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			On the day she died, the woman wrote a letter to a friend she hadn’t seen in over twenty years. She didn’t realize it was the last day of her life, but she could feel her death coming, hovering over her as if the Grim Reaper himself were breathing down her neck. If she’d known it was her last day on earth, she would have spent it with her husband. They would have eaten all her favorite things – spaghetti and sushi and chocolate cake – and come up with a suitable name for the baby at last, laughing until they cried at the ridiculous suggestions in the Name That Baby! book. They would have visited the petting zoo one last time, where she’d bury her face in the pony’s mane and hear its soft snort of greeting.

			But since she didn’t know, she wrote a letter.

			She’d thought a lot about what she should say to her friend, a friend who had become a stranger over the years. No matter what she said, no matter how nicely she worded it, the letter would still be a burden, an albatross of the past crushing the recipient to the ground. She understood this, and dreaded it, this thing she was about to do, but there was no alternative. It had to be done. Her friend had to know, had to understand all that had happened since that terrible night. In this case, ignorance wasn’t bliss – it was fatal.

			The child in her womb kicked, demanding attention. Over the last few weeks, the flutters that had once made her smile had turned into a full-out assault that took her breath away. Her stomach growled in sympathy.

			“Hold on, baby. I’ll feed us in a minute. Mama’s got something she needs to do first.”

			She couldn’t keep her eyes on the paper, the multitude of blank lines waiting to be filled causing anxiety and guilt. Giving in to one last procrastination, she picked up a photo, intending to gaze at it for just a moment. Her teenage self grinned back at her, her arms wrapped around her two best friends, looking like she didn’t have a care in the world. Which should be the way of childhood, but sadly so seldom is.

			One of the three girls challenged the camera, her chin tilted upward, eyes narrowed. It was this girl, now grown, that the woman addressed her letter to. This friend who had always been the serious one, the smartest of the three. She would figure out what to do. The woman regretted not getting a hold of her sooner, but steeled herself to do the right thing now.

			Better late than not at all, she thought, wishing she believed it.

			As she bent over the paper, her phone rang, startling her so the first mark she made was an ugly scrawl. She closed her eyes.

			Take it easy. You don’t know who it is. It could just be—

			She risked a peek.

			UNKNOWN NUMBER.

			The scariest words in the world, but on that day, she was tired of being scared, tired of being a victim.

			She answered, hearing her caller’s hateful breathing. It was like a spider crawling inside her ear, but she refused to be intimidated any longer. Before they could speak, she screamed into the phone.

			“You’d better leave me alone! I know who you are, do you understand? I KNOW WHO YOU ARE!”

			Pressing the power button, she threw the phone across the room, where it landed with a muffled thud on the carpet. She buried her face in her arms and sobbed, startling the child inside her into stillness.

			The tears didn’t last long. She had an opportunity to set things right, to do what she should have done years ago. After glancing once more at the girl in the old photo, the woman wrote her letter, hoping the recipient wouldn’t be too critical of her grammar or spelling. It was the message that was important, after all, not the delivery.

			When she was finished, her hands were shaking so badly it took several tries to slip the letter inside an envelope. She put on her wool coat, unaware that the remaining minutes of her life were trickling away like water droplets down a drain.

			She hadn’t left the house in days. It was much safer to stay inside, behind barred and bolted doors. But she was going to deliver that letter if it was the last thing she ever did.

			And, as it turned out, it was.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Whoever said, “You can’t go home again,” had it wrong, Jo thought. You could, but you shouldn’t.

			Not that Clear Springs had ever felt like home, not really. It had been a relief to escape to Manhattan right after graduation. Hell, her stint at the Associated Press, covering bloody battles overseas, had been peaceful compared to the war zone of her childhood.

			And yet, all her resolve, all the vows and promises she’d made to stay away, to leave Clear Springs and never look back, had been shattered to pieces by the article burning a hole in her pocket.

			Girl’s Disappearance Remains a Mystery

			After two decades, parents refuse to give up hope

			An evening vigil will be held tonight for Samantha Kennedy, who vanished twenty-seven years ago today. While Kennedy’s family believes their daughter will be found, police admit they still have no suspects.

			 “Unfortunately, we have to suspect foul play,” a police source said. “From all accounts, Sam wasn’t the type of girl who would run away.”

			Kennedy, an honors student who had been accepted to Yale, went missing the night before her senior prom. If alive, she will celebrate her 45th birthday this year.

			 Although Doug Flaherty, her boyfriend at the time of her disappearance, was initially questioned, no charges were laid against him, and no other suspects have been named.

			The article flanked a grainy photograph, a portrait taken in celebration of the impending graduation – the bouquet of red roses in the girl’s arms a dead giveaway. Blonde and stunning, she’d been the kind of pretty that would have inspired strong feelings in everyone she met: lust, envy, perhaps even obsession. Had she caught the attention of the wrong person? It had happened to those far less genetically gifted.

			Though the name of the newspaper had been removed, Jo could tell from the poor quality of both the paper and the photo reproduction that it was the work of a rural press. No one-horse town would have been prepared to handle a girl like Kennedy. If she’d been born in New York or L.A., cities accustomed to exceptional beauty, she might have been okay, but some backwater burg? Not a chance. Poor thing hadn’t had a hope in hell.

			After studying the teenager’s picture for a moment, Jo felt stirrings of remorse. Why was it always the most promising who died young? For she was sure this Samantha Kennedy was dead. What else would cause a girl with unlimited potential to disappear on the night before her prom? There was no other explanation.

			No great mystery, then. What Jo didn’t understand was why the clipping had been left on her desk at the museum.

			Her fellow reporters had teased her endlessly about crossing over to the ‘dark side’ of public relations. Was this clipping a ruse to lure her back to the world of investigative journalism? Or was there some link to the museum she was missing?

			Examining the envelope, Jo searched for an accompanying letter, some scribbled note of explanation. Thinking there might be a message attached to the other side of the article, she flipped it over. Her breath caught in her throat.

			Just two little words in red ink, but they were more than enough to make her remember who Sam Kennedy was:

			Find Me

			How could she have forgotten? Sure, it had been twenty-seven years, but how could she have ever forgotten Sam? It was something that should have been seared in her memory for all time – the day her best friend vanished.

			Memories of Sam, of Jo’s own troubled past and the life she thought she’d left far behind, threatened to overwhelm her. With trembling hands, she fumbled for the Xanax she kept in her desk drawer. Damn it. Why did this have to happen now, when she was finally feeling somewhat stable? Her job at the museum was far from thrilling, but she’d been grateful for a bit of boredom. At least no one was shooting at her.

			She remembered Syria clearly, could still hear the echoes of the screaming, smell the burnt flesh and singed hair, see the children who’d reached for her, begging for her to protect them. She’d tried to explain she was only a reporter who could barely save herself, let alone them, but they never understood. They just kept crying. Most nights, these children haunted her, and she woke up with tears dampening her pillow.

			* * *

			For the first time since she’d taken the job at the museum, Jo had resisted her workaholic tendencies and left the office on time, saying little to her coworkers. Once home, instead of heading straight to her kitchen, where she’d heat some soup and make a sandwich before settling on the couch for a relaxing night of Netflix, she forced herself to brave the dim, dusty realms of her apartment building’s storage unit.

			She hadn’t ventured there since she’d moved in almost a decade before, and had often considered paying someone to clean it out. There wasn’t much – just a line of cobweb-covered boxes and an old bike, its tires sagging in despair – but the place gave her the creeps, with its one bare bulb swinging from a wire, casting strange shadows over the cinderblock walls. Her belongings were kept in a cage, like death-row prisoners.

			Even though it had been years since she’d braved the unit, she knew exactly where the box was. Lurking in the far corner, it was scrawled with the word Home. Handling it gingerly, as if it might contain explosives, Jo carried the entire thing upstairs, away from the creepy basement. Whoever had sent her the clipping must have something to do with the Three Musketeers of Clear Springs High – Amanda, Jo…and Sam.

			Jo hadn’t thought about Amanda Hutchingson since high school. Later that evening, when she googled her, she was relieved to find Amanda’s parents were still listed.

			Nothing changed in Clear Springs. A young woman might vanish, but life carried on, same as before.

			She punched in the number before she could change her mind.

			Amanda’s mother answered the phone, her voice bringing more memories flooding back. Gail had been an English teacher, the English teacher, possibly the best teacher who’d ever lived. It was Mrs. Hutchingson who’d encouraged Jo’s love affair with books. Gail even sounded like an English teacher, her enunciation lending crispness to every syllable. She didn’t say “Heh” or “What?” when she answered the phone, like so many in Clear Springs. Instead she said, “Hutchingson residence, Gail speaking,” in a manner that made you feel like you were speaking to someone important.

			“Hello, Mrs. Hutchingson. This is Jo…Jo Carter.” She was surprised to hear the quaver in her voice. The article had gotten to her more than she’d thought.

			“Josephine? My goodness, it has been a long time. How have you been?”

			“Fine, thank you.”

			“Are you still in the Big Apple?”

			“Yes, still here.”

			“Writing, I hope?”

			“Yes, I’m a journalist.” She wasn’t sure why she’d lied, but for some reason she wasn’t ready to admit she’d left the newspaper world behind for public relations. She was afraid Gail wouldn’t understand, or that, worst of all, she wouldn’t approve. Maybe it was silly, but Jo wanted to make her old teacher proud.

			“Wonderful. I’m thrilled to hear you’ve kept up with your writing. You always did have an aptitude for it.”

			“Thanks. Sorry to bother you out of the blue, but I need to talk to Amanda. Is she still living in town?”

			There was a long pause on the other end of the line. For a moment Jo thought the connection had been broken, but then Gail spoke.

			“You haven’t heard.”

			She had an urge to hang up, to not hear the woman’s next words.

			“I’m sorry to be the one to break the bad news, but Amanda’s dead. She was killed two weeks ago, in a car accident. She…she was seven months pregnant.”

			Jo felt like she’d been punched in the gut. Knees buckling, she sank onto her couch. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

			Gail’s voice cracked and Jo winced in sympathy. “I guess that explains why we didn’t hear from you. I assumed your father would have told you, since he was at the funeral.”

			That monster? At Amanda’s funeral? What on earth would have possessed him?

			“We don’t exactly keep in touch.” It took every bit of energy she had to keep her tone neutral. Not keeping in touch was the understatement of the year. If she ever saw her father again, it would be in hell.

			“Well, now you know. It’s too bad you didn’t call earlier. Amanda would have been tickled to hear from you. She always spoke fondly of you.”

			Amanda had talked about her? She was overwhelmed with guilt. Jo hadn’t thought of her old friend in years, and now she was dead. Poor Gail had lost both her daughter and her grandchild in one terrible tragedy.

			She struggled to picture what Amanda had looked like – really looked like – not in a photograph, but in real life. Tried to remember the sound of her laugh. The best she could come up with was a vague impression of a pretty girl with vivid green eyes.

			What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I remember?

			“I’m so sorry.” The apology was as much to Amanda as her mother. Her friend deserved to be remembered, at the very least.

			“As much as we’re struggling, Doug is worse. He’s devastated. I’m afraid he’ll never get over this. It’s one thing to lose your wife, but to lose your child at the same time….”

			Doug. As soon as Jo heard his name, images inundated her brain.

			Doug, broad-shouldered and intimidating in his football uniform. He’d lifted Sam in the air as if she’d weighed no more than a penny, spinning her around while they kissed. Amanda had married Doug? Sam’s old boyfriend and, according to the newspaper clipping, the main suspect in her disappearance?

			Jo leaned back against her couch, fighting to control her breathing. Her pulse was pounding so hard she could barely think, as if her heart would burst from her chest.

			Doug had been romantically linked to two of her friends, and both had come to an unfortunate end. Of course, Sam had disappeared twenty-seven years ago. Doug could be forgiven for moving on with his life…maybe.

			“Hello? Josephine, are you still there?”

			She was startled back to the present. Gail didn’t sound like she blamed her son-in-law for what had happened to Amanda, and how could he be blamed for a car accident? “Sorry, I guess I’m just surprised. I didn’t know they got married.”

			“Oh, I’m sure you remember they always had feelings for each other. During that awful time after Samantha disappeared, they leaned on each other quite a bit. It was only natural they’d fall in love.”

			As if her words were magic, Jo did remember, but it was memories of Doug and Sam that filled her mind. Doug and Sam walking together, their bodies so close not a single strand of sunlight squeezed between them, their hands in each other’s back pockets. The way Doug had idolized Sam, as if she’d been a goddess instead of a mere mortal like the rest of them. How he’d disrupted the search for her by falling to his knees and screaming….

			The rawness of Doug’s pain made her hands tremble.

			It had always been Doug and Sam, never Doug and Amanda. Gail had to have been mistaken. Maybe Amanda had had some puppy love crush on him – hell, probably most of the girls had – but that didn’t mean her feelings had been returned.

			“I guess so.” She couldn’t imagine falling for Doug, no matter how much they ‘leaned on’ each other. The guy was tainted by suspicion, and always would be.

			“You should give him a call. I’m sure he’d love to hear from you too.”

			“I’ll think about it,” Jo said, knowing she’d do nothing of the kind. “I apologize, but I should go. I’m really sorry for your loss, and I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

			“It was no bother at all. I hope to see you here soon. I can take you to the grave so you could pay your respects.”

			Jo couldn’t think of anything she wanted to do less.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It was evening by the time Jo arrived at the hotel. Her contact lenses felt like they were filled with sand, her eyes as bloodshot as a drunk’s on a three-day bender. Her legs turned to molasses when she climbed out of the rental car, both knees popping like gunshots in the eerily quiet night. When she’d stretched enough to feel human again, she trudged toward the front door of the Clear Springs Hotel.

			The reception desk was empty except for one of those ring-for-service bells. She hated those things, dreaded the way they made people glare at her accusingly, as if she were too self-important to wait until the clerk returned from lunch, or from wherever the hell clerks went when they weren’t at the counter.

			For a brief moment, she was tempted to leave. Run back to her car, and fly to New York, never thinking of any of this again. But she’d already come too far.

			Sam. Someone had to find out what had happened to her.

			Jo rang the bell, cringing at the sharp peal that echoed through the lobby. There were some shuffling sounds from the back room, and within a minute or two a heavyset woman made an appearance.

			“Sorry ’bout that,” the woman muttered. “I didn’t hear you come in. I was in back, watching a show.” She looked offended by Jo’s presence, as if a customer were nothing but an inconvenience.

			“No worries. I’d like a single, please.”

			“Sure, no problem. We have lots of vacancies,” the clerk said. “How long are you staying?”

			That was a difficult question, but Jo had already decided how to answer. The flight over had given her plenty of time to think. “I’ll play that by ear. Please book it for a week for now.”

			“Name?”

			“Josephine Carter.”

			The woman jumped as if she’d burned her fingertips on the keyboard. “Jo?”

			Jo rubbed her forehead in an attempt to discourage what was promising to be a brutal headache. “Yes?”

			“We already have a room for you. It’s been reserved for weeks. Your travel agent paid in advance.” She snatched the key from where it hung on the wall. The Clear Springs Hotel had to be one of the last places on earth that used real keys instead of pass cards. “This is pretty weird for us. We’ve never had someone pay for a room they weren’t using before.”

			Startled, Jo started to say she didn’t have a travel agent, but decided against it. Word would get around fast enough that she was back in town. No reason to make it spread any quicker. “My schedule’s unpredictable.” She felt a growing unease about the reserved room. What if someone were already there, waiting for her? What if they’d left something for her? Jo forced the unsettling thought from her mind. “Is there anything special about the room?”

			“Special?”

			“It’s just…if you haven’t gone to too much trouble to make that one up, I’d prefer another.”

			“It’s like any other in the hotel. We’ve kept it available, that’s all.” The woman frowned, her brow furrowing. She was likely anticipating how her friends would react to the story of the demanding customer.

			“Then I’d prefer another room.”

			“But—”

			“Is there another room free?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Then I’d like that one,” Jo said in her no-nonsense journalist’s voice. It worked. The woman scowled, but she retrieved another set of keys from a hook. “And I’d appreciate it if you kept my stay here confidential. If anyone calls for me, I’d prefer it if you say no one by that name is staying here.”

			The clerk’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

			Jo was taken aback by the personal question. After enjoying years of relative anonymity in New York, she’d forgotten how comfortable people were about prying into your business in Clear Springs. “No, I’m here to relax, so I’d prefer not to be bothered.” It sounded unbearably snobbish, but at this point, she didn’t care. She could hardly tell the truth about why she was there.

			“You don’t remember me, do you?”

			As the clerk waited for a response, Jo thought she saw a flicker of something familiar in the woman’s eyes, but it was gone before she could identify it.

			Taking a deep breath, she decided to be honest. “Please don’t take it personally. My memory isn’t the best these days. Did we go to school together?”

			“You could say that. Elementary school, junior high, high school. We were in the same graduating class. I’m Mindy. Mindy Miller.”

			Jo racked her brain. Mindy Miller. Did she remember anything about a Mindy Miller? Their graduating class had been small, so surely she would recall some detail, but nothing came to her. “I’m sorry. Like I said, my memory isn’t the greatest.”

			“You probably don’t recognize me. I look a little different.”

			As Jo compelled her memory to return, gritting her teeth in frustration, the woman added, “I was a lot thinner in high school. You used to call me Skinny Minnie.”

			Now Jo remembered her, though she no longer wanted to. A teenage girl with limp brown hair, her body so thin her ribs were visible through her gym clothes. And that was only when she participated; she usually claimed to be sick. Outside of the gym, she’d worn oversized sweaters that hung off her emaciated frame.

			The laughter of girls. Cruel laughter. Taunting. “Why don’t you eat a cheeseburger, Skinny Minnie? What’s wrong, Mindy? Afraid you’re going to get fat?”

			Had Jo been a part of that? She hoped not. She didn’t want to be anything like those awful women who were lambasted on talk shows entitled ‘You Ruined My Life’ or ‘High School Bullies’. I wasn’t like that. Some of my jokes may have been in poor taste, but I wasn’t mean.

			But the pain in Mindy’s eyes was impossible to ignore.

			Shit, this was so typical of Clear Springs. She’d been home for what – ten minutes? Fifteen? – and already she was entangled in some emotional drama. Jo’s loathing for the town returned full force.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t remember disliking you, or trying to hurt your feelings. I enjoyed making the other kids laugh, but if I did it at your expense, I apologize.”

			Instead of being appeased, the woman’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t find it funny. Do you know I weighed less than ninety pounds back then? I almost died, and you making fun of me didn’t help.”

			Ninety pounds? Had Jo ever been that small, past the age of three?

			This was the worst possible scenario she could have imagined. All she wanted was to escape to her room, wash the stink of the airplane off her, and go to bed. “I’m sorry, Mindy,” she apologized again. “I’d take it back if I could.” When the clerk didn’t respond, she added, “Please tell me I didn’t ruin your life.”

			Mindy rolled her eyes. “Hardly. It was only high school. It’s not important.”

			So ‘not important’ she felt it necessary to bring it up now, so many years later?

			Jo wished she could remember which emotions had ruled her back then. Had she been a malicious bully, or had she simply been trying to make people laugh, as she’d claimed? Was she a geek or a princess, a social butterfly or a wallflower? She badly wanted to know, but not enough to ask Mindy. Besides, the chances of the woman having an objective viewpoint on the subject were nil.

			“Anyway, I’m supposed to give you this.” Mindy tossed an envelope on the counter, her earlier mask of civility replaced by barely concealed hatred.

			“What is it?” Jo sounded warier than she’d intended.

			“How should I know? I think it’s from your travel agent.” Mindy shrugged. “I have better things to do than police your packages.”

			Jo doubted that, but she thanked Mindy as profusely as she could without resorting to groveling. She didn’t trust Mindy’s recollections, but she’d clearly done something to inspire that level of hostility. Wishing she’d thought to pack a pair of gloves, Jo took the envelope by one corner and grasped the handle of her duffel bag with her other hand, correctly assuming there would be no offer of help.

			Thankfully there was an elevator. She’d been anticipating another battle with the arctic winds as she made her way to a suite reminiscent of the lovely little place Norman Bates had owned in Psycho.

			Her room was on the third floor, the hotel’s version of a penthouse suite. She found 303 after only one misstep and managed to juggle her bag, the envelope, and the key without much difficulty.

			The room was clean enough, but its lack of warmth was depressing. Absent was any bit of kitsch or old-fashioned charm that might have given it some character – no coin-operated massage unit on the double bed, no minibar stocked with shockingly expensive chocolate bars. She would have paid good money for a KitKat right about then.

			The hotel was decorated in the shades of peach and taupe some crack psychologist must have decided were the most soothing: pale peach walls, pale peach tile in the bathroom, beige carpeting, and one of those vile paper towels of a bedspread in a muted abstract of the same colors. As an inspired touch, an oil reproduction of this design was framed above the bed.

			Facing the bed on a particleboard dresser was a television of adequate size. Though she wasn’t the slightest bit interested in watching anything, Jo flicked it on for company.

			She tossed the envelope onto the bed, where it made a faint jingling sound, as if it contained spare change. After an attempt to wash the foul atmosphere of the airplane off her face and hands, Jo got busy unpacking. Although she hoped her visit would be brief, she didn’t want to live out of a duffel bag. She also wanted to delay opening the envelope as long as possible.

			After she’d unpacked her bag and applied hand cream to her roughened cuticles, she ran out of excuses. Using multiple sheets of Kleenex, she tried to open the envelope with her hands covered, in the hopes of preserving any fingerprints. This lasted about thirty seconds before she got frustrated and tore it open with her bare hands.

			The contents slid onto the peach-and-brown bedspread, where they lay glinting in the yellow light.

			It was a silver dragonfly charm on a gossamer chain, big enough to be noticeable, but discreet enough to be tasteful. When she picked it up, its weight surprised her.

			Feeling more confused than ever, Jo picked up the envelope again, hoping there might be some explanation within its depths. There was a piece of paper tucked inside, and as she fished it out, she could see there were two words printed on it.

			Welcome home.

			* * *

			The yearbook she’d rescued from her apartment building’s storage space had been furry with dust and cobwebs. It was a wonder she’d kept it. Peering into the past had never been her thing, and now she’d lost it altogether – the good memories along with the bad. Taking a deep breath, Jo opened the book, steeling herself for a trip back in time and praying it would help her remember.

			Dozens of teenagers with big hair, braces, and gap-toothed smiles grinned at her. Unflatteringly large glasses had been common, some with tinted lenses and others with little stickers in the corners. The girls had heavily lined eyes and clown-like red lips. Had they really thought it was attractive?

			She paused at a memorial page for Samantha Kennedy, and traced the girl’s perfect features with an index finger. Sam.

			Someone had written a sappy poem for the page. It wasn’t Jo’s work. Even in high school, she’d been able to write better than that. Someone else – Sam’s mother, no doubt, or maybe Amanda’s mother – had selected a Shakespearean quote to accompany the poem. Good night, good night, parting is such sweet sorrow.

			But had it been good night for Sam? That was the question. Someone clearly wanted Jo to think otherwise.

			Find me.

			There was a list of Sam’s accomplishments, and it was long. Honor student. Senior volleyball. Choir. President of the debate team. Student council. Prom committee. Cheerleader. She probably would have added valedictorian to the list if she hadn’t vanished.

			The tribute page was sloppy, as if slapped together at the last minute, which it probably had been. No one would have expected Sam to go missing right before she graduated.

			Flipping past the goddess’s photo, Jo located the mortals from her old class. They were a significantly less stunning bunch.

			She cringed at her own photo. Her crowning glory had been a mass of frizzy curls, courtesy of the Friendly Neighborhood Barbershop Perm, but at least her smile looked genuine. And why not? She’d had no clue her best friend was about to vanish.

			Skimming over her so-called ‘vital statistics’, a list that was supposed to reveal crucial info about each member of the senior class, she could no longer recall the tune of her favorite song, and she couldn’t remember saying ‘no doubt’ once, let alone considering it a favorite saying. Her pet peeves had withstood the test of time (phonies and algebra), and her ambition made her smile. Apparently, what her seventeen-year-old self had wanted most was to Leave this place and never come back. Too bad she hadn’t been able to keep that vow.

			She scanned the photos of sky-high-haired girls until she found Amanda’s portrait. The girl’s smile was partially obscured by an armful of roses. Flowers for her grave. Jo shuddered, focusing on Amanda’s statistics to distract her.

			Nickname: Amanda.

			How original.

			Pet Peeves: Gossipers. That gave her pause. Had Amanda been the target of malicious rumors? Jo wished her memory weren’t so fuzzy. Twenty-seven years was a long time ago, but she should remember more than this. Was this the first sign of early-onset Alzheimer’s?

			Ambition: To meet my dream man and live happily ever after.

			Meet your dream man? Who were you fooling, Amanda? You already knew who you wanted to live happily ever after with.

			But wait, that was cruel. Why did she care that Amanda had married Doug? Sam was gone. Dead or not, she was gone.

			Despite marrying her ‘dream man’ (ick!), Amanda didn’t get her happy ending. Jo sighed. What was it about Doug Flaherty that jinxed the women he loved?

			He certainly didn’t look like a jinx. His clean-shaven, masculine-beyond-his-years face would have been at home on a magazine cover.

			Nickname: Dougie.

			Couldn’t beat Clear Springs when it came to originality.

			Pet Peeves: School.

			Favorite Song: ‘You Shook Me All Night Long’.

			Favorite Saying: Dude.

			Jo suspected Harvard hadn’t been beating down Doug’s door.

			Ambition: To get rich, get babes, and get famous, not necessarily in that order.

			She wrinkled her nose. What had Sam seen in him? Then again, they’d been seventeen and he’d been cute. Destined for Yale, Sam would have outgrown him, even if Amanda hadn’t.

			One last photo caught her eye. Jack Trainor. How could she have forgotten? Jack had been her best buddy and partner in crime. Thankfully they hadn’t ruined their friendship by fooling around – at least, not that she could remember. They’d parted on good terms, according to the note he’d scrawled on the back page of her yearbook.

			Hey Jo,

			It’s been a slice. Remember your Jack when you’re a famous author, and don’t give me any of that self-deprecating bullshit. Your future’s so bright, I gotta wear shades.

			Later,

			JT

			After a quick search on her laptop, she confirmed Jack still lived in Clear Springs. Now she had his number, but she was overcome with a shyness she hadn’t felt in years. What would she say? She might have forgotten about him, but it wasn’t like he’d been beating down her door, either.

			She set her cell aside, though his responses to the yearbook committee proved he’d been more than worthy of her teenage admiration.

			Nickname: Spratman.

			What, not ‘Jackie’?

			Pet Peeves: The bitter ambiguity and monotony of life.

			Favorite Song: Vivaldi’s Tempo impetuoso d’estate.

			Favorite Saying: The simplest explanation is usually the right one.

			Ambition: Those who refuse to learn from history are doomed to repeat it. I will learn, and will use that knowledge to open the eyes of others.

			Jo wondered if the kids on the yearbook committee had understood half of it. Certainly they wouldn’t have known what Tempo impetuoso d’estate was, unless they played classical violin. At least they had spelled it correctly – that was something.

			What the hell was Jack still doing there? He should be in Washington, working as a nuclear physicist or something.

			Clear Springs was a curious place. From the loins of the common had sprung a young woman beautiful enough to put supermodels to shame, an acclaimed journalist, and a murder suspect who called everyone ‘dude’.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Shivering, Jo let her mind wander. So many memories, a lifetime of history hitting her at once. She’d been drawn to this street like a moth to the proverbial flame, but she couldn’t bring herself to go farther, to see the old place again. Twenty-seven years hadn’t been nearly long enough.

			The wind was brisk, but it was too early in the season for it to feel like daggers of ice just yet. She found the breeze pleasant as it swirled around her head, clearing her brain of the stress and little concerns that had seemed so important a month ago. Even the anxiety of reuniting with her father didn’t keep her from admiring the brilliant ruby, eggplant, and golden-hued leaves. This was the first moment of peace she’d had in some time. She filled her lungs with the crabapple-scented air and breathed it out as a sigh.

			If people could leave an imprint of themselves on the world, her imprint was here, trudging up that hill on her way to school. A dozen versions of Jo: in a pink dress her mother had sewn, skipping because she was too young to know she should be unhappy; as a twelve-year-old with her head down against the cold; and as a teenager, with her chin tilted upward and defiant, her eyes narrowed into slits.

			When she’d been a child, the hill was a mountain that dwarfed Everest and brought all but the most intrepid explorers to their knees. Now it made her calf muscles twinge from the unfamiliar incline, but that was it. It was nothing more than mildly challenging.

			She slid her hands into her coat pockets to keep them from balling into fists. The street was empty, deserted except for the wind, which swirled up a tunnel of dead leaves and discarded chip bags. Jo hesitated on the sidewalk, not wanting to disturb the quiet of the street, and wanting even less to face her father.

			“Are you lost?”

			So greatly had dread consumed her, she’d failed to hear anyone approach. As a result, the three words the man spoke caused her to flinch as if she’d been struck. Jo whirled to see a guy about her age. His dark hair glistened with silver near his temples, and laugh lines framed his dark eyes.

			“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. I was just surprised to see hell had frozen over.”

			“Excuse me?” She took a step back, feeling for the keys in her pocket.

			“Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you say that was the only thing that would bring you back?”

			If cornered in such a way in the city, Jo would have been ready with a comeback. She’d dealt with homeless guys peeing on the front stoop of her building, panhandlers accosting her on the subway, and the occasional pervert deciding she needed to see his dick on her way to work. But the moment her flight had landed, she’d felt her armor vanish. In Clear Springs, it appeared she was doomed to be forever tongue-tied and awkward, a return to her roots.

			She was still considering the best response when the man rescued her.

			“You don’t recognize me, do you, Jo?”

			He didn’t seem offended. He smiled again, and then she did recognize him. Enough to make an educated guess. “Jack?”

			“The one and only. How are you doing?” He reached for her, and she let herself be hugged without the customary reluctance.

			“I’ve been better.” Her laugh was shakier than expected.

			“This town was never your happy place. What brings you back, family visit?”

			Jack was one of the few people who’d been aware of how nasty life with her father was, mostly because he’d been her next-door neighbor, a refuge in times of trouble.

			“Hardly. More like a stroll down memory lane. I only wish it was a more pleasant memory.”

			“You look great. You still in New York?”

			“Yes.” She was flattered he’d remembered.

			“I keep an eye out for your books whenever I have access to a decent bookstore, but I haven’t found anything yet, unless you’re publishing under a pseudonym. How’s the writing going?”

			She was beginning to remember why she hated Clear Springs. Even people with the best of intentions triggered her long-buried feelings of inferiority.

			“It’s not. I gave it up. I’m in public relations now. How about you? What are you up to these days?”

			“Oh, no. Not so fast. What do you mean, you ‘gave it up’? Jo, you were an amazing writer. You can’t give it up.”

			“Here I was an amazing writer. In the city, I’m one among thousands. I got tired of collecting rejection letters, so I decided it was time to do something that would give me a chance to make a living. I still do a lot of writing for my job.” Jo hated the defensiveness creeping into her voice, but was powerless to prevent it.

			“I’m sorry. Here you are, in town for about a minute, and I’m giving you the third degree about how you earn a living. It’s none of my business.”

			“That’s okay,” she said, although his thinly veiled criticism stung. “So what about you? What are you up to these days?”

			“Oh, you know me…same old, same old. Working at the mill, living in the same house. Mom died a few years ago, so Dad went to live in California with his sister. The place has been a bachelor pad ever since.”

			“What? You mean there’s no wife or kids? I thought you’d have your own army by now.”

			He laughed. “Nope. There wasn’t much selection here, and that certainly hasn’t improved over time. It’s hard to feel romantic about girls you’ve seen toddling around in diapers. Kind of kills the mystery.”

			“That hasn’t stopped some people. Can you believe Amanda married Doug?”

			Jack’s smile vanished, and for a moment Jo thought she’d offended him. “Wow, that’s old news. What made you think of them?”

			“Coming back here is an exercise in nostalgia. I’ve been thinking a lot about our old crew. Especially Sam.”

			“Yeah, that was something, to put it mildly. I don’t think any of us got over that. Doug certainly didn’t. He’s not the same man.”

			“Has there been any progress in her case? Have the police come up with any new theories about what happened to her?”

			“If they have, they’re not sharing them with the rest of us. It might as well be the eighteen hundreds, for all the evidence they’ve got. We’re no closer to knowing what happened to Sam than we are to finding Atlantis.”

			Disappointing, but not surprising. “I heard Sam’s parents hired a private detective. Wasn’t he able to help?”

			“He convinced them Doug had nothing to do with their daughter’s disappearance. I’m not sure how he proved that, but whatever he told them must have been good enough, since Doug goes over there for dinner sometimes.”

			“He does?” That was a shock.

			“Yeah, and after Amanda died, they reached out to him. He told me he wouldn’t have gotten through her death without them.”

			“He told you? Since when do you talk to Doug Flaherty?”

			Jack shrugged. “Since always, I guess. There aren’t many of our old crew around, and those of us who are here tend to stick together. Besides, I have no reason not to talk to him.”

			“He made one of our friends disappear and maybe murdered another. That isn’t a good enough reason?”

			She hadn’t planned to blurt out her suspicions to Jack, especially so soon, but his loyalty to the only suspect in Sam’s disappearance pissed her off.

			“What are you talking about? Doug had nothing to do with what happened to Sam.”

			“And what about Amanda? You don’t find it a little convenient that both women in his life came to a bad end?”

			“I don’t know where you’re getting your information from, but it’s wrong. Amanda died in a car accident. Doug had nothing to do with it.”

			“Yeah, no one’s killed his wife and made it look like an accident before.”

			“Doug’s a decent guy. Talk to him before you start persecuting.”

			“I talked to him enough in high school.”

			“Jesus, Jo. No offense, but you’re not going to make any friends here if you keep talking like that. Doug was a victim of circumstance. He was treated like a leper for something he didn’t do, and then he lost his wife and unborn child on top of it. Everyone feels he’s suffered enough.”

			“Then nothing has changed. People here are as small-minded as they always were.”

			“Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?”

			They glared at each other on the deserted street, their breaths angry smoke in the chilled fall air. Jo hadn’t expected her initial exchange with Jack to result in a heated argument. He was the one person she’d been looking forward to seeing.

			“I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m the one who’s out of the loop. I shouldn’t assume things are the same.”

			Warmth returned to her friend’s eyes, and he smiled at her a little sheepishly. “Hey, that’s okay. I know how much Sam meant to you. It’s natural you’d get upset. But trust me, Doug’s a good guy. He’s as devastated about what happened to Sam as anyone. You should at least consider giving him another chance.”

			“If you say he’s worth another chance, then he is. But it did freak me out when I heard he married Amanda. Be honest – don’t you think it’s a bit creepy he married one of Sam’s best friends?”

			“See, if you’d stayed here, you wouldn’t think that way. The two of them getting together was inevitable. Sam was gone, you were gone, and they were both grieving.”

			“I think Amanda always had a crush on Doug.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure that didn’t hurt. They were a nice couple, though, both so excited about the baby. It’s terrible, what happened to them.”

			“I’m sorry I said he had anything to do with it.”

			“Don’t mention it. So, you going to see your dad?”

			She looked down the street again. Still empty. Jack had been a welcome distraction, but the dreaded reunion with her father loomed. “I’m not sure.”

			“You should give it a try. I think he’s mellowed since your mother died. From time to time, I see him out in the yard, and he actually speaks to me now.”

			That was new. Back in the day, her father had never acknowledged any of her friends. To his way of thinking, if they were stupid enough to like her, they weren’t worthy of his time. “You’re sure full of advice today.”

			Jack grinned. “I told you, everything’s the same. Didn’t I always boss you around and tell you how to live your life?”

			“I’d forgotten.”

			“Feel free to tell me to fuck off when you’ve had enough. Everybody else does.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Well, if you’re not going to see your father today, come over to my place for dinner. It’s the least I can do to make amends for my part of that ugly scene a few minutes ago.”

			“You cook?” Jack looked the part of the town’s average mill worker, down to his dusty jeans, his plaid flannel jacket, and the grease under his fingernails. It was hard to picture him cooking for company, sautéing and garnishing with an apron tied around his waist.

			“It’s a necessity of the bachelor life. You either learn to cook or starve. It won’t be anything fancy, but I caught some pickerel yesterday that’s begging to be eaten. A dash of olive oil, some cracked black pepper and lemon, and it should be good enough for your snooty city-girl tastes.”

			It was such a departure from Jo’s usual fare that her mouth watered.

			“Are you sure? After all, I’ve spent at least fifteen minutes insulting your best friend.”

			“Hey, he’s not my best friend, just a decent guy. You were always my best friend, assuming I subscribe to the elementary-school theory that such a thing exists.”

			“In that case, it’s my duty as your best friend to help you eat that pickerel.”

			“Great. I’ll see you at six.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			When she arrived at Jack’s shortly after six, the tantalizing aroma of sizzling pickerel already wafted through the house.

			“You’re late,” he greeted her, accepting the bottle of chardonnay she handed him.

			“Sorry. I had to answer a few texts from friends, and I lost track of time. I left New York without much warning, and they’re worried about me. Do you know how much they would mock me if they saw me eating dinner at six? In the city, the only people eating now order the Early Bird Special.”

			“But you’re not in the city, and when in Rome….”

			“Don’t remind me.” When she’d first arrived in New York, Jo noticed the city had a pulse that matched her own. New York was where she belonged. Here, she was always apologizing for something.

			“Oh, come on, admit it. Isn’t it nice to get away from it for a while? Don’t you find it a relief?”

			“Not for a minute. Not even a second.”

			“Fine, have it your way.” Jack laughed, gesturing to a chair. She couldn’t remember what his place had been like when they were kids, but she suspected it was much the same. The lacy curtains, family of wooden geese, and Wedgwood blue walls spoke of a woman’s touch – an older woman’s touch. Nothing about the kitchen said bachelor, unless you counted Jack and the mess he’d made of his mother’s stove.

			He opened her bottle of wine and poured her a glass. “So why don’t you tell me what you’re really doing here?”

			The question was unexpected. “What do you mean? I already told you.”

			“Oh, come on, Jo. We both know you’re not the nostalgic type. That’s why I wasn’t offended when you didn’t keep in touch after high school.”

			Her cheeks flushed. How could she tell him she’d forgotten he existed until a few days ago? “Sorry.”

			“Hey, no, don’t apologize. It’s no big deal. I understand. You’ve never been one to live in the past.” He threw some green beans into a cast-iron pan that spit and sizzled. “That’s why it has to be something pretty major to drag you back here.”

			“Nothing that major.” She played with the fringe on the tablecloth, focusing on wrapping it around her fingers to avoid facing his scrutiny. “I’ve already told you. The past has been on my mind a lot lately.”

			“And by the past, you mean Sam.”

			“Don’t you think it’s odd one of our closest friends disappeared, and we went on with our lives like nothing happened?”

			“It’s not that cut-and-dried, Jo. I wouldn’t say any of us acted like nothing happened. You only have to talk to Doug to see that. He’s never been the same. Or look at Sam’s brother, shuffling through town like the walking dead. No one’s forgotten her, but what were we supposed to do? Take to our beds?”

			Apparently satisfied the beans were sautéed to his liking, Jack moved the pan from the element and liberally peppered its contents. He divided the meal between two blue-and-white china plates. “Life goes on, and we had to as well. We didn’t have a choice.”

			“I don’t think I can. Not anymore. Not until I find out what happened to her.”

			Jack whistled through his teeth as he brought the plates to the table. The scented steam rising from the meal was a religious experience. “What were you planning to do, waltz in here and solve a mystery that’s remained cold for two decades?”

			“Maybe,” she said, using her fork to cut into the fish. “This looks delicious, Jack, thanks. I was resigned to eating nothing but grilled cheese sandwiches for the next few weeks.”

			“What about her parents? Don’t you think they have the right to live in peace, without having this stirred up for them again?”

			Jo reluctantly lowered her fork. “If it were your daughter who’d vanished, how much peace do you think you’d have? Do you really think her parents have forgotten about her?”

			Now it was Jack who couldn’t meet her eyes. He focused on cutting his pickerel into bite-size pieces, pushing peppercorns to the side of his plate. “Probably not.”

			“Definitely not. I’m sure there’s not a minute goes by that they’re not thinking of her, and wondering what happened. If I can get any answers, it will be a relief for them, not a bother.”

			“How are you planning on getting those answers, exactly?”

			“I haven’t decided yet,” she admitted, twirling her fork into the butter-and-Parmesan linguine. “I’ll figure it out as I go along.”

			“Why now?”

			“Why not now?”

			“It’s been twenty-seven years.”

			“You’ve mentioned that.”

			“So what’s changed?”

			“It was time.” Jo took another bite to avoid answering more questions. She knew she was driving her old friend nuts, probably causing him to wonder if she’d lost her mind, but she couldn’t possibly tell him what had led to her return. How could she admit she’d come all this way because of a bizarre message? And an anonymous bizarre message, at that.

			Jack’s eyes burned a hole in the top of her head. “Just time.” The doubt in his voice was so heavy it threatened to crush her.

			“Why is that so hard to believe? I was due a sabbatical from work, so I decided to come home for a while, okay?” Jo hadn’t expected her return to be challenged so quickly, but then again, she’d forgotten Jack’s nature was to challenge everything.

			“You’re spending your sabbatical here?”

			“And what’s wrong with that?” His skepticism put her on the defensive, even though she knew full well her story was bullshit.

