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			Harper

			Our moms were drinking champagne when Daniel died. Sipping on bubbles as Beatriz screamed outside the burning party house and I was loaded into an ambulance. 

			Just before the first fire truck roared past where they sat, the four of them raised a toast, Mom told me. They lifted their glasses and drank to our futures. They congratulated themselves that despite us kids having our ‘differences’ – and the four of them having ‘differences’, too – we’d come through everything. The bad days were behind us, and our friendships and theirs were stronger than ever.

			Lies, lies, lies. And they all knew it.
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			Sarah

			‘Here’s to our kids finally becoming adults,’ Bridget says. ‘Well, your three, anyway. Here’s to Harper, Beatriz and Daniel. A few weeks to graduation, then a long summer and bright futures ahead of them.’

			Our hostess pushes aside her plate and leans forward to refill our glasses. 

			I say ‘refill’. Bridget only poured the champagne a few minutes ago, so the rest of us have barely made a start. Her own glass is already empty, though. As are the three wine bottles that stand amid the remains of our dinner party.

			Dear Bridge does like a drink. And tomorrow, she’ll complain that the hangover potion I brew her isn’t strong enough. But then, I’m a witch, not a miracle worker. 

			Well, except that one time.

			That time the four of us sat round this very table on a warm spring night, as the salt breeze blew in off Long Island Sound. An evening a lot like tonight. 

			‘Our kids,’ I say, raising my glass so I can take a swig and ward off unwelcome memories. ‘Julia, congratulations on Bea getting into the political science pre-law program. And Abigail, for Dan’s football scholarship. You’ve both got stars in the making.’

			Abigail radiates maternal pride. She lights up at the mere mention of her son’s name. Always has. 

			‘And to you, Sarah,’ chimes in Julia. ‘For Harper . . .’

			She trails off, flustered. There’s no scholarship or degree course waiting for my daughter this fall. Harper hasn’t applied. After all, witches’ children don’t usually go to college. They begin apprenticeships. Harper doesn’t have one of those lined up either, for reasons of which my friends are perfectly well aware.

			Abigail, a veteran of awkward moments at the endless Yale faculty parties and sports socials she attends with her menfolk, leans in smoothly.

			‘Sarah, congratulations on all the opportunities ahead for Harper,’ she purrs.

			‘Exactly what I wanted to say.’ Julia seizes the lifeline she’s been thrown. ‘Exciting times for all our kids.’

			‘Well, they’re out partying,’ says Bridget, brandishing the bottle. ‘So why aren’t we?’

			She pours yet again, so eagerly that the champagne foams over our fingers. We all laugh, and lick our sticky hands, and smile at each other. 

			I’m proud of these women – these friends of mine. It hasn’t always been easy. I’ve kept secrets in order to keep the peace. I’ve done rather more than that. But we’ve held it together and stayed united despite temporary differences. Despite the breakups and makeups among our kids.

			A shadow falls across the light streaming through the French doors. It’s Cheryl, hovering like she always does when the four of us gather at her house. Cheryl may be Bridget’s wife, but when she sees us, she doesn’t see a coven meeting to practice. Only a group of women to which she feels she should be admitted.

			Cheryl’s convinced she’s not welcome because she’s religious. That’s partly true – God and witchcraft seldom mix. But the main reason is that she wasn’t there that night.

			‘How was supper?’ she asks, coming to stand behind Bridget. ‘It smelled delicious.’

			‘You never tried my seafood risotto?’ Bridget swivels and takes her wife’s hand, her butt nearly slipping off the chair. ‘I put some on the counter for you, honey.’

			‘It’s far too late to be eating. It’s past eleven, you know.’

			Whatever Bridge says in response is lost in the swoop and howl of a fire truck racing by. Then another. Then an ambulance. Flashes of blue briefly light up the side of the house as the vehicles tear down Shore Road. 

			Cheryl tuts. ‘They’ll wake Izzy.’ 

