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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Spinning tires kicking up dust in a cloud that stung her eyes was the last thing Candice saw before the van, engine growling, tore down the dirt path and disappeared into the dark forest. The slam of the van’s door was still ringing in her ears, competing with her own sobs, her gasps for air, the incredible quaking panic that roiled through her, distracting her from the sting of dirt embedded in her kneecaps, her palms, every part of her that had landed hard against the earth. 
 
   Dust settled in her watery eyes and the more she blinked the harder it was to see. She made an honest effort to spit dirt from her mouth, but when she straightened up, got to her feet, her mouth was sandpaper. 
 
   She heard crickets, late in the year for them to be singing out here, though with the lake not far all kinds of creatures refused to die, burrowing in its warm mud, clinging to a summer long since past. 
 
   The pounding in her chest quieted, but her breathing was still apparent. She turned for the trail, started down it, one shoe coming off at the heel, the other nowhere to be found. That’s how hard she’d fought to keep her mother from getting yanked into the back of that van.
 
   A crisp gust of wind blew at her sideways, causing her hair - long, stringy strands, to stick to her cheek damp with tears and sweat and sheer panic that had seeped out of her. As the wind died down, rattling the dead leaves that clung to branches overhead, a low growl emanated in the distance and gradually grew stronger. 
 
   The van had turned around. 
 
   No headlights. They were too smart for that. Tires crunched over gravel, twigs, as the invisible vehicle crept through trees and shadows towards Candice. She scanned for it, heart punching out of her chest worse than before, but it had yet to lunge into view. 
 
   Maybe her mother had fought them. Maybe she’d seized the van, wanted to find her baby, put Candice in her room, tuck her in, and that's why the van was returning. 
 
   But in her gut, she knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
   With a jolt, she dug deep and started running along the trail. To her left, the trees were thin, the dirt path just beyond them. They’d see her as soon as they pulled along side, but if she veered right the ground would be soggy with lake water. She wouldn’t be able to keep her footing, pound on, escape. She had no choice but to keep on along this thin strip of forest. 
 
   She pumped her arms. The brush at her feet threatened to trip her with every stride, but she tore through as fast as her legs would carry her. As whip-thin branches smacked her, stinging her cheeks, arms, stomach, she had a flashing memory of track practice. Keep on the balls of your feet, she heard her coach say, keep your arms tight and your gaze locked ahead. 
 
   But ahead was a sea of darkness, kissed by a razor's edge of moonlight. Every stride was a guess at best. 
 
   The engine roar surged up beside her. The van swerved into the forest, bucking in front of her then veering back when a tree stood in its way. She shrieked when it surged at her again. The trees were thickening, slowing her pace. Her legs were rubber, turning stiff and weak at once. She stumbled, heaved for air when the van cut a hard left back onto the path. If it had gotten ahead of her, Candice would’ve doubled back, but they hadn’t been so eager as to make a mistake. 
 
   Suddenly her socks sunk into muck. Had she lost her other shoe? This was where the lake met the dirt path. She recognized it. She had no choice but to cross over, risk full exposure or fall into the lake's murky depths. 
 
   She didn’t so much run to the path as spill across it, shoulder stinging as she slid over dirt, her hair catching against the gravel, pulling at her scalp. The van screeched to a skidding halt, as she rolled, the momentum of her hard landing unrelenting. When she finally stopped, legs splayed and an arm hooked over her eyes, she heard the van door click open.
 
   Boots hit earth sending her heart up her throat. The sound of a jacket faintly brushing over the steering wheel told her she might have time, but in the same breath the headlights blared over her. If she was being hunted, the game was now even less in her favor.
 
   She knew she had to keep fighting, keep running. Playing possum would get her taken just like her mom, but when her gaze locked onto her right hand and she saw blood Candice turned petrified. 
 
   Get up, she ordered herself, keep fighting.
 
   Soon the sight of it was a terrible motivator. Without thought, without a second's consideration, Candice was on her feet sprinting harder and faster than she ever had in her life, wet socks pounding the solid earth, balls smarting soon aching as she tore down the dirt path. She didn’t look back to see if she was being chased. Her heart punched through her chest, rang in her ears so loud she had no concept if the van grumbled after her. She just kept going. 
 
   When she reached the dilapidated house, all sinking rot wood and glowing windows, she cried out a smiling shriek, terror and hope a war inside her. 
 
   She spilled through the door then braced her back to it, fighting to catch her breath. 
 
   “Mary.” She thought she'd screamed, but it wasn’t even a word.
 
   Her sister was standing with her back to her, a canned beer between her thumb and forefinger all resting on the counter, as she worked the burnt bits out of a casserole with a spatula, humming to herself. 
 
   “Where the hell is she?” Mary didn’t have to glance over her shoulder to know Candice was back, but the fact that their mother wasn’t with her sent a fresh wave of frustration through her, not the first that day and certainly wouldn't be the last, though it was well past nine, not so many hours left in the night.
 
   It was then that the impact of what had happened hit Candice like a fist to her gut. She collapsed, knees cracking against the wooden floor then her head slammed down as she fell sideways. 
 
   Seeing her sister, Mary breathed shit, rushed over, tried to make sense of her state, but logic refused to take hold. 
 
   Candice's blond hair looked brown there was so much dirt encrusted in it and her hands were stained, sticky with what? Mary's stomach dropped. It looked like blood. And where the hell were her shoes? 
 
   “Jesus Christ, girl.” It’d been a half hour since she’d ordered Candice out the door to fetch their mother. Kendra was supposed to have been on the dock getting some air. What the hell could’ve possibly happened in thirty minutes? 
 
   Candice groaned then whimpered when Mary muscled her into her arms and carried her to the sofa that was more sunken in than their front porch. Her arms burned as she stepped back and looked down at her sister, dirty and bloody, and Goddamn it that Mary had drank a few beers. It was impossible to process this. 
 
   Forcing herself to be quick witted, she rushed to the sink, held a dishcloth under the faucet and told herself to call the police. But after stroking away the blood on her sister’s hands, and checking every inch of her to confirm it hadn’t been Candice’s blood, she opted to grab her father’s gun, the nearest one to be precise. It was stowed behind the liquor in the top cabinet above the kitchen sink, a nine round GLOCK 27 that had just enough dust on it that Mary could be certain her dad hadn’t messed with it. 
 
   She shoved it down the back of her pants then locked the front door. Where the hell was her father, anyway?
 
   When she returned to Candice, her sister’s eyes cracked open and her face scrunched into a pinch that told Mary she was disoriented. 
 
   “Are you hurt?” Mary demanded. “Broken bones?”
 
   Every inch of her sister seemed to wince, which sank Mary’s heart, but Candice groaned, “No.”
 
   Relief dropped Mary beside her sister on the sofa, not that there was room enough for the two of them. She stroked Candice’s hair behind her ear. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Suddenly, Candice scrambled up, knees to chin, on guard like a wild animal, eyes wide, breath quickening, zero to sixty in such a flash Mary feared she’d start hyperventilating. 
 
   “Shit, Candice. Come on, you got to tell me. What happened?” she demanded, so afraid to hear the truth that her forehead ached with a rash of knits and furrows. 
 
   Candice lifted her eyes, locked her gaze tight with Mary’s, but all she said was, “She’s gone.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Hannah wished she hadn’t worn this blouse. The number of things she regretted in life was low enough to count on her right hand - making out with Cody McAlister beneath the bleachers during prom twelve years back, growing up in Sanbornton, New Hampshire, which technically she’d had no control over, and this blouse. It was silky and loose and got caught on just about every item on her desk. 
 
   Her phone rang and when she reached for it, the sleeve, like a net sweeping the sea for tuna, knocked over her mug of pens and pencils, writing utensils clattering to the linoleum before she could even announce the town and precinct she worked for. Embarrassment flared hot across her skin at the fumble, making her sweat, giving the blouse another chance to thwart her. 
 
   At least no one on her floor noticed the clumsy move. But they'd noticed others, all morning in fact, mainly because she was wildly overdressed, damned blouse and a pencil skirt, though the skirt seemed to be less of a culprit. 
 
   “Gilford Precinct, Homicide,” she said absentmindedly into the receiver as she collected pens off the floor. Her greeting must’ve sounded guttural, strained. Well, the pencil skirt was catching up, she supposed. Lunch had been a real feat, silk and polyester cotton digging into her waist. She’d been dying to unzip, but she’d made her bed. 
 
   When a nervous woman came through the line requesting Detective Barnes, Hannah placed her on a brief hold and transferred the call, being sure to alert Barnes the woman was following up on her court date. Barnes grumbled a sigh into the receiver and reminded Hannah to direct these types of calls to the District Attorney. 
 
   Hannah knew that. She blamed her oversight on the blouse, but only in her head then got off the phone fast. 
 
   It wasn’t that she was trying to prove anything to the department by showing up dressed fancy. Lord knew she wasn’t fancy in the first place. But as a twenty-six year old receptionist she felt the twinge of her life’s failings on a daily basis and that morning, like a fool, she’d thought looking a bit nicer might ease the sting. She couldn’t have been more wrong.
 
   Hannah kept her head down as she rolled her chair backwards to the fax machine, the spit of its wheels having alerted her to a report coming through. She said a silent prayer that she wouldn’t have to walk it through the entire department and hand it to the Chief. Every walk through the office in this outfit, the heels of which were the cherry on top of her misfortune, felt like a walk of shame, the worst kind of insult considering it’d been ages since she’d gotten it on. She cringed at the thought then cringed harder when she saw the intended recipient in bold lettering across the top: Chief Holder. 
 
   Her desk phone’s blaring ring saved her at least for a few minutes. 
 
   “Gilford Precinct, Homicide,” she said on autopilot. 
 
   There was breathing on the other end, light and feathery, but not panicked, which was good. She hated when someone in crisis called the station instead of 911. 
 
   “Hi,” a female voice came through, apprehensive. “Is this Hannah Cole?” 
 
   Hearing her name spoken was the force that shed pretense from her tone, as she responded. “Yeah. Who’s this?”
 
   Wind over the receiver, as the caller exhaled. 
 
   “Look, if you’re calling for personal reasons then make it quick. The station is a madhouse today and my feet hurt too much to put up with any nonsense.”
 
   “It’s Mary,” she interrupted. 
 
   Hannah stiffened in her chair. The phone felt suddenly heavy in her grip and then an overwhelming sense of loss washed over her. 
 
   “How've you been?” Mary asked, but dryly, an edge of subtle resentment in her tone. 
 
   She had nothing to say if not an outpouring of apologies, and she didn’t dare break that dam, so she stated, “Good,” as clinically as possible. 
 
   “Not sure if you’re keeping up with what happened,” Mary started, tone even, responsible sounding, not at all like her fifteen years. “It didn’t exactly make headlines. We’re not rich enough for that, I guess.” Hannah felt the prick of it like she’d felt every year of her life growing up in Sanbornton. It wasn’t merely that the Cole’s weren’t rich. They were dirt poor, poorer than sin which made them all the more likely to commit it. 
 
   “What didn’t make headlines?” Hannah asked, resting her elbows on her desk in a hunch of secrecy. Her stomach clenched. 
 
   “Mom.” The solitary word gripped Hannah's gut, but her ears were wide open. “She disappeared a month back.”
 
   Disappeared? A month ago? And no one had contacted her? 
 
   “No one knows what the fuck happened. Candice came home covered in blood. Now the town’s done looking.”
 
   It was too much to process in a moment. 
 
   “Wait. What? Start over,” she ordered, though kindly. “Mom disappeared a month ago and Candice came home covered in blood?” 
 
   “Yeah.” Mary sounded exhausted. “There was a search party and the town kept at it for a few weeks then gave up. Look, I thought you knew all this-”
 
   “You thought I knew about this and I was sitting in Gilford on my high horse?” She shouldn't have snapped so she quickly offered, “I honest to God hadn’t heard.” 
 
   “Fine. The point is...” Mary’s sharp tongue lost its edge and she softened. “Candice is doing really bad.”
 
   “Was she hurt? I mean what happened? She was attacked?”
 
   “Would you listen?” 
 
   Hannah didn’t even breathe she was so poised to listen. 
 
   “Dale’s been drinking a lot ever since. He’s in a bad way, Hannah.” Mary took a moment to swallow her pride. That much was clear when she’d used his name instead of referring to Dale as her father. That’s what he was, after all, Mary and Candice’s dad, and nothing more than a stepfather to Hannah. “I need help over here.”
 
   “Hey, whoa, I’d love to help, but on my salary-”
 
   “Not money.” Again, there was a pause on the line, a fresh billow of tension between them. “I need real help.”
 
   ***
 
   Hannah was sure to put on a pair of soft, worn out jeans, which still fit her tightly enough that she wouldn’t feel shabby then started off on the half hour drive from Gilford to Sanbornton. Her sweater was thin, but warm, and the coat she’d decided on, though plagued with more tears sprouting cotton insulation than she cared to admit, kept her bundled well against the late October chill. 
 
   She didn’t dare venture to speculate on the terrible circumstances surrounding her mother’s disappearance, nor the harrowing tone in Mary’s voice as she’d hinted at how truly grisly life had become in Kendra’s absence. She hadn’t needed to explain. Hannah knew first hand. Dale’s insertion into the family had been the reason she’d left. In so many ways her stepfather had been a glaring cliché, but Hannah focused on the brilliant foliage beyond her windshield, rather than get sucked into dark memories. They'd catch up with her soon enough. 
 
   She’d opted to take the back roads rather than hop on the highway. Deep down she wasn’t about to lie to herself as to why that was. She knew. She could accept it. She needed to prolong her arrival, favoring the half hour route over a fifteen minute one. Her childhood home was close, too close, but there was a lot of land in-between. She needed to see as much of it as she could, let the picturesque scenery wash over her and give her some semblance of strength. And it was picturesque. It was so God damn beautiful she could almost forget her family lived in it. Almost.
 
   A thick forest of luscious maples lined the winding road her Taurus sailed over. The leaves were fiery shades of red and orange and subdued yellow, no different than the trees in Gilford, but things felt different here, like childhood, like home. That was the conflict brewing inside her. You always thought your childhood was great, until you grew out of it, and that was the problem. She had. She wondered if Mary was caught in the purgatory of having realized things at home were rotten, but still too young to escape. 
 
   Beyond the flaming trees sat the mountains, a blue sky burning brightly overhead. Hannah rolled her windows down, all four, and drank in the scent of it. Fresh air, crisp and ever so slightly damp, filled her lungs. It brought her to her senses.
 
   Breathing deeply, she reveled the moment, shining as it was, suspended from time, the Gilford precinct behind her for the weekend to come, her family, as broken as they must be, waiting for her in the near future, but in this moment it was just Hannah and the road, Hannah and the revitalizing air. If only this could last. 
 
   Mary hadn’t elaborated on the phone. The teenager in her - in her? A teenager was what she was but Mary had a way of denying it, two fists in the air, ready to take on the world; hadn’t shared much after Hannah had agreed to come. Stubborn, yet in need of love, that’s how Mary had struck her during their call. 
 
   So it became a real challenge not letting her mind wander into the dark territory of guessing what might have happened to their mother. And soon Hannah gave in. She didn’t even see the smooth road stretched out in bends and curves before her. She was blind to the trees, the leaves rattling in the wind. She couldn’t even smell the air anymore. She was consumed with Kendra: the woman Hannah remembered her to be and the woman her mother had become once Dale entered their lives. 
 
   Kendra had been God fearing. A woman who curled her hair and kept her nails clean, though the sheen of polish would’ve hidden any dirt from prying eyes. She had been conscious of how she was seen from the outside as well as within. And Lord was she stern. She’d watched Hannah like a hawk. Never let her go off on her own, not even as a teenager, which Hannah grew to resent. But Kendra had had her reasons, the look in her eye said as much. She’d been the veteran of a silent war that had occurred before Hannah entered this world, and Kendra lived her life and went about her motherly duties as though a second war was on the horizon, waiting for her to be weak enough, waiting to take her life as it had failed to do all those years ago. Kendra had never divulged what she’d survived and Hannah hadn’t asked. Instead, she came to respect her mother, though she fought her tooth and nail. Kendra had been strong, unlike anyone she’d ever encountered. When Hannah had taken her job as a receptionist in the homicide department she came to realize the possibilities of what might have happened to her mother to make her the way she was. The world was a very dark place.
 
   As she veered right at a fork in the road, hugging Hermit Lake not far from the house she’d promised to be at by eleven, her childhood home, Hannah’s heart ached for her mother. She truly had respected Kendra, but she never had it in her to tell her. 
 
   What the fuck happened?
 
   Her imagination ran wild, but she pushed it down until it felt like a ball at the pit of her stomach. Instead she hooked her mind around Dale. 
 
   The man was no good.
 
   She nearly let the memory touch her, but she forced it down as well, taking in the scenery to get her bearings. Crushed beer cans that littered the shoulder stole her attention. Why was it that the closer she got to the her family’s small corner of the lake, where the dock sat rickety like death on the water and the house sank into the soggy earth, did the side of the road have to be marred by Dale’s hand? Not that he was the only one responsible for chucking empty’s out his truck window, but he was certainly among the guiltiest. Had to be, unless some kind of miracle had taken place. 
 
   Christ, the mere thought of him got her hands shaking. She reminded herself he wasn’t her father, not her flesh and blood, which got her to calm enough to veer left at another fork. She glided over the weathered asphalt, the lake falling away to her right. She promised herself she wouldn’t be late. Breakfast at the diner seemed reasonable, and all joking aside, she needed to pull over, thoughts of Dale driving her to drink.
 
   Trying to forget, that’s what alcohol amounted to.
 
    A memory flashed in her mind, but she shoved it down, as she rolled her Taurus to a stop, dirt crunching under tires, in the parking lot of Gemma’s Diner. 
 
   As soon as she killed the engine, she popped the glove box and grabbed a flask she was proud to say she hadn’t touched in months. Glancing around, she confirmed there wasn’t a soul in sight then knocked back a long swig, feeling the sting of that silly outfit she’d worn yesterday. Look how fancy I am, she thought with a self-deprecating snort, as she took a long, hard look at herself - swigging booze at ten in the morning in a dusty diner parking lot tucked so deep in the rural northeast that even God didn’t bother watching over. 
 
   She threw the thing into her purse and climbed out, locked her car out of habit rather than precaution, then ventured into the diner that wanted so badly to be a classic fifties joint but so clearly failed on all fronts.
 
   The bar stools were cracked, though red, so they scored some points there, but the mirror behind the bar was so tarnished it didn’t so much reflect images as bounce hazy circles of them. The booths were just as dismal, but the wait staff took the cake. Hannah was sure that at one point in time their blue smocks had been bright and presentable. They might have even had a bit of a starched billow at the hips, but that era had long since past. They seemed to hug the girls with soft desperation, material thinned from many stains, many washes, not unlike the waitress's hairdos. Not that there were many waitresses there. Hannah spied two, as well as a tired looking cook in the back. She guessed high school dropout and that was kind of her. Who knew what that man had survived? The creases in his face had shadows that had shadows, like every inch of him was a dark story so sad you’d die if you heard it. 
 
   She slid into a booth at the windows since it was her best option for privacy then buried her head in a menu; though in the forefront of her mind she was angling to extract her flask from her purse, get it ready in case her waitress came with coffee. 
 
   “Well, I’ll be, that’s not Hannah Cole, is it?”  
 
   Every fiber of her being wanted to say no, but this town was too small to lie, always had been. She lowered her menu and feigned a smile at her fifty-year old waitress, who she recognized, of course.
 
   Marjorie Abbott, batting her eyes that popped with heaps of blue shadow as though the color made up for the rats nest atop her head, an attempt at a beehive, Hannah supposed, was grinning down at her.
 
   “It is,” Marjorie decided.
 
   “Hi, Marjorie,” she said in a warm enough tone. “How’ve you been?”
 
   Considering her answer, Marjorie sank into her hip, a feminine stance that worked against her. Rather than shaving off years it seemed to have added them. “I’m holding up,” she smiled, face peeling up to her ears. “Christ, I’ve been so sorry about your mother.”
 
   Sympathy made her uncomfortable, but Hannah couldn’t deny it felt good to drop her smile. 
 
   “That why you’re in town?”
 
   On a sigh, she admitted it was. “Need to check on the girls.”
 
   “Damn shame what happened to Kendra, and I feel pain in my heart saying that much, ‘cause fact of the matter, no one knows what happened to her. Things like that don’t happen in these parts.” Marjorie was shaking her head and gazing out the window at the foliage as though if she didn’t break eye contact she’d shatter. “I was out there looking for her. The whole town was. I pray to the Lord he keeps her safe.”
 
   Hannah felt the impulse to comfort her, but it left her more awkward than endeared. She was itching for her flask. 
 
   “What can I get you?” she asked, tipping her pen hard against her pad. “And it’s on the house. Don’t you dare even reach for your wallet.” 
 
   “Coffee for sure,” she started then glanced down the menu. “And I suppose eggs, any way is fine, whatever’s fast. Hash browns and-”
 
   “Few pancakes?” She brightened. “I know how you girls like your pancakes.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She collected her menu, which Hannah nearly cursed at. What would she use as a shield now? Then Marjorie angled her worried eyes down on her, stare lingering, as she added, “You got the same look in your eye as your mother, like you can do anything. Never lose that look, Hannah. It suits you too much.”
 
   Hannah smiled to herself and said thanks, but Marjorie was already walking way.
 
   When her coffee came, Hannah was sly about pouring in a generous nip of whiskey, and when her breakfast arrived she was too consumed with the warm burn of her coffee to eat. She kept an eye on her cell, noting the time at intervals, and reminded herself that drinking so early was excusable. This was her weekend after all, and venturing into the house she’d grown up in would take the kind of courage she hadn’t needed to exercise since the day she’d walked out of it. 
 
   Hannah allowed herself to enjoy the sight of leaves fluttering down to the dirt parking lot beyond her window, as her whiskey laced coffee warmed her stomach and sent a smooth rush of calm through her veins. The minutes ticked by, but she barely noticed. Some things about Sanbornton were undeniably beautiful, and she owed it to herself to appreciate them. 
 
   “Hannah?”
 
   A man this time and she wasn’t exactly eager to look up, but when she did she almost didn’t believe her eyes. 
 
   “Cody McAlister,” she said like an accusation. “Christ, it was a lifetime ago.”
 
   “A bit like seeing a ghost.” He gazed down at her, the same determined face ever desperate to prove himself just as he'd always looked, green eyes lingering, but not wandering like they used to in high school, and an easy smile helped his lips curl crookedly, arching up on the right side, showing the imperfection of his gums in a way that used to set her heart pounding, and, she discovered, still did. 
 
   “Just call me the ghost hunter,” she said, but the joke didn’t land. His smile remained, though his brow furrowed slightly, eyes narrowing like he was trying to get it. “Never mind.”
 
   He dropped it, glanced over his shoulder at Marjorie and asked for a coffee, black with two sugars, giving Hannah just enough time to take in the sight of him. 
 
   Damned if men didn’t age well, she thought. Here she sat, her brown hair a mess of cowlicks that provoked her natural waves, unruly and not at all like the magazine models she'd eye out of boredom each night. And she didn’t have a stitch of makeup on, except for the two strokes of mascara she couldn’t leave home without. Even her fingernails were a fright, chewed to the bone like a boy’s. 
 
   Cody on the other hand seemed to have grown into his looks. The broad shoulders and pronounced jawline that had lent a goofy air to his overall towering appearance during high school now served to punctuate his muscular build. His built chest, hugged by a dark tee, she observed where his jacket hung open, could only be the product of a lifestyle dedicated to manual labor, which seemed about right for Cody. He’d been a smart kid, but hadn’t exactly applied himself. She wondered if he was some kind of mechanic, maybe a contract laborer. God, she was glad she got out of this town.
 
   He angled his green eyes down at her and smirked. Then a hint of awkwardness shone through. She hadn’t welcomed him to sit. It was the unspoken conversation between them. It made her stiff and just as awkward. 
 
   “How’ve you been?” he asked to fill the silence. 
 
   Hannah shrugged, wondering how long this’d play out. It wasn’t as though he’d found her on Facebook in all these years. Clearly, he didn’t care. He was enduring some kind of social obligation. He’d run into her, now he had to ask. 
 
   “Fine,” she said, keeping it brief, giving him an out. “I’m over in Gilford. It’s not like I made it out of the state.”
 
   He shot her that crooked smile of his, and for a second she was foolish enough to think it was genuine. 
 
   “You’re over in Homicide, right?”
 
    “In reception." The impulse to roll her eyes was a stretch to overcome. "I’m a receptionist. Not much to write home about. Our alumni newsletter wasn’t exactly begging me to draft an exposé on my exciting life.”
 
   It got him laughing and Hannah remembered what a beautiful sound he made when he did that. They’d been best friends in high school or close to it. Hannah a freshman, Cody a senior, two dorks that'd been more or less shunned by the student body. Then he’d gone and done the unforgivable. Cody had led her to believe he was actually interested, got her under those bleachers, kissed her, got her thinking this was something real, touched her, and the next thing she knew a nightmare had befallen her, one that the whole school talked about as though it'd been her fault. He’d blabbed, revealing his true motives. He’d only wanted to get out of the dork circle, prove he deserved to be with the cool kids. And she never lived it down.
 
   He didn’t ask to join her, but asserted as much when he wriggled his jacket off and tossed it on the seat across from her. She didn’t have the opportunity to object either. He was focused on Marjorie, shouting his order for hash browns at her across the diner. 
 
   When he plopped down across from her he sealed her fate. They would eat together. She wasn’t sure he deserved it, which was why she didn’t ask how he was, what he was doing with himself these days, or why he’d stopped off at Gemma’s even though, as far as she'd heard, he lived on the other side of the lake. 
 
   “So tell me about Homicide,” he said, smoothing his intrusion over. “Busy over there?”
 
   Marjorie dropped his black coffee and Hannah wondered if he really expected an answer. He was focused on tasting, testing, adding a packet of sugar. She took it as an opportunity to refresh her own mug, a splash of whiskey, which of course he caught. 
 
   When his brows rose, she took it as admonishment, but he was in no position as far as she was concerned. 
 
   “For the record,” she stated authoritatively, as she twisted the flask’s top and tucked it back into her purse, “I’m not judging you.” It was close enough to the truth. 
 
   “I’m not judging you either,” he said, smirking and glancing down. If his eyes widened she’d throw her mug at him. But they didn’t. “Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “You think I need to drive thirty minutes to Sanbornton to swig booze?”
 
   “No,” he laughed on a breath then sobered up. “Because of Kendra, her disappearance. You work in Homicide now.”
 
   “First of all, stop saying I work in Homicide. I don’t. Second of all,” she leaned in close as though he might be her best friend again for a moment before she called it off, “no one called me. No one told me, until yesterday.”
 
   “But that’s what you’re doing? Going over to the house?” 
 
   It seemed to worry him, but she affirmed it none-the-less.
 
   “So what have you heard?”
 
   “Not much,” Hannah started, losing all sight of the man across from her in favor of envisioning Mary on their call, the pain in her tone masked by her teenaged pride. “Just that she disappeared a month back.”
 
   Cody leaned in, head low, but looking up at her in a way that echoed seduction, though Hannah pushed the notion from her mind. Her gaze locked on his mouth, as dangerous as it was to do so. 
 
   “No one knows what happened, Hannah, but people think she was murdered.”
 
   Hannah took a beat to absorb the magnitude of his statement. It hadn’t even crossed her mind her mother had been killed. Though she had to admit she’d done a soldierly job of not letting herself go there. 
 
   “Why do people think that?”
 
   Cody’s lips pressed together as he searched for words that wouldn’t scare her, but there were few, so he came out with it.
 
   “The blood. The scene.”
 
   “Scene? What scene?”
 
   “Where she was taken. It...” he trailed off as though there was no easy way to say it. “What happened to Candice, I mean all of it... It doesn’t add up and at the same time it does.” 
 
   He punctuated the sentiment with rising brows and a hard stare. Hannah had heard enough. She didn’t bother checking her cell. It was time to go. 
 
   “You’re heading out?” he asked when she rose from the booth. “Want me to come with you?”
 
   As busy as she’d made herself riffling through her wallet for cash, his offer halted her. “Why would I want you to come with me?”
 
   “Are you planning on staying in town long?” He was deflecting, and she wasn’t exactly happy about disappointing him a second time. 
 
   “No,” she asserted. “Just the afternoon. Just until I know the kids are okay.”
 
   “I’ll walk you out.”
 
   “It’s fine. I have to get going. Nice seeing you.”
 
   Cody was halfway out of the booth, but Hannah hadn’t lingered to watch him start after her. She was already out the door. 
 
   Marjorie sauntered over with his steaming hash browns and grunted as she set it gingery on the table. 
 
   “She take off?”
 
   ***
 
   The house looked worse than it had when she'd grown up in it. It looked like shit. There was no other word for it. Years of harsh winters - rain and snow and sleet, had turned the side paneling to rot. The grain on the wood looked brittle like it’d flake off if you dragged your nail over it. The tin roof was bent at strange angles and the porch sank low in front of the door. 
 
   There was vegetation surrounding the house. House? In Hannah’s mind it was a shack. Standing before it now was surreal. The bushes and trees didn't quite look as they had, as though all the plants hugging it had swelled, wildlife bursting everywhere human life had shriveled. That’s how Mary had sounded on the phone towards the end, shriveled up. 
 
   Hannah stalked over mud to get to the porch and hoped the memories wouldn’t come flooding back the second she got inside. It was that hope which distracted her from watching her step when her left foot hit the wood slats. She heard a crack then a snap and gravity took hold, boot falling through, splintered wood slicing through leather, a sharp twist at the ankle as her palm smacked the door. 
 
   “Shit,” she hissed, wincing as the sting of it reached her brain, but she claimed some balance, shifting her weight to her other foot and hoisting herself up. 
 
   There was a nasty gash in the porch where her foot had fallen through, an even worse one at the side of her boot, which had saved the skin beneath. 
 
   “Christ Almighty, get me out of here in one piece,” she grumbled then considered if that had been some kind of omen. 
 
   Mary was quick to open the door when she knocked. The young woman staring her in the face wasn’t even an echo of the seven year old she’d left behind all those years ago. Except the eyes. Small and blue and screaming. Mary had made a solid effort of hiding them though, rimmed black around the lashes, which were thickened with clumps of mascara. Her once sandy, blond hair had been bleached into a coarse texture and cut sharp at the chin, and her eyebrows had all but been plucked clean off her forehead, penciled over with an arch that made her look surprised. 
 
   Hannah had seen this face so many times before in her day-to-day life, apathetic boredom staring back at her from a drive-thru window, but Hannah knew Mary had a hundred times the ambition. She had to unless she truly had changed, inside as well as out.
 
   “Sorry about the porch,” she said, indicating the hole. 
 
   “Yeah, I heard you stumble.”
 
   “Thanks for the help then,” Hannah said dryly, as she tested her ankle, rolling it to see the damage. She'd live.
 
   Mary stepped back heavily on her bare heels in such a way that sent a jiggle up through her, as Hannah passed. 
 
   It smelled just the same, the mudroom, the hallway not two feet deep. Nothing brought the past back like a distinct scent, but it wasn’t memories that came to mind so much as the way she used to feel living here, weighed down and empty at times, yet so full of dreams, lovely dreams that lifted her heart and made it ache just the same. 
 
   “Drive okay?” Mary asked her as she led Hannah around a corner overwrought with a mess of haphazardly stacked boxes. 
 
   “It was pretty enough,” she admitted. 
 
   Watching Mary’s bouncy step as she crossed to an old sofa and sat on its cloth-torn arm reminded Hannah of their mother. She’d never seen much of Kendra in Mary when they’d lived here together, but now their mother shone through Mary’s figure, her wide hips, the long legs that were a touch too thin to make sense beneath her large breasts, a genetic trait Hannah hadn’t received. 
 
   Mary fisted her hands around the hem of the white tee shirt she wore and munched on her lip. 
 
   Innocence mixed with pure trouble, that’s what Mary looked like.
 
   “Thanks for coming,” she said softly, looking lost to be having this conversation. She’d been determined on the phone, but Hannah had to figure that being face-to-face with the sister who’d abandoned them, Mary wouldn't have much to say until she let her anger go. 
 
   “Want to explain to me what happened?” she gently prodded. She made a point not to look at Mary, a tactic to take some pressure off. Instead, she glanced around the living room for a decent place to sit. 
 
   “I told you what I know over the phone.”
 
   “Then tell me about how I can help,” she suggested, settling into a wooden chair she’d found under a stack of old magazines. 
 
   Her answer came on a cracked voice that finally showed her age. “I just want to find Mom.”
 
   “You say it’s been a month?”
 
   She nodded, lip quivering so she bit it hard, which forced her chin to wrinkle. 
 
   “Candice isn’t talking. She hasn’t said a thing, but she was covered in Mom’s blood. I’m telling you, Hannah, I checked every inch of her and besides a few bad scratches from running home through the woods, she was fine. I can’t stand thinking that Mom is off some place she doesn’t want to be... suffering.” 
 
   Mary curled into herself on a silent sob, shoulders hunching and hand pressing the bridge of her nose. 
 
   Hannah was overwhelmed by the impulse to go to her, hold her, and yet something held her back. Whatever touch of closeness they'd once had, it was gone. 
 
   When Mary sobered up and swept the mascara from under her eyes Hannah felt safe to join her on the opposite end of the sofa. Mary slid down to the seat, facing her, one leg curled beneath her, causing her jeans to pull taut. 
 
   “It’s like I’m pissed at her for not talking, and I mean, Hannah, she’s not talking, like she hasn’t spoken a word. It's like she's trapped in there.”
 
   “Shit,” she breathed. 
 
   “Things are falling apart over here and I can’t hold it together. I just want her found.”
 
   It was Dale's job, if anyone's, to hold things together. Mary shouldn't have to take this on.
 
   “What do you think I can do?”
 