			“People take sabbaticals in Paris and Florence, not Clear Springs, Minnesota. How is being here going to enrich your career?”

			“Figuring out what happened to Sam will enrich a lot more than my career. Isn’t that good enough?”

			Jack sighed. “I’m not going to be able to talk you out of this, am I?”

			“No.” Why would you want to?

			“Then I’ll help you.”

			Jo searched his face for any sign he was teasing her. “Why? You’ve made it pretty clear you think this is a fool’s errand.”

			“It is a fool’s errand, but if you’re determined to go ahead with it, you’re going to need my help.”

			“How do you figure?”

			“Jo, I know you. You’re aggressive. You’re pushy. You get in a person’s face.” Seeing her open her mouth, Jack held up a hand. “Please don’t be defensive. I don’t fault you for it. I’ve always appreciated those qualities in you, and I’m sure they made you a fantastic reporter.”

			Her mouth snapped shut.

			“When you were growing up, people here gave you the benefit of the doubt. They accepted you because you were one of them. They humored your questions and encouraged your drive, your ambition to run off to the big city and be the best writer in the world.”

			“You say that like I’m not,” she joked, but he ignored her pitiful attempt at humor.

			“My point is, things have changed. You aren’t one of us anymore.”

			“What are they going to do, stone me? Chase me from the village with pitchforks and torches?”

			“I wouldn’t be surprised, if you insist on stirring up this shit. It’s not exactly a great moment in history for us. People want to move on. They want to forget. Why do you think it was so hard for Doug? He reminded people of their pain, so they shut him out. It was only when he married Amanda that he was allowed to return to the land of the living. If you ask people to dredge up memories they’d rather leave behind, you can forget about a happy reunion.”

			“I didn’t expect this to be happy. I just need it to be real.”

			There was a shimmer of sadness in his dark eyes. “This is exactly why you need my help,” he said, moving to get more wine.

			“Look, Jack, if everyone’s so determined to forget about Sam, why the vigil? Explain that, please?”

			“What vigil? What are you talking about?”

			Thankfully, she’d come prepared. If the sabbatical story didn’t work, she’d need another excuse, so she’d brought one with her. Reaching into her back pocket, she withdrew a folded square of paper – a photocopy of the original newspaper article that had started everything, minus the message on the back. She didn’t want anyone to know about that yet.

			Jack put down the wine bottle to unfold the paper. By the time he’d finished reading the article, he was frowning. “Where did you get this?”

			“Some concerned citizen sent it to me. Apparently, I’m not the only one who’s still thinking of Sam.”

			“Who sent it?” He had a strange expression on his face.

			“I don’t know. They didn’t leave a return address. What’s the big deal, anyway?” She’d wanted him to take her seriously, but not this much. His reaction was making her nervous. “You must have seen this article before.”

			Jack shook his head as he studied the page. “Nope.”

			“What, you don’t read the Clear Springs Chronicle?”

			“I do read the Chronicle. Every week, from top to bottom. And trust me, they didn’t print this.”

			“What are you telling me? That this is from the Star-Tribune? I don’t think so.”

			“I don’t think so, either.”

			“What, then?”

			Jack continued to scrutinize the page. “I don’t think this is real. I think someone created it.”

			“Of course it’s real. That’s a photocopy, but the actual article is on newsprint. There were ads on the back, your typical small-town classifieds.”

			He shrugged. “Someone has a talent for layout and design, and access to newsprint. It’s unusual, granted, but not impossible.”

			“Couldn’t it have run on a back page, and you missed it?”

			“No way. I wouldn’t have missed this. Besides, this isn’t the Chronicle typeface.”

			Trust Jack to notice things like typeface. “What’s your theory, then? That someone went to this much trouble for what? A belated April Fool’s joke?”

			“This is no joke.”

			Finally, Jo was able to identify the expression on his face.

			It was fear.

			* * *

			“That’s an unusual necklace.”

			They’d polished off the bottle of wine she’d brought and had progressed to rum and Cokes. They sprawled on the sofas in his living room, the one place where Jack had made his mark, replacing motherly chintz with black leather.

			Jo’s hand closed around the dragonfly pendant, which she’d half-forgotten she was wearing. “Unusual in what way?”

			“It depends. Are you wearing it for the symbolism, or because you’re a chick who likes dragonflies?”

			She laughed. They were getting along much better since leaving sobriety behind. “What symbolism does it have, exactly?”

			“Dragonflies can represent change, or overcoming our limitations. Some people gravitate toward them when they’re going through a transition.”

			Jo ran the pad of her thumb along the edge of its wings. “Makes sense.”

			“Then again, some Native Americans believe they’re the souls of the dead.”

			She let the pendant drop against her breastbone. “That’s not so nice.”

			“Where did you get it? It’s beautiful. Reminds me of the summer we graduated.”

			Jo stiffened, reluctant to tell him the truth about the anonymous gift. “How so?”

			“You don’t remember? That was the year the mayor brought in that kooky environmentalist to fight our mosquito problem.”

			“Why on earth would I remember that? I probably didn’t even know about it.”

			“Everyone knew about it. That tree hugger didn’t want the town to use Malathion anymore, so he convinced the mayor to spend thousands of dollars on a dragonfly-breeding project. Dragonflies can eat up to six hundred mosquitoes a day.” Seeing the expression on Jo’s face, he stopped. “You remember now, don’t you?”

			In the memory, she was seventeen again, gazing into a sky glistening with iridescent wings and jewel-toned bodies. Hundreds of dragonflies soared above her, filtering the sunlight through their rainbow-hued wings.

			“They called it the dragonfly summer.” She wondered how she could have forgotten anything so beautiful.

			“Yeah, it was amazing. Too bad it didn’t last.”

			“What? It didn’t work?”

			“Oh, it worked, but not as fast as the carcinogen-laden chemicals. What that idiot mayor of ours didn’t realize is something like that doesn’t succeed overnight. It would have been more and more successful over time. But you know the Clear Springs mentality – shoot first, ask questions later. What’s a few dead bugs, or dead trees, or dead birds, for that matter, as long as people can watch their ball game in a mosquito-free oasis?”

			“I didn’t realize you were such an environmentalist. Don’t you work at the mill?”

			He gulped back the last of his drink. “I figure this is the only planet we’ve got, and once it’s gone, it’s gone. Oh, there’re those morons who think we should relocate to Mars or the Moon, but I think we should clean up our mess here before we go fuck up somewhere else.”

			“Jack, why did you stay here?”

			He propped his head on one hand. His eyes were wise, warm, and a little sad, but there was something changed there too. So much time had passed since they’d spent every waking moment together. No matter how many dinners they had, she’d never learn everything that had happened to him in that time, or how those events had altered him.

			“Why do you ask? Why does anyone stay anywhere? Home is home.”

			“But you’re so smart. You could have been a nuclear physicist or a marine biologist, any ’ologist of your choice. Why settle for working at the mill?”

			Rather than be insulted, Jack laughed, and rattled the ice in his glass. “What makes you think I’m settling? You think all smart people live in the cities?”

			“But you work at the mill, Jack. The mill. You can’t tell me you find it intellectually stimulating.”

			“I don’t.” He poured another rum and Coke with a little less Coke, tipping the bottle at Jo. She shook her head. The booze had soured in her throat. “And that’s the way I like it. Look, Jo – I read, I watch documentaries, and contribute to online forums. I use my mind for entertainment. If I used it for work, it would feel like work. I wanted a mindless job that pays the bills, and that’s exactly what I have. I’ve always been comfortable here. I saw no reason to leave.”

			“And who do you have to talk to? Doug Flaherty?”

			“Hey, Doug’s not so bad. You’re going to have to talk to him too, if you’re investigating what happened to Sam. He’s supposedly the last person who saw her before she went missing.”

			She gauged his mood carefully before posing her next question. “You really think he had nothing to do with it?”

			“Are we going to debate again? Because I’m a little out of practice. Us small-town folk let our brains get rusty, on account there’s no use for them out here in the boonies.”

			“Very funny.”

			“Besides, Doug might end up being your best friend while you’re here.”

			“How do you figure?”

			“Can you think of anyone who has a bigger stake in this than the guy blamed for her disappearance?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The old house was more foreboding at night. But the lights were off; her father was asleep. There was no risk of confrontation.

			The flowers her mother had lovingly tended had withered away, but the lawn her father had taken so much pride in remained lush, even when viewed by moonlight.

			Some of the yellow paint was peeling from the front of the house, and a sheet of plywood covered a basement window. It was still one of the best-kept houses on the block, but those aberrations stood out like rusty nails. Jo couldn’t imagine her father allowing this neglect, and wondered if he’d been ill since her mother died. Or perhaps her mother had had her own way of ensuring the regular maintenance was taken care of, but Jo doubted it. Her father had been the one who wore the pants in their house, literally and figuratively.

			Her gaze followed the once-proud clematis to the second floor, the window of the room where she’d grown up. Unwelcome memories fought their way to the surface as she stared at that remorseless sheet of glass.

			* * *

			It was still dark when the pounding woke her from a deep sleep. The door flew open and she sat up, squinting in the too-bright light from the hall. As she lifted a hand to shield her eyes, Jo saw her father standing there, filling the doorway with his silhouette.

			“What are you doing in bed?”

			“What time is it?” she mumbled, half-asleep, her eyes unwilling to focus.

			“Never mind what time it is. Get your sorry ass in that kitchen and make me some breakfast.”

			She was instantly wide awake. At twelve years old, her culinary skills were limited to toast and Kraft Macaroni & Cheese. Her mother was the one who always made Father his breakfast in the early-morning hours before he left for work, but Jo had no idea what he preferred or how to make it.

			Her father stormed down the hallway, and she knew she was expected to follow. There was no time to dress, so she threw a robe over her nightshirt and belted it tightly. She yanked on a pair of tube socks. It was only October, but the house was freezing, thanks to her father’s rigid control of the thermostat. Pulling her hair into a haphazard ponytail, she hurried to the kitchen.

			He sat at the table paging through the newspaper, anger emanating from every pore. It was in the way he turned the pages, tearing the corners as he went. His head shot up when she entered the room, his features carved from ice.

			“Couldn’t you have dressed properly for once?” He returned to his newspaper with a world-weary shake of the head. “What man in his right mind would find you attractive?”

			Stung, her cheeks burning, she retrieved a carton of orange juice from the fridge. At least juice was something she could manage. “Where’s Mom?”

			“Never mind where your mother is. She’s not feeling well. You’re a woman, all appearances to the contrary, so this is your job too.”

			“What would you like me to make?” Jo hated that she had to ask, but the repercussions for serving the wrong thing would be much worse.

			“The same thing I have every morning.” Uh-oh. “An egg on toast, coffee, and bacon.” Whew.

			She cooked that breakfast as if her life depended on it, which was closer to the truth than she wanted to admit. Toast was easy enough, but how much bacon? Afraid to make too little, she dumped half a package into the frying pan. She ruined two eggs before she managed one that was perfectly over easy, her hands trembling as she eased the precious cargo over to the waiting toast. By the time the coffee was ready, her nerves were shot from his constant admonishments to hurry up.

			“Are you an idiot? How long does it take to make a simple breakfast?”

			Finally, she put the mug and plate down in front of him and started to slink out of the room, praying he wouldn’t notice. No such luck.

			“Not so fast. Where do you think you’re going?”

			“I have to get ready for school.” She kept her eyes lowered so he wouldn’t see how much she hated him.

			“Sit down and eat something.” He indicated the chair beside him with one thick-fingered hand. “Eat.”

			Jo panicked. She never ate at the same time as her father, not since the disastrous evening when he’d decided to correct her table manners, which had meant standing over her, screaming and cuffing her on the head until she vomited her dinner onto her plate.

			“I have to get going, Dad. I’m going to be late.” She crept toward the doorway.

			“Who’s going to eat all this bacon? Why did you make so much? Why do you always have to be so goddamn stupid?”

			“It’s for sandwiches,” she lied. “Mom wanted extra for BLTs.”

			“What’s going on?” Her mother spoke, causing Jo to jump out of her skin. Dark circles rimmed Mother’s eyes, and her face had a greenish cast.

			“Go back to bed, Liz. I can handle this.”

			“Nick, it’s six in the morning. What’s Jo doing up? I told you not to wake her.”

			“Nonsense. It’s good for that girl to learn discipline. She’s getting to be useless.”

			“Her discipline is fine.” Her mother moved to clear the table, giving Jo a nudge with her hip as she passed. The distraction she provided was the opportunity Jo needed to escape. Relieved, she fled to her room, exhausted and shaking, pressing her hands over her ears to shut out her father’s diatribe on how moronic and useless she was.

			* * *

			“Jo.”

			The voice was slightly louder than a whisper. The skin along her back and neck twitched. She’d been so deep in thought as she surveyed the house that she hadn’t heard anyone come up behind her. Whirling, she fully expected to have an uncomfortable reunion with another forgotten acquaintance, but the street was empty. Squinting into the darkness, she hoped to catch a glimpse of someone dashing into the shadows. Nothing. She was alone.

			Maybe my ears are playing tricks on me?

			But she knew what she’d heard. Whoever had said her name had been close enough to touch. Not only that – she’d heard the voice before.

			The wind gained power then, blowing her hair across her face. She needed no further encouragement. Jo ran down the street, feeling like something was chasing her all the way back to the hotel.

			* * *

			Doug had sounded eager to meet for coffee when she called him the next morning. It turned out he had nothing but time; he was on extended leave from the mill.

			The restaurant he suggested was one she didn’t recall, so she stopped at the front desk to ask for directions. Unfortunately, Mindy was holding down the fort. She returned Jo’s greeting with a baleful stare.

			“Are you having a nice little reunion?”

			Jo was taken aback by the hostility in her voice. “I guess so. I wouldn’t call it much of a reunion, though.”

			Mindy huffed, blowing her overgrown bangs out of her eyes. “Whatever.”

			“Can you tell me where Backroads is?”

			The clerk raised an eyebrow. “Why would you want to go there?”

			Since there was no point in trying to keep a secret in Clear Springs, Jo opted for honesty. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m meeting Doug Flaherty.”

			“It figures. But I guess I shouldn’t hate the guy anymore. I owe him a big thank you for doing us all a favor.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Mindy smirked. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. He may be a shit-for-brains jock, but at least he got rid of that bitch.”

			Jo gritted her teeth, making a mental note to speak to Mindy’s supervisor. “What did Amanda ever do to you?”

			Mindy rolled her eyes. “Not Amanda. That other snotty friend of yours.”

			“Sam?”

			“Yeah, bless her precious blonde ass. If ol’ Jockstrap hadn’t gotten rid of her, I probably would have. That jerk deserves a medal.”

			“What are you talking about? How could you not like Sam? I thought everyone liked Sam.”

			Mindy laughed, but it did nothing to soften her expression. “Boy, are you deluded.”

			“Look, I accept the fact that I might have inadvertently hurt your feelings. I’ve always had a big mouth. But Sam—”

			“Sam was the biggest bitch who ever walked. You, you were a pain, sure, but she was fucking evil. Trust me, she got what she deserved.”

			Before Jo could respond, Mindy turned on her heel and stomped into the office, slamming the door behind her.

			* * *

			Jo was both pleasantly surprised and disappointed by Doug’s appearance. Unlike most men who’d had their glory days in high school, he hadn’t let himself go. His face had retained its boyish charm. Only when he smiled could she glimpse faint smile lines around his eyes, though he was clearly a man who hadn’t been doing a lot of smiling lately. She’d hoped to find him fat and balding.

			If she’d expected to have trouble finding him in the crowd, she needn’t have worried. Despite Doug’s claims that it was the latest thing in town, Backroads was practically empty. Doug waited at a table in the middle of the room, his linebacker’s body dwarfing the wooden chair. He was engrossed in a book and didn’t see her until she was standing beside him. She checked out the title: She’s Come Undone by Wally Lamb.

			Jo hesitated, giving him time to notice her. To her surprise, he leapt from his chair and lifted her several inches off the floor in a crushing bear hug. She was far from petite, with enough muscle to coax the scale into the 160s, but he picked her up as if she were a bit of fluff. “Man, it’s great to see you, Jo.”

			Hugging Doug was like being embraced by masonry. He must have spent his entire stress leave at the gym. In spite of her reservations, it was difficult not to be charmed by him. It had been a long time since anyone had said her name with such joy. Even Jack had been more reticent. Reluctantly, she remembered how much she used to adore Doug, back when he was just a goofy boy madly in love with her best friend.

			But that was then, this was now, and she wasn’t quite ready to relinquish her suspicions.

			“Good book?” she asked, hoping to bypass some of the awkwardness.

			Doug wrinkled his brow, as if he wasn’t sure what she was talking about. She indicated the volume he’d abandoned on the table. “Oh, that. Yeah, it’s funny as hell. Can’t say I quite get it yet, though.”

			He pulled out a chair for her, and she sank into it with relief. The sight of him had unnerved her more than she cared to admit.

			“You struck me more as a Tom Clancy kind of guy.” Best not to admit she was amazed to see him reading anything at all. In high school, the jocks hadn’t been known for their love of literature.

			“Actually, I’m a Perry Mason kind of guy. This was Amanda’s. She’d read it, like, a hundred times.” He smiled, turning the book over in his hands. Upon closer inspection, Jo could see how dog-eared and battered the pages were. “She was always asking me to read it, but I kept forgetting. I guess…I guess I thought reading it now might make me feel closer to her.”

			He lowered his head, but not before she saw the moisture welling in his eyes. Doug came across as a man who loved and missed his wife. Then again, Jo was sure Scott Peterson had too. “I wish I hadn’t waited so long, you know? I thought we’d have so much more time.”

			“I’m sorry, Doug. It’s terrible, what happened.”

			“It’s too bad you’re here now, when it’s too late.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“She was always talking about you. She would have loved to have seen you again.”

			“Really?” Even though Gail had said the same, Jo struggled to believe it. Why hadn’t Amanda ever called her, or emailed?

			“Yeah, she was actually saving up to visit you, but then we got pregnant, and well, priorities change. You know how it is.”

			Not really. She was still processing the idea that Amanda had planned to visit her, when Jo hadn’t given her a thought since graduation. “Why didn’t she contact me?”

			“She didn’t have your number. None of us did.”

			It was a lame excuse. Hadn’t anyone in Clear Springs heard of the internet? A quick search on Google would have produced her work number at the museum. If Amanda had really wanted to talk to her, she was easy to find. Or what about social media? That would have been even easier.

			“I was surprised you wanted to see me.”

			Doug’s candor startled her. “Why?”

			“Well.” Avoiding her eyes, he folded a paper napkin into a makeshift fan. “I always assumed you blamed me for what happened to Sam.”

			Her skin turned cold. He may have been middle-aged, but he could still crush her with one hand if he wanted to. It wouldn’t be wise to make him an enemy. “Why would you think that?”

			“Everyone else did. Why should you be any different? Plus, I’m sure you knew she planned to break up with me that night.”

			She did now, thanks to him, but had she then? “You were cheating on her…with Amanda.” It was a guess, a reporter’s hunch, but thankfully Doug took it in stride.

			“No, at least not the way she thought. I’d fallen in love with Amanda, yes, but we hadn’t…crossed any lines.”

			“Then how did Sam find out?”

			He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Amanda must have told her. They were arguing a lot that year, and it probably slipped out.”

			“You never asked Amanda if she told Sam? Even after you two were married?” Jo found it difficult to fathom.

			“You don’t understand. Amanda refused to talk about her. You were the only person from our grad class she ever mentioned. She wouldn’t talk about graduation. It was as if the whole year never happened.”

			Or as if she was feeling guilty enough about something to block it out.

			“If there was nothing going on between you, how did you fall in love with her?”

			Doug’s eyes widened. “I was always in love with her. From the beginning.”

			Jo rubbed her temples. She could feel a migraine coming on, probably the first of many. “Let me get this straight. If you were in love with Amanda ‘from the beginning’, why did you go out with Sam?”

			“I was a guy. I thought with my dick. I’m not proud of it, but it’s true.” The color rose in his cheeks. “Amanda was Catholic, and she’d made it clear she was waiting for marriage, and Sam…well, Sam was pretty aggressive, to put it mildly.”

			She thought about the gorgeous blonde in the newspaper clipping. Sam had had an innocence about her that was at odds with Doug’s story, but maybe he was exaggerating to justify his actions.

			“When she got it in her head she wanted something, it was damn near impossible to convince her otherwise. That’s what happened with me.”

			“Oh, come on. You don’t expect me to believe she forced you to have sex with her?”

			“Sam was a strong-willed girl, and when she didn’t get what she wanted, she could be….” He visibly struggled for the right word. “Cruel.” Doug looked over at her. “Don’t you remember?”

			“I don’t, but that’s the second time today I’ve heard something along those lines.”

			He checked his phone. “It’s ten o’clock in the morning. Who else could you have talked to already?”

			“I’m staying at the hotel, which is apparently the only place to stay in town not in immediate danger of being condemned. And as unlucky coincidence would have it, the proprietor is an old friend of ours. I’m using the term friend loosely.”

			By the confused expression on Doug’s face, Jo could tell he had no idea what she was talking about. “Mindy Miller.”

			“Skinny Minnie?” Jo grimaced, realizing she’d been at least partly to blame for the girl’s suffering. “That sure ended up being an unfortunate nickname, didn’t it?”

			“She seems to be a fan of yours.”

			“Oh?” was all Doug said, and maybe it was mean-spirited of her, but in his response Jo heard the self-satisfied smugness of a former football hero. After all, who hadn’t been a fan of the great Doug Flaherty? Sam Kennedy, perhaps.

			“She said someone should pin a medal on you for getting rid of Sam.”

			It was Doug’s turn to wince. “Ouch. That’s harsh.”

			“You think? She made Sam sound like the Antichrist.”

			“Oh, please.” His booming voice had become a tad too loud for comfort. “You’re exaggerating.”

			“She literally said Sam was evil. What in the hell happened between the two of them to make her say something like that?”

			Doug thought for a minute. “I guess the same thing that happened with every girl when it came to Sam.”

			“Which is?”

			“The green-eyed monster. Jealousy, pure and simple. It was hard to see a girl like Sam and not assume her life was perfect.”

			“You mean it wasn’t?”

			“I’m surprised you would say that. You of all people saw how much her parents pressured her.”

			“You’re not going to give me that ‘poor little rich girl’ crap, are you? By all accounts, Sam was extremely ambitious. I haven’t found anything indicating her success was the result of parental pressure.”

			Doug leaned closer. It took all her willpower not to pull away. “Jo, what’s wrong with you?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You are Jo Carter, right? Because you sound like someone else. ‘By all accounts’ Sam was ambitious. ‘I haven’t found anything that indicates….’ No offense, but you sound like she’s someone you’re writing an article about. Don’t you remember your best friend?”

			Jack had warned her not to discount Doug’s intelligence, but she hadn’t expected Flaherty to pick up on the very thing even Jack had missed. Not willing to reveal her underbelly to a potential enemy, she tried to brush him off. “Who can remember high school?”

			“I can. Amanda could.”

			“I thought you said Amanda didn’t talk about grad.”

			“Not that year, but she talked a lot about you, about the fun times you had. She didn’t mention Sam, but I could tell Sam had been there too. She just didn’t want to mention her.”

			“Why?” The question would most likely antagonize him, but at this point, she didn’t care. It was time to cut the bullshit.

			“I realize this might be hard for you to accept, but Sam disappearing was the worst thing that could have happened to me. It destroyed my life. The fact Amanda believed in me, that she knew I could never hurt anyone, was the only reason I didn’t put a bullet in my brain. What do you think people said when they found out we were dating? What they thought when we got married? It didn’t matter that Sam and I broke up before she went missing, not that anyone believed me. It didn’t matter how much time had gone by. As far as everyone was concerned, Amanda gave me a motive, and that meant she was guilty too. Do you have any idea how hard it is to lose your wife, knowing there are people who think she got what she deserved, that it was karma?” He quickly looked away, wiping his eyes.

			Jo’s insides twisted with guilt. Maybe Sam and Doug had been the hottest thing on campus, but how many high school romances went the distance? On the other hand, Amanda and Doug had gotten married. Had stayed married. There was no reason to give him grief over some fling he’d had in high school.

			“I’m sorry, Doug. I didn’t think about what it must have been like for you.”

			“That’s okay. No one did. No one thought about anyone other than Sam, and if you ask me, that’s the way she would have wanted it.”

			It was all Jo could do to keep her jaw from dropping. “Are you saying she wanted this?”

			“I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, but….”

			A chill ran through her. He’d been so good, playing the wronged boyfriend, the grieving widower. He’d almost convinced her. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? No one knows for sure that Sam is dead.”

			But instead of panicking at his Freudian slip, Doug merely shrugged. “It can be assumed, though, can’t it? I mean, come on, no one has heard from her in years.”

			“How do you know she hasn’t been in contact with someone?”

			“Simple. If she were going to get in touch with someone, it would have been you. You were her best friend. And you haven’t heard from her.”

			Jo wasn’t so sure about that.

			There was a reason the voice from last night had sounded so familiar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			She didn’t believe Sam had committed suicide. She also didn’t believe her childhood friend had orchestrated her own disappearance. Doug had read too many Perry Masons.

			But the man was right about one thing. She couldn’t remember the girl who had been her best friend. All Jo knew about Sam was what she had been told, or what she’d read, plus the occasional fleeting memory. If she were going to make any progress with her investigation, she had to figure out the truth about who Sam was. And, unfortunately, there was only one place to start: her childhood home.

			She doubted her father had kept any mementos, but on the off chance there was anything left that could jog her memory, she had to try.

			This time she decided to drive, in order to avoid the paralysis that overcame her when she tried to walk down 57th Street. She pulled around the back of the house, hoping Jack was at work. The last thing she needed was another reason to procrastinate.

			From this side of the house, the deterioration was more evident. The concrete steps crumbled into dust at the corners, the driveway strangled by weeds.

			Jo had always believed it best to yank off a Band-Aid, so she thrashed her way through the thistles and dandelions that had overtaken the path before she could change her mind. Small brown burrs clung to her jeans. She picked them off before knocking. This reunion would be difficult enough without any ragging about her appearance.

			There was no answer. Of course not. Her father wasn’t one to sit around the house and do nothing. Although he’d sold his construction company, Jo suspected he continued to pick up odd jobs here and there. And if he wasn’t working, he’d find some bar to while away his hours. She searched the overgrown garden, hoping it would still be there, and it was – a single river stone, smooth amid the tangle of weeds. Jo lifted it to find a black case containing the key she’d used to let herself in after school. Relieved she wouldn’t have to deal with her father after all, she fit the key in the lock. Maybe she’d leave him a note, just to be polite.

			The house was stale. It smelled abandoned, rife with the same odor that lingered in nursing homes and palliative care wings. It was the smell of sickness, of death. Had no one opened a window since her mother died?

			The living room was dark. Sunlight filtered through the crimson drapes and tinted the walls hellfire red.

			After witnessing the state of the backyard, she was pleasantly surprised by the condition of the house, in spite of the smell. Although it wasn’t up to Mom’s standards – what she could see in the dim light was covered with a light layer of dust – the place was at least tidy. Maybe her father had moved. Maybe he was in the process of selling the house and hadn’t bothered to tell her.

			Reluctantly, Jo moved toward the hallway and her old room.

			“Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.”

			Groping for the light switch, Jo flicked it on as fast as she could, desperate to know where her father was.

			He lurked in his armchair in the corner, the one place that stayed in shadow when sunlight pulsed through the drapes. No wonder she hadn’t seen him.

			He had aged badly, reminding her of one of his orchard’s precious apples left in the sun to wizen. Dwarfed by his own chair, he was diminished.

			“Pretty nervy of you to walk right in.”

			“I knocked. Why didn’t you answer the door?”

			“No one who comes around is anyone I feel like seein’.” Jo knew he included her on that list. He scrutinized her from head to toe. “You’ve gained weight. You’re going to end up hippy like your mother if you’re not careful.”

			She clenched her jaw. “The backyard looks like shit.”

			“What do you care? You don’t live here anymore.”

			And thank God for that. “I came to get my stuff. If it’s still here, that is.”

			“If I’d tossed it, no one would blame me. You didn’t have any interest in that crap the last time you were here.”

			So there was hope. She’d suffer through a thousand shots about her weight if there was a chance of finding out something about Sam. “Things have changed.”

			“I see one thing hasn’t. Your miserable taste in friends.”

			Biting her tongue till it bled, she forced herself to ignore the insult. So he’d seen her talking to Jack; so what? Her father had always insulted her friends, the cruelty of his remarks trumped only by what he said about her. It was as if he had some special aversion for anyone who showed his daughter kindness.

			“Where are my things?”

			“I heard you were with that murderer in Backroads this morning. Couldn’t you have waited at least a day before embarrassing yourself?”

			There were many things she could have said: I’m not the one who’s an embarrassment; Doug isn’t a murderer. But from long experience, she knew the futility of arguing with her father. He would only twist her words, and the exchange would end up frustrating her while he sat back and enjoyed the fun. It wasn’t worth it. “Where’s my stuff?”

			He looked irritated that he hadn’t succeeded in goading her into an argument. “In the basement with the rest of the crap I haven’t hauled to the dump yet.”

			Needing to flee the poisonous atmosphere, Jo headed to the basement without saying another word, taking off her shoes before attempting the precarious steps. More signs of neglect greeted her. Heavy layers of cobweb nearly blocked the light, and the concrete floor was filthy. Feeling sick, she slipped her shoes back on. Against one wall was a row of boxes, and she was relieved to find the outermost ones had her name across the top, written in her mother’s hand.

			Jo’s Room.

			She felt a wave of yearning for her mother, who, in spite of her fears and weaknesses, had done what she could. She’d given her daughter a name that could be shortened to a boy’s, no doubt hoping Jo’s father would accept her as a substitute for the son he’d never had. It hadn’t worked. As far as her father was concerned, having a uterus rendered one useless.

			It was her mother who had packed up her room, her mother who’d saved these things for her, probably when she was racked with pain. Her father hadn’t been kidding – these things had survived only because he hadn’t gotten around to going to the landfill yet. Now that he knew she was interested in them, there was no way she could leave them here.

			There were five boxes that had once held bottles of Smirnoff or Johnny Walker. They would just fit in her rental car. Brushing off the worst of the dust, she hoisted a box in her arms. It was heavy, but manageable. Twenty pounds, maybe a little more? She hauled it over to the steps and then went to retrieve the others. Once they were as close to the stairs as she could get them, she kicked off her shoes again and carried the boxes upstairs.

			Her father had left his La-Z-Boy to stand by the railing, where he silently watched her work. Once she had the boxes lined up by the back door, she turned to him, covered with dust and sweat but feeling triumphant. Any victory over her father, however small, was worth celebrating. “Okay, I’m going.”

			“You better not take anything that isn’t yours.”

			“They all have my name on them. Care to inspect?”

			He waved a hand, dismissing her. “Nah, take ’em. Get that junk out of here.”

			Astonished at being let off so easily, she hoisted a box with one hand, opening the front door with the other. Fresh air caressed her face like a benediction. It was an unseasonably warm day, and she felt like a bear must after hibernation, staggering into the sunshine.

			“What do you want with that old crap, anyway?” her father asked when she’d loaded four of the boxes into the car. Her shoulders tensed. She’d been braced for him to try to stop her. Jo seized the last box before he could take it, but he didn’t move from the railing. A glance at his face told her it wasn’t her stuff he was after; it was her. The cruelty she remembered so well shone in his eyes. “Going to show it to your murderer friend, have a nice chat about the good ol’ days?”

			“Doug is not a murderer,” she said, putting her own misgivings about Doug aside for the moment. If her father said the sky was blue, you could bet she would say it was black.

			“Ha. That’s another thing that hasn’t changed. You never did say anything worth hearin’. Everyone knows he killed your pretty little friend and got away with it. Guess no one cared too much.”

			He grinned, confident his insult was on target. But this time, the joke was on him. She couldn’t remember her ‘pretty little friend’, much less conjure up the feelings she used to have for her. In this one instance, her faulty memory was a blessing.

			“It takes one to know one, doesn’t it, Dad?”

			The smirk left his face as his eyes narrowed. Jo recognized that look. Throughout her childhood, it had been the precursor of many a nasty clout on the head. “What shit are you talking?”

			“Since you murdered Mom, I’m shocked you don’t feel more solidarity with Doug. I would have thought you’d invite him over for a beer.”

			He snorted, but she could tell she’d gotten to him.

			“What are you on about, dingbat? Cancer killed your mother, as you would know if you gave two shits about her. Where were you when she was sick and dying, eh? Where were you when she needed looking after?”

			Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. The truth was her mother hadn’t told her she was sick. The first she’d heard of it was when her mom’s best friend called to inform Jo of her death.

			But it was obvious why her mother had kept her illness a secret. Mom was grateful Jo had escaped. She had no desire to lure her back, even if she needed her. She wouldn’t send her only child back into the lion’s den.

			Jo took a deep breath, willing herself to say the next words without stammering.

			“You killed her. The cancer was only a symptom. If I’d had to spend my life with you, I would have prayed for a terminal illness too.”

			The ugly squiggle of vein on her father’s temple throbbed, like a snake about to strike. “Get out!” he yelled, his face the unhealthy purple of hypertension. He was one beat away from a heart attack, and she was sorry she wouldn’t be around to see it. “Get the fuck out of my house.”

			“Gladly.” Jo walked onto the crumbling porch and down the stairs with as much dignity as she could muster without falling on her ass. With every step she expected him to race down those stairs and push her, but he didn’t. As she loaded the last box into her car, Jo heard the door slam. Her emergency key was inside, but that was okay. She wouldn’t need it anymore. The old saying was true after all. You couldn’t go home again, especially when it had never been home in the first place.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Loud thunder woke Jo from an uneasy sleep. She tossed and turned, tormented by nightmares of something with glowing eyes chasing her through a forest.

			Giving up on sleep altogether, she peered through the window. Through occasional flashes of lightning, she could see kamikaze droplets throwing themselves against the glass.

			“No wonder the storm woke me.” Like many people used to living alone, she found talking to herself strangely comforting. “I forgot to close the curtains.”

			Housekeeping insisted on opening the heavy drapes each day, even though she closed them as soon as she returned. She didn’t need them for privacy, since she was on the third floor, but they muffled sound well, and kept out the sunlight that arrived too early for her liking.

			With a sigh, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. By the way the wind was howling, the storm was gaining momentum.

			She didn’t bother turning on the bedside lamp. The lightning provided enough illumination to avoid cracking her shin on the desk. Flash! Two steps more. Flash! Almost there.

			She saw it on the third flash.

			The silhouette of a girl in the window.

			Jo’s back and shoulders stiffened. She gasped, sucking in her breath, and forgot to exhale for a moment. Darkness fell over the room again, and she stood, unable to move, sweat trickling from under her arms to dampen her T-shirt, though she was freezing.

			Her heart thudded in her throat.

			Those long minutes in the middle of the pitch-dark room, not daring to move, were the most terrifying of her life. As much as she wanted to believe the figure in the window was her own reflection, she knew better.

			The girl staring into her room had been thinner. And her hair was much longer and lighter.

			BOOM. A violent blast of thunder jolted Jo out of her trance. She ran back to bed, pulling the covers up to her chin like a little girl with a case of the closet-frights.

			Reaching for the antidote to things that go bump in the night, she turned on the bedside lamp. The gentle light made her eyes tear, but she was grateful for the momentary blindness.

			Keeping her eyes averted, Jo hurried to the window and yanked the drapes shut with startling speed. She didn’t know if the girl was still there, and she didn’t want to know.

			BOOM.

			“There goes any chance of getting sleep tonight.” Her heart pounded like she’d just finished a brutal stint on the treadmill.

			Once she’d caught her breath, she looked around the room for some means of whiling away the hours. The boxes from the house promised a welcome distraction.

			She felt a momentary twinge at the sight of her mother’s writing. Jo’s Stuff, this one said. Jo wondered if her mother had known when she labeled these boxes that they’d never see each other again. Pushing the thought away, she used her car keys to hack at the layers of tape holding the box closed. Her mother had always believed more was more when it came to packing.

			As Jo ripped through the last shreds of fiber tape and opened the flaps, cold fingers worked their way up her spine. Sitting right on top, in sharp contrast to the yellowed letters and clippings, was a note written on crisp white paper. The watermark read: Clear Springs Hotel.

			The message was short: Doug is lying.

			She flinched back from the box as if she’d been bitten, yanking her hands away.

			Maybe it was a coincidence. She couldn’t see a single reason why her teenage self would have owned a notepad from the Clear Springs Hotel, but she supposed it was possible. Life was stranger than fiction, after all.

			In her purse she kept a collection of pencils, a holdover from her days as a journalist, when she’d learned many variables could keep a pen from working. Using the side of the nub, she colored the top page of the notepad from her hotel room. Just as she’d suspected, the message appeared with a few quick shadings of pencil.

			Doug is lying.

			* * *

			If she were going to lose her mind, she needed someone smart enough to compensate for her malfunctioning brain cells. In any case, she couldn’t deal with this alone any longer, and there was only one person she trusted in the entire godforsaken town.

			“There has to be a rational explanation,” Jack said the following afternoon, after she’d shown him the note and the writing pad.

			“Yes, exactly. So what is it?”

			“Someone came into your room, wrote the note, opened a box, put it inside, taped up the box again, and left.”

			“You make it sound so simple.”

			“Well, isn’t it?” He leaned against the headboard, his back cushioned by two hotel pillows that felt like they were made of Styrofoam. He looked so at ease it was comical, considering she was scared out of her wits, but that was what she needed, someone to bring her nerves down a notch before she had an aneurysm.

			“It would be, except I didn’t leave the room after I got back from the house.” She’d never call it home again, but she couldn’t bear to think of it as her father’s place either.

			“Are you sure you never let the boxes out of your sight? You must have taken a bath or something.”

			“A shower, but I wasn’t in there long enough for someone to open that box. You don’t understand how my mother packed. She used a full roll of tape on each one. It would have been obvious if the box had been opened and re-taped, plus I would have heard it.”

			“But what other explanation is there? Someone had to open that box to get the note inside.”

			She mentally steeled herself before asking the next question. “What if it’s not a rational explanation?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Do you believe in ghosts?”

			Jack gave her a look that spoke volumes. “Next you’ll be telling me the boogeyman did it.”

			“Nothing would surprise me anymore. Hey, I used to feel the same way, but too much has happened.”

			“Like what?”

			She told him everything, beginning with the scrawled message on the back of the newspaper clipping, moving to the voice that had whispered her name the previous night, and ending with the girl standing outside her window.

			“Well, the last one is easy, so I’ll start with that. You were disoriented and groggy, and were scared by your own reflection.”

			“Nope. I thought of that, but it wasn’t me. This girl was much thinner, and her hair was longer.”

			“Your reflection was distorted by the glass. Kind of like a funhouse mirror effect.”

			“Trust me, I wasn’t seeing a reflection. It was dark in the room. The only way I could have seen someone would be if she were standing on the other side of the window.”

			Jack got up from the bed with a sigh. “Show me where you saw her, and I’ll prove it was your reflection.”

			Jo had thought she would never go near that window again, but having him there made it a little easier. He shoved aside the drapes with all the confidence of a man who was rarely wrong. She cringed at the sound of the metal curtain hooks scraping against the rod, squeezing her eyes shut.

			“Jesus Christ.”

			She covered her eyes with both hands. “What? Is she still there?”

			“No, but I’d say your story has gained some veracity. Take a look.”

			Assured by his tone that whatever he’d seen wasn’t of the jump-out-and-yell-boo variety, she joined him.

			On the other side of the glass was a bloody handprint.

			* * *

			She had to give Jack credit – he didn’t give up. Even to the point of absurdity, he strived to find a rational explanation.

			“What about Mindy Miller?” he asked.

			“What about her?”

			“She’s been giving you a hard time. Couldn’t she have put the handprint there to freak you out?”

			“You think Mindy Miller managed to float three stories above the ground to peek in a window that has no balcony, fire escape, or access of any kind? Even if that were true, is Mindy thinner than me?”

			“But Mindy has access to the rooms. She could have written the note and got it inside the box while you were in the shower.”

			“Trust me, no one has opened those boxes since my mom packed them. At least, not in the conventional way. Look at the other ones if you don’t believe me.”

			Jack paced the room, the frown line between his brows growing more pronounced with each step. “It has to be Mindy.”

			“I thought you were such a big believer in Occam’s razor. You certainly used to be. You have to consider that, in this case, the simplest answer might be—”

			“Don’t say it.”

			“But don’t we at least have to—”

			“What? Think you’re being haunted by Sam’s ghost?”

			“Well, isn’t it possible? When you take into account what happened to me after I left your house, and now this—”

			“There’s nothing you’ve told me that can’t be explained.”

			“Jack, I have a bloody fucking handprint on a window three flights above the ground, and next you’ll be telling me the window washer left it there.”

			“Has to be a pretty lousy window washer, don’t you think?” He winked.

			“This isn’t funny.”

			He sat beside her on the bed, putting an arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I haven’t dealt with something like this before. I don’t know what to believe.”

			“Believe me. I’m your friend.”

			His next words were said so quietly that, for a moment, she wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. “Are you?”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing. Only that, well, come on, Jo. I haven’t seen you in two decades.”

			She stiffened. “I thought old friends were supposed to be able to pick up where they left off.”

			“Correct me if I’m wrong, but this wasn’t where we left off. I don’t remember us having debates about the existence of the paranormal in high school.”

			“Sam was alive in high school.” Her voice was shrill. She was taking his jesting too personally, but she couldn’t help it. The lack of sleep wasn’t working in her favor.