			She fusses over Bridget’s daughter as much as Bridge does. Izzy’s not at the party tonight, supposedly because she’s ill and went to bed early. I suspect the truth is simpler – either she wasn’t invited or she didn’t feel welcome. 

			Izzy keeps her head down. She struggled when her parents separated. And once the town found out that her mom’s new partner was a woman? Well, we may be close to Yale, but Sanctuary’s not as liberal as it likes to imagine. That the woman in question was the school principal was the kiss of death for Izzy’s chances of fitting in at Sanctuary High.

			Harper used to come home covered in bruises from getting into fights sticking up for her. It nearly split up Bridget and Cheryl, because Cheryl knew that if she came down too hard on the kids responsible, it’d only make things worse. Eventually – and with some ‘help’ from me – the bullies got bored and moved on to the next target. Izzy still feels safest inside her shell, though.

			Cheryl lingers, her hands fretfully picking up and putting down the objects that lie among our plates and dishes: a bundle of twigs wrapped in red wool, a candle, silver wire twisted into shapes that aren’t quite abstract, aren’t quite human. Bridget watches her unhappily, and across the table Abigail leans forward, all faculty-wife charm.

			‘You must be so busy with the end of semester, Cheryl. All us parents are so grateful for everything you do. I saw what looked like a stack of paperwork on your kitchen table . . .’

			Julia smiles at Abigail’s transparency, but it’s got all of us out of an awkward moment, one time or another. 

			A phone shrills inside the house. Cheryl gathers the empty wine bottles with a martyred expression and goes to answer. 

			‘Probably a student prank call,’ says Bridget, with a roll of her eyes. ‘We have to change the number every damn month. Or maybe junkies have tried to break into the school labs again. Goodness knows what they think is stored in there. It’s not like the kids get extra credit for cooking meth.’

			I snort into my glass. 

			‘Fuck, no,’ says a loud voice inside. Unbelievably, it’s Cheryl.  ‘Are you certain? Yes, I can do that. Fuck.’ 

			Cheryl blushes when she says ‘shoot’. What is this? Has someone burned down the school? Is that where the fire engines were going? Bridget stands unsteadily, to go to her wife.

			She’s saved from the more difficult task of walking, because Cheryl rushes in. I thought she was pissed off, but it’s worse than that. She’s utterly distraught, and at the sight of her something tightens in my chest.

			‘There’s been an accident,’ she says. ‘A fire. At the party.’

			The party? 

			Julia, Abigail and I all duck under the table to grab our phones from our purses. We always put them away when the four of us meet. I thumb the screen and it lights up with messages from Harper. One after another. Too many to read, too fast to follow. 

			Call me Mom, says one. 

			Something awfuls happened 

			Beside me, Julia lets out a low moan as she scans her phone. Abigail has hers in a death grip. There are no notifications on its screen. 

			I swipe to Harper’s next message.

			They’re taking me to the hospital but don’t worry im ok

			None of u are answering!!!! Told cops ur all together at izzys. Theyre gonna call now

			And finally: It’s Dan 

			My throat closes up as I read what follows, but Cheryl’s already saying it. Speaking the words I wouldn’t be able to force out. Words that I never, ever imagined I’d hear a second time in my life.

			‘It’s Daniel.’ Cheryl is looking anywhere but at the four of us. ‘He’s dead. Oh, I’m so sorry, Abigail. He’s dead.’
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			Maggie

			Kids. A party. Underage boozing. A tragedy. 

			Sadly, I see it more regularly than my gym class sees me.

			Usually, it involves a car. A decade of mom and pop’s payments into a college fund, years of nailing a GPA, sporting achievements, carefully crafted do-goodery – all crunching into a tree at 120 on an unlit stretch of highway.

			Sanctuary has everything that story requires. I’d forgotten how swanky this town is. As I turn down yet another hushed suburban street, I sweep the trash on the seat beside me into the passenger footwell so no one will spot it. Sanctuary’s the sort of place that’s good at making you feel not good enough.

