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CONTENT WARNING


Please note: This novel contains themes of graphic violence, sexual assault, animal death, and drug addiction. Reader discretion is advised.






NIGHTTIME IN ARIZONA


LARISSA

I wake to a loud noise, and then the baby kicks.

Or maybe the baby kicked first.

I’m disoriented.

Back when I had cheerleading practice in the afternoons, I used to be able to catnap. I’d sleep for forty-five minutes exactly, didn’t need to set an alarm, and would wake refreshed.

But now I nap all the time. And the naps aren’t restful. They disorient me.

I roll over, off my left side, and stare at the ceiling. Above me are half-peeled-away superhero stickers and glow-in-the-dark plastic stars.

This isn’t my room. This is Todd’s room.

These last few weeks I’ve been napping in here. I do this knowing that after Mom and Dad make him sit for dinner, Todd will run up to his room. He’ll evict me so he can play video games, and I won’t mistakenly sleep through the night. A little-brother alarm clock. With no snooze button because I’m not allowed to punch him.

But tonight is different.

What was that sound that woke me?

There are some more noises, downstairs in the den, and the fogginess in my head clears a bit as I realize why my heart’s racing.

There are people in my house.

What does that mean, though? “People.” This could be a pregnancy-brain nap dream; I’ve had them before. Anxiety is turning into a heaviness in my belly, the weight of the baby pinning me down to the bed.

It’s possible that I’m safe and my baby is safe and the loud sound that’s woken us both was in my head, part of a dream.

But still, I lie here in my partial sleep paralysis and strain to listen.

There are always people in the house, Larissa, I try reasoning with myself.

They’re called your family.

But the sounds downstairs aren’t family sounds.

I can hear them, unfamiliar voices and heavy footsteps.

It’s not Mom’s knitting circle. Those are on the weekends. Todd doesn’t have any friends, so it’s not like he has people over. If it were Dad’s buddies, the neighborhood’s low-stakes poker brigade, they’d be in the garage and—

“She’s not in her room!” a voice yells. Whoever it is, they’re down the hall. They’re on the second floor with me.

Who is that? It’s not an adult voice. It’s a boy’s voice. A boy my age. I don’t recognize who, though. It’s not one of my friends or any of Brendan’s friends I can remember.

“She has to be here,” another voice answers him from downstairs. A girl’s voice. “We would have seen her leave!”

There are young people in my house, young people who I don’t know … I try to quickly think of a plausible reason they could be here.

I haven’t been to school in weeks. I’m not going back until the baby’s here, maybe never. I get all my assignments via Google Drive.

Is this the senior prank?

No. It’s not that. And it’s not Brendan coming over, insisting to see me when my parents won’t allow it.

I hear a floorboard creak in the hallway.

There’s somebody headed this way.

The tendrils of sleep that have been holding me to Todd’s twin bed release, and moving is no longer a problem.

I rise from the bed the best I can, feeling heavy, my sore back and swollen belly slowing me down.

I used to be in good shape. No, not good shape; I used to be in great shape. Better shape than most of the athletes we cheer alongside.

I love the baby already, even though we haven’t met, but I hate the way the baby makes my body feel.

Downstairs, there’s the shuffle-thud of somebody moving furniture. This is serious. I think we’re being robbed.

Angling my head over, I look out Todd’s bedroom window to see if there’s another car in the driveway. But I can’t see much with the blinds closed. I can tell that it’s dark outside and the streetlights are on. Maybe Todd never came upstairs after dinner. Maybe he was watching TV in the den and fell asleep. Maybe it’s the middle of the night, 3:00 a.m. or something. That would make more sense; you’d wait until the dead of night to rob a house.

I look around Todd’s room.

There’s a lot of crap in here, and if I start digging through sock drawers, I’m afraid I’ll make a lot of noise, set off a toy that beeps or talks or lights up.

I can’t let them hear me.

Then I see it: the baseball bat.

I move toward it, arm outstretched, fingers moving, shaking, in a way I can’t control.

At least the carpet of Todd’s room silences my footsteps, even if there are crumbs and Legos and—

“Please! Just stop this,” my mom says from downstairs. “Tell us what you want.”

The house is so quiet, I have no problem hearing her. She doesn’t yell; instead, she talks clearly and calmly.