			“Who says she’s dead now?”

			Jo studied his face to see if he was still teasing her, but he looked serious enough. “Are you pulling my leg?”

			“No.” He leaned back on the bed again, stretching his legs. “You haven’t asked for my opinion, but I think Sam is alive.”

			“Where has she been all this time?”

			“Who knows? Sam was under a lot of pressure. Everyone expected her to be perfect, and no one can live up to that. My guess is she split, and started a new life somewhere else.”

			“Like Elvis.”

			“No, Elvis is dead. I saw the autopsy report.”

			“Some people say it was faked.”

			“Are we debating conspiracy theories now?”

			“No, but do you really believe that, Jack? I’m having difficulty telling the difference between when you’re serious and when you’re trying to get a rise out of me.”

			“Oh, I don’t have to try to get a rise out of you. You’ve gotten quite high-strung in your old age.”

			She swatted him on the head with a pillow. “I’ve got phantom women lurking outside my hotel room at night. It gets to you.”

			“I can see that.”

			“Anyway, what you’re saying doesn’t make sense. Why would Sam take off before grad? She would have left for college after the summer anyway.”

			“Ah, but then she’d be under her parents’ control, correct? Maybe she couldn’t handle being their golden girl any longer.”

			“Sam wouldn’t have put her friends and family through this for no reason. That would be cruel, and despite what Mindy Miller has to say on the subject, I don’t think she was.”

			“She wasn’t cruel, but she was vulnerable. I think she was stressed out leading up to grad, and then something happened, some incident that pushed her over the edge. She took off, and by the time she figured out she’d made a mistake, it was too late to come back. Too many bridges had been burned.”

			“Did Sam confide in you?”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Me? Why would Sam tell me anything?”

			“I was supposed to be her best friend, but as far as I can remember, she didn’t let me know anything was wrong. From what Doug says, Amanda wasn’t aware of anything, either. Maybe she felt she couldn’t tell us, whatever it was.”

			“She definitely didn’t confide in me. We weren’t that close.”

			Jo didn’t miss the edge in his voice. “Don’t tell me you think she was evil too.”

			Jack rolled his eyes. “Was that what Mindy said? That girl’s in need of some serious therapy. No, I don’t think she was evil. I think Mindy was jealous.”

			“Let’s suppose you’re right.”

			“That would be new and unusual.”

			“Would you please let me finish? Let’s say you’re right, and Sam left of her own accord. If that’s true, why would she want me to find out what happened to her? Wouldn’t that be the last thing she’d want?”

			“Ah, and now we come to the heart of the matter.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re assuming Sam’s the one behind this, but I don’t think she is.”

			“Are you saying—?”

			“I’m saying that wasn’t Sam. You were contacted by someone else.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Imagine Ken and Barbie as AARP members, but still attractive, living in suburbia. Ken has a little silver in his hair, and Barbie might have a crinkle or two around her blue eyes, but they’re as beautiful as ever. Picture that, and you’d have a fairly clear image of Sam’s parents.

			When Jo knocked on the door of the Kennedys’ three-story Tudor, she was tormented by doubt. What if they didn’t want to talk to her? What if seeing her opened old wounds? What if Sam’s mother (or worse, her father) burst into tears? She’d never been great with intense emotional scenes. It was one of the things she didn’t miss about journalism.

			They answered the door together, looking more elegant than anyone had a right to.

			Sam’s mother had a smile on her face as she opened the door, as if unexpected guests brought her nothing but joy. There was no suspicious peering through the peephole before answering. The Kennedys didn’t have a peephole.

			She gave Jo a quizzical look, waiting for the explanation of who her visitor was and what the hell she was doing on her doorstep. Jo was struck dumb by the sight of them – Marion, with her pale yellow linen pantsuit and stylish haircut, and Cliff, with his startling blue eyes, towering frame, and cobalt Oxford. They were dressed well enough to have come from church, but it was Saturday afternoon. Feeling like a slob in her T-shirt and jeans, Jo tucked her hands behind her back to hide her ragged nails. Cliff laid a protective hand on his wife’s shoulder.

			“Yes?” Marion said. “What can I do for you, dear?”

			Jo forced herself to say the words she’d been dreading. “Sorry to bother you, Mrs. Kennedy, but I…my name is…I mean, I was a friend of your daughter’s. In high school.” Ugh. Could I be any more awkward?

			The woman’s cornflower-blue eyes widened. “No, not…it can’t be Jo, can it?”

			Jo exhaled in relief, trying not to notice Sam’s father’s eyes had filled with tears when she’d said the word daughter. “Yes, it can. I mean, I am.”

			Marion embraced her, feeling frail as a bird in Jo’s arms. Although she was nearly the same height, Jo outweighed her by fifty pounds or more. The woman was skin, bone, and linen. “You’ve gotten so tall, Josephine. I wouldn’t have recognized you. Please, do come in. We’re so happy to see you.”

			Jo hesitated, not wanting to step on the marble floor with her boots. Settling for taking them off on the doormat, she hopped awkwardly on one foot while tugging at a boot with both hands. At last they came off, and she followed Marion inside. Sam’s father greeted her with a strong handshake.

			“Please forgive me, but any reminder of Sam….”

			“I completely understand,” she assured him, stunned by how handsome he was. Had he always been this good-looking? Robert Redford in his prime had nothing on this guy. Next to him, Doug Flaherty was a distant second. If Sam had set her sights on a man like Daddy, she would have been searching for a long, long time.

			“You’re both looking wonderful, by the way.” She hoped it would be a good enough explanation for the way she’d been staring.

			Marion tittered, a delicate ringing sound. Jo couldn’t imagine a hearty chuckle ever issuing from the woman’s Cupid’s-bow mouth. “That’s so nice of you to say, dear, but the years have been hard on us, harder than we would have liked. Would you care for some tea?”

			“If it’s no bother….”

			“Of course it’s not a bother. As I said, we’re delighted to see you. Especially since we lost poor Amanda. You’re the last of the Musketeers.”

			“You stayed in touch with Amanda, then?” She settled on the couch across from Sam’s father. He smiled when she looked in his direction, but she caught him sneaking a glance at his watch. Playing with the crease on his charcoal-gray slacks, he plucked it into a sharp point before smoothing it out again. His wife didn’t seem to notice his discomfort.

			“Oh yes.” Marion presented her with a plate of cookies so fancy they bordered on the ridiculous. Jo considered taking one to be polite, but then pictured the mess that would end up in her lap the second she took a bite. “Amanda was lovely to us. She used to visit every Sunday, did you know that?”

			“No, I didn’t.” Amanda had either been the most compassionate person ever, or she hadn’t had much of a life. For her old friend’s sake, Jo hoped it had been the former.

			“It was so kind of her. It was the next best thing to seeing our own daughter grow up.” Marion briefly disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a china teapot that looked antique. Whether it was her words, or the realization he was about to be trapped in a women’s kaffeeklatsch, Cliff tried to excuse himself.

			Marion frowned. “Oh, for pity’s sake. We haven’t seen Jo in what, what has it been, dear, twenty years?” She waited for confirmation.

			“Twenty-seven.”

			“There you are.” She patted Jo’s knee as if it were a cherished pet. “We haven’t seen our daughter’s best friend in almost thirty years, and you can’t spare five minutes?”

			Cliff squirmed. He’d stood to leave when Marion had entered the room, and now he looked like a little boy who had to pee as he shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I’d love to, darling, but I have an auction.” There was such discomfort in his face Jo felt sorry for him.

			“Oh, for the love of God. You and those silly auctions will be the death of me.”

			“That’s okay,” Jo said. “I don’t mind. It was rude of me to burst in on you without calling. Of course you have other plans.”

			“But we don’t have plans,” Marion said, clearly sending a message to her husband, for he sat down again with a resigned sigh. “We’re delighted you dropped by, and we have all the time in the world for you. Don’t we, dear?”

			“What’s the auction for?” Jo asked, hoping to turn the conversation into something Sam’s father would find interesting, but he didn’t get the chance to reply.

			“Don’t worry about that, darling.” As Marion poured the tea, the delicate scent of Earl Grey caressed Jo’s face, reminding her of her own mother. “Tell us about you. What have you been up to? Surely you must be a famous novelist by now. Cliff and I always look for your books when we’re in the city, but we don’t know your pseudonym. You do write under a pseudonym, don’t you, dear? I hear that’s what all the big authors are doing these days.”

			Ouch. Once again, she’d forgotten that in Clear Springs, the name Jo Carter was automatically followed by ‘soon-to-be-bestselling novelist’. She longed for the anonymity of the city. “Actually, I’m in public relations now. In New York. I work for a museum.”

			“How lovely. MOMA or the Guggenheim?”

			Ouch, again. “The Manhattan Museum of Man and Nature.” At Marion’s obvious lack of recognition, Jo parroted some brochure copy. “We’re known for our immersive walk-through dioramas.” She felt like an idiot.

			Cliff rescued her. “We’ve been there. Remember, darling?” He cut his wife off before she could deny it. “It was beautiful. One of the city’s best attractions, if I remember correctly.”

			“We like to think so.” In our wildest dreams.

			“So, then. Husband, children?” Marion asked. Jo had to remind herself that the woman wasn’t intentionally trying to wilt her soul.

			“Neither. You see, before I got into PR, I was a journalist, working for the Associated Press. You might have seen the feature I did on Syria—” She stopped in mid-sentence at the expression of horror on Marion’s face. “What is it?”

			“Your poor mother.” The woman fanned her hands in front of her face like a Southern woman who was overcome. “She must have been so worried.”

			“I guess.” Admittedly, Jo’s mother had been the last thing on her mind while she’d risked her life to report on the horrible truth of what was happening in the Middle East.

			“I’m sure your mother was very proud.” Cliff shot a pointed look in his wife’s direction. She paid no attention.

			“What brings you back here? I’m sure you’re very busy,” Marion asked.

			There it was. The million-dollar question. As Jo saw it, she had two choices. She could lie like pavement. Or she could tell them the truth. She took a deep breath, hoping she’d chosen the right option. “I’m here to find out what happened to Sam.”

			Marion’s hand froze with the teacup midway to her rose-tinted lips. Her left eyelid twitched. Her husband turned pale under his tan. Why the hell was he so nervous? Missing an auction couldn’t be that important.

			“Sam? Our Sam?” Marion lowered her teacup to its flower-embossed saucer, and Jo was saddened to see how shaky her hands were. The last thing she’d wanted to do was cause Sam’s parents more pain.

			“Yes.” It was time for a white lie, but she’d do her best to keep the dishonesty to a minimum. She figured she owed them that much. “I never got over what happened to her, and then I received this article in the mail.”

			She opened her purse, retrieving the photocopy she’d been carrying with her, the one missing the disturbing message on the back. Sam’s mother scanned it before passing it to her husband.

			Jo had hoped Jack was wrong. That his steel-trap brain had gotten rusty. She desperately wanted the clipping to be an article from the Clear Springs Chronicle instead of an elaborate hoax. But one look at the array of negative emotions passing over the faces of Sam’s parents told her that Jack had, once again, been right on the money.

			Marion regained her composure first. “Where did you get this?”

			“Someone left it for me in my office at the museum.” Jo lowered her voice, as if a softer tone would lessen the shock.

			“Who would – who would do such a thing?” To Jo’s horror, Marion began to cry. Her hands hooked into claws, tearing at the photocopied page. Her husband rescued it, passing the tattered remains back to Jo as Marion collapsed against him, sobbing.

			“Take it easy. Obviously someone is playing a sick joke.” He focused those unnerving eyes of his on Jo. “You say someone left this for you at work?”

			“Yes, but I have no idea who. There was no return address. Someone clearly wanted to make sure I was at the vigil.” At the word vigil, Marion sobbed louder.

			Cliff’s features hardened until he resembled a Roman sculpture. The muscles in his jaw tightened and released as he clenched his teeth. “There wasn’t any vigil.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. Perhaps another Samantha Kennedy disappeared, and this article is about her.”

			Jo gaped at him, dumbfounded. She’d heard people could convince themselves of anything. She’d seen evidence of this as a journalist, but never something this extreme.

			She pointed to the grainy photograph of the beaming blonde. “But this is your daughter’s graduation photo. It’s the same one from the yearbook.”

			“The resemblance is uncanny, but that cannot be our daughter.”

			“It mentions the name of the town. You honestly think another Sam Kennedy vanished from Clear Springs?”

			Her composure gone, Marion buried her face in the couch cushions, weeping. With every sob that shook her body, she shoved her face deeper into the corner of the sofa. Jo worried the woman would suffocate.

			Her husband continued to ignore her. “Believe what you wish, but our daughter didn’t have a vigil, and we certainly weren’t recently interviewed about her disappearance. I haven’t spoken to anyone at the Chronicle about her in a long time. Either that article refers to a different girl, or it’s a fake.”

			The sounds of grieving coming from Sam’s mother were so piteous they tore at Jo’s heart. She couldn’t believe the coldness of Sam’s father, who acted like his wife wasn’t there.

			“Mrs. Kennedy, I’m sorry. The last thing I wanted to do was upset you.”

			At Jo’s words, Cliff appeared to remember Marion’s existence. “She’ll feel better in a moment or two, but you should probably leave. I’m sorry – this is still a sensitive subject, as I’m sure you can understand.”

			He didn’t need to ask her twice. Jo was dying to get away from the whole overblown scene. Hurrying to the door with Cliff close behind, she snuck one more glance at Marion before she left. The woman lay facedown on the sofa, shoulders shaking.

			“I’m sorry to have bothered you. I shouldn’t have come.”

			Cliff gave her a tight smile. “You’ll have to forgive my wife. She gets a little emotional about this. Sam was our only daughter. A mother doesn’t expect to lose her child this way.”

			A little emotional? Forgive his wife? For what, being human?

			“I understand. I’d like to speak to her again once she’s had the chance to recover. I didn’t get to ask you about Sam, about what happened that day. I’m—”

			Her words trailed off as she realized Cliff wasn’t paying attention to what she was saying. Instead, he stared at her chest.

			Her skin crawled. She couldn’t believe her friend’s dad was checking her out, and at a time like this. What a creep. Jo was about to zip her jacket up to her neck when he spoke. His tone had changed completely – instead of sounding apologetic, there was an undercurrent of hostility, of accusation.

			“Where did you get that?”

			Get what? But when she looked down at her chest, she understood. It wasn’t her assets he’d been interested in. It was the dragonfly pendant. She’d forgotten she was wearing it.

			What she didn’t understand was the expression of anger on his face. Actually, anger was an inadequate word. It was closer to blind rage. Her mind raced to think of the best response. After having no explanation for the newspaper article, she couldn’t very well admit the pendant had been another anonymous offering. “A friend.” It was close enough to the truth.

			“Did Sam give it to you?”

			Before she could respond, Cliff seized her upper arms with both hands, digging his fingers into her flesh. He squeezed hard enough that a jolt of pain shot through her bones. She gasped.

			“When did she give it to you? When?”

			Jo had experienced more than her share of dangerous situations. During her journalism career, she’d found herself at the business end of a rebel soldier’s gun, in the clutches of thugs, and at the mercy of a corrupt, half-crazy foreign president. But she had never before looked into the eyes of someone who truly wanted her dead. Her blood froze, and any saving words stuck in her throat. Unable to keep the inevitable from happening, she steeled herself for a fight. She was about to drive her knee into his groin when Marion called from the living room.

			“Cliff?”

			At the sound of his wife’s voice, he released her. Jo stumbled backward, nearly falling off the concrete steps before he steadied her. He leaned in until his nose was almost touching hers. “You saw her, didn’t you? You saw her that night. Tell me.”

			“Cliff? Cliff, what are you doing?”

			He studied her face a moment longer. What did he hope to see? A trace of guilt, maybe? Some secret knowledge of Sam’s last days? Jo had none to give him, and when he saw she wasn’t about to tell him anything, his lip curled. Releasing her once more, he whirled and retreated into the house, slamming the door.

			She didn’t have time to compose herself before someone spoke from behind her, startling her out of her skin.

			“Nice going.”

			A younger man leaned against the garage, wiping black grease off his hands with a dirty cloth. A cap mostly hid his blond hair and his face was leaner and meaner, but there was no mistaking the resemblance. “You just had to stir up that shit again, didn’t you?”

			“I didn’t mean to.”

			“What did you think was going to happen? Their daughter’s gone. You think that’s pleasant coffee-table conversation?”

			“I thought they’d want to see me. I thought maybe I could help.” It sounded lame, even to her.

			“Help. Yeah, you certainly helped. It’s going to take days for my mother to calm down.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			The man shrugged, but his scowl intensified. Not since her reunion with Mindy had she felt so loathed.

			“You’re Sam’s….”

			“Brother, yeah. So I know what I’m talking about. Sam needed to go. She was ruining everything.”

			Jo couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Are you serious? She was a kid.”

			Tyler snorted. “A kid. Yeah, sure. Trust me, she knew what she was doing. Do you realize my parents almost divorced because of her?”

			She said nothing, no longer trusting herself to speak. She couldn’t believe his callousness. Was she the only person who cared what had happened to her friend? Poor Sam.

			“She’s gone and they’re happy, more or less. As happy as you can be when you’ve been married for eons. The last thing they need is you stirring up that old crap. Let it lie.” He spat on the ground.

			“I can’t.”

			“Let her stay gone. What you’re doing isn’t helping anybody.”

			“But I don’t understand. You’re her brother. How can it not bother you that your sister is missing? Don’t you want to know what happened to her?”

			He shrugged again. “Things got better once she left.”

			“Got better? How can you say that, Tyler? Your mother is a wreck. She’s in there right now, sobbing her heart out.”

			“She’ll get over it. She has before. As long as you leave us alone.”

			“How could Sam have ruined anything? What did she do that was so horrible?”

			“Like I’m going to say anything to you. I know you’re a reporter.”

			Before she could tell him her newspaper days were long over, he gave his hands a final wipe and retreated into the garage. “Besides,” he said over his shoulder, “you were her friend. You should know more than anyone what kind of person she was.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Shoving her hands deeper into the flimsy pockets of her windbreaker, Jo wished she’d packed something warmer. She’d forgotten how unpredictable Clear Springs’ weather was in October. Judging by the iciness of the wind, snow was a very real possibility. The cemetery wasn’t the smartest place to seek shelter. It was only four-thirty in the afternoon, but it was already getting dark and she was freezing. She hadn’t thought to bring a flashlight. It would be damn inconvenient to search for Amanda’s tombstone in a pitch-black graveyard, and her phone was nearly dead.

			Sam’s own brother thought Sam hadn’t been a nice person, to put it mildly. Though she kept racking her brain, Jo couldn’t remember what had drawn her to Sam, but Amanda had been friends with her too, and they couldn’t both be wrong. She wasn’t sure what she was hoping to find at the Cemetery of St. Mary, but since Amanda was the only one who could have helped her at this point, to Amanda she went.

			The Catholic cemetery was smaller than the non-denominational Tranquil Hills, so her search shouldn’t take long. There were more icons and statues than graves. The deceased patrons of St. Mary’s had clearly been big fans of idolatry.

			She trudged up the gravel path, intending to begin with the more recent graves. Her shadow accompanied her, growing longer with each step. The sun was setting, and she was knee-deep in Edgar Allan Poe territory. Fuck.

			Tucking her hands under her arms in a futile attempt to warm them, Jo hurried past the rows of graves. The tombstone of an Allison Stephenson gave her a moment’s pause, but aside from that, there was nothing remotely close to an Amanda. Swearing under her breath, she went through the rows again. The results were the same. No Amanda.

			Jo scanned the older grave markers, but she didn’t have enough time to search them properly, not without a flashlight. She’d already looked in the most likely places and found nothing. She’d have to return tomorrow.

			“Miss?”

			Behind her stood a small, weathered man, a garden gnome come to life. His wrinkled face was friendly. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare ya.”

			What, her, scared? She tried to swallow, but her throat was sandpaper. She settled for a deep breath.

			“I’m sorry, miss, but it’s time for me to lock up for the night, I’m afraid. You’ll have to leave.”

			“You lock up the cemetery?” Jo hadn’t figured on the gravesite having visiting hours.

			“Used to be we didn’t. But I ’ave to now, or the kids make a real mess.”

			“What kids?”

			“Oh, if I knew their names, you can bet I’d be talkin’ to their parents. Rascals. Most of the kids are pretty good around here. You don’t hear about any of ’em bringing guns to school or that kind of thing. Guess that’s something. But some of them jus’ get their jollies from causing trouble.”

			“Sorry to hear that.” She couldn’t imagine wanting to hang around here after dark. It was spooky enough in the light of day, gnome-like caretaker included.

			“At least today’s kids aren’t into that Satanism stuff. That was a fine kettle o’ fish.”

			Jo must have looked nervous, because he was quick to reassure her. “It was jus’ another fad. Jus’ a bunch of idiot kids lighting black candles and drawing fancy stars in chalk. Nothing to be scared of except a big ol’ mess in the mornings.” He leaned close enough that she could smell the staleness of his breath. “I’m sure you can guess how big a fuss that would be made if the monsignor saw that. I had to get here early back then, jus’ to clean it all up before he arrived.”

			Idiot kids or no, she questioned the wisdom of discussing devil worship in a rapidly darkening cemetery. “You wouldn’t be able to tell me where Amanda Hutchingson is buried, would you?”

			The man’s brow puckered, creating more wrinkles, if that was possible. “Hutchingson?”

			Right. Amanda had married Doug, and a good Catholic girl would take her husband’s name. “Sorry, that was her maiden name. She would be buried under the name Amanda Flaherty.”

			For a moment the man’s face betrayed no recognition. She was about to leave when he touched her arm. “Wait. Was she the pregnant lady who had the accident?”

			“Yes. Yes, that’s her.” Poor Amanda. What a way to be remembered.

			“A nasty time, that was. Sad news. Was she a friend of yours?”

			“Yes.”

			“Sorry for your loss. The whole town was devastated. Still is.”

			A cold breeze wormed its way into her jacket and she shivered. “Thank you. Can you please point me in the right direction? I realize you’re closing, but I’d like to visit her tomorrow and I can’t find her.”

			“No wonder. You’re in the wrong place. She’s not here.”

			Jo summoned the last of her rapidly fleeing patience. “I meant her grave, of course.”

			“I understand you, miss, but my answer’s the same. She’s not here. From what I heard, they buried her in Tranquil Hills. That’s where you’ll find her.”

			“Tranquil Hills? There must be some mistake. Amanda was Catholic. I’m sure she would have wanted to be buried here.”

			The man lowered his voice. It was a challenge to hear him over the rising wind. He darted glances over each shoulder even though they were alone. “It’s how she died. The Church is old-fashioned about these things.”

			She was enraged on Amanda’s behalf, though it had been almost three decades since she’d seen her. “She died in a car accident. What problem could the Church possibly have with that?”

			He patted her shoulder with a gnarled hand. “Sorry to be the one to tell you, but that accident story was a little fiction created to spare the family. Your friend took her own life.”

			* * *

			Jo couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so depleted. The confrontation with Sam’s family, followed by the revelation at the cemetery, made her want to crawl into bed with a bottle of wine. Her next action should have been to contact Doug and demand the truth about what had happened to Amanda. But any motivation she’d once had to figure out this disaster was gone. Perhaps she was getting too old for this shit.

			When she dragged herself through the door of the hotel, Mindy was at the front desk. She smirked like she could tell how badly the day had gone and thought it was nothing less than Jo deserved. Jo ignored her.

			She was sick of the investigation, of Clear Springs, of having to interview people regarding stuff they didn’t want to talk about. She wanted to go home. But what would she be returning to? She hadn’t found Sam. She wasn’t close to finding her yet.

			The phone rang the minute she walked into her room.

			“I’m glad you’re there. I’ve been trying to reach you for hours. Don’t you ever check your cell?” It was Jack, and for the first time since she’d come back, she wasn’t up for one of their sparring sessions.

			“Can we do this tomorrow? I’ve had a horrible day.”

			“Why? What happened?”

			She groaned. “Suffice it to say, my meeting with the Kennedys did not go well.”

			“I warned you. I’m sure seeing you was a painful reminder for them.”

			“Pain I could deal with. I wasn’t expecting rage.”

			“What do you mean, rage?”

			“It was going well until I showed them the article about the vigil. They both said there wasn’t any vigil.”

			Jack murmured something that sounded suspiciously like “I told you so,” but she continued as if she hadn’t heard.

			“And then Sam’s mom went into hysterics. When I left, she was crying so hard I was afraid she’d hyperventilate. Cliff decided it was time for me to leave, but when he saw my necklace, he went nuts.”

			“Nuts? In what way?”

			“The man grabbed me, Jack. He was determined to find out where I’d gotten the pendant. I think he would have hurt me if his wife hadn’t called him off.”

			“Where did you get it from?”

			Her face grew hot, though she wasn’t one for blushing. “Someone left it at the hotel for me. It was in an envelope with a note that said, ‘Welcome home’.”

			“Another anonymous ‘gift’, like the vigil announcement?”

			“Yes, although I wouldn’t call the article a gift. It’s caused nothing but trouble.”

			“You might be wearing evidence.”

			“I didn’t think of that.” She ran her finger along the silver dragonfly. Even with the havoc it had caused, she hoped she wouldn’t have to take it off. It was the closest she had to a talisman. “It never occurred to me that this was Sam’s.”

			“If my daughter vanished without a trace and her friend showed up wearing her necklace, I’d go nuts too. I’d at least want to figure out where the friend got it. Especially if I’d given that necklace to my daughter.”

			“How do you know he gave it to her?”

			“I’m speculating, but we were high school kids. Who else but Daddy could have afforded a platinum pendant?”

			Jo held it up to the light. Such a delicate thing, yet so heavy. “I thought it was silver.”

			“Nope, definitely platinum. That’s one expensive bauble you’ve got.”

			“If it is Sam’s, do you think she was wearing it that night?” Shivering, she snagged the blanket from the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders.

			“Maybe. It would explain dear ol’ Dad’s reaction, don’t you think?”

			“That’s disturbing.”

			“I don’t think so. It fits with my theory that Sam is still alive.”

			“How so?”

			“Who else would take a piece of jewelry like that and toss it in an envelope, assuming you’d open it instead of throwing it away? If Sam had been murdered, the person who killed her would have kept it as a trophy, or at the very least, pawned it when things calmed down.”

			Jo couldn’t imagine why someone would go to the trouble of vanishing, successfully pull it off, and then jeopardize it by convincing a friend to find her. Was it an ego trip? Did Sam feel the need to let someone in on how clever she’d been?

			She didn’t believe it. She was certain something bad had happened to her friend, but she wasn’t in the mood to debate it again.

			“Anyway, enough of that. Don’t you want to hear about what I found out today?”

			“Sure.” But she didn’t. What she wanted was a hot bath and a good book. And sleep, blissful sleep.

			“Apparently, the cops had good reason for making Doug Suspect Number One, beyond the fact he was Sam’s boyfriend and one of the last people to see her alive.”

			“Oh?” Her heart sank. Doug. Since she’d met him for coffee at Backroads, the idea that he was a coldhearted killer had been difficult to swallow. But why had Amanda killed herself? Had she learned something about her husband she couldn’t live with?

			“He had scratches.”

			“Scratches?”

			“Yeah, I talked to this guy down at the department this afternoon. He’s an old buddy of my dad’s. He said Doug had these deep scratches on his chest and arms when they questioned him. There was one on his face too, which is what tipped them off, but when they got him to remove his shirt, they found a lot more.”

			Doug had been damn convincing the day she’d talked to him, but he hadn’t told her the truth about how his wife died. A man who killed someone and got away with it would have to be a damn good liar.

			“What was his explanation?”

			“That the scratches were from some stray cat in the neighborhood. He claimed he’d captured it in order to find its owner, and the cat attacked him.”

			“Did the cops believe him?”

			“No way. I saw a picture, and that wasn’t the work of a cat. Some of the scratches were so deep they were scabbed over.”

			“Why didn’t they arrest him? That seems like decent evidence.”

			“Without a body, they were nervous about being able to get a conviction. They were sure Sam would turn up eventually, with Doug’s skin under her fingernails.”

			“Wait a minute. I thought you were positive Doug was innocent. You said he had nothing to do with Sam’s disappearance. Not to mention you seem pretty sure Sam is alive.”

			“That doesn’t mean he’s innocent. We still don’t know why she took off. The fact of the matter is, both of the women he was involved with are dead or missing.”

			“That’s what I said, and as I recall, you didn’t exactly agree.”

			“Hey, a guy can admit when he’s wrong. What that cop said has planted some doubts.”

			“I have to talk to Doug again.”

			“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Jo.”

			“What, you think he’s going to kill me? That would be a bit stupid of him, don’t you think?”

			“Consider this situation from Doug’s point of view. If he did do something to Sam and Amanda, he’s been lucky twice. Didn’t spend so much as a night in jail. That kind of luck could make a man feel invincible.”

			She thought of the note that had been left in her hotel room. Doug is lying. Had Sam written the message? Or had Mindy decided to mess with her head?

			* * *

			A cold wind buffeted her cheeks. Pine needles and tightly packed earth cushioned her bare feet. The row of evergreens was so thick it made a tunnel through the darkness. She was afraid to find herself there, but not as frightened as she should have been. There was something familiar about this place, something she liked.

			The woods smelled like Christmas. As much as Jo loved the city, this was where she belonged. She’d come of age surrounded by forests and lakes, and though she resisted, the outdoors spoke to her in a way concrete and steel never would.

			Needles jabbed into the city-softened bottoms of her feet, and she swore under her breath. A branch scraped her ankle, leaving a thin red line. These little wounds stung, but they didn’t concern her. She had to get to the end of the path. She refused to think about what might be creeping up behind her.

			The stillness had a weight of its own, pressing in on her and making her chest tight with claustrophobia. No forest was this quiet. She focused on putting one foot in front of the other. There was something wrong here. If no animal wanted to be there, she shouldn’t be either. Thankfully, it wouldn’t take her much longer to reach the end.

			Soon the trees thinned. The path ended in a large clearing. In the middle was a mound of grassy earth, where a woman waited for her. No, not a woman – a girl. It wasn’t as scary as one would think, walking through the hush of dark and finding someone at the other end. She’d been expecting someone, and this was only a girl. What harm could she possibly do?

			The moon was the girl’s spotlight. Shining silver around her shoulders, it highlighted her cheekbones and shimmering hair. She was dressed in a hooded sweatshirt and jeans, with her hair tied back. Jo smiled at her. Sam. She wasn’t afraid anymore. Sam was her friend.

			She wanted to hug her, but the girl retreated at her approach. Slightly hurt, Jo asked what she desperately needed to know. “Where are you, Sam?”

			Sam gestured to the mound she stood on. It was covered with hundreds of wild daisies, their pearl-like petals gleaming.

			Panic squeezed Jo’s lungs, making it difficult to breathe. “You’re here? This is where you are?”

			The girl shook her head, and pointed at the ground again. This time Jo saw what Sam had wanted her to see – a tin, the same size and shape as the ones that held fancy Christmas cookies, the treats that always looked way better than they tasted. This tin had seen better days. It was encrusted with many years’ worth of dirt, and rust bled along its seams. The girl pointed at Jo, then at the tin. Jo dared to inch another step closer, hoping Sam wouldn’t pull away again.

			The girl’s face glowed white. She didn’t speak.

			“What is it, Sam? What’s with the tin?”

			Before she could respond, there was a loud noise from the woods. It was unexpected enough to make Jo recoil, but it affected Sam more – she looked terrified. The noise, a half-moan half-screech, was terribly human but, at the same time, not.

			“Wait, don’t go. Tell me how to find you.” Jo grabbed a stick and thrust it toward her. “Here. Use this. Tell me where you are. Draw a map if you have to.”

			Sam hesitated, biting at her lower lip. For a moment, Jo thought she was going to do it. Then that terrible sound came again, and she was gone.

			Jo woke in a tangle of blankets. Sweaty, scared, and disoriented, but otherwise much the same, except for some scratches on her ankle.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			The phone startled her awake. She fumbled for it, knocking the receiver onto the beige carpeting. Lurching out of bed, Jo snatched it on the fourth ring.

			“What?”

			“Jo? This is Doug. Sorry for calling so early. Did I wake you?”

			Doug. Jack thought he was dangerous, and Jack was usually right. But then again, not so long ago, Jack had been singing his praises and telling her how harmless he was.

			“That’s okay. I was awake,” she lied, checking the alarm clock. It was seven, not an unreasonable hour for a phone call. Back in the city, she’d have finished her morning run and been on the subway, coffee in hand, by now. But that was before she’d had bad dreams waking her in the middle of the night.

			“Great. I need to talk to you.”

			“I need to talk to you too. Why did you let me think Amanda’s death was an accident?”

			Since meeting him in person, Jo had a difficult time believing Doug was a threat to anyone. He was certainly strong enough to be dangerous, but he’d loved Amanda. His devastation had been genuine. As for Sam, well, at least he’d been honest about her appeal. Not many guys would have been.

			“There’s some things I haven’t told you, and I’ve been feeling terrible about it. It’s…well, I’d rather tell you face to face, but if you’re here to find out what happened to Sam – and I think that’s why you came back – I should be honest with you. You need to know.”

			Her pulse quickened. “What do I need to know?”

			“Like I said, I’d prefer to tell you face to face. Can you meet me today?”

			Didn’t he understand that leaving her hanging was akin to mental torture? “Of course. Backroads again?”

			“No, I was thinking of somewhere more private. Can you come to the house?”

			The suggestion gave her pause. She was no longer convinced Doug had anything to do with Sam’s disappearance, scratches or not, and she knew he hadn’t hurt his wife. But was she willing to bet her life on those assumptions? Going by her history when it came to judging a man’s character, she wasn’t. There was a reason she was single.

			For all she knew, Doug could be Houdini when it came to making women disappear. Like Jack had said, that kind of luck could make a man feel invincible.

			“Why don’t you come here?”

			Mindy wouldn’t blink if Doug carried Jo’s bleeding body through the lobby, but at least there was the impression of safety at the hotel. If he intended to get rid of her, she wasn’t going to go quietly.

			He hesitated, and Jo didn’t blame him. It wouldn’t look good to meet a woman at a hotel so soon after his wife’s death. She heard him sigh. “Okay. What time?”

			She did some mental calculations. “How about ten-thirty?”

			“I’ll be there. But Jo?”

			“Yeah?”

			“If you go out this morning, be careful.”

			Perfect. Now the main suspect was giving her a warning. Struggling to keep the impatience out of her voice, she asked, “Be careful of what, exactly?”

			There was a shuddering breath on the other end of the line. “I guess I can tell you this much now. A few months before she died, Amanda got it in her head that she had to find out what happened to Sam. Maybe it was being pregnant, all those hormones causing havoc, but she became obsessed. She talked to a lot of people, and ruffled quite a few feathers. And you know what happened to her.”

			“I thought her death was an accident.” Maybe he’ll start telling the truth.

			“All I can tell you is that someone knows what happened to Sam, and that person is willing to go to extremes to keep anyone else from finding out. That person is here in Clear Springs, and I can promise you this – he’s paying attention. So do me a favor and watch your back.”

			* * *

			Venturing out in public was difficult enough without worrying that someone was spying on her. Still, a girl has needs, so Jo headed to the Coach House, a nearby restaurant boasting AUTHENTIC WESTERN CUISINE, whatever that was. A quick perusal of the menu revealed authentic western cuisine was grilled cheese sandwiches, clubhouses, REAL BEEF burgers, and that diner standby, the all-day breakfast.

			When her order arrived, she hunched over her French toast, using poor posture to make herself less conspicuous. It didn’t work. Every time she looked up, people were staring.

			While she didn’t feel she belonged in Clear Springs anymore (had she ever?), she couldn’t believe she’d changed so much that the town agreed. Why was everyone gawking at her as if she had two heads? What was so fascinating? She was the same person, the same old Jo. At least, as far as she could remember.

			Her memory, or lack thereof, was a problem. What was wrong with her? Was it early-onset Alzheimer’s? A tumor? Whenever she tried to picture that last year in Clear Springs, it was like a veil dropped over her eyes. It wasn’t normal – there had to be something wrong with her, something seriously wrong.

			Cancer.

			She thought of her mother, dying alone. No fucking way she was going through that. She’d swallow arsenic first.

			“Jesus H. Christ. Can’t you at least sit up straight?”

			Stiffening at the sound of the worst possible meal companion, she slumped her shoulders further, sinking lower in her chair.

			“Nice. Classy as always.”

			“What are you doing here?” She kept her voice to a near-whisper, hoping to avoid a scene, which was futile. If the Coach House’s patrons had found her consumption of French toast riveting, there was no way they’d pass up real drama.

			“You never were the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree, but I’m sure you can figure that one out on your own.”

			With his faded cap pulled low on his head (good God, it couldn’t be the same one he’d worn when she was a child?), her father was a trip back in time. His heavy flannel hid his sunken chest and arms, and the cap’s peak cast a shadow across his face, making him appear younger. Looming over her in the busy diner, he was every inch the tyrant from her childhood. The inside of her mouth went dry and she longed for another sip of tea, but she didn’t dare reach for her cup. She didn’t want him to see how much her hands were shaking.

			Staring at the remains of her breakfast, he smirked in a way that made her long to smack him. “You always did like your sweets. Won’t be long until I see you on that reality show, running around with the other fatties.”

			His words were arrows, unerringly hitting the tenderest targets. With sadness, Jo remembered the young girl who wasn’t allowed to have cake on her birthday because she’d ‘get fat’. The teenager who’d taken up running to lose weight, and who was beginning to feel proud of how she looked until her father cut her down with one mocking remark: “I haven’t run in twenty-five years and my legs still look better than yours.”

			It didn’t matter how fast Jo ran or how far – she couldn’t escape.

			The insults had created a woman who’d spent her twenties in a state of starvation. One diet after another, each one more stupid than the last, and none of them effective, at least in the long term. On the eve of her third decade, she’d made peace with herself. She’d eaten her last grapefruit, bowl of cabbage soup, and flavorless cup of non-fat cottage cheese. Life was too short to spend agonizing over the fact that she was curvy like her mother and was never going to be a size double zero. That size hadn’t even existed when she was in high school. She celebrated her thirtieth birthday with cake, lots of it.

			It had taken her a long time to get to the point where a log of the calories she’d consumed wasn’t constantly scrolling through her head like ticker tape. Where she could eat the odd piece of French toast or a cinnamon bun without feeling like shit. So her response wasn’t as witty or clever as it could have been. Jo had that wounded girl to think about, the one who wasn’t allowed cake on her birthday. She summoned up everything that was in her heart and said the one thing she wished she could have said back then.

			“Fuck off.”

			Her dad’s mouth gaped open for a brief instant before he snapped it shut. He looked around the restaurant. She hadn’t exactly whispered, and now he was the embarrassed one. Bolstered, she took a swig of her tea and matched his glare, venom for venom. Internally, she steeled herself for the worst. Another painful barb would be coming.

			“Very nice. Some lady you turned out to be, speaking to your betters that way.”

			“Ha. You may be older, but you’ve never been better. The most revolting piece of trash in the dump is better than you.” She no longer cared who was watching. They were the only two people in the room, eying each other, searching for vulnerable areas to attack.

			“Why don’t you go back to that precious city of yours and stop humiliating yourself?”

			“Why don’t you fuck off and die?”

			Her father lunged across the table, his huge hands reaching to cuff her on the head. She caught one in midair, rising to meet the blow, twisting his fingers as she stood. A flicker of pain in his eyes rewarded her. Jo was startled to see they were the same height now. Age had reduced him. She shoved his hand away and he stumbled, bumping against the adjoining table. “I mean it.” She lowered her voice until it was a growl. “Leave me alone.”

			Sneering, he started to say something offensive when a male voice interrupted. “Excuse me.”

			Jo turned toward the newcomer. In that one distracted second, her father saw his opening. He walloped her across the face with such force that she fell back in her chair. The audience gasped, but Jo was too infuriated to feel pain. She would have throttled her father if the manager hadn’t stepped between them. He took hold of her father’s upper arm in a manner that brooked no argument.

			“Nick, you need to get out of here.” The man’s face was flushed, and from the shocked expressions of the other customers, Jo could tell that, no matter what she’d thought of Clear Springs, public abuse of a woman was not tolerated.

			“You don’t understand.” Her father’s face was purplish red with anger. As far as she knew, he’d never let his temper get the best of him in public before. “This is my daughter. It’s my job to teach her some respect.”

			She snorted with suppressed laughter. Was that what he thought he’d been doing? “I’m no daughter of yours.”

			“I don’t care who she is to you,” the manager said, pushing him toward the door. “I can’t have you hitting my customers.”

			Once the men had left the dining room, there was a moment of tense silence. Sitting down again, Jo focused on her plate, not trusting herself to face the questioning looks aimed in her direction. As she gazed at the syrupy remains of her breakfast, her stomach lurched. Trust her father to get what he wanted after all. She wouldn’t be eating any more of the French toast.

			A woman in her seventies with pin curls and a kind voice came to her rescue. “Are you okay?”

			Jo nodded without looking up. She didn’t dare glimpse a sympathetic face. She refused to let her father make her cry.

			Again.

			When the manager returned, Jo offered her hand. “Thank you.”

			The man wavered, giving Jo’s hand such a look of distaste she sensed she was about to be rebuffed. But at last he gave it a perfunctory shake. “No problem.”

			His next words were worse than a kick to the shin. “Ma’am, I need you to leave.”