   “You work in Homicide,” she pointed out, asserting the same misconception Cody had assumed. 
 
   “I’ll do what I can,” she assured her. “Make some calls.” 
 
   “Thank you,” she barked as though it’d taken more effort than she possessed to get this far. She started shaking her head and took a gander at the heavens. “Being here...” she sighed then sucked in enough air to pull her through. “Living with Dad and Candice... the way he is now, the way Candice has dropped off into another dimension... It doesn’t feel right being here.”
 
   Hannah was impressed with her use of the word dimension until she remembered Mary was exceptionally bright. 
 
   “I don’t know how to get through this.”
 
   “Are you telling me you’re thinking about leaving?”
 
   “I wouldn’t leave Candice,” she said. “But this past month without Mom...” more head shaking, gaze falling. “I don’t know who these people are that I live with.”
 
   Mary met Hannah’s gaze and her cold blue eyes warmed as if the girl was having an honest go at connecting. 
 
   “We have the same eyes,” she said, surprising Hannah.
 
   Hannah felt examined, intrusively so as Mary leaned forward studying her irises, the flecks of color all around. 
 
   “I could help you with your look,” she offered.
 
   “My look?” Hannah nearly snorted a laugh. 
 
   “Yeah, your makeup and stuff. You don’t really have a look yet, do you?”
 
   “Why don’t you let me see your sister?” Hannah asked through an evasive smile.
 
   “She’s out by the lake.”
 
   Mary was on her feet padding into the mudroom. When Hannah reached her, Mary slid one foot then the next into a pair of beat up Converse sneakers then threw her jacket on. 
 
   “Watch the hole,” she told Hannah as they crossed the porch, as if her sister hadn’t created it minutes ago. 
 
   There was something motherly about the command and Hannah obeyed, stepping carefully around the weakened board then down the steps.
 
   She kept by Mary’s side, trekking through the dying grass, which spanned the same fifteen yards that had always led to the lake. As they approached, Hannah observed the lithe silhouette of a girl seated at the edge of the dock, facing out toward calm waters. The lake looked black other than the stark reflection of the sun on its surface.
 
   When they reached the edge of the grass where the dock began, Hannah glanced at her sister for permission. 
 
   “It’s not like she’s talking to me,” Mary shrugged, folding her arms and squinting through the glare at Candice. 
 
   As Hannah stepped along the dock that shifted much to easily under her weight for her to trust it, Mary shouted, “Don’t be rude now!”
 
   Confused, she shot a glance over her shoulder and saw that Mary’s gaze was locked on their younger sister. Again, that motherly command, stern yet warm and so much like Kendra. 
 
   Hannah knelt beside Candice and stole glances at the young girl’s profile, but felt like a gawker about it. She hadn’t seen her since she was four, Hannah eighteen, on the day she left home. And in so many ways the twelve year old she knelt beside was a stranger. 
 
   “Hi Candice. Do you know who I am?”
 
   Candice stared vacantly across the water, pupils dilated as though she saw nothing at all.
 
   “I’m Hannah. I’m your big half-sister. I live a few towns over. We have the same mother.”
 
   Nothing. Not a breath. Not a blink, and certainly not a shred of acknowledgment. It was heartbreaking. 
 
   “I’m here to help you find Kendra,” she went on not that she had a prayer of cracking her. “It’d be a big help if you could tell me what happened, everything you remember.”
 
   Hannah let that hang in the air knowing full well the girl wouldn’t latch on. Her knee was feeling raw against the wood so she stood and glanced across the water, felt the cold breeze on her face, drank it in, tried in some sense to connect with the girl through the serenity that surrounded them. 
 
   Candice got to her feet and for one shining moment it seemed promising. Then she turned and padded down the dock, across the soggy grass without so much as a glance at Mary. As decisive as her direction had seemed, Candice took to walking in circles, staring at her feet, somewhat playfully, but to Hannah it was disturbing.
 
   Mary locked eyes with Hannah, threw her palms to the sky, and shrugged as if to say that's how she is now, so Hannah started for the grass. 
 
   When she reached it, Dale stalked out from a line of thick maples not eight feet from the lake. He was zipping his fly and staring hard at her. The man was a grisly bear, as broad and tall as she remembered, but the look in his eye, steely and hardened, like a war veteran who’d seen some shit and been forever changed, chilled her. And his tone was just as threatening. 
 
   “What the fuck do you think you’re doing here?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The Sanbornton Police Station’s Missing Person’s department was God’s joke on the county. The receptionist had passed Hannah from detective to detective, Henderson had referred her to van Valkenburg who’d told her she had to speak with Henderson, and it went on like this for hours, a virtual cat's cradle of administrative nonsense. The silver lining, if there was one, was that Hannah no longer felt like the failure she’d assumed she was. At least she ran Gilford Homicide with the kind of omniscient understanding of the department's inner workings, thumb on the pulse of each case, that ensured civilians wouldn’t leave her station house bald, having pulled their hair out in frustration. 
 
   “We’re not holding the Cole file I guess,” said Sandy, a woman so frazzled by her duties in reception that she took to binging jellybeans, popping a bean or two in her mouth to punctuate each sentence, whether spoken or heard. 
 
   “You just sent me around, because you said you were investigating Cole,” Hannah pointed out and not politely. 
 
   Sandy frowned, but managed a brittle smile at the same time, shirking all blame in such a way that made her look constipated. “Try Homicide?”
 
   “They haven’t received it up there,” she told her. "Homicide was my first stop and they confirmed as much with a click of a mouse, which ate up two seconds of my morning. 
 
   “Well then it’s archived.”
 
   “Archived? You mean closed?”
 
   “No, we can’t actually close the case,” Sandy assured her, not that she’d succeeded. Hannah was far from assured. She hadn’t a shred of confidence in this woman or her department. 
 
   “So, what are you telling me? Kendra Cole’s case is stuck in some kind of administrative purgatory?”
 
   Sandy chuckled. “That’s a great way of putting it, very humorous.” 
 
   Christ, she was being serious.
 
   “I don’t find this funny.”
 
   The receptionist held her breath, which made swallowing the jellybean a real task then offered, “If you leave your name and number we’ll get back to you as soon as we can.”
 
   It made no sense in the context of Hannah’s demands, but she resigned herself to the fact she’d hit a wall, grumbled and jotted down her information.
 
   When she handed the pad back to Sandy, the woman looked it over and praised her that she’d done a good job. Hannah’s eyes glazed over at that, but she didn’t linger. She started for the lobby where she recalled she’d seen a bench. Getting situated, she fished her cell out of her purse, which took some maneuvering since she hadn’t bothered to take off her bunchy coat. A few people in the Missing Person’s department in the Gilford station had been friendly with her. She decided on Cranston and dialed him up even though it wasn’t likely he’d be in on a Sunday. 
 
   Like everything else that morning, from her cold shower at the Super-8 Motel, to her Taurus, the engine of which had refused to turn over until she’d tried thrice and said a swear filled prayer, Cranston didn’t pick up. 
 
   Hannah left a detailed message in as even a tone as she could muster then tossed her cell into her purse and set her head back against the wall. 
 
   “I thought you weren’t staying past the afternoon.”
 
   Cody was approaching, easy smile, green eyes darker than yesterday’s lake, angling down at her as he came to a standstill near the arm of the bench.
 
   “I'm leaving tomorrow. Figured I’d stay the weekend. There’s a motel on Route 12 that had a vacancy,” she stated, interest at seeing him suddenly reeled in when she caught sight of the badge dangling from his neck. It took a moment to process.
 
   “The Super-8? I bet it’s got a lot of vacancies.” 
 
   “You work here?”
 
   Cody made a performance of checking out his badge then let it drop. “I didn’t mention?”
 
   “No, you didn’t. What department?”
 
   He seemed to hesitate. “Homicide.”
 
   She stared at him, decided to cross her legs and sit up straighter, then decided she ought to stand. 
 
   “I was just up there, didn’t see you.”
 
   He frowned a hair then searched her eyes as though offending her mattered. 
 
   It was then that Hannah realized she was offended. 
 
   “So you know more about my mom then you let on yesterday,” she surmised. 
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   “It’s not my department.”
 
   Hannah snorted a laugh, implying he was more than part of the problem. “It’s not anyone’s department, evidently.”
 
   “You came here to get answers?”
 
   It wasn’t lost on her his question was probably genuine, but it felt like an insult. What was she going to say? Admit she was foolish enough to think she could get further than a teenaged girl?
 
   “I didn’t come here for anything,” she said, dryly. “And I was just leaving.”
 
   “I’ll walk you out.”
 
   Cody was quick to open the door for her when they reached it then stepped up beside her as they started across the dirt parking lot. Protectively, he kept looking both ways as though any vehicle might speed through this deserted ghost town. 
 
   Hannah was ready with her keys and pressed the remote well in advance of reaching her Taurus. 
 
   “It’s not a total loss, Hannah,” he told her, a means to prevent her from escaping into her car. 
 
   “No?” she challenged. 
 
   “I’ve been keeping an eye on Missing Person’s, reading the reports, things they’d never share with you even if they hadn’t archived the file.”
 
   “Okay.” She waited for more, but didn’t indicate how eager he was making her. 
 
   “I just want you to know I’m watching them. You’re in good hands.”
 
   “That’s not good enough, Cody. If you know something you have to tell me. This is my family.” She felt herself getting choked up, but Hannah shut her mouth before her voice could quaver. 
 
   He leveled his gaze on her, asking, “You still feel like they’re your family?”
 
   “I can’t believe you.” A breathy laugh laced with agitation tumbled out and she had to turn away, thumb her keys, pantomime unlocking her vehicle as if she hadn't already accomplished that on the walk over. 
 
   “You left.”
 
   “You sound like Mary.”
 
   “Like a teenaged girl?” 
 
   Good if he was put off, she thought. 
 
   “Like someone who blames me for leaving. For the record, I didn’t get very far, so what the fuck’s this animosity?” She touched eyes with him, but there was too much there to hold his gaze. One shining year shared between two dorks so many years ago and the sting of it had her heart slicing open all over again, damaged like it’d been yesterday that he’d laughed at her, his virgin sacrifice to join a pack of hyenas. “I left, but I never stopped loving my mother. I never stopped caring and worrying about my sisters. I’m not going to explain myself to you or defend what I did. You don’t get to weigh in on this.”
 
   Now she was able to stare him down. He shrank a little under her narrowing gaze. 
 
   “I don’t know what you want me to say here,” he said so softly he sounded like a child. “My hands are tied. Some things are confidential. You work in Homicide-”
 
   “Christ! I don’t work in Homicide!”
 
   “But you get it,” he clarified. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “You want to keep a cold case confidential? For what?”
 
   “It’s not cold.”
 
   “It’s stuck in a box in the basement over there. It’s done. Something happened to my mother and it broke my already broken family. Fuck. Help me out, Cody.”
 
   He shifted his weight, tipping his chin up in a way that made her feel assessed. Whatever she was supposed to live up to, whatever she was supposed to be to make her worthy of finding her mother or at least gaining some semblance of understanding, Hannah was sure she wouldn’t make the grade. 
 
   “Kendra’s blood was found in the woods near your family’s property.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s not a shocker. Candice was covered in it according to Mary.”
 
   “Not in the way you think,” he said vaguely to stir intrigue. She didn’t appreciated being toyed with, but couldn’t be sure if he was doing it on purpose. He looked conflicted, so much so that it told her perhaps whatever had been found in the woods was worse than anything Missing Person’s thought her family could bear to hear. “There were tires marks and other... pieces of evidence.”
 
   Hannah’s brow furrowed. “I want to see it.”
 
   “It’s grown over.”
 
   “Not by much,” she countered. “A month in autumn when trees are drying up and the grass isn’t growing couldn’t change it radically.”
 
   Yielding, he eyed her Taurus and said, “The back roads will beat this thing to hell. We'll take my truck.”
 
   ***
 
   Tension, a wall of silence, thick and oppressive, rose between them, as Cody steered his Ford, maneuvering it away from gashes and frost heaves. The forest was dense all around them and Hannah wasn’t convinced this was a road. It looked more like a happenstance path - dirt and gravel beat down from years of trespassing. The pickup bounced and bucked as it tore deeper through the woods, but soon Hannah spied the lake she’d grown up on, through the trees. She’d never journeyed down this stretch of wilderness in all the years she’d lived here. In a sense, she felt betrayed by it, like her home had committed a lie of omission. 
 
   “It's up a ways,” Cody told her, eyes locked on the terrain ahead. “The rain’s washed it all away, but I can walk you through it.”
 
   “And break confidentiality.” It was supposed to be a question. She’d meant to endear him, but it'd sounded like the terms of a deal. 
 
   He shot her a lingering sideways glance that felt electric on her end. 
 
   Cody angled the Ford under a thick canopy of maples so the vehicle well cleared the path. It made her wonder if he expected oncoming traffic. 
 
   After they’d climbed out and he locked up, Cody said, “We’ll walk the rest on foot.”
 
   “We’re not there yet?”
 
   “Not by a long shot.”
 
   If Cody McAlister made sense anywhere, it was trekking through the woods. She couldn’t picture him working a crime scene, canvasing a rural neighborhood to ask questions, or pouring over police reports, but in the forest, surrounded by trees, a gust of wind in his hair, maybe a rifle over his shoulder, he started to add up. In his manhood he’d grown into something burly, though it was only a hint like candlelight that touches every corner of a dark room. The way his eyes came alive in this setting, the way he inhaled deeply, chest swelling as though each breath was all the food he needed, told her he’d never leave this town, even if he only got to relish the forest when someone like her mother vanished in the dead of night. 
 
   As they kept on, Hannah started noticing crushed beer cans and other litter poking up through the matted weeds. Then voices billowed in the distance. Boys. Their rowdy masculine laughter made her stomach clench. Too many men with too much freedom was a dangerous thing. She’d learned the hard way. Suddenly, Hannah didn’t want to be here. 
 
   “It’s always been something of a teen hangout,” Cody ventured to beg her pardon. Back when they’d been friends in high school, he’d registered Hannah’s apprehension about drunken teenaged boys. “There as harmless as ours were in school,” he told her. But that was just it, the chasm between them. It boiled down to the clash of their memories. As far as Hannah could remember, none of them had been harmless. Quite the opposite. 
 
   But she decided to deny all that. “Smoking drugs and drinking,” she stated, feigning to reminisce. “You’re not nostalgic about our trashy upbringing, are you?”
 
   “Sometimes,” he admitted. “I have a fondness in my heart for it. Why not?”
 
   Hannah could think of at least a million reasons.
 
   “We weren’t raised in a major city where there are gangs and hard crimes corrupting the streets. We got into trouble, sure, but look at this,” he eyed the glory of autumn all around them. “You can’t beat this. You just can’t.”
 
   Hannah shrugged not so much convinced as bowing out of the debate. 
 
   “Come on, Hannah,” he pushed, wanting or needing her to admit it. “Sanbornton’s Goddamn gorgeous. And you turned out okay.”
 
   “You’re the one who turned out okay. I’m still surviving.”
 
   “You’re not just surviving. Don’t downplay your life.”
 
   “Before I left,” she started up compelled to share a slice from her past to illustrate it wasn’t worthy of nostalgia. “Dale and my mom got into it one night. The argument was so stupid I don’t even remember it, but I remember my mom was cooking dinner and wouldn’t acknowledge him. So he started raging, getting furious at the fact she wasn’t paying him any mind more than the actual argument. So Dale pulled a gun on her. Pointed it right at her head. Cocked it. And you know what Kendra did? She looked him dead in the eye. Really let him know she could see him you know? Then she looked back at the food and said, stop wasting my time.” 
 
   Finding that either hilarious or seriously bad ass, Cody laughed. He threw his head right back and laughed and laughed, good, hardy chuckles that boomed through the woods and sounded a lot like music to Hannah’s ears. She was smiling too. 
 
   “That’s just it, Cody. That’s the problem,” she went on, growing serious. “I used to think it was a good story, funny, unparalleled. But it’s not. It’s sad. It’s downright dangerous how we lived. And now she’s gone. Violence took her.”
 
   For as good a time as her story was, his smile faded when she hit in hard with the result. 
 
   When the group of teenaged boys, who’d been laughing it up behind the trees came into view, Hannah instinctively hung back, needing an excuse not to get stuck in their pack. 
 
   “I know it’s barely noon,” she said, a pre-emptive confession foreshadowing the flask she was fishing out of her purse. 
 
   “Hey,” he said easily. “I think we’ve established a no-judgment dynamic.”
 
   “For the record, I’m not an alcoholic.” In her head, she added yet and it didn’t feel quite right so tried I hope on for size, which felt more honest so she said it under her breath. 
 
   He countered with, “For the record, I’m planning on flashing my badge and watching them scatter just for shits and giggles.”
 
   Now that was funny. She nearly choked and snorted out her nip, but determined to feel the comforting burn she swallowed hard then stowed her flask. With Cody here maybe she wouldn’t need it after all.
 
   He didn’t have to produce his badge. As soon as he swaggered through the trees and announced himself with a stare, the kids postured, eyeing him, then chucked their cans, climbed into their vehicles, three to be exact, and drove off, passing Hannah and pressing on through the forest to God only knew where.
 
   Cody waited for her to catch up. As she quickened her pace, approaching, she felt the laser of his eyes on her. She couldn’t be certain he was drinking in the sight of her, but it definitely felt that way, causing her every step to feel bulky, odd, and as though she had not a shred of grace. Yet she felt sexual, if such a thing made sense. Two strange thoughts entered her mind as a result. The first was that Mary would never feel this way. And the second was that Cody had never made her feel this way in high school. Their kiss and all that had transpired between them under the bleachers and into the dreadful night that followed, which she’d worked so hard to forget, had never included this level of thrilling self-consciousness. Whether that was a good thing or bad, she'd yet to find out.
 
   “This is where it happened,” he informed her, indicating a fifteen-foot circumference around him. 
 
   Hannah met him where he stood and scanned the terrain, turning three hundred and sixty degrees around. He waited, as she took in the surroundings - dirt and gravel beneath her feet, brush that a vehicle had leveled she presumed, the red and orange and pale yellow leaves crumpled dry thanks to the temperature as they rattled on the breeze that never ceased. 
 
   “We know Kendra had been out of the house and Mary sent Candice to fetch her around eight thirty or nine in the evening. Why Kendra had ventured off is unclear, but according to Mary she’d grown secretive, aloof, distant. She couldn’t have been on the dock or Mary would’ve seen her from the living room window. Candice probably checked the dock anyway then, we assume the girl had knowledge of Kendra’s evening routines, she checked the trail that hugs the lake and comes through here.”
 
   Cody sounded clinical in his explanation, but it helped Hannah stay unemotional as she heard the facts by his account, curated by the many reports he’d read.
 
   “We know a vehicle was here. We guess a van-”
 
   “Wait a second,” Hannah interrupted to wrap her head around this tidbit. “Kendra was abducted?”
 
   “We don’t know that. We only know that a vehicle was here. There were fresh tire tracks, blood droplets over them.”
 
   “Slow down,” she demanded, frustrated that she didn’t already know everything. She forced herself to breathe and spread her mind wide open so that she could soak up every last detail. 
 
   “Okay,” he agreed. “Kendra was up here with the van. We don’t know if they’d agreed to meet or if it was a bad coincidence - wrong time, wrong place kind of thing, or if the driver knew about her evening walks and set up an abduction. All we know is that there was a vehicle, and an altercation occurred, which resulted in Kendra bleeding-”
 
   “How could her blood be over fresh tire tracks?” she asked, now grasping what he’d explained so far. 
 
   “We think Candice found Kendra in the throws of her being attacked. Kendra’s blood saturated Candice’s tee shirt and hands. It wasn’t until the van drove off that we suspect Kendra’s blood remnants on Candice fell to the dirt.”
 
   Hannah took a moment. She couldn’t feel the crisp autumn air fill her lungs anymore. Her mind was racing and her heart was pounding out of her chest. 
 
   “Candice saw my mother get attacked,” she stated, demanding confirmation before she dared allowed him to feed her more details.
 
   “Yes. And we think Candice fought with them.”
 
   Hannah wanted to sob, let the feeling roiling up inside her burst out so she might gain a shred of relief. She nodded as if to permit him to go on. 
 
   “We found Kendra’s hair in some branches over here. We found her shoe, as well as both of Candice’s, one here and the other near the lake,” he explained, pointing out each location except for the shoe at the lake. “We also found...” he trailed off, hesitated, considered, held his breath.
 
   “What?”
 
   “An eight-ball of meth.”
 
   Hannah stared at him in utter disbelief then offered her own ideas. 
 
   “Kids party out here all the time.”
 
   “We know that.”
 
   “It could’ve been anyone’s.”
 
   “We know that.”
 
   “My mother went to fucking church on Sunday’s and read the bible.”
 
   “When you knew her, yes, I’m sure she did that.”
 
   “When I knew her?”
 
   “Where I’m going with this,” he cut in, because Hannah needed to breathe and get the full picture before she imploded, “is that we believe if she was abducted, whoever took her was on drugs.”
 
   “But you told me earlier you didn't know if she was abducted. So what are you saying?”
 
   “I’m telling you what Missing Person’s reported on, not what I think,” he corrected her, but it sounded like he was trying to deflect blame or responsibility or ownership of any of this horseshit. 
 
   “Let’s cut the crap for a minute. She disappeared a month ago. Is my mother alive or dead? Yes or no?” 
 
   “When a missing person isn’t found within the first seventy-two hours then there’s little chance.”
 
   Hannah stared at him and felt her heart split down its center and she hated herself for it. She was the one who'd left, the one who didn’t look back, didn’t return her mother’s phone calls, lost touch. She hated Cody for throwing in her face that the woman she’d known might not have been who was taken that day. Time changed a person, she knew that, but it was all her fault. The only person she trusted in this world was herself and the second she'd turned her back on her mother she lost any hope of foreseeing and preventing this tragedy. And understanding it now, making sense of it, finding out who did this, well, she wasn't sure she knew any of these people anymore so what prayer did she have? 
 
   Cody found a way to get close to her. Hannah hadn’t even realized he’d drawn near until he pulled her in, cradling her lower back and the nape of her neck. She merged into his embrace, needing him and resenting him at the same time. She released into a silent, breathy sob without making a sound. The only hint she’d let go and surrendered to the heartbreak welling up inside her was the subtle quake in her shoulders, but Cody held her tight, helped her to steady. When she calmed enough to trust her voice would stay neutral, she asked, “If it’s just a bunch of meth heads who did this and it’s random, then how am I supposed to find her?” 
 
   “Candice is the key,” he said softly. 
 
   Hannah pulled away and urged him back so she could search his eyes. 
 
   “She needs to see a child psychologist,” he went on. “She hasn’t talked to anyone, and sometimes a complete stranger can get a kid to open up in a way their family can’t.”
 
   She had an impulse to call him ridiculous, but she opted for a rhetorical question. “Why wouldn’t she talk to Mary about what happened? Or Dale?”
 
   “I don’t want to speculate. I just know a psychologist could really help.”
 
   Hannah considered it. 
 
   “If there’s anything you can do.”
 
   She snorted a laugh. “Get Dale to sign off on that?"
 
   “Hannah, I’m telling you. It could crack this thing wide open. Any detail. She could’ve seen their faces. You don’t know. Even a few digits of a license plate could help tremendously.”
 
   “I’m not even sure if it’s possible.”
 
   “It’s important.”
 
   Hannah found herself shaking her head. 
 
   “Hannah, it’s the only way.”
 
   She cocked her head at that and took a step back, alert to the probability he knew something she didn’t. 
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   Cody reached for her, but she backed away, glaring at him. He thought he could bring her here and tell her half-truths? Influence her into bringing Candice to see a psychologist when he was holding a few cards tight against his chest like this was a game he needed to win?
 
   “I didn’t want to have to tell you...” he trailed off as though doing so was becoming his mode of communication, and it was Hannah’s job to read into his pauses. “When Kendra was on the ground she dug something into the dirt.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “With her finger,” he went on, unable to come out with it all at once. “We think it’s a message like she knew she’d be killed and she wanted to leave us with a place to start.”
 
   “Just fucking tell me, Cody!”
 
   “The message said, Ask Mary.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Mary had no shame nursing a Coors Light, dewy beads of perspiration rolling down the sides of the can, as she fried something Hannah knew she’d never eat. Mary had tasked her to cut a cucumber. She’d even set out a cutting board and selected the proper knife when Hannah had turned stunned as a deer in headlights in the face of her duty to assist. 
 
   “How’s that salad coming along?” she asked, flipping the fish in the pan. At least it'd looked like fish when she pulled it from the freezer. At this stage of the game it was anyone’s guess. Hannah’s money was on breaded fish fillet. 
 
   “Great, I’d say.” Hannah was saving face, of course. A fifteen year old was one-upping her at every turn. Thank God the dinner Mary had planned didn’t include the oven. She made frying look easy, but the fact of the matter was that Hannah’s meals came hot and wrapped and shoved at her, while she sat in her idling Taurus. 
 
   Mary raised a brow, gaze lingering on the mess of badly chopped vegetables Hannah had thrown into a bowl. 
 
   “Alright then,” her half-sister said easily enough. “Throw a few grape-tomatoes in there then toss it with dressing. You made the dressing right?”
 
   Made it? Paul Newman made dressing. All Hannah did was twist the top and feel satisfied if the paper wrapper broke easily. 
 
   “Well I can,” Hannah said, confidence wavering, anxiety bleeding through. Then she reassured herself that Mary was three beers deep and wouldn’t know one way or the other if her portion of tonight’s dinner were an eyesore or worse, a culinary disaster. 
 
   “Olive oil and balsamic,” she listed between long hauls on her beer. “Seasonings are on the spice rack.”
 
   “Throw me a bone?”
 
   “Try salt and pepper and basil,” she suggested, sinking into her already wide-enough hip so that she could bend her long leg out, as the fish sizzled hard in the pan. Mary eyed her as she fumbled through the cabinets in search of a mixing bowl. “I see you’ve done your hair a little better.”
 
   “I washed it,” Hannah said dryly, which was a partial truth. She’d driven to her dismal room in the Super-8, praying to holy hell there’d be some hot water left, then blow dried her wavy, brown hair straight. She’d also lined her eyes black with liner she’d bought at the local drugstore, Almay sounded like a good enough brand, and she’d brushed on a dash of apricot rouge for good measure. It wasn't until now she realized it'd been Mary who'd inspired her.
 
   “You look pretty,” she stated as though she was the authority on the matter. 
 
   Hannah, honest to God felt flattered by the compliment. 
 
   “Your clothes don’t quite capture what your figure has to offer,” she added, twisting the compliment into the backhanded variety. 
 
   Hannah wasn’t sure she wanted to highlight what her figure had to offer, because she wasn’t offering it, but Cody crossed her mind. 
 
   “It’s probably just styling,” Mary went on. “Sometimes a girl has all the right garments, but doesn’t know how to pair them.”
 
   An IQ of 140 tested when the girl was six and this was how she used it?
 
   Hannah took a break from stirring oil into vinegar and glanced down at her choice of dress - worn out jeans that hugged her well enough and lay skinny at the ankles, black boots that gave her a noticeable margin of height over Mary, the girl was a clear three inches shorter than her anyhow, but the boots divided their ages without any misunderstandings; and a purple sweater, admittedly moth-eaten, but tight enough to feel fashionable, at least by Hannah’s estimation. Was her stepsister fucking with her to shatter her confidence? Or was this a sincere effort to impart some fashion wisdom?
 
   “What do you suggest?” Hannah met her gaze then poured the dressing over the salad, all the while dreading the task of tossing it, which she feared would be required. Salad made her skin crawl. 
 
   “You really ought to wear a belt,” she assessed. “It’d pull the outfit together, but if I’m being straight with you, you’re head to toe tight. That's no good. If you’re pants are tight, you want your top to be loose and flowing.”
 
   Something about the advice endeared her to Hannah. Maybe it was the thrift store threads Mary wore, just knowing she didn’t have the means to live up to her own advice turned Hannah’s heart to mush, the kind of mush that hurt a bit and lingered, warmth and pain knotted up good. 
 
   She shot Mary a smile and thanked her, said she’d keep that in mind. 
 
   Mary acknowledged her with a curt nod then tended to her frying, which demanded more of her attention than Hannah would be able to steal back. So she watched her sister on the sly. 
 
   She flipped the fish, seasoned them with precision, flipped them again, all the while sucking on her Coors and stealing glances at Candice who sat in a comatose daze on the living room sofa. 
 
   Hannah and Mary had both given themselves silent permission to feel okay about Candice for the time being since the TV across from her was blaring some kind of celebrity news program. It wasn’t that she was staring off into space, they each told themselves. She was watching her show. 
 
   As Hannah studied Mary, she felt a twinge of something in her gut that almost resembled envy, and it was after the third twinge hit her that she endeavored to investigate what it was all about. Was it envy? She could easy pluck her brows away until she looked perpetually startled, but that wasn’t it. It wasn’t her appearance or her misguided attempts to offer fashion advice that may or may not be fashionable that made Mary shine. It was her way. Mary was becoming Kendra, and that was what Hannah envied. She’d never, at any point in time, ever come close to being like her mother, as evidenced by the wilted salad she’d thrown together, a chore at best and one she’d hated doing every step of the way. Mary and their mother loved cooking.
 
   Mary smirked hard then beamed it at her. 
 
   “I’m thinking we ought to bake a pie.”
 
   Hannah nearly gaped, but masked it with a veneer of feigned confidence. “With the oven?”
 
   “Hell yeah with the oven,” she smiled. Hannah liked that smile. It made her feel like a conspiracy was brewing between them. It awakened her inner teenager. “I’ll pull the flour and sugar, you grab the rest.”
 
   Shit, the rest of what?
 
   “Strawberries and rhubarb are in the fridge.” She nodded at it.
 
   As Hannah rearranged the cluttered refrigerator to extract the fruit and set it on the counter, she was struck with the significance of what it meant to Mary that she was here. It wasn’t about frying fish, tossing salad, and making pie. It wasn’t that making dinner required two sets of hands. It was that Mary hurt for her mother. She longed for a woman to share the kitchen with. And Hannah, as inept as she was, filled a void. Mary needed her. Maybe Mary even remembered enough about Hannah that she'd missed her directly. But one thing was clear, her younger sister was happy as hell to have her. 
 
   Which made Cody’s disclosure in the woods all the more disturbing. 
 
   Ask Mary. 
 
   Kendra’s perhaps dying declaration, at the very least her desperate attempt to be found, was wrapped up in a fifteen-year-old girl. Ask Mary? So Mary knew. What the hell did Mary know about a van full of meth heads dragging their mother off bleeding in the night, not to be found for a solid month?
 
   “Well, don’t just stare at it,” Mary laughed. “Chop the rhubarb like celery. It’s the same shape, and slice the strawberries.” She knocked back the dregs of her Coors, maneuvered around Hannah to get into the fridge for a fresh one then cracked it open. “I’ll knead the dough. Daddy’s going to love it.”
 
   Hannah went to task. “When’s your daddy getting home?” she asked then cringed at her use of the endearment. Dale was no Daddy, except the dirtiest kind. 
 
   “Eh, he’ll float in eventually.” Whatever trouble she'd had with Dale now seemed suspended from her mind. “We do alright the three of us I’d say." She stole a glance at Candice then again beamed a smile at Hannah.
 
   And that was the problem. Hannah wasn’t sure how long she’d stick around. Her workweek started tomorrow. At best, she’d stay in the motel the night, see to it that Mary got to school all right in the morning and Candice was tended to for the day, hopefully with that psychologist. Then she’d be off, return to Gilford and the life she’d worked so hard to establish. 
 
   The very notion lit a fire under her ass. 
 
   “You know Cody McAlister?” she asked, easing into her greater inquiry. 
 
   Mary didn’t even respond except to shake her head, bleached blond locks whipping across her forehead. 
 
   “He works in the Sanbornton police station, like me in Gilford,” she lied to make Cody seem more accessible.
 
   “Never heard of him,” she said like an aside, as she pressed the dough into a pie tin. 
 
   “Like me, he has access to insider information,” she went on, not entirely sure how this would land, but dreading it would likely destroy the small steps towards bonding they’d managed. “Mom dug a message into the dirt before she disappeared.” She watched Mary, anxious to see her response, any twitch or blink that could give her insight. But Mary remained neutral as though they were chatting about nothing more significant than the weather. That, in and of itself, was odd. “He told me the message said: Ask Mary.”
 
   Mary stopped her kneading, froze in a way. Her whole body stiffened and those surprised looking eyebrows went flat. She turned and Hannah had to dig deep to hold her gaze. 
 
   “The fuck are you telling me?” 
 
   “Not telling. Just asking.”
 
   Mary glared at her. Hard. So hard Hannah felt her bowels loosen just a bit. 
 
   “You’re telling me before Mom disappeared she left a message in the dirt that implies I know what happened to her?”
 
   “That’s what Cody told me.”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me with this?”
 
   “I thought I’d ask.” Hannah couldn’t keep this up. She turned to the strawberries then quickly realized she couldn’t chop them. Mary’s glare was burning a hole into the side of her head, but she managed to say enough to excuse herself to the bathroom then quickly escaped to the hall.
 
   Ducking into the bathroom, she flipped on the light. It amazed her how the body remembered, her hand had swatted at the wall even before she needed to wrack her brain for the light switch’s location. But when she reached for the lock in the same vein, Hannah discovered it wasn’t there, only a faded strip of wood where the lock panel had once been screwed into the door. 
 
   She didn’t have time to scrutinize the matter, not with her need for the toilet so she relieved herself, glimpsing at the jungle of undergarments that dangled on hangers hung from the shower rod. Mary’s version of keeping house she deduced. She finished up by washing her hands thoroughly in the sink. 
 
   For all the bras and underwear hanging like jungle vines there wasn’t a hand towel in sight so Hannah blotted her dripping palms against the front of her jeans leaving slap marks, as she stared into the mirror that was cracked like a spider's web and studied her kaleidoscope reflection.
 
