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Chapter 1

May 24, 2025 – The Trial

I have one thing to focus on. Put one foot in front of the other. Walk forward, head down. Elizabeth and Rose will take care of the rest. They will guide me. I choose to focus on my black boots. Rose insisted they have a heel. I dig my heels into the floormat, I make a dent. We are getting closer to the courthouse. I can feel it. The palpitations start again.

Don’t look up. One thing to fixate on. My black boots, my heels, the floormat. Easy enough until the car door opens.

The sound hits me like a wave, and I am immediately dragged under water, flipping over and over, breath squeezed from my lungs. My black boots are lost beneath me. This is what they call “the press.” I see why. They close in like a tidal wave, threatening to drag me under and pull me apart.

“Back up. Back up. Give her room. I said back up!” Rose screams, pushing them away from me. Looking at my black boots isn’t working. The microphones are shoved in front of my face. Some get so close, their saliva flicks my shoulders.

“Why did you do it?”

Black boots.

“Who helped you?”

Walk.

“Are you sorry?”

One foot in front of another.

“Did you know what you were doing?”

Heel. Toe. Heel. Toe.

“Is there any correlation to the car accident that killed…”

My black boots stop. I meet this reporter’s eye. Rose pulls me away so quickly I don’t hear the rest of the question. But I don’t have to. A fleeting moment, deadly.

Elizabeth’s on my left working to guard me from the advancing media, their insistence like a swarm of bees, every question stings. Rose is on my right. Rose Harper, my tenacious lawyer. She scares the shit out of me and everyone else she talks to except Elizabeth. She doesn’t scare Elizabeth.

“Just look down and walk,” Elizabeth softly whispers in my ear. Her voice gives me a sense of peace, like it always has. I feel like I can make it to the inside of the courtroom without vomiting. There are so many of them. How did everyone find out so fast? I just found out. Now, it feels like the whole world is surrounding me with their cameras and questions I want to answer but can’t find the words to explain. None of them are a simple yes or no. But I want them all to know the truth. I need them to know the truth.

“Don’t say a word. Keep walking,” Rose instructs me. It feels like the steps to the courthouse are five hundred miles long. When we finally get through the doors, it feels like silence even though the sounds of heels walking fast on the granite rubs my ears the wrong way. There are long hallways. Everyone doing their job. It’s like any procedural TV show I ever watched in my life.

“I wish I could tell you the worst part is over,” Rose warns me. Great.

“I’m right here.” Elizabeth gently places her hand on my shoulder. My lips press against each other, my eyes widen. I want to smile but I can’t, or I’ll cry. I scrunch my lips together as my eyes water. She rubs my back, looking at me the same way. Tears fall.

The courtroom is just like on television, except not as nice and holds way more people. I saw everyone I knew walking in – Susan, Gary, their kids. Shouldn’t they be in school? Ingrid. It all started with her. Maddie and her mother. Them.

There seems to be hundreds of people here, but all I see is them. If my heart could physically break out of my chest and roll down the courtroom aisle, it would. There is a lot of chatter, like a classroom before the bell rings. I close my eyes once I sit down with Rose. Elizabeth slides into one of the rows behind us. Rose starts taking out paperwork from her briefcase. Police officers stand on the perimeters, like soldiers. My legs begin to shake. Rose presses the end of her pen on my knee.

“All rise.”

August 19, 2022

“Buddy, are you up? Are you up? Are you up? Get up! Get up!” Dad shook me violently.

“Stop!” I mumbled pushing him away. My head ached as I sat up. The bright light burned. “Shut the blinds!”

“It’s a beautiful day today! Come on, I made breakfast.” Now that got me up. ‘I made breakfast,’ yeah right. I stomped to the window as he left my bedroom. I needed it dark in here at all times. I hated the light. I hated sunshine. I hated everything that could be closely associated with any symbolism for happiness.

“You made breakfast?” I ran down the stairs more confused than shocked. Dad didn’t cook. He built. If it wasn’t for me, I didn’t think he would eat at all. Of course, I was right. Two Budweiser’s sat on the dining room table. He smiled as he lit up the last cigarette. I rolled my eyes because I meant to go to the store yesterday and the day before. I’d been dreading it, and now I absolutely needed to go.

Our home used to be bright and open. Our furniture, all handmade by him, used to be cleaned once a month. Our rugs were freshly vacuumed. There used to be a vase sitting on our dining room table with freshly grown flowers that you could smell from the living room. Now, there was an ashtray. It was usually overfilled – like our trash, like our sink. And you could smell it from the living room. Nothing ever got taken care of until the fruit flies started swarming, nesting on the collected beer cans and bottles. The only brightness our home offered was the TV screen, and it was usually streaming The Big Bang Theory. Our fridge used to hold fruit, veggies, meal-prepped rice and chicken. Now it held Budweiser, sometimes Coors when Larry at the corner store ran out. The shades stayed down. People always used to look in when they walked by. Not anymore. I took care of that.

We’re coming up on a year since my mother and my sister died. Every room felt empty and deadly silent. Dad was doing his best. We were all doing our best. To move on. I guess. Today was my first day at UCLA. Online, of course. That had always been part of my plan. Once I graduated high school a couple months prior, I never wanted to actually go to school again in my life.

Even though I’d lived on the same street since I was born, everything looked different after it happened. Even the neighbors looked different, changed somehow. It was the end of summer; no kids were playing in the streets. I made my way to the store. Walking was pleasant, in spite of the occasional stares that yelled, Poor girl. A tragedy. You’re going to be okay sweetie. I’m here for you. Grief comes in waves.

I eventually stopped looking back and kept my head down until a car screeched. My head jolted up. An impatient millennial with his friends in the car. I imagined all of their faces bloody and dead.

I was supposed to be in the car the night they crashed, and because I wasn’t, I think about it every day. The way they died is different in every scenario. Dad refused to talk about it. Still does. I don’t blame him; he was the driver.

As I walked past them in the crosswalk, their bloody dead heads stared back at me, their bodies torn apart. I imagined their families crying at their funeral. The store was only two blocks away, but I created an entire tragic story for these strangers. Good at tragedy, that’s me.

I snapped out of it once I turned the corner. There was someone standing outside the liquor store. No one ever stood outside. He wasn’t supposed to be there. I went there at the same time of day because there was usually no one around. I knew it was a public place, but I spent eighteen years of my life obsessing over how to navigate through life without being around people.

I walked closer. Panic started to settle in.

It was a boy. He was smoking a Marlboro Red. I felt his eyes burning through me. Fuck. I looked back. I tried to make it quick, but he was cute – dark hair, dark beard, deep, icy blue eyes, rough.

“Would you like one?” he asked, offering the pack. Damn it, I looked for too long. Dad always talked for me. Mom hated it. Piper would talk for me too sometimes. I didn’t have anyone to talk for me this time. I froze for only a second, then kept walking. I opened the door. The bell always made me wince. I never got used to it like I got used to the bright fluorescent lighting and the over stimulation of every color snack, over packed on shelves. I walked right past them to the fridge. I opened it and stood in the cold air. My heart was doing its thing again.

“You okay, hun?” Larry called out from behind the register. His raspy voice always calmed me. He wasn’t that much younger than my dad. They were buds. If he didn’t work there, I wouldn’t have been able to walk there by myself or talk to him.

“There’s someone outside,” I muttered between my heavy breaths. I grabbed a twenty-four pack, sighed.

“He’s just smoking a cigarette. Seems harmless.”

“I know, but he talked to me, Larry,” I groaned. He tilted his head and softly smiled. Larry was the only person who was allowed to feel bad for me. I used to come in here when I was a little girl to buy candy. One time, there was another group of little girls I went to school with. They harassed me. Why don’t you talk? You autistic or something? You’re weird. Talk, you stupid idiot. Look me in the eye, weirdo. I didn’t even know what autistic meant back then. But I’ll never forget when I asked my dad. I’m not. It’s just plain old social anxiety. I didn’t mind most of the time and neither did Larry. He understood me. He saw me.

“I got your carton right here.” Marlboro Reds.

“Thanks.” I paid while looking outside to see if he was still there. The truth was, I did want one. Joseph was walking in, the other cashier. This was what I liked. I expected him to be walking in. He nodded. I smiled. Nothing had changed in over ten years.

“Bye, Larry. Sorry for my little freak out.”

“Hey! Don’t you dare ever apologize. What’s that guy thinkin’ being in public like that?” We both laughed.

I walked out, wincing from the bell again. I scanned my surroundings. He was gone. I walked in the afternoon light I so strongly despised. The closer I got home, the safer I felt. Some people said my anxiety worsened since the car accident. I didn’t think so. I just became anxious and sad.

What the hell? No. No. I’m so close. What was this guy doing here? On my street. Going into the house across the street. I walked faster. There was no way he lived there. I knew who lived there. Mr Torke, my high school psychology teacher. The boy caught me staring. He started to walk over. I dropped my head. This couldn’t be happening to me.

“Hey,” he said. His voice was softer this time. His rough exterior diminished. He didn’t seem intimidating like before. I could see he was wearing an SMC shirt underneath his red flannel. He was only two inches taller than me. “I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He looked down at my bags. “Do you need help?” I started to lose my grip. I thought I had gotten used to carrying a twelve-pack of Budweiser and a carton of Marlboro Reds. I shook my head as I readjusted. He rushed closer and grabbed it out of my hands.

“May I?” he asked as he took it. He smelled so good, like a model from Abercrombie and Fitch. Hollister. I didn’t know the difference. Piper would have been able to tell me. I smiled and nodded. He looked up at my house and took a deep breath. I frowned. I should have been more nervous than he was. My house was a mess. Why was I letting him in? I didn’t know if my dad was even dressed. The kitchen was really close to the front door. My dad was in the living room. There was no way he would see him, but he might hear him. I stepped inside, leaving the door open.

“Wow. This is a nice house!” He tiptoed behind me. No, it wasn’t. Piper always said all men do is lie. I smiled for some reason. “Can I ask you something?” he said. I nodded as I started to put the beer away.

“Are you Portia Willows?” My eyes widened. But of course, everyone knows who I am. When teenagers die, it becomes national news. Morbidly, Piper would have loved the attention. Instead, my dad and I got it. For weeks, reporters called. We became the neighborhood’s charity case. My question was, who was he? I nodded.

“My dad told me you lived here. I’m Ethan Torke.” I nodded as I started to understand. Mr Torke and I had a nonexistent relationship in high school. He tried to call on me in class because he knew I knew the answers and I always shook my head. He never stopped trying. He always tried talking to me about my issues. Psychology teacher and all, but I never listened. So, what, now that I graduated, he was going to try and get his son to help me? I should have been offended, but Ethan’s blue eyes made me smile instead. I needed to respond. We stood staring at each other for a moment. Until he realized he wasn’t getting a word out of me.

“Okay, well… it was nice to meet you,” he said.

I raised my eyebrows and smiled. I walked him to the door, opened it, and watched him walk away from me. Once he got a couple feet away, I felt something in my throat. A tickle.

“It’s nice to meet you, too.”

What had just happened?





Chapter 2

August 24, 2022

I couldn’t stop thinking about Ethan. It was nice not to imagine the car accident twenty-four hours a day. I wondered why he had helped me. Piper always told me boys only want one thing, and once you give it to them, they get mean. But then, when she got her first boyfriend, she took it back. She fell in love, they were happy. She had sex, he got mean and started lying. So, she was right all along, I guess. All men do is lie. Ethan didn’t look like the typical guys she was into. He could be different; Piper would see that. I wanted to see him again, but I had no idea how. I guessed I could stare out my window and wait for him to come outside, but that would have been weird.

“You don’t like this movie, do you?” Dad asked with a beer up to his lips. I didn’t even know what we were watching. Some James Dean flick. I had completely zoned out, thinking about Ethan while trying to write a political science paper.

“I’m writing a paper.” I glared at him as he drained his beer. I imagined baby Piper cuddled up to his chest. Dad telling her some super dramatic story about an accident at work. I would giggle because I was old enough to know my dad did not, in fact, catch one of his workers from falling sixty feet from a rig.

“No, you’re not. You’re thinking about something.”

“Why don’t you go back to work, Dad?” I asked knowing that it was a touchy subject. He sat down the beer can. Shifted in his seat.

“Come here…” he said. I widened my eyes at him because I wasn’t five anymore. He glared back. He was being serious. I crawled over to him. He wrapped his arm around me and squeezed.

“You know, your mother and I could have made it work once both of you were in school.”

“Dad, I know. You wanted to retire so you could be home with us instead of us being raised by parents that were never home. But it’s just me now.”

“I lost one daughter. I’m going to spend all the time I have left with the one I still have.” I wanted him to talk about it. I wanted him to tell me what happened on the road. I wanted to know every detail. Yes, I could ask the police. Yes, I could go over to Ingrid’s and demand the reports back. Dad asked for her to hold on to them because he didn’t want those things in the house. It just felt wrong wanting to know the details. Mom was gone. Piper was gone. I, too, wanted to spend all the time I had left with the one who was still there. I squeezed him back and we watched Rebel without A Cause.

There was a knock at the door. We both jumped up. There hadn’t been an unexpected knock on the door since… We both stood looking. Dad took a gulp of his beer then looked at me. One of us had to be the adult here. We both decided to do the responsible, right thing. We ran up the stairs and looked out the window.

“Move,” I said as I pushed my dad over. He pushed me right back over.

“You move.” There were four windows up here. We of course decided to go to the same one.

“Dad, chill!”

Whoa. It was Ethan. Did I just manifest that? He looked a little disheveled, or maybe it was just that point of view. I normally don’t look at the top of boy’s heads. He kept running his hands through this hair. Adjusting his shirt. Rocking on his feet.

“Who’s that?” Dad asked, cocking his head. You would think we had never seen real people before. It wasn’t like that exactly. It’s just when Mom and Pipes died, people didn’t feel real. They were just shells talking to you. Shells of humans with sullen faces staring back at you trying to make you feel better. Ethan didn’t seem like that though. He seemed human.

“Not sure,” I mumbled, but I wanted to know.

“Why don’t you go say hi? Let him in.” Dad shrugged his shoulders. I rolled my eyes at him. He knew damn well why I wasn’t going to do that. No matter how badly I wanted to.

“Portia, sweetie. Piper is gone. Your only friend is not coming back.” We stared at each other for a moment. I can’t believe I’m doing this. I stormed past him.

“Love you!” he yelled after me.

I opened the door with the 0.5 percent of courage I had. Ethan was walking away. Sweet! He turned around. Fuck.

“You are home!” His smile lit up his entire face, and I swear it made his eyes sparkle. Remember, I don’t get out much. I stuck up one finger and nodded. He smiled again.

Oh my God. Don’t do this. Don’t do this. Don’t do this. I grabbed two beers and a pack of cigarettes. I brought them to the door.

“Uh, for real?” he asked as I held up a beer. He didn’t stop smiling and I could not stop staring.

We sat on the porch swing my dad built for Piper and me. We used to play on it when we were kids. We would swing so high, jump over the flower beds and into the yard. Whoever got the farthest won. I had never wanted to go to the park. I had never wanted to play with the other kids or leave the house. Mom would make me go outside once a day, but I refused to go past this porch. Piper always made sure I wasn’t alone. There was a light chill in the air. I noticed everything around me except Ethan’s eyes on me. I could smell his fabric softener though. I looked to my left. Ingrid’s house. The outside was so kept. Yet, I never saw a landscaper. I looked across the street. I witnessed Mr Torke’s car pull out every morning before school. He always left so late. Ethan and I were drinking and swinging in silence. He had to say something at some point.

“Your dad lets you drink?” Finally. I liked his voice. I nodded. I could just listen to him all day. My dad didn’t used to let me drink. He used to be strict, but not like Mom strict. He was normal parenting strict. Mom was just a bully.

“My dad would kill me. He’s a tough one.” He said, taking a sip. I huffed. Oh, I know. He would take students cell phones away if they got caught texting and not even give a warning like other teachers did.

“Did you go to Cypress?” he asked, trying again at conversation. I nodded. If I was normal, I would ask back.

“Was my dad–” I nodded, finally turning to meet his eye.

“Ah, so you probably know him better than I do.”

I squinted my eyes at him. Why would I know his dad more than he does?

“Never mind that, Budweiser, eh?” He seemed so nervous. It was so charming and comforting.

“It’s my dad’s favorite,” I finally said. “I hated it when I was a kid. I hated the smell when he would kiss my forehead goodnight.” I was about to tell Ethan a story, but he was staring at me weird. “What?”

“I like the sound of your voice.”

“I like the sound of yours,” I told him as I studied his long eyelashes. His fingers fiddled with the edge of the can.

“How come I never seen you before?” I asked. I looked back out at my street. The same houses with the same people living in them my whole life. I didn’t see a lot. I didn’t experience a lot, but I listened. I listened to all the stories I’ve heard about the neighbors. My only friend was Ingrid, who lived next door. I would call her my best friend but apparently, that’s not appropriate because she’s eighty-two. Same with Larry.

“I just moved here from Florida. My mom lives over there. I came for the summer to get settled before school starts.” He started to not look at me. His ears wiggled. His cheeks became red. I was making him uncomfortable about something I didn’t really care that much about.

“I don’t really care.” Maybe I shouldn’t have said it like that. He started to laugh and then I started to laugh. Laughing with someone, I forgot about that feeling. I forgot about the feeling of connection. It was short lived because Mr Torke pulled up. But in a different car. We both stood up.

“I should go,” he said. I nodded and smiled. I continued to look at the Honda Civic with Florida plates shutting off. Interesting.

“It’s a shame. I finally hear your voice, and I have to go,” he said as he rocked in his shoes again. I looked down at his feet. How was he doing that and not falling? Mr Torke stepped out of his car. He stared at us and then completed a one motion wave to me. I waved back. He hadn’t changed a bit since I graduated. His gray beard and his gray hair didn’t match his bushy dark eyebrows. He looked nothing like Ethan, whose mother must have been beautiful. Ethan stared at me for a moment before walking away. Mr Torke stayed outside watching Ethan walk toward him.

I watched as Mr Torke spoke to Ethan, a frown on his face. I’d seen that look before when someone came late to class. I could see the clearly annunciated “what” pass Ethan’s lips and then they both turned to walk into the house.

Am I getting him in trouble? Piper would be so proud. I wanted to figure it out so I ran over to Ingrid’s. If anyone knew what’s up in this neighborhood, it was her. After all that socializing, I worked up an appetite for her homemade oatmeal cookies. No one really likes oatmeal cookies, but they were always my favorite. I knocked twice, “Ingrid,” knocked twice again, “Ingrid,” knocked twice again, “Ingrid.” She watches The Big Bang Theory too.

“Come in, sweetie!” she softly called from her den. Ingrid was the most special human being I have ever known. She moved like a tiny ghost, her steps barely audible as her gaze swept the room with an angelic calmness. Her eyes, though quiet, held something ancient, as if they’d seen more than they would ever say. She did the same thing every day at the same time every day. That’s how I knew she’d just finished baking and was about to get up from her chair to get the tray out the oven.

“I got them.” I ran passed her and straight into the kitchen.

“I saw you with that boy…” I dropped the cookie sheet on the counter and looked up. If anyone knew where Ethan came from, it was her. She was like the queen of the neighborhood watch. We didn’t even have a neighborhood watch. But she knew everything and everyone, and always had a story to tell. It was great for someone who barely talked. I just got to listen. But there were no stories that day.

“How? We never left the porch.” I slid the hot cookies on a plate.

“Yesterday.” I joined her in the den with one of them already in my mouth. I spit the bite back out.

“Patience child, patience!” She wasn’t wrong. I plopped down on her couch.

“So, what did you see?”

“He helped you with groceries. Do you know that young man?”

“No. Surprised you didn’t know Mr Torke had a son in Florida.”

“I did know. They don’t have the best relationship,” she said nonchalantly. I shook my head and smiled.

“How do you do that? He just got here. How could you possibly have figured this out already?” I took a bite of my cookie, now cooled to room temperature.

“Just be careful, not everything is as it seems.” She did not say this nonchalantly, but sternly. Her eyes pierced through me like she had a lot more to say. In my eighteen years of my life, no one had ever told me to be careful. I was already always careful.

“I will.” Ethan was exciting to me. I couldn’t wait to be careful with him.





Chapter 3

August 29, 2022

“So, tell me about your new friend.” Dad was making all the noise in the world in the kitchen while I plopped down on the couch. He was replacing one of the cabinets. I used to not mind the sound of construction tools. My dad was happiest when he was building or fixing. He loved doing free work around the neighborhood, just helping people out. I used to see him randomly walking down a street with a toolbox and a ladder. I always laughed because he could have been going to anyone’s house. No one asked for his help anymore. Maybe if he did more work, we wouldn’t have drunk so much.

“Mr Torke’s son. My psychology teacher. Remember when you went over there to tell him to stop calling on me in class,” I said, grabbing the remote.

“Ah yeah.” The drill stopped. I could feel him pause in thought while I figured out what to watch.

“What did he even say?” I shouted.

“I don’t remember,” he said, walking closer to me. I shrugged. “I’m proud of you. You gotta get out this house.” He kissed me on the forehead.

“I can say the same to you.”

“You know, I was thinking. You know how we used to build things together when you were little.”

“Yeah, Mom was not keen on you handing me a nail gun at six years-old.” My eyes stayed fixated on the screen.

“I’m thinking we do it again. All we do is drink beer, smoke cigarettes, and watch The Big Bang Theory.” That doesn’t really sound bad. I ignored him and watched The Big Bang Theory.

“It’s about to be a year. We can’t do this forever, bud.” What were we supposed to do instead? Live a normal life? Not possible. Not without Piper.

Dad and I lived a pretty boring life. Fall television season was starting, my favorite time of year. We had something new to watch every single night. On Saturdays, we would watch a movie. During the day, we watched The Big Bang Theory. We drank one, two… six beers usually, and between the two of us, we smoked a pack a day while we melted into the couch

I missed my sister and my mother, but this became a comfortable, familiar routine. I felt no pressure to go out and meet people because I had Dad. I was going to school, which I loved. I could understand why outsiders might be worried, but at the end of the day, it was none of their business.

I was struggling a little bit in school. I needed to get the book for a class I was barely passing; I thought I would be able to get through the class without it. Google, in fact, does not have all the answers. Getting it meant going to UCLA in-person. I was dreading it. But I had an idea. I took a million deep breaths as I walked across the street. I knocked on Ethan’s door. Just twice and gently. They didn’t seem like a family that watched sitcoms. Ethan opened the door. I stared before saying anything. My mouth opened.

“Hi,” he said while grinning. There was that big smile again.

“I need your help with something,” Oh God. I couldn’t even say hi back. This was too much of a bad idea. I turned back around and bolted into the street. A car slammed on their brakes. Shit. I stopped and turned. A lady. She blared her horn at me.

“MOVE!” She was angry. I didn’t move. Her small, rounded face all of sudden smashed in. Broken neck, laying at a full 45-degree angle against her shoulders. Bones pointing out. Arteries bursting blood. Spewing everywhere.

Ethan’s arms wrapped around my body quickly. He carried me to the other side of the street. She sped off. I snapped out of it but only a little bit. My chest hurt. I took deep breaths.

“Yo, you okay?” I nodded, but he didn’t believe me. I could tell because he was rubbing my shoulders. His eyes looked deep into mine. They were filled with worry. I looked back at him, and something came over me. I wanted to hug him. I wanted to collapse into his arms. But I walked away instead.

“What was it that you needed help with?” He followed.

“Doesn’t matter. You want a beer?” I asked nervously, rushing into my kitchen. I grabbed two beers. Ethan stared at me from across the kitchen. I sat one on the counter and passed one to him as I opened one for myself.

“Are you okay?” Ethan asked softly this time, almost scared. I don’t know the answer to that.

“My mom and my sister died in a car accident last year. I’m sure you heard about it.” He looked down. “But my problem started long before they died.” He stepped closer to me. My heart started palpitating because I knew what I was doing – opening up. I was starting what people called a friendship. And it was fucking scary.

“How can I help you?” We were six feet apart from each other and yet, I felt him six feet inside of me.

“I go to school online…” I muttered.

“SMC?” Psh. Come on. Honestly, that comment made feel more confident in my own voice.

“No. My mom had a trust fund for me, and my dad wanted me to use that money for a good school, so I go to UCLA.”

“What? No way. You got in?” He got closer to me, finally picking up the beer.

“I got in a few places. Piper wanted me to pick UCLA mainly because she heard the guys were hot.” I giggled. “Anyway, I always knew I was going to do online classes.”

“So, you only do online classes?”

“Yes.”

“That’s cool. Now I know you’ll always be home.” He smiled. I stared at his teeth. “Or at the liquor store.” I suppressed another laugh.

“I need a book from school. In situations like this… before, Piper would help me.”

“I don’t get it.” His brows went inward.

“I can’t go to campus. There’s no way. I can barely go to the convenience store. I can walk a block, but I can’t…” I started to choke up. I had to stop talking because I didn’t know how to explain my problem. I’d never had to before. My family just knew. They did the explaining for me. I hated this. Embarrassed, I chugged the rest of my beer. He watched me, then looked away. I turned back to the fridge, opened the door, and stuck my head in. Slow deep breaths. The cool hitting my sweat glands helped. Not for long. I got down on my knees. It didn’t work. My chest began to tighten. God, he was going to think I was crazy.

“Hey, hey, I got you!” His hand on my shoulder startled me. I turned to look at him with tears in my eyes. I shook my head. So much was happening, and I couldn’t take it. I needed the book. This boy was touching me right now. The dead lady in the car.

“I can get the book for you if you want? I can even pick up some beer and smokes for you guys – you know, make an errand out of it?” His eyes looked through me. He knew something was up. He genuinely wanted to help me, but why?

“Why would you do that?” I mumbled, wanting to touch his scruffy beard.

“I don’t know… I thought that’s what you were getting at.”

“I just need help. I can’t explain why I can’t do it on my own.”

“You mean like a ride?” I nodded. “Okay, you want to go right now?”

“After this beer…” I wanted to down two more before we left.

My leg was shaking. We kept looking at each other but missing each other’s gaze. We turned on Wilshire Boulevard. The street that lead to the cemetery. The last time I’d been in a car, it had been my mother’s and Piper’s funeral. I just remember clinging to my dad. He’d made sure no one talked to me, made sure everyone stayed away. It must have been so hard for him to take care of me when he was going through so much pain himself.

“I take it, it’s been a while since you’ve been in public–”

“I go to the liquor store all the time.” My chest tightens. Thank God I did online classes. I would not have been able to do this commute.

“Right. Well. When was the last time you’ve been in a car?” My eyes jolted down.

“Sorry. You don’t have to tell me. I’m happy I get to help.” I didn’t realize my leg shaking had increased.

“Hey.” He placed his hand on my thigh to stop it. It did more than that. A warmth ran through my body.

“Like I said, I got you.” And I felt he did. I smiled and didn’t feel like I was going to the funeral anymore.

We lived about thirty minutes away from the school. And we rode in silence. He played music – an old Kenny Rogers tune. It was soothing. I had my conversation starter.

“My dad likes country.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded.

“Who does he like?”

“Randy Travis. George Strait. I don’t know. Roy Acuff. Just the other day, we were listening to ‘Alice’s Restaurant’ by Arlo Guthrie. That’s our favorite song. It’s always on. You would think I would get tired of it, but it’s just background music to me now.”

He laughed. “What about you?” he asked.

“What about me?”

“What do you listen to?” Oh, I get it. I only told him about my dad.

“I don’t really listen to music, but when I do, I listen to Tyler Childers or Sturgill Simpson.”

“Oh, so you’re like a country family,”

“No, just me and Dad. My sister listens to rap… listened. However, wherever she is on the other side, she’s probably listening to DaBaby or something.” We both laughed.

“So, what do you do for fun?” he asked. The car ride was taking forever. I don’t like small talk because all I really wanted to say was that one- time Piper rapped the exact lyrics to some rapper I never heard of. That was fun. Listening to her love a song so much. I couldn’t figure out what to say next. That I noticed cars more than I should? And imagined the driver’s demise. I looked at Ethan. I didn’t imagine his. I didn’t see his bloody face. I didn’t see it smashed into the windshield. Interesting.

“What? Is that a stupid question?” he wondered. I shook my head and smiled at him. I loved the way he looked at me. I felt like I saw Piper hang out with her friends all the time, and I never saw them look at her like that.

“No. I don’t allow myself to have fun…” My voice trailed off.

“I understand. But don’t you think they would want you to try?” My chest constricted. I slid my hand down my thigh, pressing into my knee. I squeezed it and pressed my lips together. I could not have an episode again.

“Piper. Maybe.” I gazed out the window. Looked at everyone living their lives. Walking their dogs. Running. Talking and laughing with friends. A group of girls laughing. I wondered if they had dead family members. Would I ever laugh like that?

“I’m really sorry about your losses. I did know.” His voice startled me.

“Your dad was at the funeral,” I mumbled. The whole school was.

“I assumed Piper was one of his students as well.” I nodded. I rested my head on the window. I was so tired; I rested my eyes.

“I watch The Big Bang Theory,” I mentioned with my eyes still closed.

“What?” he asked while I reached for a lighter and squirmed around to find it.

“You asked what I do for fun. I do allow myself. I watch TV. I can smoke right?” He nodded. I lit my cigarette.

During my second drag, something came over me. I wanted to tell him. I never wanted to tell anyone anything. “It’s called severe social anxiety disorder. I was ten when I got diagnosed. But my family didn’t know how to deal with it.”

He stared blankly into my eyes and then turned back to the road. I wasn’t done. “My sister was the only one who tried to get me help. It felt nice to know there were other people out there like me, but it also sucked to know that I would never get to meet them.” It felt like a whole two minutes before he began to speak.

“That’s what you meant when you said you needed help?” I nodded. “I thought you just needed a ride. Wow. Okay. That’s cool.”

“That’s cool?”

“A chick that smokes Marlboro Reds and can down a six-pack in thirty minutes.” He looked over at me. “That’s fucking cool.”

“You think so?”

“Doesn’t matter what disorder you have, I like you.” We pulled into the parking lot of the university. This one was bigger than the one at the high school, and it was full of people. I hadn’t been at a school in two months. The last day of high school had been the best sad day of my life. I thought I would never have to do that again, but here I was, at UCLA. I braced myself for a panic attack.

He parked. I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move. I just sat there staring. There were so many people. My body reacted like I was about to get attacked by each one of them. Any minute, all those people were going to surround the car.

“Whenever you’re ready.”

He should not have said that.

I didn’t think I’d ever be ready. I shook my head and started looking for my phone. There had to be a way he could just get the book for me.

“I have to call… I have to…” I was rocking in the passenger seat. It was so hot. I started to roll down the window, but then I heard everyone outside and quickly rolled it back up. I turned away from him, not wanting him to see me like that. I would have never asked him if I knew it would be so bad. Sweat rolled down my chest as it rose over and over again, waiting to explode.

“Let me find where the bookstore is. I can try and get closer.” He pulled away. I started to relax.

“I’ll just drop this class. I don’t really need it. It’s the only class that requires a book. Just take me home.” He ignored me and kept driving around the school.

“Just take me home!” I screamed.

“Okay, okay…”

“Wait. I’m sorry. I’m going to call the bookstore and see if you can just go get the book for me.” I needed to relax. I made this guy drive all the way over here. He was being so nice to me. I could do this.

“I can go in with you, Portia. I can talk for you. I can do everything for you. I won’t leave you.” He put his hand on my thigh again. “Just breathe, let’s take a minute. Let’s just find the closer parking lot. Sit in the car. Smoke another cigarette. Talk, relax, and if you want to go home, then I’ll take you home.”

Why was he being so nice? What was in it for him? I wanted to get this over with. He pulled over. He was looking at the map on his phone. I was trying to call the bookstore.

“Hi,” I began, “my name is Portia Willows. I’m a student. I was wondering if I gave a friend my student ID if he could buy a book for me.”

“Hang up. Hang up,” Ethan said.

“Uh, never mind, I guess.” I hung up and looked up at him, puzzled.

“Look, we can see the bookstore from here. It is a little bit of a walk, but there’s not a lot of people around, see?”

“Uh-huh, but what if class lets out or something?”

“We’ll be in and out in five minutes. You know the book?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go.”

He got out. Holy shit. Was this really happening? He opened the door for me. I looked around. I put one foot out of the car. He reached out his hand to me.

“Grab it, it’s okay.” I took his hand. “Do you think you would feel more comfortable if my arm is around you?”

“Nice one. Let’s go.” I jokingly pushed him away and walked ahead of him. I was confident for all of two seconds. The quad didn’t seem too terrifying. It was extremely quiet. I heard the birds in the trees. I felt fine. I could do this. Where we had been before, though, was intense, a bunch of kids with backpacks walking the streets. It was near the hospital too, so there were crowds and crowds of people. I looked down and kept walking.

“You didn’t have to come here for orientation last week?” Ethan asked as he caught up to me.

“No, Susan wanted to come with me for it, but no.”

“Who’s Susan?”

“Mom’s best friend. She kind of took over for her, not only at her company but for me as well. She helps with the bills and the important things my dad can’t do. She’s also fucking crazy.” I smiled as we got to the bookstore and I opened the door.

The noise almost knocked me down. No wonder no one was out there. Everyone was in this bookstore. I immediately turned around, but Ethan blocked me. He put a hand on each shoulder and turned me back around.

“Don’t leave me,” I begged. He stood behind me. His body was against mine, which I needed. It was warm and comforting. I knew I would have a panic attack if he let go.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he whispered in my ear. “Do you know where the book is?”

“I think so.”

“Just focus on where you have to go, get it, walk to the cashier, and then get out. Like the liquor store. Imagine that aisle is the chip aisle, and that aisle is the candy aisle.” I felt his beard on my ear as he spoke. He turned me around. “And that cashier is Larry.”

“Larry’s pretty.” I smiled and looked up at him.

“Don’t make eye contact with anyone. Don’t look at anyone. Don’t worry about what anyone else is doing. I’m right here. We’re good.”

I walked like I was going to the fridge to grab a twenty-four pack of Budweiser. I found the aisle. I scanned the shelves of books like my life depended on finding it. One person entered the aisle, then left quickly. I heard so many voices. Someone else walked down the aisle. Focus. Focus. Focus. I turned to Ethan with tears in my eyes because I couldn’t do this. He held up the book I needed. I stared at it in shock. Quantum Physics, and it looked beautiful. Totally worth it.

“Let’s get out of here.” He smirked. I hugged him. Tight. I cried tears of relief that I met him, and that this nightmare of an errand was almost over.

“There’s a long line to check out,” he said.

“Can we stay in this empty aisle until the line goes down?” I cried.

He laughed. “I wish that was how lines worked.”

“I don’t do lines.”

“No one does lines. You don’t need a disorder to hate lines. If you want a couple minutes, that’s fine, but the line is not going to get shorter the more you wait; it will only get longer.” He was right.

“Let’s just go. I wish we could steal this book. We should just make a run for it.”

He put his hands on my shoulder and massaged them gently. “You’re doing great,” he whispered.

Standing in line, my heart was pounding. Everyone was in this line – Asians, whites, Black people, Latinos. There was so much diversity in this one line. The whole world was like this. I’d been stuck in my room my entire life. This was what other people were used to. I saw my sister everywhere. Every girl in line with a friend, chatting easily, reminded me of her.

“All these girls… Piper would have loved this school.”

“Can you imagine what Piper would say right now?”

“Let’s say she was at home, and I was here, and I called her, she would be screaming and jumping around the entire room. She had enough energy for the entire family. She sucked up all of our energy. She was so small and so free.”

He was smiling at me.

“Sorry.” I glanced away.

“Don’t ever apologize for talking about your sister, your mom, or your dad.”

“Dang, do I really talk about my dad too much too?” He laughed and hugged me. Well, that hug came out of nowhere. I didn’t want him to let go – until it felt like everyone’s eyes were on us, like I was doing something wrong. I wiggled my arms, so he let go. I was looking down, but I felt his eyes on me. He was trying to figure me out.

As soon as we paid, I made a beeline for the car. Ethan was laughing so hard behind me.

“Hurry, let’s go!” He was walking so slow.

“You look like you’re training for the Olympics. Power walking, like that.” I liked making him smile, especially when he laughed. We gazed into each other’s eyes. Smiles wide. I stopped and covered my mouth and walked slower to the car.

The silence after the door shut was beautiful. I sighed. I turned and smiled at him. “Thank you, I have no idea how to thank you, like, no idea.”

“Hang out with me again.”

Today, he watched me stand in front of a car and not move. He watched me freak out in my kitchen, in the car, in the bookstore. He shouldn’t want to ever see me again. Not to mention my baggage.

I would have – should have – said no. He was too nice. He seemed to like me. There had to be something wrong, but I thought back to that hug while we were in line.

“Piper would have loved you. My dad is going to love you. What you did for me today is a really big deal. I hope you know that. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“Sounds like you’re trying to get rid of me.”

“No, no, of course not.” I touched his arm.

“When do I get to meet your dad?”

The air got cold. My chest got tight. The way he looked at me was like he never wanted to leave me.

I liked it. It scared me.

“Whenever you want.” I smiled.





Chapter 4

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“My name is Elizabeth Smith. I’m here to help you, not hurt you. You understand that?”

She said it slowly, like she was talking to a little kid. I didn’t think she was going to hurt me. I just kept staring at her distracting pair of high heels. I’d never met her before, but she looked familiar.

“Do you know why you’re here?”

I shook my head. I also didn’t know where here was. I didn’t remember how I got here. I had been with my dad, but I didn’t know where he went. Based on what I’d seen before on television, I was either in jail, the hospital, or a mental institution. The room was normal looking enough, with a big chair and a sofa. I could tell by looking out the window I was a couple stories high. There was a video camera on a tripod in the middle of the room. “Whenever you’re ready, I want you to tell me what happened.”

I didn’t feel like talking. My hair was so knotted and dirty.

“Portia?”

I met her eye. Why am I so dirty?

“I’m not a police officer, you can talk to me.”

Where’s my dad? Where’s Ethan? Why does my throat feel scratchy? My arms were really sore and tight. I fidgeted around.

“Are you in pain?” Okay. I had to get out my head. Relax. I took a deep breath and settled in.

“A little,” I muttered out.

“I’m sorry. The faster you tell me what happened, the faster we can get you out of here.”

“Where am I?”

“Portia, you’ve been arrested for murder.”

October 11, 2021

Piper had been cast as Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing and tonight was opening night at Cypress High. The play was the only thing we’d talked about in our house for the past three months. I was proud of her; she was the only sophomore who had gotten a lead role. But that didn’t mean I wanted to go. Being a senior was hard enough for me without all those outside activities.

Although Piper was my whole world, I hated social situations even more than I loved her. Piper understood, even though she was the complete opposite of me. Her world was makeup, attention, boys, parties… I, on the other hand, didn’t want to leave my room, and I didn’t have any friends. Only partners on school projects. Though I hadn’t gone to a single party in my four years of high school, I often picked her up from them. Piper was so popular; she was always invited to everything. Our parents didn’t care. Mother was way too obsessed with the advertising company she owned. Dad was too obsessed with football and being a stay-at-home dad.

One night, Piper had been too drunk to come out to the car. I sat outside and waited for over an hour. Biting my lips, shaking my legs, tapping my fingers against the steering wheel, I kept whispering, “Come on, Piper,” over and over again. Piper finally called me, crying, asking me to come inside and get her. She told me exactly where she was. She told me exactly what turns to take.

She reassured me that I wouldn’t have to speak to a single person.

My little sister was in there, drunk, alone, helpless, and I was stuck in the car, heart racing. No matter how messed up she was, she still knew that what she was asking of me was big, and she danced around her words delicately, knowing how crippling my anxiety was. She promised to stay on the phone with me the entire way. I still can’t believe that she had to coach me into helping her – it was her sobbing that got me out of the car to rescue her. I should have been able to do that, I was the big sister, and if I didn’t have anxiety, I could have played my part the way I should have.

Now I was standing in her doorway years later, watching her curl her hair listening to Britney Spears.

“Mom is making me go tonight,” I said, already dressed and ready. With my anxiety, I had to get up two hours before everyone just to get myself to school on time.

“What? We already talked about this. Dad is recording it for you.” She threw down the curling iron.

I shrugged my shoulders.

“Portia, I’m sorry. Mom can be such a bitch sometimes.” My mom didn’t understand my problem. She said I had to get over it, that I didn’t need help or a diagnosis, just more guts.

Piper raced downstairs, and I trailed behind.

“Dad, does Portia have to go tonight?”

Oh God. Leave it to Piper to start drama. Leave it to Piper to stand up for me even when I didn’t ask her to.

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you tonight.” I rolled my eyes and headed for the door.

“I thought she wasn’t going. I was going to order her a pizza,” Dad said, pouring a little bit of brandy in his coffee.

I smiled at him. He never questioned me. He didn’t really know about disorders and problems, but he knew me better than anyone. He knew there was no way I was going, even though we’d never talked about it. Dad accepted me.

