Just get me to my daughter.”

      At the hospital, Randy parked under an orange light close to the door. When he cut the engine, he didn't get out right away. He sighed heavily while staring at the center of the steering wheel.

      “What if your son comes back?”

      The thought of Graham returning home before Ethan got back burrowed a hollow pit in his stomach. But it couldn't be helped. Sadie was there. She would take good care of him. “I called a friend before we left. She's waiting at the house.”

      Randy nodded and got out of the car without another word.

      Ethan hurried after him. “Couldn't you hold off on the interrogation until after I've seen my daughter?”

      Randy stopped and turned. “Mr. Trent, if I'm interrogating you, you'll know it.”
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        * * *

      

      Though Ethan had never stepped into a morgue in his life, he felt like he'd been there before. The way the hairs on his arms stood on end, how the cold air seeped through his skin, the antiseptic lighting reflected in the grid of steel doors along the wall.

      Randy remained at the room's entrance while the medical examiner, Dr. August, strode to one of the steel doors with an air of hurried boredom. Though named after a summer month, there was nothing warm about Dr. August. He had yet to look Ethan in the eyes.

      The sound the door handle made when pulled reminded Ethan of the old freezer in his grandfather's basement where he had kept leftover slabs of venison from the previous hunting season. The memory brought back the smell of cold deer flesh. Ethan shivered.

      Dr. August did not hesitate. Once he had the door open, the medical examiner pulled the metal table out like a drawer, revealing the sheet-covered figure resting on top.

      That was Ethan’s daughter under there. Little Alison.

      Ethan wanted to tell the doctor to stop, give him a minute to compose himself for Christ's sake, but his throat had turned as cold as the memory of his grandfather's freezer.

      Dr. August reached up and folded the sheet down off of her face.

      Alison drew Ethan's gaze like a magnet. Wasn't death supposed to leave a person looking peaceful? Yet Alison's expression had frozen into a mask of distress.

      He staggered to her and rested a hand on her cold forehead. “My baby. My little girl.”

      On one side of her face a massive bruise stretched from temple to jaw. On the same side, toward the back of her skull, Ethan glimpsed an edge of the damage from the blow Randy had mentioned. He imagined if he turned her head he would see much of the back of it caved in.

      His face cramped in an effort to keep from sobbing, but it was no use. Finally he cried. The tears blurred his vision. He stepped back and turned before wiping his eyes.

      He could feel Randy's presence grow nearer and wanted to move away. He wanted to be alone. He wanted to go home, crawl into bed and sleep until everything went away, the whole damned world.

      “Who did this?” he whispered.

      He hadn't meant the question for Randy, but the detective said, “We'll find them. I promise.”

      “I don't want a promise. I want answers.”

      “You'll get them.”

      Ethan stared Randy in the eyes, searching for some sign of weakness, some hint of a lack in commitment.

      Randy's gaze met Ethan's as if he knew what the exchange meant. “Whatever it takes,” he said, “I'll do it. Whoever did this to your daughter will pay for it. Nothing and no one will stand in my way.”

      Again, the overwhelming urge to curl up on the floor and cease to function pushed down on him like gravity. He thought back to the picture of Graham and Alison on the fridge. Drew strength from some deep place maybe only a father had. He nodded. “Where do we start?”

      Randy stepped forward, moving close enough for Ethan to smell the detective's sour breath.

      “We start with you.”
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      The cold from the morgue had seeped into Ethan's flesh and made a permanent home. The interview room's chilly air did not help. He tried to rub some warmth into his arms then checked his watch for the tenth time. How long were they going to keep him in here before they started grilling him? It made sense they would consider Ethan a possible suspect by default. He had no illusions about Randy's intentions even after the detective's promise to seek justice. What bothered Ethan wasn't that Randy wanted to question him, but that he had already wasted so much time getting to it.

      He glanced at the mirror in the wall. Were they watching him from the other side? Waiting for some clue, some tic in his behavior? Or, more likely, wearing him down, tugging his patience to the limit to make him careless when he started answering questions.