   Mary was right about Hannah's eyes, beady and blue, they conveyed an edge of permanent skepticism for everything they looked at just like Mary's did. She could see her mother in her eyes as well, perhaps the only feature all the Cole women shared thanks to Kendra. Nothing else about Hannah looked much like her mother, though. Her nose was long and delicate with a classic English bump, her cheekbones high and her jaw crisp, a handsome woman. She’d told herself she looked like her father, had to. It was the only explanation, but she’d never met the man. She didn’t even know his name. The way Kendra had guarded the information was a warning that Hannah shouldn’t want to know. But she had and the urge never left her.
 
   She returned to the hall not eager to resume the confrontation so she paced slow in the opposite direction. The floorboards creaked as she ventured towards Kendra’s bedroom, which sat adjacent to the end of the hallway, Kendra and Dale’s bedroom. 
 
   A square of shiny metal on the upper lip of the doorway molding caught her eye. Shiny and new. She stepped close and eyed it, realizing it was an aluminum cylinder lock, the kind a turnkey fit into. A lock placed high up on the outside of a bedroom? 
 
   She started for her old room up the hall, all the while curiosity building. The outside upper molding didn’t have a lock, she observed. She peaked around the door and noted Mary had taken the room. Band posters, tacked crookedly, corners flopping off here and there, lined the walls. Taking a moment to step inside, her gaze scanned over the doorknob then around the molding perimeter where she found a faded patch of wood. Just like in the bathroom the flip-latch lock had been removed, but overhead there was another cylinder lock... overhead? Old locks removed. Shiny new ones drilled in up high?
 
   From the kitchen, Mary coughed and sputtered, probably beer that had slid down the wrong pipe. Hannah felt the pull to return, was hyper-aware she’d been taking too long, but ducked into Candice’s room anyway just to confirm the likelihood her locks were the same as her sister’s. They were.
 
   Ask Mary. Kendra’s message in the dirt, Cody’s voice, surged to the forefront of her mind in tandem with a stab to her gut. 
 
   She was out there drinking in the kitchen, comfortable about it, shameless, just like Hannah had when she was her age. That was the difference between Kendra the single mother and Kendra with Dale. 
 
   Thinking back, as she inched deeper into the frilly room to have a look around, a funny memory struck her from when Mary had been four or five, little feet pattering around the house, always exploring, trying to grow up fast. Mary had liked to muscle the refrigerator door open, feel the cold air waft out at her, marvel at the crowded shelves. Hannah had been pouring over her homework in the living room when Kendra found young Mary standing in front of the open fridge. Their mother took to educating the girl about what she could and couldn’t have, explaining, this is juice, and this is iced tea, and this is soda pop, but you can’t have too much. And this, Kendra had paused for emphasis, probably pointed it out demonstratively so Mary would never forget, this here is soda that only Daddy can have. 
 
   Dale’s beer. 
 
   And all Mary had learned was that the cans were daddy soda, which made them all the more interesting. 
 
   Daddy soda. It’d been interesting to Hannah as well. Those late nights when Dale had passed her a beer, their secret, his way of bonding, which was anything but. 
 
   Hannah pushed the memory out of her head, but a worse thought immediately replaced it. 
 
   Were the girls trying to keep themselves safe from him with those locks?
 
   Dale palmed the door wide open, startling her. She hadn’t heard him come home. 
 
   “You don’t live here anymore,” he barked, eyes blazing. “Can’t just snoop around like you own the place.”
 
   A six-pack of Coors was dangling from his thumb, a can in his other hand. 
 
   “I came to check on the girls.” It wasn’t an apology or an excuse. 
 
   “You checked on them yesterday.”
 
   “And I might tomorrow,” she asserted. 
 
   His smile was a threat, like watch yourself.
 
   “I didn’t understand until I saw the girls yesterday that Candice literally hasn’t been speaking,” she started up, choosing a reasonable, adult-like tone she’d never tried on him before. “She needs to see a child psychologist.”
 
   “She’ll talk when she’s ready.” Dismissing the notion, he waved her to get out of the room, yet he filled the doorway. 
 
   “You have to do what’s right for Candice. It isn’t healthy she’s shut down like this.”
 
   His gaze shifted, weathered mouth working off his set jaw as though the statement had gotten through to him, but he resisted. “She’s been through enough. I’m giving her time.”
 
   “It’s been a month.”
 
   “She needs more time.”
 
   “Which she can spend with a psychologist.” Hannah knew the second she said it she’d pushed him too far. 
 
   “You want to talk?” he asked darkly, as he reached for the small of his back and produced a gun from his waistband. 
 
   Hannah’s blood ran cold. 
 
   Pinching one eye shut, he glanced through the sight down the barrel. “Let’s go talk.”
 
   ***
 
   He fired. The deafening crack pierced her eardrums and set them ringing, as a tin can popped and went flying off a wooden block, a perfect shot from fifteen yards away and Dale had done it one-handed so he’d never have to part with his beer. 
 
   “Have at her,” he said, passing the gun to Hannah, though she’d made her reluctance clear. 
 
   It was dim behind the house. The floodlight that hung loosely from the tin roof wasn’t exactly angled in their direction so the light it cast stirred eerie shadows through the acreage whenever the wind rustled the dying vegetation. 
 
   The remaining three cans on the wood block were the faintest silhouette, but she trained her gaze on them, chose the one farthest to the left, as though concentrating would send Dale the message to step back. He’d gotten a bit close, invading her personal space, acting as though it was necessary he check the sightline down the barrel. It unnerved her.
 
   “Check your lines,” he instructed, showing a softer side, which felt so wrong. “Squeeze,” he added, “don’t pull the trigger. Squeeze it.” 
 
   She felt a wash of relief when he paced off, knocking his beer back, rattling the dregs down his throat. 
 
   Holding the gun, which she identified as a Smith & Wesson M&P 40 caliber - she’d lived with Dale long enough to pick up the jargon and know a thing or two - Hannah’s arms strained from its weight and she reminded herself it’d have a big kick. She didn’t have a prayer in hell at hitting one of those cans, much less the one she was aiming for, but if this little charade were Dale’s prerequisite for agreeing to let Candice see a psychologist, then she’d play along until she won. 
 
   She squeezed the trigger. Not one tin can blasted off the block, but a murder of crows shrieked, surging up from the dark brush near the tree line. 
 
   Hannah offered the gun to him, but Dale was too busy keeling over in hysterical laughter. 
 
   When he sobered up, he pinched his thumb and index finger over his eyes and sighed. “I needed that. A good laugh. Man, you went soft in Gilford.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, dryly. 
 
   Dale stalked over and relieved her of the weapon, got a bit lost in its weight, eyeing it, looking down its left flank then the other side. His mood shifted as he inspected the handgun like he was about to release a breath of truth. 
 
   “I miss her.” He shuddered, inhaling deeply, barrel chest swelling. He tucked the gun down the back of his jeans. “She changed, Hannah.”
 
   Because you changed her, she thought, but didn’t dare voice.
 
   “That woman brought God into my life then abandoned Him.” Dale stared off into the burly nightscape, welcoming what revelations might come. “I’ve been going to church. Got real serious about it after Kendra disappeared.” He turned dark, angling his eyes at her. “She’s dead.”
 
   He’d knocked the wind out of her. “How do you know?”
 
   “Just do.” Dale returned his gaze to the woods. “Thinking anything else is damn torture.”
 
   Wrapping her mind around his twisted logic turned her stomach into a lead ball. 
 
   “So with your church and your decision to think of her as dead, she’s in heaven?” Hannah guessed so something about this might turn sweet. 
 
   “She’s not in heaven. She’s in hell.” 
 
   Hannah’s heart leapt up her throat. The guns. The locks. The bone chilling assertion her mother was dead, in hell. She felt suddenly raw, vulnerable, trapped in the woods with a dangerous man. 
 
   “Heaven’s for me,” he went on. “For us, me and the girls.”
 
   “Dinner’s ready!” Mary called out through the back window. “Don’t let this pie get cold!” 
 
   But Dale didn’t acknowledge her, didn’t even feign a glance over his shoulder. 
 
   Moments passed, Dale ruminating, Hannah on guard not quite trusting the silence between them.
 
   Angrily, Mary stomped towards them and wasted no time grabbing Dale by the arm and yanking him inside. The fearless command she had over him was so familiar it was jarring. Kendra incarnate. 
 
   “Easy, girl,” Dale grumbled on a laugh. 
 
   Hannah stalked through the dying grass after them, but paused when she felt a vibration in her back pocket. The call coming through wasn’t a number she recognized, but she swiped the screen anyway. 
 
   “Hannah Cole,” she stated.
 
   “Hannah, hi. It’s Cody.” His tone sounded deep, deeper than it had in person, as though something was wrong. “Sandy gave me your contact. Hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “I'm listening.”
 
   “A man came into the station. Hannah, he had a human hand with him. He brought it in a box."
 
   Suddenly, the dark forest was reeling all around her, swallowing her up.
 
   Her voice was a thread. "Kendra's?"
 
   "You might want to get down here.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Cody didn’t want to be alone with it. No one did, which was why the rest of his department, the nose-to-the-grindstone and burn-the-midnight-oil types who found ways to live here after hours and through the weekend, had converged with Missing Person's upstairs, as wildly disorganized and habitually oblivious as they were, not that there were many of them presently. 
 
   Sandy had gone off squawking like a plucked chicken when the man had stumbled in, his face covered in thick blood so dark it looked like motor oil. She was the main staple this evening next to Robertson, whose approach to finding missing individuals tended to be so cautious, meticulous, contemplative that if Cody didn't know better, hadn’t known him for ten years and seen first hand his capabilities, he’d think the man just plain didn’t care. The real Achilles heel of their department was that people in Sanbornton simply didn’t go missing, not beyond the occasional teen who’d made good on a threat to a parent or a fed up spouse who’d checked into a motel, killed their cell, and claimed a Goddamn moment to breathe. Sure, they’d gone missing and Robertson shined in his calm stealth to locate each individual, but their department had never seen a case like Kendra Cole’s. The fact they now had her hand in a box was a downright anomaly and cataclysmic at that. 
 
   The real kicker was that Homicide wasn’t chomping at the bit to take over. Quite the opposite in fact. Chief Marley had all but thrown his hands up and let the ball bounce off his chest to forge a fowl, declaring that until Kendra Cole was found dead this wasn’t his game to play. By the same measure, the Chief had also denied the glaring probability that wherever Kendra was she hadn’t a prayer in hell of staying alive for very long without her hand. 
 
   Contradictions as tangled as a snarl of yarn had bounced around the room so Cody had isolated himself with the hand downstairs and tried not to absorb their argumentative murmurings that came in fits and starts through the ceiling. 
 
   His gut clenched then flipped in horror at the hand. Several times it’d crossed his mind to bolt for the men's room. As if desperate to believe he had no weaknesses, he’d fought to urge. Doing so centered him in a way, gave him a break from sorting through the nightmare in his head. Pain had the power to consume. Overcoming it was a real meditation. 
 
   He shouldn’t have called Hannah. 
 
   Sitting at the table, elbows braced on his knees, his right heel drilled against the linoleum, making him jitter quick as a metronome, as he stared at the cracked tabletop, the side of the cardboard box, beat and weathered like it’d been used for shipping again and again. Cody, honest to God, couldn’t fathom that a woman he’d known had endured separation from her left hand.
 
   Jesus Christ. 
 
   A sudden clench to his gut then a hot wave rushed through his lower abdomen, liquefying his bowels, but Cody rode through it; flexed against nature, sweat beading across his hairline. When it passed Kendra came to mind. He wondered if his discomfort alleviated an ounce of hers, if it shouldered a breath of her burden. That’s how Cody viewed the world and people in it. As connected. In his mind, that’s what empathy was, compassion. When you saw a person hurt so bad you couldn’t help but hurt by extension. 
 
   Kendra had been a beast of a woman. Bosom so full he imagined God had deemed her a worthy vessel to hold His sorrow and love for all mankind, wide hips sturdy like the earth, origin of the world below as mysterious and terrifying as death itself, though most men would think it the warmest welcome. That’s what women were to Cody, how they seemed, mysterious and terrifying. Kendra used to hum at the stove when he'd come over for Hannah - she’d shove a hot plate at him, while Hannah would gape at her mother, a silent exchange that told him they’d talked about this, no distractions from their studies. But Cody had always eaten, too intimidated by Kendra to yield to Hannah's disgruntled glare. 
 
   Kendra had smelled like nail polish and fried food, but it was her physical presence that had been the most cloying. Hair in curlers tucked under a net, lips pursed but not so much she couldn’t smile at you, and those eyes, blue lasers angling on you with Old Testament judgment that made you certain you must have done something wrong. Cody had watched his step around her and had never been on the dark side of those eyes, thank God. He’d been sure no mortal would survive. 
 
   The year he’d gotten close with Hannah, Dale had long since warped the family. Inserting himself, busting it wide open, the extent of which Cody had no clue until years later when stories upon stories passed through so many gossips he couldn’t discern fact from fiction - kids and guns and screaming matches heard only by the wilderness surrounding their dark corner of the lake. Dale kept getting worse and worse. Cody had ignored the rumors, though. Hannah had stopped talking to him at that point, shut him out, treated him as though he were dead to her, which he’d deserved and never fought. 
 
   The murmuring hushed overhead, sudden silence causing him to jolt alert. He held his breath, hoped no one would come down, check on him or give him an update as to which side of the fence the Cole case was landing on, should the department heads upstairs ever come to a decision. As far as he was concerned it was already his, didn't matter which Chief ended up claiming it. In fact, his gut told him neither would.
 
   When they started up again he let out a shuddering breath, sucked in a deep one, and let his memories carry him out of the interrogation room he’d squared himself off in, drifting into the past. 
 
   Hannah. 
 
   Sprightly, hair akimbo, eyes as discerning as her mothers, and lips he couldn’t help but lust for, Hannah had exuded wisdom, not intellect or street smarts, but the kind of wisdom that came with sensing the pain in this world and knowing only pure-hearted love could cure it. In high school she’d been reserved but aware. She'd always known where the bullies were in the hall between classes and she kept back, spying their activities. The day he’d noticed her it was because she swooped in on Timmy Baumbach. He’d been beaten silly, head slammed badly between a locker door and its frame a few times under the hand of one of the senior track stars. As soon as the coast had cleared, Hannah was upon him, arm over his shoulder, ready with a fistful of tissues. It’d cracked Cody’s heart wide open the way she brushed over Timmy's embarrassment, turning chatterbox at him about how well he’d done in debate, asking about how he did on his chemistry test, yapping on and on so Timmy wouldn’t fall into a pit of despair. And it’d worked. 
 
   After that Cody had courted her in the spirit of friendship, a pre-emptive defense tactic in case he was destined to suffer the same fate with the jocks. But for Cody, it hadn’t been just a friendship. Never was. Never would be. 
 
   And he’d fucked it up as badly as it could’ve been fucked.
 
   Pounding at the door stirred him from his reverie and Cody sprang from his chair, clipping his knee against the leg and doubling over, riding out the smart. He shook it off, released the wince from his expression, and cracked the door, but slammed it right quick, Hannah’s narrowed eyes burning on his retina. 
 
   She pounded again, “Cody.”
 
   “I thought you said you’d call when you got here.”
 
   “I did,” she stated through the door. He envisioned her now, sinking into a hip not at all like her mother’s, fist planting hard against it, causing all kinds of dangerous angles to take shape. “You didn’t pick up so I followed the voices. Sandy told me you’re down here.” 
 
   He slipped from the room, the length of him meeting with Hannah who was holding her ground, and pulled the door shut with a gentle click. As dim and quiet as the homicide floor was, her soft features appeared bathed in just enough light that the girl he’d once known shined through. 
 
   “You have him in custody? You caught him?” She was eager about it, eyes pleading up at him, as he stammered, thankful only that she hadn’t demanded to see the hand. 
 
   “It’s not cut and dry,” he managed. “Thanks for coming down.”
 
   “Don’t thank me. Tell me what’s going on. Do you know where my mom is?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Hannah must have realized their proximity, because she took a step back, and the tension he’d sensed between them, the flicker of her reciprocating interest, which he liked if he’d read her correctly, was extinguished.
 
   “Want to have a seat?”
 
   He didn’t wait for her response, but found the switch to his desk lamp and twisted it on. Apprehensive since his urgency had subsided, Hannah made her gradual way over, as Cody felt a brief stab of embarrassment at the clutter on his desk - a mess of reports, tchotchkes he’d ordered off EBay, now collecting dust, some on their sides (an optimistic elephant, a Mickey Mouse collectors item he’d soon learned was a fake) and the most mortifying of all, a framed photo of Hannah and him from his senior prom. He flipped it face down against the wood before she could notice and pulled his partner’s chair around for her to sit.
 
   When she did, arms wrapped tight at the elbows and legs crossed as if she could fortify herself, Cody took a breath to reel in the historical longing he felt for her, push from his mind the fact she was damn easy on the eyes, and wrap his head around the best way to explain what had occurred.
 
   “The man who came in, we don’t know his name yet-”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “Let me explain.” Cody said, flexing his palm down before leaning in, as he stole a moment to sort through what he might be able to spare her. 
 
   “Stop filtering everything,” she insisted, gaze blazing on him like her mother’s laser eyes. 
 
   “His tongue was cut out. He couldn’t talk.” 
 
   Her breath came out like she’d been punched in the chest and her eyes, widening and misting in alarm, told him he’d most definitely need to filter himself.
 
   Hannah’s mouth was a taut line of self-induced silence, but she took to nodding, an indication he should go on. 
 
   “He stumbled into the station, drunk from pain. I won’t describe it for you, but it was shocking to the few of us here who saw. He had a box with him, like I mentioned on the phone. Right now he’s at the hospital. It looks like he was a victim, a pawn of sorts, to get Kendra’s hand here. But we’ll know more in a day or two when we talk to him. If we threaten him with charges I’m sure he’ll communicate.”
 
   He studied Hannah as she struggled to process that much. The information seemed to stun her. Her brow knit and he couldn’t tell if she was breathing, as her pupil’s dilated, the look of someone overwhelmed and dissociating. When she spoke her tone was low, raw, but laced with hope. 
 
   “Maybe it's not my mom's."
 
   It was then Cody knew his duties to his department would pit him against her. There were some things he couldn’t say. Other’s he could, but if she pressed him for the reasoning, the logic, how he and his department had arrived at a conclusion, he’d have to lie. So he focused her on what he was authorized to discuss. 
 
   “It was Kendra,” he said definitively. Before she could ask why he was so certain or demand how he knew, he cut in with, “According to our medical examiner Kendra was alive at the time her hand was removed.”
 
   Hannah’s expression lifted optimistically then a fresh wave of anguish took hold. He could see her attempting to work through the torture from her mother’s perspective, which was a very dark road to travel, so again he focused her. 
 
   “She’s a hell of a fighter.” He searched her eyes to see if his encouragement had landed. “She’s alive, Hannah. After a month. That’s incredible.” Vacancy and stunned silence sat in front of him. “We’re going to find her.”
 
   “Ok,” she said as if she were trapped inside her mind - soft, thin, floating away.
 
   “Hannah?”
 
   He wasn't sure if she was still processing or maybe the effort to do so had rendered her incapacitated. Cody rolled his chair close, fitting his legs around hers and planting his elbow against the edge of his desk so he could offer her a shred of human connection. One palm lay softly over her knee. The other hand curved to her shoulder. No response, but she was warm. 
 
   With an edge to her tone so cold if felt like an accusation, she demanded, “How do you know it’s Kendra?”
 
   It was hitting her. An explosion would follow. He rolled in closer, but their chairs fit awkwardly. He couldn’t feel enough of her through her bulky coat, the thick jeans that held the scent of autumn, cold and damp.
 
   Reaching across his desk, Cody flipped off the light, gave her the privacy of darkness. No one would see if she let go. When his hand returned to her shoulder, her face pulled into a strained grimace, lips flexing downward, cheeks pinching up into a quaking sob. But she was quiet about it just as she’d been in the woods. He’d never seen it, never seen anyone riveted by grief without making a sound. As he urged her near and held her as much as their damned chairs would allow, it crossed his mind that maybe she’d learned this. Maybe she’d trained herself to cry without the world knowing. 
 
   He eased back when he felt her palm at his chest, and as he obeyed he felt the impulse to kiss her and hated himself for it. Hated that he was poised, skin electric, movements slow and eager to receive any sign he was what she needed. 
 
   Voice a thread, she uttered, “I have to see it.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “I have to.”
 
   “No, Hannah.” Fingers in her hair, his whole hand massaging the nape of her neck, he set his forehead against hers. “No please, Hannah. I should’ve have called you.”
 
   “But you did.” 
 
   She turned to stone. 
 
   “She’s alive out there and as soon as you see it you’re going to feel like she’s dead.”
 
   “It’s not you’re call, Cody.”
 
   Hannah sniffled and was rough getting the tears out of her eyes. She stood, exhaling, which Cody guessed was meant to pull her together, then she started for the interrogation room door, intuitive enough to know that if he’d kept her out surely that’s where her mother’s hand was.
 
   Quick strides and he opened the door for her. The fluorescents stung his eyes, which adjusted by the time he stood over the box. Hannah lingered midway between the door and the table. 
 
   “You don’t have to do this.”
 
   As if her soul had been fractured, she asked, “Why is she in here?”
 
   Cody shifted his gaze to the box then back to her and blinked. 
 
   Tone strained, punching, “Why is she still in a box like a piece of trash?” 
 
   “She’s not,” he tried to assert, but he couldn’t deny she was still in a box. “Don’t think of her as dead. I told you. Christ, Hannah. This is evidence and what my department chooses to do with it is our business.”
 
   He’d hit in too hard and immediately regretted it, but she didn’t fly into offence or explode at him. In fact, she quieted, getting still in a way that caused him concern, then stepped slowly, boots tapping on linoleum, until she was able to gaze down at it.
 
   The moment her eyes landed she turned suddenly hollow like her spirit had been flushed out. Cody stood ready to catch her if she fell, but she didn’t waver or collapse. The effect of seeing her mother’s hand lain out on torn newspaper in a ratty old box didn’t liquefy her like it had Cody or make her crumble like it would any other woman. Hannah just seemed empty. 
 
   “So Homicide has her case now?” she asked. Remarkable strength came clear as a bell through her voice. 
 
   It had him thrown for a beat. “We’re figuring that out. Like I said she isn’t dead.”
 
   “So Missing Person's is working this?”
 
   Cody had bowed out of the debate an hour ago. He couldn’t say one way or the other but in his mind he'd taken it on, whether or not that’d end up being the reality. 
 
   “I’m not doing anything but finding Kendra.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   When he dared look at her, Hannah struck him as stoic. Her forehead and eyes were slack, lips parted, breath a feather rising and falling on the gentlest breeze. Seeing her like that was a knife twisting in his heart.
 
   He found her hand, first a brush - back of his hand against hers. Then he ventured to graze his palm around, sensing if she’d spread her fingers for him. He lingered, hoping or needing her to let him offer comfort by way of this small gesture, admittedly less than a token, but he was dying to give it all the same. He felt her move. Her hand straightened a touch and, seizing the moment with a burst of urgency, which he managed to reel in enough to move slowly, Cody slipped his fingers between hers, slid his hand in, and held hers. Gently. Firmly. With purpose. 
 
   He didn’t trust his voice to come through so he cleared it, but quietly. 
 
   “Remember...” he swallowed hard, taking a beat to get the memory right. “Remember the rainstorm? November? It was the weekend before thanksgiving and everyone was planning on going to Mitchell’s party on the field?”
 
   She squeezed a bit tighter, which told him she did. 
 
   “So dumb of him to think he could throw a party on the track field, but the whole school bought it. It was going to be the biggest deal.”
 
   “And we knew we couldn’t go,” she supplied. Her gaze vacant, though it lain over the box. 
 
   “Because we weren’t cool enough.” Cody wanted to laugh at his remark. 
 
   “But we showed up out of sheer defiance,” she said for him, merging into the same memory. 
 
   “Then the rain came. It poured. I was waiting for you on the field, not a soul in sight. And you came running. Hair soaked. Couldn’t even see, you were squinting through the rain so hard. And those big stadium lights were blaring over us, bright as hell as if they were money well spent for the school district. It was our party, Hannah. No one there. Rain pouring down. But we didn’t care. We started singing loud, some terrible song.” Cody fell silent, stole a glance at her and his heart sighed when he saw the faintest of smiles on her face. He whispered, “I’m here.”
 
   Hannah took her time, but told him, “Yeah.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The overhead light buzzed like it was designed to unnerve and its periodic flicker wasn't helping. 
 
   Hannah ignored the justifiable twinge of embarrassment that came with letting Cody step inside her motel room, in favor of turning on the nearest nightstand lamp. Its tungsten glow lent a soft, amber cast to the room, making it less bleak. The only downside was that it brightened the mess she’d managed in just two days - toiletries strewn across a dresser, the drawers of which were ajar to varying degrees though empty, her suitcase lain open like the spoils of a small explosion, tees and panties and mismatched socks sprouting out. She hadn’t gotten so far in her organization to fill the dresser, tidy up nicely and tuck the case under the bed, its bedding stripped off and lain bunched in a nest on the floor. Hannah had a thing about beds, didn’t trust them, wouldn’t sleep in one. 
 
   Cody inched in as though canvassing damage in a war-torn country - alert, pained, brave. 
 
   “Sorry about the mess.” 
 
   Perhaps sensitive to her sudden insecurity, he turned for the door and took his slow time fixing the locks in place so Hannah could quickly stuff her undergarments into her suitcase and muscle it under the bed. She managed to sweep her toiletries into the top dresser drawer and shove it closed as well as the lower ones by the time he turned back. And it seemed to relieve him, though the state of the bed remained a mystery he’d never solve. 
 
   “You going to be okay here?”
 
   “It’s just one more night.”
 
   Though he remained reserved in his shock, his brows lifted. “You’re still planning on heading out?”
 
   On a clipped sigh, Hannah indicated she had to. “Got a department to run.” The shrug she’d offered alongside it felt dishonest. She was torn up over seeing Kendra’s hand, chilled to her very core, though she wondered if the windows were contributing. She went to them and inspected signs of a draft then pulled the tattered curtains across figuring that’d do it.
 
   As Cody stood studying her, she avoided him and fished her flask out of her purse. If ever she needed a hard drink, it was now.
 
   His gaze was high beams, blinding her, but she knocked back a solid nip, as she eased to the side of the bed. 
 
   “I think you should reconsider going home.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   As Hannah stole nips from her flask, conscious of his likely judgment, he seemed to experiment with how close to her he could sit, first setting down a ways away near the nightstand then shifting as if to get comfortable, all the while edging in. 
 
   The whiskey-burn melted any self-consciousness she’d been imprisoned in and she studied him right back. The amber glow from the lamp had him backlit, but his green eyes pierced through. How many times had they sat beside one another like this all those years ago, profile to profile, facing front in his pickup he’d let her drive even though she’d been a year shy of applying for her learner’s permit?
 
   Ghosts indeed.
 
   In terrible timing, Hannah hopped up to kill the overheads which had been grating on her nerves just as Cody started his hand towards her to offer her something words couldn’t. She felt the sting of her accidental rejection, but the cringe it’d caused went unnoticed as she flipped the switch. Hindsight was twenty-twenty and it wasn’t until she faced him that she realized the lighting was romantic. 
 
   Cody seemed to take an ounce of pleasure in staring up at her. His eyes turned a bit hungry, though he had enough good sense to shield it with a veil of gravity. Or maybe she was misreading. Maybe that’s how he looked at women these days so long as he had the privacy of four walls. Hannah probably wasn’t so special, but the bell to his Pavlovian response.
 
   “I’m going to be straight with you, Hannah,” he said once she’d returned, leg tucked under her, the other hooked around the side of the bed, flask calling to her from between her hands. “I don’t want you to be alone tonight.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “You can’t summon me to your station to have me look at butchered body parts then reap the benefit of my state.” 
 
   “That can’t be what you think I did.”
 
   It hadn’t been, but she didn't appreciate being tempted.
 
   “You wanted the inside track on the investigation,” he pointed out, no need to finish his statement. 
 
   “I’m not blaming you.” Knocking back another swig helped her think. “But years have gone by. You don’t get to pick up where we left off.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.”
 
   “Then what do you mean?”
 
   He looked a bit ill to be put on the spot, but he’d made his bed and she had a perverse curiosity to see if he would lie in it or try to dance his way out.
 
   “You’ve been through a lot in the past two days. Things could get worse. I know you’re strong. All I’m saying is that you shouldn’t have to be.”
 
   Mary came to mind. She’d thought the exact same thing about her half-sister. Why was it that you could easily see when someone’s burden was too great for them, but be blind to your own hardship and how it was destined to crush you? 
 
   He let his point go unaddressed, but he backed it up by placing his hand on her knee, which protruded at such an angle his effort to connect didn’t strain him. In fact, to Hannah it felt natural. And until she'd felt him, warm and firm, through her jeans, she hadn’t known how badly she needed it, human touch, his touch. 
 
   But his support was a dangerous thing. Hannah saw her mother’s hand in that box like she was back in the station, and it sent a sick feeling rushing through her. 
 
   She pushed hard against the impulse to hurl, anchored it in the pit of her stomach, then drowned it in booze. 
 
   “So when that... man...” Her stomach twisted at the thought of him. “When he recovers you’ll talk to him and find out where my mom is?”
 
   Cody nodded, eyes glued to her, as though he were holding her together and if he blinked she’d fall apart. 
 
   She’d already fallen apart. Part of her had died seeing Kendra’s hand. 
 
   “More likely than not he’s a victim in all of this,” he started, guiding her through his logic. “Let's just say I’m confident he’ll be eager to talk, tell us what he knows, and put whoever’s behind this in prison.”
 
   As if venturing to feed her more positive news to keep her going, Cody added, “There’s also a lot forensics will be able to tell us about the actual...” he trailed off, searched for a better word, couldn’t find one, swallowed hard on a shuddering cringe, “removal of her hand. To my untrained eye the cut looked relatively clean. If it was a surgical removal, that could greatly narrow our list of culprits.”
 
   “Who's on the list of culprits?”
 
   “Well, at the moment...” She could see he hated to admit it. 
 
   “No one,” she supplied. “Of course there’s no one. Kendra had no reason to be caught up in this.”
 
   “What do you make of the message she carved in the dirt?”
 
   It felt like he was pushing her and she wasn’t sure if she could take it. 
 
   “What do you make of the scenario where my mother would have time to carve a message in the dirt?” 
 
   Cody held her gaze and she could see the gears turning deep within, and yet there was always the hint of electricity between them, stronger than it’d been in high school, more thrilling than it’d been in the woods. 
 
   “I’ve been thinking about it,” she went on, “there was blood. She might have been stabbed. At best it was a struggle. Even if her captors had gotten her to the dirt, braced her down, you think they’d let her carve some words out? A name? Or is it that you think they left her unattended?”
 
   He thought it through and held his response. 
 
   “To me it doesn’t add up.” She let that hang in the air between them, as she debated cluing him into the rocky exchange she’d had with Mary. But seeing his kind eyes and believing in the honesty of his forthright nature, it dawned on her she’d be damned if he wasn’t the closest thing she’d ever have to a friend in all this, and realizing this tipped the scales. “I mentioned it to her.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And let’s just say it didn’t go over well.” She snorted a laugh a bit surprised she had one in her then settled into drinking loosely. 
 
   There should’ve been more to the conversation, but Cody fell silent, his fast working mind at it just the same, but he didn't share his insights. 
 
   Whether he’d worked the matter through or abandoned it, he asked, “Why’d you lose touch with me?”
 
   The booze zinging through her veins trumped her composure and Hannah let out a cocky response. “Two way street, my friend.”
 
   “I thought you hated me.”
 
   She lolled an easy shrug, brows floating up in agreement, then decided to find something interesting about her flask, took to eyeing it. 
 
   “For the record," he started, "I was a dumb kid. I was on cloud nine you went to prom with me, and not just because I had no chance of going with anyone else. I mean I was actually thrilled. I was a nervous wreck. I had to keep balled tissues in my slacks I was sweating so much at the thought of walking up to your door, and not just because I was scared shitless of Dale. That night meant a lot to me.”
 
   “You’ve been keeping record?” 
 
   Now it was Cody’s turn to brush it off, but his responding shrug was halfhearted. This was serious to him. “Guess I have.”
 
   She’d been keeping record, too. And everything that happened to her after he’d set off that night, satisfied to have scored, was so knotted up in her memory of him she couldn’t help but blame him. Then when he’d blabbed and she was branded a slut, she couldn’t take it.
 
   And time hadn’t changed much - her animosity nor her desire for him. That was the trouble. She still felt a pang to lean towards him, even now. Nothing she’d ever done in all the years since that night had succeeded at cutting him clean from her heart.
 
   “I need you to go now,” she softly announced. 
 
   Wind over reeds. “Okay.”
 
   He remained, let in a sharp inhale like he might say or ask something. Then he found her hand, laced his fingers through hers like before, and Hannah lost sight of why she was fighting whatever this was. 
 
   After strengthening his grasp to convey all he might have to offer, Cody slipped away and unlocked the door. In that brief moment alone on the bed before getting to her feet, Hannah had never felt more at odds. She was screaming inside for him to stay, hold her, prove to her that the world wasn’t a cruel place if only for a night. But part of her felt as though she didn’t deserve it. There’d be no solace until Kendra was found. 
 
   ***
 
   If Hannah hated anything, it was her own head-to-toe reflection in a dressing room mirror. Her system of buying clothes generally amounted to throwing a hanger over her head so the garment would drape down her front as she eyeballed it to assess if it’d do, flatter her shape, fit well enough, serve its purpose. Jeans were easy. Just hunt through the stack and pull her size. Coats and shoes were her favorite. Throw them on and they’d be the ones who told her if they fit. Hannah had employed her system at the K-Mart off Route 12, but driving back to the Super-8 to change didn’t make a lick of sense, so here she was, juggling tops and bottoms and angling her naked body away from her reflection, though peaks slapped at the corner of her eye. 
 
