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        Prologue

      
      It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

      The idea had been mine, a burden that now sits as heavily on my shoulders as the mountain of snow weighing down the cabin’s roof. I stumble through the darkness with only the weak light from my phone to guide me, and jam my toes into an inoperable radiator. Pain shoots through all the bones in my foot, but nothing hurts more than knowing that if that heater doesn’t come back on soon, we’ll all be frozen by morning.

      I continue to zigzag down the hall, a bloodhound without its nose as I strain to see through the dark. Finally, I approach the door and move my hand down to the knob. I’ve arrived at the mudroom. It’s in the back of the cabin, and the last time I poked my head in to see what was inside, all that resided there was a harmless washer and dryer, a shoe cubby, and coat hangers.

      But now? I hope there’s one more addition.

      My fingers remain clenched around the doorknob, but I haven’t turned it just yet. I tell myself nothing bad is going to happen if I open this door. The gruesome images flashing in my mind are from horror movies I’ve seen, and this is not a horror movie. This is real life. We’ll be fine.

      But I still can’t seem to bring myself to open the goddamn door.

      We shouldn’t have done this. Any of it.

      Strange sounds seep through the wood.

      “Are you in there?” I ask, my voice coming out ragged.

      I start counting to ten, then swing the door open when I reach five, tricking my brain into jump-starting. I stand on the threshold, blinking. For a minute I think my eyes are closed, the lids shut tight as I stare into the infinite darkness.

      And then I smell it. Wet mildew growing in the washer. Earth caked on boots. A strong cleaning solution.

      And a metallic, acrid odor I recognize immediately.

      The cabin makes a thunderous clanging, as if God himself has sliced open the sky, and the electricity comes back on in a flash. The mudroom lights up, and I blink from the glare until my eyes settle on what I don’t want to see.

      A body, face down on the ground, surrounded in a pool of crimson.

      I scream.

      And scream.

      And scream.

      It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

    
  
    
      
        Evidence No. 3414

        Case file: BF43, a.k.a. “the Ice Queens”

        Format: Audio transcript

        Lead investigator: Mike Brown

        Transcribed by: Delaney Fenwix

        [A metal chair screeches across a concrete floor. Papers flutter and shuffle.]

        Mike Brown: Okay, ladies. My name is Detective Mike Brown. Before we proceed, I’m required to inform you that this interview is being recorded. You’ve been read your Miranda rights, as I understand it, and you may invoke your right to legal counsel at any time.

        Nora Callahan: Sir, you have to listen to us. We didn’t—

        Mike Brown: Ah-ah-ah. You’ll have pleeeeenty of time to talk. Give me a minute to get situated here, will ya? I’ve been here alllll night, doing some overtime paperwork, fighting off a cold from hell. I was nearly gobsmacked out of my mind on cough syrup when I got a call about—

        [three sharp taps against a hard surface]

        Mike Brown:—you three. “What is it this time?” I asked my deputy. “Drunken disorderly? Public urination? Someone hit another elk?” See, we don’t get a lot of serious crime here. Unless you count the amount of mayo the Pub puts in their mac and cheese. Christ almighty, I should have Pascal arrested for that.

        Nora Callahan: Please. You don’t understand.

        Mike Brown: But no. Lo and behold, I’m sitting there at my desk when I hear that just an hour ago, three women covered in blood rode all the way down Devil’s Fang Ridge atop a sealed body bag. I swear to you, I double-checked the expiration on that cough medicine three times, ladies. Thought I was hallucinating.

        Nora Callahan: Can you just—

        Mike Brown: Everyone in the department is calling you the “Ice Queens.” Can you believe it? I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that—let’s keep it between us. People worry it might go to your heads, make you feel high and mighty about what you did. Same reason why they don’t print the names of school shooters anymore.

        Cham Fenno: Listen, we get it. We’re technically suspects and you’re just doing your job. But there’s more to this. You have to—

        Mike Brown: Now, that’s where you’re wrong. I don’t have to do anything. Not yet, at least. You’re the ones who have the glorious task of telling me exactly what the hell went on up on that mountain tonight. Because I’ve been on the force for twenty years, and my own father was the chief of police. So I’ve heard it all. This? This would make my old man roll over in his grave.

        Nora Callahan: We will! We will tell you! We promise!

        Mike Brown: [louder now, slightly distorted due to volume] I’m sure you’d love to get out of those wet clothes, drink something hot, and go to bed. And you definitely need to see a doctor. We have one on the way. But first you have to talk.

        Cham Fenno: This is inhumane. Look at my mouth! At Ruby’s ear! Do something, goddammit!

        Mike Brown: I understand. Like I said, medical personnel are on the way. But the storm knocked down a tree on the main road, so it’s taking some time. Would you like more ibuprofen?

        Cham Fenno: Ibuprofen? You son of a—

        Nora Callahan: We don’t deserve to be interrogated like this. We’re the victims here!

        Mike Brown: I would like to believe that. Really, I would. But the truth is, our rangers have already swept through that hellhole cabin of yours. And it doesn’t look good for you.

        [Someone gasps.]

        [redacted expletives]

        Mike Brown: [whistles] Dang, girl. Delaney is going to have a doozy of a time with this recording. Our transcriptionist. She keeps bugging me about using some AI tool, but I prefer good old-fashioned tapes. Delaney’s a sweet girl. And human to boot. Too human sometimes, I think. She’s known to get a little, ah…theatrical with her transcriptions. We tell her “just write what you hear,” but she can editorialize, ya know? Sweet kid, though, really…

        [clucks teeth appreciatively and taps a stack of papers into a pile]

        Nora Callahan: Please, sir. W-when you said they swept through…you don’t mean…people are up there now? In the cabin?