			The houses are set so far back from the road you can hardly see them for trees. The yards are so wide you won’t hear your neighbor’s gardener on the ride-on mower. Pulled up in every driveway is a showroom’s worth of vehicles: one for each family member, and a sports car for the weekend. 

			I’m Hartford born and bred, and when I was assigned down here for my first rotation, fresh out of Connecticut Police Academy, it felt like I’d moved abroad. People talk different, look different – even the air is different. Saltier. Fresher. More expensive. 

			I open my window to let it in as I turn down Shore Road. The afternoon sun spangles the ocean and bounces off the sand, and my eyes narrow against the glare. A track leads off to the sports club that I remember is a favorite teen hangout. The kids here don’t know how lucky they are. 

			Except now tragedy has found its way among them. I glance at the file on the seat beside me. An automatic referral to us at state level on account of the age of the deceased. Flags for potential other felonies and misdemeanors include arson, drugs and underage drinking. 

			‘You did some time in Sanctuary, right?’ my boss had said, barely looking up as he tossed the file across his desk. ‘Fire at a house party. One kid dead. Others injured, though nothing too serious. Wrap it up neat with a bow on top, and we’ll see you back here in a week.’

			The air through the window has changed. All soot and smoke now, instead of salt. And there in front of me is the house, Sailaway Villa. It’s a fire-gutted shell, roof gone but the facade curiously intact, as if the blaze started in the middle and had burned itself out by the time it reached the walls. 

			A uniformed deputy is refastening a perimeter of fluttering incident tape while a colleague watches. All around is a churn of mud, where emergency vehicles went to and fro and fire trucks hosed the place down. My shoes sink into it as I get out of the car. 

			The spectating cop hurries across, waving his arms, until I flip my badge. 

			‘You’re the detective?’ he says skeptically. 

			Maybe this asshole has never seen a black lady detective before? Though he’s missing out on some great TV shows if that’s so. 

			‘Detective Knight?’ calls his companion, tying off the tape and coming over. ‘Chief had me prepare this for you. All the kids that were here.’ 

			He hands me a list of partygoers and I wince at how long it is.

			‘Pretty much the entire senior class of Sanctuary High,’ Helpful Cop explains. ‘Plus girls from the private school outside town and football boys from across the county. From that mix it looks like Dan put the word out – he was a star athlete and a popular guy.’

			No kidding. Dan was the All-Connecticut Mr Congeniality, by the look of it. I recall the photo clipped to the top of the brief: a thick swoosh of blond hair, and a smile that not even retainers could improve. A boy radiant with youth. Somewhere in Sanctuary is a mom whose heart will be absolutely shattered – though as I know too well, moms’ hearts break over the mean and ugly ones, too. 

			Something tickles my cheek and falls onto the list. I brush it away, leaving a greasy black streak across the paper. It’s soot. Long feathery curls of it drift through the air like someone blasted a whole flock of crows out of the sky. 

			Sailaway Villa was fancy, before it got carbonized. My brief says it was a vacation rental and empty when the party happened. Maybe someone blew the wiring with over-amped sound gear. Or kids got careless lighting spliffs off a kitchen stove. Perhaps it was just a phone charging with a frayed cable. 

			At any rate: fire first. Then a stampede to get out. And a boy falls and breaks his neck. A boy whose corpse will no doubt be found to contain epic quantities of alcohol. 

			So: impaired judgment due to substance abuse. Accidental death. Case closed. Maybe the parents can bring a civil suit against the property company, but it’d be a grubby business and they’d be better off quietly grieving.

			I look at the list. The deceased’s name is at the top. Daniel Whitman.

			When I saw that in my brief, it sounded familiar. But there are plenty of Whitmans in Connecticut, all claiming to be related to the poet. Maybe some of them even are. I checked on his parents, and apparently Daniel’s dad is a semi-famous Yale professor who’s got a few rare diseases named after him. 