   To ensure she wouldn’t get sucked into the sight of herself, she clamped her cell between her ear and shoulder, listening to a blaring ring tone and hoping someone at the station would pick up.
 
   “Holder?” She startled herself at how surprised she sounded to hear the Chief come through the line. “It’s Hannah Cole.”
 
   There was his heavy sigh like she’d done something foolish. 
 
   “What is it?” he barked through the line. Her fault, she supposed. She should've been handing him his coffee by now, black with one Sweet & Low. 
 
   She felt like Mary launching into the twisted tale. “I headed over to Sanbornton for the weekend. Family emergency, to be honest. And, well, to refresh your memory, I never took my five days this past summer.”
 
   Silence, whether bored or aggravated she couldn’t tell, but aggravated seemed his median mood so she had to figure. 
 
   “I have to ask for those days now.”
 
   Another sigh. Hannah pictured him reclining hard against his squeaky chair, the poor thing straining to support his girth, as he worked displeasure from his jaw and narrowed his mean gaze on the ceiling tiles, considering the most brutal way to rip her a new one.
 
   “You have to call human resources,” he grumbled. 
 
   Right. She knew that. It was the blouse all over again. 
 
   “Will do,” she quipped, but something kept her on the line, perhaps a need for his approval. “It’s my family-”
 
   “Call it in to Jenny.”
 
   “My mom’s gone missing-”
 
   “If you don’t have the extension you can find it on the website.” Cold of him then the line went dead. 
 
   Hannah caught sight of herself in the mirror. Pale flat flesh hugged in a nude bra which fit her loose and crooked, underwear that’d lost elasticity from too many washes and yet still wasn’t broad enough to cover the downy dusting of pubic hair that had no concept of where her privates ended and her thighs began. No one wanted to see her like this, least of all Hannah. 
 
   She maneuvered to sit on the sorry excuse for a bench, being sure to keep her back to the mirror, and gnawed on her lip as she thumbed through her cell to pull up the precinct website, Jenny’s extension, and make her damned call. 
 
   Jenny was nice enough about it, even went the extra mile to allocate remaining sick days to apply towards her impromptu vacation. After Holder, Hannah hadn’t bothered to wade into the real reason behind her time off, and Jenny didn’t ask. By the time she hung up Hannah was looking at eight days permitted, not including Saturday and Sunday of course, which were hers in the first place. Counting on her fingers, she worked out she’d return to work next Thursday. She’d have to do a little math to see if she could swing the Super-8 for as long, but all told it had been a productive phone call. 
 
   Then it hit her. 
 
   Ten calendar days in Sanbornton. Ten days with Dale in her life. Ten days praying for her mother’s return and choking down the past and wrestling with her feelings towards Cody, would she make it out of this? 
 
   Suddenly, the bench felt too hard. She let the garments go. They cascaded to the floor, which she knew was dusty but couldn’t be worse than how she kept her clothes anyhow. She kneeled over them; riffled through, mindful that tight wouldn’t work unless paired with flowing. 
 
   Eager to get the hell out of the K-Mart, she bit the tags off fast, dressed even faster, and got to her Taurus, which she’d intentionally parked as far away from the entrance as possible. 
 
   The cold sting of the air hit her lungs and pulled the hot flush from her cheeks by the time she slid in behind the wheel. There, she dialed up Cranston, hoping he’d had time since sitting down that morning with her voice message to actually be able to do something about it.
 
   When the ring tone opened up into heavy exhaling followed by slurping, a surge of hope filled her heart. 
 
   “Cranston?” 
 
   Loud swallowing then she heard him say, “Yeah?”
 
   “It’s Hannah. Did you get my message?”
 
   “Hannah.” His tone was warm, concerned. She almost lost it behind the wheel, but trained her gaze on the red and orange leaves fluttering down across the hood of her car. “Kills me we haven’t heard a thing. Damned WMUR reporting on one hundred year old twins blowing out birthday candles and people are getting snatched off in the forest in this county, no one the wiser.”
 
   And that did it. Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them back. 
 
   “How the hell are you holding up over there?”
 
   “Good,” she managed through her cracking voice then tried again in a deeper register. “Good. Got some time off from the department. Got some leads over here. You get around to looking into anything?”
 
   Papers rustled through the line then something clattered and Cranston muttered shit under his breath, but masked it with, “Did. I did. Give me a second.”
 
   More rustling then Cranston tapped angrily, probably his mouse against the desk. 
 
   “Kendra Cole.” It sounded like he was reading. “I’m going to give it to you straight, kid.” Never a good preface, but she held on. “Cole’s been arrested. Let’s see,” counting under his breath, “four times in the last year.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Looks like,” more scrolling, his computer she figured. “Methamphetamine possession on all counts. Never did time. Third strike and she got community service, but the judge agreed to hours served at her church.”
 
   Hannah literally could not believe what she was hearing and in the same breath Cody’s conviction that the hand was undoubtedly Kendra’s now made sense. She was in the system. 
 
   “That’s all I got,” said Cranston, breathing heavily into the receiver. 
 
   She mustered a thank you, but it was small. 
 
   “You just let me know anything else you need, you hear me?”
 
   “Yeah, thanks. I really appreciate it.”
 
   “Hey,” he started before she could get off the line and lose herself in the simplistic foliage that fell around her vehicle as though everything she’d known about her mother wasn’t coming apart at the seams. “You okay?”
 
   No, no she wasn't, she thought, but the words didn’t come. 
 
   “Focus on finding your mother. Have faith, Hannah. That’s what it’s there for.” 
 
   ***
 
   Having faith, as a mode to endure or a strategy to overcome, never sat right with Hannah. She spent the day in her motel room, trying to make sense of things, of herself, of her compulsive reapplication of eyeliner that couldn’t mask what she’d seen, her mother’s hand in a box. Drinking helped, but only by a slight margin which held too much room for error. Knowing this or despite it, she kept at it, ingesting her supply, though it felt forced at times like her body had had enough but her mind couldn’t be satisfied, not until it was completely shut down.
 
   Daddy soda. 
 
   It wasn’t lost on her that she was attempting to dig herself out of the hole he’d put her in using the tool he’d introduced. But as it stood she had to admit the ruin she found herself in, the catastrophe the whole family was suffering wasn’t his doing, not in a way she could prove, unless anyone cared to believe her gut. 
 
   Those locks. 
 
   Something wasn’t right about them.
 
   Hannah eased into her nest of blankets on the floor, her eyelids heavy. And soon she was swept up in sleep’s warm bath. 
 
   Hours later she woke with a start. The room was cold, not drafty, not as if the heaters were losing a battle against the elements outside. Instinct told her the boiler had broken, wisdom earned from an unrelenting upbringing in the shack. 
 
   Keep fighting was the mantra that got her to her feet, got her coat on right quick, and gave her the strength to haul herself out to her Taurus, drive a shy mile into the woods, darkness and shadows threatening to swallow dusk even before it touched down. 
 
   She was close enough to on time when she hooked right, veering off the main road for the dirt one that led to Mary and Candice.
 
   When she pulled to a stop, she knocked back the dregs from her flask, not a craving but a precaution to ward off the dull headache she knew would swell.
 
   Mary was lingering around the porch and Hannah realized she was scrutinizing the hole she’d created when her foot had cracked through. Hammer in her right hand, grill of nails poking out of her mouth, she kicked at a fresh two by four lain on the highest step. Damned if the girl wasn’t a Boss, capital B no question. 
 
   She started for her then slowed up when she reached the bottom step. Mary didn’t so much acknowledge her as perform her pride at keeping house. Hannah had to take it as a bit of a dig. She’d created a chore for her sister, which Dale should’ve been handling.
 
   Mary pinched the line of nails out of her mouth like a fistful of cigarettes, brushed her bleached hair off her forehead with her woolen sweater sleeve, an item from the local army-navy store no doubt, and said, “Hand me that board, would you?”
 
   “Where do you want it?” Hannah asked with it firm in her grasp. 
 
   Mary shot her a crooked smile. “Where do you think?”
 
   Hannah laid the board over the hole, made sure it aligned with the weathered grain of its elderly neighbors, and held it in place, while Mary assessed Hannah’s contribution for errors then took to hammering one nail after another. 
 
   “You make it to school?”
 
   Mary snorted a laugh then hit at the nail harder. It took three thwacks to put it flush then she angled the next one in and thwacked it hard as hell. 
 
   Hannah supposed that had been her answer. 
 
   As the girl worked nails into the board’s perimeter with the kind of savvy Hannah couldn’t pay a contractor to employ over in Gilford, Hannah watched her closely, got a bit lost in the youth of her complexion, the arch of her brow, the softened lines of her nose, mouth, jawline. She could finally see through the makeup to the girl beneath. Mary was beautiful. 
 
   “That ought to do it,” she said, straightening up and marveling at a job well done. Mary shot her a crooked grin that struck her as playful and told her she’d done good by helping. Hannah, honest to God, felt praised, and it stirred her slumbering self-esteem just a bit.
 
   “You do all the handy work around here, don’t you?” 
 
   Mary shrugged humble with the kind of self-awareness that boasted she didn’t mind wearing the pants. 
 
   “Best man for the job, you could say. Whenever I catch Daddy going at it, I’ll put a stop to it right quick. He can fix the sink a hundred times,” a laugh interrupted her point. “I’d rather do it once.” 
 
   Mary started off around the house, while Hannah took a beat to recover from how impressed she was. Then she caught up. It was clear they were headed for the dock. Candice was seated at the edge just like she had been the other day. 
 
   “So pretty it hurts,” said Mary, taking in the sight before them. 
 
   The lake was so still it looked like glass and the trees surrounding it would’ve been silhouettes except the sun lingered low on the horizon turning the sky calming shades of red and rose and lavender that bled so smoothly into the darkness Hannah thought faith just might be possible.
 
   “Candice, schooch,” Mary ordered, as she sat next to her sister and tucked her legs sideways like a mermaid so that she was leaning into the younger one. 
 
   Hannah saw how she’d fit on the other side of Candice, as she ventured down the rickety dock, sending ripples through the water with each step. Before she lowered down, Hannah wriggled her coat off, feeling a sudden urge for the cold air to hit her. 
 
   “Nice top.” Mary had a grin on her face like she’d just painted a masterpiece. “Fits loose, suggestive,” she observed. “Works well with your jeggins there.”
 
   “Jeggins?”
 
   “Your tight, skinny jeans. That’s what they’re called. Kill me before I get old.”
 
   If that had been a burn against her age, Hannah didn’t feel it.
 
   “Grabbed a belt, too.” She lifted her hem to prove it. The way Mary smiled at her reminded her of when Kendra would hang a terrible piece of Hannah's artwork on the fridge, curled corners folding in on crayon scribbles she’d explained was meant to be a cat and Kendra had beamed at her like she was Picasso incarnate. “What do you have in mind for dinner?”
 
   “Daddy insisted,” she said with an eye roll. 
 
   “Dale’s home?”
 
   “Yeah.” Mary chucked something at the water and Candice didn’t even flinch. “Heard you were coming and wanted to do something I guess.”
 
   Out of nowhere, Candice began humming a singular note and sustained it. To Hannah it sounded like a death toll and the feeling was impacted when Candice grew louder, opened her mouth, and let her breath run out on it. It was a long twenty seconds before she was quiet. 
 
   “She’s been doing that,” Mary explained. “No sense in asking her to shut it. Close as she’s come to talking so I let it slide.”
 
   Jesus fucking Christ. 
 
   “He’s the reason you took off, isn’t he?”
 
   Taken aback, Hannah searched for words that wouldn’t come. 
 
   “That horseshit you asked me the other night,” she went on, jumping topics so easily Hannah felt suddenly afraid of her. “I don’t know what that was, but I know my mother. I know her in a way that maybe you don’t.” Mary locked eyes with her. “She didn’t write that.”
 
   The conviction in her gaze was saturated with a child’s need for safety. 
 
   “No, I know,” she started, mouth dry. “I'm sure it was some sick... ploy. I’m sorry.”
 
   Mary’s brows lifted and she angled her eyes on her. 
 
   “You know something. You found something out?”
 
   Hannah conjured her poker face, though it was a bad one, and reminded herself of how important it was to withhold information. Mary was too Goddamn smart to let her get away with half-truths, and by the same measure she’d be damned if she told her younger sister they’d found Kendra’s severed hand in a box. 
 
   “Christ, you have to tell me,” she demanded, talking over Candice, who was the last person who should hear. 
 
   “I found some things out about Mom earlier today.” Thinking fast, Hannah deflected and plucked a tidbit Cody had mentioned. “She was getting aloof? Wandering off a lot?”
 
   “Not a lot.”
 
   Tables turned. 
 
   “But you noticed her personality changed? She was less in the house and more outside staring off, turning into someone you didn’t recognize?”
 
   “I never said that.” Mary sighed, letting go of her defenses. “All I thought was she was finally off my back. She was always watching me, questioning where I went and what I did.”
 
   It sounded familiar. 
 
   “And then one day she wasn’t.” Mary stared off at the water. “Look, you’re here to help not blame me.”
 
   “I’m not blaming you.”
 
   She let out a disgruntled moan. “I don’t care what you have to do or how you have to do it.” She went on, but her tone was resigned. “Just find her.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And if you think I can’t handle knowing what’s really going on. You’re wrong. I want to hear it. From you.” She rose, ordering, "Bring her in with you when you come."
 
   Mary was on her feet padding down the dock and across the yard before Hannah could assure her further.
 
   It was then Candice turned, looked at her, met her gaze and really saw her in a way Hannah hadn’t thought her capable. 
 
   Hannah waited on baited breath, eyes widening though she reeled it in not to alarm her younger sister. Every part of her was poised should Candice speak. 
 
   When she didn’t Hannah encouraged her with, “I’m listening.”
 
   Her lips parted, revealing teeth too big for her head. She sucked in a clipped breath. Hannah waited, eager, as if her hope was an invisible force that could pull it out of her, the words she was readying to utter. 
 
   Then Candice let out that tone again. That awful tone that pierced her ears, and the way she bore her gaze through Hannah had the hairs pricking up on the back of her neck. 
 
   “Shhh, honey,” she said, not a shred of Mary’s patience, strength, fearlessness. The tone was slicing through her, threatening nightmares to come, but Candice kept on, belting out that shrill tone at her as if to drive her off the dock. 
 
   So she fled. 
 
   Brisk pace and her feet hit the soggy yard. She quickened and crossed the fifteen yards to the porch. Mary would have something to say to her about leaving their baby sister out there, but Hannah had to escape. And she hated herself for it.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   His work boots cracked into a thin crust of frost and sank into the mud with every step. Feeble suction fought him each time he pulled his foot loose. The marsh smelled like shit and death, leaves and animal carcasses decomposing alongside one another. Where nature came to die was how he thought of this place, the bad side of the lake. He checked for snappers when the vegetation got particularly gnarly, but for the most part he kept his eyes peeled looking for tracks no matter how faint, anything that would tell him just what in the hell had gone wrong with Dalton. Kid got blasted so often no wonder he’d fucked it up. But shit, how hard could it be fetching some grinders and two cases of beer?
 
   When he came to a cluster of birches Blake realized he’d already covered this stretch of marsh. Man, it was dark as fuck out here, nothing but moonlight bouncing off the water and a hazy glow from the shack up the way. Not that it did him a damn bit of good. The floods dangling off their tin roof like bats barely lit up their withering yard. The dock was a mere tracing. 
 
   He’d be a fool to keep on. He’d gotten too close as it was. Yet something kept him there, squinting through the darkness at their windows. Curiosity, he supposed.
 
   He shoved off before he could sink so deep into mud that lake water would seep through his laces, then doubled back, trekking hard until the earth leveled off solid. Quickening his pace once it did, he stalked through the underbrush, burs grabbing hold of his jeans, cattails waving at him as he past. It was minutes before he came to the site. 
 
   The foundation protruded through a tangle of bushes that tried to swallow it. Corroded cinder blocks and rotten wood, a pipe or two, rusted out and bent, shot up from the brush. In the moonlight it looked like the opening scene to a horror flick. Goddamn that they couldn’t get a TV down there. This shit-storm was interrupting his whole rhythm of life. 
 
   His eyes locked on a hunched shape that shouldn’t have been there. Reflexively, he reached for his knife, popped the sheath like second nature, but a billow of smoke told him this was no wild animal, well, not the kind he’d thought. 
 
   “I told you keep in the cellar. The fuck’s the matter with you?” 
 
   “Can’t take the smell.”
 
   Travis sucked on his cigarette then hooked his hands together, angling his elbows around each knee where he sat, hunching like a vulture - huge shoulders that made the rest of his body look like the punch line to a bad joke. His beak nose and spindly neck were so long it was like he was begging to get throttled. His ears stuck out comically. But his eyes, man. Travis’ eyes were a warning not to mess with him. Black as sin. You could see your own reflection in them and that’s how you knew God had forgotten to give him a soul. 
 
   He should’ve never brought his cousin in on this, but trouble had a way of finding Travis and he was apt to get quick seduced when it did. Better he be wrapped up in Blake’s kind of trouble than his own, or so he’d thought. That was before Dalton had failed to return. 
 
   Travis got to his feet, towering over Blake like the grim reaper, and used his boot to crush his cigarette into the soft earth. “Where the fuck is he?”
 
   “Not out here.”
 
   “This is some dark shit, man, and now a brother’s gone missing?”
 
   Blake snarled a grin at him, because the irony was too good to ignore. Deep down in the pit of his stomach his ulcer stung him. His body’s way of telling him what his one-track mind wouldn’t. Dalton’s disappearance was the beginning of the end. 
 
   “Go on down.” He ordered. 
 
   His cousin glared at him with those black, bird eyes, soulless. Then he caved, muscled the steel door off the foundation and flung it back. It bounced off cinder blocks with a few clatters and he lumbered down the stairs. 
 
   Blake scanned the marsh and listened out then pivoted towards the tree line and swept his gaze across it, straining to see the dirt path beyond. It was quiet except for crickets, the occasional belch of a bullfrog, but the coast was clear, hiding in plain sight as they were.
 
   He stepped heavily down the stairs, holding onto the cellar door, cold metal against his flat palm, as it arched downward until it met with the foundation. Then he continued on down, momentum thrusting him until he stomped a landing on the concrete floor.
 
   The cellar, which Blake figured was meant to be a bomb shelter or so its architect had fancied back in the forties when the house was constructed - he imagined the genius eventually realizing ain’t nothing about the world wars would ever hit the country much less this forgotten corner of New Hampshire; was divided into two rooms. The front room, which was where he and Travis were holed up, was a cramped twelve by ten foot square in Blake’s estimation. Nothing but concrete beneath his feet and bricks on all sides, though metal shelves flanked the walls. Canned corn and other canned goods lined those rusted, dusty shelves. Their dates were old enough to make them eligible for showcase at the Goddamn Smithsonian. That’d been at least the twelfth time he’d joked that to himself and every time it made him smirk. He was fucking smart. Too bad he couldn’t share his humor with Travis. His cousin was everything wrong with the state, not enough ambition, too much free time, a tendency towards blazing chemical drugs to help the years go by faster.   
 
   Again Travis hunched like a vulture, sitting on his sleeping bag where it lain over an air mattress that wouldn’t keep its shape.
 
   “So what the fuck do we do?” Travis’ knee was bobbing and Blake couldn’t decide if it was nerves or withdrawal. 
 
   “Nothing we can do.” 
 
   Travis snorted his disgust. 
 
   Ordinarily, an attitude like that would warrant a smack to the side of his head, but Blake decided to go easy on him. Dalton should’ve been back. Concern was healthy. But until they got further instructions they were in no position to act now and ask for permission later. 
 
   “Getting low on rocks?” he asked Travis and the kid eased with a crooked smile. 
 
   “Thought you wanted me to stay straight for the night.”
 
   Blake frowned, implying a change of heart. “Do your thing.”
 
   Anticipation making him jumpy, Travis shoved his fingers down his pocket, stretching and shaking his leg to jostle the bag loose. He pinched a pebble of meth from inside the plastic then dropped it in a glass pipe. 
 
   As his cousin got high, Blake relished the sweet sound of silence coming from the back room, and turned his thoughts to the skinny woman who’d been showing up at the shack.
 
   She was all cheekbones and collarbones, jawbones and wrists so thin they looked as if you could snap them like a twig. Her flat chest and flat ass were a shame of a combination, the kind of woman Blake wouldn’t touch unless she felt like being all mouth and had sturdy knees. It riled him up a hair to think about - the insult of these women. Didn’t knockouts come from all over? He took it personally that ain’t no piece of tail around these parts fit the bill. Blake was embarking on the best years of his life and already knew they were wasted. 
 
   But it wasn’t her off putting looks that had his anxiety ratcheting up. It was the fact that she’d shown up. She was there. He didn’t like it. He had a sixth sense for these things and knew the bitch was going to fuck things up.
 
   Travis yanked him from deep consideration when he asked, “When’s the green coming through?” 
 
   Blake watched him push smoke through his teeth and regretted allowing this. Smoke was filling Travis’ side of the room, wafting over at him and smelling like burnt bleach with a hint of day old dog shit. 
 
   “When the job’s done.”
 
   “Why’d you think on it so hard?”
 
   “You distracted me.”
 
   Travis turned stiff. His lips thinned out, itching for confrontation. 
 
   “You want me high so I don’t know what the fuck’s going on, is that it?”
 
   Blake challenged him by laughing, though he had to admit it sounded contrived. 
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “You wouldn’t know what the fuck was going on if you were stone cold sober and it was broad daylight.”
 
   Travis let it go to hit his pipe then held it in his lungs, chest puffed out before he released slowly. 
 
   “I didn’t sign up for this shit with the hand, man.” 
 
   “I didn’t either.” 
 
   Holding gazes, the memory of who they used to be as kids struck him. White trash, but too young to realize, swinging off tires on a hot, humid day, their world no bigger than Hermit Lake. Blake had been tubby, teased for it. Travis had been all limbs, gangly. Clothes hadn’t fit either of them right until Blake grew into his weight, evened out, and the girls started noticing him, the women, even when he’d been fourteen. Travis hadn’t been so lucky, but Blake was sure to throw him scraps. He was kind like that even if the girl was tired or too drunk to understand, but mostly they’d been happy to give favors - Blake sitting back on his heels, thumbs hooked on his jeans, big hands angling over his bulge, drawing the poor girl's gaze downward, her catching an eyeful of his promise as Trav fucked her, Travis so thrilled he didn’t care his cousin was watching, didn't care the girl was lost in the happy place between Blake's legs. That’s what real love looked like, and Blake had given and given. 
 
   “Why do you keep drifting off like that?” 
 
   “I’m not drifting off.” But he had. He’d been doing it more and more. It was the hand. Ever since, he couldn’t seem to keep anchored to his immediate surroundings. 
 
   “If there’s anymore bullshit like that, Blake, I’m telling you, I got to be out.”
 
   Blake nodded, but a pang of knowing they were trapped hit his heart. He didn’t have the stomach to tell Travis, though. So he got to his feet instead, headed for the stairs. 
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Ain’t you starving?”
 
   Travis confirmed with a cock of his head, chin jutting out, eyes blinking slow like the meth was sweeping through him. 
 
   “I won’t be long.”
 
   “I don’t like being alone with her, man. She moans. It gets under my skin.”
 
   Reiterating, he affirmed, “I won’t be long, Trav.”
 
   But Blake already knew it’d take him longer than getting two grinders at the 7-Eleven. He emerged through the trap door, gaze locked in the direction of the shack and the skinny bitch who shouldn’t be there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Cody angled the nose of his pickup next to Hannah’s silver Taurus in front of the Cole house. 
 
   Jesus fucking Christ, look at that thing, he thought. 
 
   It’d been well over ten years since he’d seen the house and Christ was it worse for the wear. Not to mention it hadn't exactly been in peak physical condition to start with. It was hard to believe a family could survive inside unless it was a family of raccoons.
 
   He killed the engine, claimed the keys, and climbed out, as the cool, damp air filled his lungs. Lying over the lake was a thick cloak of fog, which seeped out across the grass and turned to mist all around him. 
 
   The porch was precarious at best. New boards sat flush around ancient ones he feared to tread. Dale’s attempt at handy work, he figured. Rather than rebuild the whole porch he’d take it one board at a time. There had to be a name for that, but it was lost on him, too early in the morning for idioms and adages to spring easily to mind. 
 
   As he watched his step, favoring the new boards over the rotted ones, Cody felt a strange conflict brewing inside him. He’d been downright elated when Hannah had called, her voice feathery but weighted in conviction to say she’d be sticking around. She hadn’t said how long. He got the impression she knew, but was keeping it to herself for the time being. The news had lifted him out of a serious funk, which was the dark side of his conflict. 
 
   She’d rejected him, a juvenile way of putting it perhaps, but that’s how he felt. He wouldn't describe his feeling for her as yearning. Yearning, pining, longing, those words were too small. What he'd been feeling since he set eyes on her at Gemma’s, and the torch he’d carried for all their years estranged, had erupted in that motel room. Maybe it was hope. He felt compelled to do something, anything that might bridge the gap that separated their lonely hearts - that’s how she struck him, lost and lonely. But she’d denied him, herself, throwing a wall up, shutting him out. 
 
   When she'd called this morning he told himself nothing had changed. The whole drive over he’d been challenged not to pray her decision to stay had much to do with him. But maybe, just maybe a little part of it had.
 
   He gave the door a knock and hoped like hell Dale wasn’t around. Last he’d seen of the man Dale’s fist was making contact with his left eye, filling him with shame and a deep sense of satisfaction. He’d deserved it.
 
   Through the door came Hannah’s voice, shouting, “Just getting bundled up!” Murmuring kindly, “Shoot your arm through. Your lace isn’t tied. I got it, zip up.” Then the door pulled inward, Hannah holding a frail, little blond girl by the shoulders. 
 
   The sight of him seemed to make the girl hesitate, shift back on her feet into Hannah, so he stepped away and tried not to stare at her or search for similarities between the sisters. 
 
   “Come on, sweetheart,” Hannah told her, guiding Candice across the porch then taking her bony little hand to walk down the steps. 
 
   He was quick to open the passenger’s side door, but felt awkward and useless when she urged Candice to hop on in, scoot over to the middle seat. 
 
   “She’s had some odd behavior,” Hannah told him, tone soft so the child wouldn’t overhear. “Nothing violent, but…” Hannah clipped a sharp inhale, struggling to wrap her mind around it, then couldn’t finish the thought. 
 
   Cody noticed her eyes looked darker than usual, as he eased the door shut after he was sure Hannah had tucked herself neatly into the passenger’s seat. As he rounded the hood, he finally knew why her eyes looked darker, delayed reaction as it were. Black eyeliner, and her shirt was bright, too. Same old coat, though, but she hadn’t zipped it. Almost seemed like a rejection of sorts. She wasn’t willing to let it embrace her. At least he wasn’t the only one. 
 
   When he opened his door, Candice was staring at him with unblinking eyes, her face squared on him at such an angle it reminded him of the Exorcist. Odd behavior to say the least, he thought as he turned the key and checked the side mirrors. He wondered if she’d do that the whole drive. Christ, he hoped not. 
 
   It wasn’t until he got to the main road where the asphalt was smooth that he noticed the silence around him was stifling. 
 
   “I’m Cody,” he told her, feeling the burn of her razor sharp blue eyes boring through the side of his head. “I’m Hannah’s high school sweetheart.”
 
   “Friend,” she corrected, head turned to her side window. 
 
   Riding the swell of his embarrassment, he added, “We’ve got a fun day planned. You’re going to meet my friend, Judy. She’s heard all about you and she’s impressed. You’re going to love her. Then if Hannah’s game I was thinking we could get some ice cream and steal away for a round of putt-putt.” 
 
   Cody wasn’t sure what to make of the tone he’d taken with Candice. He sounded like a God damned idiot talking in a higher pitch than was natural and being extra loud as though the kid were deaf. He cleared his throat and addressed Hannah to recalibrate since she hadn’t said a word. 
 
   “I put a call in to my buddy who manages Pirate’s Cove. You remember Hamilton? Said he’d let us in.”
 
   He would’ve liked a met gaze, but when she told the window it was real nice of him to do, he took it as one small victory in the war to win back her heart. 
 
   The urge to tell her she looked nice was glaring, but he held his tongue, didn’t want to come off too strong. And soon enough they were pulling into a strip mall just past the Sanbornton-Tilton line. 
 
   It looked dismal - a dentistry practice of questionable repute, a grunt lawyer no one needed unless they’d been arrested for the worse varieties of petty crimes, and a holistic healing establishment known to dole out a hand-job or two if it was facing the cusp of the month with too little cash to make rent, all peppered between vacant spaces, their For Sale signs faded and peeling in the windows. And Judy St. Clair’s office was dead center amidst the depression, though Cody didn’t see the strip mall as depressed. He was desensitized he’d been here so many times.
 
   Hannah required no help getting Candice inside the anteroom of Judy’s office. Cody locked up and started after them, and was the first to reception, while Hannah got her sister situated in one of the chairs.
 
   He tapped a dingy bell on the counter and spied through her office door, which he hoped was ajar because Judy was eager to welcome Candice. The bell rang in strange timing with an eighteen-wheeler roaring along the street outside, as he waited, wondering why there never seemed to be a receptionist. 
 
   Behind him, Hannah tried to get Candice to take her coat off, but the girl preferred to stay insulated. No one had explained to her that she was here to see a psychologist to help her talk, get her to say anything, the highest hope being she’d have it in her to communicate what had happened to her that night a month back, how her mother’s blood came to be on her hands, and the many details Cody hoped lay fresh in the back of her mind. But Candice wasn’t aware of any of this. She only knew she’d been taken to an unfamiliar place. God only knew what could happen. 
 
   Judy St. Clair drew her office door inward with gusto, brown eyes white all around and darting at Candice like a heat seeking missile. Judy looked alert, electrically so, to meet the girl who’d become something of a mystery to this town. Her hair stood on end like it always had, a nest of brown frizz she didn’t see the sense in taming, but today it appeared especially undone, as though her excitement over Candice permeated her entire being down to the tip of every last strand.
 
   “McAlister!” Gruff voice, startling punctuation, as her eyes darted wildly from face to face before settling on Cody. 
 
   “Thanks for taking her,” he said extra soft to compensate. 
 
   With a masculine grip, she shook his hand then started for Candice. 
 
   Hannah was aghast, lips parting, her expression drooping downward, as Judy barreled over. Her energy made her seem three times her size and the way she leaned over and got nose to nose with Candice, forcing her wide smile in the girl’s face, was cause for more than a little alarm. But Cody trusted her. He’d once seen Judy get a traumatized six-year old boy to open up about heinous acts he’d endured. In Belknap county, Judy was an unsung hero as far as he was concerned, a shining pillar of the judicial community. She put men behind bars, the worst kind of criminals who chose their victims carefully, children, so as to never get caught. 
 
   “I’ve got a doll, Kiddo! You just show me where he touched you!” She wheezed out a laugh and swung her big face over to Hannah. “That’s a joke.”
 
   Cody died a tad on the inside. 
 
   Palm flexed at the woman, she told her, “If there’s any way you can take this seriously.”
 
   “She hasn’t been talking. She’s dissociating. It’s good and it’s bad. She's learned to tuck herself into her own head. It's a means of protection - that's the good part. Got to rustle her out.” Judy smiled wide. “Unless she’s been violated the suggestion to show me where she was touched won’t make the kind of sense to her you think it will. Relax.”
 
   Hannah screwed her face up good at that, but didn’t argue. Instead, she chose to glare at Cody, those piercing blue eyes rimmed in black. Kendra’s lasers he’d hoped he’d never get caught in. 
 
   Judy got down on her knees and looked up at Candice, though she addressed Hannah. 
 
   “Has she been acting like an animal?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Barking? Meowing? Squawking like a chicken?”
 
   “Ah, no.”
 
   “See?” Judy punched her thigh. “No sexual trauma.” She grunted her way to her feet. “Alright, Kiddo, up and at ‘em.”
 
   “She’s been walking in circles, staring at her feet,” Hannah offered. 
 
   “Sounds adorable,” said Judy, as she attempted to rouse Candice from her chair.
 
   Dismissed, Hannah added, “She made this tone.” She had to take a minute to muster up a better description. “Like a note she’ll hum then sing for as much breath as she’s got.”
 
   Judy seemed interested in that, thanked her, then led Candice around the empty reception desk and they disappeared into her office, door closing with enough of a slam that Hannah flinched.
 
   “Sorry,” he started in. “She works with child sexual trauma cases. Maybe that makes her a bit laissez-faire with this kind of thing.” He quickly followed up with, “She’s the best in the Tri-State area, I swear.” 
 
   Karmically speaking, Dale’s long ago right hook was making sense.
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   ***
 
   Hannah feigned interest in Marjorie’s long winded, complaint filled anecdote about keeping her azaleas flowering into late autumn, which centered mostly on her son, Blake and his ineptitude at pulling his life together in a manner that would even remotely resemble self-sufficient. How Blake had a damn thing to do with her gardening was entirely lost on Cody, and by the looks of it, Hannah as well. She was nice enough to smile when Marjorie finally wrapped it up. She asked for coffee with half-n-half and a stack of pancakes then passed her the menu. 
 
   “The same,” was his response when she batted her overly shadowed eyes down at him. 
 
   “Judy’s a firecracker,” she commented without a shred of a compliment. 
 
   “Her methods rub people the wrong way especially parents, but I wouldn’t have recommended her if she didn’t get results.”
 
   Hannah seemed to hold her tongue, but her brows said it all. They shot up and the slight shake to her head told him if Candice didn’t improve radically she’d never let him live it down. 
 
   “You look nice,” he blurted out. “Your eye makeup and stuff.”
 