        Cham Fenno: Are you all fucking idiots? We told you not to go up there!

        Mike Brown: And it’s no wonder. You left behind quite the scene. Even had some of my guys shaken up, and that doesn’t happen easily. The photos of the crime scene are… It’s grotesque.

        Cham Fenno: Are you talking about the…

        Mike Brown: Oh yeah.

        Nora Callahan: That wasn’t us!

        Mike Brown: Really?

        Nora Callahan: I mean…not all of it.

        Mike Brown: Right. Just some of the carnage was your responsibility. I gotcha. Hey, I gotta be honest here. We know you were involved in this. The blood is on your hands, so to speak. If you want any chance of making it out of this without matching life sentences, you need to start talking. [blows nose in three short spurts] Especially because I might die of the plague sitting in this damn icebox. Look at me, I’m wearing winter gloves indoors.

        Nora Callahan: Where…Where do you want us to start?

        Mike Brown: The beginning is always a good place, though I’m a sucker for a story that drops you right into the action and then backtracks. What’s that called, again? Oh, right. In medias res. My wife is an English teacher. I know these things now. This situation, however, requires a little more rigidity, don’t you think?

        Mike Brown: Hey, how about you, miss? You going to talk for me?

        Cham Fenno: Leave her alone. She hasn’t spoken in hours.

        Mike Brown: Ah. Any particular reason?

        Cham Fenno: A lot of reasons.

        Nora Callahan: [handcuff chains clatter] We can speak for her, though. We know enough.

        Mike Brown: [sighs] All right. Guess that’s fine for now. Two out of three ain’t bad. [clears throat] Okay, okay. Who wants to go first?
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          Bozeman, Montana
        

      
    
  
    
      
        
          Chapter One
          Nora
        

      
      A blood-curdling shriek ripples through the living room of my one-bedroom apartment, and I feel every muscle in my body clench, waiting for the bloody blade to come slicing down.

      Riiiiiiiiiiip.

      The unsuspecting victim, an old man investigating a noise in his closet, is sliced clean in half, starting at the top of his head down to the crease in his jeans. I burst out laughing, startling the massive bowl of popcorn in my lap. Butter-saturated kernels rain down on the blanket stretched out over my and Jason’s legs, which are propped up on the couch’s ottoman.

      On the TV screen, the old man’s wife shrieks as a man in a mask “chases” after her at a ridiculously slow pace. I mean, he’s not even briskly walking. He’s strolling. Like he’s got all the time in the world to hunt her down. And seeing as stabbing people is his full-time occupation, maybe he does. Cheesy spooky music blares too loudly, so the dialogue is muffled—not that it’s vital to the plot, because ’90s slasher flicks never really have much of one anyway. But that’s why I like them. They’re predictable and safe. There’s always a killer in a mask. His choice of weapon? Usually a long cleaver. The character you hate the most always dies first, used to set an “example” for the rest. Sometimes there are rules, a kind of game played with the victims, but often it’s just a hunter and a handful of targets running like mice. Oh, and it’s never over when you think it’s over. Did the brave protagonist set the killer on fire? Push him off a cliff? Send him to jail? It doesn’t matter. He’ll always come back.

      “How can you possibly be laughing right now?” Jason whimpers, pulling the blanket up to his chin. When we first started the movie, he feigned nonchalance and withheld yelps of fear, like a true tough guy. But as the movie progressed, he dropped the act. Now, as the man in the mask jams a knife through the old woman’s throat so that it pokes out the back, Jason lets out a furious hiss. “Jesus! Does it need to be this graphic?”

      I elbow his ribs and he jumps, spilling more popcorn. “You want me to turn it off?” I tease.

      “No, it’s fine!” he insists, his voice rising, squeaking like an out-of-tune trombone. “Just…unnecessarily gory. I mean…” He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he tries to regain casualness. “Does a human being actually bleed that much?”

      “Who knows.” I scoop a handful of kernels into my mouth. “Hope I never have to find out.”

      On-screen, a woman with feathery bangs and high-waisted jeans wanders through a dark house with a flashlight, investigating the scream heard moments before while taking her dog for a midnight walk. Thankfully, she’s left the Pomeranian tied up outside. At least he’ll survive.

      Jason retracts as far as he can into the couch, like he’s willing it to suck him in. I can’t help but cackle.

      “Stop!” he moans. “Aren’t you even a little freaked out by this stuff?”

      I raise the remote and lower the volume so that he can hear me better. We’ve been settling into a cozy—or, from Jason’s now-terrified perspective, “chilling”—darkness, spread out across my ridiculously comfy couch. I reach up to switch on the lamp, bathing the apartment in a soft yellow glow. My place isn’t big, but it’s just enough space for myself, and it’s reasonably cheap for the Cannery District. There are crayon marks on the walls and gouges on the floors, well-trodden remnants from past renters. But I’ve given the apartment a quiet respite for three years, neglecting to hang any frames or decor of any kind. Whenever new people come over, they assume I’ve moved in recently because it’s so bare. I just don’t see the point in clutter. If I can’t wear it, use it, or eat it, it’s not going in my apartment.

      Of course, the less stuff I have, the more room there is for shadows to lurk in all the corners, sending Jason farther into the cracks of my couch cushions. Yeah, lights are definitely the move.