			Second on the list is a name that definitely stirs a memory. Jacob Bolt. 

			‘Hey,’ I ask Helpful Cop. ‘Bolt. When I was posted in this district six years ago, Tad Bolt was the chief. Any relation?’

			‘He’s still the chief. And yeah, Jake is his youngest son. He’s got four.’

			I try to remember what Chief Bolt was like. Big is the first word that comes to mind. Popular is the second. Pink is the third. I got plenty of call-outs here, but none that progressed. I always suspected that Sanctuary dealt with its lawbreakers through cautions and hefty donations to the Police Benevolent Fund. Less paperwork, nothing on your record, and everyone’s still friends afterwards. 

			‘I put Jacob up top,’ says Helpful Cop, ‘’cos he’s the best friend – was the best friend – of the deceased. And this is Daniel’s girlfriend. Or ex-girlfriend. I’m not entirely clear . . .’

			He’s pointing to the third name, Harper Fenn, and that snags me too. It’s startling how much I remember. I was in this district for twelve months, six years ago, and it feels like I know half the town. What must it be like living here?

			Harper Fenn has to be the daughter of Sanctuary’s witch. I wonder if Sarah Fenn’s kooky shop is still on the square? I remember her because girls were always going in asking for love potions, or boob-boosting charms, or study-aid spells. Fenn was lax about it, and I’d have to keep warning her that witchery is an age-restricted product, like booze and cigarettes. She’d sigh and promise to do ID checks, then make me revolting herbal tea. Nice lady, if ineffectual, as most Main Street witches tend to be. 

			‘If it isn’t little Maggie Knight.’

			A blow between my shoulder blades nearly knocks me flat. There’s heartiness, and then there’s assault. For a law-enforcement officer, Chief Bolt has got a shaky grasp on where the line is.

			‘Chief Bolt, good to see you, sir.’ 

			One meaty paw holds me at arm’s length for inspection. Though I now outrank him, I still cringe under his appraisal, as if I forgot to polish my Girl Scout badge. His eyes are a bright, hard blue, like his momma picked them out specially at a haberdashery button bin. 

			‘Guess they promoted you from doing the coffee runs, eh, Mags? Sanctuary’s glad to have you back. Here’s how it’s gonna be. Our community is hurting. Daniel was a good kid, a real good kid. Law-abiding, too. Can’t tell you how many times he was over at our place, him and Jakey hanging out in the den. I’m proud my son had such an upright young man as his friend.’

			I picture Daniel and ‘Jakey’ in the den, enjoying the time-honored recreations of all eighteen-year-old boys: playing gory video games, getting stoned and groping their girlfriends.

			‘There’s gonna be questions asked, Mags. But here’s the deal. That house was due repairs. Easy to see how the fire started. Easy as anything to see how those kids panicked. You coulda been sober as a judge and still had a terrible fall. Daniel was just damn unlucky. He’s something of a local hero. First-rate quarterback. Used to coach the little ones. No need to besmirch a boy’s reputation once he’s dead. Nor go dragging other folks into it.’ 

			The hand squeezes my shoulder again, for emphasis. Tad’s warning me off. Protecting his own son as much as the reputation of the late Daniel Whitman. I instantly revise my assessment of what the boys got up to in their leisure time: perhaps Schedule 1 drugs, and rather more than just groping their girlfriends. What will toxicology find was in Daniel’s bloodstream when he died?

			Yet the chief’s right, isn’t he? Whatever Whitman drank or smoked or snorted, it’s not much of a crime. This was all a crappy, pointless accident that’s ended some poor jock’s life and probably traumatized the town’s teen population. And the boss wants me back next week.

			‘Looks straightforward to me,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll go through the kids’ statements and get this settled quickly.’
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			Abigail

			When the phone goes, I barely have the strength to reach from under the bedclothes toward it. Why should I? Half of Sanctuary has already called with its condolences, and the other half has filled my kitchen with casseroles, cakes and crocks of soup. They mean well, but I don’t want to speak to anyone, or eat anything, ever again. 