“Well, I think she should support her sister. This is a big deal. I really want her to go.” My mother on the other hand, wished I was different. She looked at my father like she was about to stab him in the eye.

“She’s standing right there, Carol.” Dad came over to me and put his hand on my shoulder.

“I don’t want her to go, how about that?” Piper snapped.

I stormed off, slamming the door. I knew the three of them were going to have a fight as soon as I left. They always fought over me.

August 31, 2022

It was so much easier studying for class with an actual book. I started looking into other ways to do better, but the only thing I could find was study groups – absolutely not. Sometimes teachers held study groups on campus. They were only four times a semester, around test time. I didn’t think I’d be able to do that. Plus, I hated driving.

“Okay. Pick one. Bench. Tree swing. Or a special chest…” Dad said as he handed me a coffee while I studied on the couch. I squinted at the term “special chest.”

“I was thinking we should clean out their rooms. Maybe, we put it in a spot. We build two chests. You can design it. We work on it together. And we honor them but also move on.”

No.

“Dad, I love you, but you gotta reach out to Gary and the guys. I’m sure they’ll have some handyman project for you to do.” He ignored me, downing a beer.

Ever since the accident, my dad had lost all of his buddies. His friends barely come around anymore. Something happened between them. I think my dad blames himself so much that he feels like his friends should blame him, too. He stood up with his beer in his hand, started to walk away.

“Where are you going?”

“This wasn’t about me having an itch to build.” I looked away. I knew that. He walked upstairs. I buried my face in my knees and cried.

Later that day, Ethan and I were on the porch swing again. Just swinging. One thing I liked about hanging out with him was that I could cry. I could have panic attacks around him. I could tell him stories about my family. I could be myself even though I was still getting to know myself. It always felt like Piper had known me better than I knew myself.

“I was thinking… I want to take you to the beach,” Ethan said, grinning like he was wasted but he’d only had two sips of his first beer.

“It’s September…”

“The beach never closes, Portia.”

“It doesn’t?” I’d never really thought about it before.

“Are you serious? You’ve never been to the beach?” His eyes widened like he couldn’t wait to take me.

Yeah, not happening. “I don’t like being around people, what makes you think I’d like being around people half naked?”

“What about Piper?”

“She only went during the summer.”

“I guess coming from Florida, I went to the beach every day. Even during storm season.”

“You’re insane!” I laughed. He looked down, then looked over at me. I asked, “Were you happy?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I had fun. I went out every day, but I don’t miss anyone besides my mom. It just makes you think…”

“You think you’d miss me if I died?” It just came out of my mouth. For the first time, I’d said out loud what I was thinking. I’d only ever done that with my dad and Piper. I hadn’t even done it with my own mother. He stared into my eyes, and I looked down, mortified.

“This is why I don’t talk.”

“It was a legit question.” He still seemed taken aback by it. “We barely know each other, and yet I feel closer to you than I felt to any of my friends back home that I’ve known my whole life.”

“Why is that? We don’t do anything.”

“We talk, and there’s literally not one distraction between us.” He looked around. It was a ghost town. The only thing we could hear was The Big Bang Theory’s theme song every twenty-five minutes. It was a nice, quiet day.

“What do you mean?” I knew what it meant, but I wanted to hear him say it. I wanted validation.

“It’s just us. All you see is me, and all I see is you. There’s no social media, waiters, friends, parents…” He looked out on the street like he was in a different world or something else was on his mind.

“I can tell that your parents’ divorce affected you a lot.” I wanted him to tell me more about his past.

“You’re so random.” He shook his head and smiled.

“And you really don’t like talking about it,” I said, hoping to get him to open up.

“I just wish my family was whole…”

My eyes started to water because no matter how bitchy my mom was to me, I missed her judgmental looks. I missed our family dinners even though I had hated them. We had been together – not a lot of people got to have that. That stupid accident had ruined everything. It broke us apart. Now we would never be all together again. The more I thought about it, the more I broke down crying.

“I’m so sorry…” I said, wiping my tears.

“No, I’m sorry. Come here.” He grabbed my shoulders and put my head on his chest. I was so weirded out by the touching that I stopped crying. I wanted to get up but didn’t. We just swung in silence. Ingrid walked by. I smiled at her. She gave us a curious look. I would give us one too though.

“Is your dad going to come out here with a shotgun?” Ethan joked. He didn’t even mention why Ingrid was staring at us.

“He doesn’t own a gun, and he definitely doesn’t know how to use one.”

“Well, that’s good to know.”

“Are we friends?” I mumbled.

“I hope so.” His beard rubbed against the right side of my forehead when he spoke.

“Good, because when I look at you, I want to kiss you, but I don’t know what kissing means. I don’t know… a lot.”

“Why do you want to kiss me?” He backed away from me, just a little.

“I don’t know, but Piper would know, so without her, we’re just friends.” I really needed to stop talking.

“If Piper was here, what do you think she’d say?” His face got really close to mine. I looked at his lips.

“She’d tell me to stick my tongue down your throat and grab your junk.” We both fell into each other laughing.

“She was forward.”

“So forward. She lost her virginity at fourteen. Mom found out a year later, in time to put her on birth control for her sweet sixteen. And you’re the only boy I’ve ever even hugged,” I laughed.

“I like hugging you.” He said as he got closer and closer to me. I loved his touch.

For dinner, Dad made chili with Parmesan cheese, salsa, and crackers. It sounded disgusting when he was explaining it to me in the kitchen, but it actually wasn’t that bad.

“What do you want to drink?”

I looked at him, super confused. We always drank beer. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. What do you want to drink? was never a question.

“If we’re not gonna clean out their rooms, we gotta stop drinking so much.”

I stared at him blankly. You’re kidding me. “Do we even have anything else?” I looked around the kitchen, knowing we didn’t.

“Water.” He grabbed a water bottle out the fridge. I’m pretty sure that specific water bottle had been in there for years.

“Ugh.” I complained as he threw it to me.

There was nothing on television, so we ate at the dining room table. We hadn’t sat there in a while. It was awkward. He sat in his usual spot, and I sat in mine. I kept staring at Mom’s and Piper’s chairs. Piper would have been texting. Mom would have been talking on her phone while slamming down the dishes.

“Drinking this, I feel like your mother is here,” Dad said. “Let’s not have beer for breakfast. Like, as soon as we wake up, maybe we drink orange juice, or just coffee?” My dad stared at me. He stopped eating, stopped drinking.

“We’re not that bad. And frankly, I don’t understand what drinking and smoking have anything to do with us not moving on!” This was so stupid. I didn’t know why all of sudden he was acting like there was something more wrong than our family being gone.

“Because, baby. We’re numbing ourselves. Prolonging the grief. I’m ready to try and move on, aren’t you?” Dad looked at me, his eyes red, wrinkles more pronounced than I’d noticed lately.

I stood up and walked away. All of a sudden, the entire house closed in on me, then shifted diagonally. I fell to the ground. It shifted the other way. Still closing in. I couldn’t breathe. I screamed, squeezing my hair with my hands. I saw mom’s bloody face. Piper’s bloody face. Glass everywhere. I screamed in pain. Everything became blurry. Then it went black.

I woke up on my couch. Ingrid was in the chair next to me, rubbing my forehead. What happened?

“Ingrid?” I tried to sit up. I wobbled back down.

“How are you feeling? Take a sip.” She passed me a glass of water.

I sat up this time and took a sip.

“Dad and I got into a fight. Is he okay? Where is he?”

“He’s upstairs.” Ingrid’s eyes floated to the stairs, “Resting. I made tea.”

Ingrid seemed off. For one, she never came to our house anymore. Right after the accident, she came over a lot. She cleaned and cooked and then all of sudden, she stopped. Now she was back, making me tea. Something was up. I should check on Dad.

“Ingrid, I think I’m going to my room. Thank you, though.”

“Okay sweetie, but dinner is in fridge. Lasagna. All you have to do is heat it up.” I nodded. She walked past me. She touched my shoulder.

“Be careful,” she whispered and then left. Once the door slammed, I sprinted upstairs.

“DAD!” I walked by his room. He was fine, just asleep. I rested my head against the door frame in relief.

I went into my room and cried for hours, thinking about what he’d told me. Ready to try to move on. I took out the box of letters – I hadn’t looked at them in nine months. When Piper and Mom died, I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I couldn’t feel anything. I couldn’t feel tears. I couldn’t feel like they were actually gone. So, I wrote them letters. I wrote one every single day for a week. Then Dad introduced me to beer and cigarettes. Suddenly, I didn’t need to write letters anymore. And he was right, but I didn’t care.

Dear Mom,

I can’t believe you’re actually gone. I refuse to believe it…

I would have rather drunk beer than read sad letters. Even more than that, I wanted to hang out with Ethan. I texted him and saw that his name had jumped up above Piper’s in my text threads. I freaked out and deleted it. She was my number one and always would be. I went downstairs. A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door.

“It’s pretty late, Portia,” Dad called out.

“Don’t care, Dad!”

“Hey! I’m still your father!” He yelled as I opened the door. Ethan’s face instantly calmed me.

“Sorry ’bout that,” I told him.

“About what?” he asked softly, with his hands in his pockets. He did that rocking thing again. His eyes looked different, a little swollen. He didn’t have a jacket on.

“My dad yelling – but, you okay?” I touched his face with my hand. I don’t know why. He looked so sad like he’d been crying. He sniffed, shook his head, and hopped.

“Yeah, yes. Yup. I’m fine.” Who was he trying to convince?

I stared into his beautiful eyes. I looked back over at the living room where my dad was no longer sitting. A warmth came over me, and not from the beer. I grabbed his arm.

“Come on.” I took him up the stairs, up to my room. Ethan stopped at the doorway.

“How many beers have you had?” Ethan asked.

“Just one.” I grabbed his hand again and nudged him onto the bed.

“Portia… what’s all this?”

I had left the letters on the bed, and he’d sat on the pile. I grabbed them, threw them in the box on the floor, and then threw the box in the trash. His facial expression never changed. He just looked confused. I attempted to kiss him. He held my face away from him.

“Portia…” He looked down.

“Do you not want to?” This was what rejection felt like.

“Of course, I do.” He looked up at me. That only repaired my broken heart a little bit.

“Then what is it?”

“We need to talk.” I saw his eyes shift to my left eye and to my right eye quickly, then back and forth after.

“We talk all the time. What else do you want to talk about? The weather?”

He didn’t respond. He caressed my cheek and ran his finger in my hair. My eyes closed because I felt something piercing travel down my body.

“I just want to kiss you,” I whispered as a tear fell down my cheek. He wiped it. He cupped both hands around my face. He tightened his hands. We stared deep into one another’s eyes. Our lips were right there. We both wanted this.

“Fuck…” he mumbled under his breath, right before he planted his lips on mine.

It was slow. There was no tongue – just four lips that somehow fit together. I stayed pressed against him, wondering how this scientifically worked. He moved, and I moved mine as well. I didn’t get it. Why did this feel nice? His lips were so soft – mine were chapped. I could smell my beer. He put his hand on my cheek. It literally felt like everything was happening in slow motion. I stopped and touched my lips.

“You okay?” he whispered, inches away from my face.

“My heart is racing.” I put my hand on my chest.

“Let’s just relax.” His other hand appeared on my shoulder, and he laid me down. He was right next to me. We talked for a while, but I couldn’t remember anything we talked about – just the way we kissed.





Chapter 5

September 1, 2022

I woke up to a familiar smell, but it was a forgotten one. It was eight am. I was getting ready to roll over and go back to sleep, but thoughts of what had happened the night before kept clouding my brain. I got up and peed, and then I heard someone downstairs. That smell was coming from my kitchen. It was so quiet, but I heard pans clinking.

“Dad?” There was no way my dad would be up. I went to his room. He wasn’t there. I rushed downstairs.

“Dad?” It was Ethan. Cooking. In my kitchen. I screamed.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He said it so nonchalantly.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I was hoping I could meet your dad… and the best way to impress a girl’s father is with food.”

“That’s a lot of food. You cooked enough for my whole family, but they’re dead,” I said sternly.

“Well, we don’t have to eat it all. Is your dad still sleeping?” Why did he want to meet my dad so badly?

“I don’t know where he is. You probably scared him off.” I rushed around the house.

“Dad! Dad!”

“Portia. Portia.” He followed me everywhere I went. “I have to tell you something!”

“Look you need to go! Thanks for cooking but, but… You gotta go.” I ran out the backdoor.

“DAD!”

“Okay, I’m sorry if I overstepped. But what is going on right now?”

My chest tightened.

“I just need to find him!” I screamed into his face. He backed up. He looked scared of me.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” I rushed out the front door and to Ingrid’s. I didn’t even knock.

“Dad!”

Ethan followed me into her house.

I turned to yell at him. “What are you doing? Go home!”

Ingrid was sure to be upstairs, so I hopped up the stairs to find her.

“Ingrid! Is my dad here? I know he’s mad at me.” I was starting to cry.

“Portia!” Ethan yelled from the front door. Oh my fucking God. I snapped around to him.

“WHAT?” I glared into his eyes. Ingrid timidly walked out of her bedroom and into the hallway.

“What’s all this hollerin’ for?”

“I can’t find Daddy!” Ingrid and Ethan made eye contact with each other. They stared in silence.

“Well, you heard her, boy, whole neighborhood heard, you should go on home now!” She rubbed my back. I cried into her fragile rubbery flesh. I could still feel them looking at each other.

“I can’t find Daddy. I can’t find Daddy.”

Ingrid rocked me side to side. In my blurred vision, I could see Ethan staring at us. He waited for a minute before he walked away.

By the time I finished cleaning the kitchen, putting away all the food, my dad walked in.

“Damn, it smells good in here!” I looked at him with tears in my eyes. I ran up to him and he held me.

“Aw sweetie, I just went down the street. I thought I would be back before you got up.”

“You can’t do that to me!”

“I know. I know. It won’t ever happen again.” I cried into his arms. “I am never leaving you; I promise.”

September 14, 2019 – Junior Year

“Willows.” I looked up. It was drama class. I hadn’t known what elective to take. My mom thought it was the perfect class for me. I didn’t fight her on it because I didn’t know that drama meant acting. I thought it was like film, dramatic arts. I had no idea what I was getting myself into.

It was the first day of my junior year. The teacher called on everyone, asked them to tell a joke and then tell the class something about themselves. I panicked.

“Can I pass?” I mumbled.

“No. This isn’t homework, Portia. It’s just for fun.”

“I know… but can I pass?”

Everyone stared at me. My hands got sweaty, and I felt dehydrated. Uncomfortable would be an understatement. I started shifting in my seat.

“Okay, no joke, then. Tell me something about yourself.”

“I don’t like talking in front of people.” Everyone started whispering.

Tears started to form in my eyes. I hated high school. I knew I was almost done, but I really felt like I was ready to give up. I wanted to go home and never come back. My mom was just going to have to disown me. My father would bring me cheese while I lived underneath the freeway.

“This is drama class – all you will be doing in here is talking, acting, and being vulnerable in front of people. Not just people – your peers, your classmates. We’re a family in this class.” I coughed and started getting my stuff together.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m in the wrong class.”

“Your name is on my roster.”

“Definitely a mistake.”

I walked out while all the kids were talking. I walked off campus to a nearby park, then laid in the grass and texted Piper. I laid there until the bell rang.

Family dinner that night was awkward. Piper wouldn’t shut up about how amazing her day was and how excited she was about it since the school was also a block away from the mall. Mom was all smiles. Dad wanted to hear something else, anything else.

“Portia… anything worth mentioning about your day today?” I took a sip of my water and a deep breath. Mom was smiling at me. She never really smiled, so I remembered every time she did.

It was time to confess.

“I dropped out of a class because the teacher wanted me to tell a joke.”

Her smile disappeared. The intense stare I was so scared of surfaced. I looked over at Piper.

“What?” she asked.

“It’s drama class. Why would you sign me up for drama class?”

“I thought it would be good for you. And you don’t just drop out of classes. This is high school, Portia.”

“I get to pick my electives,” I argued.

“You were okay with drama.”

“Dramatic arts,” I defended myself.

“What the hell is the difference?” She was screaming now.

“Why are you getting so mad at her? What’s the big deal if she doesn’t like a stupid class?” Piper yelled.

“Both of you, relax. It’s just a class. I got humiliated and I left,” I stated.

“How’d they humiliate you? Was it bad? You want to report it?” Dad finally joined in. He was truly concerned.

“Are you kidding, Rich? Report what? Our daughter walked out of a class.” Mom turned her anger on him.

“I left and went to the park, not to go do drugs in the bathroom.”

“People are doing drugs in the bathroom?” Piper asked, intrigued.

“Can you just put me in a different class, Mom?” I pleaded. I wanted this to be over.

“No. You need to make friends. You need to be more social. Frankly, I think you should audition for the play with your sister.” Piper laughed.

“Fuck. You.” I picked up my plate and threw it on the ground. Mom let out a weird cat scream. Piper’s mouth dropped. Dad went to clean up the mess.

I ran upstairs and locked my bedroom door. I blasted Hot Mulligan and did all my homework in one hour.

“Sweetie, it’s me. Daddy…”

I turned down the music. “Happy?” I yelled.

“No. Why would I be happy?” he asked through the door.

“I turned it down. What else do you want?”

“To come in.”

“Fine.”

He climbed onto the bed next to me. I was not in the mood. I just wanted to go to bed and start this shitty life all over again. “Portia… Portia… Portia… What am I going to do with you?”

“I have an idea.”

“Hmm?”

“Chop my body into pieces, grab the trash bags from downstairs, and you might as well get your gloves from the garage. Put my body parts into the trash bags, and then put it in Mom’s car.”

“Make sure you’re not messy because you know Mom would be more upset that you got blood on her seats than the fact that her daughter is chopped into pieces.”

I rolled my eyes.

“See, this is why she wanted you to take drama class.” He kissed me on the cheek. “Just two more years, Portia. You made it halfway!”

September 6, 2022

Dear Piper,

I was thinking about high school and how much you loved it and how much you loved life. You didn’t just love me, Mom, and Dad, but you loved the rug in our living room just the same. You loved being around people. You brought everything to life. Remember when Ingrid’s husband died when we were little, and you brought her flowers from her own yard and ruined her garden? Mom was so mortified. Ingrid started crying but then laughed. Apparently, her husband hated the garden. You just got away with everything. You get that from Dad. His charm and his manipulation skills. It sounds bad, but God, was I envious of it.

I lit a cigarette while I was reading. I was so over being sad. I had been so fucking sad then. I was glad I didn’t feel that way anymore. I missed them every day but at least I wasn’t crying over them daily anymore.

There was a knock at the front door. It could only have been one of three people: Ingrid, Susan, or Ethan apologizing. It was never Susan though. And it had been two weeks since I’d seen Ethan. I knew he didn’t do anything wrong. I wished I could explain to him how I felt, but I couldn’t, so I ignored him. I opened the door. I guess I wouldn’t ignore him anymore.

“Hey.” It was Ethan. I instantly smiled. I had almost forgotten what he looked like, almost. He had shaved. I liked it. He looked more innocent.

“I got you guys some beer. Can I join you for a smoke?”

I grabbed the case and brought it to the kitchen. He stayed outside.

“You can come in.” I smiled.

“You smoke in the house?” He took out a cigarette.

“I do whatever I want in the house.” I tossed him a lighter from the dining room table.

“How have you been?” He sat down.

“Same old, same old. You?” I lit my cigarette.

“Thinking about you.” The last time I saw him, we were so close. Now, it felt awkward. I was drunk, but it still shouldn’t have felt like that.

I threw him a beer. He seemed different, like there was something on his mind.

“What’s wrong with you? Usually, I’m the anxious one,” I said.

“I’m just wondering if you’re mad at me.” He looked down as soon as he asked. It was like he was pouting. It was cute. I pressed my lips together. I sat right next to him.

“No.”

“I’m so sorry for kissing you. Well, not really. But…” he said, looking around. Did he want a tour? It wasn’t a mess. I would have never let him in if it were. “Are you okay now?” he wondered. We weren’t acting how we usually were with each other. We were uncomfortable.

“Sure. Yup.”

“Good,” he said. I was trying to read him, but his soul seemed blocked.

“How’s school? Did you get your grade up in chem?” I asked, trying to fix whatever was happening.

“No. My dad wants to hire a tutor.”

“That’s smart. I would love a tutor. Well, the idea of one.”

He smoked his cigarette slowly. “But you’re so smart,” he said.

“With online classes, it’s tough. It’s just–”

“I want to meet your dad,” he said randomly.

“Is that why you keep looking around? Are you looking for him?”

“No. We just never hung out inside your house like this. I would feel more comfortable if I met him, ya know?” We were just kissing in my room.

“Okay…”

“But I get it. If he knows that we kissed, then he may not like me.”

“He doesn’t know.”

“Oh. Well…” He looked around again.

“He’s happy I have a friend,” I told him. I realized what was awkward. The television wasn’t on. Usually, I always have background music on. I really didn’t know how to talk or act when it wasn’t there.

“Is that what we are?” he asked. “Friends?” I didn’t know how to answer that question, so I just shrugged.

“You know, you wanted to kiss me first.” He smirked.

“But then you kissed me!” I smiled.

“You should come over for dinner. I’ll show you my place. You can meet my dad.”

“I know your dad. He loves nuts. Every day, he had a different jar of nuts on his desk. I never saw him eat anything else.”

“Well, he does eat real food. You can come eat real food with us.” He smirked.

I giggled as I put out my cigarette. “I’m not going to cook you breakfast for twenty the next morning.”

“No, I just… I don’t… is this me overstepping again?”

“Do you have books?” I wondered.

“Books?”

“One thing I do miss about Cypress High is the library. I would read during snack and lunch.”

“Come over tonight and you’ll see. I have lots of books. It’ll be fun,” he said, trying to convince me.

“Whenever Piper said, ‘It’ll be fun,’ it was a disaster.”

“Trust me.”

I couldn’t tell you a lot about me. I couldn’t tell you why I can’t talk to people or go to public places. I couldn’t tell you why my dad and I were so close and how lucky I was that he didn’t die too. I also couldn’t tell you what made me trust Ethan with my whole heart, but I did.





Chapter 6

The more minutes went by, the more nervous I got about going over to Ethan’s. I wanted to bring my dad so badly. I asked Ethan and he said it was okay, but Dad was not down.

“He’s your friend, not mine.” Dad huffed as he helped me pick something to wear. Of course, whatever he picked out was something I would wear to church.

“Just make sure you bring leftovers. I wanna see if he cooks better than Ingrid.” He laughed.

“I really don’t want to do this.” I stopped and plopped on my bed. Dad walked slowly over to me and put his hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him, “But I really like him, Dad.”

“It’s going to be fine. It’s worth it for the food at least.” He shrugged and walked out.

I decided to try with my hair and makeup so I didn’t look like the grieving child anymore. My hands shook slightly as I fumbled with the eyeliner, each stroke feeling too thick, too uneven. The mirror stared back at me, probably wondering, what am I doing? I wiped it off twice, starting over, but the smudges underneath my eyes only deepened. Forget it.

I knocked on the door and it was opened by his dad. I smiled immediately because of how I recognized him, just in way different context.

“Portia Willows,” he said, and I smiled. “Come on in.”

“Mr Torke.”

“Call me Charles.”

“No. That’s weird.” I nervously smiled again. He chuckled. He didn’t seem like how I remembered.

We walked through the house. It was a lot different than mine. I didn’t know why I thought it would look the same. The first thing you saw when you opened the door was the spacious living room. They had a red rug that matched the red pillows on the off-white sectional. The sectional took up a lot of space. There was no television, just shelves filled with books. It was almost like a library. Now I understood why Ethan had smiled when I asked if he had books. There were pictures of him and another girl. His sister? He didn’t talk about her much. I could tell there was no way he had grown up in this house. He grew up in Florida, and now he was interested in the traumatized loner girl. But there was something strange about Mr Torke. It wasn’t my anxiety. He knew of my anxiety for years. From the moment I walked in, it was as if they were hiding something. The energy in the house was weird.

“They let you live at home still?” Mr Torke asked. I kept walking around. I looked out their back window.

“Yeah, it’s not like it happened there,” I said. They have a yard like mine. A little less kept though. Junk everywhere. A blue tarp covering a car I presume. A dusted playground.

“Must be hard.” Mr Torke cleared his throat behind me. I could tell his eyes were on me.

“It is, but it would have been hard no matter where I lived.” I turned to match his eyes.

“I see. I just heard you would be living with someone else.” Mr Torke stopped staring.

“Susan, probably. That was the plan, but my dad wanted to be home.” Something is going on. I may have been the most socially awkward person in the world, but I wasn’t stupid.

There were abstract paintings on the wall. I stared at them, trying to figure out what they represented while Mr Torke mumbled with Ethan in the kitchen. There was one that I particularly liked. It had a square in the middle, shapes and chaotic lines were all around the square and going through it. I related to that square. I had been the square my entire life. I didn’t talk. But so much went on in my head.

The dining room was in a completely different room – I’d only ever seen that in movies. We sat down at the dinner table. He’d made pasta with shrimp and there was a salad. I could have finished the whole bowl. I ate while they talked and stared off into the distance. I wasn’t paying attention. I just kept eating. I knew I should stop so I could bring some home to my dad. I scraped off my plate anyway. While I was chugging my water, everything went quiet. I put it down.

“My dad had wanted me to bring some back for him,” I mumbled.

“Of course. I’ll put the leftovers in a container for you.” Mr Torke wouldn’t stop staring at me as he got up. I smiled at Ethan. Mr Torke came back in and handed me the container.

“Thank you. This was great. My dad is going to love it too,” I told him.

“I’m glad. I can’t get this kid to eat my cooking. It’s not like his mom’s, that’s for sure,” Mr Torke joked, looking over at Ethan.

“Just different. I have to get used to it,” Ethan said, smirking at him.

“You know, your father was more than welcome to come. I didn’t know he was… uh… you know?” Mr Torke looked at both of us.

“What? Living with me? Not sick?” I wondered what he’d heard about us.

“I still haven’t officially met her dad, but I did extend the invitation. I wanted to make sure Portia was ready before she introduced us.” Ethan turned to me smiling. My smile matched his.

“Yeah, he’s not sick. It’s just that we all grieve in different ways.” I really wanted to stop talking about this.

“Interesting. Did you guys ever go to grief counseling?” I guess that’s not happening.

“Dad…” Ethan put his arm around me. It was fine. I’m used to it.

“Um, no, I haven’t.” I looked down.

“Well, I recommend it.” Mr Torke raised his eyebrows at me. Now that was my teacher. He had a subtle way of telling you to do it his way. It was kind of comforting in a way.

“I’ll think about it.” No, I’m not.

“Okay, can we talk about anything else?” Ethan continued to eat. We didn’t really talk about anything or talk at all. It was silent most of the time, but I heard everyone’s chewing. I forgot how I hated hearing that at my own family dinners. All I heard was saliva, smacking, forks scraping what felt like my ears.

“The groups are really helpful,” Mr Torke said with food in his mouth. I take it back. I want to be talking about this. I want to be talking about anything instead of hearing them eat.

“I’m telling you; they work wonders. I know so many people–”

“Dad…”

“It’s fine. I get what you’re saying. My dad definitely needs counseling. I’m really just following him. When he cries, I cry. When he laughs, I laugh. If he goes to counseling and gets better, I’ll get better.” I smiled at Ethan, who looked pissed.

“Smoke?” he asked. Yes, thank God. I nodded.

“When we get back, I can help you with the dishes,” I offered. It was awkward, mildly concerning, disturbingly gross, but it wasn’t that bad. I didn’t see any bloody dead bodies. I didn’t have a panic attack. I was fine, for the first time, like, ever.

“Thank you, Ms Willows, but it won’t be necessary.”

Ethan and I sat on the front steps. He rocked his feet again. I watched him.

“You know, you have your ticks too.”

“Huh?”

“I mean, I’d rather rock when I feel nervous than feel like I cannot breathe.”

His feet stopped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He smiled, his lips closed.

“It’s okay. Look, I know you didn’t have him as a teacher, but I swear, he was not like that. He was always angry, it seemed like. However, his voice was soft but discerning, you know? Anyway, that was weird but interesting.” I spoke in a low tone as we smoked. “Man, Piper would be freaking out that I was just in Mr Torke’s house. And that he has a hot son. That I kissed!” I had realized I lost myself in happiness when Ethan kept smiling at me, barely smoking his own cigarette. I relaxed my face.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t. You’re really cute.” He smirked. I blushed. What is happening? “It’s so weird. You’ve seen my dad more than I have.” Ethan looked off into the street.

“I guess, but we didn’t even talk, and he’s your father.”

“He wants to help you. I mean, I want you to be happy too, but I already fucked up so much already…” he said quietly. I didn’t know what he meant by that, but I did know what he meant by wanting to help me.

“I know what it looks like, Ethan. I know what everyone is thinking…”

“Do you?” he said sharply.

“Yeah. No one has seen my dad because he won’t leave the house. I barely leave the house. I’m about to be nineteen years-old, and I drink beer like a country singer and smoke cigarettes like a sailor. I don’t know, but I do know it looks bad. We’ve been like this ever since they died eleven months ago, and we’ve survived. We’ll keep surviving. It’s not the norm, but I have it under control.” I kissed him on the cheek. “If that’s what all that was…” I said, holding up the pasta. “I’m going to go home now to my dad.”

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

I killed someone. I killed someone. Nah. I started laughing because she’s been so serious, and all of sudden she starts telling jokes.

“Portia, this is serious.”

“Well then stop because you have to be insane if you think someone like me can kill someone. I barely started talking to people.”

“Okay fine, let’s go back.” She took a breath. I shook my head. I still couldn’t figure out where I even was.

“Portia… what’s the last thing you remember about the car accident?” she asked. A bloody head flashed in my brain. I shifted my eyes back and forth, looking off to the side of her ear. Knees glued together. Toes quietly tapping the white tiled ground. My hands gripped my knees. Eyes down. I think I did kill someone.

“Portia, you okay?”

“What did you ask?” My eyes shifted back to her.

“The accident. October 11, 2021. What’s the last thing you remember?”

“The police,” I mumbled. I scooted back into the couch, wondering what that glimpse was. Is she hypnotizing me?

“Were you at the scene?”

“No.” I looked up with a glare.

“Okay, so the police?”

“I saw pictures, though…” I glanced down again, remembering. My mom’s crushed skull, her eyes wide open. Piper had so much makeup on – she looked really good, even dead.

“I heard you refused to look at some, and you didn’t identify them.” How does she know that? My toes tapped harder.

“I didn’t need to. Someone else did.”

“What did the police tell you?” I shook my head lightly. I had no idea. What the hell is going on? Why was I talking about something that happened five years ago? Was this about my dad, did she think he had something to do with it? Was my dad in jail right now? Holy shit.

“No. I’m not doing this. No. I want to see my father. I have the right to see him.” I got up and walked to the window and looked outside.

“As soon as we’re done, you’ll get to see him.”

I didn’t recognize the street I was on.

“Do you know why you’re here?”

“No! What are you investigating? My father? It was an accident.” I was looking out the window. “It was an accident,” I said again, and put my hand up to the window. There was dried blood outlined on the palm of my hands. It had mostly been washed off, but the stains were still there. I didn’t need to believe her that I killed someone. I was red-handed.

I couldn’t remember how…

“Who are you?” I demanded, turning around.

“Dr Elizabeth Smith. I’m a forensic psychiatrist. I was hired as a consultant for this case. I’m on your side, Portia.”

“What is so fucking complicated about a car accident that happened five years ago where my mom and little sister died? It was an accident. My dad blamed himself for months, but the police told him that it wasn’t his fault.” I started crying.

“That’s not the case that I’m talking about.” She felt bad for me. I knew the look all too well.

I looked down at my hands.

A glimpse of blood pooling on my kitchen floor, dining room floor, living room floor.

I walked to the table and felt it, cold underneath my hands.

My hands covered in blood, the red flowing darker in each crease of my palm.

What the hell had happened?

“Sit down, Portia.”

I actually killed someone. But who?





Chapter 7

September 20, 2022

My dad and I were cleaning the house like maniacs because Susan was coming over with her kids. That meant all the blinds open, air fresheners, all the trash and clothes in my or his room. The kitchen needed to be full and clean. I was upstairs getting ready.

“Dad, are you dressed?”

“We have an hour,” he moaned.

I went to his room. He was lying in his bed watching TV with a beer.

“You’re going to have beer breath.”

“Is she bringing the kids?”

“Yes.”

“Get your old toys from the garage.” That’s not why I thought he asked.

“You should get a shower,” I suggested. Upstairs looked a mess compared to how well we had cleaned downstairs. I rushed downstairs, and through my living room window noticed Ethan coming back from a run without a shirt. I decided to open the garage door and walked outside to see if he’d notice me. I crossed my arms and smiled at him. He nodded and ran toward me.

“Hey, Portia, what are you up to?”

“Susan, my mom’s friend I was telling you about. She’s coming over to check on us. It sucks. Her kids are coming, too. We had to clean up the whole house. I can’t even drink a beer. I just want to get it over with.”

“Would it help if I was over? I’m sure if she saw that you made a friend…”

“That would be awesome, but you’d have to put on more clothes, and you’d have to deal with kids.” I looked at his body. Jesus, there wasn’t one unattractive thing about him. It wasn’t like he had a six-pack or anything, but it was just perfect.

“I love kids.” He started jogging in place. I gulped and looked away.

“Okay…” I smiled as he ran back over to his house. Then I realized Ethan would have to meet my dad. This would be interesting.

After I brought the toys in and saw my dad dressed to the tee, I was excited. Everything was going to work out. He looked like my old dad, my mom’s husband. “Dad, look at you.”

“I do not want to do this.”

“I want you to meet Ethan. He’s going to come over. Ethan and I will distract her while you go do whatever you want.”

“I don’t want to meet Ethan and I don’t want to see Susan. Can you just tell her I died?”

“Dad. I’d get taken away, idiot.” Would I though? I was over eighteen.

“No, you won’t. You’re an adult.”

Ethan knocked on the door. Dad started to run away, but I grabbed his arm – there was no way he was going to look this nice ever again. He was meeting Ethan now.

I opened the door with my dad right by my side. I kept looking at my dad. He was acting like a five year-old boy, quiet and just smiling.

“Daddy… this is Ethan. Ethan, this is my dad, Richard.” Dad half smiled. “Come in,” I told Ethan.

“It’s great to finally meet you,” Ethan said. They shook hands. Dad didn’t say anything.

“Dad, don’t be rude, say hi.”

“Hi,” he mumbled.

“You see where I get it from.” I giggled.

Ethan looked around. “The place looks nice.”

I was pleased he noticed. “Thanks, we cleaned it together. So, Susan is on her way. We definitely have time to down a beer, come on in.” Ethan walked by the TV, furled his brow and followed me into the kitchen. I grabbed three beers from the fridge. Dad and Ethan were just staring at each other in silence.

“Let’s do this fast. Cheers.” My dad and I were chugging. Beer was getting everywhere. Dad was making stupid faces. I started laughing and sprayed beer around. We could hear the theme song from The Big Bang Theory blasting from the living room.

“Ethan, we love Big Bang in this house,” I laughed and some of the beer dripped off my chin and onto my chest. Ethan didn’t look amused.

“Stop, we’re making a mess.” I laughed at Dad.

“I got it,” Ethan said as he went to grab napkins. “I never got into that show.”

“Well, you’re about to,” I responded. Dad looked at me with a grin.

“Uh, you guys got this,” Dad said. “I’m going to go upstairs. If Susan wants to see me or the kids, tell them to come up.” He walked upstairs. “It was nice meeting you, Ethan,” he called from the upstairs hallway. I shook my head. He did not make a great first impression.

“It was nice meeting you too,” Ethan yelled back.

I rolled my eyes.

“What?” Ethan scanned my body. Our eyes met for a moment.

“Nothing. Thank you for cleaning that up and for being here.” I squeezed my lips together, looking up at him.

Finally, I heard the kids. I opened the door and Stefan, the oldest at fifteen, came in followed by Cassie, who was ten. Then there was McKenzie, six, and the twins, Joey and Jesse, who were three. They ran inside and took over the hall, looking around and screaming their hellos.

“The toys are in the living room,” I yelled to them over their shouting. Susan hugged me for the longest time. She and my mom were a lot alike, except Susan was blonde with hazel eyes. Mom was Black with brown, cold eyes. They had the same style – blazers, pencil skirts – but today she was wearing blue jeans with black pumps and a lowcut, long-sleeved blouse. If you’re wondering how a mom with five kids could wear pumps, you didn’t know Susan. She was more insane than my mother. She did what she wanted when she wanted, kids or no kids. She was skinny, just like my mother. They both wanted to be young – go out for drinks after work, lie to their husbands about where they were. At least my dad only had to deal with Piper and me. Susan would leave Gary at home with five children on the reg. No wonder he cheated. Their marriage was… interesting.

“Sorry it’s been so long,” she pleaded to me.

“This is Ethan Torke, he lives across the street.”

“Oh, nice.” She gave Ethan a hug. Ethan couldn’t help but look at her cleavage. I giggled.

“Water, juice, anything?” I asked.

“Do you have wine?” Of course I do.

“Uh, I think so…”

“Do you want me to watch them?” Ethan asked me.

I shook my head, thinking, Why would you offer to do that?

“Would you please? Oh my God, I like him already.” Susan’s eyes lit up.

I poured both of us a glass of wine, and we sat at the dining room table. She drank half of it in one gulp. Like I said, what she wanted and when she wanted – kids or no kids. To be honest, she already seemed a little buzzed. Whenever Dad had raised concerns about Susan’s lifestyle, Mom shut it down completely.

“It’s been a long day. Gary has been on an extended business trip with that whore from his legal department, and the babysitter went to an out-of-state college. Why would she do that to me?”

“I’m sorry.”

Susan talked and talked, or more accurately, she complained and complained. I went in and out of listening.

“Stefan’s stupid teacher made me leave the office to come get him just because he threw a fucking muffin. Are you kidding me? It’s a goddamn muffin. If he threw a knife, call me. A muffin isn’t going to hurt anyone. The twins, they were sick for two weeks straight. I thought they were going to die, and between you and me, I wasn’t going to be that mad, but then they got better, and it was the happiest moment of my life.” She talked with her hands a lot. It was so distracting.

Holy shit, I thought, I really hope Ethan isn’t hearing all of this.

“I almost left Gary, but I didn’t. Do you have a cigarette?” Her hands dropped. I got up to walk to the kitchen drawer where I had the cigarettes and took out two for each of us.

“Do you want to go outside?” I started walking out of the kitchen.

“No, I smoke in front of them all the time.” I sat on her other side.

“Mom, can I have one?” Stefan asked. Stefan looked twenty. He was as tall as me, with long dark hair that went over his eyes. He always wore a beanie, black sweatshirt, and skinny blue jeans. Not to mention, he suddenly had a deep voice. I remembered the first time I saw him after he experienced puberty, I had jumped when he said hi to me. Ethan was playing with the kids, looking over at me. He threw two thumbs-up. I mouthed, I’m so sorry to him. The way we looked at each other from afar was like the movies.

She gave him the cigarette and lit it for him. I nodded at Ethan to join us. I could tell Ethan was about to say something about Stefan smoking, but I shook my head at him. It wasn’t worth it. Ethan walked over.

“Are you guys, you know…?” Susan waved her cigarette between us.

“No. I mean, I don’t know,” I told her, embarrassed, trying not to look Ethan in his eyes.

“No, we’re not,” Ethan said. He knew what she was talking about. Right now, I was feeling overwhelmed and weird. “Not yet,” he added. I met his eye. He calmly smiled at me. It was getting hot in here, and I wasn’t entirely sure it was my anxiety.

“I’m going to check on my dad. I’ll be right back.”

Dad was happily sipping his beer on his bed watching The Big Bang Theory.

“I feel like Susan is slowly losing it,” I whispered.

“Nah, she’s fine. The kids? Couldn’t tell ya,” he joked.

“I don’t understand how she and Mom were best friends.”

“There was a side to your mom you girls never knew…” I overheard a bunch of mumbling and kid screams. It seemed like Ethan was having a conversation with Susan, so I didn’t rush down there. Instead, I climbed on the bed next to him. He never talked about Mom.

“Really?”

“Between us… it was her better side,” he whispered.

“Her better side was her wild side?” I asked.

He nodded. “She was so focused on being a mother with a career that she didn’t spend much time being herself. I fell in love with a wild child who loved to party, drink, and make bad decisions.” He smirked.

“That explains why she loved Piper more.” I adjusted, not really wanting to hear anymore.

“No. She just didn’t want you to grow up without experiencing life and all of its opportunities.” Dad was getting teary-eyed.

“Why didn’t she ever tell me? I just wanted her to understand me. And know that I wanted to do all the things she wanted me to do, I just… couldn’t.”

“She never got the chance. But I always knew that one day she was going to accept it.”

“Yeah?”

“I mean, it may have been on your wedding day.” We both laughed and then started to cry. He coughed and pulled himself together. “You should get down there. It sounds like a madhouse.” I sat up and pulled myself together.

