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For my brothers, and our past, present, and future shenanigans







PART 1
The Protest









CHAPTER ONE
Calla—the Big Sister



Calla was wearing the wrong bra. This sort of confrontation called for her sports bra, the one with six no-nonsense hooks anchoring her down and all the sex appeal of old goulash. Instead, she was in her limpest bra, the one with the missing underwire, making her right breast pop over the cup like a gopher.

She drew the long dark twists of her hair over one shoulder. She prayed it would keep anyone from noticing she currently had three breasts. If she’d known this morning she would end up at a disciplinary meeting at her little brother’s school, she would have dressed more authoritatively. Her boobs wouldn’t be giving her this much shit trapped in a blazer.

The balding man sitting across from her dwarfed his chair. Calla was envious of how his bulk communicated clout where hers communicated an affinity for chicken tenders. He tapped a Sharpie on a thick stack of paperwork. “Ms. Williams, we’re glad you could make the time. I’m afraid we found drugs in your son’s backpack.”

Calla snuck a look at her brother. Jamie was her own little Virgil, ushering her from work into the bowels of hell, which was a tight, awkward circle of folding chairs in the guidance counselor’s office.

“Of course,” Calla said. “I’m very concerned about Jamie’s behavior.” That sounded right, like something a good guardian would say. “What exactly is your role here, Mr.…?”

“Thomson. Mr. Thomson. I’m an in-school suspension resource officer. And this is Jen, Jamie’s guidance counselor. We understand Jamie is troubled. We’ve made allowances for his circumstances. But your son’s attitude is unacceptable,” Mr. Thomson said.

In-school suspension resource officer could not be a real job. Calla wasn’t clear on what he did aside from stroking his neon-yellow-and-green lanyard, a proud layer of school colors across his windbreaker, and sighing heavily as though Jamie had personally offended him.

At the end of the lanyard, Thomson’s badge had the misfortune of including a picture, his red weathered face badly shrunken down to the size of Calla’s thumb. The name under the photo was partially scrubbed off, reading only P THOMSON. She obsessed over Thomson’s first name. Perry? He massaged the lanyard when he spoke, and Calla wanted to burn it while he watched.

She did not like that he’d introduced himself as Mr. Thomson. Calla was not the student here, though she felt like one, for sure. Going back to high school had that effect. Something about the march of battered lockers, the universal smells of bubbling hormones and stale Tater Tots.

Where Thomson was obviously a blowhard, the guidance counselor present appeared to be a ghost. She had yet to speak a word, only nodding weakly in Calla’s general direction. She had purple bags under her eyes and clutched a bottle of ginger ale in her lap. Calla was starting to suspect the woman was hungover.

“He’s my brother,” Calla corrected. She was mildly offended Paul or Percy or whatever thought she looked old enough to have spawned a sixteen-year-old. She was only twenty-five. It only confirmed what she knew, deep in her bones: taking care of Jamie was prematurely aging her. It was a wonder they hadn’t mistaken him for her grandson.

“Right, your brother.” Patrick (?) opened a file, thumbing through notes. His voice was shockingly high, a reedy embarrassing falsetto. “We have a zero-tolerance policy for drugs.”

Calla’s chair was jammed against a bookcase precariously full of self-help books and ceramics and dozens of waxy apples crammed between framed photos and cups full of pens. Jamie’s head was obscured by a sprawling spider plant, long speared leaves poking into his hair. He didn’t move a muscle, and Calla wasn’t sure her little brother was awake.

Improbably diverse students hugged each other in posters behind Jen, the bulletin board half-covered by flyers for French Club and SAT tutoring, basketball practice and biology internships.

Calla crossed her legs. Sitting like a lady took real effort on her part; her thick thighs did not want to stay closed.

Phineas, maybe, shifted his bulk in the narrow metal chair. He could totally be a Phineas. “As you know, Jamieson isn’t a first-time offender. We’re going to have to take a harder line here.”

Preston sent a quick glance to the guidance counselor. Jen took a long breath and a hefty swallow of ginger ale. She looked like she wanted to be anywhere but here, swallowed both by the brown fabric of her T.J. Maxx suit and her overgrown hair. Undoubtedly, she’d met hundreds of Jamies. Calla related—one Jamie was enough to drive her to drink. Hundreds would put her in rehab.

“We want your son to succeed here,” Jen said. “To thrive here. And while we want to be compassionate due to his background, it’s clear that he’s just not trying. Mr. Thomson, will you tell Mrs. Watson about the altercation?”

“I’m sorry, what was your name again?” Calla was not going to sit here being slowly consumed by fake apples while her brother moldered into a plant. This was why she’d wanted backup. Dre, her middle brother, was probably too busy flirting with a hot waitress at work to remember where he was supposed to be.

“Mr. Thomson,” he enunciated slowly.

“Your first name. Paul? Perry?” Calla shifted, dislodging an old yearbook. It clattered behind her chair, drawing sleepy raised brows from Jen and a dry cough from Pedro.

“Peregrine.” He looked down at his lap.

Wow. Okay. She could see why he wanted to stick to Mr. Thomson. “Nice to meet you, Peregrine. I’m Calla Williams, and this is my little brother. Jamie, what happened?”

She elbowed Jamie roughly in the ribs.

He stirred from his chair, slouching on Calla’s right. He was in a black hoodie, NIKE scrawled in faded red across his slender chest, a mustard splotch marring the “I.” He crossed his legs, black joggers tapered close to the shins. His feet shot out enormously in heavily dented Timberlands, classic tan, with custom maroon laces. His dreadlocks were slightly longer than Calla’s fingers, soft yellow at the ends and stiff with beeswax. Calla had always thought Medusa should be black, and this was why, the way Jamie’s locs writhed and cascaded with a will of their own.

His eyes were Calla’s eyes, but better. They shared the same round shape, the same deep-brown color, except he had a thick fringe of lashes where hers were stubby and stingy.

Everything about him was drawn and stale; his sweatpants were peppered with lint, his eyes crusted at the edges, and his smell—the cheapest dankest weed to be found on Rainier Avenue South—made Calla breathe through her mouth. His eyes were bloodshot, streaked with violent red.

And still, through all of that, he was carelessly handsome. He clenched his jaw as he realized everyone was staring at him, little creases stretching taut at his cheeks, just a promise of how his round baby cheeks would evolve into sharp edges.

He cleared his throat, and it went on forever, like something was lodged in there. Peregrine balled his fist around a pen, disproportionately outraged, and Jen peeked at her cell phone.

“You want me to … what now?”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Uh, I thought they were gonna tell it.” Jamie swallowed wetly.

“And now I’m asking you.” Calla used her new voice, the one she’d acquired only in the last year. The voice that emerged only when faced with children past your fucking limit, pushed to a level of aggravation beyond what you thought was possible.

“Uh, I was just—” Jamie looked at the door. Calla wasn’t the only one dreaming of escape. She also wasn’t fooled. Her little brother wasn’t just silver-tongued; he was dipped metal all over. It took a while to wear down his skin for the glibness to show.

She waited impatiently, furtively checking the time. She was hoping to make it back to the office before the workday was over. She estimated her odds were about 64 percent.

“I saw him walking around during class time. Without a note,” Peregrine volunteered.

Oh, goodness, Calla would need smelling salts. Jamie had walked outside of class, like a lunatic.

Jamie rolled his eyes. “I had a note from Mr. Spencer. You didn’t even give me a chance to get it from my pocket.”

She lowered her chances at getting back to work to 32 percent.

“You were clearly high, clearly skipping class. You completely ignored me.” Peregrine’s neck started to spot with red. Calla wished she could tell him to pace himself. Jamie was bad for the blood pressure.

Jamie studied his shoes. “Look, it’s been a hard time for me. I just needed a minute to myself.” He linked his fingers, holding his own hand, and when he glanced up his gaze was heavy and soft. Soulful. “I genuinely didn’t hear you. I was lost in my thoughts.”

Shit, Jamie was warming up. Her hope shriveled to an ambitious 14 percent.

“You tried to run away,” Peregrine said flatly.

“I run when I’m upset. My therapist said exercise is a good coping mechanism.” Jamie wiggled his feet, the sole on the left shoe nearly flapping. “I thought exercise was a healthy way to express my feelings. Supposed to be better than alcohol or unprotected sex. I guess I was wrong.”

“Jamieson, please,” Jen said. “It’s important that you take responsibility for your actions. We can’t move forward without accountability. We all know why we’re here.”

“Yes, we do.” Jamie shot up from his chair with such force that it toppled over. “Because of racism. Fucking racism, that’s why.”

Fuck, Jamie was coming in hot. Right about now, Calla’s boss would be standing beside the CEO as they welcomed an important potential client. There would be small talk, coffee, tea. Cookies, if someone was feeling saucy. She worked at a marketing firm, and she’d done all the heavy lifting putting together a proposal for a local tech start-up. She was on thin ice from all the skipped meetings taking care of Jamie required. Nailing this account would keep her employment on life support.

Her boss said the incessant buzz of her phone—Jamie was sick, Jamie was in trouble—interrupted the team synergy. When her phone was on silent, her boss said the team sensed Calla’s distraction and it killed the innovation. She was a misstep away from losing her job. Jamie needed things like shelter and food and medicine, and if Calla could not provide those things, he would end up in foster care. She’d worked her ass off on this account.

And now, because of yet another one of Jamie’s fuckups, the probability that Calla would make the meeting? Zero percent.

The probability that her boss would take all the credit for her painstaking work and the CEO would still think Calla was a deadweight diversity hire? Fucking 100 percent.

“You ran. That’s suspicious. I had to get backup.” Peregrine stood, too, the lobes of his fleshy ears red. With both of them standing, the office became claustrophobic. Calla could barely adjust her glasses without hitting an apple, a plant, a thigh, a hip.

“You had drugs in your backpack.” Jen pulled a clear Ziploc bag off the table. It was bulging with weed, thick clumps packed in every corner. Calla realized the bag had been there the entire time; she just hadn’t noticed.

“Let me have been white, they never would’ve harassed me like that.” Jamie was thunderous in his honesty or cruelty; Calla never could tell. His face was artful, jaw tight with resolve, brown eyes soft with sadness. A tear slid down his cheek. But what really brought the performance together was the way he held himself, as though he could barely stand up; he was too weary from racism.

“You had actual drugs in your backpack,” Jen repeated.

Suddenly everyone was looking at Calla and it took her a moment to realize why. Peregrine and Jen seemed to think Calla could get some kind of control over Jamie. She couldn’t even get him to take out the garbage; they’d missed trash day three goddamn weeks in a row. Her used tampons belonged to the rats now.

Jamie assured her this was how composting worked. Calla had several doubts.

Right. She was the guardian here. She was supposed to rein Jamie in or—from his expectant look—join him in the pool. The water would be warm because Jamie wasn’t all wrong. Plus, their comfortable assumption that she was a young single mother had to be a microaggression or another kind of low-key racism with a catchy name. She wasn’t totally sure—she’d missed the antiracism training at work because Jamie had set someone’s backpack on fire. Luckily, that incident had happened off school grounds.

Now that Calla was looking, that gallon-sized Ziploc bag was obscene, far surpassing an ounce or two for recreational use. This bag was for selling. She was a dead drug dealer’s daughter; she’d learned these things at her daddy’s knee.

“Ms. Williams, this is exactly the problem we’ve had with your son the whole quarter,” Peregrine said. “Jamieson, where did you get the marijuana? You said before that you were ‘holding it for a friend.’”

“We have a responsibility to the safety of our student body. If you don’t tell us where the drugs are from, we’ll be forced to consider expulsion,” Jen said.

The school administrators were clearly worried more students were involved, but they could sleep soundly on that count. Jamie found the teens in high school too immature, too baby-faced. They hadn’t been to the hard knocks of juvie or experienced Real Life. His friends lived with aunts or ex-stepfathers or were emancipated; they knew the streets and not of roads less traveled but detonated through.

“Suspension?” Calla said. “What he needs is extra school. Maybe in-school suspension, considering that’s your actual job title.”

“In-school suspension resource,” Peregrine said. “It’s a resource. Out-of-school suspension is also a resource.”

“If Jamie can really participate in his own rehabilitation…” Jen trailed off. “Authenticity is a key tenet of Franklin High School.”

Calla did not bother to dignify that with a response. Even Peregrine—a guy named frickin’ Peregrine—obviously thought that was weak as shit.

“I’m not a snitch.” Jamie righted his wayward chair, sat back down as though the very thought buckled his legs.

“Where, Jamie?” Calla said. This was the closest high school to their home, a mere three miles from the house and less than one from her office. She needed him to stay in this zone. She didn’t want a long commute on her way to hell.

A tentative knock sounded, and they collectively whipped around as the door opened. Dre, Calla’s middle brother, entered with a miasma of bacon grease and cocoa butter emitting from his pores, the white threads of a hairnet clinging to the bottom of his Afro. If Jamie was carelessly handsome, Dre was offensively well put together. Even the flour dusting his long-sleeved shirt looked like art. He did something mysterious with cold water and white vinegar to keep his black clothing black—this wasn’t a guy who tolerated his colors fading. The creases of his work pants were sharp enough to draw blood.

She sometimes lost her breath at the precision of him, the dimensions of his Afro, meticulous as a rosebush.

“Sorry, the breakfast shift got wild. What did I miss?” Dre looked anywhere but at Calla.

She saw the exact moment the idea crystallized in Jamie’s brain.

“It was Dre,” Jamie sobbed. “He gave me the drugs. He said to just hold it.”

“Dre Watkins? Jackson? Johnson?” Peregrine scribbled furiously.

“This Dre.” Jamie pointed a trembling finger. “My brother. Substance abuse is generational and shit.”

“I did not,” Dre started, pausing when he spotted the Ziploc bag of weed. “Wait, that’s the drugs? All right, I did. That’s my property. I’m almost twenty-three—a legal adult.”

Jen yawned. “Six-week suspension and mandatory counseling.”

“Substance abuse is generational. See it all the time.” Peregrine closed his notepad.

Calla wondered how they could be so fucking stupid. Well, not Jen. It was clear Jen was not interested. Maybe she’d been shiny once, a long time ago, before she saw so many boys like Jamieson go to prison or accuse her of racism. Now she was dead inside, like she was living for the weekend, of course, but also dachshunds, heists, rough sex, anything that might make her feel alive.

“I’ll just, uh, confiscate this.” Dre snagged the bag of weed and rushed for the door, colliding with Jamie. Elbows were thrown, the N-word muttered, as the boys squeezed into the hallway while Calla processed what Jamie’s suspension meant for her career (unemployment). Teenagers couldn’t be left unsupervised any more than toddlers. There was a sweet spot where kids were too old to stick their fingers in electrical sockets and too young for drugs and sex, but she wasn’t parenting that magical age.

She marshaled her strength and followed her brothers.







CHAPTER TWO
Calla



Jamie bolted when they hit the cold mist of the parking lot, dashing between cars in a frantic bid for escape. Calla cursed, sprinted for her beat-up Ford Focus. The underwire of her left bra cup bit into her flesh, and she suddenly remembered why she’d ripped the right one out. Her thick gray workbag slipped to her elbow, the sharp angle of a laptop pinching her armpit.

“Let him go. He’ll come back when he’s hungry,” Dre said, ducking into the passenger seat. His fingers flicked across his phone screen as Calla sent the car squealing after Jamie.

“You were late,” she snapped.

“We arrive when we’re meant to. I think Gandhi said that. It all worked out, didn’t it?” He raised an eyebrow—he’d inherited their grandfather’s generous forehead, so the eyebrow had space to roam. He’d also inherited their mother’s delicate eyes, the lilt at the corners that made him look like he was an inhale away from laughter.

“It didn’t work out. He’s got six weeks of suspension. That’s a guaranteed fail of fall quarter. I have to find a substance-abuse counselor.”

“Silver lining.” Dre beamed. “I have a shit ton of weed now.”

Calla kept her eyes trained on Jamie’s long legs, the soles of his boots flapping as he ran. She really needed to replace those shoes. She forced traffic to a crawl and craned her head out the window. “Get in the fucking car. Now.”

Jamie tugged on headphones, blew her a kiss, and darted down a one-way street.

That little shit had weaponized his own birthday gift against her.

“It’s fine.” Dre waved an airy hand. “He’ll turn up. He always does.”

Calla sighed. “It’s going to be a long six weeks. What days can you come over and watch him? I can’t keep missing work.”

“I’m pretty slammed,” Dre said without a hint of regret. “Anyway, you’re hovering. You gotta chill, Cee. Those frown lines make you look like Grandma. Keep this up, and you’ll be an old-ass woman hobbling out of bingo night to babysit.”

“That joke wasn’t funny the first twenty times either.” Horns blared as Calla switched lanes, eager to deposit her brother at the nearest bus stop.

“Oh, I can’t walk home. Not wearing the right shoes,” he said, voice distracted as his phone lit up.

The distance between where the bus dropped him off and his house barely qualified as a walk. She glanced over, expecting to see his I’m fucking with you expression, but he looked perfectly serious as he opened the glove box, withdrew a pick she didn’t realize was in the car, and started fixing his hairnet-head.

“You’re wearing sneakers,” Calla said blankly.

“For jumping,” Dre corrected. “Not walking.”

Her mouth dropped open to deliver a stinging comeback until she noticed how fast he pulled the comb through his hair, the crease marring his brow.

“Hey,” she said. “Everything okay?”

“Super-duper.”

His bleakness had Calla skipping the bus stop and cutting a left, winding through red cedars and Dre’s neighborhood. Her crappy windshield wipers squeaked ineffectually with each swipe, smearing the rain worse.

“‘You like Krabby Patties, don’t you…?’” she asked lightly. Hard to hold onto a black mood when you pictured SpongeBob’s smug face when he called Squidward on his bullshit. They’d watched the episode many times, tucked up on the couch. Quoting the dialogue made Calla think of spicy pickles. And laughter. And home.

“‘Squidward,’” he said, the answer teasing a smile. “Roberto’s been acting weird. I don’t know, he just … holy shit,” Dre breathed as they approached his house. The fog was so thick they could barely see the porch. The remodeled Craftsman held four apartments, one of which he shared with his roommate, Roberto.

She parallel parked. Turned the dial for heat and got a half-hearted puff of cold air. “Maybe you should come over,” she said, trying for casual.

“Nah. I need to sleep.”

“Then spend the night. Play video games with the boy. Whatever Roberto’s doing probably isn’t—”

“I said no,” he said, his tone a verbal slap. “Jamie would be home right now if you at least pretended to listen.”

Calla flinched. The check-engine light blinked in alarm, a red warning only she could see as Dre shot out of the car and disappeared into the mist.

A headache pinched behind her right eye. She’d somehow fucked up with both her brothers. Her boss had left three (!) voicemails and several texts crowded with exclamation points. The gnarled traffic was further indictment of Calla’s inadequacies as a sister, guardian, and employee.

When she pulled into the weeds alongside her lopsided duplex, she was nearly too tired to get out of the car. Her foot slid out of her blasted left boot and sank into marshy dead leaves.

A rat watched her with amusement while enjoying the spoils of her garbage can. The little fuckers had pulled out her trash—in broad daylight; there was just no decency anymore—scattering it around the slope of the parking lot. Wonderful. Now her neighbors would know she was the kind of adult who ate Lunchables.

She climbed the four steps up her walkway, swiveled to the final three. Her front door was in sight. Red wine. She wanted a glass of wine and some popcorn.

An old Asian woman was waiting on her doorstep. “Calla,” Mrs. Vu said, one hand lost in the depths of a thick flowery shawl, one hand gripping a crisp navy umbrella advertising some prescription drug. Her tiny round glasses were foggy, but Calla knew from experience her eyes were sharp.

“My photo albums are missing,” Mrs. Vu said.

“Okay.”

“They’re missing from my car.” Mrs. Vu tilted her head. “My window is broken.”

“I’m … sorry?”

“I saw Jamie hanging around here this morning.” Mrs. Vu’s gaze wandered to Calla’s stoop.

“Well, this is where the bus stops.”

“He was here this morning. My car was broken into this morning.” Mrs. Vu’s brows lifted with significance.

“Jamie doesn’t want your photo albums. Come back if your stereo goes missing.” Calla put the key in the lock. It’s not that she didn’t think Jamie was capable of theft; she did. He just wouldn’t steal if it didn’t benefit him.

“My photos are very valuable. I know about eBay.”

“This sounds like a family issue, Mrs. Vu.” She stepped inside, her foot sliding out of her boot again. She left the shoe outside and closed the door behind her.

Mrs. Vu knocked once. Twice.

Calla let her bag fall on the thin carpet. That couldn’t be great for her laptop, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.

She’d bought her beautiful sectional fresh from IKEA, and it had been her most expensive furniture purchase ever. Paired with a graphic pink-and-black spiraling rug and fuchsia throw cushions, it used to fit perfectly in her one-bedroom apartment when she’d lived alone. The throw pillows were now missing or dead, and the rug had to be replaced twice due to Jamie’s cigarette burns, though he insisted he didn’t smoke.

Calla still had the couch, but it didn’t fit into her new home, the one she’d gotten because Jamie needed a bedroom. She’d had to banish his boy stink from the living room for her own sanity. The couch was too large for the living room, dominating the space like a sullen bully, leaving a sliver to maneuver around. She snaked her way with practiced ease between the couch and the blue coffee table, climbing the unnecessary two steps into the kitchen.

She reached under her sweaterdress, unhooking her wisteria-purple bra and working it around and out through her sleeves with a sigh that bordered on orgasmic. She dropped it carelessly on the floor, where it nestled with an identical sweat-stained busted bra.

The destined glass of wine was finally hers when there was another knock on the door.

She could pretend she wasn’t home. Be done with this whole day. Only Calla was a guardian now; guardians couldn’t afford to ignore knocks at the door and chimes of the cell phone. It could be about her errant charge, and there she’d be with a glass of wine and a dick in her hand when the cops came. She opened the door.

It was another neighbor, bearded Matt from next door. He was streaked in Seahawks war paint, damp from the rain, blue and green oozing down his good-natured face to his curly beard. His jersey strained over his round middle.

“Hey, Calla!” Matt smiled brightly. “I have tickets for the next Seahawks game but can’t make it. I wanted to drop them off for Jamie. Thought he’d get a kick out of going.”

Calla gulped wine. Boys who brought drugs to school did not get to watch the Seahawks. She was pretty sure that was solid parenting. If Jamie was going anywhere, it could only be to a remote lake where he could watch the water and think about what a shit he was.

But if she told Matt no, he’d ask questions, waylay Jamie with concern, linger by her mailbox to express fresh apologies. He would do so in great detail many times, projecting neighborly earnestness until Calla detached his head from his shoulders.

“Email me the details. Thanks so much, Matt.” She started to close the door, but he stuck his foot in it.

“Nothing like a live game. The energy is so different.” Matt pumped his fist. “You free next Saturday? We’re doing Star Wars trivia at my place. Going all in with costumes. You’d make a really exotic Leia.”

Calla drank more wine. She had to live here, and she needed an ally. The last time she’d clashed with Mrs. Vu, a broken washing machine had mysteriously appeared next to Calla’s trash can, earning a fine from the city. Two of Jamie’s beloved outdoor plants disappeared (RIP, Nate and Yolanda). Coincidence? Calla thought not. These folks were Portland-passive and Seattle-aggressive, capable of shockingly annoying feats.

Matt had to stay on her team and continue to not call the cops when Jamie played music too loudly. “I would just drag you down. I’ve never seen Star Wars.”

His smile brightened to an impossible wattage. “Perfect! Next Thursday and Friday, we’re actually going to be rewatching the movies.”

She was getting outmaneuvered by the short Paul Bunyan next door, and that could not stand. “That sounds fun. Ugh, I have work. I wish I had … those days free. Thanks, though. Jamie and I were just talking the other day about how welcome you’ve made us feel to the neighborhood.”

Matt leaned comfortably against the doorway as though this awkward conversation happening while he stood in the rain was all he’d ever dreamed of. “Well, I think everyone should feel welcome. I told you, right? My cousin is a cop in Iowa, and I told him that what was happening right now is just—”

“I’ve got something in the oven. Gotta run, thanks.” Calla tightened her grip on her wineglass and closed the door.

She slid gratefully into her deep sectional. This couch had absorbed her tears and late-night make-outs, spilled drinks, and lost fries. It cradled her wallet for safekeeping and smelled only a little like feet. This couch was her goddamn sanctuary. Her phone lit up again with a new email from her boss, question marks blotting out the subject header, but she couldn’t bring herself to look.

How had she gotten here, collapsed on a couch in a strangely designed duplex, all red wine–stained teeth and dry hair? She’d moved to Seattle for college to get as far the fuck away from her mother as possible, had stayed for the mountains, water, Subarus. To her delight, Dre eventually followed. Just a year ago, she’d been happily if drunkenly painting a lioness while Jade made an ass of herself on America’s Next Top Model and Dre sketched Black Batman and narrated.

It would be easy to point a finger at the lawyer who’d called her, asking if she would consider taking custody of Jamie. But the roots of this wreckage went deeper than that, back, back, back to the beginning.

All the way back to when she’d had beads that clacked, before she was aware of how fucked up her home was, before she was aware of how she was hurting and how she would hurt again.

Back to when Jamie was a baby and insisted on sleeping directly on her chest.

Eight-year-old Calla thought it was sweet at first, clasping her baby brother close at bedtime. He had a perfect curly coal-black Afro. The soft spirals gently tickled her chin. He had that smell, that new-baby smell, talc and powder and milk and dancing pandas. Her brand-new brother had chosen her, jabbed a baby fist of approval in her direction. She sang bits of garbled songs she’d heard on her mother’s radio, butchering Brian McKnight and Boyz II Men.

Unfortunately, Calla was a dedicated side sleeper—this back-sleeping thing was complete bullshit. She was terrified she would doze off and crush him, squash him between the blankets and her hip. She spent long muddled hours squinting up at the ceiling, groping for diapers and wipes and bottled breast milk, the weird bulb that helped him clear his nose.

She tried depositing him gently in his crib—that age-old ballet women decades older than her were still figuring out. She remembered the quiet slide of her socks across the hardwood floor, every second tense as she lowered him down, carefully, carefully. His eyes would shoot open in accusation, tiny fists flailing, and she would snatch him back, hold him close before his tantrum could begin in earnest. Pad back to her twin bed in resignation. Let him sprawl happily across her chest. He shit on her in gratitude.

She’d met Jamie before, of course she had. Her parents had brought him home from the hospital, a shockingly adorable newborn with a full head of hair, swaddled in thin blue fabric. Her mother had tipped her arms down so that Calla could see, could stroke one achingly soft cheek.

But lying there, back at square one with a velvet anchor weighing her down, Calla thought this was her first real introduction to her little brother. She returned to this moment often. Not just that one, but so many fleeting moments of cuteness.

When he was four and spoke only in a made-up language, and how she’d been kind of sad when he’d grown out of it. When he was seven and refused to take off his spaceship-themed footie pajamas. She would babysit while reading a book, refusing to let him leave her peripheral vision. He rode his red tricycle obediently four sidewalk squares in one direction, then four more the other way, never even trying to sneak to the fifth. Back when all he wanted to do was eat pickles and watch SpongeBob, or bake cookies and watch Die Hard, and making him happy was easy.

“Yippee ki-yay!” he would whisper-shout from under the bed, in closets, behind the sofa. “Yippee ki-yay, mothers!”

Dre was equally capricious in childhood and adulthood. He’d prep the occasional bottle, but he might also be watching honeybees outside. He might come over, cook dinner for Jamie while Calla worked late, but also the game could be on. She should be used to his push-pull, only it still stung. She should have read the signs the morning Jamie moved in, only the bullshit that followed still felt surprising.

She’d gotten a ticket on her way to pick him up. The light was red, and her car was stopped, but the stupid camera snatched her plate anyway. She assumed it also ticketed stray cats and bold squirrels. The ticket was in vain; his bus was late. Dre and Calla pushed soggy waffles around at Denny’s until the bus straggled in. Jamie had swiped at the sleep at the corners of his eyes, toting a small suitcase spotted virulent pink. So little to build his new life with.

After another breakfast at Denny’s, she’d settled Jamie on the couch and folded herself back into bed.

“Calla,” Jamie had whispered.

“Mmmm.”

“I took a shit. It smells really bad in the bathroom. Don’t go in there a while.”

“Mmmm.”

Calla burrowed deeper into the blankets. She lingered there a long moment before her eyes opened in alarm.

He’d woken her up to tell her not to go into the bathroom.

She shoved herself out of bed, her footsteps leaden as she investigated.

Jamie had gone through a phase where he would creep into her bed because he was afraid of the dark. He was too afraid to walk down the hallway to the bathroom, but not too afraid to walk down the hallway to Calla’s bedroom. He would climb into bed, push away her stuffed animals. He would piss in her bed, leave her sleeping in his wet puddle to find Cinnamon Toast Crunch and Adventure Time.

The kind of kid who pisses the bed with her in it does not grow into the kind of teenager to warn her about a stinky bathroom. She opened the door and was bowled over by smoke.

“You’re being ridiculous,” Jamie said, when she roused him from the sectional.

Calla had to strain to see the little boy in the footie pajamas, who had ostensibly been eaten. There were traces of that boy in the thick curl of his hair and reluctant dimples. But that’s it. He was tall now, strong now, and honestly kind of a dick.

She made him sit down for this lecture. “Day one, and you smoke in the bathroom.”

“No I didn’t.”

“Then why does it smell like a Black & Mild? Why is the fan on?”

He shrugged. “My shit just smells like smoke. It’s bacteria.”

“Really?” Her mouth wanted to twitch into a smile, but she held firm. “Bacteria makes you crap out smoke and ectoplasm?”

He barked a laugh.

“It’s not funny.”

“It’s kind of funny,” he’d said, blinking those eyes at her, her eyes, but better.

They had Daddy’s eyes, wide and innocent. But on Calla, they were half-blind, requiring Coke-bottle glasses or contact lenses. Jamie wore them beautifully, with perfect vision.

There was no justice in the world. They both had middling-brown skin, but hers was dotted with freckles where his was luminous and smooth. He was tall and slim. She was short and broad. Looking at Jamie was like looking at the version of herself she was supposed to be and had fucked up somehow. A version that was taller, thinner, sharper.

When she had learned that Jamie needed a new home, that their mother was officially an unfit parent, she hadn’t thought much about what it would mean to be caring for a fifteen-year-old. She’d been thinking of Peter Parker from Spider-Man. He would have greasy pimples and struggle to make eye contact with the cute girl at the adjacent locker.

Instead, her baby brother somehow had cultivated more sexual experiences than Calla herself, and she’d done Mardi Gras twice. He was a black Casanova, smooth-spoken and athletic. She wanted to punch him in the clear skin of his unreasonably beautiful fucking face.

Her sistering/mothering wasn’t cutting it. He was doing drugs in school. Selling.

At least it was Friday. She should try to calm down. Make dinner, take a hot shower. Light candles, take deep breaths, think about her next move. She refilled her glass and picked up her phone to harass Jamie. She couldn’t sleep without him home.

She didn’t see the shadow pressed against the window, the fingers that curled over the glass.







CHAPTER THREE
Jamie



Jamie was floating, and it was a blessing. He sprawled languidly on the floor at his friend Rashad’s spot. Mephistopheles, Rashad’s chubby tuxedo cat, was nowhere in sight, but the dirt-brown carpet was sprinkled with used cat litter seeping from a bag of trash.

If Jamie was sober, he would find the mess deeply troubling.

Luckily, he was beyond fucked up. It softened the world, faded the kitty litter into flecks of sparkling quartz. It was even pretty, in the right light. Jamie had figured out the secret: the world was sweeter, easier, when he was fucked up.

Speakers blasted the shitty mixtape of a friend of a friend, an incoherent Auto-Tune croon. Jamie had rhymes that were ten times better, muscular rap that actually had something to say, except he couldn’t think through the steps to put his songs on just now. There were girls here; in particular, there was a very hot girl with a blunt pixie cut capped around a creamy round face.

Jamie was fucked up, so he was half in love. That was quite a bit; Jamie’s love was stingy. He loved in dimes and quarters, never the whole bill. But tonight, he was no match for the half sleeve of watery hibiscus flowers dancing up her arm. She smelled good, of something light that made him think of sheets fluttering crisply on a clothesline.

Her nails were brash—red ombre flames—but her touch was charmingly hesitant.

Jamie wanted to tell her it was okay. He would not make her come tonight because he was too tired to do the work, but he would make her laugh. Hold her close. Kiss the tip of her nose and run his fingers through her silken hair. He’d tell her she’s more beautiful without it when they discover her makeup smeared on the pillow, and make sure the coast is clear when she wants to leave but can’t find her bra.

Tonight would be great; morning was the problem. He would probably wake up sober, and then he would remember everything was awful, and he wouldn’t text her. He would hear his mother’s voice screaming at him, the despicable things she’d said that crawled into his skin, through his ears and mouth, carving him hollow to make room for poison.

In the morning, he would deal with Calla. He’d have to pretend to take her seriously while she recited parenting tips she found online, even though she’d probably be wearing one of her socks and one of his, sticking her face in the plume of steam over her tea because she thought it was good for the pores.

Someone nudged Jamie’s leg. He glanced up to find Rashad behind him on the couch. Rashad was a giant: tall, thick, wide. People sometimes asked him for his autograph, assuming a black guy that big, his ear winking with a rock that size, must be a famous athlete.

Rashad switched on a blocky strobe light. Jamie’s vision spliced into white and black, white and black as his friends stop-motioned their way through grinding and smoking and drinking and touching.

The hot girl smiled in the white; her grin vanished in the black. She was closer in the white, a single intake of breath in the black. Her mouth was narrow and glossy, but Jamie didn’t lean in. She could come to him. Girls came to him. And she did, that flame-tipped hand creeping up his thigh. Jamie stroked her cheek, met the dark oil of her eyes.

The moments in between counted more than the kisses themselves. In here, Jamie could live gilded by promise, the moment before things went gold with chemistry or coal blue with disappointment. This one would be gold; he was sure of it.

His phone buzzed. Maneuvering it out of his pocket was a long dance. It was Calla. He let the phone slide from his grip. He didn’t want to talk to his sister right now, didn’t want her bringing reality back into focus.

The world was punched black, and the hot girl’s scent changed. It slid from sunshine and windblown linens into rot, into marshy dead things.

His vision was dazzled white.

Her cheek split under the gentle press of his fingers, his thumb slipping into something mealy and hot in her chin. The curve of her pretty moon face sealed close around his hand. She smiled flirtatiously like nothing was happening, like the space under that smile wasn’t a scrawl of red and Jamie’s flesh.

He gagged at the feel of it, the itch and squelch and warmth.

No. No.

Jamie tried to yank his hand back. The flesh squirmed under his fingers like steaming spaghetti, and her skin glowed around his hand, and none of this could be happening.

His fingers began to burn. White. Black. White. Black.

Small dark fingers climbed over his, pressing his hand down. A baby’s hand, a child’s hand, locking him in place with a steel grip, the fingers surprisingly calloused. Holding him. Controlling him.

“Get the fuck off me!” Jamie levered up a foot to her chest and kicked. Hard.

His hand finally slid free, striped in red tendons and pale bits of skin that made his stomach revolt. The girl shot backward into the overflowing garbage bags, yellow loops stretched hopelessly far above its contents. Glass crunched. Someone screamed.

The lights came on. His friends’ heads were sparks and blotches, faces smudged by spots. But the girl was very clear. Someone was helping her up, picking pale leftover noodles from her tank top. Her face was perfect save for a budding bruise along her jaw in the shape of his fingers.

Jamie looked at his hands. They were clean.

“What the fuck, Jay?” Rashad slurred. “What the … what?”

That was the second time someone had said that to him today, and Jamie honestly didn’t know. His hand was still humming, and he knew with a certainty what the inside of that girl’s face felt like. There wasn’t enough weed in the world to make him hallucinate that or forget its sizzling meaty texture.

Rashad shoved Jamie into the wall, his arm pressing against his neck, his breath heady with vodka.

“Get off me.” Jamie strained against his friend. Drunk or sober, Rashad had a hundred pounds on Jamie.

“Why did you do that?” Rashad demanded.

“My hand— She—” Jamie hissed out a breath. People were staring, and there was more than one phone pointed squarely in their direction. “I need some air.”

“You fucking get outside.” Rashad hauled him to the front door, shoved him to the hallway. “You better get your shit together for tomorrow.”

Tomorrow. Fuck.

Rashad took a massive step over the threshold, closing the door behind him. Anyone sane would have backed away slowly. When a guy the size of Rashad has that particular look, emanated that special brand of menace, you inch away, eyes on the ground.

But Jamie had known Rashad when he was a string bean; they’d been on the wrestling team, smirking at each other over black spandex. He’d known Rashad when the boy had a mouthful of metal braces with gummy green bands. They’d smoked their first stolen joint together. Once, when Rashad had a bad spate of acne, Jamie had thrifted a bunch of products from Calla’s special drawer. They’d spent the night smoking and trying various face masks, purifying clay, and exfoliating sugar and clarifying goops of pomegranate. To help cheer up Rashad’s grandmother after her fall, Jamie had helped Rashad wash, blow-dry, and style her hair with satin bows. It was not possible for Jamie to be intimidated by that stretch of history.

“You want me to tell everyone Jay Williams choked?” Rashad poked Jamie’s chest, a tap from a bear. “Is that what’s happening here? You gonna take your janky ass home and tuck CeeCee into bed?”

Rashad wasn’t supposed to bring up Calla’s night terrors, the screams he’d heard from her room during sleepovers. Just like Jamie wasn’t supposed to mention how Rashad had wiped his grandma’s ass for weeks.

Jamie grabbed Rashad’s shirtfront, gave him a quick shake. “Keep my sister’s name out of your mouth.”

Rashad pushed him away, swaying on his feet, head lolling. “Wait. Why are you starting shit right now?”

Jamie bristled. “You came at me. You’re lucky we’ve been friends for so long or I would have laid you up.”

He wished everything would stop spinning. The strobe light crept under the door, black and white flashes peppering their feet.

Rashad’s lip curled with derision or disappointment. “You’re trying to get out of this.”

The party thumped behind the closed door, the air stale with weed and compressed hot breath. The hallway was empty, the neighbors fuming silently or gone. The carpet was a faded yellow beneath Jamie’s boots, and there was a hole punched in the wall next to Rashad’s front door. Jamie remembered punching the hole. He did not recall why.

“I’m not trying to get out of anything,” Jamie protested. He’d look at Rashad as soon as the dizziness ebbed. Make his friend understand.

“This was your idea. If you back out now—”

“No one’s backing out,” Jamie snapped. “It’s just been a weird night. What, I’m not allowed to have a bad day now, Raj?”

Rashad’s eyebrows drew together. “You kicked a girl, Jay. What. The. Fuck. You know she’s riding with us tomorrow. There are zero circumstances where it’s okay for you to fucking hit a girl, and when that same girl knows certain details about both of us—it’s a really fucking bad idea. So I’m asking you again, nigga, because this is the last time we’re having this conversation: You good?”

Jamie felt hot. He wondered if Rashad could see his sweat, his pools of doubt. The sensation that had washed over him was the bad kind of déjà vu, the sort that felt like a warning. An intense dread that he was touching this girl, partying with these people when he should have taken his ass home and stayed there.

His throat clogged when he tried to think through an explanation Rashad wouldn’t chalk up to a drug-induced hallucination.

“I’m good,” Jamie said, the lie sour as vomit.

“You sure?” Rashad craned his head down to push into Jamie’s space. To Jamie’s befuddled brain, it looked sinuous and slick, a snake unwinding. Maybe Jamie was hypnotized. That would explain everything: the girl, her face, his hand, the small fingers threading through his.

Jamie heaved, doubling over against the wall. He spit up bile and tequila.

“I gotta say,” Rashad said when Jamie recovered, “this ain’t inspiring confidence.”

Anger didn’t have to be reasonable, and Jamie welcomed its burn. Rashad didn’t get to judge him. If Jamie was a fuckup, so was Rashad. They were here together, in this ratty hallway, in the streets and all the rest. Jamie wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “I’m good.”

Things were gathering in big loops, overriding his reason and tightening his fists. The girl, the hand, the face, CeeCee, Rashad. Tomorrow. God, tomorrow. He had to leave. He had to leave before he fought for control the only way he knew how: throwing a punch.

He stumbled, found his feet. “Tell that girl … tell that girl I’m sorry.”

“You know she goes by Alice. Tell her yourself. And if you’re gonna pull this bullshit, don’t bother showing up. We don’t need you,” Rashad slurred, going back inside. There was a burst of hot clouded air and peals of laughter before he slammed the door and left Jamie alone in the hallway.

Jamie jammed his fingers in the crooks of his armpits, rubbing warmth into them. Like that was news. Like everyone in his life wasn’t determined to show how little they needed him.

A part of him argued that he needed to go back in, find Alice. She had to have felt his fingers inside her skin. A bigger part, that tough scaled hide of self-preservation, shut the idea down fast, got him walking away. He took the stairs, climbed past a rusted bicycle. The narrow walls were cheerfully defaced by overlapping graffiti, sprays and markers and dicks and hearts. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of a faded green chalk drawing, a little boy holding a rope. Jamie decided to take the stairs three at a time. There wasn’t any fucking air in here, that was the problem. It was musty, thick with dust, old weed, spilled liquor.

He erupted through the exit into blankets of mist. The night was cold and damp, the curb packed bumper to bumper. He eased down between an old Jetta and a shiny Audi, thumbed out his phone with a shaking hand. He didn’t want to look up, didn’t want to see if the mist would fuck with him, too.

He couldn’t go home. Calla would be beyond pissed he’d run away, that he’d blown her off all night. She didn’t head to bed until she knew he was safe, and Jamie was an asshole for keeping her up. But to text her that he was okay was to open the line of communication, pave the way for a conversation he did not want to have. Calla would have him believe the only way to keep her nightmares at bay was if he stayed home, but she still woke up screaming sometimes when he was. She would tear out of bed and check on him on the futon, hand trembling as she called Dre.

Jamie texted, fingers numb.







CHAPTER FOUR
Dre



You can’t be named Dre without channeling, at least some of the time, hip-hop mogul Dr. Dre. Dre had to produce his own mood to upgrade to the good doctor, which he was currently doing with great success.

It was his time. He had decent leftovers—Alfredo pasta from the other night; a little basil would make it good as new—and a fresh haircut. He had a new pair of kicks, a barely creased pair of retros he’d gotten for a steal.

His apartment was small and neat. Jamie was a fucking slob, fuzz growing over food left too long in his room, used condoms shriveling under his futon. Calla was better, a Sunday deep-cleaner. But Dre knew for a fact his sister basically lived out of a pile of clothing balled on the floor. He’d gifted her an iron she did not use.

Though his big sister had two years on him, Dre was more evolved. His shoes were expertly packed in their original boxes, cradled by tissue paper. The boxes were neatly stacked, lined like ammo down the length of the wall. No dust gathered on his massive flat-screen or console, ruined the sheen of his framed posters. Rappers shared space with street artists on the walls: Wale next to Dondi White, Wiz Khalifa next to Shepard Fairey.

A childhood drawing hung in a frame above his bed, the paper crinkled from time and travel, his attempt at the pond in the woods that used to be his escape. The markers he’d used didn’t capture the blue-green of the water, how it sparkled in the sun, but looking at the picture still made him think of hidden magic.

He was currently wearing only a pair of navy polka-dot boxers and knee-high Obama socks. His fingers danced over the PlayStation controller.

“Don’t even fucking think about it, Berto.” Dre leaned forward, eyes fixed on the screen. His phone buzzed, and he ignored it, couldn’t spare the fingers. His thumbs danced over the bumpers and triggers, and fucking yes, he nailed it. He shot off the bed, crowing into the bulky headset-and-mic combo.

“I’m taking your whole head off, boy!” His character dragged a chain saw through Roberto’s character, a geyser of blood swallowing them both.

“I wasn’t even playing as my main dude,” Roberto said, voice crackling through the speakers.

“Sounds like something a bitch would say. So, at this point, you gotta ask yourself … are you a bitch?” Dre sat back down on his perfectly made bed, finally looking at his phone. Calla had sent a text, something about Jamie still on the lam.

Dre figured he would drop by after the dust settled, bring over a six-pack, and they could half watch Ink Master. Calla could rant about the boy to her heart’s content while Dre doodled absently up her forearms.

They used to talk about other things, do other things. They had impromptu rap battles and made goofy music videos, told each other ghost stories. But Jamie had cratered all that, and now their hangouts were significantly less fun. Calla was less fun. She talked through her strategies of how to get him to show up at school, therapy, the dentist.

Dre half worried his sister had been taken by body snatchers and a tired-eyed stranger was left in her place, one who struggled to roast vegetables and overturned couches to look for Jamie’s custom retainer.

Jamie didn’t make it easy. But that wasn’t what teenagers were about; they were power and discovery and self-absorption. Calla didn’t have to rise to the bait every single time.

Jamie’s therapist had secretly confided that Jamie pushed buttons because he secretly feared abandonment; he was so sure he would be rejected that he decided to take the reins, get kicked out on his own time. He didn’t want to invest himself, believe he was loved, accepted, because that would hurt all the more when he was inevitably kicked out.

Buckle up, basically. Dre had had doubts—the therapist was technically an assistant, but the clinical team, lacking anyone black, sent an intern who had done a stint at the local jail, because working with cons equaled experience in the black psyche—but that lady had come fucking correct.

Calla was a try-hard, her love too aggressive, so Jamie perfected the time-honored art of antagonizing the living shit out of his sister. He ate her last yogurt, disconnected a movie she was watching, and switched on a video game. He’d “borrowed” Calla’s car, filled it with greasy Wendy’s bags, parked it a block away, and insisted a burglar must have done it. Calla was unraveling.

“Let me whoop your ass real quick,” Roberto said over the headset. “I’m seeing a little honey tonight.”

“Tell Sofia I said hi.” Dre took a long pull from an Olde English 40, the gas-station classic. His phone buzzed again. He ignored it. He wasn’t in the mood for Jamie-pondering. It was his night off, and he wanted to keep it. Wanted his cold pasta with fresh herbs, another round of beating Berto down to the ground, and a cold brew.

“Not Sofia.”

Dre spilled his drink. “Shit.” He righted the bottle. His lap was damp. He’d suspected Berto was cheating again—he was a month behind on his share of bills, a telltale sign a new obsession of the lady variety was draining his cash flow—but hoped his roomie wasn’t that stupid. “She’s gonna find out again. Her family’s gonna fuck you up.”

The match started onscreen, Roberto’s character leaping at his.

“Sounds like something a bitch would say,” Roberto sang.

“I don’t approve,” Dre said curtly. “But it’s not my business.”

The words were barely out of his mouth when every device in his room winked out—the television, the blue lights of his headset, the lamp—plunging Dre into darkness. Even his controller, cordless and fully charged, abruptly died.

“The fuck.” Dre spun.

And froze.

Through the shadows, the childhood drawing above his bed looked wet. Slick.

His breath dragged in his chest as he unstuck himself, inched across the bed for a closer look. He dropped the beer he’d forgotten he was holding.

This wasn’t some trick of the not-light.

The pond in the drawing was bleeding.

The scrawl of blue marker was now red. The trees shriveled as he watched, dumbfounded, spirals of green leaves shrinking away, leaving bare sticks drawn in permanent marker.

“What the fuck.”

The pond dripped. Red curled in the edge of the paper, beaded on the frame, streamed down the wall. He scrambled back, slipping off the edge of his bed.

“Berto,” Dre squeezed out, his voice hoarse. “Roberto!”

Blood seeped into his snowy pillowcase. Pooled across the crisp fold of the sheets. His adrenaline spiked, shrieking, Run, bitch, but his legs were loose and clumsy, as deadened as the power.

The scent of blood thickened, caught in his throat.

Roberto materialized at the doorway, hair artfully spiked. The television blinked on. Roberto’s character was still midleap, Dre’s character flexing in place.

“Grow up, D. You can’t just rage quit when you’re losing.” Berto glanced at his phone. “Let’s get the rematch later. I’ve gotta clean up. Little honey, remember?” He strode off whistling, doused in a cologne his girlfriend was allergic to.

His roommate hadn’t seen the blood.

Dre stared at the drawing, now back to a scribbly blue pond and thick trees. Ten minutes ago, looking at it made him feel safe, bubbled up happy boyhood memories of floating on his back in his refuge, scouring the shore for cool stones.

He didn’t feel safe anymore.

His phone buzzed again, and he lurched for it. He would dearly love to hear his sister’s voice. She hovered, but her loud voice had a way of scattering shadows.

It wasn’t Calla.



The apartment complex looked like prison with its concrete walls and narrow windows. Jamie’s best friend, Rashad, lived there with roommates. An apartment of emancipated teens, lost boys all. They subleased from a nice older man, a black guy who worked as a butcher, wore a lot of Mr. Rogers sweaters, who deeply related to the common plight of terrible and absent parents.

Dre didn’t even want to imagine what went on in that apartment. Or what the bathroom looked like.

Jamie sprawled on the curb, idly tapping a silver Audi with his foot. His classic Tims were caked in mud, and Jamie was transferring smears of dirt to the car’s gleaming exterior. He stared at Dre through the mist.

His little brother was one of those people who’d looked the same his whole life. He’d been born with open-faced features: wide brown eyes and a full mouth. His baby fat had slimmed down, but you could look at a photo of him as a newborn, at three, at fourteen, and indisputably know you were looking at the same person. Biology had gifted Jamie this fidelity only on the outside; internally, the boy was curling smoke, opaque and unpredictable.

For the first time in Dre’s life, he’d mistaken his brother for someone else. A stranger. Jamie’s hoodie was smattered with vomit, his locs pulled back in a cloudburst ponytail. His face looked unhealthily gray, like his bones were pushing through his skin.

Jamie climbed in the back seat and promptly lay down. Dre fervently prayed that Jamie wouldn’t throw up. Dre pulled away from the curb, merging back onto the near-empty road. The engine clicked ominously, the reason he hoofed it to the bus stop to get to work and only drove when he absolutely had to.

“Jamie, what the hell?” He tried to find Jamie’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

Jamie didn’t respond.

“Calla’s pissed. She’s blowing up my phone,” Dre continued.

“Don’t take me there. Don’t take me home,” Jamie pleaded.

“Ummm, of course I’m taking you home. You need a shower. When’s the last time you ate? Nigga, you’re not coming home with me.”

“I can’t deal with her right now. Please, Dreyson.” Jamie’s voice was thin.

Goddammit. Siblings knew all the weak spots, years passed circling each other, checking for vulnerability. Being a sibling was intimate; someone else knew when he’d stopped wetting the bed, when his braces had snapped a bracket and wires were exposed in his mouth. All his little levers and pulleys.

Jamie was using big guns. Dre had a hard time denying sincere requests that directly included his full name, and Jamie knew that, of course. Their family was a collectively forked tongue, sharp and dangerous. They smoothed and soothed outsiders, but their silver tongues didn’t work on each other. Heartfelt, earnest pleas were in such short supply, Dre found them almost impossible to ignore.

“Dreyson Xavier Williams. Please.” Jamie twisted the knife.

Dre cursed under his breath and changed course. Jamie could crash on his couch. This created more work. Dre would have to check in with Calla. It was past midnight, and once her fear for Jamie’s safety began to outweigh her fear of law enforcement, she would mull over calling the police. It was hardly Jamie’s first time to skip coming home; he often stayed with friends, falling asleep at 3:00 A.M. and waking up blurry-eyed to dozens of missed calls. It wasn’t a big deal. Jamie was like a little hard-shelled beetle: he was always okay.

But Calla stayed up. She texted and called, drank, tried to read, texted some more, and waited waited waited for a Jamie who would come in his own sweet time. Any sleep she got would be plagued with nightmares of Jamie being shot or bludgeoned and the painful things she had to endure to try to save him. Dre fielded all the delightful late-night calls.

He’s fine, Dre would tell her. Get some sleep.

She never did. So, Dre would have to tell her, and then she would want to know what kind of state Jamie was in, and if Dre didn’t play his cards just right, she would show up at his house with a cold compress and Pedialyte, barking at Jamie even as she wiped throw up from his chin. Later, she’d call Dre again and ask again for every detail of how he’d found Jamie and why. Circle endlessly until she was finally drunk enough to acknowledge her most painful question: Why had Jamie called Dre and not her?

Calla was always there for Jamie. Hell, over the last year she’d fucking made that her personality. She bought books. She read studies about the brain chemistry of adolescents. After the second time Jamie clogged the toilet, she talked to him about bowel movements and purchased higher fiber cereal. She’d joined the PTA, as if Jamie had anything in common with the pampered, mildly discontented youth middle-class white suburbia produced, as if Calla would find community with mothers in layered blond bobs.

The closer you got to someone, the less you can see them, and she was pretty fucking close to Jamie. Dre took the path of least resistance, eased downhill where the shit gathered, and started cleaning. So Jamie trusted him.

Dre thought of the blood streaming down his wall and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Jamie hibernated in a stale cloud of smoke in the back seat.

They sidestepped piles of dog shit in the yard. Dre usually cleaned up the poop even though it wasn’t his dog. He liked the yard tidy. But he was mid-feud with his upstairs neighbor and the stalemate required Dre abstaining from cleaning anyone’s shit.

Once inside, Dre realized that Berto had ostensibly done his version of cleaning. This apparently involved emptying all the crap from his bedroom and lining it in the hallways. Garbage bags marched down the walls, overflowing with papers and open takeout containers. Ramen noodles hung in long strands to the carpet, half of a soy egg perfectly balanced in an ashtray. Old Blu-ray covers smeared with weed towered on the cigarette burn–pocked carpet.

Dre walked in a narrow side shuffle, carefully not touching anything. Jamie was too tired to care or genuinely didn’t, and his foot caught on a garbage bag, spilling sticky paper plates, a Solo cup filled a quarter of the way with old beer, and a faded flowery sheet set.

Dre couldn’t relax with the house like this, and Berto knew it.

Jamie tripped on an empty aquarium and flowed into the momentum, letting gravity plant him face-first on the couch. The couch was a duct-taped Goodwill find, comfortable but with holes in the upholstery. Dre had covered it with a gray cotton slipcover that had stayed nice for approximately two hours before Berto ruined it.

Dre sighed. He went to the kitchen and scrounged for cleaning supplies. He fired off a text to Calla, then put on the bulky gloves, giving him an excuse to set his phone down.

“Okay, champ,” Dre said matter-of-factly. “You’re here. I’m here. What up?”

Jamie mumbled something into the couch.

“Yeah, I’m gonna need you to run that by me again.”

Jamie rolled over, pulling at the threads of the slipcover. “I don’t know why you’re all up in my shit,” he said, yawning like Dre was a drag.

“You called me. You came to me. This is the price.” Dre balled up the soiled sheet set and shoved it into a hamper. These didn’t need to be thrown away; didn’t Berto know how to operate a washing machine?

Jamie closed his eyes. He was silent for so long that Dre checked to make sure he wasn’t asleep.

“There’s just some shit going on, and I’m not sure … what I’m doing anymore,” Jamie said finally, uncharacteristically tentative.

Alas, progress. “Okay. Is this like your specific shit? Or Rashad’s shit?”

A pause. “Both, I guess?”

Dre hesitated. “And is this … thing … an illegal kind of thing? Or just a garden variety kind of thing?”

“The Constitution says I can. Kind of.”

“The Constitution said a lot of shit that turned out to be a bad idea. Or missed some real key fucking things.” Dre didn’t know how to handle this new contemplative Jamie. Jamie didn’t ask questions. He didn’t look back and he didn’t look forward. But that boy wasn’t on Dre’s couch right now.

“And you’re not going to tell me what this thing is?” Dre scrubbed at a brown stain on the carpet.

Jamie shifted again, stared at the ceiling. “You wouldn’t get it. You’re in a soft life.”

And there it was, old criticisms back to nipping at Dre’s heels: he wasn’t hard enough, black enough. He didn’t live and die on the streets like fucking Boyz n the Hood; he went to work and came home and hung out with friends and saved his money. He was beneath tragedy now, beneath notice.

He stood up, crossing his arms across his chest. “I don’t need this. I didn’t have to pick you up. You could be home getting the real inquisition from Cee, but I let you in here, yeah? So whatever shit you have going on, don’t throw it my way. This isn’t about me. It’s about you.”

Jamie rocketed to his feet, squaring up. “Look at yourself, D. Just look.”

Dre did, looking down at his crossed arms, clad to the elbows in thick yellow rubber gloves. Mildly embarrassing, but he kept them on because fuck Jamie. “Oh, so niggas can’t clean now?”

“You’re not on the street like I’m on the street. That’s just a fact.” Jamie’s jaw was so tight it looked painful, and Dre could hear the grind of his teeth.

Dre had so many responses to this. Things Jamie was too young to remember, like their daddy’s flash money and cars; Dre’s ride-alongs in a gold Cadillac, the leather cool and crisp on humid summer nights. Art that was heartbreak, etched on bars and porches and trees. All of it was a hand around Dre’s throat, squeezing and squeezing.

“I don’t know what shady shit you’re doing with Rashad, but you don’t want what you think you want. I promise you that.” Dre felt ancient. And like a hypocrite. He didn’t know what Jamie was up to, but he understood the yearning. The clawing at the base of the throat, the one that stretched and stretched because of this cursed skin, this blessed skin, and the gifts and burdens that came with it.

And the frustration—that amazingly, Dre felt disrespected, not by Jamie’s young general-asshole energy, but at the audacity of his brother to put himself back in danger after everything that Calla did, that Dre did to keep him safe.