      “Slashers are just plain corny.” I kiss his cheek. “You shouldn’t be scared. They’re unrealistic.”

      Jason sits up, the blanket sliding off to reveal his slouchy gray adidas sweatshirt. He ruffles his thick curly hair and rubs his eyes. Though he’s never said so aloud, I know his contacts irritate him. He claims he’s never considered wearing glasses, but once, I found gold-rimmed spectacles in his jacket pocket. He’s such a sporty guy; the Harry Potter glasses don’t exactly match his style, but I personally think he’d look adorable in them.

      “Seems pretty real to me,” he grimaces, still fussing with his eyes.

      “Okay, for example,” I say, sitting up and gesturing to the TV, “Belinda Big Boobs here—”

      “I believe her character’s name is Belinda Chesterton,” Jason smirks. “But go on.”

      I wave a hand dismissively. “Whatever. She’s out walking her dog on Halloween night—which is so convenient—and hears this terrible scream coming from her neighbor’s house. And her gut reaction is to walk through the front door with a flashlight she just happens to have? So many things could go wrong here. If someone is being murdered, then she’s gonna get chopped into pieces. If someone isn’t being murdered, then she’s just breaking and entering. If this was based in some parts of the South, she’d be shot on sight.”

      Jason pretends to look offended. “Harsh. She’s making sure her neighbor is okay! Isn’t that brave?”

      “No! Call the police!” I exclaim, matching my tone with my own faux indignation. “Or mind your own business. They could just be having rough sex.”

      I stretch out my leg and flex and unflex my toes until the stiffness in my calf muscles goes away. I led the Franklin High cross-country team through a tough interval workout today and am realizing that I have to face facts: I am no longer twenty-two and invincible like I was when I started coaching. I can’t run six miles at a seven-minute pace, not stretch afterward, and then consume nothing but handfuls of popcorn and peanut M&M’S for dinner anymore. I mean, I can—that’s exactly what I did tonight. But now my legs are protesting.

      I can hear my dad’s gruff tone now: “Tomorrow is built on today’s choices!” Growing up, I heard that motto more than I heard “I love you”—a sentiment he saved only for special occasions like my birthday and Christmas. Being a single father, he did his best to be a devoted parent, of course. But in the end, he seemed more comfortable coaching me through life instead. And I didn’t mind. He had a whiteboard nailed to the kitchen wall with daily play-by-plays—catch the bus at 8:00 a.m., cross-country after school at 3:15 p.m., homework and snack at 4:30 p.m., dinner at 6:00 p.m., and then basketball practice on the hoop we had hung out back over the garage. We were a well-oiled machine, me and my dad.

      I hope Jason doesn’t notice the grimace I’m wearing as I casually reach down and stretch my calf some more. It’s nice that we both have such a zest for sports, but he can get a little preachy sometimes. On MatchMe—the dating app where we met—his profile was more like an athletic portfolio. Champion tennis star in college. Four-time Boston Marathon finisher. Experienced rock climber. Black belt. Member of the SnowCats ski team seven years in a row. Everything except that last one impressed me—because everyone and their grandmother skis around here. It’s not a fun fact you can use during first-date icebreakers. When you live in Bozeman, if you hop on a major highway in any direction and drive for forty-five minutes, you’ll find a mountain to carve. It would be more interesting if you didn’t ski.

      “Wait.” Jason looks at me. “I’m trying to understand: Do you love slashers or hate them? Because you’re the one who suggested we watch this.”

      I lift a finger. “I love to hate them. It’s a delicate balance.”

      After guzzling half of my gallon-size water bottle, the movie break makes me realize I unsurprisingly have to pee. I tell Jason he doesn’t need to pause the movie as I get up. “I won’t miss much!” I call over my shoulder before heading down the short hallway.

      After I’m done, I check my reflection in the mirror and pick out the popcorn kernels stuck in my teeth. My hair, still slightly damp from my post-practice shower, is brown and hangs limply at my shoulders. It was only recently that I realized I never really learned how to style it, something girls my age generally are skilled at by now. Maybe I missed that chapter of my teens when I was learning how to pitch a curveball or change a tire—skills my dad thought took priority over curling my hair. Twenty-seven seems like the time when you look put together—like a full-grown adult. But with my air-dried hair and poorly tweezed eyebrows, I never feel that way. I used to feel guilty about not trying hard enough on my appearance, but Jason obviously likes me the way I am, so I should, too. I hate to give a man this much credit, but I have to admit I’ve spent less time criticizing my body since we started dating. I guess you forget all the little things you hate about yourself—wrinkles, cellulite, a crooked left toe—when you have someone who reminds you of all the things they love.

      I shove my hair up into a lopsided bun atop my head. Then I emerge, hearing another chorus of shrill screams coming from the movie.

      When I come back into the living room, Jason isn’t on the couch. His indent is there, the popcorn bowl set aside on the floor. I frown, calling out his name. When he doesn’t respond, I peer around the corner into the kitchen and find it empty. I pad into the bedroom and eye the wad of blankets piled on my unmade bed. I smirk, imagining him curled up underneath, waiting to jump out at me. He’s clearly in the thriller spirit.

      I creep closer, then lunge forward and rip the blankets off.

      “Nice try,” I laugh. “Maybe if you weren’t so obvious—”

      I stop short, finding the bed empty. Suddenly, the apartment feels oddly still. Unease settles upon the back of my neck, like a long fingernail just dragged down my spine.