But I can hear in her voice that my mom’s scared.

And that terrifies me.

But what the girl, the female intruder, says in response makes it even worse:

“We’re here for your daughter.”

The playfulness in the girl’s voice causes the bat in my hand, already slick with my sleep sweat, to tremble.

I can hear Mom, but where’s Dad? Have they done something to him? Where’s Todd? What could these two teenagers have possibly done to make my mom plead with them like that? What was the sound that woke me? The sound that caused the baby to—

“Come out, chicky,” the voice down the hall says, and I firm up my grip. Did I make a noise? Does he know I’m in here, or is he just guessing?

It’s not a full-size bat. Todd is not a baseball kid. He’s small for his age, a twelve-year-old who looks like he’s nine or ten. I call him a small, big nerd. This miniature souvenir bat was a giveaway from a Diamondbacks game dad took us to …

The footsteps creep toward my brother’s bedroom. But then they stop, step into my parent’s room for a moment, and then continue to the second-floor bathroom.

The guy searching for me doesn’t know where I am.

But he’s one door away.

I need to hide. I take two big steps and get behind the bedroom door, trying to make myself as flat as I can, thirty-two weeks pregnant.

“Hurry up, Chuck,” the girl downstairs yells.

Upchuck? Chuck? I know a Chuck. Kind of. Or at least there was a Chuck in some of my classes, when I had classes. Charles during roll call, Chuck to his friends. I wasn’t one of his friends. We didn’t talk much. He was one of those “put your head down on the desk halfway through the test and take the zero”–type kids.

“Just keep going without me,” Chuck says to her. “I’ll be down in a second.”

“Ooooh-kay,” the girl yells, in the same tone she had before. Sadistic. Cartoon sadistic. Theater-kid theatricality.

“Wait, don’t!” my mom yells.

Then there are the sounds of fists and muffled grunting. Someone who’s been gagged trying to cry out from behind fabric.

My mom starts crying and screaming, no more words, but she’s loud enough that she drowns out the other sounds.

The baby kicks again, and I’m not properly braced for it. My bladder almost lets go. Then it does a little, just a few drips.

I’m listening so intently to Mom’s screams, trying not to cry, that I don’t even see Chuck push through the doorway and his shadow slip into Todd’s room.

“There you are,” the figure says. He finds me easily in the low light slanting through the windows.

I had the element of surprise, and I let myself get distracted.

This person in my house is wearing a black long-sleeved shirt and some kind of black hood over his head. A canvas mask or … maybe a pillowcase. There are eyeholes cut in the sheet and something securing the hood around his neck, a belt or a dog collar.

“I got her, Kells,” the guy yells, angling his face toward the other side of the door. “Kill the rest of them.”

Kells? Kill?

The words hit me like a blast of arctic air. Wake me even further.

Seeing Chuck here, in the orange of the streetlight and the green glow of the stickers on the ceiling, I’m no longer afraid.

I’m angry. Because whoever this is—whether he’s the Chuck from school or a strange Chuck who’s wandered in off the street—they look ridiculous. And they’re hurting my family.

I rage forward, not noticing until I’m almost on top of him that he’s got a weapon in his hand. It’s an old-timey revolver, looks like a prop from a movie about the Wild West but smells like extinguished birthday candles as I get closer.

Gunpowder.

He begins to level the gun.

“Wait, we—” Chuck says to me, but I don’t let him finish. And I don’t let him pull the trigger.

I try to remember what we learned in elementary-school gym class. I try to swing through the ball.

Wait, is that baseball, or is it golf?

In cheer we didn’t do baton routines; the competitions have been phasing them out, too old-fashioned. The emphasis now is on tumbling. On how high you can toss your flyers. But we should have used batons in our routines. I would have been good at it.

Chuck’s head bounces once where I hit him across the temple. Or maybe I hit him in the cheek and chin. It’s hard to tell with the sheet covering his face.

Then his head bounces a second time as it connects with the corner of Todd’s desk.

Todd’s computer monitor is jostled out of sleep mode, and the whole room is cast in a blue light. I breathe for a second, the video-game-character desktop background staring at me as I look down at Chuck.

“What was that?” the girl asks from downstairs.