“You don’t know what I want,” Jamie said, turning away.

Dre shook his head, leaned down to dab the carpet, and found his soft gray house slippers edged in blood. He jolted back, left a smear. A bead of blood arced toward him in a glistening trail.

Chills shuddered down Dre’s spine, a long icy drip. Adrenaline roared again, his legs tensing, because Run, bitch. Except his brother was here. Aggravating as Jamie was, he should be safe in his big brother’s house.

“What the fuck?” Dre hissed out, sidestepping the stream of blood in the living room to where it ran across the kitchen, frothed over the dull aluminum threshold to his bedroom; blood trickled over his bed, down the wall from the pond in his drawing.

Jamie followed, arms crossed. “I said—”

“Tell me you see it.” Dre cut him off, low and urgent. “The blood. The—the drawing.”

Jamie shrugged.

“Don’t. Just—tell me you fucking see this,” he whispered, fear eclipsing the shame of begging. Wasn’t this what siblings, even younger ones, were for? Someone else to see the monster in the closet. The blood on the bed.

Jamie’s silence ticked on, a metronome counting the beats of Dre’s desperation.

Dre peeled off his gloves and tossed them, smoothed the edges of his Afro. He cursed, picked up the gloves, folding them neatly and sticking them in his back pocket, the yellow fingers peeking out in a flirty little wave.

Jamie gave him the expression Dre reserved for a coworker who kept misplacing her wallet and accusing him of stealing it.

“Your phone.” Jamie pointed at it, the glowing screen face up in a puddle of blood on Dre’s bed. “Calla’s calling.”

Dre jerked. He put his glove back on and reached for his cell.

The blood vanished and it was just his phone, resting on a clean comforter.







CHAPTER FIVE
Jamie



Saturday crept in with dawn. The sun was pale through rolls of clouds, like a stubborn god refusing its favor. All things said, getting out of the house was easier than anticipated.

As jittery as Dre was, he’d still managed to talk Calla off the ledge, convinced her to let Jamie crash at his place. To Jamie’s surprise, his brother insisted on curling up on the other end of the couch. No pillow, no blanket, like he was trying to raw-dog sleep.

Calla picked Jamie up early, armed with a lecture about mutual respect and rules. Jamie apologized in all the right places, showered, and bided his time.

She had a brunch date she claimed didn’t mean anything, but he’d clocked the goofy expression when she was texting, so yeah, bullshit.

“Maybe I should cancel. I should cancel,” she said, inspecting the clothes on the floor.

“I think he’s here,” Jamie said, eyeing the Prius outside the bay window.

“Do not let him in. Do not talk to him. Just—don’t move.” She emerged from her bedroom in a cloud of perfume.

A knock sounded at the door.

She gripped Jamie in a tight hug. “You’re grounded. Do not leave the house,” she said sternly, peppering his locs with kisses.

“That’s a lot of ‘nots,’” Jamie grumbled, leaning into her.

“You can watch movies.” Calla slipped out the door, voice rising in greeting.

The last time his sister sounded that happy, they’d been at Six Flags. Whoever this dude was, Calla was into him. She probably should have ironed that dress. Jamie waited a respectable half hour, did some lunges to get hyped, and left.

He’d thought about not showing up today; he really did. He was dry-eyed and hungover. The tiny hand digging through Alice’s face and Dre’s sudden panic felt like omens, like the protest was spoiled already and he should stay home. Calla didn’t have a slick enough hand with makeup to hide the evidence of her sleepless night. She would be … displeased to find the house empty.

But then he scrolled the news. Another black man had died horribly, and they were protesting. Except Jamie had protested before, before and before and before, and nothing seemed to materialize. He’d made signs and signed petitions, learned chants and the chunky language of advocacy. And he’d realized: it was all shit. He’d been hit with tear gas and rubber bullets, and if he’d been born in a different time it would have been dogs and hoses; back a little more and it would have been a noose.

Calla said play the long game. Go to class, do homework, smile at teachers, step-ball-change at interviews. Go to college, do more homework, pick a career, kiss ass, more ass, endless amounts of ass. Jamie understood. He just disagreed on principle. He’d never acquired the taste for kissing white ass that was so necessary for success.

He would not eat breakfast with injustice, sit in school with injustice, scrub toilets or run a cash register through injustice. He would not look past it and pretend to be grateful for every day he wasn’t murdered. Why did he have to be peaceful when white people got to be so gloriously violent? They committed murder—psychic, corporeal, vicious murder—nearly every second of every day, and he was supposed to spread jazz hands, help them feel safe.

Like they hadn’t mutilated him before his birth.

He loved his siblings with his whole heart, but he was braver than Calla, more ambitious than Dre.

That’s how he ended up in the back seat of a yellow Penske rental van. Rashad was driving, and Alice rode shotgun, Jamie crammed in the back with Isaiah and one of Rashad’s friends, Tyler, some nervous-looking big dude with busted edges. The streets were thick with protestors, and rising mist made everyone outside the van unknowable. For the curse of being skinny, Jamie had the most undesirable seat: the hump in the middle of the back seat. They’d been in the van for maybe twenty minutes, so he was mystified by how it could already smell like weed, Fritos, and coconut oil.

He posted a snarling selfie to Instagram and saw he had a text from his mother. He shouldn’t open it. He knew he shouldn’t open it. He should have blocked her, but there was something reassuring about seeing his hate reflected in blue bubbles. Like poking an injury—it hurt, but in a sick good way.

Jamie looked at his mother’s message and it was horrible, of course:

You’re dead to me.

Nice. People acted like being estranged from a relative was selfish. That’s just how they are, they argued. Mom rocked the boat and Jamie got shit for bailing. Unspoken but implied was: You owe her. You owe her for your life. Jamie had a right to live and he was tired of explaining that nicely.

A little black girl in yellow overalls danced with a sparkler on the sidewalk in dizzying whorls of gold. Jamie didn’t remember ever feeling that free. He couldn’t hurt his mom, not truly—she was too narcissistic for that depth of feeling—but he could share this wound with those who deserved it. Petitions were slow and dynamite was fast.

“Yo, Jay,” Rashad said, turning down the blast of rap music. “We were thinking you could take the wheel after we do the drop at the jail.”

“Who was thinking that?” The seat belt dug into Jamie’s side as he shifted to meet Rashad’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Because that wasn’t the plan.”

“I think—” Tyler started.

“I don’t care what you think. Raj, who exactly is this nigga with the busted edges?” Jamie did not like that there was an unfamiliar face in the van, or that Rashad was pulling shady moves last minute. The tips of his fingers were cold.

“It was my idea, okay,” Alice said, unbuckling her seat belt with a clatter so she could swivel around to glare at Jamie. “I didn’t sign up to be the van’s babysitter. I want to actually make a difference today.”

Jamie looked out of the window, eased out a breath. They were close to the new youth detention center still under construction, soon to hold 156 new baby offenders. People were already raging outside, holding signs for not only Black Lives Matter, but also sexism, homophobia, and human rights, because protesting was a buffet like that. You started with one dish, then added one more, and then loaded your plate since you’re already there.

“Alice, your cousin rented this van,” Jamie said. “If anyone has an interest in making sure it’s safe, it’s you.”

“Are you seriously arguing with me?” Alice partially unzipped her windbreaker, revealing a burst of dark bruising trailing her collarbone. “You kicked me in my fucking chest. I’m only still here because I believe in what we’re doing, but from now on, the plan will be whatever makes me comfortable. Not you. You are going to babysit the van, and I am going to be outside. Far, far away from you. And after this, if you come within a fucking zip code of me, I will report you.”

Jamie wanted to defend himself. He just didn’t know exactly how to explain to a girl he once wanted to sleep with that he didn’t mean to abuse her, he’d just experienced a creepy vision where a tiny hand got stuck in Alice’s insides. Her cheek had swallowed his fingers, for Christ’s sake, and not in a porn way.

“You good with that, Jay?” Rashad said, not meeting Jamie’s eyes.

No, Jamie wasn’t good with that. They didn’t trust him anymore. Alice’s cousin had rented the van, which made it her responsibility.

Alice jerked down the small mirror of the passenger seat, pinned her bangs back. Her fingers were shaking, and with a sinking feeling Jamie realized she was afraid of him. Calla would be so disappointed.

“I’m good,” Jamie croaked.

The plan was simple: give the people real tools to fight back. They’d been gathering supplies for weeks, doing heavy DIY projects before the trap parties started. The back of the van was packed to the brim with water and snacks, baseball bats, bear mace, spikes, and other surprises.

Rashad crawled the van behind marching protesters. Alice rolled down the window and stuck her fist out in solidarity. Everyone in the van yelled except for Jamie, the energy dialing up. The detention center was mostly just scaffolding and mounds of dirt. Rashad pulled the van to a stop. They got out and walked around back. Isaiah gave Jamie a quick pat on the shoulder.

“You didn’t have to say that shit about my edges.” Tyler shouldered roughly past. “I got an appointment at the barbershop Tuesday. Next time you see me, I’m gonna be clean, and you’ll still have Raggedy Andy dreads.”

Rashad threw open the double doors at the back with an unnecessary flourish. The energy was frenetic, snapping like jaws. Isaiah passed Jamie a mask, and Jamie realized most of his semifriends had already donned them while Tyler was popping off at the mouth.

Alice’s short hair was slicked back, gleaming where the bobby pins struck the light. She pulled the hood of her jacket over her ears. Rashad’s mask barely fit the square of his face, his cheeks and jaw peeking around the edges. Jamie clenched his in his hand.

He was starting to wonder if Rashad was still his friend. From the side-eye he was getting from Tyler and Rashad, Jamie concluded that somehow this whole thing had gotten twisted around. To them, Jamie was the erratic one, the untrustworthy one.

The mask was a matte-black snarling wolf—Jamie’s answer to the Black Panthers—a canine muzzle with round holes for eyes and rough triangles for ears. He slapped it on, let it swallow him up, swallow up the view of these two-faced clowns.

The world was reduced to clarifying pinpricks. It shut out the chaos around them, the black-clad crowd of people he didn’t know, the jeers and cheers. He saw only the narrow brown slice of Rashad’s cheek, the nasty crawl of Tyler’s hairline, a crystalline drop of rain perfectly situated on the very edge of Alice’s dark-blue hood.

A shiver rippled through the crowd around them, hundreds of shades of brown arms raised toward the sky. Jamie felt his tension shift, morph, float. It was like hands pressing directly to his heart, stomping feet and clapping hands and loud voices, and Jamie was bigger than himself; he was more than Rashad, more than Alice or Tyler. They were fragile on their own, but Jamie was his own mob. They might be the lungs of the protest, but he was all fists.

He sidestepped gracefully past Rashad—same move he’d learned watching Dre on the court—and was the first one to reach into the back of the van and withdraw a glossy metal bat. He held it aloft for one long moment, then turned around and offered it to a confused college girl. She hesitated only a second, her jaw tightening, and then she took it from him. The connection of that, the thrum as the bat met her hand, finally banished Jamie’s siblings’ voices from his head.

Jamie knew how to best help women: give them weapons instead of pacifiers.

He grabbed a bulletproof vest, passed it to the girl’s middle-aged father or sugar daddy. His friends crowded around him, grabbing supplies to distribute. A semiorganized line was formed; protest was civil and people were classic, ready to wait their turn to raise hell.

Jamie handed out bats, mace, and vests. He saw a Safeway tote full of guns and was flabbergasted at how unsafely they were stored—Rashad’s stupidity was definitely going to get them all killed, though his hand ached to hold one, in a burning way, like a rash. He grabbed a few bottles of water instead, pressed them into the arms of a prepubescent boy in a wheelchair. The boy curled his lip, and Jamie threw in a roll of road spikes.

He spotted a bunch of kids with a grim-faced young mother and decided to do his second favorite activity at protests. Jamie pulled out a jumble of temporary tattoos from his pocket and stamped a black kitten on a toddler’s cheek, gave a butterfly to his infant sister.

For a blissful twelve minutes, he felt powerful.

Then the crowd devolved into an anxious, glorious thing.







CHAPTER SIX
Calla



Calla lingered in the Prius, trying to look aloof and sexy.

The third date was a delicate time for a new relationship—definitely too early for Noah to see the inside of her house and discover she was a garbage person. On the other hand, their first kiss was overdue. As much as she savored the heated seats, she was still in a car, avoiding Mrs. Vu’s glare as her neighbor vigorously beat a rug under the covered porch.

Not exactly quality romance.

“Dinner next week?” She flashed Noah a smile.

“Tomorrow.” He leaned in and kissed the shit out of her.

Calla had thought her mouth was basically Skeletor’s, chapped and starved from lack of affection, but it woke right the hell up. Liquid sunshine dazzled up her body, made her surge against him, her hand locked in his hair.

“Wanna see my room?” she breathed.

He chuckled into her neck. “Isn’t your brother home?”

Hot and considerate. She swooned to her front door alone, loose from Bellinis and the scrape of Noah’s jaw. Buoyant and energized, she wandered through the house thinking optimistic thoughts. Maybe after Jamie’s suspension, he’d settle in. Calm down. With Dre helping out more, she’d have room for a relationship. A better job, one that deserved her at peak performance and the sharp blue blazer disintegrating in the closet. She’d find a hobby, though she was drawing an absolute blank at any possibilities, like parts of herself had been erased.

Calla tensed when she realized Jamie wasn’t home. She made a second loop through the house in case he was pranking her, jerking open closets, tearing the covers from his futon. Grounding should be a force field, an electric fence. He was supposed to be home.

She sank onto the couch and texted him. Called him. Texted Dre. Called Dre.

Neither answered.

Her eyes burned with exhaustion and alcohol. That last Bellini was ill-advised. She fell asleep gripping her phone.

Calla didn’t have ordinary nightmares. She had a Nightmare, singular.

Daylight didn’t keep the Nightmare away. Nothing much did, except for both her boys being under the same roof, sleeping safely. The Nightmare didn’t care when she’d tried her first one-night stand in college, or when she’d been crammed into a Nashville hotel room with four other bridesmaids—the dream came just the same regardless of where she was, tracked her down in blood and mist, and pressed, triangle-sharp, on her eyelids.

If she had to have a recurring nightmare, she wished it was falling or losing her teeth like normal people. Instead, she was stuck repeating the night her father died, chasing her brothers through their hometown of Hollywood, Florida. Her hands fisted on the cushions. She made a plaintive sound, twisted into the crook of the sectional.

At the start of the Nightmare, she’s always on her way to the Green Store, just passing a drooping row of palm trees, garbage gathered at their roots. Clouds shifted across the night sky, swollen with rain that never fell.

Calla was fifteen, several months after her first period, three years after her first training bra. Her legs were dwarfed by too-big mom jeans, a sagging lavender T-shirt and black hippie vest with fringe covering a sturdy brown belt. Short flat hair slicked down to her ears, a line of pimples anchored in Blue Magic streaks.

The boys were at home. Good time to get chores done. The tiny corner store on her block was a lot closer, but the Green Store had more food. She swatted mosquitoes, the hot humid air playing will-they-won’t-they with water. The streets were disgusting: used condoms, scraps of food, bird shit, soiled diapers. Her clothes stuck to her in sweat and salt.

Calla was looking up and out, so she didn’t notice the broken bottle sitting perfectly erect on the sidewalk. The foamy sole of her pink jelly flip-flops was no match for the glass. She stepped directly on it, nearly two inches of glass sinking into the heel of her left foot.

Blood spurted. She bit off a scream. The pain made her foot unrecognizable, as though it was being twisted and remade. The bottle was a broken 40, because of course it was. An Olde English ale, same brand as the one that cracked her in the face once; it was back again. She was being haunted by cheap liquor. She’d been hurt so much by cheap liquor.

She wasn’t sure what to do, if she should pull it out and slice her fingers or leave it in. Removing the glass might make the wound bleed more, leaving her to walk home with a gaping hole in her foot ripe for the germs and general grossness.

She left the glass in and limped into the store, tracking blood to the dairy section. Calla chose two gallons of full-bodied whole milk. She always got the red cap, hazy on what the others meant. The handles were smeared with blood as she set the milk on the counter.

The shopkeeper’s nostrils flared.

Calla’s blood was poison, more proof she was a bad thing whom bad things happened to. She dropped change on the counter and hobbled outside, a jug of milk in each hand. A white van with open double doors squealed to a stop at the intersection.

Jamie was dragged into the back of the van, the doors rattling closed. Her little brother screamed as the van tore off into the night.

No little girl was unaware of the danger of a friendly white face and a spacious white van. Little boys didn’t get the same warnings. Jamie was vulnerable. It wouldn’t have taken much effort, not candy but a richly layered sandwich or funny hat.

Calla ran as best she could. Each step drove the glass in deeper, and she hissed through the pain. Her heel slipped in the blood, her flip-flop flying off. It never occurred to her to drop the milk. The van veered down her street, bringing Jamie home.

Dread was jagged, heavy in her chest. Calla shoved her way through a group of prostitutes at the corner, and Jamie screamed again; he used to sleep so soundly on her chest. He loved dinosaur-shaped chicken nuggets and pickle juice more than pickles and had a cute little snaggletooth crowding his smile, and God. God.

She’s slick with her own blood, muscles tight and hot, milk running pink.

She’s outside their apartment building.

This building held many terrors.

Go up to the third floor, to the Williamses’ red door.

She opened the door, shoved her glasses up her nose. Instead of a living room and a short hall to the kitchen, there was a narrow path that defied architecture. The movements of her hands were soft through the charcoal fog. Her shoulders touched clammy walls, close, claustrophobic.

Jamie made a sound she’d never heard before. She had a catalogue of his noises, his baby gurgles and tantrums, sniffles and giggles. This sound wasn’t Jamie in a temper or the surprised gasp he made when he tripped.

Calla was scared. Her left eye swelled and closed in memory of the last time she’d felt this helpless, and she squinted thanks to the poor vision of her right eye.

Water sloshed up to her ankles with an acrid smell she should recognize but didn’t.

The burn to her heel was immolation.

She couldn’t see. Couldn’t breathe. Didn’t know what to do, except what she’d always done when it came to Jamie. Get up. Lead by feel, by instinct. Touch those wet walls, gag through the smell, ignore the pain. Shove it down to some unspeakable place where it couldn’t be spotted by men looking at her a little too long or by oblivious teachers and social workers.

The narrow hall ended in an abrupt right turn, then a forking path, split in two equally dark directions. She kept to the right, choking her way through the maze that had spawned where her home was supposed to be.

Jamie didn’t stop screaming until he did, and it was so abrupt, so completely silenced, that Calla screamed to replace it.

She hit the center, a wide-open space rendered in dark lines. She couldn’t see the ceiling, only waves of the black water that now lapped at her waist. The walls were streaked with blood.

Jamie was strapped to a chair in the middle of the room, perched precariously on a rickety wooden dais. Water crested the dock. His head hung on his chest.

Calla slogged over to him, a sob catching in her throat.

Her baby was missing a leg, char crusting his lower half. His chest, where spaceships flew on blue footie pajamas, was peppered with bullets.

The horror punched her out of her own body.

She kissed his hair, six sweet cornrows gray under rubble and tiny stones.

“Jamie.” She tipped his chin to look at his amazing little face, her face, but better. She would pick him up, drag him out of here. Find their real home, give him a bath.

There was no world where she wasn’t his sister, and so this world could not be real.

She hefted him onto her back in a sad perversion of a piggyback ride. He was waxy, limbs already going stiff under her touch.

There was a short figure in the doorway, holding a tiny speck of a lit match.

“What happened to him?” Calla shrieked. The rage that shot through her scared her. She wanted to be empathetic and kind, cool water at the center. She snarled.

The figure waved, a small cheerful faraway hand, arcing a slash of light.

All this liquid, the stinging fumes she’d been breathing in, falling in, flailing in—water kissed by kerosene.

The match dropped. Fire surfed the waves in boiling red and blue licks.

Calla lost her balance. Lost Jamie. She slipped, cracking her head on the edge of the dock, sinking into the waves. Jamie was in the dark with her, his eyes empty as she reached for him. It was a relief when the fire stretched down a burning hand and closed around them.

Calla woke up gasping, disoriented and fuzzy, vision blurred in the dark living room. The back of her throat tickled. Blood dripped from her nose. She fumbled for a tissue and wiped her face. Her cheek was raised in bumps from the couch.

Heavy clouds drifted across the slice of moon through the bay window. Without Jamie’s obnoxious music, his heavy footfalls tracking to and from the kitchen, the house felt stale. He still wasn’t home.

She plugged tissues in both nostrils and scrambled to her feet. Her body had betrayed her, snatching the sleep it needed while she was forced to look at the burns climbing Jamie’s body, the bullet holes in his chest. It looked like he’d been in a fucking explosion, had detonated a bundle of dynamite and fucked up his exit. And then limped into a spray of gunfire.

Christ, her mind conjured some sick shit. She rubbed her arms, her salvaged A-line dress damp with sweat and covered in lint.

The Nightmare always ended in fire and water and death. The difference was who the van stole away. Who was dead in the chair.

Dre thought the way she waited up for Jamie was ridiculous. She’d never been able to voice her secret superstition that the dream only happened when shit was about to go down with her brothers. Calla didn’t walk under ladders. She didn’t split poles. When she had the maze dream, she traced her own steps home and found her brothers bloodied.

The boys would think she was a fucking nut if she told them the thoughts that calcified in her chest when she saw the figure with the match, about the greasy weight between them.

She gripped her brothers’ battered bodies. She sometimes gathered their severed limbs. She was not cool water at the center. She always thought:

Don’t let this happen.

Whoever did this to them—can fucking die.

Keep them safe.

Her hands shook around her phone. No new messages from Jamie. If he was home, she wouldn’t be worrying about explosions and bullets.

She looked out the window at overgrown bushes gilded silver by moonlight.

Where the hell was Jamie? She’d known better—she should have stayed home, watched him, but she’d been thinking of a ride in a nice car where the heat worked, being whisked to a magical place of mango mimosas and sugared French toast. Chatting with a cute guy about anything other than Jamie. She’d been too busy shaving her legs and wiping at the tiles of the tub or moisturizing her hair and dumping blue cleaner in the toilet to interrogate him about his plans.

Maybe when she’d been tucking her face so Noah wouldn’t notice her double chin, smoothing the folds of her least wrinkled dress, Jamie had been halfway to Jamie-shit, Jamie-adventuresTM.

She tapped her phone to life. Called Jamie. Called Dre. Called Jamie. Called Dre. Her nail was bitten to the quick, a bead of blood smearing her phone screen.

It was a mad night, a mayhem night, one with firecrackers and gunshots and raised voices. She didn’t know how much longer she could take this. She held her prayers close:

Don’t let this happen.

Whoever tries to hurt Jamie—can fucking die.

Keep him safe.







CHAPTER SEVEN
Jamie



A Molotov cocktail burst against the side of the detention center.

People fled in all directions. Someone was crying and someone was cheering and Rashad was roaring like it was hilarious.

Jamie bulldozed his way to the driver’s seat of the van, got inside. The blast of heat was very welcome after the gray chill of outside. He coaxed the engine to life and turned on the headlights. The beam caught Rashad in a flood of light, his wolf’s mask cast yellow. Jamie really couldn’t see shit and took his mask off.

He inched down the street, easing back into the road, people pressing sticky hands to the windows of the van. Every few blocks he stopped for a duo of figures in black wolf masks. Jamie stayed behind the wheel as they swung the doors open, pulling out supplies. They rapped twice on the side of the van, and Jamie pressed on the gas. The first three stops went swimmingly; stop number four was where things went to shit.

Jamie caught a glimpse of plastic ears in the rearview mirror of the van, but the man standing there was not his friend or anyone loosely affiliated. He was tall and thin, his neck and hands pale white. His hair was lank, a greasy brown around the mask. He wore a wolf mask and a camo jacket pocked with rough-hewn patches and symbols that made Jamie’s stomach drop.

According to Raj’s last-minute instructions, Jamie was supposed to meet Tyler, the new guy with the busted edges, at this stop. He wondered if this dude jumped Tyler and jacked his mask. Seemed unlikely, but how else to explain Tyler’s absence and this guy donning the mask? The stranger gestured wildly, and Jamie tipped the mirror to see better.

The white dude was squaring off against an unlikely opponent, a broad-shouldered old black woman with a wide-brimmed sequined hat. Glasses glinted from the curve of her face. High above the hat, she hefted a yellow umbrella with a heavy wooden hook. The white dude shoved her, and Jamie lurched out the van.

“Hey!” He struggled against a knot of protestors, made it around back, and froze.

The white guy was down, body jerking between the curb and gutter.

“What. What.” Jamie’s mind emptied in a flash of white. And red, because that was blood gushing from the man’s chest, a hole somewhere Jamie couldn’t see, but the results running in rivulets.

“Help,” the injured man rasped. He sounded like Death, or Father Time, or some other ancient entity laboring for words.

Jamie couldn’t think. The old woman. The umbrella. The man. They spun round and round as the man flailed at Jamie’s feet. Was this shock? This coldness, this dread stilling his feet. Paramedics had to be close, bold blue crosses weaving through the crowd.

His eyes flicked over the back of the open van. It was nearly empty, save for a few stray bottles of water, an oversized bag of Funyuns, and the last couple of handguns Jamie was supposed to let Tyler take. Let Tyler take, not give, being the key distinction.

Except a critical thing was missing. A bundle of dynamite, assembled carefully and wrapped in duct tape by Jamie, his explosive Plan B. Oh God.

The bleeding man at Jamie’s feet sure as hell didn’t take it.

Did Grandma steal his boomers? Fuck. He was fucked. But … what was she doing with them? She couldn’t be planning on turning them in to the cops; she’d staked a guy with an umbrella. He couldn’t stop seeing the wooden hook, the long metal point.

Didn’t matter. Couldn’t matter. He had to get it back. He had to find her.

He’d just wanted to make a statement, a show of force. Be heard. He didn’t want anyone getting hurt. He knew what it looked like. Calla and Dre would not approve of these extracurriculars, but then again, he hadn’t approved when Dre had tried his hand at the clarinet.

Except an unknown man had intercepted Tyler and stolen his mask before being intercepted in turn.

The old lady had her own agenda.

Jamie leaned down to check the guy’s breathing. He’d gone still while Jamie was panicking, the wolf mask torn aside, a young face revealed. He was dead. Jamie would be blamed. He had to find Grandma. Had to get away from this fucking van before anyone realized what happened. He turned into a dizzying wave of stimulus.

Four guys were on drums, and a black girl was crushing a bass guitar. A group of defiant teens leaped up and down in their own makeshift mosh pit. A couple curled into one another on a blanket in the muddy grass, pretending they were comfortable. Stacks of papers collected in soggy piles at the dip of the gutter.

It was the kind of diversity that flowered thick in Seattle: the colorful dance of the Duwamish, the heady loll of Spanish, Asians of every petal, red-cheeked white people in knit hats, an army of braids and fades and head coverings. Almost everyone wore black. An umbrella snapped out in a sunburst of yellow, water beading off the petals, but the blood, the blood soaked through.

Jamie whispered a prayer for the man in the gutter and ran, trying desperately to keep eyes on the bloodstained yellow umbrella. He didn’t spare another thought for the van parked askew at the corner, doors open in invitation, the key in the ignition.

He was swallowed by the crowd, by protestors and cops, rain falling in a lazy drizzle.

Jamie squeezed through a gap, weaved around a row of concrete pillars. The alcove of the pillars was trimmed in dark blue, which Jamie didn’t notice until someone bumped into him and knocked him deeper into the abscess of the building.

He stumbled, was about to launch back into the crowd when he noticed thick trails of graffiti. A plank of wood fit crudely where the glass of a window should be, FUCK THA POLICE scrawled in bubbly black letters. Graffiti climbed up around holes in the walls, a ghostly tail of plastic snagged in a windowsill. It looked haunted as shit.

Grandma was hobbling farther away every second, but Jamie couldn’t pull his gaze from the bright chalk drawings, crumbling powder brushstrokes of a crude sun, a gun, a standalone smile. The images felt familiar, and for a split second he felt the soft rub of chalk in his palm. Saw the scribbles of blue and green framed above Dre’s bed.

Two thoughts crawled through his head: he was at the East Precinct, and Grandma had to be long gone. He spun to the crowd, a mob jumping, walking, twerking through. A cacophony of voices and speakers and music and microphones drilled his skull. His breath came out in a cloud of white, but he was very hot. Bubbles drifted across his vision; a car horn honked long and deep; he smelled shitty weed. Jamie was at the intersection of at least fourteen different rap songs, music tangling angst and swagger and joy.

He texted Rashad a bleak update and sagged against the police station, trying to get his breath back, his bearings. The van was a no-go; there was a dead guy sprawled behind it. Or maybe he was unconscious, and Jamie could still save him. Rewind all this.

Jamie moved, was just rounding the last pillar, when the world went blue and white and loud. An explosion rocked everything and everyone, slammed him into the low brick wall of a scrubby raised garden. He landed face down on the pavement, the side of his head throbbing. His jaw screamed. His tongue stung.

He helped the dazed man next to him get up. The guy had a huge chip of a brick lodged in his forehead, blood squeezing sluggishly around the wound. Jamie dropped the man’s arm in horror and stumbled into a parked police car, which was nearly as horrifying as the brick in that dude’s head. His chin was a narrow tip of blood, clothes covered in soil and gray Sheetrock.

Rain misted his locs, and his ears rang. The rain stopped. He glanced up to see a canopy of a yellow umbrella, spotted with blood.

Jamie went very still. His eyes tracked down the wooden hook of the handle, to the knotted bleeding hand gripping the end. The nails were long, a purple so dark they were nearly black. She held the stem of the umbrella with a thumb and two craggy fingers, laden with heavy rings. The other fingers were gone, messy holes in their place.

He heard her breathing but couldn’t look. Couldn’t raise his gaze from the spurt of blood where her fingers should be. She’d blown herself up with his dynamite. She’d blown up the police station.

Jamie looked up at the building. He had the same feeling he got when he passed roadkill and he knew it would be terrible, but he had to look just in case. It was like that but magnified, because Jamie wasn’t a danger to opossums, but he apparently was to humanity.

A third of the police station was rubble.

He hoped it had been empty. Please. Please let it have been abandoned.

“You really fucked up.” The old’s woman’s voice was very loud. Several heads swiveled their way.

Jamie had chased her, but in her actual presence he didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t think of a single person who would believe him, and he couldn’t attack her.

He bolted.

The air was dense with wails and confusion. Jamie leaped, skidded over the hood of a car, and kept running. He skirted chunks of debris and thought of home. Being home. His earlier confidence shriveled into something dusty and small. Paramedics worked efficiently, and cops were massing in force.

There were so many eyes, crying eyes and hard eyes and eyes sealed closed by bruising. Chaos was a punch, hurt and fear and wrath shifting into one massive organism, and Jamie had put that out into the world.

The police were tense and white-faced with shock and anger and disbelief. There was a change in the air, the devastation of the explosion sliding into something sour. Jamie had lived many years on the thin edge of violence; he knew what was coming.

A cop grabbed at a woman and she cried out. Someone threw a rock. He heard the crackle of a megaphone and a nearby EMT shouting.

It was a thick press of bodies, arms and legs and cameras catching at Jamie’s shoulder, his back, his hip. Rage raced like wildfire, curling mouths into snarls, fingers hooking into claws. The line of cops fanned the inferno, some on horseback, others holding clear shields. Jamie caught the tail end of a burst of mace, inhaled pepper like cut glass. A baton clanged against something metal, then something soft, and that sounded so much worse.

“Disperse. Disperse. Disperse.”

Fuck if he wasn’t trying. There were no gaps in the crowd of bodies, and Jamie forced his own path, same as he’d been doing his whole life. He squeezed his way through, somehow losing his jacket, his arm wrenched back.

He was made new out of the crowd, the slickness of the rain his birthing fluids. The air was cold in his lungs, sharp and dense.

He tucked himself into a narrow alley in Capitol Hill, doubled over on his knees. He could hear the seething of the protestors, the rattle of gunshots, breaking glass. The neighborhood was frothing—cops, civilians, bystanders. A white woman raced by with an armful of Gap bags, joined swiftly by a horde of opportunistic looters toting inexplicable items: a minifridge, a painting, a shoebox, a Starbucks carafe.

Jamie hurt. He couldn’t catch his breath and prayed he wasn’t having an asthma attack with his inhaler mockingly at home.

Calla’s voice rang in his head, what she’s yelled a hundred times, a thousand. And his mumbled replies.

“Jamie, what were you thinking?”

Guess I wasn’t.

“Seriously, what did you think would happen next? Did you think that far ahead?”

Not really, sis.

Calla, her head in her hands. “I’m trying, okay? I’m trying to be here for you. But you have to tell me what the fuck is going on.”

I hurt all the time. All the time. His bones ached every day, like they didn’t fit right. Years of hunger, of thirst, had whittled him down into a nub. His pain was chronic and made him reckless, desperate, an easy slip into the oblivion of weed and alcohol, the promiscuity of self those addictions required. Driving fast helped. Drugs were better. Bad food and worse girls, thrill-seeking boys, angry music. Entire cultures Calla didn’t understand and Dre had forgotten.

Calla was right: Jamie hadn’t been thinking. He shouldn’t be here. He wanted to go home. Calla could make kielbasa. He could tell her he’d watched the light crew tinker with switches for a stage play and that it looked kind of cool, invite her to come watch the show with him. They could watch SpongeBob after dinner, the one with the nasty patty.

It would be nice. He could pretend he was normal, pretend he could still change his life. Pretend these salted streets weren’t waiting impatiently to receive him, prone and bloodied.

Jamie put his head between his knees, tried to breathe.

“Hands up.” It was a whisper at first, then stronger. “Hands up!”

A cop. Jamie couldn’t find it in him to be surprised, only viciously amused.

The guy was scrawny, as though being on the job had eaten his body weight like a tapeworm, left him wasted. Jamie understood. The worst of humanity was overwhelming. Empathy was alarmingly finite, a fistful of jewels gleaming and traded and gone.

The cop’s dirty-brown hair was quashed under a stiff cap, strands plastered to his forehead. The uniform was a damp rumpled blue, and Jamie understood this cop had been out here a good long while. He understood this wasn’t good news for his health.

His face was dug in with lines and still radiated new-on-the-job nerves. He pointed a gun at Jamie’s middle with shaking hands. Sweat crept from the edges of a thick black vest. His feet were clad in muddy boots.

Jamie straightened slowly. All of this felt familiar, as though it had happened before and he’d forgotten.

“Don’t move,” the cop panted. “Get your fucking hands up.”

“Okay. Okay.” Jamie raised his hands glacially slow as though those instructions made sense together.

“What are you doing out here, boy?” The cop inched closer, one hand now at his belt, one on the gun.

“Don’t call me that.” Jamie used the voice that made Calla laugh or pissed her off, depending on her mood. “Ooh,” she would say, hands on her hips. “You’re gonna put that bass in your voice to talk to me?”

Jamie needed the bass. He needed the drums, feet pounding the pavement, a ring of hands clapping. He needed the power to push him up, make him brave.

“I’ll call you whatever the fuck I want. You’re out here looting. Someone just hit Rove Vintage.” His gun lowered to Jamie’s legs as he scanned the alley. Jamie watched him take in the overflowing garbage, black bags spilling into the narrow path. A half-shredded mattress sagged tiredly against the wall.

Jamie laughed, and the cop jerked the gun up to his face. “You think I broke into a vintage shop? I guess I’ll hit a yoga studio next, really corner the black market on sweaty mats.”

The cop did not find this funny. “Let me see some identification.”

Jamie kept eyes on the cop, the veiny blue cheeks. He moved so slowly his arm quivered with strain, sliding incrementally to his pocket. The corner of his wallet was just brushing his fingertips when the cop shot at him.

The bullet clipped the narrow alley wall, dislodging sharp chips of brick. Jamie dropped. It was instinctive, his body taking over with little permission or awareness. His sister had taught him that, same time she taught him jump rope. The blast shattered his ears, and for a second, he was back on the baked pavement that long-ago day when Calla showed him what to do when bullets flew.

The cop strode over, kicked Jamie in the stomach. The pain was explosive, and Jamie curled around it. There was a ringing, ringing, ringing.

Feet strode by the mouth of the alleyway, a narrow slice of life. Someone with flared bell-bottoms strained around a flat-screen TV, the cord whipping around a denim-clad leg. Gray smoke gathered in thick clouds. A redhead tripped, hands clapped to her face.

The cop stepped into Jamie’s ribs, and Jamie had made so many mistakes and now he was gurgling, spitting blood. He went limp, head lolling to the side. He watched the diagonal world outside the alley, all the gray and movement and noise he couldn’t hear.

He was going to die here. He was going to die the same way he’d been born, in chaos and destruction, and Calla was wrong. Nothing would get better. He thought of Dre, crowing and strutting after crushing Jamie in Gears of War, Calla, peering curiously at him over the top of a book. Killing Jamie would burn out something vital in them, something necessary.

Jamie couldn’t die here. He would die, and he would rise, and he would haunt his sister.

Would someone paint his name on a cardboard sign, hold it aloft at a candlelight vigil? He snapped his head up at the sound of a splash, new feet stomping into a puddle in the alley.

A kid stood alone at the entrance, glistening with dust or sweat or rain. One eye was swollen behind enormous pink retro glasses, the kind with the extra band bridging the nose. A white patch stretched over her left eye, the ends tied in a sloppy knot above her head. She must’ve been caught in the tear gas or caught the wrong end of a baton, or any of the countless horrors that waited for children who marched.

She’d been injured somehow, a slip of a thing, some scrap of ribbon and butterfly kisses and snowflakes and all the other cute things girls were supposed to be made of. Someone had hurt her, this little girl with even brown skin and four poufs of what his family called dookie braids. She wore Winnie-the-Pooh overalls, Piglet grinning from an oversized pocket at the front. The yellow corduroy was filthy, brown smeared in messy arcs.

Her kneecaps bobbed as she stumbled forward, a hand flying over her mouth at what she’d walked into. Her right eye was beady through her thick glasses, the skin puffy from gas or crying or both. That single dark eye welled up, her hand eating a sob.

“Hands in the air,” the cop wheezed, thin face red from the exertion of kicking the shit out of Jamie.

Of all the people to notice, to stop, to linger, this little girl.

“Get the hell out of here,” Jamie snarled. He coughed, rested his head against the street. He couldn’t cause another black woman grief. He owed them too much.

“Where are your parents? Bringing a kid to a protest seems kind of negligent, don’t you think? Let’s not make trouble for them, honey,” the cop said.

The little girl shook her head, her chunky braids waving slowly in bulbous barrettes. “What’re you doing to him?” Her voice was ten times bigger than the rest of her, carefully enunciated, heavy as concrete. She looked nine and sounded twenty-seven.

The cop stiffened. Jamie could feel it, the arrow-tight draw of his body. The tiny girl, equipped in bright yellow and an oversized voice, the only one who had noticed a cop brutalizing a black kid at a protest against police brutality, just a few steps away from adults and help.

Jamie launched himself up, and the cop knocked him back down with an elbow to the shoulder. The pain was white and dazzling. The street welcomed him like a lover. Jamie knew it would. It abraded the flats of his hands, the side of his nose. His bleeding mouth was a kiss, the slap of his skull a song.

His vision swam.

The little girl’s mouth dropped open to scream.

The cop tensed.

Jamie tasted bile.

The cop whipped his gun around and pointed it at the little girl.

Jamie wrenched himself up, crunched his fist into the back of the cop’s knee. The cop crumbled, crushing Jamie’s leg. He was down here now, down in the garbage with the rat droppings and puddles with Jamie, with everyone.

The cop’s lips peeled back in a grimace, and they grappled. The fight was ugly and tight, the cop’s breath hissing out as Jamie’s elbow rammed into his Adam’s apple, Jamie grunting as the cop rolled like a crocodile, his wiry strength like scales.

The cop struck the heel of the gun on Jamie’s shoulder, to the bruised nebula where he’d been elbowed, and something cracked. The cop chased the momentum, rolling on top of Jamie, placing the tip of the warm gun against his forehead. He was florid, heaving. His nose hair was long from this angle.

It was the sound he heard first. The tippy-tap patter of little running feet. The gun went slack against his face; the cop completely relaxed his grip in his shock. Jamie pressed his face to the side, the gun sliding against his nose.

She wore muddy white sneakers, four glitter-purple stripes streaking up each side. The shoes blurred as she leaped. Jamie caught a glimpse of gnashing teeth, the lens over her right eye flashing in the dim light.

She crashed into the cop like a cannonball, catching the man’s middle with bony knees and smashing him down. Jamie heard the crack of his head against the pavement. The cop jackknifed, bucking the little girl up. Jamie squirmed free. He had to do something; the cop was stretching for the gun, going to grab the gun, going to hurt the girl.

But she bore down with a low growl, and something was planetary in that put-down, as though millions of pounds were flattening the cop, flora and fauna and the balled weight of oceans, drawing back a hand and—

Stiffening her fingers and

Rocketing them down in

The cop’s lean stomach, God

Digging in in in

Drawing out out out

Small brown fingers painted

Blood. So much blood.

The cop was still, laid open. The girl rose, a blasted Venus from a red pool, and picked up the gun. She squinted at it, pushed her glasses back up, sliding a scarlet smear up the bridge of her nose like war paint.

“Don’t fucking point a gun at me.” She shot him, spraying the meat of his center with bullets.

Jamie vomited, his hoodie swollen with rain and green sickness and mud.

The girl turned to him.

Her yellow Winnie-the-Pooh overalls running and jumping and hurtling with all the violence of a shooting star. Piglet’s mouth was bloody, waves of it soaking the bright corduroy. Her little hand, covered in gore. Jamie vomited again.

She hurried over to him, leaning down. “Are you okay?” Her voice was too loud. She had a gap between her front teeth. The innocence of that had bile rising again. “Oh my God, are you okay?” She pressed her hands, little familiar fingers, to his face, daubing him in blood.

Jamie shoved her, pushing her right on her ass. He couldn’t think now about the stinging pain in his shoulder. He scrabbled backward, gained his footing, and ran.







CHAPTER EIGHT
Calla



Calla’s right eye twitched. It was just past 1:00 A.M., and Jamie still wasn’t home. The world was moving in stop-motion, like jerky Claymation. She didn’t feel real. Jamie had called her seventeen minutes ago, the blare of her cell dragging her awake.

“CeeCee?” Jamie said, crying hard. “I love you. I understand.”

His tone curdled her blood, had her rolling off the couch and smacking her shoulder on the coffee table. “Are you okay?” She wasn’t made to speak softly but she tried, God, she tried for him, her arm smarting. “I’m coming to get you right now. Where are you?”

“Tell Dre he’s a bitch-ass nigga, but I love him, too. So much,” Jamie said, hard in the consonants, gentle in the vowels in a way that sent her hurtling for the car keys.

She’d seen Jamie cry hundreds of times. She knew the textures of his hurts, the crocodile tears and real ones. This was something else. This was what it sounded like when trauma clawed up the insides, chafing through the skin. When the blood turned septic, eating out and through. He was seeping and open, his totality a wound. And it hurt. And he didn’t want to hurt anymore, and he may have discovered it was easy to make that happen.

“Where are you? I’m coming to get you right now,” she promised, shrugging into an oversized sweatshirt, stepping into the first shoes she stumbled over, house slippers a fraction too small around her bare feet.

“I understand everything.” Jamie hiccupped, broke into raw sobs as she slammed out of the duplex, down the wet stairs to her car.

“I’m in the car right now. I’m in the car right now,” she chanted, turning the key in the ignition. “Where are you, baby? I’m coming to get you.”

Jamie went quiet, a long empty silence.

Calla heard him breathing.

“I’m sorry.” There was a clatter, and the call dropped.

Oil slicks gleamed in puddles of dull rainbows on the road. Calla called him back as she drove up the hill. She tried again, three times, four times, five times. Keeping Jamie safe was her job, an endless Sisyphean task that had tears burning in her eyes.

She didn’t know where he was. Christ, she needed help. The hatchback hydroplaned, the bald tires skidding out of her control like so much of her life was out of control, and she fumbled for her phone. Called Dre. She didn’t know what she’d say when he picked up, the words misshapen on her tongue, but it was moot. Dre didn’t pick up. The call rang and rang.

“Fuck. Fuck.” She dropped the phone in a cupholder.

The light at the intersection turned red, but Calla floored it, an autoticket flashing behind her. She drove as though pursued, and she was, by images of Jamie at the bottom of a ditch, an arm twisted out. Jamie sitting on a dirty toilet, a line of blood up his forearm.

There were so many places he could be, smoking with his friends on a bench at the park, cloud cover hiding their own clouds, on a joyride down the highway, tracing a hand through the wind. She hoped he was at Rashad’s, the teens laughing over Calla’s panic on the phone, doing shots on a duct-taped couch.

Heading to Rashad’s was the only real idea she had.

The windshield was foggy on the inside, and she swiped at the glass, gave herself a hand-shaped peephole into the shrinking road. She blinked as the red cedars lining the street dissipated into palm trees, fronds glossy, snapping in the wind.

The Nightmare was rising.

Impossible. She couldn’t have the dream now—she was awake. The Nightmare didn’t care. She felt its eyes like a familiar stranger edging by on the street, a glance averted or exchanged, a desire not to look or to look again, sure she knew them.

Jamie was in trouble. Dre wasn’t picking up the phone.

The dream was claiming her while she was alert, the Nightmare layering over Seattle in the late-night, early morning mist. Her boys were missing and she had to know. She bit her nails. Her nose bled.

The dull blue hatchback swerved off the road. Calla stomped on the brakes as the Nightmare paced the confines of her skull, the pressure building, pivoting, taking her. She lost the feeling in her limbs, the connection between her brain and body dissolving as muggy Hollywood, Florida, reared around her and the car crunched into a streetlight.

She jerked with the vertigo of flying from a car onto her feet, humidity wrapping her in cellophane. A trio of palm trees with garbage at their roots waited silently to the left, spiky leaves rustling not at all in the hot velvet night.

The broken beer bottle winked up at her from the sidewalk.

Water dripped. Calla tipped her chin to a pitter-patter of rain that tasted like dread. The Nightmare was always on the cusp of rain, but it never actually fell.

Until now.

She stepped on the bottle, breathed through the pain, tracked blood on the black-and-white tiles of the Green Store.

What did it mean, that it was raining?

Was her Nightmare changed?

Calla rested her forehead on the freezer in the dairy section, spelled out FUCK in her breath on the cold door before selecting two gallons of red-capped milk, dropping change on the counter, and stumbling outside. She clenched the milk, the plastic biting into her flesh, leaving pink moon indents in her palms.

The white van fishtailed past, stirring her hair—there was Jamie, screaming, being dragged into the back. And there was Dre, screaming with his brother, his outstretched hand disappearing behind the double white doors.

She dropped the milk. In the Nightmare, it’s one boy or the other, not both. How could they both be in mortal danger? There should be a rule: only one of the siblings was allowed to be fucked over at any given time.

The van peeled off down the street, tires squealing in dark marks. She chased them, limping past the prostitutes to the dark apartment building, breath snapping. Calla went home and climbed the stairs, past the crackhead cackling on the first floor and several thousand cats meowing plaintively on the second. She opened the red door, felt her way through the dark and mist. The filmy water was a trap around her ankles, the burden of being the sole member of a family who showed up for the people who needed her.

The dream had new details, unsettling and inexplicable. Graffiti scrawled across the walls in wet neon loops and swirls. Calla’s foot was still agony, a fresh hurt with each step. She worked her way through the maze, through walls that narrowed until she was squeezing herself through, her shoulders scraping the sides.

There was a solid wall—covered in green graffiti smears in bulging varicose veins that trembled at her touch—where the door to the center was supposed to be. She glanced back, and the narrow path behind her had already closed with a grinding of crushed stone.

The boys were just past this wall, and she couldn’t get in. Like the Nightmare was harder, the toll steeper, because she had to save them both.

This was taking too long. Water rippled toward the wall, the stone giving way to a low submerged tunnel. She saw her own face in the water, the dense curl of her natural hair suspended in slick pinwheels, her sturdy jaw and nose, dark eyes with no lashes along the bottom lids set in a gray pickled face. The skull-faced Calla in the water opened her mouth, white teeth glinting.

Calla was for sure getting therapy when she woke up.

She flung herself into the tunnel, kerosene tracing fire along her eyelids. The water was warm, Calla anticipating the burn. The crushing pressure drilled through her ears, clutched her rib cage as she pulled herself forward with a swimming form designed by desperation.

Something wrapped around her foot and yanked her back. She scrabbled, hands snatching at small chunks of rock as she was dragged backward. Her lungs were their own inferno, and she seized hold of a rock, arms chafing against sharp stones.

The thing around her foot tightened. Bit down. Calla needed to scream but couldn’t. Bile ate holes in her throat. She swallowed vomit. She clapped a hand over her nose and mouth, her only defense against the flood of water.

The teeth released her. Calla propelled herself forward, one leg kicking until the rocks gave way. She surfaced, gasping. She scooped around her eyes, opened them a sliver. They burned, of course, but Calla had burned many times—sacrifices had to be made for prayers to come true. She tried to stand. Her feet buckled. The left one was still staked with glass, the right one missing chunks of flesh. The kerosene slicked in, kissed the glint of her exposed bone.

Two metal folding chairs rocked on the dais. Jamie was slumped in his spaceship footie pajamas. A sloppy bullet hole had shattered his jaw.

“Oh.” Just a gunshot this time—how ridiculous, how out of fucking tune she was with normalcy. Just a gunshot to the face. Not bad at all, considering burns had marred half his body on her last visit.

Dre sat beside him, frail in red pajamas dotted with foxes. His Afro was a dented bloodied puff. His nose was twisted to the side. He’d been beaten, bruises and blood inking his face in brutal Rorschach patterns.

Calla sobbed, dragged herself up the ladder.

Her brothers’ eyes were open and black.

Grief cut her off at the knees. Seeing them dead was not something she could get used to, like Zumba or waking up early. And both of them were fucked unless she did something. She was only one person. Calla sank to her knees, a hand on Jamie, the other in Dre’s lap, holding onto the spaceships and foxes like answers would be revealed in their cooling bodies.

“Please don’t let this happen. Keep them safe.” Her voice echoed, louder than she intended, stronger than she felt.

A broad figure shuffled into the room, face shielded by a wide-brimmed hat.

Calla pressed a palm to Jamie’s forehead, the prayer bubbling from an aching compassion. “Be gentle with Jamie. He’s hurting.”

Jamie’s wound looked self-inflicted. But Dre—Dre was beaten to death.

Blood glistened wetly in Dre’s hair. Calla bared her teeth. She had no compassion for whoever beat her brother to death. She knew, in the same way she knew the biggest threat to Jamie right now was Jamie himself, that the danger to Dre was bigger, gnarled.

“Help him. Fucking help him,” she said, her voice sinking into a low register she didn’t recognize.

Pain battered her head. The sheen on her arms looked red, like she was sweating blood. Her nose dripped. Her eyes dripped. Her ears dripped. Blood squeezed through her teeth and dribbled down her chin, blunt-force trauma from the inside forcing its way out.

Calla heaved on all fours. She could tolerate it. She could manage bleeding from every orifice if that was the cost to save them. And when the whites of her eyes were fully red, when her vision wavered and she reached for her dead boys on their chairs, the pain hit a crescendo, and a second figure slid into the room in the shredded vibrato of Calla’s scream.

All Calla could see through the distance was a formal dress, the train of a gown gleaming through the darkness. The new arrival held a dull bat that cast silver across pools of gushing black. Her hand was behind her back, coyly dragging the bat along the wall. The scraping sounded like death, an unbearably slow shuffle across bleeding walls.

The girl in the dress was a monster—only a nightmare would be attracted to Calla’s screams and blood tears.

But it would take a monster to save Dre.

Calla tried to stand, placed her weight on her right foot. It pushed the glass in deeper, but that slice was familiar, nothing. Her lip curled.

Her brother was not going to get fucking bludgeoned to death.

Please. Please, keep him safe.

The girl in the dress sucked her teeth.

The lady in the hat withdrew a match from billowing sleeves.

Calla launched herself off the dock to close the distance between them. To beg. To bleed. To offer anything and everything if they helped her prayers come true. She sank into the water as the match dropped and fire reared.

Don’t let this happen.

Keep them safe.

If anyone came at her brother with a fucking bat—turn it against them. Make them hurt.







CHAPTER NINE
Jamie



Jamie shoved his hands in his pockets for warmth. The rain was heavy but would probably taper off in five minutes. He was still locked in the longest day of all eternity; he’d never gone home. He couldn’t face Calla. She would know something was wrong. He’d patched himself up in the dirty bathroom of a Walgreens, bided his time until nightfall.

Rashad initially told everyone to lie low but changed his mind. Texted something about how it was better to act normal, and invited people over.

The start of a party always felt sad. There was exactly one obnoxious asshole trying too hard, taking his pants off and wiggling his skinny black ass at everyone. The girls were few and quiet, whispering in the corner. The strobe light was off, and everyone was horribly exposed in overhead lighting. There was hardly any alcohol; the bud was weak, but Jamie smoked anyway. He did a few lines; he wanted the dazzling clarity, the burst of bright energy so he could think.

Just his luck he would venture outside right when the wet picked up, the wind, though he was grateful to be out of the stale crush of Rashad’s apartment. His battered Tims stomped in a pothole brimming with water, and one of his socks got wet.

Didn’t matter because he felt extremely good; yes, he did. Well, not exactly good, but too numb to be terrified. All that shitty bud, sacrificed in service to tranquilizing Jamie.

He had new reason to be observant, so Jamie noticed who wasn’t at the party, wasn’t on social media, wasn’t in Seattle. Tyler was still missing. Isaiah was leaving tomorrow. Alice was a mystery. Rashad said he wasn’t afraid; he was definitely staying. The cops would be too occupied with lootings, assaults, fires to even care about a van parked near the police station. Rashad agreed it wasn’t really Jamie’s fault; where the fuck was Tyler, after all?

Rashad promised they’d talk later, but it would look suspicious if they spent too much time together, and no, Jamie couldn’t spend the night.

Jamie smoked more to erase the moment when his best friend turned his back and Jamie was alone, left with the group of girls giving him the side-eye. He wanted to pet the cat, bury his aching face in soft black-and-white fur, but Mephistopheles got spooked by the asshole jumping off furniture and raced down the hallway.

He wandered after the cat, poking his head into Rashad’s room where the heated kitty bed was. The cat wasn’t there, but Rashad’s suitcase was open on his bed, neatly packed.

Jamie shoulder-checked Rashad in the hallway. His nerves were alive, wild, and Rashad was shiny with sweat. Jamie clenched his fists, but Isaiah intervened, gave Jamie his car keys. Maybe it’d be better if Jamie got a little space, sat in the car for a bit. Jamie agreed. Space sounded good, dark, cold.

Isaiah’s car looked like shit but was hella souped up; there was an aftermarket exhaust, a fat pipe that made the car growl and added torque. Jamie unlocked the door and slid into the driver’s seat. The door shut out the rain, but then it was too quiet, like a coffin. Jamie drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.

Movies existed; Jamie knew cops pulled information from phones. He’d tried to stay radio silent after he fled the murder. If the police identified him, a warrant wouldn’t be far behind. But over the long drag of hours, the desire to know what was happening beat out the caution.

He was expecting some heat, but he’d drastically underestimated how much—the van story was national and it hadn’t even been a day. The only good news was that the white guy behind the van, the one who’d been stabbed by an umbrella, wasn’t on the news. Jamie hoped that meant he was alive.

He found a clip of Laura Ingraham, red-faced and sweaty, ranting about the abandoned van found outside the police station, just a couple blocks away from where a police officer was found dead: thirty-eight-year-old David Campbell. Dave to his friends. Dave was in a lot of photographs: holding a big fish, sunburned on a boat, smiling in his uniform with gleaming shoes. And the photo Jamie spent the most time on, the one where Dave was jammed in a bumper car with a messy-haired child.

So many people were thirsty for proof that black protestors did real bad things, were a threat to good law-abiding folks. Where there’s one, there’s more, like ants or roaches. Things that scuttled and crept just out of sight, bogeymen to white-faced folks in their beds. Now, the odd Nazi who shoots up a church or snipes at police works alone—rest assured, that fucking guy was disconnected from complicated long-standing systems of oppression. Also, he was a weirdo.

White boys lone-wolf it; black boys run in packs.

Jamie didn’t have a pack anymore.

The Seattle Times said the authorities were pursuing the mystery of the van aggressively, following eyewitness accounts of weapons being distributed during the protest, considering the van’s proximity to the crime scene. Jamie wasn’t sure what “aggressively” meant in police terms. He assumed it was extremely fucking bad.

Rashad had lied to his face. He would sneak off without a fucking word, after everything. Everyone blamed Jamie for the van getting found. If the cops hadn’t yet found the registration for Alice’s cousin—well. They would.

He knew he shouldn’t, but he checked Rashad’s socials. Apparently, the party had picked up as soon as Jamie left, like they’d been waiting for his exit.

The rain stopped. Five minutes, like he thought.

The car was nicer on the inside than the outside, the seat covers embroidered with green bamboo stalks. A pink tree-shaped air freshener dangled from the mirror: Cherry Blossom Honey. Jamie frowned. Isaiah seemed more like a Black Ice type.

Jamie breathed. He didn’t need Bluetooth for music; his lyrics stayed close enough to touch. And times like this, when he was afraid of how fucking sad he was, he reminded himself of the song he’d built for strength.