      Someone grabs my hand with such urgency, I feel my heart jerk around in my rib cage. I scream, hurtling around and whacking my elbow into Jason’s throat. He gags, clutching his probably-now-bruised Adam’s apple.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” My face goes hot like I’ve succumbed to a fast-acting fever. “Are you okay? You scared me! Where were you?”

      He nods, swallowing painfully. He looks terrible, and not because I just whacked him. Mere minutes ago, he maintained a goofy (albeit slightly scared) smile, but now his mouth is pulled down into a deep frown, his bottom lip wobbling. He often rakes his hand through his hair whenever he’s stressed or anxious, and based on its disarray, I can tell he’s freaking out. I touch my palm to his rough cheek, and he leans into it.

      “I stepped outside to take a phone call,” Jason says unevenly. “I… It’s my mom. She…”

      His voice splits and I pull him into a hug. Not again. I feel his shoulders bounce up and down as he cries softly.

      “What is it?” I finally ask when I think he’s ready to talk. “Is it her heart?”

      As I suspected, he nods. I sigh, grabbing his hands and kissing them. Marie has a rare heart disease that has her in and out of the hospital so frequently, Jason has to fly home to Ohio practically every other weekend to see her. The doctors are always calling him, swearing that she’s not going to live through the night, but she somehow muddles through. Then the next week she’s back on the fritz again. It’s a heartbreaking carousel to watch, Jason constantly wondering if this time is the last time he’ll see her.

      “Do you need to go?” I say, reaching for my phone in my back pocket. “I’m sure there’s a flight tonight—”

      He shakes his head and croaks, “No, Nora.”

      “We’ve talked about this. I’m really okay with lending you the money to get home. It’s your mom. And you need to go see her.”

      Jason’s face crumples. Taking money from me kills him, but he really has no other option. His gigs barely pay the rent, and flights are at least $400 round trip these days. My cross-country coach “salary” isn’t exactly exorbitant, and I also have to spend half the school year answering phones at the receptionist’s desk to scrape up a meager income, but it’s more than Jason makes performing in dive bars.

      “It’s not that,” he says. “My mom…she needs this surgery. The doctors say it’s going to fix everything.”

      “But that sounds like good news!”

      He shoves his hands through his hair, a stubborn curl wrapping around his finger so that he has to yank hard to get it free. He takes a shaky breath.

      “She can’t afford it. Her insurance only covers a portion, and the copay is ten grand.”

      I find myself staring at the tiny logo embroidered on his sweatshirt, at a loss for what to say.

      “Wow. That’s…that’s a lot of money.”

      “Yeah.” He licks his lips. “I…know I can’t ask. I know I can’t. But I don’t know what to do… I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate…”

      My heart plummets. Already I’ve opened two credit cards to pay for his flights—five in total. He says he would do the same if he could but that his credit score is trash. Plus, he promises he’ll pay me back. He’s working on a deal with a record label who wants to give him a lot of money for some songs he wrote, but the contract has been in the works for months. I’ve had other friends who dabbled in the music industry, so I know how slow things move. And I’ve seen the emails and contract drafts, so I know it’s true. Not that he would lie about that anyway.

      “Jason…I would give it to you—you know I would—but I don’t have that kind of money.”

      His eyes widen with panic, like he’s standing on the edge of a cliff, the ground about to disintegrate.

      “What about your savings? Or an emergency fund? Please, Nora.” Throwing my own words back in my face, he adds, “It’s my mom.”

      My esophagus tightens. I do have just about that much in my savings—just barely. I’ve never touched it, always holding out for something that really matters. A deposit on a bigger apartment or a life-changing trip or…anything. But then again, this is Jason. Already I know he’s the one for me. And honestly, what matters more than saving someone’s life?

      Even though I’ve made up my mind, I can’t bring myself to form the words. So I just smile weakly and nod. Jason wraps me up in the biggest hug, sobbing so hard that he jostles me around in his arms.

      He pulls away, cupping my chin and gazing down at me adoringly.

      “You’re an angel,” he gushes, sniffling. “A true angel.”

      I kiss his face, his stubble scratching my lips. Then he pulls me back into his chest. I let myself feel like a good person for a few seconds but then have to address the nettling thought itching at my brain.

      It’s just…weird. Jason is so upset, but his cheeks are bone dry.

      Like he hasn’t shed a single tear.

    
  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two
          Ruby
        

      
      I’m the luckiest woman alive.

      It’s Saturday afternoon, and I’m walking down the street with the most handsome man in town. And I’m not just saying that. Objectively, my boyfriend is the most attractive man I’ve ever seen in Bozeman. Downtown Bozeman is bustling today, people streaming up and down the sidewalks carrying shopping bags, coffee cups, or children. It’s unseasonably warm for late September, so I rooted through the summer section of my closet and dug out a daisy-patterned sundress. Jason looks summery, too, trading in his usual fitted navy suit for a casual baby-blue polo. His long, sharp nose accumulates sweat as we walk, so much so that his round spectacles keep sliding down.

      “Should we stop for coffee?” He points to a wooden sign hanging above a storefront window.

      I poke his chest and smile. “You already know the answer to that.”

      Unfortunately, my coffee consumption, especially as a teacher, is incredibly stereotypical. I’d love to say I could manage twenty kindergarteners without being under the influence of caffeine, but I think I’d keel over before story time even began.