   She countered with, “Any word about that man talking or, I guess writing to your cops about what happened?”
 
   Cody waited for Marjorie to slide their coffees on the table then when the waitress paced away he reminded Hannah of the big picture. “He’s still recovering. It’s been a day, barely. He’ll come around.” 
 
   She searched his expression, which never lied. 
 
   “It’s more complicated than recovering, isn’t it?”
 
   “We have him in the ICU with two officers standing guard plus hospital security has been briefed. No one gets in without first being carefully scrutinized and we assured him of this, but he’s terrified.”
 
   “He told you he’s terrified? He could say that much?”
 
   “He communicated it.” Cody stiffened under the magnitude of it all. “Not that he needed to. It’s in his eyes. When I looked at him I just sensed he wasn’t scared to die. He was scared not to. He was afraid if whoever’s behind this got to him he’d suffer a fate worse than...”
 
   Her eyes closed as though it was necessary to rid the notion worse than Kendra from her mind. When she opened them, her gaze was on her purse and Cody knew what would come next. 
 
   Sure enough, Hannah turned cautious and slipped an ounce of whatever was in her flask into her coffee. 
 
   “She’s definitely alive out there,” he said, though the small token was recycled from yesterday’s reassurances. 
 
   Hannah drank her coffee down, steam wafting up her cheeks and causing her brow to knit together. 
 
   “I’ve been wrestling with this,” she began but it amounted to pausing, drawing in a deep breath, working her jaw in a way that pained him. Then she turned on a dime, hit in with a firm accusation. “You knew my mom was on meth?”
 
   Dale’s proverbial fist making contact again, he couldn’t find words. 
 
   “She’s been arrested?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Hannah poured liquor into her empty mug, sucked in a mouthful, then attempted to digest both. 
 
   Beyond their window, a torrent of red maple leaves fluttered to the parking lot, but Cody couldn’t take his eyes off her. 
 
   “My mom was an addict.” As she dove in, Cody breathed a sigh of relief that he kept imperceptible. This was what she’d been wrestling with not his lie of omission. “Trust me, my head is spinning, but in the last year that’s what she was. You found meth at the scene. And you have a tongue-less guy in custody, also an addict?”
 
   "We think so." 
 
   In silence, she reflected on her summary. “Why keep her alive? And why torture her by removing her hand?” Again, silent examination, then a slow brainstorm. “It couldn’t have been for money. She doesn’t have any. And even if she stiffed them on drug payments that wouldn’t warrant this level of sickness.”
 
   Hannah eyed her lap where he presumed her flask was then scanned the diner. Marjorie was bouncing another version of her woeful tale off the cook. No prying eyes. She planted her flask on his side of the table, which awoke his inner teenager. Claiming it fast, he hid it on his lap then was cautious about using it to doctor his coffee. 
 
   Her eyes relaxed watching him and he didn’t have the heart to admit that nipping booze at ten in the morning was the last thing he needed. So he drank, as did she, something of a bond forming between them. 
 
   As she went on, now grounded by the residual burn of alcohol in her bloodstream, he presumed, her unemotional approach to the facts struck him as admirable. 
 
   “I hate to say it, but it seems personal to me. Like whoever’s behind this really wants to hurt her or someone close to her.”
 
   “Who’s close to her?” he asked, assuming no one could have it in for Kendra that badly. 
 
   “I want to say Dale, Mary, and Candice, maybe me, but I haven’t been in this world for eight years.”
 
   “We can rule out Candice.” She was easy. Dale and Mary not so much. 
 
   Hannah thought about it, but was interrupted when Marjorie angled their breakfast plates onto the table. 
 
   As much math as they’d done, the equation still wasn’t clear, and the sum total far beyond their grasp. 
 
   ***
 
   In the toy-cluttered bowels of her office, Judy cleared a family of puppets from her shabby Ikea sofa, the faded vomit stains on which Cody couldn’t overlook. Conjuring memories of trauma was a messy business. 
 
   Cody didn't wait for Hannah to choose her spot, but intervened before she could sit on a stain. She smirked confusedly at him and sat where he indicated, then he took a seat beside her. 
 
   All eyes were on Candice who lain on the floor as though on a blanket of snow, arms and legs grazing in smooth patterns. He could almost see the angel she was making. 
 
   Judy observed her and mouthed silent mention that she’d been at it for well over ten minutes. 
 
   Proudly and as though she could predict the outcome, Judy asked, “What are you making, dear?”
 
   “A mess.”
 
   Hannah beamed at Cody then whipped her gaze to Candice. 
 
   “It’s not a mess, honey, it’s a snow angel,” Judy supplied to ease the shame from Candice’s activity. 
 
   Hannah burst out laughing and it quickly turned to joyful tears, but she didn’t dare comment for fear of interrupting Candice, high hopes for what she might say next. 
 
   Judy gave Candice her attention for a few more moments then shifted it to Hannah.
 
   “There were three men.” 
 
   Hannah looked dumbfounded in ecstatic glee that eventually subsided as she leaned in, chin to palm, marveling. 
 
   “This was in the forest. I’m using Candice’s words, mind you. I haven’t endeavored to draw connections and I won’t.”
 
   “Yes, I understand.” Hannah said. 
 
   “They wore masks and the van was white.” Judy pinched her lips together so as not to seem so full of her accomplishment, but her eyes flared and her hair seemed to vibrate on end. “They wore work boots, but never spoke. Kendra was...” she mouthed the next part to save Candice from undo re-traumatization, “stabbed.” Once she’d gotten that out she resumed a normal tone. “Lower abdomen, I’d say by the way Candice described her keeling over.”
 
   “Was she on the ground for long?” Hannah asked eagerly to lock down whether or not it had been Kendra who’d scrawled that message in the dirt, Cody figured. 
 
   “She didn’t mention.”
 
   “How did you get this out of her?” Hannah was in awe of the whacky woman who only an hour ago had come across as a total charlatan if not downright dangerous to children on the whole. 
 
   Judy hesitated in a manner that told Cody the answer would be so simple it’d break Hannah’s heart. 
 
   “She might not feel she's important at home,” she explained, the implication of which was just as Cody had feared. “If she’s not listened to anyway and respected then why would anyone care?” Judy let that hang for a moment then elaborated. “A child’s trauma can be impacted detrimentally if they assume they won’t be believed. It’s the bottling up of emotions, the silence they give to horrendous events that locks them into a shell, if you will. It’s not enough that she’s fed and bathed and clothed and that there’s a roof over her head. She must be nurtured."
 
   “When can we bring her back? How often should she come? I want her to get back to her normal self.”
 
   Judy looked at Cody for his directive.
 
   Turning to Hannah he said, “We’ll work it out. Maybe two, three times a week?”
 
   Judy smiled as though he'd pleased her and he hoped she wouldn’t let on their arrangement. 
 
   “That certainly works for me,” she said, flipping her calendar open. “I can take her Tuesday? Thursday?”
 
   “Let’s plan on Tuesday.” Cody looked at Hannah for the green light. 
 
   “Sure, definitely.”
 
   Smiles all around and Hannah went to Candice who had stilled into a corpse on the floor. 
 
   She spoke low to Candice, but refrained from handling her. “Come on, girl. Time to go.”
 
   As Hannah collected her younger sister, Cody took the opportunity to approach Judy, thank her and reiterate under his breath that she should send the bill to his email address and he’d pay it. 
 
   When they gathered at the door, Cody pulled it open and that’s when Judy remembered a critical detail. 
 
   “One of the men had a snake tattoo.”
 
   Cody’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
   “On his forearm. His sleeves were rolled up. Bear in mind this is Candice’s impression,” she warned. “A snake tattoo. That’s all she said.”
 
   ***
 
   As encouraging as Candice’s time with Judy had been, she spoke not one word when they stopped for ice cream, and seemed disinterested in putt-putt, rather spending the half-hour balancing on the wooden perimeter of each hole as she experimented with how far she could walk, heel to toe, before falling off. Cody did what he could to keep Hannah’s faltering spirits up, but they plummeted none-the-less. She hadn’t had an appetite for her triple chocolate scoop and seemed to apathetically lob her golf ball at every hole. 
 
   By the time he drove them back to the house, Hannah’s mind was somewhere out the window and Candice took to unnerving him with her steady stare, though she aimed it at his hands. 
 
   To Cody, she seemed like a girl who could come alive if only far from home. And her vacancy became more peculiar as they neared the shack. 
 
   He shoved the gear shifter into Park and left the engine running, hoping for Hannah’s indication he could walk them to the door, or inside if that’s what she needed. 
 
   She climbed out, offering him a listless smirk. 
 
   Overcompensating, he said, “Today was fun,” and watched Candice slide out. 
 
   He expected the door to slam, but Hannah leaned on it instead. “Want to check out the lake?”
 
   “I have time, sure.”
 
   Dusk had settled over the water, but the sky dazzled him, tangerine bleeding into pinks that faded into shades of dusty lavender, as he stalked across the frost-crisp lawn keeping up with Hannah. 
 
   Candice had darted ahead for the dock, now padding across it so fast he thought she might run off the end and into the dark water. 
 
   “The snake tattoo’s going to help, right?”
 
   “Absolutely,” he assured her, stealing a glance or two at her as they neared the shore. “Tomorrow I’ll run through the Police Database for anyone arrested with that kind of tattoo. It’s a starting point. Today was a big day for us.”
 
   She seemed to breathe a touch easier, gazing across the water, watching Candice when the girl stole their attention. She was on her knees, slapping at the water with her palms and belting out the long held tone Hannah had mentioned. 
 
   In response, Hannah's cheeks pinched, wincing, and her mouth was a hard line. 
 
   “Why didn’t they take her as well?” 
 
   He didn’t have an answer. 
 
   She shook her head, analyzing the fragments. 
 
   The next thing Cody knew he was ducking, Hannah yelling and scrambling, his ears ringing from the shot. Someone yelled “Jesus” and he didn't realize it'd been him until he turned around to see who’d fired. 
 
   Dale stood with his rifle aimed at Cody. He cocked it fast, hand flipping the spring lever. It clicked twice on the motion, ready to fire off another shot. 
 
   His heart punched up his throat, looking into Dale’s coal eyes, but Cody straightened, showed his palms, cursing himself for his habit of never packing his weapon. 
 
   Dale's voice was thunder when he spoke. 
 
   “You took my daughter?”
 
   Before he could answer, Dale squeezed the trigger. Space and time jumbled up and Cody felt a bullet zing over his head well in advance of hearing the deafening pop. Then he realized Dale had arched the barrel at the sky. 
 
   “You hear me?”
 
   “I took her!" Hannah yelled. "Christ, stop shooting! Have you lost your mind?” She worked her way to Cody, but her heroics didn’t place her in front of him. 
 
   “Have I lost my mind?” he challenged as though if anyone, she had. “My wife’s gone missing and you think I take kindly to my littlest girl disappearing?”
 
   “She didn’t disappear. She was with me.”
 
   “I remember you,” he told Cody, tone pricking up at their history. “Cody McAlister.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “You work for the law now.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You’re not welcome here.”
 
   “Yeah, I got that,” Cody said, as the interval punches in his chest slowed. 
 
   When he didn’t make to leave, Dale squinted an eye down the rifle barrel. “This is a don’t-tread-on-me town if you’ve forgotten.”
 
   Cody gave him a curt nod and started off. 
 
   Then the front door slammed and Mary, using pissed stomps that sent her whole body jiggling, angrily rounded the house, as she charged at Dale. Like a bear protecting her young with the kind of fury only fearlessness could breed, she slapped the rifle barrel towards the ground then smacked an awkward blow to the side of his neck and claimed the weapon. 
 
   Dale muttered, “Jesus!” and took to stumbling.
 
   What struck Cody most about the exchange was that it seemed strangely loving. Dale didn’t have to stumble a pace or two away, but he did. He was grinning. Was that pride? Mary took to popping the chamber open and shook the remaining ammo out then cracked the barrel back into place with a soldier's precision. 
 
   “Get the fuck in the house,” she ordered and it was then that Dale attempted to save face. 
 
   “Get him off my property. I don’t care how you do it.”
 
   Her stare was hard and from Cody’s perspective she won, though Dale was sure to look him in the eye and spit, punctuating his sentiment so there’d be no mistake what he thought of Cody. Then the grisly man made his slow way around the house. 
 
   Mary approached, nursing the rifle like a newborn. Moonlight danced off her white-blond hair and she angled her piercing blue eyes up at him. If Dale had intimidated him, Cody had yet to feel relieved. 
 
   “Why’s he hate you?” Her tone was genuine and it had him thrown. 
 
   Hannah intervened. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later.”
 
   “He doesn’t usually shoot,” she went on, ignoring her sister. “What’d you do?”
 
   Flummoxed at the prospect of being candid with the girl, Cody offered, “We went to prom together.” 
 
   “That’s not why,” Hannah said as though the very topic had her exhausted. “And I told you I’ll tell you later.”
 
   Hannah pulled him away and they started for his truck when Mary called out, “Warn me next time you come.”
 
   Yanking his truck door open, Cody realized he was furious. A teenaged girl had saved him, while he’d frozen, crapping his pants. Never again would he leave home without his GLOCK.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Cauterized. 
 
   That was the word for it. 
 
   She couldn’t remember where she’d heard the term. Had to have been Mary, her smart one. 
 
   She could still feel her left hand. A phantom on fire every time she wiggled fingers that weren’t there.
 
   She tried not to glance over her shoulder at it, the stump. She tried to be grateful. His precision, the sterilization, the drugs he’d fed her before and after, the echo of which zinged through her bloodstream even now, and was often brought back to life every time the merciful one shared his pipe. 
 
   She knew their names. 
 
   Blake and Dalton and Travis. 
 
   She hadn’t seen Dalton in a few days. He was the nice one. He’d read her parts of Paradise Lost and opened up to her about things. He'd given her a taste of what it might have been like if she'd had a son. She knew he was lonely. The essence of his loneliness had come through as he'd mispronounced words then realized his mistake sentences later, correcting himself. It had endeared her. A mother's fondness, he'd been so vulnerable, trapped here too, at risk of suffering a similar fate as her and he hadn't even known it. She prayed that wasn't where he was right now, off some place, suffering. She wondered if compassion was all she had left. Maybe he didn't deserve her sympathy. Maybe none of them did. It was impossible to make sense of this. 
 
   She didn’t even know what day it was or how many weeks had gone by. Had it been months? Without sunlight time moved slowly.
 
   Thinking their names gave her a sense of strength. Blake, Dalton, Travis, Kendra. She’d never liked the sound of her name; it’s consonants too pointy to roll smooth of the tongue. The vowels sounded aggressive. That’s why she’d given her girl's soft names, ones that sounded feminine. 
 
   She felt safest in the fetal position; her back to the wall, eyes on the door, but the angle at which her hip met the sleeping bag was causing a dull ache. Pain swelled in the joint and radiated down her legs, up her spine. 
 
   Digging her heels into the cement floor and pushing her shoulder against the wall, she inched her way up. Her arms were bound tightly behind her back, cable ties wrapping her elbows, so leaning her back to the cold wall wasn’t a picnic, but it helped ease the ache out of her hip. Her feet were bound at the ankles just above her boots, hogtied was the name for it, or maybe that was only when the feet and arms were bound together. If she made it out of this, she’d ask Mary. 
 
   The only light she had came through a crack under the door, but her eyes had long since adjusted.  
 
   Kendra said a silent prayer that if she ever got out of this she’d live a clean life, be genuine about her church attendance and not just use the hour to let her mind wander. And she’d do better with her girls; demand to get back in Hannah’s life. 
 
   She wished to God she had a little fight left in her. She’d wasted it in those first few days. She’d kicked and screamed and spat in their faces. Damn fuck-up kids. She’d only wanted to score. They’d tricked her into this nightmare. 
 
   Then the man had come and taken her hand. Kendra had tried to make sense of it, but it made her mind reel. So many weeks lost down here. What the hell had changed that they’d done this to her, taken her hand?
 
   She’d never seen his face. 
 
   He hadn’t spoken. 
 
   And she knew he’d come back. 
 
   How the hell had Blake, Dalton, and Travis gotten roped into this?
 
   She should’ve never met them in the woods.
 
   Kendra scanned the room like she’d done a million times before - thin sleeping bag beneath her, nothing but bare cement across the floor, a few metal shelves so rusted out you’d probably get Tetanus if you touched them. The walls were brick, as bare as the floor. She didn’t have a hope in hell for a weapon. 
 
   Her best bet was to wait until only one of the kids was standing guard, get him in here, and kill him. But, Christ, how? Use her teeth like a wild animal?
 
   Sitting upright as she was caused the stitches in her lower abdomen to strain, pull at the skin, pinch. So leaning into the wall, she muscled her way up, got to her feet, stretching her legs. She felt a touch light headed, but soon the feeling passed.
 
   Inching like a penguin she cleared her sleeping bag and made her labored way to the shelves, inspected the metal rungs closely, one then the next, working from the highest shelf then further and further down. 
 
   When she reached the rung third from the bottom she saw it, flat head jutting ever so slightly out from the brick wall. 
 
   Fucking hell, it was a nail. 
 
   She breathed deep and stilled her mind as though the kids beyond the door might read her thoughts if she got too excited. 
 
   Memorizing its exact location and attempting to visualize how she’d grasp hold with her good hand, Kendra was imbued with a fresh wave of her fighting spirit. She pivoted, shifting her weight between her feet in a shuffle until her back met the metal shelving. Then she lowered down, knees bending, thighs burning, metal rungs digging into her back, grazing hard against her spine. 
 
   The angle was awkward and painful, but she slapped and flapped her hand at the bricks, sweating hard in the effort to locate the nail, and eventually the rough brick texture gave way to a smooth flat head. 
 
   She clipped her fingernails under its head, assessed it already had a good centimeter clearance from the brick, and began prying the rusted little motherfucker out of the wall. 
 
   It did not want to come. 
 
   But there was no way in hell she’d give up. Just feeling it in at her fingertips sent her heart racing. She could tell it was a big nail meant to lock in support beams behind the brick.
 
   She clamped for it, pulled, but her fingernails slid off. Again she clamped for it, fingers aching, and pulled. Was her mind playing tricks on her or had it budged? 
 
   Keeping at it though her fingers cramped and her palm stiffened into a claw, Kendra thought of her girls. 
 
   Mary. 
 
   Christ, she was a pretty girl no matter how much she wrecked her hair, and so damn strong, too. A lion tamer. Wouldn’t any daughter of Dale’s have to be? 
 
   Lord, the circumstance she’d survived before she brought Hannah into this world - soul-murdering conditions, the kind that kept scarring even after you got out. And here she was again, like time was an endless circle she’d no hope of escaping. 
 
   Hannah had tried to find out about it. She’d asked. Even the thought of it now, her blue eyes, otherworldly, asking and asking every time she'd gazed up at Kendra, tore a hole in her heart. Kendra should’ve never hinted and if she’d done one thing right in her life it was that she’d never given in and told her about it. A person didn’t look at you the same after hearing something like that; didn’t matter if they were your own flesh and blood. 
 
   Kendra scraped at the nail and it eased out a good inch then jammed as her fingers slipped off, her fingernail breaking high at the quick. It smarted something fierce. The tip of her index finger took to throbbing. She rode the sting then felt for the nail again, pulled. It was stuck tight. She pinched it between her thumb and forefinger, and tried tiny circles. If the brick was old enough and corroded, it'd crumble and turn to dust in the wake of the metal nail, so she kept at it. And kept at it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Sunlight had her room at the Super-8 ablaze. Stark orange, it sliced in sideways like it was screaming not to be swallowed by the horizon, the silent night to come. 
 
   Hannah squinted through the glare, as she pressed down on a heap of tangled clothes, forcing them into her suitcase. If she could flatten them to the rim she’d have a prayer at zipping it up all the way around and not just the one side she'd managed. The battle had been going on for too long. 
 
   The door to her left was wide open in case the maid needed to get in and fix it up for the next guest. An icy breeze blew through teasing her hair out from behind her ear. She tucked it back, cursed her clothes into submission then had another go at forcing the zipper around. 
 
   Knuckles rapped the doorframe and without glancing up she said, “Do your thing. I’ll be out in a minute.”
 
   Then she heard Cody’s distinct voice, “It’s me.” His eyes bounced from the bed, which was more or less made, to her suitcase as she shut it successfully, to the dresser and counter tops no longer littered with toiletries and lady products. “You’re leaving?”
 
   “I am.” Off the questioning cock of his head she said, “Can’t afford to stay the rest of the week.”
 
   “So you’re staying a week?” he asked like he’d prefer to know her date of departure. “Where are you going to sleep?”
 
   As she sat on the bed, Hannah looked him over and noticed a black satchel hanging from his right shoulder. 
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   “Stop deflecting,” he ordered, tone a bit stern for her taste. 
 
   “I don’t have an extra fifty-five a night to stay in a shitty motel. I already burned a hundred bucks or so. It’s not like I can pull another four hundred out of savings. I don’t even have savings.”
 
   She thought she caught him doing fast math so he could have an idea of when she would be heading out.
 
   “Until Wednesday?”
 
   “Thursday morning. It was as much time as they’d give me.”
 
   Cody wrapped his mind around that, adjusting to the timeline, perhaps coming to terms with the fact she’d be gone soon. His hands were planted on his hips, causing his shoulders to square at her, making him appear a bit bigger. He searched her expression, maybe trying to figure out how she might feel about leaving when the day came. 
 
   “It is what it is,” she explained.
 
   “You’re not staying at the house, are you?”
 
   Hannah sighed and wondered why she’d prefer his approval. “Mary offered.”
 
   “He took shots at us,” he said, suddenly staring at her like she had two heads. 
 
   “He took shots at you,” she corrected. “And he wasn’t trying to hit you, just make a point.”
 
   “Well, I received it. Loud and clear. He’s dangerous.”
 
   “I know.” Hannah watched the light shift over him, creep down his piercing green eyes that gradually muted as the sun sank into the tree line far beyond the window. “I can’t explain it in a way you’ll understand, but I have to be there, money aside. It was hard to hear Judy break it down how she did, but she’s right. Candice isn’t getting what she needs. I feel like if I’m there she’ll get used to me, open up, maybe tell me more.”
 
   Cody’s face flushed. The very idea of her in the house with Dale probably made his blood boil. He seemed to keep a lid on it and countered with, “Three days a week with Judy isn’t enough?”
 
   Kindly and to get him on her side, “Candice needs someone around her who has the care and stamina to make her feel safe and get her to open up. What are you doing?”
 
   Cody had smacked his satchel down on the foot of the bed and was roughly tearing it open. As the lid fell back to the comforter, she joined him and stared down. Inside was a small arsenal of weapons. She counted five, noting two GLOCKS of varying calibers, a revolver, and a few handguns she wasn’t familiar with. 
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   “Hannah, I’m dead serious. I was going to insist and that was before I knew you were reckless enough to volunteer yourself to live in that house.” Cody selected one of the GLOCKS and put it in her hands. “That too heavy for you?” 
 
   She didn’t so much hold it as cradle in her palm like a dying bird. 
 
   “Come on, grasp it. Is it too heavy?”
 
   “It’ll have too much kick,” she commented, gradually getting on board. “Pass me that revolver.”
 
   “It won’t kick back like you think,” he argued. “Plus it’s got twelve rounds. You can miss a few times and still manage to protect yourself.”
 
   As she popped the clip, letting it slide out for brief inspection then slapping it back up, Hannah shook her head. “Recoil on the larger calibers takes too long to recover from. 43’s no good.” She shoved it back at him then selected another GLOCK, examined it in the same discerning manner, noting, “45’s no good.” Shoved it at him, plucked a third, eyed it. “Pistol’s better,” she said with an air of approval. “19mm Walther P99?” she asked when she recognized it, shot him a smile that broadened when she saw he was both impressed and slightly horrified. “I don’t like the German’s enough,” she said, denouncing it, as she passed it back. Cody kept returning weapon after weapon to his satchel, trying to keep up. “Ah,” she said, edge of humor in her tone, “38 Special, seven rounds, no risk of jamming, barely a breath of recoil.” She tucked it down the back of her pants. “Thanks for the revolver.”
 
   Baffled, he said, “No problem.”
 
   She pulled her suitcase, lumpy as it was, to the floor and rolled it to the doorway. 
 
   “How do you know so much about guns?”
 
   “I grew up with them,” she shrugged. “When Dale came into the picture he brought more than a few with him. I was eleven at the time. Mom didn’t want me accidentally blowing my head off or hers so she made him teach me to respect and handle them.”
 
   “And you never mentioned it to me?”
 
   “What? Brag? Build myself up to look cool in high school? I didn’t want the attention.”
 
   It wasn’t the easiest pill to swallow, but Cody choked it down, closing his satchel. Then he offered her a box of ammo, which she found funny. She wasn’t going to war, but she took it nonetheless, dropped it in her purse, and told him she needed to check the bathroom in case she’d overlooked an item.
 
   The sink was bare, the shower stall empty except for the motel’s tiny shampoo and conditioner bottles and a flat bar of soap that had cracked when she'd ran it over her chest that morning. When she returned Cody was ready at the doorway. 
 
   “Leave it open for the maid,” she instructed, passing through with her suitcase in tow. 
 
   He did then took over the task of carrying the bulky thing down the stairs. The wheels clanked against the landing and Hannah stepped down, told him she needed a minute to settle her bill.
 
   She turned stiff when the clerk swiped her debit card, and didn’t release her breath until he shot her a confirming smirk and handed it back. After thanking him she met Cody, who’d been waiting with her stuff just outside the door. 
 
   “Did you get a chance to look into convicts with snake tattoos?” she asked, grabbing her suitcase handle and starting for her Taurus. 
 
   “That’s the other reason I stopped off,” he said. “I pulled up seven.”
 
   She wasn’t sure how encouraged she should be. “That’s not a lot, right? You can look into them?”
 
   “Yeah and it shouldn’t take long.” He didn’t sound thrilled. “We can’t get our hopes too high. It’s possible our guy isn’t in the system.”
 
   “A meth addict not in the system?” She grinned post-humorously. “I doubt that. Even Kendra came up.” As she fished her car remote out of her purse and unlocked the trunk, Cody hoisted her suitcase then set it in the bed for her. “Keep me posted?”
 
   “I don’t want you at that house.”
 
   “See you later, Cody.”
 
   He lingered. His gaze slipped to her mouth and she realized he was standing a bit close, but with dusk falling all around them it didn’t feel intrusive. It felt right. 
 
   He stepped in, but seemed to think better of it, saying softly, “I’ll call you.” Then he opened her door and waited for her to get settled behind the wheel. 
 
   After shutting her door, Hannah held his gaze and started backing out. She kept her eye on him in the rearview as he climbed into his truck and turned the engine. 
 
   Damned if it wasn’t getting hard not to reach for him when he stood near her like that. Hannah squeezed the brakes and assessed the stream of traffic flowing through Route 12, tapping her thumb against the wheel as she waited. 
 
   It’d felt good shoving the revolver down the back of her pants like a bona fide bad ass, but it was hardly practical in terms of driving so Hannah leaned into the steering wheel, pulled the revolver out then wriggled it deep within her purse. 
 
   As she hit the gas, merging in-between a beat-up Volvo and a crawling semi, she felt a sudden knot twist in her gut. 
 
   It’d be a long six days at the shack. 
 
   ***
 
   No one knew where Dale was. 
 
   Mary worked her magic on dinner, nursing her beers like offspring, while Hannah had struggled to pull her weight - her sister barking out ingredients which Hannah was only slightly more familiar with, Hannah hunting through cabinets for them feeling the urgency, Candice letting out that low tone at intervals that seemed to underscore the pressure Hannah was under, scrambling to bread chicken that was too damn slippery. All the while, she stole glances at Mary, trying to see through her thick veneer of foundation, too pink to match her neck. The girl beneath hadn’t been acting like the one who’d called her days ago. The anxiety she’d conveyed for how rough and unmanageable Dale had become wasn’t lining up quite right compared to the girl who’d smacked him, claimed a rifle, and conquered him. She held a certain command over the household. She didn't seem to need Hannah's help with her father.
 
   But the inconsistency didn’t lessen her awe of Mary. If anything it strengthened it. 
 
   Sitting on the sofa, they ate bread-baked chicken, creamed corn, and salad, which Hannah had done a better job on. The TV was blaring some show about rich ladies who were married to important men and kept ripping each other’s weaves out because of it. Candice was present enough to keep shoveling food into her mouth and when a furious Italian woman overturned a table, grunting like the Incredible Hulk, she laughed right alongside her sister.
 
   After dinner they migrated to Candice's room where Hannah sat cross-legged on the bed, watched Mary twirl a curling iron, sucking up their youngest sister’s hair until it was tight to her scalp, and reflected on the evening. It had seemed so normal on the surface, but felt so sad deep down. 
 
   Letting the ringlet fall, Mary moved on to the next lock, as Candice felt the warmth of her curly side. 
 
   “Looking good, Mama,” Mary told her, as she brought a canned beer to her mouth, taking advantage of the pause. 
 
   Candice smiled, big teeth bared for all the world to see. She was slowly coming out of the thick shell she’d been hiding in. 
 
   Glancing at Hannah, Mary said, “I can do you next,” as she released the ringlet. 
 
   “My hair’s curly enough.”
 
   “It’s wavy,” she corrected, setting the iron on the nightstand to maneuver Candice towards her so she could get the final bits without craning around. When she took up again, she told Hannah, “You could use a trim around your face. Maybe get some bangs going, shorter fringe along your cheeks.”
 
   Curious, she asked, “What would that do?”
 
   “Your eyes angle up at the outer corners, see, just like mine, but you got those high cheekbones. Good lines. But the way your hair is all one length, it hides the shape.” Finished with Candice, Mary looked at Hannah, gaze passing through her like an anvil. “Whose face do you have?”
 
   Her odd phrasing seemed to carefully conceal darker interest and Hannah felt her breath quickening in response. 
 
   “You don’t look like Mom,” she clarified, “except the eyes.”
 
   “My dad, I guess. I mean of course.”
 
   Mary's eyes turned to ice. 
 
   “What’s he like?”
 
   It occurred to Hannah the girls hadn’t heard about her father through Kendra, hadn’t been warned not to ask like she’d been. 
 
   “I really don’t know. Never met him.”
 
   “He in New Hampshire?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “You never went looking for him?”
 
   “I don’t know his name.”
 
   Mary leaned back on her palm, started rocking her leg, eyeing her with God like power. 
 
   “That bother you?”
 
   It did. Immensely. But Hannah had never had it in her to go looking. When she didn’t respond except for a quirk of her mouth Mary tapped Candice’s leg, her frigid expression warming. 
 
   “Get you in bed now.”  
 
   The little girl stood from the bed, but couldn’t stop crushing her curls in her hand so Mary selected a pair of cotton shorts and an old tee shirt fit for sleeping from one of the dresser drawers and took to yanking Candice’s clothes off and replacing them with the kind of lackluster authority you’d except from a hospice nurse. 
 
   Hannah felt a twinge of embarrassment during the brief moment Candice stood naked but for her underwear -skinny limbs, pale and flat chest without a hint of development. She tried not to look in case the child felt shame, but judging the glances she’d stolen Candice appeared more or less oblivious and was soon dressed for bed. 
 
   “Sleep on your side or you’ll wreck your curls,” Mary instructed, pulling the covers back for her sister to slide in. Hannah was quick to her feet to make room. Then Mary leaned in close to her ear and whispered something Hannah couldn’t hear. 
 
   Keeping out of the way, Hannah walked into the hall, as Mary pulled the blankets to Candice’s ear, arranged her curls on the pillow, and turned off the light. 
 
   As soon as Mary shut the door and joined her in the hall, Hannah thought she caught the sound of Candice’s feet pattering across the floor. 
 
   “Let’s hang out in my room,” she suggested. 
 
   Hannah followed her, but heard the distinct scrape of metal against metal then pattering feet again. 
 
   Candice had locked her door.
 
   Mary wasted no time setting her desk chair in the center of her room then rummaged through a plastic bin that was serving as a nightstand, and produced a pair of hairdresser’s scissors. 
 
   “Do you trust me?”
 
   The answer came fast and hard, but only in her mind - no, and as an afterthought Hannah wondered why that was. 
 
   “Come on, I know what I’m doing. And you can have yourself a drink.”
 
   Awkwardly, she smiled at the girl, who held the blades up to catch the light. 
 
   “She doesn’t care, you know.”
 
   “Candice?”
 
   “Yeah, she doesn’t even notice if you drink around her.”
 
   The fact that Mary had sensed her craving was unsettling. And in defense, she nearly pointed out that drinking around Candice wouldn’t exactly set the best example, but she didn’t think offending Mary would help matters. 
 
   “Well, you can drink in here,” she said easily. 
 
   “What makes you think I want to?”
 
   She shot her a clever smirk. “Girl,” she milked the endearment with a who are you kidding smile. “Your back pocket’s bulging.” As she braced the chair back, welcoming Hannah to it, she added, “Come on now, we’ve got the same blood running through our veins.”
 
   Hannah had to laugh, because deep down the sudden exposure made her feel strangely small.
 
   “I like your top, by the way.”
 
   Chided then quickly complimented?
 
   Hannah knew when she was being manipulated, but wondered if that’s what skilled mother’s did, orders wrapped in praise so you could feel good about obeying. As she lowered into the wooden chair, pulling her flask free from her back pocket, she had to admit part of her felt good, like she was pleased to make Mary happy. 
 
   Mary leaned in close and studied her features, as she moved Hannah’s hair, bringing it forward with her fingertips, scissors shooting straight up like a deadly ring. 
 
   “You handled Dale real well last night,” she commented, straining to eye her flask, twist the top off. 
 
   Mary stepped back to assess how she’d framed Hannah’s face, visualizing where to cut, as Hannah puffed out a short exhale to part her hair and fit her flask through to her mouth. She tipped it up without moving her head, draining a long haul, then lowered it to her lap. 
 