			I just want to sleep. Because every time I wake up, for a few perfect seconds I think I’m waking from a bad dream and Daniel is still alive. The horror soon hits – faster every time – when I realize that, no, it’s my life that is the nightmare. But how I crave those precious moments of confusion. 

			The phone drones on as my hand fumbles in my sleeve. I’m wearing the same things I wore to dinner two days ago – clothes I put on when Daniel was still alive. Things he touched when he hugged me as I set off for Bridget’s. Some part of me imagines they still smell of him, though I know they won’t smell of anything now except my own stale sweat.

			I free my hand and reach toward the phone on the nightstand, knocking over the photograph there. Daniel’s smiling image clatters to the floor and I start weeping uncontrollably. 

			Too weak to pick it up, I shrink back beneath the covers, stuffing the edge of the comforter in my mouth so I don’t have to hear my own sobs. 

			Autopilot got me through yesterday. Michael and I went straight from Bridget’s to the hospital, but there was never any hope. My boy was dead before they even put him in an ambulance. Michael identified him. They advised me not to look. Then we went home. 

			I reapplied my lipstick, spritzed my perfume and sat on the couch through the night and the next morning receiving visitors. I nodded and squeezed hands offered in sympathy. Told people they were so kind and that their condolences meant so much. And all the time I wanted to do nothing except rock back and forth where I sat and howl at them to go away, go away, go away.

			And now they have. Even Michael’s gone to Yale – urgent faculty business. And while I raged and demanded he stay, I’m strangely glad, because now it’s just me and Daniel. Me and my thoughts of Daniel. And that’s how I want it to be, for ever and ever.

			Except this phone won’t stop ringing. I lift the receiver, intending just to drop it back down and terminate the call, but habit makes me press it to my ear and say, in my best faculty-wife tones, Whitman household, Abigail speaking.

			And I find myself listening to the polite, formal voice down the line that says it’s got just one thing they’d like to check, if that’s okay.

			The next thing I know, someone is tugging the phone out of my hand.

			‘Let go, Abigail. Abi!’

			It’s Bridget, by my bedside. She pulls the receiver from my grip. I fight her for it. I don’t want to let it go. I want to beat my head with it until I bludgeon myself unconscious. That would make the pain stop, because I know that nothing else will. Nothing ever will make it stop. 

			Someone is shouting: shut up, shut up, how dare you, shut up!

			It’s me. 

			Bridget is speaking into the phone: I’m sorry, it’s really not a good time . . . Then she pauses and looks at the receiver quizzically, before replacing it.

			‘There’s no one there,’ she says. ‘Abigail, what was that? Are you okay?’

			My baby. My poor, poor baby.

			I lash out at the phone and it hits the wall. The act is satisfying. A release. I reach for what stands alongside it – one of Daniel’s football trophies, polished and heavy. Fury has made me strong, and I slam it into my nightstand, hoping the glass tabletop will shatter, but it doesn’t. I pound it again, harder. 

			If I can’t break something, I’ll break.

			So I do. I drop the trophy, curl into myself under the comforter and cry until I come apart.

			Bridget is trying to get my attention, anchoring me to this world in which my son is dead and someone is calling me up to spew lies and filth about him. 

			‘Abi, what’s going on?’

			I try to resist, but Bridget is strong. She rolls me over toward her – and recoils at what she sees. She’s never seen me like this. Or not for years.

			‘Leave me alone,’ I plead. The adrenaline of a moment ago has gone, leaving me floppy and exhausted in its wake. 

			‘You need food, a shower. Just the basics. Come on.’

			She sets steam hissing in the bathroom. Pulls me up, helps me undress, even reaches into the shower cubicle and shampoos my hair like I’m a child. Like I used to do with Dan when he was little. I lean against the glass partition, too exhausted to cry. 