      The inside of the café is a little stuffy, probably because they haven’t adjusted their HVAC for today’s out-of-the-ordinary weather. We take a seat at a small round table, and a teenage waitress comes to take our orders. A few minutes later she returns with two coffees and a massive blueberry muffin to split. I pinch off a piece and pop it in my mouth.

      “Thanks for coming with me today,” I chirp. “It was nice to have company.”

      Jason takes a sip of coffee, his eyes dancing. “I had a lot of fun.”

      “You don’t have to fib,” I laugh. “Buying stamps at the post office? Stopping at the bank? Not exactly invigorating stuff.”

      He takes my hand, rubbing a thumb over my knuckles. “I’m invigorated anytime I’m with you,” he says sincerely.

      I blush and giggle, which only makes me grow redder in the face. It’s been years since someone has made my heart flutter like Jason does, and it’s transformed me from a logically sound, grounded woman to a…well, a swooning, lovesick schoolgirl. How did I get so lucky?

      Well, I know how. I swiped right.

      I refuse to tell my coworkers at school that we met on MatchMe. I feel like being on dating apps at my age is so…provocative. Like I was prowling online for sex. You’re supposed to meet your soulmate in coffee shops when you accidentally order the same cinnamon-foam latte, or at the park walking your dog, who happens to slip out of your grasp and run to the cutest guy there. I suppose it doesn’t matter how we met, as long as we did. Still, I keep it vague with those who ask. “We just sort of…found each other!”

      I straighten my back against the chair, clearing my throat and smoothing the top of my hair down. When you have a pixie cut, you run the risk of getting sporadic cowlicks. I never know if there’s a hair sticking up on the back of my head like Alfalfa from The Little Rascals. I lopped it off recently after seeing a picture of Scarlett Johansson with the same style. It seemed so effortless, and the idea of having to fuss over one less thing throughout the day was enticing. I was duped, though, since I have to stop at every reflective surface to check for out-of-place surprises.

      When we first started talking, I was worried Jason would think I bamboozled him, since my MatchMe pictures were all taken years ago, when my hair fell between my shoulder blades and my eyes weren’t circled by the faint early lines of early-thirties adulthood. But he’s never once mentioned the discrepancies.

      “You’re so beautiful, you know that?” Jason gushes. He’s always doing that. Gushing. No matter what we’re doing or where we are, he douses me with affection. It was a little overwhelming at first. For instance, whenever we go out to dinner, he’ll ask the server, “Have you ever seen such a beautiful woman? Come on, be honest. Look at her!” and I burn up in my seat. Or we’ll be taking a walk in the park, and he’ll abruptly stop, cup my face in his hands, and murmur, “It’s been too long since I’ve stared into those eyes. I need a refill.” He’s what my mother would call saccharine, and intensely romantic. But after six months, I’ve become accustomed to his potency. No, not just accustomed—I’ve grown fond of the attention.

      “I mean it,” Jason asserts when I arch my brow skeptically. “You’re breathtaking.”

      “Please.” I pluck a napkin out of its dispenser and wipe up the crumbs we’ve accumulated. “I’ve been walking around in the heat all day. I probably look like a melted art project.”

      “Your freckles pop when you get sun.” He gently touches the bridge of my nose. “All along here. It’s really cute. You look like a…like a baby giraffe or something.”

      I laugh and take the tiniest sip of my Americano so I don’t burn my lips. I usually drink it with lots of milk, foam, and sugar, but Jason likes ordering for me whenever we go out, and he can’t seem to remember what I prefer. He gets it wrong every time. But that’s okay. He has a lot on his plate. Besides, I should probably consume less sugar anyway. I’m a stress-baker. Anytime my cortisol is high, I whip up something with at least three sticks of butter in it and twice as much sugar. Last week, one of the first-grade teachers, Miranda, announced she was pregnant, which in itself didn’t send me into a powdered-sugar craze. It was the comment Glenn, the PE teacher, made to me in the teacher’s lounge that day: “Great news about Miranda, huh? First Lynn, then Wanda, now her. Must be something in the water. Thank God you’re not married. School couldn’t afford to lose another teacher to maternity leave.”

      The minute I got home that evening, I threw my purse on the couch, rolled up my sleeves, and with a vengeance, started making slutty brownies. They’re three-tiered baked goods you whip up when you want to either reward or punish yourself. The base layer is chocolate chip cookie dough, the middle is stacked with whole Oreos, and the top layer is fudgy brownie batter. I ate half the pan sitting on the kitchen floor, succumbing to a horrendous stomachache (hence the punishment part). It’s not Glenn’s fault I slipped into a chocolate coma. More and more these days, I find myself feeling sensitive toward the topics of marriage and children. It doesn’t help that I’m the only unwed teacher at my school. I’m only thirty. It’s not terribly unorthodox that I’m not married yet. But among my coworkers, I might as well be an old maid.

      “So what happened last night?” I ask, setting my mug back down after a failed attempt at a sip. It’s still too hot.

      Jason’s smile slips. “What do you mean?”

      “The big work emergency!” I say. “What did it end up being? Is everything okay?”

      He relaxes, sitting back in his chair. “Only after I cleaned up everyone’s mess. Again, I’m really sorry about bailing on dinner. The grind has been killing me lately.”

      Jason works at an insurance firm on the Southside, near Montana State University. He runs himself ragged there—popping into the office at weird hours, staying late and going in early. He’s explained several times what his role entails, but I can never remember his exact title. I swear it sounds different every time. Whatever he does, I get the feeling Jason is important. He’s always ducking out to take calls in private—when we’re out at dinner, watching a movie, or even when we’re getting…romantically involved. Once, I told him it was fine to talk in front of me, that I didn’t mind, but he insists the content of the calls are confidential.