   “Tell me about that guy,” she prodded, while carefully hooking the blades under Hannah’s wall of hair. As she snipped and clipped and shaped bangs and fringe around her sister’s face, she explained the leap she’d made. “When it comes to Daddy, you don’t think. You just do. But I’ve never seen him pull something like that. So why’s he hate him? You said you’d tell me.”
 
   “I used to be friends with Cody,” she started.
 
   “Friends? You ever fuck him?”
 
   It was enough of an indication of where Mary was at with boys that Hannah needed another sip to feel comfortable with the direction this conversation was heading. 
 
   Mary paused for her to knock her flask back. 
 
   “It was a bad night all around,” she went on. 
 
   “So yes?”
 
   “Christ, yes, Mary. He took me to prom. Stupid as I was I’d built it up in my head.”
 
   “Prom or fucking?”
 
   Reluctantly, “Both, I suppose.” Hannah sorted through the best way to filter the nightmare so Mary would never hear the worst of it. “I was crying when I finally got home. Dale did the math. Went after Cody.”
 
   Mary straightened up and it wasn’t to evaluate her progress. 
 
   With one eye, hair blinding the other, Hannah met her gaze. 
 
   She sank into one hip accentuating her many curves in a way that made Hannah realize men, all men, probably desired her sister regardless of her young age. Then her brow knit, which Hannah read as concern, for Cody or herself she couldn’t be sure. 
 
   “Did he hurt him?”
 
   Hannah drew in a breath and let the explanation out with it. “I really don’t know. I never wanted to see Cody again. I ignored him for the last two weeks of school then he graduated. Never crossed paths with him again until now.”
 
   “Why were you crying?” 
 
   “It was just a shitty night.”
 
   Mary eyed her as though she could pull the details if she stared hard enough, but there was no way in hell Hannah would confide. After a moment of Hannah's silence, Mary got the message and eased the scissors to her forehead, snipping along the other side of her face.
 
   Out of the spotlight, Hannah’s heart started pounding at the impulse that was now taking hold. 
 
   “Dale’s drinking and all,” she began, working up the nerve, “is that what those locks are about?” 
 
   Mary stopped snipping, her face instantly long and drawn, dead eyes staring out, the tip of the blades incidentally pointing at Hannah’s eye too close for comfort, taking her breath away. The question seemed to make Mary recede into a dark corner of her mind. 
 
   It reminded her of Candice. 
 
   From the front of the house she heard the door bang, slamming and bouncing off the frame, slamming again, Dale cursing and tripping and cursing louder. 
 
   In response, Mary barreled down the hall after him, Hannah watching her go until she turned out of view. Alert, she listened hard, straining to hear over the rapid thuds of her pounding heart. Suddenly, she was eleven, twelve, thirteen all over again, a frightened animal hoping the bear wouldn’t find her. Terrified of what he might do if he did. 
 
   But Mary had it handled. He raised his voice, she raised hers louder, and the crescendo gave way to murmuring. 
 
   She heard a muted thud that conjured images of Dale dropping into a chair at the kitchen table. Then a ceramic plate clanked down followed by the crack and faint hiss of a beer can opening. 
 
   Dale slurred out a subdued, “Thanks, girl,” as Mary padded up the hall. Returning, she closed her door all but an inch, and grumbled an aggravated sigh.
 
   “Drank too much,” she softly announced, as she grabbed her scissors from the dresser top. “I always keep a bowl of mashed potatoes for him in the fridge. It’ll soak up the alcohol. He’ll straighten out.”
 
   Hannah didn’t want to point out that the beer she’d given him might work against that strategy, but the thought vanished from her mind when Mary started laughing as a means to shed the tension that shrouded her. 
 
   When her laughter died out, Mary took to fluffing and shaking Hannah’s hair to see where it naturally landed then lifted and snipped, lifted and snipped, again and again, as cut hairs fluttered all around her and settled on the hard wood floor. 
 
   “Man, I am good,” she said, admiring her work. She handed Hannah a mirror and smiled down at her. “Damn foxy, I’d say.”
 
   Hannah almost didn’t recognize the woman staring back. She looked... pretty. Not at all childish or blunt, her bangs were feathered softly around her eyebrows and the sides hugged her cheekbones in a way that accentuated the lines of her face. The trim flattered her, but also made her feel strangely lost within the power her features implied.
 
   Then groaning came through the wall. It surged into a scream, Candice’s high-pitched wails slicing through Hannah’s chest in fits and starts. 
 
   Mary’s suddenly alarmed expression cleared and she ordered, “Get to the hall and make sure he doesn’t come down.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Hoisting her window open and swinging a leg out, she firmly repeated, “Don’t let him down the hall.” Then she dropped into the cold night outside, Candice screaming and thrashing all the while behind a locked door.
 
   Obeying, Hannah made her way down the hall and peered at Dale just as he started yelling, “The fuck’s going on?” She stepped into the kitchen, but it didn’t prevent him from muscling to his feet. How the hell was she supposed to stop him from heading over? 
 
   Then Mary called, “Hannah!” through the open doorway, letting her off the hook. She rushed, Dale at her heels, into the bedroom where Candice was flailing and yelling and gasping. 
 
   “Wake up, Candice!” Mary said, holding her arms down so they wouldn’t hit the wall, but her feet were still kicking something fierce. 
 
   Stunned, Hannah felt immobilized, as Dale tore past her to catch Candice’s feet. 
 
   “It was too much for her!” He growled at Hannah over his shoulder. “She doesn’t need to remember that shit! She needs to forget it!”
 
   “Candice, baby, wake up. Come on.” Mary gently slapped at her cheeks to rouse her, pull her out of the night terror that had her quaking. 
 
   Hannah had never felt more detrimental in all her life. Tears stung her eyes, as she watched them wrangle her youngest sister awake. 
 
   When Candice finally calmed and her eyes locked with Mary’s, Mary said, “I’ll stay with her.” She motioned to get off the bed, but Candice desperately clung to her so she settled in beside her sister and indicated for Hannah to come over. 
 
   As she did, Dale lumbered out, didn’t even look at Hannah he was so disgusted with her. 
 
   “Want to grab me a tee and boxers? They’re in my dresser. Maybe a beer?”
 
   Voice thin as a thread, “Sure.”
 
   When she returned with the items, Hannah eased the door so that it was partially closed then handed Mary her sleeping clothes, but Mary took the beer first. 
 
   “Has that happened before?”
 
   She squared her gaze at Hannah. “No. It hasn’t,” she said, wriggling her jeans down in a manner that wouldn’t have her parting with her sister. She pulled her boxers up then changed her top fast after removing her bra, pulling it through her sleeve. “Good news is you can sleep in my room instead of the sofa.” She punched a glare at her then added, “You know where the lock is.” 
 
   “Where’s the key?”
 
   ***
 
   Hannah had never felt so wrong. The conflict inside was pulling her apart at the seams. She’d been certain Judy had worked a miracle with Candice and that their time together had been the sole ray of hope since Kendra had disappeared. But if it’d caused a night terror, if it’d disturbed Candice so greatly that it caused the trauma of it all to emerge as nightmares, then what good was a therapist? 
 
   Her crushing sense of shame at being so arrogant as to assume what was best for the investigation would be best for Candice made her wish to skirt off into Mary’s room and hide until tomorrow. But a greater sense of responsibility, or maybe it was the bright side of self-hatred, told her she ought to spend a minute or two with her stepfather, as uneasy as it would make her.
 
   She rounded the corner at the end of the hall and found Dale spread-eagle and monopolizing the sofa, one arm hooked around its back, a hand wedged too far down his pants, his beer cradled against his crotch. He was watching the TV that wasn’t on. 
 
   Hannah stepped out from the stack of boxes that seemed an extension of the wall and dared to take a seat in the wooden chair she’d exhumed the first day she’d set foot in this dump. Christ, it felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
   “Coors' is in the fridge,” he said without looking at her then knocked back a long haul from his can to demonstrate what he was referring to. 
 
   “It’s all right.” She leaned to the side, pulling her flask from her back pocket to show her bases were covered on that front. 
 
   “She get down okay?” 
 
   “Yeah, I think she’s sleeping now.” The way he was staring off welcomed Hannah to study him. His dusty-blue eyes were dark under a jutting brow of thick hair. Straight and coming to a crisp point, his nose was the same as Mary’s, and his mouth, weathered as it was, had a cowboy’s snarl. He was attractive and knew it, and that was his deception. The real man beneath didn’t deserve a means to lure. 
 
   Hannah realized his gaze had settled on his own reflection in the black TV screen, but he didn’t appear to be seeing himself, more looking through to something less menacing on the other side.
 
   “I know you don’t agree with Candice seeing a psychologist,” she ventured to level with him. “But I think it’s important.” She tried to gauge his reaction, but he didn’t have one. “For her and for the effort to find Kendra.”
 
   “Why do you call her Kendra? She’s your mother.” Beer to mouth, knocking it back, Dale still didn’t feel like looking at her or at least that's what his demeanor told her. 
 
   “Yeah, mom,” she offered to show she was capable of agreement. “It’s helping the investigation.” She hadn’t answered his question so she added, “Because you know her as Kendra. I do that sometimes. Making dinner the other night with Mary I called you Daddy.”
 
   It got him grinning and he finally glanced at her. 
 
   “Daddy, huh?”
 
   Her stomach clenched. 
 
   “I’d rather have your blessing taking Candice to see the therapist, but I’m taking her just the same.”
 
   “I figured that.” Grin gone, he found his drinking momentarily more interesting. 
 
   “It’s good for her,” she asserted. 
 
   “She never flipped her shit like that before,” he countered, meeting her gaze in a way that shook her conviction. “Never happened before you came along, before you dragged her off to some shrink head, who’s probably itching to fill her head with all kinds of fiction so they stay entertained.”
 
   “That’s not what the therapist is doing.”
 
   “You going to drink that or is it just a prop?”
 
   She had planned to, but under his encouragement she wasn’t so sure. Then it occurred to her being his drinking buddy for the time being could work to her advantage.
 
   So she showed a little good faith and posed as an ally so he’d be inclined to open up about the topics that interested her most. Hannah unscrewed the top off her flask and drank, took a stab at staring him down as she did so, but stopped when it seemed he might get off on it.
 
   “I need to ask you,” she started up in a low tone not that Mary would be able to hear her, “I found a couple things out about Mom. She had a few arrests. Drug possession. You know about that?”
 
   Dale snatched his beer, leaned forward, elbows on knees, and hung his head for a beat, as though remaining comfortably reclined wouldn’t do his answer justice. 
 
   “How’d you hear about that?”
 
   “Just trying to hunt for the pieces.”
 
   He angled his eyes up at her then sighed his back to the couch, teeth scraping over his lower lip in hesitation. 
 
   “She went down that road, Hannah.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Fuck if I know why.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Like she called a family meeting to get our approval.”
 
   “When’d you notice, Dale?”
 
   “I didn’t.” Again, he sighed, but this time it carried the burden of having failed his wife. “Her first arrest. I was shocked. Downright blew my mind.” He managed a laugh. “If it can’t be fixed with alcohol, then it can’t be fixed.” He fell silent after that. 
 
   “What couldn’t be fixed?”
 
   “Life, Hannah.” He let that hang and peculiar warmth hit her heart. No tension between them, he was opening up. “Them drugs she turned to was just a new God for her.”
 
   “Did something happen that caused her to believe her old God wouldn’t be good enough?”
 
   “You think she got involved with the wrong sorts and they dragged her off, killed her? Well, probably. I’ll be straight with you girl, because it was real nice of you to take the time out of your fancy life to come on over to our corner of the lake. I don’t give a rat’s ass she’s gone.”
 
   Sudden chill knocked out any sense of warmth she’d had for him. 
 
   “You don’t know what she turned into,” he went on, perhaps needing her to understand. “Cold eyes. Cold heart.” Dale stared off, gaze soft, seeing Kendra in his mind. He grimaced, swallowed a sick taste down. “The girls will get over it. You will, too, not that you have a damn thing to do with this family.” He straightened up, drank his beer, chased it down with an optimistic statement, “The Lord, he doth work in mysterious ways.” He looked bizarrely alleviated when he set his eyes on her next. “You said you found out a couple things about Kendra so what’s the second?”
 
   Her hand in a box came to mind, but she went with “Nothing,” then got to her feet, visions of Mary’s bedroom in the forefront of her mind. 
 
   He didn’t let her get far. 
 
   “Hannah, I’m warning you. Don’t you tell those girls there’s any hope for their mother.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Mary hadn’t slept. Not one wink. She hadn’t even properly laid down next to her sister but had leaned against the wall, watching the epic stillness ever since, shadows dripping off of even darker shadows, a sea of secrets all around her. 
 
   She’d gotten Hannah back. First to Sanbornton and now into their house, it was something. It’d been a little evil of her not to give Hannah the keys so she could lock herself in her room. She shouldn’t have been such a bitch to her, but it was hard to resist, even harder quelling the resentment that seemed to influence her heart at times. She’d do better, she told herself. She’d have to.
 
   Candice stirred, letting out a faint murmur, turning on her side, and releasing her in favor of laying her cheek on the cool end of her pillow. When she settled into deeper sleep Mary grabbed her empty - slick can cool to the touch thanks to a steady draft that seeped through the windowpane, and climbed out of bed, certain not to shift her weight too abruptly and wake her sister. 
 
   She secured the can under the waistband of her boxers then eased the window open. A chilly breeze blew in, damp and carrying the marshy scent of the lake. Swinging her leg over the sill, she gradually wriggled out, bare foot pressing into frost-encrusted grass, prickly until she crushed it flat, her foot meeting with the freezing, soggy earth. 
 
   Tugging the window down took three determined heaves, but she managed to shut it then started along the house for the other window. Overhead, the moon was waning, but it still offered a hint of light, which kissed the deteriorating wood siding, the window ledge, and the endless acreage at her back.
 
   Goddamn, it was cold out. Her skin had turned to leather it was so riddled with goose bumps and her toes were already numb. 
 
   She pried the window up a few inches then crooked her palms under, pushed it upwards, tried to be quiet about it so she wouldn’t scare the shit out of Hannah. 
 
   After hauling herself over the sill, wooden lip digging into her stomach, her hands met the floor and she crawled forward, scraping her length through. When her feet touched down she righted herself, placed the empty in a waste bin near her desk, and produced the set of keys she kept tucked under the band of her underpants. 
 
   Carrying her desk chair over to the door, Mary used her free hand to flip through her keys until she had the one she wanted. Then she stepped on the chair, slid the key into the lock, and twisted, dead bolt grinding inside the doorframe. She could hear Dale snoring in the living room. Of course he hadn’t put himself to bed. He’d be her next stop. 
 
   She hadn’t asked for this job, but couldn’t deny no one was better suited.
 
   When she stepped down she returned the keys to her underpants then set the chair back where it belonged and glanced at her bed.
 
   Hannah wasn’t there. 
 
   It took the wind right out of her until she realized the bedding was gone as well and started investigating. Then she caught sight of her comforter poking out from the foot of the bed and her sudden panic subsided. 
 
   She eased across her naked mattress and spied Hannah, balled in a nest of blankets between the far side of her bed and the wall. 
 
   It amazed her how time changed a person - Hannah, Daddy, her mother. Mary had been seven when Hannah left and at the time her older sister hadn’t been nearly so bony, face like it’d been carved from marble, hair a wild mane she’d had the pleasure of taming earlier that night. 
 
   She didn't recall Hannah favoring sleeping on the floor like a mouse when they were growing up. Back then her sister had had a ray of innocence in her eyes. At eighteen, on the day she walked off and never came back, the innocent glint was gone, replaced by a grim sense of hopelessness she tried to mask with a plastic smile. 
 
   Mary had hated her for leaving and a greater part of her still did. It’d taken their mother disappearing for her to come back. Dark circumstances. But now she had Hannah like she always should have. She was pleased. And yet, she didn’t trust her. Couldn’t. The threat that she could walk out again never left her mind. 
 
   A sick feeling came over her staring down at Hannah, love and hatred like a sandbag on her chest. Her stomach felt raw and empty or maybe that was her heart.
 
   Angling over her, she leaned in, set her cool cheek against Hannah’s to feel her warmth, her softness, remind herself her sister was just like her, alive and hollow. They needed each other. Didn’t Hannah know that yet? 
 
   Cheek lightly brushing over cheek, skin on skin, she explored how Hannah felt. Angel’s wings came to mind. That’s what her sister felt like, feathery and as ethereal as air itself. She studied the arch of her dark lashes, the curvature of her nose and its fleshy divot below that pulled at her upper lip. 
 
   Then Mary whispered, “I’ll never let you go.”
 
   When she drew back, straightening up, compulsion gripped her. She wouldn’t be blindsided. Not again. Not for any reason. 
 
   Hannah’s overnight bag was resting across from the foot of the bed so she went to it. It pained her to know her sister hadn’t dragged her suitcase inside, but kept it in the trunk of her Taurus. She’d seen it earlier, had popped the hood, peaked in. It killed her to know Hannah hadn’t embraced being home. 
 
   She only wanted an indication of where her sister’s head was at, her heart, a little heads up so she could mitigate impending damages. So Mary took to going through her belongings. A plastic case of toiletries was on top, which she set quietly on the floor. Next she found clothes amounting to one outfit by her estimation. She reminded herself that Hannah had bought a few things to experiment with the advice she’d given her. It was encouraging, but not enough. Digging deeper, there were socks, a hairbrush, a toothbrush that should’ve been in the toiletries case, and then she felt cool metal on her fingertips, but it was knotted up in a bra - a handle, a barrel. She lifted it out and stared at the revolver. 
 
   For protection?
 
   Mary would protect her.
 
   She didn’t like it one bit.
 
   Then that awful question Hannah had asked her sprang to mind.
 
   Ask Mary. 
 
   Her teeth clenched hard, causing her jaw to ache, tension rising with her heart rate, and a fresh wave of hatred rolled through her. 
 
   She fit the revolver down the front of her boxers being sure to angle the barrel under the elastic band of her underpants so it’d be sure to stay put then returned all of Hannah’s belongings to her bag. 
 
   She couldn’t look at her sister as she crossed to the window and not just because Hannah was tucked out of view. She eased out and when her feet hit the soggy grass she used the full weight of her body to draw the window down.
 
   Jogging quickly, she rounded to the front of the house and padded across the porch, unlocked the front door, slipped inside where the air was stale and warm, and locked it back up good. 
 
   Dale was a heap on the sofa. Nearly two hundred pounds of pure trouble she’d never be able to lift so she sat beside him, relinquished a beer can from his loose grip and set it on the floor where neither of them would kick it on accident, then took to rousing him. An easy slap or two to his face, a jiggle to his shoulder that turned into a firm shake, pats to his leg. 
 
   He was a fucking mess. 
 
   Half asleep he found her waist and groaned, “Come here, girl.”
 
   “Let’s get you to bed,” she suggested, countering his offer, which may or may not have been intended for Kendra. Who knew where he went in his dreams. “Come on.” She held his chin and shook firmly, rattling his brains she hoped. It did the trick. He came to, gave a start when it registered it was Mary. “Don’t make this hard on me.”
 
   He grinned, tugged on her hair, asked her for that hug again, which she supplied now that she knew it was her he needed. But his grip was too tight, like a bear smothering its rival. She twined her fingers in his salt-and-pepper hair and twisted so his scalp would burn and he released her, chuckling to himself.
 
   Hooking his arm around her shoulder, she got him to his feet and he was good about not collapsing on her. He used her for balance, and together they slowly paced up the hall - Dale, one heavy foot after the next, Mary’s strides short and soundless, until they turned into his bedroom. 
 
   She let him fall to the bed and assessed what she could get away with, the absolute minimal assistance being her goal. 
 
   She wrestled his boots off. Let them drop to the floor. His feet were dangling off the side of the bed and if he slept on his stomach like that, cheek to mattress, it’d crook his neck something awful and she’d have a whole new mess on her hands come tomorrow so she heaved him over onto his back, grabbed his feet and swung him sideways so he wasn’t all cockeyed. His feet were still over the edge, but fuck it. If he woke he could slide his damn self up. 
 
   As she stared down at him, Kendra surged to the forefront of her mind. Had she loved this man? Had she loved anyone?
 
   Mary was pretty sure she’d known the first time her mother had come home high and twitching with excitement that couldn't be contained. It hadn’t been long ago, though it felt like a past life. Mary had been nearing her fourteenth birthday. She’d been sitting at the kitchen table, flipping through a party supply catalogue and trying to remember how Hannah’s fourteenth had gone. It’d driven her nuts she couldn’t place it, which made her all the more mad her big sister wouldn’t be at her party. Everyone knew Hannah had stolen off to Gilford, but no one made a damned effort to get her home, not really. Kendra should’ve begged. Dale should’ve set off, guns blazing for her. No one had the sense of urgency about it that had seemed to consume Mary on a moment-to-moment basis. 
 
   That day Kendra had taken a seat next to her. Her eyes had looked wild, bloodshot and watery and white all around, pupils dilated like she’d been living underground for ages. She couldn’t stop picking at a hangnail, hadn’t even noticed when her finger started bleeding. It was like she’d been beyond her own body, hovering above it or maybe trapped inside. 
 
   With no preamble, she’d started talking not to Mary, but at her, monologue fragments, which didn’t make sense at first. The display had been jarring. The kitchen hadn’t felt like her home during her mother’s ramblings, hadn’t felt like where she’d grown up, but more like an eerie clone. 
 
   Mary had worked to grasp the thread of just what in the hell Kendra was talking about, but when she did, following the thin twine deep into her mother’s mind, Kendra’s twisted past came to light. And understanding it had forever changed Mary. 
 
   He used to keep me tied up, she’d explained, when I was pregnant with Hannah. I promised myself if I ever got out, I’d take her and run far, far away. I didn’t get far when I escaped, and baby it took me so long to realize why that was. It didn’t matter I’d left the county, changed my name, disappeared. I had to stare at his face every day once I had Hannah. She’s got her father’s face, spitting image of him and oh the shame I felt despising her because of it. I know you miss her, but it’s for the best she’s gone. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to keep looking at that face.  
 
   When Kendra had finally run out of steam telling Mary about things her daughter could barely grasp Mary made the mistake of asking a question and the woman’s eyes went dark. She’d slapped Mary clean across the face. 
 
   The memory faded away and she realized a cold sweat had broken out across her skin. But she told herself it was because of her efforts getting Dale squared away and nothing more. Dewy beads rolled down between her breasts and her pits could use a stroke or two of deodorant, but she decided to fuck that as well, closed his door and took to fetching a kitchen chair so she could lock him in, safe and sound. After spending a minute on that task, she listened to the sweet sound of silence.
 
   Everyone was locked up good just how she liked. 
 
   Her family. 
 
   She reached the front door, slid her feet into her Converses and threw on her jacket before letting herself out. She was sure to lock up then started around the side of the house, thankful she’d exercised a shred of self-care to keep her feet dry and shoulders warm. If she got sick everything would turn to hell. 
 
   Soon the lake came into view across the yard. Its black surface was glass, the dock motionless. Her sneakers squashed, making funny noises with each step and because of it she almost hadn’t heard his boots mashing soggy earth as he stalked towards her.
 
   She sensed more than saw him and turned on instinct, her breath a sharp gasp when she saw his silhouette coming up from the edge of the lake. 
 
   Tall with a build that implied lean, wiry muscles under his layers and jeans, she felt him staring, but couldn’t see his eyes. 
 
   Quickly drawing, she aimed the revolver at him, held her ground. 
 
   Mary’s racing mind went strangely calm. 
 
   Should she fire a warning shot?
 
   No. 
 
   Should she order him off her property?
 
   No. 
 
   Should she kill him?
 
   As if thinking it had conjured his answer, he turned around and walked off, hugging the lake, boots slushing through marsh water, as he gradually vanished beyond the tree line. 
 
   On guard he might return, she listened hard, but only heard the wind rustling the treetops. 
 
   Then her jaw clenched and her skin flared hot, as she hardened to stone, furious, quaking as though the very core of her soul was erupting. 
 
   Mary lowered the revolver then aimed it at her left thigh and pulled the trigger. 
 
   Before the blast tapered into silence, she’d thrown the gun into the lake. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   To Hannah, Sanbornton Mercy had always sounded like a plea, like the whole town had banded together to beg mercy of the one place that was killing them, the one place no one could escape - shout the town name so God would listen, shout for mercy so life might get easier. But it never seemed to. For the Cole’s life was only getting worse. 
 
   Mary looked as Hannah felt - destroyed. 
 
   In her hospital bed, Mary lain under woolen blankets. A crocheted Afghan that Candice had brought was draped over her as well, a few pillows propped her up so she wouldn’t have to crane her neck, and her left leg rested on top of the covers as though she was just a kid too hot to keep herself tucked in. But that wasn't what she was. 
 
   The white gauze that wrapped around her upper thigh was a glaring reminder of that fact - the fact they’d come back to the house, the fact Kendra was the start of this, but might not be the end. Until Hannah had heard the shot and they’d all run out, Hannah first fumbling in a panic to get out of Mary's room, waiting as Candice scrambled to unlock her own door then Mary's, rushing to Dale's then discovering he'd jumped out his window, she hadn’t entirely grasped the threat, possibility, or likelihood that her mother’s abductors would attack the family. Now, sitting beside Mary, the threat devoured her. 
 
   Black mascara and eyeliner streaked down her cheeks. What was left around her lashes appeared gray, puffy eyes beneath. And those surprised looking brows were permanently knit together - stressed. 
 
   She hadn’t let go of Hannah’s hand since the nurses had invited them in. Dale sat with Candice on the other side of Mary’s bed. He did what he could to comfort his littlest. Arm draped around the back of her chair, he offered her a reassuring smirk or two that didn’t quite land, while Candice took breaks from staring wide-eyed at her sister to glance at the unusually cheerful wallpaper that seemed to mock their predicament - smiling cartoon animals anchoring brightly colored balloons. Mary had been admitted as a child, though Hannah had argued against their logic. Dale had been too busy panicking about insurance coverage and paperwork to weigh in. Not that the room mattered more than the care, but the Cole’s took every incongruity as though it were a cheap shot at their economic standing and it probably was. 
 
   “I’m out of it,” Mary said groggily, as she squinted through the stark overhead lights.
 
   “They drugged you up some good,” said Dale, taking her other hand to lace his fingers through. “I’ll grab the nurse if you need more. Don’t wait to feel the pain. We’ll get you more Oxy before the sting comes back.”
 
   His game plan brought Kendra to mind. 
 
   The door clicked open and a man in a white smock who could only be Mary’s doctor stepped through. He poured over her chart without glancing at the family or his patient, as they waited on baited breath. He was a bit young for Hannah’s taste, but made up for it being Indian and all. When it came to playing into stereotypes, Hannah favored the complimentary ones. 
 
   Finally, he met eyes with Dale, offered a quirk of his lower lip that she presumed was meant to be a smile then slipped Mary’s chart into a plastic slot at the foot of her bed. 
 
   “I’m Dr. Singh,” he began in the faintest of English accents. “Mary was very lucky. The bullet grazed her, but not deeply.”
 
   Dale interrupted with a grim question. “You didn’t have to dig it out of her?”
 
   “No. I’d imagine it’s at the scene.” Hannah’s heart started racing. The bullet would give them an idea of the weapon. There could be a shell casing in the yard as well. Maybe Cody could get a serial number, track the weapon’s ownership, find out who did this. Find her mother. She realized she’d stopped listening. “We’d like to monitor the wound, keep her on antibiotics that we’ll send her home with as well.”
 
   Dale clenched his jaw at that, which told Hannah what was going on inside that head of his. He needed Mary to be released so the bill wouldn’t climb. 
 
   “Thank you,” said Hannah, because no one else was going to. 
 
   Dale winced, swallowed down the bad taste in his mouth then did a decent job of masking his financial concerns with those for Mary but he soon tipped his hand by asking, “How long?”  
 
   “The rest of the night should do it.” Dr. Singh gave them a parting nod then left. 
 
   “It’s going to be a long night,” Dale told Candice. “I saw a snack machine up the way.” 
 
   With interest, Candice watched him scoop change out of his pocket and shake it in his hand, getting a sense of how much he had, but Hannah was already thumbing through her wallet. She passed a stack of ones over, which he didn’t seem to entirely appreciate, but accepted. He didn't say a word so she had to figure he thought refraining from thanking her would keep the playing field even. 
 
   “See if the cafeteria’s open,” she suggested. “It’s better than Skittles and Ho-Ho’s.”
 
   “She can have whatever she wants,” he barked. “She eats healthy enough when things aren’t turned to shit.”
 
   Hannah got him out of the room so her counter-argument wouldn’t disturb Mary.
 
   “You have to let Cody go on over to the house and find that bullet and shell casing.” 
 
   He grumbled, eyeing the cash instead of acknowledging her so she looked through the narrow window on the door. Candice was leaning over Mary and tracing her lips with her fingertip. Then she smiled, puckered her lips. Mary grimaced and urged her back. It was curious her sister’s trauma hadn’t sent Candice into catatonic overwhelm. Quite the contrary. It’d made her playful.
 
   Belatedly, he shot her a quick glance, frowned his agreement then counted the cash again, after which he elbowed the door open, ordering Candice to come. She hopped over. Bouncy little skips got her into the hall. 
 
   “Something you need?” he asked, surprising her. 
 
   “A sandwich if you can,” she told him. “And a cup of coffee would be great.”
 
   Candice was already barreling down the hall, making a game of zigzagging so she could touch each wall as she avoided seams in the tiles. After Dale had started after her, he turned. 
 
   “For what it’s worth, I’m glad Mary called you. I’m glad you’re back.”
 
   She stepped right in, taking the opening. “What the hell’s going on?”
 
   His eyes sharpened on her, narrowing into a glare as though she’d overstepped her bounds then he started off, walking briskly so he wouldn’t lose Candice, who was rounding the corner at the end of the hall. 
 
   Rejoining her sister, Hannah wrapped her hand around Mary’s exposed foot. “You’re cold.”
 
   She shrugged. “I didn’t notice.” 
 
   She pulled the blankets over her foot in such a way that kept her wounded leg free then resumed her chair. 
 
   “Mary, what happened?” she asked quietly, hoping her sister would talk now that they had privacy. She hadn’t said a thing before. “Come on, you got to tell me while it’s fresh in your mind.”
 
   Heavy silence impacted her sister for a long moment and she picked at her nail. 
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Yes, you do. Come on tell me.”
 
   More silence. 
 
   “Did you recognize them?” When her answer didn’t come, she asked, “What are you afraid of?”
 
   “You going to stay?”
 
   “I still got days off work,” she provided.
 
   “So you’re leaving after that?”
 
   Hannah drew in a deep breath. She hadn’t thought about how this complication would affect her return date. 
 
   “I can see what I can do. I don’t want to go until we find Mom.”
 
   “Never mind Mom,” she snapped. “Why can’t you just stay for good?”
 
   Mary launched into sudden upset, eyes glassy with tears and mouth quavering. 
 
   “You got to listen to me.” She took Mary’s hand between hers. “One thing at a time. We’re all going through a lot right now. I’m here for you.”
 
   “But that don’t mean shit if you’re planning on turning around and walking out.”
 
   She considered the truth to the statement, tried to wrap her head around where Mary’s was coming from, but was interrupted when she heard a gentle knock at the door. 
 
   Cody was peering through the window so Hannah went to him, cracked the door. 
 
   “How is she?” 
 
   “Drugged up and emotional.” Hannah slipped out. “She hasn’t said anything yet, but I haven’t had much time with her.”
 
   “Ms. Cole?” Dr. Singh approached from up the hall. “I wanted to speak with,” he glanced at some kind of report, “Dale Cole. Mary’s father.”
 
   “He’s getting some food. You can talk to me.”
 
   Dr. Singh eyed Cody with a distinct air of skepticism that appeared to be focused on the badge around his neck. 
 
   “He’s fine,” Hannah assured him. “Family friend.”
 
   The doctor stepped in and spoke low. “The weapon was fired at Mary at close range.”
 
   “How close?” Cody asked. 
 
   “The barrel could’ve been flush to her skin,” he explained. “We kept her boxer shorts in case the police need them as evidence. There’s a considerable amount of gun powder, a black stain across the leg.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll get someone over here to take them,” Cody mentioned. 
 
   “She had no defensive wounds, no skin under her nails, no signs of attack other than being shot.”
 
   Cody said, “Okay,” poised for more information, but Singh appeared to have said it all. He offered them a smile that wavered badly then continued on down the hall. 
 
   Cody’s eyes were on her before she returned the gaze. It felt like he was studying her expression, drinking in the totality of her state, which seemed to pain him, worry and urgency and a touch of confusion causing him to grimace. 
 
   “How’re you holding up?”
 
   “I’m not,” she admitted, regretting how strained her voice sounded. 
 
   He found her hand, held it, angled his face near hers, stepping in close, and the smell of him, the familiar comfort it brought, was her undoing. Closing her eyes so the tears wouldn’t spill, she rested her cheek on his shoulder and let him hold her up. He was good at that, arm wrapping her, drawing her to him, his hand squeezing hers so she wouldn’t forget she was still here and so was he. 
 
   “She has to have seen them,” she asserted, stepping back and wiping her eyes. 
 
   “Let’s see if she’ll tell us.” 
 
   Cody opened the door for her then followed, but Hannah was focused on her sister’s reaction to him. It was subtle. She angled her head and seemed to glare at him through her brow. 
 
   “You remember Cody?”
 
   “How could I forget?” she said, dryly. 
 
   “He needs to hear about what happened,” she explained, “what you saw, any details you can remember.”
 
   As though her tune had changed or as if it’d get him out of her room faster, Mary offered up all she could, confidently listing aspects. “It was dark when I was coming around the house and saw a man on our property at the edge of the lake. I think he came from the tree line that curves around the right side of it.”
 
   “Good,” she whispered, encouragingly.
 
   “He’s like maybe six feet.”
 