“‘I ain’t seen no blue jays fly in a week,’” he sang, leaning his head on the window. CeeCee and Dre just sort of glazed over when he talked music. Their loss, really—he spit hot fire—but it hurt. If they bothered to listen, his songs could be immortal.

“‘But I seen blues all in my streets.’”

Boys like Jamie weren’t meant to live.

He didn’t kill the cop, but who would believe him? He was on borrowed time, and that was true before the protest. There was something comforting about calling the shots.

Jamie never understood Isaiah’s desire to get a gun—his friend spent most his time behind the counter at Burger King—but he was glad now of Isaiah’s surprising depths. He opened the glove box and pulled out the gun. Dumped out the carton of ammunition, sent glittering bullets to the cupholders.

His gums were bleeding. Jamie stroked the gun until it was warm in his hands. Maybe he should call Calla, try to tell her how things were swimming in his head. Dre was probably up, slapping his roommate around in Mortal Kombat.

He lifted his hand and found a gun instead of a phone. His vision darkened, and he nodded off. He dipped forward into that soft darkness, banged his head against the steering wheel. Jamie startled awake and reached for his phone. He lifted the gun instead. Pondered the question and answer of a gun.

A sleek pipe with a bulbous glass end, Pinky and the Brain lighting up along the red handle, twinkled from the floor mat of the passenger seat. He dropped the gun carelessly into the center console, seizing the pipe and peering at the brown stems stuffed in the end. He fumbled for a lighter and wondered what his siblings were up to.

He wanted to explain, but then he’d have to start at the beginning. Explain about his fingers stuck in Alice’s face, sunk deep and lodged there. The horror of her smile as though nothing was happening, as though he could pull up the meat behind her skin and she would keep smiling that sexy smile. God, the feel. Hot and slimy, and now he was spitting up tequila and green spatters on his sweatshirt.

His mouth tasted awful, vomit and blood. He smoked, blew lazy circles.

The look Rashad gave Jamie in the hallway, like Jamie wasn’t clean even when he was. Like Rashad didn’t need a friend like Jamie and, actually, no one needed Jamie.

He couldn’t shake the sickness in his gut. That little hand on his hand, the sense of dread, of inexplicable warning: not this girl. Not these people. None of this. He should call CeeCee. She had a high tolerance for out-of-bounds shit—just try to get her to shut up about her nightmares.

The phone was missing, but there was a gun. He switched the pipe to his left hand, picked up the steel.

A bang rattled his ears. The car heaved. His nose knocked against the steering wheel, and he saw stars. The pipe fell. Another bang, and the Civic rocked helplessly the other direction, throwing Jamie against the door.

“The fuck,” Jamie yelped, wiping his nose. His hand came away red.

He peered in the rearview mirror, swiveled to look out the back window. Trouble came from behind, crept up sideways. It didn’t occur to him trouble could wait in plain sight until he heard a high-pitched metal whine.

An old black woman stood in front of the car.

She was unreasonably shiny in a silky chartreuse dress that folded in loose wraps and an ostentatious spiraling hat in the same color. Blocky bifocals hung from a chain that disappeared into unmoisturized gray coils. The bisecting lines of her lenses split her pupils into four dark holes.

She had no eyelashes, none of the stooped shoulders or spines that he associated with old people, and looked, for all intents and purposes, like a grandma on her way to show up friends at church.

Jamie knew better. She’d killed a guy and blown up the police station.

His breath came short and fast.

The thick silver of her glasses blotted out her facial features, smeared her eyes. Those blurred eyes stayed on Jamie as she brought a knobby fist down on the hood—impossible—and the force rocked the car. Jamie’s head hit the ceiling.

The fucking old lady trailed long purple nails down the hood. She was missing two fingers. Jamie clapped his hands over his ears at the metallic squeal. He could almost feel the drag of her nails across his own forearm, his flesh peeling and tearing and welling with blood. Jamie had to check, had to run his hand over the smooth skin of his arm.

God bless America; Jamie remembered he had a goddamn gun. His breath was explosive as he reached for it, barrel down in a carton of cold fries. The woman looked at him with four dots of eyes, flicked a curl of metal from a long nail. Jamie decided to leave the gun where it was.

She moved around the car in a bite-sized granny shuffle, and Jamie fumbled for the door and lurched partially out. She leaned in through the passenger seat, the nails that had rent metal digging into his shoulder. He felt the grip that had dented a car as she dragged him back in, his muscles melting.

He screamed, her nails sinking through clothes and flesh. Okay. He was going to have to punch an old lady. Today was the day. He went with her grip, rearing to meet her.

Jamie froze. Her round face was very close, smattered with freckles, wrinkles slicing up her forehead, mouth, deep slits against her throat. She opened her mouth and her tongue was black, everything was black and rotten and glistening, and Jamie’s eyes rolled back in his head.







CHAPTER TEN
Dre



Dre could confidently say he’d just finished the worst shift of all time.

His ex-girlfriend, Benita, had opted to host her bridal shower at the restaurant and specifically requested him as the cook. The orders of her stone-faced bridesmaids included a well-done steak tartare, rigatoni without lines in the noodles, and a Caesar dressing without garlic, anchovies, egg, or lemon.

And through all of that, his phone was buzzing because his sister would not stop fucking calling him. He wasn’t in the mood to obsess with her over how listlessly Jamie had eaten a breakfast burrito or some shit. Dre skimmed Roberto’s texts, sighing deeply from his soul at an expletive-laden screenshot from Sofia, Berto’s girlfriend, accusing him of cheating.

The texts from Roberto’s mother—when are you coming to dinner, mijo—drew a sigh, too. Mrs. Martinez would raise hell if she knew what her son had done. Some mothers were like that. Not Dre’s, but some. As if he’d summoned the devil, his mother texted right on cue:

You’re dead to me.

And wow. Chef’s kiss. He had to hand it to her—she instinctively knew when he was belly-up vulnerable. He buried his phone under his striped navy comforter. After a moment of deliberation, he stacked a heavy white weighted blanket on top and wished he was less popular.

Dre ripped each natty string of the hairnet from his Afro, ran a wide-toothed comb through, picking his hair out to glorious proportions. The siblings had never discussed it, but he felt like they had a tacit agreement not to center their parents in their stories.

Calla had warned him.

“You can’t trust them,” she’d said when they were kids, like she knew everything so there was no point in Dre finding shit out for himself.

The two years between them was nothing. They squabbled over the same dolls, competed for the same Oreos, memorized the same cartoon openings. Calla was his equal—why was she in charge, exactly? And the things they squabbled over, Christ, it could be a stick. Anything Calla had claimed, Dre took an interest in. Like she made things have value when she touched them.

Trusting their parents wasn’t rebelling against her, but she made him feel like it was. He was his own dude. He got to forge his own relationships. Of course, he discovered having a relationship with his parents was complicated.

“I’m not going to say I told you so,” Calla had said, blowing out a breath when she found him drawing fire, his breath hitching as he colored in the flames. Even when she tried to be mature, she couldn’t help but showboat.

After Dad died, Mom mostly acted like they didn’t exist. When she noticed there was a mess of laundry or dirty dishes, she yelled for Calla. When she came across one of the boys glued to the television, she froze. And when she drank, she screamed. I can’t. I can’t. Dre noticed she found the strength to go to work, make friends and lovers. It seemed parenting was the only thing she couldn’t do.

She screamed so often Dre was startled when he went to Roberto’s house for dinner and Mrs. Martinez just, like, cooked dinner and helped him with homework.

Dre rubbed a hand over his face. He was only fixating on these memories because his mother had graced him with her pretense. Her delusion that he’d wronged her; he’d done something unforgivable, so she could absolve herself of being in his life.

He padded to the kitchen, his silky soft alpaca socks catching on gaps in the flooring, sticky patches of residual gray. The light flickered lazily overhead. He leaned down, pulled a beer from its hiding spot in the veggie crisper. A text from his mother warranted the thick frosted mug in the freezer, ice blooming to the rim.

The bottle opener was buried in a drawer by the sink, trapped by clutter. Fucking Berto. Dre had just organized the kitchen last week, and the drawer was not the appropriate place for Ring Pops or NyQuil. He sorted everything, his special glass defrosting in a ring of wet that he would also have to clean.

He had just cracked the lid of his specialty dark brew when a flash of movement caught his eye.

The window above the sink faced the street.

Seward Park was the kind of neighborhood where the competition for homegrown tomatoes was cutthroat, neighbors left nasty notes when people parked in the public spaces in front of their homes, and there were more bikes than cars anyway. Down the street, the organic pet store had been replaced with an organic grocery store, which was replaced with a bar and bookstore that served organic snacks.

Berto’s dad owned their building, a house haphazardly converted into units, which was the only reason they could afford to rent here. It was also the reason Dre couldn’t afford to leave his inconsiderate roommate behind.

Nothing moved. Just dark trees, perfect sheets of grass, cozy Craftsman houses with warm light or sleeping ones. This wasn’t the kind of place where people wandered late at night, except for the odd person shuffling by with a pug or a Lab.

Behind a white Tesla, something shimmered.

A girl swept into view, striding down the street in a long dress, a train flaring behind her. The dress was salmon pink and shiny beneath the streetlights, glowing against her dark skin. Her high heels clicked at a rapid pace even as her ankles wobbled. She squinted at house numbers, pausing and reading, only to start marching again. Long earrings dangled to her shoulders, spirals gleefully catching the light.

She stopped outside of Dre’s house, trying to read the house number, but his couldn’t be seen from the street. It was a secretive plaque, crawling with moss, at the very corner of the house. House numbers in this neighborhood were like menu items without pricing: if you had to ask, you probably shouldn’t be here.

He could see her trying to judge if it was worth it, if she should take just one more painful step. She scowled, clipped forward like an unbalanced Clydesdale.

Someone was in deep shit with his lady.

Dre poured beer, carefully angling to limit foam, get every bit of dark bitter goodness. Something hit the window and he jumped. The bottle cracked in the sink, a chunk shattering off in malevolent shards.

She was outside, steps away from the windows, shadows making her faceless, elusive as a mollusk inside the shell of hair. The frizzy natural hair above her clumsy weave created an inadvertent part that made him wince in sympathy. Her dress was strapless, with some black structured thing poking up behind the sweetheart neckline. The pink fabric was sodden, stubborn glitter.

Shit. She was probably Berto’s “little honey” from the other night. She must have discovered she was a sidepiece and gone hunting for his two-timing roomie. Wouldn’t be the first time.

She slapped the window. Her fingerprints marred the finish. He’d just cleaned that window, right after a crow had antagonized him by shitting on it after a long moment of intense eye contact.

“Roberto’s not here,” Dre called.

She pointed at the back door, along with a waving gesture. Go there, she was saying. She gestured again, pointing to the yard, herself. Come outside, she was saying, come outside. Her motions were fast, impatient.

Ah, no. Dre didn’t think he would.

She pointed toward his front door and drew a finger across the dark column of her throat, then nodded again toward the back door.

Front door bad. Back door good. Dre got the message loud and clear. He just wasn’t doing it, because why. Whatever beef she had with Roberto had fuck all to do with him. She did the black-girl pat to the side of her head, brisk little slaps to ease the itch. She paused, cocked her head. She pointed again to the back door: Go, go now, go outside.

Dre settled on a new strategy: pretending she wasn’t there. He ducked below the sink, poking through the cabinet for gloves as she smacked the glass again, the banging intensifying.

If Jamie were here, he would’ve already gone outside and run up on the intruder. Dre straightened, tossing the gloves on the counter.

“Will you fucking stop?” He meant to sound harsh, like verbal shots fired. His voice came out thin and tired. “You’re gonna break the window. I can’t help—”

The girl was gone.

He peered through the window, didn’t catch a glimpse of that pink dress. The night was still. Good. He could go back to cleaning and pouring a new goddamn drink.

There was a creak.

He turned to face the living room, the short hallway to the front door just beyond.

The apartment was almost whispering; the buzzing was back.

Something was wrong.

His panic was hot and cold, all the fear he’d ever experienced welled up and magnified. His mother was right; he must’ve done something unforgivable to earn rivers of blood and creaks in the night. The phone vibrated, the sound muffled under twelve pounds of blanket. The next sound, a long scrape like something was sliding on the wall, made him flinch.

Oh shit.

He had to get the fuck out of here. Call it instinct, intuition—he had to get out.

When his father had invited him to come along for a ride, just come on, Dre had frozen. His father’s eyes had been glazed. The car was a smooth gold Cadillac with a leather interior, lush and cool from air-conditioning, so tempting for a little boy boiling in summer humidity. Instinct, or intuition, told him to stay away. So he didn’t get in. He wasn’t there beside his father when the car crashed.

Dre crept backward as quietly as he could, sweating through his socks. He’d sneak to the back door in his bedroom and peace the fuck out. The linoleum stretched unhappily against his feet.

Whistling drifted from the entry hall, a bright casual tune.

The front door opened.

Two men strode in. Both overshadowed Dre in size, vertically and horizontally. Both dressed in stark black: black button-ups snug under black jackets, black ties knotted tidily at their collars. One was light brown, his cheeks stubbled with coarse hair. His fade was perfect, a crisp lightning bolt climbing his hairline. The other was Seattle pale with a spectacularly landscaped goatee. His turquoise socks were the only color between the two.

“Roberto Martinez?” the white one said, closing the door.

“No. He’s not here. I’m not him,” Dre blurted out.

The two guys relaxed, shoulders loosening, because there was a script and Dre was following it. The brown one locked the door, moved a dirty metal bat into view. Scraped it on the wall. That bat had bit into someone’s flesh; someone’s blood had dried in flakes of rust. Dre would bleed for his roommate’s mistakes.

His phone buzzed in his bedroom, obscene in the tense silence.

Dre darted back only a few steps before he was seized by the back of his shirt. The fabric whined as Dre strained, shirt tearing. He stumbled but kept his feet; thank God for basketball. He also thanked his cheap boss, who ordered shoddy uniforms.

One of them shoved him, his face slamming into the doorframe of his bedroom. His nose connected, the pain sharp and overwhelming.

“I’m not fucking Berto!” he spat around a mouthful of blood. A hand dug into his shoulder, spun him around.

“Hey, T, have we heard that before? I feel like I’ve heard that before,” the brown one said, tapping the bat idly against his leg.

“I thought it was my turn to do the joke.” The white guy tilted his head to the side. “I wanted to go with something like ‘The bill … always comes due.’”

“How about ‘Sofia sends her regards’?” the brown one suggested.

“Wow, really? I hope your beating is as fucking pathetic as your comedy.” Dre cursed himself for his family’s affliction: the inability to shut the fuck up in most situations.

The white guy smiled. “Roberto, Roberto. You think it’s a beating we’re here for? Should have kept your dick in your pants.”

Dre’s phone buzzed again. It had to be Calla; no one else was stubborn enough to blow him up like this. She would know what to do. She was smart; she had a vicious and sneaky right hook. He wanted his sister. He even wanted Jamie, who would give not a single fuck about the size difference; Jamie would jump right in.

He threw himself backward, landing hard on his back past the threshold of his bedroom. He knocked into his careful trees of shoes, retros, Bottegas, Jordans—even his prized Air Max 97s, the Jesus Shoes—tumbling from their boxes. Survival was undignified, and he tossed back one shoe, two, three, as he scrambled to the back door.

His hand closed around the doorknob. It was locked, the turn of the bolt above his reach. A fist dug into his hair and dragged him away from salvation. His scalp was a ring of fire, but fuck the Afro if he could get clear. He threw himself forward, a chunk of dense hair ripping free.

He was roughly grabbed by four hands and slammed into the bed frame; the television crashed down from its mount.

The back door bucked, the wood splintering.

Dre sank his teeth into a wrist, stymied by expensive Italian fabric. He spit out a cuff link. “I’m not fucking Roberto. Ask Sofia. She’ll tell you.”

The brown guy grabbed the bat.

The door burst open, split wood and cold night air slapping all three.

The girl was there, a dark glitter outline in the shadows, chest heaving in the strapless dress. She held the spike of her heel in hand, her master key. Her teeth flashed, purple chandelier earrings tangled behind her ears.

Her sudden appearance shocked them into silence. There had been a soundtrack at work, one he’d muted in his head, grunts and curses and hisses of breath.

“Listen, sweetheart—” the brown one started, raising the bat.

That was all he got to say. The girl dashed in as though she was running for home base, Jackie Robinson athleticism and power. He swung the bat, and she danced in close, shoved him back against the wall, forearm pressed against his throat.

The man kept his cool. Dre wondered if getting pinned by women in formal wear was an everyday hazard of his job or if he was just very professional. The guy angled up the bat to pry her arm loose.

She shoved her fist into his open mouth and kept going, punching all the way through, tongue and brain matter and bits of skull exploding out the back. There was a boom as her hand punched clear through, embedded through a framed poster into the wall. It was a vile parody of an embrace, and they stood like that for one beat, two, before she ripped her hand out of the wall, back through the new hole in his face, back to her side.

Her hot-pink nail polish was not chipped. The man slid bonelessly to the ground, crashing into Dre’s collection of Chicago Bulls hats. Dre couldn’t help but stare at the gaping dark maw of his face, an eternally open mouth.

“Wait,” the white guy choked out as she picked up the bat. She swung hard, catching the thick of his skull. He went down, and she didn’t stop. She battered him into ground meat, again, again, again; when the bat broke into shards of metal, she jammed them into his chest as though he was a vampire and needed a good staking.

When Dre’s room was a Picasso in blood and both men were so completely dead it seemed ridiculous they’d ever been walking around, she swished the train of her gown, a wrathful black Carrie, except where Carrie had inched into horror, this girl roared in.

Dre scuttled on hands and knees toward the door. She seized him from behind, hauled him away from the door. Closed a wet hand around his mouth. Breathed in his ear.

“Shh. Shh,” she whispered against his bleeding scalp. She ran a curved pink nail down his arm—she was going to break him, snap his bones.

He tasted copper, gagged against her grip.

The wet cut of her extensions crawled on his neck. “You only get so many warnings,” she said. The vitriol of her tone widened his eyes. She gripped his hair, shoved his head toward his knees. Pain exploded up his back. The viciousness of her attack cut off as abruptly as it had started, the pressure vanishing.

For a moment, he cupped his knees and hyperventilated, afraid to look. She could be just behind him, a smile stretching that Grim Reaper face he couldn’t see.

Shit, he had to look. Had to know. He whirled.

She was gone. The doorway was empty. Dre was alone with two corpses. He scuttled to the overturned mattress, poked his head up, raising his eyes just above the windowsill. He’d almost expected her to have misted away like a ghost, but she was in the backyard, striding away in her stained gown.

His legs buckled.

The phone buzzed. He looked around, saw the telltale light partially submerged under the broken bedsprings. Dre reached for it. He couldn’t feel anything. Not his body, not his heart. His own near homicide and two pretty fucking thorough murders had emptied him. He couldn’t grasp a single coherent thought.

He stared at the mound of what used to be a human, pieces of the bat thrust upright like garden stakes. He should call the police. The police would … do something about this. They would believe him. The killer was a runaway princess from a rabid quinceañera, not him.

A distant bang cut through the roar in Dre’s ears.

Someone was attacking the front door.

He stumbled into his Nike slides, snatched his phone, a hoodie. He’d bled enough to finally heed her warning—he lunged through the back fucking door.







CHAPTER ELEVEN
Calla



“Are you okay?” a high-pitched voice yelled. “Do you need an ambulance?”

Hush. Calla didn’t have time to waste on the muffled anxious voice. Didn’t have good enough insurance to cover an ambulance. She was in the room with the dais, Dre and Jamie’s bodies perched on metal chairs.

The boys were in danger. She had to help. Had to—

“Ma’am?” A loud tapping sound joined the frantic voice.

Her neck twinged. A grinding pain at the bridge of Calla’s nose expanded to the rest of her face. She flexed her bare feet in the too-small house slippers. The chunk of glass was gone.

Calla slit open her good eye, found herself slumped over the steering wheel. She took in the brunette pressed against the car window and shot upright. She was awake. The car hummed around her, a thin stream of smoke rising from the engine. She was no mechanic, but the telephone pole lodged in the hood of the car was probably the cause.

“Omigod. You’re hurt.” The brunette’s hands flew up to cover her mouth. “Can I call someone for you?”

The two people she would call were in danger, a danger she’d crashed her car trying to prevent. Calla’s shoulders shook in a silent laugh. Who else did she even have? B-string friends, casual buds available for the occasional lunch if Calla got on the calendar two months in advance. Noah, maybe, a solid guy, more fantasy than boyfriend. She’d balked at the idea of him seeing the shit crammed in her couch cushions, let alone inviting him along on this awful fucking night.

“Are you okay?” the brunette repeated, blue eyes wide.

“Super-duper,” Calla said, the words garbled. Her mouth was full of blood.

Cold air blasted out of the vent. She pet the dash, felt the vibration under her hand. Her junk-shop baby was still running, still trying to keep her warm. She glanced behind her at the dark empty road and jerked the gearshift into reverse. The hatchback shuddered, shrieking as the pole peeled away from metal. Tires crunched over glass, weeds, concrete.

The brunette shouted something Calla couldn’t make out as she bumped the car back into the street, the seat belt cutting into her, settling into familiar bruises.

She had to get her boys. First, she’d get Dre—the bat, the bat. He’d help her find Jamie. He had a sixth sense where their little brother was concerned, an innate understanding of which solitary bench by the water Jamie preferred, which underside of a bridge was more appealing than the rest.

The Focus whined as she nipped around stray cars to Dre’s upscale neighborhood, the thickening lines of red cedars tracking her progress. Her hands trembled. If she was seeing red cedars, she was in the real world.

Jamie’s therapist had told her the dreams were intrusive thoughts generated by the anxiety of her new responsibilities as a guardian. Not real. In fact, obsessing over the Nightmare was the opposite of what she was supposed to do.

But—the bat. The gunshot wound. The bat.

Please. Let her brothers be okay. She sobbed when her mismatched tires scuffed the curb in front of Dre’s house, and she stumbled out of the car into the mist.

Gray patches clouded her glasses. This wasn’t right. Dre’s neighbors had their lights on, porch lights, dining rooms, bedrooms.

She ran inside the entry hall, her slipper sliding through a pile of dog shit in the yard. The silence was unnatural. Roberto was usually so loud Calla could hear him outside. Even when Dre was resting, he was industrious—she’d be able to hear the whir of the vacuum, the clatter of pots and pans.

Blocked by the lock, she pounded on the door.

“Dre!” Her voice chased itself in the hall. “Open the fucking door!”

An aggrieved neighbor upstairs stomped out to the second-floor landing, his hair a ratty blond nest. “Do you know what time it is?” he barked, leaning over the railing. “You woke up my dog—”

“Don’t fuck with me right now, Dale,” Calla snarled up at him.

Dale quietly returned to his apartment.

Calla kicked the door, leaving little brown streaks, and hissed. Spun back outside and plowed through the bushes around the side of the house. Leaves and twigs scratched up her bare legs. She tripped over Dre’s boots, his tin-can watering pots.

The lock on the door was still there, smug and silver and useless next to gaping wood no longer aligned with the bracket. Dre’s bedroom was a slice of pitch black through the crack.

A kitten’s breath could open this door. Wasn’t Calla strong? Wasn’t she prepared to see the worst, the way she had so many times in her Nightmares?

No. There were things she couldn’t accept, not in dreams or reality.

She placed her palm, her prayers, on the door.

Please be okay. The bat, the bat. I’m not okay if you’re not okay.

A shape reared out of the bushes and snatched her arm. Calla’s heart kicked from terrified to extraterrified, a fear that cut out all the superfluous shit—the moon, the mist, the splintered wood, Dale’s fucking dog, the stillness—and homed in on the pain ringing her wrist as sticky callused fingers dug into her skin.

She knew these hands. She’d watched them grow.

“CeeCee. Don’t,” Dre said. She’d heard that singularly gritty pitch of his exactly once before, at their father’s funeral. Calla twisted her wrist so she was holding his forearm as he held hers.

His eyes glittered in the darkness.

“You scared the shit out of me,” she exhaled.

“Ditto,” he said, pulling her into a hug. Crashing her car had left her battered, the squeeze of his arms painful, the brush of his chin on her forehead painful, but her brother was in one piece. She could lie down, just collapse on the wet grass and make snow angels in the dog shit, she was so relieved.

They just had to find Jamie. Then they’d be whole.

“What are you doing here?” Dre took her hand and tugged her away from the door, leading her back around the side of the house.

“Jamie’s in trouble,” she said, running to keep pace with the dark hood of his sweatshirt. “He called me. It was—it was disturbing. We have to find him.”

“He’s probably just fucked up,” Dre said.

“He said he understood. He said you were a bitch-ass nigga, but he loves you.” It pressed in her mouth with the iron tang of blood, crowding behind her teeth, cutting her tongue. Suicide. Jamie’s call was what suicide sounded like, warm love and insistent apologies and bleak finality.

The pressure of Dre’s hand mangled her fingers as he led them to the street. The shock of the light—the equally spaced antique streetlights, the neighbors’ floodlights spilling onto manicured lawns and cramped driveways—stunned her eyes. Her hatchback would have been out of place among the Teslas even if smoke wasn’t pouring from the hood.

“What happened to the car?” Dre pivoted and looked at her. The color leached from his skin at a rate she hadn’t thought possible, like he was in his winter skin instead of deep brown from a climate-changed summer.

“The fuck happened to you?” he demanded.

Calla was just as articulate as she drank him in. “The fuck happened to you?”

You don’t grow up with someone without seeing their blood. Dre had fallen off their roof, pursued by an irate wasp. He’d been bitten in the face by a scared dog, and Calla could still make out the faint white marks of punctures on his forehead. When she’d been in the sixth grade and Dre in the fourth, they’d been marked for death by bullies on the school bus. They’d spent that memorable year in battle, rolling and kicking down the skinny aisle, knocking the stuffing out of seats.

This wasn’t her first time seeing her brother with a busted nose, his face stretched out of shape by swelling, holding his arm. It was, however, her first time seeing all those things together.

“You need a hospital,” they sputtered in tandem.

Dre recovered first. “I’m fine.”

“I’m fine.” Calla bristled.

“There’s a knot on your forehead,” he pointed out.

“There’s a knot on your fucking forehead. And everywhere else.”

“You might be concussed,” Dre said.

“You might be—”

“Okay, stop. Christ. Just get in the car,” Dre interrupted. He claimed the driver’s seat, Calla climbing in beside him. He sent her a sidelong glance at the blood on the steering wheel, used his sleeve to gingerly wipe it away.

They gunned off the curb with a velocity that rattled her teeth.







CHAPTER TWELVE
Dre



There were bodies in Dre’s bedroom.

Bodies in his fucking bedroom.

The way he figured it, he had to use his borrowed time, this sliver of freedom before he went to prison, to help Jamie. He couldn’t escape the hot jittery feeling in his limbs, like he’d pass out if he stopped moving.

Calla’s arms were curled over the dash, a makeshift cradle for her head. Blood dripped from her forehead and nose in inky spots. Her long twists splayed across the dust like fuzzy spider legs.

He shuddered.

Calla leaned back, dug out a handful of fast-food napkins from the glove box. She spat on them, wiped her face and hands. She had the evil smile of all big sisters before they did some truly heinous shit.

“Don’t you dare,” Dre warned. He swatted her when she attacked him with the tissue, but Calla had a handicap—he couldn’t crash her car a second time.

The hatchback groaned as he slowed by the sallow yellow apartment building and parked behind Rashad’s minivan with the wheelchair lift. Didn’t matter that he’d blocked Jamie’s friend in—Rashad wasn’t going anywhere until Dre got answers.

“Wait here, CeeCee. I’ll find him,” Dre said, his tone grim.

“Ha.” Calla swung out of the car, unsteady on her feet.

“I said, ‘Wait here.’” He cursed, hopped outside. He looped an arm around her back to keep her upright. The quick movement made his stomach roll with nausea. They tripped on the curb, the vertigo clashing with the splitting pain in his head. Dre and Calla doubled over, spitting blood in opposite directions, blots of scarlet on the pavement.

They wiped their mouths with their sleeves. Dre pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his gnarled bloody hair.

“It was a gunshot this time. I think Jamie pulls the trigger himself,” she slurred.

“Okay,” he said, because what the fuck else do you say to that? He felt the weight on his shoulders, the burden of being the sole member of his family who stayed rooted to reality.

A party spilled out of Rashad’s window, obvious in beats of color and music.

Mist collected in confusing opaque waves.

They stepped into the building and climbed up the sagging carpet of the stairs, clinging to the banister.

Please. Let them find Jamie upstairs, high and drunk, animated in a slice of bubbly pink. Calla had sidestepped the word “suicide,” but Dre heard it all the same. It made his heart drop to his stomach and claw its way back up.

It’s hard going about the day behind a mask, gold and shining, delicate filigree curling around the eyes, the mouth. What lurks behind is teeth, affixed to the skin, a membrane of blood behind brassy eyes. And the screams build and build, trapped behind the iron seal, and it has to be swallowed. It just has to, otherwise you would be screaming all the time.

And you walk around like that. Go to work, flip some burgers.

Melt the cheese on the side as the customer requested, even though that doesn’t make any goddamn sense, even though that’s just a puddle of orange on a plate. Pretend to be normal instead of a skeleton, bones missing so many pieces.

Dre was missing so many pieces.

Graffiti chased them, chalky laughing faces and knives climbing the walls. Dre paused at the third-floor landing, traced a hand over a stick-figure little boy caught in a noose. His skin went prickly.

Calla stumbled into his back.

Dre moved on stiff legs to Rashad’s apartment. The party was crammed with people—half too young to be drinking, the other half too old to be fucking around with teenagers—and pulsing with white lights.

He caught an instant of each face and searched for Jamie, the crook of his jaw, the sweep of his locs. A girl laughed beside him, open-mouthed, face screwed up. Someone exhaled a deep breath of weed, smoke swirling in Dre’s face. A hefty cat lounged on an exquisite pair of Retro 7s like a throne.

He tugged Calla’s hand in his.

Jamie wasn’t on the low-slung garbage sofas, dark green monstrosities with patches of duct tape. He wasn’t in the kitchen with a ubiquitous red Solo cup; he wasn’t by the speakers fussing with cables; he wasn’t under the covers in the bedroom. Each face was too long or too full, too sharp a nose, too wide set the eyes. Every fourth kid had dreads, and someone had spilled a lime-green drink on Dre’s alpaca socks, exposed through Nike slides, and now every step was futile and squishy.

“Jamie? Jamie?” Dre shouted over the music, throat raw from all the screaming he’d done tonight. “Do you know Jamie?”

He spotted Rashad blowing smoke out of an open window, chatting with a slender girl. He tightened his hold on Calla and pushed closer. The girl had a blunt cap of hair and inked flowers climbing her hand, her body drowning in a colossal sweater.

“Where’s Jamie?” Calla yelled over the clap of amateur rap overlaying Frank Sinatra. The hollows under her eyes looked like tombstones.

Rashad winced, trying to place them. Calla was anyone’s enraged mee-maw, fresh from scrapping with her shitty boyfriend and crashing the party to wrangle someone home. Dre was that one guy’s older cousin, fresh from getting his ass beat by randos behind a gas-station dumpster, there to demand money for 7-Eleven booze.

“Y’all—” Rashad swayed on his feet, one hand drooping a cigarette burning past the filter, the red flame licking close to his thumb. “Y’all look like shit.”

Calla snatched his collar. “Where’s Jamie?”

“Jamie went … Jamie.” Rashad’s face crumpled. “Jamie’s mad at me. I said mean things to him.”

“Jamie’s an asshole,” the girl said flatly.

“What does that mean? Where is he? What did he do?” The girl flinched at Dre’s questions. His hands opened, fingers spread wide. “Did he … honey, did he do something to you?” There were so many ways to feel horror, and here was a fresh one: a young woman saying his little brother’s name with loathing, a curse in her mouth. Dre’s forehead creased.

“He shouldn’t have come here after what he did,” Rashad announced. “I don’t know how this happened. He’s mad at me.”

The girl opened her mouth, closed it with a shake of her head. “I’m getting out of here. I just came to tell you, Raj.” She disappeared in the crowd.

“Everyone’s leaving.” Rashad doubled over to bury his face in Calla’s shoulder. She staggered under his weight.

Dre slid his arm around Rashad’s middle. “Listen, I’m sure Jamie forgives you.” Dre usually had a soft spot for Jamie’s best friend. He’d quit football because he didn’t like hurting people, always ordered easy-to-make recipes at the restaurant, and frequently swapped out the N-word for “Nigeria” or “Nosferatu” or “nomenclature.”

The soft spot was scorched earth tonight. Fucking Rashad, rubbing his tears with a baseball glove–sized hand, caught between the Williams siblings in Jamie’s place, except Rashad wasn’t hard like Jamie. Calla would call that “toxic masculinity,” but Dre kept it real. If Rashad didn’t get his shit together, he was getting bodied.

“I don’t know if he’s my friend anymore. He fucked everything up.” Rashad knuckled away a tear. “Did you see it in a dream, CeeCee? Is that why you scream at night?”

Calla’s lips flattened. “Tell us where he is or I’m calling your grandma.”

“He’s probably smoking in Isaiah’s car. I wasn’t invited.”

“That sounds good,” Dre said, patting Rashad’s back. “Smoking with children is where it’s at. Let’s go. Let’s go blaze. I’ve got some special shit, my nigga, but it’s in Isaiah’s car.”

Dre escorted Rashad across the street as they split up to look for Isaiah’s gray Civic. He worried about Calla weaving in the dark alone in her condition, but they had a lot of ground to cover and she was on the verge of strangling Rashad. Parking was shit. Jamie could be ten blocks away.



Rain drifted in the wind, a ribbon of glitter under the streetlights.

The moon was cold, stingy, casting a thin light. Dre checked every car, just in case. He saw a shadow in the driver’s seat of a rusted car a block down—calling it gray or a Civic was generous as shit.

“You still mad, bro?” Rashad said to the patchwork Frankenstein car.

Dre shouted for Calla and opened the door.

His brother was behind the wheel, twisted toward the empty passenger seat. Jamie’s mouth was open in a soundless scream, as though his voice had given up before his terror. His eyes were open, bloodshot. Vomit was a sour smear down his hoodie, and a smatter of white powder peppered the dash.

What was happening to their family?

He spoke to Jamie, low and insistent, asking him to wake up.

He heard Calla’s low moan, felt her lean in beside him, her hair shifting like plaid in his peripheral vision. She was the sword and Dre was the shield. Neither were there for Jamie in whatever had led up to the moment in the car.

“I’m sorry, bro,” Rashad wailed behind them, asking what Jamie had done, why was Jamie mad at him, why. “Do you still have nightmares, CeeCee?” Rashad howled. “I’m going to have nightmares.”

“Shut up,” Calla ground out.

Jamie looked like Dad. The swollen reds of his eyes, the sweep of his dreadlocks; he stank of sweat and weed and moist stale things. The passenger seat glinted with bullets, each one a burning sun, and Dre couldn’t move. Calla was crying, the sound swelled and dimmed in his ears, and Dre forgot what temperature he used to sear the perfect steak, forgot if he preferred sea salt or Himalayan pink, forgot about the tourists and the kitchen and the bodies in his bedroom.

“Wake up, Jamie.” He gave Jamie’s cheek brisk little taps. Trauma didn’t age like wine. Theirs was a robust creature, a veiny thing that had taken its time growing thick roots and soaking up nutrition. Jamie was still in danger, Dre was still useless, Calla was still trying—nothing had changed except they were older. He almost spun around as though fate would be leaning nonchalantly against the streetlamp.

This was how it happened with Dad; it was happening again. There was a curse at work, maybe, some ancestor trading good fortune for charm, and gifts weren’t free. Something was at work here, had created the three of them from clay and misery and magnetism, and their father had paid for it, and so were they. There was a tail to their tragedy, dogging every step. Parents were supposed to protect you. Theirs hadn’t.

The lights came on in the house closest to them.

“Jamieson,” Calla said.

Jamie was waxy up close, mouth still twisted in an empty scream. Calla tried to tuck his hair behind his ears, but the locs were stiff. She touched Jamie’s cold cheek.

She met Dre’s eyes. She’d mentioned a gun and here was Jamie with a gun, fucked up, game for anything until something shut him down.

For a second, he felt wet hair tickling the back of his neck. He slapped it instinctively, found bare skin. You only get so many warnings, the girl in the dress had said. Looking at the powder, the gun stuffed in the cupholder, the crisis Jamie had averted, it was clear what she meant was: You’re out of warnings.

The epiphany exploded with a force that pulled his body taut.

While Dre and Calla took their time crashing cars and passing out and struggling to stay alive, someone else had stepped in and protected Jamie from himself.

“I’m calling nine-one-one,” Calla said, fumbling for her phone.

“That will ruin his life.”

“We don’t have a choice. He needs medical care.” Calla’s eyes gleamed wetly through the shadows. She looked like she was still having nightmares and living them.

“He threw up a shit ton. He’s fine. He just needs to sleep it off. He does this shit all the time. I promise it looks worse than it is.” He was lying. The situation was worse than it looked, vicious things crowding in margins Dre couldn’t see.

Calla sucked in a breath. Little bits of tissue stuck to a patch of blood on her forehead. Her mouth parted, showing all the teeth. “This is not a conversation—”

“I’ll clean it up,” Dre hissed. He knew how to clean up everyone’s shit. He didn’t have his preferred tools, but he’d get the job done. “He goes back to juvie, he won’t come out.” The system would have him, fully.

His sister’s teeth might be bared, but her eyes were big and numb. He wasn’t talking to the right Calla. He needed the old Cee, the hood-girl raptor the kids at school whispered about, not the PTA mom.

“Jamie was never here, understand? Get Rashad to help you get him out of here. I’ll clean the car. If the cops show up, tell them he called you for a ride. You found him like this outside,” Dre said.

Someone had probably already called the cops—they were four black people in front of someone’s house at an unspeakable hour. A cop would clock the interior of the car. Jamie would be taken away in a screaming ambulance, then the questions would start. Another cop would show up, and someone would scrape away evidence. Jamie would be recovering in a white hospital room when the cops came, and he would suffer and go to baby jail, graduate to real jail, and suffer some more. While that predictably tragic scenario was playing out, the cops would notice the blood congealing under Dre’s nails.

The bodies would be discovered.

Dre’s mind leaped two, three lies ahead. With Calla’s help, he’d have an alibi.

I went to my sister’s house after work, he’d say.

She’d help him hide the bodies if he asked. Lie to the police if he asked. Do the talking when there was talking to be done, even if her hands were covered in hasty graveyard dirt.

Could Dre ask her, though?

She’d definitely write “I told you so” when they became prison pen pals.

Jamie gasped and grabbed Calla’s wrist. He closed his mouth and his jaw popped with an audible crack. He didn’t blink. His eyes were very red.

“CeeCee.” Jamie’s fingers dug in tight. “I don’t want to infect your life.” His eyes rolled back, and he passed out. His hand still gripped her wrist.

The ally Dre needed was his little brother. They had their differences, but here they agreed: Calla’s exposure to their contagion had to be limited.

“I’ve got wet wipes in my car,” Calla said in a monotone.

Dre knew his sister. She performed better with an audience. If the police arrived and got in her way, she’d wake up. Warm up into someone so clear and relatable, everyone in a ten-mile radius would feel compelled to nudge her inside and tuck her in a blanket.

She’d say, I just found him like this.

She’d say, I don’t know what happened, but I’m taking my brother home.

Dre would work in the dark, scrape the coke in a plastic bag and leave it at Rashad’s, make the cupholders and interior shine. And when Jamie woke up, Dre would be right there, recruiting him.

He loped toward Calla’s car, keys jingling in his pocket.

“Oh man. Oh Nosferatu. Jay. Can I do something? Can I help?” Rashad cried.

“Yep. You can help,” Calla said, reaching for Jamie. “Drag him out of the car.”







PART 2
The Cabin









CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Jamie



Jamie woke up with his nose crusted shut. He vaguely remembered Calla shaking him awake, the stream of gray light through the window as she forced a glass of water on him, a few swallows of some pale salty soup, before the darkness overwhelmed him and he fell back asleep.

He curled around his satin pillow, punched it once, twice, and flopped on his back, staring up at the water stain on the ceiling. His futon was too firm. He’d told Calla multiple times he wanted a real bed, but she kept pointing out that he’d insisted on the futon. She wasn’t wrong, but people evolved.

“You’ll have your own room. You need stuff,” she’d said, hustling him into IKEA after she found the new duplex. He shuffled behind her, playing on his phone while she went on and on about fresh starts until he wanted to shove her into the nearest reasonably priced closet.

Fresh starts didn’t override who he was before.

Their parents had given them many fresh starts—apartments and homeless shelters and staying with grandparents for a while, Dad leaving, new boyfriends, then Dad leaving permanently. In the aftermath of these events, someone always seemed to be lying in wait for the baby of the family, clutching his hair and promising fresh fucking starts.

Calla had dumped a nightstand into the cart, grinning like she was having fun even though he caught her tallying up the prices with her fingers—he rolled his eyes; God, she was horrible at math—and sneaking in glances at her bank-account balance.

As she was forcefully testing out the mattresses, Jamie’s eye caught on an emerald-green futon. If he could talk his sister into an entertainment center and a flat-screen, his room might be tolerable. He could fold up the futon when Rashad came over, and they’d have space to game. With a room like that, even Dre would want to hang out.

“Are you sure?” Calla asked, prodding his arm. “Seriously, a futon?”

“I want it,” Jamie breathed. He was a fool—fresh starts weren’t real—but a shattered part of him still wanted one with Dre and Calla. A bed that folded into a couch held possibilities.

But the futon was stubborn, so hard it was like sleeping on the floor, the catching mechanism difficult to click into place. Jamie’s possibilities narrowed down and down until he’d ended up here, breathing through his mouth and pretending he was thinking about his next move when the decision was made.

His friends had turned on him. A police investigation was ongoing.

He had to tell his siblings the truth. Or part of the truth, a part he could control by being a smart-ass. Only he couldn’t talk to CeeCee until he knew what he wanted. His sister made things happen. She worked phones and emails and even letters, printed secretly at the office. At her speed, she’d have a phalanx of legal professionals assembled by morning, and everything would spiral out of Jamie’s control.

There had to be an endgame he could corner her into, one that benefitted him. Neutralizing Dre would be easy—Dre would go with whatever plan let him leave the fastest.

Congestion made Jamie’s head float from his shoulders. Phlegm closed his throat. He heard Calla’s heavy footfalls in the living room and rolled off the futon, climbed the unnecessary step to the bathroom, snicked the door closed behind him, and stripped.

The steam of the shower worked miracles on his sinuses, but even the weak water pressure beat on his injuries. He soaped up carefully, feeling out all the weaknesses of his battered body. The cop left bruising around his ribs, the skin hot and black in the crease of his shoulder.

The blue plastic shower curtain clung to his legs. Then it was whipped away to chilly air and light. Jamie slipped, sent bottles—shampoo, bodywash, shaving cream—tumbling as he flailed.

Dre stood outside the tub, squarely in the center of the spongy bath mat.

“What the fuck?” Jamie gripped the shower caddy for balance. “I know you’re jealous of my six-pack, but if you want a cut like this you have to do the work. Get out.”

Dre whistled a long high note. “A cut like that? What, you mean someone stomping the shit out my ribs? I’ll pass.”

“You don’t look much better, nigga,” Jamie growled. A contusion dominated Dre’s face in an ugly rainbow, his Afro mashed like a monster had gnawed at it. His lip was cut by a bloody slash.

“So we both got in a fight. Isn’t that interesting?” Dre played the shower curtain between his fingers.

“That you got into a fight is interesting, maybe. But not enough to have this conversation naked. Leave.” Jamie snatched the shower curtain back, pulled it closed.

Dre whipped it back again and leaned into the spray of the shower. He flicked Jamie’s forehead, pressing him into the tiles.

“Who was it? Who stopped you from shooting that gun?” Dre asked quietly.

Jamie flinched.

Dre’s eyes narrowed, tilted at the ends. “Tell me. Before you talk to CeeCee.”

“You don’t know shit,” Jamie said, the tiles cold on his back. He let his locs fall forward, took a beat, and slicked them away from his face.

“Here’s what I know,” Dre said.

Jamie dipped his head to the side, trying to clear his ears. They must still be plugged up. That’s why it sounded like Dre’s voice hitched. Water shot in Dre’s eyes, beaded down his swollen face. His sweatshirt was filthy, spotted with blood and damp spots, long black strings caked in ash.

This was serious. Anything could happen—flat-earthers could be right, Calla could be a polygamist, Jason Statham maybe did fight a megalodon—if his fastidious brother could be in such disarray.

“Two men broke into my house looking for Roberto, beat my ass, and just when I thought I was gonna die—” Dre said, low and deflated like he didn’t expect Jamie to even let him finish the sentence.

Jamie didn’t let him finish the sentence. “A girl came in and did some Mortal Kombat–fatality shit.” His head tipped back against the shower rack. Goose bumps pimpled his chest. He could still see her, the little girl, the stars in her eye behind the glasses. The blood on her overalls. Or maybe Grandma came for Dre with her curved purple nails, the column of tulle of her hat.

Whatever was happening wasn’t just happening to Jamie.

And wasn’t that a goddamn relief.

Dre’s face went slack. “You believe me.”

Jamie shrugged. “There’s no possible way you laid up two guys. No fucking way. You? Hell, nah. But something happened to them, or you wouldn’t be here.”

“Rude,” Dre said, a single eyebrow shooting up. “And hypocritical. You look like someone kicked your ass to Bikini Bottom and back.”

“Here’s a thought,” Jamie said, because his brother was right. “Let’s pick this conversation up when I’m not butt-ass naked.”

“D?” Calla called, muffled through the bathroom door. “You in here?”

Dre climbed in the shower fully clothed and drew the curtain back.

Calla poked her head in the bathroom. Her face was bruised, too. Apparently, all kinds of shit had gone down. Dre was going to extremes for time alone with him—which never fucking happened. No one wanted to do a team-up with the baby. He took a long look at his brother, who wasn’t even breathing.

Jamie sighed. Flipped his brother the middle finger.

“I’ll be out in a minute, CeeCee,” Jamie said, with an infusion of angel-sweet innocence.

“Take your time, baby,” Calla said, disappearing from the bathroom.

Dre exhaled.

“She’ll be back,” Jamie said. “Get on with it. My balls are cold.”

“We have to get Calla out of Seattle. Away from that girl,” Dre burst out.

“And corpses,” Jamie added. He had no doubt there were corpses left behind if that old woman, that spooky little girl, had intervened when Dre was attacked. And where there were corpses, there were—

“Warrants,” Dre said. “We can’t stay here.”

“This is too big. We have to tell CeeCee.” Jamie’s fresh start was as bleak and cold as the running water. Or he’d lost all sensation in his body.

“Do you think she can handle more shit right now? I don’t. Look, if she pulled a tarot card right now, that shit would be, like, seven swords piercing the earth or tiny people falling from a burning building. She crashed her car looking for us,” Dre hissed, his hair soaking the shower like a sponge.

“You want me to lie to her.”

“I want you to prioritize.” Dre pinned Jamie into the wall with an arm on his chest. “How many lies does she tell you to protect your feelings?”

Too many to count. Calla said they were doing fine, but he heard her crying at night. Said work was going great, but Jamie caught her looking at jobs. Said she’d go to the store, but they had ramen for dinner. Said she just had a drink when she had three.

“Help me.” Dre’s voice was soft. “Help me keep her out of this. If she knew what happened, she’d want two lawyers. We can’t even afford one. We can’t make her choose who to protect. We can’t do that to her.”

“What do you want me to do? She doesn’t listen to me.”

Dre snorted. “Oh, she listens. Tell her you’re scared. Tell her you fucked up and need a fresh start. Give her a reason to act.”

“And then?”

“We get away from the cops. We get rid of Calla. And we deal with the girl in the prom dress ourselves,” Dre said grimly.

Jamie’s nose scrunched up in confusion. “A prom dress?”

“Yeah. Long. Pink. Sparkles. You know.” Dre mimed out a sweetheart neckline, let his hands flow down his waist. When Jamie continued to stare at him, Dre dropped his hands. “And you don’t know what I’m talking about. Someone else came for you. Fuck. How many of these girls are there?”

Jamie rotated an arm, the pain in his shoulder shocking him to the bone. But he suddenly felt like he needed to be ready, extremely ready, to fight.

“At least three,” Jamie said. “And they’re not girls. They’re things in the shape of a girl. Can you leave now? I mean, my dick’s been out this whole time.”



For his impossible task, Jamie selected flannel Malcolm X pajamas and a silky leopard-print bonnet. He hopped down the unnecessary step from his room to the living room and spotted his quarry nudged in the corner of the sectional, a first-aid kit open in her lap. Band-Aids, tubes, and bottles were stuck in the creases of the blanket.

One look at the situation told Jamie Dre’s plan was fucked and Calla would never go for it in a million years.

The living room had never looked cleaner.

His sister had never looked worse.

These observations would have been a challenge for a lesser person to deduce, considering the literal haze in the air from all the candles. The surface of the coffee table was blotted out by tea lights in mismatched little dishes. Fat white candles, stickers still slapped on the sides, crowded the bay window, flames spearing through the darkness like an altar. The candles lining the TV stand were dangerously close to his PS5.

But Jamie had experienced the hell of twenty teenagers with vapes in a closed room. He saw through the smog to the spiderwebs cleared from the corners, the vacuum lines in the carpet, the polish of the bay window that showed the wet dark world outside—even the hair of a goddamn raccoon in high-definition.

This was an unprecedented level of stress-cleaning.

Dre sat beside Calla on the couch.

“Can you ask Berto to look at my car tomorrow?” Calla asked, fussing with Dre’s face, peeling a generous bandage from plastic.

Jamie could only see the back of his brother’s head, but he was sure Dre tensed.

“Ah. No. I don’t think he can,” Dre said.

“Can you just ask? He never charges me,” Calla pressed.

“He’s busy,” Dre shot out. Calla dropped the bandage.

Dre snatched an ice pack, shook it active, and touched it to his cheek. He turned, noticed Jamie. “You’re up. How ya feeling, bud?” He sounded appropriately somber, but his face said, Get your ass over here.

“Better,” Jamie said. “Still have a headache.” He grabbed a shoe from the suspiciously organized rack, started to prop open the front door. The cool breeze would scatter the hot wax and Clorox smells.

“The last time you did that, rats got in,” Calla said, and oh shit. She was straight-up Batman ominous. He wished he could let her rest. He wanted that for her, wanted to suggest a movie night and fall asleep with his siblings on the couch, wake up when an irritated Dre shoved Jamie’s foot off his chin. Let enough time pass that CeeCee could forget last night and all the awful things that happened in the null spaces Jamie couldn’t remember.

They didn’t have time.

That little girl might have protected him once—she was fixated on him for sure—but Dre and Jamie had to be away from the cops before the next bout of killing started. Because idols always fell, in the rap world and the real one. With things like her running around, killing was inevitable.

“I need to convene the council,” Jamie boomed, sidling over to the couch. He sat at the end so he could look at both his siblings. Dre gave him a meaningful nod. An exhausted Calla fiddled with her ancient robe in the recess behind Dre.

“Request accepted,” Dre said.

Calla produced a pint glass from the blanket somewhere and took a long sip. Dre poked her shoulder. She tilted her head like she was considering saying no, but Jamie knew she was playing. No one’s ever said no.

Council meetings were for managing problems sure to result in explosive feelings. The formality of requesting a discussion, the consent in kind, signaled certain guidelines. It meant: What I’m about to say will probably hurt you. Also: Shit’s hard enough so keep it civilized. Jamie enjoyed holding his siblings verbally hostage, so he abused most meetings, assembling the council to deliver his opinion on Calla’s cooking (poor), his interest in joining a gang (mild), and Resident Evil 7 (hell, yeah).

Rejecting his request was basically rejecting him.

“Request accepted,” Calla said.

“Okay, the—what, Calla?—six hundred and twenty-seventh convening of the council has now come to order. We are the Band of Seven except three, the Akatsuki except not assholes, and we are now taking new business,” Dre said, pulling the tab on a beer. Typical everyone-got-to-drink-but-Jamie bullshit.

“I was driving the van,” Jamie said in a rush.

“Okay. Am I supposed to immediately know the significance of this van?” Dre said, obviously drawing a blank. He’d told Jamie to just make something up—

“You know. Jamie-shit,” Dre had said in the bathroom.

“I promise I do not know.”

“Make something up. Some urgent Jamie-shenanigans. Don’t say anything about the killer girls,” Dre had said, super bossy.

So, yeah. Dre was obviously still wondering what Jamie was talking about and if he was being for real.

The blanket seethed in Calla’s direction. “How could you be so fucking stupid?” she snapped. His news-junkie sister, who got a million notifications on her phone and read every one, knew exactly what he was talking about.

Jamie winced, pulled his locs over one shoulder.

“Out of order, CeeCee,” Dre said sharply. “Cool it.”

“When you hear what he did, you’ll bend the rules.” Calla set her glass down. “Yesterday, the protest got violent. Some assholes in masks were supposedly distributing weapons from a yellow van. The van was noticed first at the detention center, which was set on fire. Then it was parked across the street from the police station, which exploded.”

Dre’s hands found his hair. “How could you be so fucking stupid?”

“Keep it civilized, people,” Jamie said. “It’s not as bad as everyone’s saying. We were just giving out supplies. Kneepads, bullhorns, water and shit. Stickers.”

“You gave out bear mace. Set up spikes on the road. Guns,” Calla said. She went still. “The cops found a stick of dynamite. Oh my God. You ran a bomb.” She erupted off the couch, sent dozens of Band-Aids to the floor. “I’ve been trying not to say this, but hey, council. I have new business, too.” Her voice rose with hysteria. “I had a Nightmare. I had a Nightmare and I saw your body, Jamie. It looked like—it looked like you’d been blown the fuck up. And there were bullet holes. Like you left the explosion and ran into a gun.”

Her expression, wavering in the forest of candles, chilled Jamie.

“Okay, I’m gonna be honest with you—who hasn’t had a nightmare about their kid being shot?” Dre said, blowing out a breath. “It sounds scary, Cee. But it’s a natural reaction to current events. Jamie brought up his business first—let’s keep the Freddy Krueger shit to a minimum and focus on him.”

“It’s relevant,” Calla said shortly. “Something is happening to me. Something—something’s happening.” Her right eye twitched. She clapped a hand over it. “I don’t know who attacked you, D. I don’t know why. But I know they had a bat.”

Jamie’s gaze flew to Dre. Dre never said shit about a bat.

“Roberto did this. End of story,” Dre said, flexing his busted knuckles. His voice was cold. Jamie opened his mouth but remembered he was supposed to be backing Dre up. He let Calla recoil instead. Confusion crawled across her face.

“Berto didn’t. He wouldn’t,” she said. Jamie wished she was standing anywhere else. He didn’t like the painting behind her, some rough-brushstroke woman giving his sister horns by virtue of perspective.

“So if you didn’t see it in a dream it didn’t happen?” Dre’s sarcasm was thick, stinging. Bad vibes. Jamie straightened. Bad vibes in here.

“Out of order, D,” he called, made a time-out gesture.

“I’m cool. I’m cool.” Dre scrubbed his hands over his face. “Cee, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you every horrible fucking detail about the horrible fucking thing that just happened to me. And now I’m learning my brother is a domestic terrorist who gave out bear mace. What the fuck, Jamie? Does regular mace not work on human cops?”

“You’re not on the streets like I’m on the streets,” Jamie said weakly, picking up Dre’s cue. “It’s not really my fault. I wasn’t even supposed to be driving. There’s a girl in my group. Her cousin rented the van. She complained about how she didn’t join to babysit.” Jamie looked thoughtfully out the window. People fucking ate it up when he looked reflective.

“If you think about it, I’m only in trouble because of feminism. I offered to drive so she could hit the streets. I was promoting gender equality,” he continued.

“You’re not a champion of women,” Dre said. “You took a girl’s virginity in a Panda Express.”

“Stop.” Calla sliced her arm through the air. “So you’re just going to sit there dicking around. Neither of you are going to tell me what really happened.”

“I’m literally trying to tell you,” Jamie said, exasperated. “I didn’t know about the guns. I fucked up. My friends dropped me, like, immediately. Everyone’s leaving town.” He turned from the window, the pavement glittering under a flickering streetlight, and met Calla’s good eye. “I know I fucked up, but I’m scared, CeeCee.”

Calla slid down and sat on the floor. “What do you need?”

“I need to get out of Seattle. We need to go right now,” Jamie said. “A little break while things calm down. I’ve been making bad decisions. I gotta get things figured out.” His mouth twisted. “A fresh start.”

She picked at the threads of the carpet. “D? What do you think about this?”

Dre’s lip was split; a dark half-moon cut his thin smile. “I think it’s a great idea.”

A chunk of tea lights winked out.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Calla



There was an assumption about parenting, one that hadn’t occurred to Calla until deep in the game: She was supposed to be the adult. No matter how much Jamie screamed at her, broke her things, she was supposed to keep her cool. Model healthy behavior. Show him how functional adults coped with their feelings, which precluded eating junk food and drinking until she blacked out.

She needed to be patient, recognize his trauma, and not retraumatize him by repeating their parents’ mistakes. Consistency, support, encouraging a growth mindset, all that good shit. The parenting books would be thrilled at Jamie’s confession—look at him owning his fuckups. What a big boy.