“We really owe Ethan one.”

“He’s a quiet one. I like him. I see why you do, too.”

“I think he was just really nervous. I’m going to go get rid of her, and maybe he and I can watch a movie or something.”

“Alright.”

I kissed him on his forehead and headed back to the chaos.

“Okay, Susan, Stefan… Ethan and I have to get to school for a book?” I lied.

“Another one?” he asked me.

I nodded.

“Yeah, well, we have to go anyway.” Susan started to get her kids together.

“Well, it was nice meeting you, Susan. Maybe we can talk again soon?” Ethan asked. I smiled.

“Yes, of course… come here.” Susan hugged Ethan. It was a long hug. I looked at them funny. Then she came over and hugged and kissed me on the cheek.

After they left, Ethan asked, “What book do you need a month into the semester?”

“I lied. You like that? You want that? Five kids? You want your fifteen year-old smoking cigarettes?”

“Whoa. Whoa.” He held his hands up in mock surrender.

“I just don’t get it. Is it that she’s older?”

“It sounds like you’re a little bit jealous.” He came close to me – really close. I looked down and shook my head. He took his finger and placed it under my chin, lifting my head up. We were inches apart. I moved in, staring deeply into his icy blue eyes.

“I’m not jealous,” I softly said. I could tell he wanted to kiss me, but I shoved his face away and giggled. “Want to watch a movie?”

He started laughing uncontrollably on the way to the couch. I followed, shaking my head.

“What’s going on with you?” he said once he’d finished his outburst.

“Nothing. Well, something. I think. Well, I know. Maybe. I don’t know. Ugh.” I was feeling super vulnerable and he had this smirk on his face, getting ready to laugh again.

“I swear to God…”

He sat up. “Okay, okay. I’m done. What’s wrong?”

“I have feelings for you, dummy.”

He didn’t laugh, but his smile got the widest I’ve ever seen. “Piper would be so proud of you.” That was random.

“Why?”

He crawled closer to me. “Because you have feelings for a real person and not a character on a television show.” He kissed me on the cheek. I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to be around Susan, the kids, or me for that matter. It was that moment that I realized he really liked me.

“My mom would be proud, too.” I grabbed his face and kissed him on the lips, but not like last time. This time was harder. Intense. This was for Piper.





Chapter 8

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

I’d never been looked at the way she was looking at me. Her eyes reached my soul. I didn’t like it.

“Let’s go back to the night of the play…”

It was so long ago, but I did remember every detail. “It was a normal school day. I went home… I had a lot of homework. Dad had ordered pizza. I reminded him to record the play because I wanted to see Piper as Beatrice, but I didn’t want to go.”

“Why didn’t you want to go to the play?” The question hung in the air, the weight of it pressing down on my chest. Wasn’t it obvious? My lips quivered. My eyes darted to the floor, avoiding her gaze.

“So, you were at home the entire time everyone was at the play. Did you see your mom before?” I guess she got her answer. I nodded slowly.

“Then what happened?”

“Then there was a knock at the door.”

“At 12:25 am?” She looked at her paperwork. Why is that in her paperwork?

I continued. “I didn’t realize how late it was, or I would have called my dad first. Piper probably went to a party, so I didn’t expect anything from her, but it was strange because Mom had to go to work early, so she should have been in bed already.”

“You know, Portia, I want to try something with you. You’re doing great, but I want you to sit back, close your eyes, take a deep breath, and think back to the exact moment there was a knock on your door.” I did as she asked, but I didn’t think back to that moment.

My dad. Blood on his hands. A baby crying.

No. That wasn’t right. I tried again.

Blood everywhere – all over the baby and me, and Dad in the living room against the couch.

I gasped and opened my eyes. I started hyperventilating. I screamed again. I couldn’t stop seeing that baby.

October 11, 2021 – 12:04am

There was someone knocking on the front door. I opened it slowly. I was still chewing a bite of my pizza slice I had just put down on the dining room table on top of a napkin.

It was two policemen. “Portia Willows?” one of them asked, and I nodded, still chewing. They took off their hats. I knew something was wrong, so my brain decided to make their voices sound under water. I understood the words Carol Willows and Piper Willows were confirmed dead at the scene, and Richard Willows is in critical condition at the hospital. They wanted to know if they could take me to the hospital. I just stared. I didn’t even realize they had asked me until one of them put their hand on my shoulder.

“We are sorry for your loss.”

“Dad,” was all I said. I followed them to the police car and sat in the back. I didn’t cry. I didn’t ask what happened. I just sat there, swallowing the rest of the pizza that was in my mouth.

When we got to the hospital, I ran up to my dad. His heart was stable. I laid next to him the entire time. He was in a coma for a week. I didn’t move or leave his side. Everyone we knew stopped by. That included strangers that wanted statements. I got flowers, letters, food, and condolences. I was in the middle of writing one of my letters, waiting for him to wake up.

Dear Mom,

They want to know what to do with your body. I told them to make it alive again. I don’t know what happened. I don’t want to know. I know the facts. Dad is here and you’re not. At least you have Piper and Piper has you. I’ll take care of Daddy, I promise…

“What’ cha doing, buddy?” Dad mumbled from the hospital bed. My heart could have stopped. My whole world changed. My daddy was back. I just cried and hugged him so tight. I didn’t want to let go, ever. The nurses had to come peel me off of him.

“I knew it. I knew it. I knew he was going to be okay,” I said, and ran out of the hospital room. I was so happy I wanted to call someone, anyone, to tell them the good news. But everyone whose numbers I knew was dead.

“Portia Willows, I’m so sorry for your losses, but we need this paperwork signed.”

I felt guilty for being so happy my dad was alive that I put my mother and sister’s deaths on the backburner.

“I’ll sign the papers, but we’ll meet with the funeral directors once my dad is in recovery,” I told the woman, and gave her the paperwork. Someone called Susan to pick me up.

October 4, 2022

“Dad?” I was in the living room brainstorming an essay I had to write for school while watching TV and smoking a cigarette.

Dad walked downstairs. “Yeah?” He sat next to me on the couch. “What’s up? I’m hungry. You hungry?”

“You’ve been upstairs a lot. Are you avoiding me?”

“Of course not. What are you watching?” He put his arm around me.

“A Walk to Remember.” He takes his arm away and walks into the kitchen. I started laughing.

“Since when do you watch rom-coms? They were usually Piper’s thing.”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m more like Piper than you think.”

“So, back to food, was that a no or yes on being hungry?” he yelled from the kitchen.

“Sure, Dad.” I giggled.

While watching those two on television, it made me realize I wanted to be something more with Ethan, but I didn’t know what exactly. I guess I wanted to be his girlfriend. I wanted us to be a thing. I just didn’t know where to even start or where his head was at. Thinking about it made me think of Piper. I looked up articles on how to be a girlfriend. I knew it was something I was capable of, but the more I read, the more nauseated I became. I wished there was someone I could talk to about this besides my dad. There had to be someone.

We ate dinner in silence. Dad decided to watch with me, which was ironic because all I thought about was Ethan. I wanted to be with him constantly. He texted me where he was going, to get gas and stop by Target. I cared. He always told me random thing about his day. If I wasn’t with him, I knew where he was at. I always wanted to be with him, even if it was Target or a gas station, but I couldn’t, and even though he never pressured me, I felt inadequate. I got up.

“Where you going? Piper’s favorite part isn’t even up yet.” Dad got way more into the movie than I did.

“You know her favorite part?”

“You know that song she kept singing around the house for weeks? None of us had the heart to tell her she sucked.”

“That’s not narrowing it down.”

“Well, it was the one from this movie!” He got so excited remembering Piper.

“Huh. Well, whatever!” I did too and continued up the stairs and into her room.

I hadn’t been in there in a while. I had stopped when it stopped smelling like her. It was more artistic than my room. She had painted the walls lavender when she was ten years-old. She started to hate the color when she got older, so she covered it up with posters that she got from J-14, M, and Seventeen magazines. Her desk was still covered with the play script and the homework she had been supposed to start weeks before her death. I sat on the edge of the bed, looked around, and took a deep breath. She had a collage of pictures above her bed. I crawled to the headboard and placed my fingers there, tracing all of her different memories. They were mostly of just her and Maddie. Maddie was her best friend. I loved her because she never forced their friendship onto me like a lot of her other friends tried to do. The last time I saw her was the funeral. They were a lot alike. I did miss seeing her around, but not as much as Piper.

“Piper… tell me what to do.” I heard the song from downstairs. Oh my God. That song. “Only Hope”.

I looked out the door with tears in my eyes. Piper was twirling down the hall singing her pitchless heart out.

“Piper?” I cried. My heart had completely stopped.

“Hi, Portia.” She turned her head to me and smiled. I broke down crying.

“I love you and I miss you so much, but you can’t sing.”

She started laughing. She was so pretty. There she was. In the flesh. We were both sitting on her bed looking at each other, smiling and crying while Mandy Moore sang downstairs. All of a sudden, her tears turned red.

As Mandy Moore sang, Piper’s head contorted to look like the images the police had shown me of the crime scene. Blood all over.

She continued to sing.

Her skin fell off, exposing her bloody skull. She belted.

Blood poured out of her beautiful head onto her shoulders and from her mouth as she sang, the skin of her face half peeled and dangling from her skull.

Then, suddenly she dissipated. I ran out to my dad. “Daddy?”

He slowly stood up. Turned off the TV. Turned to me with tears in his eyes.

“I miss her so much!” I cried out to him.

“I do too. She sang it too good. I missed the way Piper did it.” Dad cried up to me. We didn’t have moments like that often. I went back to Piper’s room and laid down.

After lying there for about an hour, I decided to do something I never thought I would do. I rushed downstairs and grabbed Dad’s keys.

“Dad, I’ll be right back,” I said as I was putting on a jacket.

“Where are you going with the keys?”

“For a drive.”

“Portia, you sure? You haven’t driven since you first got your license when you were sixteen, and you’re emotional right now.”

“Actually, there were times I had to go pick up Piper. You guys didn’t know.”

“Well, what are you doing? Going to pick up Piper?” he said sarcastically. I stopped.

“Kind of.” I left faster than he could respond.

I couldn’t believe I was driving. I’d only ever driven to Maddie’s house and a few other houses in the area, always with or because of Piper. It was early, but it was Saturday. Maddie could be sleeping, but I didn’t know. I had no idea what her life was like this past year. She never talked to me when Piper was alive. She lived fifteen minutes past Cypress High. It was a nicer neighborhood. There were a lot more people around walking their dogs. I was anxious but felt safe inside the car. I pulled up to her driveway and smoked a cigarette before I got the courage to knock on the door.

It wasn’t like how I remembered. There used to be high trees bordering the yard, but now the front yard was like a garden with a pond near the door. There was even a fake bridge going across it. It was cute.

I got out and slowly walked up the steps that went in between the yard. I knocked softly on the door. After two times, I swung back and forth and convinced myself this was a really bad idea. I walked back to my car and banged my head on the window in frustration when I heard a voice.

“Portia?” It was Maddie’s mother. She was a lot older than our mom. A lot more old-fashioned, too. I always liked her, but I never could talk to her. I turned and smiled a little.

“Oh my gosh, the spitting image.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but she was looking at me intensely. I gave her a small wave and she ran up to me and hugged me. I didn’t hug her back.

“Come in. Would you like some tea?”

I just nodded. I had completely forgotten what I came there for and instantly regretted it. Inside, the house hadn’t changed at all. It was small, but they had nice things. It was bright. Really bright. Sky-blue walls, light gray sofas with knitted blankets over them. There was a floral tablecloth on their dining room table. She led me into the kitchen where the stairs were. I didn’t know what to say or where to sit.

“Maddie? Honey? Come downstairs, guess who’s here.” I started shaking. Her mom sat the tea down on the table. “Have a seat, sweetie.”

I sat down. I could barely pick up the teacup. Maddie was walking slowly down the stairs, texting. She was wearing tight black jeans, barefoot, with a Twilight shirt and a jean jacket over it. She had short brown hair and was wearing thick black eyeliner and really dark lipstick. She looked so grown up. I guessed she must be seventeen now.

“What, Mom?” She always had an attitude. She looked up, saw me, and dropped her phone, then picked it up. “Oh my God. For a second I thought you were her.” I’d never really noticed the resemblance. Our personalities were polar opposite, so neither of us mentioned anything about it. Neither did Mom or Dad.

She sat down across from me, and I cleared my throat.

“It’s good to see you. I wanted to call or visit but…” She wouldn’t look at me. She just looked down at the table. Her leg was shaking, and it was distracting me. She could shake her leg faster than I usually shake mine. I watched her mom look at her like she was worried. I hoped me being there was not causing them more pain.

“It’s okay. I was just in her room looking at pictures. There was something I wanted to talk to her about, and you told me at the funeral if I ever needed someone to talk to…” I stuttered.

She turned to her mother. “Mom, can you give us a minute?”

“Of course. Let me know if you need anything, Portia.” I nodded and smiled. She walked upstairs, looking back at me.

“What did you want to talk to her about?” She finally made eye contact.

“You guys were like the same person. I remembered that in her room.”

She smiled.

“I know, it’s weird. We never talked besides that one time, but you’re the closest person to her, and you’re still alive.” I started tearing up, so I took deep breaths.

“Take your time. I’m going to get a cup of tea.” She quickly got up. I tried so hard to relax but I couldn’t. I wanted her to be, but she wasn’t Piper. It would have been so easy for me to talk to her. “What is it, Portia? You can tell me. I always kept her secrets.” She took a sip, winced, and sat back down. Does she not like tea?

“It’s not really like that. I just think I like a boy. I mean I know… I know I really like him.” Her eyes went wide. Her mouth dropped. She took another big gulp. Ah. I get it. I watch TV. That’s not tea. She then started to cry.

“Are you okay?” I asked, for more than one reason.

“Yeah… it’s just… oh my God. She always wanted you to get out there more, and she wanted you to hang out with us, and she always said that even if you got yourself a weird boyfriend, it would be cool.”

I started to tear up too. I knew Piper wanted more from me, but she never said it out loud because she knew how hard Mom was on me. It sucked hearing it from someone else. “I wanted to, but I just felt like I had the whole rest of my life, you know… I thought I had her for the rest of my life…” Tears started pouring. Okay, now I wanted some of that tea.

“Yeah, it’s okay. Hey, may I?” Maddie spreads her arms. My watery eyes looked into her watery eyes and I leaned in. She squeezed me. Sniffed and sighed and said, “Ah okay. So, tell me about this boy.”

“His name is Ethan Torke. He lives across the street.”

“Torke? As in Mr Torke has a son?”

“Yeah, I know, right? He was living with his mother in Florida while we were in high school, but he moved in with his dad to go to college out here.”

“Hmm, that’s weird. Sarah leaves and he comes.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Okay. What does he look like? Please tell me not like Mr Torke.” She got so excited, jiggly in her chair.

“Not at all. He has icy blue eyes. His eyes are insane. Piper would have died. He has longish dark hair, and he has a little bit of scruff. God, I sound like her.”

“You do! Has he met your dad?” Her excitement dropped for a moment.

“Uh-huh. And he’s met Susan, my mom’s best friend. I don’t know if you know of her, but yeah, he started off as a friend then we kissed… this many times.” I held up two fingers. Her mouth drops.

“Oh. My. God. Your first friend becomes your first boyfriend. Wow, now I miss Piper even more.”

“I don’t know if I should take it to that level, and that’s why I went into Piper’s room. I wanted answers. I wanted to know what I should do. I was watching A Walk to Remember–”

“She was obsessed with that movie.”

“Yeah, it was under Continue Watching…” Her face dropped. That’s not something people really think about when their loved ones die. She took another sip of her “tea” and a breath.

“She would say to follow your heart. Do whatever you feel like doing and don’t worry about the consequences.”

“What are the consequences?”

“You know, getting hurt, getting pressured into something you don’t want to do.”

“Like go to the beach?” I said.

She giggled. “She said you were pretty funny when you did talk.”

“I don’t want to end up spending too much time with Ethan when my dad still needs me.” She looked at her teacup. This whole tea thing was really distracting – just tell me it’s alcohol and offer me some. I got why she didn’t, though. The Portia she knew when they were alive is not the same Portia I am today. I drink alcohol and kiss boys now.

“You can do both, especially if he’s already met him.”

“Would you like to meet him someday? I really would like to know if Piper would think he’s cute.”

“Girl, Piper wouldn’t care what he looks like. She would just be stoked that you kissed a boy.”

Just then, my phone rang. It was Ethan. “Speak of the devil.” I raised my eyebrows at her.

“Answer! Answer!” She was so excited she bit her bottom lip and smiled. Now that was Piper.

“Hello?” I looked at her teacup as she grasped it like a piano, playing it with her fingers.

“Hi. Where are you?” Ethan’s voice sounded sweet but worried.

“Uh… Piper’s best friend’s house. Maddie’s.” We both smiled at each other.

“You drove?” he asked, now sounding completely worried.

“Uh-huh.” I grabbed the teacup. Fuck it. Her hands flurried away.

“Okay, well, I was just worried.” He sounded different. I chugged the tea. That is vodka. Jesus Christ. No, it was rubbing alcohol. Oh my fucking God! It was the most disgusting liquid I had ever ingested in my entire life, and that included cold medicine from when I was five. I started choking. Maddie started laughing, taking the cup back.

“Are you okay?” he wondered. Valid. Maddie kept laughing, not helping.

“Yeah. Yes. Sorry. I should have told you, but I’m on my way back now if I don’t die from poison.” Maddie let out a laugh scream I recognized from my room. I hadn’t heard that laugh since she was in Piper’s room after nine o’clock. I was always trying to sleep, but I kept hearing that obnoxious laugh.

“Okay, well. Drive safe I guess,” he said.

“I will. Bye.” I hung up. She gave me a dead stare. I gave her a dead stare.

“OH. MY. GOD. You guys are already boyfriend-girlfriend!” She was smiling. I bet because she’s drunk. She had already stopped shaking and I could tell she was getting more comfortable with the fact that I was there.

“What?” I had so many questions, starting with, Have you heard of Budweiser?

“Only boyfriends call asking where their girl is.” I think I’m a little different.

“I haven’t left my block in a year besides to go to school, and he had to take me.” I started to get up.

“Well, it was really good to see you. I would like to again.” She stood up too.

“I would too.” We smiled at each other. “But don’t ever disguise vodka in a teacup again. Let’s have beers like adults.” That was my first attempt at a joke. She knocked her head down.

“Piper is jumping up and down wherever she is in happiness for you.”

“Because I don’t like vodka? I know she did.”

“No. You drink, and you have a boyfriend…” she cried.

“Tell your mother thanks.” I didn’t want to talk anymore about what it would be like. She wasn’t here, and that was what it’s like.

“I will. It was good to see you. Bye, Portia.” We hugged. She hugged way better than Susan. I didn’t hug often. Ethan, because I was attracted to him. Dad, because he’s dad. Ingrid was small and fleshly. Susan tried. Maddie took the cake on it though. Maybe because she hugged like Piper.

“Bye, Piper…” I said, walking away. I didn’t realize what I said until I got to the car. I looked back. She was still standing at her door. I was embarrassed, so I hopped in and raced home.





Chapter 9

October 7, 2022

“I’m so tired of being the girl with the dead family. I just want my dad and I to live a normal life.” Ethan and I were doing our homework on my bed when I started talking out loud what I was thinking.

“Where did that come from?” Ethan put his pen down.

“It just seems impossible with my anxiety.” I continued working.

“It’s understandable,” Ethan said. A moment of a silence went by, then I tossed my computer off my lap.

“No. The thing is, we were like this before. They were keeping us together. They were keeping us normal.” He just stared at me, so I said, “I don’t know. Do you need help?” I grabbed his notebook. His homework looked so much easier than mine.

“Eh.” He grabbed it back.

“Give it…” I laughed as he let go. “Do you have to type this or write it?”

“I was going to write the answers down and then type it later.”

“Okay, just type what I write…” I started because I was so embarrassed for talking so much because I never did that and wanted my mind off of my dead family.

“Are you doing what I think you’re saying?”

“Wait. Are you behind in English? Because I’m sure I did this prompt in my AP English class.” I looked at his prompt notes.

“Okay, no. Stop. We’re not doing this.” He took back his notebook and grabbed my arms, pulling me close to him.

“I didn’t mean it like that. It’s fine. I was just confused…” I said, inches away from his lips.

“Shh.” He put his finger to my lips. I had feelings in places I didn’t think could get feelings.

“What?” My voice cracked.

“I don’t want you to do my homework for me.”

“Okay… I don’t see the big deal.”

“I want you to do something else for me.” I swear to God, if he wanted me to go to the beach or a party, I was going to lose it. I blankly stared at him with my eyes wide.

“Be my girlfriend.” Now my bottom lip dropped. Piper made it seem like getting a boyfriend was so complicated. I barely did anything. I nodded slowly in shock. I don’t know why. This idea had been in my head for a while.

“I don’t really understand how or why I fell so hard for you so fast, but it happened Portia…” he continued. I was still staring wide eyed at him, blinking slowly.

I shut my eyes, took a breath and spoke. “I don’t think that we’re meant to understand it all the time. I think that sometimes we just have to have faith.” He was confused. I was starting to understand his facial expressions even though his actions reacted differently. He kissed me.

“Nicolas Sparks. A Walk to Remember,” I said, and smiled.

“Seriously?” He smiled.

“You’re telling me you didn’t get your speech from a movie?” I asked. He laughed, placing his hand around my neck, caressing my cheek bone, pulling me in to his lips.

For that moment, I wasn’t thinking about my dead mother and my dead sister. I was just thinking about us. This was definitely going to change me for the better.

Dad was making chili spaghetti while I was doing homework at the dining room table. Well, he was making pasta with chili. He put two beers on the table and gave me my plate. I wasn’t really that hungry. I didn’t think anyone would be after seeing what was on my plate. I did need to talk to him about Ethan. I was too nervous though. I slowly started eating, emphasis on slowly.

“What’s going on, kiddo? You’ve been getting busier and busier every day.”

“I was falling behind in school. I’ve just been busy doing schoolwork and trying to catch up.”

“So, you went to school today?” he wondered as he popped open his beer.

“No, I went to see Maddie.”

“Who?”

“Piper’s best friend.”

“Oh. I remember her. Why?” he asked with his mouth full.

“Advice about Ethan,” I muttered. He choked.

“Why can’t you ask me about Ethan?” I thought it would be obvious why I didn’t want to talk to my dad about my new boyfriend.

“Fine. What do you think of Ethan as my boyfriend?” I couldn’t believe those words were actually coming out of my mouth. I wanted to take them back. I chugged the beer instead and didn’t really look at him. I shoved my face with spaghetti and glanced at him under my eyelashes. He was eating, too. He cleared his throat and took a sip of his beer.

“Boyfriend? Like you guys, um… uh…” He fiddled his fork.

“I barely know what that means. We’re going to take it slow. He knows how inexperienced I am.”

“Well, I don’t really know what to say.” He got up to get another beer. I was actually surprised he was somewhat calm. He never treated Piper that way when he found out about a new boy in her life.

“Dad, are you okay?” I knew he wasn’t. He slammed the fridge door.

“Actually no. My nineteen year-old daughter has a boyfriend. I didn’t think I had to worry about you.” He paced the kitchen. “Having two daughters is every dad’s worst nightmare and dream at the same time. I was so happy one of my kids didn’t talk to boys, girls, adults. You were my dream.”

“Dad, I was sick. That’s not normal. What’s normal is your daughter growing up, falling in love…”

He sat down and sighed. “You’re right.”

“I’m not going to get pregnant or runaway to get married like they do on TV.” He smiled at me. I smiled and hugged him. Honestly, this was the most like his old self he had been. “Hey, why don’t we build those chests for Mom and Pipes. Clean out their rooms…” My voice trailed off.

“Really?”

“It’s time.”

Okay.

October 11, 2022

One year ago, our lives changed forever. Every day since, I imagined what was it like for them. The pain. Did they know? How scary it was for them? Where they are now? But since I met Ethan, those questions dissipated. I hadn’t had my visions and episodes. I was moving on. My dad and I were going to clean out their rooms. It felt wrong. It was too soon. I wanted to keep thinking about them. I never want to forget them. Dad had gone to the store to buy wood. He hadn’t left the house in so long. I was proud of him.

In the driveway, I was helping him unload when Ethan rushed over to help.

“Yo, yo, where’d you go?” Ethan grabbed a slab of wood.

“Oh no, Dad just went to Home Depot, we’re gonna…” I didn’t feel like explaining to Ethan what we were doing, why we were doing it, and what day it was. “Doesn’t matter. Did you not have school today?”

“I just got back. You want to come over for dinner tonight?” I looked over at Dad.

“Go. I still have to get the tools from the garage and set up the space. It’s okay,” he said.

“You sure?”

“Yeah, honey, go have dinner with your boyfriend.” He went inside. I stayed in the driveway, not knowing what to say back to Ethan. I really didn’t want to, especially today. Well, Piper would have wanted me to go. So, I could go in her honor, and Mom would be proud as well.

“I would love to.” I smiled at Ethan.

“Great. What is all this for?” He looked at all the wood in the back of my dad’s truck.

“A project. I’m good though. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Okay…” He looked around. “Lift with your knees.” He kissed me on the cheek and walked back over to his house.

I took the longest shower ever. I had gotten so dirty helping my dad. I was also exhausted and not excited about this. I should have tried harder to look better, but Mr Torke had seen me worse.

I knocked for only a second before Ethan opened the door. I jumped.

“That was fast.”

“Come in…” He grabbed my hand. He was nervous again. I swear he was always like that around his dad. I wondered why until I was stopped in my tracks by a girl sitting on their living room couch. I recognized her from pictures in their house. Ethan put his arm around my shoulders.

“Sarah, get up, please.”

Sarah. The imaginary sister. Wait. Maddie mentioned a Sarah.

“This is Portia. Portia, this is my estranged sister, Sarah.” She turned, looking exactly like Ethan, but the girl version. She had long, thick, deep brown hair. Huge boobs. Same icy blue eyes but bigger. She was short and had resting bitch face, as Piper would call it. No, she called it RBF. She was wearing stockings with high-waist shorts and combat boots. Then I noticed her Cypress High sweater.

“What does ‘estranged’ mean?” she asked. I’d heard that questioning tone before. The sweater, the voice. Holy shit, she’d been in the play. Dad had showed me the tape as soon as he came home from the hospital. She was in it. She was one of the last people to see my sister alive other than my parents. I didn’t say anything.

“I knew your sister, Piper. She was cool,” she said, and then she walked away. I couldn’t stop staring.

“Sorry, I didn’t know Dad invited her,” Ethan whispered to me.

I had so many questions. She looked so different. Where had she been this entire time? Why didn’t Ethan tell me his sister was also in the play? Piper had never mentioned a Sarah to me, especially a Sarah who was in the play. I felt so out of the loop. “I never talk about her because we’ve never been close, and she blamed my mother for the divorce. It was ugly. I just don’t like talking about it,” Ethan explained.

“It’s fine,” I muttered, walking into the kitchen, lying.

“Are you okay? You seem thrown.” No shit.

“Yup. I’m good,” I lied again. I couldn’t believe he didn’t tell me she was going to be here or that she went to my high school, and was in the same fucking play as my dead sister. I literally could have slapped him. Girlfriends do that on TV sometimes.

We were all sitting at the table. I swear on my mother’s life, I was the main course. Everyone was staring at me. It got really hot, and started sweating. I didn’t want to eat anything. I didn’t want to pick up anything. I knew I’d drop it, I was shaking so bad. I was pretty sure this was what cocaine felt like. I just stared at my plate. Potatoes, broccoli, steak. The food was heavy like my heart. I kept moving it around, waiting for the courage to take a bite. Ethan had his hand on my thigh, but it didn’t help. It made it worse. I slid his hand off. I saw his stare of worry in my peripheral.

I wanted to get the fuck out of there.

I needed to know ahead of time if a stranger was coming.

Everyone knew that.

Ethan should have known better.

I was infuriated.

Since now I was his girlfriend, I had to sit here. I had to sit here and try my hardest not to stab my eyeballs with the fork. “Just relax, babe,” he whispered to me as he caressed my thigh again like it was so easy. I pushed his hand off more aggressively this time. He was only drawing more attention to me and making it worse.

“Can I address the elephant in the room?” Sarah asked. I didn’t care, at least someone was talking.

“Do you have to?” Ethan rolled his eyes. He really didn’t like her, I could tell. I still didn’t understand why he’d never mentioned her, though.

“I just want to know what happened. How did the accident happen, you know?” Sarah stared at Ethan with a smirk. “She was really excited about the after party. It’s too bad.”

I chose never to think about it. Ingrid and Susan had a lot of questions for the police, but to me, none of that mattered. They could have been murdered by a serial killer. To me, the outcome was the same. They were not here. I was. And I really fucking hated that. All I knew was that they had been going the opposite direction of home when they crashed into a tree. When the police told me where the accident happened, it hadn’t made any sense. Ingrid was more obsessed than I was with trying to figure out why they were driving the opposite direction of home. And why it happened.

It finally hit me: they were dropping Piper off at the afterparty. “Why didn’t Piper go with any of you? It’s just not like Piper to get a ride from my parents, especially to a party. She would be too embarrassed. She had enough friends who were in the play who could have taken her,” I said. My voice had an edge.

“Sarah, stop. Why are you bringing this up?” Ethan slammed down his water.

Mr Torke glared at his daughter. He snapped, “Sarah.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be sorry. None of you be sorry. It’s just really interesting out of all the nights I could possibly meet you, y’all decide to do it on the anniversary of the play. Or what I remember it as, the night I lost everything!”

“Jesus. I’m so sorry.” Mr Torke buried his face.

“Oh my God.” Ethan freaked out. Sarah stood in shock.

“I mean, you both knew if you’d told me she was here, I wouldn’t have come. You know my issues and you still put me in this position. Now that I am here, I want closure from the one person at this table who saw my little sister last, especially if I’m going to be forced to sit across from her.”

“You’re not forced to do anything here,” Mr Torke reassured me.

“Thank you,” I said, and grabbed my purse. “This is why I never leave my house.” I glared at Ethan as he put his head down.

I ran home and grabbed a beer and a cigarette. I sat outside on my porch and saw Ethan walking over.

“I want to be alone, Ethan.”

“I am so, so sorry. Why didn’t you tell me? I didn’t know, and it felt…”

“Normal. Like I was normal. Did you forget about the stuff we talked about? I’m not taking any medication for this. My problem is still there, no matter how comfortable I am with you.”

“I want you to be comfortable with my family, too.”

“I can’t do that. You don’t even like your sister. If you can’t accept me for who I am, that’s fine, Ethan. Seriously, leave me before it starts to hurt.”

“Stop it. Stop it right now.” He rushed up to me and grabbed my chin and looked at me. “I want you. I want you just the way you are.” I looked away. “No, I’m not done. I’m Ethan Torke, and I’m your boyfriend now, meaning it’s my job to take care of you. You’re so busy taking care of your father. I need to be there for you, and I need you to be your best self, your most healthy self.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I want my dad to help you. I don’t need you to go to a bunch of parties or go clubbing. I just want you to be able to go to school, get a job, and mainly I want you to be able to walk across your graduation stage…” He choked. He wanted me to be someone else. I could tell by the way his eyes couldn’t meet mine.

“I’m going to be busy with my dad for a couple days. After that, we can talk, but I don’t want to see your sister ever again.”

Sarah wasn’t ever going to make me feel any better about Piper’s death. If anything, she would only be a painful memory.

October 11, 2021 – The Night of the Accident

I sat in the chair in my dad’s hospital room. I barely could look at him. He was badly bruised. I looked at the white tiled floors because if I looked anywhere else, I imagined the accident and imagined if I was sitting in the car where I usually sat, behind dad, who was driving. Why were they going that way? I didn’t get it. Would it have happened if they weren’t going that way? Why did this happen to me? Out of all the cars on the road. Cars that probably had bad people in it, like cheaters, or people that didn’t have any friends, like me. It had my sister, who was the brightest fucking light in the world.

“Portia Willows? Your godmother is here to take you home.” A nurse appeared in the doorway.

“I don’t have a godmother.” I looked at Dad. “Who the hell is my godmother?”

He shrugged. I knew I was going to have to take care of him. I was just happy they didn’t take everyone away from me.

“I’ll see you soon,” I said and kissed his forehead.

“I love you, buddy,” he whispered.

“I’ll have a beer waiting for you.” I smiled at him, so happy he was alive.

Susan and her husband, Gary, were standing there with Stefan. All had blank faces. I got in the car. It was raining and really quiet. I noticed we weren’t going in the direction of my house.

“Where are you taking me?”

“I think you should get some rest tonight and tomorrow; we’ll get your stuff.”

“To go where?”

“You’re going to be living with us, sweetie.” Susan sounded so sad and depressed. Well, her best friend had just died.

“Fuck that,” I blurted out.

Stefan started laughing.

“You can’t stay on your own, you’re still a minor.”

“For a month, then I’m eighteen. But Dad is going to come home soon. Unless we can’t afford the house, and then we’re both living with you.” All these thoughts and changes were flooding my head painfully. Tears poured out like waterfalls, and I was choking, my throat trying to close.

Stefan was just staring at me with his headphones in. “You okay?”

I looked at him with swimming pool eyes and nodded.

We got to Susan’s. Their place was hoarder central. Toys were scattered all over the living room. Cartoons were on the TV. It looked so small because of how much furniture they had.

I couldn’t stay there.

I sat on the couch while Susan made me a cup of hot chocolate.

She couldn’t stop crying. Gary couldn’t stop stressing out. “Look, both of you guys need to calm down. Let’s think about this – we’re not living here. I’m going home. I need to get the house ready for Dad. I have to be strong for him.”

“Your mother and your sister died less than two hours ago…” Gary said.

“And? You guys have nothing to do with us, with me. You’re my mom’s friend, and she’s dead. Let me go home.”

Susan looked at Gary.

“Can you give us a minute?” Gary asked me.

I nodded and went outside.

“There’s something really wrong with her…” Gary didn’t even wait for me to shut the door before he said that.

I made a run for it. And never returned to Susan’s. Ever again.





Chapter 10

October 11, 2022

My dad was really excited about building those chests in the backyard, more than what we were planning on doing with them.

“We gotta make sure the cuts are clean and precise – accuracy is key here, then we’ll assemble the base and then move on to the sides. Keep the joints tight and secure with wood glue and screws. After that, we’ll work on the lid, making sure it fits flush with the body of the chest. We cannot forget to sand everything down smooth before we start finishing.”

I sat on the porch and drank a beer. I missed the way he would describe the construction plan. He was always so passionate, confusing, strict, and went on and on about safety.

Ingrid walked over with some lemonade. “Hey, hey, hey!” I yelled out to her. Oh my God, she was walking through so many tools that could hurt her.

“Ingrid, stop! I was going to come to you to get it.” I rushed over to her.

“I wanted to see the set up. Wow, this is… this is… a job.” She seemed really concerned. I didn’t know why. Dad used to be over there every other week fixing something in her house.

“Yup.”

“Hey Ingrid.” Dad walked over to her, kissed her on the cheek. “Ooo, fresh lemonade!” He grabbed a glass. I left them in conversation and went back to the porch, grabbing my gloves.

“Can we talk?” Ingrid appeared behind me, scaring the shit out of me. She guided me to the two chairs that I didn’t think I ever sat in before.

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“I know what today is.”

“Yeah, but we’re fine.”

“And how’s the boy?”

I bit my bottom lip, looked away then down. She put her hand on my knee.

“You can tell me…” Her gaze was tense and cold.

“It’s just, his sister. I had no idea she was in the play with Piper. It’s just weird, you know. Maddie mentioned something about how she left and he came. They don’t like each other. Ethan is not that close with his dad. I thought our family had problems, but they’re just different. But he won’t talk to me about it.” As I went on, I realized she had stopped listening and zoned out onto the ground.

“Ingrid…”

“Sorry, sweetie, I’m listening. I’m sure it’s all right. Men are not ones to talk about their feelings.” We both look up at my dad.

“You can say that again.”

“I’m going to go. You know where I live if you need me.” She got up quickly. That was weird.

“Okay. Be careful!”

“See ya later, Ingrid!” Dad called out. She was gone in a flash. My dad and I looked at each other and shrugged. We loved Ingrid to death, but she could really act her age sometimes.

They looked terrible. Mom and Piper deserved a better send off than this.

“What happened to you?”

“Getting old.” We both stared at something we could have ordered from IKEA.

“What do you think they’re thinking?” Dad asked. I really thought that Piper was laughing because of how hard we worked and the piece of crap we got out of it. Mom would be upset by how much noise we made. I didn’t want to ruin the anniversary.

“I think Mom is shitting her pants right now looking down at us, but at the end of the day, she knows that we’re happy because I still have you and I didn’t lose everyone. As far as Piper, she’s also shitting her pants, but in a different way. She’s proud of me. I know she is, for a fact.” I smiled.

Dad turned to me and said, “I’m proud of you, kid. I never thought you would get out there and have your life, which, as your father, I loved. You could be my little girl forever. I knew Piper was going to grow up and grow apart from us. But you, honey, you were going to be my quiet little girl who would never forget about her daddy.”

“Maybe, we get rid of their stuff today… next year.”

“Sounds good to me.” He wrapped my arm around me bringing me into him. We tried.

Do I really want to change who I am? The question lingered in my mind, heavy, like the weight of the expectations I wasn’t sure I could meet. Do I want to start putting myself out there more? I felt the truth settle in. No, I don’t. Maybe it wasn’t my truth. For some reason, Ethan seemed worth it to me. I laid on my back in my bed, thinking until it all came together for me in a moment.

I ran across the street to knock on Ethan’s door. I was nervous. I didn’t have anything planned. It was him when the door opened. I was speechless. I just backed up as my mouth opened a little bit.

“Portia?” Ethan came outside and closed the door behind him.

“I’m sorry. I really like you and I’m willing to do whatever you want me to do.” My voice was shaking. “If you want me to get help, I’ll do it.” I stopped and he was just staring at me. I had no idea what he was thinking.

Without warning, he rushed over and held me so tight. It wasn’t a hug. It was like he was trying to push me inside him. It was tight, but it was also perfect. I put my hands around his head as I began to kiss him. He ran his fingers through my hair.

“My dad’s home, but you’re more than welcome to come inside,” he mumbled while still kissing me.

“Let’s go to mine.” I pulled him across the street with me. I knew my dad was really tired from working all day and would be passed out. We lay down on my bed. It felt so nice to be in his arms again. I never wanted to let go. I didn’t want to stop kissing him.

“This whole thing is so weird to me,” I said, my head on his chest as he caressed my arm with his soft fingertips.

“What is?”

“You, me, this. I never thought it would ever happen to me. If it did, I thought Piper would have paid someone to do it.”

“Oh, she didn’t tell you before the play? She did pay me,” he said as he hugged me tighter.

I got on top of him, smiling. He grabbed my butt. No one had ever touched my butt. I wanted to be uncomfortable with this level of physical attention, but I wasn’t. He stared deeply into my eyes and moved my bangs behind my ear. He tried to kiss me, but I backed away, and he smiled. We teased each other for an hour until I could see he couldn’t take it anymore. He started taking off my clothes.

“Can we go slow?” I whispered.

“We are going slow…” He kissed me.

I wanted to do everything with him. I wanted to give Ethan my all. I wanted it to be like the movies, but Piper told me it never would be. It was hard to have this new confidence but be scared shitless at the same time.

“You think you’re ready?” He climbed on top of me and grabbed my underwear, basically asking me to take them off.

I shrugged. “I guess…” I whispered.

“Why do you want this?” he asked me as he was grinding on top of me with his boxers on.

“Because I like you and it feels good… I think…”

“You think it feels good?” he asked. I nodded.

He slowly put his hands on my thighs. At first, his hands were freezing cold, so my legs jolted.

“You okay?” He smiled.

“Yeah, your hands are just cold. Is this weird for you?”

“No… is this weird for you?”

“No.” I laughed. He slowly put his fingers inside me, and I felt like I was getting stabbed to death. My mouth silently screamed. It hurt so badly. I grabbed his wrists.

“I’m sorry.”

“What the hell is wrong with your fingers?”

He started laughing against my breasts. “Nothing.” He showed me his hands outside the covers.

“Why did that hurt so bad?”

“Because you’re a virgin. It’s okay. It’s normal.” He put both of his hands on my face and kissed me. I didn’t forget that one of his fingers was just inside me. But his kiss made everything okay. He was so reassuring – I wanted to give him more, but if that was what a finger felt like, I didn’t want to know how the rest would be.

“Are you?” I asked.

“A virgin? No. Does that bother you?”

I shook my head. “At least one of us knows what we’re doing,” I whispered, trying not to ruin the moment.

“We don’t have to do this, Portia. I just… I don’t know. I’m really falling for you.” It was just like the movies. The way he was staring at me. I never wanted that moment to end.