      All a waste of time.

      Meanwhile, his daughter's murderer was out there cleaning up his tracks.

      He could feel a sob caught at the back of his throat. He swallowed it down. Time enough for that later. He covered his face with his hands, took a deep breath.

      At last, Randy and another man entered the room.

      Ethan jerked in his chair, wiped his eyes.

      Randy's companion wore his hair nearly shaved to the skin, a shadow of stubble on either side of his skull betraying the bald spot down the middle. A pair of glasses hung on the front pocket of his sport coat. He took a seat across from Ethan while Randy stepped back into a corner and leaned against the wall with his arms folded.

      The new guy offered his hand. “Detective Staver.”

      Ethan stared at the hand a second, thrown by this new arrival. He'd had it in his head he would deal with Randy through all of this.

      Staver smiled and rested his hand on the table between them. “I understand you're tired and this has been a hard night. We just need to ask a few more questions and we'll get someone to take you home.”

      “I've been waiting a while,” Ethan said. “What took so long?”

      Randy piped up from his corner. “Had to gather a few facts is all.”

      Ethan looked from Randy back to Staver. “About me?”

      “Please,” Staver said. “Let's try to stay focused on finding out what happened to your daughter. That's what we're all here for, right?”

      Something about Staver's tone bothered Ethan, but he couldn't place it. In the swirl of all the other feelings and thoughts cramping his brain, he didn't know if he could trust his instincts. There was a time when Ethan would have snacked on glass before trusting a cop. Residue from those days could sometimes still dirty his judgment.

      “Okay. Ask your questions.”

      Staver gave a smart nod and leaned forward on his elbows. “Randy tells me you were waiting up for Alison when he arrived. Did she come home late often?”

      “Yes. She's going through one of those phases. Doing the opposite of everything I say.”

      “For example?”

      Ethan frowned. “Like staying out past curfew.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I'm not sure I know what you mean.”

      Staver cleared his throat. “Was she promiscuous? Involved with drugs?”

      “If she was into anything like that, I wouldn't have let her out of the house.”

      “Okay. But looking back. A lot of kids her age start experimenting with drugs and alcohol. Maybe it didn't occur to you at the time, but⁠—”

      “No.” Ethan rubbed his face. “If she was doing drugs, I would have noticed.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because her mother is a junkie and I lived with her long enough to know the territory.”

      “Does your ex-wife visit your daughter often?”

      “Never. I had a restraining order put on my wife. She can't come anywhere near me or the kids. If you were looking into me then you probably know all this.”

      Randy unfolded his arms, tucked his hands in his pockets. “How did your wife react to the restraining order?”

      “She never much cared what the kids were doing as long as they didn't get in the way of her drug habit.”

      “Harsh.”

      “It's the truth,” Ethan replied. “I'm no saint. I'm not even an altar boy. But Rain's problem is she never knows when enough is enough. Most people have a limit to how much they can screw up their lives. Not Rain.”

      Staver leaned back and gave Ethan a long stare, as if sizing him up. “Does she feel the same way about you?”

      “I pulled my life together.”

      “Does she see it that way?”

      “You'd have to ask her.”

      A dull ache twisted through Ethan's lower back from sitting for so long. He tried shifting in his chair, but it clearly hadn't been designed for comfort. “Mind if I stand? My back is killing me.”

      Staver gestured for him to go ahead.

      Ethan stood and stretched while Staver continued.

      “What can you tell me about Alison's daily routine?”

      “What do you want to know? Every morning I go into her room at least a dozen times to rouse her out of bed. Then she spends an hour or more in the bathroom. She misses the bus. I drive her to school. On a good day she avoids mouthing off to a teacher and getting detention. But usually if she avoids detention it's because she skipped school after I dropped her off.”

      “All part of that phase you mentioned?”

      “Alison is . . .” He winced when he caught himself talking about her in the present tense. Still, he couldn't bring himself to start referring to her in the past. Not yet. “She's a lot more like her mother than I'd want to admit.”