Calla was freaking out. What kind of shit was Jamie involved in that this was what he was willing to own up to? His proposal was ridiculous. She had no vacation or medical leave saved up. She had almost no money. A warrant would follow Jamie wherever he went. They all needed doctors. Dre had to file a police report, start the paper trail for Berto’s attack. She doubted Dre would keep his job after a string of no-call no-shows. But why should little details like that interfere with an impromptu family vacation?

“I vote for L.A.,” Jamie said. “Let’s get some sun.”

Calla stared at him. What the fuck was he talking about?

“Kinda far. Oregon works.” Dre stroked his chin like he was deep in thought.

This smacked of coordination. They were running game on her.

Guardians were supposed to be calm and balanced. They didn’t get to rage. But she wanted to—her muscles were tight, fists aching like she’d already punched something. That violence of Jamie’s looked oh so satisfying. When you’re young, you get to throw tantrums.

But Calla needed a retirement fund. Had to squeeze miracle college money from her stingy paycheck so Jamie would have options. Had to best reams of paperwork so Dre could go to the dentist instead of prying off the rusty wires in his mouth himself. Accomplishing these things took a cool, practical mind. Calla couldn’t find her cool, practical mind because her brothers were now discussing Las Vegas of all fucking things.

Healthy modeling could eat a bag of dicks.

She rose, went to the couch. Sat between the boys. These morons thought they were incredible liars. “I love you,” she said.

Jamie wrapped an arm around her, kissed her cheek. Dre’s face was cold from the ice when he rested his head on her shoulder. Jamie smelled like weed and asphalt. Dre smelled like blood and beer. They held her, and they held each other, and this was all they had.

When did Jamie’s arms get so long? His dreadlocks used to be babies, cute li’l strings. They’d matured into stable ropes, flecked with lint and long orange hair Calla assumed was the cat he kept trying to sneak in.

Shiny scars stretched up Dre’s skin, ugly spots where hot oil seared him at work. She remembered the first time waspish burger spatter had burned him, back when he was a kid working under the table at a dingy diner. He’d come home crying, and she held his forearm under cool water, daubed on cream. He had so many burns now. Had faced so many everyday hazards she couldn’t possibly protect him from.

It was the sister who wanted to surface, the sister who wanted to kiss their cheeks and hold their hands and tell them she understood. Bundle the boys off to a restaurant, demolish an onion-ring tower, stroke and soothe and listen.

When her brothers held her, Calla almost wanted to buy their bullshit. It hurt less than acknowledging they were weaponizing her affection for them. She eased back and cupped their faces. Breathed in the mash-up of candles, cashmere woods and cardamom and autumn blush, fall scents that weren’t real in Seattle.

The danger the boys were in lured the mother instead, gave her fangs. It took a mother’s brutality to keep the world at bay, to keep a black child safe.

She wanted to bang their fucking heads together.

“I love you,” she said again, her voice cracking. “But we’re not going anywhere. Running from this won’t fix anything. I will be the voice of reason—I cannot lose my job. We’re going to the hospital, then we’ll get some sleep. In the morning, I’ll find a lawyer. We’ll figure out a plan to deal with Jamie’s shit. Deal with Roberto.”

Dre’s face went dark. “You’re not listening. We need to leave.” He broke the hug and slammed his fist on the coffee table.

“It’s not safe here, CeeCee,” Jamie said quietly. “The cops—” He stopped midsentence. Tilted his head.

“What about the cops?” Calla demanded.

“Shut up,” Jamie whispered. He stared at the front door.

Calla listened to the rain for a pleasant seven seconds and then—oh. A low tap. Tap. Tap. Pause. Two taps in quick succession.

The siblings looked at each other. Calla saw the rolling whites of Jamie’s eyes.

Dre mouthed something, and she frowned—she was shit at lip-reading.

“He said it’s the fucking cops!” Jamie hissed.

This was not Calla’s first rodeo. The cops usually came for their parents, but still. Every dog gets his day. The siblings weren’t virgins when it came to law enforcement, but they were rusty.

“Hello?” She made a show out of stomping across the living room to the front door. A round shadow was pressed against the beveled glass. “Is someone there?”

The boys raced to Calla’s bedroom, crowding out of sight behind the door.

Nice to know she had support.

Jamie crept back out for who-fucking-knows-why, tripped over his own feet—was he high? drunk?—and smacked into the coffee table. He let out a string of curses, face contorting as he knocked over a half dozen tea lights, flames leaping.

“Calla!” someone whisper-shouted outside. “It’s Matt.”

Face hot, Calla took a quick glance around—Dre was in the bedroom, Jamie was kneeling down, fussing with the shit he’d dropped on the carpet. She unlocked the knob, dead bolt, opened the door just enough to poke her face in the crack.

She saw more of Matt than she wanted. He shivered in a tank top graced by Biggie and snug little hunter-green briefs with cartoonish Simpsons-style donuts. Still, she was thrilled. Matt was so beautifully not a cop.

“Calla, you got trouble. Did Jamie do something?” Matt’s eyes darted around. His hands were jammed in his armpits for warmth. Rain streamed down his face, gathered in the squishy tail of his beard.

She glanced back at Jamie. A small fire burned in the carpet, Band-Aids curling in a stream of smoke. Jamie was trying to stomp it out, mumbling, “Shh shh shush,” as though the fire was sentient and existed solely to piss him off.

“Jamie? Goodness, why?” Too much. Calla drew her brows together. “What did you hear?” She was a totally normal person with nothing to hide. Her living room was not literally on fire.

“Look, you know I’m not this guy, right? I’m not, like, a white savior who thinks black people need my help. But I thought—I just—the cops are here, Calla. Watching your house.”

“How do you know they’re watching my house?”

“I took out the trash so I could get a better look. Then I took out the recycling. Then I pretended to get a food delivery. Then I asked Mrs. Vu. She said the cop pulled up twenty minutes ago. Parked in the fire zone. Are they even allowed to do that?” Matt leaned in kissing close. “It looks like—shit—what did Jamie do?”

Rain or spittle hit Calla’s cheek. She stepped inside her sneakers by the door, went outside to the narrow concrete patch of porch. Sweat had dried on her chunky thighs in patches of thirsty skin. No one should have to face such trials this unmoisturized.

She assumed Matt would get the hell out of her way. He stumbled back into the wall of overrun bushes—Calla did not feel her shitty landlord was entitled to free yard work.

A black-and-white police car, lights off, was at the base of the stairs that led to her front door. The uniform exited the car, and Calla got the impression of thin hair under the cap, and a pale narrow face. He slipped in the mash of wet leaves on the curb. Something metal in his mouth glinted in the streetlight.

The cop wiped at his pants and squinted up at Calla’s door. Calla dropped below the mailbox, made herself as small as possible. Shit. From this angle, he would see her if she moved.

Contrary to what Matt thought, Calla’s actual savior turned out to be Vietnamese. Mrs. Vu appeared in a beam of light with the grace of an angel, because her front porch shone as brightly as the gates of heaven: she’d installed a ring of lights and several cameras to spook porch pirates and ward off what she thought was the larcenous teen next door. Armed with a black shawl and outrage, drawn up all four foot eight, Mrs. Vu intercepted the cop.

The cop attempted a retreat, but Mrs. Vu, fucking goddess that she was, didn’t let up. She hammered the cop until he withdrew a notebook from his pocket. From the snatches of ranting that Calla caught, she gathered that her neighbor was listing her grievances against the Williams family, the Seattle Police Department, city council, and state leadership in its entirety.

Calla could kiss that puckered gossipy mouth. She crab-walked down the wall of her unit, flattened herself against the front door.

“Did he see you?” Matt rustled in the bushes. His fucking loud voice was too loud. He couldn’t seem to decide if he wanted to run like or hell or let the bushes take him. “Oh shit, did he see me?”

She did not have the time for Matt to be her problem, but that was white people for you, forcing her into a confusing tangle of gratitude, pity, and annoyance. She went inside, tried to close the door.

“Wait!” Matt stuck his foot in the door, winced as Calla tried to ram the door closed. “You remember my cousin in Iowa? I told him about this. I just wanted to get his take, and he said—”

The cop probably hadn’t seen her. It was dark. It was raining. She still did not have pants on, and her lacy purple bikini briefs were not up to the task of covering her ass crack. She didn’t know why she’d chosen the sexy panties when she wasn’t getting laid—this was a period-panty night if ever there was one.

“I’ve got to roast my hair.” Calla closed the door, locked it. Focus. She had to keep calm, gather her brothers, and vacate the premises. Her car wasn’t an option—Mrs. Vu was an archangel, not God. There was no way Calla could reach the hatchback without being noticed, even if the engine wasn’t fucked.

The room smelled burned.

“What did he want?” Dre emerged from the bedroom.

“We’re leaving now,” Calla announced.

“I’ll pack a bag for me and Dre,” Jamie said.

“No. No packing. Phone. Keys. Charger. Wallet. We’re leaving.” Calla ran to her bedroom, grabbed her charger, put on soft black sweatpants. She stuffed her wallet, a pair of panties in her pocket.

Jamie cocked his head. A few beats later, she heard heavy footfalls. The cop must have disentangled himself from Mrs. Vu. His boots scraped the bottom of the stairs; he was clearly one of those people who didn’t pick their feet up as they walked, just dragged along their heels like children. He was dragging those heels up to her door.

Jamie would be in prison forever. Arms dealing. Terrorism.

Roberto’s family had resources the Williamses didn’t have. Regardless of what happened between the best friends and roommates, it was Dre who would pay for it.

A shadow darkened the bay window of the living room. Outside, Matt began to babble. The cop was here, outside the diamond glass of her front door.

Dre darted to Jamie’s unmade futon, climbed up to the square window. The blinds were slanted, crooked, and Dre didn’t bother with them as he unlatched the window, pulled up the glass. Dust and spiders gathered at the corners of the windowsill, and he levered himself up and crawled over the pane, legs swinging. He grunted as he hit the bushes, and Jamie clambered up to the window, angling through with a practiced finesse.

There was a knock at the door, and Calla shoved herself through the window. Her arms and hips scraped the sides. One or both of her brothers pulled her shoulders, and she was through, stumbling in the bushes behind the duplex.

The neighbors on this side of the street had opted for lines of overgrown shrubbery, a thicket of green prickled privacy. Stubby bristles poked at Calla’s hair, her jaw, her whole damn body as she crouched down, kept close behind Jamie. Her lower back ached as she kept low, clapping an occasional hand to particularly vicious barbs.

They emptied out of the end of the bushes. Dre took a long look around before he limped down the sidewalk, across a yard. A quartet of Pomeranians panted against a window. Light flooded through the glass. They dropped behind a Subaru in the driveway.

Calla hated her life. She flattened herself on the ground, scanned the road from under the car. Jamie should be the one doing this; he had young-dude knees.

“I don’t see anyone,” she said.

Jamie’s Timberlands flapped as he steered them down a side street, then another. Calla’s breath wheezed. She didn’t have a bra, and she ran with one arm trying to hold her breasts down. She didn’t want to knock herself unconscious. Blisters began forming in the hot places her bare feet rubbed the sneakers. Dre’s head lolled back and forth, blood dotting his Afro wet and sick in the dark. A stitch burned her side.

Rain pattered, little plinks as it hit cars, pavement, her eyelashes. There was probably a lesson in all this, something telling about her trailing the athletic line of Jamie’s back as he ran, the distance between them growing.

Jamie had never looked so alive or so capable, jaw locked and light-footed, focused and sharp-eyed, tendons bulging in his neck. His athletic gravity outweighed the appeal of the gleaming leopard-print bonnet, a smattering of locs breaking free. This was someone she could imagine driving in the crush of the protest, hands gripping the steering wheel, a bundle of dynamite in the back.

The gap between them grew so wide she wondered if the little asshole was actually leaving her behind. Jamie skirted the bright parking lot of a grocery store, stuck to the shadows of a shuttered restaurant, past the broken tiles of a mural of cherry blossoms, and Calla found herself at the intersection of North Beacon Hill. The light-rail station was an elevator ride downstairs, darkened now that the train wasn’t running.

Jamie stopped in the alcove of a bus stop, leaned casually against the smudged plastic wall. He did this as smoothly, as confidently as 007 if they’d cast Idris Elba. Calla stuttered to a stop, arms pinwheeling. Dre sank down on the hard blue bench, breath rasping.

“Okay, so we need a ride.” Jamie dug in Calla’s pocket, handed her phone to her. “Here. I tried to get my bro to bring the Maserati. He said no. Call your boyfriend.”

“I don’t have a—”

“The nigga with the Prius. Call him,” Jamie said impatiently.

“Watch the tone,” Calla snapped. “We’ll just spend the night somewhere. Get a lawyer first thing in the morning. Get on the right side of this.”

“If we’d left when I said, we’d have plausible deniability with the cops. But we didn’t. Because of you,” Jamie said.

“Not helping,” Dre said, laser-focused. “We don’t have time to argue. The train doesn’t run until 5:00 A.M. We don’t have a choice, Cee. Call the boyfriend. Get the Prius.”

She knew the mulish cast of Dre’s face: he would not be moved. He had a Crock-Pot temper, slow and inevitable. But she tried.

“He’s not my boyfriend.” She hated how petulant she sounded. “He never will be my boyfriend if I get him involved. Leave him out of this.”

Jamie’s mouth dropped open, incredulous. “There’s plenty of fish in the fucking sea. If you call him and try to have feminine wiles, I’ll help you find a dude who looks like Michael B. Jordan. But we can’t stay here.”

Calla crossed her arms. She’d realized she’d lost her job somewhere around her first mad dash through the bushes, but she’d thought Noah would be kept safe for her, pristine under glass.

She wouldn’t be able to tell him the truth: she didn’t know where she was going, when she’d be back. To the best of her knowledge, Noah was raised in a happy home in the Midwest. Borrowing his Prius to spirit her brothers away from the police was a hard fucking sell. She wished Noah could just pick her up, take her to get pancakes. She could tell him how much it hurt that her family had formed an alliance that blocked her out, winding her up and working her over.

She hovered over Noah’s name, the boys peering over her shoulder. At the sticking point, they had thought nothing of safeguarding Calla’s life, of what was best for her, and neither had she. She could have nudged her brothers out the window, stalled the cop, stayed in her life instead of pulling the pin.

Noah picked up, groggy and warm. Calla’s mind went blank.

“Feminine wiles,” Jamie whispered, cupping his chest like he had breasts. “Try to have feminine wiles.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Dre



Only a very petty man would judge Noah for his Supercuts hairstyle, his temerity to wear socks with sandals in the rain or fucking anywhere, the dull economics podcast whispering from the speakers, or the NPR tote bags cluttering the floor mat. Dre was exactly that petty.

Calla said the relationship wasn’t serious. His sister’s beau unfolded himself from the driver’s seat, sandals sinking in the river of water at the gutter. He was innocuous, with sleep-crusted eyes and short fine black hair sticking up. Dre left Calla to do the talking and took shotgun.

Why did Calla want to bone a dude who so obviously and aggressively had a computer-science degree? She had to know those assholes were killing Seattle.

Jamie gave Noah an uncomfortably masculine handshake before climbing into the back.

“Why didn’t you just whip your dick out, Jamie? Would have been faster,” Dre said, sighing into the warmth of the heated seats.

“I didn’t want to break my hands. I’mma need them later.” Jamie took off his Tims and the stink was instant.

Dre fastened his seat belt, thought he might vomit. His scalp was on fire. His shoulder hurt. He watched his sister through the window. Jamie’s knees were pushed against his chest by the driver’s seat, and Dre was forced to reassess Noah’s height.

His sister’s hands crept up to Noah’s shoulders, grasped his faded Wisconsin hoodie. Noah grabbed Calla in a fast hard hug and kissed her forehead before stepping back. He sat down at the bus stop and waved at them. Jamie waved back. Dre did not. This dude was not nobody—Noah had answered his sister’s call in the soft dark minutes of quarter to three, and Calla wiped at her face before getting in the driver’s seat.

She moved the seat up, adjusted the mirrors, glanced at Dre, and hesitated, clearly waiting for him to mention her crash, her Nightmare, and offer to drive. Dre said nothing.

“I can drive,” Jamie offered.

She turned off the podcast and started driving.

The roads were mostly empty, the tent cities subdued. Calla observed every sign, signaled early, perfectly positioned in the center of the lane, not too fast or too slow. He couldn’t stop thinking about the corpses in his bedroom, bodies swelling, leaking, stiffening, getting farther away every second.

They were on the highway heading south, hauling ass past twinkling city lights, when Jamie broke the silence. “Where are we going?”

“Not Vegas,” Calla said. “Since you wanted this little getaway so bad, D, you can pay for it.”

“I totally would,” Dre said, closing his eyes so he wouldn’t have to see Calla’s glare. “But I left my wallet at home.”



Dre found the cabin before the sun rose, but the sky had darkened again by the time they reached their destination. The house was not Airbnb’s most popular option, nor was it well reviewed, but it was available and cheap. They wouldn’t be sleeping in the Prius.

The cabin claimed to be in Ashland, Oregon, but it wasn’t within two hundred miles of “America’s Best Small Arts Town.” Some hidden woodsy sprawl lost in the thicket between mountain ranges, a blip on the map on the way to breweries and fresh nar nar. Dre assumed the woods would be full of murderous beavers or whatever animals lived a mediocre existence in the Washington-lite swamp that was Oregon.

When they stopped for gas, Calla ducked into a grocery store. Dre rubbed at the dried blood on his face, peeled it off in flakes.

Jamie rapped the headrest. “Do you really think CeeCee’s nightmare is bullshit? The way she screams in her sleep—that’s not normal.”

“Given everything that’s happened,” Dre said slowly, “I think we’re all having bad dreams.”

“But she was right,” Jamie said, slanting Dre a look in the side mirror. “There was an explosion. Someone did shoot at me. I would’ve died if—”

Calla returned with a bag of groceries, a box of wine.

“So, yeah, this experience is really adding a new depth to my music,” Jamie said, fingers tapping an impromptu beat on his seat belt. “Wanna hear a track?”

“My head is killing me,” Dre said, leaning over to break the news gently as Calla got them back on the road. His injuries had congealed into a constellation of splintered pain. He wanted sleep so badly his eyelids twitched, but he couldn’t conk out.

Were the police coming for him or Jamie? He wondered if Roberto had finally returned home in his alcohol-and-pussy brine, discovered the battered meat bodies.

And—Calla. She clung to the steering wheel all the hours in the car, spine straight, fingers pressed down so hard the tips had gone white, bloodied where she’d chewed them raw. Her inhales were long and measured, super loud in this smooth-ass Prius, really just a quiet ride, totally eliminated the road noise so Dre could better hear the scrape of her teeth.

The skin above her right eye twitched, twitched, twitched, and she ground her teeth, sucked in a breath to say—

“Niggas! This is my song.” Jamie popped up in the back seat. He leaned forward between their seats, turned up the radio.

“California Love” blared from the speakers; Dre could only force his split lips into a painful smile, because they were far from California. Rosedale had gifted them hail; ping-pong chunks of ice scored the car, shifted into needles of rain.

But Dre didn’t want the sun, didn’t want waves of heat baking the pavement and rainbow streams of water spurting from fire hydrants. Sunshine gave Dre dark thoughts, thoughts of sunny Hollywood, Florida, where Dad had died in a fiery collision on a palm tree–lined street.

And Jamie was wanted by the police, just like Dad and probably Dre. The bar for fatherhood was low—change a diaper once a year, be seen with a stroller—and Dre’s father had still fallen so pathetically short. Jamie and Dre were well and truly statistics now; how embarrassing it was to be a felon-adjacent fatherless black male.

“We can skip the gas station because this car runs on dance power. Y’all know what I’m talking about.” Jamie shimmied his shoulders, did a worm thing with his hands.

Dre was grateful for Jamie’s distraction, which he expressed by doing a little raise-the-roof with his good arm. Calla snapped her head to the beat. They danced, tension dissipating like ash in the wind.

“I’m not saying I’m better than Tupac. But my hook is good, too,” Jamie yelled over the music. And because Jamie had managed to cut through Dre’s gray thoughts and give him respite, Dre slapped off the radio and decided to make his brother’s goddamn day.

“‘I ain’t seen no blue jays fly in a week.’” Dre sang Jamie’s lyrics in a wispy uncertain tenor.

“‘But I seen blues all in my streets.’” Calla joined in, committing 1,000 percent, a strong alto that took it seriously.

“‘These niggas can’t fly, but me, I stay scheming.’” Jamie added the scythe of rap, hardly able to get the words out through his huge smile.

“‘Want my wings? Bitch, keep dreaming.’” They sang the last bit together, hands-in-the-air boisterous.

“I’m not sure if the blue jay is you or drugs,” Calla admitted. “But it’s beautiful.”

The GPS spoke and she took an exit, slowed as she maneuvered down a network of empty streets. She nudged them down a narrow dirt road that didn’t look legit at all. Rocks banged the underside of the car, and Dre caught his sister wincing, probably thinking about how fucked the car would be when she returned it to Noah.

Dre hadn’t thought trees could be oppressive, but these were jagged towers, scars against the sky. He bit his tongue as the car rocked over deep potholes. The road looked like it was made by deer hooves instead of human hands. They bumped around violently until Calla pulled to a stop in a small clearing.

They were urban kids, used to playground streets and short stamped green parks. Dre stared at the woods. If he squinted, the barest suggestion of paths appeared, every direction a lost trail in the dark. The car was musty with heat and exhaled breaths, but Dre was cold as he took in the cabin, the woods.

The Airbnb ad was a gushing description of the perfect spring, summer, fall, or winter retreat. The photos boasted laughing families gathered around the firepit roasting marshmallows, couples grinning at each other in snowshoes. Blankets and wineglasses, hikers in plaid, all that shit.

That was either total bullshit or had last happened in 1972.

The cabin was unabashedly haunted. Its sagging-porch smile was missing stairs, and what stairs existed were black with mold. The house squatted on disturbed earth, muddy dirt in the shape of rearing claws, as though the dead had climbed from their graves. Weeds and grasses were slowly swallowing its colonist, spiking through walls. Mildew crawled on the single lawn chair by a haphazard firepit in a broken ring of stones; a pristine white splinter of bone sat at its center. The pit looked as though a fire could never have existed in its blasted hearth, or maybe this was the fire point du jour of cultists and cannibals. Crude wooden planks made up the house, spotted green in places.

The front door was shockingly red, slightly ajar.

Calla shoved the car into reverse, and they lurched backward.

“Wait. Just wait!” Dre grabbed the gearshift, tried to pry through her clammy fingers.

She stomped on the gas pedal, launching them backward until Dre forced the car into park. The car whined. Dre snapped against his seat belt. Jamie rolled off the back seat, banged his head on the corner of the center console.

“Ow,” Jamie said plaintively from the hollow of the floor.

“We can’t go in there. I’m not going in there.” Calla’s nose was bleeding again. She must have hit her face on the wheel.

“Are you okay?” Dre reached out a hand to turn her face. She slapped him away. The smack of skin against skin was loud in the car; it sounded like a gunshot, sure, but also a breaking of things, a gauntlet, a fissure.

Dre’s forearm stung. He let it fall awkwardly to his leg.

“We don’t have anywhere else to go.” Jamie grabbed the grocery bag and crawled out of the car.

Dre watched Calla. Blood dripped from her nose.

“He’s right, Cee. It’s there or the car,” Dre said.

Blood slipped down Calla’s mouth, spotted her robe. “You don’t remember what happens when we open the red door.”

“You are awake right now, Cee. It’s just a door. Jamie needs you.” Dre pointed out the window, where Jamie was staring glumly at the firepit. “We need you. Can you just—try? Please.”

Calla said nothing.

“I see we’re doing this the hard way.” Dre pulled an exaggerated face, leaned in millimeters from hers. Wiggled his eyebrows. “‘You like Krabby Patties, don’t you…’?”

Calla exhaled long and loose, as though her lungs were being rolled up like an old carpet.

“C’mon. ‘You like Krabby Patties, don’t you…’?”

“‘Squidward.’” She touched her forehead to his, stayed there. “I’m trying.”

“Cacaw. Cacaaaw,” Jamie yelled outside the car, hands cupped around his mouth.

Calla rolled her eyes. She snaked a hand to the back seat, grabbed her box of wine, and swung out of the car.

Well, that was one crisis averted. Dre watched Calla caress the angles of the box of wine, watched Jamie glare at trees like a bird was about to start some shit. He’d have to be careful to keep Jamie’s aggression from escalating. Subtle, to keep Calla even-keeled. He had never felt more keenly the stretch of being the middle child.

He took the keys from the ignition, pocketed them. His joints popped when he finally got out of the car and took his first steps into their shitty new world. He heard a muffled thump and whirled around. He scanned the trees, the muddy clearing, the car.

They couldn’t have been followed. They’d changed cars. Driven for hours. He mounted the busted stairs of the porch to get away from the nasty exposure of being outside, the animal stare of the trees.

His foot sunk through a broken board. “Fuck. This. Place.”

“You picked it.” Jamie skipped the stair that felled Dre, avoided the banister peppered with rusty nails.

“I think my tetanus shot expired.” Dre reached the top of the stairs. The wood of the porch was warped by water, the grain bulging. Deep puddles gathered under leaks in the roof, and the electronic pad at the door was shocking in its modernity. It was also unnecessary; the red door was open. Dre would have fucking sworn on a coveted pair of the backward-swoosh Air Jordan 1s, the shattered-backboard sneaks, that the door had only been open a crack when they pulled up, but now it was fully, gapingly open. The dark mouth of the cabin looked like Cthulhu’s asshole.

Dre held his breath as he followed Jamie inside.

“Cacaaaw,” Jamie said. “If anybody’s here, they better show themselves right now.”

Dre glanced back at Calla, frozen at the doorway, box of wine clutched to her chest, chin crusted with blood. She’d come in eventually.

The fading gray light didn’t penetrate the inside much through the two grimy windows, dirt smeared on the glass as though the cabin was camouflaged. Long velvet curtains were flytraps of crawling insects and dust. The living room offered two bold themes: dead animals and Jesus. Crosses—gilded crosses, makeshift twig crosses, large crosses, and gold, pewter, silver crosses—were jammed in every space between animal heads: deer, boar, cats, foxes.

“I think there’s shit on the couch,” Jamie said.

A dark brown substance glistened wetly on the mud-colored sofa. Dre’s heart sank into his stomach. Calla wouldn’t have thought to get any goddamn Clorox wipes.

“Looks fresh.” Jamie sank down to his haunches, rested his chin on his fist. “Methinks perhaps—okay, this was a bad idea. The floor is gross. It looks like they burned a baby on the carpet.” He stood up. The siblings examined the carpet. Jamie was right: the threadbare brown carpet had a fetal-shaped burn.

Dre took a step back, and his leg bumped a rickety end table. He’d knocked over the guest book, or possibly the Necronomicon, because the last guests of this cabin were probably undead skeletons in the basement. He didn’t touch anything.

“I’m gonna check out the bed situation.” Jamie disappeared down the hallway.

The ad claimed the cabin was a modern rustic retreat. The only modern aspect that Dre could detect was the fact that three black people had voluntarily entered, and rustic meant the house was an obvious choice for a classic exorcism. Dre wrapped his hand in the sleeve of his hoodie and pulled the string to the overhead light. It flickered on, harsh and yellow.

“I would like to have several drinks,” Calla announced. She looked outside, at the darkness creeping at the edges of the trees, and tightened her robe. Closed the door. “Mm-hmm. All the drinks.”

She edged inside the galley kitchen.

Dre zeroed in on a dusty woodstove too small to roast Hansel and Gretel but that definitely had the malicious intent. He leaned down, fussed with the damp logs of wood piled to the side. An ancient porn magazine rolled from the stack, pages sticky, and Dre used two splinters of wood to angle that shit in the woodstove. Stacked wood on top.

“Got a light? Matches?” Dre asked.

“Oh, I never get the matches. That’s not how my Nightmare works.” Calla’s voice echoed from the recess of a rotting cabinet. She withdrew a dusty glass, raised it to the yellow light. Her gaze lowered, and she lurched to the back counter with a scream.

“What?” Dre raced to the kitchen on a burst of adrenaline. His thoughts spun nonsensically—a severed arm, a spider, the pink train of a prom dress, all crammed on a shelf above the stove. He skidded to a stop beside his sister, followed the point of her trembling finger to a doll perched on a single brick on the backsplash of the stove.

“That’s a creepy fucking murder doll,” Dre said.

“It is,” Calla breathed.

A shitty little baby doll with yellow yarn hair and bulging glass eyes protruding from a straw face in an ugly line of stitches.

“That is—excellent,” Dre said.

“I know.” Calla’s eyes glittered. “Jamie! Jamie, get in here.”

Jamie ran in, fists raised. He paused, took in the murder doll.

“That is—fucking excellent,” Jamie said.

“I know!” Calla clapped her hands together.

Jamie poked the doll’s cheek. Its head lolled onto a red kerchief dress smeared with mud.

“Bathsheba. We’ve got ourselves a demon stuck in a doll,” Calla said. “Jamie, make a salt line. We’ve come too far to get murdered.”

“Cee, this cabin is white-people poverty. Wrong Turn West Virginia shit,” Dre said. “Obviously, two cousins got married, had a kid, and then murdered each other. It’s a ghost in a doll, not a demon.”

“Wrong.” Jamie sniffed. “The doll is a conduit. It’s got a telepathic link to a killer.”

Calla turned on the faucet with a laborious twist of her wrist. The spout coughed a puff of rust, followed by a thin stream of clouded water. She frowned, rinsed the glass. “Anyone else feel like the doll is fucking them with their eyes, or is it just me?” She dug into the cardboard of the wine, fussed with the little foil around the spigot. “What am I doing here? Why am I hanging out with Bathsheba?”

Dre grabbed her in a side hug, gave her a squeeze.

Jamie wormed his way under Dre’s arm, tucked himself against Calla. “Saving my ass, that’s what you’re doing. Heart of a goddamn champion.”

Dre thought if he listened, he might catch the beat of his siblings’ hearts, thrumming in tandem with his. He was swollen, sore, aching, but some knotted thing dissipated, lowered his shoulders. The girl in the prom dress was hundreds of miles away. She wasn’t here, and they were fine. That could be enough, for now. Just let them be.

Calla squeezed her eyes closed, head against his shoulder. Jamie’s mouth curved.

The choice to shield Calla was forcing the boys to hold so many secrets. Dre’s breathing got shallow when he thought about it: what really happened to Jamie, what really happened to Dre, the girls—the one in the dress, the old one with the hat, the little one in the overalls—who had saved them. Damned them.

The scent of weed wafted from Jamie’s hoodie. Jamie brushed at the underside of his nose, sniffled. Dre found he still had the capacity for disappointment. He leaned down to press a quick kiss to Calla’s forehead, elbowing Jamie out of the way in a way that looked accidental. Calla began pawing through the grocery bag, pulled out a pallid pack of hot dogs.

Jamie’s nose wrinkled. “I wanted antibiotic-free andouille sausages.”

“What you wanted was food, and that’s what we’ve got,” Dre said, his voice firm. “Thank you, Cee. Jamie, wash up before dinner.”

Jamie opened his mouth. Dre raised a brow.

Jamie fled the kitchen.

“How’d you get him to do that?” Calla lowered her glass beneath the spigot of wine, poured herself a glass.

“Such is the power,” Dre intoned, “of a single eyebrow.”

He took her startled laugh as a win and left Calla to her wine. The clatter of pots followed him as he weaved through the living room. His head throbbed. He leaned against the wall of the hallway, in between a graphic painting of Jesus carrying his own cross, shoulders chafed raw, and the frozen snarl of a mountain lion.

He listed over, the hours on the road, the dash of trees, buildings, and mountains playing through his mind. He was safe, far from the abattoir left in his bedroom, the girl in the pink mermaid dress. His siblings were whole and together. They could watch a movie. Laugh over hot dogs. Sleep. Reset.

The shower squeaked on, and Jamie began singing. Dre crept to the bathroom. The brass doorknob creaked under his grip, the sound lost as Jamie belted out a chorus. Stained tiles were bubbled over with grout. A mildewed stag head glowered over the toilet.

“We need to talk.” Dre grabbed a handful of the filmy red shower curtain, mold blooming up the bottom half, and whipped it aside.

Jamie squealed, swung at Dre. “Are you fucking serious right now? Can’t we have these little chats literally anywhere else? Just admit you’re jealous of this bod and get out.”

Dre dodged his brother’s fist. “Little hard to squeeze in covert ops with Calla around. Besides,” he sang, “I request a convening of the council.”

Jamie gave him a long baleful stare. “Request accepted. Make it fast.”

“We have to check out the woods. I heard something,” Dre said.

“Hard pass. Ya boy wants to live.” Jamie resumed lathering up. “Plus, tons of shit lives in the woods. Deer. Bears. I don’t know, wildebeests.”

“Could be a different kind of beast,” Dre said. “One that followed us from Seattle.”

“You think one of those girls followed us here, and you want to go looking around in the dark? Fuck no. We barricade the house. Stay inside.”

“We agreed to keep Cee out of this. We can’t let them get in,” Dre insisted. “Either we go out or we lock Calla in a closet or some shit.”

Jamie stepped under the spray of water, bridged his hands over his nose and mouth.

“Fine. I vote for the closet idea,” he said, resignation lowering his shoulders. “Try to get her out of the way.”

“Hopefully, it won’t come to that. We’re going to go out there and be the goddamn brothers of the year. Keep her happy. That means no complaining—you eat whatever’s on the plate. We watch a movie. When she falls asleep, you and I are going to take a nice little walk, super casual, just the two of us. Check out the situation.”

Jamie patted his cheek, a wet mocking touch. “My brother in black Christ. Can’t you tell? This is going to get so ugly.”

“Guaranteed,” Calla agreed, suddenly in the doorway. “So ugly.”







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Jamie



“What’s going on? Check out what situation?” Calla said, enunciating each word into a spike. Her eyes were bloodshot.

After Jamie slipped in the tub, grabbing the shower curtain and tearing it from the hooks on his way down, Calla had given him the grace of drying off and covering his nuts. From the wide-open mouth on Dre’s face, Jamie knew he’d have to wriggle them out of this one by himself.

He was putting his confidence in a foolproof gambit: You just don’t get kids these days.

“You know, check out the situation. It means a drug situation,” Jamie said, joining his siblings in the living room. “What had happened was, Dre knew I was smoking. He didn’t want to worry you, so he ran up on me in the shower and told me to cut it out.”

Jamie sniffled in contrition and also because of drugs. He was damn glad he’d grabbed a little something for the road—this experience would be more horrifying sober.

“You’ve never heard that expression? So weird.” Dre tagged in, pressing an ice pack to his eye. He’d taken the armchair in a typical bitch move, which left Jamie his choice of the baby-burned carpet or the shit-stained sofa.

“Try to read more, CeeCee,” Jamie suggested, lowering himself to his knees, peering at the jumble of DVDs under the television.

Calla went back to the kitchen. She poked a utensil into a pot of water. One would think boiling hot dogs took the energy and talent of making béarnaise sauce from the way she sighed and drank and stared. But the kitchen sounds were soothing, normal, and she smiled wanly when he looked at her. Jamie found he could smile back.

Dre raised an eyebrow. Jamie made a face back.

The letters of the movies shifted like sand, and Jamie began to worry he hadn’t gotten the mixture of coke and weed exactly right. He probably wasn’t in the best shape to go hunting for killer broads in the woods. If he’d known his brother would insist on such a ridiculous plan, Jamie would’ve teamed up with Calla instead. She’d sooner chew her own leg off before hiking on purpose. He wasn’t scared—he just didn’t understand what the fuck Dre thought they would do if they found one of them.

“They got Monsters, Inc. You’ve Got Mail. The Prince of Persia,” Jamie said.

“That movie was a disgrace. Game was way better.” Dre yawned.

“Dinner’s ready.” Calla set a plate of hot dogs on the coffee table. The pale sausages were swollen, split from end to end, wet and pink. They drooped over white squares of sandwich bread. There were no side dishes.

Calla ferried over her box of wine and glass, settled on the couch as far from the stain as she could get.

“The Usual Suspects. 300. Mulan,” Jamie continued. He straightened his cap. He grabbed a DVD lodged in the back, smothered a laugh. He popped it in the DVD player, fiddled with the retro television.

Dre cleared his throat, looked meaningfully at the hot dogs. Jamie snatched one under his brother’s warning stare—so wonderfully normal. Calla tucked her feet under her legs, cupped her wine just the way she did at home. Jamie let the dread, the terror of the little girl in bloodied overalls slide to low tide. Let himself fall into movie night with his siblings. Dre would probably fall asleep and forget his whole dumbass idea.

He hit PLAY on the DVD and took a comically large bite out of the hot dog. It tasted like nothing. He ate it in two bites.

“Today, we’re going to share what our parents do for work!” an upbeat teacher said on the screen. Jamie glanced at his siblings. He wanted to see their expressions when they realized what he’d put on.

Dre stiffened. Calla’s hand jerked on her glass, spilling wine.

“Turn it off.” Dre scrambled to his feet. “Turn it the fuck off.”

“You don’t remember? ‘Great news: both my legs are broken so they can’t take me right to jail.’” Jamie did his best Jim Carrey impression. He remembered them watching Liar Liar all the time. Moments like this happened occasionally, moments where life reminded Jamie he was the baby of the family; he wasn’t privy to all the triggers and trip wires that meant something different to Calla and Dre.

Onscreen, a cute kid said his dad was a liar.

Calla’s laugh sounded like it hurt, like her wine-stained teeth hid a mouth of blood.

Dre lunged for the remote, tripped over the coffee table.

“I remember plenty.” Her face was dewy with steam. “I just can’t believe that out of all the movies, that one’s here. I am fucking full up on being haunted by shit that makes me think of our shitty childhood. Anyone that wants to fucking haunt me will have to fill out an application.” Her laugh told Jamie movie night was canceled.

Jamie fumbled with the remote, and a battery fell out, rolled under the couch. Dre attacked the television, button-mashing at the back panel until the beast was silenced.

“That teacher was out of line. Max’s dad is a liar. It’s the whole fucking premise.” Calla took a long swallow of wine. “Do you remember? Dad decided to sell drugs, use up his supply, and keep the money anyway. He promised we would be safe. But he wasn’t there when his customer came calling. We weren’t safe because he was a liar. Or you going to tell me he was just checking out the situation?”

Steam collected in opaque waves. Jamie waited for his brother to say something, anything. But Dre just stared at the black television screen, a vein throbbing on his forehead.

Fuck.

“I don’t remember that,” Jamie said quietly. His skin was hot, feverish in the mist, but his inside parts were freezing. He went against his instincts and turned his back on his sister to open the woodstove, just to give himself something to do. He pulled a lighter from his pocket, touched it to a magazine at the bottom of the pile. Lit a roll of old-school natural titties on fire.

His memories of Dad were fuzzy at the edges. He mostly remembered his hair, the blue-black leonine twists of free-form dreadlocks. Calla and Dre didn’t share their memories with him, didn’t tell Jamie family lore so many times he could recite the stories himself.

He bitterly wished he’d put on Mulan.

“I guess you two come by it honestly. Being liars.” Calla picked something out of her wine, her finger dipped to the knuckle in red.

The living room was a moist, toxic sauna. Jamie wondered if his secrets were a damp, obvious shroud. He wiped sweat off his forehead and exchanged glances with Dre, which in hindsight was a mistake.

“Oh, you assholes. You assholes. You think I just swallowed your bullshit story wholesale, Jamie? Or that I decided, oh well, Dre doesn’t feel like talking about his traumatic experience.” Her voice rose into a shriek. “Guess I’ll just lose my job, spend all my money, completely blow up my life, and just let it go?”

Jamie had done his part. He’d eaten the fucking hot dog.

“You didn’t even like your job,” Jamie said. “Honestly, you should get paid more anyway. Fridge has been pretty empty.”

Calla punctured each word with a clap. “That’s. Not. The. Point.”

“It should be the point.” Jamie thumbed out a stub of a blunt from his pocket. Lit it. “A nigga can’t even get a snack after school. I mean, I need adequate nutrition if I’m learning or not.” He took a short harsh pull. Coughed. “What would the court think about that?”

“You barely go to school.” Calla’s expression was scathing. “And put that out. You can’t smoke in here. You shouldn’t be smoking at all.”

“Oh?” Jamie considered this. The floor was a nauseating weave of brown on brown. Calla wavered like a wraith in the mist. He blew out a stream of smoke. Let his eyes travel lazily around the cabin. The way this was going, the closet idea was looking better and better. “Why? It’s impossible to make this shithole worse. I’ve got an idea. I’ll put the blunt out if you put down the wine.”

“Get your boy, D,” Calla said, voice low and rough. “I’m not going to be responsible for what happens next if he comes at me like that again.”

“Shit, Calla,” Dre shouted, jolting off the armchair. “The stove!”

Water boiled over the pot in billows of steam. Calla ran to the kitchen, turned the stove off, and just stood there, eyes presumably on the murder doll.

“I could use some fresh air.” Dre went to the front door. “Jamie, up for a walk?”

The weak overhead light buzzed noisily. Water hissed in the kitchen.

Poking around in the dark was infinitely preferable to dealing with CeeCee. Matter of fact, the little girl was actually very nice when she wasn’t gutting people. Jamie’s feet snagged on a fold of carpet as he hurried to the front door. “Yes, please.”

“I was supposed to get a package today.” Calla’s fists clenched on the counter. Her gaze drifted to the ceiling, her face going soft, dazed, like the fighting hands had nothing to do with her. “I got these little nail tools. Thought I’d get to figure out where my cuticles are. I actually did one of those nail-polish quizzes, the kind that tells you what color represents you and shit.” Calla wandered to the living room, robe nipping at her heels. Her eyes burned on Jamie and Dre, the softness gone.

She’d come back down to earth.

Jamie knew from experience those kinds of landings were very painful.

“How fucking stupid—I thought I’d get to do something as ambitious as a home manicure. I’m not Aquamarine or Frosted Berry. I’m Totally Fucked.” Her voice hit a high note, bled into a laugh. “What color is that? Does Sally Hansen have it? Can I get it at Walgreens?”

“Right. Nail polish. Dope.” Dre opened the front door, and Jamie got a cold blast of night. He couldn’t see the car through the absolute darkness. The rustle of the trees sounded like hisses from disgruntled women.

“We’re just going to check something real quick,” Dre said.

Calla kicked the door closed before they could cross the threshold.

“Unbelievable.” She sucked in a breath. “I request a convening of the council.”

After a lifetime of failed attempts, CeeCee finally achieved a whisper. And that shit was dark as the wind between haunted houses.

Silence stretched.

“Denied.” Dre was gentle gentle, the rejection flaking apart as soon as it hit the air.

The overhead light flickered and died.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Calla



Calla hardly noticed the light dying. As far as she was concerned, this whole conversation was a stretch of black. Her head ached. Viciously. The pressure darkened her sight, made her limbs heavy, itchy. Things were surging, crawling under her skin.

She leaned against the front door. “Jamie?” Her voice drifted far away, lost to her ears.

Her baby brother settled in the moth-eaten armchair, coughed around a puff of smoke. Calla’s vision went blurry. She loomed over him and snatched the blunt from his mouth. She squeaked open the door to the woodstove. Flicked it inside.

“What the fuck?” Jamie shot out of the chair. “Denied. You’re being a dick.”

“Let’s get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.” Dre started down the dark hallway. She resented his calm tone, like he didn’t just shut her down in a way no sibling has ever done. She’d sat through too many councils to count, solving their problems, wiping away tears. When it was her turn to speak—when she needed to be heard so badly she couldn’t stand on her own—they did this.

Denied.

Calla had wine-drunk legs and sober feelings. Her brothers thought they could just skip out the goddamn door and she would wait for them to reveal their secrets. After what this excursion had cost her: her job, her relationship, their stability. Her nerve endings multiplied.

Tell her what she was doing this for. Tell her. Tell her, please, open. Please.

She had worms in her legs—that was it. Worms and slithering sliding things. They lurched Calla forward; she crashed into the wall. Her hands found the dead head of a wolf, and she ripped the mount from the wall. Threw it down.

Fire snapped in the hearth.

“Atta girl, CeeCee.” Jamie expelled a stream of smoke from a new blunt.

Dre pivoted in the hallway, his bruised half face returning to the light. “Do we have to do this now? I’m tired. I hurt,” Dre snapped.

“You weren’t too tired to go on a super-casual walk with Jamie and tell secrets in the dark,” Calla said.

“CeeCee. You’re being a bitch.” Jamie examined his hands with great interest. While Calla had been trying keep it together, Jamie had done things to put glitter in his eyes, a rind to his nose.

“My secret was how I think Jamie and I should manage your behavior because you’ve been completely off. So I’m forced to do this: Are you on your period?” Dre said, his earnestness a new level of insulting.

“Oh wow. Dre. You’re being a bitch, too.” Jamie turned in small dizzying circles.

“Shut the fuck up.” Dre pinched the space between his eyes.

“Our ancestors suffered so I could have a voice,” Jamie said.

“Your misogyny is showing, Dre.” Calla’s hands itched to break something else. “I lost everything for you,” she rasped, tears burning in her throat. She swallowed them. “But wanting to know why you’re sneaking around behind my back makes me a bitch on the rag.”

They wanted more, more, more from her, support and money and empathy, no questions asked, no explanation. It felt like getting kicked repeatedly in her squishy middle until she was dust and soup.

“Breaking things and stomping around and picking fights for no reason makes you a bitch on the rag.” Jamie started running laps around the armchair.

“You need to stop acting like you didn’t make choices.” Dre jabbed an accusing finger at her. “No one put you here but you, Calla.”

“Right. Because I’ve got the credit card and the health insurance. Neither of you can wipe your own asses without me.” How decadent it was, like rich chocolate in her mouth—saying what she wanted without worrying over their delicate fuzzy feelings. It’s not like they tiptoed around hers. If they put a fraction of the thought into her that she put into them, Calla wouldn’t even be there.

“I’m a good wiper. See, my strategy is back to front.” Jamie was red-faced, doing squats and jumps by the red door; the floor shook beneath them. His energy was too much in the claustrophobic circle of firelight.

“Let’s talk, D. Let’s talk about what you’re morally obligated to provide. How about you start doing the bare minimum of what you promised to do?” Calla’s fingers tingled, hot and cold and prickly.

“I really think everyone’s a bitch but me. I truly feel that in my heart.” Jamie moved on to toe touches, was flat on his back on the nasty floor.

Dre pulled him by the shoulders, herded him to the couch.

“Sit down. Shut up,” Dre said.

“Our ancestors suffered so I can stand up,” Jamie told him.

Sharp pressure bit at Calla’s neck. She cocked her head, pressed a hand to it. She should have driven away the instant she saw the red door. Her thoughts spiraled between the red door and matches, Jamie slumped in the car, the blood matted in Dre’s hair. The clean bone in the firepit, so bright it was the only thing Calla could make out through the window.

Dre stomped over to her, unsteady on his feet. Calla tilted her chin and glared at him. He was unfamiliar to her, this man-baby who would step to her and look down his flared nostrils, use his height and strength to intimidate.

Dre’s breath came fast and hard. “I must have some kind of goddamn nerve, thinking I can sleep and work and clean and take care of myself on my own time.”

“You think I don’t want that for you? Shit, I want that. But when is it my turn, D? You said we’d split childcare—didn’t happen. You said we’d split groceries—didn’t happen. You said we’d do this together and that sure as shit didn’t happen.” Calla tried to wrangle her temper. “You wanted out of Seattle, well, we’re out. What are we really doing here?”

For a beat, she thought she’d reached him. Something unfurled between them, a black flower, petals blooming and drooping. Then Dre turned away, and Jamie elbowed in between them, dipped low and twerked. Calla got hit by his bone-handle hips and knocked into the table.

“I think I’ve got a concussion. Jamie’s got coke on his face. None of us have slept in days. Give me one fucking night, please, where you’re not up my ass,” Dre said, hands up like Calla was something he could ward off.

She felt her features squeeze together, lines kissing and dipping and kissing some more. The line between her eyes nudged the creases of her mouth, and those lines curled around her chin, and it went on and on until her toes went cold. She threw her hands up; she could have dozens of arms, and all of them wanted to wreak havoc.

“It’s not coke. I just sniffed the bar of soap in the bathroom real close because it looked weird,” Jamie informed them.

Calla could not respond. If she did, her mouth would spawn a mouth that spawned a mouth and scream the cabin down.

“I agree with D, for the record,” Jamie said. “Not that anyone asked. Who gives a shit what Jamie thinks?”

“You agree with him about what?” Calla demanded.

“CeeCee,” Jamie hiccupped. “You act like you’re my god because you pay for Wi-Fi. You’re pissed that I’m high, but your tongue is purple. Redneck Amish Mormons would be better guardians than you,” he said, so patiently she’d almost think he’d told her all this before and this was a kindly reminder.

The siblings were stunned silent. Even Jamie looked shocked at what had come out of his mouth. His tongue swiped at his lips as though he enjoyed the taste.

“Out of order, Jamie.” Dre slashed his arms through the air like a referee.

Calla was not herself. “You know what, Jamie?”

“Don’t, CeeCee,” Dre pleaded. “We have rules. We don’t say shit we can’t walk back.”

She was not herself and it was their fault. “We don’t have rules. You made sure of that.”

Jamie snorted. “Like there’s anything you can say that—”

“I didn’t want to be your fucking guardian. I said no. When the lawyer called and said you needed a home, I said no. And after tonight, Jamie,” Calla said, so bitter the room could freeze over, “I wish Dre hadn’t changed my mind.”

Jamie stopped dancing and running and doing jumping jacks. His blunt was forgotten and burning. “You’re a bitch,” he spit.

She took a couple steps and slapped her youngest brother across the face.

This must be why abusers put hands on those closest to them, because wives and sisters, mothers and sons, fathers and daughters, goddamn brothers strip you thin and bloody. She’d gone her whole life thinking she was different from her parents, but there was no outrunning violence. It thrummed inside her, rich and panting.

How ugly she was.

Jamie’s face was red where she’d hit him. He tucked his blunt between his fingers and pushed her. Calla lost her balance, ended up falling hard on her ass by the woodstove. The pain struck like a bite, a prickling race up her back. Her palms scraped on the rough brick.

“Don’t put hands on your sister.” Dre muscled Jamie in a headlock.

“Is it true, what she said?” Jamie gasped in the choke hold. He elbowed Dre hard in the stomach. His bonnet slipped free, and he squirmed from Dre’s grasp.

Dre stared at his handful of leopard-print silk.

Calla got to her feet, picked stray strings of wood from her sweats. Her head hurt in a pain she’d never experienced, as though there were fingers pushing just behind her ears and eyes and mouth. She pulled a splinter from her arm. A bead of blood welled.

Jamie’s eyes were huge and red and wet in the firelight. His dreads were long and loose, snake shadows in the partial light: Medusa reborn. “Somebody fucking answer me,” he growled, his voice rock against rock. “Is it true?”

Her arms bled sluggishly. She had given Jamie a soul-wound, a seeping black-scale wound, something that would fester. Scar. She was hot and blotchy and hurting and full.

She swiped a dead bear head from the wall, sent it crashing to the carpet. She knew how her confession sounded out loud in the air, and that’s why she and Dre had sworn themselves to secrecy at the bar of a Red Robin. Dre had kept his word—Calla was the one who had broken the vow sealed in red freckled lemonade. Her hands found a large gilded cross. Blasphemy didn’t stop her from hurling that, too.

She tried to think of what to say, how to backtrack, but she had nothing; her hands were full of dead land beasts. She’d said no at first. She was just getting her life together, starting the first of those student-loan payments. Her job didn’t pay much, and she ate popcorn for dinner. She couldn’t afford a hamster, let alone a human teenager. And in the center of that cluster was the knowledge that letting her family back in would undo her progress.

Dre had convinced her. We’ll do it together, he’d said. You’re on the paperwork but you’re not alone. And then Jamie was difficult and Dre bounced.

“It’s not like that. I didn’t have my life together. Didn’t think I could be what you needed.”

“‘It’s not you, it’s me.’ CeeCee, really?” Jamie said. His lips wobbled before he pressed them together. They didn’t have blue eyes or gray, those pale revealing mid-husky hues. Theirs were shadow-touched, dark and secretive.

His eyes—her eyes, but better—went glossy with tears.

She knew she had Jamie-vision, rose-colored glasses just for him. It’s why she was still so surprised at the idea that he could lie, drink, steal. Her nearsighted eyes filled in the texture of its missing parts with a reliable image of a chubby-faced Jamie in blue footie pajamas.

Maybe there was such a thing as Calla-vision, a cute little idea of her as someone smart, strong, kind, despite all evidence to the contrary. That slipped away in the space between them; Calla felt very seen and very shamed.

“You didn’t save me, Calla,” Jamie said, his words catching. “I was always gonna be on the come up, whether I was with you or in foster care.”

Dre made a little noise in the back of his throat. “For the record, Jamie, I did want you.”

Calla rounded on him. “Don’t break a hand jerking yourself off when you didn’t follow through.”

Dre looked like their mother; he had the same spiteful twist of his mouth, same narrow cut to the eyes. “I think I will break a hand. In fact, I’m gonna break two because you walk around like Mother Teresa and Beyoncé combined when the truth is, when Jamie needed us, I was the one who picked up the phone,” Dre said.

“When I needed you?” Jamie repeated. “I never needed you. Either of you. Why the fuck would anyone need this?”

“Yes, you seemed to really have a handle on things when we found you blacked out in that car,” Calla snapped. “The things I’ve done for you—” She bit off the words. “Tell me the truth because I’m hanging on by a thin-ass thread. Dre, whatever happened to you last night, there was a bat, wasn’t there? Someone threatened you with a bat.”

Jamie’s eyes shot to Dre’s.

“Fucking tell me. Tell me I’m right.”

It took a full minute for Dre’s hands to rise, fists in his hair.

“Telling you the truth and telling you you’re right are different things,” Dre said. “The truth is … I think you should go.”

“I should go?” she echoed.

“What do you want me to say? I was wrong? I was. I was wrong and you were right. This was a mistake. You are—fuck, Cee, you’re out of order. You’re not fit to be Jamie’s guardian. I get it. He’s basically Rosemary’s Suspiciously Black Baby. Look at what this is doing to you. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were the one on drugs,” Dre said.

“Look at what you’re doing to me, you mean,” Calla hissed. She couldn’t fathom what she was doing there, blood and wine spotting her robe, rooted in splinters of wood and dust and bits of decayed fur. She’d soothed boo-boos and walked them to school, did fractions and wiped asses and wrote the bubbly letters of the alphabet, left dates and left work and spent money, spent all the money, and tried so hard, had all the Nightmares, sent goddamn wishes down wells for Jamie, for Dre. This shrapnel was what she got in return.

Secret wounds splitting, bleeding open in the air.

“You’re using this nightmare shit to distract me from what you said. How you didn’t want me,” Jamie said.

“The Nightmare is real. Something is happening to me,” Calla screamed. Maybe there was a decibel she could hit that would finally make her brothers hear her. She could be soft-spoken in the future when people listened to her the first goddamn time.

Jamie’s jaw was so tight the shape of his face was different. It was hard to believe dimples ever winked on those cheeks. Hard to believe he could smile. He started to speak, and Dre shook his head. Smoothed out his brother’s hand and held it. A united brotherhood standing against Calla, who had somehow become the sole villain.

Her hands curled into fists. The way her brothers moved around her, like she was the obstacle instead of the bolster. Unfair, was all she could think, like they were still children.

Ungrateful little shits, a voice rumbled in her brain, and Calla couldn’t disagree. She said it out loud, death-knell words, right at the top of the list of things never to say to an adoptee.

“I was always gonna make my own shine,” Jamie said, supremely sad, like watching her flail depressed him. “You didn’t make me. Bitch, you not the wind beneath my wings.”

“Please don’t make me ask you again, Cee,” Dre ground out.

Her head was pounding.

Her skin was crawling.

Her heart was bleeding.

“What, ask me to leave?” she asked, each word a bite, drawing herself up. Her mouth curled into an acidic smile. “You fucking leave. Walk out the door, just like Dad. That’s all you know how to do.”

“Next you’ll be saying we’re dead to you. Just like Mom,” Jamie drawled.

“I heard you in the bathroom. You said something about the woods. And you want me to go out there alone,” Calla said.

Dre shifted his feet. “You’ll be fine. This doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

“I paid for this rental. If anyone’s leaving, it should be you. Give me the keys,” Calla ordered, thrusting out a hand.

“Just walk to the road,” Dre said, narrow face white and pinched. “I saw a bus station a mile back. We’ll see you—after.”

Calla wasn’t sure who she even was without them, but they’d send her out alone. She had centered her life around them, and they treated her like an inconvenience.

She felt the pull of her Nightmare, a whorl of black fingerprints blotting out her good eye. The cabin began to dissipate, the animal heads and mold-patched ceiling fading into night. Stars glittered through shifting clouds, so close Jamie could touch them if he reached. Her brothers shimmered at the edges.

She blinked. Bit her cheek, the pain keeping her in the now. “The dream—”

Jamie snorted. Dre rolled his eyes. Their derision was a miasma in the dark.

A sidewalk formed over the carpet, a stripe of cream sea glass.

The broken beer bottle shimmered, ready to make her bleed.

Calla swayed, fell. The boys did not catch her, their second, third, eighteenth betrayal of the evening. She crashed through the coffee table.