“Just do it… let’s just get our first time over with.”

“It doesn’t work like that.”

“If Piper could do it in twenty-six minutes, I’m pretty sure I can, too.”

“How do you know she did it in twenty-six minutes?”

“She had to be home in twenty-six minutes. I was outside in the car waiting for her and she said hold on, she hadn’t done it yet. I thought I was going to be waiting there for an hour.”

“And she was out in twenty-six minutes?” He laughed and I did, too.

“She wasn’t about to get in trouble again for the fourth time that month.”

He laughed but got off of me. I’d still managed to ruin the moment.

“Sorry. Sorry. This is about us. Kiss me.” He did.

After it happened, he had to go home. I lay in my bed and cried for hours. I wanted Piper right next to me. I needed her. When Piper had lost her virginity, she said she felt like a slut and didn’t want to be alone. She slept with me that night and cried. I laid next to her.

I didn’t feel any of that with Ethan.

He was great. My first time was perfect. I felt comfortable, but guilty as hell.

I wished Piper had felt like this her first time. I wished she hadn’t died. I wished I had gone to the play, because if I had, I would have taken her to the after party.

No one had to die that night. It was all my fault.

October 28, 2022

After weeks of Ethan and me getting closer and closer, Dad finally started warming up to him. I understood why Ethan wanted us to get help. I didn’t like it at first, but he just wanted the best for me. I couldn’t get mad at that. Honestly, it made me more attracted to him.

Tonight, my dad and I were both going over to Ethan’s, and we were going to have a session with his father.

“Why are you making me do this again?” Dad asked.

“Was there anything Mom wanted you to do that you didn’t want to do, but you did it anyway because you loved her?”

“You love him?”

“I didn’t say that Dad.” I blushed.

“You love me, right?” he asked while pounding his beer.

“You love me, right?” I repeated.

“Let’s get this shit over with.” He rolled his eyes.

I was just as nervous as he was. My dad was very unpredictable when it came to things like this. Mom never took him to any business functions or dinners because nine out of ten times he would embarrass her. Dad was a lot like me when it came to being quiet. I wouldn’t say it was anxiety, but it wasn’t his personality to talk with strangers about the weather or his kids. So, he would drink, and then he wouldn’t stop talking. Mom learned her lesson after the fifth time. I loved it because he got to stay home with me.

“Can you walk any faster?” I asked as we crossed the street.

“Nope,” he said, and walked even slower.

I rolled my eyes and waited for him at Ethan’s front door. I rang the doorbell and then the rest was out of my hands.

Mr Torke opened the door. “Hi, Portia, Come on in.” I looked back at my dad and then looked back at Mr Torke.

“Hi, how are you? This is my father, Richard.”

Dad looked so awkward shaking his hand. It was hard to watch.

We walked into the living room.

“Coffee? Tea?” Mr Torke offered.

“No, thank you,” Dad said.

“Beer?” Ethan asked. Maybe, I do love him.

“Yes.” Dad held out his hand.

“Dad…”

“It’s okay, I had a feeling.” Ethan gave him the beer he was holding. “You want one, babe?”

“No, thank you.” I didn’t know much about relationships, but I did know it was inappropriate to day drink in front of your boyfriend’s parents. My dad didn’t care, whatever made him comfortable.

“First… Portia, I want to talk to you, and your father can just listen,” Mr Torke said.

“Great. I’m really good at that,” Dad joked.

I pressed my lips together and tried to fight off laughing, but it didn’t really work.

“Sorry, what did you say?” Mr Torke asked.

I looked at my dad to repeat it.

“Nothing. Nothing, go on.”

I shook my head. “He just said he’s a good listener. He’s not much of a talker.” I was incredibly nervous. My feet were firmly planted together on the ground. My hands were on my knees trying to stop them from shaking. Mr Torke looked comfortable in his own home sipping tea. Ethan wasn’t in the room. I wished he was.

“Just a drinker.” He laughed. My dad was acting like a complete fool – laying back with his arm on the armrest and the beer in his hand between his legs. He looked like he was about to turn the game on.

“Dad, stop.” Now he was starting to embarrass me.

“It’s okay. Ethan tells me you have a social anxiety disorder.” Mr Torke turned his attention to me. I could tell he meant well, but he also made my dad lose it.

“It’s just a name.” He huffed. Just like that, I was reverted back to the therapist’s office when I was ten. Dad did not like a stranger telling him that there was something wrong with his daughter.

“I don’t like attention, big crowds. I’ve always been like that. Right, Dad?” I wanted him to say something normal for at least a second.

“Yeah… that’s the problem? I thought the problem was our grieving methods.” Dad didn’t know the whole truth about why we were coming over here.

“He never thought that my social issues were issues. They’re just who I am,” I said.

“I love you for who you are, always have. This is not a problem. They want to change you because he wants to… you know, take you out and do guy things…” Dad said, completely disregarding the fact that Mr Torke was supposed to be the one talking.

“It’s not like that, Dad. I can’t even go to school. I can’t do normal things. I’m nineteen and I’m nowhere close to being an adult, and that’s why they want to help me. They want me to be more independent and not be so scared of everything.”

“And then what are you gonna do? Leave me.” I wasn’t expecting my dad to get so defensive about this. Suddenly, his demeanor changed. He sat up straight on the couch and turned to me.

“No.” I put my hand on his leg to reassure him. I couldn’t even believe he was thinking this.

“Just like your mother and your sister did. You want to leave our life for this. This fancy house. You want him to be your dad?” He pointed at Mr Torke. This wasn’t fazing Mr Torke at all. Mr Torke was writing and sipping his tea. I guess he dealt with this all the time. I wasn’t even embarrassed anymore. I was hurt that my dad could think that.

“Dad. Stop.”

“Portia.” I heard Ethan’s voice, but I just drowned it out.

“I’m going home.” Dad chugged his beer, slammed it on the coffee table. He started to walk out. I followed him.

“Dad, I’m sorry. They’re not trying to take me away from you. No one could ever do that. No one. Never. I am your daughter. But I want to be more than your daughter. I want to be more.” I grabbed his arm and turned him around before he reached the door. Tears fell from my eyes out of nowhere.

“For nineteen years, you didn’t care about any of this. Boys, friends, outside life…” he yelled.

“I changed.” I choked, in disbelief of myself.

“No, you didn’t. They changed you. I want my daughter back. Thanks for the beer.” He stormed out the front door, slamming it. I melted onto the floor of their living room and cried.

“Portia, look at me. I’m right here…” It was Ethan, coming to the rescue. He put my head on his chest. With my head turned, I saw Mr Torke, staring, emotionless.

“What do you need right now?” Ethan cupped my face with his hands.

“Can you take me on a walk?”

“Of course.” He kissed my head. I walked out the door. Assuming Ethan was right behind me, I turned to him, but he wasn’t. He was still in the foyer in a staring contest with his dad.

We walked in silence for twenty minutes. Our hands were locked, but our arms were stretched out, putting distance between us. I looked out at the street. Every car that turned the corner ahead of us crashed into the pole. We were walking towards the scene. Instead of freaking out, I kept watching cars crash and people die as we continued to walk upon it. We got to the corner. At the bottom of the pole, piles of dead bodies laid on top of one another. I stared down onto them.

“What are you looking at?” Ethan looked at the bottom of pole too.

I was locked inside my own mind. My own fucked-up, bloody, dead-bodied filled mind. I guess I’m not getting better.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think my dad was going to react like that,” I said, looking away and walking back in the direction of home.

“What did he say?” My dad has a pretty loud voice. Surprised Ethan didn’t hear.

“I don’t know how he could ever think I would stop being there for him and leave him like Mom and Pipes. I would never do that. Well, they wouldn’t either. But Piper had activities. Mom had work. I was there. At home. Maybe that’s why he never wanted me to get help, but no, he’s not selfish like that. I don’t get it.”

Ethan took a deep breath. “Your dad is the best he can be. He lost his wife and daughter. He has to be strong for you but still grieve himself. It can’t be easy on him. On top of the fact that he was there. He drove. He probably thinks it was his fault, and I’m sure it wasn’t, but I can see why he would think that. Does he ever talk about what happened?”

“No, and I don’t push it. Ingrid tries to push it sometimes. But all we really know is that they crashed into a tree. And he was the only survivor.”

“You never asked him how?”

I stopped walking and turned to Ethan. “No,” I snapped. How could I ask my dad that and make him relive the worst moment of his life?

“Okay.” We continued walking in silence. A black car drove by, but my dad was in it and – and his face turned bloody. I shook my head. No.





Chapter 11

The next morning, I had to get up at seven because I wanted to get my Algebra test out the way. After I was done, I felt good about it, but I still felt shitty about my dad. I decided to learn how to make him a really fancy breakfast by watching YouTube videos. We had all this food in the house from Ingrid. We’d been too lazy to use it. We made what was easy and fast. YouTube made the recipes look easy and fast – but they weren’t. I made a mess. It wasn’t easy at all. I was trying to make French toast, but I didn’t understand how they made the eggs a part of the toast. I wanted to give up because someone like my dad wasn’t going to notice if this toast had eggs in it or not.

I walked up the stairs holding the tray that had a flower in an empty beer can next to a full one, along with these French – well, toast that was soaked in eggs for a second.

“Daddy?”

He was out cold. He had a mostly empty six-pack spilled all over the side of his bed. “Huh…”

“Dad, get up, you spilled beer everywhere.” I dropped the tray on the nightstand, rushed to get the sheets off.

“I spilled beer? I thought I drank it all.”

“I made you breakfast,” I said, ignoring the inner nag in me.

“Aw sweetie, thank you!”

He kissed my forehead. He smelled disgusting. Cleaning up his mess, I realized I was over it. I was over this life. I wanted him to put in more effort – help clean the house, not drink so much so we’d have money for real things. I thought we were making progress. One dinner with Mr Torke and we were both back to square one.

I was starting to sound like my mother.

Gross.

“I’m going to wash these,” I said as I was forcing him out of the bed to take off the sheets.

“Let’s watch a movie,” he said.

“I have a lot of stuff to do today, Dad. The house is a mess. The kitchen is a mess, and then I have to go to the store.”

“Okay… can we watch a movie after?”

“Sure.” There was a part of me that felt guilty about changing. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t even understand when it had happened. I loved spending time with my dad, and maybe I wasn’t doing it as often as before, but I had to take care of myself and the house. We couldn’t both get away with acting like this. I could never tell him that, though.

I was complaining to Ethan via text. He made me feel good about wanting to clean up, but it still sucked having to do it every day. It was moments like this where I really missed my mother and appreciated everything she did for us.

Ethan met me at the store later that day.

“How’s it going?” he said, coming in for a hug.

“I’m exhausted.”

“You smell like beer.”

“I don’t even want to talk about it.” I rolled my eyes.

“How drunk did you get last night?” He looked at me with pure concern.

“Wasn’t me. My dad… I just – I don’t want to talk about it.”

It was Joseph this time instead of Larry. I was happy about because it would have been awkward if it was Larry who saw me freak out over him for just speaking to me. Joseph was pretty much mute, so I loved when it was him.

“You finish your homework?” Ethan deflected. I nodded because then I was irritated.

“You cleaned your house?” I nodded again.

“Well, I think it’s time for you to have some fun.” He smiled. Well, he was in a good mood. Did he mean sex? I told my dad I would watch a movie with him later. I looked at him and awkwardly smiled, dreading what I was about to say because it couldn’t be more opposite of having sex.

“You want to watch a movie with my dad and me?”

He shrugged. “Will he be okay with that?”

“Yeah, he’s going to fall asleep in the middle of it anyway and then we could…”

He smiled, kissing my forehead. Got him.

When we walked out of the store, a man said to us, “How’s it going?” nodding as he went to go inside.

“Good, how are you?” I asked, barely looking at him.

“It’s a beautiful day today,” he said as he walked past me.

“It is,” I said as I grabbed Ethan’s hand and we started to walk home.

“Holy shit.” Ethan let go of my hand, blocking our path, and his eyes widened.

“What?”

“You just talked to him.”

“Are you mad? He’s just a random guy, just saying hi. He was being polite.”

“No, babe, you just talked to him. You never talk to strangers.”

I hadn’t even noticed. Well, I was never really around strangers. Now that I thought about it, a few months ago, I wouldn’t have even looked at that guy and just kept walking. Who am I?

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

Sometimes it felt like Elizabeth and I were in a staring contest, especially when I was smoking a cigarette. She reminded me of my mother when she looked at me like that. Like she wished I would do something, but I couldn’t figure out what and I knew I was going to disappoint her again. She looked at me like she knew I could, like she knew me better than I knew myself. I hated it.

“How long are we going to be doing this before you tell me who I apparently killed?”

“Do you have somewhere to be?” she asked. Yeah. At home. Watching The Big Bang Theory.

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but what you’re implying is pretty fucked up. I’m just a girl with social anxiety disorder. Not a killer.”

“I want you to tell me what happened.”

“I told you what happened five years ago. I don’t remember what happened five minutes ago. I just want to see my dad.” My strong exterior dissipated. Tears started to fall. I put my cigarette out in the ashtray and sighed, trying to hold back more tears.

“Portia, I need you to understand that if you walk me through what happened five years ago, then I can help you remember what happened five minutes ago, or more importantly, last night.” Last night?

“But I don’t remember!”

“You can. That’s why I’m here. I can’t help you get out of this if you keep repressing memories.” Her soft exterior dissipated too.

“I don’t get it.” I was still lost.

“How did you get your dad home from the hospital?” And we were back to five years ago. If I were in trouble, that meant I did something bad. I didn’t even talk to people or get involved in anyone else’s life besides my sister’s. How could I be in trouble? This was Ethan’s fault. I didn’t know what he did, but he was the one who should be getting interrogated, not me.

“Where is Ethan?” She inched forward in her chair, looked at the camera. Now I was getting more irritated because it felt like we were playing a game and I don’t know the rules.

“What?” I said under my breath, confused more than ever.

“Where do you think Ethan is?” she asked timidly.

“I don’t know, just like I don’t know where my dad is. Just like I don’t know who died. Ingrid? She’s just the closest to the end. Did something happen to her?”

The staring contest began again. My heart was pounding again. I got up and walked over to the window. I just wanted it to break so I could escape. I was so over it. My brain and my body couldn’t handle the unknown. Or my body knew what to do, and my brain didn’t. My hands quickly turned into fists.

I’m not a violent person, but I didn’t understand what was happening to me.

“Portia, are you remembering something?” My pulse became so loud it was beginning to give me a headache. It was like a fog had rolled in, suffocating my thoughts and memories, twisting them into dark, red, scary shapes I couldn’t see clearly. I could feel my chest tightening, muscles trembling with an energy that wasn’t my own. The room seemed to tilt. I heard screeching. I didn’t know which way was out, down, up, or around. I didn’t recognize my own hands, my own strength.

Out of nowhere, my fists slammed into the glass, and again, and again, and again, until the pain and the blood felt like they belonged to someone else entirely. Who was I in this moment? I wasn’t sure anymore. I saw the blood on my knuckles.

There was blood on my hands, on my kitchen floor, on Ethan, on a baby, on Susan. Blood was everywhere.

What was she doing to me? Cops came rushing into the door.

“It’s okay. It’s okay. I got it,” she told them. They backed down. I turned to her with dried tears and bloody knuckles. Tears formed in her eyes.

“How did your dad get home from the hospital?” She said it so sternly, fighting her own tears. Something about the night my mother and sister died was the key to everything. Everything was so confusing, but I finally understood. I could see my dad and Ethan again if I told her everything I knew about that night.

Two security guards and two nurses came in with a first-aid kit to fix up my hand.

“Okay,” I mumbled.

October 19, 2021 – The Week After the Accident

I wish I could remember what happened after I ran away from Susan’s. I don’t. I only remember crying, sleeping in Piper’s room, sleeping in my parents’ room. I remember not touching a thing. I remember writing the letters. I wrote my mom dozens of letters, wrote Piper dozens of letters. They’re all in boxes in my room. I haven’t looked at them since.

It was Tuesday the nineteenth. I was home. I heard the door screech open. For a second, I thought they were all back. Piper screaming, telling me about the play. Mom fighting with Dad. Instead, it was Susan, Gary, Stefan, Cassie, McKenzie, and the twins, Joey and Jess. And my dad. Right behind her.

“Daddy.” I ran through them and straight to Dad. I really didn’t think I would ever let go.

“Relax. Relax. You’re coming with me,” Susan said as I stayed wrapped deep in my dad’s arms.

“What?” No. I just got my dad back and she was trying to take either him or me away. “I want to stay here.”

Ingrid was walking past the front of our house, looked over at us, and kept walking. I was surprised she didn’t come to hug Dad or at least say hello or sorry. She was always so nosy.

“You can’t, Portia. Look at me.” Susan looked so out of it. She usually had her hair done up with curls and makeup. Instead, her face was bare, and she had jeans and a T-shirt on – a normal outfit for me but not for her. I could tell she hadn’t been able to stop crying. She kept looking at me like I was supposed to do something, or like I was doing something wrong.

“I’m going to take care of him. He’s all I have left. Don’t take him and this house away from me.”

“Portia, you’re not well,” Susan cried.

“My fucking family just died in a fucking car accident. Yeah, I’m not well.” Everyone stared at me like they were looking at a ghost, except Dad. He had already settled in on the couch. “If you want to check on Daddy here and there, that’s fine, but leave us alone!” I felt their eyes on me as I went to settle on the couch next to him. I couldn’t stop staring at him. I was so grateful he was with me, but I could see the guilt in his eyes. This accident destroyed him, and it was destroying me too.





Chapter 12

November 2, 2022

Ethan and I were kissing on my bed. When he kissed me, everything in the world felt like it was right where it was supposed to be. The sun was in the sky. The grass was green, the trash in the trashcan. Piper was in the other room, Dad and Mom were sleeping.

We were here. Just us, in the moment. I climbed on top of him.

“Whoa, whoa, you always do this.” He gently pushed me away from him.

“Always do what?” We separated for a moment.

“Making out is cool and all, and I love kissing, but sometimes you make it hard for me.”

“It’s hard for you to kiss me?”

“It’s hard for me to stop myself from wanting you…” He grabbed my lower back and pushed me further into him and kissed my chest over and over again. I didn’t know what he wanted, so I continued kissing his neck.

“You have to stop. I want you so bad, Portia Willows.” This is what Piper meant when she said guys are confusing.

“I don’t understand. You have me. Aren’t we girlfriend and boyfriend?” He pressed his lips together.

Oh!

“You want to have sex again?”

“Well, yeah, always!”

“Always?” My eyes widened. Piper didn’t tell me about this part.

“I mean, whatever you want, it doesn’t have to be always. Whatever makes you comfortable.” My heart was beating hard. I didn’t know what to do; I was a little scared. It had hurt the first time. I didn’t know what the second time would be like.

“It hurt…”

“I know. It won’t every time.” His eyes looked deeply into mine, and I couldn’t help but not even care. I wanted to have sex with him too in that moment. I started to kiss him again. Heavier.

“Relax. Okay? This will only work if you relax.” He pushed me back.

“If I want you to stop, will you?”

“Of course…” he gently whispered in my ear.

He didn’t leave right away this time. I lit a cigarette outside on the porch swing wearing his sweater.

“What took you so long?” I asked Ethan as he brought out two beers for us.

“I had to pee,” he said as he handed me one.

“Was I better this time?” I asked nervously.

“You were great the first time. You were great the second time. You will be great the third time,” he said.

“How often do couples have sex?”

“As often as they want to.”

“How much do you want to?” He shrugged while chugging his beer. “Whenever you feel like it, will you tell me?” I asked, hoping he didn’t want it a lot.

“A guy thinks about sex every seven seconds,” he said. My mouth dropped. He started laughing. The first thing I thought about was that my dad was thinking about sex every seven seconds.

“I’m going to be sick.”

“Babe. I’m not asking to have sex with you every seven seconds. I don’t even think that I can do that.”

“My dad…” I started gagging.

“Oh. Are you okay?”

“No. That’s just wrong and gross.”

“Older males think about it every seven years,” he said, and this time I giggled.

“That makes sense. Mom died a year ago. They were definitely not having sex.” He laughed. I shook my head to get that mental image out of it.

“How do you feel?” He scooted closer to me.

“About what?”

“You know… everything… life. School? Finals? Christmas?”

I shrugged. “I’m hungry… that’s how I feel.”

“Do you want to go out to eat?”

“You know what? I do.” I shrugged. His eyes went wide. I giggled.

“Yes. Yes! I’ll go get ready, and I’m buying.” I had never seen him this happy. I’d definitely caught him by surprise. He jumped up like a little kid who was just told he was going to Disneyland. He kissed me on the cheek and ran across the street. “Love you,” he called out.

What?

I closed the front door behind me and slid down. I couldn’t believe it. Ethan Torke just said he loved me. Someone loved me. I did it. I was living a normal life. How did I do this without Piper? I looked up. Did you hear that? I tried to keep myself from smiling. I had to tell Dad. He was going to be so happy for me. Or at least I thought he would be.

“Dad? Dad?” He wasn’t in the house. It was the strangest thing. Both televisions were on, the one in the living room and the one in his room. I hated when he did that. I looked everywhere for him. My heart began to skip a beat. I paused. Something was off. I put my hand to my chest. A sudden rush of fear coursed through me, cold and electric. The air around me seemed to thicken, like the house closed in on me. The walls began to inch towards me. The thickened air began to choke me. It felt like I was caught in a moment that shouldn’t exist.

“Dad!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, but my voice felt faint. I was stuck. I couldn’t move – my feet glued to the ground but my body swirling around.

“Dad!” I screamed again managing to break out of whatever that was.

“Out back!” I heard him call. Walls went back to normal in an instant. Airflow was back. I picked up my foot. I was able to move and walk. That was weird. I took a few deep breaths so my dad didn’t ask if I was okay. He was in the backyard staring at the trees.

“Dad?” I walked up behind him, still out of breath.

“Come here…”

I stood next to him, and he put his arm on my shoulder. He was literally staring at the trees with his hands behind his back. The classic dad pose. I stared up at them as well and then stared back at him.

“What are you doing?”

“When your mother and I first bought this house and we realized we were going to raise you and Piper here, we were standing right here. Looking at the trees. Twenty-five years and those trees are exactly the same.”

I looked harder at the trees, then looked over to the right to see if there was still a pink teddy bear dangling from the phone line miles away.

“Oh my God.” It was there. The phone line was lower than I remembered. I could have sworn the teddy bear was on a different line than when I was a kid.

“Huh?”

“Is that the same teddy bear from my fifth grade graduation?”

Dad slowly shook his head like he had no idea what I was talking about.

“No… remember? I cried for hours. I don’t remember why exactly, probably because some girls were being mean to me, but I do remember looking up over there and only seeing this pink teddy bear. It was perfect. That teddy bear made me stop crying.”

“These trees made me stop crying. Mainly because the house was a dump. So much work needed to be done. I gutted it, but the trees didn’t need to be touched.”

“Ethan is taking me out to dinner. Can you believe it? Me going out to dinner.”

“What time are you going to be home?” He stopped his tree watching and walked inside.

“I don’t know. I’ve never done this before. I’m trying something new.”

“Be careful, Portia.” I could see his eyes rolling from the back of his head.

“Dad don’t be like that. I’m happy. He loves me.”

“He better.”

Ethan took me to this pizza café. He promised it wasn’t going to be busy. He held my hand tight as we were about to walk into the restaurant. I kept anticipating the worst and took deep, steady breaths.

I knew I could do this. I just really didn’t want to.

Before he opened the door, he looked at me and I nodded. I had this. The hostess was really short. She smiled at both of us and said, “Two?”

I smiled and nodded.

Ethan was right behind me. “Yes,” he said.

I looked at every table in the restaurant. Everyone was in their own conversation. We passed by five tables. Two were families and three were couples. No one really looked up at us except for the children. As soon as I sat down in the chair, I felt a sense of relief.

“I think I can order my own food, but I would just prefer if you did.” I smiled.

“I got you, babe,” he said with his face buried into the menu.

“Can we talk about something?”

“What?” Head still into the menu.

You said you loved me about an hour ago.

Ethan continued looking at the menu. “So hungry,” he said under his breath. I grabbed a menu myself and tried to fit in with the crowd. Who knew there were so many different types of pizza?

“What did you want to talk about?” Oh, yeah.

“I’m hungry too,” I said with my face buried into the menu. I heard him put his down.

“What did you want to talk about?” I ignored him.

People were on their phones, laughing, touching, or scarfing down their food. The staff was moving fast – some with leftover food, some with drinks. I couldn’t hear anyone’s conversations, just noise and some music, but mainly just noise. It was the strangest thing. I thought public life was exactly like high school, but this wasn’t high school. This was adult high school, and it only had lunch period.

“I’m sorry. I just got anxious all of a sudden.”

“You wanna go?” He looked around.

The waiter came over. I shook my head. Ethan started to order. I couldn’t help but stare at him in awe. Why couldn’t this man have entered my life two years ago? Piper would have loved him. Mom would have invited him over for dinner. Dad would have just dealt with it, and he wouldn’t be so obsessed with it.

The waiter left. Ethan stared at me, waiting for me to talk.

“Babe, what is it?” He slid his hands over the table to grab mine. I interlocked my fingers with his.

“Um,” I mumbled and looked around at everyone else. Then look back at him, his icy blue eyes, and I muttered, “I love you too.” He smiled and squeezed my hands.





Chapter 13

November 15, 2019

“Describe your perfect man.” Piper’s legs were up against the wall while she laid on her back on my bed. She could never sit normally. It was one in the morning. She had convinced me to stay up late with her to wait for a guy to text her back. We were in my room since Mom never checked my room late at night. We used my laptop as a light and had our schoolbooks on the bed so just in case we got caught, we could say we were studying. Piper had a lot of silly plans I didn’t understand. She always talked too fast and whenever I asked her to explain, I always regretted it. I decided to just wait up with her – no questions asked.

“Why?”

“Because I’m falling asleep, and I need you to keep me up.”

“Piper. Go to sleep. He’s most likely 99 percent sleeping, too. I have to wake up at six.”

“It’s Saturday. What the hell are you doing tomorrow at six in the morning?”

“A study session with some AP kids from school.”

“That makes no sense.” She swung her legs down and adjusted towards me.

“Does to me and them. Most of those kids have a really strict schedule. Six in the morning is the only time all ten of us can study together… and yes, the libraries are open.”

“Okay, hold on, you can hang out with AP kids?”

“It took some getting used to, but at six in the morning, everything is calm enough, so my anxiety levels out a little bit. But that’s the only time I see them. We aren’t friends or anything.”

“Okay, whatever. Just tell me about your dream man.”

“Fine. Mysterious. Southern. I don’t know. I want him to be quiet like me but not as bad as me, so he’s able to talk for me. On dates and stuff, you know. Understanding, open-minded, smart, or at least tries really hard to be.”

“Boring.”

“He doesn’t have to be boring.”

“No. I mean what does he look like – white, black, latino, short, tall, small, or big? You know, smooth, sexy lips or hard, thin lips?”

“I don’t know. I don’t care about that stuff. I care about his personality. You should too, Piper. This guy is a dick. He told you he was going to text you tonight, but he didn’t.” I knew that boy wasn’t going to text her. It was one in the morning, and they were fourteen years-old. I was sixteen, and I would be sleeping if I didn’t have an obsessive little sister. I had upset her. She looked down at her phone and sighed.

“I’m sorry. You don’t need him.” I put my hand on her shoulder.

“I do. He’s my dream man.” She put both her hands on my shoulders, looked in my eyes.

“Jesus. Piper. You’re way too young for that.” I moved away from her.

“I wish I was more like you and didn’t care about this stuff.” If she only knew how many nights I stayed up until one in the morning thinking about how I wished I was more like her.

When I got back from my study session the next morning, Dad was making breakfast. I wondered if Piper had ever gotten the text.

Her silence at the table seemed to answer.

“So, what’s everyone doing today?” Dad asked, kissing us both on the heads as he served us pancakes. “Blueberry for you,” he said as he gave me mine.

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Since when the hell did you start eating blueberry pancakes?” Mom snapped. She wasn’t staying for breakfast. I could tell by how fast she was sipping her coffee, she was moments from leaving.

I shrugged.

“Since she started eating blueberries every morning,” Dad said. I didn’t think he noticed. I knew Mom and Piper never noticed. Mom rolled her eyes and got her briefcase ready.

“Are you joining us?” Dad looked up at Mom. I didn’t know why he asked that. He knew the answer.

“Someone in this house has to be productive,” she retorted. Mom never worked on Saturdays, but she was always busy doing who knows what.

“Someone in this house has to spend quality time with us before we all turn to shit,” Piper said as she shoved regular pancakes in her mouth.

“Excuse me? You’re going to let your daughter talk to her mother like that?” Mom glared at Dad.

“She wasn’t talking to you really,” I said while I looked at Dad, whose nose was buried in his coffee, eyes drifting to find a distraction.

“Now she talks, disrespecting her own mother,” Mom said getting in my face.

“Mom, give it a break. We all love you. Go do whatever it is you have to do,” I snapped.

“Yeah, Carol, just go. I’ll take them wherever they need to go today… like I always do.” Dad followed my tone.

She was shocked. She loudly gathered all of her stuff together and then stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind her. The three of us exchanged glances.

“Okay… your mother acts like this every day. What’s going on with you two? Piper, I expect this out of you, but you, Portia?”

“I didn’t go to sleep until four in the morning,” Piper said, throwing her head down on the table. My eyes widened at her.

“I fell asleep at two,” I told dad.

“Where the hell were you two last night?” His eyes became cold.

“Portia’s room.” she snitched.

“Did he text you after I fell asleep?” That’s concerning.

“Right after you fell asleep. We talked till four in the morning,” she said dreamily. She got so ahead of herself she forgot that Dad was right there. She looked at Dad and her excitement turned to fear. I sat still in shock.

“You are grounded. Phone. Now,” Dad stated. Sternly.

“Are you serious, Dad? He’s the most popular boy in school, but not, like, a jock. He’s in the drama department, and he invited me to the mall today,” she whined. This boy was the reason she had joined the drama department, not knowing she was going to fall in love with acting. I was totally on Dad’s side with this one. Who had conversations at two in the morning? I didn’t care who he was in high school.

“You’re never talking to this guy ever again in your life.”

“Dad. No.” Piper freaked out and shot up.

“Sit back down. You better delete his number from your phone and all the text messages before I learn his full name.” Piper sat back and immediately started crying. As much as I hated seeing Piper cry, Dad was right.

“Portia, you’re her older sister. You were with her. You know better than to let her do this.” He glared at me.

I shook my head. “You’re right, Dad. I should have known better.” I glared at Piper.

“Shut up, Portia!” Piper yelled. She felt betrayed. She stormed off to her room.

November 20, 2022

I was sitting on Ingrid’s couch as she cooked me dinner. I hadn’t seen her in a while, ever since the anniversary. I didn’t think she cared until she called and invited me over for dinner.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been over.”

“It’s okay sweetheart, just got worried about you, that’s all.” She smiled, but again her eyes had a different story to tell. “You two really like each other?”

“Love.” Ingrid gasped. “Yup, can you believe it?”

“No, I can’t. That’s kind of fast, don’t you think?” To be honest, I had no idea. I had nothing to base it off. If anything, I felt like it had gone slow. I thought Ingrid was wondering why he liked someone like me. I wondered that every day.

“Ingrid, what’s going on?”

“Nothing. Nothing…”

“Okay.” I had gone weeks without talking to Ingrid sometimes and she’d never checked on me before. When Mom and Piper were here, she never really talked to us. This dinner wasn’t nothing.

“So, where did he used to live again?” Ingrid wondered.

“Florida, with his mom.”

“Right. Right.” Doesn’t she know all this?

We sat in silence while we ate. I noticed she didn’t make enough for me to take home to my dad. I kept watching her watch me. She was being weird.

“Ingrid, I know you always wondered happened that night, and I always shut you out. If there’s something you want to tell me about it, I can handle it, especially now that I have Ethan.”

“You wanted me to stop investigating it, so I did.”

“You sure? You were obsessed.”

“Like you said, me finding out what really happened on that road wasn’t going to bring them back.” We both stared quietly at each other.

“Okay, how about you meet him? You can ask him whatever you want to ask him. Get to know him yourself. I can text him right now.” I honestly just wanted to stop having this awkward dinner alone.

“No, it’s okay, I trust you baby, but I also worry about you.” I smile.

When I left the dinner, Ethan met me outside to go to my house. I looked back at Ingrid. She stayed watching us as we kissed. Ethan looked over at her and offered a wave.

“How was that?” he asked, placing his hand around my waist, guiding me back to my house.

“Weird, actually.”

Ethan and I were in the living room, legs intertwined. He was going off on some rant. I couldn’t pay attention because all I kept thinking about was how different I had been feeling. I wished I could explain it better. I wished I could talk about how my head felt funny. I wished I could understand why I had so much energy. It was like I was happy, but I definitely wasn’t, because there was no way I could be happy without Piper. I missed my mom, but I could definitely be happy without her. If anything, I should have been more depressed because Christmas was coming.

“How are you feeling?” Ethan asked.

“Why do you keep asking me that?”

“I just asked you right now.”

“You ask me every time you see me.”

“Well, I got over saying ‘how are you?’ because I know how you are, but I never know how you’re feeling,” he explained.

“You should. You’re my boyfriend.” I’d never get used to saying that. I kissed him. I’d never get used to doing that, either.

“You have plans for Christmas?”

“Yup. What we do every day. Christmas was always Mom and Piper’s thing. Dad and I always just… participated.”

“I hope I don’t offend you, but it seems like you and your dad are more alike, and Piper and your mother were more alike.”

“We were all pretty different. Piper was close with Dad just as much as I am. Mom liked Piper better than me for sure, though.”

“So, no Christmas this year, really?”

“Nope.”

“You guys are more than welcome to come over to my house. My mom is coming down.”

“That’s awesome. I know how much you miss her. I’m so excited for you,” I said. I was legitimately happy for him. But absolutely not happening.

“So, is that a yes? I would love for you to meet her.” His face lit up. Damn, now I felt bad. But no.

“I would love to meet her, too, but not on Christmas.” I kissed him. “Please try to understand.” He nodded and kissed my cheek.

A big part of me wished I could be that girlfriend who came over for Christmas, met the entire family, and talked about school, the future. I wasn’t there yet.

It just wasn’t fair that I could meet his mom and sister and he would never get to meet mine.

December 25, 2022

I woke up to Christmas music and cheery voices. My dad always had the TV on so loud. I never made fun of him as it was probably because he was old and losing his hearing. As I walked down the stairs, extremely hungover, I saw that it was getting bright. The shades were up. It also got louder, extremely loud. The TV voices and music became inside voices. Oh my God. Oh my God. I recognized all the voices.

I stood at the end of the stairs looking out at my worst nightmare – Susan, Gary, Stefan, Cassie, McKenzie, Joey, Jesse, Ingrid, Maddie, and her mother.

“Hey, finally you’re up. Get ready, Ethan’s family is on their way.” Susan smiled at me.

“Merry Christmas! I can’t wait to meet him.” Maddie smiled at me. I turned around and rushed upstairs. I slammed the bathroom door and vomited.





Chapter 14

What the actual fuck? Holy shit. So many people and there was going to be more. My door cracked open. It was Dad.

“This is your fault.” He was angry.

“Dad, I had no idea.” I throw up again.

“Yeah, I can tell. What are we going to do? My living room is infested.”

“With people who love us. Come on, you’re doing good. You know everyone. Go down there,” I told him.

“Oh, I know what you’re doing. You’re going to camp out in your room and leave me to fight off the pack.”

“No. Yes. Please,” I begged.

He smiled. “Merry Christmas, buddy. I love you so much. I am so proud of you… but no way in hell.” He winked, walking off. I rolled my eyes.

As I was brushing my teeth, Ethan entered the door frame. I turned quickly to him and gave him the deadliest stare I ever gave anyone in my life.

“I know. I know. Susan called and she invited Ingrid. I told her my mom was in town and it all happened really fast. She didn’t want me to tell you because we knew you would say no.”

I spit my toothpaste out. I started trying to get myself together. I laid my hand on top of his, hugging him, holding me. We both looked into the mirror. My eyes were watery. His eyes were sullen. It was hard to stay mad at him. Half of me wanted to disappear with him, and the other half wanted to join them in the living room and have a lovely Christmas.

“I love you. A lot,” he whispered.

“I love you too. Are your parents down there?” I mumbled, still angry.

“Yeah, my mom can’t wait to meet you.”

I could totally wait to meet her.

Now that I knew people were in my living room, everyone being there was not that daunting. Susan and the woman who I guessed was Ethan’s mother were talking. Mr Torke and Gary were talking. The kids were watching TV. Maddie and her mother were sitting on the couch watching the kids.

Ethan and I walked down.

“Mom, come here…” She turned around and holy shit, she was a spitting image of Ethan but more gorgeous. She looked young too. How did she end up with someone as old looking as Mr Torke?

“Aw, hi, Portia, I’m Michelle. It’s so nice to meet you!” She hugged me. Her hair smelled like my mom. A blend of lavender and vanilla. It was warm, soft, and familiar, wrapping around me like a memory I hadn’t been ready to face. My mom did love me. She did hug me sometimes. How else would I know the smell of her hair? It almost felt like my mom was here again, her presence filling the space between us. My throat tightened, and the waterworks came.

“Sorry. I just… your hair reminds me of… nothing. It’s nice to meet you too,” I stuttered.

“It’s okay. I’m so incredibly sorry about what happened to your family.”

“Thank you.” I was so shaky.

“Portia, can I borrow you for a second?” Susan came to save me.

“Why is she so pretty?” I whispered to her as we stepped into the kitchen.

“We’ve all been talking, and we think it’s a good idea for you to move in with me, like you were supposed to.” Susan put a hand on my shoulder.

I giggled. I stopped and then giggled again, and then I giggled again, waiting for her to say just kidding. Who was “we?” My dad. Ethan? Oh my God, Ethan?

“Ethan!” I screamed. Susan walked to my cigarette drawer. “Stop! I don’t want Ethan’s family to smell it.”

“What’s up?” Ethan joined us.

“I told her what we were all talking about.” Susan poured herself wine instead. He took a deep breath. I gave him that deadly stare again.

“Babe, hear me out. Susan tells me that you can thrive on selling this house. If we get it together and you find a buyer, you can move in with her. I’ll still see you every day. You can afford to graduate from UCLA.”

“UCLA is not cheap, and neither is this house,” Susan said.

I couldn’t say anything at all except laugh.

“Portia, this is your life.” Susan stepped closer to me.

“Exactly. This is my life. What do they have anything to do with it?”

“We’re willing to help. My dad knows a lot of realtors for this area.” I had to walk away from that conversation. I hadn’t said hi to Maddie yet.

“Portia!” She rushed up to me with her arms wide open. We hugged.

“Hey… wanna go for a walk?” I asked her.

“Sure.”

“We’ll be back,” I told Ethan’s parents. Ingrid had joined Susan and Ethan. They all looked at us and we headed out the door.

We were walking in silence at first until Maddie couldn’t take it anymore, I guess.

“He’s really, really cute.”

“You think Piper would think so?”

“Oh, for sure. Not gonna lie, I didn’t think he was going to look like that.” I smiled, kind of proud of myself, even though I didn’t do anything. It was weird that I literally didn’t do anything.

“Did you know his sister?” I wondered.

“Sarah Torke, ch–yeah,” she said with the harshest attitude.

“Did you not like her?” I laughed.

“Not really. Neither did Piper. What’s weird is that she never talked about her brother. None of us knew Ethan existed.”

“Yeah, and he never really talked about her. Is that weird?”

“A little bit. Like think about it, everyone knows who you are, and you never left the house.”

“Well, he did just move here.”

“Yeah, how long ago again?”

“Like in June, right after he graduated in Florida.”

“I wonder why he didn’t come see his sister in the play if he was planning on coming to LA anyways. Like wouldn’t he want to come and check it out?” I took a deep breath. Maddie had all these questions I should have been asking. I just never cared. Now, she had me worried that I didn’t really know Ethan at all, and we already said “I love you” to each other.

“No. He wouldn’t have. He didn’t like her enough, I guess. Does this matter?” My throat started to close in.

“Hey, look, we’re probably just overthinking. He’s great. He really is. I see the way he looks at you, who cares if we don’t know why he didn’t go to the play or moved in with his dad after high school?”

“Right, we should go back. Maybe if I get to know his mom, I’ll know more.” Ethan loved his mom and didn’t really get along with his dad. Why did he move here?

Maddie nodded at me in approval. “Exactly!”

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“When did you start getting sick?” Nothing she ever asked felt like it truly mattered. What mattered was what she wasn’t telling me.

“What are you talking about?”

“In January 2023, you had a hospital visit. Do you remember why you went to the hospital?”

“Um. I got sick after Christmas a few years ago.”

“What did you think it was?”

“I think it was just the flu or something. It ended up being fine. Can I have a cigarette?” I was getting bored and annoyed. I was never the type to story-tell to strangers.