Kells. Short for Kelly? A friend of Chuck? The girlfriend of Chuck? The two of them always making out in the hallways? Yes, that sounds familiar, but try as I might, I can’t picture either of their faces. I used to care about these things. Used to keep tabs on everyone, even the seat-fillers, the untouchables, but things change. I’ve grown a lot in the last few months. As my body’s grown and transformed, so has my thinking. I can’t be bothered worrying about and judging other people.

In the light of the monitor, I readjust my stance so I’m standing over Chuck’s head. He’s been knocked unconscious, his eyelids fluttering under the holes in his mask.

Downstairs, Mom’s screams have turned to ragged sobs.

I hit Chuck again.

Whack.

And I don’t stop hitting him until the sheet is concave and my back hurts the worst it has in weeks.

“Get away from him!” The girl is not downstairs anymore. She’s climbed the stairs and is in the room with me, an inch from my ear.

She’s dressed just like her boyfriend is. Was?

I’m trembling and crying, and I just want to see my mom and know she’s all right.

“What did you do?” the girl screams at me, the fabric of her own pillowcase mask sucking in so I can see the outline of her mouth.

I run at her, too tired and frantic to aim correctly, so I just collide into her. I have both hands holding the end of the bat out like a blunt javelin, so as we clash, I hear aluminum running across the top of the girl’s teeth.

She tries to scream but can’t with her mouth full.

That’s when the pain blooms. There’s no gunshot, because the girl—“Kells”—doesn’t have a gun. She’s armed with a knife, and she’s stabbed me in the side. It hurts. But realizing where it hurts is worse than the pain itself.

I look down, see a dark spot spreading along the pleats in my maternity top.

No. They won’t take this from me. Not after everything with Brendan and the arguments and the decisions and finishing school remotely and my dad looking at me like …

I roar, drop my shoulder, and flatten the girl into the door to Todd’s bedroom. The doorknob jabs her in the spine, and she hisses in my ear.

I ram into her again with my shoulder.

Something drops away into the shadows.

But it’s not the knife. I catch the blue-white glint of a phone’s screen as it falls, face up, onto the carpet.

Kells is … filming this? Whatever she’s been doing downstairs with my mom, coming up here to stab me? She’s had her phone’s camera recording?

But there’s no time to consider what that could mean, who the video could be for. I readjust my elbows, trying to keep the knife away. I can’t let her stab me—stab us—again.

I flip the end of the bat over, clip her in the chin with the hard metal bulb at the end, then lay the skinny part of the bat, the grip, across her neck.

I hold it there.

The girl tries to swear at me but can’t manage more than a few syllables as I press down, hard, all the muscles in my back and shoulders that I’ve let go slack over the last few months called back into action.

You know how much upper-body strength it takes to throw someone into the air? High enough to win a championship?

Kells does now.

Spittle starts to stain the pillowcase over her mouth, turning the black fabric even darker. She drops the knife, and I count to ten before I let the pressure off, her not moving, neck bent, held against the door.

I look at my little brother’s room, the two bodies that I’ve made, and I want to do a lot of things. I want to freak out. I want to find where my phone’s tangled up in Todd’s sheets and call the cops. I want to say something cool like “You picked the wrong house,” like I would if this were a TV show. Because if it were a TV show, it wouldn’t be real.

I want to sit down, because I don’t know if I’ve ever been in this much pain, holding my side where the knife went in. Which isn’t near the baby. At least I don’t think it is. I pray it’s not.

But I can’t do any of those things because the first thing I want to do is to make sure my family is okay.

I don’t move out of Todd’s room. First, I listen. I can’t hear any more footsteps or yelling between home invaders and decide that there’s nobody else in the house who’s not supposed to be. That it was just these two.

I limp out of the room, my side hurting, and listen again at the top-floor landing. No more voices. No more heavy footsteps … but also no more sounds from my mom.

I lean against the banister, taking the stairs down into the den, and I don’t even get all the way to the bottom of the stairwell before I see the worst thing I’ve ever seen.

There are harsh shadows; the floor lamp and end-table lamps are tipped over, lampshades angled up.

Todd, small for his age, has been stuffed into some kind of sack, possibly carried in it to where he lies now. There’s blood leaking through the fabric, and his legs stick out the mouth of the bag, pale and still.

My dad—I can tell it’s him from his work shirt—is lying face down beside the coffee table. The tabletop’s shattered, and there’s glass underneath him.