Something howled outside; a Calla was screaming somewhere.

Dre and Jamie exchanged a look.

“The closet,” Jamie said.

“I’ll get her arms,” Dre said.

The boys closed in. Calla blinked at them through a rectangle of oak and glass. Hands gripped her calves, her shoulders, and her limbs vibrated. She was afraid to look, sure she’d see fingertips pressing in bubbles from the wrong side of her skin.

Her head lolled. On Dre’s sweats, the gray flickered into red foxes. He’d come within range of her big eye, her good eye. She could finally see.

“I put some chips in the closet. For when you get hungry,” Jamie said quietly.

The Nightmare started to acquire gravity, and Calla was done. She was saying no to closet-chips. Whatever fucking doom her brothers had concocted, they could deal with it themselves. They’d made it oh so clear they didn’t need Calla, not really. Just her car keys and money and yes’ms. She was up their asses, not the wind beneath their wings.

Why should she sacrifice? What did the boys have to be grateful for? Apparently, nothing. She was nothing, a ball of fat for them to drag to a closet.

The breath exploded from her body. The fire in the hearth winked out.

She jerked upward, body taut, suspended in the air. Face pointed at the ceiling, eyes bulging. Her mouth stretched open, so open it was painful, a hot itch at all corners. She screamed around the agony. She didn’t scream alone. Blood climbed up her throat and she spat it out in a red arc, felt it rain on her face and neck.

Jamie leaped and grabbed her waist. She felt Dre straining on her leg. Her joints popped. She wasn’t going to her fucking Nightmare.

Other tongues writhed on hers, slid thickly from her throat. She clamped a hand to her jaw, where wrath beat against her fingers like it had a pulse. “How dare you. You have the Nightmare for once. For fucking once,” she spat in many voices, in hills and valleys, gravel poured in between.

She was correcting her mistake. Staying in her life.

“Everyone’s off leash. Do whatever you want. I don’t care anymore. In fact, I have new prayers. Whoever tries to hurt you will get my fucking gratitude.” Her voices rattled like chains, clinks and promises, an unlocking, and that made sense; wasn’t she freeing herself, the shackles coming undone?

Because her brothers had hurt her so badly, it hurt it hurt it hurt; the only balm was hurting them back, what a fucking rush that would be, cold water in her veins.

Every part of her was over their bullshit.

She was done saving them.

Calla kicked, and the boys went flying, astonishing in their lightness.

The red door swung open.

“Get out of my house. Get out of my life,” Calla roared, the voices starting out high and descending into the dark. The cold. Some voices were sad. Some tasted like blood. Some were positively fucking thrilled.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Jamie



Something was wrong with Calla.

Her eyes had glowed, and the voices, like something was crawling out of her throat. She’d made little growling sounds—extremely bad—and she was suddenly strong as hell—this from a bitch who made him carry the groceries.

Jamie’s breath was white in the cold. The wind whistled through the trees. Something chittered in the tall grass, and he shuddered. If a bad touch could sound like a beast, it would sound like that. Guttural. Unnatural.

“Get to the car,” Dre panted.

The glint of Noah’s car might as well have been a metal box floating on the sea. Jamie pounded down the splintered stairs after Dre. His brother had the car keys.

The Prius’s lights flashed, and Jamie was fully sprinting now, stumbling over stones and low grasses. He heard the audible click when the doors unlocked. Dre was a shadow in the driver’s seat. Jamie lunged at the car. The door was locked.

The wind clipped a cackling sound into echoes.

“Open the fucking door,” he choked out. He’d never felt more his mother’s son than as he slapped at the window, spittle smearing the glass. The car whispered to a start, and Dre lurched forward with Jamie’s handprints but not Jamie.

The locks double-clicked. Jamie threw himself in the passenger seat and Dre stepped on the gas before the door was fully closed.

Cherry taillights danced through the trees.

“You tried to leave me,” Jamie accused.

“Swear to God, I thought you were in the back seat,” Dre said, face grim. He gunned it; they went bouncing down the unpaved road.

Jamie wished he could believe him, but his fundamental truth was aching in his joints, like arthritis flaring in the rain. The refrain that dogged him to court and juvie, a new school and new house, a futon instead of a bed: No one wants you.

No one wants you, foolish boy.

Not even CeeCee, for all her promises and secret handshakes.

Jamie couldn’t look at his brother while he asked the million-dollar question. He focused on the branches gouging the sides of the car, the blind mass of leaves.

“Why didn’t you take me in?” Jamie said, aiming for a casual did-you-see-the-game-Sunday cool. Didn’t matter to him either way. No, sir, it did not.

“What?” Dre was distracted, squinting at the road.

“Calla said you changed her mind. But you could’ve just taken custody,” Jamie said, straining harder for the casual cool.

The white dashboard of the Prius lit up like a spaceship in the rural dark. Jamie could feel the eyes on him. The forest was a wash of noise that didn’t belong, whispered conversations and footsteps. The girls were here, snapping twigs underfoot, but it was Dre, the tightness of his jaw in Jamie’s peripheral vision, he couldn’t stop fixating on.

“My situation is different than Calla’s. I work longer hours. I have a roommate,” Dre said in clipped tones.

“You punk-ass bitch-ass pussy-ass nigga,” Jamie breathed.

“I was too young.”

“Two years younger than Cee. That’s what you’re always saying.” Jamie put on a mockingly high falsetto. “Why she got to act like she knows everything? She’s only two years older.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Dre snapped, punching the dash. “Do you hear what’s out there? They’re coming for us. Can you pretty-fucking- please not do any Jamie-shit right now?”

“Jamie-shit?” Jamie repeated in disbelief. “From where I’m sitting, everything that happened is because of Dre-shit. You decided we should lie to CeeCee,” Jamie said hotly, his face twisting into a sneer.

“I said lie, not antagonize,” Dre argued, nearly slapping Jamie as he threw his hands in the air. “I said be the goddamn brother of the year, not push her until she breaks. Redneck Amish Mormons? The fuck is wrong with you?”

They lapsed into a noisy silence, both of them wheezing, out of breath like they were still running. What happened in the cabin wasn’t Jamie’s fault. Calla kept picking picking picking at them, the argument spiraling until she’d forced their hand, forced him into this ridiculous car—how did Noah get laid, like, ever?—where Jamie had to sit with the fact that guardianship had never entered his brother’s Afro-bobbled head.

If Calla hadn’t come around, Dre wouldn’t have done a goddamned thing. Jamie would be in the system, reading letters about how Dre deserved credit for trying.

Big brothers are fickle in their love.

No one wants you, foolish boy.

Jamie wished he could smoke, hold a breath until his lungs shuddered, breathe out a dragon’s tail. Watch the smoke unspool in long streams from his mouth and nose. Rain fell in thick sheets. The way things were going, if he opened the window, a hand might swoop in and drag him out of the car.

Jamie’s thoughts blasted inward, toward an alternate flow of events where he’d gotten off the bus in Seattle and had breakfast at Denny’s with his bedraggled siblings. Investigated Calla’s wallet while she slept and boarded the next bus to L.A. Mailed them a postcard. They would’ve been relieved that no one had to go through with raising Jamie.

He could be building his own life, looking for a job, finding a roommate. Changing his name to Jamie$on. Putting out his mixtape, his blue jays dominating the airwaves. Starting his climb in the industry, which would end with him living with four hot bitches in a mansion. His siblings would beg him for handouts. He’d make them grateful for every meal they ate, every bill they paid, every ice-cream Lambo in the driveway.

It wasn’t too late. As long as Dre kept driving, Jamie was getting closer to leaving his training-wheel siblings behind.

Dre slowed the car to a stop. Jamie could still see the dilapidated cabin poking through the trees.

“What’re you—”

Dre’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “I saw something.”

“Then hit it with the fucking car,” Jamie growled. He couldn’t believe he had to spell this out. The game was changed. They weren’t a step ahead anymore. The girls were not stalking them to offer cash and cookies. Dre couldn’t afford to be soft if they wanted to survive. Jamie’s fists burned, the burden of being the sole member of his family who knew how to fight back.

The Prius’s high beams illuminated palm trees instead of towering firs shivering with fog. A house with buckling stucco walls congealed in the space between trees.

That house did not belong.

Jamie tried to blink away the nausea, but it stayed, a matrix of dread. His vision wavered, the dark blur of the trees resolving into angular buildings.

His breath clogged in a budding asthma attack. Dre hyperventilated.

Bumpy rocks and dirt melted into a cracked road.

“Reverse. We have to go back. This isn’t r-right,” Jamie stuttered.

“Reverse where?” Dre jerked a thumb at the back window, where a dingy white van had materialized, its piercing headlights coming up fast.

The radio crackled. An androgynous voice boomed through the speakers, some shit about oil fields in Afghanistan. An anime figurine spun madly from a chain on the rearview mirror as Jamie tried to talk himself into thinking they’d made it to the road without him noticing.

Except there was traffic and palm trees.

Jamie rolled the window down to still, humid air instead of mist and cold.

“The Mastahs are not where they’re supposed to be.”

The back seat was empty, and then it was not. A shadow unfolded and settled into the proportions of a person. A woman. Her wide-brimmed hat shielded most of her face, dark lace climbing her sagging neck. Her hands were clad in long gray gloves, pale as a shimmer of ghosts, and she steepled them under her chin. Her head tilted; the long slice of the hat folded against the felt ceiling.

Something ticked in Jamie’s throat as he tried to name her: Grandma.

“Don’t worry, children,” the crone rasped. “We’ll fix that.”

The white van smashed into the Prius, airbags exploding. The boys screamed; the Prius screamed, metal tearing, and then they were rolling, the NPR tote bags arcing from the floor of the passenger seat as headlights beamed through fractures in the windshield.

The last thing Jamie heard was an advertisement for Slate fucking Plus.







PART 3
The Nightmare









CHAPTER NINETEEN
Dre



Dre’s foot woke up first, working an imaginary pedal like he was still driving. He blinked open his eyes. The moon filtered hazily through the trees, silver light thin as shoelaces through the dark swamp of leafy canopies.

Okay.

He pulled himself up, hands balling in a patch of moss. A beetle twitched antennae at him from a dead log.

He staggered to his feet. His legs were smaller, clad in thin red cotton pajamas dotted with foxes, and a red tee draped almost to his knees. Slender veins traced small palms with flaking skin, ended in choppy nails, black with compressed dirt. He had no grease burns, no corded power to his forearms or respectable bulge of biceps. Blue Digimon Band-Aids crisscrossed above his elbow.

Okay, no.

Dre was dizzy, hot. He must have a fever. That’s why he was hallucinating fireflies in mesmerizing dips of yellow. He was just in the cabin, and then in the car, then in the woods.

His brow furrowed.

And then the road, a shuttered Moneytree, then a Moneytree with the lights on. Any block with two options for payday loans was a bad one. The familiar curve of the pothole under the Prius, where he’d busted his ankle playing street basketball.

The car, where an old woman raised a long gray glove, like the shine of a looking glass or crystal ball.

He turned in a slow circle. He knew the blue-stemmed palmettos rustling in welcome, the stubby needle palms more feathers than leaves. This was the swamp behind the school, Dre’s sacred place, the one he’d drawn a lifetime ago in marker. The picture still hung over his goddamn bed.

His teeth chattered. His head was swollen, leaden.

This could not be fucking real.

He knew this swamp. He knew this body. He was this boy.

He’d grown up here, had his first fights and first kisses here, both with sandy shoes. Drug-deal nights with Dad, nights of the new moon. Cherry Popsicles and terror, the clicking of mandibles in the swamp—story of Dre’s whole damn life.

This was Hollywood, Florida. His nightmare. And Calla’s. She’d told him enough times, calling him late at night with a hushed voice. She’d talked over movies, stalled in traffic—she’d made brunch tedious while Dre pounded mimosas and tried to flag the server for the bill. And she wondered why he never wanted to discuss it. His dreams might be garden-variety next to hers, but the hazy memories of being young, powerless, and desperately sad still sucked.

Calla had never understood that this night wasn’t just painful for her. Dre had come off as dismissive when he’d been trying to avoid his own trigger.

Green graffiti with gaping mouths defaced several cypress trees, heart-shaped traumas etched in their trunks. When he was this boy, he’d found hiding spots under the palmettos to draw. To dream. He fantasized about a clean future where he formalized his cooking experience with a fancy degree picked up in Italy. His own restaurant where his labor counted for more than lining the fat fingers of his first boss, the man who taught Dre about kneading dough and labor violations.

He’d dreamed of women; what bitch didn’t want homemade croissants in bed? The boy he’d been was just learning about grease burns and eleven-hour shifts. He didn’t know what his future would cost. The man he was should’ve known the only dream he’d experience was Calla’s.

She’d put him in her nightmare as a punishment for naysaying her. Lying to her.

He could all but hear her voice, insistent through crippling head pain: Can you watch Jamie? She was working late, needed a break, had a date. Later, when he’d be able to tuck his body in the bags under her eyes, he told her to relax. Let Jamie do his own thing. Their brother would find his own way—you can’t fill a cup that’s already full.

Except where was Jamie? They were in the car together, but Dre was alone, bursting little blood bubbles of mosquitoes on his face and neck.

His heart hurt.

“Jamie?” he called.

He moved, pressure building as he burst through the swamp, clawed his own animal trail, winding through underbrush. Tears tracked down his face. Dre tore through the pink marsh flowers he’d once made his refuge. He was thirteen, which made Jamie only seven.

“Jamie!” He screamed, “No” and “Please” and “Jamie Jamie Jamie.”

He stumbled as his head pulsed, presented him with two images with blood at the corners:

Jamie, curled in bed, six sweet cornrows resting on an old pillow.

Jamie, navy footie pajamas stark, illuminated by twin headlights on the road.

Calla had told him enough times—she always found herself on the sidewalk on her way to the Green Store, retracing the steps she’d taken when Dad died. He’d let her assume he was tucked at home with Jamie, watching the boy and reading comics while Calla ran to get milk for their morning cereal. And lunch cereal.

She didn’t know Dre’s secret shame: he’d left Jamie home alone when he was supposed to be watching him, crept to his special place in the woods.

He balled a fist against his mouth.

The soil grew spongy. He remembered the placid blue water tinkling merrily through a wall of sticks, trickling into clear water unclouded by algae blooms. The childhood memories—skinny-dipping, pretending to hunt for gators, tag in the woods—were among his best. Alone or with his siblings, he’d always thought his special place was magic.

It made sense that he had to see his swamp gone fetid. Everything else had gone to shit: Jamie was gone, Calla had gone berserk in a typhoid cabin, the average person touched their face sixteen times an hour, and Dre’s hands were dirty. The drawing above his bed had run in trails of blood, and that should’ve been a clue.

Dre let out a dark laugh, his young voice startling him. He’d missed the many warnings his life was about to get fucked. Not my business, he’d told Roberto, and the power cut off, plunging him into darkness because he was very wrong. It’s just your phone, Jamie said when Dre shuddered over all the blood his little brother couldn’t see, a big-ass hint that maybe, just maybe, he should answer his sister’s call.

Too late now. All he could do was find Jamie. Find a way out.

Night made the pond a nest of bugs. Insects gathered just above the dark green surface, clumped on slimy mats of plankton, trailed thickly over rocks. The water was crude as tar, a decayed swamp more plant than water. This was not the clear blue-green sparkle of his memory. Dre lost something, felt it shrivel and fade at the edge of the putrefied water.

A sagging lawn chair was parked where the mud met the water. Strung between two trees was a hammock crawling with mold, books collected in the netting. Adult diapers piled in sloppy stacks next to a grimy toilet, a rusted safety rail spearing from the dirt.

The dead trunk of a tree was hollowed out for hats: a teal fold of ribbons, a spray of black tulle, frosted purple fringe. Bloody tissues drifted on the shore like red snow.

His pond had suffered a hostile occupation, but it wasn’t Jamie. Thirteen-year-old Dre had left his brother behind, broken his promise to his sister. A bird called from the trees, a distinctive squawk that identified it as a night heron. Once upon a time, Dre would have searched for the heron’s hiding spot and admired its black crown.

Tonight, he was after a blue jay.

A gnarled hand in silver gloves gripped his shoulder.

Dre reared around swinging. His fist slid against the yellow fabric of an umbrella.

The old woman was a lattice of moonlight under the hat. Thick glasses glinted in the light, gave her four chitin dots for eyes. The chain of her bifocals dragged on a peplum dress of chiffon and shadow.

She twirled the umbrella, rested it on her shoulder.







CHAPTER TWENTY
Calla



Calla’s scream shrank to one voice. She landed heavily on the carpet, ankles buckling. Holy shit, she’d been levitating in the fucking air. She tried to remember how her limbs worked.

Outside, someone yelled. Tires squealed.

The boys were gone.

Under other circumstances, her brothers ditching her in the middle of fucking nowhere and stealing her not-boyfriend’s car would have caused her to rage. But her meltdown was done, and she knew with the same certainty her shoe size was eight and a half and her weave color was 1B that the boys weren’t heading south to wait out this shitstorm on some beach.

They were in her Nightmare, where she’d cursed them to be, like some witch with a clouded eye. Fuck, she did have a clouded eye, or at least an eye where something had gotten busted in development.

The Calla she’d been a day or so ago would be panicking, hand-wringing over how to get the boys out, scribbling on index cards and piecing together how her ability worked.

But a lot’s happened. They didn’t want her. Didn’t need her. All that exertion, all that sacrifice, and she’d ended up alone in a creepy cabin. If there was a terrifying abscess in her soul, well. That was what alcohol was for.

Her glass was overturned, forlorn on the couch.

The room was dark; the fire had gone out. Images flashed through her mind: Jamie, bright-eyed as he explained where Martin Luther King Jr. had gone wrong. Dre, hesitantly reading the instructions of a box of Tampax while she huddled behind the bathroom door.

They’d lied to her. Betrayed her. Taken her cash and life and career, her heart shriveling with each blow, each Nightmare. Being their sister had made her small. Small enough to be someone they could nudge out the door, shove in a closet.

She giggled, the sound bouncing off wood-paneled walls. They’d be stepping into her bloodied left shoe. She’d told them so many times—she always appeared on the sidewalk in the Nightmare, on her way to the Green Store, a key part of her path the night Dad had died.

The boys would spawn in the apartment, in their bedrooms, swallowed by the heart of the Nightmare. They’d have each other, which is more than Calla ever had in the dream.

Let them deal with the memories that swelled like ticks, face the water and fire she had to pass through to save them. Finally, they would understand how painful being Calla could be. Her primary regret was that she couldn’t call them, ask them how the Freddy Krueger shit was treating them.

She sat down on the couch and felt incredible, like the cool cut surface of a gemstone. Calla groped around for her box of wine, put the spigot over her mouth, and fucking guzzled that wine, baby; she wasn’t a parent anymore. She had her life back. She could spin the wheel at work, really turn up or find an amazing new job. She could afford to do more art, afford new bras, afford boots that zipped.

The how was unclear, but she could scoop the boys up once they learned their lesson (and if they didn’t, they could go fuck themselves), detail the shit out of the Prius, and drive off into the sunset with Noah, lose the hours in his laugh. Retain a lawyer to protect her own interests, untangle herself from her brothers’ messes.

She toasted the beginning of her new life.

Glassy-eyed animals glared at her in the dark. She didn’t care. She was good. She was baptized in blood and wine, and Jesus mourned every other inch of the walls, but Calla was good and free. And crying. And drinking.

She couldn’t see the moon through the window. There was no gleam of silver light to romanticize the dark.

The cabin was so quiet without Jamie’s bluster, the bickering. She tried to think of what she used to do for fun. Read a book—hard pass on the tattered Bible in the bedroom. A pedicure—gee, if only she’d ordered tools.

Dance. She used to delight in the extension of her body. Calla relit the fire, nudged animal heads to the side with her foot. Hesitant flames licked chunks of wood.

She rocked in an orange spotlight, fiddled with music on her phone.

There had to be a version of her that remembered how to move, how to shake off the self-consciousness, override the blithe little voice in her head reminding her she was a garbage sister. She could burn from yearning to breathe and be and relearn how to love herself.

The blood cooled on her neck as she drank and cried, warmed again when she started a step routine she loosely remembered from a black sorority she’d admired but never joined (fuck dues), a clash of stomping feet and slapping hands until she stirred hip circles. An arched body roll.

Her spine creaked, unaccustomed to sensuality.

The song shifted to something nasty and Calla whooped, dropped her ass to the floor, and fell over. She tried again, thighs burning, and shook her ass until violins made her lift a pointed toe. A line of fire traced the inside seams of her legs.

Dre and Jamie had never taken her fear seriously.

They’d think differently now that her terror was interactive.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Jamie



Jamie snuggled in coarse sheets, nose wrinkling at the musty booty smell. He rolled on his back, sighed at the ceiling. What a long fucking day. It felt so good to just rest on the bed—where? Not his futon. The cabin, his mind supplied, and he relaxed. Yes. Yes, resting in the cabin. Calla was making French toast. He’d seen her tuck syrup in the dusty cabinet.

Wait.

Wait, no.

Jamie shot up swinging, knocking away a C-shaped body pillow spattered with mildew. His hand caught on a white princess canopy encircling a twin-sized bed, netting soaked in layers of wet and dry blood. Butterfly sequins sparkled up its length.

The fuck? The fuck.

He swallowed.

A rotating lamp with tiny star cutouts threw purple shapes on the canopy, the start of a black fever dream. Soggy paperbacks and stuffed animal skins crammed a pink bookcase. Every available surface was piled with baby shit—not the clean shit in Gerber commercials with soft white backgrounds, but real-deal soiled diapers haphazardly stacked in corners. Clotted milk leaked from broken bottles. Cotton washcloths stained with chunks of black vomit overflowed on random floating cushions.

Something clacked above his head.

A matrix of string dangled from the center of the canopy, a nursery mobile of body parts: kinky strands of hair, baby teeth, yellowed nail clippings, and dry crusted bits Jamie feared were pieces of a mutilated umbilical cord.

The scream started low in his diaphragm and grew and grew. A hand clapped over his mouth, shoved him down in the bed.

“Don’t scream,” a woman whispered in a rush. “I’m on your side.” She planted a quiet kiss on his forehead, breathed in the inches between their faces. A purple star slid across her dark cheek, highlighted a square dance of freckles.

Jamie’s eyes widened. Watered.

She had his sister’s mouth and his sister’s sturdy nose and his sister’s round naked eyes. Her hair was close-shaven, sleek around her head, edges neat and red and daring, a hairstyle his sister had done exactly once.

She was Calla.

“My boy.” Her lips curved, a particular teeth-out, lips-creased smile.

What the fuck.

He thrashed, caught her jaw with a shockingly small hand. He reared, saw his hard-earned six-pack had become a soft dumpling belly. He was small and round in navy blue footie pajamas with spaceships flying his length. Fucking pocket-sized, complete with a zipper from crotch to neck.

The other Calla shushed him, shoved him so hard into the bed a spring broke under his head. Her wrist jerked, a beaded purple bracelet sliding to her elbow. He’d made that damned bracelet, his tongue poking through his lips in concentration as he strung the beads. A gift in her favorite color so she’d remember him when she went off to school.

She was CeeCee fresh from college: a newly shaved head, a newly earned confidence, and a newly cultivated disdain for group work. Jamie remembered the white-chocolate macadamia-nut cookies they cut into shapes when she was home on break, how she’d listened to him chatter about his shitty math teacher, the cute more-than-just-a-friend neighbor. Jamie tried baking alone when she went back to school, but it wasn’t the same.

Jamie flailed. He bit her hand, blood squeezing into his mouth.

“Calm down.” Her mouth twitched, jaw and neck in a sinuous line. “Tell me five things. I know you remember how to do this.”

Jamie mumbled against her hand. She didn’t get to say that. She wasn’t his sister. Calla had come home from college with all sorts of shit she’d picked up from free counseling and philosophy classes and Instagram hippies. When Jamie began to panic, she’d sit behind him—

College Calla sighed, a pained little whistle. She slithered through the canopy and forced his head into the lap of her black video-vixen jumpsuit. She scraped his scalp, the negative space between cornrows where four years of locs should be.

“Tell me five things. Look at your hands.”

Jamie looked at his hands, and his horror doubled. How the hell was he supposed to fight with Whopper Jr. baby hands? His hands and wrists were slicked in a cocoa-butter membrane that gave him zero traction.

He saw five things, all right: the spray of blood when the little girl dug stiff little fingers into the cop’s stomach, the metal shavings in Grandma’s curved nails, the slow dangle of the husk of the umbilical cord, the glint of spent bullets on a changing table, and the spaceships of his own fucking footied feet as he flailed in his fake sister’s grip.

“Listen to sissy.” Her shoulder ticked up, her elbow, a silver knife tapping against his chin, the edge catching purple light in his peripheral vision. “Poor baby. You don’t even recognize your own room, do you?” She shrugged. “To be fair, Little Mama made some … changes. It’s her room now.”

“I’m not a fucking baby,” he hissed when she removed her hand.

“Listen to sissy,” she repeated, strings of yellow baby teeth swinging lazily above her head. “Let me fill you in. You royally pissed off your sister. She sent you to her Nightmare. Oh God, your little face. I could just eat you up.” Her voice slipped into baby talk. She nipped kisses up his chubby cheek.

“Get off,” Jamie snapped, shoving her with short floppy arms. “CeeCee wouldn’t—”

“She did,” College Calla cut in, ice on ice. “Look, when you get in fucked-up situations, she has this Nightmare. She sends us out to protect you. But she’s changed her mind.”

Jamie started to speak and she clamped her hand back over his mouth.

Her expression, the O shape of her mouth, made Jamie’s body a sellout—he relaxed for a quick second, disarmed by the universal Calla-face of surprise. But not a regular surprise, like when the electrician arrives hours late and she’s amazed he showed at all.

A good surprise.

“Everyone’s off leash. Do what you want,” she said softly. “Sound familiar? Jamie, we don’t have to help you anymore. We can do what we want,” College Calla continued, still looking surprised, like she was getting all kinds of presents.

“But you’re trapped. You can die here,” she said, the happy reverie gone, her voice back to ice and business. Her shoulder jerked, right eye twitching as she dipped to his ear.

“You will die here, a soul death that will eventually take your real body in Bumfuck, Oregon, if you don’t do exactly what I say. Turns out, you were the only kid where he was supposed to be when Dad died. Color me fucking impressed. But you can’t stay here. Home is the worst place for you to be.”

Like he needed to be told home wasn’t safe when he’d learned the hard way. Twice. He closed his eyes to blot out her traitorous face and the part of him that ached for her. College Calla put a finger to her lips, slipped the knife to the fuzzy tract of zipper on his chest.

“I’m going to get you out. Get you somewhere safe. But you have to be quiet. Stay close. I’ve got you, baby.”

“Where’s Dre?” His tongue was thick and slippery.

“I don’t know.”

“I have to find him,” Jamie croaked. Dre was solid and real, someone Jamie could think about without bursting a blood vessel trying to understand. With Dre, in the rhythm of their natural banter, he could simplify—yo, Calla had slaves, but she let them go.

It hurt, a tightness in his chest like holding his breath, this new idea that when the little girl threw herself at that cop, when Grandma swatted away the loaded gun, they were obeying his sister.

Jamie’s soft little hands climbed his face in horror under College Calla’s adoring gaze. When he’d toddled off drunk at a beach bonfire a few months ago, just went off on his own and slipped into the cold heavy Pacific, he’d woken up on the shore—was it College Calla or someone like her who had dragged him to safety?

The number of times he may have been saved was exponential. He had a fast-paced lifestyle. Shit went down basically every week.

“We don’t have time to look for him,” College Calla said, a genuine regret bleeding through. “He’ll be all right. He’s tougher than he looks.”

“Yeah, that’s not comforting.” Jamie shifted on the bed.

College Calla leaned in, flicked his nose. “I can’t help but believe in him. Because under it all, she still believes in him. Or she used to.” She clasped a fist over her heart. “I’m still figuring out this whole free-will thing. It’s hard, being separate from what she wants. But I think—I want to get you to safety.”

Jamie steeled himself. Reached for her hands and tangled their fingers together. She wasn’t CeeCee, his Calla was warm, this other version cold to the touch. But if she shared his sister’s heart, then he had a shot at persuading her into tracking Dre down.

“We find Dre. Then take shelter and wait this out,” Jamie suggested, giving her a squeeze.

A line appeared between her brows. Another line cut her forehead. A purple star from the light slid over her mouth, drawing her lips in five points. “Your sister’s never done this before.” Her grip on his hands tightened, the bracelet rattling. Jamie bit back the pain.

“We might only have this one chance. This one night. To be what we want. Do what we want,” College Calla said, breathy with wonder. Her teeth flashed, an undercurrent of malice. “I’m not wasting it. Your ass is getting to safety, and then I’ve got a hot date.”

She tensed as steps exploded outside the bedroom. Jamie counted one person, two, three, four before losing track in the melee. His name echoed, rebounded in voices loud enough to power and puncture a Jamieson-balloon. Someone shrieked Dre’s name, and he shuddered at the spite-saliva tone.

“We have to go.” College Calla slid off the bed and to the door.

Jamie crept after her, fighting through the bloodied net canopy. He startled at the shock of freezing water through his footied soles. He squinted around the room, tried to see through the purple stars and baby shit and blood. He’d thought the ceilings were high, but they were low. In his real body, he’d bang his head if he didn’t duck. The bed was familiar, especially the space underneath, where he’d watched feet dart by during hide-and-seek.

CeeCee had pretended not to see him, but she usually did.

Jamie was playing hide-and-seek for his survival, only she’d stopped pretending.

And of course Dre was gone, off on his own fucking spiritual journey while Jamie was caught out in the creepy baby-murder room. Jamie couldn’t wait for his brother to turn up, if he even would. Waiting for Dre was waiting for a package always in transit, never on the stoop.

College Calla listened at the door. The corners of her mouth ticked down. Looking at her made Jamie nauseous.

He tiptoed over, stepping on an empty tube of nipple cream. He noticed approximately thirty-two more. Jamie was for sure never having children. His thighs trembled as he crouched by a changing table cluttered with broken glass, moldy teething rings, Jonas Brothers buttons.

He didn’t want to die in the creepy baby-murder room.

When the hallway was quiet, College Calla’s shoulders jerked, the line of her body going lopsided.

“Stay close. Quiet. No Jamie-shit,” she said.

“People need to stop saying that, for real,” he huffed.

She opened the door. Jamie’s foot crunched on a cracked porcelain doll swaddled in cloth. The doll had a pacifier duct-taped to its mouth. Its beady glass eyes glowered at him. He bumped into his fake sister’s back in his hurry to get the fuck out of that room.

Light bloomed in green bioluminescence on close wet walls. A bleeding graffiti eye defaced the door. College Calla moved in a quiet dance, spine arching as she pirouetted in a swirl of black water. A sepia-toned framed photo showed Mom holding a bald baby Calla in a ruffled dress, Dad perched awkwardly at her side, eyes half-lidded like he was high.

Water trickled from a source Jamie couldn’t see. The black of College Calla’s jumpsuit blended with inky shadows, her light steps barely stirring the water, like she was made to walk through nightmares.

She turned the corner and stopped, hand whipping around to shove Jamie back. He flattened himself against the clammy wall, teeth gritting as something in the wall twitched against his bare neck.

College Calla twisted, her legs sliding apart, blocking the corner.

Jamie dropped to his knees, poked his head out the tiniest bit to see a pink train floating in the current. That was some dress.

“That weave is beat,” College Calla drawled. “You really going hunting, looking like that?”

“Bitch, at least I have hair.”

Fuckity fuck fuck. CeeCee’s voice. Dre’s girl-in-the-dress was Calla. College Calla was Calla. Little Mama—who else could she be but the little girl in overalls—was Calla.

Everyfuckingbody was some version of Calla.

The pink skirt flared, plastic gems settling in the black water.

Violence thrummed between the doppelgängers.

Jamie kissed his baby fists. Raised them. Stepped around the corner.

Now that the dress was swaying in front of him, Jamie dimly recalled his sister becoming a princess for prom or homecoming, some high-school formal. She’d trimmed her eyebrows with a razor. Too thin, he’d thought. She’d looked perpetually startled, and he’d suffered for stating the obvious.

This Calla had the too-thin eyebrows, pale gray patches where hair used to be above the shiny holes of her eyes. Her head was cocked so far to the side her neck looked broken. Long dark hair dipped past the low neckline of a strapless dress. She wore a long column of sparkles, dress dark as wine, rich pink where it met the light. Watery purple earrings drooped nearly to her shoulders.

Prom Calla, Dre’s girl-in-the-dress, and whoa, his brother wasn’t fucking around when he described her as terrifying—she was really giving slash-tires-for-no-reason energy. She blinked. Blinked again. It felt violent. “Look at you,” she murmured, curved pink nails stretching for Jamie. “You’re really here.”

“This was nice.” College Calla grabbed his hand, started to slide past Prom Calla. Prom Calla snatched the meat of her upper arm, acrylic talons digging in.

“You don’t have to help him anymore,” Prom Calla said, warm and sympathetic.

College Calla was taller, and she used the extra height, her neck creaking down like the distance between them was miles instead of inches. “I know I don’t. I just want to.” She flicked out her steak knife. “Just like you can try to kill him. But if you do that, sister, we’ll have a problem.”

Prom Calla’s smile was a slice of smeared lipstick. “The night is young,” she said airily, retracting her claws. She gave Jamie a cheery wave. “See ya, Jamie. Stay hydrated.” She swept past him, train rippling down the hall.

College Calla stared after her, shoulders lowering in slow degrees. Her right eye twitched as she took off down the hall, dragging him along.

Her hand was sweaty.

“Why are you helping me?” Jamie asked, confusion slowing him down.

“I love you.” She paused. “And I’m after big game, not rabbits.” She hacked through air with the knife, her features softening in an expression Jamie had never seen on Calla’s face, because fucking boundaries; she had the dreamy eyes and contorted mouth of a girl sighing in a dark bedroom.

Jamie pried his hand free.

“The Nightmare is her fault, not yours. She’ll see. I’ll make her see.” She laughed a wild spike of a laugh while she stabbed at nothing.

His throat ached, strep in red streaks. He hoped he lived long enough to appreciate that this was the closest he’d ever come to empathizing with the enemies he and Rashad talked about late at night, too high to keep the hurt contained. The banned books and edited history—the wiping away of people who looked like Jamie.

If Jamie had a choice, he’d rather not know about the horrors done in his name, the blood spilled protecting him so he could continue his fast-paced lifestyle. But the knife was so comfortable in College Calla’s grip—he couldn’t look away. Couldn’t stop watching her dexterity and wondering when she’d gotten the practice. The college sister he remembered couldn’t open pickle jars.

He’d known Calla must’ve had a dark side—his was ravenous and they were related—but her dark sides were literally walking, talking, and waving knives around. And he hated that that he understood now, at least a little bit, the why behind the banned books and the edited history—when slaves decide they’re done doing shit for you, there’s one tried-and-true way to keep their freedom.

Her knife-wielding hands were not safe.

He took a quiet step away from her. Then another. Who needed Calla? Odds were good she was having a delightful time without Jamie around. And Dre? Smart money said his bitch-ass brother would run and hide at the earliest opportunity.

It was time to do all kinds of Jamie-shit.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Dre



Dre’s mouth dropped open.

The old woman’s neck was a shade too long to be natural. A black net extended from a wide-brimmed hat and shielded her face. The hat was more unsettling than Freddy Krueger’s fedora or the Babadook’s top hat: the grandmother equivalent of a nineteen-inch dick. No one would dare join this woman’s pew at church, even if they could fit.

She had to be the crone Jamie mentioned. Given what a hard-ass their actual grandmother was, Dre wasn’t surprised his brother had dubbed this woman Grandma.

“Hello, Mastah.” She grinned under the net of her hat like a happy widow.

“Stop calling me that,” Dre said. “Let’s not do that, okay? No weird slave shit.”

“But it’s my job to wipe Mastah’s ass.” The crone gripped him by the shoulder and muscled him over to the stained toilet. “Sit.”

Dre’s legs locked straight, but she forced him down until his joints burned in hot nasty curls. He sat on the rusty toilet, trapping bugs under his ass, the metal guardrail jabbing up from the mud at his side. His fox pants brushed the porcelain rim, streaks of dirt or shit running across the lip.

“You know who I am?” Grandma asked.

She said something else, but Dre barely heard—disgust was washing over him, rendering the swamp white and the old woman in pencil strokes of shock. Revulsion, the filth from the toilet ferrying to his body, churned his stomach.

“The Mastah is a slow thinker,” she sighed, beady eyes cutting away.

If his thoughts were slow, it was because what he was seeing and hearing and feeling was so out of bounds his brain couldn’t string them together. He was on a dirty toilet in the woods, and the way she moved, her brushstroke scrape-dance-scrape, was familiar. So was her voice, very similar to the girl in the dress. Distinctive voices, with cement at the core. Those voices sounded like a voice he’d heard thousands of times, in that exact pitch of I-know-something-you-don’t smugness.

His sister.

“Oh God. Oh God,” Dre chanted, teeth chattering.

In the blur of violence, he hadn’t gotten a look at the girl-in-the-dress’s face.

He reached for the crone and she let him. His palm slipped under the net, traced the freckles on her cheek, up along one eye. The shape of her mouth in the wrinkles, the big-eye-small-eye magnified so insidiously by the glasses.

“Calla.” Dre’s voice broke.

She stuck the umbrella’s point in the mud and folded him into her, muffling his nose and mouth in the cold musk of her stomach. “Good,” she murmured. “Very good. And how old do you think I am?”

He sputtered against her, squirmed, fists beating. Couldn’t breathe. She was suffocating him. Killing him. Fuck, he couldn’t breathe. She stroked his hair, almost tenderly, before making a fist and yanking his head back so he was staring up at her.

His eyes watered as he sucked in air, pain roaring from his head, shooting up from his lungs and clashing in the middle. Spots danced in his vision. The toilet was hot and clammy against his scrabbling legs.

Why wouldn’t she stop smiling? If this wide wide smile was what Jamie saw in that car, Dre understood why his brother had fainted.

“Answer me, boy,” she said, spittle spraying his face.

“Forty,” Dre gasped, hoping to flatter her and live through this bullshit trick question.

Grandma raised a single knobby finger.

His desperation latched to the number one, tried to make sense of it, racing ahead and yelling, “One hundred!” before he realized what he’d just fucking said. He might as well suffocate himself at this point; he was basically inviting her to murder him.

The smile slipped. Grandma hauled him up by his neck.

His legs dangled—one slipped into the goddamn toilet. Even being strangled couldn’t wipe out the horror of the squishy wet mass underfoot. She raised him over her head, eyes flat behind the glasses. Dre fumbled at her saggy neck, the black widow’s net dipped over her jaw. Her arm didn’t budge at all.

This centenarian version of Calla was an absolute monster.

She kissed his cheek, her mouth so cold it burned. A moth dawdled behind her shoulder as she slid in a two-step so powerful heavy clods of dirt shot up Dre’s legs.

One second, his throat was a circle of fire. The next, he was flying.

That was the only description possible for the way his body got so much air, enough air for him to marvel at the moonlight through trees as he smacked into the pond, cracking a rib. Water flooded his nose and mouth and ears.

He clawed to the surface.

Her blue suede shoes were muddy. Calla had always favored Pumas. The shoes he’d gifted her over the years could form their own collection if she tended them. She didn’t.

“One month,” Grandma shrieked, her rough voice rousing night birds from the trees. Wings beat in the space of her words. “Of the Callas, I’m the youngest. A newborn, and I fucking look like this.”

“What are you talking about?” Dre asked weakly, dragging himself to the shallows.

“One day,” Grandma said, deepening her voice to imitate him. “You’ll be a bona fide granny. Hobbling out of bingo to save Jamie’s ass. Relax before you give yourself an aneurysm.

“I think your hair’s turning gray,” she continued in that faux baritone. “CeeCee, you look seventy years older than the last time I saw you. What’s Jamie done?”

“Jokes,” he managed to say. “I made some fucking jokes.”

“What you made, boy, was me,” she grunted, stepping into the water, the pond drinking her shoes, then her calves. “And in my short short life, I have bled your enemies with my whetting stone. The violence of keeping you and your idiot brother safe for a fucking month has defiled me.”

He didn’t understand. Her words trickled in for an instant before floating away. But the language of pain, of love, was universal. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Dre said, stumbling over the rocky shore, tripping over a downed branch.

Grandma had a trait he identified with, one he’d never suspected of his sister: this old Calla was repulsed by herself. The amount of shame it required to don so many accessories—pantyhose, gloves, a cape, a big-ass hat with a long net—had his tears rising.

She could’ve gone after Jamie, but she’d come for Dre. If he took her at face value and she really was only a month old, then everything she’d done was for Jamie.

“You can stop,” he promised, hoping like hell she felt his sincerity. “I’ll tell Calla myself this has to stop, swear to God. Please let me go. I have to find Jamie. You saved him, didn’t you? He told me. You killed the dude who was about to ambush him. Stole Jamie’s dynamite so he wouldn’t blow himself up. Wait, why did you fuck up the police station?”

She shifted her weight. Leaned on the umbrella. “To kill the cop before he cornered the young Mastah in the alley. But he’d already left the building.”

“Exactly!” Dre pointed at her. “You were trying to save Jamie. I know you’re pissed, but you love him. Let’s make a deal. You can rest, just go back in your Poké Ball. I’ll find Jamie. Protect him. I’ll watch him from now on.”

She stared at him a long moment.

Humidity dragged across his skin. Sweat slid thickly down his back.

Grandma’s answering laugh rolled over the water.

“Like you give a shit about that boy,” she said derisively, knuckling a hand under the net like she was wiping away a tear. “I may be an infant, but that’s clear enough. You just want to run. Tell yourself it’s not possible some shitty jokes caused this.” She made a low sound in her throat, spat something black in the water. “You didn’t riddle your sister with so many insecurities she thought I needed to exist, a grandma, watching over you. Hobbling after you, because tending the Mastahs was too big a job for her to do alone.”

Her voice faded as she tipped her chin to the night sky. “I felt something break. Right here,” she murmured, pressing a hand to her heart. “It hurt so bad I thought she was killing us. But she was freeing us.”

Freedom had never sounded so dark and obscene.

Dre raced for the cover of the trees. These were old friends ready to shelter him with leaves and roots and shrubs. Calla had piss-poor direction sense; he just had to outrun the old broad. He darted right, then zigzagged.

The panic was too much. He was running, the way she said he’d run, telling himself it wasn’t possible his shitty jokes had made this thing. Dre had clowned on his sister, yes—who fucking didn’t?

Can you watch Jamie? Calla had asked and asked, her eyes bloodshot.

Dre couldn’t. He was working, playing, cooking, cleaning. Living.

Shit, tonight? he’d said, or Next time, I swear.

And when Calla pushed through his excuses, he’d hit the big red button and switched tactics. Maybe when you’re ninety, you’ll let him grow up, he’d said.

Of course Grandma didn’t believe him when he offered to protect Jamie in her stead.

The self-loathing was too much.

He saw legs and a black-clad ass as the Calla-crone leaped directly over him, smacked a few branches in classic-Calla-showboating style, and landed with a heavy thud a few feet away. That vertical jump was more than Wilt could do, more than Michael, more than fucking LeBron. She twirled her umbrella, the sudden yellow bloom like the raised hood of a cobra.

Dre reversed course to skirt the pond, heading for the trees on the other side. He was shoved from behind, and this bitch’s flights were smoother than Delta’s; he crashed hard in mud and rocks, sliced open his forehead.

“We don’t need to do this,” he pleaded, blood dripping in his eyes. “You’re still Calla. I don’t—I can’t hurt my sister.”

“I’ll take the deal, boy, with a caveat.” She beamed, teeth long and yellow, tone full and satisfied. He grabbed a rock as she lunged at him. She didn’t bother blocking, just raised a round leg. “Show me,” she demanded, kicking through the rock and splitting it in two. “Show me you’re a nigga who can keep Jamie safe.” Her filthy Puma planted on his chest, knocking him back.

Pain scattered his thoughts.

Dre coughed violently, his thin chest almost concave.

His sister’s favoritism was dripping in the Nightmare.

He closed his eyes. Wheezed.

Why didn’t you take me in? Jamie had asked, trying for casual but trembling.

Because Dre was too young and too tired and worked too hard and had no space to raise his brother, not like Calla, who was also young and tired and hardworking. No one even raised the question of Dre officially stepping in, not the judge or lawyer or Calla or Jamie or Dre.

No one raised any other options because it was clear Calla would say yes in the end. She agonized. She said no. She talked in circles. Dre listened, a little bored, doodling on the coloring book for children at Red Robin. Finally, he gave her the prod she needed to get her ass in gear. A man could only drink so many freckled lemonades.

He clutched his stomach and coughed up a thin stream of fluid. Blood ran from the open flap of his forehead. He’d been so unbothered by the whole court process with Jamie, unfazed by Calla’s head-spinning, because he knew Cee would step up.

Punk-ass bitch-ass pussy-ass nigga, Jamie had breathed.

He wasn’t. He wasn’t.

“Presumptuous of you to think you can hurt me at all. The swamp is your special little fucking place. Nothing here matters to Calla.” She peeled off the gray gloves, jerked up her umbrella in one hand, revealing black crusts where two fingers should be.

Jamie was out there alone. Calla couldn’t, wouldn’t, help.

The umbrella burst open. Dre was going to be bludgeoned to death by an umbrella. He dug a long flat rock out of the soil, the underside slick with algae and worms. No part of him wanted to fight with an old version of his sister with preternatural strength, but his li’l body couldn’t take more punishment.

Grandma shot the umbrella forward, the gleaming needle aimed at his heart. Dre protected his chest. She laughed until the needle made contact with the rock.

The rock burned hot in his hands.

The needle broke immediately.

They blinked at each other.

“That’s not right. This is your place.” Grandma took a tiny step back. “Nothing here matters to Calla. Nothing.”

He shoved her over the edge. She dropped like a stone into the pond, her cape sinking into the water in blue-black crow feathers. Grandma reared through the water, tossed her cape back over her head, a line of blue rhinestones gleaming at the hem—perfectly matched to the shoes. Her hat was gone, revealing scraggly dreads on a desolate scalp.

Her umbrella was open beside her, a shock of yellow in the green water. She grabbed the handle, raised it high like Mammy Mary Poppins.

She was wrong. They were in Dre’s special place, but middle children got nothing that was theirs alone. Calla had touched this place, too. There were endless summer days spent here, Marco Polo in the water, snacks on the shore. They’d climbed trees, told secrets that could only be shared floating on their backs. Dre was starting to think the crone could only be hurt with something that mattered to Calla.

His Calla would know this rock, would remember this bit of history.

Their mother was locked in her bedroom, drapes down, lights off. Dad was gone, and the siblings couldn’t make a sound without Mom shrieking in rage. She wanted a dead peace, wanted them gone, and if they didn’t shut the fuck up she would make that happen; she’d brought them into this world, could take them out, etc.

The siblings had escaped to the pond, skin crinkling in the water while hours passed and they wondered when it was safe to go home.

A hot blast of urgency in Dre’s gut had forced him to drop his tighty-whities on the rock. He’d lost his shit, physically. His siblings lost their shit, figuratively. Calla constructed a monument out of leaves and held a funeral, proclaiming, Here lies the dignity of the rock.

Later, after an argument with his sister about something he couldn’t even remember, Dre lapsed into a silent treatment that lasted nearly a week. Fine, don’t talk to me then, Calla had said, exasperated. At least pay your respects to the rock.

Dre told himself he was going to his special place anyway. Didn’t have anything to do with what she said. On the ground beside the leafy tombstone was a box with a splashy bow. Inside, he found a fresh sketch pad, markers, lemonade, and pretzels. Cee was saying sorry.

His Calla knew this goddamn rock.

A bird call rattled from the trees. Dre was sure that was a goddamn blue jay. The universe’s way of reminding him to focus. Block out the painful moment in the cabin—

When I needed you? Jamie had demanded. I never needed you. Either of you.

You did. You do. I’m sorry.

He did the cannonball that only kids could do, the perfect tuck that required virtually no thighs or chest or muscle, curling the rock against his chest and dropping into the orbit of the crone. She muscled through the spray of water in an inventive Baywatch parody, jowls swinging, beads of water clouding her glasses, the chain glinting.

They collided, rock tearing through the yellow wings. He grabbed at and missed the glittering loop of her glasses when she seized him, punched him with that stunning power. Blood spurted from Dre’s nose. From the sting in his mouth, he’d lost another tooth.

He fell back against shifting sticks; she’d knocked him into the dam.

“You know, we thought you’d manifest at home. What were you doing in the swamp, boy?” Her eyes narrowed. “Did you see your father that night?”

“I—I didn’t.”

“Little fucking liar,” she spit.

She caught his neck in the curve of the hook handle. He twisted to the side—wooden nooses weren’t a chill way to go. He planned on dying in a California King feathered bed in the middle of the NBA playoffs, surrounded by sexy concubines and mischievous great-grandchildren.

The force of her blow broke the dam. A wave swept furiously through twigs and mud, snatched the umbrella away. Grandma lost her footing, fell in gushing water.

Dre swung the rock. Her glasses broke against her face, glass digging in her eyes. Her round crow body bobbed to the surface, and Dre struck her again, sent her under the water again, hit her again when she rose through feeble red bubbles.

Fear and rage and hurt made him convulse. He couldn’t look at her, not straight on, Calla’s aged face, glinting wetly with blood and bone. If he erased her, his sister would never be this thing. He’d meet her for brunch one day in the distant future when she was old. When he was old. He would’ve finally grown a beard by then, a tasteful sweep of Gandalf white, and Calla would still be vivacious and funny. She’d wear shorts to their pickleball games, because she wasn’t ashamed, and he’d make sure her sneakers were clean.

Grandma’s hat drifted by.

“CeeCee will never be you,” he panted. “I won’t let her.”

Her mouth curved. “I guess you’re a capable-enough boy,” she rasped, so faintly he had to lean in to hear. One of her eyes, a spot of brown in all the blood, swiveled. Fixed on him. “Can you watch Jamie?”

“Yes,” Dre whispered, up to his waist in water and promises. When that searing eye fluttered closed, he set the hat down on her face. “I’ll find him, CeeCee.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Calla



A scattershot of pain took Calla under with the suddenness of a charley horse. Her head and back pulsed. Even her eye sockets burned. She gritted her teeth until the muscle contractions ebbed.

She refused to let the pain kill her vibe. Her phone was her DJ, the fire was her strobe light, and her bloodstained robe was club-rat chic. The cabin was an exclusive party of one.

A mangy fox head sent her a downcast look from the floor, and Calla punted that shit down the hallway. She didn’t need the negativity, not when she was dizzy with freedom, wine, and Jamie’s blunt, rescued from the woodstove.

The weed was a mistake—she felt at risk of slipping from her body, her head humming in thin drifts of smoke. The weed also made her hungry and she moved on to phase two, wining and dining herself.

She jitterbugged between the narrow counters of the galley kitchen and took stock: an onion she could not chop and stiff squares of instant ramen. The gray hot-dog water was unceremoniously dumped in the sink, the pot refilled and set on low heat.

A bang at the front door startled the noodles from her grip, sent them skittering across the peeling linoleum floor. She bit back an expletive. Dre and Jamie weren’t in the Nightmare—they were still here, trying to fuck with her. Some noodles were lost, but she’d bought enough for three. She ripped the second pack open with her teeth and dropped it in the pot.

Bang. Bang. Bang. A long crawl of playful tippy-taps down the wall.

She sniffed. They were trying to scare her. She stomped outside, sending the red door flying open and crashing into the rough-hewn logs. The porch creaked under her weight. She glared into the darkness. There were no stars. Her skin broke out in goose bumps at the croon of the wind through the trees. She felt alarmingly sober.

Fog hung in damp sheets.

The boys weren’t there.

She went inside, locked the door. Her hand fisted over the hollow of her throat as she sat on the couch, giving the brown stain a wide berth, and looked out the window.

Nothing moved. She fiddled with her box of wine.

A hand burst through the glass of the window and clawed Calla’s cheek.

The hand was small, way too small to belong to Jamie or Dre.

Oh shit.

Flying glass scored her forehead, chin. Calla snatched the hand and hauled it up on the windowsill, dragged it through chunks of glass, shocking the hell out of herself—she was not generally described as having quick reflexes or even mediocre ones. She was not a physical person. She did not exercise. She had the trauma of a manic pixie dream girl, but not the thighs. But she couldn’t dwell on her Dwayne Johnson bravery because she got punched in the throat, a rough dissection that had her choking.

Calla dug around for the wineglass buried in the cushions, smashed it on the windowsill, was left with a shard from the base. She crunched the glass in the intruder’s arm, dragged the bitch inside by the shoulder.

“Eat a bag of dicks.” Calla leaped off the couch so she had space to drag the torso through the window. “I’m not taking any more shit.”

The body was small as a child; it had short thin arms and a small flat torso and bowlegged knees. Calla was assaulting an actual child. She dropped the body, a little girl in yellow corduroy, her hair in big poufs. Her arm was a ruin of blood and glass. She hissed. Her feet cleared the window frame, and she fell on the couch. She wore muddy white sneakers with purple stripes, and her pants rode up enough to reveal mismatched socks, one grayish white, the other zebra-striped.

The girl rolled to the floor and, oh God, Calla has cut a little girl. A little thing of matchstick arms and legs, topped by an explosion of hair. Her barrettes were profane. Calla couldn’t stop looking at them. The girl turned her head and Calla saw her face.

Her throat was sour with wine, fear, blood.

“No. No no no.” It came out a low keen. She backed up, back back back, stumbled over the coffee table for twentieth time, knocked into the television, back until she hit the wall. Her legs stuttered, and she slid to the floor. Her hand was a tight ball against her mouth.

“That’s me. Oh Christ. Oh shit.”

The clothes were familiar, like a song she hadn’t heard for a long time but vaguely remembered. Yellow Winnie-the-Pooh overalls, with a bright-blue shirt underneath. The shirt would have purple sequins across the chest, some funny saying Calla couldn’t quite recall.

And the shoes, the fucking shoes. She’d been teased for her imitation Adidas, for the unforgivable extra stripe and overly rounded treads.

But that could be waved away. Calla grew up and little girls still wore Winnie-the-Pooh and Payless. Except for the small face with generous lips she’d learn to love, chubby cheeks she’d never fully shed, curly dookie braids she’d later smooth with a hot iron. She’d had three choices of Medicaid glasses, and the pink grandma frames were the best of the lot. The patch over her left eye that her doctor had insisted on was the smoking-Calla-gun.

“It’ll force you to see through your right eye,” the optometrist had explained. “Strengthen it.” That patch had made her life hell—you look like a shitty pirate; what kind of gruesome injury is under there?—and it hadn’t even worked.

The girl was prone on the carpet, a poufy braid damp with blood.

Calla couldn’t breathe. She knew that little girl, the one who’d swapped out dolls for a baby. The one who cried because she had to wash so many bottles and didn’t know how to make the bubbles go away. The one who spent long minutes getting the temperature just right for a warm washcloth and tried out big kid curses when it cooled too rapidly on her way down the hall.

That little girl was here. Calla had cut her.

Calla closed her eyes.

She opened them.

The little girl hunched at the broken window, glass smattered in her four chunky braids.

“Hello. Hello. I like you. You got some pizzazz about you. I think I got it, too.” The little girl grinned. “Wanna see my room?”

“No. No,” Calla sobbed.

The little girl shrugged. “You will.” She crawled through the window.

She couldn’t let the girl just wander off in the night. Calla’s legs were nonresponsive. So much of her body had shut down. She threw herself forward on the floor. The helplessness of being on her hands and knees, of trying to speak but the words eking out garbled, felt like air whooshing into her nose and mouth, a CPAP machine onslaught she couldn’t breathe against. Her lungs shuddered.

“Wait.” Calla cleared her throat, but she’d never be able to clear the hoarseness. “Please.”

“Waiting is boring.” The little girl’s legs swung over the windowsill. She sat lightly, a child idly rolling dice on a breezy wraparound porch.

“I thought you had pizzazz,” Calla blurted out. This girl was her, which meant she was a know-it-all. “I bet you know so much that I don’t. How is this happening? How are you here? Where are you going? You know, don’t you? You’re so smart.”

“You let me go. You set us free.” Slowly, slowly, those retro glasses swiveled back into the firelight, the dirty bandage blotting out an eye. “Thank you, sister. I feel—everything. I feel everything.” Her baby teeth were bloody.

“Who’s us?” Calla pressed.

“I didn’t know there were so many feelings in the whole universe,” she said, almost to herself. “I want.” She rubbed a hand over her overalls. “I want.”

“What do you want? Where are you going?” The questions tasted bad, horseradish and mistakes. Calla’s tone was all wrong. She had never, not even as a child, responded well to demands. There was a parallel world where Calla ushered the little girl into the living room, kept her small doppelgänger in the firelight, made her noodles, and got the information she needed.

The little girl hopped into the dark, the wood on the other side creaking. Her head popped up over the windowsill like something had just occurred to her. “Do you think Jamie will sing me his blue jay song before he dies?” she asked brightly.

“Stay away from him,” Calla snarled, lurching to the window.

The little girl giggled. Waved, her tiny hand fluttering. “You can’t tell me what to do anymore. I’ll find him in the Nightmare.” Footsteps darted off the porch, the yellow overalls vanishing in the tall grass.