“Sure. While I get you one, can you try to remember something else around that time? Any small details?”

I nodded. I tapped my foot. Honestly, I didn’t really remember me being sick. I mean, yeah, I got sick all the time. I drank a lot. I threw up. I did remember there being a time I was throwing up a lot. I didn’t think it was important. It was none of her business how much I drank. She came back in and handed me a pack of Marlboro Gold. Ugh. Whatever.

“So, you were sick and…?”

I shook my head. “I don’t remember. Nope.” I threw my hands up.

“Okay. So far, you’re living on your own with your dad still in your house. How did you afford to live?”

“UCLA and the house were getting paid for by Susan, who replaced my mom at the advertising company.”

“Did she pay the bills, or did she give you the money?”

“She and Gary took care of all of that. I never had to think about the bank, my bills… They just paid everything for me. Again, why does any of this matter?” I understood that she wanted me to remember what happened last night, what I did and who I did it too, but why did we have to go back years?

“Because there’s something about five years ago, even three years ago, that you really need to remember in order to remember the crime you committed.” Elizabeth looked me straight in the eye.

A glimpse of blood on my dad’s face, looking at me saying, “I’m so sorry, honey.”

“Where’s my dad?” I dropped my cigarette into the ashtray. Tightened my body and leaned into her. She leaned into me.

“What did you remember?”

“I’m not saying anything else until I see him or Ethan. Why won’t you let me talk to anyone?”

She sat back in her chair, looking toward the video camera.

December 25, 2022

Ethan’s mom and I were getting along very well. She talked to me about how Ethan was when he was a little boy, had stories about when he was in high school. He was better than I thought he was. Smarter than I thought he was, more athletic. I couldn’t help but smile at him from across the room. I couldn’t believe I was saying this, but this might have been the best Christmas ever. I just wished my dad was down there with us.

Later, I was sitting by myself in a corner of my house I don’t think I’d ever sat in before. My legs were shaking, wondering when parties usually end. The food and wine were gone. Everyone was just talking and talking and talking. My dad was probably up from his nap and wondering when everyone was going to leave.

“You haven’t had one all day, I’m proud of you,” Ethan said, coming to join me and handing me a beer.

I was so happy to see it. Not gonna lie, even more than to see Ethan.

“So… Susan offered me a job at her agency.” He meant my mom’s agency.

“Really?”

“Yeah, is that okay?”

“Sure. That’s nice.” I didn’t know how to feel. Ethan was doing something completely normal. You graduated high school, attended college, got a job, and then you graduated college, and then you got a real job. What was I supposed to do? I’m getting better. I started downing my beer. I stopped and handed it back.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I just don’t want to drink in front of your parents. Don’t want them to think I’m a mess, even though I totally am.” I really am. I was never going to get a job. I was never going be able to go to school in-person or graduate on time.

“She understands. She lost her parents when she was a teenager…”

“I didn’t know you lost your grandparents.”

“I didn’t know them. But I always felt for her and what she went through.”

“Is that why you think you came over?” He furrowed his brows at me. “That first day?”

“No, I came over because I thought you were hot.” We smiled at each other. He pushed his nose into my nose.

“We’re going to go!” Thank God, but it was Maddie who said it. I was hoping it was literally everyone else.

It took forever for Ethan and me to say goodbye to everyone. Ingrid was the last to leave.

“Tell your dad I said merry Christmas.” She looked over at Ethan, and said, “She’s been through enough, don’t hurt her.” Oh, wow Ingrid. Didn’t think she had that in her.

“I won’t.” Ethan brought me into him. “I would never.” He kissed my forehead.

As soon as the door slammed behind her, it was like the loudest silence I ever heard, and it was amazing. I wished it could be that silent all the time. I immediately started putting the shades down.

“Dad! Everyone’s gone except Ethan. You can come down now!” I looked around and saw the mess I had to clean up.

“And because you made me deal with this myself, you’re helping me clean up!” I yelled up to him.

He stumbled down the stairs smiling.

“Of course I’ll help clean up!”

“Merry Christmas, Mr Willows.” Ethan went to shake his hand.

“Merry Christmas, indeed. Sorry I missed it.”

I rolled my eyes as all three of us cleaned the house. He grabbed a beer.

“Dad, it actually wasn’t that bad. Susan gave Ethan a job. Got me thinking…”

“Really?” Dad looked at Ethan. Ethan looked at me with a smile on his face.

“Yeah, got me thinking about my future. But don’t worry, I’m not moving in with Susan.”

“Why would you move in with Susan?”

“Doesn’t matter because I’m not, but maybe everybody would get off my back if I stopped drinking and smoking so much. Maybe next semester, I can take in-person classes. I find a job, and eventually we get a place together.” Who the fuck was I right now.

Ethan kissed me. He never kissed me in front of my dad. My smile dropped once I saw my dad look at both of us.

“Wow. Okay. A Christmas miracle,” he said sarcastically.

Ethan and I glanced at each other while the three of us continued to clean in silence.





Chapter 15

January 5, 2023

I woke up vomiting. It didn’t make any sense. I hadn’t had anything to drink. I was down to only half a pack a day. I was even drinking water. Ethan took over a lot of the cooking, so we’d all been eating healthier. I didn’t understand. It’d been a couple weeks since Christmas, so I couldn’t blame this on anxiety over new people being in my life. I sat down against the bathroom wall for a break. I realized it was too quiet.

“Dad?” I yelled for help.

Here it came again, I leaned forward.

After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I walked downstairs and saw Ethan sitting on the couch in the living room, and something felt right about it. But also off.

“Did my dad let you in?”

“Yeah, he’s upstairs. You ready to go to UCLA?” Spring semester was starting. I was going to take in-person classes. We planned to practice walking around.

“No… I’m sick.” He jumped up. It startled me. He ran up to me and put his hand on my forehead.

“Whoa, whoa, I’m fine. I just threw up this morning.”

He stepped back away from me. “You threw up?” I nodded. “This morning?” I nodded. “Portia, can I ask you something really personal?”

“Are you sweating?” I touched his forehead. It was soaked all of sudden. Oh my God, were we both sick? He walked away from me to sit on the couch. I went to the kitchen to grab some coffee.

“Is everything okay? You think we’re getting the flu?”

“Portia, when did you get your last period?” I barely heard him from the kitchen. I tiptoed out, wondering why he would ask me that.

“Why? I don’t get PMS. But Piper… oh my God. I added it to Mom and Dad’s calendar, so we were all prepared for the wrath of–”

“Portia. Stop. Answer the question,” he snapped. His eyebrows were doing the thing they never did unless it involved his sister or dad.

“I don’t know. Awhile.” I sat next to him on the couch.

“So not this month?” he asked.

I shook my head. I was starting to get uncomfortable.

“Last month?” His eyebrows were doing that thing again.

“I don’t know. Babe, what’s going on?” I shrugged my shoulders. He threw himself back into the couch.

“Go get ready, we’re going to the store before UCLA.”

“Okay… you’re acting really weird.” I started to walk upstairs.

I ran into my dad on the way to my room.

“Is everything okay?” Dad wondered.

“I don’t know. Ethan is being weird. Asking about my period and stuff.”

“Gross…”

“Dad, your family is all women. You gotta stop being grossed out by that stuff.”

“Were all women.” He left the room. Down the hall, he yelled to me. “I only asked women about that when I thought they were pregnant.”

What? I stopped walking.

“And they were! TWICE!” He laughed. “Ironically ended up being the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

No. No. No.

I rushed back downstairs. Ethan was pacing and taking deep breaths.

“Ethan, I’m not pregnant.”

“You don’t know that. We got to find out. Honestly, we should go straight to the hospital. It’s right next to UCLA. We can’t trust tests.”

“Okay, if it makes you feel better. But…” There was just no way.

“But what Portia? This is serious.” Ethan shook his head.

This was my worst nightmare. Sitting in a waiting room at the same hospital my dad was in on the worst day of my life, waiting to see if I was fucking pregnant. Ethan could barely look at me or talk to me.

“Portia Willows.” I jumped when the nurse called my name. Ethan popped up. He needed to relax. Usually, he was the one telling me to relax.

“I’m not pregnant, Ethan. Calm down!”

“I’ll calm down once she tells us it’s negative.” I rolled my eyes.

“Pee in this cup.”

Wow, we’re just going to jump straight to it, aren’t we.

“I don’t have to pee.”

“Just go, Portia!” Ethan snapped.

“Fine. Can I leave him here?” I joked to the nurse. I never joked to strangers. Something was in me, but I doubted it was a baby.

January 15, 2025 – Night of Arrest

“Let’s go!” Dad screamed.

He was completely covered in blood. I couldn’t move. My hands were shaking. Dad was tugging on me while I knelt on the living room floor, blood all over my hands. I looked up, there was blood splattered on the walls.

“I’m so sorry honey, but we have to go now!” he screamed again.

I heard a baby screaming. I looked over to the living room. Susan picked up a baby that was lying in a pool of blood, but it wasn’t one of hers.

She was crying over the phone. “There’s been a terrible accident. Please hurry now!”

Dad’s bloody hands picked me up and threw me over his shoulders as he ran outside. I couldn’t stop crying. What was happening? He threw me in the backseat of the car, and we drove off. I kept looking back. Mr Torke rushed across the street.

“Daddy! What’s going on? What happened?” He was speeding, making sharp turns. As soon as I stopped crying, I rested my head on the window.

“Where are we going?”

“Far away. We can’t go back.”

“Dad, this is crazy. You watch way too much TV. We have to go back!”

“We cannot go back, or we are going to jail, Portia. Do you get that?”

“I think the police will understand–”

“No, Portia. No. We need to both relax and calm down. Everything is going to be okay if you just listen.”

I had blocked out what had happened. I was pretty sure my dad and I talked about everything on the way to the woods. We probably had a plan, but I didn’t remember it. I just knew we were dirty and bloody. Dad was calm. I was not. Why were we in such a hurry? Why wasn’t my dad telling me what was going on?

Dad was laying in the dirt asleep. I was lying next to him when I woke up to the lights shining through foliage and trees. Car lights. I tried waking him up. He didn’t wake up. The lights turned red and blue. It was the police. How did they find us? My dad was right. We were going to jail. But why?

“Portia Willows?” A deep male voice said my name. I walked out towards them.

“Stop. Put your hands in the air. HANDS IN THE AIR!” There were dozens of them. Guns drawn. All I heard was my deep breaths. My hands slowly raised. Fingers shaking.

“Dad. Wake up. The police are here,” I muttered through my shattering teeth.

“You are under arrest for murder–” One put away his gun and gripped my arms.

I cut him off. “What? No. Daddy. Daddy. Daddy. Wake up!” They charged at my dad. I did not think my lungs were capable of screeching as loud as I did when I saw them put handcuffs on him.

“No! Just arrest me. Please, no. Not my dad!”

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law.” They put handcuffs on me. Ow. The policeman put his hand on my head roughly and threw me in the backseat with my dad.

“Daddy. Daddy.” I clung onto him, not ever planning to let go.

“It’s all right, sweetie, just don’t say anything,” he whispered in my ear.

“Why is this happening?” I cried.

“You didn’t do anything wrong, okay? It’s only because you were with me.” Dad’s eyes teared up. I knew he didn’t want to see me like this. Snot ran down my face.

“You have the right to speak to an attorney. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you…” My whole life shattered around me.

My heart was pounding. My eyes were twitching. My throat was constricting. They were going to take him away from me.

“Just don’t say anything at all. Susan will help us get out of this.”

“What happened? What did we do?” I asked him.

“You didn’t do anything,” he repeated.

“I obviously did something, Dad. They’re arresting us. This is real. There’s blood on our hands. I can’t remember!” I shrieked.

The two police officers in the front seat kept looking back at us. Then at each other. I wondered what they were thinking. They couldn’t really take me to jail. They couldn’t take my dad. This couldn’t really be happening.

“Where’s Ethan?” I asked Dad.

“Ethan Torke?” the police officer in the passenger seat asked me.

“You know him? Did he call you guys? Where is he? He’s going to be our one phone call and he’ll figure all this out.”

They glanced at each other again.

When we got to the police station, the phones were ringing off the hook. There were a lot of people waiting. I overheard so many different conversations.

“I wasn’t there. You can’t name me as a witness if I wasn’t there.”

“Are you guys doing anything to find my daughter?”

“He needs a real lawyer.”

I didn’t belong here.

“Sit down here,” an officer said.

I sat in the chair at one of the desks. I looked around. They had taken my dad somewhere else.

“Where did they take my dad?” I asked the lady who was at the desk. She had my ID in her hand and was typing away at the computer.

“Your dad?”

“Yes. The man they brought in with me.”

“I didn’t see anybody.” She didn’t look up from her screen.

“He had to have gone somewhere.”

“He probably went into booking.” She cracked her gum and kept typing.

I couldn’t say anything, anything at all. My legs were shaking and I scratched myself, long scrapes up and down my arms as I wrapped myself in a hug. I bet it looked like I was on drugs. I’d never been in a police station before, not even when Piper and Mom died. Dad was still in the same building as me, though, so I would be okay. It felt like it was hours and hours before anyone acknowledged me.

“Portia Willows,” another officer said as he walked up to me.

“Yeah?” I immediately stood. The cuffs were really starting to hurt.

“Come with me,” he said. I tried to make my hands more comfortable. The policeman stopped.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing, sir, they’re just really digging into my skin,” I cried.

He looked at my cuffs. “Who put these on you?”

I shrugged. I barely remembered them going on – let alone the guy’s name. He took them off and paused. I felt his eyes on my neck.

“Am I allowed to stretch before you put them back on?”

“Go ahead.” I thought he was going to back up a little bit, but I guess not. I stretched out my arms and hands, then put my hands back behind my back. He put them on again. They felt different this time.

“Better?”

“Much, thank you,” I said. We walked into a room. I’d seen this type of room in the movies and on television shows. It was an interrogation room. No windows. Bright. Small. Tight. Plastic table against a concrete wall with a folding chair on each side. A camera in the top right corner. It was really cold. I shivered so much my teeth gave a large clack. I had no idea what was going to happen to me. I just hoped my dad was okay.

“Your lawyer is going to speak with you first –”

“I don’t have one,” I said.

A woman with a lot of make up on walked in. She would burn up in this cold room with what she was wearing. A button-up, a blazer, a skirt, stockings, and boots. Jesus. “Who are you?” I asked.

“Susan’s attorney, and now yours – I’m Rose Harper.”

“I’m Portia Willows.”

“I know who you are. I need you to not say anything to the police, Portia.”

“That’s fine, but where is my dad?”

“I’m going to be the attorney for both of you. I will help you both get out of this situation.”

“Okay…”

“How did you end up here, Portia?”

“I don’t remember.”

She stared at me, then my whole body. “Okay,” she stated with no emotion.

I ended up waiting a whole other hour.

I cried out for my dad. I kicked the door. I banged my head against the wall. I was so bored. I didn’t know what to do. I just wanted to see Ethan and my dad. At this point, I even wanted to see Ingrid, Susan, any of those damn kids. I just wanted something to happen.

Then she opened the door – the woman who would get me out of there. “Portia Willows?”

I backed into the corner, squeezing my legs together, trying not to piss my pants, and then I slid down into the fetal position.

“I’m Dr Elizabeth Smith, LAPD’s forensic psychiatrist.” She showed me her badge. I didn’t care. She came over to me, bent over, and wiped away one of my tears.

“I am going to take care of you.”

“And my dad?” I cried.

“Let’s go.”

I remembered I looked at her like she was sent from heaven. She was so pretty, the way her bright blonde hair swayed across her face. Her eyes were strong and fierce. I trusted her immediately. I followed her out, looking for my dad in every window. I got in the back of a police car, handcuffed; she was in the front seat.

“Wait… wait… if you’re taking me home, we have to wait for my dad,” I said.

The driver was about to speak, but Elizabeth stopped him. “Unfortunately, Portia, you can’t go home. You’re still under arrest, but I’m going to take you somewhere you need to be.”

“Home?” I asked. She chuckled, as if I’d made a joke. I was serious.

“It’s a hospital, okay? Your dad will meet us there. He already knows.”

“Okay. I don’t care where you take me as long as my dad knows. I’m okay.” It felt good to be out of jail.

“When do I get my phone call?” I wondered calmly.

“When you get booked.”

“What does that mean?”

“You aren’t booked because you haven’t been charged with anything yet,” she said.

“Is my dad booked?”

“I have no idea.”

“My attorney, Susan’s friend, is probably with him. I hope he gets his phone call. One of us needs to call Ethan,” I said.

“What makes you think he’ll call Ethan?”

“Ethan’s my boyfriend. We’ve been together for three years.”

“That’s nice! So, you think Ethan will know what happened since you don’t remember?” She looked back at me.

“Exactly. He always knows what to do.”

I fell asleep. Don’t ask how I could in the back of a police car with handcuffs on and my dad not by my side, but I did. I was exhausted.

I didn’t just fall asleep. I had horrible visions – nightmares – whatever. I kept seeing my mom’s dead face. I tried to shake it off, but then I would see Piper’s face in her coffin at the funeral. Then I would see my dad’s face, as if he had died, too. I screamed to wake myself up.

“Portia. Portia. It’s just a dream.” I heard someone say, but I drifted away again.

I saw blood and a crying baby.

“Portia. We’re here. Wake up.”

A woman was shaking me. My hands were cuffed. I started screaming, trying to shake the handcuffs off. What was happening? Where was I?

I started rocking back and forth. She grabbed both of my arms and pinned me down to the back of the car. Holy shit. I was in a police car. The policeman jumped out and drew his gun.

“Stand down. I’ve got this. Portia, look at me! Look at me,” she tried to out-scream me. “We made it. We’re here. You are okay.” She was really close to my face, looking into my eyes. I couldn’t look at her or anything else. She smiled and held up keys to unlock my handcuffs.

“It’s me. It’s just me.” It was just a blonde lady with bangs swooped over her forehead, like they did in the 90’s.

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“It was great that you just remembered all of that. It helped out a lot,” Elizabeth said.

“Well, obviously not that much since I still don’t know what happened. This baby keeps popping up in my head.” She looked up at me from her paper.

“Do you remember when you first went to the hospital?”

“Yeah, when I was six. Piper–”

“No. Since after your family died.”

“Oh. I haven’t been.”

“You don’t remember Ethan taking you to UCLA?”

“The school? He took me all the time.”

“So, you don’t remember going to the hospital at all within the last three years? You never went to the hospital because you were sick?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. I knew she wanted me to remember something, but I couldn’t help it. I didn’t.

“Let’s go for a walk,” she said.

“You mean, leave this room? Yes, please.” I jumped up.

“I want you to tell me about the first time Ethan took you to the hospital.” I laughed. How many times was she going to ask me the same question over and over again?

“Ethan never took me to the hospital!”

“He did. He took you to the hospital more than fifteen times over the past three years.”

“What? Why?” I was taken aback.

“You can remember. I know you can. We just need something to help you,” she said.

We walked down the hospital hallways. It wasn’t the same hospital my dad was in after the accident, and it definitely wasn’t like the hospitals on TV. The walls here were a pale, washed-out beige, with patches where the paint had chipped away, revealing cracks beneath the surface. There were no cheerful posters or bulletin boards, just bare walls, sterile and empty, as though life itself had been drained from the space. The lighting was dim, casting long shadows that stretched across the floors, making the hallways feel longer, more endless. It wasn’t bustling with activity like I had expected – no hurried staff, no beeping machines, just an eerie quiet that felt like it had settled here for good. It wasn’t a place for healing; it felt more like a place where time stood still, where people were meant to disappear into their own minds. Nothing about this place looked familiar.

“Are you saying Ethan brought me here before?”

“No, this is a mental institution. Once we’re done, you will be staying here until your trial.” This is a psych ward? I was here because I was crazy.

“It’s cold.” I shivered.

“I need you to remember something super important,” she said.

“Like who I killed? Which for the record –” I looked at her stupid recorder. “– I barely believe you.”

“Barely. That’s something,” she stated.

I rolled my eyes.

“Yes, eventually I want you to remember that and why. There’s something before that…”

I wished she would just tell me what she wanted me to say. We went into the waiting room, and there was a lady with a badge standing to my right with a toddler. A couple of paramedics at the reception area, too. I only noticed the little girl because Elizabeth looked over there first.

“What’s going on?” My heart stared to constrict. Fear was slowly rushing in.

“Because this will play a pivotal role in your trial. You are not well,” she said.

“Mommy!” I heard from beside me.

Oh my God. Her voice. So small. So pure. So innocent. I looked down.

“Penny…”

I instinctively ran over and picked her up, squeezing the life out of her. All the memories came rushing back. I cried so hard into Penny’s little shoulders as I swung her around. The badge lady walked toward us, and she and Elizabeth were beaming at me like I’d just aced a test. A hard one.

I smoothed Penny’s hair down the back of her head and buried my face into her sweet toddler hug. I looked up and directly into Elizabeth’s eyes over Penny’s tiny shoulders.

“I remember, now.”





Chapter 16

January 5, 2023

I was sitting on the hospital bed or chair, whatever you call it. Ethan was sat biting his nails. What is taking so long? She walked back in. Ethan stood up so fast.

“Congratulations.” She handed me a piece of paper. Ethan sank back down into his chair. I stared at this sheet of paper that had a lot of words on it, but I only saw POSITIVE. I handed the paper over to Ethan and walked out of the room, down the hall, and eventually out of the hospital.

“You didn’t say anything the whole way home,” I said as we pulled up in front of my house.

“You didn’t either.” I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. I hated that feeling more than anything.

“This can’t be happening,” I said as I stepped out of the car.

“I was so careful. I was so fucking careful!” He slammed his door. Ethan’s tone was so harsh I jumped. I guess this was real. Ethan never cussed.

“No, you weren’t,” I muttered under my breath.

“I always pulled out.” He sounded so defensive.

It was slowly starting to hit me. I needed to make sense of it. I thought back to every time we’d had sex. How did this happen? We stood, staring at each other in the driveway.

“All right… um…” He took a deep breath.

Neither of us wanted to go back into either of our houses.

“I can’t believe this is happening.” My chest started closing in. I couldn’t hold it in. I broke down crying. “Oh God. Oh God. I’m… I’m… what the fuck!” I ran inside my house.

“I need a cigarette,” I choked out. I grabbed the pack. Ethan was all of the sudden in my house and snatched the cigarettes out of my hands. He pulled one out for himself.

“Stop!” I screeched.

“You quit!” He snapped as he lit his cigarette.

“Don’t you think this calls for a relapse?”

“NO!” Oh. Right.

“FUCK!”

I walked over to the living room. He stayed in the kitchen. My dad should have been down here any minute from us screaming. I turned on the TV. The Big Bang Theory.

“I mean, if Howie can have a baby, we can,” I said, watching the television. Ethan hated when I made references to the show.

“Now is not the time for jokes.”

The show that was full of jokes and made me laugh – didn’t. I closed my eyes, and tears started to roll down my face. I turned off the TV. Silence pierced through the whole house. I didn’t even hear my dad fiddling around upstairs. I completely broke down. I leaned over my knees and screamed into my legs.

“Hey, look at me.” Ethan rushed to me and pulled my body up and turned me to face him, keeping his arms tight on my shoulders.

I didn’t want to. I didn’t even want to look at myself. I turned around and dried my tears.

“Let’s just take today to process,” he spoke slowly. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow, okay?”

I nodded.

He tightened his arms around me. I buried my head into his chest. We both escaped into a world of TV physicists.

I realized I drifted off. I woke up four episodes later. Ethan was still sleeping. I went to go find my dad.

“Let’s tell him tomorrow. Together,” Ethan mumbled. I guess not sleeping.

“He’s going to know something is up.”

“He won’t. You stopped drinking and smoking already so –”

“Okay.”

The next morning, I got up early. For the first five minutes, I forgot about the day before, but as I was walking down the hallway to wake up my dad, it hit me. I stopped dead in my tracks. I put my hand on my stomach. I felt tears start to form, but I had to shake them off.

“Hey, Dad.” He was already up in his room getting dressed. I just stared at him.

I needed to tell him. I needed to tell him right now.

“Hey, buddy,” he said. “You okay?” He noticed.

“Yeah, is there coffee?”

“Yup.”

I went down into the living room. I had homework but kept sipping my coffee, waiting to see if my dad would figure it out on his own. He came down, happier than usual. I kept glancing at him while I looked at the books I needed to open. I really wanted to say it – just blurt it out – but I was terrified. I kept thinking about what Piper would say. Mom would kill me in a heartbeat. Piper would tell me exactly what to do. I had always thought that if I got pregnant too young, I would get an abortion. There would be no way I would “just figure it out” like so many girls did on Sixteen and Pregnant. Now that it was really happening, though, I didn’t have my mother or my sister. Things were so different; I didn’t know what to think. When I tried to wrap my head around it, I gave myself a headache.

“You sure you’re okay, hon?” He sat next to me on the couch.

“Yeah, why?” I could never lie to my dad. I was never able to, not even for Piper.

“You seem different. Are you still feeling sick?”

“Nope. I feel a lot better.”

“Hmm…” Dad knew me way too well. Ethan needed to come over, quick.

I decided to go upstairs and write Piper a letter, something I hadn’t done in a very, very long time.

Dear Piper,

I miss you so much I can’t even look at someone else’s face without wishing it’s yours. I just found out I’m pregnant. Ethan is freaking out. I don’t think I’m going to keep it. I can’t, right? I really need you right now. I really need you to tell me what to do. What if Ethan breaks up with me? What if Dad hates me and kicks me out? I don’t even have a job. Oh, Piper. I wish you were the one pregnant. I feel like you would definitely want to get an abortion. I would tell you no just because I’m your big sister, and I wouldn’t want you to go through that. If you were dead-set on having one, I would be by your side, holding your hand, the whole time. I can’t deal with this. I can’t deal with having a baby without you. I love you.

Always thinking of you.

Your big sis, P–

There was a knock at my bedroom door. I stopped writing.

“It’s me,” Ethan called.

“Come in,” I said.

He came in with his laptop and books. Like he was coming over to do homework – just this time the homework wasn’t for school. “Hi,” he mumbled, kissing my forehead and then sitting across from me. I smiled. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” I said. I stashed the letter in the box with the others and put it away in my closet. “So…” I started.

“I’ve been doing research,” Ethan said as he opened his computer.

“Me too. Kind of. Not really. But we do live in California.”

“Wait, wait, wait. You don’t want to have it?”

“Ethan, we can’t!”

His eyes widened like he really never considered that. “I did research on how we can make this work,” he said. I couldn’t believe it. We were way too young for this. But he wasn’t joking. He legitimately wanted me to keep this baby.

“I already have a father I have to take care of. I still have college I need to get through… How exactly do you think we’re going to make this work?”

“We have to tell Susan and my family. We’ll have help.”

“And my dad…” I looked away.

“Yes. You said yourself you were thinking about your future. Getting a job, getting a place together, taking in-person classes to graduate earlier.”

“I never said anything about a baby.”

“I know, but there is one now.”

I buried my head in my hands. Everything I said before sounded great. I always knew one day I was going to have to get a job. I was just hoping I was going to graduate first, and I would work in an office or from home. I was never going to get a part-time job. That wasn’t me. I still had panic attacks. There were so many reasons why I couldn’t have this baby. I really had no idea where Ethan was coming from.

“Portia. My mom had an abortion before she had me. Sarah and I were supposed to have an older brother. I always felt like I took his place. He never got a chance at life.”

I could not believe him right now. “Really?”

“No.”

I took my pillow and slapped him with it. “That was so fucked up!” We both started laughing.

“Should I be an actor? We can definitely afford a baby then.” He hugged me, and we laid down laughing into each other. Truth was, if I was going to start a family with someone, there was no one else in the world I would want to do it with.

We laid in the bed, facing each other. He caressed my face. I caressed his hair.

“Are we really going to do this?”

He nodded and kissed me. “We’re having a baby,” he whispered.

“Can we be happy about it now?” I whispered back. We started kissing again. He stopped.

“You have to get help with your social issues. Our lives are about to change. It’s going to take a lot of work, but if we are by each other’s side the entire time, we can make it through,” he said earnestly. I usually loved when Ethan talked like this. It warmed my heart. But this time, I just felt like throwing up.

“Let’s go tell your dad.” He grabbed my hands and pulled me up.

“Can we tell yours first?” I groaned.

“Sure…” he said.

I’d never walked more slowly in my entire life.

“Come on. We got this.” He pushed me gently to make me walk faster and then massaged my shoulders.

My heart was beating so fast, I felt like it was going to explode, and I wouldn’t care because the baby would die and I would die, too. I wouldn’t have to be here. Portia Willows did not deal with issues like this. Portia Willows kept to herself and didn’t talk to anyone. She stayed out of drama.

This was why Portia didn’t let anyone into her life. I wished I could say I regretted meeting Ethan, but I didn’t. I was still in love with him, and I did want to start a family with him.

“Dad, Portia’s here,” Ethan called when we walked into his house. We sat in the living room.

“Oh. Great. I’ll be right in,” he answered.

“Can you get us some water?” Ethan yelled. I thought it was strange because Ethan never asked his father to do things. He would normally have just left me in the living room and gotten the water himself. It was sweet he didn’t want to leave me alone.

“Deep breaths,” he whispered to me.

“I’m fine.” I was fine. I was nervous at first, but then I thought maybe his dad would be so mad that he wouldn’t want me to keep it, so then it wouldn’t be on me.

“How are you? It’s nice to see you.” He gave me a hug and placed a glass of water on the coffee table. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I mumbled. I looked at Ethan.

“Dad, we have to tell you something.”

“Okay…” He sat back in his chair. I drank the water. “Portia, uh, was late,” Ethan said.

Mr Torke immediately contorted his face to a worried look.

Why would Ethan say it like that? That was so embarrassing. I could tell he was internally freaking. He was drenched. I couldn’t help but wipe his face with my bare hands and then wipe my hands off on his jeans. He had been so confident two minutes ago.

“What’s going on, boy?” Mr Torke’s face was stone cold and hard. The way he was staring at Ethan reminded me of how my mom looked at Piper and me when we were acting out.

“And she was throwing up, in the morning…” I rolled my eyes. Mr Torke’s brows did the same thing Ethan’s did when he was upset. Now, they looked out. “So… I took her to the hospital.”

“Oh my God! I’m pregnant, Jesus Christ!” I burst out. “Sorry, you were taking way too long.”

Mr Torke slammed his fist down onto the coffee table. “Dammit, Ethan. What the hell were you thinking?” he screamed in Ethan’s face. Ethan just stayed sitting with his head down.

Maybe we should have told my dad first.

“Did your mother ever fucking teach you to put on a fucking condom?” Mr Torke’s face got bright red.

“Dad. I was careful. It just happened.” His voice got so high.

“No. It didn’t ‘just happen.’ You guys must have been irresponsible. What the fuck are you going to do now? She can’t even leave her house or be around people. She needs help, and now you went and got her pregnant!”

I was sitting right there.

He stood up and threw his water against the wall. Glass shattered everywhere. He wanted to punch Ethan, I knew he did. Ethan’s hands were shaking. Honestly, this was more like the Mr Torke in class I remember.

I felt so terrible. I had to do something.

“I’m not keeping it.” I stood up. I couldn’t let this fight go on anymore.

“Yes, we are.” Ethan stood up too and looked his dad in his face with regained courage.

“Figure it out, but know this, I am not helping you. I helped you enough with this one,” Mr Torke said calmly, pointing at me.

“Dad, she’s right here. Have some respect.”

“Clean this up.” Mr Torke stared at Ethan with disappointment.

“I’m going to go…” I turned around and ran out of there.

I burst through my front door crying.

“Daddy! Daddy!” I ran around the house looking for him. He came running down the stairs.

“Portia? What’s wrong?” I ran over to him, and he picked me up like he used to when I was five. I cried so hard into his arms. He walked us over to the couch.

“Are you okay? Are you hurt? Talk to me.” I sat down. I started hyperventilating.

“Relax, honey. What’s going on? Do I need to call 911?”

I shook my head. “No. I need your help.”

“Anything,” he said and put his arm around me. “What’s going on?”

“I’m pregnant. I need you to come with me to get an abortion. We wanted to keep it, but Mr Torke is pissed and he’s right. I can’t have a baby! Everything is falling apart, Daddy.” I continued crying into his arms.

He didn’t say a word, just hugged me and rocked me. I felt like a little girl again in his arms. I wanted to be that little girl again.

“It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.”

“Since I’m getting an abortion, you think it’s okay to have a cigarette?”

He took a deep breath. “Oh, sweetie.” He rubbed my back. I continued to break down crying into his arms.





Chapter 17

Ethan came over later after my dad went to sleep. I was lying down.

“Portia…”

“What?”

“Can I lie down with you?”

“You already got me pregnant. Nothing worse can happen,” I said.

He lay down next to me, and I turned to face him. “We can’t do this, Ethan.”

“I made an appointment for us at a women’s clinic. They specialize in helping decide,” he said.

“So, you’re okay with that?” I got up.

“Of course not. It’s your decision. It’s not just my life.” He was sad. He looked down at my stomach, blinking excessively. He moved his bottom lip to keep from completely breaking down.

“I’m sorry. Since you’re compromising for me, I’ll compromise for you – I’ll listen to what they have to say about keeping it,” I said.

“I love you.” His voice cracked as he kissed my forehead.

“I love you, too. Should we have sex or is that inappropriate?” He laughed and grabbed my face, pulling me into him.

We went to a clinic on the west side. It was on the second floor of an outdoor plaza. It was a small office, or at least it looked small from the waiting room. There were huge pictures of families everywhere. Brochures galore. Ethan grabbed all of them. There was only one other girl in the room. She seemed young. She had long black hair. I felt bad that she was alone – she was too pretty to be pregnant and alone. We went to the check-in desk.

I’d been out in public twice that week. Ethan thought I was doing so much better. He appreciated me going out more for him. But I hated it. I always would. I knew I would never be able to take my kid on walks or to the park. I’d never even asked myself if I wanted kids. I’d never even thought about it. Dreaming about the future had been Piper’s forte. But now I was going to be a mother, and she was gone.

“Can you just fill this out for me, please? It’s stressing me out,” I said, handing him the clipboard. I noticed that he didn’t ask me how to answer any of the questions on there. He knew everything there was to know about me.

We got called in twenty minutes later. There were baby pictures everywhere.

“Hi. I’m Ashley.” A short girl with short brown hair, green eyes, and the hugest smile in the entire world practically screamed at me.

“I’m Ethan, and this is my girlfriend, Portia.”

“Nice to meet you both. Let’s have a seat in our secret room,” she said. She was talking to us like we were little kids, but she was extremely nice. Way too nice for pregnant me. We sat on the couch and Ethan put his arm around me.

“First off, why don’t you guys tell me a little about yourselves?”

“Okay. Um. We’re both students. Portia is a freshman at UCLA. I’m a freshman at SMC.”

“UCLA. Wow. You must be really smart.”

I didn’t know why everyone thought that. There were a lot of dumb students in my online classes. Ashley smiled with her big mouth. I shrugged.

“So, have you guys thought about what you want to do?”

“We would love to start a family together and build a beautiful future, but there are way too many unknowns. I have social anxiety disorder, and I also take care of my dad. I don’t have a job. Ethan just started a job. I’m still grieving my family dying, and his dad–” I could have continued my word vomiting.

Ethan took my hand. “We’re definitely not ready right now, but I feel like if we start now, we could be ready in nine months.”

“Let me tell you, no one is ever prepared to have a baby. Not even aspiring parents who have been trying for years. You have no idea what it’s going to be like until you actually experience it. Every baby is different. We offer classes for first-time parents, young parents, and low-income parents. We can definitely help you on this journey,” she said. It must have been music to Ethan’s ears.

“Do you guys help with the other options?” I asked.

“Of course. Our referrals are the best. If you want to put the baby up for adoption, we have hundreds of potential families,” she said. I hadn’t thought about adoption.

We spent an hour talking about all the possibilities. Ashley was definitely gearing us up to want to keep it. It was like Ethan had given her a heads-up or something. At the end of the meeting, I really didn’t know what to think anymore. There was a lot to take in. It was extremely overwhelming.

“Would you guys like to know the sex today?”

My eyes bugged. I could have sworn she asked if we wanted to have sex today.

“Yes.” Ethan didn’t even hesitate.

I looked at him like I wasn’t sure. Ethan looked back at me and nodded.

I nodded back. Here goes nothing.

“It may be too soon to tell, but Nurse Lily will take great of you.”

I timidly took off my clothes in the bathroom. I just looked down the entire time. All of sudden, I had this huge rush of fear. I was trying to keep it together before walking into the room where I would see something I knew would make this so much more real. I quickly slipped on the gown and opened the door. Ethan was standing right there. I jumped.

“Jesus, you scared me.” I rolled my eyes.

“I wanted to make sure you knew what room to go in. It’s this one.” He pointed to the door on the right. I took baby steps. No pun intended.

“Hey, look at me real quick,” he said. “They’re obviously pro-life here. Ultimately, it’s your decision. We don’t have to know the sex if you really don’t want to.” He placed his hand on my back, and I suddenly realized why I was scared to know the sex – because if I knew, I would want it. I would start to imagine our lives with a baby girl or a baby boy. I walked into the room and sat down on the chair covered in white paper.

“I hope it’s not too soon.” Ethan rocked on his feet.

“Ashley was super nice.”

“Yeah. She definitely made me feel a lot better.” He smiled at me as he grabbed my knee and shook it. God, who knew this would be happening to us?

“This is way too much for me right now. I don’t want to talk about this anymore today. Ashley talked enough,” I said. Nurse Lily came in.

“Portia Willows?” I nodded. “Birthday May 1, 2002?”

“Yes.”

“Awesome. Have you ever had an ultrasound before?” She smiled widely. Weird.

“No. I’ve never been pregnant before.”

“They’re not just used for pregnancies. Just lay back and relax,” she said.

Ethan stood up and grabbed my hand. He nodded and I knew we were making a choice together, right now.

“It’s going to be a tad bit cold at first, okay?” she said.

I nodded at the nurse and looked up at Ethan. I didn’t want to see the screen. I kept my eyes on his face. I tensed up when the gel spread beneath my belly button.

“Relax, babe.”

“So, it looks like you’re four weeks along. You can see it… right there…”

I wasn’t going to look.

“I don’t see anything,” Ethan said.

I took deep breaths. I wanted this to be over so badly.

“Right there,” Nurse Lily said.

“Oh my God. The jellybean-looking thing?” he asked.

“Mmhmm.”

“So, is it a boy or a girl?” he asked.

“We can’t tell yet. Right now, it’s a jellybean,” her voice went up two octaves when she said jellybean.

I heaved a sigh of relief and decided to look. “I like jellybeans,” I mumbled, trying not to mock her. I turned my head to the screen.

She pointed to it again.

“That’s a baby?” I asked, surprised.

“Yep, that’s your growing baby.”

“Wow.” Fuck. I really wanted this jellybean.

“Is there anything she should be doing now as far as making sure…?” Ethan started.

“Well, prenatals, healthy diet, light working out, getting an ultrasound each trimester. We have a booklet you guys are going to take home that has all the information in there you need. Obviously, no drinking or smoking. And it’s better to stay away from caffeine, too.”

Great.

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“I remember…” I whispered as Penny’s soft cheeks touched mine. All those vague memories came rushing through my head like a tidal wave. I looked back at Elizabeth. I couldn’t understand.

Ethan feeding her.

Us napping with her.

Her in my lap as I rocked her in a rocking chair.

“You remember Penny?” she asked me.

“All of it,” I cried, putting her down. I knelt down to her and caressed her hair. She was so beautiful. I couldn’t stop staring at her. I didn’t remember her being able to talk. I didn’t remember her being so big. It was like seeing her for the first time all over again. I couldn’t help but get emotional. She had so much hair. A pink headband swept her curls out of her wide blue eyes. She held out her arms to me. I touched her. She was so soft. She was wearing a white sweater with a little blue dress that had pink flowers on it. It matched her headband. She touched my cheek with her tiny hand. My heart sunk, and I almost melted to the floor. I couldn’t help but cry.

How could I forget her?

Forget having her?

Forget she even existed?

I kissed her between her nose and forehead. Her forehead was damp with my tears.

She looked exactly like Ethan. The structured jawline. The narrow nose. The indent above her lips.

Oh my God. Ethan.

“I love you. I love you, baby girl.” I kissed her all over. I couldn’t hold it together. “Where’s Ethan? Why isn’t she with her father? Who are you?” I immediately got aggressive toward the lady who had been carrying her. I had no idea what was going on. I just knew I had my baby in my arms, and I wanted to take her home. I wasn’t ever going to let her go again.

“She’s safe until we get everything situated,” Elizabeth assured me.

“She needs to be with family. My dad can take her. Where is he? You brought my daughter but not my father,” I said.

The lady who was holding Penny looked at Elizabeth, confused. “She doesn’t know?”

“Know what?” I backed away from her with Penny. I could tell I was scaring her.