			“But why? I haven’t done anything wrong.” If a restaurant in New York had dared throw her out, she would have caused a scene. But this was different. There were a limited number of places to eat in Clear Springs, and even fewer serving edible food. If she became persona non grata, Jack would have to cook for her every night. That was testing the limits of friendship.

			“That may be, but Nick Carter is a good customer, and now I can’t let him come here anymore.”

			“You’re blaming me for that?”

			“People come here for a cup of coffee and an honest meal, not Family Feud.”

			“Fine. Give me the check.”

			He gestured to the waitress, who scurried over, all wide eyes and bobbing ponytail. Cassie, her nametag read. It’s my pleasure to serve you today. Bet the rig pigs had a field day with that one.

			The check for her breakfast was smaller than expected. They had given her ten percent off. Guess that was the going discount for humiliation and assault. Counting out five dollars in ones and loose change, she added a reasonable if not overly generous tip for Cassie. Jo had survived a short stint of waiting tables in college, and those few weeks had been enough to permanently dissuade her from a career in the hospitality industry. She’d tipped well ever since.

			As she used the check to cover the mountain of change she’d left behind, her breath caught at a scrawl of writing on the back. Trust no one, it read. Jo could tell at a glance that whoever wrote it wasn’t the author of the ‘Have a nice day. Cassie. :)’ on the other side.

			You’re telling me, helpful stranger. Thanks for the tip.

			Ordinarily it would have freaked her out to receive an ominous message along with her breakfast, but she was almost getting used to the warnings.

			Doug is lying.

			Trust no one.

			A recurring theme.

			Jo used the pen Cassie had supplied to obliterate the words. The last thing she wanted was for the waitress to think the message had been intended for her.

			She left the silent restaurant, willing to bet an explosion of gossip would ignite as soon as she was out of earshot. She tried not to let it bother her, but as she slipped behind the wheel of her rental car, she wanted nothing more than to bury her face in her hands and bawl.

			“Come on, you’re stronger than this,” she told herself. “Don’t let him get to you. You’ve been through worse.”

			After a few deep, shuddering breaths, she felt calm enough to drive. As she steered the car away from the Coach House, cranking the window open for air, she felt better. The pressure on her heart eased, and the urge to cry went with it.

			The positive feelings soon vanished. Jo sensed something was wrong. She tried to shrug it off as residual bad feelings over the fight with her father, but that hinky, crawling-on-the-back-of-her-neck sensation wouldn’t go away. She checked the rearview mirror and saw no cause for alarm, except that the car behind her was following a little too closely. One thing she’d appreciated about Clear Springs was how easygoing her fellow drivers were. No one appeared to be in a rush to get anywhere. There was a noticeable lack of shaking fists, obscene gestures, and bellowed epithets.

			Thinking the other driver was in a hurry, she moved to the side to let him pass, but he pulled in behind her.

			What the hell was he doing? The rearview mirror didn’t provide enough details to identify the other driver, only that he was a white male with close-cropped hair, which described half the town’s population. Resentful at having to return to her city ways, she sped up, easily creating distance between them. Jo took the next available turn, not bothering to signal. If the guy had it in for her, no point telegraphing her movements. She had a brief moment of uneasiness when she realized it could be her father in the vehicle, but she quickly discarded the notion. Her father wouldn’t be caught dead driving a car; he was a truck man all the way.

			As the other car rounded the corner directly behind her, steadily gathering speed, her heart beat a little faster.

			She pressed harder on the gas. The engine vroomed promisingly, but like most rentals, it wasn’t quick with the get-up-and-go. Before it could accelerate, the other vehicle had pulled alongside. This time, it swerved toward her, giving the side of her car a tap before falling back again.

			“What the fuck?” She jerked the wheel over to the left before her car could go into the ditch, and managed to get things under control in time. The sides of the road were gravel, the loose pebbles sucking at her tires. At last the awaited power kicked in and the car leapt ahead with a tortured screech, nearly yanking the wheel out of her hand. If this asshole wanted a car chase, he’d get one. Jo hadn’t opted for the extra insurance, and she didn’t intend to pay premium.

			The other car kept pace. Clearly it wasn’t an ordinary sedan. Underneath that deceptively innocuous hood beat the heart of a lion. It pulled alongside again, and this time the tap it administered wasn’t so gentle. It took everything she had not to slide into the ditch, but she forced the grumbling rental out of the skid and took off.

			She’d been heading out of town, but that last evading turn had steered her back in the direction of the Coach House. The shops of Clear Springs were visible in the distance, and for once she was relieved to see them. Her vehicle took heart as well, steadily gaining speed.

			Her pursuer must have decided he had one more chance to run her off the road. He caught up on the narrow stretch, his engine not uttering the slightest protest. The car closed in for what would have been the hardest tap yet, one that surely would have left its mark, but this time she was ready for him. She slammed on the brakes.

			The rental was far from overjoyed at having to stop at that speed. It whined, and the chassis shuddered. Jo flew forward before the seat belt snapped her back. The car’s vibrations echoed through her body, and for a horrifying moment she thought it was going to stall, leaving her stranded at the side of the road, at the mercy of this asshole. But then it decided to cooperate. Her pursuer’s car flew past. She got a glimpse of the surprise on the driver’s face as he whipped by, but she was sure it was nothing compared to the shock on hers as she saw who had attempted to run her off the road.

			Jo sat behind the wheel unmoving, stunned. For a moment, all was peaceful. It was difficult to believe that only seconds before, she’d almost become a casualty. She waited for the other car to make its next move.

			Another vehicle was approaching. Her pursuer saw it too, and it ended the impasse. He drove off, tires spewing gravel. Jo flicked on her hazards. The other vehicle passed her without incident, its driver a middle-aged woman who slowed down as if to offer assistance. Jo waved her on, and then sat in the car for a long time, her pulse pounding too hard to drive.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Doug was waiting in the lobby by the time she made it back to the hotel. She was a wreck and must have looked it, because he left the front desk where he’d been chatting with Mindy and rushed over. Jo didn’t miss the clerk’s look of resentment. Was every woman in love with him?

			“Are you okay? What happened?”

			There were two chairs in the lobby, and he led her over to one. “You’re shaking. Mindy, can I get a glass of water, please?”

			Mindy handed over a grungy bottle with the enthusiasm of a death row prisoner taking his last walk. Instead of retreating behind her counter, she hovered, her nose for gossip catching the whiff of a major story.

			Jo drank gratefully, unaware of how dry her throat had been until the liquid hit it. The water was lukewarm and tasted stale, but it could have been manna. She finished it off with a couple of gulps, though she trembled so much she had to hold the bottle with both hands. Doug gave the empty container back to Mindy, who continued to stand there, lurking.

			“What happened, Jo?” If Doug’s compassion was insincere, he was a fine actor. But she couldn’t confide in him. She wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet.

			He was perceptive enough to understand the source of at least some of her discomfort.

			“Mindy, would you mind leaving us alone?”

			“Whatever.” The clerk flounced off, her layered pink T-shirt riding up when she moved. She crushed the plastic bottle as she went, the cracking sound making Jo wince. She needed aspirin.

			“Okay, she’s gone. What’s up? I’ve never seen you so shaken.”

			She eyed the desk, where Mindy sulked. “Let’s go upstairs. I’ll tell you there.”

			He offered his hand to help her up, which she accepted though it wasn’t necessary. With a protective arm around her waist, Doug guided her to the elevator.

			Once they were inside, she couldn’t avoid his questions any longer. He looked so sad and guilty it was unnerving.

			“Okay, Doug, what’s going on with you? I realize I’m a mess, but you look like your best friend died.”

			“She did.” To her horror, his eyes shone with tears. Oops. Shit.

			They shared an awkward silence as the elevator wheezed its way to the third floor. Jo could scarcely restrain herself from bolting when the doors slid open. The tension had grown so heavy she was surprised the elevator hadn’t plummeted to the ground. She was unable to bear it.

			“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. It was cruel. I wasn’t thinking.”

			Doug followed her to her room, not speaking, and she was about to suggest they talk another time when she saw he was crying, his shoulders shaking with silent sobs. “Oh, Doug. Shit, I am so sorry. I’m a jerk.”

			He shook his head. “It-it’s not that. It’s not you. Let’s get inside, okay?” He ducked his head in embarrassment, even though they were the only people in the hallway.

			Jo unlocked the door, half afraid of finding some new monstrosity, but there was nothing. Not even a token Find Me. She was relieved, if a little disappointed. She had grown accustomed to the drama.

			Doug mumbled something about needing a minute and disappeared into the bathroom. When at last he opened the door, his eyes were red-rimmed but dry. “Sorry about that.”

			“No, I’m sorry. I’m such a bonehead. Open mouth, insert foot, that’s the way it always seems to be with me.”

			“What you said didn’t upset me. Well, it did, but not in the way you think.”

			“What do you mean?”

			He leveled his gaze at her. “Tell me what happened to you today.”

			Maybe Jack was right. Maybe Doug had done something to Sam when they were kids, but Jo didn’t think she had anything to fear from him. He was a broken man, enduring each day while missing his wife so much it nearly killed him.

			“What do you want to hear first? How my father humiliated me in the middle of a crowded restaurant before slapping me across the face, or that someone tried to run me off the road afterward?”

			She’d thought Doug couldn’t look worse, but she’d been wrong. The color drained from his face until he was doing a fair impression of one of those Twilight vampires, all milk-white skin and red eyes. “Someone tried to run you off the road?”

			“Yes, and God knows what else he would have done if another car hadn’t come along.”

			“Did you see who it was?”

			“No, I didn’t see his face,” she lied. She’d decided to trust Doug up to a point, but she wasn’t ready to show all her cards yet.

			“Shit, I’m sorry. I am so fucking sorry.”

			She patted his shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

			“In a way, it kind of is.”

			Jo was stunned by the guilt in his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

			“I should have told you everything from the beginning.”

			“Told me what?” She’d seen the driver, and it definitely hadn’t been Doug.

			“It was too weird, you showing up here after all this time. You never admitted it, but you are trying to find out what happened to Sam, aren’t you?”

			“Who told you? Have you been talking to Jack?”

			“No one told me. No one had to. What happened in New York, Jo?”

			“What do you mean?” Eying the door, she wondered if she could beat him to it if she had to. Inviting him to her room had been a stupid idea.

			“I’m guessing you started to get weird stuff in the mail. Maybe some letter that said ‘Find Me’. Or a lock of blonde hair. Stuff like that.”

			She thought of the clipping. “How did you—?”

			“It was probably minor at first, say something once a week. Eerie phone calls, someone pretending to be her. Fucked-up messages on your voicemail. You could tell someone had been in your house, but you couldn’t prove it.”

			“Doug, please—”

			“It was disturbing. It was scary. But it didn’t interfere with your life much. Then things got worse. There was something every single day. You thought you were losing your mind. No one believed you. You contacted the police, they told you you’re crazy. You started thinking that if you just found out what happened to Sam, life could go back to normal. You’d be able to sleep again. You’d leave the house without being terrified about what you’d find when you returned.”

			“You’re scaring me—” As he spoke, she’d inched farther and farther away, until her butt was perched on the edge of the bed. If he went for her, she was ready to make a break for it.

			“That’s what happened to you, right? That’s why you’re here.”

			“Not exactly. I received a clipping in the mail, and there’s been some phone calls, but that’s as far as it went.” Her throat closed as she thought about how much worse it could have been. Should she tell him about the girl outside her window? “But how did you know? Did you send it to me?”

			“No, of course I didn’t.”

			“Jack told you?” She should have realized she couldn’t trust anyone. Why had she placed her trust in someone she could hardly remember?

			“No one told me.”

			“Then how do you know?”

			“Because the same thing happened to Amanda. At first, we thought it was someone’s idea of a joke. This envelope came in the mail, addressed to Amanda. It was an invitation to a vigil for Sam, and someone had scrawled ‘Find Me’ on the back. It freaked her out so much she phoned me at work, and she never did that. I calmed her down, but to be honest, I was a little spooked myself. It didn’t seem like something a sane person would do, you know?”

			Jo nodded.

			“I convinced her to give Sam’s parents a call so we could find out more about the vigil. I’m guessing I don’t have to tell you what they said.”

			“There was no vigil.”

			“You got it. None that they knew about, anyway, and they were pretty torn up at the idea that someone would have a vigil for Sam without them. Amanda said Sam’s mother cried and cried.”

			No wonder Sam’s parents had reacted so strongly to the article. It had added to their torment.

			“Soon after, the phone calls started. In the beginning, they wouldn’t say anything when Amanda picked up, but she could hear breathing. It wouldn’t have been a big deal, but she was home alone all day, and very pregnant. It scared her.”

			“I don’t blame her.” I wasn’t pregnant, and it had scared me too.

			“It got worse. She’d hear this woman moaning in pain, who eventually started screaming, ‘Find me, find me, find me.’ Amanda tried call return, she tried tracing the calls through the phone company, but the answer was always the same. Unlisted, untraceable number.”

			It was nearly noon, sunlight pouring through the window, but it might as well have been midnight in a graveyard, given how uneasy Jo felt.

			“We changed our number three times. Each time, we told only our families and closest friends what the new number was, but it didn’t matter. The calls resumed within a day. The last time, we didn’t tell anyone, and they still found us.”

			If only Amanda had reached out to her back then. Maybe she could have helped.

			“It got so Amanda was too scared to answer the phone. If I wanted to talk to her during the day, I had to let it ring twice, then hang up and call right back. That worked for a while, but then the caller picked up on our little trick. Poor Amanda answered the phone, thinking it was me on the other end, and got that god-awful screaming instead. She kept the phone off after that.”

			Jo squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry. That must have been awful.”

			“It was fucking twisted, is what it was. Who would pull this kind of crap on a pregnant woman? She could have miscarried, for Christ’s sake. Here she was, carrying our child – she was supposed to be glowing and beautiful, and instead she was losing her hair and breaking out because of the stress. It was such a horrible time for us.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said again. What else could she say?

			“There’s something else I should tell you. Amanda never recovered from Sam’s disappearance. She always felt guilty over it, like it was her fault she was here and Sam wasn’t. And being with me didn’t make it easier. It took me years to convince her to marry me. She was afraid of what people would think. Especially Sam’s family.”

			“She was close to them?”

			“The mother, I think. Marion. Yes, she loved her. I didn’t get the impression she cared too much for Sam’s father, though.”

			Jo thought of Cliff and his obsession with auctions, the way he couldn’t spare a minute to chat with a friend of his daughter’s without constantly checking his watch. “I can’t imagine why.”

			Doug raised an eyebrow, probably not sure if she was being sarcastic or not. “Anyway, after Amanda stopped answering the phone, things got worse.”

			Jo wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but she’d come too far to turn back. “How?”

			“UPS dropped off a package. Amanda was excited, thought it was a present for the baby or something. She opened it without checking for a return address.”

			Uh-oh. “You mentioned a lock of hair before. Is that what it was?”

			“It was more than a fucking lock. There was enough hair in that box to make a wig, and some pieces had skin attached. Dried blood. It was fucking grotesque.”

			She shuddered. Her stomach clenched, testing itself: would it hold the French toast, or let it be sacrificed to the porcelain god? “Did you go to the police?”

			“Some neighbor called them when she heard Amanda screaming, but they were no help. They checked into it, but the parcel was untraceable, of course. At least they took her to the hospital.”

			“Was she okay?”

			“At the time, yes. But she’d had cramping and was terrified she was going to lose the baby. We both were. The doctor said she was in shock. He ordered her to stay in bed and avoid anything stressful. Which was easier said than done.

			“When she got home from the hospital, she became obsessed with finding out the truth about what had happened to Sam. She was convinced that was the only way to get whoever was stalking her to back off. She interviewed me, talked to Sam’s parents. She spent a lot of time with Sam’s brother. I think they got pretty close.”

			“Really?” Jo couldn’t picture the sullen man opening up to anyone.

			“He told her some stuff she wouldn’t even tell me. And to be honest, I started to get a little jealous. It was stupid, but I was at work and she was hanging out with Tyler or doing whatever else she was doing to find Sam. After a while, she wouldn’t talk to me about it. She knew I didn’t approve. And then it started to get dangerous.”

			“What happened?”

			“She got some threatening letters, warning her to back off. She hid them from me, but then someone started following her. Whenever she drove somewhere by herself, the same car would trail her. She couldn’t see who it was, because they stayed far enough back, but they were always behind her. She couldn’t escape them. When she first told me, I thought she might have been imagining it. This Sam stuff consumed her, and her hormones were working overtime. But when I suggested that, she got pissed. That’s when she showed me the letters.”

			He reached for his leather jacket, pulling a packet out of the inside pocket. The envelopes had been neatly opened with a clean slit across the top. Turning one upside down, Jo caught a sheet of paper as it drifted toward the bed.

			The letters were the stuff of schlocky Hollywood thrillers. Each message was composed from individual letters cut from newsprint.

			STOP OR YOU’LL BE SORRY

			CURIOSITY KILLED THE CAT

			LEAVE IT ALONE OR ELSE

			She handed them back to Doug. “Someone’s watched too many movies.”

			“I get that they seem silly, but they terrified her. Especially when she couldn’t drive two blocks to the grocery store without someone following her.”

			“I can imagine. Sorry, I didn’t mean to be insensitive. At least the police must have taken these seriously.”

			“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”

			“Don’t tell me they didn’t?”

			“Would you believe the letters made things worse? At one point, the cops accused me of sending them.”

			Jo thought of the note that had been left in her room. Doug is lying. But about what? Was he capable of terrorizing his own wife?

			“Isn’t that ridiculous? They accused us of fighting, tried to pick holes in our marriage, blamed the pregnancy hormones, anything they could.”

			“Were you guys fighting?”

			Doug pulled at his hair, yanking on it. She wanted to stop him, to tell him to enjoy those follicles while he could, but restrained herself. “It was a stressful time. It was our first child, and with the guilt over Sam, and this never-ending obsession with finding her, even when it started to endanger Amanda’s life, it caused a few problems between us, yes. But I loved my wife. I’ve loved her since we were kids. I would never have done anything to frighten her. Besides, I understood her too well. I knew exactly the effect those messages would have.”

			“Which was…?”

			“The best way to get Amanda to do something was to tell her not to do it. Worked every time, unless she figured out what you were doing.” Doug grinned at the memory, enchanted with his wife even now. “Then she got pissed.” Without warning, his eyes filled again, and this time he let the tears fall, wiping his face with the Kleenex Jo handed him. “Sorry. I just miss her so fucking much.”

			“Hey, no need to apologize.” She waited until he’d composed himself. “I’d like to go back to something you said a minute ago. You mentioned Amanda was obsessed with finding Sam, even when it started to endanger her life. What did you mean by that? I get that this stuff was scary, but how would it endanger her life?”

			Doug’s face was streaked with tears. “My wife wasn’t killed in an accident. She was murdered.”

			* * *

			Since her father had caused a scene in one of the few decent restaurants in town, Jo was relieved when Jack offered to make her dinner again. She’d spent most of the day talking to Doug, and the emotional roller coaster of doubting him, trusting him, and feeling sorry for him was exhausting. She wasn’t sure whether or not she should believe his story, but she was at least convinced he believed it, and that was something.

			To her delight, Jack had made spaghetti and meatballs with garlic bread. His house smelled like Florence when she walked in the door, and she swooned. Italian was her favorite comfort food. One could tackle any challenge with a belly full of carbs.

			Following dinner, they retired to his sofa with the boxes from her old house. Jack had offered to help her go through them. She was grateful for his assistance, and for his company. She’d finally be able to talk about the incident that had been bothering her all day.

			“So, a funny thing happened to me this morning.”

			In lieu of dessert, Jack had made flavored coffee. He took a sip of his Irish cream. “What’s that?”

			Jo wiped a bit of whipped cream from his nose. “Sam’s father tried to run my car off the road.”

			“What?”

			Even though spending so much time with Doug had been draining, she’d been happy not to be left alone. The horror of what she’d been through hadn’t had the chance to sink in yet.

			“What happened?” Jack set down his coffee, focusing his full attention on her. She recounted the events of that morning for him, beginning with the shameful incident with her father in the diner, and ending with the terrible moment she’d seen the face of the man who’d tried to hurt her.

			“Are you positive it wasn’t an accident?”

			Detract several points from the Great Listener. “Who chases another vehicle, ramming into them repeatedly and attempting to force them off the road, by accident?”

			“Are you okay? Were you hurt?” The concern on Jack’s face was genuine, but she wished that had been his initial question. Jo smarted over the fact that his first impulse had been to doubt her.

			“I’m fine. I was shaken up this morning, but….” She considered mentioning that Doug had calmed her down, but thought better of it. She suspected Jack wouldn’t approve of his visit, so she decided to save that info for later.

			“Did you go to the police?”

			“No. I thought about it, but at the time, all I wanted to do was get back to the hotel. I’ll pay them a visit tomorrow.”

			She thought she could see pity in Jack’s almost-black eyes. “I wouldn’t bother. You’d be wasting your time.”

			“What are you saying? You think I should let him get away with it?”

			“Cliff Kennedy is a prominent businessman here. People respect him, have always respected him.”

			“So what? Because Kennedy makes a few bucks, the police aren’t going to believe he’s capable of running me off the road? I have the dent in my rental car to prove it.”

			“It’s your word against his.” His gentle tone was beginning to irritate her.

			“Cut the crap. You don’t have to pussyfoot around with me. What is it you’re saying?”

			“People are talking about you, about your investigation.”

			“And?” She suspected she was coming across like a bitch, but she didn’t care. Inside, she was seething. She’d come back to Clear Springs to find out what had happened to Cliff’s daughter, something he obviously couldn’t be bothered to do between auctions, and by way of thanks, he’d tried to run her off the road? His standing as Father of the Year needed to be revoked.

			Jack gave her a weak smile, as if trying his best to cushion the blow. “And no one is taking you seriously.”

			“That’s fine. Maybe it’s better they don’t have their guard up. But Cliff certainly took me seriously. Why else would he attack me?”

			“That’s why I’d advise against going to the police. It doesn’t add up.”

			Why was he being so obtuse? “Obviously he doesn’t like me asking questions. I’m getting close to learning something he doesn’t want me to find out.”

			“I think it’s more likely he’s upset over the pain you’re causing his family.”

			She shook her head. “You weren’t there, Jack. You didn’t see the way he glared at me. I honestly think he was capable of anything at that point.”

			“You’re letting your imagination run away with you.”

			“It’s not my imagination. He’s already gotten away with it once before.” Ah, shit.

			Any hope Jack wouldn’t pick up on the blurted comment was instantly dashed. He frowned. “What are you talking about? When did he do this before?”

			Jo sighed. “I think he killed Amanda.”

			“Amanda? That was an accident.”

			“She drove off a cliff on a dry night with perfect visibility. People assumed it was an accident, but why?”

			“Because it’s the only explanation? Why not think it was an accident?”

			“I’ve heard people thought it was a suicide, too. Primarily because of the Kennedys. They couldn’t say enough about how distraught Amanda had been, how she blamed herself for their daughter’s disappearance, what a troubled state of mind she was in before she died. They said they were convinced she left a note, but Doug destroyed it to protect her.”

			“And how did you find this out?”

			Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the title fight of the evening. “Doug told me.”

			“When?”

			“Today.”

			“You talked to Doug today? On the phone?”

			It was tempting to lie, to agree and take the easy way out. But since when did she let a man dictate her actions? “No, he came to my hotel room.” Seeing the anger in Jack’s eyes, Jo decided she might as well tell him everything. “We spent the afternoon together.”

			“After what I told you, you let him into your hotel room? Alone?”

			“Sure. What was he going to do, kill me?”

			Jack frowned. “For all you know, this guy has already gotten away with murder.”

			“I believe him.” She crossed her arms, ready to go into battle, but his reaction was unexpected. He merely smirked, as if amused by the behavior of a wayward child.

			“I’m not surprised.”

			It was all she could do to keep from smacking him. She hated the expression on his smug face, like she was so predictable. “Oh? And why is that?”

			“I thought you’d come around as soon as you saw him again. You always did have a thing for Flaherty.”

			“What are you talking about? I never had any feelings for him. You’ve got me confused with Amanda.”

			But even as she protested, she had her doubts. Her memory wasn’t the best when it came to her adolescence, to put it mildly. How could she expect to remember every guy she’d had a crush on?

			“Every girl had a thing for Flaherty. What makes you think you were any different?”

			She detected a note of bitterness and jumped at it. “Jealous?”

			Her friend studied her carefully, sadly, looking regretful she’d had to stoop to such a cheap shot. “What is there to be jealous of? The only girl I want is the one who loves me back.”

			The retort was obvious. Here was Jack, living his quiet bachelor existence, making meals for one in a kitchen decorated by his mother. But he beat her to the punch line.

			“I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. I did find the right girl, but it didn’t – couldn’t – work with her, so I’m fine with the way things are. I’m fine being on my own. I refuse to settle. And for the record, I don’t think Flaherty is any more content with his life than I am with mine.”

			She pictured Doug as he had been that afternoon, sobbing on her bed. Jack had a point. Her curiosity, perpetually intrigued when it came to someone else’s love life, was piqued by the mystery of Jack’s doomed romance. He’d always been so coolly intellectual, the perfectly asexual best buddy. With Jack, she enjoyed an easy, if at times argumentative, camaraderie, with none of the flirting that existed in her other friendships with men. The idea that he could be romantic captivated her so much she forgot about their argument.

			“Who is this mystery girl? This lost love?”

			“Please don’t take offense, but I don’t make a habit of discussing my love life. Besides, and again I mean no offense, it isn’t any of your business.”

			She was hurt by his refusal to confide in her, but tried her best not to show it. As always, though, the man could read her like no one else.

			“I’m sorry, Jo. I can see I’ve hurt your feelings, but in my experience, I’ve found it best not to talk about her. Talking about it makes it worse.”

			“Is it anyone I know?”

			Jack met her eyes, and rather than the frustration she’d expected there was a look full of meaning. Though she tried her best to resist it, she suddenly understood his heart better than she ever would have wanted to. “I can’t tell you that.”

			She broke away from his gaze and nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Clearing her throat, she turned to the nearest of the boxes. “It’s getting late. Should we get started?”

			Hours passed without any progress, as she wondered why her mother had saved all this stuff. The old birthday cards, exam notes, and unicorn drawings were somewhat interesting, but added up to a big pile of nothing. Then Jack found the book.

			“Oh-ho-ho. What have we here?”

			It was embarrassingly girlie and a ridiculous shade of pink, with garish butterflies fluttering across the cover. My Diary, it proclaimed in glittery script. Jo had always felt such books were ludicrous. If a diary was filled with one’s most private thoughts, why announce its purpose to the world? If she’d been in charge of the design, she would have inscribed the cover with a less titillating title, such as Theories of Quantum Physics, Volume I. And lost the pink glitter.

			“Give that to me.” She swiped at it, but he held it above her head. She cursed the obviousness of the book’s title, but then again, Jack probably would have opened it faster if it were named after some physics text.

			“Uh-uh. Not until I read it,” he teased, dodging out of her reach. Holding it high above her hands, he opened the book to its middle and began to read. “‘He touches me like no one else. When his fingers caress my skin, I feel like I’m on fire.’ Whoa. Listen to this!”

			She felt herself blushing like a schoolgirl, which only served to irritate her more. “Someone should have told me they make a cream for that. Come on, Jack, that’s private. Give it back.”

			Seeing she was no longer playing, he tossed the book over. “Suit yourself. Damned if I want to read your gushing about Doug, anyway.”

			“Doug?”

			“Yep. First Sam, then Amanda, and now you. Appears the boy got around.”

			Jo couldn’t believe it. No matter what else she’d forgotten, she was certain she’d never been romantically involved with Doug Flaherty. Opening to the middle of the book the way Jack had, she found paragraph after paragraph of maudlin musings about Mr. Flaherty. Some of it bordered on soft porn. She would have cringed in embarrassment, except….

			“I didn’t write this.”

			“Yeah, sure you didn’t.”

			“Seriously. This isn’t my writing.” Of that, she was certain. The flowery script was far from the chicken scratch she’d been producing since grade school. She flipped to the front of the book, where the nameplate typically resided (another asinine feature for a book that was supposed to protect one’s privacy) and wasn’t disappointed. This Diary is the Property of Samantha Kennedy. “See?” She thrust the page in Jack’s face.

			“Okay, but what are you doing with Sam’s diary?”

			Good question. She had no idea. “Maybe she gave it to me?”

			She couldn’t imagine why. Girls didn’t trust their friends with this kind of classified information, and judging by the stuff she’d read, that rule would have gone double for Sam. Maybe Sam’s parents had given it to her as a keepsake? That idea had merit, but Jo couldn’t see them handing it over without reading it, and if they had read it, it would have been destroyed. There was enough ammo in here to completely shatter Sam’s good-girl image. She came to the last page, and couldn’t believe what she saw. Written in red ink was a final curse from her best friend.

			It’s all your fault, Jo.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			The numbers on the digital clock took on a menacing glow. It was two-thirty in the morning, but with her head spinning from all that had happened during the day, it wasn’t going to be easy to fall asleep. Jo flopped down on the bed, thwacking her skull against something hard.

			“Ouch. What in the hell—”

			The room was, in the custom of hotels, pitch black at night, so she needed the lamp’s assistance to put an end to the mystery. She’d nearly brained herself on Sam’s lurid pink journal. She wasn’t sure how it had gotten where her pillow should have been, but there it was. Turning to the last page, she half-expected that ugly message to be gone, but it was still there, like a stain.

			It’s all your fault, Jo.

			She couldn’t figure out how it was her fault. Sam had vanished, and Jo had no more information about what had happened to her than anyone else. Or did she? Why had she received that clipping in the mail? And why couldn’t she remember more?

			It took about two hours to read Sam’s diary, but only ten minutes for it to get interesting. Some of it was pretty much what one would expect, cheerful accounts of football games, school dances, and house parties. If Sam had paid a bit too much attention to appearances, she wouldn’t have been the first teenage girl accused of superficiality. There were a few remarks about Mindy that made Jo wince. If Sam had said a fraction of that stuff out loud, Mindy would have been well justified in hating her. There was even the odd nasty tidbit about Jo.

			Jo has decided to try out for cheerleading too, of course. I can’t see why she’d bother – she has no athletic ability. Amanda can’t hold a candle to me either, but she can turn cartwheels around Jo, which isn’t saying much. Sometimes I wish they’d get a life of their own instead of having to copy everything I do. Every time I turn around, there they are, waiting for me to make all their decisions for them. It’s pathetic.

			Many years later, a middle-aged woman colored at this scathing assessment of her teenage self. Had she really been so spineless? Maybe or maybe not, but the lack of athleticism was certainly true. She wasn’t capable of a simple somersault. What had possessed her to try out for cheerleading?

			Sometimes I wonder if Jo is gay. She never has a boyfriend, although Jack’s always hanging on her heels. Amanda says she’s a tomboy, and that not every girl has to be boy-crazy like me. But I wonder….

			Wow. She wouldn’t have guessed anyone had questioned her sexuality. Did they still? Jo didn’t have trouble getting dates, but she’d always been ‘one of the boys’. She’d never married, and had no desire to start a family. She guessed that was enough reason to make people wonder. Weren’t straight women supposed to be hung up on finding Prince Charming and breeding?

			Sam’s assessment of her, while not always kind, was much gentler than the venom she’d reserved for Amanda. Poor Amanda’s feelings for Doug hadn’t escaped his girlfriend’s notice.

			Why does she have to make puppy eyes at him? Barf. And asking for help with her homework – does she think I’m stupid? I’m beginning to hate her simpering voice. “Oh, Doug, can I help you with that? Can I carry it for you? Can I kiss your precious ass?” Of course, it doesn’t matter. Doug loves me, as anyone with half a brain knows. Little Miss Mousy Goody Two-Shoes doesn’t have a chance.

			Ouch. Poor Amanda, indeed. Technically, Jo supposed she should be on Sam’s side, since Amanda had been making a play for her boyfriend, but it was difficult to feel sorry for her. To put it bluntly, Sam came across like a stuck-up bitch.

			The poison pen of that insecure, embittered adolescent was enough to make Jo’s teeth clench. Though she’d appeared to have it all, Sam had known how precarious her position was. Jo was the subject of occasional ridicule in her diary, which was hurtful enough, but Amanda, who was after something Sam believed belonged to her, was subjected to page after page of scathing commentary. Sam felt that everything about Amanda, from her hair and clothes to her figure and face, paled in comparison to her own. Jo tried to reconcile that image with the reality of the clear-skinned, green-eyed girl in the yearbooks, and couldn’t. Sam’s version of the truth was skewed as she fought to convince herself that her beautiful friend was not a threat.

			And then the diary grew ominous.

			It’s always late when he comes, around one or two. At first I was asleep when he came into my room, but now I can’t close my eyes until it’s over. He keeps saying it will never happen again, but it always does. Why doesn’t she hear it? Has she been drinking again? I’ve tried to cry out, but he always covers my mouth. I’m afraid.

			What was this? Who was she talking about? Not Doug….

			I know he loves me, but I can’t understand why he keeps doing this. Maybe if she started paying attention to him, he’d leave me alone. At least it doesn’t hurt anymore. After what happened that one time, he said he would be gentle.

			Page after page was the same. The soft porn she’d glimpsed while playing around with Jack didn’t refer to Doug, but to someone who crept into Sam’s room at night, uninvited. Jo couldn’t see Doug sinking to that level, and the author herself confirmed this hunch a few pages later:

			It’s getting so I can’t do it with Doug anymore. Every time I close my eyes, I see his face. Doug’s body becomes his body until I want to scream. One time, I did scream, and Mrs. Flaherty almost caught us. Doug was angry; he asked what the fuck was wrong with me. I started to cry, so he apologized and held me. It felt so good, so safe in his arms. I wish I could stay with him, but my parents would freak if they knew we were sleeping together. Hah. What a joke that is. What fucking hypocrites they are.

			Jo read the remaining pages quickly, hoping against hope that Sam would reveal the identity of her rapist. She strained to remember the men in Sam’s life. Had there been an uncle? A family friend who was a tad too solicitous?

			Sam’s parents came to mind, but she quickly discarded the notion. By all accounts, Sam had been Daddy’s little princess. That close relationship was Cliff Kennedy’s only excusable defense for attacking Jo. By scaring her off, maybe he’d thought he was defending his daughter’s honor and protecting his wife from more pain. Could the woman referred to in the diary be Marion? Jo tried to picture the coiffed blonde as an alcoholic turning a blind eye to the repeated rape of her daughter. The Kennedys were the perfect family. How could something like this have happened?

			The last entry was particularly eerie.

			The worst has happened. I’ve got to get out of here before anyone finds out. I’ve called Doug and asked him to meet me at Daisy Hill. I’m praying he’ll agree to help me.

			Daisy Hill? Clearly, this was a place she needed to go.

			Hopefully she could get some answers on the way.

			* * *

			In the sunlight streaming through the truck’s windows, she could see the evidence of time on Doug’s otherwise flawless face. Fine lines around his eyes spoke of a man who had smiled a lot in his life, while his recent tragedy had carved hollows under his cheekbones. Though a woman might have fretted at finding those signs of age on her own face, they only made the man sitting next to her more handsome. It wasn’t fair, but Jo couldn’t resent Doug Flaherty for his good looks. He’d paid a heavy price for them, as had the women who’d loved him.

			“I’m surprised you don’t remember it.”

			“Why is that?” she asked.

			“We used to go there so often when we were kids. It was our secret meeting place.” He grinned. “Although it wasn’t much of a secret, since everybody knew about it. My mother never had a problem finding me there.”

			“There’s a lot I don’t remember about when we were kids, Doug.”

			“I’ve noticed that. Why?”

			“I’m not sure. I don’t remember anything about the year Sam went missing. I can remember her a little, and you, Amanda, and Jack, but it’s hazy. When I got that clipping about Sam’s vigil, I didn’t remember who Sam was at first.”

			Doug whistled under his breath. “That’s fucked up.”

			“You’re telling me. What kind of person forgets their best friend?” Jo tried to ignore the voice that nagged at the back of her brain, asking the same question, over and over again: Was she really my best friend? “How could I have left town without knowing what happened to her? I should have searched for her then. I would have had a much better chance of finding her before the trail got cold.”

			“Jo, everyone was looking for her. Cops, detectives. Not to burst your bubble or anything, but your staying here wouldn’t have made a difference. You have nothing to feel guilty about. You were smart to get the hell out of here. I wish I had.”

			“Why didn’t you?”

			“I was under suspicion. If I’d left town, it would have seemed like I was running away.” Doug made a left turn and guided his truck up a steep hill before turning into the elementary school parking lot. The buildings had been freshly painted in primary colors bright enough to be blinding. “It would have confirmed what people suspected. I couldn’t do that to my folks. And then, there was Amanda.”

			Ah yes, Miss Mousy Goody Two-Shoes. Jo had yet to see him shed a single tear for Sam. “You always loved her, huh?”

			“Yeah. And I regretted getting involved with Sam, almost from the start. Damn teenage boys, always thinking with what’s in their pants.”

			She smiled. “I don’t think that ends with adolescence.”

			“Maybe not for some guys, but it did for me. I learned my lesson. Getting entangled with Sam pretty much wrecked my life.” A cloud passed over his face, but he shrugged it off. “Anyway, here we are.”

			“Daisy Hill, the secret meeting place of discriminating teenagers, is at the elementary school?”

			Doug laughed. “Not exactly. But we’ve gone as far as we can with my truck. We’ll have to hoof it the rest of the way.” He cracked the door open, jumped to the ground, and walked quickly to her side to offer a hand. He was there before she had a chance to open her door. She accepted the gesture, feeling his warm fingers curl around hers for a second. It had been a long time since she’d been treated like a lady.

			The air was crisp and smoky, sun shimmering on the amber, crimson, and aubergine leaves scattered across the playing field.

			Doug opened the metal gate and sauntered inside the grounds as if he belonged there. Jo scanned the school, searching for disapproving faces in the windows, but the place appeared to be deserted. They’d have privacy, at least until recess. Doug’s long strides had already taken him to the football field. “Coming?”

			She quickened her pace, oddly happy as the leaves crunched under her feet, musty with a scent strangely redolent of mushrooms. Underneath, the grass was green as Ireland.

			“She was cheating on me.”

			Jo had taken two steps to each of his and had still fallen behind. The darkness of his words in the midst of such a beautiful day caught her by surprise. “Sorry?”

			Doug stopped walking for a moment. The breeze had tousled his light brown hair, and if possible, the azure sky made his eyes bluer. A teenage girl wouldn’t have had a chance. Jo couldn’t blame Amanda for falling in love with him.

			“Sam. She cheated on me.”

			She thought of the passage she’d read in Sam’s diary. It’s always late when he comes, around one or two. At first I was asleep when he came into my room, but now I can’t close my eyes until it’s over. “How did you find out? Did you catch her in the act?”

			“Not exactly, but I knew. I knew for some time I wasn’t the only guy she was having sex with, and I didn’t have to wait long to get proof.”

			He started moving again, and she rushed to keep up, grass swishing against her boots. “Proof?”

			“I haven’t told anyone this before, not even the police. Only Amanda, and it took me a while to tell her.”

			“You can tell me.”

			“Yeah. I’ve always known you were someone I could trust.”

			She was flattered. “Really?”

			“I guess you don’t remember this, but we were pretty good friends back in the day. I used to come to you for advice all the time.”

			“I hope it wasn’t the romantic kind. According to Sam’s diary, I was practically a lesbian.”

			Doug touched her shoulder. “Hey.” He lowered his head so he could look her in the eye. “Don’t pay any attention to that. It was jealousy, plain and simple. For all her advantages, Sam was an insecure girl. She had to tear other people down to make herself feel good.”

			“Did you ever read her diary?”

			“Nope, and I wouldn’t want to. I have enough trouble sleeping at night without knowing what was going through her head.”

			“Didn’t you love her?”

			“Sure I did. But after she vanished, my life was ruined, and I blamed her for that. That, and what happened to Amanda.” His expression was sheepish, a little guilty. “It’s crazy. I know Sam isn’t responsible for what happened to my wife. But I blamed her anyway. I didn’t have anyone else to blame, I guess. It was like Sam never wanted us to be happy, so she was making damn sure we weren’t.”

			“What? But—”

			Doug held up a hand. “I realize that’s not what I told you at Backroads. I acted like I thought she was dead. But the truth is, I don’t. I think she ran away, and that’s what makes me so damn angry with her. Wherever she is, she must have heard I was blamed for her disappearance. She could have come out of hiding to clear my name. But that’s Sam for you, thinking only of herself.”

			“But why? Why would she run away before gradation? It doesn’t make sense.”

			At this point, Doug had given up on walking. They lowered themselves to the ground and sat facing each other. Though they seemed to be the only people on earth, Doug scanned the school grounds before answering. “This is the part I don’t want anyone finding out. Sam was pregnant.”

			The meaning of the final diary entry was clear now. The worst has happened….

			For a girl like Sam, an unplanned pregnancy would have been a disaster.

			“That’s how I knew for sure she’d been stepping out on me.”

			“Why did you think it wasn’t yours?”

			“We always used a condom. I might have been young and dumb, but I was religious about that.”

			“Condoms break. They leak….”

			“That’s exactly what Sam said. But when Amanda and I wanted to start a family, things didn’t go as planned. So I got tested.”

			She was shocked he was telling her this. “You’re sterile?”

			“Not quite, but damn close. We needed a lot of technology and hormone shots and in vitro fertilization to get pregnant, and it wasn’t because of Amanda. Amanda was fine. Even with the lengths we went to, the doctors gave us less than a fifty-fifty shot.”