      “We keep coming back to your ex-wife.”

      The pain in Ethan's back refused to unknot, yet the more he talked about Alison the harder it became to stand. He eased back into the chair and tried his best to ignore the discomfort.

      “What else do you want to know?”

      Randy stepped forward. “What about Alison's friends?”

      Ethan stared at the center of the table. “I'm not sure.”

      “Not sure about what?”

      Alison had never been one to hang around the house, let alone bring friends over to meet her dad. At one time he had asked Graham who she hung out with at school. Mostly a bunch of emos, he'd answered. Ethan spent the next half hour trying to understand Graham's explanation of what, exactly, an emo was while missing the good old days of preps and burnouts. In the end, he had no better picture of Alison's friends except that they probably wore a lot of black.

      “I don't know who her friends are.”

      The room fell silent. Ethan kept his gaze locked on the table, not wanting to look up and face Randy and Staver's scrutiny, the questions in their eyes about how a father could know so little about his own daughter.

      “I have a son,” Staver said, the turn in conversation pulling Ethan's gaze up. “He's just turned twenty-two. Still lives at home. Can't hold a job. Refuses to try college.”

      Ethan glanced past Staver to Randy. Randy didn't seem to have any idea where this was going either.

      “He was a good kid all the way through high school,” Staver continued. “Up until his senior year. Then he changed. Grew lazy. Grades dropped. Spent a lot of time out of the house. My wife and I figured it was a case of senioritis, something he'd get over eventually.”

      Staver rubbed his mouth. While his eyes still aimed in Ethan's direction, Ethan had the sense Staver wasn't seeing Ethan anymore.

      “Turns out he was hanging out with a new group of friends. Troublemakers. Nothing serious. But not the kind of kids an all ‘A’ student hangs around with.”

      “I get it,” Ethan said. “And my daughter was probably rolling with a bad crowd. You think I don't realize that?”

      “Just makes me wonder.”

      “I know I'm not going to win any father of the year awards. Hell, I started my family when I was fifteen. I thought I ruled the world back then. I know better now. I'm doing the best I can.”

      “I'm not judging you, Mr. Trent.”

      “I got them out of that environment. I put myself through college while raising them both on my own. I gave them a home. I gave them a chance at a future people like me growing up never had.” He slapped his hand on the table. “Why are we in here? You should be out there looking for my daughter's killer.” He stood, paced the room, trembling. He'd held it in too long. Couldn't keep it contained anymore. Couldn't continue pretending he was strong enough to handle the loss. He pressed his forehead against the nearest wall and cried. Lost track of where he was and who was watching him. Lost track of time. Lost track of everything except the cold emptiness inside of him.

      After a moment, he felt a hand on his shoulder.

      Ethan dragged a wrist across his eyes and turned away from the wall, found Randy standing there.

      “I'll get someone to drive you home. We can finish up another time.”

      “You think it's my fault, don't you?”

      “I never said any such thing.”

      But he didn't have to. Ethan could see it written in the lines of Randy's face. They'd spent some time looking into Ethan's background before entering the interview room. The worst of what he'd done happened while he was still a juvenile. Those records were closed now, off limits. But they had probably learned enough to know where Ethan had come from. And they would look at him as if he had never left. That was how cops felt about guys like Ethan. Once bad, always bad.

      With Alison gone, Ethan wondered if they were right.
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      A uniformed officer drove Ethan home in a police cruiser. When they pulled into the driveway, Ethan gave the officer a quick thanks and hurried inside. He found Sadie waiting for him in the living room.

      “He come home?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet.”

      What little strength remained in Ethan's body leaked away. He slumped onto the loveseat under the picture window and went limp in the stiff cushions.

      Sadie sat beside him, wrapped her arms around his waist and curled her legs up under her. Her head on his shoulder, she squeezed him. “I'm so sorry.”