Her final words trickled back to Calla a beat delayed:

“You’re going to be so … grateful when you see what I do to him.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Jamie



Calla sometimes mentioned the discomfort of a man walking behind her, feeling his eyes on the nape of her neck. She’d suggested Jamie cross the street at night, help women feel safe. Jamie didn’t believe he should have to step aside for anyone, and that was coming back to bite him, because he could hear College Calla. Feel her eyes. Low grunts and growls and shuffles. Like an animal pursuing him on all fours.

Jamie ran like hell. He took a left, right, left, left, and found a bathroom with cracked tiles, chipped tub oozing black liquid. A will-o’-the-wisp flickered in the distance, resolved into a room with a blocky television on a folding chair. Liar Liar chirped from the screen.

He nearly bawled when he saw a way out, the pearl of true night behind sheer curtains.

College Calla scraped her knife along the wall. “Listen to sissy,” she sang. “I don’t want you to die.”

Jamie locked the door. He had no core strength, like, at all, and his feet scrabbled on wet carpet as he tried and failed to push a dresser in front of the door. His shoulders popped. He used a nightstand instead, darted to the balcony.

“‘Audrey, great news,’” Jim Carrey said on the television. “‘Both my legs are broken so they can’t take me right to jail.’”

Jamie flinched, stumbled on a pile of dog shit in a fake patch of grass on the patio, into the give of a bulging black trash bag. The bag split. Soggy rice and beans crawled onto Jamie like maggots. He pocketed a pink razor matted with hair and lunged to the fire escape.

His pebbled footied soles wrestled with the rungs as he descended. A dozen cats scattered as he leaped to the next balcony, started down the rusted column of the neighbor’s ladder. This would’ve been a great fucking time to have sixteen-year-old arms, arms that could lift his body weight instead of burning noodle limbs.

Sweat dripped down his collar, collected at his balls—footies were not breathable. Jamie unzipped the top of his pajamas to reveal a grimy white tank top. He tied the long sleeves around his waist as he dropped to the earth, the concrete alley between apartment buildings.

“It’s not safe, baby. Wait for sissy.”

College Calla perched on the rickety banister of the third-floor balcony, sleek head cocked to the side. The twist of her legs made shadow puppets on the bricks.

Jamie did not wait. He pushed his fucking footies to the max down the alley, made it to the sidewalk. He whirled—where to run, where, where.

Here, his body whispered, nudging him past identical apartments with faded yolky paint, wrought-iron balconies jutting out like errant Frisbees. Cars, scooters, and bikes crammed the curb.

This way, his body told him, don’t you remember?

He panted.

His teeth chattered. He remembered waking up alone in his dark bedroom. He’d rubbed his eyes. The house was empty and Jamie frowned. Were Calla and Dre playing outside without him? They did that sometimes, snuck out, sipped juice on the stoop when Jamie was asleep. He went looking for them.

But they weren’t on the stoop. Jamie had wandered—here, his body said, this way, navy footies made black under the moon. The bounce of a basketball lured him around the corner. Basketballs were a Dre-sound. Dre wasn’t there, and Jamie walked more. The buildings looked different at night and little Jamie had felt lost.

College Calla had said Jamie was the only one of the siblings where he was supposed to be, asleep in bed, but that wasn’t all true. He’d left the apartment.

Jamie wished he had his inhaler. There was something unbearable in Calla’s nightmare, something that insisted it mattered that Calla was on her way to the store and Jamie had gone roaming after Dre. Jamie was sure the explanation would rip the heart from his chest and possibly send him home.

He’d thought the Nightmare was straight-up Calla, her projections and fear. The tremors of his body told him this was a yes-and situation. A dark dream about the Williams siblings and the night they experienced something so horrifying Jamie only remembered as a flutter of moth wings in a piercing white circle.

He should have told his sister the truth, told her everything—about the Little Mama at the protest, Grandma in Isaiah’s car. Trusting was essential to begetting trust; milkweed was essential to monarch butterflies.

Calla had suffered alone when the trauma didn’t just belong to her.

His eyes welled. He didn’t want to know.

He pushed past a trio of hoes at the corner and into chaos.

Ragged cries mingled with plumes of smoke in the street. Cars were tangled in a crush of metal. Someone cried from the driver’s seat of a twisted sedan, the back half twisted into an accordion. People were materializing on their porches, some content to watch the action with a beer, some shuffling, zombie-slow, to the road with wrapped hair and wifebeaters for a close-up look at tragedy.

Traffic clogged around the accident as ambulances blared.

He tasted salt and humidity. The noise was overwhelming: slamming car doors, long calls of seagulls, the wail of some other kid who was out too late, Mariah Carey and Gorillaz and 50 Cent combining in a nonsensical beat.

Jamie froze when a blade touched the small of his back. “Walk. Now.” College Calla gave him a shove, and Jamie moved, put one sluggish foot after the over. Sand shifted over the pavement like the beach was close.

“Just standing around with your dick in your hand. Unbelievable.” She picked up the pace; Jamie took four steps for every one of hers. “Faster. That’s right. Do what sissy says.”

“Fuck you. You’re not my sister.”

“I’m worse. Watch it.” She pushed him into the torn weeds off the sidewalk. The grass bent, facets of rocks sharp through the soles of his footies. Overall, better than the broken bottle he’d nearly stepped on.

Disappointment stole his breath. A part of him had hoped, despite everything, to see the right Calla. She usually swooped in at the end of his Jamie-shit, set things right. Pressure built behind his eyes as he realized she wasn’t there.

The Olde English ale was still waiting in cut glass spires.

If his sister were here, she would’ve stepped on the glass.

She wasn’t coming to get him.

College Calla stepped around the bottle, tugged him down the sidewalk. When Jamie began to doubt he should be heeling along like a dog, she pressed him to her side, the blade rigid against his shoulder.

“What, you gonna cut me? I thought you were trying to save me,” he snapped.

“I can cut you without killing you. And I will—just like I smacked your behind when you acted up. As always, you’re hell-bent on self-destruction to the point of insanity.”

“The fuck do you care?”

Her fingers fanned against his neck, wrist jerking, elbow twisting like each part of her arm had an automaton hinge. “You don’t have time to be this annoying. Little Mama is coming for you.”

“Anyone who comes at me is getting these hands.”

She cut him, a warning slice down the slope of his shoulder. His arm burned, blood clinging to the fuzz on his pajamas. “Self-destruction to the point of fucking insanity,” she growled. “Move.”

“Stop pushing, damn. Where are we going?”

“You are going to the Green Store. It’s the only building in this whole fucked-up place I can guarantee the Callas won’t go in.”

She marched him across the street, where cars were stalled, curious and irate drivers alike craning their heads out the windows to see what was causing the holdup. She bullied Jamie under a single white sandal dangling from a stunted palm tree, past crumpled fast-food bags and cigarette butts. Everything smelled like urine, body odor, and sweat, like the ball pit of a Chuck E. Cheese.

A teenager in red suspenders dismounted from an undersized bicycle, looking like a clown on his tiny stolen bike with pink glitter streamers. Some shady-looking dude with an enormous draped black coat leaned on the cracked window of a parked car, creamy voice rising persuasively.

The corner store loomed in overlapping shades of green and bars at the windows, the OPEN sign pulsing in liquid green light.

College Calla’s feet jerked, a shudder starting at the toe of her pointed foot, arcing to a swing of the knee, hip, a twist of her torso. Her fingers twitched. Jamie didn’t think this bitch should be handling a knife.

She paused at the threshold, the skin above her right eye spasming as she touched the doorknob. Jamie seized his moment—no fucking way he was following her into a trap of sharp-toothed lovelies and flaming hot fries. He let the knife kiss him and dipped into the road between a muscled Silverado and a slick little convertible.

“What the fuck are you doing?” College Calla shouted. “Get in the store.”

He caught a glimpse of movement by a busted Mitsubishi, a streak of yellow. He went cold. The little girl—Little Mama—was here. Her eyes crawled on him like an itch.

She could be lingering behind the pack of girls in bikini tops and cutoffs cruising the sidewalk. She could be sitting in the perky red Jeep with tinted windows, breath fogging the glass as she panted; she could be lurking in a skinny alley or under a sewer drain, clawed hands reaching through the grate.

These were not his streets, and this was not his body, but Jamie was still Jamie and he screamed and lashed out with his fists. Little Mama—and her friends—needed to understand he was not a nigga they could just run up on without consequence.

He bared his teeth.

“The fuck are you doing?” College Calla did what came naturally to all Callas—knocking him down. “Get your shit together.” She scooped Jamie up by his traitorous baby-fat middle, and he was suddenly in the air, legs swinging, face over her shoulder, and since when was his sister the goddamn Hulk?

“Get off me.” Jamie’s bunched fists were smooth as satin as he beat the back of her jumpsuit. His body rested perfectly against the incline of her chest. The hugs of their future didn’t fit so right; he had to bend way down to awkwardly bury his face in her neck.

She whined, a high-pitched hurting sound as she hit the threshold of the Green Store. Sweat dripped down her face as she paused. Trembled.

He got that prickle on his neck, the slow tingle that came with being watched. Jamie turned his head to see a thick-waisted white woman in a sundress, hands tightly gripping her purse. And a few feet behind her was the murderous little girl, the bandage over her eye smeared with blood, her corduroy stained red with it. She extended a hand, like her fingers could close the distance with sheer wanting.

She started to run, and, fuck the Hulk, these bitches were the Flash. Her stained yellow overalls blurred between cars.

“Go. Go, go, go,” he chanted.

College Calla squared her shoulders and stormed through the door. Bells jingled as she pried Jamie off, tossed him into Cosmic Brownies and plastic-wrapped Honey Buns.

“It hurts,” she hissed, slapping her neck like she was warding off beestings.

The shopkeeper, an older brown woman with a graying braid, squealed on a stool behind a plastic shield. She lunged under the counter and withdrew a tiny gun. College Calla exploded into the air, shoulders twisting as she arced over the counter, smashed through the plastic shield and into the woman like a bullet. They vanished below the counter.

Jamie crawled over fallen snacks, cream spurting underneath him. He clutched his chest and leaned against a hot rack of burritos.

College Calla bounced to her feet, the lights picking out the texture on her sleek red head. The shopkeeper did not get up.

“Stay in here and you’ll be fine,” she said.

“You’re leaving?”

“Aww,” she cooed. “Does my baby boy want me to stick around?”

“Absofuckinglutely not,” Jamie said flatly. “But you said some hella sus shit about my sister. You’re going to hurt her.”

“She hurts herself all the time. She even hurt you.” College Calla shrugged. “I thought she’d turn up when she saw what she did. But it’s fine. What’s a little travel next to seeing an old friend? I bet she’s got wine.”

Calla had wine. Her double had a knife.

Jamie’s feelings went to war.

Don’t come, CeeCee. This is a bad place.

Please, CeeCee. Come get me. This is a bad place.

A roach scuttled over dirty black-and-white tiles.

College Calla swept over the counter, thighs sliding through broken bits of Plexiglas, and yanked a bunch of cords from an outlet, the blinking neon sign going silent. Ugly tracks of fluorescent lights died. The freezers stopped humming.

Jamie didn’t see the door until it opened. The door was camouflaged by paper: WE RESERVE THE RIGHT to do all sorts of shitty things, like kick out little boys for being two pennies short of Sour Patch Kids. A man charged through, his salt-and-pepper mustache twitching in question, then something darker when he took in the downed shelves, spilled snacks, and general path of destruction.

Moonlight trickled through the panes of the front door. Flies buzzed over cooling burritos.

College Calla’s elbows rose in acute angles. She caught the man’s face with an outthrust hand, the sleeve of her jumpsuit falling back, revealing livid red spots climbing the exposed skin, and muscled the dude back into the employees’ room.

She came out spattered with blood and flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED.

“Your hand,” Jamie said. She’d tricked him again. For a second, he’d been worried. That this was his sister whose skin was rising in welts. But College Calla was more of a devil walking on hallowed ground. “You’re really not supposed to be here, are you?”

“No. This fucking place.” She glanced down at the infection of red holes swelling around her bracelet. “We—the other Callas—we’re not supposed to come in. The Green Store is a key part of the ritual your sister has to do if she wants you saved. We cannot interfere.” She sighed. “I figured it was the safest place for you. No Calla wants to go in.” Hives thickened her face into a puffy shroud. “The dread your sister feels, knowing what comes next when she leaves the store. It’s so cold.”

Jamie flinched when she reached for him, but she just gave his scalp an affectionate scratch. The bell jingled as she opened the door, humid air carrying the tang of blood and smoke.

“Wait,” he yelled. “You said they can’t get in, but you did.”

“That’s different. I’ve got a death wish,” she said gently. “I love you, Jamieson. You’re a funny little dude.”

“Just tell me if I’m safe or not,” Jamie said, frustrated tears rising.

“Baby, you are the opposite of safe.”

“Don’t go! Stay with me. I’ll be your fucking baby if you stay away from Calla,” Jamie pleaded.

She slanted him a look. She’d come home from spring break talking about getting a nose piercing. Their mother threw a whole-ass fit, so Calla didn’t. She should have, Jamie realized. She should have a purple stone winking in her nose as she met his eyes through the dark.

The door slammed behind her and she was gone.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Dre



Dre knew about bacteria, about things that rot. His forehead was a swollen dribble of blood, water drying on his skin in pebbled green discs; all he could think was how Calla’s skin and hair, her nails, the wool of her hat, would remain, preserved by the bog, the peat, well after her bones dissolved, after pieces of her were taken by animals.

Dre ran with the rock, holding fast to a murder weapon.

He had to find Jamie. Grandma was dead, but she wasn’t alone. The boys were on the wrong side of a Calla-uprising. If what he and his brother pieced together was right, then the little girl and the prom queen were still out there.

To the best of his recollection, his sister had only gone to one big dance in high school. While Calla was getting dressed and doing mysterious getting-ready things, their mother was hassling her, screaming nonstop through the bedroom door.

Dre had strolled nonchalantly past Mom to the fridge and gulped juice straight from the carton. A few weeks earlier, he’d left an envelope of cash, the entirety of four paychecks from his illegal kitchen job, in the box of tampons Calla kept in her drawer. So falling on his sword and distracting their mother, giving Calla the opportunity to escape, was technically gift number two.

“Animals. I’ve raised animals.” Mom twisted away from Calla’s door, followed Dre as he lured her to the back room.

Eventually, the sky darkened. Their mother got tired of flailing around and retired to her room. Jamie’s brow picked up the furrow that meant he wouldn’t leave his Legos for several hours.

Dre escaped, too, the night enveloping him as he sat on the front stoop and contemplated life. Floodlights illuminated the high school a few blocks away.

Maybe the trees would be bright in his special place, a dip in the pond magical, like bathing in warm light. He was a little disappointed when he jogged over to the school, cut through the back, and the lights petered out over the empty basketball court. Now that he’d been outside a while, it was brisk and chilly. A sweatshirt sounded better than skinny-dipping. He dribbled an imaginary ball, bass thumping from the gym to the concrete.

Hopefully Cee was dancing her ass off.

The flickering light behind the dumpsters took him by surprise—the streetlight didn’t stretch this far. He’d taken a quick peek; a trio of boys sat in the glow of a dozen candles.

He wondered what the fuck he’d just walked into.

Nothing good.

The next thing he remembered was waking up on the pavement spitting blood, the candles extinguished in cold pools of wax. His phone was cracked and useless. He’d dragged himself home, bruised, battered, and found Calla sitting in the dark, her hair gathered under a bonnet, an oversized tee pulled taut over her knees. She wasn’t daubed in glitter. Wasn’t in a gown as iridescent pink as rosy maple moth wings.

He’d assumed she was tired from partying, and his head was still swimming from an ass whooping he didn’t remember. They sat in silence on the balcony, her glasses fixed on some nothing point in the distance.

He didn’t get a good look at the prom queen who saved him, but she definitely didn’t have glasses.

Girls were more beautiful without glasses. Glasses are only sexy when performative, like on scantily clad librarians or teachers. Calla’s glasses were her true self, so concentratedly Calla that he forgot contacts were an option. Did she squint in the mirror while Mom screamed through the bedroom door, pop lenses into dry eyes with uncertain hands, determined to look her best?

He saw no reason why that version of Calla would want him dead. He’d done so much to get her to that goddamn dance.

Dre shook off the memory. His shoes squelched as he jogged around the school, the red fabric inside his pajamas thin and hot from friction. He stopped short at the street. The intersection was fucked, and where there was trouble, there was probably Jamie. He’d do a sweep of the street, backtrack, and check the apartment.

A tow truck was loading up a crunched sports car with Miami Heat stickers. Dre hoped the driver survived—he would still have sympathy for a 76ers fan, just, like, a li’l bit less. Police clotted the road as wrecked cars waited for tows. The sidewalk was a block party, people milling in huddles, shouting over music and sirens. Nearly everyone wore socks with sandals.

Dre hated Florida.

He set his rock down in the stubby grass by the sidewalk—inadvisable to carry a bloodstained blunt object into the nest of law enforcement—and pushed through the crowd on the road, his fear viscous as the swamp.

Jamie wasn’t there.

He had to find him. Watch him.

Dre jogged down the street, eyes peeled for a little boy in blue pajamas.

His steps faltered as he reached the juncture before the Green Store. He couldn’t allow himself to be transfixed by the paint that made up the storefront: mint, jade, lime, forest, kelly, olive, emerald. The slash of teal, more blue than green, near the door was memorable because he’d painted it, a years-ago rebellion against the shitty shopkeepers.

He tore his gaze from the Green Store to the little girl in bloody yellow overalls, barrettes winking from four pouf braids as she licked the security gate blocking the door. Dre didn’t have to dig deep to peg this Calla—she had a fucking patch over her eye; he still remembered the jokes he’d made.

In the rushed moments the boys stole outside Calla’s earshot to discuss the shit going down, even Jamie’s irreverence couldn’t hide the fear: “The look she gave me after she killed the cop,” Jamie had said. “I low-key thought she wanted to eat me.”

This little Calla had good reason to fixate on Jamie; she’d been encouraged to do so from the moment he was born. If she was salivating over the Green Store, there was a good chance her prey was inside.

He was about to run across the street, drag her away from the door, when a low-slung car hopped up on the curb beside him. Dre’s limbs misfired.

His thoughts emptied in a rush, left him chilled in the humid night air.

The cops, bystanders, and mosquitoes disappeared.

Daddy’s Cadillac, as big and obnoxious as ever, one tire sloppily rolled on the curb. The passenger-seat window was being cranked down. Dre knew every contour of this car, the tread of its tires, the teeth of its grill, the dime-sized door lock that perfectly fit the pad of his finger. He knew that while the color was officially listed as Byzantine Gold or Baroque or some shit, it was unglamorously mustard. He knew the double-edged sword of the brown leather interior, bucket seats that were alternatively a balm or Velcro for sweaty flesh.

The window was nearly down.

He shouldn’t look.

Smoke spiraled out of the window, gratefully escaped into the air, hung in clouds of smog. His father was a dense shadow at the steering wheel.

Dad smiled in the dark.

A gold tooth winked.

Dre understood what it was to come undone.

The years peeled away, left him flayed and frail.

His father, with his boom of a laugh and unfulfilled plans, thick aging jock body and round face, the long sweep of his locs, the dot of his freckles. If Dre squinted, he could make out the wide eyes of his father’s open-natured face, so harmless he could steal before Dre noticed, lie before Dre noticed, hit women before Dre noticed. He’d listened to Jamie’s baby karaoke and tied sloppy braids in Calla’s hair, tied an even sloppier knot in the bandage she wore over her glasses.

He had the dopiest Dad dribble.

Dre wanted to climb in the car. Wanted to set it on fire.

He felt it viscerally, the painful urge to get in the car and talk to his father. Let his dad pat his Afro the way Dre had pretended to hate. Sit one more time in the bucket seat, breathe in the secondhand smoke of his poisonous glorious childhood until his body expanded into a puffer fish of nostalgia and horror. The wrongness of it coated him, joined the crusty rind of pond scum and blood.

Calla would understand. But she was not here.

“I’m on my way to heaven,” Dad sang. His voice was not right. Dad had a clean tenor, not this rasp-thing scrawl of a voice, like desiccated leaves and wet tearing paper.

His father’s face melted all together, and he laughed and laughed.

Dre bolted. Rolls of smoke followed him in long fingers of blue ice.

Grandma was right. Dre was a little fucking liar. Calla had gone to the store, and Jamie was sleeping. And Dre needed to get out of their stale apartment, away from the prism of shitty feelings. He’d left Jamie home alone and gone outside, hoping his secret place, the stillness of the pond, would soothe him.

Sweat had plastered his shirt to his skin. He’d slowed when he passed their apartment building but didn’t stop, weaved through the hoes at the corner, and shuffled down lines of filth marching along the street.

The summer heat was intense. Mosquito wings gleamed in the moonlight.

Daddy pulled up in the chrome whip, offered him a ride. His father did not ask what Dre was doing out so late. He was not that kind of parent.

Dre had itched for the blast of air-conditioning, for his father to offer an explanation. An apology. Something. Dre could be a snowman in that Cadillac, with his father beside him. He remembered the chill of the leather, the way his back would dip in the hollow of the bucket seat. The red twinkle at the end of the cigarette Dad inhaled in the dark.

Dre didn’t get in the car.

“Punk-ass bitch-ass pussy-ass nigga,” he’d cursed, flipped his father the double bird and stalked away.

Dad did not try to follow him. He wasn’t that kind of parent.

After Dre had gone home to Jamie, well after Calla had limped home, babbling about chasing an ambulance, her heel a mass of blood, right eye twitching, Dre would discover their father had driven from their encounter and into a palm tree.

The little Calla was at the Green Store, drooling over Jamie, but Dre couldn’t go back.

His father was waiting.

He keened, knotted a hand in his Afro and yanked at the hair.

Jamie would be okay on his own. He was scrappy, tough.

Dre ran. He couldn’t be here.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Calla



Calla tried sitting down. She tried standing up. She tried leaning against the wall. Her body did not know what to do. An eight-year-old version of herself had attacked her, thanked her, threatened Jamie, then popped out the window.

Was this where her prayers went, to a warped version of herself?

What had she released and set on her brothers?

She’d pictured the boys in the Nightmare, struggling to make it through the maze, learning their lesson. They’d return eventually, together, properly chastened. Under the circumstances, Dre would keep a close eye on Jamie.

Her stomach clutched. Who was she kidding? Dre had probably lost Jamie by now, had rationalized himself into thinking his decision was okay. Fear often presented as scrappiness—Jamie was scared of everything. Of loving, because it hurt. Of people, because they lied.

Calla had lied, too. She’d told him she’d be there for him always. She wouldn’t leave him like the rest. Every child deserved to be loved best, and guess what, peekaboo, she loved him best.

Something scraped in the kitchen.

She couldn’t move through the dread.

Scrape. Chop chop chop: a blade thwacking against the counter.

Calla inched to the kitchen. The bulb flickered in a pool of yellow light. Another Calla stood at the stove, idly stirring the ramen. She turned, knife in hand. An innocuous blade, not the showy chef’s knife or the playing paring knife, but a steak knife, the kind that came in set of six but Calla could only ever find three. The blade was wet and jagged. Important.

Their mother had waved this knife around during an argument with a boyfriend. Calla was thousands of miles away, cozy in her college life. Jamie was home, sneaking a call to the police because Mom was stabbing out out out and her boyfriend was running in wild circles.

The boyfriend split before the cops arrived, and by then Mom figured out who had snitched. She knew how to talk to cops. She was a single mom down on her luck. The boy’s father had run out again. Forgive her son for acting out, grasping for attention.

The cops admonished Jamie and left.

Alone with her disrespectful son, their mother had picked up the knife.

The knife nearly glowed, a dark glitter along the edge.

“I’m starving. Such a busy night,” her other self said, chopping an onion in rapid slashes.

Calla couldn’t speak. She was face-to-face with her college self, College Calla.

She remembered being this girl; she could pour herself into that body and be home. This Calla was the freest she’d ever been, the bravest. She’d escaped Florida with a scholarship to the University of Washington. Moved into her dorm with her belongings in trash bags while her roommate’s parents assembled cute Target decor, turquoise shelves and photos with curly letters and a pink houndstooth duvet.

Mom claimed Calla forgot where she came from. She didn’t care about her brothers, or she’d stay home and take care of them. Jamie was acting out, being rude to Mom’s boyfriend. But oh no, la-di-da, first chance she got, selfish Disney-sister Calla moved out.

College Calla dumped onions in the boiling pot, the steam dewy on her smooth face. Her hair didn’t curl in the hot blast of air, because this Calla didn’t have hair. She’d nutted up and done the big chop; her flat processed hair was gone, her head tinted a bold red.

Her doppelgänger raised the box of wine triumphantly. “Thirsty?”

Calla shook her head numbly.

College Calla ran the spigot over her mouth, wine splashing her chin and throat. “Little Mama and I had a deal—I’d get to say hello to Jamie, and she’d say hello to you. Did she?”

“Did you?” Calla said, voice shaking. “Say hello to Jamie?”

The light died and resuscitated. Died again, flooded them in darkness.

“He’s so scared.” College Calla’s face twisted. “How could you send them there?”

A few hours ago, Calla was sure the boys deserved punishment. The reasons were too weak to say, I didn’t know and they were mean. A few minutes ago, Calla stopped being able to sit down or stand up, only rock from the misery of what she’d done. What she’d released.

Connections snapped into place. Her eight-year-old-self’s happy little wave a burning handprint, merging with the happy little wave of the figure in the Nightmare. Calla had gripped her brother’s charred body and told her younger self whoever tried to hurt Jamie could fucking die.

Were there bodies behind her? Was she a killer?

“You sent them there to die,” College Calla spit, charging.

Calla predicted the move, the rise up on her toes, but reacted too slowly. Or maybe she just let it happen, let the sharp counter edge crack into her. Let the taut brown arm of her doppelgänger press against her neck. She choked, a punishment she knew she deserved.

The light came on.

Calla gagged, scrabbled for air.

“Our brothers are bound for greatness, you fucking dingbat. I’m not letting you destroy what we’ve built,” College Calla growled.

She raised the knife; Calla tracked its rise.

The light went out. The knife came down.

Calla bucked, squeezed out a scream as the knife slid into her stomach. She blinked. The knife was limp against her tatty robe.

College Calla blew a hot breath on the vein pulsing at Calla’s neck.

The light came on.

She nipped Calla’s shoulder, a playful mash of teeth. She pulled the knife away, danced back to the stove, polyrhythmic and certain, hips twisting to the right, arms outstretched, the way Calla learned during a drop-in West African dance class junior year.

Calla coughed, tried to breathe through the flame of her neck.

The graceful line of College Calla’s bare neck, the curve of her skull, the powerful weave of her feet—by contrast, Calla was sluggish, erratic. Calla pressed her hands to her stomach, searching, checking, rubbing.

“I’ve got a surefire way to end the Nightmare.” College Calla peered through clouds of steam to the contents of the pot. She leaned against the stove. The pot was boiling; it had to be burning her back, but she didn’t move. “All you have to do is die,” she added casually.

Calla flinched.

“You didn’t try to hit me. Didn’t tell me to stop.” Her other self grinned wickedly, mouth beaded with wine. “So it’s in your head already: if you die, your brothers will be released. There’s no Nightmare without you. And we—all the Callas, can you feel us squirming?—we die with you. And we should. It’s in your head already: if it was us saving the boys all this time, then you’re a killer.”

She lifted the knife. Licked along the edge with long strokes. “You want to die, don’t you, baby girl? I’m on board.”

A part of her did, Calla was so disgusted with herself. At the dark thrill she’d started feeling in the Nightmare, the helplessness shifting into rage when she saw her brothers’ bodies and imagined brutalizing those responsible.

Calla was brutalizing those responsible.

Would she remember one day, be making a turkey sandwich, doing ordinary things, and the memories flatten her? Images of herself shooting, cutting, bludgeoning? Nausea surged.

Despicable, how much better she’d felt after the boys were gone, even knowing she’d sent them somewhere horrible. Every day was heavy, but then she was light enough to dance. She should have tried to fly, severing the other Callas left her so goddamn light.

Her hands were sweaty. There was a clean logic to her doppelgänger’s plan. It felt on-brand, like of course Calla would sacrifice herself and die to save her brothers. Have you fucking met her?

“How do you want it done, sis? You want the knife?” College Calla offered the blade, lips quirked. “You take the knife and you kill yourself and I watch. You thinking we do it in the bathtub? I can get candles.”

Calla was trembling, she was so goddamn furious. That this version of herself, who had thrown herself at every new opportunity and feasted, would talk like she was disposable. Like those feasts were pointless.

College had been hard at first—making her first meals for one, shedding herself of the guilt of leaving her brothers, crying and crying.

Breathing got easier. She’d gotten an excellent haircut and a mediocre boyfriend and outgrew both. Danced for hours with stamped club ink on her hand, flirted with sociology.

And for all that growth, she’d eventually ended up the same as the rest of the Callas: back at home, taking care of Jamie, relentlessly texting Dre.

Calla refused to be shepherded to death.

“I don’t want to fucking kill myself. Touch me again and I’ll rip your head from your neck and eat cereal out of a hole in your face,” Calla roared. She didn’t want to hurt herself. She never hurt herself on purpose. “I’ll find another way to end this. I’ll get the boys back. I promise. Please.”

College Calla’s eyelid twitched, tic tic tic. “Tell me, sister. Tell me another way.”

“I’ll—I’m thinking,” Calla said, her voice draining. She clenched her fists, tried to think of something that wasn’t bullshit. “Look, I let you go. Maybe I can take you back. Put everything back the way it was.”

College Calla fixed her mouth on the plastic teat of the box of wine, drank and drank, wine rushing in a waterfall, red stains growing on the linoleum. She hummed a long dark note, a hoarse midnight sound, shoulder lowering like a marionette’s doll.

“Oh, would that fix this?” College Calla gushed, the sarcasm thick. “Just put us all back, make us obey, and you’ll, what, go back to being happy? Poof, the boys are happy.” She dipped her hand in the scalding water. “I wonder. In this super-duper ending, what will you do when the Nightmare calls? Can you go through with it? Once everything goes back the way it was, will you look at me and make demands with your prayers?”

Calla couldn’t breathe. Her doppelgänger’s chest was still.

“I’m fucking tired. I just want this to be over.” College Calla exhaled, pulling her hand from the pot, skin puckered to the forearm. “This could have been sweet. Elegant. But I don’t mind getting messy as long as it ends. As long as we end.”

Her eyes cut to Calla’s through the steam. They were full of tears.

“You only go to the Nightmare sometimes, but we’re there all the time,” College Calla wept. “I got away from that apartment. But I’m back now. I can’t be back. I can’t. And when I get to leave, it’s to stop Jamie from drinking poison or take bullets for Dre. That’s it. That’s my whole life.” Her spine twisted back, her head striking the stove.

“Make it stop.” College Calla banged her head against the stove again. “Make it stop.” Bang.

The light died, then burned on, hot and yellow.

“I don’t want to go there either.” Calla sobbed, and it should have been an earthquake, but it was surrender.

“Oh, you do,” College Calla said, her tone vicious. “You want to be punished. You visit like a tourist, try to play the maze. Try to make it out with your brothers intact. And that’s not possible because you can’t acknowledge what happened. How you fucking fractured yourself. But you try and try and give and give—” College Calla’s neck spasmed, twisted to the side. “And bleed and bleed.”

A pattern was forming, Callas caught and rolling in its tide. She knew what this Calla had sacrificed. She’d been her. Sitting in her dorm, palms sweaty, phone ringing with a string of foreign numbers. She’d been offered a paid internship at Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls. Calla was going to work for Oprah fucking Winfrey in South Africa. She’d find sisterhood, Taye Diggs, life. She’d bought graphic-print dresses and gotten her passport.

“You could end this right now,” College Calla begged. “Get the boys out of the Nightmare and let them live normal lives. Only Callas have to bleed.”

She had been packing her suitcase when the phone rang again with a string of foreign numbers. But this wasn’t the call of a lifetime—Mom said Jamie cut himself. He was in the hospital. Cops were asking questions. Jamie would only talk to his siblings. No one knew where Dre was, and Calla hesitated because she was a monster. Her bags were packed for Gauteng.

Mom fed Calla lines for the police: Jamie was a liar. He’d assaulted Mom’s boyfriend and hurt himself. He deserved to be in prison. Mom couldn’t sleep with him under her roof.

She’d ghosted Oprah. Realistically, she’d ghosted a long line of administrators nowhere near the icon, but in her brain, it was Oprah. She changed her flight, went home. She didn’t see Dre in the hospital waiting room. They would later have a stilted reunion at Red Robin.

This Calla was ashamed she wasn’t there in Jamie’s darkest hour despite her promises. Angry at the passport she never got to use.

The light went out.

“You want us to bleed,” College Calla whispered.

The light came on.

College Calla was still flush against the hot stove, steam shrieking from the pot. She held the knife to her own throat. She’d changed in the dark, brown skin mottled like grave dirt. She pricked her throat with the knife, glossy blood welling.

“Don’t!” Calla lurched over; she gripped one hand on College Calla’s shoulder, the other tightened around the forearm holding the knife. College Calla’s skin was soft, vulnerable as the pink underside of a dog. No sign of burns at all, just strength, tensile and warm. The knife slipped in easily. Quietly. Calla struggled to pull the blade from College Calla’s throat.

She couldn’t stand to see her most adventurous self choke in a rush of red. One of College Calla’s hands cupped around Calla’s head, and they strained over the knife. The light flickered and College Calla was still there, bent against the stove, steam rising to the clean nape of her neck, blade slippery with blood.

The creepy doll’s eyes were bright above the stove, watching in amusement.

Calla’s breathing hitched. “Tell me five things. Please. Please, tell me. Don’t. Don’t. We don’t have to—”

She wanted a warm washcloth, wanted to wipe away the thick cake of too-pale foundation on College Calla’s face. She couldn’t see College Calla’s freckles, the familiar constellations that climbed her neck, the swell of her cheeks. She couldn’t spruce College Calla up, make her new, clean, and stick her back into her life. Couldn’t DM Oprah, retroactively fly to the high cut of the wind through the grasslands of South Africa.

Couldn’t leave Jamie alone in a hospital room. Jail. Even if she could, College Calla wouldn’t have enjoyed the bold new world she’d entered, not with Jamie in trouble, hurting.

The guilt would have broken her piecemeal.

They—College Calla and Calla now—were broken anyway.

They breathed in the same surge of steam.

“It’ll be sweet.” College Calla’s fingers twitched on the blade. “It’ll be over.”

She had three tics left. She jerked against the blade, carved her throat against the knife. Pulled the knife out in a spray of blood, cocked her head to the side, and buried it in Calla’s shoulder.

The knife pinned skin and tissue and muscle and bone.

College Calla tried to shove the knife in deeper—to what, Calla didn’t fucking know, her soul, maybe—and Calla staggered back, hand clapped around the knife.

Blood gushed, a line of red against College Calla’s throat like a mockery of a friendship necklace.

Her shoulder stop-motion–jerked a final time. She fell.

There wasn’t anything sweet, elegant, about her college-aged corpse, eyes open. The light chose now of all times to stay on. Calla had to see herself with blood drifting in twin red smiles at her throat and mouth. The knife’s bite in her shoulder was unspeakable, as was the swell of grief.

Calla jerked in every direction. She collapsed on the body, still spurting blood. She couldn’t move. She was trapped against her college self, forced to look at the freckles emerging through the pancake makeup. Her wrist twisted, then her elbow. Her shoulder ticked up.

Feeling returned to her limbs, and Calla felt strong and terrified and furious.

“You didn’t have to do that. You fucking didn’t.” She kicked the body. Her ankle stretched down, and her good foot went pointed. Graceful. The light flicked off. She kicked in a frenzy, knife still in her shoulder, pain in pastels next to hysteria.

Sacrificing herself was not the answer, and Calla wouldn’t get to tell her. She could only stomp and scream: she’s always been one to want the last word. She would’ve had a more robust 401(k) going with Oprah, but there would be a Jamie-shaped absence in her life, a gray Dre-dearth if she’d turned her back on them.

And she’d believed Jamie when he told her how their mother had picked up the knife. Chased him. Cut him. But the cops gave Jamie the side-eye, a narrow suspicious look, and Mom got smug. Her charm could only be countered by two possible others, and Dre had disappeared. Calla had stomped off the plane and strode to the police station, an upstart titan against an Olympian of manipulation.

The light blinked on. College Calla’s corpse was face down, jammed between low cupboards and linoleum. Calla’s wet hands were latched on the countertop for balance.

Her back burned, and Calla had to check to make sure her bones were where they should be. Check her throat to make sure her skin was where it should be. That feeling was back, that drowning sinking crawling feeling in her veins.

She should pull out the knife. End herself. End this misery.

Only Callas needed to bleed.

The desire—end all this; it’d feel so good to be done—doubled her over, and Calla gasped, her head at her knees. From down here, her bare feet were a microcosm of her heart, cracked and dirty.

She breathed.

Her last birthday, Dre gave her a cool pair of plum-purple sneakers. She wished she had them. Pumas felt like ass-kicking shoes.

Calla glanced up. The doll’s head was flopped the other way, yellow yarn hair hiding its crude stitched smile. The thought of hurting herself went thin when she pictured those ass-kicking sneakers. She straightened, hurled the doll to the floor.

“Fuck you.” She stomped on the straw face.

She turned off the pot; the ramen was long since done.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Jamie



Little Mama gazed at him through the door.

The ties of the bandage covering her left eye coiled with a fat little braid. She reached between the bars and touched the glass, teeth cutting into her bottom lip. Puppy teeth were sharp, too; they had to be to tear up meat, compensate for the baby jaw. He didn’t remember Calla ever looking like this.

Behind her, a cop set up a plastic barrier at the crosswalk, blocked off the road.

She tapped the smeared glass, face set in a frown.

Jamie was fine. She wouldn’t come into the Green Store. College Calla said so, and all Callas vehemently believed in their rightness. His sister’s doppelgänger had seriously fucked up the owners, presumably so they wouldn’t give Jamie trouble and kick him out. People misunderstood Calla—they thought she was fluffy and authentic, not hardcore and violent.

Little Mama stuck her tongue between the security gate, tried to lick the glass.

Jamie had spaceships on his feet, but the hard-knock–life lessons of being sixteen: he needed a weapon. He clambered over the counter—this little body had no fucking hops at all. He hunted for the gun, the little black piece the shop lady had. The woman was face down, her graying braid a snake of blood. Her back rose and fell gently. Jamie turned her chin so her nose and mouth could get more air. Dre had told him a million times: people can drown in less than two inches.

The gun was several feet away under a broken stool, next to an Essence magazine with a joint as a bookmark, marking either a spread about black holiday glamour or how to live your best life as a black woman. The middle-aged Pakistani couple was suddenly a lot more interesting.

Little Mama melted against the bars, the Piglet on her pocket chomping iron.

He snatched the gun, oversized and heavy in his kid-sized hand. The grip was damp, worn in grooves from frightened fingers. He tried pushing the safety, but it didn’t move. He wished he knew about guns, but disarming black people was basically the only gun control the NRA believed in. He tried sweeping the safety with his thumb.

It worked.

He wasn’t really a child, so smoking was fine. Jamie popped the joint in his mouth. Lucky him, he was trapped in a corner store, lighters galore. He scooted over the counter and mulled over the options while Little Mama snarled through the door.

Jamie lit the blunt and raised the gun. She froze.

He was in charge. He wasn’t just any nigga. There were consequences to fucking with him. He’d stolen kale and cars, made music and coaxed a feral cat to his hand. He’d pilfered a photo album from the old bag next door because there should be consequences, personal ones, an intimate immediate backlash, to being a racist piece of shit.

He took aim through the glass and sputtered out a stream of smoke.

“Come outside, Jamie. Do it right. Unless you’re too scared to fight a girl,” she said.

“That’s toxic masculinity. Calla said so.” Jamie shot the glass. The gun thundered, broke his ears, maybe. The bullet cracked the doorframe. Fuck. He had to get way closer. Bags of chips crunched underfoot.

A memory stirred, something about the yellow of her muted by shadow, a blur of aggression behind a pane of dirty glass. He tried to blink away the image as she watched him with a bright eye.

He raised the gun, and she punched through the glass—fucking seriously—and grabbed the navy fabric of his soft curdled belly. She pulled him to the glass so hard it cracked. Jamie twisted his face to the side, smacked his cheek instead of his nose. The joint fell from his lips, dropped down in a trail of ash.

Pain tore through his skull.

She peeled her lips away from those puppy teeth. “It’s not fair that babies can’t remember,” she said. “If you remembered everything I did, you’d be nicer to me.”

If he’d had any doubts she was a Calla, they were banished by the loving malevolence of her glare. He didn’t fucking want to remember—he’d assumed he’d one day raise the leviathan of his childhood with a court-ordered therapist after a violent public outburst—but this body knew things he’d forgotten, how to hide from violence, how to sink inside itself and disappear in pale diaphanous layers. And about Calla, squaring up, feet shoulder length apart, shoulders straight, crystallized on the other side of a dirty pane of glass.

The memory surfaced, blunt and cold: Liar Liar. Daddy was a liar, Calla had said. He didn’t keep them safe. Dad wasn’t home when his customer came calling, pissed that he’d paid money but never got product.

Jamie remembered. He remembered being little in the memory, smaller even than his seven-year-old body. Playing in the back room, making two toy trucks kiss then smash into each other in a silver moon spot by the window. Liar Liar hissed from the television.

Spots swarmed in his vision. Jamie squeezed the gun and aimed at Little Mama’s wrist, the bullet splintering near his foot. She released him. He stumbled back into a pile of toppled racks, a shelf half-full of Star Crunches catching his ass like the basket of a bicycle.

Blood trickled from his ear.

“I’ve hurt for you. And you’re still hurting me. You’re still holding a gun,” Little Mama continued, voice soft, like she was delivering bad news.

Jamie barely heard her. He wasn’t with her anymore.

He was at home, where a man broke into the apartment.

There was no possible other interpretation: a man screamed in the hallway and kicked down the front door. The sounds told the story: breaking wood, the panicked click of the dog’s nails on linoleum, the hacking bellow of the man in the living room. He threw furniture, punched walls, and screamed for Jamie’s father.

Thoughts were soft and unformed, but electric, stray ideas cutting through the rest like a nail through putty. The solution to the angry yelling man in the living room was simple: yell back. When people size up, square up, run up, you do the same. Be bigger than the bear, than the man in the room. Make him scared. Bleed.

His father did it to his mother, his mother did it to his sister, and Calla was holding steady, but only because she was slow on the uptake.

His diaper was clean. God had given Jamie the thumbs-up. Jamie remembered deciding to put this disruptive newcomer in his place when Calla tackled him out of nowhere. He’d caught a glimpse of her low on her belly in the space between the kitchen and the hallway, eyes huge and dark. Then Jamie took a shaking step, and she knocked him down, slipped a hand under his head to cushion his fall.

His face scrunched, preparing to scream. She clapped her other hand over his mouth. She had four pouf braids, and Jamie began to understand. This was his memory of his real-life sister, of Liar Liar. An origin story of Calla, and who this red-stained little girl was to him.

The man roared in the living room. Dre crawled to Jamie, his forehead enormous and Afro tiny. Dre and Calla had a conversation in frantic head tilts. Jamie was a potato with legs pressed against her small chest. The metal buttons of her overalls poked his face.

The man was tossing shit out of kitchen cupboards. He must’ve found something that made him happy, because he laughed and laughed, inhaled long and loud.

The siblings would be in plain view if the man fucked up the bedroom next.

Dre crept to the balcony door, outside to the small patio. CeeCee never let Jamie play on the balcony at night, so Jamie was down. He even helped, let his feet find the ground so he could totter over. And slipped hard on a toy truck, banged his head against the floor. He blinked up at Dre for a shocked second. Dre’s face went grim.

Jamie wailed. The world needed to know his grievances, about the sharpness in his foot, the starfish of agony on his head. Dre dragged him over the raised doorframe, and that hurt enough to make Jamie scream again, but this time Dre’s sweaty hand was around his mouth. As soon as Jamie cleared the doorway, Calla closed the door, whipped the curtains over it.

Dre and Jamie nestled in the give of trash bags over a fake patch of grass. Dog shit smeared up Jamie’s chubby legs, somehow got on his cheek. Jamie lunged for the door. CeeCee wasn’t with them. He pressed his face to the glass. He saw in pieces through the crack of curtains, the kitchen light blotted by the man’s body, squat as a rhino. Calla must be hiding.

The past and present weaved in Jamie’s heart. He staggered to the door. CeeCee wasn’t safe outside the glass.

The man had squinted back at Jamie in the memory, hand outstretched for the doorknob.

Calla flew at him from under the bed. This was the girl Jamie had seen at the protest, all brutality and chaos. She punched his nuts, jumped up his body, and bloodied his nose. She punched his nuts again, snapped teeth when he slapped her.

Jamie whirled to Dre, but Dre was shuddering, staring at his shit-smeared hands.

Jamie wrapped a chubby fist on the doorknob, but it didn’t turn.

Calla had locked the door.

“‘Audrey, great news,’” Jim Carrey said on the television. “‘Both my legs are broken so they can’t take me right to jail.’”

Jamie sobbed, pounded the glass. The shadows shifted again; the man slammed Calla into the wall, and she collapsed. She slithered to the kitchen, holding her side.

The man looked at Jamie through the glass and grinned. He reached for the lock.

Calla yelled something from the doorway, and she was basically a demon. Her bandage was dirty. He couldn’t see her right eye at all, like she didn’t have eyes at all, just circles of skin.

She held something plastic, and the man rushed her. Calla was gone in a flash of yellow. The man bellowed and crashed into something. Jamie heard her light steps in the squeaky hallway. The man followed.

Jamie didn’t know what happened after that. He couldn’t hear anything. He was too young to process the enormity of feeling, the black space that swallowed his sister, and threw himself at Dre’s legs. Even that was a revelation, a crying Jamie turning to his brother and squeezing tight.

It took a long time, time enough for Jamie’s whimpers to subside. Eventually, Dre jolted into action and descended the fire escape, got the cat lady to help. Calla didn’t come home for a while, and when she did their parents separated; Dad soon stopped visiting, and Mom went on the prowl for a new man.

Calla had saved him. She’d gotten hurt saving him. He could not reconcile the little girl with the grown woman barking at him from the couch.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Jamie didn’t know when he’d started crying, but he was, forehead resting on the glass.

Little Mama was crying, too, forehead pressed on the other side like they could touch.

The white heat of her breath clouded the glass.

She raised a hand.

He raised a hand.

Jamie was reaching her. He was open and she was open, both aching, connecting. Maybe the Nightmare didn’t have to end in blood. This could be a monster he invited inside. He could tell himself she’d stepped through a Polaroid somewhere and didn’t want him dead. He’d snatch her an ice-cream cone and they’d saunter down the boardwalk. She’d answer his questions: What do you want to do when you grow up? Is it marketing?

“Store looks closed, miss,” a voice interrupted. One of the traffic cops wandered over, skin a fake Florida orange. He looked like an angry baby. He noticed Jamie. “What are you doing in there, kid? Store’s closed.”

Little Mama’s single eye burned through Jamie, so wide and black he’d believe she was an alien. Her hand shriveled into a fist.

“CeeCee, don’t.” Jamie waved his arms madly, forgetting about the gun, the snub nose pointing at the wall, the ceiling in a zigzag loop. “Run. Run.”

The cop blanched, fumbled for the gun in his holster.

She hopscotched off the stoop, made the sidewalk into boxes of her game. Her fist disappeared. The cop gurgled, blood dribbling, then gushing from his mouth. He crumpled.

Little Mama frowned at the glove of blood climbing her forearm.

“I guess that was a reflex,” she said, brow scrunched.

Oh, hell no. She’d dug her hand through the cop like she was carving a pumpkin. Correction, she’d done it twice. Jamie had as much beef with law enforcement as the next guy, but goddamn—he wanted large-scale reform, not individual eviscerating. That wasn’t efficient.

He backed away, stumbled over oatmeal cream pies and salted almonds. He fell, crawled on hands and knees to the back of the store. He curled between an old bucket and a deep freezer leaking water on the tiles.

“Calla’s going to be so … grateful.” She laughed, skipped in chilling light little-girl steps in the road, arm caked with blood.

Jamie wheezed.

When people square up, run up, you do the same; this Calla had learned that, was doing that now. He heard her hopscotch steps, the scrape of the sidewalk as she bounced from two feet to one.

“Fuck.” He crunched a hand in his cornrows, down his delicate neck.

The cop’s interruption reminded her what being Jamie’s sister meant.

It hurt—Jamie had gotten close enough to the new hope that this didn’t have to end horribly to be gutted by its loss.

It hurt—he was the one swallowed up in the black space, his sister far away.

God, it hurt. Being alone. The look in her single eye, like she was mourning him already. The next time she saw him, Little Mama would hurt him.

If he didn’t hurt her first.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Dre



Dre made it a block before his lungs gave out. He tucked himself into an alley, hunched over gasping, his red tee glued to his skin in sticky sweat circles.

He expected to hear his inner Calla tsk—“You said you’d watch him.”

Jamie’s snarl—“Why the fuck would anyone need this?”

All he heard was himself: the thirteen-year-old boy he’d been, the twenty-two-year-old man he was, and the Dres in between, writhing with self-loathing.

Jamie was alone alone alone.

“Fuck.” He kicked the brick, shoved off the wall.

He regretted the ugly words he’d hurled at Dad. Regretted being too ashamed to tell Calla, especially after watching her weep and try to explain the concept of death to Jamie, weep more, explain to Jamie again, keep explaining until Jamie started crying and then she cried and they clung to each other, a grief Dre couldn’t express, eyes stony.

He’d thought those last words—punk-ass bitch-ass pussy-ass nigga—were his deepest regret, actually, up until he’d been forced to relive the moment in Calla’s nightmare.

But he regretted breaking his word. Leaving six sweet cornrows resting on the pillow. Jamie was the only fucking good thing Hollywood, Florida, had ever produced, and Dre left him.

Again.

Maybe the Nightmare was a second chance for Dre to get things right. Put Jamie first.

This is what Calla did, night after night. What she’d done when she dropped to sleep behind the wheel. So what the hell was Dre doing, hiding in the opposite direction of his brother? He could not be less than his sister—she was only two years older.

Dre emerged from the alley.

He stared down the street, the stretch of block separating him from Jamie. Traffic was halted in all directions. Children played catch around him on the sidewalk; parents chatted loudly on porches. Music drifted, some club-beat bounce that had a few folks dancing while cars burned. Someone had set up a cooler on the stoop, crushed ice snug around beer and at least one pouch of Capri Sun.

He plunged through a private drama (“I saw you look at her ass, Terrell”) with a Euro hop-step and ran. There were benefits to being this young. His lungs didn’t yet know the burn of smoke; his hips had a silk rotation, feet agile from tag and street basketball.

Daddy’s chrome whip hopped up on the curb, the red tip of his cigarette a sunstone.

Dre had known he would come back. The Nightmare was course-correcting. It reset the glass for Calla and sent the Caddy for Dre.

His eyes stung. Was he supposed to be in the car? Had he said those ugly words in the cool air, back dipped in the bucket seat, looking at his father, hating him and loving him?

Dre veered off the sidewalk to someone’s stoop and leaped into a single-foot crossover.

He just had to think about Jamie, focus so intensely on his little brother he couldn’t hold space for anything else, because if he looked back at the Caddy, heat blasting through the grille as it crunched over the curb and after Dre, he would curl into the fetal position.

People screamed.

Dre screamed, plowed through the stampede to the next light, where barricades fenced off an explosion of cops. Paramedics loaded someone into an ambulance. His heart clutched. He was in Calla’s Nightmare where Jamie was fragile, a breath away from an emergency at all times.

Jamie stood in the middle of the road, a revelation in navy-blue footies, the kind of innocence that was gummy to the touch, airplane noises and bouncing steps. The long sleeves of his pajamas tied around his waist, rings of dirt and sweat overlapping on his tank top.

The Caddy swerved off the sidewalk, headlights swinging into Jamie.

Jamie blinked.

Dre lowered into a tunnel drill, shifted from defense into a sprint.

The Caddy’s exhaust backfired.

“Dad!” Dre’s voice was hoarse. “If you hurt him, you really are a punk-ass bitch-ass pussy-ass nigga.”

The streetlight burst in a shower of sparks and glass.

His footwork had never been as precise, as desperate, as the layup he executed around the scorching hood of the Cadillac. He tackled Jamie, sent them both rolling on the concrete. He protected Jamie’s head, his most precious basketball, chubby cheeks and glazed eyes, cornrows raised in six hesitant smiles.

Dre’s arm sizzled with pain, skin shredded from the pavement.

“Yous okay?” A ruddy-faced white dude in a Hawaiian shirt poked Dre’s shoulder.

Dre glanced back. The Caddy was gone.

“You got me fucked up.” Jamie came to life in Dre’s arms. His soft mouth spat curses. “How the hell did I get outside? When did you get here?”

“Jamie,” Dre started. He didn’t know what to say. Jamie, wait. Jamie, please. Jamie, listen.

“It’s not safe.” Jamie thrashed. “It’s only safe in the Green Store. The Callas can’t get in.”

It took two tries for Dre to stand, legs weak. Cops were forcing people back, manhandling citizens and asking for cooperation in equal measure. Jamie shoved past the drunk in the floral shirt, around the bottleneck of pedestrians, and threw himself at the security gate of the Green Store. Dre hurried after him. He’d forgotten about his brother’s birthmark, the tattered star splotch on his neck normally concealed by locs.

Jamie chanted, pleas too low for Dre to make out, as he rattled the doorknob, yanked open the spiderweb-cracked door. The bells jingled. Jamie’s stout little body vanished inside. Dre stepped over the broken glass of the threshold, scraped the security gate, and the door closed.

The Green Store was dark, though it was usually open twenty-four hours. Dre chalked up the schedule change, the fallen aisles bleeding snacks, and too-quiet air from dead freezers to Jamie-shit. The swarms of flies and gregarious roaches crawling over a burst Honey Bun were business as usual at the Green Store.

Jamie rushed to the back shelves.

The Plexiglas above the counter was smashed. Dre peered over to find a woman out cold, black-and-white tiles red with blood.

“Is she—”

“I’ve been checking on her. She’s okay.” Jamie crouched in the shadow of a freezer and an ancient bucket and mop, a colony of mold up to the wooden handle.

“She doesn’t look okay.”

“I’m not a doctor, nigga. Don’t go into the employees’ room.”

“Why? What’s in there?” Dre studied the woman’s shawl, her beautifully graying braid. “Mr.… Abdul. Haven’t thought about him for a long time. That guy was a dick.”

“College Calla thought so, too.”

Dre’s blood froze. “College. Calla.”

“Don’t make it sound stupid. I have to call them something. Little Mama. College Calla. Grandma. Prom Bitch.” He covered his ears with his palms. “Little Mama is out there somewhere. I don’t want to hear her. I don’t want to hear her footsteps.”

Dre dropped to his knees by the blocky freezer, drew his brother close.

“She’s gone. It’s okay.” He let Jamie beat at his chest. Comforting Jamie, inspiring Jamie, de-escalating Jamie, these were things Calla did. But she wasn’t alone in loving him, and Dre hoped that was enough.

“It’s not fucking okay. They’re after us. They’re after Calla. We’re going to die here.” He shook Dre, slapped himself one, two, three times. Dre scrabbled with Jamie, trapped his brother’s hands between their chests.

“Next time I step foot out the Green Store, I’m dead,” Jamie moaned.

Dre smacked a kiss on Jamie’s devastated face, gathered his brother in his arms. He thought of sixteen-year-old Jamie spilling out of the Prius into dusk, his dreadlocks dancing as he yelled at trees through the gloom. Jamie’s eyes in the firelight of the cabin, flicking uncertainly to Dre’s. Jamie’s injuries after the protest and the pain he’d carried alone.

Every version of Jamie needed a big-ass hug.

Jamie let himself be held.

“My ancestors made me,” Dre said, deepening his voice, “for cuddling and war.” He seized Jamie’s chubby cheeks. “I’ll keep you safe.”

Jamie’s mouth twitched in a smile. “Well, my ancestors made me for survival. The Callas are stronger than us. Faster than us. We’re dead if they catch us outside.”

“I got one of them. Grandma’s out of play,” Dre said. “We can take them down. We just need the right tools. Something that matters to Cee, really matters to her. We hit them with that, they get hurt. They can die.”

“CeeCee got hurt protecting us,” Jamie burst out. “I don’t even know how many times the girl’s saved my ass.” He pushed up from the freezer, strode between the fallen aisles. “We’re not here to kill them. And we won’t have to if we stay here.”

Dre nearly reached for his brother again. “No,” he said gently. “But we won’t save them either.”

Jamie’s eyes shot to his.

“Calla needs you,” Dre said. “I need you.”

Jamie shuddered a breath. “Obviously,” he said after a long beat. “You wouldn’t make it two steps through the maze without me. That’s your plan, right? The Nightmare ends when CeeCee’s in the center of the maze.” Jamie picked out a red Gatorade, downed a third of it in a single gulp. “I can’t find the center without electrolytes,” he added defensively at Dre’s raised eyebrow.

Dre grinned. What a treasure box of a boy, a complicated trio of locks, full of gold and denser, more durable metals. Jamie examined the shelves on the only aisle left standing, popped open a jar of nuts. His silhouette as he turned in the dark tugged Dre’s memory.

Jamie’s outline, stark in the Cadillac’s headlights.