“They said I can’t see Daddy right now!” Penny said.

“Everything’s okay, baby. Mommy’s here now.” I kissed her forehead.

She nodded and played with my hair. “Okay, Mommy.” She smiled and placed her head down on my shoulder. Poor baby was tired.

“I have to take her now,” the lady grabbed her hand.

“No!” Penny screeched. I turned Penny away from the woman.

“Told you this was a bad idea.” The lady glared at Elizabeth.

“Portia, say goodbye. We still have a lot of work to do and need to get back. I wanted you to remember her on your own and you did, but there are still a lot of memories we need to work on,” Elizabeth said.

I hugged Penny so tightly. “How could I forget her? How could I ever forget that face?” I cried. “What kind of mother am I?”

“Post-partum depression is common… but we need to go now.” She slowly grabbed Penny away from my arms.

A wave of emotions came rushing through me. I couldn’t believe I forgot her, and the second I remembered her, they were taking her away from me.

No.

Never again.

I would never forget again.

“No. This is your fault. How could you do this to me? Where’s my father? Where’s Ethan? I want my family. Now!” I cried as she handed Penny to this stranger.

“Portia. Listen to me. I wanted you to remember her and you did, but that’s not all you need to remember.” She placed her hand behind my shoulder, trying to guide me back. Away from my daughter.

“REMEMBER WHAT? I can’t do this anymore! Why would you do that to me!? Why would you make me remember her and then take her away! What do I need to remember? What did I do? Who did I apparently kill? Where is my dad? And where the fuck is Ethan?” I screamed, inches away from her face.

“You killed him, Portia,” Elizabeth softly said.

“My dad?” I stutter

I stopped screaming.

I stopped crying.

“You stabbed him. Ethan. Fifteen times, Portia.”

I chuckled because okay, where are the cameras?

“That’s not funny.” She looked down at her recorder. I grabbed it and chucked it across the long, lonely halls. “THAT’S NOT FUNNY!”

“Portia. That recorder is the only evidence that can possibly let you see your daughter again!” She stared at me and then ran after it, making sure I didn’t break it. Nurses were surrounding.

“I got it. We’re going back,” she told them.

“Yeah, I’m going back home to my family. I didn’t fucking kill my boyfriend. Are you insane? HER FATHER! I have social anxiety disorder. I’m not a fucking psychopath! WHERE IS HE?”

“Tell me everything you remember about raising Penny because you remember now, right?” she asked.

“I didn’t kill the love of my life.” I shook my head at her and walked back to the room ahead of her.





Chapter 18

March 12, 2023

Ethan and I decided we were going to keep this baby, no matter how much everyone thought it was a bad idea, and they did not shy away from telling us.

“Portia, are you fucking crazy?”

I didn’t know it was possible for someone to whisper and yell at the same time. Susan glared at me like I didn’t think this through. Ingrid and Ethan were in the kitchen while Susan and I were sitting on the couch in the living room.

“Susan, I don’t know what to tell you except will you help us?”

“Of course, I’ll help you, but I am upset. Do you not see my life? Do you think I’m happy with all these kids?” “Well, don’t you love them?” No offense to her, but I was definitely going to be a better mom than Susan.

“Of course I do, but I sacrificed a lot. I was supposed to be a model and TV show host!” I couldn’t roll my eyes more dramatically than I did. I needed a cigarette and a drink so bad.

The change in lifestyle was something I wasn’t sure I could get used to. The only real pregnancy symptom I noticed was being hungry all the time. Ingrid brought us all tea. Ethan brought me pickles with feta cheese. It was so good.

“Are you nervous about your first day of work tomorrow?” Susan asked Ethan.

“A little bit. I’ve only worked in restaurants, never in an office.” He shrugged.

“We went shopping for his new clothes.” I raised an eyebrow like that was going to make her more comfortable with the idea of being a mother.

“You went shopping!” Susan practically yelled. Ingrid gasped. I knew it would ignite something.

“She sure did.” Ethan winked at me as he rubbed my shoulders.

“How’s your father taking it?” Ingrid asked.

“Well,” Ethan and I said at the same time.

“I meant yours.” Ingrid looked at Ethan. I looked down and took a breath.

“He’s accepted it, at least. How he actually feels about it? Couldn’t tell ya.” Ethan told her.

“My dad’s fine.” I said even though she didn’t ask.

“Ethan, can I borrow you in the kitchen for a second?” Susan widened her eyes at Ethan, then smiled at me and said, “Work stuff.” Susan had an knack for knowing when to interrupt a conversation. I was going to miss Ethan once he started work, but I was excited to spend some quality time with my dad that we hadn’t had in a while.

“I’m going to head home,” Ingrid began. “You let me know if you need anything, you hear me?”

“Thanks, Ingrid. Also, thank you for not being mad at us. And for supporting us from the very beginning.”

“I love kids. And I love you, so of course I’m going to support you. I’m gonna spoil that kid rotten.” We hugged.

I looked at Ethan and Susan in the kitchen. I could feel tension. I closed the door on Ingrid.

“Is everything okay?” I crept into the kitchen.

“Yup. We’re just talking work stuff and where we would live.” Ethan walked over to me with a smile so fake, I wanted to punch it.

“Are we thinking about moving already? What about my dad?” My heart sank for a moment.

“I’m starving!” Speaking of the devil, Dad walked down the stairs and entered the kitchen, rubbing my head.

“Actually, me too!” I smiled at him.

“Spaghetti with hot dogs!”

“Of course!”

Susan glared at Ethan and left the house in the huff. Ethan raised his eyebrows and smiled.

“What’s wrong with her? I know she’s mad but…” I said to Ethan.

“What’s not wrong with her. It’s Susan, she reminds me of your mother so much,” Dad answered for him.

“Go rest, I’ll help your dad make the spaghetti.”

“Okay. Thanks, babe.”

March 24, 2023

After a few weeks, everyone was actually happy for us. Ethan worked during the day, which was great because I had time to spend with my dad again. Susan and Ethan’s mom, Michelle, gifted us money for a baby savings account. They gave us diapers and toys. Maddie helped with my registry. Gary babyproofed our house. Mr Torke was struggling and got really distant, but he was at least civil with Ethan now. Everything seemed to be working out.

I, on the other hand, couldn’t bring myself to that place. As we made our way to learn the sex of our child, the enormity of it all crashed over me like a tidal wave. How could anyone expect me to be a mother when I didn’t even have mine? When I didn’t have my sister? How could I possibly bring a new life into the world when I was still grieving the loss of two lives that should have been here, guiding me through this very moment?

I needed them – my mother, my sister. I needed my mom’s powerful strength, Piper’s loud presence. But they were gone, and the ache of that absence consumed me. I felt hollow, incomplete. Each thought of them, each reminder of their absence, shattered me a little more.

I cried every time the reality settled in, every time I realized they wouldn’t be here to hold my hand, and smile with me when the baby’s sex was revealed.

“You okay?” Ethan rubbed my knee while he was driving.

“Yeah, just my hormones.” I’d learned I could get away with a lot by using that line.

“You know, babe, I really don’t think I care. Sometimes I want a boy. Sometimes I really want a girl. I keep going back and forth and imaging our future with either one, and I don’t care. I’m just so excited to finally find out so we can start getting clothes, you know?” His smile was so big.

I couldn’t tell him how I was really feeling. He thought I was doing so much better. I just got much better at hiding my anxiety. I stopped talking about what made me anxious, but I thought about it every fucking second. I still saw bloody-head drivers. I just no longer had a physical reaction to it.

I didn’t want to tell him that I thought about my mother and sister all the time and that I didn’t want to move on. I knew they would want me to. I knew they would be happy for me. I tried to tell myself that all the time, but I needed my real family to tell me that it was okay. I wanted Mom to tell me that she was excited to be a grandma. I wanted them to plan my baby shower, not Maddie. I wanted people to think I was healthy and capable of being a mother. I knew I could be.

I just needed time – and it felt like I was running out of it.

The last time I was here, I found out I was pregnant. What would I be doing if the nurse came in and didn’t say Congratulations and instead handed me a piece of paper saying negative?

I was holding Ethan’s hand as Nurse Lily placed the cold gel on my body for the second time, because last time, it was positive.

“Look at this bump,” her voice screeched in excitement. Maybe her voice was just screechy.

“I know, it’s really in there,” I said, seriously trying not to mock her.

“Okay, you sure you don’t want to do anything special? I can write it on a piece of paper and put in an envelope.” Both Ethan and I immediately shook our heads. We did not need all that.

“No way, Ethan would die not knowing.” I laughed.

“Well, you’re right Portia, she’s really in there.”

I gasped.

Ethan completely broke down crying. He buried his face on my chest, bawling.

I was smiling and laughing because he was such a liar. He wanted a girl. I knew it with the way he was reacting right now. Nurse Lily looked at us with tears in her eyes.

“I love seeing this.”

“I bet you see this all the time.”

“Not like this. I’m going to get your photos.” She smiled.

As soon as she left, Ethan and I embraced each other. We held each other so tight; I was scared he was going to burst the baby right out of me.

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“Ethan is not dead, and it’s definitely not because I killed him.” I took a long drag of a cigarette as Elizabeth dug into her briefcase. She pulled out a folder.

“I’m going to show you something.” I shook my head. I didn’t want to see it. “No? Why not? Do you know something you’re not telling me?” She opened the folder. I pleaded with tears in my eyes as she slid it over to me.

“No, that is literally the opposite of what the fuck is happening. I don’t want to see anything. I want to go home to my family. I want to hug and kiss Ethan…” I glanced down. It was a picture of Ethan. My stomach rumbled. My heart constricted. I threw up all over the floor. I barely looked at the body in the photo, but I knew it was him. He was badly bruised, blood everywhere, in my kitchen.

His icy blue eyes were open. Lifeless.

I wiped my mouth. “Why would I do this?” I choked.

“That’s what I want you to tell me.” Elizabeth’s eyes teared up.

April 10, 2023

Susan, Maddie, Ethan, and I were having lunch at Troy’s Bistro. The last time we’d all been together out in public was the funeral, and before that it was never. Susan and Ethan were on their lunch break, so I knew no matter what, it wouldn’t last long.

“If your mom could see you now!” Susan looked at all the people in the restaurant.

“She would be pissed.” Everyone laughed. “I wish my dad came.”

“Give him time…”

“Oh please, he wouldn’t have come if Carol paid his beer tab for a month,” Susan said. Everyone laughed again. Was this what people called a social life?

“Have you guys thought of a name yet?” Maddie changed the subject.

“Oh no, here we go.” Ethan shook his head. It wasn’t like he didn’t like The Big Bang Theory, but he always thought my obsession was weird. So did Piper and Mom. Strangely, it was comforting.

“I was thinking either Bernadette, Amy, or Penny,” I excitedly told everyone.

“Bernadette?” Maddie asked, squinting her eyes at me.

“We’re not naming our child after a stupid TV show,” Ethan said as he laughed.

“Stupid? It is quite literally the opposite of a stupid TV show. Do you want to break up?” I laughed. He moved to embrace me quickly, knowing that would make me mad. We kissed over and over again while laughing.

“The Big Bang Theory. Portia has always been obsessed since she was little. Her mother swore she was autistic instead of just having social anxiety disorder.” Susan laughed hard to Maddie. Everyone stopped talking. I never knew my mom thought that. No one thought that was funny. Ethan rubbed my back. I picked up my glass of water.

“So, Susan and I planned this lunch for a reason, right?” Ethan tried to digress. He looked at Susan, hoping to break the tension.

“Right, we need to tell you something,” she said, raising her brows at me. You mean besides telling me my mom always thought I was autistic?

“Oh… here we go.” Maddie’s eyes widened. Then they all looked down.

“What is everyone talking about?”

“Everyone is still worried about your issues.” Ethan rubbed my back, trying to break this news gently. It wasn’t news though. I knew I needed to work on that. You think I want to have social anxiety disorder and raise a child? No.

“I get that. I’m going to work on it. I’m here, aren’t I? We went shopping. Look, I understand everyone’s concerns, but I’m going to be okay.”

“I think they’re talking about your dad,” Maddie said, looking down at her plate.

“Ingrid has been bothering me about the accident and how it’s affected you.” Susan continued talking more nonsense than she ever had before. But Ingrid? Ingrid had always been supportive.

“My dad is fine,” I said.

“You know what, we have to go.” Ethan eyed Susan and scowled.

“You need to move on, Portia. You’re about to have a baby. You can’t take care of him anymore.” Susan ignored Ethan.

“We really need to go.” Ethan was getting upset, which was cute.

“That’s interesting, because while Ethan is at work, Dad is taking care of me. He fixes me lunch. He just doesn’t like y’all.” I used to always defend Dad to Mom.

“Yeah, let’s all go!” Maddie grabbed her purse.

“This is exactly what your father is talking about. We all enable her,” Susan snapped at Ethan. Since when did Susan talk to Mr Torke? I barely saw that man. Ethan grabbed Susan and dragged her out of the restaurant, but not before they stopped at the waiter to pay the bill. Maddie stood up. I grabbed her arm and sat her back down.

“Maddie, what the fuck is going on?”

It got really hot.

I felt my heart shrinking.

I downed the water that was in front of me while I prepared for her response. She looked at me with tears in her eyes.

“Nothing. I love your dad. Obviously Piper did too. I’m with you Portia, now let’s get out of here.”

Wow, she lied with the same cadence as Piper. Piper could never successfully lie to me. I always knew.





Chapter 19

October 20, 2021 – The Funeral

“Portia, sweetie, you okay?” Ingrid came up the stairs. I was staring at myself in the mirror wearing black jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black baseball cap.

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

“You’re wearing that?”

“Dad’s not ready yet,” I told her.

“We need to leave in five minutes. We’re already running late.”

“Don’t blame me. Dad’s still getting used to moving around,” I said.

“Okay. Susan is outside waiting.”

“Five minutes,” I told her. She left the room. I walked to my parent’s room, which I only ever did when I knew my dad was there. Now, it would be the only reason to go to their room.

My dad was tying his tie in the mirror. I hopped on the bed and looked at him.

“You really don’t have a black dress?” he asked.

“Nope. I wish someone would say something else to me. It’s my sister and my mother in those caskets, and you’re really going to tell me to put on a dress?”

He laughed.

“Dad, you shouldn’t laugh. Our family is dead.”

“You’re right. Beer me?”

“You already had, like, three, and it’s only one pm.”

“Our family is dead, Portia.”

Touché.

Dad was sitting in the backseat of Susan’s car when we saw what seemed like the whole world waiting at the church. I’d never seen so many people in one place in my entire life. I looked at Dad in the rearview mirror.

“You think we would get the same turnout if you and I had died?” I asked.

Dad met my eyes. He was drunk. He didn’t want to deal with this and neither did I, especially since there were so many people here and all the attention was going to be on us.

“Dad, if you leave me, I will kill you and put you in a casket right next to them,” I hissed.

Susan looked over at me. Dad grabbed my shoulder and squeezed it. I don’t know what I would have done without him.

What if he had died? Dad knew me best. He was just like me. All my personality traits, I got from him. What if it was Piper and him and I was stuck with just Mom? I loved Mom, but we always fought. Dad and I never fought. It sounded so fucked up, but right now, I just knew that I lost people I loved, and I had to mourn them in front of a hundred people. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want “here” to even exist.

“Just look down,” he said.

I did. I had sunglasses on. He had sunglasses on. We both just looked down and walked. We followed Susan. I felt everyone’s eyes on us. I could feel the tension and the pity. Some of my dad’s friends were there, too – it was strange.

“Dad, don’t you know those guys?” I asked as we sat in the reserved seats in the first row. Every now and then I looked around to see who had come. Basically, the whole high school was there. I saw a lot of my teachers. It was the most surreal funeral ever.

“We’ll have to talk to them later,” I told him.

“You don’t have to talk to anyone, just talk to me. I won’t leave your side.”

“Shh. We don’t want to give people more to talk about,” Susan snapped.

What? Are you fucking kidding me?

My dad and I glared at each other.

He grabbed onto me tightly, and I put my head down on his chest.

I just wanted to be buried. People kept going up and talking about Mom like she was a fucking saint.

The thing was, she was a saint. Not at home, though. She did a lot of charity work. She wasn’t a mean boss. She was strong, detail-oriented, badass, and strict. She wasn’t abusive, unfair, or insane. She was like the perfect parent, just not the perfect parent to a fucked-up child like me.

Listening to everyone talk about Piper was heartbreaking. Everyone loved her. They told stories with inside jokes that I didn’t get, but I remembered hearing about them in my bed, in my room, on my floor, in the bathroom. She used to tell me everything that happened to her. It was like I was being reminded of how great she was. I kept crying but couldn’t stop smiling. It was so hard. I wanted to go home and keep writing letters. I wanted to be in her room. I wanted to dress up in Mom’s clothes. I wanted to pretend they were both still here. The hundred people standing here telling me how sorry they were made it real.

They were dead.

They were gone.

They weren’t coming back.

Susan held the wake at my house. I hadn’t touched anything, so it was like they could come in any minute. Maddie was eating a brownie Aunt Dora made.

I didn’t say anything, just looked her up and down.

“I was wondering if I could see her room. She always told me if she ever died, I could have her pink skirt. She told me that in middle school. She loved that skirt. I don’t plan on ever wearing it. I just want to have it,” she said.

“Come on…” I took her up to Piper’s room. When I opened the door, she immediately broke down crying. Maddie was Piper’s best friend. She came over to dinner a lot, but we never talked. I never talked to any of her other friends. Most of her friends thought I was weird, but everyone in high school thought I was weird. Maddie was the only friend who had actually tried with me. She said hi. I would say hey – that was the sum of our relationship.

“It’s like…” she choked.

“They never left,” I finished her sentence.

“All her stuff. Her clothes are everywhere,” Maddie said while walking in.

“I haven’t touched anything. I don’t plan on it,” I mumbled. “She couldn’t figure out what to wear to school that day. She was listening to Britney Spears. She was too busy dancing around… so this is what her room was like.”

It was a delightful mess. Clothes were everywhere – skirts, jeans, and tops thrown carelessly across her bed, the chair, and the floor. A stack of shoes sat near the closet, none of them paired, just a mismatched heap from her frantic search for the right ones. Her closet doors were wide open, with hangers askew and random outfits spilling out. On her desk, makeup and jewelry were scattered, as if she had tried everything and still hadn’t settled on the perfect combination. But despite the chaos, there was an infectious joy in the air. I saw her twirling around the room, dancing to music without a care in the world.

“She was so happy and excited that day.” Maddie giggled, picking up clothes leftover from Piper’s chaos. I couldn’t help but giggle as well.

“Yeah, it was definitely the earliest she ever woke up. I heard she was telling everyone in school about the play,” I said, smiling for the first time since they died.

“She asked the teacher to make an announcement. She did it in all her classes.” Maddie sat down on Piper’s bed.

“Yeah… the library was the last time I saw her. Lunchtime. Twelve hours before she died. Well, maybe not exactly, but it was way too long,” I said.

“Oh my God.”

“And it was only for five seconds. I had no idea those were going to be the last five seconds I was ever going to have with her…” I trailed off.

Maddie came over to hug me. I backed away from her. “Find the skirt.” I nodded at Piper’s closet. She began looking through it.

“Portia…” Dad was coming up the stairs.

“Yeah, Maddie just wanted to grab something Piper said she could have.”

“Okay… I can’t handle all that downstairs. I’m going to take a nap,” he said.

“With a six-pack,” I mumbled. He had a six-pack of Heineken. He probably got it from one of his friends at the funeral. He grabbed one and gave it to me.

“Yeah. Here…”

“Dad… I’m only eighteen,” I said.

“Our family is dead,” he responded. It had become a thing between us now. I had never drunk before – not even a sip – but if it could help my dad deal with it…

“I found it,” I heard Maddie call, and went back into Piper’s room.

Maddie asked, “What were you doing?”

“Drinking a beer,” I said, holding it up.

“I’m really sorry, Portia. I’m here if you ever need someone to talk to,” she said.

I nodded and took a sip. It was disgusting. I lay down on Piper’s bed. I kept asking myself why couldn’t they just have come home? Why couldn’t they just have come home after the play? Why? We never got into car accidents. My dad was a great driver, especially with us in the car. I didn’t get it. Something wasn’t right. I knew death was not supposed to make sense; it happened and we’re supposed to deal with it. But how the fuck was I supposed to deal with this? How the fuck was I supposed to accept that my little sixteen year-old sister had to die on the opening night of her high school play because of a goddamn car accident? The world could not be this cruel. The beer tasted much better now.

“Knock, knock…” Dad said.

“What?”

“Everyone is gone. It’s just you and me.”

“Thank God. Can I have another beer, Dad?”

“I don’t know, Mom would be so disappointed and would have my ass,” he said.

“She’s dead.”

We both headed down to the kitchen and saw that a lot of people had brought food.

“Oh my God. I don’t think Mom ever cooked this much.”

“There are brownies, salads, pasta… everything.” He pointed to it all. As we were looking at all the flowers, food, and leftover crap people brought, I saw a letter on the coffee table that said Portia. I froze.

“Dad. Dad.” I freaked.

“What?” he said, his voice muffled with his mouth full of potato chips.

“Who left that note?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t see.”

I picked it up. It was from Susan.

Dear Portia,

I’m so sorry about what happened. I’m taking over your mom’s advertising company. I wanted to tell you before you heard from someone else. I’m not replacing your mother by any means. I loved her. She was my best friend and taught me everything I know. I’m going to make sure this company thrives in her name. She loved you more than anything. She talked about you all the time. She was worried about you. I want you to be able to go for your dreams in your mother’s honor. Go to UCLA – your tuition will be paid for. I won’t force you to live with us anymore. You can stay home – the mortgage will be paid for. Get an apartment near school or live on campus, do whatever you want. Gary and I are here for you. We love you. Please don’t hesitate to call us if you need anything. I won’t be a stranger in your life. I will always be there for you.

Love,

Susan

Susan was Mom’s best friend; the company should go to her. It was nice that she was willing to pay for everything. I was just so happy we got to keep the house. Mom and Piper were still here with me when I was in it. I didn’t ever want to leave.

“It’s a letter from Susan,” I said.

“She was just here, why did she leave a letter?”

“I don’t know. I was in Piper’s room.”

“So… what did she say?” he said and plopped down on the couch.

“She’s going to take over for Mom – for work and us.” I read the letter over again because I was sort of in shock. I sat on the edge of the chair across from Dad and sat the letter on the table.

“What does that mean?”

“She’s just going to pay for our house. She’s going to send me to UCLA. Remember when I got in? Everyone was so happy for me.”

“Yeah… I’m glad that it could still work out,” he said, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of nowhere.

My mouth dropped. “Where did you get those?”

“My secret hiding spot… under the cushions. Since when did you ever see Mom relax on this couch?” He smiled as he pulled a cigarette out with his mouth.

“Never. I never really saw Mom relax at all, now that I think about it.”

I knew he smoked, but he did a really good job hiding it from Mom and Piper. I caught him once freshman year. He told me he was quitting, and I never cared if he actually did or not.

“You’re going to smoke in the house now?”

“Yup, want one?” What the hell was going on? First, he gave me a beer. Now, he was giving me a cigarette. He must really be hurting. I felt so bad.

“I don’t know how to help you, Dad,” I said.

“I don’t know how to help you either. I just know this helps me,” he said.

I grabbed a cigarette from the pack. “Show me.” I put the cigarette to my lips.

The silence stretched between us, heavy and thick, like the smoke he used to blow out when I used to catch him. He glanced at me, then at the cigarette in my hand, his fingers twitching as if he wanted to take it back but knew he might as well.

“Alright,” he sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “First, hold it between your fingers, like this.” Apparently, I already put it up to my lips wrong. He demonstrated, taking one from his own pack and sliding it between his fingers. I mimicked his grip.

“Now, when you light it, don’t just suck in the smoke. You want to pull it into your mouth first.” He flicked his lighter, the small flame flaring up, and he lit his cigarette with practiced ease. “Like this,” he said, inhaling, holding it in his mouth before letting the smoke drift out. He lit the cigarette that was now attached to my lips. I did what he said.

It tasted bitter, harsh, and most of all, just wrong. I pulled it away, coughing immediately as the smoke hit the back of my throat. My eyes watered. He gave me a sad smile, almost like he expected it.

“You get used to it. But… it’s not really about the taste or the feel. It’s about slowing things down. Controlling something, even if it’s just this.” He lifted his cigarette, his gaze distant again, staring at the burning tip. “It’s a break, from everything, even if it’s just for a moment.” I never saw my dad like this. He was being so weird. If Piper even smelled of smoke, I’m pretty sure his head would have actually exploded. Here he was teaching me how to do it.

I stared at him, the weight of his words settling in. I was so shocked and confused until I realized, it wasn’t the cigarette that helped – it was the pause, the escape from the pain swirling inside him. I took another drag, this time more carefully, letting the smoke swirl in my mouth before inhaling. I still didn’t really get it.

“It doesn’t fix anything,” he murmured, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “But it makes it easier to get through the next minute. And sometimes, that’s all you need.” There was still silence between us. We both had cigarettes between our lips. We were both smoking.

“I know. I get it.” I did get it, but still didn’t think inhaling these toxins were worth it. I couldn’t really tell Dad not to drink or smoke. That was what Mom would say, and I didn’t want to be like her. Or should I tell him not to because that was what Mom would do? No matter what, I wanted my dad to feel better – physically and mentally. If it was smoking cigarettes, then so be it.





Chapter 20

May 10, 2023

I woke up to Ethan and Maddie putting up pink decorations. I started helping him but didn’t say anything. To be honest, the more pregnant I became, the angrier I got. Ethan was working all the time. I started school again. We fought all the time. Mr Torke had been on him about literally everything in his life. We were both under a lot of pressure, and we took it out on each other. Today was one of the mornings after, and it so happened to be the day of my baby shower.

“You hungry?” he mumbled.

I shook my head.

“Okay.” He mocked.

All these decorations looked disgusting. Pink pompoms everywhere. Pink tablecloths. Balloons and banners that said Welcome Baby Girl. Today was supposed to be a happy day.

“What are you going to do today?” I asked him, looking at the decorations. Ethan and I could barely look at each other. He was so focused on getting the decorations perfect when he knew I couldn’t care less.

“Uh… I don’t know. Set this up. Hang out with some dudes from school.” He shrugged, still not looking at me.

“Okay well, Ethan, you can go. I got it from here. My mom is coming early to help,” Maddie told him. She could feel the tension in the air.

“You sure?” He only looked at Maddie. Not me at all.

“Yes,” Maddie assured him. Ethan stomped over to me. Aggressively kissed my forehead.

“Love you, bye.” He stormed out. I widened my eyes at Maddie mouthing ‘thank you.’

I plopped down on the couch. She laughed.

“What was that?” she asked, still coming off her laugh.

“Nothing… it’s just. Things have been… no. I. Nothing. Thank you for being here for us,” I stuttered.

“Piper would haunt me for the rest of my life if I wasn’t.” She sat on the couch next to me. I rested my head on her shoulder.

“Holy shit, for a minute, I thought it was you and Piper.” Maddie and I jumped from the sound of my dad’s voice.

“Hi Dad,” I grumbled.

“You know Mr Willows, a baby shower is only for girls. So, you should find something to do today.”

“Oh, don’t worry, it’ll be like I’m not even here.”

“Yeah, you’ve been doing that a lot lately, Dad.” I walked over to him.

“Sorry, I don’t want to be around a war zone every day.” He was right. Ethan and I had been fighting a lot.

Ethan’s mom couldn’t make it down from Florida. Of course, I wasn’t going to invite Sarah. Even so, within an hour, my house was crowded. I felt sick. An anxiety attack was coming on, and I didn’t know what to do. All of my mom’s friends were touching my stomach, smiling, their hands on my belly. I looked at their faces.

Everyone blurred into a horrific vision, their skin pallid and streaked with blood. I couldn’t talk to anyone. My voice felt locked, my throat tightening like I was being strangled. I could still hear their high-pitched, chit-chatting bullshit, but the words barely registered as they floated around me in a haze.

The questions came at me like a barrage of bullets, but all I saw were their bloody, broken faces, mouths twisted into grotesque smiles as they kept talking and talking and talking.

“Do you have a name picked out yet?” one woman asked, her lips cracked and bleeding, her eyes black, pouring out blood.

“What cravings are you having?” Another’s jaw hung loose, skin torn like she had been dragged through glass.

“Has she kicked yet?” The side of her face was split wide open, the torn flesh flapping as she spoke, blood trickling down her chest like a waterfall.

“When are you due?” The words echoed, but all I could focus on was the way her eyes seemed to sink deeper into her skull, blood seeping from her hairline.

“How often are you sick?” someone else asked, but her lips were shredded, hanging by threads of skin, blood seeping down her chin, and pooling at the corners of her mouth.

“Will you turn Piper’s room into a nursery?” Another’s woman’s nose was caved in, a jagged shard of bone sticking out, blood running in rivulets down her face and neck.

“Who are the godparents?” The skin on her forehead was peeled back, exposing raw flesh beneath, blood dripping into her vacant eyes.

“Are you and Ethan getting married?” Her voice was barely a rasp, her throat slashed open, blood gushing out, staining her white blouse.

I was drowning in their blood – sticky, dark, and relentless. My hands grew clammy, slick with sweat, but the wetness felt like blood dripping down my arms. I wanted to scream, to run, but I was frozen, trapped in a room full of ghosts with rotting, blood-soaked faces who wouldn’t stop talking, wouldn’t stop asking, wouldn’t stop bleeding. I was trapped in this nightmare.

“I’m going to use the bathroom,” I said, and rushed upstairs. I fell to the floor, closing the door behind me. I leaned back against it. Deep breaths. I should probably go check on my dad. He would calm me down. I took a couple of deeper breaths and opened the door.

Maddie was standing there. She scared the hell out of me.

“Hi…” I said, completely out of breath.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, just had to pee.”

“This sucks for you, huh?”

“Being pregnant, or this baby shower?”

“Both?” She smiled and giggled. “That’s something Piper would say.”

“Yeah, this seems like a party she would enjoy,” I said.

“No. She didn’t like your mom’s friends.”

I looked at her in confusion. But Maddie had said that so confidently. I never knew that. There was something about Piper that I didn’t know.

“I didn’t know that.”

“Give me an hour, and I’ll get everyone out. You and your dad can enjoy some time alone before Ethan gets back.”

“Thank you, Maddie.”

Ethan actually came back early. We just looked at each other, then all of sudden, he came to hold me.

“I’m sorry I’ve been a jerk.”

“I’m sorry I’ve been a bitch.”

“There’s just a lot going on I can’t really tell you about,” he said as I pulled him into me.

“Why not?” I backed away from him.

“I don’t know…” he cried. “It’s complicated.”

“Can you kiss me?” I didn’t even care. I just wanted him back.

“Of course.” We kissed. Like we used to.

He moved my bangs behind my ear and kissed near my cartilage. I put my hands in his hair and rubbed my thumb across his cheekbone.

“You’ve been on edge and distant. I feel like I’ve been losing you. I miss you. I love you. And I feel like there’s secrets, the way you and Susan whisper around behind my back,” I said in between kisses. Our lips still fit together ever so perfectly, even when I was complaining.

“I didn’t realize you felt that way. I didn’t know how much it bothered you. Arguing sometimes is healthy.” He lips were still intertwined with mine.

“Really?” I wondered.

“Yeah baby, we’ll be fine. I promise. I love you.” We continued kissing.

Ethan and I got our groove back while we were laying out all the baby clothes and toys. Opening the gifts made me realize this was happening. This was really happening. I was actually having a baby.

“You know, normal pregnant girls open these gifts at the baby shower,” he said.

“And apparently people play games at baby showers,” I said.

“You didn’t do that either?”

“Nope. Everyone just talked and talked and talked.”

“Really? Huh.” He was more shocked than I would have thought.

“Yup.”

“What did you guys talk about?”

“It’s easier to ask what we didn’t talk about. Oh, we didn’t talk about the name. What do you really want to name our baby?”

“I thought about it, and it has to do with what I got you.” He got up and walked away. He gave me a little pink box with a bow around it and a pink flower taped across it.

“You got me a gift?”

“No, I got the baby a gift.” He grinned.

I smiled at him. I opened it. It was something tiny. Aw, it was a onesie. The back was just black, but I turned it around and immediately screamed. It was a photo of Kaley Cuoco from The Big Bang Theory with the name Penny across it.

“Wait…”

“At least Penny starts with P like your name,” he told me. And Piper’s name.

“I’m going to cry. This is the most romantic, sweetest gift anyone has ever given and will ever give me.”

“Okay, well that’s another issue for a different time.” I hugged him so hard and kissed his beautiful face all over.

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“Do you remember delivering Penny?” Elizabeth asked.

My face was swollen, and my eyes were clogged with dried tears. It felt like I wasn’t real. Like I wasn’t there at all. I couldn’t think of Penny right now when I knew that her father was, was… I couldn’t even mutter the words. But I had to find out what the hell was going on with me. It felt like my family had died all over again.

“Portia, I really need you think back to when you had Penny,” she said.

“I remember a little. I remember my dad not being there. I remember Susan yelling at doctors,” I said. I thought back to that day. I was scared. I didn’t want it to hurt. I kept thinking that.

Did it hurt? I didn’t remember if it hurt.

“It’s okay. With your past anxieties, this is completely normal. Post-partum depression is something a lot of women deal with,” she said.

“So, let me get this straight. I killed Ethan but I don’t remember why, and just like how I don’t remember what happened with Ethan, I didn’t remember that I had a baby…”

“Exactly, and there’s more. About the night of the play when your family died,” she explained.

“No. No. No. I remember everything about that night like it was yesterday. Running back to my house, the letters, waiting for them. I remember everything. That was the worst night of my life – I could never forget it,” I said.

That knock on my door. I almost didn’t answer it because I knew Dad and Mom had a key and I was in the middle of eating pizza. I remembered everything.

“Close your eyes.”

I stared at her wide eyed. Whatever. I closed my eyes. What else did I have to lose?

“You’re in labor. Susan is yelling at the doctors. Can you picture it?”

I nodded even though I was sort of lying. It was hazy.

“How did it smell?”

“I was sweaty. I just feel sweaty. I don’t know how it smelled.”

“Good job, keep your eyes closed…”





Chapter 21

August 20, 2023

I’d never been in so much pain in my life.

“Deep breaths, baby. You’re going to be okay.” Ethan was squeezing my hand so tight. It was like he was in more pain than I was.

“No, I’m not. I’m going to die. I am dying,” I cried.

He laughed.

The doctor wasn’t the one Susan had chosen to deliver my baby. And she let the nurses know. I didn’t really care. My body was going to be in this much pain regardless of who was staring at my vagina.

“How come none of the books talked about how excruciating this was going to be?”

“Babe, look at me,” Ethan said.

I looked at his face. Sweat was dripping from his forehead, and his face was bright red. Are you fucking kidding me? I was the one going through this. Why did he look a mess?

“Now look over to the other side and imagine your mom and Piper holding your other hand.”

I looked to my other side and lifted my hand up. I felt Mom’s soft hands that I rarely felt when she was alive. I only remembered feeling them when she would pull me somewhere I didn’t want to go. I imagined Piper sitting on the edge of the bed, commenting on every little thing. She would be looking underneath the sheet and telling me exactly what it looked like. No, she would probably be recording it.

But they weren’t really there. My dad wasn’t there either. He didn’t want to ever set foot in a hospital again, no matter the circumstances, and I completely understood. I did want him here, though, and I missed him, but Ethan was doing a better job than I expected.

“Two more big pushes and Penny is here,” the doctor told me.

One long push. I didn’t know if I was supposed to do that or take a breath between the two.

“You got this. Keep going. Just like that.”

The more I pushed, the harder Ethan squeezed my hand. I looked at him, and his sweating got worse. He was drenched. I was drenched. I screamed bloody murder. He screamed bloody murder.

“Here she is…” I took a breath of relief.

“Woo, damn that hurt so bad! I never want to go through that again!” Ethan said while he exhaled, letting go of my hand. I glared at him. All of sudden, he became blurry. The doctor became blurry. Penny became a blur.

The sterile scent of antiseptic hit my nose first, sharp and unwelcome. A dull throb radiated from my side. My eyes fluttered open to dim lighting and the cold stillness of the hospital room. No voices, no footsteps – just the hum of machines and the quiet rustle of sheets as I shifted. I winced. Pain shot through me, sharp and immediate, as though I was in the car that plowed into a tree.

The darkness made the space feel suffocating, heavy. I pushed myself up, muscles trembling, fighting against the discomfort that gnawed at me. The urge to leave, to escape, clawed at me. I needed to be anywhere but here. I wanted to see my dad. I wanted to go home. I didn’t know why I was in the hospital. I pressed all the buttons and unhooked my IV.

What the fuck was going on? Where was all my stuff?

Ethan came rushing in. “Portia?”

“What the hell? Why am I here?” I asked him, struggling to get out of the bed.

“Because you passed out. How do you feel?” He shoved my wet hair out of my face and sat next to me on the bed.

“I feel fine. What happened?” I backed away from him. Some nurses came in with a wheelchair.

“I bet you’ve been wanting to see your little one,” one of the nurses said.

What? What was she talking about? I looked at Ethan in horror.

“Come on… I’ll roll you over,” he said.

“Over where? I can walk… I think.” I got up, but I felt strange in between my legs, so I sat down in the wheelchair.

“She’s beautiful, babe,” Ethan said.

“Who?” I looked up as Ethan rolled me out the door.

The nurses looked at him.

“Penny.” Ethan bent over and whispered to me.

“From The Big Bang Theory?” I dropped my legs on the floor and stopped the chair. “Wait, is she here? Oh my God! Wait, is she okay?” I had the biggest smile on my face, but it wasn’t like I could take a picture with Kaley if she was dying or something. Ethan’s face dropped. Oh my God, she’s really not okay.

The nurses looked concerned.

“Do you want me to get the doctor?” one of the nurses said as she looked at Ethan.

“No…” Ethan lifted up my feet and rolled me super fast to the corner where no one else was around. He got down on his knees in front of me.

“Do you know why you’re here?” He glared at me, cold.

“No. Tell me. Did I get too drunk or something?”

“Portia, you haven’t had a drink in over a year now. You’re here because you just had our baby that you named Penny. What the hell is wrong with you?” I’d never seen him so angry.

I looked down at my stomach. I put my hand there. The last hours fled through my brain like a head rush.

“Oh yeah, I just had her,” I mumbled. How did this happen? I instantly started to feel sore. I remembered being pregnant. But I didn’t remember delivering the baby at all. I didn’t even remember coming to the hospital.

“Oh yeah?” he said sarcastically. I could understand why he would be so angry. This was supposed to be a special moment, and I’d just completely blacked out.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“Home? I want to see my dad.”

“No, to see Penny, our baby. And when we leave to go home, we’re taking this baby with us.”

“Okay, stop it. Ethan, I’m not stupid, I’m just exhausted. I want to see her…”

As Ethan was rolling me to the maternity ward, I looked around. I saw other mothers holding their babies in their wheelchairs. I couldn’t describe the feeling I felt, but it felt wrong. Penny was not my first priority. I wasn’t upset that I couldn’t remember the delivery. I knew I should be. I knew I should be happier than I was.

He stopped pushing me. I looked at him and he looked right. I turned and looked through the windows. I couldn’t really see. I struggled to stand up. Ethan grabbed my arm and my back to help.

There were so many babies. Was I supposed to automatically know which one was ours? Ethan pointed and said, “Fourth row down… three babies in. That’s Penny.”

I counted.

Holy shit, she was small.

They were all small, but Penny looked like a doll.

“Can we?” I looked up at Ethan.

He glanced around the room. “I think so… I mean, why not? She’s our baby.” He walked into the room and spoke to a nurse. She walked us over. The nurse picked her up.

I was scared. I didn’t want to drop her. I didn’t want to hold her too tightly or too lightly. Ethan grabbed her.

“Be careful, babe,” I said.

“She’s so soft,” Ethan said as he ran his finger down her cheek. I could have cried but I didn’t. I looked at Ethan. He was crying. It made me cry, too. My arms were shaking as I reached for her. Ethan never took his eyes off her as he placed her in my arms, and I melted. I started bawling my eyes out. She had blue eyes just like Ethan. She had curly hair like mine and a really tiny face. I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was mine and Ethan’s – both of us put together. I saw more in her than I saw of my parents in me.

She was so beautiful.

“She looks just like us,” I sobbed.

Ethan put his arm around my shoulder and rested his other hand on her head. “Make sure you hold her head up,” he said.

“Okay…” I placed my hand under his hand.

“Can you believe it?” he cried.

“We have to. She’s here.” I heard someone knocking on the window. It was Susan, Gary, and Stefan. I waved for them to come in.

“Only the parents are allowed,” the nurse who was watching the babies said.

There were hundreds of babies in this room, yet all but one faded into the periphery of my vision now that I had found little Penny. We brought her up to the window, Ethan cradling her while I wrapped one arm around his back and cupped her tiny face with the other. Susan was taking pictures of us through the glass. It was a beautiful moment; nearly perfect. We were missing my dad.