			“Wow. I’m so sorry, Doug.” The gravity of his loss was profound. He’d lost his beloved wife, and maybe his only chance at a child.

			“It wasn’t me who got Sam pregnant. I knew it then, and I definitely know it now. She wasn’t too pleased with me when I told her that, though. And when I confronted her, said she’d been going around behind my back, she went crazy. She came at me like a rabid cat with those talons of hers. Scratched the hell out of my face and gashed my chest before I was able to restrain her. I almost belted her back. Thank God I didn’t.”

			“I don’t suppose she told you who the other guy was?”

			“No, but she finally admitted she’d been fucking someone else. All she would say was, ‘It’s not what you think, Doug.’ Isn’t that what they always say? And then she added that if I wouldn’t leave town with her, someone else would. I think that was supposed to make me jealous.”

			“She wanted to leave town? Did you tell the police this?”

			He made a face. “Of course I did. They weren’t believing anything I had to say at that point.”

			Jo thought back to the diary. He keeps saying it will never happen again, but it always does. “I think Sam was being molested.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Molested? Sam? I don’t think so.”

			“Why not?”

			“There isn’t a nice way to say this, so I’m just going to put it out there. Sam wasn’t exactly a hard sell when it came to sex.”

			Although she’d come to like Doug, Jo bristled at his appraisal of her friend. “You were her boyfriend. I’m sure she was different with you.”

			“What about the guy she was seeing behind my back? The one who got her pregnant? Obviously she wasn’t too shy with him either.”

			“Whoever was forcing himself on her could have gotten her pregnant.” The worst has happened….

			“If the guy raped her, why would she want to run away with him?”

			“I don’t think she did. I think she wanted to run away from the guy who raped her.”

			“So who ran away with her?”

			“I’m not sure she did run away. If she were living someplace else, surely she would have gotten in touch with her parents by now. I can’t see her making them suffer like this. They were too close.”

			“Maybe.”

			“And then there’s the question of who tormented me and Amanda with the letters and clippings. If Sam wants to stay hidden, why would she urge us to find out what happened to her?”

			“And why is someone else equally determined we don’t find out?” Doug asked.

			The skin on her arms prickled into goosebumps. “What do you mean?”

			“The closer Amanda got to the truth, the more she was warned away. Whoever wanted that secret kept was serious enough to kill her. And now you’ve been threatened. Isn’t it obvious someone wants this to stay buried?”

			Jo thought about that for a moment. Sam’s father was deranged, but aside from him, she didn’t feel she was in any real danger. The dream…well, it had only been a dream. It couldn’t hurt her.

			“Did Amanda tell you what she found out?” she asked.

			“I wasn’t that supportive, so she stopped talking to me about it.”

			“She must have kept some notes or something, though?”

			“Not that I’ve been able to find. And believe me, I’ve tried.”

			A high-pitched voice floated over to them from the direction of the school. Doug stood, brushing off his jeans. “Come on, we’d better get going. They’ll be letting the kids out for recess soon.”

			He set off toward the far end of the field, where a regiment of evergreens stood guard. Jo followed, her boot tips stained green with vegetation. She’d thought he would change direction, but he continued toward the forest.

			“The hill is in there?”

			Between the trees, she could see darkness, which held the promise of mosquitoes and other blood-sucking bugs. She yanked her windbreaker’s zipper to her chin, wishing she’d thought to bring some Deet.

			“Since you can’t remember much about high school, I guess you don’t know the story of Daisy Hill anymore?”

			Daisy Hill. Other than what she’d read in Sam’s diary, it didn’t ring the faintest of bells, and Jack hadn’t mentioned it. “There’s a story?”

			“Yeah, and it’s an interesting one. Kind of has a Shakespearean flair. As a writer, I’m sure you’ll appreciate it.” Doug turned to smile at her, thankfully too late to see her trip on a loose clod of earth. She wished she’d worn better shoes, but then again, she hadn’t expected to go on a nature hike.

			“Legend has it Daisy fell head over heels for a man she believed to be her true love, but her parents didn’t approve of the match.”

			“They never do.”

			“Exactly. But our heroine was determined not to let them stand in the way of their romance, so she made plans to elope with her Prince Charming.”

			“Sounds familiar,” Jo said.

			“Yes, but Daisy wasn’t pregnant, and she wasn’t cheating on her knight in shining armor.”

			“I guess that does make a difference.”

			“Daisy made her plans. At last, the long-awaited night arrived, and she set off under cover of darkness to meet her love and make her escape.”

			They’d arrived at the edge of the forest. Jo’s palms were moist, though the breeze was cool. There was something about this place she didn’t like, and it wasn’t the mosquitoes. The back of her neck tingled, as if someone was watching them, but when she turned, they were alone.

			Doug didn’t notice her hesitation. “They were supposed to meet inside.” He indicated the grove with his chin. “Where we’re going. Daisy made it there fine, but for some reason, her lover didn’t. She waited all night, telling herself that if he wasn’t there by the time the sun rose, she would leave. But then the sun rose, and its warmth made her feel better, and she thought, ‘Maybe he couldn’t find his way in the dark. Maybe he’s lost in the woods. I’ll wait until noon.’ The longer Daisy waited, the more reluctant she was to leave. Whenever she had it in her mind to give up, she’d think, ‘But what if he shows up as soon as I’ve left?’”

			“Sounds like Daisy could have used a cell phone.”

			“Eventually she got so tired she could no longer stand. So she lay down, and the summer grasses grew around her, making her a bed. Then it was autumn, and the leaves swirled over her body, making her a blanket. And finally, winter came with its snow, making her a grave,” Doug finished.

			“That’s a terrible story.”

			“You think so? We loved it when we were kids. You girls thought it was very romantic. Jack and I used to tease you about it.”

			“Romantic, maybe. Pathetic, definitely. What happened to the guy?”

			“Ah, that’s the real tragedy of this sad tale. Rumor has it that, as her love rushed to meet her, he came across a train track with dozens of wild daisies. Unable to resist picking Daisy a bouquet of her namesake, he stooped to gather the flowers. He was so engrossed in what he was doing he didn’t notice one of his feet had become stuck in the ties.”

			“Until the train came,” Jo said.

			“Right, until the train came. And that was the end of our gallant knight. He never made it to the meeting place, and Daisy pined away, waiting for him.”

			“Ick. How morbid.”

			“Nothing teenage girls find more romantic than doomed love,” Doug said. “Although in real life, there’s nothing romantic about it.”

			Jo cleared her throat and quickened her pace, hoping against hope he wouldn’t cry again. She paused after a few steps, but it was too late. Doug had fallen in behind, blocking her way out. She couldn’t backtrack.

			The schoolyard seemed very far away. The trees closed ranks behind them, shutting out the sun with feathery green fingers.

			Take it easy, her rational mind cautioned, but her body, coiled like a spring, didn’t give a rat’s ass about her rational mind.

			I don’t like it here.

			“Is there something wrong?” She was aware Doug was speaking to her, but she could scarcely hear him over the chatter in her brain.

			Oh God, it’s like the one in my dream – it’s the same path.

			The pine-needle-strewn path would lead to the same clearing, to the same girl who was dead but also somehow not dead. And worse, to the thing that had made that terrible sound, half howl and half shriek and not quite human.

			“Jo? Are you okay?”

			She’d begun the hike shivering, raising her face to catch the sun’s meager warmth, and now sweat poured down her back. She tried to dash around Doug’s bulk and return to the playing field, but nothing happened. She was paralyzed with fear.

			“Jo.” Doug jostled her, the impatience in his voice spooking her. “What’s the problem?”

			Had he gotten impatient with Amanda too? Did he get tired of her insistence that she had to find out what happened to Sam?

			“Sorry,” she managed, and she was. She was sorry for wasting his time, and for getting her hopes up. “But I don’t think I can go in there.”

			“What, in there?” He indicated the dirt path ahead. “Why not? This is where you asked me to bring you.”

			“I know, but all the same, I’d like to leave. I’ve seen enough.”

			“Come on, that’s not fair. Something changed your mind, and you could at least tell me what it is, since I’m the one who took the time to bring you out here.”

			“I’m sorry it was so arduous for you.” She moved to leave but Doug blocked her way. In her anger, she easily pushed past him, well aware that if he wanted to keep her there, he could. Once again, she acknowledged her foolhardiness in accompanying such a strong man to a deserted place. Oh, Jo, not again, she imagined Amanda sighing in her ear. You can trust him.

			Don’t trust Doug; he’s lying.

			Maybe Amanda had put her trust in the wrong person. Jo couldn’t rule it out.

			“I didn’t mean it that way. I just don’t like it when you shut me out,” Doug said. “I thought we were in this together.”

			“Why did you sound so snarky, then?”

			“Snarky? I wasn’t snarky.”

			“You were. When you asked me what my problem was. You sounded pissed.”

			“I wasn’t pissed. I was….” Doug let his words trail off.

			She’d dated enough men to know that the best way to get them to clam up was to push them for information, so she said nothing. Her patience was rewarded. “I was scared,” he said.

			“Scared? Of what?”

			“That you were cracking up again.”

			“What do you mean, again?”

			“After Sam went missing. You were in rough shape. In the hospital for a while. You don’t remember?”

			She shook her head, dumbfounded. What was he talking about?

			“Well, I’m glad of that. It wasn’t a pleasant time. I remember it well, but I wish I didn’t. When the cops weren’t badgering me about where Sam was, we were at the hospital, visiting you. Amanda and me. Amanda felt awfully guilty about it, kept saying it was her fault you were going through this. I asked her about it once we were married, but she told me she couldn’t remember what she’d meant, that she’d been in shock. I think she was lying, though. Amanda wasn’t a good liar. Do you know why she blamed herself?”

			“No,” Jo said, her voice little more than a whisper. It was a lot to absorb. She’d been in the hospital?

			“Well, anyway, it was awful. Sometimes you were hysterical. You’d start crying and screaming and be unable to stop. The nurses would give you something to calm you down, and they’d make us leave. Sometimes they would get mad at us, blame us for getting you riled up. They threatened to revoke our visiting privileges, but they never did.”

			“And the rest of the time, when I wasn’t hysterical?” She felt like she was talking about someone else. Since when was she capable of hysterics? The most common complaint hurled her way was that she wasn’t emotional enough.

			Doug twisted his fingers until his joints popped. When she was about to go mad from the unnecessary delay, he continued. “You were in a kind of trance. That’s why I got spooked a few minutes ago. I remember that look. You’d gaze off into the distance at something only you could see, staring right through us. It was creepy.”

			“Thank you for visiting me.” It was the only thing she could think of to say, delayed acknowledgement of a forgotten gesture of kindness that undoubtedly had meant much to her at the time.

			“We couldn’t not come. After a while, we were your only visitors.” Seeing her expression, he hurried to add, “It was grad. Everyone was worried about getting ready for college or finding a decent job. So, I’ve told you why I reacted the way I did. Are you going to tell me why you don’t want to see Daisy Hill anymore? It wasn’t that stupid story, was it?”

			“No.” Jo shifted her body so she could see the path stretched before them. She didn’t like having it behind her. She didn’t like the feeling it was watching her. “I’ve been having nightmares about this place.” Doug opened his mouth to speak, but she kept going. If she didn’t finish the story now, she never would. “Not ordinary nightmares. These ones are unusually realistic, and they’re always the same. Sam is there, and she’s dead, but she doesn’t seem dead. She’s trying to tell me something. There’s this…thing after her. It chases her away before she can tell me where she is. When I wake up, either I’m dressed to go out with mud caked on my shoes, or my legs are cut up and scratched. So don’t tell me it’s just a dream.”

			“I’m not going to tell you that. I think it does mean something, but I don’t think it’s bad.”

			“Since when is getting the shit scared out of me a good thing?”

			“It’s only scary because you don’t understand it. I think it means you’re starting to remember.”

			“But what about the ghost, and the thing in the woods, and—”

			“The ghost is memories of Sam, the way she was when you last saw her. She’s dead in the dream because you think she’s dead, but you’re remembering her from when she was alive. The rest of it can be explained away by stress or feelings of helplessness or what-have-you. You don’t honestly think there’s a monster in here, do you?”

			It did sound ludicrous. But as kids, hadn’t they believed the very same? Hadn’t they been warned to stay away from the woods because there was something bad in them?

			Jo hadn’t been scared of the dark until she’d learned how evil men use the darkness as camouflage; in the sweltering heat of a new moon, the deadly business of a machete will be felt long before it’s seen.

			“I’m glad your memory is coming back. It’s a good thing. I was afraid it never would, after what they did to you.”

			She forced herself to concentrate on what Doug was saying. “What are you talking about? After who did what to me?”

			“The shock therapy.” He clapped a hand over his mouth. “Oh Jesus, I guess you don’t remember.”

			“EST? They performed EST on me?”

			Images from horror movies flashed through her brain. Nasty rubber bits shoved between unwilling teeth. Wrists and ankles strapped to gurneys. Patients screaming, their heads thrashing from side to side, heels tattooing a drumbeat.

			Doug watched the color drain from her face. “Oh shit, I’m sorry. I keep saying the wrong thing. I thought someone would have told you by now.”

			The strength went out of her legs. She sank to the forest floor, no longer caring about ghosts or monsters. Doug crouched next to her. “Are you okay?”

			“As okay as anyone can be after finding out they were tortured.”

			“We didn’t like it, me and Amanda. It made us sick to think of it. But the doctors, they were adamant. They said it was the one thing that could help you.”

			Jo buried her face in her hands, massaging her temples as if she could still feel the electrodes. It was too much, too much to take in.

			“And it worked. A couple of treatments, and you were back to your old self.”

			Her head shot up. “A couple of treatments? How many times did they do this to me?”

			“I-I’m not sure. You’d have to ask for your medical records. I don’t think it was that many, though.”

			“I can’t believe this. I can’t believe my mom let that happen. It’s so fucking barbaric.”

			“Hey,” Doug said, awkwardly patting her arm, “at least it worked, right? You were able to leave this place, have a successful career—”

			“Without my fucking memory. Fantastic.”

			“I’m no expert, but I suspect you haven’t lost that much. A few months, maybe a year. Think for a minute – can you remember anything before the last year you lived here?”

			She’d done nothing but rack her brain since she’d received the article about Sam’s vigil. “Not much. Not until elementary school. Most of high school is fuzzy. I can remember my parents, and I can remember Jack well, but you and Amanda are more difficult to picture.”

			“And Sam?”

			“Sam I can barely remember. I don’t understand it. She was supposed to be my best friend.”

			“Maybe that’s why you can’t remember her. Maybe her disappearance was too traumatic, so you blocked it out. It gave you a nervous breakdown, didn’t it?”

			She couldn’t argue with that, but she hadn’t heard of anyone getting amnesia because a friend disappeared. Kids today went through much worse and survived. You didn’t hear about them getting carted off to the mental ward.

			But maybe no one had heard about her, either. Maybe she was one of those people nobody talked about.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Jo returned to the Clear Springs Hotel feeling shell-shocked. With all her parents’ faults, which she’d long ago accepted, she still couldn’t believe they’d allowed her to be tortured with electric current – not once, but multiple times. How could this have happened?

			Doug had offered to treat her to dinner, but she’d declined. If there was ever a night she needed to be alone with a warm bath and some pizza, this was it.

			In her frazzled state, Jo forgot to keep her guard up. She was completely unprepared for what awaited her in the room.

			It was Monday, the day the Clear Springs Chronicle was delivered. As she pushed the door open, it jammed on her complimentary copy. Her knees popped audibly when she bent to retrieve the paper, and she groaned. It had been far too long since she’d gone on a hike, and her joints were paying the price. Paper in hand, she glanced up.

			IT’S ALL YOUR FAULT was emblazoned across the wall in crimson.

			And then there was the smell – the suffocating stench of death and decay.

			Jo screamed.

			* * *

			“Would it be okay if I asked you a few questions, miss? Miss?”

			Doug squeezed her shoulder so she acknowledged the man kneeling in front of her. She was thankful Doug had been able to come back and be with her. This wasn’t something she wanted to handle alone.

			The man who addressed her now was a cop in uniform, but so young he would have made a better Boy Scout, with his rosy cheeks and long lashes. Jo could picture how he must have looked as he’d toddled off for his first day of school, no doubt wearing a striped T-shirt and tiny cargo pants, his lunch clutched in one dimpled fist.

			“Miss?”

			“Ask your questions. Jo will be fine,” Doug said.

			“I have some good news for you. It doesn’t appear to be blood. The best we can tell, it’s paint.”

			She’d never forget the ghastly red words violating the peach walls, gory words damning her.

			“We’re more concerned about the cat.”

			She raised her eyes to meet the officer’s. “What cat?”

			“There was a cat in the bed. I assumed you’d seen it.”

			“No.” She couldn’t bear it if some innocent animal had been murdered to give her a sick message.

			“My guess is, it’s roadkill. It’s a real mess, but it’s in evidence, so you won’t have to deal with it. We’ll ask housekeeping to clean the room when we’re finished.”

			“What do you want to know, officer? We’d like to get out of here as soon as possible.”

			“Oh, of course. Sorry.” The cop regarded Doug with obvious respect. Jo had never been one to hide behind a man, but she was relieved to let Doug handle things for now. She was finding it difficult to think, let alone speak. “Ms. Carter, does anyone else have a key to your room?”

			“No. Except for the hotel staff, I guess.”

			“Jo, what’s going on?” Jack rushed toward them, cheeks flushed. “Are you okay? What happened?” All she could do was nod. He didn’t spare Doug a glance.

			“Hey, man.” Doug offered Jack his hand. “How’s it going?”

			For a moment, she thought Jack would refuse to shake, but finally he did, making no attempt to hide his reluctance. Whatever had happened to ‘Doug’s a victim of circumstance – he’s a good guy’?

			“I’ll feel a lot better when I hear what happened. Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. She was touched by the concern on his face. “You aren’t looking too good.”

			“I’m sorry, sir, but I’m going to have to ask you to wait over there,” the Boy Scout cop said, indicating a bench against the wall. “We have to ask Ms. Carter some questions.”

			“This is Jack Trainor,” Doug told him. “He’s a friend of ours.” Turning back to Jack, he asked, “How did you know something was going on?”

			Jo was interested to hear his response. Jack’s entrance had been timely.

			“It was all over the scanner, cops at the hotel. I had a feeling….” He knelt in front of her, grasping the chair’s arms for support. “Please tell me what happened, Jo. I’m freaking out here.”

			The cop glanced at Doug before replying, confirming Jo’s hunch that the Boy Scout was an outsider. He obviously had no clue about his new buddy’s reputation. “Someone vandalized Ms. Carter’s room. Gave her a pretty bad scare.”

			Jack studied her face. “Then you’re not hurt?”

			Before she could respond, Doug answered, “She’s just shaken up.”

			“Has anyone asked Mindy if she let someone in?”

			“She says no,” Doug told him. “But she could be lying to save her own ass.”

			“Then again, it’s not like these rooms are difficult to break into,” Jack added.

			“No?” The cop scribbled something else on his notepad.

			“They use keys,” Jack explained.

			“A halfway-talented kid could pop the door open with a credit card,” Doug said.

			Great. “I can’t stay here any longer.”

			“Of course not. You’ll stay with me,” Doug said. Her back went up. Since when did she let anyone tell her what to do? Too much more of this and she would lose it. She was about to turn him down when Jack spoke.

			“No offense, but I was Jo’s best friend. If she’s going to stay with anyone, it should be me.”

			“I was thinking more along the lines of the Bluebird Inn,” Jo said, naming the only other decent place in town. She didn’t feel comfortable staying with either one of them. She was getting to know Doug again, but she wasn’t at the point where she felt relaxed around him. She wasn’t sure she trusted him yet. And Jack – maybe they’d been best buddies once, but that was a long time ago. A time she couldn’t remember. Not to mention, he lived next door to her father.

			“Stay with me. At least for tonight. It’s too late to check in somewhere else, anyway. If you have your heart set on the inn tomorrow, I’ll take you,” Jack said.

			Jo looked from one man to the other. The tension between them was palpable, and the last thing she wanted to do was aggravate it. “I’m going to need some stuff from the room.”

			“I’ll get it for you. It’s the least I can do,” Doug said, and she loved him for it. Not so much for his willingness to venture into that horror show, but because his words indicated he was bowing out of the fight, if that’s what it was. “Should I pack everything?”

			She nodded. “Please. Whatever the cops don’t need. I don’t want to go back in there at all if I can help it. There are a few boxes of stuff, and some clothes in the drawer and closet. Toiletries in the bathroom.”

			“Okay. Give me a couple of minutes.”

			“Thanks, Doug. I owe you one.” She watched him leave, recognizing how strong he was now, in the face of a crisis. She regretted her decision to let Jack win the argument. Of the two, Doug needed the company more. And what of Jack’s vague declaration of his feelings earlier? Things could get very awkward.

			“Would you mind waiting for Ms. Carter over there, sir?” The cop addressed Jack, once more indicating the bench across the room. “I have to ask her a few more questions before I can allow her to leave.”

			“Sure.” Jack patted her shoulder. “I’ll be over here if you need me.”

			Once he was out of earshot, the cop pulled another chair next to hers. “This will only take a minute. I’m sure you want to get out of here.”

			“No problem. I’m feeling better now.” And she was. Being reassured she wouldn’t have to go into that room again removed a considerable weight from her shoulders.

			“Ms. Carter, do you have any idea who might have done this?”

			She thought of Cliff and the hatred on his face as his car hurtled past. Her mouth opened and then closed again as she remembered Jack’s words. “It doesn’t make sense…no one is taking you seriously….”

			“You were about to say something. What is it?” The officer leaned closer, his eyes guileless with an innocence that wouldn’t last. “You can tell me anything. You don’t need to be afraid.”

			She looked around the lobby. Jack sat on what appeared to be a most uncomfortable bench. His toes beat a staccato against the carpet; his fingers kept a restless tempo against his thighs. At the reception desk, a more seasoned officer questioned Mindy. Jo was satisfied to see the clerk’s usual expression of scorn had been replaced by one of anxiety. Other cops milled about, either shooting her curious looks or taking notes. This was probably the most exciting thing the Clear Springs police had seen in months.

			She lowered her voice. “I believe you. And I could use your help. But not here.”

			He seemed about to protest, but then noticed the lack of privacy in the lobby. “Do you want to come back to the station with me? I could take your statement there.”

			“Not tonight. Give me your card and I’ll come see you tomorrow, once Jack leaves for work.”

			The implication wasn’t lost on her young friend. “Are you sure you want to go with him tonight?”

			“Yeah. I’ll be safe there. But he doesn’t need to know everything, if you know what I mean.”

			“I wish you would at least tell me who’s been threatening you. What if you need protection?”

			“My friends won’t let anything happen to me.”

			“I’m sure your friends mean well, but with all due respect, they’re not cops.”

			“So give us a police escort. And stand guard outside Jack’s house if you want. Whoever did this wanted to scare me, and he did. I’m sure that will be enough for tonight.”

			“Are you willing to bet your life on that?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The walls were a blameless cream. The air told a different story – the smells of sickness and death had been poorly concealed with cloying air freshener, a serial killer disguised as a clown.

			Wrinkling her nose, Jo breathed through her mouth. A nurse squeaked by in white shoes. At least, she thought the woman was a nurse. She wore the loose shirt and trousers of her tribe, but instead of an institutional green, her bright blue uniform was decorated with everyone’s favorite hunny-guzzling bear.

			“Can I help you?”

			Shit, spotted already. Not that this was much of a surprise. Besides the nurse, the sole visible sign of life was an ancient man slouched in a plastic chair.

			The woman behind the desk was one of those grandmotherly types who sounded tooth-achingly sweet, even while they were cutting you to ribbons. She beamed at Jo. “Are you here to visit someone?”

			Jo closed the distance between them before answering. The geriatric in front of the television had showed no interest in her, but there was no harm in being cautious. “Not exactly. The receptionist at the clinic told me I could request a copy of my medical records here.”

			“Well, dear, it depends. Were you a patient here?”

			I can’t remember. She’d hoped some memories would surface when she walked in the door, but so far nothing was familiar. “Yes,” she said, simply because it was easier. People who can’t recall pivotal events in their own lives tended to attract attention.

			“What year?”

			When she told her, the nurse sucked in a breath. But then she smiled again, a delighted does-Grandma-have-a-cookie-for-you! smile.

			“Ordinarily that would mean wading through our paper files, which could take a few days, but we happen to have been blessed with a couple of computer-savvy candy-stripers this year. They’ve been taking our files and transferring them onto a database. Think they’ve worked their way back to the mid-eighties. Let me see….” She reached for her glasses, which were hanging from her neck on an idiot string. Jo had thought those strings had gone the way of the dodo, but at least the glasses themselves were cool, brushed silver with purple flames down the arms. Pretty hip for a grandma. Jo could only hope to have that much style when she reached that age. Then again, she didn’t have that much style now.

			“What’s your name, hun?”

			“Josephine Carter.”

			Grandma’s hands froze on the keyboard. “Jo?”

			“Yes?”

			“Oh dear, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. But I can see it now. It is you.”

			Before Jo could react, the nurse rushed from behind her desk and enveloped her in a tight hug. She was tiny – Jo could have rested her chin on top of nurse’s head, but the strength of the woman’s embrace took her breath away. She returned the hug awkwardly, not knowing what else to do. Taking a step back, the woman held her at arm’s length to eye her up and down, much like Jo’s own grandmother would have. “You’ve grown into such a beautiful young woman.”

			“I don’t mean to be rude, but how do you know me? Were you friends with my parents?”

			Instead of being offended, the warmth in the woman’s eyes remained, now tinged with sympathy. “Oh, I’m sorry. I should have realized. You don’t remember your time here well, do you?”

			“I don’t remember being here at all.”

			“That’s only natural. Don’t get yourself worked up over it. Sometimes the memory returns and sometimes it doesn’t. It isn’t a time you want to remember, in any case.”

			“You seem to remember it quite well.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry, hun. I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Lillian Brown. I was the nurse who took care of you while you were here.”

			The woman regarded her with such fondness that the unfamiliar sensation of tears stung Jo’s eyes. Who would have thought that, out of all the people she’d been reunited with so far, her father and childhood best friend among them, this gray-haired nurse would make her feel the most welcome?

			“Thank you.” Her voice cracked on the last syllable, and Lillian gave her hand a gentle squeeze before returning to her post. Once there, she handed Jo a box of Kleenex.

			“You go ahead and let it out. Those were very sad times.”

			“It’s not that,” Jo said, startled to realize she did need a tissue. She blotted the tears from her eyes. “This is going to sound strange, but you seem to be one of the few people in this town who’s happy to see me.”

			The compassion in Lillian’s eyes was so unnerving Jo couldn’t hold her gaze. “I understand it’s easier said than done, but try not to take it personally, hun. You just remind people of a time they’d rather forget.”

			“Somehow, I don’t think that’s my father’s problem. Unless I’m something he’d like to forget.”

			Lillian tut-tutted in the best grandmotherly fashion. “Don’t mind your dad. He loves you fine, but he has issues of his own. He’s never recovered from your mother’s death.”

			Jo tried to picture the angry man in the restaurant capable of mourning anyone, and failed.

			“So, you’re wanting your medical records,” Lillian said, most likely in an attempt to change the subject.

			“Please.”

			“I’m going to have to ask you why, dear. Hospital policy.”

			Jo surveyed the room before replying, but it was still empty, save for the old man watching television.

			“Don’t mind Mr. Garvey, hun. He wouldn’t hear you if you yelled in his ear.”

			“I was told I was given electric shock therapy.”

			“Yes, and you were receptive to it, thank goodness. Responded to it almost right away, though it did seem to wipe out a bit of your short-term memory. Of course, that might have been a blessing.”

			Who could possibly support strapping a grieving teenager to a gurney and letting hundreds of volts of electricity scramble her brain? “Don’t you think it’s barbaric?”

			“Oh no. They use it today. Only it’s called ECT now – electroconvulsive therapy. For some patients, it’s their last hope.”

			“And I was one of those patients?”

			To Jo’s surprise, tears glimmered in Lillian’s eyes. “You have no idea how wonderful it was for us to see how well you recovered. You were a normal, happy teenage girl again.”

			Jo was tempted to inform her that most teenage girls weren’t happy when Lillian said something that gave her pause.

			“It was the one thing that stopped your screaming.”

			So Doug hadn’t been exaggerating. “I used to scream?”

			“Oh yes. I’ve never forgotten it. Gives me chills to this day, thinking about it. You screamed morning, noon, and night if we didn’t sedate you, and it was always the same. You kept saying, ‘The blood, the blood. Oh my God, there’s so much blood.’”

			* * *

			The prick in charge (otherwise known as the attending physician) had covered his ass well. Her file included twenty pages of notes about how the patient remained ‘defiantly unresponsive’ to a variety of chemical cocktails, as if Jo had chosen to be depressed and hysterical to piss him off.

			Patient refuses food or water. Hydration by IV. Patient must be strapped down or will pull out tube. Severe depression. Constant screaming when not under sedation.

			She couldn’t believe he’d been referring to her, the woman the Associated Press had sent into the worst war zones in the world, praising her ‘calm nature in a crisis’. And yet, here was the proof in black and white. She’d spent a month of her adolescence tied to a hospital bed, screaming her guts out. It was a severe reaction to a friend’s disappearance, no matter how traumatic.

			Dr. Cover-His-Ass had supervised the EST (or ECT, if one wanted to get politically correct about it) sessions. Six in all, ranging from 300-500 volts per session. At least she’d been under anesthesia so she didn’t have to feel him steal her memories. It was clear from his notes he’d been damn proud of himself.

			Patient shows marked improvement after second session. Beginning to see some evidence of memory loss. Verbal distress abated.

			Oh, what a relief. Couldn’t have that annoying screaming going on, could we? Certainly not. That kind of thing wouldn’t be conducive to her recovery. Or to anyone else’s, for that matter.

			After session five, the good doctor noted evidence of serious to severe memory loss. Patient demonstrates next to no recall of the previous year.

			Handy. Patient experienced painful loss and doctor simply jolted the part of her brain that held the offensive memory, thereby wiping it clean. Beautiful. Jo’s hands clenched, rumpling the paper. She had to stop herself from ripping it to pieces. She might want to see those words again, the assurance that none of this was her fault.

			The unfamiliar urge to weep came over her once more. As painful as it might be, she wanted to remember. What had Sam been like? Jo had the yearbook, but what had her friend really looked like? Did she get freckles in the summer? Did she have a distinctive beauty mark, or a mole? How had her laugh sounded? Her best friend, and she couldn’t remember. She couldn’t remember what it had felt like to hug her, or any of the good times they’d had together. Mr. Attending Physician had no right to steal those memories from her.

			She would have cheerfully throttled him, but Lillian had told her he was already dead from a heart attack (sorry, myocardial infarction). Jo hoped it had been fucking painful. She hoped he’d suffered.

			Her medical files began and ended with her month-long hospitalization. Aside from her birth and the usual inoculations, she’d had no relationship with the Clear Springs General Hospital until her breakdown. She’d been released with a clean bill of health and a prescription for Prozac in late July of that year, and had moved to New York for college immediately afterward.

			Included among the record of prescriptions, IV solutions, and attempts at behavioral modification was an indictment in cold, hard print. A consent form for the EST.

			Signed by her father.

			* * *

			His name was Peter Russell, and he was going to be a good cop. He had the kind of face that made people want to tell him things.

			Jo was afraid he would have found out about her breakdown and accompanying hospital stay by now, but if he thought she was a nut bar, he kept it to himself.

			“Jo. I’m glad you came.” He was young enough that his voice cracked a little when he spoke.

			Peter told her he was twenty years old. His parents owned a farm of the old-fashioned variety, where the animals roamed free in pastures instead of being cooped up in stalls. He spoke wistfully of unending prairie skies, and of eating produce fresh from the ground without needing to scrub off a layer of pesticides first. “I wasn’t cut out for farming, though. So I decided to try being a cop.”

			Jo’s experience with police officers was limited to big cities and war zones. The relaxed atmosphere of the Clear Springs P.D. was foreign to her. Officers in New York didn’t have time to chat.

			He showed her into a room the size of a cubicle, which was dominated by a long, narrow table. If you came into the room too quickly, the door bashed against the corner of the table. An interrogation room. Fitting.

			“Sorry, but this is the only place that’s semi-private,” he said, as if reading her mind. “There’s the chief’s office, but he’s particular about who uses it when he’s not around.”

			“This is fine.”

			“Coffee?”

			She declined. In her experience, terrible coffee was the one thing that was universal about police stations.

			“Last night I got the feeling there was something you wanted to tell me.”

			“You asked if I knew who might have vandalized my room. The answer is yes.”

			Peter listened intently as she told him about Cliff running her off the road, but saved his reaction until she had finished her account. “Cliff? Are you talking about Cliff Kennedy?”

			“Yes. You don’t believe me, do you?”

			“It’s not that I don’t believe you, but this is definitely out of character for him. Did anyone else see what happened?”

			“Another car came by and scared him off. I don’t know what he would have done if that woman hadn’t shown up when she did.”

			“Did you see who the woman was?”

			Jo kicked herself for not jotting down the license plate. “No, but I can give you a description of the car.” Thankfully it hadn’t been one of the sand- or dirt-colored sedans that were ubiquitous these days. She told him everything she could remember.

			“There can’t be too many people driving vintage Bugs around town. If they’re from around here, I’ll find them.”

			Jo hoped he would. The idea of pressing charges against Mr. Above-The-Law was tempting, and if she went through with it, a witness would come in handy.

			“Any idea why he would attack you?”

			“I’m looking into the disappearance of his daughter, and he isn’t thrilled about it. I used to be a journalist, so I thought the least I could do was come up here and ask a few questions, see if anyone remembers anything. Sam was my best friend. I have to find out what happened to her.”

			“Wasn’t that a long time ago?”

			“Not that long.” Jo hated how long it had actually been. Her mother had been right – time did pass faster as you got older. “Besides, there’s a reason I decided to do this now.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“You know what? Maybe I will have that coffee.”

			Between sips of bitter dark, she told Peter her story. Each strange event, every bizarre dream, everything she’d found and everything she’d suspected. She needed his help, and if she were going to ask him to get involved, she needed to be forthcoming. By the time she was done, Peter had refilled her cup twice and poured himself a few.

			“Wow.” He ran his hands through his wheat-colored hair, which was cut short in the front and stood up like a crew cut when he mussed it. “That’s bizarre.”

			“You’re telling me.”

			“It seems like someone’s trying to screw with your mind.”

			“It’s working. You have no idea how much it took to get me here. I swore I would never come back to Clear Springs, and I keep my promises, even the ones to myself.”

			Peter’s eyes widened, no doubt at the vehemence in her voice. “Oh, c’mon, it’s not that bad, is it? I’ve grown to like it here. It’s a pretty little town.”

			She shrugged, not ready to confess that it wasn’t as bad as she’d remembered. Maybe it wasn’t completely repulsive, but you couldn’t have paid her enough to live within a hundred miles of her father.

			“Shouldn’t the Kennedys be grateful you’re trying to find out what happened to their daughter? Why would Cliff try to hurt you? There has to be some rational explanation.”

			She thought of the diary. It’s always late when he comes, around one or two. “I think there’s some things about his family Cliff would prefer to keep quiet.”

			“Are you kidding? From all accounts, they were the perfect family. What could they possibly have to hide?”

			Wow. He was so young. “Aren’t cops supposed to be suspicious? Don’t you have to wonder about a family that perfect? It’s not possible, if you think about it. It’s not real. Every family has problems. The Kennedys are human, after all.”

			As much as she teased Peter about his naiveté, she’d been as taken in by the Kennedys as anyone else. She’d been so impressed by their elegant home and manners. The one sign of discord had been Cliff’s weird obsession with auctions. And hadn’t she viewed Sam in the same light when she’d read that article about her vigil? Hadn’t she assumed anyone that popular and accomplished and pretty couldn’t have real problems? Hadn’t the cruel things both Mindy and Doug had said about her stunned her? And Jo used to make her living from seeing the truth behind the smiles. She’d had years of experience – hell, years of living – over this rookie, and she hadn’t suspected the truth either.

			“I suppose so, but it’s not in my nature. Did I tell you my granddad was a cop? When he found out I was gonna follow in his footsteps, he told me I didn’t have the knack for it. ‘You know what your problem is, Peter?’ he said. ‘You always believe the best of people, and that’ll get you a bullet in the back every time.’”

			“I don’t think you have to mistrust everyone. But those who put so much effort into seeming perfect are worth a second look, don’t you think?”

			“This is a small town. People talk. If there was something going on with the Kennedys, you’d think I would have heard about it.”

			“Not necessarily. Money can buy an awful lot of silence.”

			Peter stretched his arms. “Tell you what. I’ll pay Cliff a visit and see what he has to say for himself, check out his car.”

			Sensing their chat was coming to an end, Jo gathered her jacket and purse. “Thanks. I was wondering if you’d also do me one more favor.”

			He smiled, much too trusting to be guarded. “How can I say no? What do you need?”

			“I have no idea what kind of search was undertaken for Sam, but I assume someone at least made sure she didn’t leave a paper trail. I want to be certain she didn’t run away.”

			Peter shifted his weight, and the chair responded with the alarming creak of old plastic. “I’m not sure it’d be ethical for me to tell you.”

			“Why not? It’s an old case, and it’s not like I’m asking you to give me the file. I don’t want to waste my time chasing dead ends. Please?”

			“And what happens if the chief asks why I’m nosing around in old files?”

			“Tell him you had a complaint about Cliff, and it made you curious about what happened to his daughter.”

			Peter frowned. “I don’t like lying, Jo.”

			“It wouldn’t be lying. Aren’t you curious?” He didn’t respond, but his frown deepened. “I need every bit of information I can get my hands on. Please.” When his expression didn’t soften, she tried once more. “She was my best friend.”

			The moment she said it, she remembered. A pretty girl dancing in the middle of the street, her head thrown back. She was laughing. Her arms embraced the sky, and Jo looked up too. It was then she discovered the cause of the girl’s joy.

			Dragonflies.

			There were hundreds of them, maybe even thousands. Their iridescent bodies glimmered in sparkling shades of teal, cobalt, crimson and gold.

			“Jo? Jo, are you all right?”

			“Huh?” The image of the girl faded. She had to blink several times before Peter’s worried face came into view.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes.” She stood, clutching her things. “I must have zoned out for a moment. I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

			As she walked away, she deliberately slowed her steps, waiting…hoping…praying.

			“Jo?”

			“Yes?”

			“I’ll help you.”

			* * *

			Her optimism as she left the station was only partly due to Peter’s promise. She kept thinking back to the dancing girl. It was Sam, she was sure of it. It might mean there were more memories to come. Maybe being in Clear Springs was helping.

			Inspired, Jo raised her face to the sun. It was unseasonably warm against her skin. The fall breeze was heavy with the scent of apples. How long had it been since she’d breathed air this fresh?

			The parking lot was clean and glistening, the asphalt a snake that had shed its old skin and stretched, black and gleaming, toward its new life.

			Shouts, laughter, and good-natured jeers could be heard from around the back of the station, along with the thud of a basketball. Some of the cops were enjoying an impromptu game of H-O-R-S-E. Aside from their play, the town was mostly silent. The teasing whisper of the wind in the autumn leaves, the whoosh of a car gliding past on the wet road, a few farewells from birds who’d lost track of time and needed to hurry south. No sirens, no mad rush of traffic fighting to get from point A to point B, no cab drivers swearing, no shrieking horns. Silence.

			And surprisingly, it felt good. Peter was right. This was a pretty place.

			She exhaled, letting her shoulders settle to their rightful position. There had been few reasons to smile lately, but at last she had one. Sam, with her hair flinging out behind her as she danced among the dragonflies, bliss upon her face. In spite of the darkness of her diary, her strange family, and Doug’s feelings for Amanda, Sam had once been okay. Jo could take comfort in that.

			On impulse, she decided to stop at the grocery store. After everything Jack had done for her, the least she could do was cook dinner for him. It had been a while since she’d made a meal more elaborate than an omelet or spaghetti with canned sauce, but why not? Back in her university days, she had hosted dinner parties for friends in her tiny apartment. Coq au vin, linguine with clam sauce, and white chocolate cheesecake had all been part of her repertoire. She’d had little money, so Christmas gifts to friends had been homemade pickles and jams. They may have found it strange – what woman cans these days? – but they’d always looked forward to her presents. Some of them offered to pay for one more jar of strawberry chutney or peach-ginger jam. It had been years, but Jo the Chef was in there, somewhere, buried underneath a few layers of takeout Szechwan.

			Nothing so elaborate for Jack, though. She mulled over the possibilities. Something warm, something simple – pot roast. What man doesn’t love pot roast? She’d make roasted vegetables to go with it, and maybe that butternut squash soup with the apples and autumn spices. Her excitement grew as she wrestled a metal cart from its mates. People gave her curious glances as she swept by them, but a few nodded and smiled. She smiled back. Eye contact, what a concept. With the butcher’s best roast tucked in the corner of her cart, Jo headed for the produce section. She was so busy assembling a laundry list of ingredients that she almost didn’t notice the woman as she cut through the pet food aisle to beat the after-work crowds. Celery, onions, apples, squash, potatoes, carrots, parsnips. Maybe some mushrooms?

			Then she saw her. Jo’s keys slipped from her hand, crashing to the floor. The woman moved into the next aisle without turning around.

			It could be someone else. It had to be. But that long golden hair was unmistakable. Jo hurried past the cleaning supplies, ignoring how much her knees were trembling. Ghosts don’t grocery shop. If it was Sam, she was very much alive.