      I squeeze his hand. “I worry about you. They’re working you to the bone!”

      He squeezes back. “I’d like to quit someday,” he says. “Do something I’m passionate about, you know? Like you.”

      It’s a nice thing to say, but as much as I love teaching, there are definitely days when I’m apathetic about it. It’s hard to feel inspired when you’re cleaning boogers off desks or calming a screeching child who’s pissed you’re not Miss Rachel. But the good days outweigh the bad, and that’s what matters.

      “I think you can do anything you put your mind to,” I tell him earnestly, sounding just as optimistic as the toddlers’ YouTube queen herself.

      Jason lets go of my hand and clears his throat.

      “That means a lot. And speaking of, I have something for you.”

      I raise an eyebrow, peeking under the table. I don’t remember him buying anything at any of the stores we passed.

      He pulls out his phone, taps the screen a few times, then lays it flat on the table for me to see. I peer down at the screen, seeing a busy-looking graph with red and green lines zigzagging up and down in precarious mountain shapes.

      “This is Zip Coin,” he says excitedly. “It’s a new cryptocurrency that’s going to blow up the world. I mean it. I have it on very good authority that this thing is going to change the way we invest.”

      I nod, mustering up enthusiasm. Jason is big on the stock market. I’m assuming it’s what he would call his “passion,” although it feels a little silly, in my opinion. I’m used to tolerating topics I’m not interested in when I’m interacting with kindergarteners—the other day I sat through a long-winded explanation of the plot of a PAW Patrol episode—but when I’m out of school, it’s hard for me to feign interest.

      “Wow! Sounds neat.”

      A woman walks through the café doors with a roly-poly baby on her hip, his legs adorably doughy. I grip my mug and look away. Is it birthing season or something?

      “Neat?” He laughs. “It’s unheard of, Ruby. I’m telling you, if you put in a thou, in two months your return will quadruple. This is the coin people are going to kick themselves for not buying early.”

      I attempt drinking my coffee again, but it’s still scalding.

      “I didn’t know you were so interested in crypto,” I say faintly, my eyes betraying my brain and resting on the baby again. I wish he’d spit up or cry or do something other than look adoringly at his mother. Anything that would make me feel more confident about my decision to not have one.

      “How could I not be when the money is this good?” He smiles mischievously.

      This reads as odd since Jason already makes a very comfortable living at his job now. Not to mention that, like me, his parents are also wealthy. He told me they won the lottery years ago and have been living off that ever since. But that’s where my knowledge of his family life stops. I asked once if maybe I could invite them over for dinner one night to get to know them, but he shot down the idea immediately, like it was a stray ember about to light me on fire. “We don’t get along,” is all he said. “I don’t see them very often.” I suppose he’d never ask them for anything, let alone money.

      “Sweetheart…” he purrs. “I think you should do this.”

      I eat some more muffin, granules of sugar melting on my tongue. “Do what?” I say, covering my mouth so he can’t see the masticated food.

      “Invest in Zip Coin. I promise, if you let me, I can make you a huge profit.” His glasses are almost fogging, he’s getting so worked up, his face red and flushed with excitement. He intertwines his fingers together and leans forward, his eye contact so intense I feel strapped to the chair.

      “What? Invest in… I don’t know. Is it really safe? I’ve heard bad things about people getting the rug pulled out from under them.” I vaguely remember a scandal over some coin an Instagram influencer was touting, and how said influencer was arrested after selling all his shares at once, sending other investors into financial failure.

      “I promise you, it’s perfectly legal,” he assures me. “It’s an investment opportunity.”

      I squirm in my seat. I’ve had people corner me before, asking for money. It comes with the territory, growing up wealthy—which, by the way, I would never say aloud. But it’s true. My parents are surgeons. Their parents were surgeons. And their parents were surgeons. I should be proud of this lineage, but it’s not really mine to own. Being adopted excludes you from finding pride in the apparently inherited surgeon gene.

      What little I know about my actual bloodline is…unfortunate, to say the least. My birth parents were meth addicts who died of overdoses. I was adopted as a baby, so I don’t remember anything about them, but I’ve imagined what they might’ve looked like, how I would’ve fit into the puzzle. What I would’ve been like if I weren’t raised by a lovely couple of surgeons. I’m forever thinking about this second version of who I could have been, which is why it’s hard when people look at me like I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth. It makes me feel like a fraud.

      “Well?” Jason prods, releasing my fingers and gently pinching my chin.

      “How much were you thinking?” I ask, wishing he would go back to gushing and calling me a baby giraffe.

      He considers this, twisting up his mouth for a moment.

      “Maybe start with twenty thousand?”

      I gasp at the number. I personally don’t have that much cash sitting in a bank. I would have to ask my parents. And something tells me they wouldn’t be enthusiastic about crypto. Jason holds up a hand as if to stop me before I spiral.

      “Remember, I’m going to quadruple that. It’s not even a risk, Ruby. It’s just smart financial sense.” When I let a few seconds pass without answering, hurt flashes across his face. “Didn’t you just say, ‘You can do anything you put your mind to’? Was that a lie?”

      “No!” I recoil like I’ve been slapped. “Of course not!”

      He frowns dubiously, and for a moment, I worry that I’ve lost him. I reach over to take his hand, but he pulls away, glancing at his watch. My mind races to get us back on track. I may not have that kind of cash at the ready, but I do have access to my parents’ bank accounts. I could always just siphon a little bit off the top, as long as I put it back in before they notice.