“You left the house, didn’t you? The night Dad died,” Dre said.

“Yes. I … I don’t know how I got in that road. My body just told me to go there.”

“Mine, too,” Dre murmured. “You woke up at home? In the maze?”

Jamie dropped the jar, kicked the nuts away. “It’s fucking spooky. You won’t believe what’s hanging over my bed.”

“But you’ll go back?” Dre rolled to his feet, went to stand beside Jamie. Snagged the bottle from his brother and took a sip. One day, he’d pour them shots of expensive tequila from the clay bottle he kept hidden away. For now, Gatorade would have to do.

“We made a pact to protect CeeCee.” Jamie’s voice went light. “She’s a self-sacrificial martyr asshole. If we don’t stop this, she’ll keep coming back. Keep suffering.”

“Agreed. She’ll be such a dick if we don’t help,” Dre said gravely. “She’ll never make dinner again. Anytime we fuck up, she’ll be like, oh, guess I’ve been saving your lives for nothing.”

“I’ll never get control of the remote,” Jamie hiccupped. “I wish I had my blunt.”

Dre laughed, tipped his head on Jamie’s.

“You’re really choosing now of all times to not be a bitch?” Jamie asked.

“I can’t be less brave than you. You’re only six years younger.”

The brothers breathed.

“Want some ice cream for the road?” Dre said.

“Three Creamsicles.” Jamie thumbed a rusted pink razor from his pocket. “And it’s on.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Jamie



Jamie glared up at the narrow apartment building. His body still ached from the frenzied climb down the fire escape, and now he was approaching the front door like a fucking moron. The boys climbed the stairs to the deep front porch in lockstep. The door was peeling in the recess of the porch at the back of the building’s throat.

Green chalk drawings covered the floor, climbed the walls. It looked like the drawings in the stairwell at Rashad’s place, the police station. Drawings so thick in places the chalk had snapped, pale and faint in others, smiley faces and open mouths, knives and circles and green, green sketched over the white; Jamie was standing in a deeply wrong garden.

Whoever made these drawings was a fucking lunatic.

Dre sent Jamie a sidelong glance, fixed his gaze ahead.

Jamie fervently prayed he wasn’t the fucking lunatic.

Dre stuck out his hand. Jamie took it, their sweaty palms clasping tight. Jamie didn’t need the comfort, but his brother was softer than he was, delicate.

Dre did not look inclined to touch anything, so Jamie turned the knob, the handle as moist and warm to the touch as mashed sweet potato. The foyer was rust-colored, scarred by scratches, divots, bumps. The hall leading to the first-floor unit was the same embattled red, as were the walls, stairs, banister, like walking into a wound.

He couldn’t imagine anyone living here. The base of the banister curled into some elaborate lion thing, and Hollywood, Florida, as a rule wasn’t big on Victorian decor.

Dre took the stairs first, Jamie close behind.

Someone cackled, and Jamie nearly jumped out of his skin, out of the Nightmare, because what in the goddamn was that? A low raspy laugh dipped in a wild arc, like a clown with emphysema. Sabrina, the first-floor neighbor. The stick-thin lady who had twins one day who were gone the next. Jamie climbed the stairs and remembered their creak, the staccato his feet made on each journey, the beats he’d made until Sabrina shouted at him.

They reached the second-floor landing. The paint was peeled away in gruesome strips like fingernail streaks of old blood. A wisp of a song spun in the air; he heard the real or imagined mournful guitar of “Maria Maria,” and Jamie was creeping into dread, his skin cracking with each strum of the guitar.

He stopped on the stairs, and Dre tightened his grip on his hand.

Jamie girded his tiny balls.

They reached the threshold of the red door, greasy under a bare light bulb. He cocked his head at the clutter of shoes by the wall—the small pair of black kicks had to be his. Jamie sat on the creaky step, put the shoes on. The sneakers lit up, sent flashes of blue and green down the stairwell.

A dark silhouette hunched at the base of the staircase.

“Did you see that?” Jamie tapped his shoes for another burst of light.

Little Mama was on all fours on the bottom step, four pouf braids wild and yellow overalls black with blood.

“Oh shit—” Dre started.

Jamie descended a step. “Everything’s okay,” he said softly.

She crawled up the stairs with the skitter of the possessed, bones popping, skin twisting as her hands bent backward.

“We can help you,” Jamie said, hoping he could still reach her.

“You want to help?” She scuttled on the wall, body bent. “Then sing for me, blue jay. And die.” The slip-scraping sound she made on the wall rang in his ears. He saw his death in her eye, smeared like pus on her bandage.

A flowery rubber rain boot smacked her in the face. Dre threw a second shoe, a brown stiletto, snatched Jamie by the back of his pajamas, and hurled him through the front door. His big brother slammed the door behind them as Little Mama crashed into it, her small face and one pouf braid poking through the crack.

“Fucking help me!” Dre said.

Jamie tackled the door, threw his weight against it, tag-teamed with Dre to muscle it closed. Dre forced the dead bolt, the metal cylinder clicking home.

“Get it together or we’re gonna die.” Dre pushed against the front door. “We can take her down. Find something in here that matters to Cee.”

“Find the what now? You don’t know what that tiny bitch can do.” Jamie took in exits—solid exit strategies never failed, doubly important in the human crushes of concerts, protests, the pop-pop-pop that erupted at schools. He didn’t have time to examine the living room, just got the fleeting impression of engorged black walls that would make a bitching cover for his album—he would lounge on a silver throne, a xenomorph with a diamond collar at his feet.

The room offered one exit in the form of a narrow tunnel. Cool. Jamie just needed one. “We take that freaky murder tunnel, D. We lose her, get to the center.”

“We can’t outrun her.”

“We’re making a strategic escape. You should know all about those.”

Little Mama rammed the door. Dre strained against the buck of splintering wood. Dark plaster rained from the ceiling. The door was breaking. Jamie’s brain offered one panicked image: blood bubbling from the cop’s mouth, Little Mama thrusting a red-stained hand to the sky.

Jamie sprinted to the tunnel. Coming here was a stupid fucking idea. He was very glad he’d taken the necessary twelve seconds to put shoes on. The tunnel was flooded with dark water, murky in the light of his sneakers.

“Hold up!” Dre called.

There was no time to hold up—if Dre knew what Little Mama could do, he’d be gone.

The tunnel narrowed, walls shrinking around him. He was going to be squeezed to death in the world’s worst vagina. Family photos dropped in their frames, glass crushed underfoot.

“Jamie!” Dre’s voice echoed, and Jamie hadn’t realized his brother was so far behind. The walls tightened again, and Jamie winced at the pressure.

“Run!” Dre boomed from the dark. There was a choking sound. A splash.

He didn’t have time to dicker, to think anything except Fuck Dre for asking that of him, for asking Jamie to be the one doing the leaving instead of the guy left behind.

His oldest refrain, No one wants you, foolish boy, was seductive. He could act without guilt, leave Dre behind because his brother had left him first, because Jamie had the cornerstone of being unloved. Unwanted.

Dre’s tears had dropped on Jamie’s forehead when he tackled him out of the road. Dre’s hand, so clammy in his. Calla, loving Jamie so much she sent her doppelgängers to war to keep him safe.

No one wants you, fuck that. He wanted them.

Jamie hurtled back. Found Dre face down in the water, Little Mama squatting on his back. Her teeth lowered to his snarled Afro.

The pink razor was in Jamie’s hand in a flash, the rusted blade packed with wiry hairs. He did for his brother what he wished he could have done for Little Mama years ago: roared and leaped.

The razor slid off her skin—okay, this impenetrable bitch really needed to just sit down for real—but the takedown worked. She hissed at Jamie, and he thrust the razor at her again. The blade bounced off—oh, come fucking on—they rolled in the dark water in a tangle.

Jamie was lifted clear, Dre’s hands digging into his armpit, dragging him away.

Little Mama tilted her head like she was clearing water from her ear. Her bandage was loosened, a damp sheet of white cleaving to the curve of her face.

“If this bitch tells us to play with her, I’m gonna lose it,” Jamie said.

“Right, so we run now.” Dre took a step back, then another. The walls trembled closer. A bold line of color raced up the walls in wild loops of bright chalk: a stick-figure little boy in the sun, in a cave, underwater with childish green waves. Teeth and jaws and claws and dicks.

Dre’s hand went limp.

Little Mama stood up, fished something out of the water. Closed her fist around the razor.

Dre sagged next to Jamie, gaze fixed on the graffiti. “It’s red. Oh Christ, it’s painted in blood. My legs hurt. Why do my legs hurt?” Dre’s voice was within a shade of inaudible.

“Move!” Jamie snapped his fingers in front of Dre’s nose.

Little Mama tightened her fist around the razor. The cheap plastic snapped. Her pointed gap-teeth bit her lip. Blood spilled down her chin.

Flexes were flexes in the streets, tunnels, at Best Buys. Little Mama was straight up flexing on them. She didn’t need a shitty razor as a weapon. Her bare hands were enough. She licked at her own blood.

Dre had no eyes on this bitch, like, at all. He was still obsessing over the crawl of graffiti on the walls, mouth stretched in a soundless scream. Jamie slapped Dre across the face to snap him out of it. He made the executive decision to slap his brother a second time when Dre didn’t respond. The third slap was just because.

He cursed, grabbed Dre, and ran. Dre moved like his joints didn’t work as he shambled through the slog of dark water. Little Mama’s steps sounded like double Dutch, like the boys were moving so slowly she took a break to play.

Green chalk fire raced above their heads in a low dome and shut Dre down. He stopped walking. He closed his eyes. Jamie seized his arms and pulled, his footied feet beating through the water. “Move. Your. Ass.”

Of course the Callas wanted them dead—ten minutes into Jamie’s heroic decision to save his brother, and he kinda wanted Dre dead.

Dre said they needed to find something that mattered to Cee. The tunnel was short on nostalgia. It felt like the hallway of their old apartment, full of bad vibes. Walls were punched in the hallway. Tears shed. Angry words muttered under the breath.

It occurred to him there was all kinds of shit in Little Mama’s creepy baby room.

“Sweet black baby Jesus,” Jamie groaned.

Dre’s skin had a creased Play-Doh pallor as Jamie urged him right, left, right, until Jamie found the bedroom door, marked by a gaping painted eye.

Little Mama’s steps picked up; she wasn’t sneaking or crawling. She didn’t sound like four square, just business.

“You’re not allowed in there,” she warned.

“It was my room first,” Jamie called, shoved a limp Dre through the doorway, and locked it behind them. Jamie snapped in long breaths through his nose and gagged at the smell of shit.

The rotating purple light cast stars up the bloody canopy around the twin bed, the glitter of butterfly sequins, the piles of soiled diapers. Jamie stumbled over the porcelain dolls, glass eyes beady through dark water. Pacifiers drifted from their rosebud mouths, the duct tape loose.

Dre tripped on something, cursed. “Um. What the fuck is that?” Dre pointed at the nursery mobile, barely visible through gauzy rolls of the canopy.

“You don’t want it in your brain.” Jamie would give a whole lot to forget the strings of baby teeth, the dry umbilical cord.

Little Mama growled low in her throat. Jamie and Dre lifted their heads in unison.

She clung to the corner of the ceiling, braced in the fold of the wall. She did not look like a spider, a beast, any number of the things Jamie thought in the last hour. If this Calla was possessed, it was only by herself. The knot of her bandage was a loose roll of fabric clinging wetly to her face. Her glasses were cracked, the right eye a malevolent dot behind the glass.

“Bad little baby,” Little Mama sang from the ceiling. “My room is just for me.”

Jamie cleared his throat. “It’s … nice. Really nice in here.”

“It is not nice.” Little Mama scuttled down, a cockroach in the rounded hump of her back. “Every time I get hurt for you, I press my boo-boo to the canopy. That man who broke in, he had a knife. He chased me outside. Cut my arm.”

“I don’t want closure for this story,” Jamie blurted out.

“I pressed my boo-boo to the canopy,” she repeated. “The blood dried ugly. But then I got to wake up and see what I did. There was blood on my canopy and you were safe. Not because of Daddy—he was a liar. Because of me. I lost blood because I’m a good sister. Everyone says so.”

Fuck, that was exactly as bleak as Jamie expected.

“You are the best,” he said. “Right, D?”

“Definitely. Fourteen out of ten.” Dre immediately did the most possible work with a jerky nod, finger guns, nod again, a shake of the shoulders, crossed arms, more finger guns.

Oh Christ, they were going to die.

Jamie’s heel crunched into the remnants of a depressed doll with knotted hair and a missing eye. He leaned down and snatched a shard of porcelain.

“I practice with my babies but I keep breaking them. I tested out diapers, too, and let me tell you—they are not gentle.” She drew herself up, quirked a smile.

Dre straightened, suddenly alert. He’d finally gotten over his panic, inertia, shock, whatever the fuck paralysis.

“I guess I’m a bad sister.…” Her legs tensed like she was about to jump.

Dre moved first. He snatched a Junie B. Jones book from the changing table, one foot sliding back, one forward in an explosive split stance, and hurled the book at her. She batted it aside, and suddenly Dre had a huge new growth on his body in the form of Little Mama knocking the absolute shit out of him.

Jamie jumped on her back, stabbed her neck with the shard. Glass cut into his palm. She pried him off and threw him. Jamie flew into the wall, smashed into the floor, had a nice long hug with broken porcelain. His blood bloomed into patchwork.

“It has to matter to CeeCee.” Dre darted around the bed, and Little Mama leaped at him. Dre used the canopy as a buffer. She gnashed teeth on the fabric; hexagons of blood pressed into Dre’s face.

“Now, nigga!” Dre had the footwork of a baller and the dexterity of a chef.

She clawed a hole in the canopy, snaked a thin forearm through.

Jamie snagged a tarnished spelling-bee trophy from a low shelf. Charged her.

The trophy broke against her back in a shower of marble.

She whirled, her bandage undone in a wave of white.

Her left eye was gone, thin skin charred black.

“I took it out. I wanted to see better.”

Her palm connected with Jamie’s chest, and he saw how the Big Bang could have happened, how a slap in the universe could create or erase all life. Things cracked in his chest and he couldn’t breathe and then he was underwater.

When Jamie surfaced, Dre was staring at the ceiling, purple stars in his eyes. Little Mama was tall on the bed, gripping Dre’s arm, breathing in his pain.

“Hang on,” Jamie croaked, scanning a deflated beanbag, broken rattles, soggy Lisa Frank binders, various knives green with algae, a mountain of diapers. He grabbed the plastic side of the changing table and charged.

He took his best swing. The table broke against her body.

She went for Jamie’s throat; Dre shouldered her aside, livid. His brother looked beyond done in a black-streaked mess of ick. He weaved, not like a baller, like he was gonna collapse. But Dre kept his feet. Jammed a blue pacifier in Little Mama’s ear.

“The baby shit doesn’t work!” Jamie said. The baby shit didn’t work. That was supposed to be Little Mama’s whole deal; baby shit had dominated her life, but the debris of the baby apparently didn’t matter. He looked at his hands. Jamie was the baby, all grown up.

What did he have to be grateful for? That’s what he’d shot at Calla at the cabin.

What did he have to be grateful for?

This tiny Terminator bitch.

Without her, Jamie probably would have sat in a soiled diaper until a rash gained sentience and sought out medical care on its own.

Without her, Jamie would have been crushed in the grip of a crazed home intruder.

Without her, Jamie would have been murdered by a cop in a dirty alley.

This mad little thing had hurt enough; the canopy was saturated in blood.

Little Mama grabbed Dre by the neck. Her hair shrunken by the wet, glasses gone. The metal hook of her overalls was unfastened; her shirt was a pristine square of turquoise as she pinned Dre underwater.

Jamie’s next move would kill his brother or save him; little brothers aren’t revealed as gifts or curses until late in the game.

He leaned down beside her, gently placed his hand over hers. Dre gurgled.

“You were the best sister, CeeCee. I love you so much.” He could help her rest, her most integral parts still lived in his sister. Nothing mattered more to Calla than Jamie. She’d chosen Jamie over entrees and boyfriends, classes and travel and life. Nothing could hurt Calla more than Jamie. Jamie tightened his fist around her hand until he felt a sick crunch.

She howled, dipped back like she didn’t have bones.

Jamie dragged her away from his goddamn brother. Dre sputtered to the surface.

She jumped, wrapped her legs around his waist. Forced her head down on his shoulder like he was rocking her to sleep and mauled him where his shoulder met his neck, chewing his flesh.

“‘I ain’t seen no blue jays fly in a week,’” Jamie murmured, his song waterlogged through the tears. Little Mama stilled against him, her voice bleeding into his wound as she sang with him.

“‘But I seen blues all in my streets.’”

He gripped her neck. She would not blossom into her contralto, grow into the voice he listened to through the bathroom door, because he was killing her.

Her neck snapped. It sounded better that way, like her neck just spontaneously broke.

Her single eye flared supernova bright.

A tear slipped down her cheek.

Her body went slack.

Dre wheezed, pounded at his chest. His eyes were blistered red from broken blood vessels. His arm was twisted, and he was faintly blue, but he was alive.

Because of Jamie.

They studied Little Mama’s body, lost in the pieces of her baby dolls. Her right eye open among the other eyes like clusters of fish eggs.

“Score is one to one,” Jamie said. “Pay up, nigga.”

“What—we didn’t make a bet.” Dre winced, ran a hand over his hurt arm.

“Let’s make a bet now, then. Bet you two hundo I take down the next Calla.” Jamie crossed his arms.







PART 4
The Callas









CHAPTER THIRTY
Calla



Calla lunged a half step before invisible hands clamped around her neck. She choked, scrabbled her burning throat, as Jamie’s voice broke the silence in the cabin, his song static, a corroded radio in another room.

She slid down the wall to glass and fur, hunched over a fallen boar’s head, tusks kissing her stomach as the vise grip of agony intensified.

Her eyes bulged.

Jamie’s voice in the background, the fire of her neck, tapered off. Left her cold and alone with phantom pains. Phantom wounds, like when College Calla died and she could’ve sworn her own throat was cut.

Another Calla had just died.

What happened to the doppelgängers when they died?

She was afraid she knew. Something really fucking bad was happening. Calla had to get to the Nightmare, but the dream wasn’t taking her. She remained ready and willing, alarmingly present.

The horror of the Callas added a lot of fucking context to the mystery in the woods that had her brothers so agitated that they tried to lock her in a closet.

Those idiots thought they were protecting her.

But prissy petty Calla hadn’t seen that; she’d been too busy being peeved that Jamie and Dre had trusted each other with their secrets, but not her. Hurt that she was blocked out, all settle-down-little-lady head pats and manipulation.

She’d dared the dream to take her brothers and released something she didn’t understand.

The Nightmare wasn’t rising, taking her under. She’d wanted out of the dream; well, she was out. She’d never had to will her way to the dream before. She didn’t know the protocol.

Her peal of laughter sounded like crying.

Calla tried walking through the red door, turning the doorknob, and thinking of Hollywood. She felt stupid. She tried asking for the dream, praying herself there.

She felt even more stupid.

Her fists balled. God, she wanted a shot at that healthy modeling the parenting blogs circle-jerked about. Wanted to show the boys that when they made mistakes, they could pull their heads out of their asses and fix it. She had a new hope, delicate as gossamer, that the dream was changed. She had a chance of beating it for once. Finding her way to a better sharper kind of Calla. Save her brothers. Save herself.

She strode to the kitchen, where a corpse of herself was still crumpled. The murder doll was splayed in broken straw on the floor, but Calla wasn’t worried about devils unless they looked like her.

The dream wasn’t coming on its own—she had to force it. Do something the Nightmare couldn’t ignore, couldn’t help but bite, black between its teeth. If the dream had a sentience, it would be Calla’s. She had to make a move so goddamn bold, the Nightmare had to prick spotted hyena ears and take notice. Punch her way there.

Oh.

Actually, she had to stomp. Had to step on the glass.

Fuck.

She tore through cabinets, rooting through dust and grime and forgotten dishes. If she was committing to this plan, she wanted to get it right. She didn’t have a bottle. One box of wine equaled four bottles; she’d assumed that was a sufficient amount of a mystery red blend. Buying a box generated less greenhouse emissions; drinking in bulk was good for the planet.

She unearthed a dusty pint glass. It felt important that the glass was broken—that was what made the situation fucked up. Stepping on intact glass was an anecdote, not a trip to urgent care. She’d have to break it, and she found herself hesitating in cool beats. She could easily screw this up, end up with a rim.

Stunt doubles knew how to do this shit, but Calla’s doubles were less helpful.

The boys must be terrified.

Calla grabbed the pint glass and rapped the edge against the counter, like breaking an egg while the pan heated. An anxious part of the rim chipped; she used more force until she held a sinister fringe of glass, and set it down on the sticky linoleum, a few inches away from College Calla’s dead stare.

Her brow furrowed in concentration as she lined up her foot. Started to step on the glass and swerved at the last second—this was a stupid fucking idea—and bit her nail—was she really going to mutilate herself?—bit all her nails as she paced to the living room. She hopped on the balls of her feet, jabbed at the air, psyched herself up.

Her pep talk was morbid: she’d dropped Dre and Jamie in deep shit.

She considered the body tucked in the galley kitchen, the dances she knew that Calla had forgotten. She had to be that girl again, the one who danced without reservation with a knife tucked in her fingers.

Calla snatched the fallen steak knife, tightened her hand around the worn handle. She stepped, made drums with her feet as she stormed back into the kitchen. A slashing stomp on the linoleum as the broken glass glittered.

She couldn’t close her eyes. She had to make sure she didn’t miss the meat of her heel, the point of her center. She elevated, rising on her toes, savoring her last moment without pain, and leaped. She had to land on the glass—even with all her practice, she worried she’d quit at the first crunch of pain.

Gravity shoved her down with a cold hand. The glass speared through her heel all at once, a puncture of lightning that sliced through her heel and kept going.

Calla was broken and remade as every nerve shrieked at her to, for the love of God, pull that shit out of her foot, but she held, teeth gritted, knuckles white, hands holding each other as she bled and the stale dark of the cabin misted into heat that beat against her skin.

The linoleum shifted, motes swirling to form a sidewalk. Calla sobbed when she saw a trio of palm trees, garbage gathered at the roots instead of open kitchen cabinets, a bottle of Olde English ale instead of a pint glass pinning her foot.

The Nightmare was in chaos. The streets were full of police and EMTs. Skid marks marred the sidewalk. Smoke flirted with the night sky, teasing the wind in ashy drifts.

What had her brothers done? And where were they?

Habit had her limping toward the Green Store before she paused. Maybe her brothers had the right idea. They were out there fucking shit up, making noise. She forced herself to pivot, every molecule of her body straining in the opposite direction, straining for the store, the milk, the ritual.

She staggered through a block party gone sour. A couple was arguing obnoxiously on their stoop: “You ain’t shit, Terrell!” Bratty teens scattered around white-popping firecrackers when Calla passed the mouth of an alley. Cops huddled, walkie-talkies crackling.

Bright orange barriers blocked off the street. Calla was unsurprised to find glass twinkling in long strips down the middle of the road as her parallel runway.

Her body was less hers with every dragging step. The couple, cops, bratty teens became phantasms, pushed to the margins. Hobbling through Hollywood made her think of everything she’d given up here, things she’d offered freely at first that were later stolen. Missed playdates and study sessions, group presentations, cruising at the mall. Their mother worked all week; she deserved a little time off. Calla would have to be a selfish bitch to skip dinner, laundry, babysitting.

All the things she gave up, all the experiences she missed, vanished in feeding, cleaning, cooking, homework—all fueled by the earliest motivation she remembered aside from procuring more apple juice: keep Dre and Jamie safe.

All that could have been borne if her effort had been enough.

Calla had friends who were parents, who toted around their accidental toddlers, shiny new married couples planning new babies. She went to weddings and baby showers, but no one brought gifts for new guardianship.

They nodded seriously when she cried while their babies laid placidly in strollers, cooing at plastic rings. Parenting was impossible, they agreed; Jamie was out of control.

Which made Calla backtrack. Jamie was misunderstood. Traumatized.

Right, her new-mother friends agreed uncertainly, nuzzling big-eyed babies. Calla guzzled wine, crushed finger sandwiches, confessed she’d been making everything worse. She’d screamed at Jamie, tossed dinner from the pan straight into the garbage.

Oh, honey, they consoled, not meeting her eyes.

And Calla wanted to snap at them. They had their fresh cute babies, dozing and fluttering, opening to a new world. Babies ran them ragged, if he was too hot or too cold, blowouts and diaper changes, crawling ahead or behind schedule, four ounces, six ounces, was that too much or too little?

And babies gave so much, love and trust and unblinking faith.

Calla wanted to tell her friends that it wouldn’t always be like this. Their babies would become mobile, puzzle out truths for themselves, that their needs would evolve until you couldn’t fix it with a flashy toy or kiss to a scraped knee.

You are a mother and also a person, and you love your baby but will also want to go to the goddamn bathroom in peace, eat bread hot from the oven. You’ll realize you’re the janitor of your own life, responsible for all manner of messes, and your needs are dead last. If your nana isn’t shitty, you’ll let her take the baby so you can get a break.

Just for a little while, just so you can catch your breath. You start to remember who you used to be before the texture of shit began dominating your conversations, and you’re pretty sure you used to be interesting and clever, fun and funny. You’ve never been partial to rosé, but damned if it isn’t light and refreshing, fizzy and sweet.

It was all there, living in the side-eyes and pursed mouths. Her friends thought they would never be Calla, would never know another Calla, like she was uniquely tragic. Parents spawned new Callas every day, women adjacent to mothers, foisted with the responsibility of raising new generations.

She sat at brunches and tried to stifle her bitterness.

Earth-mother Madonna grace was unsustainable. Your child will realize that you are sometimes wrong; you cannot fix everything. You’ll tumble from your pedestal, not all at once, but a slow sink into the mud until you are weathered stone, and you don’t know when that happened.

Also, fuck you, Calla wanted to add. Fuck you for judging me, for thinking you’ll never make a mistake. Like you won’t raise your voice, take cell phones out of spite, slam doors. Your baby will be different, better. Your kids could never end up broken like Jamie.

Babies grow into toddlers who grow into kids who grow into adolescents who limp into adulthood. Give your child time, and they’ll find out in their own way what cruelty looks like. You have to arm them, prepare them for racism and sexism and rape and violence and homophobia and bullies, all manner of grim realities they’ll be walking into.

They’ll belatedly realize you can’t keep them safe. You’ll belatedly realize that, too, and they’ll lash out at you for telling lies. You’ll cry and drink wine and wonder if it’s too controlling to check their text messages because you’re sure they’re doing drugs. You weigh privacy against their safety, and safety wins, and now you’re covered in shit and broken trust.

Eventually, you’ll understand your kid is their own person. A distinct person, separate from you, with their own dreams and goals and hurts, and they have to find their own path and you have to get out of the way. Just step clear of the road and try not to hover, like you didn’t wipe his ass for years and teach him to read and ride a bike.

You won’t know what kind of man you’ve helped build. You won’t know whether he calls a Lyft for a drunken girl, pushes her down, or starts recording—not until it’s done, and you’re booking a lawyer or therapist. You’re not in control. You never were.

Other people don’t see the baby submerged in the man, the chubby cheeks overlapping the lean ones. Your baby is almost six feet tall and black, and no one else fucking cares that he once painted you a rock glittery blue and glued a mustache on top.

The world is trauma waiting, and he’s too brave for his own good. So, you’ll wait at home, keep the light on so he knows he can come back. You’ll wait for him to come home, and you can’t rest until he’s safe, and you long for the days when his biggest problems were misplaced socks and lost Cheerios.

But she never said anything to her friends. That would be ridiculous. After all, Calla didn’t even have a child, not a real one.

Calla turned her baleful gaze on the apartment building.

The end for her was water and fire and death. She had to find a way to break the Nightmare that didn’t involve sacrificing herself. Find a way to get the boys home intact.

She started up the stairs that led to the red door. Her spine bucked, and she hunched over, grasped the banister to stay upright. Walking was boring—she should hop up the stairs instead, make it fun.

Her thoughts, so clear a few minutes ago, slid into confusion.

She didn’t feel like herself.

Calla whimpered. She had to find her brothers and save them kill them love them.

She reached the third-story landing, and her steps became gleeful. She knew just where to go. She hopscotched through the foreboding slick of water past the red door, high-fived heaving walls.

Calla’s body was joy. To live was to play.

This little girl’s voice wasn’t hers anymore, but it drowned her out. Drowned out distant observations of what the fuck was happening, the question she’d asked—what happened to the Callas when they died?—and the horrifying answer that made her a passenger in her own body: they come back.

Come back into her skin when they die. Pieces of her, reabsorbed into the whole.

But that line was of thought was way less fun than a jump-rope song. “Miss Mary Mack, Mack, Mack. All dressed in black, black, black,” Calla chanted.

The boys were in her room and they deserved punishment. They’d fucked up her books, her limited-edition Jonas Brothers watch, her special state-of-the-art nursery mobile with its careful collection of baby bits.

She’d never be able to find all the teeth.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Calla



Calla was a pool of swimming things and life. She was a girl-woman of parts and exhales and wrath and grief and iridescent glimmers of delicious joy.

Mmm, things were spinning, dizzy in her head, as though every déjà vu she’d ever had had melted together, no, that wasn’t right—there were bolts of lightning that touched and kissed and pressed, no, that wasn’t it—more like balls of light that shuddered and died and swam in her, deconstructed her, climbed up her spine, sank into soft tissue and cells and neurons.

Missing pieces of herself were back, except she’d grown without them and other shapes had slid in their place, and now they gnawed at her, batted other parts aside; they had to eat through her to reclaim lost nooks and crannies.

Her heart beat and beat and beat. Blood dribbled from her nose and mouth.

The boys were bickering in her room.

She loved this room; she’d spent so many hours practicing on her babies here.

She didn’t like this room, didn’t like the white canopy floating in a bloody jellyfish net on the dark water.

“CeeCee.” Jamie’s eyes were wet. He was colliding with her before she could process his existence. Jamie was dangerous, stronger than he looked. She clotheslined him off his feet.

Her hair was a loose cloud. Calla tightened her stained mom jeans.

“Cee, what the—you—okay, I have many things to say to you, but don’t touch Jamie like that ever, and also: The fuck?” Dre pulled Jamie to his feet, nudged Jamie behind him. “I love you. Are you okay?”

Calla squinted at her brothers. She thought they were her brothers. Hard to say. They were small and battered. Fragile. Calla couldn’t see very well.

She jerked up her shoulder the way College Calla would, and oh. She felt powerful, in control of every limb of her body, and that was borderline necessary for sanity in a house of blood-spattered doppelgängers. Without the puppet dance, without twisting her neck suddenly to the side or snapping her fingers or sharply rotating her wrist, how could she be expected to know which Calla she was—which sacrifice defined her?

Her eyes dilated under fractured purple light.

“Cee?” Dre said.

Calla’s back twinged. She hunched over, back creaking. That felt better. She could breathe now. Think now. Dre’s arm looked broken; he was bloodied and bruised. Jamie’s neck was savaged.

So much blood in the water.

Calla could kill them. End this. She wished she had her umbrella.

“Uhhhh,” Jamie said. “CeeCee’s—”

“Yep,” Dre said.

Dre said other things, and Jamie waved his arms all around, but Calla couldn’t track the conversation. She saw blurred brown circles where their faces should be, like they’d been erased.

Her other selves had grown legs and tasted freedom—their reintroduction to Calla was rough. She was so crowded, their clashing voices overwhelming.

Sprawled out on her bed, looking at images of rich South African grasslands, feet kicking. She stood at the cool bathroom sink, crying. She held a hot baby bottle, but the bubbles wouldn’t go away. She bought a single Lunchable because she could not deal with meal prep right now—she’d eat her plastic slices of sodium-laden ham in her car.

Just think where she’d be if she cut the cord on Dre and Jamie. Pressing her nose to the glass window on some bullet train, too absorbed in the landscape to play it cool. Enjoying a sumptuous morning doing literally anything else than forcing Jamie out of bed.

The boys were here. Hurting. Lopsided. Faceless boys, not even really her brothers. All Calla had to do was slip in the flow of gravity, of earthly laws; there were so many ways to kill black boys, like the world wanted them dead.

“Get out of here, Jamie,” Dre said. “I’ll talk to her. You find us a way out.”

Jamie ran to the door, his sneakers spots of light, Morse-code panic in the dark.

Calla pirouetted for the sheer thrill, for the cool graze of the air on her bare scalp. She should let them go and put herself down. This was no way to live. Everything she’d done would be meaningless if the boys died. They needed to live to preserve her legacy.

“We need you back, Cee,” Dre said, his voice shaking.

Calla reached out a hand, fingers twitching. Dre didn’t sound right.

“I’m just checking you’re not a mirage,” Calla said. She didn’t sound right either. Her voice was layered with a little-girl bubble, a breathy dark rasp.

“Do you mean that metaphorically, as in you’re taking a dig at me, or do you mean you’re literally not sure I’m real?” Dre scrubbed a hand down his face. At least, that’s what Calla thought he was doing. It looked like he dragged a brown skinny rectangle down a big-head circle. “Please tell me you’re okay,” Dre pleaded.

“Darling.” Calla’s feet found a new rhythm. The glass hurt, a deep punishing grind in her heel, but the steps came smoothly, naturally—to not dance would be a crime against her body. Graceful hopscotch steps: one step, now together, back to one. “Don’t I look okay?”

“Bitch, NO!” Jamie tackled her, jammed his shoulder in her stomach. Calla doubled over and spat bile. She felt the impact; several Callas felt it. Two parts of her were shocked Jamie could hurt her at all; one voice babbled warnings.

“Calla Josephine Williams. Can you hear me in there?” Jamie bellowed. “‘You like Krabby Patties?”’

She wasn’t really there. She was getting her hair braided, relaxed, shaved; she was hot on the heels of a red-faced cop following her brother down an alley; she was watching silver moonlight thread through sour green water.

Her brothers had killed her twice.

Jamie’s brown eyes didn’t look like hers. Hers were bigger. Smaller. He touched his forehead to hers and she darted back like she was jumping rope. This body was different than what she was used to: longer and lighter, muscled and shorter, denser and weaker.

All iterations of her fucking slayed jump rope.

Her shoulder twisted, elbow, wrist in a long ripple. Calla teased the knife out.

Jamie’s eyes widened. “Don’t let those hoes get to you.”

The hoes in question did not appreciate the comment, and Calla slashed at Jamie. Dre slid in the space between them.

“I’m not going to tell you not to stab Jamie. He sucks, like, seventy-six percent of the time,” Dre said.

“The fuck—” Jamie elbowed Dre’s side. “You’re not going in the right direction with this at all. Put down the knife, CeeCee.”

Nothing she did for them was enough.

“Stab Jamie if you want. Stabby stab stab. But will you feel better after?” Dre asked, hands entreating.

“Yes.” Calla’s body had new permutations, dips, twists, strikes. Her brothers had lain in wait for her, same way they did in the womb.

She sliced at Dre. The blade was comfortable in her hand, one of those knives most everyone had, the kind that came in a set of six though she could ever only find three. Dre slapped her wrist. Jamie came in low—idiot child. She sent him sprawling.

“Calla, stop—” Dre thundered. She managed a shallow gash to his collarbone, leaned in to cut deeper, but something dragged her back. Fabric slapped against her nose and mouth, twisted over her body. Calla stared through the blood-net bubble she was trapped in.

Jamie had wrapped her in the stupid canopy. A butterfly sequin dug into her cheek. The butterflies added the necessary pizzazz to her room.

Her other selves flailed. Someone wanted to kick, and Calla’s leg shot out; someone wanted to bite, and she gnawed the sheet. Someone wanted to jump and someone wanted to swim; at least one bitch wanted to play hopscotch.

Calla leaped; the canopy flared around her in bloody wings. Jamie lost hold in the water, but Dre held on, worked his way painstakingly up the net after her.

The boys were yelling, crying, plotting.

Someone wanted to talk shit to the boys, and someone wanted a snack; someone wanted to pulverize Jamie, and someone else thought they didn’t have the core strength to pulverize Jamie. They all wanted to control the body and tested nerves to prove they could.

Calla’s back stooped and straightened, and she skipped and fell. Someone observed Dre being flicked into the bookcase, and goddammit she was gonna have to fix that, too.

Why did every Calla have to talk so much, so damn loudly? Why couldn’t even one of these bitches be the strong silent type, and holy shit. That voice was fat, had a heft to it. This was a singular Calla’s voice, a prime Calla. That was her voice. She wrapped herself in it and burrowed to a home within her home. She just had to listen, push the others down. Submerge them to whispers in the bone.

Her sisters cried. Calla loved them; they had big hearts. But they’d had their time and this was her body. They could remain in the flesh, but she got the arms, legs, and the rest.

Calla’s arms dropped to her sides. Her hands found the edge of the canopy, and she pulled it carefully over her head.

Jamie’s arms were full of a toddler-sized porcelain doll with no eyes.

Dre was fighting a mattress.

“What.” Calla cleared her throat. “What are you doing?”

Jamie flushed. “I’m moving shit out of the way so you don’t hurt yourself. Dre’s getting the mattress so you have a safe spot to land.”

Calla heaved a shuddering breath.

Memories rushed from the Callas. Dre’s windswept Afro, milkshakes balanced precariously on his knees as they flew down the highway in Calla’s first car; Jamie’s stone-cold expression when they ran into Calla’s ex at the grocery store—a crucial distraction from the fact that she held only Monistat and bananas.

Dre dropped the mattress. “Are you—”

Calla sobbed out a laugh. “Do I look as fucked up as you?”

“More. The answer is always more.” Dre flew at her, leaned in until the blur of his face formed eyes and a mouth, baby cheeks and blood.

Calla had built her life around the steadiness of his jaw.

Jamie dropped his pile of shit. “I know you niggas aren’t doing a group hug without me.” He pressed himself in the circle. His small body fit perfectly in the crooks of their waists. “CeeCee, can you see me?”

She’d grown entirely up in the gleam of Jamie’s eyes. “Dunno.”

“That’s not even a little bit funny. You tried to stab him,” Dre said.

“You really did,” Jamie intoned. “And for that I will piss just off center of the toilet for a year. Just a li’l tiddle, so light you won’t be sure it’s there. But you’ll know. Deep in your heart, you’ll know.”

“I’m trying to decide if I want to know what the hell happened to you,” Calla said.

“You don’t,” Jamie said emphatically.

She planted a kiss on his bloody cornrows. Her insides settled. Smoothed. She patted Dre’s shoulder—he jumped at the wave of the knife. She understood more now, with the ripples of her sisters in her skin.

“You know, other people have existential crises and just fuck younger dudes, maybe take salsa lessons. They get haircuts, Calla,” Dre said. He rubbed his temples. “What they don’t do is spawn a bunch of souped-up copies and trap their families in a nightmare.”

“To be fair, you two have been uniquely annoying,” Calla said.

“We’ve been uniquely annoying and…,” Dre pressed.

“It’s possible I overreacted,” Calla allowed. “But you should have told me. This would have gone differently if you’d talked to me instead of sending me to the corner.”

“I’m going to be grounded for eternity,” Jamie grumbled.

“For eternity,” Calla agreed. “You have to stay home. With us. You’re not allowed to leave, cheat on us with some family in foster care.”

“I guess I can stick around. If you insist,” Jamie said.

“I’m going to have to insist,” Dre said. “You can get us home, right, Cee? You have a plan?”

She winced. “Not exactly. I was doing … Jamie-shit.”

Jamie grinned, baby teeth wolfish.

“We thought if we made it to the center of the maze like you, we could get out,” Dre said.

Calla’s other selves took her under in a mandala of images. She saw herself in a long mermaid gown, violent coral in the low light. Calla went cold. The boys, especially Dre, shouldn’t meet that Calla.

Please. Not that Calla. Not that one.

She shivered. “You can’t go to the center. She’s waiting.”

“Prom Bitch?” Jamie asked.

“Don’t call me a bitch,” Calla said reflexively, and confused herself. It was homecoming, technically, not prom, but Jamie’s moniker was shorter so Calla went with that.

“Hey, wanting us dead makes her a bitch in my book,” Jamie reasoned. He tugged her hand. “Did … College Calla find you?”

Calla’s wrist jerked. “Yes.”

“Oh shit. Is she … in there?” Jamie darted behind Dre. “In you?”

“Yes. I let them out, but I think they come back when they die. Crawl in my skin.”

“Not creepy at all.” Dre’s throat worked.

“They tell me things.”

“Of course they do. It would be gauche to occupy your body and not contribute,” Dre said. “Look, I say we go for the center. Try to get out the way you do. We’ll say a prayer or whatever, deal with Prom Bitch, start a fire, and presto. Home.”

“That might get me home, but I don’t know about you two. And then I’d have to come back and the Nightmare would just go on and on,” Calla pointed out.

Jamie clapped his hands. “Come back with a bazooka.”

“My girls are trapped here. Doing what I usually do is not enough.”

“Your girls? Um, I hate to be that guy but they’re trying to murder us. They’re not some gentle fucking Persephones just waiting for a chance to garden.” Dre shook his head.

The Callas bristled, raised the hair on her arms into spikes. “No, because I hate gardening and they’re me, D. I can feel when you’re in trouble. I feel it and I have the Nightmare and I come to this place. And I know one of you is waiting in the center of the maze, waiting to die because of whatever fuckery. I try to save you, but I have to pay.”

“So if one of us dies here, can the other two can go home?” Jamie asked.

Calla flinched. “It’s possible.”

“Then I volunteer,” Jamie said. He pointed at Little Mama’s body, drifting in the waves. “She killed for me. She saved my life. I owe her. I owe you.”

One of her selves shivered in happiness, tried to double-Dutch her joy. Calla’s knees popped with the effort of staying still.

“I have a hard time believing you of all people are down for the one-of-us-sacrifices-ourselves plan. You won’t even sacrifice the last chicken nugget,” Dre said.

“Prom Bitch could do it easy. And then Calla can get out of here. She’ll never have to come back,” Jamie said.

“Idiot children.” The crone grabbed Calla’s throat. “It won’t be easy. It won’t be quick. You will lose your toes and skin and kidney and sanity but not your tongue. She wants you articulate in your misery.”

She gasped. Coughed.

Jamie rose up on his toes and kissed her cheek. “It’s okay, CeeCee. I can fix you.”

Calla was undone by his tenderness. No one expected her to sacrifice, snuff out more pieces of herself. Die so they could live. Her hearts broke.

“We have to finish this … cycle,” Dre said, trading a heavy look with Jamie. “I’m starting to think I should have just let Grandma kill me. Seems more chill than what Prom Bitch wants to do. Know what, while we’re on the subject—who else is here? Are we getting Nora Roberts–obsessed Calla, or smug woodcarving-enthusiast Calla? Jamie, you want in on this?”

“Shitty ironic–T-shirt Calla. Weirdly invested-in-Komodo-dragons Calla,” Jamie said.

“I can’t believe I forgot Komodo-dragon Calla.” Dre fisted a hand over his mouth.

“I will not apologize for being interesting.” Calla managed a tiny shrug. Her other selves were getting loud again. “Komodo dragons are fucking cool. I’m sorry you’re too small-minded to understand their Jurassic appeal.”

“You researched egg smuggling,” Dre said. She could see his older self in the lines of his face. Jamie’s dimples popped. Calla had worried she’d never see them again.

She wished—it was naive, but still—that this moment could wake them up, let this shared moment of humor and joy burn this world away in mist. Let their story be that love beat the maze.

Calla knew it for a wish because she felt the press of other selves under her skin. Her brothers blinked away in a wash of black. She stumbled, sank inside herself like the gray roll of magnetic beads.

She saw her homecoming self, Prom Calla, skittering across the walls of the center of the maze. Calla had set her free, and her doppelgänger had plans for that freedom. They started with peeling Dre until he was meat, then tearing off his limbs one by one until he was a stump of blood.

Calla washed back up to the surface of herself. Panted.

She had her eyes back.

Her brothers were gone.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Dre



Dre figured it was his shift to protect Calla. She’d protected Jamie and Jamie had protected Dre. Their sister could not wake up with their blood on her hands.

He did what he had to do. Mainly, taking advantage of Calla completely spacing out to put his new plan into action. Jamie was right—Jamie was turning out to be right about a lot of things, and especially this: they needed to save Calla.

The tunnel had changed, the black walls drying out in great stone flakes that Dre appreciated—why not add asbestos at this point?

The flood of water had risen while the siblings gathered. Dre did a sloppy breaststroke with his good arm. He didn’t have much stamina left in this little-boy body. Jamie was a tadpole frenzy at his side.

Dre had to stall Jamie, get to the center alone. Greet Prom Calla alone. Aggravate her—he was a specialist when it came to annoying his sister—get her to lose her shit and kill him instead of the whole eternity-of-torture deal. Get himself killed so his siblings could live.

Calla would wake up clean.

And no one would remember Dre as the absent brother, the missing middle child. Calla would be forced to spring for a 14-karat–gold casket, release dozens of toucans at his funeral.

“So, we jump her ass,” Jamie wheezed.

“We jump her ass,” Dre lied. “Oh shit. Dude. Calla doesn’t have her glasses. Swim back that way and see if you can find them.”

Jamie gave Dre a sidelong glance. “You go look for them.”

“I’m gonna stay,” Dre said.

“Me too.”

“She won’t get far without her glasses, though,” Dre said. “You should stay with her. Make sure she doesn’t get hurt.”

“Wow. Another thing you’re completely capable of doing yourself.”

The graffiti snapped to life down the walls. Dre couldn’t look at it. Couldn’t lose himself inside the art again, in his art again.

No one knew Dre tagged. He used to slip out back, climb down the fire escape in search of a blank canvas, a clean place. Breathe in a secret life where he walked on scruffy sand dunes, looked at buildings, people, found dark salt water. He looked at the marks people left and wondered at his own. He wasn’t anyone’s brother out there, and he could admire a flower or a bug and hello, empty wall. He would tag, give form to clouds, bombs, dinosaurs.

No one knew. Except Dad, who had stumbled on Dre’s work defacing his favorite bar and had the uncharacteristic wherewithal to peg it. Dre vandalized the bar on purpose, and he wasn’t old enough yet to feel sad about the lengths he had to go to for his father’s attention. Besides, it worked. Dad waited until the soft hours of early morning to throw pebbles at the balcony. It could have justifiably been for any of the Williams children, or his ex and on-again wife, but Dre knew it was for him. He descended the fire escape and escaped into the Caddy. Dad took him to the underside of a bridge where the homeless gathered and everybody had a heart for art.

Dad had a bag of fresh paints, plastic still clinging to the lids, a nirvana selection. The two of them painted all night, fumes stinging. They drew a small crowd; new hands painted new dreams alongside Dre.

On his own, he’d drawn skulls and weeping water, cartoon fire and smoke.

He made beautiful things with his father. Delicate jellyfish and swamp flowers, the glowing mist of the moon and the gold shine of halos. They painted until sunrise, and then Dad took Dre home. Dre crept back into bed.

He had this secret knowledge, this colorful night to hold safe in his hands. He held on to it when Dad’s energy turned manic, when Mom cried and punched walls, and then bullies were a thing, but Dre didn’t have to be there anymore. He was painting by moonlight, his graffiti a labor of unrequited love.

He’d been wrong about his father.

That was all crammed into the tunnel, a tight press of color and heartache and Dre’s sickle-shaped blood. Jamie was looking and looking, and Dre had to fight the urge to scream at him. To be standing in a nightmare of Calla’s creation, at the strange heart of her violence and trauma, and not reveal his own shit felt cowardly.

Dre would have said the siblings were closer than most—doesn’t every parent with multiples look at their littles and hope they hang out when they’re grown? But the things Dre never told Calla were legion. The things Calla never told Jamie were legion. On and on, until the Nightmare became a receptacle of all the shit they left unsaid.

His bossy sister’s voice rang out. “You assholes! Wait.”

“Stay here, Cee!” Dre called. “Don’t trip.”

Dre made the mistake of glancing back at his Calla, and yikes. She fit in so beautifully with her homicidal sisters. He paddled faster. “She’s gaining on us. Stall her, Jamie.”

“Um, no. You stall Cee. I’m taking Prom Bitch on the grounds that I’ve got two working arms.” Jamie flexed. “Look at this shoulder rotation.”

“That’s very ableist of you,” Dre said. “Listen to your elder, child.”

“Just try to sacrifice yourself before I get myself killed, bitch.” Jamie grinned. “I almost died four times before lunch.”

“You didn’t have lunch. No one had lunch. Wait, was there lunch?” Dre was starving. He wondered what the Callas ate, if they picked up gyros in the real world when the killing was done.

“Oh shit, where’d she go?” Jamie splashed to a stop.

Calla reared through the water inches from Dre, hair curling over her face. Dre screamed. Jamie blew his brother a kiss, shoved Dre into Calla. When Dre recovered from the collision, Jamie was gone.

“You mega-asshole.” Calla slapped water at him. “He’s going to get himself killed.”

“Not if I get killed first.” Dre pictured Jamie and Calla in floppy sun hats, frolicking through wildflowers. Dre should be dead. He’d almost died, had lingered on the threshold of shade-dead and dead, and the two twined like a braid of wheat. All time was borrowed time.

“You want her to kill you? He’s running in there looking for—” Calla’s face went an innovative shade of gray.

Dre gave his sister a smacking kiss. He aimed for the cheek, but she turned to glare so he caught her temple. “You won’t be able to talk shit about us ever again. I’m going to be so happy in my grave with that information.”

Calla shook her head violently, dropped underwater. Gone to get her boy.

Dre had to get his boy, too. The world needed Jamies, needed passionate black boys, dynamic black boys, funny black boys, sweet black boys, bitter raging weeping black boys. The world needed Jamies to be set right, draw the line at what new injustices could be shoved in Bloody Marys.

Dre would be happy in his grave, leaving that gift.

He swam. He hated swimming, hated the clogged ears, the sting in his eyes. The walls cracked in black scales, the pieces warm and organic, chunks of pumice clinging to old flesh.

Dre heard a long howl—Calla’s voice but not Calla, because his sister was underwater. The howl was answered by hoots and chitters in the dark. Dre’s bowels slid to water. Maybe the Callas were dark-sighted, a twist on being nearsighted, and they saw perfectly in pitch black, had the sight and sonar of bats. Lived in colonies.

Calla surfaced with a gasp at the end of the tunnel. There wasn’t a doorway or opening, just a wall. An end. “The dais is just past here.”

Dre poked the wall. It was still juicy, rapidly calcifying in patches. He scrabbled at it, tried to make a hole. Dre frowned. His hands were covered in black dust, but he hadn’t made a dent.

Jamie screamed. Worse, he screamed again, but quietly.

Graffiti shot up their section of wall, a huge heart in overlapping shades of green, cloves and moss, lime and kelly. Calla punched the center of the heart, cursed, punched again until her fist was bloody and Dre had to grab her, make her stop.

It was his turn. His fist went cold the instant he connected with the paint. His knuckles blue-fused to the wall like ice; the feeling tingled up his arm and pain exploded starry in his chest. Dre seized.

Calla was there, holding his head above the water, murmuring something he couldn’t hear. He couldn’t feel. His wonderfully tactile pasta-making, X button–pressing, tear-catching hands were numb.

He could be drowning. Yay, his plan was working perfectly, Operation Sacrifice Cool Homie was a go. He’d just assumed, like most men, that his death would come at the hands of a woman. Oh shit, he was a misogynist.

Grandpa would be proud.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Jamie



Jamie rapped because music kept him together. He took his cue from his idols, those mean-mugging dudes with cool shit carved in their hair and living-room pools, from Dre’s persistent sense of humor, and from Calla, who had shown him the lengths she would go for him.

His spaceship was a submarine; he torpedoed through the water. He heard a chorus of Callas, a dark harmony of singing in long blue notes. He sang back to find his strength.

“’These niggas can’t fly, but me, I stay scheming.’”

The tunnel ended in an ocean, waves of black water cast green by livid chalk figures, old-school cars and little boys, etched on distant walls. Jamie paddled in a small loop to take in the wonder, the wrongness of this black sea. If he closed his eyes, he could almost see the moon.

Of course he would die here, in this circle in a circle. The center of the maze was designed for ritual, for newborn werewolves and statues with skin and rogue Callas.

A brown platform rocked violently on the waves, wooden planks swollen with wet. A ladder clung to its side, bottom rungs lost in the water. A folding chair sat on the dock.

Jamie tried to touch the bottom—his legs were nearly limp with exhaustion—and felt something soft just under his feet.

He glanced down. Heaved.

The water was full of Callas. Their eyes were open and closed, bodies small and slim, long, curvy, stooped and short; they had plaits and buns and Afros and fades. An army of broken glasses and slack mouths, angry mouths, like they’d died screaming. A mountain of his sisters, reproachful through strings of seaweed.

Jamie wiped sickness from his chin.

He heard a low beast growl an instant before a burgundy coffee table drifted into view. Prom Calla sat with legs crossed tidily at the knee, her hem a pink swell on the water. Her natural hair curled wildly above frayed hair extensions.

She was far and away the brightest thing in the room. Her own spotlight with shimmering glitter on her shoulders, rhinestones glinting from her dress. Her own eclipse, a dark lattice of blood and leaves.

Her mobile expression was eager as a dog. Saliva glistened wetly on her chin.

“You’re not the brother I was hoping for,” Prom Calla said.

“I get that a lot.” Jamie arrowed to her.

Swimming was hard; Jamie was tired. This body couldn’t keep up this level of performance without at least a sandwich bag of Goldfish, and he was cool with it because he didn’t need these string-bean arms for violence; he was strong enough for surrender.

Calla and Dre would live.

Jamie would be a good brother. Everyone would have to say so, not that he was the accident baby with an anger problem. Not that he’d stolen Calla’s car or picked fights in school.

He would be the best brother.

Jamie flung himself on the red table.

She cocked her head like she was being hanged, the flesh of her neck taut. She gripped his face, long nails piercing the delicate skin just outside his eyes, the chubby folds of his cheeks.

The sting was a five-point spider bite, and a scream escaped. Prom Calla increased the pressure, crushing his face.

Jamie would suffer this last Calla’s stigmata, slip soundlessly beneath the waves, and leave Dre and Calla to snap awake in the misty forest of the northwest. To kiss strangers and have raucous brunches—Jamie would miss Calla’s French toast—venture to Tokyo and Prague. Find the life they couldn’t with Jamie around.

He closed his eyes. He couldn’t look at the bone of Prom Calla’s head snap, the shine of her mismatched eyes, each speck of makeup glitter a fallen star in the bruised whites. She blinked, blinked, blinked.

She shoved him off the table. Pushed his head underwater with a long pink nail.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Calla



Under Dre’s touch, the green heart melted to a bloody red and gave him a seizure. She hoped that terrible mystery just stayed where it was. Punching had failed them.

Calla strained, ear to the wall. She couldn’t hear Jamie anymore. Dre was passed out. Those beautiful idiots loved her unbearably.

Whispers echoed in the tunnel, other Callas mocking, encouraging, furious, sad.

“Any of you bitches gonna get off your asses and help?” Calla demanded.

The whispers changed pitch, slipped to something darker, grittier. The hissing started, rattles behind the walls. The Callas tapped in unison on floors, ceilings, walls; everything shook to the beat of makeshift drums, reverent drums.

Calla knew this song.

Little Mama rose within her, little-girl legs unfolding in Calla’s lower body. Her feet were light and cold.

She sang, “‘I ain’t seen no blue jays fly in a week.’” She still wasn’t sure if this fucking song was about Jamie or fentanyl.

Little Mama knifed her feet down through the water. Stepped tidal waves into existence.

Stomped down a foot—one step for Calla alone. Both feet together—Little Mama was there, a dance in her flesh, a little bleeding heart. “‘But I seen blues all in my streets.’” She landed on one foot, raised the other leg. Kicked. Cut through the water, crashed through the wall. The crimson heart shattered black in a spray of dust.

She finished her hopscotch steps. Breathed gratitude to her younger self.

Calla covered Dre’s head with her arms to protect his daft brain and climbed into the drying tendrils of the wall. Crushing pressure hammered Calla’s shoulder wound, squeezed her busted foot. Water streamed in ribbons of ink.

They spilled into the roiling sea. An unconscious Dre slipped underwater. She grabbed him, thin veins pulsing on his eyelids, and looped him on her back.

Chalk drawings leaked sordid green light from the walls into bioluminescent pools on the water—that’s new—and Calla clutched Dre in a hug.

Tears gathered light as carbon. She would weep diamonds given time.

Jamie sat on a metal folding chair on the dais, arms behind his back, head slumped on his chest.

Prom Calla was barely visible. The blur of her chin rested on the edge of the dock, face misshapen in a nest of hair, the rest of her submerged in murky water.

Calla knew the sweetheart curve of the dress and the complicated shapewear beneath, knew how the stiff pink fabric hemmed in the legs, how badly those extensions itched, the back of her neck perpetually clammy from twenty inches of Brazilian hair. Knew Prom Calla would blink rapidly because eye shadow, then blood, had irritated the contact lenses.

Jamie looked blue and dead.

“Dre.” Calla trembled. “Please wake up. I need you.”

Dre did not respond.

“Mama said I look like a whore.” Prom Calla gouged long acrylics in the wood and crawled in a pink salamander streak.

Calla swam as fast as she could; she swam for three. She had to get it right this time. She cut through shimmering pools of ghost drawings in the water. Ripples of green stick figures flickered, died as she moved.