      She felt good against him. Her body heat managed to counter some of the lingering cold under his skin. He held onto her, pressed his lips against the top of her head and inhaled the lilac scent of her shampoo.

      “What did the police say?”

      He didn't want to talk about it, but forced himself to recount some of what happened. They had been together two years. In that time Sadie had grown close to the kids—especially Graham. She and Graham had even started an informal book club. They would trade and talk books for hours. Something Ethan could never get into much. That's why he taught math. Math had rules. Math made sense to him when so little of the rest of the world did.

      After Ethan finished telling her, Sadie gave him another firm squeeze. “They're just doing their job. They don't really think you're responsible.”

      “Not directly maybe. But they blame me. They look at me and see a guy who should have never been a father.”

      “Then who cares what they think? It isn't true.”

      A car coasted along the street out front, its headlights sweeping through the living room as it passed. That onion smell from dinner still clung to the air, wafting out from the kitchen. Ethan dug his cell out of his pocket. “I should try Graham's phone again.”

      But he got the same result as the last fifteen times he tried. Straight to voice mail.

      He had also called Trevor Blaine and Max Clark, Graham's two closest friends. Ethan actually knew some of Graham's friends. Of course, this late at night both boys' parents answered. They assured Ethan their son was home and fast asleep. When Ethan insisted the parents wake the boys and ask if they knew where Graham might be, both had hesitantly obliged but came back with the same answer.

      I'm sorry, he doesn’t know.

      He closed the phone and let it drop to the carpet.

      Sadie leaned over and recovered it. “He'll come back.”

      “What if he doesn't?”

      “You can't think like that.”

      He slipped away from Sadie and stood. “I can't just sit around. I have to do something. I have to know he's okay.”

      Sadie rose from the couch and held his arm. “Where would you begin?”

      “I don't know. I could drive around, visit some of his hangouts.”

      “It's after three in the morning. Nothing's open.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do?”

      She took both his hands in hers and held them tight. “You have to be here when he comes back. He's going to need you.”

      Ethan breathed heavily through his nose, looked her in the eyes, saw a strength there he wished he had.

      “He's going to need you,” she repeated. “Be here for him. We can wait together.”

      She was right. Driving around town searching frantically wouldn't help anyone. He would get frustrated and run himself so ragged he would end up useless to his son when he finally did come home.

      If he came home.

      No. Again, Sadie was right. Thinking that way helped no one.

      “Okay,” he said. “We'll wait.”
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      They waited on the loveseat together until Sadie fell asleep.

      Ethan gently eased out from under her, tucked an afghan over her, then stood watching her a moment. Faint twilight illuminated the room from the picture window as dawn approached.

      He went into Graham's bedroom and sat on the bed. A cold October breeze poured through the gaping window and fluttered the curtains. Sadie had managed to finally warm him, but now the cold seeped right back down to his bones. He felt as though his body had stopped producing its own heat.

      He drifted close to sleep while listening to the wind sigh and rattle the dead leaves in the rain gutter. Then a scuffling sound jerked him awake.

      A pair of hands reached in and gripped the windowsill. Graham pulled himself halfway through, spotted Ethan, and froze with one knee planted on the outside ledge.

      “Oh, crap.”

      Ethan rubbed the sleep from his eyes and glared at his son. “Do you have any idea how worried I've been?”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Sorry isn't going to cut it. You . . .” His throat constricted. Too many emotions—anger, relief to see his son all right, sadness, despair—made it hard for Ethan to hold himself together.

      Graham's thin arms trembled at the effort of balancing himself on the window ledge.

      Ethan stood and helped his son the rest of the way in. They sat side-by-side on the edge of the bed.

      “Where were you, Graham?”

      “I . . . nowhere.”

      “Nowhere?”

      “I was just walking around.”

      “Must have been quite a walk.”

      “I wasn't paying attention to the time. I'm sorry.”

      “No. You can't sorry your way out of this.”

      “I'm not trying to.” Graham stared down at his lap.