			She wasn’t in the next aisle. Or in Toiletries. Or Floral. Frantically, Jo scanned Produce. Nothing. Bakery. Nothing. Where the hell had she gone? The store wasn’t that large. She surveyed the checkout stands. Two elderly women hoisted a large turkey onto the belt of number two. A group of teenagers had amassed an impressive collection of junk food at number three. Number one was empty, but a man holding the hand of a little girl was headed that way. Where…?

			Then something caught the light. A flash of gold, maybe? The woman left the store, tossing her hair over her shoulders, striding into the sun.

			“Hey. Wait!”

			The other shoppers gawked at her. Even the teenagers stopped their jostling to gape, but she didn’t care. Jo abandoned her cart with its ruby-red roast and sprinted to the door, her hip bumping a box of cereal from a display. She winced as she heard the boxes tumble to the floor behind her.

			Hurrying through the door, she saw no one near the line of cars. To the left, nothing but sidewalk. But to the right…Jo nearly missed seeing the woman as she rounded the corner.

			“Hey, wait. Please wait! I want to talk to you.”

			The woman ignored her and kept walking, her pace quick but not rushed. As Jo drew closer, she knew it was her. The woman’s hair hung in a shimmering curtain to her waist. Her body was slim, her long legs enviable even in her loose-fitting jeans.

			Jo couldn’t understand why the woman didn’t respond as she pounded down the sidewalk after her, carrying on like a madwoman. And then she spotted the reason for Sam’s oblivion – an iPod at her hip.

			The gap between them closed. Jo tapped the woman’s shoulder, hoping she wouldn’t scare her too badly. Sam whirled around with frightening speed, her arm up to strike. Jo jumped back.

			The hair was Sam’s, but the face was not. Even with the large aviators that covered most of it, Jo could see that.

			Tyler yanked out his earbuds and scowled. “What do you want?”

			It was as bad as flagging down Mindy Miller. Tyler already loathed her, and now he was going to think she was crazy as well. “I’m sorry,” she said, too flustered to bother with a lie. “I thought you were Sam.”

			Rather than be offended, Tyler snorted. “Wow, you are a head case, aren’t you? My sister is gone. She’s been gone for years. And we’re better off for it, like I told you.”

			“It’s your hair. It’s so much like hers.”

			She couldn’t make out Tyler’s eyes behind his sunglasses, but she could hear the amusement in his voice. “Well, we are related.”

			“I – I didn’t realize it was so long.” With his flowing mane and slender frame, Tyler easily passed for female. When she’d run into him at his parents’ house, his baggy coveralls and cap had concealed this.

			“I’m in a band. Not that it’s any business of yours.”

			“I wish you’d talk to me. We’re on the same side.” For one brief moment, she’d believed her friend was still alive. The resulting disappointment had taken the fight out of her. She didn’t have the energy for another confrontation.

			“How do you figure? You want to find out what happened to my sister, and I don’t give a fuck.”

			“There must be some part of you that’s curious. Some part of you that wants to know where she’s been all these years.”

			“Why should I talk to you?” From his tone, Jo ranked right up there with venereal disease and head lice.

			“Amanda was trying to find out what happened to Sam, and you didn’t have a problem talking to her. I’ve heard you were friends.”

			“Amanda has nothing to do with this.” Tyler planted his hands on his hips. Standing akimbo on the sidewalk, he looked almost threatening. Only his pretty hair spoiled the illusion. “Besides, she was different.”

			His arrogance didn’t unnerve her anymore. His posturing didn’t matter. He could yell at her, swear, shove her into the gutter. Jo knew his secret now. It was in how he’d said her name.

			“Because you were in love with her?”

			Tyler’s head jerked back as if she’d jabbed him on the chin. “No, because she wasn’t a fucking bitch.”

			His vitriol staggered her. “I’m sorry I upset your mother, but it wasn’t intentional. I certainly didn’t mean—”

			“I’m not talking about that, you stupid cunt. I’m talking about before.”

			Before? She glared at Tyler, seething over the thing he’d called her. No one had ever referred to her that way, even in her journalism days. She could be tough and persistent and yes, a tad nosy, but she was a good person. Why did she keep running into people who despised her?

			Tyler’s face reddened. His hands clenched, becoming fists and then relaxing again. She wasn’t sure he was conscious of it. “I wasn’t worth shit to you back then. Why should you bother with me now?”

			And with that, he turned on his heel and walked away, leaving her alone on the sidewalk.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			“Hi honey, I’m home.” Jack whistled as he walked through the door, tossing his dirt-streaked jacket on the hook behind it. “Mmm, something smells good.”

			“If you think this smells good, you should have seen what I planned to make.” She’d abandoned the perfect roast, unwilling to slink back into the supermarket and face the curious spectators. With cheeks burning from the confrontation with Tyler, she’d stopped at a convenience store long enough to grab a frozen pizza. At least she’d been able to enhance it with some of the stuff in Jack’s fridge. It would be edible, if nothing else.

			“You should have moved in a long time ago,” he said, sobering when he saw her expression. “What’s wrong?”

			Jo collapsed at his kitchen table, resting her chin in her hands. “Jack, am I a good person?”

			“What brought this on?” He pulled out the chair across from her, although he must have been longing for a shower. She could smell the mill on him: wood chips, sweat, and grease. Some sawdust was stuck to his hairline. His eyes glinted with mischief, but she couldn’t bring herself to smile in return.

			“This town seems to hate my guts.”

			“I don’t hate you. Doug doesn’t hate you. Young Officer Russell has certainly taken a liking to you.”

			She ignored his teasing. “But Mindy, my father, Tyler….”

			“Tyler Kennedy? Hoo boy. You can’t take anything he says personally, certainly not any assessment of your character. He’s got plenty of problems of his own.”

			“I ran into him today. At the grocery store.”

			“I figured as much. Except the part about the store.”

			“I thought he was Sam, so I followed him.”

			“Wait – you thought he was Sam?”

			“I saw him from behind, and his hair was down.” She could see Jack struggling not to laugh, and her frustration rose. “I made a fool of myself, okay? Yelling and running after him. I must have looked like a moron.”

			Jack couldn’t hold back any longer. He laughed until tears dampened his cheeks, and then he laid his sawdust-speckled head on his arms and laughed some more, until he was hoarse. “Sorry, but from someone who calls herself Sam’s best friend, that’s pretty damn funny.”

			“From behind he looked like a woman, okay?” As Jack’s shoulders began to shake again, she snapped, “It’s not that funny.”

			“Okay, you may have mistaken him for a woman. But you said he resembled Sam. And you gotta understand, the idea of that – that dork looking like her—”

			“It was the hair.”

			“Okay, I’ll give you that. I don’t see it, but for the sake of argument, I’ll let you have that one. What did he say to upset you so much?”

			“Jack, did you visit me?” The question came out before she could think better of it. She instantly wanted to take it back.

			His forehead creased in puzzlement. “Visit you when? In New York? You know I didn’t.”

			“When I was in the hospital.” Seeing the confusion in his eyes, Jo started to get up from the table. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”

			She remembered the shadow that had crossed his face on the night they’d talked about why he’d never married, and felt a twinge of guilt. She’d obviously put this guy through hell in the past. She had no right to question his feelings now.

			“If it didn’t matter, you wouldn’t have asked. The problem is, I don’t have a good answer for you.”

			Jo wanted to tell him to drop it, to change the subject. A smell suspiciously like burning cheese wafted from Jack’s JennAir. But she needed to hear what he had to say more than she cared about dinner.

			“I wanted to visit you. I should have visited you. You were my closest friend. But I couldn’t, Jo. I’m sorry. I don’t have a good reason for you.”

			“Doug said he and Amanda were there every day.” It was mean-spirited and childish, but she couldn’t help it. After the way Tyler Kennedy had kicked her around, she felt like being mean.

			“Doug and Amanda are obviously better people. I should rescue whatever’s coming to a bad end in my oven.”

			She reached for his arm before he could pull away. “You were closer to me than either of them. So what happened? Why weren’t you there? Did I do something to you too?”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“According to Mindy, I was a bully who teased her about her weight, or lack thereof. And if Tyler is telling the truth, I was a ‘fucking bitch’. I’m not sure what I did to him, but he sure feels strongly about it. Did I hurt you too?”

			She prayed he would tell her no, that he would say she was being ridiculous.

			“I should get supper.” As he turned his back on her, her heart twisted.

			“Jack.”

			Finally he met her eyes.

			“I can’t stay here if you don’t tell me the truth. What did I do to you?”

			His anguished expression tormented her. She’d seen agony like that before, but never in a friend. “Whatever you may have done, you never set out to hurt me. Not intentionally, not ever. I think that’s what you’re asking.”

			The pizza was burnt.

			They ate it anyway.

			* * *

			She’d always thought of fire as the earliest version of television. It was easy to picture her ancestors gathered around, uttering nothing but the occasional grunt as they sat transfixed by the flames.

			No one had bonfires in her neighborhood back in the city, and the glow of a gas fireplace wasn’t the same. Since arriving in Clear Springs, she’d often smelled wood smoke on the air, giving her a nostalgic tingling. Fire had played a role in the few pleasant memories of her childhood, bringing to mind camping trips and Christmas mornings. So when Jack broke their uncomfortable silence to suggest lighting the fire pit, she eagerly agreed.

			His shed was stocked with good cordwood, the golden lengths gleaming like bullion. She filled her arms with the sweet-scented bounty, though he’d urged her to relax. He’d even let her build the fire, that last bastion of masculinity. And he’d resisted the urge to play backseat Boy Scout, although she could tell by the way he’d squirmed that it had nearly killed him. Once things were crackling and popping away, he’d complimented her on a job well done, and she felt a heat that had nothing to do with the fire.

			It had been so long since she’d enjoyed this kind of shared history with anyone. Though a good portion of her memories had been stolen, this man knew who she was, and he accepted her. If she’d hurt him in the past, that was something she’d never forgive herself for. But Jack had forgiven her. Of this, she was certain.

			By six-thirty the sky was already black. The trail of orange sparks from the fire was hypnotic against the night sky. Now that the sun had set, the promise of the winter to come was in the air. The fire’s warmth was enough to keep her comfortable, as long as she occasionally turned her chilled back to the flames. Best of all, it was too cold for mosquitoes.

			After many minutes of silence, Jack startled her by jumping up from his Adirondack. “You know what we need?”

			“We need something?” The evening had turned out to be pretty damn perfect, as far as she was concerned.

			“Yes. Wait here.”

			Jack disappeared into the house before she could say another word. She stomped on a spark that had fallen on the grass, and then relaxed. The apple-scented smoke was intoxicating.

			Her friend returned with an armful of goodies. He also carried an old quilt, which he draped across her lap. “What’s all this?” She arranged the blanket over her shoulders.

			“Bonfire essentials.”

			Each of them had a fair-sized stump that served as a drink table, and Jack used hers to assemble the goods. He held up a bottle of wine, and the firelight sparkled inside, turning it into liquid garnets.

			“I would have served wine with dinner, but I didn’t know what went with burnt.”

			“Ass.” Her pizza had been mostly inedible, except for some lightly charred toppings. She was starving.

			“Marshmallows, chocolate, graham crackers, the gang’s all here. Ever made s’mores?”

			Jo shook her head. As much as she’d enjoyed camping trips with her parents, chocolate, marshmallows, and cookies hadn’t been on the menu. Her father had a thing about eating junk. Kraft Mac & Cheese and hot dogs were an occasional treat, but only because he hadn’t realized they weren’t wholesome.

			“That’s a crime. Can’t have a bonfire without ’em. Here, toast the marshmallow to your liking first.”

			He handed her a willow stick, its tip green and smelling of spring. “I always come prepared. And I thought you might be around for a fire pit at some point during your visit. I just didn’t think it would be so soon.”

			How long had it been since she’d enjoyed the melted gooeyness of a perfectly toasted marshmallow? The crackling crust was pure sugar, and the sweetness made her close her eyes in ecstasy. She popped a few in her mouth before they could be assembled into s’mores.

			“So, what do you know about Tyler?” Jo asked once she could keep her mouth clear of food for a minute.

			Jack threaded three marshmallows onto his willow stick. “Tyler Kennedy?”

			“You know another?”

			“We’re back to that again? Aw Christ, I thought this was going to be a nice evening.”

			“You don’t like him, huh?”

			“Not so much.” The disgust in his eyes belied his casual tone.

			“You mentioned something earlier about him having problems. Was that an exaggeration, or were you serious?”

			“When it comes to him, I’m always serious.” Jack scrutinized her. “Why do you want to talk about Tyler?”

			“I need to understand what I did to upset him so much.”

			“Like I said, I wouldn’t worry about it. The man is seriously fucked up.”

			“How so?”

			“Do we have to talk about him?”

			She didn’t respond, but apparently her silence was enough, for Jack sighed and placed his willow stick at the side of his chair, carefully propped to ensure the tip didn’t fall into the dirt. He poured himself another glass of wine before offering the bottle to her. She accepted with pleasure. Tyler Kennedy was a subject that would be easier to bear with a little alcohol.

			“That boy is the dirty secret of the Kennedy family.” Jack lowered his voice. The night was silent except for their conversation, the crackling of the bonfire, and a few late-season crickets.

			“How do you mean?”

			“He’s been trouble from the time he was a kid. You name it: fire-starting, vandalism, breaking and entering. If he’d tried to enter this house, I’d have broken his neck for him. Put the town out of its misery.”

			“You’re kidding. He’s an arsonist? Anything serious?”

			Jack took a long swallow of wine. “Not really. Kid stuff. Dumpsters, back alley junk piles, crap like that. The Likens’ garage was the worst of it. It was old, and thankfully no cars were inside, but they lost a lot of tools, camping equipment, that kind of thing. There was a ton of damage.”

			“I had no idea. Was he charged?”

			“These are the Kennedys we’re talking about. Tyler disappeared for a while. I’m not sure what they did with him, but there were quite a few rumors. The town breathed a sigh of relief, but then he came back. He seems to have kept his nose clean since then.”

			“He’s sure pissed off about something.”

			Her friend nodded, reaching for his willow stick. She passed him the bag of marshmallows. Her appetite was gone, at least for the time being.

			“Always has been. If his parents were smart, they would have put him in a psych ward. That would have been the kindest thing. People still haven’t forgiven him for the animals.”

			A chill ran through her in spite of the blanket, but she had to ask. She suspected Jack wouldn’t be willing to open the subject again. “The animals?”

			“Around the time Sam disappeared, some pets started going missing too. A few dogs and a lot of cats. No one thought much of it. The coyotes were particularly bad around that time, before the hunting regulations opened up. But then there was the Svensons’ horse.”

			“A horse?”

			Jack grimaced. “It was only a pony, but it was valuable enough Jon Svenson wasn’t going to let its disappearance go without an investigation. The police weren’t interested, as they were sure the coyotes were to blame. Jon didn’t let that deter him, though. He got some guys from the surrounding farms together and organized a thorough search of the woods and nearby fields.”

			“And?”

			“And they found his horse. Or what was left of it.”

			She covered her mouth, the s’mores forming a lump in her stomach. She didn’t want to hear the rest.

			“It had been burned to a crisp, but the fire didn’t obliterate the signs of torture. Whoever had taken that pony had put him through hell. Jon was devastated. It had been his daughter’s horse, and it was such a cute, friendly little thing. No one could understand why someone would have done that, and people would have been tempted to write it off as some freak episode, however unlikely that was.”

			“They found other animals, didn’t they?” No matter how much human misery she had witnessed, Jo couldn’t tolerate animal abuse. Something about their innocence, and their loyalty. Animals were capable of an unconditional love human beings never achieved, and they deserved protection.

			“Yes. Quite a few. They’d been burned too. The men who went out with Jon that day had seen some gruesome things in their time. They had thick skin, but I heard that quite a few of them threw up. One guy told me there was no getting the smell out of their clothes. Whatever they’d worn that day went to the dump.”

			Jo shuddered.

			“From the get-go, everyone suspected Tyler. He was the town firebug, and Jon had noticed him hanging around his farm once or twice, talking to his daughter about that pony. The guys would have strung Tyler up by the hair if his parents hadn’t got him out of Dodge.”

			“That’s horrible. But there’s no proof Tyler was responsible.”

			Jack shifted in his chair. “Do you remember Sam’s dog?”

			“No.”

			“Can’t remember what breed it was. Fluffy white ankle-biter, but it was a nice enough dog. Expensive too, as you can imagine.”

			She could. From the little she’d seen of the Kennedys, she didn’t think they were the type to rescue a mutt from the pound.

			“Sam loved that dog. She had us over one day – you, me, Amanda, Doug – to show us the tricks he could do. At one point, Tyler came into the room, and he hung around, being his obnoxious self. She asked him to leave, and he got nasty with her. I was shocked by how he talked to his own sister. Doug and I finally muscled him out of there. I figure we signed that dog’s death warrant.”

			“What happened?”

			“It went missing that night. Sam didn’t let the dog out of her sight, but I guess she had to sleep eventually. There wasn’t any proof, at least as far as their parents were concerned. Accepting that someone in the house had taken the dog would have meant admitting their son was a monster. And it would have required doing something more than covering it up.”

			“They ignored it? Didn’t they realize he needed help?”

			“The only thing the Kennedys care about is preserving their reputation. That’s why I told you not to bother going to the police. Cliff and Marion have invested decades in becoming untouchable. You haven’t.”

			“But what about the horse? Those poor, tortured animals?”

			“Cliff gave Tyler an alibi. ‘He was with me. He couldn’t have done it.’ ‘But we’re not sure when the crime occurred, sir.’ ‘Whenever it did, he was with me.’ I’m certain Jon Svenson made it clear Tyler wasn’t going to get off scot-free this time. Soon after, the bad seed was gone and the official story was drama school. Needless to say, I haven’t seen that jerk in any theater productions.” Jack spat on the embers. The fire sizzled.

			In spite of the welcome heat on her face, Jo felt cold. Some parents would do anything for their children, even cover up their crimes. But how could the Kennedys shield Tyler if he’d done half of what Jack suspected? Their son had obviously been troubled, to put it mildly. Hopefully that drama school had had a good psychiatric department.

			They sat in silence for a while, watching the sparks float higher and higher until they vanished into nothingness. Jack had been right to warn her. Talking about Tyler had killed their good mood.

			“I think I’m going to turn in,” he said finally. “Six a.m. comes early. You going to stay out?”

			“For a little while. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

			Jack smiled, and Jo was glad to see it. At least he wasn’t pissed at her for her persistence. “Don’t give yourself nightmares. When you’re ready to come in, there’s a bucket of sand over by the shed. It’ll put out the fire.”

			“Okay.” She tugged the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “Good night, Jack.”

			She felt a kiss on the top of her head as he passed her chair. “Good night, Jo.”

			She wasn’t sure how much longer she sat there. She kept thinking of the rage in Tyler’s face that afternoon. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine him torching a dumpster or torturing an animal. She pulled her chair closer to the fire and leaned into the heat, though her knees were getting too warm for comfort.

			There was a loud crack from the other side of the fence. She started, losing her balance, and fell backward into the chair. Thankfully Jack’s Adirondacks were sturdy. A plastic lawn chair would have tipped her over on her ass.

			She pictured Tyler lurking in the darkness with a butcher knife, and told herself not to be an idiot. Sounding braver than she felt, she demanded, “Who’s there?”

			Silence greeted her. She knew she wasn’t alone, though. She’d suspected it for some time. During the conversation with Jack, there’d been the sensation of someone listening, someone trying his best to be quiet.

			She could still hear him breathing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Jo lay awake for a long time that night, toying with the dragonfly around her neck. Jack had insisted she stay in his parents’ old room, and it was perfect. No bad dreams, no fear of waking to something horrible in the window. The only thing in this window was a dream catcher large enough to take up the entire pane. If she wanted to see outside, she had to peer through it. Jo fancied it was the same view a spider must have from inside its web.

			The room was full of motherly touches. Mrs. Trainor must have been either creatively inclined, bored, or both. The sheets were hand-sewn, the coverlet a star quilt in shades of blue and cream that must have taken the woman months to make. Crocheted doilies covered the night tables and dresser, while a decoupage lampshade lent the room a soft pink glow. In this space, Jack’s mother still breathed and laughed and loved. Some might have found it morbid, but Jo was touched Jack cared enough to keep things as she’d left them. She had vague recollections of a petite Ojibwa woman who was always smiling and whose laugh was startlingly loud. Jo was positive Jack’s mother had hugged her when she was a child, fiercely and often. She recalled the most amazing grilled cheese sandwiches, fried not in butter but in bacon fat. Jack had laughed when she’d told him she remembered that, teasing her about her priorities.

			Jo had the greatest respect for mothers, especially the ones who put the well-being of their children above all else. So she felt guilty about the feelings she was beginning to have for Mrs. Trainor’s son while lying in her bed. However, Jo was fairly confident the matriarch had liked her. And she certainly wouldn’t have been pleased to see Jack living his life alone, with no wife or children to love. Jack would have made a great father.

			Jo’s life in New York, the life she’d wanted so much to return to, had begun to feel empty. She’d always fought hard against the assumption that women had to be wives and mothers to feel whole, but who was she fighting? What did her life amount to? A job where she wasn’t appreciated, and a tiny apartment. There was no one to love, and no one to love her, unless you counted her friends, but they had their own lives to worry about. No one was sharing hers; no one cared enough to tell her she needed to take a vacation, that she was working too hard. When she awoke in the night, gasping and sweating from a nightmare, there was no one to hold her and tell her it was over, that everything was okay.

			Why not Jack? Jo considered the possibilities, running her hands over her stomach as she examined the ceiling. Maybe she hadn’t returned his feelings when they were kids, but she was wiser now. She loved being with him. He made her laugh, and he was one of the few people who appreciated her sarcasm. With him, there would never be a shortage of things to talk about, and in spite of his argumentative nature, he was capable of a level of compassion rarely seen in the big city. His friendship had made her feel welcome in the place she least wanted to be.

			So why not Jack? Why turn away from a chance to be truly joyful, and a chance to make someone else feel the same? Why keep searching for passion when she could be content? After all, passion never seemed to last.

			She emerged from the cocoon of his mother’s embroidered sheets. Trembling from the change in temperature and her growing excitement, she unbuttoned her pajama top and let it fall to the floor. Sliding the bottoms over her hips, she left the room, padding down the hall to visit her friend.

			Jack was asleep, the sound of his breathing steady and reassuring. She’d convinced herself that since she was awake, he would be too. He faced the wall so she could see his broad back in the moonlight, the caramel-colored skin smooth and perfect. Why hadn’t she noticed how beautiful he was before?

			After tiptoeing across the room, Jo folded down the blanket, another quilt from Mrs. Trainor, and eased herself in next to him. The mattress sighed but her friend didn’t stir. She slipped her arm around his waist and pulled him closer, letting her breasts and belly press against the long length of him. His skin was warm and she held him for a minute, resting her cheek against his back. With Jack, she didn’t feel the need to suck in her stomach or lie in a way that strategically hid her cellulite. He would accept her nakedness as he accepted everything else. After all, he already loved her.

			Her desire grew, the tingling in her core traveling down her legs and into her feet. She moved her hands down Jack’s body, caressing his muscled thighs and ass. She was disappointed to discover he wore boxer briefs, but no matter. The cotton was thin, and soon they’d be on the floor.

			Jack woke before she could move her hands around to his front. “Jo?”

			He sounded surprised. Guess she couldn’t blame him. She’d given no hint of her intentions. Hell, she hadn’t even known she’d had these intentions until a few minutes ago.

			“Yes?” She attempted to sound sexy, hoping he could feel how much she wanted him and that he’d forgive her for hurting him when she’d been too young and stupid to know better.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Touching you.” She started to move her hand to the erection she was sure she would find. He grabbed her fingers, holding them in a painful grip.

			“Don’t.”

			“Why? What’s wrong?”

			Jack sat up in bed, holding the sheet to his chest. “Why are you doing this?”

			Shame colored her cheeks, and she pulled Mrs. Trainor’s quilt over her bare breasts. “I thought that would be fairly obvious.”

			“Jo, you can’t do this. You have to go back to your room.”

			She couldn’t have been more hurt if he’d slapped her across the face. She tried to read his expression in the faint light from the moon, but couldn’t. His eyes were so dark that his feelings were hidden from her, unfathomable.

			“I don’t understand. Don’t you want me?”

			“We’re friends. Always have been, and always will be. Let’s not ruin something that’s always worked.”

			“That’s not what I asked.”

			He sighed, and the sound was so reluctant and sad that she knew before he said a word what his answer was going to be. “No, I don’t want you. At least, not in this way.”

			An insult sprang to her lips, but she bit it back. It wasn’t Jack’s fault she’d misread his signals. It was Clear Springs, fucking Clear Springs. Making her feel like she should find a good man, settle down, and get married. She wanted to return to the city again so much she ached.

			If Jack was rejecting her to protect their friendship, she couldn’t fault him for it. But she also didn’t understand. Their friendship was great, but was it a good enough reason to sacrifice the potential of something more meaningful? They hadn’t even spoken in years.

			“But you said you didn’t want to settle, that if you couldn’t have the one you wanted, you’d rather be alone.”

			His expression instantly cleared up her confusion. Oh.

			“Exactly,” he said.

			Ouch.

			* * *

			Late in the night, the door creaked open. Deep in sleep, she stirred, as if her subconscious had detected his presence and warned her awake.

			He leapt on top of her, his hand mashing her lips against her teeth. She tasted her own blood, like pennies against her tongue. His excitement had transformed him into a panting, rabid monster.

			“Keep your mouth shut.” His voice was a growl. “You scream and I’ll break your fucking neck, understood?”

			She tried to nod, but the pressure on her mouth was too great. He seemed to trust she would be quiet, because he withdrew his hand. She gasped for air, causing him to scowl.

			“Keep it down. Not one fucking peep, I’m warning you.”

			He ripped the covers aside, flinging them onto the floor. He drank in her body with his eyes. Rubbing the silken fabric of her nightgown between his fingers, he leered. “Nice.”

			She could hear the rasp of his rough skin snagging the cloth, but no matter. She wouldn’t wear the nightgown again. In the morning, she would sneak it into the burning barrel to be destroyed with the rest of the household trash.

			He yanked the nightgown over her breasts to cover her face. It was easier for him if she wasn’t watching. One finger hooked the elastic of her panties and let it snap against her skin. It stung, but she didn’t whimper. She refused to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d hurt her.

			“What the fuck is this?”

			She smirked. She had known he wouldn’t like the grandma panties. “I have my period.”

			“You’re lying.” Hands grasped her throat. Blinded by the nightgown, she hadn’t seen the attack coming. She reached for his fingers, prying them off, but as soon as she loosened one, the rest would tighten.

			“I’m not.” Her protest came out as a gargle, but his hands released her. There was a ripping sound, and then cool air against her skin as he tore off the underwear. They landed with a soft rustle beside the blanket. She squeezed her eyes shut. She’d hoped the prospect of being soiled with her blood would discourage him.

			“Guess we’re going to have to get messy. You wearing one of those stick-’em-ups?”

			She told him yes, but he was already forcing her legs apart. It was easy enough to see she had been lying.

			Her thighs were muscular from cheerleading, and she clamped them together with all of her strength, but he jammed one knee in between them. His body followed, slamming against her pelvic bone with enough momentum to leave a bruise. The tiniest of cries escaped before she could stop it. His hands returned to her throat.

			“Shut it.”

			Then he pushed himself up and into her, and the pain was like fire. She sucked in her breath and concentrated on her inhales and exhales, breathing in and out, long and slow, though it hurt so bad she wanted to scream. Despite his exhortations for silence, he grunted like a pig. At least the nightgown kept her from seeing his face. She stared at the navy veil and prayed for it to end.

			His thrusting picked up speed until he shoved himself even deeper inside her. She felt something tear and knew she’d have difficulty walking tomorrow. His fluids were acid on her raw flesh. With one last groan, he collapsed on top of her, sinking her into the mattress. A little further, and she could melt right through and into the floorboards.

			The hand clamped down over her mouth and she jumped. No, not again. I can’t take it. There was a blinding agony as he twisted her left nipple. This time she did cry out, but his palm muffled her suffering. She worked her teeth, gnawing against his skin, attempting to bite him, but he moved before she could, chuckling under his breath.

			“Thanks for the ride, bitch. Nice to know you’re good for something.” Still laughing, he eased his body off her. She kept her eyes closed while he zipped up his jeans. He crept out of the room, leaving her lying naked and battered on the bed, feeling like garbage.

			She smoothed the nightgown over her body and lay there, staring at the ceiling. Tears ran in a constant stream onto the pillow. Her heart contracted and her chest hitched, but she was careful not to make enough noise to wake anyone. No one could find out what was happening to her. She was so ashamed.

			Her thighs were sticky with blood from the wounds he’d caused. He was perpetually cruel, needlessly vicious. She’d had no idea he hated her so much. She’d always thought they loved each other. In any case, she’d always loved him.

			* * *

			Jo awoke with a cry, her pulse racing. Bolting upright in bed, her hands flew to her chest, but there was no navy satin, only the flannel pajamas she’d fallen asleep in. A more intimate inspection proved there was no trauma. It had been a nightmare, the worst of nightmares.

			It had been so real.

			She’d had nightmares about rape before, after Syria. Understandable after what she’d seen. But none of her bad dreams had been like this. She could feel his weight crushing her, feel each bruise, welt, and scratch left on her tender skin. Smell the stink of his breath, its harsh heat against her face. It had been like being raped by the devil, but worse, because this man was supposed to love her.

			Although not her, exactly. She’d been younger in this dream, more athletic. She’d had long blonde hair and creamy skin, and she’d worn an expensive nightgown. The room she’d slept in had lush carpet that whispered against one’s feet, and she’d glimpsed a canopy over her rapist’s head before he’d blinded her. If only she had seen his face.

			Jo pulled the quilt back over her, trembling though it was warm in the room. Her hot-water bottle had grown cold and she kicked it to the other side of the mattress. It must be late. She needed to get some sleep. There was a lot to do tomorrow, beginning with finding a new place to stay. She tried not to think about Jack, about the mortification she’d feel when she faced him again. But when she closed her eyes, all she could see was the monster from her nightmare, panting and thrusting and tearing, mocking her even as he caused such terrible pain. Needing something pleasant to lull her back to sleep, she pictured home. Her cozy little apartment and loyal friends.

			They would never let anything like that happen to me. It was her last thought before she drifted into oblivion.

			* * *

			The next morning brought with it a throbbing headache over one eye and the feverish hope that everything about the previous night had been a bad dream. But the quilt crumpled on the floor was proof of last night’s unfortunate adventure. Jack had insisted she use the coverlet from his bed to shield her naked body during the long trip back to her room.

			Her cheeks burned. She’d never had a problem taking the initiative, but it had always been a calculated risk. Jack had been the first man to reject her, and it wasn’t an experience she cared to repeat.

			Jo squinted at the alarm clock, wincing as fiery needles assaulted her brain. Nine-thirty. She had been sleeping later and later these days, but on this particular morning, that was a good thing. The last person she wanted to see was Jack, and he left for work at six-thirty. The house would be empty, perfect for making a clean getaway. The problem was, she didn’t have a clue where to go. The Bluebird Inn was the most likely choice. She couldn’t imagine returning to the Clear Springs Hotel.

			Then there was Doug’s offer, but she wasn’t sure that was such a great idea. He was a lonely, vulnerable man, a man who was most comfortable with a woman in his life. He’d obviously loved Amanda, but he probably wasn’t above burying his sorrow between someone else’s legs.

			Moaning, she reached for the curtains and jerked them closed, blocking the sun’s piercing rays. Re-buttoning her pajama top, she hurried downstairs. She’d left a couple belongings in the kitchen, but once she retrieved her copy of The Poisonwood Bible and her red cardigan, she was out of there.

			“Good morning.”

			She jumped, startled. “I thought you’d be at work.”

			“I called in sick. Jo, we need to talk.” Jack sat in the corner of the kitchen, hidden in the shadows cast by the late morning sun. His face held shadows of its own. By the looks of it, she wasn’t the only one who hadn’t gotten much sleep last night.

			“No, we don’t. I got my wires crossed, but everything’s perfectly clear now. I’ll just gather my things.” She held up her book and snatched her sweater from the back of a chair. “I’ll be out of here in a few minutes.”

			“See, I knew you would overreact. I don’t want you to leave.”

			“Overreact?” She wanted to slug him. How could she have thought they would make a good couple? “I think my reaction is normal, under the circumstances. You humiliated me.”

			“I didn’t mean to. I want us to be friends. The way we used to be.”

			“We were kids back then.”

			“My feelings for you haven’t changed.”

			“Yeah, about that. What was all that stuff about finding the right girl, and if it couldn’t work out with her, you’d rather be alone?”

			“What about it?”

			“Why did you tell me that?”

			He shrugged. “My memory might be failing me, but I thought you asked. Besides, I didn’t name names.”

			“But the way you looked at me….” She trailed off. Even to her own ears, it sounded foolish. She’d convinced herself she knew a man’s heart because of – what? A look?

			“I obviously gave you the wrong impression, and I’m sorry. But think about it, Jo. Do you really want to be with me?”

			“Well, not now.” She scowled at him, but not ferociously enough, because he grinned.

			“You’ve been through a lot lately, and for the most part you’ve been dealing with it alone. It’s understandable you’d crave a deeper connection with someone.”

			How did he always manage to push her buttons? “I’m not like that. I don’t go around ‘connecting’ with random men because I happen to feel a little vulnerable.”

			“I didn’t mean…auggh, I give up. I only meant it’s natural for a crisis to bring two people together.”

			“But it didn’t bring two people together. It brought me to you.” Her face was hot with embarrassment, but she didn’t care. They didn’t sugarcoat things with each other.

			“I’m not your type, Jo.”

			“How do you know? I’m not sure I have a type.” But of course she had a type: the moody, creative, pain-in-the-ass type. Every man she’d been in a relationship with fit the profile. She’d simply traded one neurosis for another, this narcissistic sociopath for that control freak. If nothing else, it kept life interesting. Reliable men like Jack didn’t turn her head. They were too predictable, too boring.

			His eyes glinted with amusement. “Oh, you have one, and I’m not it. Admit it, Carter. If there was something between us, we would have felt it back in high school.”

			“A lot has changed since high school. I’m not the same person.”

			“In a lot of ways, you are. Maybe you have a harder edge, maybe you have more walls. But you’re the same Jo. Same sense of humor, same soft heart.”

			She snorted, rolling her eyes. “Soft heart? Give me a break.”

			“You put your life on hold – a life that was going well, by the sounds of it – to find out what happened to a girl you haven’t thought about since high school. That sounds bighearted to me.”

			“I’m not here because of a big heart. I’m here because whoever wants me to find her, be it Sam or someone else, wouldn’t let me have any peace.”

			“It’s more than that. You care about her. You’re a good person. Why fight it?”

			She remained in the doorway, hesitating. She wanted to leave. But Jack wanted her to stay, and he was offering her an olive branch. She didn’t want to stay with Doug. Though he’d opened up to her a lot lately, she continued to feel like she didn’t know him well. There was a chance, however small, that he was responsible for what had happened to Sam. As she got closer to the truth (and she wasn’t at all sure she was getting closer), whoever was responsible for Sam’s disappearance would find her more of a threat.

			“Can’t we put this behind us? Eat a little breakfast, have a good day, chalk last night up to too much wine and pretend it didn’t happen?”

			Jack’s optimism was infectious, and she smiled in spite of herself. “Sounds good to me.”

			He pulled out another chair. “Friends?”

			“Friends,” she agreed.

			They shook on it, and her bruised ego began to heal.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Her cell rang as she headed to her meeting with Gail. Jo glanced at the display, unwilling to subject herself to just anyone. CS POLICE.

			“Jo? It’s Peter. I’ve gone through those files you were interested in.”

			“And? Find anything?”

			“There was an extensive investigation. They searched pretty intensely for Samantha for five years, following up every lead and questioning potential witnesses. The strongest suspect was a fellow named—” He paused, and she heard the shuffling of paper.

			Doug Flaherty.

			“—Doug Flaherty, but they didn’t have enough evidence to make an arrest. And I guess you know what happened with the other two. Aside from that, the trail went cold. Sam had one credit card in her name, but the last listed purchase was a week before she went missing.”

			“Wait a minute. What did you say? What ‘other two’?”

			“You and your friend Amanda. I assumed you didn’t need those details.”

			Her palms grew slippery on the wheel. “We were suspects?” Feeling queasy, Jo signaled a turn and pulled into the parking lot of the Red Rooster convenience store.

			More flipping of paper. “Standard procedure. The last people to see the victim alive are always questioned.”

			“What do you mean, ‘the last people’? I thought Doug was the last one to see her alive.”

			“According to the file, you and Ms. Hutchingson arranged to meet her after her rendezvous with Mr. Flaherty. You don’t remember?”

			“No, I don’t. What did I say when I was interviewed?”

			“There’s no transcript. Apparently you were having some emotional difficulties at the time, and were hospitalized before you could be questioned. According to Ms. Hutchingson, you both went to meet Ms. Kennedy at Daisy Hill that night, at her request.”

			Daisy Hill…. “And Sam was there?”

			“Ms. Hutchingson said she was. Said she was angry about a fight with Mr. Flaherty, but otherwise emotionally stable and unharmed. Her interview transcript goes on to say you visited with Ms. Kennedy for a short time and then returned home, assuming Ms. Kennedy would do the same.”

			“And I was there with them, for certain?”

			“If you believe Ms. Hutchingson’s word, yes. Maybe you should ask her about it. Are you in touch with her?”

			“She’s dead.”

			I was one of the last people to see Sam before she vanished. I may be one of the only people alive who knows what happened to her.

			Jo cursed the electroshock therapy that had stolen her memories. What if the information capable of breaking the case was locked in her uncooperative brain?

			“I’m sorry. It’s hard to lose a friend,” Peter said, taking her silence for sadness.

			“Yes, it is. There’s something I don’t understand, though.”

			“What’s that?”

			“If Amanda said we’d both seen Sam alive and well after she met with Doug, why was Doug a suspect?”

			“Ms. Hutchingson admitted Ms. Kennedy was upset with Mr. Flaherty. As far as the investigators could piece together, no one saw Ms. Kennedy after you met with her, so it’s possible Mr. Flaherty went back for Round Two, and things got heated. Also, in light of her feelings for Mr. Flaherty, Ms. Hutchingson wasn’t the most reliable witness.”

			Ah, the ‘stand by your man’ theory. Many a woman had aided a twisted psycho in the name of love. It had happened far too often.

			“However, you were indicated as being the most likely suspect at the time.”

			That was a jolt, to say the least. “Me? Why?”

			Peter’s speech grew stilted, as if he were reading directly from a report, which he probably was. “Your erratic behavior around the time Ms. Kennedy went missing, combined with your subsequent depression and hospital stay. These considerations, along with the fact you were one of the last people to see her before she disappeared, made you appear suspicious.”

			“And yet, you decided to help me.”

			“I hardly think the person responsible would return to the scene of the crime and call attention to herself now. Your very presence suggests your innocence. Ms. Hutchingson, however….”

			“She didn’t have anything to do with it.”

			“How do you know?”

			“She wouldn’t have done anything to Sam. But I have to ask, who knew we were suspects?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Would the fact we were under suspicion have been public knowledge?”

			“It’s unethical to divulge information about an ongoing case, but, not knowing the officers who were in charge back then, it’s difficult to say. They might have told their wives, but that should have been as far as it went. The sole reason I’m telling you anything is this file has been cold for over a decade. If anything you turn up sheds some light on this case, that’s all to the good. At some point, the focus shifted from you to Mr. Flaherty. His section in this file is hefty. He was interviewed a half-dozen times.”

			Sam had disappeared when people believed in the innocence of teenage girls, long before the Slender Man case, or the two Australians who’d garroted their best friend with electrical wire to see what it felt like. Doug, with his intimidating physique, had made a much better suspect.

			Had she realized she was under suspicion when she’d left for New York? It was unlikely, but maybe she’d had more than one reason for fleeing Clear Springs. It was possible.

			The dark cloud she’d been trying to resist resettled itself on her shoulders. “Did anyone consider that Sam might have run away?”

			“That’s the possibility we eliminate first when any teenager goes missing, but considering it was the night before prom and none of her belongings were gone, it seemed more likely foul play was involved. Especially since the victim’s credit card wasn’t used. Ms. Kennedy left her purse behind.”

			“What about her diary?”

			“What diary?”

			The police hadn’t known about Sam’s diary. What was it doing with Jo’s things?

			“I assume she had one. Didn’t every teenage girl have a diary back then?”

			“Jo, have you found some information pertinent to this case?”

			“Trust me, if I find anything that explains what happened to Sam, I’ll gladly pass it on. I appreciate your checking into this for me, especially since I’m a suspect.”

			“Was a suspect. Past tense. One more thing – I paid Mr. Kennedy a visit yesterday.”

			She waited, sure that Cliff’s denial was forthcoming.

			“He admits to nearly running you off the road—”

			“He does?”

			“—but he claims it was an accident.”

			“An accident? How do you run someone off the road by accident?”

			“He contends he was trying to get your attention, that he wanted to talk to you.”

			“Ha. He had a strange way of showing it. Hasn’t he heard of honking or waving?”

			“He did say he was upset. He claims you’ve been wearing a necklace that was a graduation gift he’d purchased for his daughter. As far as he knew, it vanished the night she disappeared. He’s anxious to hear how you acquired it.” The unspoken question in Peter’s voice left no doubt he very much wanted to find out the same.