			Bridge has laid out clothes for me to wear, and it’s such a maternal gesture that I feel myself buckle. I used to leave Dan’s laundry folded on his bed. Lay out his uniform on game days.

			‘I’ll be downstairs,’ she says. ‘Sarah made that zucchini salad you like so much. Get dressed and come join me.’

			And she’s right. It helps to feel clean. To paint my face back on. To style my hair. To become Abigail Whitman again. I put on my soft clothes like they’re the hardest armor. Because I’ve remembered that phone call. That careful voice, mouthing lies as matter-of-factly as if it was scheduling a grocery delivery. Me shouting. Even after I could hear they’d hung up at the other end, still shouting, unable to stop. 

			Daniel’s gone, but he still needs me. 

			Bridget doesn’t ask until I’ve finished eating and have pushed the dish away. There’s a tag from Sarah tied to it, lettered in her looping handwriting: Love you and am here for you if there’s anything I can do, S xo. My fingers play with it as I tell Bridget what the voice on the phone told me. It’s hard to get the words out. 

			‘It was a reporter, I didn’t catch where from, with all these awful questions. Did Dan ever take drugs? Did he drink? Were there drugs and booze at the party? And then . . . Stupid things. Sleazy things.’ I have to stop and pull myself together. ‘Some bullshit about a sex tape at the party.’

			The minute it’s out of my mouth, I regret having mentioned it, but then if the media knows, doubtless half the town already does. I’m sure Cheryl will scrape up every bit of gossip circulating at the school and relay it to Bridget over dinner. Give it a couple of hours and my friend will know more than I do.

			‘Sex tape?’ 

			Bridget looks baffled. She can be such an innocent, like her daft daughter. For the first time ever, she must be thrilled that Izzy is a social reject who wasn’t invited to what the local TV station is calling ‘the party of every parent’s nightmares’. 

			‘Apparently several kids have told the cops something was being projected on the wall. Not random porn – Daniel and a girl.’

			‘A girl? Him and Harper?’

			‘Who knows. It’s just rubbish some kids have said. Kids who were drunk and in a building filled with smoke, for God’s sake.’

			‘That sounds . . .’

			Bridget doesn’t have the words. I’m not sure there are words for something like this. And suddenly I’m not sad – I’m furious.

			‘The journalist said she was just “following the investigation”. What investigation? Tad Bolt stood with me as Michael ID’d our son’s body in the morgue and promised to make sure the state detective would put together a quick, clean report, then leave us in peace. But now someone’s digging around for dirt. Isn’t it enough that he’s gone? My baby’s gone . . .’

			And I’m off again. Tears. Snot. Shakes. The full works. Is this my life now? Ricocheting from grief to wrath and back again. No place to rest. Just being struck again and again from all sides.

			Bridget places a hand on my back and looks around my empty house.

			‘Where is Michael?’

			‘Faculty meeting. He’ll be back tonight. Sticking to his schedule will help him cope.’

			Or that’s what he told me. And I screamed that our only child was dead and his faculty meeting could go to hell, but he went anyway. 

			Maybe it will help him. I should try not to resent that he can escape into his work. But it’s a relief I don’t have, seeing as I left my practice when we married.

			That’s when it hits me – really hits me – just how much I’ve lost. A husband I see only at weekends. A career I walked away from. Daniel has always made up for all that. 

			Now I have nothing. Nothing at all. 

			And some investigator is going to drag my son through the mud before he’s even laid in the earth.

			I won’t stand for it. 

			I look around for my purse and car keys. 

			‘Abi? I’m not letting you drive,’ Bridget says. 

			‘Well you’re not stopping me.’

			‘Fine. Give me the keys. Where to?’

			As I slide them to her along the counter, I see again that note of Sarah’s. If there’s anything I can do . . .

			A crazy idea comes into my head. Instead of going to the cops, I could go to my friend the witch.

			But that’s madness. 

			‘The police station, of course. I’ve got questions.’
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