I couldn’t wait for him to see Penny.

It took a couple days before we could bring her home. I could already tell Penny loved car rides. I was in the passenger seat, but I couldn’t stop looking back at her. Her blinks were so slow. Her eyes wouldn’t fully open. She looked so comfortable, nestled in her little car seat. I didn’t want to move her.

“Shh, try not to wake her…” I said as Ethan pulled into our driveway. He was just so excited to get Penny home, to bring her into her house for the first time now that she was out in the world. Susan and Gary caravanned home and came in with us, cooing over Penny. Susan didn’t want to leave us. She was walking around the house making sure everything was babyproofed properly. She was questioning everything Gary had done to the house to help us prepare for the baby’s arrival

“There’s no beer and there’s no cigarettes. That’s good,” Susan said, but I could tell she was a little upset she couldn’t bum a cigarette. The price we paid for a house fit for Penny.

“We’re getting out of here, enjoy this time. It goes by fast, and they turn into him,” Gary said, pointing to Stefan who still never talked and was absorbed in his phone.

We took Penny to my room, where the crib was. We lay in bed with her in the middle. She didn’t really move much. The first thing I noticed was how much hair she had for being a few days old. I swore, as the minutes went by, her eyes got bigger and bigger. She had Ethan’s eyelashes. Long and full.

“I’m going to get my dad real quick… okay?” I whispered.

Ethan nodded while tickling her stomach.

I knocked on my dad’s room door. “Daddy? Daddy?” Nothing. Strange. I was surprised he wasn’t at the door when we first came in. I opened it all the way and walked in. His room looked clean– well, clean for him.

“Dad?” I said as I stood there. He wasn’t there.

Are you fucking kidding me? Where could he be? I looked everywhere.

“Hey, babe? I have no idea where my dad is,” I called to Ethan as I ran down the stairs. There were no empty beer cans. I didn’t see a carton of cigarettes, so he could have easily gone to the store, but he would have told me if he’d gone out. Why would he leave the day I was going into labor? I called his cell phone. No answer, but he never answered his phone. Whatever. He’d be back. There wasn’t anywhere he would have gone for long.

I came back into the room to lie down on the bed next to my baby and her daddy.

“Hi, baby,” I said.

“You find him?” Ethan asked.

“No… I think he may have gone to the store. The house is cleared of booze and cigs, even in his room,” I said.

“Weird,” he said, and stared at me. I was staring at Penny, but I could still feel his eyes on me. I looked up at him.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing, just watching you. I love this and I love you,” he said, smiling.

“I love you too,” I said, and kissed him.

She started crying.

“And now it starts…” My eyes widened at him smiling.

“We had a good five minutes,” Ethan joked while he picked her up.

“What do we do?” I asked.

“She’s either hungry, or we need to change her,” he said.

“Or both…” I laughed, taking her from Ethan.

“Maybe she just needs to be walked around,” I said. I put her on my chest and walked around the room.

Penny demanded our attention twenty-four seven. I had to breastfeed her every two hours, and when I wasn’t breastfeeding, I was pumping. There was always something to do. I was getting really overwhelmed. I wanted to walk outside. I wanted a break, but I’d only had her for a day – there was no break time.

“Why won’t she go back to sleep?” I complained.

“I don’t think babies know what sleep is at this age,” Ethan said. He put her in a rocking carriage someone got us at the baby shower. Thank God we’d had that shower. We were using each and every one of those gifts. In the back of my mind, I kept thinking of my dad. I was getting stressed out that it was the middle of the night, and he still hadn’t come home. I took advantage of not having Penny in my hands to call him, but still no answer.

“Babe, I really don’t know where he is. You think I should run over to Ingrid’s or call Susan?”

“It’s three in the morning. Let’s wait until tomorrow,” he said.

It was five in the morning when we were finally able to sleep. It was the best sleep of my life. I got up four hours later. I heard Penny screaming her lungs out downstairs. I couldn’t believe I’d slept so long. I rushed downstairs. The kitchen was a mess. There were baby things everywhere.

“Why didn’t you wake me up? I would have helped.” I grabbed Penny from him.

“You looked so pretty sleeping, and I know you really needed it. I mean, you just gave birth,” he said.

“Aw baby, it’s okay. Mommy’s up.” I attached Penny to my breast and looked into her beautiful blue eyes. I sat down on my dad’s chair, still thinking about him, but I had my own child in my hands. I couldn’t get my mind wrapped around that yet. I created this body. She was going to grow up into a person just like me – well, hopefully not just like me. I hoped she wouldn’t have to go through trauma like I had to. I hoped she just stayed this innocent and beautiful. I got teary-eyed looking at her.

“I used the rest of the bottles you pumped.”

“I’ll pump later,” I said, looking off, trying not to stress out. I didn’t want to transfer the stress to the baby.

“What’s wrong?” Ethan sat next to me, putting his arm around my shoulder and kissing my forehead.

“I just still can’t believe it,” I said. Ethan looked at her, too. “I really want my dad to see her. What if something happened to him?”

“Why don’t you call Susan?”

“Okay… pass me my phone.” Ethan went to go find it.

“How’s the beautiful baby girl?” Susan sounded so excited for me over the phone.

“Me or Penny?” I giggled.

“Very funny.” I could hear the eye roll in her voice.

“Penny is a beautiful mess. We’re tired, but she’s worth every second of it.”

“That’s so sweet. Well, let me know if you need a break, everyone at work will understand.”

“Thanks, but I was calling because I can’t find Dad. He never leaves the house, and the day he does is the same day I go into labor?”

“Huh, interesting.” Huh, interesting? Really? Even Susan should know this was fucking weird. “What did Ethan say?”

“To call you.”

“I don’t think you should worry about it. You have a newborn, Portia.”

“Dad hasn’t even seen her yet. He was so excited for us, and he’s just gone. I don’t get it.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.”

I was shocked. I knew Susan and Dad had their issues, but this was sort of a big deal.

“Susan, we need to find Dad. You just said if we needed help, you could help. Help!”

“Sure.” She hung up.

Okay. Well, that was weird.

Then Penny started crying again and I forgot about it.





Chapter 22

August 24, 2023

My dad had officially been missing for almost a week. No one cared, and it was pissing me off. Penny distracted me at first, but now it was time to get down to business. Where the hell was he? I decided to call the police. They didn’t come until five in the afternoon, though. I’d been up stressing since eight.

“Hi. I’m Portia Willows – Ethan, they’re here,” I called. He was upstairs with Penny. “We have a newborn,” I explained.

“Congratulations. I’m Detective Riley and this is Detective Jones,” he said. They weren’t in uniform, which was interesting.

“Thank you so much for coming.”

“Your father is Richard Willows?” he said.

I nodded as Detective Riley squinted at his phone and looked back up at me.

“According to my records, Richard Willows is deceased. Died in 2021.” He showed me the phone. I didn’t look at it. I didn’t need to. It was obviously a mistake.

I chuckled. “Definitely wrong, Detective Riley.”

Riley looked at Detective Jones and started talking. “So, your father didn’t die in a car accident with his wife and sixteen year-old daughter?”

“No. No. Now you’re getting confused. My mother and sister died in a car accident in 2021. My father was hurt, he was hospitalized for a week, and then he came home. He never really fully recovered, that’s why it’s so important that we find him.” I heard Ethan coming down the stairs behind me.

“I’ll take it from here, Detectives. Thank you for your time.” Ethan came down the stairs with the baby monitor in his hand. They started to leave.

“No, Ethan. What the hell are you doing? They don’t even have a picture of him yet to blast all over the news.” I grabbed the door. “Wait. Don’t leave!” I ran after the detectives.

They stopped. Something came over their radio. All I heard was static jibber jabber. They both looked at Ethan. Ethan nodded at them.

“Good luck, son,” Detective Riley said to Ethan.

“What the fuck?” I exclaimed. They left.

“Babe, you need to sit down,” Ethan ordered, taking me back inside. The door burst open. Oh, thank God, they’re back.

“No, it’s just us,” Susan said, walking in. Mr Torke and Ingrid appeared behind her. Okay, now actually what the fuck?

“Babe, they’re right. I should have told you the first time I met you…”

“They’re right about what?” I yelled.

“We should have all told you!” he cried. He walked across the room and picked up my computer.

“Babe… you’re scaring me. Do you know where my dad is?” I asked, terrified to know the answer because of how weird he was acting.

“I do,” he said, and started clicking away at the computer.

“Where?” I asked.

“The same place you sister and mom are,” he said.

“Then let’s go fucking get him!” I screamed.

He stood up and grabbed my arms and pushed me down on the chair in front of the computer screen. I didn’t even think about the cemetery. Penny started screaming.

“I got her.” Susan ran upstairs.

“I’ll help you.” Mr Torke followed.

“Listen to me, he’s dead. Just like them. He died with them almost five years ago. Look…” Ethan had tears in his eyes.

I looked. It was all of their obituaries. I saw my dad’s face right next to Mom’s and Piper’s.

It didn’t make any sense.

I didn’t like it.

I threw the top of the laptop down. Slamming it shut.

“How fucking dare you!” I screamed at Ethan.

“Portia. Listen, you have a baby now. You have to start living your real life. It’s just us now. Your dad was never here. I never met him.”

I paced the room and Ethan was circling me. “Stop talking,” I snapped.

“I truly wanted to help you, not for your social anxiety issues, but so you could stop hallucinating him–”

“Hallucinating? Fuck you!”

I did not hallucinate a human being for the last two years.

“My dad and I have been fighting because I haven’t told you. No one knew how to start…”

My mouth and eyes widened in shock. I didn’t know what to think or say.

What was real? What wasn’t? How could the father of my child do this to me?

“I’m so sorry. We all tried telling you in the hospital. I couldn’t bear to see you like that, that’s why I let you live like this,” Susan cried, walking down the stairs. Penny was in Mr Torke’s arms.

What the hell was she talking about?

“I’m really sorry, baby.” Ethan eyes were filled with water, his lips were quivering.

I stared deep into the icy blue eyes and took a deep breath. I guess a part of me knew – had known – but at the same time, there was no way he was right.

I shook my head, grabbed my keys, and left.

“Portia, where are you going?”

I ran to the car.

He followed as far as the front door.

“My dad is out there. There’s no way my whole family is gone!” I cried. I’ll prove it.

It was getting dark, so it was going to be harder to spot him. I remembered where he would go when he and Mom fought – the pool hall, the bar on the 58th. I was weaving down the roads, flashing my high beams at every human being. I needed to find him, and I had to find him fast. His disappearance had gotten everyone talking crazy.

I had so many questions that only Dad could answer

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“My memories aren’t making sense.”

“It’s okay. Just tell me what you see.”

“I remember someone – maybe Ethan – telling me my dad was dead. That he’d been dead. I remember Penny crying. Blood. I remember my dad. Blood. He was there, in the flesh and everything. I don’t know. Help me!” I screamed. I was done playing this game with her.

I wanted her to tell me what I was supposed to know.

My mind had played tricks on me before.

I wanted her to tell me what the hell was really going on.

“Your father is dead. He died in the car accident with the rest of your family four years ago. I wanted you to remember because if you unlocked that memory, you would unlock four years’ worth of memories. Things that you thought happened… most likely did not.”

“I don’t get it.”

“You don’t remember the doctor in the hospital telling you he was gone? You were right there, lying next to him. You watched him die. You don’t remember looking at the screen and watching his heart stop?”

Now my heart felt like it had stopped.

I did remember seeing that.

I did remember lying with him.

I remembered he was holding on tight.

I remembered him trying to talk to me before everything stopped.

His arm went limp.

The beeping.

It was the worst pain in my entire life. I couldn’t stop screaming. I couldn’t stop begging him to wake up.

“But he woke up after that?” I thought he did.

“No, he didn’t, Portia. Your mind tricked you into thinking he did.”

“For four years?”

“You should have been hospitalized then and there. The nurses knew you thought he was still alive. Everyone in your life knew you thought he was alive and chose not say anything to you, and for that, I am so sorry.” She seemed angry.

“Okay, but I remember blood on my dad’s face, leaving with him to the woods, and getting arrested with him. My dad did something. Right?” Holy fuck.

Silence.

“It was all me. There wasn’t any blood on my dad’s face.” I remembered crying over Ethan and dropping the bloody knife on the floor next to him. Those lifeless eyes were looking at me as I watched him die.

A flash of my bloody face over Ethan’s body, screaming.

October 11, 2021 – Night of the Accident

“Portia. It’s time. I’m sorry,” the nurse said.

Daddy looked so peaceful; I didn’t want to let go of his hand. “Can I stay?” I mumbled at the nurse. She nodded. I climbed on top of the hospital bed.

“Sure…” She went to the other side.

I put my hand on his cheeks. “His cheeks are really cold.”

“I know,” she said as she held some clicker.

I laid my head on his chest. I nodded. “Okay, do it,” I whispered the words, barely audible, giving her the permission to end my father’s life. My heart splintered, cracking open in ways I didn’t know were possible. The weight of it, the horror of what I had just agreed to, crushed me from the inside out. My chest tightened, as if my very soul was unraveling.

It felt wrong – every fiber of my being screamed against it, but there was no turning back now. I squeezed my eyes shut, unable to bear the sight of what was coming. The room felt suffocating, the silence unbearable. My breath hitched, shallow and broken. The tension grew until it felt like the air itself might shatter.

And then it happened. In the stillness, I felt him slip away. His presence, the faint, familiar pulse of his existence, vanished. The finality of it hit me like a tidal wave, ripping through me with such force I thought I might collapse under the weight of it. I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t. So I didn’t take it. I refused to accept this heartbreaking stillness.

“No. Stop. Stop! Don’t hurt him. No!”

That’s when other nurses came in and grabbed me. I saw the screen. That line going across the screen felt like it was piercing through my own heart. I couldn’t breathe. I began hyperventilating.

“Give them a minute,” the nurse who killed my father told the others. They let go of me. I rushed back to him. There was no way it happened that fast. I grabbed him and shook him to wake him up. His shoulders were so heavy, but I still lifted them over and over again.

“Daddy! Wake up! Daddy! DADDY!” I screamed. The nurses stood watching me crying as I turned to them. “HELP HIM!” They all left. I buried my head into his chest.

“Buddy…” Daddy!

“Dad?”

“Hey, you.” He could barely speak.

“Shh, it’s okay. I’m just glad you woke up. I knew you wouldn’t leave me too.”

August 25, 2023

I couldn’t find him anywhere. Not at the pool hall. So, I checked the woods. Whenever Mom and Dad would fight, he would drive an hour to go shooting or hunting. That was his getaway, but also the only place he could have gone that didn’t have cell service.

“Dad? Dad? Where are you?” I screamed for him, scanning the woods with my flashlight.

A computer screen on flatline kept popping up in my head. I kept seeing my dad’s face lying in a hospital bed.

They could not be right.

“Dad! Dad! Please come back. Please show me and them that you’re not dead!”

I kept screaming into the darkness.

“Is this about Penny? My baby? Dad, come on! We’ll figure it out. Just come back!” I cried. My voice was giving out. I fell down and crawled over to a tree. I kept whispering to myself, “No.” The visions of that session with Mr Torke. It was just me fighting with myself. I saw that now.

I cried harder when I envisioned Ethan’s face whenever Dad was in the room. I was always drinking for two. I was always talking to myself. All those times the three of us were drinking beers and smoking cigarettes…

It was just me and Ethan.

I was laughing and making jokes with no one.

I rested against a tree and closed my eyes.

“Wake up. Wake up, buddy.” My shoulder kept getting pushed into a tree. I opened my eyes.

“Daddy?” I mumbled, giving him the biggest hug in the world.

“What are you doing out here? You’re all dirty!” His eyes were filled with worry.

“Oh my God!” I cried, giving him the biggest hug in the world.

“I found you. Where have you been?”

“I needed some time.”

“I don’t even care. I’m just happy you’re back.” We laid against the tree in reality.





Chapter 23

Dad helped me get up, brushed debris off my back and pulled leaves out of my hair. “Ready to get back home?” He smiled. I nodded with tears in my eyes, embracing his warm body.

“I can’t wait for you to see Penny – unless…” I let go of him. “Was she the reason you left?”

“No, no sweetie. I can’t wait to see her.” We walked through the woods. He walked faster than me. I stopped for a second. I rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. He stopped and turned around.

“What are you doin’?”

I smiled and ran up to him and put my arm around his actual waist. I told him about being in labor and how for a second I completely forgot I had Penny.

“Oh, also, small thing. Everyone thinks you’re dead.” I finished catching him up.

He laughed. “Well, buddy. I’m not the same fun dad I was before. A part of me did die.”

“Well duh, a part of me died too, but even the cops were saying you died.”

“Portia…” He turned to me and bent down, so we were at the same eye level, just like he did when I was little, but this time he didn’t have to bend down as far.

“I had all these insane memories.” I cried.

“I’m never going to go anywhere. I’m never leaving you again. I love you and you are all I have left.”

I hugged him.

He was back.

In the flesh.

When we got to the house, it was empty.

Perfect.

I assumed Ethan had gone to his dad’s. Susan had probably left. Frankly, I didn’t care that they were gone. I was so happy for my dad to be back. My breasts were so sore because I needed to breastfeed.

The next morning, it was weird Ethan wasn’t next to me. He had practically moved in with me. We didn’t even have a conversation about it. It just happened once I got pregnant. Dad was fixing breakfast. It smelled so good.

“I’m so hungry,” I told Dad. I was so used to having to feed Penny in the morning and not having her there felt wrong. I wondered how Ethan was taking care of her by himself.

“Where are they?” Dad wondered. I looked across the street to see if their car was there.

“He’s probably at work and his dad is taking care of her.” I shrugged.

“Why isn’t he on paternity leave?”

“I don’t know, Dad. I’m just glad you’re back. They’ll be here.”

Dad and I were in the living room watching The Big Bang Theory when we heard the front door open.

“That’s them.” I punched my dad; he was falling asleep.

“Ethan?” Dad mumbled, waking up.

“And Penny.” I was so excited to see her. I rushed to the door, saw her, and grabbed her instantly.

“I missed you so much.” I kissed her forehead over and over again. Ethan walked in with a sulking look on his face. He looked defeated.

“Hey. You look happy,” he said, not looking me in the eye.

“Yeah, because my dad is right there! Weirdo.” I walked Penny over to my dad.

“No, he’s not Portia. No one is there.”

I ignored him, placing my baby into my dad, who was fully there.

“I don’t know what’s going on with him. Just ignore it. Be careful with her head,” I told my dad.

“She’s so beautiful,” my dad said. I loved this image. My dad holding Penny.

“Portia,” Ethan sternly said, standing afar.

“What? What is going on? Why aren’t you guys talking to each other?” Ethan was acting so weird.

“You said be careful with her head. Did you give your dad the baby?” he asked, still afar, emotionless.

“Duh.” I rolled my eyes.

“Portia, you’re breastfeeding her right now.” I looked down and Penny was attached to me.

I spent pretty much a whole day without Penny, and I wanted alone time with her now. I ignored Ethan and walked up the stairs, and my dad was standing there. I jumped.

“Can I hold her?” Dad asked.

“You want to hold her?”

“NO!” Ethan ran up the stairs as I was handing the baby over to my dad. Ethan took his place, grabbing her with intensity. He looked at me with tears in his eyes.

“We’re leaving.”

“What?”

He went to my room and started packing up the baby stuff.

“Ethan, what are you doing?”

“It’s too dangerous.” He was full-blown crying right now. I looked at my dad. Dad shrugged.

“Is he breaking up with you?” Dad asked.

“I don’t know. Are you breaking up with me?” His stature scared the hell out of me. I didn’t recognize this Ethan.

“No.” The suitcase, duffle bag, him crying. This sure looked like a breakup to me. “It’s all my fault. I can’t even be mad. It’s all my fault. I let it go on for too long. We’ve been together for one year and I just kept waiting for it to magically happen, and it’s not. I don’t know why I thought this baby was going to change things, but here you are, still hallucinating.”

“This again.” I shook my head in confusion.

“YOU WERE GOING TO DROP OUR BABY ON THE FLOOR!” I didn’t think Ethan’s voice could go that high.

“Ethan, you need help!” I told him. He rushed down the stairs with Penny.

“What’s happening?” my dad asked.

“You think it’s drugs? Maybe the stress from the baby. I see this kind of stuff on TV sometimes.” I watched through my window as Mr Torke opened the door, grabbed Penny from Ethan, and hugged him tightly. I had never seen them hug before.

“Mr Torke will sort him out. It’s okay, let them go.” My dad grabbed me back.

November 20, 2023

It wasn’t fine. Ethan never came back. The next couple weeks were hard and lonely. Everyone explained to me that Ethan just needed time. Mr Torke and Ingrid would come over to grab my breastmilk, which was awkward. No one acknowledged my dad; not like they ever really did, but now they didn’t even acknowledge me when I was talking to him.

It was heartbreaking, especially since Mr Torke wouldn’t say a word to me. I missed Penny. I started drinking and smoking again to deal with the fact that being a mother was just ripped away from me. I would look out the window and watch them. Ethan’s mom came into town to help with Penny. Not to mention, Maddie completely iced me out. I had no calls. I had nothing but my dad. He was worth it. He was worth all of it. Even though he would disappear here and there.

I didn’t look for him anymore because a part of me knew.

“What are you doing?” He handed me beer.

“Ethan’s mom just brought Penny home. I wonder where they went.”

“I still don’t understand why he left.” He sat down.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Are you going to fight for custody?” he huffed.

“I emailed Susan about it; she hasn’t gotten back to me yet.”

“Weird.”

“I’m thinking he’ll get over it. She’ll get older and ask where her mommy is, and he’ll say right across the street and bam, I’m a mother again.”

“And it’s all my fault…” Dad looked down.

“No, Dad. It’s not. Don’t think that. I don’t want you ever leaving me again.”

“I won’t, but just because I won’t leave you doesn’t mean you should leave your child.” Dad got up so fast like he was up to something.

“Dad?” He was pacing the room.

“March over there and demand your baby back,” he said.

“It’s not that easy. They think I’m crazy. They’ll send me off to a psych ward or something.”

“Then stop feeling bad for yourself. You’re drinking and smoking way more than I am. Go back to school.”

I didn’t drop out of UCLA on purpose; I just hadn’t signed up for any classes that fall. There was no way I could focus on anything except for how my baby was gone.

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“So, he came back?” Elizabeth was jotting notes in her little black book while my head was still trying to process everything.

“I need to see my dad,” I mumbled. Elizabeth looked behind me at the door.

“I think I can swing that.” Her eyes squinted for just a second.

“Swing what?”

“We can go see your family… together. Except this time, maybe you’ll remember everything.”

“Like how I hurt Ethan?” My heart sunk just asking that.

“Maybe.” Elizabeth looked down at her notes. We sat together in silence.

“Why me?” I asked, my voice trembling. I was so broken but the kind of brokenness that didn’t come with screaming or shattering glass. It was quiet, insidious. The kind that seeps in slowly, until you’re drowning in it

“I get called in on special cases. I don’t think people like you get treated fairly. People with mental health issues. The justice system gives innocent people the death penalty.” Tears formed in her eyes, but she blinked them away. “They put mentally ill patients in solitary. What happened to you is unfair and not your fault.” She choked. I nodded, not believing her.

“Just because I don’t remember something doesn’t mean it’s not my fault.”

She pressed a button on the camera. “Can you imagine yourself capable of hurting Ethan Torke physically?”

“No, never. I don’t even kill cockroaches or spiders. I would say, ‘Ask Piper,’ but you can’t.”

“All right, let’s go.” She hopped up.

“We’re leaving?”

“To St. Marshall’s. It’s time to see your family again.” She stood at the door, waiting for me to stand up. I couldn’t move.

I didn’t know if I was ready to go there yet.

“It’s okay…” She walked back over to me, putting her hand on my shoulder.

I stood up and followed her out.

“You should have done this four years ago.”





Chapter 24

I was silent on the drive, but Elizabeth let me smoke in her car.

“There’s still something you’re not telling me.” I blew smoke out the window.

“You just learned that your dad is dead. Has been dead. And you killed the father of your child.”

“I can tell there’s something else.”

She took a moment before glancing over at me. “Do you remember the first time you saw Ethan?” she asked.

“Yeah. At the store, he was smoking a Marlboro Red. He wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing. I was so anxious back then. I planned everything so perfectly. I knew no one would be at the liquor store at that time. He threw me. Changed my life.”

Seeing the cemetery took me back to bad memories. She stopped the car, took out the keys from the ignition

“I need a minute.”

My heart wasn’t just pounding – it was like a drum inside my chest, too loud, too fast, kind of like that first day he spoke to me. Thinking about Ethan helping me with my groceries and swinging on the porch swing helped. I got out of the car and walked slowly after as we made our way over to a building. I followed through the door and down corridors. Elizabeth flashed her badge as we walked through a second set of doors. A nice man at the front desk escorted us to the columbarium. I stopped at the doorway.

“You okay?” She pressed her lips together in a slight smile.

I took a deep breath, proceeded to follow them.

“The Willows are right over here. Piper Willows is at the top. Carol Willows in the middle.” I watched as he pointed to each plaque in turn.

I stared at my mother’s and sister’s names. “My family is in a fucking wall.”

“Looks like it.” Elizabeth looked at the plaques.

“Piper would have loved the fact that she was on top, though.” Elizabeth giggled.

I traced my fingers across her name on my tip toes and remembered.

Ten Years Ago

Piper was in so much pain. I thought she was dying. I was wiping away her tears.

“What’s happening to me?”

“Your appendix ruptured. You’re going to be okay; the ambulance is on its way.” I held her tightly as she latched onto me in pain.

“Where’s Mom?” she cried.

“On the phone with 911.”

Dad came running into the room with a warm towel and put it on her head. “My baby.” He lifted her so she could lay on him.

“Dad, she doesn’t have a headache. Her appendix busted.” She was screaming in pain. Mom was at the door, unable to look.

“How do you know that? They’re coming, baby. I promise they’ll be here any minute.” He was panicking.

“Because I read and pay attention, Dad.”

We heard the sirens. Mom ran downstairs. Piper was holding onto my hand so tight. I cried for her, feeling her pain.

“Look at me, Piper. You’re going to be scared because they are going to take you away from us, and they’re going to use all these medical instruments you’re not used to seeing, but you will be fine and back with us before you know it.”

“No. I’m so scared. Don’t leave me.” Her baby voice broke my heart.

“We are not leaving you. We will be right behind you,” Dad promised.

“You’re going to be at the hospital?” She knew that was the last place I would ever want to be. My little sister was in the most pain she probably ever felt, yet she was still worried about me and my stupid issues.

“Of course.”

“Then I know I’ll be okay.” She took deep breaths.

The paramedics took over.

January 16, 2025

I traced my fingers over the engraved Carol Willows and remembered.

Seven Years Ago

I was doing homework in my room and listening to ‘A Day to Remember’ when Mom knocked twice and then walked in.

“Hey, sweetie.”

“What do you want?”

“Heard you had a tough day at school today.” She sat on the edge of my bed. Fucking Piper telling her my business.

“It was just an anxiety attack… wasn’t my first and won’t be the last.”

She took a deep breath. I was interested to see why she cared this time. “If you want to be homeschooled, I’ll support that.”

I put down my book. I was shocked. I’d been asking since middle school.

“Really?”

“I didn’t realize how serious this all was. I made a call, and I’m going to get you on medication that will help ease whatever you have… I think.” This was Mom trying to make sense out of her daughter not being able to walk the halls at high school.

“Thanks, Mom, but I already talked to my counselor. I won’t be able to get into UCLA on time if I switch to homeschooling… that’s why I dropped the idea.” She put her hand on my thigh. Her eyes were watery.

“I love you. I want you to be able to talk to me. You don’t have to get your sister to tell me things.”

“I don’t. She just does.”

She smiled and came in for a hug. I smelled lavender and vanilla.

“I love you Mom.”

“I love you too, sweetie.”

January 16, 2025

Underneath theirs was the name Richard Willows. I looked away.

“You accepted that your mom and sister died five years ago, Portia. Why didn’t you accept your father did, too?”

“I don’t know…” My voice trailed off.

“I need you to understand something that will be hard. But I need you to stay strong,”

“What?”

“Your father is going to stay there.”

I had seen my dad wake up from the dead before.

I nodded anyway.

I was terrified to read his name. I knew he was dead, but I didn’t think I was ready to accept it.

“I’m right here.” Elizabeth assured me. I took a deep breath and stepped forward. I traced the engraved Richard Willows and remembered.

Six Years Ago

Dad was yelling at Piper for some reason. Piper fought with our parents at least three times a month, but this time Dad sounded really mad, so I decided to listen.

“What the hell is wrong with you? Smoking? Drinking? I should ground you for the rest of your fucking life.”

“I wasn’t. I was around people who were.” Piper wouldn’t smoke a cigarette, but she probably did drink a little.

“That doesn’t make it any better. I raised beautiful, smart children to make the right decisions. When you see someone pulling that shit, you walk away.”

“But Dad –”

“But nothing. You. Walk. Away. You are not going to this dance. You are not going to any football games. You’re in rehab for the next thirty days.”

“Rehab for not doing anything? For saying no?” Piper was livid.

Dad was being really harsh. I felt bad. I opened my door, they both stared at me in the hallway.

“That’s unfair, Dad,” I interjected.

“Stay out of it, Portia.”

“You’re just mad that I’m not like her. You don’t want me to have a life, just like her!” Piper yelled and stomped away.

“If it makes you feel any better, sis, Mom is always mad I’m not more like you.”

“Both of you. Rooms. Now. Before I start saying shit I regret.” He stomped down the stairs.

January 16, 2025

“This is where he’s been? This entire time?” My voice cracked, barely making it out. She nodded, and suddenly the ground beneath me seemed to tilt.

“So, what, I killed Ethan because he tried to tell me, and I didn’t believe him?” My words were frantic now, my chest tightening. I couldn’t breathe. My hands started to shake uncontrollably, my pulse hammered in my ears. I was not okay, like more than just my brain. My body did not feel okay. This was really happening.

“Portia, you okay?” Her voice felt muffled. The room spun. My legs buckled as everything blurred together, my heart pounding too fast, too hard. My skin felt cold – numb. I couldn’t catch my breath. I was gasping, but it wasn’t enough. Darkness crept in at the edges of my vision.

“Can we get some help over here?”

Complete darkness, but I heard, “WE NEED HELP! NOW!”





Chapter 25

October 11, 2021 – The Day of the Accident

Monday through Friday, at six forty-five am, I woke up in a panic. You’d think I would have gotten used to it after eighteen years. Instead, it just got worse. In the shower, I would try to get my bones to stop feeling numb. My hands would shake brushing my teeth. Makeup was out of the question. Getting dressed was a process. I didn’t mind too much about what I wore – it was one step closer to having to enter my nightmare.

I walked to school with headphones on. It was a normal day for me. At lunch, Piper met up with me in the library. It was the opening night of her play. I thought for sure she would be going around telling everyone about it, even though she didn’t need to. Everyone was going. Everyone loved Piper. They would have gone just to see her.

“Hey!” she practically screamed at me.

“What are you doing here? It’s the library. You have to be quiet.”

“I am being quiet,” she said loudly.

“You think you are because you’re not aware of your own voice. You naturally have a high tone, so you have to try extra hard to be quiet,” I whispered, demonstrating how she was supposed to talk.

“Okay, shut up. I came to tell you that after you left, we all agreed you don’t have to go tonight.”

“Really? I can go, Piper. Mom has made me do worse things. This isn’t the worst.”

“That’s not the point. The point is that Mom needs to respect your decisions. Anyway, I’d love to spend all of lunch with you, but… I don’t think my voice tone will allow it.” She smirked, and I giggled at her silliness. “After school, I have to go straight to hair and makeup, then dress rehearsal…”

“So, I won’t see you until tonight, I know. Good luck.” I was so proud of her, truly.

“Love you. Dad is buying you the good pizza, save me a piece.” She kissed my forehead. I pushed her away because people were starting to stare. I really wished I could go. I mean, I wished I could do a lot of things I couldn’t.

I was going to have to feel guilty about not going for the rest of my life.

No one was home when I got there – just the way I liked it, but I wondered where Dad was. I grabbed an apple, opened the drawer for the knife to cut it when the door flung open.

“Anyone here?” Dad yelled.

“Just me,” I yelled from the kitchen. I started cutting slices.

“Oh good, my favorite.” He kissed me on the cheek, grabbed a sliced apple.

“You have to stop saying that.”

“Yeah, yeah, look what I got!” My dad opened up his jacket. He was wearing a UCLA Dad shirt.

“You’re never wearing that in public. Ever.”

“Oh, come on…”

“I haven’t even accepted yet.”

“I told you, your mother and I are going to figure it out. Speaking of, Mom is working late.” Uh oh. This was not the day for her to be working late.

“What time are you guys leaving for the play?”

“It starts at seven. I don’t know. To be honest, I don’t think she is going to make it.”

“Is that why she wanted me to go so badly? So, it wouldn’t look awful that she’d skipped? Jesus, that woman.” I loved my mother, I really did, but sometimes I hated her. No, I hated the way she acted, but I loved her as a mother. She spent so much time judging me for my issues that she didn’t look at her own. She didn’t appreciate my dad as much as she should. Sometimes, it felt like she loved her job more than us. We all noticed, and I really didn’t think she cared.

“I don’t know. You’re not going. She is. I don’t care if I have to pick her up from her office myself and drag her out of there. Is there any beer?”

I loved the house by myself. It was perfect. Dad had ordered pizza. I watched romantic comedies. It was so great. I didn’t even think about how late it got, and no one had come home, or the fact that Piper didn’t text me about which guys came to the play or not.

There was someone knocking on the front door. I opened it slowly. I was still chewing a bite of pizza; I had just put the slice down on the dining room table on top of a napkin.

It was two policemen. “Portia Willows?” one of them asked, and I nodded, still chewing. They took off their hats. I knew something was wrong, so I kind of just went into a zone. I heard them say, “Your family were involved in a fatal car accident. Unfortunately, Carol and Piper Willows were confirmed dead at the scene, and Richard Willows is in critical condition at the hospital.”

I walked away to go pick up my slice and took another bite of my pizza.

“We are sorry for your loss. Can we take you to the hospital?” I took another bite and blinked my eyes at them.

“I’m sorry, what? They’re at a play right now.” I blinked at them, chewing.

“They were. Until a car cut them off and they flew into a tree.”

“Why don’t you come with us?” The other officer said. I dropped my pizza. One of them grabbed my hand and pulled me slowly out the front door. I followed.

“Dad,” was all I said. I sat in the back seat of the car. I didn’t cry. I didn’t ask what happened. I sat there, swallowing the rest of the pizza that was in my mouth.

When we got to the hospital, I ran up to my dad. His heart was stable. I laid next to him

“How did this happen?” I nonchalantly asked.

“A witness saw someone speeding around cars. And witnessed them swerve in front of them out of nowhere, and they ran into the tree,” a policeman said, never leaving my side. “We have all units looking for the car.”

I just looked at my dad with all these tubes going in and out of him everywhere. I grabbed his hand, promising to never let go.

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

My eyes fluttered open. Shining bright light in front of me. Oh my God, what happened? I was in a hospital bed. I sat up.

“Be careful,” Elizabeth pushed me back down gently. Rose Harper was at the door shaking her head at Elizabeth, who was sitting next to me.

“Portia, you okay?” She seemed so concerned. I didn’t even know what happened.

“Where am I?”

“What do you remember?”

“I swear that’s your favorite word.” Rose walked away. “We were just at the cemetery. My dad is dead. My mom and sister and,” I choked, “apparently Ethan.”

“You’re almost there.”

“What’s left to remember?”

“You know, you mentioned Ingrid a few times, not much, but you mentioned that she was obsessed with investigating the accident.”

I shrugged.

“There’s a detail in there that I promise will unlock everything, and you’ll be done. I promise.”

February 20, 2024

Ethan would visit with Penny for hours at a time once a week. Maybe more if I was lucky. I was just food to Ethan. His daughter’s mother. I could tell he’d fallen out of love with me. To be honest, that hurt more than losing Penny. I saw him coming over through my kitchen window. She was walking, barely, but she was toddling toward me. I rushed to the door.

“Oh my God! Look at you!” I bent down with a huge smile. “Hi baby.” I wrapped my arms around her tightly. “I am so proud of you. I missed you so much.” I kissed her forehead. “I love you, don’t ever forget how much I love you.” I picked her up.

“She needs to be fed,” Ethan stated.

“Still?”

“Yeah, my mom says it’s still a good idea.”

“Your mom is in town?” I had known, but I didn’t want it to seem like I was spying on them. Even though, I completely was.

“Yeah, I got a promotion, so I’ve been putting in more hours.”

“Ethan, come back home. Let’s get a place of our own and raise our baby like we planned. I miss you.”

He didn’t say anything, just pressed his lips together, and tears formed in his eyes.

“Can I take her just for one night? I can do it. I know I can.” I sat down in the chair in the living room and breastfed her.

“I have to ask my mom.” He sounded so different.

“Ethan, she is our child.”

“I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

“I miss her. Please.”

“…Okay. But I stay, too.”

I sighed in relief. “You get to stay with Mommy tonight.” I kissed her forehead, crying.

Ethan walked around the house. I knew what he was doing. He was trying to see if I’d been cleaning and doing my chores. I totally had. Ever since becoming a mother, some instincts just kicked in.

“I see you went back to drinking, and I smell you went back to smoking.” He tapped his fingers on the table. I rolled my eyes, and I pulled Penny away from my boobs and pulled my shirt back down.

“Wait. Don’t say anything. You’re going to blame it on your dad.” He looked over at the television. “Does your father mind if I change the channel? Is he sitting on the couch right now?” I didn’t recognize this Ethan. I stood up and grabbed Penny’s toy and threw it at his head.

He dodged it. “Where is he, Portia?” he asked so cold.

“You know what, take her. I am not doing this.”

“Well. When you decide to accept the truth, let me know. Your daughter will be waiting.” He grabbed her. Penny started crying. My heart started to constrict. I’d never felt anything like this before. This wasn’t Ethan. This wasn’t happening. I slid down the cabinets and sobbed on the kitchen floor. My dad never came down to see if I was okay. The pain of being alone was overwhelming. The pain of everyone abandoning me was overwhelming.

Ethan was gone.

Penny was gone.

Mom and Piper were gone.

My dad… was gone.

January 16, 2025

They released me to my original room. So much has changed since I first walked in.

“What did you do this past year?” The video camera was on. I didn’t answer. I stared at the corner on the wall, wondering what I did.

“Portia?”

My heart started to beat a little faster.

“I don’t remember.” I stopped and stared at her and the camera.

“You don’t remember what you did this past year?”

I shook my head.

“Portia, this part is really important. This case is most likely going to trial. This past year plays a pivotal role in what gets you free.”

“I think that’s when I forgot about Penny,” I muttered. “Ethan betrayed me. He took Penny away from me. It broke me, and then the rest is just a blur. I think I just went back to living my life.”

“You started school again?”

“Yes. I was happy. I think.”

August 20, 2024

“Dad! Sheldon is about to do his acceptance speech! Hurry up!” I yelled. Series finale of The Big Bang Theory. Second best episode. The first was the pilot. Big deal in the Willow house. I was holding two beers and about to light a cigarette.

“Is Amy doing hers?” Dad yelled back.

“Yes! You’re going to miss it. Hurry!”

“You got me a beer?”

“Duh. Come on.” He rushed over and plopped down next to me.

We cuddled watching Sheldon’s speech. When Sheldon said “Their babies would be smart and beautiful,” I sat up from my dad. My heart started to race. A baby flashed in my brain.

“I love that about you. You always watch this like it’s the first time.” He looked at me, totally making fun of me.

“Yeah, just love it so much.” I smiled but then my smile dropped. What was that?

“You ever thought about going back to school?” Dad asked.

“Yeah. I have. It would give me something else to do because what are we going to watch now?” I kind of joked.

When it finished, it was sad. I was sad. I walked over to the kitchen while the acapella version of The Big Bang Theory theme played. I caught a glimpse of Sarah in the window. I’d been seeing her a lot recently by looking through the window. I walked up to get a better look.

“Holy shit.”

“What?” Dad got up and walked over to me. We both saw Sarah holding hands with a toddler.

“Did Sarah have a baby?” I asked.

“I guess so.”

I walked away.

“Are you sad because the show’s over or because you miss Ethan? If it’s the show, we can start over and watch your favorite episode?”

What happened?





Chapter 26

January 15, 2025 – Night of the Crime

It was the most normal day around five pm. I was cleaning up the house, reminiscing about when I first met Ethan, like I always did. It sucked not really knowing what happened between us. I just remembered one day we looked at each other across the street and it was like we were complete strangers. It reminded me of the time when we had just lost Mom and Piper. The house was so dark and grim.

“Hey, Dad, why’d you have to get in that stupid accident?” I took a break from cleaning and sat down on the couch next to him.