			“It was in an envelope given to me by Mindy Miller the night I checked in. The necklace came with an anonymous note that said, ‘Welcome home’.”

			“I doubt Mr. Kennedy would be satisfied with that explanation.”

			“I don’t give a fuck what Mr. Kennedy would be satisfied with. He could have killed me.”

			“He’s been ordered to keep his distance from you. He expressed a lot of regret when I spoke to him. I don’t think you’re going to have any more trouble with that family.”

			“I think he might have been abusing Sam, Peter.”

			“In what way?”

			“Sexually.”

			The cop swallowed audibly. “Do you have any proof?”

			Jo thought of the diary pages where the offender wasn’t named, and her nightmare about the violated cheerleader.

			“No. So far, it’s a hunch. But it’s a solid one.”

			Peter groaned. “This is a small town. You can’t go around making accusations like that based on a hunch.”

			“You’re the only one I’ve told.”

			“Good. Let’s keep it that way. I’ve told Cliff to leave you alone, and I need you to keep your distance from the Kennedys. I don’t want to hear any reports of you harassing them. You don’t bother them, they don’t bother you. Problem solved.”

			She wished it were that easy. Cliff Kennedy obviously believed he was above the law, and he’d just proven it again. If he decided to get rid of her, who would stop him?

			* * *

			Gail Hutchingson hadn’t changed much. Amanda’s mother looked the same as she had twenty years ago. Same bobbed hairstyle, same auburn highlights, same slim figure. She’d always dressed like Diane Keaton’s character in Annie Hall, something that had embarrassed her daughter, but which Jo had thought was cool. Gail had stood apart from the other teachers in their frumpy dresses. She had style.

			“It’s so wonderful to see you, Josephine. Come in, come in.”

			“It’s good to see you too.” As Jo stepped inside the home, a dozen images of Amanda confronted her. Amanda as a laughing infant, as a pretty teenager, and as an expectant mother. At the sight of the shrine, she stopped cold. Noticing her reaction, Gail picked up the nearest photo, one of a pregnant Amanda in profile cradling her stomach. She looked serene, a modern Mary.

			“My beautiful girl.” Gail stroked the glass as if it were her daughter’s face. “She would have been an incredible mother.”

			Jo squirmed. “I’m sure she would have been. I was sorry to hear about what happened.”

			Gail replaced the photograph. “Yes, it’s too bad you missed each other. She would have loved to see you. She spoke of you often.”

			Missed each other. As if they’d been passengers on trains heading in opposite directions.

			“Tea?” Her former English teacher led the way into her kitchen, selecting a china teapot without waiting for Jo’s response. She took a canister from a corner and spooned tea leaves into a filigree ball, managing to spill none on the counter. Any doubts Jo had about Gail’s mental sharpness vanished with her next words.

			“I’d love to know what you were thinking when you came back here and started fucking with the Kennedys.”

			Their tea grew cold, forgotten as they shared information. Gail had been aware of her daughter’s obsession with Sam’s disappearance, perhaps more than Doug had been. When Doug had opposed her investigation, Amanda had turned to her mother for guidance.

			“You knew she was being threatened?”

			“Yes, she showed me the letters. To be honest, I thought it was someone’s idea of a joke, but Amanda insisted Sam had reached out to her from beyond the grave.”

			“Amanda thought Sam was dead?”

			Gail’s eyes widened. “Yes, of course. She was convinced of it. Amanda said she knew Sam had been murdered. She was determined to discover the killer’s identity.”

			“Did she tell you who she suspected?”

			“No, but she was scared she was close to the truth. She refused to tell me more than that, didn’t want to get me involved ‘for my own safety’, like something you’d hear in a movie. I thought she was being ridiculous, that the pregnancy hormones were making her imagination run wild. But I suppose I was wrong. She must have discovered something. Look what happened to her.”

			“Do you think Amanda was murdered too?”

			“Unlike the local police, I’m not stupid enough to think my daughter killed herself when she was seven months pregnant. And I don’t believe it was an accident, either, in spite of what I told you on the phone. Sometimes it’s easier to believe that than to think anyone in this town could be that heartless.”

			“Did the police find any evidence that could corroborate your theory? Tire tracks, some sign another car was chasing her?”

			“They didn’t even bother to investigate. They were so positive they already had all the answers. What happened to my daughter was a crime, and no one will ever be punished for it.”

			Jo hesitated, not wanting to upset the woman further. “I’m not sure how to ask this, but did you ever suspect Doug?”

			Gail set her teacup on the kitchen table, narrowly missing spilling the liquid down her front. “Doug? Good God, no. There’s no doubt in my mind that he loved my girl. He’s loved her since they were children.”

			She decided to change the subject. “Did Amanda say anything about Sam being sexually abused?”

			“No, why? Do you think she was?”

			“I’ve found something that indicates her father might have been raping her.” Sorry, Peter.

			“Poor Sam. For her sake, I hope you’re wrong, but I can’t say I’m surprised. That entire family is a piece of work, to put it mildly. Their son should have been institutionalized long ago, but they were willing to jeopardize his health, and the safety of others, for the sake of appearances.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Wait here. I’ll show you.” Gail rose from her chair, lithe and lean in her slacks and button-down shirt. Jo sipped her cold tea, wondering what Amanda’s mother could possibly have to show her. She didn’t have to wait long.

			Mrs. Hutchingson returned with a battered binder. “I confiscated this from Tyler when he was in my class. I’m not sure why I’ve kept it all these years. When Amanda started hanging around with him, I showed it to her, hoping to convince her of what kind of man she was keeping company with, but she wouldn’t listen. She thought I was overreacting. Maybe you’ll take it more seriously.”

			The opening page was enough to creep anyone out. Tyler had enjoyed doodling, and his crudely drawn figures were scattered over the page. A decapitated head with the eyes gouged out. Various limbs with jagged edges, as though they’d been torn from a body. A vagina with a butcher knife protruding from it. Blood was depicted with a scrawling of red ink. In some cases, he’d pressed hard enough to rip the paper. Jo turned the page to find a free-verse poem about a teenager who brings a gun to school and blows his fellow students away.

			“Charming, isn’t it? Amanda wrote this off as the typical antics of an adolescent boy, but this isn’t normal. Nothing about this is normal.”

			Page after page was the same. Tyler had excelled in drawing large, tattooed penises anally raping women who were shackled and screaming. There were plenty of mutilated vaginas and some dead animals, including a horse. Skulls and daggers. Crossbones and machine guns. Tyler had painstakingly created his own book of death. The last few pages were drawings of fire.

			The flames had been rendered with the ubiquitous red pen and an orange highlighter. In some instances, he’d gotten creative, drawing screaming victims in the middle of the blaze. In one sketch, he’d included the Grim Reaper leering in the midst of the carnage.

			“These drawings were more than a cry for help. I was convinced they were a plan. Everyone knew the Kennedy boy was a firebug, and then there was the incident with Svenson’s horse. What happened if he decided to bring some of the other images to life?”

			As Jo closed the book, she was stunned by her old friend’s naiveté. How could Amanda not have taken this seriously? As a teenager, Tyler had been highly disturbed, and nothing Jo had witnessed thus far indicated he’d grown out of it. “How come nothing was done about this?”

			“The Kennedys? They’re too powerful. No one wanted to get on their bad side and lose the supplies for the computer lab or the shiny new books for the library, not to mention their promised support for the upcoming football and baseball seasons. Clear Springs is not a rich town, and we were not a rich school. Cliff and Marion bought and paid for our silence, and they knew it.”

			“What about Sam? Was she disturbed too?”

			“Sam? No, Sam was lovely. A bit insecure, maybe, like so many beautiful girls are. But for the most part, Samantha showed incredible resistance to the narcissism that infected the rest of her family. She could be a little shallow, but with parents like that, who could fault her? Marion only cared about what other people thought of them, and I’m sure Cliff was no different.”

			“Since I’ve been back, people have said some not-so-nice things about Sam. It’s made me wonder why I was friends with her.”

			“Who? Doug?”

			“For one.”

			“You can’t take what Doug has to say about Sam at face value. He loved that girl, he lost her, and he was blamed for what happened to her. In some ways, he believed that Sam ruined his life, although it’s not her fault she came to some foul end. And then, when my daughter became obsessed by her disappearance and he lost her too….”

			“He blames Sam for Amanda’s death.” Doug had admitted as much.

			“Love is rarely rational.”

			Jo thought of Mindy’s accusations, but when she repeated the story to Gail, the older woman brushed it off.

			“You can’t listen to her, either. The Miller girl would have given her eyeteeth to have one-third of Sam’s advantages. If Sam was cruel toward Mindy or any other student, I never saw it. I’m sure she had her flaws, but overall, she was a nice kid. She didn’t deserve what happened to her, and she didn’t deserve to have a psychotic brother and oblivious, self-serving parents. Do you remember her being a bully?”

			“Not really.” Jo took a deep breath, deciding to trust her former teacher. She admitted not remembering much at all.

			“The EST,” Gail said. “I tried to talk your parents out of it, you know.”

			“You did?”

			“Yes. It can be effective in some of the most desperate cases, but it’s not without its drawbacks, as you’ve experienced. I thought you would come out of the depression on your own, and I told them so. Amanda was depressed that summer as well. I suspect it was fear over the beginning of her adult life. Having to say goodbye to her family and friends, leave home, figure out how she was going to support herself, what she was going to do with her life – it’s scary. And having one of her best friends disappear certainly didn’t help.”

			“Thanks for trying.” Jo wanted to hug her. “I wish they would have listened to you.”

			“I think your mom was beginning to come around. She didn’t seem to want to go through with it, but your father was adamant. He thought she should listen to the doctors, that they knew what they were doing. More so than a lowly English teacher, and I suppose I can’t fault him for that.”

			“I can.”

			Gail laid her hand over Jo’s. “Try not to be too hard on him. We do what we think best at the time, with the information available to us. Your parents couldn’t bear to see you in so much distress, and the doctors were promising a quick fix. It’s easy to understand why they gave in. Do you remember my daughter at all?”

			Jo hesitated, not wanting to offend her, but Gail’s expression was curious instead of hopeful, so she told the truth. “A little. Mostly snippets from when we were kids. Nothing from our grad year.”

			“I dream about her sometimes. In the dreams, she tells me she’s all right, that I shouldn’t be sad for her anymore. She asks me to take care of Doug. She loved you very much, you know. She always felt closer to you than she did to Sam. It’s funny, but the day before you called me, I had another dream about her. She told me you’d be visiting soon.”

			“I wonder why she didn’t get in touch with me. I wouldn’t have remembered much, but if she’d called, I would have been glad to hear from her.”

			Gail started to sip her tea and then, most likely remembering it was cold, set the cup aside. “I told her she should give you a call, and she said it was better to let you move on with your life and forget about what happened here.”

			Jo thought about that. Did Amanda know how bad her home life had been, or had she been referring to Sam’s disappearance? Or to Jo’s breakdown and subsequent hospital stay? There was a lot about her life in Clear Springs that had been worth forgetting.

			Gail got up from the table. “There was something I was hoping to give you at her funeral. Wait here.”

			She disappeared for a moment before returning with a framed photograph. It was a glossy five-by-seven of three smiling teenagers. Jo and Amanda flanked Sam, their arms wrapped around each other’s waists. Amanda’s curls framed an angelic face. She had been a stunningly pretty girl. Jo had been thin, and the tallest of the three, with straight dark hair that hung down her back. It was one of the better pictures of her. And Sam, blonde and curvy, was the true beauty of the group. In the photograph, Jo was holding on to her as if she would never let go.

			“Thank you. This is the only photo I have of the three of us.”

			“It’s right that you should have it.”

			“Who took the picture?”

			“Doug, I believe. Amanda used to say you two were the best friends she ever had. This was taken the year before Sam went missing.”

			Jo studied the photo for something, anything, that indicated Sam knew what was about to happen. She wasn’t sure what she hoped to find – a hint of sadness in her eyes, or a shadow lurking in the background? The only thing she could see was three girlfriends having a great time. That, and a dozen dragonflies. Once she noticed them, she saw they were everywhere. One hovered near her shoulder.

			“Dragonfly summer,” she whispered.

			“What’s that?”

			“Oh, nothing. I was just noticing how many dragonflies are in this picture.”

			“Oh, yes, the sky was full of them that year. Some environmentally friendly attempt to control the mosquito population. It didn’t last long.”

			“Was Amanda into dragonflies? You know, collecting them?”

			“No, I don’t think so. With Amanda, it was ducks.”

			“Ducks?”

			“Like the kind kids take in the bath.” Her mother smiled. “She had stuffed ones, rubber ones, and china ones. Her room was full of them. Dragonflies were more Sam’s thing.”

			“Sam collected dragonflies?”

			“Sorry, dear, I keep forgetting you don’t remember any of this. Yes, she did. She loved them. The two of you bought her a stained-glass one for her seventeenth birthday, and she hung it in her bedroom window.”

			Jo touched the dragonfly pendant. Since Cliff’s incensed reaction, she’d kept it hidden under her clothes.

			“Amanda knew she was going to die.”

			“What?” The abrupt change of subject startled her.

			Gail gazed out the window. She’d been composed throughout Jo’s visit, but now her jaw tightened. “She felt like she was being followed, that someone was watching her.”

			Jo leaned forward. “Did she say who it was?”

			“No, but she told me she was scared she wouldn’t live to see her baby born. It’s my greatest regret that I didn’t take her fears more seriously.”

			Jo studied the woman in Gail’s photographs, and imagined how brave she must have been to go through that alone. What had she found out? And who had killed her? “Was she ever afraid of Tyler?”

			“If she was, she didn’t say a word about it to me. She spent a lot of time with him, and as far as she was concerned, they were friends. When I saw them together, it was obvious he doted on her. But I couldn’t get those drawings out of my mind.”

			Recalling the mutilated vaginas, Jo felt nauseated. “I don’t blame you. I can’t imagine Tyler doting on anyone.”

			“Oh, he loved her; I have no doubt about that. I don’t think he wished her any harm, but it’s possible his affection for her became obsessive.”

			“What about Cliff?”

			Gail’s nose wrinkled. “She didn’t care for him much, referred to him as a pompous ass. But afraid of him? I don’t think so.”

			“If Amanda investigated Sam’s disappearance, she must have kept some notes. Clippings, letters, something. Do you have them?”

			“No. If she did, she didn’t show them to me. Did you ask Doug? Except for a few personal items I wanted, he has most of her belongings.”

			“Yes. He doesn’t have them either.”

			“I’m not sure what to tell you, if Doug doesn’t have them.”

			It didn’t matter in any case. She had a pretty good idea where those notes were. “Thanks for the tea.”

			“Anytime. Thanks for the visit. It was good to see you. I always enjoy seeing how my students turned out. You look well.”

			Jo gave her a hug. “So do you.”

			“Make sure you come back and see me before you leave town.”

			“I will.”

			“And Jo? Stay away from the Kennedys. They’re dangerous.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			As it turned out, Jo didn’t have a choice. When she arrived at Jack’s house, she found Marion waiting for her on the front step.

			“Hello, Jo.”

			The Kennedys were the last people she wanted to see, but at least Marion was the lesser of the three evils. “Hello, Marion. What can I do for you?”

			The woman focused on Jo’s breastbone, and Jo cursed herself as she realized the pendant had slipped free of her blouse. Marion frowned slightly, and then, realizing she’d been caught staring, smiled unconvincingly. “That’s a lovely necklace. Platinum?”

			“I think so.” Cliff had obviously told her about the dragonfly. “But I’m sure you didn’t come over here to discuss jewelry.”

			“No, I didn’t. Is there someplace we can talk? Somewhere private?”

			“This is Jack’s house. I don’t feel comfortable inviting someone in when he’s not here. And I’m assuming I wouldn’t be too welcome at yours.”

			Marion smoothed her already pristine slacks. “No, I suppose not. Should we talk here, then?”

			“If you like.” Jo walked up the concrete steps by Jack’s door and sat down, gesturing for her unwelcome guest to do the same. Sam’s mother sighed, casting another wistful glance at Jack’s home, but Jo pretended not to notice. As far as she was concerned, the Kennedys had become the enemy, one of the biggest obstacles to finding out what happened to Sam.

			“Officer Russell came to see us yesterday,” she said.

			So that’s what this was about. It wasn’t about her daughter’s necklace after all.

			“He told us about your accusations,” Marion added. “They were very troubling.”

			“They weren’t accusations. Your husband almost ran my car into the ditch. Of course I reported it. What would you expect me to do?”

			“Cliff was upset by your visit to our home, and he wanted to talk to you. He admits he got carried away, but he only wanted to talk.”

			“Carried away? Is that what you call it? I could have been seriously hurt. God knows what he would have done if another car hadn’t shown up.”

			A rose bloomed in each lily-white cheek. Marion’s hands fussed with her slacks and hair until Jo longed to pin them to her sides. “He would have talked to you. My husband isn’t a violent man.”

			Jo couldn’t help it. She laughed right in Marion’s face. “Not a violent man? So far, two out of three girls are dead, and it certainly seemed like he was going for a third the other day.”

			Marion recoiled as if she’d been slapped. “Amanda died in an accident. Cliff had nothing to do with that, or with Sam disappearing, either.”

			“Are you sure? Because someone chased Amanda off the road, much like your husband tried to do to me.”

			“He didn’t mean any harm. He wanted to get your attention.”

			“He got it, all right.” Jo wasn’t intimidated by Marion’s status anymore. This was a woman who had turned a blind eye and drank herself into oblivion while her husband raped her daughter. “Why is it that anyone who tries to find out what happened to Sam becomes your enemy? Shouldn’t you want to know what happened to your only daughter? Shouldn’t you be searching for her?”

			Marion was ashen. “We did look. We searched for ten years. Eventually life had to go on.”

			“But why get upset when someone tries to help? If it were my daughter, I’d be grateful people remembered her.”

			Marion’s eyes sparked with anger, and Jo saw a glimpse of the actual person behind the veil of civility. “You have no idea how you’d feel. We’re the only ones who can understand how it feels.”

			“I’m sorry, Marion. I didn’t mean—”

			“Do you have any idea what it’s like to lose a girl like Sam? To pin your hopes and dreams on her, and for what? She’s gone, and the time and love and money we lavished on her is gone too.”

			A strong feeling of revulsion crept over Jo. “You make her sound like an investment.”

			“Children are an investment, and if you had any of your own, you’d understand.” Marion smoothed her hair again. “I understand you want to help, and we do appreciate it. But it’s the wrong time. The time to help was years ago, when she first went missing and there was hope she’d be found. To do so now is a cruel reminder of what we’ve lost.”

			“I’m sorry I wasn’t around to help back then.”

			“I know. But you have to understand if the rest of us aren’t willing to pick up where you left off.”

			“Marion, I have to ask. What do you think happened to her?”

			Marion placed a shaking hand over her forehead, and when she removed it, her eyes were full of tears. “I think she ran away. She ran away, and something happened to her. It doesn’t necessarily have to be something sinister. Maybe it was an accident. But something stopped her from contacting us.” Her eyes searched Jo’s face as if looking for understanding. “Children can be ungrateful. That’s something else you’ll realize once you have your own. You can give them everything in the world, but they won’t necessarily be satisfied. Sam had every reason to smile, and yet she insisted on being miserable, and making the rest of us miserable too.”

			The words from Sam’s diary ran through Jo’s mind. He keeps saying it will never happen again, but it always does. Why doesn’t she hear it? Has she been drinking again? Jo was furious on Sam’s behalf. Not because she remembered the love she’d undoubtedly held for her, but because Sam’s own father had repeatedly raped her while her mother drank to the point of passing out. And now Sam was being blamed for her own misery?

			“Didn’t you wonder why? Didn’t you stop to think that maybe Sam had a reason for being upset?”

			Marion stiffened. “Of course I did. Not that it did much good. Sam didn’t confide in me. She was much closer to her father. That’s what I came over here to tell you. Cliff’s sorry for the way he reacted. He was so close to that girl. It’s hard for him to talk about her, even now.”

			“Yeah? Maybe he was a little too close.”

			The fury in Marion’s eyes told her she’d hit a nerve. Before Jo could react, the woman’s hand shot out and slapped her across the face. The blow didn’t rock her back like her father’s had, but it had more strength behind it than she would have expected. Jo seized Marion’s wrist, feeling absurd, like she was watching herself in a movie. Am I really restraining the mother of my childhood best friend? As far as she could recall, she hadn’t been slapped once in her adult life. Now it had happened twice in one week.

			“Don’t do that again,” she warned before letting Marion go.

			“How dare you? How dare you accuse Cliff of such a thing? It’s sick. It’s unseemly. It’s—”

			“The truth hurts, doesn’t it? You knew your husband was abusing your daughter, and you chose to ignore it.”

			“I knew no such thing. Cliff loved that girl. He never would have touched her that way.”

			“You said for yourself how ‘close’ they were. Didn’t you wonder?”

			“My husband is not capable of something that deviant.”

			“Whether you want to believe it or not, someone in that house was abusing Sam on a regular basis. I have proof of it in her own words. She also says you were too busy getting blasted to see what was going on under your own nose. Is that true?”

			Marion’s hand rose as if she were going to strike Jo again. Something about Jo’s expression must have made her reconsider.

			“You’re a vicious, ugly girl who tells vicious, ugly lies. Amanda wanted to find Sam too, but she was much nicer about it than you.”

			“Yeah? Well, Amanda’s dead. I don’t intend to emulate her.”

			Without another word, Jo let herself into Jack’s house, locking the door behind her.

			* * *

			Jo had been scared for her life before. There were moments in Syria when she’d crouched in a cramped, fetid church, waiting for reinforcements from the U.N., convinced she was going to die.

			She’d witnessed dear friends, people she’d loved, slaughtered before her eyes, while muscled men held her back. It was the worst feeling of helplessness. “Write about it, Jo,” her friends told her. “Writing about it is the best thing you can do. Sacrificing yourself won’t bring them back.”

			So she’d written about it. She’d poured everything she had into those stories, hoping to enrage and therefore galvanize a nation. Thousands of people had died in a matter of a few months, an entire race almost wiped out by hatred. She wrote about it, and people died anyway.

			As scared as she’d been in Asia, Clear Springs was more dangerous. In Syria, she hadn’t been the target. There was no gunfire destined for her head, as long as she kept her mouth shut and accepted rescue when it was offered. She’d been much more afraid for her friends, those beautiful men, women, and children who’d begged her with their eyes to do something. Her rage on their behalf had given her courage.

			In Clear Springs, she was the target, but she wasn’t sure why. This was why her hands trembled as she packed a bag and crept out of Jack’s house at one in the morning.

			Jo was sure no one had followed her to the elementary school, but her instincts remained on high alert. She would have noticed a car behind her even if its headlights were off. Cliff was most likely at home, catching up on his beauty sleep and ignoring his drunken wife, but she couldn’t make any assumptions. Her experience was beginning to mirror Amanda’s too closely, and at some point, Amanda had let her guard down. Jo refused to do the same.

			Jack would have come with her if she’d asked, but she hoped he’d sleep through this little adventure so he wouldn’t have to find her note and be offended she’d gone without him. Things were awkward between them as it was. That night’s dinner conversation had a forced amiability about it that saddened her. She cursed herself for her clumsy attempt at seduction the other night, and hoped their friendship would recover.

			Doug was another possibility, but it had been scary enough to come here with him in broad daylight. She wasn’t sure she could handle his company in the dark. Gail Hutchingson had faith in him, and Amanda had as well. But again, Amanda had made a mistake. What if her fatal error had been trusting her husband? Maybe Jack’s suspicions had rubbed off on her, but there was something about Doug that didn’t ring true. Plus, if her search was successful, he might claim ownership, and she couldn’t have that. What she found here could be the key to finding Sam, not to mention saving herself.

			After glancing around one last time, Jo gathered her gear. Folding shovel purchased from the army surplus store, check. Work gloves, also from the army surplus store, check. Heavy-duty flashlight and extra batteries from Johansson’s Hardware and Horsefeed, check. She had a few plastic bags from the local grocery store, and another item she’d tucked into the front pocket of her jeans: a can of aerosol hairspray, well shaken. It wasn’t Mace, but it was the best she could do on short notice. Thus outfitted, she set off toward the forest at the back of the playing field, as guilty as if she were grave-robbing.

			Which, in a way, she was.

			It took a lot of courage to walk down the path to Daisy Hill. The flashlight created moving shadows, until it appeared the entire wood was coming to get her. A steady stream of sweat soaked the middle of her back. Jo took off her denim jacket and stuffed it into the backpack. She had her nerves to keep her warm.

			Every stick cracked like a broken bone under her boots. The chirping of crickets was soothing, the screech of an owl, not so much. She dreaded stumbling across a bear with only a can of hairspray to defend herself. At the halfway mark, she held the shovel out in front of her, as if warding off some unseen evil. Spooked, she concentrated on following the bluish glow from the Maglite.

			“This is just a hike through the woods, a nice hike to the place we played when we were kids,” she muttered under her breath. “Nothing to be afraid of. Nothing spooky. Good memories, good times.”

			She ignored the occasional lights that blinked like green eyes in the dark. Fireflies. Jo shrugged off the harsh growling that sounded like a mountain lion. Probably her own stomach. Couldn’t eat much at dinner with that uncomfortable silence filling her. When she heard the forest whisper her name like something out of a Margaret Craven book, she knew it was the wind and nothing else.

			Sometimes singing helped conquer fear. Her voice left something to be desired, but since there was no one around to hear except the owls and the insects, who cared?

			She sang the first song that came to mind: ‘Stand by Me’.

			When two female voices joined the chorus, she decided forests had strange acoustics. Must be all those trees.

			She made it to the clearing without incident, save for tripping a couple of times. Daisy Hill was a soft mound in the dark, her shape echoed in the shadow created by Jo’s flashlight. The mantle of flowers was dead, no longer the gleaming petals she’d seen in her dreams. But they were there, shriveled and brown, their foliage crumpled against the dying grass.

			“Okay, Amanda, I’m here. Where do I dig?”

			A flash of white caught her eye, and she bent to find one lone daisy still alive. Since it was at the base of the hill, she hadn’t noticed it before. Standing defiant against the autumn temperatures, it all but winked at her, its yellow face turned upward like a smile. Jo eased her fingers into the cold earth, wiggling them around until she found the root ball, which she wrapped in dampened tissue and tucked into the front pocket of her backpack, the flower’s face poking out above the mesh.

			“I hope you’re right. Here goes nothing.”

			The ground was wet and came out in heavy clumps to reveal stonier soil below. She used her foot to force the shovel deep into the ground, and the strength of her back and legs to scoop out the ponderous earth and toss it to the side. Admittedly, it was less of a toss each time, as her lower back soon ached something awful.

			As if she weren’t already aware of how ridiculous this undertaking was, a snide voice in her brain provided constant reminders. Are you an idiot? You realize you’re digging here on the basis of a flower? A flower. That flower could have been there for any number of reasons. You’re wasting your time. You’re basing this entire crazy theory on a dream. A dream. Do you get how stupid that is? What’s next, the Psychic Friends Network?

			Then her shovel scraped across something metal, and she gave that inner voice the double bird.

			* * *

			The streets were silent as Jo drove back to Jack’s, so she increased her speed, enjoying the feeling of racing down the asphalt. The air was fresh and crisp. She cracked the window and turned on the radio. An oldie was playing – ‘Life is a Highway’. Appropriate, though she was far from any highway. She sang along.

			Her brakes felt a little weak when she came to the stop sign on Willow Street. For a moment, she thought they weren’t going to work. They were strangely mushy under her boot. For all the abuse it had taken, the sedan had been a reliable little car. Jo made a mental note to have the brakes checked.

			Getting to Jack’s house meant negotiating a tricky piece of terrain. Much of Clear Springs had been built on the Canadian Shield, and in some places, the Precambrian rock rose high into the sky. Marten Trail, the curving road she was on, was one of those places. The drop to Lake Simmonsköld below was treacherous, at least a hundred feet of rocky cliff to the bottom. Since the road had been chiseled out of rock, there were a couple of hairpin turns that were enough to make the most experienced driver nervous. The loose gravel at the side of the road could suck a car into a spin if the driver wasn’t careful. In deference to the number of fatal accidents, a guardrail had been added, but it was too flimsy to have much effect. Most people approached the road at speeds hovering around twenty, but no one honked at a slow driver. There was an unwritten understanding about Marten Trail.

			She was five blocks away from the last leg of her journey when she spotted the car. It came out of the darkness like a phantom, headlights off. In deference to her mushy brakes, Jo had cut her speed to twenty miles per hour. This car was traveling much faster, closing the gap between them in a predatory way. It came up hard on her tail, and she knew it was going to ram her.

			“Shit.” She pressed the gas. She’d been so excited about finding the cookie tin at Daisy Hill that she’d forgotten to be cautious. In hindsight, she should have turned down another street and avoided Marten Trail, but she counted on the steep decline to lose Cliff. She couldn’t see the driver’s face or the gleam of his gold sedan in the night, but there was no doubt in her mind who it was. No one sane sped on this street.

			The other car picked up more speed, closing in on Jo’s rear bumper. Reluctantly, she tapped the gas. Her rental shot ahead. The two vehicles began the descent of Marten Trail at a speed much greater than she was comfortable with. Her pursuer flicked on his high beams, the better to blind her with. Her car’s interior flooded with light, and she squinted into the darkness, concentrating on the road ahead. If a deer or moose happened to step onto the road, it would kill her. To warn them off and deter her attacker, she fired short blasts from the horn. As she gripped the steering wheel, Jo felt a steady, gradual pressure on her right hand. Very gentle, as if someone had placed a hand over hers.

			Take it easy, Jo. Don’t panic. Watch your speed.

			Jo didn’t have time to worry that Sam’s ghost might be in the car with her. She was too concerned with the other driver, who wasn’t watching his speed. Her speedometer climbed to an agonizing forty miles per hour, and he was gaining ground. In a matter of seconds, he would smash into the back of her car, sending her over the side of the cliff.

			Jo, look out.

			The turn was directly ahead. There was no way around it. She was going to have to cut her speed, Cliff or no Cliff. To go around that curve at forty miles an hour was suicide. She tapped the brake in anticipation. Nothing.

			She tapped it again, and again. With time running out, she pushed it to the floor. It was liquid under her foot. The car’s speed continued to climb. Fifty-five. Sixty. In desperation, she seized the automatic shift and geared down. The car shuddered, and there was a slight decrease in momentum, but not enough. Not nearly enough.

			The deadly turn and the drop to Lake Simmonsköld were seconds ahead. Jo inched the steering wheel closer to the rock face by the tiniest of increments, as slowly as she could with certain death looming ahead. Her right tires trampled the bushes and shrubs at the side of the road, and the car slowed further. She glanced at the speedometer. Back to fifty-five. She might make it.

			Her biggest problem, even worse than malfunctioning brakes on a hairpin turn, was Cliff. The crazy bastard was still hard on her ass. He hadn’t cut his speed in the slightest. She risked one last glance in the rearview mirror and gasped.

			A pregnant woman stood in the middle of the road. She stretched her hand toward Cliff’s car, an unmistakable demand for him to stop. He swerved to avoid hitting her, and the side of his car’s nose scraped along the rock, resulting in a flurry of sparks. That was the last thing Jo saw before shifting her attention to the turn. At fifty-five, it would be extremely dangerous. Heart racing, palms clammy, she guided the speeding car around the curve. After the worst of it, she steered from side to side with small motions to slow the car down. At the end of the hill, Jo pulled as far over as she could without going into the ditch, letting the friction of the vegetation and gravel hinder her progress even more, until she could finally pull the parking brake.

			She sat in the dark car for several minutes, breathing heavily. She’d never before come that close to dying. If it hadn’t been for that woman….

			Her pulse pounded in her ears. It had been so strange, the woman appearing out of nowhere. With shaking hands, Jo opened the car door, and walked the rest of the way home.

			The house was dark when she arrived. If Jack had woken up in the time she’d been gone, there was no sign of it. Grabbing the “Gone for a walk” note she’d left on the table, she crumpled it and shoved it into a pocket. There was a horrible moment when the can of hairspray in her other pocket fell onto the linoleum with a clang. She froze, but didn’t hear any stirring from upstairs. Thanks to her actions the previous night, it would take a three-alarm fire to get Jack to leave the bedroom in his underwear. Small mercies.

			She waited until she was safely in her room with the door locked to examine the tin. She hadn’t dared open it in the woods, though patience wasn’t normally one of her virtues.

			It was exactly like the one from her dream. At one time, it had held Dutch butter cookies and been a vibrant royal blue, but most of the paint had worn off. As she examined it, dirt pattered onto the garbage bag she’d spread on the bed. Prying off the top, she heard a soft popping sound that brought with it the scent of old paper and mildew. She wrinkled her nose at the aroma, praying the contents would be legible.

			Relieved to find a fat booklet wrapped in plastic, she ripped open the Ziploc and turned to the opening page. A square of folded paper fell into her lap. Read me first was written across it in blue ink.

			She recoiled to see her own name.

			Dearest Jo, the note began. If anyone has found this, I’m guessing it’s you, because you will be the only one left who remembers this hiding place.

			I don’t mean to sound melodramatic, especially since we haven’t seen each other in so long, but I feel like I’m going to die soon. Someone is stalking me, and I’ve got a fairly good idea who, but like the police who have investigated this sad, strange case, I don’t have much in the way of evidence. Before what I’ve learned vanishes with me, I will bury it here, in the hopes you will find it. I’ve followed your career. You are a great reporter, Jo. I’m just a wife and mother-to-be. I’ve done the best I could, but you’re the one who’s meant to finish this story. I sincerely hope you do.

			I’ve never been able to forget what we saw that night. I see her poor face every time I close my eyes, and I blame myself. Do you remember how angry we were at Sam? I regret that so much. Doug was a big boy, more than capable of taking care of himself. It wasn’t worth destroying a friendship over.

			So many times I’ve wanted to call you, because I’m sure you feel the same way. You must be furious with me for not keeping my promise. I assume that’s why I’ve never heard from you. I’m so sorry, Jo. I was the one who was supposed to go to the police and tell them what we found. You were sick and stuck in the hospital, so you certainly couldn’t do it. I let you down, and I let Sam down. I’ve never been able to forgive myself for that.

			If there’s anything I’ve learned during my search for Sam, it’s that some secrets are meant to stay buried. Someone out there is willing to do anything to keep this quiet, and if that means killing an innocent woman or two, I don’t think that would give him pause. He’s already gotten away with it once.

			I hope you are safe when you find this, and that you will not end up in my situation. Be careful, Jo.

			Love,

			Amanda

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Doug waved when he spotted her in the Backroads’ corner booth.

			“Hey,” he said, sliding in across from her.

			“Hey.”

			“Haven’t seen you in a while. I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.”

			“I’m staying with Jack, and you—”

			“Yeah. He’s not my biggest fan these days, but I have no idea why. We used to be buddies. But then again, he’s been weird since he got back from that trip.”

			Jo wrapped her hands around her coffee mug. “What trip?”

			“After Amanda died, he said he had to get away for a few weeks. He wanted to do some fishing, but who goes fishing for a few weeks?” Doug thought for a moment. “Come to think of it, he first started acting standoffish when I told him Amanda was pregnant, but I thought it was because he doesn’t have children of his own. He must get lonely, living by himself in that old house.”

			Had Jack been in love with Amanda? Was she the woman he couldn’t bring himself to talk about? Jo filed the information away for later use, dragging herself back to the task at hand. “Doug, I think I figured out how Amanda died.”

			“What? How?”

			She told him about her near-tragedy the night before. The auto shop that had towed her car had discovered holes in the brake line. Fluid had escaped as she drove, rendering her brakes increasingly useless. Cliff had timed his attack perfectly.

			When Peter dropped in on the Kennedys after taking her report, he found the gold sedan damaged on the right side, as Jo had said it would be. Cliff continued to protest his innocence. She hoped Peter would lock him up and throw away the key.

			“You could have been killed.”

			“It’s as close as I ever want to come. If Cliff had been less judicious with the holes, I wouldn’t have gotten that initial warning something was wrong. I would have been going much faster into the approach to Marten Trail, and there wouldn’t have been a chance to slow down.”

			Amanda had undoubtedly panicked when she’d noticed her brakes weren’t working. She had probably pumped them, draining the last of the brake fluid. When that happened, she would have been helpless. If she’d engaged the parking brake too quickly, it would have sent her into a skid and down to the lake below.

			“I don’t understand. Why would Cliff want to hurt Amanda?”

			“You may want to brace yourself.” Looking around the restaurant, she lowered her voice. “I think he’d been sexually abusing Sam. He’s the one who got her pregnant, and he’ll do anything to keep it quiet.”

			“Cliff? Sorry to burst your bubble, Jo, but you’re wrong. Sam and Cliff were very close. She loved him more than anyone.”

			“People don’t always hate their abusers. Incest is complicated. Cliff’s extreme reaction is proof I’m on the right track.”

			“Sorry, but I don’t think you are. I can’t see it. There was nothing complicated in the way Sam felt about her dad. Hell, the main reason she was so eager to get out of town was she didn’t want to disappoint him. Trust me, her dad was not abusing her.”

			“But someone was raping her. If not Cliff, then who?”

			“I don’t know, but I know it wasn’t him. I’d bet my life on it.”

			“Then why did he try to kill me last night? Because it was definitely him. Officer Russell found his car with the same damage as the car chasing me. Not to mention that the first time he tried to run me off the road, I saw his face.”

			Doug focused on his mug, his brow furrowed. “I can’t think of a reason why he would do that. Unless Cliff thinks you had something to do with Sam’s disappearance.”

			“Why would he think that?”

			“The first time he wigged out was over the dragonfly, right? He sees you wearing a necklace his daughter wore the night she disappeared, and he starts to think, ‘How did she get that?’ It’s a reasonable conclusion that you were with Sam before she went missing, and from there—”

			“That’s ridiculous. Why would I come back to investigate Sam’s disappearance if I was the one responsible?”

			“To divert attention from yourself? That’s why they do it in the movies.”

			“Doug, it’s been twenty-seven years. The attention was diverted a long time ago.”

			“Okay, but maybe Cliff thinks you did it and don’t remember. He hears about your memory loss, sees the necklace, and bam! He believes you’re the one responsible for his loss. That would drive the man crazy. Like I told you, they were close.”

			Jo wasn’t willing to let go of her theory. Sam’s diary had been clear. It’s always late when he comes, around one or two. At first I was asleep when he came into my room, but now I can’t close my eyes until it’s over. He keeps saying it will never happen again, but it always does. What other man would have been bold enough to keep sneaking into the Kennedy house at night? And why didn’t Sam scream, or tell her parents? It had to have been someone who was already in the house. “Did Sam have any uncles or cousins who stayed overnight on a regular basis?”

			“No, not that she mentioned, and I’m sure I would have noticed. I was over there all the time, especially during that last year.”

			“How about a grandfather?”

			“No, no grandfather, and no other relatives, either, except for her nutbar brother. Jo, what is this? Why are you convinced Sam was raped? She was fully capable of willingly sleeping with another guy.”

			Jo thought of her nightmare, suppressing a shiver. “I’ve read her diary. She was having sex with someone else, but it definitely wasn’t with her consent.”

			“Her diary? How did you get hold of her diary? Did the Kennedys give it to you?”

			“It was in one of the boxes I brought over from my parents’ house. I have no idea how it got there.”

			Doug stared at her in disbelief. “I don’t think the police ever mentioned a diary. You have to give it to them. If Sam was being raped, it could be an important lead in the case. Why haven’t you given it to them?”

			It’s all your fault, Jo.

			“I didn’t think they would hear me out.”

			“But this could finally clear my name. You have to turn it in.”

			Seeing how agitated he was, she promised she would. She couldn’t tell him the stuff Sam had written made him look more suspicious. “Did Amanda tell you why we went to meet Sam that night?”

			“What night?”

			“The night she disappeared. Amanda and I went to meet Sam because we were upset about something. Something to do with you. Did she tell you what it was?”

			Doug shifted in his seat. “I went to see Amanda that night, after Sam practically scratched my face off. I’m not proud of it.”

			“Doug, let’s get something straight. I don’t care if you were cheating on Sam. We were kids, for Christ’s sake. What I need to figure out is why we were so upset with her right before she disappeared.”

			Do you remember how angry we were at Sam? I regret that so much. Doug was a big boy, more than capable of taking care of himself. It wasn’t worth destroying a friendship over.

			“Well, I was pretty beat up when I saw Amanda. Sam was furious when I refused to leave town with her. When I accused her of cheating, she went crazy. She clawed me to ribbons. That’s why the police suspected me for so long.”

			“So Amanda wanted to avenge you, or what? Please tell me. I need to know.”

			“She knew Sam was going around behind my back. She’d said as much. And she loved me. She hated that Sam felt free to tear up my face when she was the one fooling around. She was also probably pissed Sam had tried to talk me into going off with her. Maybe she was afraid I’d come close to saying yes.”

			“Did you?”

			He lowered his eyes, looking guilty. “Sam could be pretty persuasive.”

			Jo leaned back in the booth, thinking it over. Okay, so Amanda had reason to be upset at Sam, but why had Jo herself tagged along? What had been her beef? And what had they seen? That passage from Amanda’s note kept running through her mind. I’ve never been able to forget what we saw that night. I see her poor face every time I close my eyes.

			Her poor face. Her poor face. What had happened to Sam’s face?

			Jo took a sip of her coffee, hoping Doug wouldn’t notice how much her hand was trembling. “Did Sam look normal the last time you saw her?”