His hands are tied behind his back, his knees bent and feet behind them. One of the throw pillows from the couch has been placed over the back of his head, and there’s a quarter-size hole in the pillow, black singe marks around the hole.

That was the sound that woke me. The baby and I heard the gunshot that killed my dad.

I need to descend the bottom two steps and go farther into the den to find my mom.

She’s been stabbed. She’s always warm in the house, so she never wears sleeves. There are puckered slash marks all down her arms, dark splotches across the front of her blouse.

They’ve killed them. These two nobodies, literal nobody loser NPCs from a school I don’t even go to anymore. They’ve killed my whole family.

And then my mom breathes, the suddenness of it like she’s startled herself awake.

She’s alive!

“Mom!” I say, my voice cracking even on the small word. I’m so ashamed we ever fought. That there was ever a gap in understanding between us, that there was ever a Brendan to get in the way and make me forget that I love my mom and I love my dad and I even love Todd. Just as much as I love the baby that I so badly want to see.

I need to call for help. My mom probably has her phone in her pocket, but I can’t risk moving her; some of the cuts on her arms and chest look really deep. There’s the handset in the kitchen. I can go grab that and …

“You’ve made a real mess of this whole night, you know that?” the voice behind me says. It’s flat. The tone of it not even angry, more disappointed. And unlike the other two intruders, I can’t tell if this is an adult or someone my own age.

He’s been waiting down here for me. Moving quietly, not yelling and stomping around like the other two.

I turn.

And he’s not wearing a black outfit like a cat burglar or a hood or anything else stupid like that.

And I know him.

Then he raises something, another gun, and there’s a spark, and I don’t even hear the sound of the shot that kills me.

The last thing I feel is the baby kick.






ONEAARON



Olivia’s tongue pushes forward, and I have to open my mouth wider to accommodate.

I’m not enjoying this.

To pass the time while we kiss, I try to think of whether I’ve ever enjoyed it.

But I can’t remember an instance. Especially not with the other thoughts fighting for my attention.

Normally I’m quite the multitasker. I’ve never been tested, but I imagine I’d score somewhere on the spectrum of genius with my ability to hold simultaneous pieces of information in my mind.

But even I’m not enough of a prodigy to separate the sensation of Olivia’s teeth clicking against mine from the image of Chuck last night, a yawning hole in the side of his face when I lifted his mask.

Larissa Coates had done that with a baseball bat shorter than my forearm.

She’d knocked half his teeth out. Which will mean it’ll be harder to identify Chuck from his dental records. If Charles Lang had ever gone to the dentist, that is. He seemed to lack in the personal-hygiene department.

Just as I’m starting to get comfortable with the shape of Olivia’s tongue, the thin veins of its underside, she exhales through her nose and pulls its mass back into her own mouth.

Olivia wipes her lips on the back of her sleeve as she moans—a sound more anatomical than orgasmic—and lies back.

“You okay?” she asks.

She’s missed a spot. There’s a string of spittle on her chin.

“Yes,” I say.

She smiles at me, pops the dimple on the left side of her face, trying her best to act cute.

She’s not cute.

“Are you thinking about snow?” she asks.

I’m thinking about arson and ritual murder.

We’ve been together nearly a year, but Olivia doesn’t know much about me. On the surface we have enough in common: parents with money, private school, and that’s enough for her. Olivia Stewart is uninquisitive. And that is why I’ve chosen her.

She doesn’t know who I am. Not who I am in person, at school, and certainly not who I am online.

Which mean she doesn’t know anything about last night, other than what she needs to know to be an alibi. As far as Olivia’s aware, we’ve been together since she arrived home from school yesterday afternoon. Might have even had sex a time or two, but between the Smirnoff and the powders, who can remember?

I didn’t sleep here, and we didn’t have sex, but I’ve left some condom wrappers at the foot of the bed to sell the illusion.

And to get her in trouble with her parents. Because I find that sort of thing mildly amusing. Her parents are tech people, both employed by separate start-ups. Real go-getters, spending all day and night at their respective companies’ “campuses” but still taking time to be in their daughter’s life, snoop in her room.

“By the time it gets cold, you’ll be wishing you were back home with me,” Olivia says, then she fakes a shiver, for emphasis. “I hate snow. Even when my parents go skiing. I like skiing, but I hate the snow.”