      I fan my face. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to offend you. How long would it take to…um, quadruple?”

      “A week. Tops,” he promises, crossing his heart. “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Of course I do,” I say hurriedly. “I know how smart you are. Yes. I’ll do it.”

      “Fantastic. You can wire me the money, and I’ll buy it for you—just so you don’t have to fuss around with it.” He leans forward, his blue eyes sparkling with more love and lust than I’ve seen all day. “I love you. I know it’s a little soon for that, but I do.”

      Warmth floods my cheeks.

      “I love you too,” I blurt out giddily.

      I’ve never said that to a man before. I’m not sure what’s supposed to happen now. It seemed like such a monumental moment in my head, but Jason is already back on his phone and I’m staring down into my black Americano. I suddenly feel naive, inexperienced, ill prepared for the next step in our relationship. This is all new to me—I haven’t had a boyfriend since I was a teen, a sweet nothing of a relationship that fizzled by homecoming. And throughout my adult life, I simply had other things on my mind—school, family, my career. It was only a few years ago that I looked around and realized while everyone else was falling in love, I was falling behind. I have no idea what to expect out of this.

      Undoubtedly, we’ll grow closer, and he’ll learn everything there is to know about me. The way I tap my toothbrush three times on the sink after using it and the ferocity with which I clean the top of my fridge. He’ll figure out that my dad’s nickname for me is “Rue” and that, when I was nineteen, I was twenty pounds heavier and still had braces.

      But what if I don’t want him to know everything?

      Jason is still scrolling on his phone. “It’s probably a good idea to lock in your investment today. Like I said, this thing is going to shoot up fast.”

      “Sure, of course,” I say, our I love you’s hanging between us like a perfume cloud.

      I take a big gulp of coffee. It instantly burns my tongue, and my taste buds flinch before dulling into a raw numbness. I was supposed to get sushi with my mom tonight, and now my favorite tiger roll will taste like cardboard. Tears spring to my eyes as I bring my fingers to my lips, wincing.

      The waitress comes over and sets the bill down on the edge of the table. And that’s where it stays for the next twenty minutes, until I pick it up.

      “Thanks, sweetheart,” he says distractedly. “I’ll get the next one.”

      I smile weakly.

      He’s said that the last eight times.

    
  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three
          Cham
        

      
      I can fix anything. Motorcycles, cars, washing machines, e-bikes, mopeds…

      Anything except people. People are unpredictable, complicated, stubborn as hell. It’s why I got into mechanics in the first place. People can drive you crazy, but cars drive you places. Places you actually want to go.

      Friday morning, I’m under the hood of a 2010 Dodge Challenger Hellcat, an unapologetically loud muscle car that hasn’t given its owner so much as a purr lately. The customer, a bald man with aviators atop his head and beefy biceps busting out of a T-shirt, is standing a few feet back, wringing his hands.

      “So?” he asks when I emerge with engine oil slicked up to my elbows. “What’s wrong with her?”

      Her. Cars are never male, for some reason. This solidifies my theory that all straight men want to have sex with their vehicles, and God forbid they be intimate with a masculine car.

      “I can’t be totally sure without taking some time to look into it, but on first glance, I’d say it’s an engine-timing issue.” I wipe my hands on a rag. “The combustion cycle could be slightly off. Have you noticed any rough idling?”

      The man nods, sticking his fingers through his belt loops.

      “Don’t have a ton on my schedule for today, so I should be able to figure it out quickly,” I say. “But I’ll have to keep it for the day. Might want to call an Uber if you don’t want to wait around.”

      He nods, pulling his sunglasses down before changing his mind and shoving them back up again. “Got my niece coming. Should be right behind me.”

      I can tell by the way the guy glances at his car that he’s hesitant to leave me with his “girl.” I’m not sure what a mechanic is supposed to look like, but apparently I’m not it. Today I’m sporting a long-sleeved black T-shirt and low-riding charcoal-colored cargo pants. They’re practical—eleven pockets for nuts, bolts, wrenches, you name it.

      “Don’t worry,” I offer as consolingly as I can, though I’ve been told my “nice” tone is as rough as a cheese grater. “One way or another, it’ll get fixed.”

      The man bites the inside of his cheek, unconvinced.

      “I thought you were a guy when I booked the appointment online,” he says, a little accusatorily. “What kind of a name is Cham?”

      This doesn’t bother me anymore, as I hear it at least twice a day.

      “It’s actually pronounced Sham,” I repeat the explanation for the billionth time. “Short for Champagne.”

      The man widens his eyes, taken aback. “Oh. Any meaning behind it?”

      “Parents are major alcoholics.”

      This is a tried-and-true method of getting people to buzz off. He fakes nonchalance and steps backward. My parents are, in fact, not drinkers. But it’s retaliation for all the times someone has made me uncomfortable about my name, which comes from my great-grandma. Maybe her parents were big drinkers. I’ve never asked.

      “Cool, cool. Well, like I said, my niece is comin’… So…”

      Right on time, a lime-green Kia Sol pulls in. I try not to judge people by their cars, but damn, if you willingly choose to drive a puke green box on wheels, you probably have some issues to work out in therapy.

      The car emits a doggy-chew-toy-sounding meep meep! I’m embarrassed to have that thing anywhere near my garage.

      “You’ll call?” he confirms.