   “Shorter than your dad?” Cody asked to get absolutely clear on the assailant’s height. 
 
   “No, uh, about the same I guess. He was skinnier than Daddy, but not skinny. Lean I guess.”
 
   Cody was jotting this down, echoing the facts back. “Six foot two, light build. White?”
 
   “Yeah, he was a white guy.”
 
   “Could you guess his age?”
 
   “Young,” she said easily. “Not my age. Maybe twenty or younger than twenty five.”
 
   “What did his face look like?”
 
   “I didn’t see it,” she said quickly. “He never came more than eight yards from me.”
 
   Cody glanced at Hannah for what to make of that, but Hannah didn’t know. 
 
   “Do you remember what he was wearing?” he went on so as not to tip her off that they knew she was lying. 
 
   “Boots of some kind I guess. Jeans. He had a jacket on.”
 
   In delayed reaction, Hannah mentioned her sister was on some painkillers, hoping it would explain Mary's inaccuracy. 
 
   “I can do this now,” she countered. “I don’t want to have to deal with this stuff once we’re home.”
 
   “Sure,” he went on. “One last thing here.” Cody pulled a manila file folder from his satchel and extracted a thin stack of 8 x 10 prints. “Do you recognize any of these men as the one who shot you?”
 
   She didn’t take the stack, didn’t even look at them. 
 
   “I told you I didn’t see his face,” she said, impatiently.
 
   Hannah tried not to absorb the agitation in Mary’s tone. “Give them a look, okay?”
 
   After taking the stack, she glanced at the first photograph then flipped it to the back, glanced at the next, and went on in this manner, quickly flipping through as though it were a rote obligation she wasn’t genuinely participating in. 
 
   When she passed the stack back to Cody she softly told him, “No.”
 
   Hannah looked to Cody for guidance then again made excuses for Mary. “She really didn’t see his face. I wouldn’t rule out any of those men.”
 
   He nodded, worked his jaw, and seemed reluctant about returning the photos to his bag as though doing so would admit defeat. 
 
   “I just want to forget the whole thing even happened,” Mary groaned. 
 
   “A word?” Cody got to his feet, thanked Mary and wished her a speedy recovery, then started for the hall. 
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Hannah told Mary with a smile. “That was good.”
 
   She widened her eyes so they wouldn’t roll, but still managed to give Hannah the feeling that she was naive or out of her mind. 
 
   “I know you think she’s lying,” Hannah said when she reached him in the hall, Mary’s door having been closed securely. 
 
   “I know she is.”
 
   “It’ll come back to her.”
 
   “Come back? It’s already there she’s choosing not to tell it.” It angered him, but he kept a stiff upper lip. “Does she understand that the man who shot her is most definitely the same man who has her mother? Does she get that he came for her or Dale or you and he’ll come again?”
 
   “I’ll talk to her.”
 
   “Please,” he said exasperated. Then Cody forced himself to breathe a little, shake it off, as he concentrated on sliding his folder into his satchel. “I’m going to go down to the ICU,” he informed her. “I can stop by before I leave.”
 
   “What’s in the ICU?”
 
   “Mr. Hand in a Box.” At her scowl, he added, “Sorry.”
 
   Her face was screwed up good but she smoothed it out. That’s what they were calling him? Christ.
 
   “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “Hannah,” he sighed. “Maybe you should stay with Mary.”
 
   “I’m not asking.”
 
   “He’s...” Cody trailed off, wincing, “hard to look at.”
 
   “Someone he’s working with shot my sister. He’s still out there. Maybe he needs to put a face on the family he’s helped destroy.”
 
   Gradually, his head took to nodding and they made their way down the hall just as Dale and Candice were returning. Candice beamed a toothy grin at how many sandwiches she was managing, while Dale held a cardboard tray of coffee. If he wasn’t pleased to see Cody, he didn’t show it, though Cody postured, holding his head up as if to declare his right to be here. 
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Hannah told him as they slowed up, but Dale didn’t pay her any mind except to thrust her coffee at her. 
 
   Then he pointed his finger into Cody’s chest, pressed hard, angling in on him. “You find the son of a bitch who did this.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” he said, like he was seventeen all over again. 
 
   It wasn’t until Dale and Candice had ventured past them that Hannah was struck by Dale’s conviction, his passion for Mary’s safety. He’d shown no sign of it when it came to Kendra. It worried her.
 
   The Intensive Care Unit on the ground floor was dismal and that was putting it mildly. The tiles, once white in their day, were badly scuffed, chipped and cracked, and stained shades of piss-yellow and brown that conjured harrowing images of what could’ve caused them to be so. The walls were no better, but it was the long row of tarnished windows that allowed anyone passing through to see the dire straights of the patients within that truly set Hannah’s teeth on edge.
 
   She kept close to Cody and tried not to look at a man who was mummified in casts and gauze, leg braced and hanging from what appeared to be a small crane. As they passed, one of his machines beeped like a distress call announcing he was either dying or dead. A nurse rushed through, slamming the door open, and hustled to stabilize him. 
 
   “He’s in here.” Cody called out from where he stood up the hall with two police officers that appeared to be guarding a door. 
 
   As Hannah made her way over, he had a few words for the cops, who seemed cheerful enough realizing their impromptu break. Five minutes out of the ICU and they’d get the second wind they’d been craving. One of them laughed heartily at something Cody said and he smiled back. 
 
   It jarred her to see him in his element, being a cop, sharing cop humor or commiserating when the dynamic called for it. 
 
   He gave the other officer a friendly jab to his shoulder and the two of them set off, leaving Cody to get the door. 
 
   There was no mistaking that the fact he was the first in rather than waiting with the door open for her was in the spirit of protecting her. 
 
   The man inside was nothing more than a kid. He didn’t have to be in his street clothes throwing around an attitude for her to see clearly that the guy hadn’t a crease on his face and probably couldn’t grow facial hair. Despite his swollen left eye, the lacerations and contusions on his chin, and a plague bruises across his cheek, she gained enough of a sense of his age to peg him as twenty-three at best, though part of her doubted he was old enough to buy liquor. 
 
   For a kid who belonged sweating with team spirit on a basketball court and not handcuffed to a hospital bed in New Hampshire’s least respected ICU, Hannah had to wonder how the fuck he’d gotten wrapped up in this?
 
   He pinched his mouth, consolidating his lips into a taut line as though doing so would center him, then assessed the detective with an air of familiarity. It was only after this that he glanced briefly at Hannah.
 
   Perhaps because he'd formed ideas about why they were here, the kid was suddenly on the brink of tears, but seemed to focus by squinting at Cody, manning up if such a thing were possible.
 
   “You talk today, now,” Cody informed him, showing no sympathy, though Hannah caught a faint shadow in his expression that indicated he felt for this kid something awful. Lifting a note pad out of his satchel and finding a pen, he locked eyes with Hannah to communicate the promise he’d get it out of him then set the pad and pen on the guy's lap. “What’s your partner’s name?”
 
   The kid stared at him, clear and present terror in his eyes. 
 
   “There won’t be anything to be afraid of if you tell me his name and the names of everyone involved. I’ll have them arrested within the hour.”
 
   He shuttered out a rocky exhale, shaking his head in refusal. 
 
   “You have to give me something,” Cody pressed, tone softening into the territory of pleading.
 
   Maybe it was the late hour or the fact she’d been exhausted for days or maybe it was that she was so near the frayed end of her rope every shred of her was screaming on a cellular level, but Hannah lost it. Before she realized what she was doing, her hands wrapped around the kid's hospital gown and she started violently shaking him, fists pounding into his chest, his head slamming against the wall of the bed, over and over, spit flying on the consonants, voice shrill on the vowels, throat turning raw, as she shouted, “Where are they? Tell me where they are! I’ll fucking kill you myself, you little shit then you won’t have a damn thing to be scared of ‘cause you’ll be fucking dead!”
 
   She didn’t care what she was doing or what line she’d crossed or that he bared his teeth taking it and she had to peer into the black, bloody hole of his tongue-less mouth. The only thing standing between her and finding her mother was a feeble little snot nosed kid who was too stupid to come out with it. And she’d be damned if she didn’t try to beat him into spilling every last thing he knew. 
 
   On impulse she grabbed his nose and twisted, but Cody couldn’t let her go there. He pulled her off him and stood in front of the kid like a barricade, telling her, “Enough.”
 
   He might’ve said more, but she was breathing too heavily to catch it. 
 
   She paced away so she wouldn’t have to look at him, either of them, while Cody resumed his inquiry, satin-gloves and all. 
 
   But the kid was writing something down. 
 
   Cody paused, stunned, which garnished Hannah’s attention. She looked over and stopped breathing as she watched, made no sudden movements or sound, didn’t want to ruin whatever progress she’d forced. 
 
   When the kid handed him the pad, Hannah rushed to Cody so she could look at it over her shoulder. 
 
   It read, My name is Dalton Gerrity. REMEMBER TO FORGET OR ELSE BE KILLED. 
 
   He indicated for the pad and Cody passed it back fast. Dalton scrawled another sentence. 
 
   This one read, Keep that psycho bitch away from me. 
 
   The name Dalton Gerrity was as good a place to start as any.
 
   ***
 
   As much as Dale had off-handedly mentioned he’d been keeping up with his church, going now more than ever, Hannah, honest to God, thought he’d been downright full of shit until he dragged the whole family there the day Mary was released from Sanbornton Mercy.
 
   “Got to get right with God, girls. We're going to need a damned miracle when that hospital bill comes,” he’d said, piling Candice into his pickup after Mary had slid into the bitch seat. Hannah had mentioned her Taurus had airbags among other critical automotive precautions like seatbelts and brake pads that weren’t worn thin, but Dale wasn’t having it, said he needed his girls close. Going to watch them like a hawk, he’d proclaimed, climbing up behind the wheel and turning the key to get a jump on the three to five tries it’d take to get her started. 
 
   Hannah had kept her boot pressed hard on the gas, struggling to keep behind him, as his pickup flew down dizzying banks and curves in the direction of the Church of God, a place she’d promised herself she’d never return. 
 
   She didn’t have a damned clue what Dale was trying to prove when he’d sat them in the very first pew, but that’s where they were, looking up at the Pastor, who was so close Hannah could count the hairs sprouting out of his flared nostrils. She managed to tune him out well enough, spied glances at Dale, Mary, and Candice whenever the congregation was expected to crack open their hymn books or say Amen, praise Jesus, or one of the other cultish chants that made her stomach clench.
 
   Dale’s arm was around Mary’s shoulder, which made the girl lean at an awkward angle into him. It was as though he needed her more than she did him. He clung to her, glancing down the length of her at times, which didn’t come across as paternal concern for her comfort. Mary had her left leg crossing over the right, as a means to get away from him, Hannah thought. Or perhaps it was only to boast her injury. As completely unnecessary as it was, Mary had wrapped an ace bandage over her jeans around her thigh, drawing attention to her hardship. Hannah couldn’t help but get the feeling her sister liked how the bandage resembled a bridal garter, morbidly sexy in a way Hannah found unsettling, but not more so than being in the church itself. 
 
   The last time she’d been here was prom night. After Cody had twisted their friendship into something more, they stole away to the desolate church and did what everyone was supposed to do on their prom night. 
 
   He should never have left her. 
 
   She forced the memory down, knowing it’d be a hell of a lot easier to swallow if she had any hope of nipping at her flask. Maybe in the ladies room after the blowhard behind the podium wrapped it up. 
 
   For some reason her real dad came to mind. Rather than go down that rabbit hole, Hannah explored what might have caused her to think of him. It wasn’t an easy leap to make, but she decided the theme between the two notions, being attacked in a dark church and wondering about a man she’d never met, was rescue. She’d needed to be rescued and wasn’t that a father’s job, to protect and rescue and keep you safe? 
 
   She wasn’t sure she’d ever met a man like that. 
 
   Dale snorted a laugh as though he appreciated a corny joke the Pastor had made about sheep and lonely shepherds that he’d tied up in a suggestive bow. Females fell silent, alarmed, the males chuckled good-naturedly. The timing of it all seemed like the cosmic case to Hannah’s point. There were no men who rescued. That’s why Hannah had taken care of herself. And why she’d continue to. 
 
   Bearing that in mind, it would’ve been a nice touch had she remembered the revolver Cody had given her. Truth be told, she couldn’t stand the smell of it, cold steel, pungent oil, couldn’t tolerate carrying it on her person. She hadn’t touched it since she’d tossed her bag to the corner of Mary’s room the other night. But Hannah knew she was going to have to get over herself, keep it on her. Who knew what the fuck could happen next?
 
   Dalton Gerrity had been terrified and for some incomprehensible reason he actually felt like he was safer not putting the others behind bars. Which begged the question, how big was this thing? Dalton’s reluctance to talk, or write, as it were, gave Hannah the impression perhaps there was a hierarchy in place, one so big Dalton couldn't fathom who might be at the top of it. His stance meant he’d be carted off to jail, await trial should this case ever come to a head, and would undoubtedly get convicted. And yet, in his eyes, that scenario was preferable over ratting, like he’d be safer in prison. 
 
   It blew Hannah’s mind every time she touched upon it, the most mind-boggling of which was that they’d targeted her mother. The hand must mean something. It had to be symbolic. And his cryptic message, remember to forget or else be killed was practically a riddle. Even more puzzling was the fact that the attack on Mary was starting to make a shred of perverted sense with respect to the message that’d been dug into the dirt at the abduction scene. Ask Mary. What if Mary didn’t even know that what she knew could be detrimental to them? Maybe they couldn’t wager that she’d “remember to forget” because she didn’t even know she was playing their game? And maybe they went after her to kill her before she could. 
 
   As the Pastor's hands floated up to the heavens, indicating this charade would be over soon, Hannah prayed Cody had gotten somewhere with the Dalton Gerrity piece.
 
   Suddenly, Dale exclaimed, “Praise Jesus Christ!” making something of a swear in his excitement while the rest of the congregation stuck to the prescribed, praise the Lord as the Pastor had instructed.      
 
   Hannah stood and realized she couldn’t feel her ass. 
 
   After giving Mary an upbeat shake of the shoulder that caused her breasts to jiggle and jiggle, Dale helped her to her feet and hoisted Candice up by her arm. On a laugh, he said to Hannah, “Surprised you didn’t go up in flames.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said dryly, as they made their way up the aisle. 
 
   “How’s about you rustle us up some good lunch and we eat out by the lake,” he suggested. “Got the picnic table off in the woods somewhere. I’ll yank it out. Get her on the shore. Sound nice?”
 
   “Ah, sure.” Hannah wracked her brain to recall the scraps they had in the refrigerator. “You go on ahead then. I’ll have to swing by the A&P.”
 
   Hannah stepped outside into the warm sun after him. Candice was helping Mary limp demonstratively towards a few teenaged boys who were standing near a picnic table. The girl certainly could milk her moments. As soon as Candice had served her purpose, Mary shoved her off and dove into her wild tale of fighting off a mad gunman. The boys looked impressed, but slightly more interested in her chest, as they nodded with astonishment then took turns giving her long, lingering hugs. 
 
   Dale worked some cash out of his wallet, which Hannah hadn’t noticed until he attempted to get her to take it. 
 
   “Oh, no really,” she objected. “I’m staying at the house. I’m not spending nearly what I thought I would.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes, please,” she stammered, heart warm to him all over again. “Thank you, but really, I’ve got this.” 
 
   That was the thing about Dale, any time he showed softness, consideration, or vulnerability, you latched on, desperate to believe you’d finally brought out the real man in him, like his hardness, his cold eyes and soaring fists, were another person he was trapped inside. 
 
   Dale collected the girls and they crossed through the dying grass to the dirt parking lot where he’d parked his clunker, as Hannah hung back, marveling the radiant foliage, the wind rushing through the trees. It caused the sweetest sound. 
 
   The congregation thinned out. Most had found their cars, but some paced slowly, engrossed in Jesus-like conversation which was so deep they couldn’t look each other in the eye, gazes resting lightly on their feet, the grass, their watches when they’d reached maximum capacity for this particular brand of bullshit. 
 
   She wondered how many of these people were rapists. 
 
   From the dirt parking lot, Cody jogged towards her then slowed up when he caught her eye. Wind blew his hair sideways, mussing his brown locks and making him squint. He wore a blue windbreaker, a gray sweater beneath, dark jeans and Timberland boots, giving him a more pulled-together appearance than he usually had. 
 
   “Are you running off?” 
 
   “I have to go to the A&P. Why?”
 
   “Just thought I’d catch you.”
 
   “Okay.” She hoped this was urgent. That’d mean he knew something.
 
   Distracted by the church, he smiled crookedly up at it then met her gaze. “This is our place.”
 
   Her stomach clenched at his cluelessness. “I try to forget.”
 
   Smile fading, he searched her eyes as though he wouldn’t give up closing the gap on their past. “I forget your parents used to drag you to church.”
 
   “And still do, evidently.”
 
   Gradually, he turned into Detective Cody, distinct from Diner Cody and Cody of the Back Woods, to which she’d been getting more and more accustomed.
 
   “We found the slug as well as the shell on your yard. It was a 38 caliber, but forensics needs more time to trace the ammo, narrow the weapon, etcetera.”
 
   “That’s great,” she said eagerly. 
 
   Someone in the parking lot honked, but she ignored it, training her sights on Cody, the intensity behind his green eyes, his crisp jawline that was undeniably attractive, the way he took care with every word. 
 
   “I got a jump on Dalton Gerrity, talked to his parents this morning, who are down in Concord.”
 
   Another impatient honk bleated from the parking lot and when Hannah looked over she saw a frustrating monkey-face woman inching her bumper into the back of Hannah’s Taurus. 
 
   “Oh shit.” She started after the woman. “I’m blocking you! I’m so sorry! I didn’t realize.”
 
   Hannah shot Cody an apologetic look over her shoulder, then jumped into her car and bucked it forward so the woman could drive out. As she did, the woman leaned on the horn, undoing all that the good Lord had done for her during the last hour. 
 
   “God bless!” Hannah shouted after her with more than enough sarcasm to cut through the blaring horn. 
 
   “This might take longer than a minute,” he said when he reached her, which prompted her to check the time on her cell. 
 
   “Come shopping with me. You can tell me there.”
 
   Quick to his truck, Cody pulled up behind her, as Hannah drove out of the dusty church parking lot and onto the road. 
 
   She knew it was bad, but she fished her flask out of her purse and snuck a nip or five on the drive over. She reasoned it was necessary given the church she’d just suffered, both sermon and memories alike. 
 
   Cody took the space next to her at the A&P and made himself useful snagging a stray shopping cart, which had been left awkwardly in the lane. Its front right wheel shimmied and barely met the asphalt, as he pushed it, and if she had to guess, he was wrangling it to the left to compensate. 
 
   As they took to the produce section - Hannah lost between the daunting task of what to make and how to figure ingredients accordingly while keeping an ear out for the good or bad news Cody was preparing to offer up; they were aghast at how crowded the supermarket was. Cody clipped more than a few heels maneuvering the cart, which garnished him some nasty glares from women and shrieking babies alike. But he kept up with her and only occasionally stared confusedly at her eclectic choices - strawberries, a can of plum tomatoes, microwavable popcorn, jellybeans, and a turkey large enough for Thanksgiving. At times she doubled back and removed an item in favor of another that made just as little sense. She tried to remember the word rhubarb, but her mind kept offering rutabaga. The thing didn’t look right, but she bought seven anyway, figuring there had to be a way to cook it. 
 
   Mary would know. 
 
   “So Gerrity left home a few months back,” Cody went on. “His folks couldn’t reach him, but they considered it for the best. He’d been in and out of rehab. No arrests though.”
 
   “Meth?” she whispered so the grumbling old man blocking the chips wouldn’t hear. 
 
   Cody nodded. “They were able to list off for me his closest friends, granted if Dalton had been getting involved with seriously bad people I doubt he’d bring them home to meet Mommy and Daddy, but I got some names I’m looking into. Marjorie’s son being one of them.”
 
   “Marjorie? Gemma’s Diner Marjorie?” she asked, thrown by what a small world it was, or town. 
 
   “Yeah. I put in a call to her, but she didn’t pick up. I bet she’s on her shift so I’ll swing by later.”
 
   “Did you look into weapons? Did Gerrity have a gun?”
 
   “If he did, it wasn’t registered. He certainly doesn’t have any medical training to do what was... done.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Another name on the list is Blake’s cousin-”
 
   “Blake?”
 
   “Marjorie’s kid," he clarified then went on. "Blake’s cousin Travis was the list. They’re both long time friends with Dalton according to his parents and get this, Travis’ folks used to have a place over on the Hermit Lake.”
 
   Hannah stopped, her blood running cold. “Where?”
 
   “I’m looking into it.”
 
   “That’s it. That has to be where they're keeping her,” she said, excitedly. “Mary saw the guy on foot.”
 
   “I know, I know, it sounds promising, but it’s more complicated than that.”
 
   “Did you look into it?”
 
   “I am. I’m going to check it out myself. According to the records I could get my hands on the house suffered a fire a good decade back. The family got the insurance, but never rebuilt. They leveled it. It’s not there.”
 
   “But you haven’t gone there yet,” she stated. 
 
   “I sent a team over. And I’ll take a look around myself.”
 
   Hannah sighed to release some tension. “Good. This is good. I have a good feeling about this.” 
 
   “Good.” He shot her an easy smile. “Better watch those hands, though.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Lethal weapons,” he teased. 
 
   “Hey,” she joshed back. “If I hadn’t roughed the kid up we’d be spinning our wheels.”
 
   “A method to her madness,” he mused with affection. 
 
   “Oh, shut up.”
 
   “Let’s get you talking to all our leads. So long as they think you’re psycho this case is as good as solved.”
 
   Hannah realized this was the first time she’d smiled in days and she was still smiling. “I’m taking that as a compliment.”
 
   "You should." His smile waned then he eyed the cart. “I've got to tell you, I’m not seeing a meal here.”
 
   She cringed, knowing how right he was. “I’m supposed to make lunch. Can you fix it?” 
 
   “I’m not a miracle worker.”
 
   “You should come,” she concluded. 
 
   “To relinquish you of your cooking duties?”
 
   “Because it makes sense. We have to bring Candice to Judy’s in a few hours anyway. You have to eat.”
 
   He frowned as though he could get on board with that then assessed the contents of her shopping cart. “I feel like we should just get a new cart and start over.”
 
   ***
 
   Dale balked when Cody arrived with Hannah, but had less of a leg to stand on since she’d come baring groceries. Mary kept him occupied with beers where they sat at an old picnic table Dale had foraged from the woods, while Candice took to her usual spot, sitting on the end of the dock. 
 
   Cody proved to be quite skilled in the kitchen. Under his directive, Hannah managed to put potato salad together, which didn’t at all appear the culinary disaster that was her bating average as of yet. And Cody made grinders better than any deli she’d ever set foot in. He also threw together Caesar salad and timed it all in the span of baking a blackberry pie. 
 
   In the kitchen, he found ways to stand near her and get her laughing, but never seemed intrusive and soon it was Hannah who intentionally brushed by him, indicating she was perhaps ready to admit what was in her heart. 
 
   By the time they carted lunch in all its splendor out to the picnic table, the tangerine sun was lighting the sky on fire. The lake shimmered the reflection, offering a breathtaking view despite the chilly temperature. 
 
   Mary helped dole out the grinders, getting them on paper plates and handing them around, as Dale faced the lake, staring off across the water and hauling on his beer at intervals. 
 
   “Candice!” Mary called out and when her sister remained Hannah told Mary she’d bring her sandwich over. 
 
   “Give me a minute,” she said to Cody, giving his arm a little squeeze. She knew he wouldn’t want to be alone with Dale for long, and curiously, Mary must have sensed it as well, because she rounded the table and took up where Hannah had left off, though Hannah hadn't gone two steps.
 
   “Sit next to me,” she smiled up at him, pressing her chest into his side and exaggerating her limp. 
 
   Dale turned to glare at him. 
 
   “Why don’t you all sit,” Hannah suggested, as she walked off towards the dock with Candice’s grinder.
 
   She heard Cody let out a nervous laugh and Mary giggled like they were sharing an intimate moment then Dale cleared his throat. When Hannah looked over her shoulder at them Mary had positioned herself up close to Dale, which relieved her until she processed their body language. It was familiar, Dale’s arm wrapped along her back, hand hooked around her hip, giving her pats, as he knocked back his beer. Then Mary fed him a mushroom plucked from her grinder. He used a bit too much tongue to suck it in. 
 
   Witnessing their exchange had her stomach knotted up good by the time she sat beside Candice. 
 
   “Here,” she said, kindly passing the plate to her sister. 
 
   She took it easily enough, but seemed more interested in the water, slapping the sole of boot a few taps against its surface and watching the thick ripples band outward. 
 
   “How are you doing?” she asked her. “If you’re scared that’s understandable.”
 
   Candice looked up at her, blue eyes reflecting the lake and trees with eerie clarity. 
 
   “That’s why we’re bringing you to see Judy again after lunch, so you can talk about it. Does that sound good?”
 
   She stared, not vacantly but as if piercing through Hannah’s pretense and peering into the most secret corners of her mind. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Candice? You can tell me. You can tell me anything.”
 
   She held her gaze a bit longer then glanced out across the water just as Mary was cackling her loud laugh. Hannah looked over her shoulder at Mary who was tossing her head forward, bleached blond hair landing in potato salad, arm draped around Dale, the presumed source of hilarity. Cody looked lost. 
 
   “We’re going to find Mom, Candice. You have to believe that.”
 
   Then, thin as a thread, perhaps meant only for herself, Candice said, “Mary is Mom.”
 
   Hannah stared at her.
 
   The child had to be confused. Or was she intuitive? Hannah glanced back at the picnic table, but Mary was getting to her feet, collecting paper plates, while Dale looked after her, those hungry eyes he couldn’t help. Maybe that’s what she was picking up on. 
 
   “Mary’s not Mom, honey,” she said then thought better of it. “Why do you think that?”
 
   But Candice didn’t respond. She was somewhere out on the water. 
 
   Hannah gazed out as well, inspired to venture far away from this family if only in her mind. Funny how a person could avoid revelations. Soon she was fantasizing about letting herself fall into the water, submerging head to toe, feeling its icy burn all over, surging through the surface, reborn. When she came back to her senses, Candice had eaten the better part of her grinder. 
 
   “Let’s get you to Judy’s. Don’t want to be late.”
 
   ***
 
   Dressed like a used car salesman and acting twice as pushy, Judy ushered Hannah and Cody into her office, closed the door, and frowned at their reluctance to sit voluntarily on her vomit stained couch. 
 
   Hannah chose her spot carefully, just left of center, and Cody wedged in beside her, as Judy waited fervently and bristling with energy. When they got situated she leaned her rump on her desk and eyed Hannah with as much electricity as a 100 watt bulb would require. 
 
   “Has Candice been talking at home?” she asked eagerly. 
 
   “Ah, not really.”
 
   She glanced at the girl, who was stacking blocks as though she’d regressed by at least eight years in Judy’s care. 
 
   “Hmmm,” she pondered, eyes widening. 
 
   “Did she talk with you?” Hannah asked, hopeful. 
 
   “She did.”
 
   Hannah wondered why the woman wouldn’t get on with it. “And?”
 
   Judy filled her lungs then held her breath, eyeing Candice. “I’m stumped she hasn’t opened up at home,” she said, detouring from whatever discovery had her chomping at the bit earlier. Judy shrugged, brows rising to acquiesce. “Then again, if she’s not nurtured at home..."
 
   Hannah tried not to take offense to that, but it stung given she’d been home for days and was therefore partially responsible. 
 
   “What I’m about to tell you,” she went on, “it’s very important you don’t push her on this or try to pull the details out of her. I’ve only scratched the surface with Candice and I need time.”
 
   When Hannah seemed in agreement, she got down to it. 
 
   “Candice told me she’d seen her mother’s abductors in the house before.”
 
   “When? Who else was home?” Hannah started rattling off questions, Judy’s instructions having flown from her head. “Did she say what they looked like?”
 
   Judy narrowed her gaze on her and gave Hannah a moment to remove her foot from her mouth. 
 
   “I can work in that direction when I see her next,” Judy offered. 
 
   “Great. Let’s get her in tomorrow.”
 
   “I suggest a day off,” she countered. “Give her time to process what occurred today. I can see her the day after next.”
 
   “Fine,” said Hannah urgent to lock in the appointment. “How’s she doing in terms of Mary?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Mary, her sister. She got shot the other night.”
 
   Judy looked shocked. “Oh my God. Is she alright?”
 
   “All things considered,” she stated. “It only grazed her.” Hannah caught the peculiarity. “She didn’t mention it at all?”
 
   “No, Candice seemed in good spirits and felt relaxed and comfortable enough to share with me what she did.”
 
   Hannah checked in with Cody on a quick glance and he found it equally puzzling.
 
   “Is there anything else we should know?” he asked. “Anything else come up?”
 
   Judy frowned and shook her head. “Shall we set that appointment?”
 
   Hannah made arrangements with her, while Cody hung back. Then she collected Candice from the blocks and escorted her through the door, overhearing Judy ask Cody about the billing, which he hushed her on immediately. 
 
   In the lobby, she helped Candice get into her coat and zipped it up, and soon Cody came out from the office, rounded the ever-empty receptionist's desk, and joined them. 
 
   “So when am I getting a bill?”
 
   Like a deer in headlights, Cody froze. 
 
   “I’ve obviously got this,” she said. 
 
   “It’s fine. It’s on my department.” He motioned for the door, but she wouldn’t let him brush over this so easily. 
 
   “No, it's not on your department. That’s not how it works. I know how it works. Remember? I do this for a living.” She studied him. “Why are you paying for Candice’s therapy?”
 
   “Because it was my idea and I can afford it.”
 
   “I can swing it, Cody. I don’t need you to step in like this.” 
 
   “You’re dealing with enough,” he told her, keeping his tone low for Candice’s benefit. 
 
   She considered it then shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. It makes me really uncomfortable.”
 
   He turned pink then beat red. “Then you’re really not going to like the other thing I did.”
 
   “What did you do, Cody?”
 
   He went into manic groveling. “With Mary in the hospital-”
 
   “You didn’t-”
 
   “And Dale hating my guts. I just wanted to help-”
 
   “You did not pay that bill.”
 
   “I have savings and I’m more than just afloat-”
 
   “I can’t believe you. That’s insane. It had to have been thousands.”
 
   “Hannah.” He swallowed hard, composing himself. “I hate it that we lost touch. I hate it that it was my fault. I can’t stand all the shit you’re going through. I know what it feels like not to be able to do a damn thing while things fall apart all around you. It’s done. I paid the hospital. I’m paying Judy. It’s done.”
 
   And that’s when the dam broke. She was in him, lips brushing then pressing into his, as the wall she’d built to keep him out of her heart came crashing down. His lips were warm and his breath was cool and the smell of him felt more like home than any place she’d ever lived. Cody cradled the nape of her neck, guiding their kiss deeper, as his tongue played softly between her lips. 
 
   She felt hungry to step in closer, wrap her arms around him, let him envelop her, carry her away, but instead she gently urged him back, hand to his chest, relishing how strong he felt against her palm.
 
   That night when she collected her bag from Mary’s room and stole away into a bathroom that had no locks, Hannah riffled through her crap in search of the gun Cody had provided, visions of staying alive at the forefront of her mind. 
 
   But it wasn’t there. 
 
   Her revolver was missing.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Dale had been stewing for days. It was bad enough Hannah had let that sniveling son of a bitch into her life after he’d reduced her to a ball of tears, but he thought he could just waltz in here, pay off Mary’s medical bill like he was the second coming of Christ, and expect him to bow down, kiss his feet, and be grateful? Dale knocked back the warm dregs of his Coors, as scenarios of what he’d like to do to that man wormed their way through his mind.
 
   Candice’s TV show had him distracted, though, and the five beers he’d consumed to take the edge off had his ideas a tad slippery. Following the mental momentum of catchy comebacks and solid right hooks was more exertion than inspiration. A laugh track blared from the TV set underscoring Charlie Sheen’s particular brand of degradation against his duck-face brother. Dale located the remote between the sofa cushions and hit the mute button, which sent the girls into an uproar. 
 
   “We’re listening to that!” Mary balked, hot on the heels of Candice’s complaining whines. 
 
   Defeated, he pressed mute so they could listen to their story while they did whatever the hell they were doing over there in the kitchen. Giant oven mitts concealed Candice’s hands and Mary had done the girl’s hair up in a high bun so strands wouldn’t fall into the - oatmeal? Oatmeal cookies? Smelled like oatmeal, but he couldn’t come up with any other meal that called for oats. 
 
   The shower had been running for a good long while. 
 
   “Anyone tell your sister to make it quick in there? Hot water doesn’t grow on trees.”
 
   Mary wiped flour from her hands onto the apron she wore and started up the hall to address his gripe. 
 
   “Grab a fresh one on your way back?”
 
   Candice hopped over, dainty puffs of flour billowing out as she clapped her mitts along the way. She sat and a cloud of it kicked up around her. 
 
   “Hey, girl.” He shook his empty at her and she tossed her mitts, took it, crushed it on the floor with her Keds so the thing would curve around her shoe then she took to hobbling around like an invalid. It wasn’t even in the ballpark of what he’d meant. “Why don’t you limp on into the kitchen, bring a beer on back for Daddy?” 
 
   She worked her way over, rising and pattering down in a strange rhythm that resembled her sister’s new gait. When she returned she had the remainder of his six-pack - two cold ones dangling from plastic rings. He tried to free one.
 
   “Hold it firm now.”
 
   She flexed her arm, trying hard, and he jerked it loose.
 
   As he cracked the can open, she plopped down, crossed her legs, beer droplets rattling around in that can on her foot. The sofa had another stain coming to it. 
 
   “What do you make of all this?”
 
   She stared at her show, the humor in Sheen’s sexual prowess lost on her. 
 
   Finally, the shower dried up and he momentarily wondered what the hell had taken so long. Maybe Mary had been spying Hannah. Had she jumped in, joined her sister? 
 