These are the kind of quality conversations I have with Olivia.

“I’ll get used to it, I guess,” I say, forcing myself to engage with her. What is she even talking about? Snow? Does she think I’m moving to Alaska? There won’t be snow in New York until months and months from now. But I don’t ask any follow-up questions. I try my best to smile at her, let her keep talking to herself.

Usually, it doesn’t take me this much effort to feign intimacy. Social cues aren’t hard to mimic once you understand where other people are looking, the expressions they expect to see. And I understand everything I put my mind to studying. Which means I’m a better-than-average conversationalist. In fact, most people who meet me genuinely enjoy my company.

I take her chin in my hand, use my thumb to wipe away the spot of drool she missed.

She takes the gesture as I intend: like I love her and that I want to touch her.

“I won’t miss the weather as much as I’ll miss your face,” I say.

“Oh, that’s so sweet. I’ve been thinking about us and how we can make long distance work, and I …”

I stop listening. Once Olivia Stewart begins a sentence with “I’ve been thinking …,” the conversation becomes one-sided for the next few minutes.

It took me only two hours to clean up at the Coates residence. Which should make me proud. Especially because so much of the process needed to be improvised. But much like Olivia’s kisses, the thought that I’ve gotten away with multiple murders—or as an accomplice to multiple murders, one committed by myself—does nothing for me.

A year ago, things might have been different. I might have felt satisfied, powerful. But now? Nothing—my emotions are a void.

Well. Not nothing. I can still feel things; I just don’t feel them as strongly. It’s as if there’s a thin layer of spun cotton covering my rage and joy.

Have I broken something in myself? I’ve crossed lines before last night, done criminal things, but not murder. Not myself.

Seeing a dead body, in person, used to be a rarity.

Now I’ve seen six in one night and …

Nothing.

Not even when the pin hit the shell for Larissa, with me pulling the trigger myself for the first time.

The Coates family: Papa Bear, Mama Bear, Baby Bear, and … Pregnant Daughter Bear. Then two high-school thrill killers, Chuck and Kelly. The six of them, murderers and murder victims, lined shoulder to feet, shoulder to feet in the living room …

Looking at them, I didn’t feel anything but a slight frustration at Chuck and Kelly for bungling the plan.

I had expected their deaths to be a transformational experience. Something that would take me to the next level. If not in my consciousness and philosophy, then at least outwardly. It might have been able to do that, in a public-relations sense. But because of how things played out … instead of basking in the afterglow, I was moving around the house, starting a fire.

There was no way to spin what had happened last night into a success. So I needed to hit the reset button. I had to make a tactical retreat, to allow myself to try again another day.

In her bed beside me, Olivia is weighing the pros and cons of Zoom, Skype, or FaceTime for the phone dates she imagines we’ll be having.

I ignore her, replay the events of last night one more time.

My parents hadn’t given me much warning. Less than a month’s notice that we’re moving. Moving again. And this time to somewhere—as Olivia points out—that has snow. Which meant that every plan I had for the Coates family, an event I’ve been working toward for nearly a year, had needed to be accelerated.

Larissa Coates needed to die before the last moving box was packed and the trucks arrived.

And as much as I’d like to blame Chuck and Kelly, I shouldn’t. Their sloppiness was my sloppiness, in a way.

But also, really? Days of spying and prep and rehearsal and you lose her? You lose her in her own house? How the fuck does that happen?

And, on my own end, how could I have anticipated that the disgraced captain of the cheer squad would be capable of physically destroying two delinquents in a matter of minutes, armed only with a souvenir baseball bat?

I couldn’t have known that. It’s just one of those things, really. Fate taking a few freak bounces, ruining everyone’s plans.

Chuck and Kelly were destined to die, of course. But not that way. They were supposed to end it themselves. Double suicide, right there in the house, after I’d directed them to set-dress the home invasion to include a few Easter eggs.

Yes, Easter eggs. Kind of a greatest-hits collection. Homages. Not to be too cute about it, but taken as a whole, these nods to the past would have worked to hide motive, not broadcast it.

Larissa, she’s the obvious one. Our tribute to Sharon Tate.

The murder weapons, a mix of knives and guns, also very reminiscent of 1969.