			“She was mad as hell, but other than that she looked normal, yeah. Why?”

			“No scratches or other marks on her face?”

			“I didn’t touch her, if that’s what you’re getting at. I’m the one who got hurt in that encounter.”

			“I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m trying to figure something out.”

			“Like what? What are you thinking?”

			She couldn’t hand over Amanda’s notes yet; she was far from done with them. But as Amanda’s husband, Doug had ownership rights.

			“I can’t tell you yet. But I’ll tell you everything soon, I promise. Did Amanda say anything else to you about that night? About what happened when we saw Sam?”

			She held her breath, waiting for Doug’s answer. But he just sighed.

			“I wish you would confide in me. But since you asked, the only thing she said was that Sam stood you up. She was supposed to be at Daisy Hill around nine o’clock to meet you guys, and she wasn’t there. I figured she’d been so mad at me she’d gone home. Or maybe she’d met up with some other guy.”

			* * *

			From the desk of Amanda Flaherty

			Got another note from “Sam” this morning. For obvious reasons, I know Sam isn’t sending them. They’re freaking me out. Who in this town wants to torment me and why? This all started when we let people know about the baby, so I wonder if there’s a connection. Is someone hoping I’ll miscarry? How sick would that be? I’m scared.

			Went to visit her family today. For the most part, they were no help. Marion started wailing so much I had to leave. It was extremely uncomfortable. I feel sorry for Cliff. I know how close he was to Sam. I wish I could give him some closure, but too much time has passed. Everyone will wonder why I didn’t say anything at the time, but I was a kid. How is a kid supposed to deal with something like that?

			Deal with something like what, Amanda? What were you hiding?

			From the desk of Amanda Flaherty

			Tyler has been extremely helpful. I think we’re getting to be friends. He’s told me what Sam’s last year was like. Apparently she was fighting a lot with their mother. Tyler remembers many screaming matches between them. He says it was like Sam was holding something against her, a grudge, maybe. He thinks his mom was jealous of how close Sam and Cliff were.

			Tyler admits he was relieved when Sam went missing, because the fighting stopped. With the way Sam used to treat him, I can’t really blame him. But I guess the peace in his house was short-lived, because his parents resumed fighting soon after. Tyler didn’t understand what the problem was, but it seems each of them blamed the other for Sam’s disappearance. His dad was particularly harsh, which drove a wedge between them. He says his parents started sleeping in separate rooms around that time. They’ve never been the same, but I guess that’s not unusual when a child goes missing. I can’t imagine how I’d feel if something were to happen to mine.

			I was surprised Tyler wanted to talk to me. People say such mean things about him, but I think he’s misunderstood. He’s been so nice. I asked him why he was willing to talk to me, and he said that, out of the three of us, I was the one who’d been kind to him when we were kids. Guess what goes around comes around.

			The fighting between the Kennedys wasn’t unusual, especially after something as traumatic as losing a child. It was a very different image from the one Cliff and Marion strived to project, though. Did they know their son was spilling the family secrets? How did they feel about Tyler talking to Amanda, assuming they knew? And what had we done to make him so angry?

			Jo sat in Backroads long after Doug left, struggling to remember. It was difficult to picture Tyler as a child. Had he been sullen, or a friendly kid? She couldn’t recall a single thing, couldn’t even remember how he’d looked as a boy. In frustration, she returned to Amanda’s notes. There were more pages about how helpful Tyler was, but then her tone changed.

			From the desk of Amanda Flaherty

			Tyler tried to kiss me today, but I managed to turn my face away in time. I let him down gently, explaining that I love my husband. I told him that if it weren’t for Doug, things would be different.

			Jo felt nauseous. From what Jack and Gail had told her about Tyler, Amanda was lucky Doug was still alive. She’d been playing with fire.

			* * *

			I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. He seemed to take it okay at first, but then he started calling again. He’s been calling and emailing at all hours. He’s fixated on me, the poor thing. I don’t think he’s ever had a girlfriend. Doug is getting fed up, and I don’t blame him. I’ve agreed to meet Tyler one last time, and this time I’m going to be firm. I’ll remind him I’m a married woman, I’m expecting a child, and I can’t be his girlfriend. He’s a sweetheart. I’m sure he’ll understand.

			A ‘sweetheart’? What had Amanda been smoking? Jo thought of the snarling man who’d confronted her outside the grocery store, and the way he had sneered at her when she’d visited his parents. Jo couldn’t imagine anyone less sweet, but unfortunately, Amanda’s nature had blinded her to the truth.

			From the desk of Amanda Flaherty

			I saw a different side of Tyler today. He was so angry. He called Doug nasty names, and said he knew Doug had killed his “douche bag of a sister”. I told him that wasn’t true, that I’d seen Sam alive after Doug had met with her that night, but he wouldn’t believe me.

			He also called Sam a lot of ugly things. When he talks about her, his face changes. I knew they didn’t get along, but I thought it was normal brother–sister stuff. I had no idea how much he hated her until today. His anger at whatever it was she did to him hasn’t lessened over the years. I’m beginning to think he doesn’t care what happened to her, that he was only ‘helping’ in order to spend time with me.

			I tried to hug him, but he pushed me away. I thought he was going to hit me for a second. There’s something very wrong with him.

			* * *

			Jo had seen and heard enough to recognize Tyler had anger problems. But why had Amanda told him she’d seen his sister alive after the confrontation with Doug? She’d told Doug that Sam had stood them up. One of those scenarios was a lie, but which one? She read on.

			From the desk of Amanda Flaherty

			Someone is stalking me. The letters and calls have gotten more threatening. I’m terrified, but I can’t stop what I’ve started. I have a feeling I’m very close to the truth of what happened to Sam.

			Doug and I argue a lot, but I know he’s worried about me. Whoever has been following me is determined to keep the truth from coming out.

			I had a dream about Sam the other night. Well, more of a nightmare. She was raped. It was horrible. I want whoever hurt her to be brought to justice. She didn’t deserve what happened to her. And Jo and I didn’t deserve to see what we did. This person has ruined so many lives. He has to pay.

			I have to tell the police what I know while I still can. I have a feeling my time is running out.

			That was the last entry. Jo’s hands tightened on the notebook. What had Amanda figured out? What had they seen on Daisy Hill the night Sam disappeared? Why wouldn’t she have written down everything she knew? Had she been afraid her notebook would fall into the wrong hands?

			Jo flipped through the empty pages, even though she knew they were blank. She found a tiny notation at the back of the book. It was written in blue ink, the same ink Amanda had used to write the note to her.

			Jo, be careful of Tyler. Remember what happened to Sam. xoxo

			If only she could.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Sirens are different in a small town.

			They’re personal. Someone you care about is suffering; someone you love might be dying.

			The first fire truck she’d seen since arriving in Clear Springs blasted by her on her way to Jack’s, wrenching the peace from the autumn day. Since she was still without a car, she watched from the sidewalk as the fire engine roared past. She increased her pace to a jog and then a run as it turned down 57th Street.

			Her worst fears were confirmed when she saw Jack’s house. Flames shot from the windows, consuming the gingerbread trim. A crowd had gathered, her father among them. He nodded at her, grim-faced. She searched the crowd frantically for Jack, but there was no sign of him.

			Four men leapt from the fire truck and attached hoses to the hydrant near the front yard. Within moments, torrents of water hit the house. They didn’t discourage the blaze, let alone depress it, but Jo heard more sirens in the distance. Already a police officer was telling the crowd to move back while he cordoned off the area around Jack’s house.

			“What happened?” Jo asked the woman nearest her.

			“I’m not sure. I looked out my door about fifteen minutes ago and saw the smoke. I called the fire department.”

			“I hope it isn’t too late for the poor sucker,” added another neighbor, a man in a grease-stained cap.

			Her heart stopped. “What do you mean?”

			He gestured to the house. “I mean, someone’s in there. We heard some yelling, but it stopped a few minutes ago. Could be too late already. The smoke might have got ’em.”

			She sprang forward, calling the name of her dearest friend. He couldn’t be dead. He couldn’t be.

			“Jo!” Someone seized her by the elbow, yanking her away from the driveway. She almost belted him before she saw who it was.

			Flinging herself into Jack’s arms, she hugged him tightly. “Oh, what a relief. That guy over there said someone is trapped in the house.”

			Jack untangled himself from her embrace. “Someone is, but it’s not me.”

			She was confused; her brain felt as if it were made of mud. “Then who…?”

			“Doug came looking for you around dinner time. He was more upset than I’d seen him in a long time, so I told him to relax in Mom’s room while I went to the store. When I got back….” He gestured to the flames. “I’m so sorry.”

			She turned to run toward the house. Jack grabbed her elbow again, but this time she was able to get away. First sprinting toward the firefighters, she abruptly changed course and tore around the back of the house, hoping no one had started working there yet. No one had. The only sign the house was on fire was the thick, charcoal-colored smoke billowing from the upstairs windows.

			“Jo, don’t be insane! You can’t go in there.”

			Shit. Jack had followed her. She whirled to face him, raising her fists. While not exactly Laila Ali, she had no doubt she could give him a bloody nose if it came to it.

			“I’m not going to let him die in there.” She resented Jack for merely watching as the fire consumed his house – and their friend.

			“Let the fire department handle it. If they can get him out, they will.”

			“I’m going in there if I have to knock you out to do it.” She scanned the ground until she found what she was looking for. A nice big puddle. She took off her denim jacket and plunged it through the thin cover of ice, pushing it to the ground until it was soaked. There was no time to lose. Flames had appeared at the corner of one of the windows.

			Jo knew absolutely nothing about surviving a fire. All she could go on were those videos from elementary school, which amounted to ‘Stop, Drop, and Roll’, and the fact smoke rises. Neither was helpful here. Holding the jacket as a shield over her head, she dashed toward the house before she could change her mind. Jack didn’t follow her this time.

			“You’re fucking crazy!” he yelled. “It’s suicide!”

			Luck was on her side. When she made it to the back door, its knob was cool to the touch. She risked one quick glance over her shoulder. Jack was gone. No doubt he’d run around front to get the fire department to stop her silly ass. She didn’t have a lot of time.

			She opened the door, thanking whatever deity watched over fools like her that it wasn’t locked. Some smoke wafted out, but this side of the house seemed untouched. She lowered her sodden jacket until it shielded her face. Walking in a crouch, she blinked as her eyes stung with an endless stream of tears. Her throat burned. Ignoring the pain, she screamed his name.

			She was immediately rewarded with a response. “Jo!”

			Weeping with relief, she returned his call. “Where are you?”

			“I’m up here. In the bathroom.”

			That news wasn’t so good. The stairs were ablaze, the hardwood smoldering in places, the threadbare treading already alight. But she’d remembered seeing something on the nights Jack had cooked for her: a fire extinguisher tucked beside the fridge. Jo went for it, paying no attention to her aching eyes and stinging throat. After grabbing it from its place on the wall, she pulled its pin as she ran, aiming the nozzle at the flames.

			White powder burst out of the extinguisher, smothering the blaze on the stairs, but there was no time to celebrate. If she managed to get out of there before the ceiling collapsed on her head, she’d be very lucky.

			“Jo, get out of here! I’ll be fine,” Doug yelled.

			She flew up the stairs as if the hounds of hell were after her.

			The hallway was full of smoke. The heat was so intense her skin blistered. At the end of the hall, thick gray haze hid the bathroom door, but the fire hadn’t reached it yet.

			She pounded on the door, wincing from the heat on her skin, and Doug let her in. His face was covered with soot, but it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Coughing, he staggered, holding onto the doorframe for support. “You shouldn’t have come. We’re going to die in here.”

			“No, we’re not. But we have to hurry.”

			Doug had soaked all the towels in the room. One had been stuffed under the door to keep the smoke out. The bathtub was full of water.

			“I was trying to—” Another violent coughing fit overcame him. “—get the window open, but I kept feeling dizzy. Something’s wrong, Jo. I can barely stand up.”

			She scanned the bathroom for a weapon, but saw nothing. The window was old glass, and thick; she wouldn’t be able to simply wrap a towel around her hand and smash through it. Judging by the state of her friend, who was slumped against the sink, they didn’t have much time. She seized the lid of the toilet tank and slammed it through the window, squinting against the particles of flying glass. Cool air burst into the room, and she heard a cheer from below.

			“Jo?” a man cried from the ground. “Stay there. The roof could catch any minute. I’m coming up to get you.”

			Doug clung to the edge of the tub, gasping for air. With her arm around him, she guided him to the window. The top of a ladder poked over the side of the roof, and she knew they wouldn’t have long to wait. Which was a good thing, because the floor under their feet was getting quite warm.

			“You’re a damn fool, lady. You could have been killed,” one of the firefighters growled as he reached through the window.

			“Take him first.” She helped Doug through the window. “He’s having trouble breathing.”

			The man half-carried him toward the ladder. Then it was her turn. Jo was afraid of heights, but she was even more afraid of plunging through the floor into an inferno. Taking the firefighter’s hands, she let herself be pulled through. As he helped her to the edge of the roof, she could see the crowd below them, but she couldn’t find Jack. Dizziness overwhelmed her, and she took comfort in the strong arms around her waist, hoping she wouldn’t faint.

			* * *

			She opened her eyes to see Doug leaning over her.

			Jo embraced him, hugging him tight.

			“Hey, you,” he said. “I’m so glad to see you.”

			Taking in the mint-green walls, IV stands, and murmur of activity, she felt a surge of panic. “We’re in the hospital?”

			“For observation. I have to stay the night, but they’ll probably let you go in a couple hours.”

			Exhausted, she leaned back on the pillows. “Are you okay?”

			He took her hand in his and pressed it to his cheek. “Thanks to you. I owe you my life, Jo.”

			“Doug, why were you at Jack’s? Why did you come to see me?”

			“After what happened to you last night, I was worried. But you’re fine.” He stroked her hair back from her forehead. “That’s a relief.”

			“I’m not so sure about that. I’ve had a couple close calls, and now I’m in the hospital.”

			“They treated us for smoke inhalation. They told me you’re suffering from shock and exhaustion, so they want you to rest as much as possible. We were lucky. I’m sorry you had to risk your life for me.”

			“Are you kidding?” Her throat burned like she’d swallowed a few handfuls of razor blades, but it was more than worth it to see him sitting there, alive. She wouldn’t have forgiven herself if something had happened to him. “This is nothing.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

			“I was such an idiot. I should have been able to get out on my own, without endangering you.”

			“What happened?”

			“I met Jack as he was coming home from work. We tried to talk until you returned, but he could see I was falling over in my chair, so he suggested I have a nap. He said he had to run a few errands.

			“I didn’t plan to sleep long, but as soon as I lay down on the bed, I passed out. I woke up choking. The room was full of smoke, and I panicked. For a moment, I didn’t remember where I was. I thought it was another nightmare at first.”

			Her eyes filled with tears as she hugged him again. After everything Doug had been through, the idea of him nearly dying in a fire was unbearable.

			“When I finally got my shit together, I crawled over to the door. The knob was warm, but not hot, and in hindsight I should have tried to get out the bedroom window. It was only two stories up. At the worst, I would have broken a leg or something. It was almost impossible for me to get out of the room. For a moment I thought the door had been locked from the outside, and I freaked. I had to give it a few good kicks to get it to open, and that about did me in. The hallway was so smoky I could barely see, so I thought the bathroom would be safe. I figured I could keep wetting everything down, and I’d be okay in there until someone could get to me.” Doug looked at her with warmth. “I never supposed that someone would be you.”

			“I’m glad I was able to. But what caused the fire?”

			“I wish I knew. I was so out of it, I didn’t hear a thing.”

			But Jo remembered an odd smell in the house. A strong smell. A smell like gasoline.

			She’d written articles about house fires. Most people trapped in one died long before the fire reached them. The smoke got them, smothering the oxygen from the air. Doug was a fortunate man. If he hadn’t woken up when he had, he would have asphyxiated.

			“Jo, I have something to tell you.”

			“What is it?” The concern in his eyes made her nervous. She had a feeling she was in for more bad news.

			“Someone else is here to see you. He’s been waiting a long time. I really think you should see him.”

			She frowned. “Is it Jack?” She was still angry with him for not helping Doug.

			“It’s not Jack, Josephine,” someone said, and she looked up to see her father.

			Doug touched her shoulder. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

			Her father held out a hand before she could speak. “Please hear me out. I’m not here to make trouble.”

			“That would be a first.”

			“I’m glad to see you’re all right.”

			“Really? That surprises me. The last time I saw you, you wanted to rip my head off.”

			He lowered his head. “I shouldn’t have hit you. You – you just made me so angry.”

			“Sure, Dad, blame the victim. Isn’t that what you always do?”

			Her father studied his feet, apparently unable to meet her eyes. “You and I have never gotten along.”

			“That’s an understatement.”

			“It was hard on your mother. When she was dying, all she worried about was what would happen with us. She knew that when she was gone, our family would be too.”

			Jo had quit feeling sorry for her mother long ago. There was only so much empathy she could feel for a woman who’d married a cruel man and allowed him to continually abuse her daughter.

			She was curious in spite of herself. “What do you want?”

			“I came to give you this.” He thrust something toward her, something shiny and round, like a coin on a chain. It caught the light and sparkled. She instantly knew what it was.

			“That’s okay. You can keep it.”

			Her father took a tentative step forward, holding out the item like it might bite him. “No, take it. She would have wanted you to have it.”

			The instinct that had kept her from striking back when she was a child held her in check now. She didn’t want to hurt him. He’d been a bitter, angry man, and now he was a bitter, lonely man. She didn’t want that to make her sad, but it did.

			He closed the distance between them to put the medallion in her hand. The metal was warm from his touch. Jo tilted it to the light so she could read it, though she had the inscription memorized.

			If I were a star of Eden, I would rise and set for thee.

			Her father had been a big fan of the practical gift. Mom could expect to find a blender, a vacuum, or a waffle maker under the Christmas tree every year. A new robe or pair of slippers was the height of romance. And then, one Christmas when Jo was seven, he’d given her mother this silver medallion. The North Star was carved on one side, with the verse on the other. It was the most romantic thing she’d ever seen. When she was little, it had been a treasure, and when she was a teenager, she’d begged to borrow it. Mom had never let her, and now that she was older, she understood why. It wasn’t because she was scared Jo would lose it, not entirely. That bit of jewelry was tangible proof Dad loved her. That whatever kindness she’d once seen in him must have still been there somewhere. Jo didn’t blame her for not wanting to part with it. Love wasn’t for lending out like an umbrella or a scarf.

			“All my life I’ve hated you, but I’ve also loved you more than you deserved.”

			“I shouldn’t have hit you,” he said again. She understood what he wanted to say, but also knew he never would. “I never should have hit you.”

			“How have you been?”

			The relief in his face was palpable. “Not so bad. Keepin’ on.” He paused. “The house gets lonely, though. Wouldn’t hurt to have a visitor now and then. If someone should want to visit sometime.”

			Tears stung her eyes, but Jo refused to let them fall. She’d made a solemn vow at the age of twelve that he wouldn’t make her cry again, and so far she’d kept it. She cleared her throat. “Maybe someone will visit, now and then.”

			A smile trembled on her father’s lips, lips that had said so many hurtful things. “That would be nice. Good night, Jo.”

			“Good night.”

			Somehow, she slept better that night than she had in years.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			Peter scowled, hands on hips. “This isn’t kosher. You shouldn’t be here.”

			“All I want is the chance to ask him a few questions. I’m a reporter. I’ve come along on busts before.”

			He gave her a look, one that said, “We’ve been over this.”

			“This isn’t a bust. We only want to talk to him. We have no proof he did anything.”

			“See? We’re on the same page. We both want to ask him some questions.” She gave him her best beseeching expression. “Come on, Peter. I want to talk to the guy who nearly killed me and Doug.”

			Peter sighed. Around them, his fellow officers got out of their cars and reached for their guns. Despite his protests, this didn’t seem like the usual method of taking someone in for questioning. The police were acting as if their suspect could be – and most likely would be – armed and dangerous.

			“You stay here. Keep the door closed, and if anything happens, get down and cover your head.”

			“I promise.”

			Scrutinizing her face for signs of rebellion, Peter opened the door to the cruiser and joined his colleagues.

			A gruff man pounded on the door to the Kennedy house. Jo waited, hardly daring to breathe. Seconds ticked by, feeling like hours. No response. The officer knocked again, more insistent this time.

			“Open up. Police!”

			A flash of movement from the corner of the house caught her eye. Tyler crept around the side, using his mother’s azalea bushes for cover. His blond hair was in a ponytail, held back from his face with a dark green bandanna. Her initial impulse was to laugh at his Rambo imitation, but then she blanched at the death in his hands. The police officers were waiting at the front. They had no idea what was coming. She had to warn them.

			Jo opened the passenger door of Peter’s cruiser as slowly as she could, but in spite of her efforts, it made a popping noise that cut across the driveway. Peter scowled at her, but she ignored him. Tyler had seen her too. He glared at her with such loathing she cringed.

			My God, what did I do to this guy?

			She yelled as loudly as she could. “Watch out. He’s got a gun!”

			Tyler sneered and raised the rifle, leveling it at her. He squinted into the sight, tightening his finger on the trigger. Jo ducked back inside Peter’s car as a shot was fired. One, then many. It was deafening. She covered her head with her arms, as Peter had ordered.

			At last it was quiet.

			Footsteps crunched on the gravel of the drive, coming toward her. Fast.

			A hand touched her head.

			“Jo, are you hurt?”

			She stared out the windshield. There, lying facedown in the driveway in a pool of blood, was Clear Springs’ resident firebug.

			Tyler Kennedy had set his last fire.

			* * * *

			The Bluebird Inn had a much nicer ambiance. Modern it was not, but having no glowering Mindy at the front desk more than made up for it. Jo hadn’t seen Jack since the fire. He hadn’t come to visit her in the hospital, and he wouldn’t answer his cell. His foreman claimed not to have seen him. She hoped he was okay. She was still a little angry with him, but mostly she wanted to say goodbye.

			“I’m planning on leaving tomorrow morning, so I’d like to settle my bill,” Jo told the clerk.

			“We’re sorry to lose you, Ms. Carter. Did you have a nice stay?”

			Ah, someone who’s too young to remember me. Bliss.

			“It was certainly interesting.” The motel had cost her sixty dollars a night. She could live with that.

			“Fantastic,” the clerk said, Jo’s sarcasm escaping her entirely. Ah, youth. How she missed being that innocent. Wait, who was she kidding? She had never been that innocent.

			Jo was almost out the door when the clerk called her back. “Sorry, Ms. Carter. I almost forgot. Someone left a message for you.”

			She handed over a piece of yellow paper printed with the words While You Were Out… across the top. Underneath, in flowery script: Doug wants you to meet him at Daisy Hill at seven p.m. Urgent.

			Jo groaned. She’d already said goodbye to Doug, as far as she was concerned, and the last place on earth she wanted to be was Daisy Hill. She’d nearly gotten killed the last time she went there, and even though the guy responsible was dead, the bad memories remained.

			“We’d always suspected Tyler was the one who messed with your brakes. He was the one who was mechanically inclined. His father can’t change a tire,” Peter had told her. “I wish we’d thought to check Amanda’s car after she died. Everyone was so sure it was suicide or an accident, but now I wonder.”

			Peter suspected Tyler had been behind Sam’s disappearance too, and that he’d most likely burned her remains, in keeping with his extracurricular hobby. They would never find her.

			Jo punched in Doug’s cell number. The call went straight to his voicemail. Her shoulders slumped. She already had another thing to do before she left for the airport. She glanced at her watch. It was six-fifteen. Too late to catch Doug and tell him not to bother going to Daisy Hill, that she wasn’t coming. She’d have to rush in order to get there on time.

			* * *

			Marion’s eyes were red-rimmed when she opened the door, but this time she was expecting Jo. She tried to smile and failed.

			“I’m sorry, Marion. For everything.”

			Sam’s mother waved her inside. “It’s not your fault. None of this was your fault.”

			Jo took a reluctant step inside her home, enough so the other woman could shut the door. She had no desire to see Cliff again, but thankfully there wasn’t any sign of him.

			Jo had never seen Marion disheveled before. She wore jeans and a light pink polo shirt that – was that a stain on the sleeve? Her hair was messy, and she was without the usual mask of makeup. Jo liked her a lot better this way.

			“I feel terrible. There I was, taking my anger out on you, while my son….” She dissolved into tears, and Jo couldn’t help it. She hugged her. Marion might not have been a contender for the Mother-of-the-Year award, but now she’d lost both children. She deserved a little sympathy. “I shouldn’t have hit you,” she said.

			“Forget about it. You were well within your rights. I shouldn’t have said what I did.”

			“I have no idea why Tyler – why he was so determined to do you harm. He had issues with his sister, but—”

			“Do you have any idea why he disliked her so much?”

			Marion leaned against the wall. She pushed her bangs out of her eyes, and Jo noticed how exhausted she was. Without the makeup, she looked at least a decade younger. “I think it had a lot to do with Cliff. Tyler was an artistic, sensitive child, and I guess, well, I guess Cliff felt he should be more masculine. He wanted to make Tyler’s life easier. He thought if he toughened Tyler up, the other kids wouldn’t pick on him.”

			“And Sam?”

			She shook her head. “Like father, like daughter. Sam and Cliff were very close, and Tyler resented it. Sam teased Tyler something awful. A lot of it was harmless, but at times it went further than it should have. I’m sure her dad encouraged it. I tried to get her to quit picking on him, but like she would listen to me. Eventually, the problem took care of itself.”

			“How so?”

			“In the most natural way. Tyler got bigger. He wasn’t the weak little brother anymore, and I can’t blame him for throwing his weight around. Then Sam was scared of him, which wasn’t ideal, either, but at least the fighting between them stopped. I used to worry they would kill each other.”

			Realizing what she’d said, Marion fell into silence. Jo believed Tyler had done a lot more than throw his weight around that last year, but she wasn’t going to burden Marion with her suspicions. Her son was an arsonist who’d recently attempted to kill her and Doug, and who had stalked and maybe killed Amanda. She’d had enough bad news.

			“I have something to give you, as promised.” Jo handed her Sam’s diary. She’d removed the pages describing the rape. It wasn’t entirely honest, but she thought Sam would have wanted it that way. The dragonfly necklace was wrapped around it.

			“Thank you. Thank you so much. I can’t understand how you found these.”

			“I’m not sure I understand, either, but someone wanted me to have them when I needed them. Now they belong to you. She would have liked that.”

			Jo hoped Sam would have, but not being able to remember her, she wasn’t sure. In any case, she didn’t want them anymore. At least they would give Sam’s parents some comfort.

			Marion struggled to compose herself, pressing on each eye with a wadded Kleenex. “Can you stay for some tea?”

			It was already six forty-five. She was running late. “Sorry, I’d love to, but I can’t. I have to go to Daisy Hill.”

			Marion’s face turned pale. “Why would you want to go there? Especially after dark?”

			“I don’t want to, but Doug insists. Apparently he has something to tell me that can’t wait. What it could be, I can’t imagine. I thought we’d already said all there was to say, but I can’t get a hold of him to find out what’s going on. I don’t want to leave him out there by himself, waiting for me.”

			Marion seized her hand, and Jo was startled to see how scared she looked. “Be careful.”

			“Why? You don’t think Doug is dangerous, do you?”

			“Probably not, but Officer Russell told us about the horrible things that were done to your hotel room, and then that clipping, the reason you came back. I know Tyler didn’t do any of it. Whoever stalked you is still out there.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-two

			The sun had already set by the time Jo left the Kennedy house. It would be dark when she arrived at the elementary school, making her glad she’d kept the Maglite in her purse. She quickened her pace and wished fervently for a car. The rental agency had promised she’d have a new one within the hour.

			When Jo arrived at the school, the line of forest at the end of the football field was a darker shade of black. The setting was more ominous than ever but, shrugging off her fears, she snapped on the Maglite and trudged across the field. She had her irritation to keep her warm. Why had Doug insisted on meeting here? They may have loved it when they were kids, but she couldn’t stand it now. She’d hoped to never see it again.

			There was nothing to be afraid of, though, no matter what Marion had said. Tyler was dead. She’d been sad to learn Marion and Cliff had known he was seriously disturbed for years. If they had gotten him some help, Sam might still be alive. Amanda definitely would be. Their love for their son excused some of their actions, but not all.

			She hesitated at the entrance to the forest. “Doug? Doug, are you in there?”

			A faint echo of her own voice, but no reply. Steeling herself, she slogged down the trail for what she hoped was the last time.

			Winter had cast its frozen breath on this part of the world, and she wasn’t dressed for it. Her denim jacket didn’t cut it any longer, and although it had been cleaned, it smelled faintly of smoke. She walked as fast as she could in an attempt to warm up and outrun the bugs. It took her over ten minutes to get to the clearing, and by then she was terribly late. Maybe Doug had already left.

			Jo shone the flashlight around the clearing, but saw nothing. “Doug?”

			Swearing under her breath, she pulled out her cell. She was about to call his number when a nearby branch cracked, startling her. Someone loomed out of the darkness, but she instantly knew it wasn’t Doug.

			“Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get hold of you for days.”

			Jack was ghostly in the light of the Mag. “I’ve been around.”

			“Did Doug ask you to come here too? Where the fuck is he?”

			“I was the one who asked you to come here, but I wasn’t sure you’d show up for me.”

			“What are you talking about? Of course I would.” She took a step toward him, meaning to give him a hug, when she froze. He had a rifle in his hands. “P-planning on doing some hunting?” She tried to laugh, but the quiver in her voice was audible. Perhaps losing everything he owned had scrambled Jack’s brains.

			“I’m sorry, Jo, but I can’t let you leave. I worked too hard to get you here.”

			His words sank into her brain. “You? You sent the clipping? But why?”

			“Why should you bitches get to be happy? You ruined any chance I had.”

			She inched backward. “What are you talking about?”

			Jack chuckled, but it was a cruel sound, the way a boy laughs when he’s captured a frog he plans to torture. “You’re so pathetic. You don’t remember, do you? At least Amanda remembered what she’d done.”

			“Please calm down. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“You killed her. You bashed her beautiful head in and left her to die.” His voice broke. “We were going to run away together. We were going to have a life together. And you bitches had to go and fuck that up.”

			Jo’s body trembled. It couldn’t be true. Could it? Amanda had written in her notes about not being able to forget what they’d seen that night. And she’d lied to Doug, saying Sam had stood them up.

			A branch snapped so loudly that, for a moment, she thought Jack had fired the rifle. She nearly screamed when a soft voice spoke from behind her.

			“Jo had nothing to do with what happened.”

			Marion looked terrified, but she stared Jack down.

			“What are you doing here?” he yelled. “Get the fuck out of here. This has nothing to do with you.”

			Marion pushed past Jo, wedging herself in between them. She squared her shoulders as he raised the rifle. “Put the gun down, Jack. There’s been enough killing.”

			Jack retreated a step. Jo could see the confusion on his face. He had no idea what Marion was doing there. Neither did she.

			“Sam’s death was an accident,” Marion said. “Jo didn’t kill her. She had nothing to do with it.”

			“Lies!” Jack screamed and swung the rifle around. Instincts taking over, Jo dropped into a crouch. “Don’t move!”

			“Listen to me. Jo and Amanda were supposed to meet Sam that night, but I got here first. You have to understand. That was a horrible night. We’d been fighting. Sam was angry. She told me what her brother had been doing to her. She told me she was pregnant with his child. I didn’t want to believe it, didn’t want to believe any of it.”

			Jo collapsed into a heap of fallen leaves with a thump. Pain ricocheted through her tailbone, but she ignored it. Jack looked more furious by the second.

			“You let Tyler rape her. You’re a sick, twisted bitch.”

			“No, I’m a mother who wanted to believe the best of her children. Believing the best of Tyler has done nothing but cause other people pain. It’s my greatest regret. I should have seen him for what he was from the beginning.” She turned to Jo. “I’m so sorry.”

			Before Jo could respond, Jack lost it. “What are you apologizing to her for? She killed your daughter.”

			“No, she didn’t. I killed Sam.”

			The shock of her confession hit Jo like a punch to the gut. Her mouth dropped open and her mind reeled, unable to process what Marion said.

			“But it was an accident. I didn’t mean to hurt her. You have to believe me.”

			“Accident, bullshit. Her head was bashed in,” Jack said.

			Images ran through Jo’s brain like a film on fast-forward. She and Amanda walking to Daisy Hill that night. They were upset with Sam because their friend had been mean to both of them lately. But Jo wasn’t as upset as Amanda. Amanda was furious about what Sam had done to Doug.

			They saw her right away, the second they entered the clearing. Her body was sprawled over Daisy Hill. Her blood had soaked into the ground, into the flowers. So much blood. It turned her blonde hair dark. Her lovely eyes gazed at them without seeing, and Jo screamed.

			Her poor face. Her poor face. Her poor shattered face.

			“God, no. Not Sam. Not Sam, please God, no,” she whispered.

			Her heart winced with remembered pain. Sam had been her friend. Sam had laughed with her and loved her and given her a gold heart that said Best Friends. It was broken in two – each friend wore half, and Jo had worn that necklace until the day she’d left Clear Springs. Whenever her dad had hit her, Sam had held her for hours, soothing away her tears. Sam. How could she have forgotten?

			“I heard her on the phone, arranging to meet the girls. I knew she was going to tell them about Tyler, about the pregnancy, about everything. It would have ruined us. We could have figured out what to do, how to fix it as a family, but not if everyone in town knew about it.”

			“You killed Sam because you were worried about your own reputation.” Jo’s words came out as a snarl. If Jack didn’t kill Marion, maybe she would. Remembering her friend had brought the strength back to her limbs, and she stood to confront her.

			“I didn’t mean to kill her. I don’t understand how it happened.” Marion’s voice rose, becoming shrill and more pathetic. “I wanted to get here before you girls. I thought I could reason with her, but she was furious. She accused me of trying to control her. She came at me. She was going to hit me again, like she’d done at the house. I was defending myself.”

			Oh Sam, poor Sam. Murdered by your own mother. Sexually assaulted by your crazy brother. You deserved so much better than this. Jo longed to rescue her friend, to take her away from the deranged family who had hurt her so much. But it was too late.

			“All I did was push her. You have to believe me. I shoved her, only to get her away from me, and not even that hard. But she fell, and when she didn’t get up again, I saw the rock.”

			Jo turned her face away. She couldn’t bear to hear any more. Against her will, she remembered the rock. It was big and jagged and had been covered with her friend’s blood.

			“I was going to call for help. I was going to get her to the hospital. But then I heard you girls coming and I – I panicked. I left. I’ve always regretted it. When I came back, Sam’s body was gone.” She looked at Jack, who alternated between pointing the rifle at her and at Jo. “You took her, didn’t you?”

			“I should fucking kill you both.” He directed the gun at Jo. “I saw you. I saw you standing over her body.”

			“We found her that way, Jack. Why do you think I had a nervous breakdown?”

			We were going to tell the police. But when we went back to make sure Sam was really dead, that it hadn’t been a horrible mistake, she was gone. And I lost it.

			“Jo didn’t kill anyone. What happened was an accident. You have no idea how stubborn Sam could be, how willful.”

			Jo stared at Marion in horror. Did she actually blame Sam for her own death?

			“Shut up,” Jack said, and she was relieved. She couldn’t stand much more of this. He leveled the rifle at her again, aiming for her head. “I don’t believe you. I don’t believe any of it. It was Jo and Amanda. It was them.”

			Jo didn’t need to see his hand to know it had tightened on the trigger. She was near the path. She could make a run for it, but he’d shoot her in the back.

			This was it. After everything she’d been through – Syria, her father’s brutality, Tyler’s insanity – she would die here, shot to death because her old friend believed she’d stolen his one chance at love. Her blood would run into the soil, mingling with Sam’s. Jo closed her eyes and waited.

			When death didn’t come, she risked a look.

			Jack had lowered the gun. Both he and Marion were staring at a woman as if in a trance, a pregnant woman Jo had seen once before. She stepped into the path of the rifle, her arms outstretched as if to block his bullet.

			Sliding to the ground with his back against a tree, Jack sobbed. He clicked on the safety and tossed the gun to the side, where it landed in the leaves with a soft flump. Jo’s heart ached with each shake of his shoulders. He’d known Marion was telling the truth. He’d known, but he’d blamed her and Amanda for too long. He’d loved Sam so much, and all this time she hadn’t realized.

			The pregnant woman frowned at Marion before turning to Jo.

			Jo had never experienced emotion as a tangible thing, but love surrounded Amanda in waves. She no longer felt cold, or scared, or hurt. Amanda had been everything to her once. Her and Sam.

			“I love you.” An immense weight lifted from Jo’s shoulders and melted into the night as she said the words.

			I will see you again, Jo.

			Another girl waited for Amanda on the path. This girl was younger and heartbreakingly beautiful. She smiled at Jo before holding out her hand for Amanda. Jo watched them move down the path together, hand in hand, until she couldn’t see them anymore. The pregnant woman and the blonde teenager.

			Together they would wait.

			They would wait for her.

			“I will see you again,” she promised.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Sam’s body was discovered in a freezer in a storage facility. Jack had done the best he could, lovingly cleaning the blood from her hair and face. Peter told Jo she’d looked peaceful, a frozen Sleeping Beauty, but now that she remembered how Sam had looked when they found her, Jo suspected he was attempting to spare her feelings.

			Unlike Marion, Jack couldn’t leave Sam alone in the woods, so he’d hidden her away while he plotted his revenge. As time went by, his resolve weakened, until Amanda got pregnant. Her joy triggered his need for vengeance.

			Cliff Kennedy never knew the truth about his wife, and when he found out, it destroyed him. Doug and Jo were left to arrange Sam’s memorial service. They buried her next to Amanda.

			They’d tried to keep it quiet, but most of the town came for the service. Two people were conspicuous by their absence. The victim’s mother was awaiting her manslaughter trial in a holding cell at the Clear Springs Police Department. Marion had pleaded with Jo to keep her confession a secret, but there was no way she could stand by and let Jack be blamed for Sam’s death.

			Any sympathy she’d had for Marion was fleeting. Maybe she hadn’t meant to kill Sam. Maybe it had been an accident, as she’d said. Then again, maybe Marion had been tired of forfeiting the lion’s share of her husband’s affection. Maybe that jealousy had made her push Sam a little too hard.

			Where was the guilt that would have forced any normal woman to confess? What had Marion thought about as she watched the town spend hours, and then weeks and months, searching for her daughter? What kind of mother would have left her child to bleed to death alone? What kind of mother could pretend to search for her girl, never once admitting what she had done? She had saved Jo’s life, and for that Jo was grateful. But it was difficult to feel too sorry for Marion.

			Jack was in the same wing of the hospital where Jo had stayed after her breakdown. The doctors wouldn’t let him have any visitors, which was a shame. She would have liked to say goodbye. Apparently he wasn’t talking or eating yet, but she’d asked the hospital staff to promise that no matter how bad he got, they wouldn’t give him shock treatment. Some pain needed to be felt, and remembered.

			As for Jo, she was doing well, considering what had happened to her dearest friends. She could have been furious that they were stolen from her, or that her memories had been lost for years. She had a lot to be angry about. But Amanda had shown her a better way. For her sake, Jo tried to forgive.

			On her last day in Clear Springs, she dropped by Doug’s to say goodbye. She’d decided to give him Amanda’s notes.

			“I have something for you too,” he said. He disappeared into the bedroom and returned with a filigree chain. Hanging from it was a gold heart, or rather, a piece of one. As Doug handed it to her, she smiled in recognition. The pendant had been designed to break into three pieces, not two. “She wore it every day. I was going to have it buried with her, but something told me to hang on to it. I think she wanted you to have it.”

			“I’ll never take it off,” Jo promised, fastening it around her neck.

			She wanted to tell him that even though Amanda was gone, her love was still here. But she saw she didn’t have to. He already knew.

			“So Jack was behind everything?” he asked.

			“The phone calls, the clipping. He was the one who vandalized my room at the hotel and hid the dead cat in my bed. He left Sam’s diary among my things and wrote the notes that were supposedly from her, the ones about not trusting you and the one that said it was my fault. But there are a few things he doesn’t take responsibility for.”

			“My wife’s death.” His expression turned grim.

			“Jack is disturbed, but I don’t think he’s a murderer.”

			“He pulled a gun on you, Jo.”

			“Yes, and he could have shot both me and Marion – but he didn’t,” she reminded him. “Unfortunately, Amanda’s investigation awakened Tyler’s obsession for her. He’d probably been carrying a torch for her since we were kids. Tyler’s the one who knows about cars, not Jack.”Doug didn’t look convinced, but what could he say? Jack had emphatically denied any involvement in Amanda’s death, and as for Tyler, dead men couldn’t defend themselves.

			“What about the girl you saw in your window that night?”

			“I saw long blond hair, so I immediately thought ‘female’, but in all likelihood that was Tyler.”

			“Floating three stories in the air?”

			“Maybe he had a ladder.”

			“I don’t believe in ghosts, Jo.”

			“I didn’t either. But I’m standing here now because of your wife. Initially, I thought it was Sam, but Amanda was the one who’d been trying to protect me all along.”

			Doug smiled. “She always was an angel.”

			“Yes, she was. I remember now.”

			He opened his arms and Jo hugged him fiercely. At least some good had come from Marion’s confession. Doug was a free man. Never again would suspicion follow him like a shadow.

			“I’m going to miss you. Promise you’ll come back and visit?”

			She said she would.

			The old hometown had begun to grow on her after all.
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