      Ethan spotted what looked like a cat scratch peeking out from the collar of his t-shirt. He reached to tug the collar down.

      “You hurt yourself?”

      Graham shied away, curling his shoulder up against his neck. “No.”

      “What is going on with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      Time to regroup. Ethan didn't want to argue with Graham. Not now. He raked a hand through his hair, took a couple calming breaths. “I have to tell you something.”

      Graham shrugged. “'Kay.”

      “It's Alison.”

      He lifted his gaze and searched Ethan's face. “What happened?”

      Ethan reached out and grabbed his son's arm. He didn't feel like a father anymore. He felt like a lost child.

      “She's gone,” Ethan said. “She's dead.”

      Tears swelled in Graham's eyes. When he spoke, his voice cracked. “How?”

      “We don't know yet. The police⁠—”

      “Police?”

      “They think someone . . .” He couldn't say killed, as if the word were a curse. He felt like a fool when Graham said it for him.

      “Somebody killed her?”

      “They think so.”

      Graham's face crunched up and the tears rolled down his cheeks. “Why? How?”

      “I don't know. They're looking into it.”

      “What are we gonna do?”

      The question hit Ethan like a sucker punch. Such a wide open question. What were they going to do right now? What were they going to do tomorrow? What were they going to do with the rest of their lives? Ethan didn't have an answer for any of them. Nor did he have the imagination or energy to fabricate one.

      “I don't know,” he said. “I'm sorry, but I just don't know.”

      They fell silent, each staring into their own future without Alison.

      Ethan felt like he should say something more, but didn't have the words. Each minute would take its own getting through. But how long would such a struggle last? He couldn't imagine ever letting a second pass without feeling her absence. He would grieve for the rest of his life.

      Graham broke the silence. “Does Mom know?”

      It took Ethan a second, his thoughts so jumbled, to realize who he meant. “Probably not. She's not a legal guardian. I doubt the police contacted her.”

      “How will she find out? Do we tell her?”

      The idea made Ethan's stomach roll. Something must have shown in his face.

      “She has to know, right?”

      “I imagine the police will want to question her eventually. She'll find out from them.”

      Graham's brow furled. “That doesn't seem right.”

      “It's not up to us, Graham. She isn't a part of our lives anymore.”

      “You don't have to treat me like a little kid. I'm old enough to understand why we can't see her.”

      “I realize that.”

      “I'm also old enough to know it's better Mom hear about Alison from you than the police.”

      “It isn't that simple.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it isn't.”

      Graham wiped his nose, shook his head. “Whatever.”

      A knot had started bunching at the base of Ethan's skull. He rubbed at the back of his neck, trying to work out the tension. “I don't think it's a good idea.”

      “I'm not saying we should move back in with her.”

      What was he afraid of? Had he grown so resentful that he couldn't offer her the courtesy of gently breaking the news? A quick visit. Tell her and leave. Simple as that.

      Ethan hugged Graham around the shoulders. “Don't expect much from her. If you think something's going to change⁠—”

      “I don't expect anything. I just think she has a right to know.”

      As far as Ethan was concerned, Rain had given up her parental rights when she chose her drug habit over her own kids. But he kept that sentiment to himself. He would make the visit for Graham's sake. Let him see for himself how little she really cared. Let him figure out the difference between a mother and a mom.
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      The bastard had his hands around her neck. The air stopped coming. She clawed at his wrists, but he had her good. When she tried to kick him in the balls he turned to the side and threw his weight into her, pushing her back onto the bed where this had all started.

      The edges of her vision darkened, forming tunnels where the light at the end was mostly blocked by Joshua's face. That damn pimple on the tip of his nose looked ready to burst. It stared at her like a tiny white eye.

      One of his hands came off her throat, but he wasn't letting her go. He cocked his fist back over his shoulder.

      His fist crashed into her face once, twice. Her ears rang and time stepped outside for a smoke. She wasn't even aware of her own body anymore. Not like an out of body experience. More like she had shrunk down and was now trapped in her skull, her eyes merely windows glaring up at the man who had told her an hour ago that he loved her and now seemed determined to kill her.