“I wish I saw that guy or girl coming so fast. I could have prepared for it and pulled over. It happened so quickly.” He never told me that before.

“Dad, I was just talking. I didn’t mean like actually why.”

“I killed my wife and my daughter.”

“Dad. Stop. Don’t talk like that. You got cut off and swerved into a tree. That’s not your fault.”

“Did the police ever find out who was driving?” he wondered all of sudden.

“You okay? What’s going on?”

“I don’t think so. I think I’m finally ready to confront it.”

“Confront what? I don’t get it.”

“Never mind.” Dad’s eyes were sunk in. He was losing weight. He was drinking a lot more, going through more than one pack of cigarettes a day. Something was going on with him.

Knock knock knock.

“Ingrid.”

Knock knock knock.

“Ingrid.”

Knock knock knock.

“Ingrid.”

She opened the door with a smile on her face.

“I bet you can’t wait to do that with little Penny when she gets older.”

“What?” She walked into her house. Was Ingrid going senile? About time. I was surprised she made it this long. She was almost ninety.

“I mean, that’s why you named her, right?” she said, still widely smiling.

“Named who?” I asked, scared that I was about to confirm Ingrid was actually getting dementia.

“Portia, you okay?”

“I was just going to ask you the same thing. I’m fine. What’s going on with you?” She stared at me like she knew I was lying.

“Okay. Got me. I’m thinking about the night of the accident.” I looked away. It had been a minute since we talked about it.

“Aw, I bet Ethan taking her away from you brought all those emotions back. I’m so sorry, honey. He’ll come around, I promise.”

“Taking who away?”

She stood up. “Portia, you have a baby,” she snapped.

“Psh.” I laughed so hard. I actually needed that laugh. I had been sad all day. She walked over to her phone to make a call.

“Ingrid, are you okay? I don’t have a baby! That would be insane!”

“Ethan, we have a problem.” I overheard her say.

“Why are you calling Ethan?” I wondered while walking around her house.

“Hi, Susan, it’s Ingrid. Can you go over to Portia’s?” Now, she’s calling Susan?

I ignored all of it while stepping into her office. I hoped she didn’t think I was invading her privacy. Dad wanted answers and I knew Ingrid would have them.

“Hey, I’m looking for the police reports of the accident.” I turned around and she was standing right there.

“Shit. You scared me. Sorry, I won’t mess anything up. You know where they are? Dad’s finally talking about it.”

“Yeah, they’re right here.” She sniffled, then opened a drawer. She handed me a stack of papers. Holy shit. I grabbed them. It was heavy.

“Thank you.” We both stared at each other. I left the room. I didn’t have time for this.

“Portia, wait.”

“Tell Ethan I said hi. And I miss him. Don’t tell Susan that.” I walked back home.

I walked in my door looking through the reports. So far, there wasn’t anything I didn’t already know. I sat at the dining room table. Ingrid had something circled. A few things circled. What was she doing?

“Dad. Something weird is going down here.” My heart started to pound. She circled words like witness, young white male, 92 mph. Well yeah, I bet that. That was ninety percent of this town. I didn’t even know why I cared. Dad appeared next to me. We both shuffled through all the reports.

“Portia, Ingrid had an idea on who it was.” I turned to look at my dad. He held up a piece of paper. I held up a piece of paper. It was a picture of Ethan and Mr Torke with scribbled notes on the back. Dad and I both gasped.

Was here the night of.

Sister was in play.

Call Maddie about Sarah?

Never see Charles’ car anymore.

Where is car?

His dad helped?

“No way. He wasn’t here yet.”

“He probably came down with his mom to see Sarah in the play,” Dad suggested.

“This cannot be happening. Let me think…”

“That son of a bitch.” Dad shook his head and paced the living room. I paced, thinking.

“Dad, do you remember what the car looked like?” I went back over to the report.

“Black something…” Dad tried to remember.

“Black Mercedes. 2012.” It was right there in the report.

I marched across the street and straight to their backyard. Dad was behind me.

I saw the blue tarp. I struggled to find the edge. Dad looked around too. We both pulled the tarp off. It felt like a shard hit my neck.

“This is it,” Dad mumbled. I don’t get it. I don’t get it. I turned around. Ethan and Mr Torke were standing staring at us with nothing to say. Ingrid was holding this random little girl. I couldn’t say anything. I just slowly shook my head at Ethan. I walked back home with my heart shattered.

“I’m going to kill him.” Dad slammed the door coming in behind me.

“How did I miss this?” I sat down on my couch, shut my eyes and cried.

There was a knock on the door and then it cracked open. I turned to look.

“Can we sit?” Ethan picked up this little girl. And walked over to the couch.

“Hi, Mommy.” My eyes widened at her, then Ethan, then back at her. I had never seen this baby before.

“Ethan, what’s going on?” I cried. The little girl came over to me.

“Don’t cry, Mommy. It’s okay.” She climbed on top of my legs like she knew me. Her small arms hugged me. Ethan and I stared at her. We had a baby? I mouthed to him. He nodded slowly. Everything was so fucked. I hugged her back and then put her down because I started hyperventilating.

Ethan grabbed me. “Take slow deep breaths.” He rubbed my arms.

“Don’t touch me!” He let go. “It was you.”

“Let me explain.”

“My dad is gone, isn’t he?” My eyes were so swollen, but I saw that little girl playing through my blurred vision.

“Yes. And it’s all my fault,” he cried. My hands started to jitter, like, really fast, not like usual.

“What’s her name?”

“Penny.”

I gasp.

“Four years ago, the night of the play, Mom and I flew here to see Sarah. I didn’t want to go. Mom was making me. There’s a lot about my past I haven’t been honest about. I was going through a really hard time back in Florida. Wrong friends. I was depressed, lonely. I did petty crimes. I was drinking every day. Terrible brother to Sarah. After the play, Sarah and I got in a fight. Mom and Dad were taking her side. So I took my dad’s car and left the school. Angry.” He choked on his words.

“Did you know who I was?”

“I knew you lived across the street from my dad. And was his student. I had to apologize to you in-person. I had to live up to what I did.”

My heart stopped. When my dad and I were looking down on him from the upstairs window, he did look nervous. I looked at the kitchen just to see if my dad was there, and he was. And he was seething.

January 16, 2025 – The Arrest

“I’m very proud of you. You’ve made tremendous strides.”

“No, no, something is still not right. I’m getting confused on when I stopped seeing my dad. Or if I ever did. Or if he was there or wasn’t. I’m getting a headache.” I pressed my hands against my head. I started crying and rocking. “No, no, no.”

“We’re almost done. Tell me now how you feel about Ethan?”

“I love him. He’s a better parent than I could ever be. He’s everything to me. That’s why I don’t understand how all that could have been his fault. Why didn’t he tell me? How could I not know? I forgot about the driver who cut them off because it didn’t really matter. How could I forget the most important things that have happened to me?”

“It’s not your fault you thought your dad was alive. People just didn’t know how to deal with it. It’s not your fault Ethan didn’t tell you the truth. All this trauma was way too much for you to handle, for anyone to handle.”

“If they had, do you think I still would have hallucinated my dad?”

“There’s no way to tell. PTSD looks different on everyone, especially with someone who already struggled with extreme social anxiety disorder.”

My head started to hurt again. This time, it was excruciating. I scrunched up my face and buried my head in my hands. I fell down to the floor. My heart was pumping so hard. I had chills all over my body.

I shook my head.

“We are so close, Portia.”

I kept shaking my head. All of sudden, my hands turned into fist. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t. I just want to go home.” I cried. “Can we please stop?” I started digging my nails into my skin. I wanted out of my body.

“She’s fine. I got it.” She kept telling the nurse that, but this time, I really did want help.

“Talk to me. I know you’re in pain. I’m right here. Just talk it out.”

“Why? Why? Why? I hurt Ethan. I know. I did something really bad, but how?” I stood up and started screaming at the top of my lungs. She was still telling the nurses not to come to me.

“What? What, Elizabeth? Just tell me! Stop all this. Why are you doing this to me? I was fine. I was doing just fine. Now, my whole family is dead because of the one guy I ever loved. I forgot that I had a fucking daughter. Everyone helped me live this lie and now I am going to jail.” I gave up. “Just take me. I don’t care. I just want this all to stop.”

“Portia. Do you want to see your daughter again?”

I dropped to the floor, holding my stomach and rolling back and forth, trying to not feel whatever was happening to me.

“You love her, right?”

I screamed. I grabbed my hair with my hands. I couldn’t even see straight. My eyes were so swollen. “Yes.”

“Then get up and remember.”

I tried to focus. I took long deep breaths. We had to take it back old school to whenever I was having panic attacks. Name four things you can touch.

“Remember,” she said. I grabbed the edge of the couch with my left hand.

“Remember.” I grabbed the folder in front of me with my right hand.

“Remember.” I grabbed her notebook with my left hand.

“Remember.” I grabbed both of her wrists with both of my hands. She leaned forward to me, so close our faces are mere inches away from each other.

“Okay.”





Chapter 27

January 15, 2025

I kept looking at my dad because I was worried about him hearing this. I looked at Penny, who seemed preoccupied with literally any shiny thing. Ethan continued talking.

“I truly fell in love with you, Portia. You got better and we started a family…” I stared at him blankly. “I never loved someone so much in my entire life. I still love you. I love all of you. Since the moment I first saw you, which made it even harder for me to tell you the truth.”

He knelt at my feet, sobbing. I backed up, still not taking it in. As he cried, I thought about all this time. I thought about letting him into my house. I thought about him being nervous, and I knew something was up, and I didn’t say anything. Ingrid knew something was up, and I didn’t pry. Mr Torke made it so obvious. How did I not see this? I got up and I paced. My head started to hurt. My heart started to pound. I had chills running through my body. It got so hot. I hit my head with my fist over and over again. I got up and walked over to the kitchen, trying to catch my breath. My body felt strange, dark – rage building, coursing through my veins.

Before I could process it, my dad exploded into the room with a knife.

“Portia, NO!” Ethan shouted in terror. The knife plunged into Ethan’s chest. Penny’s scream pierced through the entire house. Blood sprayed across living room walls. Ethan crumpled, gurgling, choking on his own blood as he staggered towards the kitchen, his legs failing him.

But my dad didn’t stop. He kept plunging the blade into Ethan’s body, each strike deep, passionate and brutal.

Susan stumbled in, and the moment she saw what was happening, a screech ripped out of her throat. I stood frozen, watching as my dad drove the blade down again and again.

Blood pooled around Ethan, thick and dark, seeping into the cracks between the kitchen tiles. He gasped, blood gushing from his mouth, spitting out words I could barely understand.

“Get Penny… out of here,” he choked, barely able to form the words through the blood bubbling up from his throat.

Ethan stumbled backward, leaving bloody handprints on the walls as he tried to crawl away, but my dad followed, relentless.

Susan clutched Penny close to her chest, her phone slipping from her blood-slick fingers as she fumbled to call for help.

And I just stood there. Watching.

Ethan’s body finally gave out, collapsing.

My dad didn’t stop.

I covered my mouth, my hands shaking as I stared at Ethan’s mangled body. Blood was everywhere – on my dad’s clothes, on the floor, even splattered across the walls. For the first time, I realized what was actually happening. Dad was killing him.

“DAD! STOP! STOP!” I screamed at him. He was so angry and so heavy. It was so hard to get him to stop. But I got the knife away from him. I put myself between my dad and Ethan. Dad fell to the other side.

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” I hugged Ethan so tight. My tears dropped on his face. He held up his hand and placed it on my cheek. His hand cupped my face, and my hand cupped his.

“We were supposed to have a family and a future. I love you. I’m so sorry!” I cried into his neck. His blood stuck to me.

“I…” Ethan said, choking on his own blood.

“Portia, we need to go!” Dad yelled to me. I ignored him.

“Love…” Ethan muttered.

“Shh, it’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.”

“You,” he said as his body got heavy.

His hand slipped from my cheek. Just like that, he was gone. Dad grabbed my hand and pulled me out of there.

“We got to go.” Dad picked me up.

January 16, 2025 – Six Hours Later

“How could I do something like that?” It didn’t make any sense.

“You did good.”

“No, I… I… I can’t even say it.”

“Good news. You’re almost done. Rose has mostly everything she needs to know to represent you.” Rose?

“I don’t feel anything.”

“I can’t even imagine what you must be going through right now. I need to ask you a couple more questions.” Her voice sounded like she was underwater. I nodded.

“If your father hadn’t been in your head that night, how would you have reacted to learning Ethan was responsible for the accident?”

How could I even answer that?

“I don’t know. I loved him. He was everything to me. He made me so happy.” Tears started flowing. “It still doesn’t make sense to me. He was the father of my child. I think I would… I know I would… I would have never hurt him.”

“Do you feel remorse for what you claim your father did?”

I nodded. “Now that I think about it, I don’t even think my real dad would have reacted that way.”

“Okay. That’s it. You’re done.” She closed her notebook, turned off the video camera.

“What do you mean I’m done?”

“I have to take all of this to the DA’s office.”

“Okay. Do I go home now?”

“No.”

As they marched me through the halls, my wrists locked behind my back, a cold shiver ran through me. The further we went, the more suffocating it became. The walls were gray, bare concrete stretching endlessly in either direction, and the fluorescent lights overhead flickered. Every step echoed, a sharp click that bounced off the walls, as if mocking the emptiness.

They took me down further, at least four floors deep. The deeper we went, the more the walls seemed to close in, narrowing until they felt like they were pressing against my skin. There were no windows – nothing but solid, cold concrete on every side, trapping me. Each step felt like I was descending into some hidden, forsaken part of the world.

I passed by doors with thick metal plates, tiny slots for food trays, some of them smeared with stains that I didn’t want to think about. The silence was unnerving, interrupted only by the occasional, far-off scream or the dull thud of something hitting the walls from inside one of the cells.

This wasn’t like any psych ward I had seen or imagined. This was containment. This was punishment.

February 1, 2025

If anyone tells you that you’ll get used to solitary, they’re lying. Elizabeth kept me in the loop about Penny. Rose Harper came to visit me to ask me the same questions over and over again. I was charged with second-degree murder. It might change depending on Elizabeth’s recordings.

Honestly, I was guilty. Call it whatever you want. I deserved to spend the rest of my life in this room. I took pill after pill. I was exhausted all the time. I sometimes slept for over twenty-four hours.

I had dreams that my family was still alive. They were painful.

The door cracked open. It was Elizabeth. I smiled and sat cross-legged on the bed. She had a bunch of papers in her hands.

“Hi.” Her pity for me was obvious. It was disgusting to look at.

“Stop.”

“Stop what?” She brought in a chair and sat down.

“With that face. You feel bad for me, but don’t. I deserve this.”

“You do not. Stop thinking that way.”

“Thinking that way makes it a lot easier.”

“We’re going to get you out of here. No one can stop talking about your case. It’s on the news.”

“No way?”

“Look.” She handed me newspapers and a printed out article from the LA Times that read: Young Girl Hallucinates Dead Father for Four Years.

“Great. I’m going to be a laughingstock.” I tossed them back at her.

“This time, the media is working in your favor. No one can understand why people let you live like that for so long.”

“None of that matters. I killed Ethan. That’s a fact.”

“But you thought your dad did it.”

I looked over to the side. A moment went by.

“Hey, I wanted to ask you something, off the record.” She scooted closer to me. I winced at the sound of the chair screeching across the concrete. “You ever see your dad again? In here?”

I shook my head.

“Why do you think that is?”

I shrugged. “Because I know he’s gone. Trust me. I want to see him again. I tried. I call out for him. Nothing.”

“It’s probably the medication.”

“I hate taking it. I don’t feel anything.”

“That’s what they do.” Elizabeth sighed.

I knew there was something she wasn’t telling me. “You know, it’s okay if you don’t get me out…”

“I know. But I will. I promise.”

“You can’t promise me that. Rose doesn’t promise me anything. None of this would be happening if I had just remembered.”

“No. None of this would be happening if the people in your life were honest with you.”

“I’m tired,” I yawned.

“Okay. Get some sleep and stay safe in here, okay?” I nodded while laying down.

“Sweetie. Sweetie.” A whisper. I woke up but was still half asleep. I saw my dad’s face. I backed away.

“No. No. Dad. No.” I had taken my pills. What the hell was going on?

“I’m back, honey.” He smiled. What did Elizabeth do to me?

I looked at him, but he looked… different. I knew he wasn’t supposed to be here. I knew something was wrong. I started crying.

“Don’t be scared.”

“Dad, you have to go.”

“Why? Haven’t you missed me?”

“Of course, I have!”

“Then come here.” He reached out his hands to me.

“You are not here.” I pushed him away from me, and just like that, he disappeared. I started crying.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. Come back. Come back. Please.” I stood up. I twirled. Nothing. “Dad, I’m sorry.”

He came through the wall, but he was like a ghost this time. I couldn’t touch him. I couldn’t feel him. I could barely see him.

“Dad?”

He didn’t speak.

“Daddy!” He solidified again and went to hug me. I hugged him back and cried in his arms. I held him so tight. When I left his arms, I looked him in his eyes. And he disappeared just like that.

My head started pounding. The room felt like it was closing in on me. My arms went numb. My knees became weak.

I collapsed screaming. I punched the walls. I kicked the bed. I banged my head against the door over and over again. Eventually, I knocked myself out.





Chapter 28

May 24, 2025 – The Trial

“Fuck no. Not wearing that.”

“You want to wear those white scrubs to court?” Rose snaps. She wants me to wear slacks, a blazer, and a button-up. Gross. My mom never wore clothes like this, and she had to look professional at all times.

I snatch them and start changing in front of her.

“You nervous?” she asks.

“No, I’m restless. I’ve been waiting for this day for months.”

“We all have. It’s a media frenzy at the courthouse right now. Are you prepared?”

“You mean to have a bunch of cameras in face? Of course. I do it every day.” I finish buttoning up my shirt.

Rose holds up the blazer for me. “You look great.”

I take a deep breath. “I am nervous to see Penny though.”

“I bet.” She squeezes my shoulders. “Come on, we don’t want to be late.”

“Is Elizabeth going to be there?”

“She better be, or you’re getting the death penalty.”

“Not funny.”

I have one thing to focus on. Put one foot in front of the other. Walk forward, head down. Elizabeth and Rose will take care of the rest. They will guide me. I choose to focus on my black boots. Rose insisted they have a heel. I dig my heels into the floormat, I make a dent. We are getting closer to the courthouse. I can feel it. The palpitations start again.

Don’t look up. One thing to fixate on. My black boots, my heels, the floormat. Easy enough until the car door opens.

The sound hits me like a wave, and I’m immediately dragged under water, flipping over and over, breath squeezed from my lungs. My black boots are lost beneath me. This is what they call “the press.” I see why. They close in like a tidal wave, threatening to drag me under and pull me apart.

“Back up. Back up. Give her room. I said back up!” Rose screams, pushing them away from me. Looking at my black boots isn’t working. The microphones are shoved in front of my face. Some get so close, their saliva flicks my shoulders.

“Why did you do it?”

Black boots.

“Who helped you?”

Walk.

“Are you sorry?”

One foot in front of another.

“Did you know what you were doing?”

Heel. Toe. Heel. Toe

“How do you hallucinate your dad for four years?”

My heels tremble against the pavement.

“Is there any correlation to the car accident that killed your entire family?”

My black boots stop. I meet this reporter’s eye. Rose pulls me away so quickly I don’t hear the rest of the question. But I don’t have to. A fleeting moment, deadly.

Elizabeth’s on my left working to guard me from the advancing media, their insistence like a swarm of bees, every question stings. Rose is on my right. Rose Harper, my tenacious lawyer. She scares the shit out of me and everyone else she talks to except Elizabeth. She doesn’t scare Elizabeth.

“Just look down and walk,” Elizabeth softly whispers in my ear. Her voice gives me a sense of peace, like it always has. I feel like I can make it to the inside of the courtroom without vomiting. There are so many of them. How did everyone find out so fast? I just found out. Now, it feels like the whole world is surrounding me with their cameras and questions I want to answer but can’t find the words to explain. None of them are a simple yes or no. But I want them all to know the truth. I need them to know the truth.

“Don’t say a word. Keep walking,” Rose instructs me. It feels like the steps to the courthouse are five hundred miles long. When we finally go through the doors, it feels like silence even though the sounds of heels walking fast on the granite rubs my ears the wrong way. There are long hallways. Everyone doing their job. It’s like any procedural TV show I ever watched in my life.

“I wish I could tell you the worst part is over,” Rose warns me. Great.

“I’m right here.” Elizabeth gently places her hand on my shoulder. My lips press against each other, my eyes widen. I want to smile but I can’t, or I’ll cry. I scrunch my lips together as my eyes water. She rubs my back, looking at me the same way. Tears fall.

The courtroom is just like on television except not as nice and holds way more people. I see everyone I know walking in – Susan, Gary, their kids. Shouldn’t they be in school? Ingrid. It all started with her. Maddie and her mother. Mr Torke, Michelle, Sarah, and Penny.

There seems to be hundreds of people here, but all I see is her. If my heart could physically break out of my chest and roll down the courtroom aisle, it would. There is a lot of chatter, like a classroom before the bell rings. I close my eyes once I sit down with Rose. Elizabeth slides into one of the rows behind us. Rose starts taking out paperwork from her briefcase. Police officers stand on the perimeters, like soldiers. My legs begin to shake. Rose presses the end of her pen on my knee.

“All rise.”

We all rise.

This is really about to happen. I look over at Penny. Tears pool in my eyes. How did I get here? I used to be a high school student who didn’t talk to anyone. Now I’m in a courtroom trying not to go to jail. I can’t hold it together. Tears keep coming down, and I keep wiping them away. I want to be strong.

Rose approaches the jury. Everyone looks at how high her heels are. She has a remote in her hand and presses a button. It’s a family photo of Mom, Dad, and Pipes – we’re all smiling. I can’t look.

“This is Portia Willows. She was eighteen years-old when her entire family died in a car accident caused by Ethan Torke. She has extreme social anxiety disorder, meaning it is paralyzing for her to be in public. She did not have any friends. She never went anywhere. The only people she ever talked to are in that photo.”

She pauses. “Now they are gone. On top of her extreme social anxiety disorder, Portia suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder. Doctors, who are here and whose testimony you will hear in the coming days, say that it is extremely likely for someone with these characteristics to develop psychosis and a dissociative state when left untreated.”

She stops and looks every juror in the eye. “It was left untreated, all right. For four years. Ladies and gentlemen, for four years.” She holds up her right hand. “Portia Willows was hallucinating her father because her mind couldn’t fathom that her entire world was gone because of this man.” She holds up a photo of Ethan. “Because he decided to drive recklessly, cutting off the Willows, causing them to plummet into a tree, crushing Portia’s world. But we are not presenting that case. What we are presenting is that he had a plan to apologize and admit what he did… but he didn’t. Fine, don’t tell her that it was your fault. You guys can understand that, right? But can you understand not telling her that no one was living in the house with her? That the father she introduces to her boyfriend, no one else can see? Instead, Ethan Torke took advantage of this vulnerable young woman. They conceived a child.”

She pauses. “Eventually, the truth comes out. Portia strikes. Yeah, she did. She attacked Ethan Torke, and it was brutal, and she is extremely remorseful.” She looks over at me. I’m already crying because of the photo. “But what did you expect would happen? She was sick. Not just Ethan, but everyone in her life took advantage of that. Of her.” She nods and walks away.

Richard Samson. The Torke’s lawyer. I remember because Richard is, was, my dad’s name.

“Ethan Torke made a mistake four years ago. But Ethan gave Portia a life. He may not have apologized at the time, but what he did for her was so much more than words. He did favors for her. He would clean her house…”

What? He helped me clean twice. I think.

“He took care of her. Portia was an alcoholic.” Alcoholic is dramatic but okay. “She drank and smoked cigarettes every single day. She was not the innocent, shy girl the prosecution is making her out to be. Ethan took her under his wing. He saw a broken girl who was not taking care of herself, and he helped her, he tried to get her help, he got her to stop drinking and smoking. He never told her the truth about the accident because he recognized her fragile state. Instead, he apologized in actions. Along the way, they fell in love, and they did conceive a child – a child that she abandoned.”

He stops right in front of the jury. All twelve of them look at me like I’m a monster. “They claim Portia ‘forgot’ she had a child. How is that even possible? Are we going to use mental illness as an excuse again? Just because someone doesn’t see things the same way the rest of us do does not mean they get off. At the end of the day, Portia Willows took a knife and stabbed Ethan fifteen times. Fifteen times.” I cannot stop crying. This is brutal. I want it to stop. I don’t see the point. I’m pleading guilty – just take me to jail. I won’t be a good mother to Penny, anyway.

A police officer is taking the stand. I recognize him, but can’t remember why.

“Detective Riley, you were called to the Willows house August 24, 2023, for a missing person report.”

“That’s correct.”

“But you didn’t make the report?” Rose asked.

“No.”

“Why?”

He looked down. “Because the report was for Richard Willows, who was already deceased. We told Ms. Willows, but she didn’t believe us.”

“How was Ms. Willows? The house? Anything out of the ordinary?”

“Portia was clearly upset. Someone she cared about was missing. I remember her boyfriend, the victim, was there.”

“Did he tell you that his girlfriend thought her deceased father was still alive?”

“Objection, leading!” Richard Samson yells.

“Why leave?” Rose asks.

“Excuse me?” Detective Riley looks confused.

“Portia was in distress. A young boy tells you to leave, and you left. Were you sure she was safe? Did you establish Ethan wasn’t a threat? Why would you take his word that everything was okay, and Ms. Willows was safe?”

Detective Riley coughs. “We had another call – a burglary. He seemed like he had it all handled. We left in a hurry.”

“No further questions, your honor.” Rose stomps back.

“What just happened?” I whisper to Rose.

“He’s an unreliable witness. His testimony is trash.” She throws down her pen.

Another police officer takes the stand. It was the police officer who arrested Da – me,

when I fled.

“What kind of state was Portia in when you arrested her?” Rose asks.

“Complete hysterics. She kept screaming at her father. She was under the impression we were arresting him as well and that we had put him in the back seat next to her.”

“Was that all that happened?”

“No.”

“What else did she say?”

“She asked where Ethan Torke was.” The courtroom erupts in whispers.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but you were arresting her for the murder of Ethan?”

“Yes.”

“Was she aware she had just committed that crime?”

“No. She had no idea why she was getting arrested and definitely was not aware she had hurt Ethan.”

“No further questions, your honor.” Rose smiles and sits down.

Richard stands. He nods to the Torkes. They take Penny out of the room. I watch her leave, again. I turn back around and gasp.

“Can you please explain this photo to me, Detective?” I put my hand over my mouth. I have never seen all the crime scene photos. I put my head down. I feel everyone’s eyes on me.

Rose whispers, “Keep it up. Everyone is watching.” Is this all a game to her? I had really done all those horrible things to him.

“Oh God.” I can’t stop crying. The jury is staring at me.

The pictures show blood everywhere.

All over my living room, dining room, front door.

My house is a bloodbath.

“With this amount of blood, do you think Portia Willows intended to murder Ethan Torke?”

“Objection, speculation,” Rose speaks.

“No further questions.”

I didn’t. I swear I didn’t.

Then it was Elizabeth’s turn on the stand. I take a deep breath. I want this to be over so badly. It’s just getting started.

“Why were you called to this case, Dr Smith?” Rose asks.

“I am a forensic psychiatrist. We get called by the LAPD to handle the assessment of a mentally disordered offender. Portia was obviously mentally ill. I wanted to find out why before we talked about what happened.”

“You recorded everything, correct?”

“Yes.” Everyone turns their attention to the screen.

It’s me. It’s me but distorted – like I’m watching a version of myself through a grainy screen. My reflection is smudged with dirt and exhaustion. My skin looks sallow, and my eyes glazed over, as if life has drained out of them. I look sick. I see a stranger in my own skin. This version of me feels distant, disconnected, like an echo of who I used to be, trapped behind the cold glass, unreachable.

“This is when I first examined her. She had no idea where she was, who I was, or what happened in the last four years – which is common when an additional trauma occurs with an already traumatized individual.” They play the tape.

“My name is Dr Elizabeth Smith. I’m a forensic psychiatrist with the LAPD. I’m here to help you. I am not going to hurt you. So, you don’t know why you’re here?”

I shake my head.

“Whenever you’re ready, I want you to tell me what happened.”

Rose mutes the tape. I keep staring at myself.

“Basically, your job, and I’ll say it like this for the jury’s sake, is to make sure she is not faking?”

“Correct.”

“After these hours of interviews, recordings, and tests, what is your ultimate, expert opinion?”

“Portia Willows has extreme social anxiety disorder. She gets a physical reaction when out in public. It was left untreated. Loss of memory is just one symptom. What’s even more common is post-partum depression. All of this combined was too much for Portia’s brain to handle. So, her brain shut it all out. When Ethan told her the accident was his fault, everything came back. The attack on Ethan was not performed by Portia Willows. It wasn’t even her deceased dad as she had claimed. It was her illness, left untreated.”

“Thank you.” Rose shuts off the video and joins me again at the table. It had been playing the whole time.

“Are we going to watch all of it? I don’t want everyone to see me like that,” I whisper to Rose.

“No. The jury will on their own.”

“Dr Smith, how long before this was recorded had Ms Willows stabbed Ethan?” Richard asks.

“About six hours. Give or take.”

“Did she have any recollection of what happened?”

“No.”

“So, she had no idea why this toddler was covered in blood?” Richard presses a button.

I gasp again. Who could have taken that picture? My little Penny in Susan’s arms screaming, covered in blood. Make it stop.

“I can’t do this anymore. Please. Please.” I start crying again, this time loudly and uncontrollably.

“Get it together,” Rose whispers. I guess this time, I’m not as sympathetic.

“Is everything okay, counsel?” the judge asks Rose.

“Yes. She’s fine. May I ask that we take that photo down?”

“Of course.” The judge nods to Richard, who continues with Elizabeth.

“Dr Elizabeth Smith, you have been an outstanding forensic psychiatrist for over fifteen years, but what happened in 2012?”

“Objection. Permission to approach.” Rose stomps her way to the bench with Richard. Something is going on. Papers are being passed. Rose comes back, not looking happy. The judge motions for Elizabeth to answer.

“My sister got arrested for holding up a liquor store. She was schizophrenic.” Members of the jury exchange glances.

“Did she get out?”

“No. She killed herself in jail.” The jury gasps.

Oh my God. Poor Elizabeth.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I can’t imagine how that feels. You couldn’t help her. But you can help Portia Willows?”

“It wasn’t the same. I am doing my job,” Elizabeth snaps.

“Was your job to coerce Portia into acting crazier than she was?”

“No.”

“You took Portia to the cemetery to visit her deceased relatives?”

“So, she could remember on her own.”

“And what happened after?” She was so fast with her last answers.

“She went into medic shock and had a seizure.” Everyone gasps. Rose’s face doesn’t hitch.

“It’s very unusual for a patient to leave a criminal hospital. Did you give Portia special treatment?”

“Why are they doing this to her?” I look at Rose. She is stone cold staring at Elizabeth.

“Of course not. It was the most efficient way to treat the patient. We were running out of time, and she needed to remember!” I had never seen her this emotional.

“Pull it together,” Rose mutters, rubbing her pen between her lips, staring at her.

“Can you tell me the difference between treating and assessing?”

“I had the opportunity to do both, so I took it.” She regains her strength.

“Answer the question, please.”

“Treating is putting her through cognitive therapy, revisiting places so she could remember on her own and get a sense of reality back. Assessing is only asking questions and recording, writing up a report, and giving it to the LAPD.”

“What is in your job description to do?”

“Assess Portia Willows.”

“As, per her own testimony, Dr Smith was treating Portia Willows, and it should be obvious to the court that she was not an impartial assessor, I request these recordings be thrown out.”

“Sustained.”

“No.” She lost it again.

Rose drops her head.





Chapter 29

“What the fuck was that?” Rose yells at Elizabeth in the breakroom during recess.

“I did my job. This has nothing to do with my sister.”

“This has everything to do with your sister. If I had known there was a sister, I could have prepared for it. This case is built on you, Elizabeth. She is going to jail. Now, you couldn’t save two people you care about.” Rose marches off. Elizabeth rests her head on the wall.

“I’m sorry,” I say to her.

“No, I’m sorry.”

“No, I meant I’m sorry about your sister.”

“Thanks, but it has nothing to do with how I treated your case. Whatever happens, Portia, I won’t stop fighting for you.” She smiles and I smile back. It’s time to go back in.

My character witnesses take the stand next.

Maddie: “When I met her in grade school, I knew she wasn’t like us. There was something extremely wrong with her. Piper never treated her differently or anything like that. But I knew she should be getting help or something. I knew that even at six years-old.”

Maddie’s mother: “I could never tell her mother to put that girl on medication, but all the parents knew she ought to be. Portia was having panic attacks once a week in school. Everyone would hear about it. She never lived a normal life. Ever.”

Ingrid: “Portia is the smartest, sweetest young girl I ever met. I felt so bad for her, even before the accident happened. She was the black sheep of the family. I witnessed it. I witnessed everyone go out and live their lives while Portia was at home reading and watching TV. She was a lot like me in that way. When her family died, I didn’t know what was going to happen. Ethan was great and he gave her something really special. That’s why I kept my snooping to myself. I realized it didn’t matter. They needed each other. I couldn’t deny their love, the love they had for each other.”

Larry: “I didn’t think it was any of my business to tell her that her dad wasn’t alive. She was just a customer, but she was special because she was sweet and wouldn’t cause any harm to anyone. She barely talked. Someone says hi to her, she doesn’t say anything back. This is all unbelievable.”

Nurse Lily: “Ethan and Portia were the most in love couple that were getting ready to have a baby. I was so happy for them. They were the type of couple that I knew could get through everything. I saw how they treated each other from the very beginning of her pregnancy. They took care of each other. She loved Penny.”

Susan: “Portia’s mother would complain about her all the time. ‘Portia can’t do this. Portia won’t do this. I just don’t understand. Did I mess up as a mother?’ I told her no. It’s just a phase. Your daughter will grow out of it. I went through a shy phase. Everyone has social anxiety when they’re younger. I didn’t know how bad it was. I didn’t know how to deal with the situation. I take full responsibility. This is my fault. Portia didn’t kill Ethan. I did.”

When it is the defense’s turn, Mr Torke takes the stand. Even looking at him makes me anxious. His expression is the same as when Ethan and I had told him I was pregnant.

“When did Ethan tell you he’d met Portia?” Rose asks.

“He didn’t tell me right away.”

“Why?”

“I think he was processing the situation himself.”

“If he would have told you right away, what would have said to him?”

“Leave that girl alone.”

“Because you helped him get away with causing the accident.” Everyone gasps. Rose had told Elizabeth to keep that to ourselves until this moment.

“He was just a kid,” he cries.

“No further questions, your honor.”

Richard stands up and walks over to the stand. “Ethan struggled with depression and alcoholism growing up, correct?”

“Yes. He took my divorce pretty hard.”

“You were protective of Ethan but also trusted him?”

“What is this? Therapy?” Rose says to herself as she leans back in her chair.

“Counselor Harper.” The judge is not a fan of Rose.

“Sorry, your honor.”

“You wanted Ethan to be happy, and you offered your home and a chance at forgiveness?” Richard asks. Rose rolls her eyes. “Maybe redemption. He was owed that second chance. You thought?” Rose raises her arms in disbelief. I don’t get it.

“Yes.”

“You wanted to help Ethan and Portia?”

“That’s all we wanted to do from the very beginning. There was never any intention to harm Portia.”

Rose raises her hand. “Objection. Relevance?” She is getting frustrated.

“Sustained. Get to the point,” the judge orders.

“What did you see when you walked into the Willows house January 15 at nine fifteen pm?”

He breaks down crying. “It was horrifying. I heard Penny’s cries in the corner. Susan was hiding her, kneeling down. Penny was buried in her chest. I didn’t see Ethan at first, just blood and Susan’s watery eyes. She shook her head at me. The look on her face.” I put my head down. Out of everything I’ve done, the worst thing was making my daughter witness her mom kill her dad. “I knew. I knew it was bad. I turned around, just–” He breaks down crying again.

“Take your time.”

“I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.” He looks at me. Ironic.

Their character witnesses take the stand.

Sarah: “Everyone knows I wasn’t the biggest fan of Ethan. His problems made him a really shitty brother. But he didn’t deserve to die. We knew it was a bad idea. We tried to tell him, but he was just so in love and obsessed with her. I felt bad for her. I didn’t think she was capable of something like this, but my mother always told me, ‘Be careful of the quiet ones.’”

Michelle: “As soon as I met her, I saw what Ethan saw in her. I also saw a very sick woman. Ethan made a lot of mistakes in his life. He wasn’t always responsible, but it was good. What he did was wrong, but I didn’t want him to throw away his life. I told him to start over and he did. He needed forgiveness though. That’s what I assumed he was doing, but then I just felt so bad for him. He didn’t really know how to help her, but he was so in love. And a great father. She could have hurt Penny if she kept hallucinating, so he did the right thing. Now he’s gone. My baby is gone.”

I’m outside smoking a cigarette with two policemen. The jury is deliberating. I can’t focus on anything except Ethan’s last words. Rose is talking to the press while I am in a hiding spot at the side of the building.

Elizabeth comes to find me. “There you are.”

“This is where they took me to smoke.”

“You did great.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Still. I know that wasn’t easy.”

“What’s going to happen? Am I going to go back to solitary?”

“I don’t know. It could go either way with these types of cases.”

“The crazy ones.”

“You’re not crazy. You’re sick. You’ve gotten better and will continue to.”

“Time to go,” one of the policemen with handcuffs ready to put on me says.

“Will the foreperson please stand,” the judge requests.

A young, bald, white man rises from the jurors’ box. “We, the jury, find the defendant guilty of second-degree murder,” he announces. Everyone in the courtroom makes a different sound. Some people are happy, some people are upset. I am nothing.

I lower my head. The judge continues, “The defendant is sentenced to fifteen years in prison, with the possibility of parole.”

That is all I need to hear. I’m not returning to my solitary room – I am going to prison. For fifteen years.

“This is good,” Rose whispers.

“Will Penny be able to visit me?”

“It’s up to the Torke’s.” Well. That’s a no. Her phone rings. Detective Witford calling. “I got to take this. You’ll be okay, Portia Willows.” I smile. She hugs me.





Chapter 30

April 22, 2035 – 10 Years Later

The bookstore is packed. I’m so nervous, hiding in the aisles so none of the people will see me.

“MOM! Mom, mom, mom! You would not believe who is out there!” Penny runs around the corner so quick. It scares me out of my nerves. She’s just started putting on makeup. I’m still not used to it.

“Yeah, everyone! And I am freaking out!” I tell her. Squeezing my hands together. She grabs them and pulls me closer to her.

“This isn’t going to help. But Kaley-Fucking-Cuoco is out there!”

“WHAT? After I’m done losing my shit, you’re in trouble for cussing!” I twirl around and silently scream, then silently jump. Penny starts jumping with me. Of course, I’m going to make my kid obsessed with The Big Bang Theory.

“Get this. I told her that I was named after her!” She pretty much screeches in my ear. Maddie, who is now my publicist, comes around the corner.

“You ready?”

“Not anymore!” I freak out.

“Okay, but she’s not here for you. She was just in the bookstore. I convinced her to stay and watch your reading.” Penny tells me.

“Oh my God…” I toss my head back. Penny shakes me in excitement.

“I hate to break this, whatever this is, but you gonna introduce your mom?” Maddie looks to Penny.

“Where’s the microphone? Ah!” Penny leaves me quickly. She couldn’t be more opposite of how I was when I was her age. She is the most fearless twelve year-old I have ever seen. The Torke’s did a great job raising her while I was away. When I got out early four years ago, I spent every second trying to undo the damage I caused. Right now, it is all coming full circle. And I have to go out there and tell a bunch of strangers all about it.

I wait in the aisle as I hear Penny speak so confidently into the microphone.

“Most of you know my mom for not-so-great things, but she’s the strongest woman I ever met in my life, and if you’ve read her memoir, like you probably have, since you’re here, you would understand why. She fought for me. Not just for me but others dealing with PTSD, grief, social anxiety. She fights for those that can’t fight for themselves. She’s changing lives with her story, and I hope you all continue to support her. She is the best, most coolest mom ever, and I know my dad will be proud of her today…”

Knock knock knock. I heard a knock on the bookshelf to my left. I turned my head towards the sound. That was weird.

“Portia.”

Knock knock knock on the bookshelf to my right.

“Portia.”

Knock knock knock. I turn around.

“Portia.”

Ethan.

“She became a little firecracker didn’t she?” He smiles out at her. The air vanishes from my lungs.

“Without further ado, my mom, Portia Willows!” Everyone claps.

“I am so proud of you,” he says, inches away from me. A rush of heat spreads through my body.

“Go,” he whispers. “I’m not going anywhere.” He smiles at me. I smile back.
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