But it wasn’t all supposed to be Manson-inspired. It was more of a collage. There would be other touches, more subtle. Deeper cuts for a more discerning audience.

For instance, Chuck and Kelly had been filming with their phones. Home movies. And I’d directed them to film a few more in the weeks before. Once investigators found the videos, along with the series of text messages on their phones, the total picture would imply a kind of Paul Bernardo and Karla Homolka—the Barbie and Ken Killers—situation.

There was also the killing of the boy, the bag thrown over him before his execution. A visual echo of Funny Games. The remake or the original, it doesn’t matter; they’re both Haneke. Yes, it’s a fiction film, but at least he’s a foreign director. Adds a layer of class.

And there were a few more small details I had planned on including. But things had to change. The murder scene couldn’t look like a murder scene. Not if I was going to cover my tracks long enough to be hundreds of miles away, a ghost before any formal investigation was opened.

The deaths needed to look like the result of a fast-moving fire. At least at first glance.

After gathering the bodies in the living room, I went around the house pulling up carpets and moving furniture until I found what I was looking for. There are no basements in Arizona, but luckily there are crawl spaces.

It was itchy, strenuous work, but I was able to get Chuck and Kelly entombed in the flame-proof fiberglass insulation under the house. Then I collected the weapons, used kitchen gloves and bleach-based sprays to try and eliminate obvious signs of struggle.

It wouldn’t be perfect, of course. There were stab wounds, ligature contusions, and bullet holes. But I researched a few tricks.

For example, I looked up where in a house a fire needs to start to burn hottest. Whether windows and interior doors should be open or closed in order to create a cross draft like you’d find in a kiln.

Of course, I used Larissa’s phone to do that research. To add some extra confusion if anyone were somehow able to check.

With a little luck and underwhelming investigative work, the fire would be marked down as a tragic accident. And if two extra, confusing bodies were discovered in the house’s foundation? Well … nobody would be able to put it together. At least not to trace it to me, and that’s all that matters.

Kelly and Charles? I don’t know those kids. They didn’t even attend my school. They were Larissa’s classmates, not mine. I hung out with them a few times, keeping our sessions short and private, and any text communications we’d had were through WhatsApp … on a burner phone, purchased at a gas station with cash.

“I mean. New York,” Olivia says, finishing up whatever speech she’s been making. “Life’s going to be different. But I think we can get through it together.”

Even Larissa Coates I’d only talked to a couple of times. More to get a few details about her life and school than anything else. I think she might have liked me. She’d begun to show at that point, was clearly going through some problems at home and with her boyfriend—Brandon? Brendan? What does it matter?

Larissa had been selected because she was the right type. It was nothing personal. She would look good in newsprint. And she was popular, the type of girl my followers would love to see taken down a few …

In bed beside me, Olivia’s voice goes up like a question. Then she blinks at me.

Shit. What did she ask?

“Aaron?” she asks. “Are you listening to me?”

Oh well. No use prolonging this.

“Olivia,” I say back. I move my hand to cover hers. She should really clean these sheets. We’re lying in sweat and crust from weeks ago.

“Yes?” she asks.

I look her in the eyes. There had been more life in Larissa Coates’s gaze, even after, when she had a dime-size hole at the corner of her forehead. Why had I stayed with Olivia for so long? Why had I kept her around? Could she be the reason I’m starting to lose connection to the human world? The dead numbness inside of me stemming from our make-out sessions and brief, clinical sexual encounters?

No. That’s not fair to Olivia. I’ve done this to myself.

I’ve kept Olivia because she’s normal. Not too pretty. Not too plain. Eager to please but wrapped up enough in her own internal life and storyline that she’s done no real thinking about mine. Like I said, she’s incurious. She’s never once attempted to see behind the mask, to glimpse the real me.

She’s not even that active on socials. I don’t think she’s ever even heard my other name.

I look Olivia deep in the eyes, and now her dreamy expression is starting to waiver. Maybe she’s more perceptive than I’ve given her credit for.

“I’ve been thinking too,” I say.

“Yes?”

“And I think we should break up.”

“What?” she asks, and starts to cry.

I’d like to say I feel relief. That the clean break makes me feel unencumbered, hopeful for this next phase in my life and career.

But I don’t feel anything at all.
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