      He finally let go and sat on the edge of the bed. Shirtless, his ribs pushing out, he looked so puny. How had she let him beat her like that? Took her by surprise, that's how. One minute they're on the bed, kissing and touching, the next he's asking about some imaginary amount of money he supposedly let her borrow that he wants back.

      “Asshole,” Rain said, her voice raspy.

      He stood, looking all innocent and accused with raised eyebrows and a sad pout. “You think I wanted to hit you like that? You think I liked it?”

      Rain touched her face, prodded her lips with her fingers, stroked her jaw line, trying to get a sense of the damage.

      “Ain't that bad,” Joshua said. “You're lip's cut. Probably have a shiner. But I didn't hit you too hard.”

      “Gentleman,” she said, energy draining out of her body so that even speaking seemed like a chore.

      His cheeks flushed. He clapped his hands once real hard, the sound sharp enough to add an edge to the dull pain in Rain's head. His lips smashed down to a line and he shook his head. “See? There you go trying to get me mad again.”

      “You gonna leave now?”

      “Got to find my money first.” He turned away and started pulling open the drawers in her dresser, tugging out clothes and tossing them aside while he searched.

      “You think I got some secret stash?”

      “You have something socked away for your dope, I know that.”

      “Get the fuck out of my drawers.”

      He laughed, pulling out the bottom drawer. “Not what you were saying an hour ago.’Get in me, Josh. Fuck me good.'“

      Her stomach tightened and burned at the sound of her words thrown back at her. Bastard wouldn't get hard if she didn't talk dirty. She almost said as much, but he rushed out of the room before she could put the words together.

      A moment later she heard him swinging open and slamming shut her cupboards in the kitchen. Wouldn't find anything in there except maybe a cockroach. That would be good. Last time he came upon one of those he shrieked like a girl. Skinny-assed son of a bitch might be real good at beating up a chick, but watch out if a tiny cockroach comes skittering down the wall.

      Something crashed and shattered.

      She didn't have many nice things, and what she did have she couldn't afford to replace. That cocksucker kept this shit up she'd be without a plate to eat from.

      Bracing herself for the pain, she struggled to the edge of the bed and swung her legs off the mattress. When Rain got herself into a seated position on the bed's edge, she looked toward the mirror on the dresser. The yellowish beginnings of a bruise coated a fist-sized area around one eye. Didn't look like he broke any of her teeth. Both lips were swollen and the bottom one had split. If she cleaned up, she wouldn't look too bad. At least not till that bruise turned black and blue.

      She sniffled, then wiped the tears away. Crying never got you anywhere. Some chicks would cry their way through life, but Rain had learned a long time ago that fucking and fighting got you a lot further.

      Another crash from the kitchen prompted Rain to her feet. She left her reflection behind and stormed out of the bedroom.

      Joshua came out of the kitchen as Rain entered the living room. He stopped at the sight of her, looking a little surprised to see her standing.

      “I want you out,” she said.

      “Whatever.” He charged over to the couch and flipped the cushions off.

      “Quit trashing my place and get the hell out.”

      He paused, looked at her with the hint of a smirk on his face. “Or what? You gonna use your face to punch my fist some more?” Laughing, he went back to a search that had turned into a random whirl of destruction. He hardly looked at anything, just moved to the coffee table and knocked off the ashtray, scattered magazines, swiped the TV remote to the floor where it cracked open and spilled the batteries.

      “That's my damn remote, asshole.”

      He flipped her the bird and moved to the TV stand she had bought when she had her last job at Target. They had given her a discount and she'd saved for two months to have some spare money she could spend to get her TV off the milk crate and onto some actual furniture. Wasn't much to look at, sure, but it had a space for the TV and a cabinet underneath for videos or whatever. All she had in the cabinet was some old books. She never wasted money on movies. The books, though, were
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