      “I’ll call,” I promise, giving him an “okay” sign with my greasy, slightly blackened fingers.

      I head into the garage to move some things around before I pull in the Hellcat. When I come back outside, though, the Kia is still idling in the lot. I shade my eyes and squint, wondering whether there’s a problem. Did it conk out, too? Wouldn’t be surprised. A twelve-year-old could build one of those things out of a kit.

      But a second later, it reverses so fast that the tires spin, kicking up gravel. I shout and wave my arms as it nearly smashes into our GARAGE THIS WAY sign before peeling off, its engine rattling as it speeds away. I watch it go, hands on my hips. Like I said, I try not to judge people based on the cars they drive, but…

      Kia Sol owners are nuts.

      

      Thirty minutes into working on the car and I confirm that the problem is a worn timing belt. It needs to be replaced. This is great news for me because replacing it is labor intensive, and I’ll make a killing from the job. It’s bad news for Hellcat’s papa—or…husband? He won’t like that I have to keep her overnight. This’ll be a tricky one.

      I’m not deterred, though. Like I said, cars can be fixed, no matter how messed up they are. You can buy new parts, read through the manual, and throw buckets of money at an issue until it’s better. All of which I tried to do when Jason got sick. His body was shutting down, and regardless of how many medical textbooks there were, not one tells you how to work a miracle.

      The hum of a motorcycle coming off the road catches my attention. I rent a shared garage space with two other independent mechanics, but neither have any bookings today, so it must be a customer. I toss my gloves on the ground and step out of the open garage door onto the gravel. As the bike gets closer, I recognize the engine growl.

      Jason pulls around the corner and rumbles toward me on his Harley-Davidson Fat Boy, which is muscle on wheels. It’s big, loud, and seven hundred pounds of pure attitude. I slow-clap at his arrival, smirking. When I first met Jason, he bragged about his wimpy dirt bike he took out on trails and back roads. I remember him rolling it out of his garage, grinning proudly and spit-shining the seat. “Aww, how cute,” I said. “I didn’t know you had a little sister. Her bike is precious.” He nearly fell over. After that, I helped him pick out a real ride—one with weight, a real engine, and some power—and now he’s practically molded into the damn thing like a Transformer. I never see him without it.

      Jason cuts the engine and dismounts, unstrapping his full-face helmet and tucking it under his arm. His face is damp, his black hair smashed onto his forehead.

      “Hey, sexy,” he purrs with a shit-eating grin. He knows that even though it’s been a week since I’ve heard from him, I’ll give him the happiest of receptions. Unfortunately, this man has me pretty much wrapped around his finger. Even more unfortunate, he knows it. Sometimes I can’t tell if I want to smack him or kiss him—or both. God, I love him so much.

      He greets me with an open-mouthed kiss that tastes like Mountain Dew. His black leather jacket makes audible crinkling sounds as he wraps his arms around my waist.

      “I don’t see you for a week and now you show up unannounced?” I cock an eyebrow playfully. “You better have a good excuse.”

      He knows I’m joking. Jason and I often go days without talking, then pick back up where we left off. That doesn’t mean I consider our relationship to be “casual” or a “fling.” I mean, we’ve been together three years. We simply like our space. Honestly, I attribute the longevity of our relationship to the fact that I, in general, am not a clingy person. I see Jason maybe once or twice a week, and that’s a perfectly acceptable amount of time for both of us. I’m on the road a lot, too, taking my motorcycle across state lines whenever I can, sleeping under the stars, eating crappy diner food… Living life the way I want to, I’d written in my MatchMe profile, where we first met.

      Doesn’t mean I don’t like someone to come home to, of course, when I’m done being a nomad. That’s why I signed up for that cringey dating app in the first place. It’s not like I struggled to meet men before that, but it was taking too long to figure out if someone was going to fit in with my lifestyle, and I didn’t want to waste time going on dates to figure it out. MatchMe has you lay everything out in your profile: what kind of relationship you’re looking for, how much commitment you’re willing to give, your expectations and desires. It’s like a build-a-man formula, and Jason is made up of all the right parts.

      He brushes my hair back and nuzzles my neck.

      “I missed you,” he murmurs.

      I sigh contentedly. This. This is what makes him the best. When we’re apart, we’re apart. But when we’re together, nothing else matters. There isn’t any insecure questioning about where we’ve been or what we’ve been doing—we simply exist with each other. We might wander, but we’re each other’s homes. Period.

      Without letting go of my waist, Jason jerks his head toward the garage. “You got anything interesting in there?”

      I nibble on his earlobe. We don’t believe in personal space when we’re together. I know—it’s disgusting. I hate us.

      “Eh. Hellcat.” I trace his bottom lip with my thumb.

      His eyes glimmer with interest.

      “What year?”

      “2010.”

      He makes a fart sound with his tongue, and spittle showers on my face. I giggle-snort, pushing him away. He pulls out a box of cigarettes, drops one into his hand, and pats his jacket for a minute before asking, “You got a light?”

      I do. I hand it to him and we each have a cigarette. I relish the moment. Just the two of us at the garage on a warm September afternoon, watching our smoke clouds curl around each other. Sorta romantic.

      “Oh, I brought you something,” he says, reaching into his jacket and withdrawing an envelope. When he hands it to me, I feel how heavy it is and flip open the flap to find perfectly flat, fresh cash.

      “Holy shit!” I say, thumbing through it. “Is this all of it? I didn’t expect you to have it so soon.”

      Jason coolly blows out a snakelike stream of smoke.
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