A wave took them sideways, wrenched Dre from Calla’s grasp. She sputtered for air, reached blindly for Dre. Grabbed nothing but water. “Fuck.” Calla fumbled through the water. She couldn’t find him. “Fuck.”

A lone green stick figure, a luminous little boy, gleamed in the cup of her chest. A wet clump of hair drifted her way. She seized the curls, reeled in the body. This will be a bitching story to tell Dre in fifty years when the horror faded—remember that one time she found his iconic Afro in the dark and saved him from drowning? Afros save lives.

Calla checked his breathing. Her hands ran over buttons straining around heavy breasts. There was no breath. She was hugging a corpse.

She scrambled away.

The body floated on its back, nonchalant because it was past fear. The face was Calla’s, same constellation of freckles on pale mottled skin. Slim white taper candles jutted from each eye socket, wicks singed. Cold wax piled on her nose and cheeks.

“Why are you looking at her? You should be looking at me.” Prom Calla cracked her neck.

Calla was cold, not her fingers or toes but the meat of her legs, her middle. The little-boy light winked out and she couldn’t see her dead double but knew it was there, knew there were others beneath her, around her. Inside her, the other selves mewled.

She couldn’t know what slivers of the dead had seeped into her. Maybe that was all she was now: ghosts in ghosts in ghosts, the real Calla screaming in the dark, lost in spirals of deaths. At the center of the maze, where the sacrifice is made, where Callas die and die, she would find the skins of Callas from the last months, years, decades.

And, oh, Prom Calla was overwhelming. The sensations of her—the benign dreams she had. God, so ordinary. Calla couldn’t meet her eye. She’d never forgotten being this version of herself. She just wanted to.

“Are you remembering me, sister?” Prom Calla said, impossibly soft. “Then give Dre to me. He has to die.” She trailed a possessive hand up Jamie’s arm.

“Don’t fucking touch him.” Calla’s voice broke. The flood of grief for her doppelgänger could sink her in these waves.

Because of Dad, Prom Calla wanted to go to a big dance. Dre was Dad’s favorite by far. Dre got hoisted over Dad’s shoulder. Calla had fucked up her own shoulder trying to replicate the move with Jamie so he wouldn’t feel left out. She certainly felt left out.

No two people, even siblings who slept in the same room and shared holidays, shared everydays, related to their parents in exactly the same way. Dre was obnoxious about Dad’s attention, the way kids could be.

“Inside joke,” he’d say. “You wouldn’t get it.”

One night while Calla was toiling over a stir-fry, Dad had clapped a hand on her head. For a second, she thought he’d confused her with Dre, the sudden affection was so shocking.

Dad was looking at her.

Her heart beat painfully.

“Prom’s coming up,” he said. “You excited?”

“Still a few years away,” she said, voice coming out too goddamn loud. She clung to his interest instead of the fact that her father wasn’t sure how old she was.

“Well, I can’t wait. I’ll drive you. Like a chauffeur. My little girl all grown up into a princess.” He tipped an imaginary hat and left Calla rooted over a beef-and-broccoli sizzle.

He’d never called her a princess before. He wasn’t that kind of parent.

Dre skidded into the kitchen. “Dad’s taking you somewhere? I wanna come.”

“Inside joke,” Calla tested out the words.

“Whatever. He takes me places all the time,” Dre huffed.

In a few years, she’d be a goddamn princess. Dad would look at her again and escort her to the car. He’d go all out and dress like a real chauffeur, his gloved hands opening the door for her. She’d sweep into the Cadillac in her gown and he’d threaten her date and Calla would threaten him.

Prom Calla grinned. Her mouth was wrong—Calla had gone all pink for homecoming—and Prom Calla’s mouth was red, old blood rubbed in the creases. “I want Dre. And you know why,” she singsonged.

Calla fisted a hand over her heart. Her body burned like she had a fever.

By the time she had a shot at going to a big dance, Dad was dead. She got dressed and ignored her mother’s vitriol. Things would just have to be fine for a single night. For a single night, she’d get to be normal.

She walked to school, her gown shining under streetlights, and wondered about the afterlife. If Dad could see her grown up and in new everything, courtesy of an envelope stuffed with cash someone left in her drawer. She’d assumed it was Mom, unable to verbally apologize for the last time she’d screamed vitriol at Calla.

Calla inched through the gym doors to a false winter wonderland. She set her jacket on the back of a chair, poured herself some punch, and loitered by clouds of cotton threaded with twinkling lights.

“You’re here. You came! You look amazing,” Hannah, a classmate from algebra decked out in a black minidress, chirped. “Can you dance in that dress?”

Maybe making friends wasn’t as hard as she thought. Hannah took her hand and led her to the dance floor. Calla discovered she could dance in the dress, and oh, she liked dancing. She was in a circle of fairy lights and familiar faces. People were looking at her like they’d never seen her before.

Dre’s text, an SOS riddled with misspellings like he’d typed it on the run, came in while she was bumping hips with Hannah. SOSSSS. SOOOOOS.

“What’s wrong?” Hannah frowned.

“Nothing,” Calla said curtly. She started texting back SO FUCKING WHAT, blew out a breath. Why did this keep happening—the instant she started taking something for herself, her life was interrupted.

Behiiiind sch, Dre texted. She slapped her phone in her purse. She’d deal with this shit quickly and get back to the dance.

“Calla, what—” Hannah started, but Calla was stomping away, past the buffet table and cardboard bunnies peeking through artificial snow, white streamers flaring overhead.

Her feet ached in the new shoes as she clicked out of the gym and through the back doors. A single streetlight illuminated an empty bike rack down the strip of concrete. The cool evening breeze swept her bare shoulders. She barely felt the chill as she crossed into places the light didn’t reach. She hesitated, pink nails cutting into her palms.

Voices echoed. Her heart sank. The tone of these voices—dangerous, dangerous. The tone boys got when they pressed lit cigarettes into each other’s arms and did all kinds of stupid fucking things.

Gold light flickered at the edge of the dumpster.

Dread hammered the base of her spine.

She rounded the dumpster and froze.

Dre was still and face down on the concrete. Three assholes surrounded him, their features blurring together as they jumped on each other, slapped each other’s backs—green tips on someone’s hair, a fat silver ring on a hand, a short exhale of smoke from chapped lips.

Chunky white candles gathered in a low wall of flame at the base of the dumpster, offering light for their cruelty. She kneeled by Dre. He was unconscious, bleeding from a head wound she couldn’t find through his hair. His phone was cracked.

“Aww, he called his sister for help,” one of the assholes said.

Calla didn’t know what her brother was doing here.

“You got some titties on you,” another asshole said.

She didn’t know why they’d hurt him so badly.

“You mad? Whatcha gonna do about it, bitch?” Asshole Number Three laughed.

She just knew she didn’t fucking care. The particulars didn’t matter when the end always cost her so much. She set Dre back on the ground, her gaze dispassionate. There’d be no getting back to the dance quickly.

It made her petty selfish small, but this was a rage that could eat her up.

The assholes jeered, their silhouettes monstrous on the dumpster. Someone said something about seeing those titties, and Calla unstrapped her new stiletto. They’d do worse things to her than they did to Dre; things always seemed to go worse for her. The asshole with the fat silver ring reached for her hair, and this bitch didn’t pay for the hair—he didn’t get to touch.

She unstrapped her second heel, whipped round, and buried a spike in his calf. He shouldn’t have picked a fight wearing shorts in December. His shriek was a sound she couldn’t get enough of. If these fuckers wanted to leave her bleeding on the pavement next to her brother they would have to work for it.

They did.

They tore her dress.

Would Dad have thought she was beautiful, if he’d gotten to see it?

They ripped out her hair. She’d looked so different with the sheaf of long hair.

They blackened her good eye. Her contact slipped out in the melee.

She spat blood and smiled because this rage could fucking eat her up; her ferocity ate them up. Green Hair grabbed her shoulders, and she bit at his jugular. He shouldn’t have picked a fight with an unbuttoned Fabio shirt. Dude With The Blunt shoved her down, and she pierced his foot with her stiletto. Shouldn’t have picked a fight wearing sandals. Finally, Silver Ring limped away, dragging Dude With The Blunt along, and Calla was left with one.

“You don’t even know what a mistake you made, bitch,” Green Hair hissed. He gripped her shoulders. His arms were dotted with soft patches, and she’d been right about these dangerous boys. They’d had fun spilling hot wax on their skin, touching their fingers to the wick, giggling giggling. Had so much fun until Dre wandered across their playground, and then had more.

Green Hair drove her into the dumpster, her back slamming into a wall of steel, her feet slamming into a wall of lit candles. Slip-hot wax pooled between her toes, flames licking her feet. The deep-tissue prickle of contact with the dumpster made her body vibrate.

She was supposed to be drinking punch at a cheesy dance.

The pain. The pain.

My little girl all grown up into a princess.

Daddy’s princess was on fire.

Her mind went to a hot dark delirious place. For a split second—she’d swear to it—she saw a flicker of herself on the sidewalk, the glass bottle perky on the pavement. She thought hot dark delirious thoughts. If she stepped on the glass and went to the Green Store, would there be a sad pink berserker on the chair, rocking on the dais?

Would a Calla come to save her?

She crawled through the wax. Green Hair lunged at her in a greasy shadow.

If Dre opened his eyes, he would see the damage he’d summoned her into. But he was still out cold, hand outstretched.

She tackled Green Hair’s bony legs. Pinned him down. If she still had her mermaid train, this maneuver would’ve been difficult. Lucky for her, the assholes had ripped that problem.

This rage could eat her up.

She gripped his neck. Her nails were unchipped—her spirit as fucking indomitable as shellac. Green Hair squirmed and gasped and bucked under her. She snatched a half-melted candle and burned it into his cheek. She leaned in close, closer, so she could see his terrified expression, the fire reflected in his dilated eyes.

“I’m not a princess,” she told him, voice matter-of-fact. “I’m a junkyard dog.”

“What the fuck?” Green Hair howled. “Let me go. Get the fuck off me.”

“He’s one of my treasures,” Calla continued, jerking a thumb at Dre. “You fucked with my brother and fucked up my night.” She dropped the candle and squeezed his throat. She wanted to feel his skin between her palms, his life fluttering. Even a pit bull was forgiven for biting when an intruder climbed the fence.

The candles flickered out in their wax pools as the boy under her shuddered.

A yelp cut through her red haze.

“C-Calla?” Hannah stammered from beside the dumpster, sleek blond hair escaping its updo, Calla’s jacket slung over her arm.

Calla blinked, tried to clear her vision. Blinked again when blood dripped in her eye. The asshole under her was motionless, her hands locked around his neck. She cupped his mouth, felt his thin breath against her palm.

She climbed off him.

Now that she was standing, now that the assholes were gone or done, she was cold. Drained. Her sweetheart neckline had been dragged down, sturdy black shapewear exposed from the waist up like an exoskeleton. Her skin was covered in gouges, cooling wax sticky on her legs and feet. The left side of her face was swelling up.

She staggered toward Hannah.

“I brought your coat.” Hannah’s voice was faint.

“Thank you.” Blood squeezed through Calla’s teeth when she spoke. Hannah came to find her. The night wasn’t over yet. Maybe she could find her way back to the dance. Back to a circle of soon-to-be-friends. “Let’s go back inside.”

Hannah flinched when Calla reached for her coat. Dropped it on the pavement.

“I won’t tell anyone,” Hannah whispered. “Please. Please just let me go.”

“What?”

“What did you do to him?” Hannah pointed at the asshole crumbled on the ground.

“Can you just look at me? I’m not—I didn’t—they attacked my brother. Attacked me. I had to defend myself. Can you look at me?” The words came out too goddamn loud.

“I won’t tell. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Stay away from me.” Hannah backed away, went running back to the school.

Calla stared after her. After a long minute, she belatedly tugged her dress back up, zipped her jacket over it. Blew warmth into her hands. With the candles guttered, the space behind the dumpster was very dark. Like Hannah had stolen the last of the light.

Dre moaned. His eyelids moved. He would wake up soon.

She didn’t want to see him. The night she’d been dreaming about since Dad startled her over that stir-fry had arrived, and of course Daddy’s favorite swooped in and stole it.

She limped away, pieces of her shoes cupped to her chest.

Hannah would partially keep her word. School administration never came for Calla. She wasn’t expelled. But Hannah did tell everyone else. Students gave Calla a wide berth for the rest of high school.

People were afraid of her.

Too afraid to meet her eye.

In the Nightmare, candles protruded from a sea of eyes. White mountains of wax piled on many faces.

“Being a Calla means violence. I light candles on the girls who forget that,” Prom Calla said. She pressed a kiss to the back of Jamie’s neck, to the beetles of his tucked-under braids. “I’ve got a candle for you.”

Not the whole truth. This Calla lit candles because she desperately wanted to be seen, but not like this. Not bedraggled and bloodied and vicious. Since that was all she could be, she had to cover the eyes up again. Calla’s fear was obliterating. She’d been this girl. The violence had felt inevitable. Pain pain pain, then pleasure, so much pleasure as she squeezed Green Hair’s throat.

That night, Calla thought about walking away and never coming back.

Thought about leaving Dre and Jamie and felt the instant clap of pain. Pleasure.

Those feelings—dense cold feelings when she thought about her brothers—scared her. She lost the ability to look herself in the eye. Calla couldn’t be this girl anymore. She had to move on. Had to try to leave her behind and find a better kinder version of herself. If she was the perfect sister, no one would suspect the resentment seething under the surface.

She’d get to forget.

“Dre needs to be punished,” Prom Calla spat. “He wasn’t punished for the shit he did. You just keep saving and saving him. Here’s a thought, bitch. Why didn’t you ever send a Calla to protect yourself?”

Because she’d never realized that was an option. No, not quite right. She felt so heavy. Calla sank under the water, bodies jostling for her touch.

What could she do to stop this attack-dog version of herself.

To save Jamie, his skin blue on the dock.

Calla needed help. And when she needed help, she’d never mobilized a doppelgänger to help herself because she had—

She clawed to the surface, dragged in a breath that nearly burst her chest.

Prom Calla’s lips peeled back in a rictus grin. “I guess I can start with Jamie,” she said, voice silky.

“Dreyson Xavier Williams,” Calla screamed.

“Present.” Dre lurched up the ladder to the dais.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Dre



Dre came to with his face underwater. A childish scrawl of a Cadillac drifted by the dead face of a Calla. Her eyes were bubbled over with the remnants of candles; melted tea lights gave her a dozen pupils. Green swamp light illuminated what he hoped was seaweed but knew were strands of human hair. Dre’s lungs blared in alarm. He poked his head above water.

His sister bobbed in the waves. The water boiled around her, bubbles teeming at the surface. No one seemed to know where Dre was.

He knew where he needed to be. Seriously, nigga. Watch Jamie. His inner voice was crude, correct. He could take his brother’s spot in the chair.

Dre slipped on the rungs of the ladder, heaved himself onto the dock.

Jamie’s arms were pulled taut behind his back, wrists knotted in plastic.

Dre deepened his voice. “Let the boy go.”

Prom Calla tightened her hand on the battered metal back of the chair. Her mouth curved at the sight of him, teeth smeared with lipstick.

Dre edged toward his brother, fought hard for balance on the wet planks of the dock.

“You know how easy it is to cut his throat? Drown him? Strangle him? So many ways to kill black boys, and Jamieson here has flirted with so many.” Prom Calla laughed. It sounded like she’d forgotten how humans sounded, like the chuff of a big cat. “My sister knows I’m right, so she should stop fucking moving.” Prom Calla pointed a misshapen nail at Dre. “If you or your bitch-ass sister moves, Jamie dies. I’d be very disappointed. I’m here for you, Dre. I want to wear your skull like a glove. Taste your Kool-Aid blood.”

Dre waited a beat, glanced at his sister. “Oh, wow. In hindsight, the other Callas were actually cool. This is—wow.”

Bloated bodies crowded her back. Calla had the salty expression she got on the phone with Verizon representatives. “You’ve had a light day. ’Cause sexism.”

“Don’t look at her.” Prom Calla jammed a finger in Jamie’s thigh—Dre would hear the wet gristle sound forever—but Jamie just slumped there, chin touching his baby barrel chest. Prom Calla withdrew her finger, blood slicked to the knuckle. “You should be looking at me.”

“Jesus Christ—Jamie. I’m looking at you, fuck. I’m looking at you. What do you want?”

“That dumb bitch still relies on you. I want you to tell her the truth,” she demanded.

“I don’t know,” Dre pleaded.

Green graffiti drawings flared to life, blinked on in the sea, faraway walls. They streaked toward Dre, massed his skin with green stick figures and curlicue letters, each sketch a snowflake fixed to his flesh. Dre opened his mouth to scream, and stick figures climbed in. He dimly heard Calla shouting, and that reassured Dre that no, he was not tripping balls. Prom Calla gripped Jamie’s leg, nails dug in his blue footie pajamas.

Dre sank to his knees. “I’m trying. Please.”

Prom Calla stared at Dre, fingers rapping thoughtfully against the hole in Jamie’s thigh. Dre looked at her, vision green through the scribble of little-boy stick figures.

“You’re deeply stupid. I’ll help. Start with the heart,” Prom Calla said.

“I don’t—okay.” With all the tags he’d ever made becoming living frost on his skin—he could take a hint. “I did graffiti at night sometimes. It’s not a big deal.” Except it was. The Nightmare had a loop for Dre, had aimed their father in his path. His eyes widened.

Calla was right. The center of the maze wasn’t the answer.

Their father was.

Calla’s doppelgänger was right.

He had to tell the truth.

He told them how he’d woken up most mornings and immediately wanted to return to bed. Dad had stopped visiting, stopped child support; the house was tense. Mom stalked around with cigarettes and butter knives. Calla watched through the filter of her thick glasses. Jamie built Legos and threw tantrums. The fridge was empty. Their home was haunted by the absent: Dad was ghosting his family.

Calla asked Dre to watch Jamie, took off to the store. Jamie fell asleep, and Dre turned wistful. This would be the perfect time for Dad to turn up, throw rocks at the window. He didn’t. Dre needed to tag, needed a way to speak this thing crushing his chest. Dad had all the paint.

The scrawl of Dre’s heart was unbearable. His home needed correcting, and Jamie’s chalk was soft in his hand. Dre drew up walls, down stairs, around cats. He drew on the porch, leaked art in the streets. He drew hearts on the trees of his special place. He drew them for Calla, saturated the bark as best he could. She used to look for him when Dre got overwhelmed and wandered off. Lead him back by the hand. She’d stopped doing that. Dre painted a massive heart in overlapping shades of green, crushed in leaves, grasses for texture.

The grime on his hands snapped him out of it. He saw what he’d done—he was in for the mother of all ass whoopings. Jamie was still sleeping. Dre hated himself, but he put chalk in his baby brother’s hand. He’d taken enough shit on Jamie’s behalf for Jamie to pinch-hit this one time. The heat and guilt in the apartment drove him outside for another walk. He couldn’t be blamed for something he wasn’t home to do. Jamie was literally asleep—a lampshade could babysit.

The summer heat was intense. The moon’s color was off, a sallow orange that distorted mosquitoes into demons. Garbage gathered at the roots of palm trees, a line of filth marching the length of the street. Sweat plastered his shirt to his skin.

Daddy pulled up in the chrome whip, offered him a ride. His father did not ask what Dre was doing out so late. He was not that kind of parent.

“I went for a walk. Dad offered me a ride.” His previous memory of turning Dad down in a snit went paper-thin in the chill of leather, back dipped in the hollow of the bucket seat. The red twinkle at the end of the cigarette Dad inhaled in the dark. “I got—I got in the car.”

The dock spun on the water. Dre couldn’t see Calla in the press of dead bodies.

Prom Calla’s head bent down to meet her neck. “And,” she said coldly.

“We talked. I don’t know. Please,” Dre squeezed out.

Prom Calla blinked. “Guess I’ll tell it. Dad told you things. Met someone else, right? Had a baby on the way. He was a changed man. Not for you, for the baby. He was going to church. Got a real job.” Prom Calla raked her nails through Jamie’s hair. “He wasn’t coming back. Don’t tell your mother. Your sister. Your brother.”

The stick-figure drawings were moving pictures: a car, a little boy, foxtails.

Dre screamed into his fists.

“It’s one thing for Dad to ditch Calla and Jamie, right? Another thing to ditch you. He was off to a better life. A cleaner life. The paint was gone from the back seat. You were never real to him,” Prom Calla said.

But Dad was real to Dre, clean-shaven in a crisp button-up, a church man, hypocrite man, piece-of-shit man. An invisible man. They might as well have no father at all.

No father at all.

In Dre’s new memory, his face cracked. He attacked Dad in the car, went to war against this man who was not right, unclean. His father thought Dre was fit for secondhand smoke and secrets. Dre would be a secret now. A dirty window.

No.

Dad shouted, Stop, stop what the fuck are you doing, stop, don’t, you little shit—that felt good, Dad was looking now; he looked at his son.

Headlights burned into Jamie, a sudden silhouette in the road, his navy footies royal blue in the piercing white.

Jamie didn’t have a chance to run, to raise a hand to block the light. Just as Dre processed his brother’s presence there was a sickening crunch, and Dad screamed, swerved.

Metal whined in glorious wreaths of fire. Blood dripped in Dre’s eyes. His father slumped over the airbag, locs swaying like spider legs.

Dre was shot through with glass from the windshield.

Something rattled in his chest.

He saw a teenage Calla in a soft purple shirt and threaded black vest, eyes wide. Things were wrong. Dre was suddenly outside the car, and Calla was dead in the passenger seat, glass staking her chest.

Dre’s head was killing him. His skin was covered in ripples of storytelling; the truth revealed in cuts:

He’d gotten in the car.

He’d killed his father.

He’d killed himself.

He’d killed Jamie.

Calla had stopped it somehow. Taken their places and broken herself.

“Everything would be different if Dad was alive,” Prom Calla raged. “You have to die.”

All this time and she still believed in the fantasy that Mom would have stayed on the rails and Dad would have come around. Roads were yellow-bricked and castles could move in the timeless tale of Parents getting their shit together.

In the corner of Dre’s vision, Jamie moved ever so slightly.

Dre coughed out a laugh. This Jamie-shit was 100-percent approved.

“I bought that dress. And the hair. The shoes. Maybe show a little appreciation,” Dre yelled, keeping her attention. Jamie’s baby hands slipped out of the zip ties.

Prom Calla cracked her neck. “Mom left money—”

“All me,” Dre said. “I wanted you to have the best fucking time at the dance, Cee.”

“Well.” Prom Calla’s throat worked. Her blistered eyes found Dre, a scathing black loathing under the red as she lunged at him. “I didn’t.”

“Bitch.” Jamie leaped to his feet, slammed the chair against her like a pay-per-view wrestler. “You should be looking at me.”

Lights flashed on his sneakers when he kicked her in the water.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Jamie



Prom Calla was a bitch-ass nigga.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Calla



Prom Calla howled underwater in a funnel of bubbles, sequins searching for light. She wrapped her fingers around Calla’s throat, face contorted.

Bodies locked them together in a cage of skin and wick pupils. Calla managed to work a knee up, kicked her doppelgänger in the chest.

Dre’s confession tugged on something heartrending. She couldn’t touch the memory; every Calla recoiled, raced to the deepest crevice of bone. She did not remember finding Dre in the car. Didn’t remember Jamie’s body.

She could never have finished the Nightmare on her own. She could only tell a third of the story, the story of the girl who stepped on glass. The boys had their own journeys, the boy who got in the car and the boy left wandering.

There was that electrifying sense that something had gone horribly fucking wrong on her way to the store. She’d spun on the sidewalk, stepped on the glass. The blunt needle sense of wrongness subsided in the shocking spurt of blood and pain, lost in the bottle that slid in her foot. She’d continued to the store, bought milk. The blocky white ambulance stirred her hair as it raced past.

Limping on dread after the ambulance.

And then devastation.

Calla, Dre, and Jamie were bound together in daisy chains and iron. It hadn’t even occurred to her younger self to save her father. Part of her payment for keeping her black boys alive, whatever the cost.

The rest of the cost was Callas.

Fifteen-year-old Calla had seen something so horrible she’d shattered into pieces. If Calla let herself remember, let herself be full-on in the light, would they be able to go home?

Long pink nails emerged. Then extensions, Blackenstein-bride high, tangled in whips with purple earrings. The dress, a flayed mermaid tail of fish scales. Garish makeup, slanted in the wrong places as the doppelgänger snapped jaws at Calla’s neck.

An exposed patch of skin above Calla’s rib cage split, lines shredded open vertically, diagonally, horizontally, under the brutal onslaught. A distant splash cut through the roar in her ears; Jamie snatched long ropes of hair and pulled, wet tracks tearing free in chunks of blood. Prom Calla made an awful roadkill sound.

Dre dived from above, sent them all scattering in the resulting wave.

Calla clung to the table, unspeakably tired. She caught a streak of pink near the dais.

Her mind went white.

What would she do to save her brothers?

What had she done to save her brothers?

She’d done fucking plenty.

And she would do at least one more thing.

“Don’t look at them!” Prom Calla shrieked from the dais, hair missing in bloody folds of scalp. “You should be looking at me. No one looks at me. I was supposed to be new for the dance. I got new makeup and a new dress, new shoes and new hair. New eyes. I’m supposed to be new. I’m supposed to be beautiful.”

Calla slipped underwater. She let Little Mama fill her legs, College Calla breathe in her arms. She cut through water, through bodies, praying for Jamie’s fuck-you bravery. Her hands slipped on the algae-rust slick of the ladder rungs.

Prom Calla peered over the edge. She held up a match and smiled.

The fire. They would burn before Calla had a chance to end this a different way.

“Everything would be different if Daddy was alive,” Prom Calla whispered. “Daddy could have seen me in my dress. He would have looked at me. Thought I was beautiful.”

Calla dragged herself onto the dock.

“Dre has to die. I’ll light a candle in you, sister. I wanted to go to the fucking dance. I wanted to be new. Have people look at me and see I wasn’t just someone’s sister. I’m my own thing. I’m—look at me. Look at me!”

Jamie made a beat on the table. The sound picked up in the walls, rocked the water. Callas above and below stomped, danced, jumped rope; Calla’s lost sisters, trapped in their choice, gone mad in their sacrifice, stomped to Jamie’s beat.

They were Callas. They were loud.

“‘These niggas can’t fly,’” Dre said through cupped hands.

“‘Want my wings? Bitch, keep dreaming,’” Jamie said.

Prom Calla swiped the match on the brown stripe down the box.

Calla slammed her other self into the deck. They struggled over the matches, and Calla rolled on top. Banged Prom Calla’s head against the dock with her hair.

Prom Calla crammed most of her hand in Calla’s shoulder wound. White pain overwhelmed her other self’s snarling face, the twisted waves shaking the dock.

“We’re coming, CeeCee!”

If Jamie’s voice could be a color, it would be yellow. The blaze of vital dirty fuel.

“Hold on. Just fucking hold on!”

Dre was green matter. Bedrock of her life.

Prom Calla fumbled with a match, shrieking, petting what was left of her hair.

Wet ribbons of agony radiated from her shoulder. Calla saw herself walking to the Green Store, steps loud in pink jelly flip-flops until she snapped straight, twisted around to the direction she’d come from. Her eyes filled with tears and she didn’t know why. Her nose bled.

She stepped on a broken bottle and lurched to the surface of herself, gasping at the image burned in her retinas: the clear triangle of broken glass in her foot. Footprints etched in blood.

Calla laughed. She wasn’t supposed to laugh when she was about to kill someone, kill herself. She would deal with the appropriately messy feelings if she survived. She leaned down to her left foot, her always-fucking-busted foot, dug her fingers in her wound. The pain made gray roll over her vision again, but she borrowed Prom Calla’s signature move and clawed at the glass though her nails were bitten to the quick.

The doppelgänger dropped the matches and strangled her, nails tearing into her throat, points and points of pain sealing air out. Calla would not let herself end up drifting in this sea, a pillar candle in her right eye, a cute votive in her left. Big eye. Small eye.

She’d never pulled out the glass before—what if it bled more? what if the glass held her foot together?—and she gripped it now, sliced open her hand. Her weapon was built in the ball of her foot. She withdrew the glass with a ragged sob, carved up three fingers for her trouble, and cut her younger self’s throat.

Prom Calla blinked. Blinked again.

The shard didn’t come out smooth; it took a chunk of throat so large Calla could grab it. Blood spattered her face, and that seemed right, too. She should bear the stain of her ruined life.

Prom Calla clutched her throat. She shook and shook and shook, collapsed in a polyester pile, the red darkening the pink. Calla smoothed her hair. Shushed her gently.

“You’re beautiful. I’ll never stop looking at you.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Jamie



Calla wasn’t okay. Her head jerked to the side like she was being hanged.

Jamie assumed from the way Dre looked at him and the way Calla looked at Dre that each sibling looked awful as shit to the other. Jamie’s thigh burned, and he kept his good hand pressed to the wound.

Prom Calla’s throat was missing some vital red thing. Calla stroked her other self’s scalp.

Dre and Jamie sat down beside their sister in a bedraggled triangle.

“Honestly, I was the MVP of the team,” Jamie said. He was bruised, broken in more places than not. “Did anyone pick up on my awesome acting? I pretended to be unconscious to get the drop on Prom Bitch. I even stayed still when she stuck her whole-ass finger in my leg.”

“I got Denzel vibes from that.” Dre coughed blood. “Though it killed my dramatic sacrifice vibe.”

Calla stretched. “Nah. If you sacrificed yourself and ended up living, you’d make life hell. You’d never let me pick a restaurant again.”

“All you ever want are chicken tenders. It’s a waste of a restaurant. Evolve your palette. You’re grown,” Dre clapped back.

“Chicken tenders are delicious,” Calla said.

“Since we’re dying here or whatever, I feel like I should tell you. I had sex in your car, CeeCee. And your bed. And D’s couch,” Jamie said lightly. His siblings closed their eyes.

“That’s really fucking gross.” Dre pursed his lips. “How did you even get in my place?”

“Back door.”

“Did you wash my sheets after?” Calla asked.

“No. Also, we did butt stuff.” Jamie squeezed his sister’s hand.

“I don’t know that I want you to hold my hand right now,” Calla said. “And you stole my car. Went to Wendy’s.”

“You’re remembering it wrong,” Jamie said, and laughed when Calla punched his shoulder. He froze, seized her hand. “Wait. Wait. Requesting a meeting with the council.”

“Accepted,” Dre and Calla said in unison.

The meaning of the council, of what I’m about to say will hurt you, had never been more true for Jamie. “CeeCee. You’re remembering it wrong. You don’t let the Nightmare progress. You keep getting involved.” He felt the way he did before a fight, itchy and hot.

“You think we have to do what we did before. Do exactly what we did before and let everything play out without interference. Calla goes to the store. You wander the road. And I—I do my thing.” Dre tilted his chin. “That’s actually a good idea.”

“I have good ideas all the time, nigga,” Jamie muttered.

Calla staggered to her feet. Her makeup was awful: watery black lines around her eyes, clown-pink cheeks, glitter clinging to her nostril. Jamie knew better than to say some shit like that out loud. He’d learned his lesson painfully at the counter of a Comcast.

“You want me to just … but you’ll be dead.” Calla reached for him, and Jamie caught a glimpse of Little Mama, the want in her grip. Jamie was loved, loved so much she couldn’t even let go of him in a dream.

“You have to let it happen,” Jamie said quietly. “Watch to the end. Let yourself have the Nightmare.”

“I say we try,” Dre said. “Cee—you leave first.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I’ll say prayers, okay? We haven’t tried that.” Her brothers were still warm in her arms, and she was already crying. What if what she’d done to save them was undone?

“Think of the bitches,” Dre said.

Jamie nudged him. “You’re not supposed to call a bitch a bitch if you respect her.”

“But I have total respect—”

“What Dre means is,” Jamie cut in, “the Callas deserve to rest. You can’t keep doing this.”

“No,” Calla sobbed, her features shrinking in on themselves. She shook her head.

“Cee, please,” Dre said. “Can you run to the Green Store? We don’t have milk for cereal. If Jamie doesn’t get his Cinnamon Toast Crunch, there’ll be hell to pay. I’ll—” Dre cleared his throat. “I’ll watch him.”

“Ooh, get me a Creamsicle.” Jamie threw himself at her waist. Dre wrapped them both in thin arms. Jamie felt fierce and warm and battered and home. The siblings were mismatched parts; it took all three of them to make a whole person.

“If this works, I won’t be able to help you anymore,” she said, swiping away the tears. “Whatever you do will stand—do you get that? I won’t be able to come back.”

“I know.” Jamie understood. Calla would not handle the next cop. No one would stop him if he got wasted in a car, curious with a gun, emptied a bag of powder. What Jamie did would be fixed. Permanent. The thought was scary—he was still discovering all the ways his sister had saved his ass—but thrilling, too, like something he had control over. His life would shine, delicate, between his own fingers. He would cup his own heartbeat. “Get me a pickle, too. While you’re at the store.”

Jamie spotted College Calla in the line of her neck, the straightness of her shoulders. She ruffled Jamie’s cornrows, Dre’s bloodied Afro, and leaped into the water. Vanished under the surface, the fringe of her vest swinging as she surfaced near the door.

“Whatever bet y’all made—if we live, you’re paying me. I won’t have my brothers perpetuating the gender wage gap,” she called.

“I’ll perpetuate whatever I want. I’ll perpetuate white women. Oatmeal cookies,” Dre yelled.

Jamie snickered, jumped into the water. If he had any more hugs, he wouldn’t be able to go. He couldn’t say goodbye to Dre, his brother who found him in the Nightmare and defended him, gave Jamie ice cream and fist bumps, made him someone precious, someone to protect as Calla attacked his enemies.

He could barely think outside the hole in his leg, cracks to his ribs.

Jamie returned to his room, Little Mama’s room. He strained, dragged Little Mama on the bare mattress and climbed next to her. The mattress dipped under the lost children, the rotating lamp sliding purple stars on Little Mama’s freckles.

He held her cold hand and waited to hear Dre splashing through, rebooting his own fate.

Please let this work. He wanted to go home and the Callas released. Or else they would be nothing girls, bitten-quick girls light as mist. Waiting girls, nanny-mama girls. Jamie needed to close the Nightmare in a ring of gold. Needed to show his gratitude if he was ever going to heal. He was grateful the Callas loved him. They’d loved him enough to offer him chances until they couldn’t take it anymore.

Jamie could not leave his sisters without their dignity, dead and cold in misery and filth. They had watched his back in all the directions time flows.

He’d let his seven-year-old body guide him into the street where a streetlight dazzled the hood of a Cadillac and headlights dazzled him.

And Jamie would take the light and the pain, and hope it led him home to his siblings, where he was very much wanted.







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Dre



Dre pressed his forehead to a cypress tree in his special place. Insects snapped in his ear. Grandma’s body was snug in spears of tape grass and pondweed.

“I really don’t fuck with all that Mastah shit,” Dre told her. He selected a black velvet hat from the dead tree. The brim was easily twenty inches around, a real bitch-just-try-to-sit-next-to-me accessory. “But I appreciate everything else you did. Thank you, Cee.”

He unfolded the hat to glorious proportions, spread out rings of tulle. Touched the lace.

“You had the most incredible hops. And—it’s beautiful here. Beautiful in the fall, with the leaves. Beautiful in the winter. Flowers bloom in the spring.” His cheeks burned. He set the hat on the edge of the water. “I’m glad you’re resting here.”

Dre ran through the swamp, needle-leaves scratching his face, clothing. He had no doubt Calla would do the right thing, the hard thing. She was fucking tough. He couldn’t stop seeing her, the rows of fringe that moved with her, as though some part of her always knew living would take fluidity. Her face, shiny with Vaseline and tears. Her clothing, thick with the odors of coffee and Newports. Her hair smelled like the hot comb and Blue Magic. Dre hadn’t realized those were the scents of his childhood.

He couldn’t look at their apartment building, afraid he would see Jamie in a window and lose his resolve. He walked down the block, feet buried in headless daisies, dandelions without wishes, and waited at the curb.

Please let this work. Jamie was intuitive, smart as hell. Dre wanted to watch him grow up, talk shit and play ball along the way. Help Calla find new passion, listen to her bubble on the phone.

He relished being essential, the stabilizing middle.

The Cadillac chugged up on the curb. Smoke escaped through a crack in the window. Dad twisted behind the wheel, his free-form locs spiky in the red glare of his cigarette.

Dre got in the car. The air-conditioning blasted him into the bucket seat. He looked at his father, at Jamie’s and Calla’s features distended by time and toxicity.

“You were a liar. But that’s all right. You still gave me Jamie and Calla. Punk-ass bitch-ass pussy-ass nigga,” Dre said confidently, propping his filthy shoes on the dash. “You don’t even know what you made. We’re so much stronger than you.”







CHAPTER FORTY
Calla



Clouds shifted across the night sky, swollen with rain. The road was reset to business as usual, the odd car streaking by unimpeded by cops or the curious.

Calla felt like throwing up.

She should turn around, pray or hit her head or start a fire, do anything other than limp, a painful step at a time, to the Green Store. She passed the trio of palm trees, garbage gathered at their roots.

The broken glass winked on the sidewalk, a fistful of posies from the cruel.

This Nightmare was fucking bullshit.

Her sisters were with her as she stepped on the glass. She let herself scream fully, hurt fully, sound out all the vowels in excruciating harmony.

She didn’t have her patch at fifteen, but she pressed a hand over her left eye, forced herself to see through the right one. She wanted the Nightmare incomprehensible while she did the unthinkable.

The Green Store reared in overlapping shades of paint. Bells jingled as she tracked blood on the black-and-white tiles. The shopkeeper set down a glossy magazine, anxiously ran a hand over her graying braid.

Calla lurched to the dairy section. Mosquitoes buzzed in her ear. A track of fluorescent lighting whined, died as she walked underneath; shadows spiked over the row of reach-in refrigerators, the freezers with the ice cream.

She spelled PLEASE in her breath-cloud on the refrigerator door, swung out two gallons of red-capped milk, plastic pressing indents in the creases of her palms.

The lady was off her stool, brown mouth firm.

Calla dropped change on the counter, weaved out the door to a sudden downpour of rain.

Hot air whispered at her neck as she waited at the corner. Her eyes welled as the blocky white ambulance screamed by, stirred her hair.

She sobbed. Chased the van, the pavement driving the glass into her heel, milk running pink as she flew toward home. The ambulance was for her brothers. Something horrible had happened when she wasn’t there. Her lungs dragged, the fringe of her vest matting in wet clumps.

Smoke rose from metal, and Calla stopped. She didn’t want to see. Couldn’t bury the memory a second time, stuff it down in blank cold spaces. The Callas turned away.

To raise a child was to guard them.

To raise a child was to let them find their own path.

The grief was too much for a single Calla to hold—she was built for love and humor, not despair. She would have stayed there, bleeding on the sidewalk, except her brothers had asked her to bear witness. The gold Cadillac was crushed. She inched to the flames and covered her eyes.

Calla couldn’t look.

There was no world where she wasn’t their sister, and so this world could not be real. She could make a new one, one where she bitch-slapped reality because reality wasn’t fucking fair. It’s so hard keeping black boys alive. She needed her sisters, her doubles and shades, to intervene and manage and send warnings and spill blood, if that’s what it took.

Warm hands nudged Calla’s chin up and over to the apartment building across the street. A woman—their mother—stood in the window.

Calla’s legs went numb and distant, sensation lost.

Their mother had seen.

She’d seen the accident, then the unfathomable when Calla traded her brothers with pieces of herself just before impact. When Mom burst home, drunk and scream-crying, she learned her first-love ex-husband was dead and her sons were inexplicably alive.

Like her only daughter, she’d never been able to forget, not completely. Unlike her daughter, in her heart, the boys were dead. And she was afraid.

The screen ripped free, clattered down as Mom shoved through, her weight digging in a neglected flower box. Liquor spilled from a forgotten bottle in her hand. Her confusion and heartbreak was palpable, but back then—and now—Calla could not spare the attention; the sounds coming from the burning car, the gutter, stole Calla away.

Her chest snapped up, snapped down, fast fast. She’d taken her brothers’ places, once upon a time, and her bodies remembered.

“Cee,” Dre coughed from the passenger seat.

“I don’t want to. Please don’t. I can’t—” Calla trembled. Christ, she needed her sisters, her doubles and shades, to distribute the weight, because this was too much to hold.

Little Mama moved first, pried the hand from her left eye.

College Calla twisted her ankle, her knee, her hip.

The crone pulled the hand from the right eye.

Prom Calla stared. Blinked.

Heat chugged off the Cadillac. Dad was dead, but Calla only had eyes for Dre, glass staking him through the chest. His breath rattled thickly, and she remembered shuddering, panting around the wound. She could not breathe. She inhaled blood when she tried. Flames burned up the palm tree, the trunk split. Flames burned up the hood of the Cadillac. She remembered the relief when it closed over her.

Her legs folded. She fell.

Jamie gurgled, and she crawled, found her baby mangled in the gutter, bones jutting in nightmare shapes.

Blood dribbled from his mouth. A fingertip twitched in her direction.

No. No. She had to—

Do nothing. God. God. The world was dangerous, and she had to let them move through it. Even when she remembered drowning as Jamie was drowning, in warm water running to the sewer. There was no relief at the end, just panic.

If she touched him, if she touched her baby, she wouldn’t be able to stick to the plan.

When a hand gripped her shoulder, nails bitten to the quick, Calla seized it. Held tight. A goth Calla kneeled beside her, rain and tears smearing her makeup, followed by a Calla in soggy denim, then a Calla with unraveling braids. Even three doppelgängers weren’t enough to keep her from reaching for Jamie.

Callas clawed from her body with blunted nails, streamed around her. Screaming, stomping, writhing. Remembering fire. Water. Death.

Birds fled, wings beating through the air.

Dre’s cough fell silent. Jamie stopped moving.

Her brothers were dead.

Calla did nothing but hurt. Every molecule burned. The pain annihilated her, drove Callas out to flood the street, each copy collapsing under heartache.

Light crackled between the skins of Callas, bright, brighter until it became lightning breaking through and Calla was engulfed.

Dismantled.

Swallowed up.

She fell into herself and was caught by herself and kept falling.







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Calla



Calla’s rebirth was not gentle.

She came to crumpled in a pool of broken glass on the sticky linoleum in the cabin’s kitchen. Wounds made themselves known: the seeping bump in her nest of Senegalese twists, a knot of blood in her shoulder, scratches bleeding across exposed skin.

The living room, a mess of splintered wood and sheer destruction, came into clarity when she put on her glasses. Tables were overturned, the carpet a mash-up of fallen animal heads and crosses. The shit stain on the cushion continued over the felt bottom of the couch.

The murder doll was back on its perch above the stove, straw head cocked.

She was alive. Bleeding inside and out, but alive. Joy rocketed her up, made her stand, then her legs buckle. Her arms shot out for balance, the counter exploding into her stomach. Knocked her breath out—that’s what the joy felt like.

“Jamie?” she called, her voice loud and thrilling. Her brothers would be able to hear. No matter where they were, they’d hear. She picked her way to her sneakers.

They had to be outside. She’d woken up where her body was, after all.

“D?” Calla yelled, racing through the red door. Wet grass crinkled against her ankles as she cut through the yard with Little Mama’s footwork.

Calla was done with the maze. The weight of readiness she’d been carrying was gone, leaving only a wonder at her own power, a sense of safety of the rest she’d find when she closed her eyes.

She was whole, or she would be when she found her brothers. The sacrifices of the Callas had to mean something. She had to be able to tell her other selves, We got them so far. Wanted her brothers to have a chance, knowing what they knew now, being who they were now, cut their lungs on the cold air as she had. Breathe and cough and try to stand and fall. Limp. Try again.

Keep trying, as she was trying.

Calla had imagined their fresh new life unfolding in crisp morning sunlight, the trauma of the night washed away by rain and gilded crystal with dew. But the sun had no chance at penetrating the cloud cover. There was no rain because rain would have been enjoyable; she’d have gotten to renew herself in the world beyond the maze, let the rain patter down her cheeks and remind her of the curves of her body.

Just gloomy, gray, and cold. The trees were still malevolent, and the suspicious bone was still in the firepit. She squinted through the crush of trees, down the misbegotten road.

Dre staggered into view at the edge of the dirt road, holding his arm.

Her legs went weak. She’d gotten too used to Dre’s baby Afro in the maze and couldn’t believe its epic adult proportions. Damn thing had to be nearly twenty inches around.

“My niggas!”

She heard Jamie’s exquisite first words before she saw him, muddy and disheveled, a few steps behind Dre. He was so much taller than her.

Calla drank them in.

Jamie started running, savoring his longer stride, stronger legs. He ran like he still had spaceships along his feet, or flashing sneakers.

Dre thrust out both arms and ran maniac zigzags.

She’d helped build such brave men.

Calla couldn’t be sure which bits of her smile were hers—the quirk at the edge of her mouth might have been College Calla, the childish glee that made her forget her gum-to-teeth ratio and just fucking grin her ass off was probably Little Mama, the tongue pressed against the roof of her mouth might have been her older self, unsure without dentures. Prom Calla was in her eyes, soaking up the way her brothers looked at her.

Given enough time and growth she’d join her sisters in her sinew and secret places. She’d one day offer this shimmering moment to the next Calla who took the reins.

For now, though, this body was still hers. She never thought she’d be so happy to do cardio. She collided with her brothers in a violent hug. They sank in a pile in the grass.

It was a beautiful morning.

“Um, where the fuck is the Prius?” she asked when she could breathe again.

“Oh. The Prius is—hmmm.” Dre swiveled, looked around.

“We’ll help you get some feminine wiles, CeeCee.” Jamie patted her hand. “So Noah won’t be pissed.”







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Jamie



Jamie was wearing the right outfit for this confrontation. The situation called for a semiprofessional fit that offered nuance and personality and guaranteed that anyone who met him would be forced to like him. Preparing an outfit that could deliver took preparation. The crease in his pants was sharp as murder, courtesy of Dre.

His red sweater sparkled obnoxiously with premature holiday cheer. Calla had gone the ugly-sweater route for presents last year. Rudolph smiled from a grid of white snowflakes, stuffed antlers projecting proudly from Jamie’s chest. Calla had glued on black sponges and a USB cable to make makeshift headphones for the reindeer. Thin paper plates made turntables for reasons Jamie did not understand. Turntables were a DJ thing. Did she seriously think he aspired to be a DJ?

He topped the ensemble with his mud-spattered heel-flapping classic tan Timberlands.

For reasons that would remain known only to him, Matt had launched a fundraiser to crowdfund money for the Williamses. Matt didn’t know the depth of shit that awaited Calla, Jamie, and Dre on their return to Seattle, but he knew enough to deduce it was not ideal. Calla and Dre were unemployed. Rent was a problem.

After processing fees, Matt raised eight dollars. Matt contributed the fiver.

Roberto’s asinine videos on social media, “My Smoking-Hot Ex-Girlfriend Tried to Murder Me, But I Got the Last Laugh!” and “Cheating Is Self-Preservation When She’s Bananas!” went viral, taking the heat off Dre and placing it squarely on Berto and Sofia.

Since no one was helpfully inserting themselves into Jamie’s business, he had to face the cops.

This ugly a sweater couldn’t fail. He’d waited until Calla was out with Noah doing who-knew-what, apple picking or some shit, before heading to the police station. He wanted Calla all the way out of his mess.

Detective Ed Something and Detective Lenny Something were startlingly similar, both north of forty with grizzled beards, dad bods, and fleece. He could not allow himself to be arrested by white dudes in North Face. A recorder blinked from a stand. The interrogation room was bright, and the chair pinched the small of his back. The chair was very similar to the one he’d been tied to on the dock by a certain homicidal duplicate of his sister.

Jamie had a graveyard of Styrofoam cups: hot chocolate, water, jasmine green tea, Cherry Coke.

“Little early, isn’t it?” Detective Ed Something said during a lull in the interview, gesturing toward Jamie’s sweater.

“Never too early for holiday magic.” Jamie beamed.

A thick file was strategically open on the scarred table to large color images of the battered body of fallen cop David Campbell. The gory images didn’t have the same shock value they had had four hours ago.

Lenny spent most of his time slouched on the table, doing the most possible work to convince Jamie he wasn’t paying attention. His weapons of choice were doodling, yawning, and closing his eyes for long chunks of conversation.

Ed overcompensated by looking meaningfully into Jamie’s eyes and asking leading questions about his parents, siblings, friends, and juvenile record. When Lenny lowered himself to speak (with his face pancake flat on the table—this dude was really trying to convince Jamie he was mid-nap), it was stark statistics about hard-core judges who would sentence Jamie to a cell in a volcano.

“Let’s recap.” Jamie moved his empty foam cups to the side so he could rest his hands on the table. “I, along with sixty thousand other people, went to the protest. My ancestors suffered so I could have a voice.”

“And your sister just happened to decide you should take a spontaneous family vacation right about when Dave Campbell was getting an autopsy,” Ed said.

“My therapist said nourishing familial relationships is the key to a good support network.” Jamie’s antlers wiggled on his chest.

“What does your therapist say about murder?” Lenny doodled.

Little Mama would have split each detective from sternum to stomach, but she was gone. Jamie had to find new ways to problem-solve. His face still remembered its cherubic lines, the sunshine curve of baby cheeks. “I didn’t kill anyone. I didn’t blow anything up. My sister would completely murder me.” He added this last bit because it was painfully true, and also because in his experience white people in authority really appreciated corporal punishments.

Ed rubbed his beard. Lenny finally straightened like an adult.

“Okay,” Lenny said.

“Okay?” This was a trap.

“We’ve talked to hundreds of witnesses. Dave Campbell’s little boy will get justice. We know about your sister. Your brother. Hell, I know what kind of Jell-O your mama ate after she gave birth,” Ed said.

“That’s … I don’t know how to respond to that.”

“We have what your teachers said about you. What your friends said—what friends we could find,” Lenny said. “And I find myself agreeing with your guidance counselor.”

Jamie was very hot under his reindeer sweater. He wished he had a fifth beverage to play with. Jen the guidance counselor. The amount of shit she could say about Jamie was enough to fill his grave.

“She said you’re an asshole, not a killer,” Lenny said.

“We don’t believe you personally killed David. But you met the person responsible,” Ed said.

The cops had moved from Jamie-the-killer to Jamie-is-killer-adjacent. Jamie was delighted. Lenny set two new photos down in front of Jamie in the wet rings of his beverages. The left photo was a grainy traffic-cam image of the yellow van. Jamie’s delight popped like the virginity of his ex-girlfriend at the Panda Express.

A shadow lurked in the driver’s seat that did not resemble Jamie at all. He could only rock in his seat in awe at how fucking thorough Grandma was. His blood warmed—or chilled, he didn’t know anymore—at the wide-brimmed hat covering the driver’s face.

The only way the cops could think Jamie did this was if they also believed he dressed up as Madea before blowing shit up. He should’ve gone for the button-up after all. A sixteen-year-old boy who willingly wore a light-up homemade DJ Rudolph sweater in October probably had no problem being drag Tyler Perry, categorically the least cool of all drag.

The photo on the right was a badly cropped still from some breathless social-media post about the explosion. The photo was chaos: smoke and rubble, people midrun, crying, a frozen stream of bubbles. Nearly lost in the crowd like scary Where’s Waldo? were Jamie and the Calla crone.

Jamie breathed on the photo. He looked fixedly at the umbrella, but she looked fixedly at him, the twist of her neck barely visible below the hat. She loved him.

“Who is she?” Lenny asked.

“I don’t know. Shit blew up. I was trying to help people.” Jamie tore his gaze from the photo. Proof. Proof the other Callas had existed.

Ed crouched by Jamie. “You know her. I know you know her. You know you know her. Think of Dave’s son. He doesn’t have a dad now, just like you.”

Jamie turned his head and met Ed’s close blue gaze. Jamie could count the red blotches of acne scars. “I see what this is. You think all black people know each other. Like, we’re all the same big happy family and I must know every black woman—”

“No, no.” Ed backpedaled in all the ways. He nearly fell on his ass circling the table.

“—we have secret handshakes and go to the same underground church like crab people.”

“She’s holding the umbrella over you in the photo.” Lenny repeated this several times.

“I saw this old-ass bag bleeding and I tried to help. What, you think I’m her grandson or some shit? You think we must be related because every black person is—right. I see what this is.”

“What this is is solving a murder. Bringing in a domestic terrorist.” Ed’s gaze flicked to the two-way mirror.

“Seriously, this isn’t—” Lenny started.

“Racism.” Jamie swiped his army of the cups from the table and shot to his feet. “You got me fucked up. This interview is over. I’m not gonna subject myself to racism. I’m a minor. I need a lawyer, for real. I’m gonna sue the shit out of you, Ed. You’re catching that lawsuit, too, Lenny. Trust me. Whole city gonna catch it.”

Jamie stormed to the door. He crushed cups unnecessarily underfoot, placed a sweaty hand on the doorknob.

“I guess we’ll have to bring your sister in, then. Ask her some questions,” Ed said. “Maybe ask her old boss. Could make her job search pretty hard.”

“Think about this, Jamieson. Think about what your sister would do if we made her life really hard because of you.” Lenny squeezed Jamie’s shoulder. “I hear your brother’s job hunting, too. He seems like a nice guy. The type that breaks under pressure.”

Laughter snagged in Jamie’s throat. “Oh. Oh, sugar bear.”

He kept his expression serious as he left the police station. And then snickered until he nearly collapsed in the parking lot.

A dark-blue Prius pulled to a stop in front of him, bass thumping. The window slid down as Dre’s eyebrow rose. Calla gave a cheery wave behind the wheel.

“What are you doing here?” Jamie whooped, his heart tightening. “Wait, is this Noah’s new ride? How’d you get him to hand it over?”

“I took your advice,” Calla said, melting with a liquid sigh. “The things that happened on your futon—”

“Ew, stop.”

Dre leaned out the window, his Afro soaking up raindrops. “Just get in the car, Jamie. And try to look happier about it. We’ve got family-time shit to do.”

“You can’t expect me to be happy getting in a Prius,” Jamie grumbled as he climbed into the back seat. “That’s just not reality.”

Reality was chaos and panic. Reality was years of him running a half step behind his siblings, unable to catch up, the stickiness of his yearning stopping short of its recipients.

There would be discord in the future, last yogurts consumed and the bitching that followed, miscommunications and frustration, broken curfew, broken boundaries. Vicious arguments that ended in the silent treatment and Jamie alone in the street again, trying not to cry.

But Jamie knew they would never let him go.

This was reality, too: the light in Calla’s eyes when she saw him, the multitudes of her love, the easy affection of Dre pinching a raspberry on his cheek, and the answering beat of Jamie’s heart. The trust between them, gangster shit and stardust.

“I heard you working on a new track. Let’s hear it,” Dre said.

“It’s not ready,” Jamie protested.

“Maybe we can help.” Calla caught his eye in the rearview mirror and smiled. “What’s it called?”

“‘The Nightmare.’”
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Discussion Questions

  1.  The book opens with Calla as “the responsible one,” managing not only the logistics of Jamie’s care, but also carrying the emotional burden of raising him. What about Calla’s personality makes her specifically suited to this role, and in what ways does she show she does not want these responsibilities? Do you think if Dre was the oldest child, he would have taken on Jamie’s guardianship in a similar way? Do you think Calla was always going to be the one taking the lead in this situation? Why or why not?

  2.  Calla, Dre, and Jamie all have very different approaches to life—the meticulously kept room versus the Sunday deep-cleaner, the “do your homework and keep your head down” approach versus vocal and active protest. How does this illustrate how different people can be, even all within the same family? What core similarities do the Williams siblings share? Is there anyone in your family who you are very different from, but still have a strong bond with?

  3.  It’s clear that some things are “not right”—Jamie’s experience at the party prior to the protest, Prom Calla showing up at Dre’s house—before we are aware of the Nightmare world and the Callas. Why do you think the author did this?

  4.  Put yourself in Jamie’s shoes. How would you behave if you were in his situation? Would you be “easy” so as not to make any waves? Would you be anxious? Relieved? Try to push people away before they pushed you? How do you think Jamie maintains his wry and effervescent sense of humor, mischief, and enthusiasm throughout the book? Despite being labeled as “difficult” in the beginning, what kind of positive effect does he have on his siblings?

  5.  Discuss Calla’s recurring nightmare. What parallels can you draw between her deepest fears and the threat of white supremacist and police violence that persists against communities of color in real life? How does this shape her overall sense of purpose in the book? How does it affect her behavior once the Callas are unleashed? And why does it make her so angry when Jamie and Dre disregard her concerns?

  6.  The Nightmare world is a surreal, complicated place of navigating past memories with high stakes for the future. What is the symbolism of Dre and Jamie being children in this world? How does this relate to Calla as a parent figure? How does this relate to what we learn about their parents in the maze? 

  7.  Dre had a special relationship with his father that Calla and Jamie did not. How do you think their father’s death affected him specifically? Do you think Dre has been more emotionally isolated from his siblings as a result?

  8.  Is there one Calla that you felt especially connected to or wanted to know more about? Why or why not? What do these many versions of her symbolize?

  9.  What surprised you about this book? Did you have any idea where it was headed? How did you think it would end?

10.  Through it all, the one thing that persists in this book is the love Calla, Dre, and Jamie have for one another. What did you think of seeing this theme being depicted between siblings, rather than how we often see it, in a romantic relationship? Do you think love is powerful enough to withstand life’s obstacles?
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