   Then he glanced at Candice, telling her, “You need to loosen up, take a load off. Forget the past maybe.” She didn’t glance over, but didn’t recoil, which he took as an invitation. “Ever sneak one of Daddy’s sodas?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   He shifted, inched in on her close enough to smell her hair through the dull scent of flour dusted across her cheek, and edged his beer towards her leg. 
 
   “A person has two choices in this world: to remember or to forget. You know how the Pastor was quacking on about forgiveness? You hear him? I’m going to tell you a secret.” He leaned in close, the cool tip of his nose meeting her fine blond hair. “You don’t have to forgive if you can forget.” He shoved his beer at her, pressed it firm to her flat chest which would one day blossom like her sister’s. “Give it a try.”
 
   Candice took the beer, staring daggers at him, then turned it on its head and let it trickle like piss onto the wooden floor.
 
   “Hey now!” He snatched it back. “Christ girl, don’t waste it!”
 
   “Shit, Candice!” Mary shrieked, charging down the hall. “Can’t you smell that?”
 
   Dale eased off when she rounded the corner and yanked the oven door down, thin trails of smoke twisting out. She fought them fanning and cursing then announced the cookies would pull through.
 
   “Smells good,” he called out. 
 
   “Ha ha.” She scraped cookies off the tray, checking their undersides, tossing the bad ones to the trash bin. 
 
   “Is that what’s for dessert?”
 
   “It was supposed to be.” 
 
   “Where the hell’s your sister?”
 
   “Not in the shower.” Mary had ways of dismissing him that so greatly reminded him of Kendra at times he feared this wouldn’t work. However, she redeemed herself by adding, “She’s getting dolled up in my room.”
 
   “What the hell for?” Cody McAlister came to mind even before Mary said his name. Dale worked his jaw at that, drank his beer, envied Charlie Sheen, who was reeling in an empty-headed model with a body not unlike Mary’s. “He’s not going to spend time here, is he?”
 
   “You still have it in for him?” Mary approached with a plate of cookies and set it on a line of milk crates they were pretending was a coffee table. 
 
   Then Candice gazed up at him with her tight, blue eyes, and said, “Forget, right?” 
 
   Out of the mouths of babes. 
 
   “You saying I should take my own advice?”
 
   “Shut it, Candice,” she snapped, forcing a cookie on her. 
 
   Candice crammed it in her mouth, while Dale rode the sudden wave of Mary’s wrath.
 
   “And don’t worry,” she went on, returning to his comment. “He’s taking her out.”
 
   Good, he thought to himself. It’d been harder and harder to slip away with Hannah here. Tonight would be the night. 
 
   Having let go of her piss poor mood, Mary worked her wide hips between him and the arm of the sofa, breaking a cookie all the while and tossing chunks into her pretty little mouth. 
 
   “Pass it here,” she ordered, eyes on the last can. 
 
   He obeyed, but cracked it open for her first, and Mary took to washing her cookie down with it. 
 
   “I hate this asshole,” she commented, nodding towards the TV. Then she softened up, leaned forward so she could eye her sister. “Hey.” When she had her attention, she said, “Sorry I snapped at you. It’s good you’re talking.’
 
   It didn’t take much for Candice to beam that big, toothy grin of hers. 
 
   “I ran out of painkillers,” she went on. “Guess I’m not very pleasant to be around.”
 
   “Sure you are.” He pulled her head over so he could plant a kiss on her temple and held his lips firm to her for a good long while then thrust her back, mussing her hair so she’d get to jiggling, palm smoothing down the ratty tuft he’d created. 
 
   “I’m going to have a scar,” she bitched, giving up fussing over her hair to flick crumbs off her mountainous chest. 
 
   Dale watched every second of it. 
 
   At the risk of angering her, he commented, “It’s not like you to leave the house without your derringer.” 
 
   Mary stiffened. She uncrossed then re-crossed her legs, hauled on her beer. 
 
   “I’m not trying to stir shit up,” he went on since she hadn’t wailed on him, which meant the part of her that wasn’t freshly pissed off was listening. “But you can’t be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Not now.”
 
   “Yeah,” she grumbled. 
 
   Candice was watching them, more entertained than if they were Abbott and Costello, though he admitted the reference was so before her time it couldn’t be accurate. 
 
   Hannah emerged from down the hall, stepping around their column of boxes. Christ, she was a bony thing, but her hair looked big and her loose sweater did a decent job of hiding her undesirable lack of curves. 
 
   Shooting her a crooked smile, Mary asked when they could expect her home, but before her sister could answer, she followed up with, “Maybe we shouldn’t expect you.” 
 
   “I’ll be back eventually,” she stammered, her smile faltering. “Maybe midnight. That’s not too late is it?”
 
   “Take your time.” She sank into a knowing grin, getting a bit dark about it. “It’s always better when you take your time. Cody’s good for that, right?”
 
   Dale twitched under his jeans. He didn’t mind when Mary talked like that, didn’t mind at all. Hannah, on the other hand, seemed to. Her cheeks flushed to deflect and she hunted around for something important in her purse. Oh, it was her car keys. 
 
   When headlights cut through the room and he heard a horn bleat, he had to stifle his chuckle at the fact she wouldn't need her keys after all and the look on her face told him she knew he knew as much. Man, it was fun watching her squirm. 
 
   “See you all later.” She crossed on through and mumbled, “Excuse me” when she momentarily blocked the idiot box. “Don’t forget to lock up.”
 
   “I never forget,” said Mary. “Have a great night.”
 
   Enthusiastically, Candice shouted, “Bye Hannah!” Which gave her sister pause at the door. 
 
   “Thank you, Candice.” Hannah’s eyes were wide, her smile genuine. Then she left them, closing the door quietly and with an air of respect.
 
   “I can’t get used to having her here,” he said. 
 
   “Well, get used to it. She’s staying.”
 
   “Indefinitely?” he asked, astonished he hadn’t been consulted. 
 
   Mary clouded up as though he was prying. Abruptly, she rose and stalked off, calling for Candice to come on, as the next TV program started up, more laugh tracks, this time highlighting the humor of a poor family the network expected people like Dale to identify with. He didn’t. Candice padded off and he hit the mute button, claiming a moment of peace and quiet. 
 
   Mary was getting out of hand. 
 
   It was one thing to replace Kendra. It was quite another to become her. 
 
   Problems like this wouldn’t solve themselves.
 
   When he heard his girls murmuring and giggling through the walls, he muscled off the sofa and gave his weapon a quick check, pulling it from the waistband at the small of his back and releasing the clip. Fully loaded, he confirmed, slapping it up inside his 45 caliber SIG, a semi-automatic pistol that had served him time and again. 
 
   He retuned it to his pants, laced up his boots when he reached the door, and grabbed his coat, a weathered leather number as rugged as he was. Damned if they didn’t make them like they used to. Being mindful not to rouse the girls, he eased the door open and stepped out into the cold, dark night. 
 
   Wind whipped at him, burning his cheeks and knuckles as he locked the girls in. 
 
   The chill seeped down the back of his collar, down his spine, giving him a bad feeling about the night, as he stalked across the porch then the yard, veering right so he could hook around the lake, its marshy lip, and disappear into the trees. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Blake had been dreaming about the girl from the shack when he came to.
 
   Mary. 
 
   During summers past, he’d seen her run along her dock - long legs, toned and sturdy with each stride, water dripping down her pale skin, rolling along her chest, between her breasts, streaking translucently down her thighs, so much skin and so little bikini. The thing had barely covered her, two bunched up triangles over her tits which bounced and swayed wildly like they were dying for his hands to contain them, squeeze them firm and press them together in a nice massage he knew she’d like. There’d been a puddle of lake water at her crotch, weighing that thin bikini bottom down, loose and trashy, but so damned perfect. When she’d reached the end she leapt off the dock, splaying her legs, raising her arms, and crying out. It’d been crystal clear to him how he’d fit inside her with her all spread like that, wet and free. 
 
   That’s what his dream had been about, her frozen in time, mid air, magical, him yanking her lake-drenched bottom down, thrusting in, holding her tight, helping those long legs to wrap good around his waist. With his teeth, he’d freed her breasts, peeling her top aside. Then he’d suckled her, explored her hard nipples, while savoring the hot, slippery sheath of her clamped around his erection. 
 
   He’d dreamt about the little noises she’d make and the louder ones, breathy in his ear, moans, gasps, sighs of sweet release like her body was begging for more and thanking him at the same time. 
 
   But when he came to, rubbing alcohol stinging his nostrils and the scent of mothballs irritating his throat, he knew his infatuation with the girl had gotten him killed. 
 
   He just wasn’t dead yet. 
 
   He should’ve never gone over to her shack.
 
   That’s what this was about, wasn’t it? The gunshot? 
 
   Blake lifted his chin, angling to see through the bottom edge of the blindfold wrapped around his eyes. His wrists burned, cable ties digging deep into the flesh. He realized his fingers were sticky. Blood. Yeah, those cable ties were braced tight enough.
 
   It was quiet. Too quiet. 
 
   He didn’t recognize the chair beneath him, the particular brand of silence all around him, the smells. He couldn’t be in the cellar. A sinking feeling came over him. This must have been where they’d taken Dalton. People didn’t wander off for no reason. His friend had disappeared. 
 
   Blake hated that they'd gotten dirt on him. If they were a they. He didn’t know, hadn’t met them or him, or whoever the fuck was at the top of this twisted pyramid. 
 
   He only knew two things - he’d go to prison if he didn’t do as he was told, and he wanted nothing more than to fuck Mary Cole’s brains out. In a karmic way, he figured the two might have a prayer of being connected, suffering followed by salvation. That kind of thing. 
 
   But if he thought he’d been suffering before, now he understood he’d been very, very wrong. 
 
   The real suffering was about to begin. 
 
   He heard a tap across the room, rubber sole meeting cement that set his heart pounding. 
 
   He wasn’t alone. 
 
   Footsteps advanced on him and he whined in protest, tried to get his chair to hop backwards, but soon realized the wall behind him. 
 
   The next thing he knew cold steel was pressing across his throat. He let out a squeal then told himself not to move, not even swallow. He hadn’t been cut yet and he’d prefer to keep it that way. 
 
   The voice he heard was digital and reminded him of bad guys making ransom phone calls to politicians in poorly plotted movies. 
 
   “She wouldn’t have shot herself if you hadn’t gone there,” said the voice. 
 
   “Shot herself? That’s what that was? Is she dead?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   He shifted, paced away, telling him, “But it weakens the message.”
 
   “It’ll never happen again.”
 
   The man paused, footsteps vanishing. “No, it won’t.”
 
   Blake was anything but reassured. 
 
   When the man returned he pulled Blake’s blindfold down and at first he tried to fight this, knowing if he saw the man’s face it’d mean he’d surely be killed. 
 
   But the man was covered head to toe in black. A black mask covered his face, head, stretched down his neck and melted into the black shirt he wore. His hands were gloved, black leather stretched taut around each finger. There was some kind of box where his mouth should be, had to be the mechanism scrambling his voice. 
 
   The only part of him Blake could see were his eyes, but the room was too dim to reveal their color. They just looked black as the devil. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The black eyes stared down at him.
 
   “How did you get those photos?”
 
   Nothing. Not even a blink. 
 
   “Come on!” Blake yelled, releasing a stream of tears, because he could no longer deny where this was headed. “You blackmailed me into doing it and I did. Every step of the way I did what you told me. Why am I here?” 
 
   “You’re part of the message.”
 
   “Where’s Dalton? What did you do to him?”
 
   The man lifted his gloved hand to silence Blake, who collapsed, head hanging as he sobbed. 
 
   “Dalton served his purpose and I released him.”
 
   He calmed at that, faith washing over him, chest growing warm. “You did?”
 
   “I’m releasing you as well.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “You’ve done a very good job.”
 
   “What about Travis?” he demanded. “When are you going to let him go?”
 
   “Soon.”
 
   “What is your message?” he asked. “Why did you make us do all this?”
 
   An eerie digital laugh came through the box mixed with static and mechanical tones. Then the man walked away and rolled a steel tray over. On it, two human ears lain on a crisp, white cloth. 
 
   Blake retched at the sight. A thin trail of bile came up, splattering to his jeans, until it turned into a string of saliva. 
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ, why are you butchering her?”
 
   “A mother’s job is extremely important,” he told him. 
 
   Blake thought there’d be more. There wasn’t. 
 
   The guy was a maniac, out of his fucking mind. 
 
   Gingerly, he set a cardboard box on the cement at Blake’s feet. In it was a tangle of shredded packing paper. He then lifted the white cloth by its edges, holding it taut so the ears wouldn’t fall in on each other, as he lowered them down into the box. 
 
   “What are you going to make me do?” Blake was terrified. “Frame me?”
 
   “You’re nothing more than a victim.”
 
   It scared the shit out of him. 
 
   Then the man grabbed his face, cool leather clamping his cheeks together. He lifted the knife, pressed the blade between Blake’s lips, which he quickly bared back to avoid being sliced. The man tapped the point against his tooth, used it to pry his teeth apart, as Blake whimpered, tears streaming down his cheeks.
 
   “I want you to understand why you were chosen.” The man had Blake’s mouth open wide. He grazed the blade along the length of his tongue, as he recoiled. “You played a role in destroying her. And you, too, must be destroyed.”
 
   As the man sliced and excruciating pain seized every inch of his body causing him to shriek, Blake thought of his mother and how he wished for nothing more than to be at home, pissing on her azaleas and driving her nuts. The most precious things in this world weren’t realized until the darkest despair claimed you. 
 
   “Remember to forget,” he told him, “or else be killed.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Cody watched Hannah, as she stepped carefully where his flashlight beam indicated. 
 
   “Are your shoes okay?”
 
   “I could’ve used a heads up,” she said dryly, as she worked her high heel boot over a fallen log, slick with marsh dew. “When you said dinner I didn't think dessert would be a night stroll through the marsh.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry about that.” 
 
   He trailed the beam ahead for her, tracing a straight path over a soggy mess of twigs and pinecones and helping her to make her way through to where he stood between the trunk of an old maple and the edge of the marsh that spanned a good eight yards before it bottomed out into the depths of Hermit Lake. 
 
   Wind was whipping off the water, carrying the damp scent of the woods, as he studied her - hair blowing back, gusts toying with her jacket, causing her to squint in concentration at balancing in her heels. He liked her jeans even though they looked too young for her, a second skin like how the kids were wearing them these days. And her fingerless gloves were cooler than her usual fair. He figured Mary was rubbing off on her. He knew that was what her eyeliner was all about, some strange stab at bonding. Hannah was sweet like that. 
 
   He heard an owl overhead, two staccato hoots followed by a sustained one, which told him it was likely a Great Horned. It only added to the creepiness. Spindly clouds wisped across the moon beyond the dark canopy of leaves above them. Somewhere a bullfrog croaked. Coming here in daylight would’ve been a far smarter plan, but his team hadn't found anything. Cody knew he could do better after hours. 
 
   Hannah reached him, punctuating her accomplishment with a sharp sigh. 
 
   “Now that we’re at the marsh we can head north,” he explained, aiming his flashlight at her chest so he wouldn’t blind her. The light bounced off her chin, cheeks, and gently illuminated her features. “Did you do something to your hair?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him. “Ah, yeah, days ago and you’ve seen me many times since.”
 
   “You cut it?” he asked, not entirely grasping the dig. 
 
   “Mary did. Trimmed the bangs up.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s it. It looks pretty.” Cody locked eyes with her, hoping the compliment might warrant him another kiss, but she only grinned and shook her head. “Did you catch your breath?”
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   She grasped hold of his arm and they started up the marsh. Cody was careful to keep her on dryer land, sacrificing his boots for hers. They had to hug the tree line running parallel to the lake, though, which put them at a disadvantage in terms of keeping completely dry.
 
   As they made their way, Cody told her, “I spoke to Marjorie. Her son, who was on that list, remember?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Hannah was choosing her steps carefully. 
 
   “Her son, Blake hasn’t been home in over a month. So where things stand, everyone from Dalton’s list was accounted for except the cousins, Blake and Travis.”
 
   “How do we track them down?”
 
   “I’m working on it. Marjorie signed some papers giving me access to look into Blake’s debit card history, which could tell us something.”
 
   Hannah fell silent where she should’ve been demanding to know the logistics, the details of his plan, what else he was going to do. He wondered if she felt okay.
 
   As if sensing he’d taken notice, she said, “I shouldn’t have told my family we had a name.”
 
   “You told them?”
 
   “It seemed promising. I don’t know. I wanted to give them some hope. I don’t know why I thought Dalton might spill his guts. I thought he’d come around.”
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up.” Cody stole glances at her as they edged around the giant trunk of an oak tree. She looked downtrodden. When they cleared it he offered, “We’re getting close, Hannah.”
 
   “To the site or finding my mother?”
 
   He laughed a touch. Something about her candor had a way of warming him. “Both.”
 
   They took the next few minutes in silence all the while Cody was debating with himself. He didn’t want to have to tell her the utterly bizarre news, but keeping secrets wasn’t their way now. 
 
   “Look, in regards to Candice confiding in Judy that Kendra’s abductors had been in the house...” he trailed off, felt her grip stiffen on his arm.
 
   “What?” she asked soft and winded. 
 
   “The slug and shell we found in the yard? It’s a match to my 38 Special. The one I gave you.”
 
   Hannah stopped walking and stared at him. 
 
   “I should’ve told you.”
 
   “Tell me now,” he said, eager and fearful. 
 
   “I hadn’t touched it since you gave it to me. The other night I couldn’t find it.”
 
   Cody’s stomach churned, but he tried not to overreact. “Where were you keeping it?”
 
   “In my bag.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Near me always. Um, in Mary’s room when I slept in there. In the living room when I was on the sofa.”
 
   “But you left it in the house unattended?” He hadn’t meant to sound alarmed, but that’s what he was and then some. 
 
   “Don’t be mad at me, please!” She hid her eyes with her hand then lowered it. “I’m just sick over this. Whoever the fuck’s doing this is coming and going as they please? Into our home? They went through my bag? What if they’re trying to pin the shooting on you? On me?”
 
   “I’m not so worried about that,” he said, urging her onward. “It’s just up ahead.”
 
   They walked on then reached an area where the trees were cleared away. Thick overgrowth took its place, forming twenty square yards of bushes and fallen logs. Cody led her through it and stopped when they reached its center.
 
   “This is where the house was,” he said, pointing the flashlight along the brush and revealing the remnants of the house’s foundation. 
 
   “What are we looking for?” she asked, as she slowly stalked along the perimeter. 
 
   “Anything we can find.” Cody worked his way in the opposite direction, but stopped when he saw Hannah holding her head in her hands. 
 
   “Look,” he said, taking her hands then releasing them in favor of her shoulders. Clouds passed over the moon and her face fell into shadow then brightened. “I didn’t want to have to say this before, but I’m looking at Dale.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know you think he’s nothing more than erratic and stupid and a drunk, but I think he’s much smarter than that.”
 
   “There’s no way, Cody-”
 
   “Just hear me out. He had reason to hate Kendra. He had reason to hate the kids she was smoking drugs with-”
 
   “And you think he roped them into harming her like that?”
 
   “He’s harming them too.”
 
   “You think he’s that twisted?” Hannah looked ill. “He cut off her hand, is that what you think?”
 
   Cody stared at her hard. “Candice isn’t talking. Not really. Not to her family. She’s dropped bits and pieces for Judy and Judy alone. Something’s not right about that. Think about it.”
 
   He could see her mind was reeling. 
 
   “If she’s living with the person who’s behind this how could she talk? She’s probably scared to death.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “Dale wasn’t at home the night Kendra was taken. Candice ran home to Mary. You said it yourself Mary needed you home because Dale was never around. What did Mary find out that he had to shoot her?”
 
   “He didn't shoot her.”
 
   “Do you know that or did he say that?” he challenged. 
 
   Hannah seemed to have to dip into her memory to find out. 
 
   “Ah, I woke up to the shot. I was in Mary’s room. I went running through the house. The front door was open.” As if she were realizing it then and there. “Dale was already on the yard.”
 
   Decisively, he informed her, “You’re not staying in that house.”
 
   Startled by his tone, Hannah stepped back, boot sinking into mud. “You think I’m going to leave the girls there with him?”
 
   He eased back, rethinking things. 
 
   Hannah started shaking her head. “We know Mary lied about how close the shooter was, but if it’d been Dale, you think she wouldn’t tell me? Cody, she was clinging onto me for dear life in that hospital. All she wants is for me to stay.”
 
   “I’m not trying to undermine your perspective, but you’ve got to understand how domestic violence works. You don’t know what happened to those girls the second you left at eighteen. You just don’t. Victims can feel worthless. They start to believe everything their abuser says. Mary and Candice, a seven year old? A four year old? They only knew what their parents taught them. If their dad raises them to think he could kill them at any time, and they can’t leave. They’re going to start to live by those rules. They accept them. That’s how they survive. Think about it. Kendra turned to drugs. She started going off on her own. Dale picked up on it. She was breaking the sick, abusive world he created. Maybe she could influence the girls to stray. So he gets rid of her.”
 
   Hannah drew in a deep breath, processing his point. 
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ, I’m going to be sick.” 
 
   Cody did her the courtesy of keeping his flashlight off her when Hannah started heaving into a bush. His hand was on her back, rubbing until she’d gotten it all out, wiped her mouth on her sleeve and straightened up. 
 
   “We got to get them out of the house.”
 
   Cody nodded. 
 
   “He’s got custody,” she added, tallying the roadblocks they faced. “He’s not going to let me take them. I doubt he’ll let them out of the house.”
 
   “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
   They spent the next hour searching every inch of the foundation, and found nothing but crushed beer cans and a pile of cigarette butts, which Cody collected into a plastic bag.
 
   Then Hannah’s heel clanked against something metal. The contact sent a hollow echo through the earth. In an instant, Cody was on his feet, walking fast to her, as she stomped on it.
 
   “Angle the light right there.”
 
   When he did, the beam showed a metal surface beneath the brush then he flashed it over a bulky padlock. 
 
   “Holy fucking shit,” she said under her breath, then looked at him, eyes white all around. “Some kind of cellar?”
 
   “I’ll get the team over here.”
 
   ***
 
   Hannah was on the brink of collapse by the time he’d gotten her to his house on the other side of the lake. She hadn’t needed much convincing. She didn’t want to go back to the shack and when Cody had offered to keep a cop outside the Cole house, she felt satisfied the girls would be safe for the night. There wasn’t much left of it anyway, an hour at best.
 
   It’d taken far too long for the team to arrive and when they did it was hardly a team - one cop who was half asleep, one paid intern from the forensic department, and a locksmith. No one had been pleased to be there. 
 
   By the time the locksmith had broken the padlock off and they lifted the trap door, the moon was sinking into the horizon. 
 
   He’d told Hannah not to come down and she’d listened for a few minutes then clamored down the steps anyway. 
 
   The cellar had been empty.
 
   No one had been more heartbroken than her. 
 
   She’d sat in a comatose state in his passenger’s seat. She'd drank. He’d been most worried she didn’t cry. 
 
   They’d found blood in the back room and a sleeping bag. In the front room, there had been more sleeping bags, a milk crate, methamphetamine paraphernalia, and canned food so thick with dust he doubted the perpetrators had brought them. Grim quarters. 
 
   When Hannah had taken in the reality of it all, grasping that her mother had lived down there for nearly a month, he could’ve sworn he saw another piece of her die. 
 
   “There’s a lot this place can tell us,” he’d assured her meaning to soothe and comfort her, keep her spirits high. But his had plummeted as well.
 
   Stepping into the warm glow under the portico, Cody fit his key into the lock of his modest Colonial house, Hannah swaying inebriated beside him. He helped her through the door once he’d swung it inward, flipped on the hallway light, and guided her into the living room. 
 
   She perked up seeing his home, freed herself from his arm which had cradled her waist, and with heavy steps paced slowly around the room, eyeing the bookshelves, their many novels and inspirational books, then took her time analyzing the framed family photos. 
 
   “So this is what your life looks like?” She seemed to scowl at his sofa. Maybe it was the plaid upholstery or the overall woodsman feel to the place, he couldn’t decide. 
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “It’s nice,” she commented, sitting on the coffee table, perhaps having overlooked the magazines fanned across it. Resting her elbows on her knees, she untwisted her flask. “Do you ever feel like the world is working against you?”
 
   “Yeah. All the time.”
 
   She nodded at that for a long moment and drank. 
 
   “Maybe you’ve had enough?”
 
   She shook her head for an equal length of time. She was somewhere else entirely. 
 
   “I don’t sleep in beds.” She scanned the room like its contents no longer interested her. “I don’t like them. It feels like they’re trying to swallow me, like they want to suffocate me, like they want me dead.”
 
   He wasn’t sure what to make of that, but tried his best to fit it into context. “I was going to offer you my room, but you can sleep out here on the sofa if you prefer.”
 
   “I like the floor. It’s solid. You can trust it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Has anything bad ever happened to you?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes on him, turning the question into an accusation. 
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “If you think then you don’t know,” she said, definitively. “Do you know why I stopped talking to you?”
 
   “Because I shouldn’t have left that night.”
 
   She took a moment to absorb his answer. 
 
   “Do you know what happened to me?”
 
   He stared at her. She looked a wreck, and all he wanted to do was hold her. “I left and I guess you had to walk home. Dale socked me good for it if it’s any consolation.”
 
   “No.” She locked eyes with him, but he could see it pained her to look at him. “I didn’t just walk home.” It seemed to take a lot for her to communicate the next fragment. “Some kids came. And they attacked me.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve never said that out loud before.” Another deep breath. “I blamed you.” 
 
   He was stunned. Words wouldn’t come. Offering an apology seemed too small. 
 
   “I also loved you,” she added as though it somehow made things worse. “Did you love me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you still love me?”
 
   His breath hitched in his throat. “Yeah.” He had the impulse to ask the same, but wasn’t sure he could handle the answer, didn’t trust it’d be what he hoped. 
 
   Hannah got to her feet and gradually closed in on him. When she did, she gazed up into his eyes, taking his hand. 
 
   “I don’t know why, but I still love you.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Hannah.”
 
   She waved off his apology and led him out of the living room. When they reached the landing at the top of the stairs it wasn’t a mystery where his bedroom was located. His house wasn’t that big. Once there, Hannah let go of him and left him in the dark. She started stripping the comforter and sheets off the bed and kicking them into shape on the floor. Then she returned to him, took his hand, and slowly walked backwards, bringing him there. 
 
   He felt like a wild animal was inviting him into its den, as they lowered to the blankets. He was cautious, yet fascinated, and made no sudden movements. 
 
   Hannah lay down and seemed to explore the solid floor at her back so he did the same, lying beside her. 
 
   Softly, she said, “Mary doesn’t want me to leave.”
 
   “I don’t want you to leave.”
 
   “I don’t either.”
 
   Then she curled into him, fitting herself perfectly against his body, her head in the crook of his neck, her hand on his chest, one leg draped over one of his. When he was sure she was settled, he wrapped his arms around her and drifted into sleep. 
 
   ***
 
   Cody woke to the warm sun on his face. Hannah was curled around him like she had been, but the comforter now cocooned them. 
 
   Strange night magic. 
 
   He kissed the top of her head, breathing in the scent of her hair. It felt so good having her like this. She loved him. Something good was coming out of the Cole's nightmare. Was that wrong to think? He hoped not. 
 
   Hannah stirred. Her hand smoothed down the length of his chest and she glanced up at him, kissing his neck, his cheek, venturing over, light pecks here and there, until she found his mouth, kissed him. 
 
   Her lips were warm and soft, and he let her control their rhythm, the depth, which she experimented with at times growing firm. And others she tapered back, being delicate. He wanted to drink her in, have all of her. He stiffened beneath his jeans, which compelled him to pull her on top of him. She draped over him easily, legs spreading, and he kept responding, breath quickening, needing more of her, needing to feel her skin against his bare chest. 
 
   As if she needed the same thing, Hannah lifted up and helped his jacket off, his shirt over his head, his undershirt next, until the cool draft hit him. He loved the way she pressed her palms into his chest, felt his muscles, hand traveling downward, giving him all the hope in the world. 
 
   He realized she was thrusting for him, their jeans rubbing and burning. Quickly, she wriggled her coat off, glanced at its holes disdainfully then shed it. Her sweater came next. He didn’t let her remove her bra. He wanted to do that. 
 
   He cupped her first, grazed his thumb over the thin material, feeling her harden to his touch. 
 
   Her gaze was so easy. A slight smile formed at the corners of her mouth. She looked happy. 
 
   Then he freed her, unclasping the bra, letting if fall to his stomach, and groaned at the sight of her. 
 
   “You’re gorgeous,” he whispered, as she lowered down, cheek to his so she could unfasten his belt and work his jeans down. 
 
   Her effort grew urgent when his jeans came off. Her hands quickened over his body. 
 
   He cradled her, turned her to her back so he was over her, popping the top of her jeans open, tugging at the zipper, all the while kissing her. When he got them off there was very little between them and the sheer thought of it pushed him to the edge, but he steadied his thoughts and got lost in the paradise of her warm body, lithe arms, and long legs. 
 
   “Did you hear something?”
 
   “No,” he groaned, returning his lips to hers. 
 
   She kissed him back. “That?” she said. “Did you hear that?”
 
   Cody listened for it then heard the distinct sound of someone pound once at the front door. Then nothing.
 
   “Wait,” she whispered, listening out. 
 
   Another singular pound. 
 
   It couldn’t have been seven in the morning. 
 
   “I’ll check it out.”
 
   “Are you expecting someone?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Cody pulled his jeans on and grabbed his gun, but didn’t bother with anything else then started down the stairs. As he approached the door he heard a miserable groan that set his teeth on edge.
 
   He cocked his GLOCK, as he shouted, “Who’s there?”
 
   Other than groaning there was no formal response. 
 
   In an instant, he threw the door open and aimed, but the sight before him was so jarring it took a second for his brain to make sense of it. 
 
   Blood. 
 
   Terror-stricken eyes.
 
   A cardboard box. 
 
   Somehow he realized it was a man, a kid at his door. 
 
   Hannah padded down the stairs. 
 
   “Stay there!” He ordered her. “Go back upstairs!”
 
   Confused, she halted and from the corner of his eyes he saw she’d put on one of his old oversized tee shirts. 
 
   The kid was about to expire. 
 
   “Go upstairs, Hannah!”
 
   When she retreated, he eased back, motioning with his gun for the kid to follow him inside. There was no mistaking. His tongue had been cut out just like Dalton’s. The darkest blood oozed down his chin. 
 
   Cody swept the barrel fast towards the dining room table that separated the rooms, indicating the kid should set the box there. 
 
   “Why here?” he asked, keeping his voice down. “Why not the station?”
 
   The kid groaned. 
 
   “I have to get an ambulance here.”
 
   Suddenly, the kid screamed, shaking his head and slicing his arms as if no say no way. Then he stumbled through the room, fell into the bookshelf, righted himself, tossing book after book onto the ground until he found one. Whether it was particular or conducive, Cody had no clue. 
 
   Then it clicked. He wanted to write. 
 
   Keeping his eyes and weapon on the kid, Cody grabbed a pen out of a drawer on the end table and handed it to him. 
 
   He collapsed into the sofa, but managed to flip the book open and begin scrawling. When blood dripped on it, he smeared it away and kept going. 
 
   Cody hadn’t heard Hannah come back down. He didn’t know she was in the living room, looking on with horror. It wasn’t until she opened the box and gasped that he realized she’d disregarded his orders. 
 
   “Shit,” he breathed, but had to ask, “What is it?”
 
   Her voice was a trembling thread. “Ears.”
 
   The kid tore a page from the book and extended it to Cody, but Hannah was the one to take it. She was shaking, as she scurried back a safe distance from the kid. 
 
   As she began reading, he was already writing more. 
 
   “It says,” she swallowed hard to steady her voice. “My name is Blake Abbott. He still has my cousin Travis Danbury. Kendra Cole is alive. He took her.”
 
   “Who?” Cody demanded. “Who is he?”
 
   Hannah retrieved the second page, which she first skimmed to see if he’d revealed the man. 
 
   “Was it Dale Cole?” he shouted.
 
   The kid stopped writing, stilled, looked up at him then returned to writing, big blocky letters across the page. He held it up. 
 
   I DON’T KNOW WHO HE IS. 
 
   “Fuck,” Cody said, spitting through his teeth. He wanted to kill him right then and there, but by the looks of it he was already dead. 
 
   Hannah turned back to the next page, read it out loud for him. 
 
   “He dresses in black, has a voice distortion box over his mouth, part of his mask. He didn’t see me take it.”
 
   She froze, staring at the kid with wide eyes. 
 
   Cody asked, “Take what?”
 
   The kid shoved his bloody hand into the front pocket of his jeans and extracted a key chain. It had no keys on it, but a flat, plastic square hung down. Hannah took it and turned it over in her hands, as though she couldn’t believe her eyes. Then she referenced the page, read on. 
 
   “He says,” she began, “the man had it on his work table. It seemed important to him. It was the only human thing he seemed to have.”
 
   She stared at it again until Cody held his hand out for it. 
 
   Encased in the plastic was a black and white photo, the kind a photo booth at a carnival would spit out. In it was Mary, pursing her lips for the camera, eyes two slits of mock seduction, hands cupping her breasts up high beneath her thin shirt. 
 
   Lastly, the kid wrote one more note, tore the page out. This time Cody grabbed it. 
 
   His blood ran cold as his gaze traveled across the words:
 
   Ask Mary. 
 
   “Kendra didn’t write that in the dirt,” he said. “Who did?” 
 
   But the kid didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Cody already knew. The kids had written it. They’d wanted out from the start. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Mary examined her reflection in the cracked bathroom mirror, though it was fogged up good with steam. She looked like an apparition, floating in purgatory between life and death. Ghostlike - her blond hair slick to her scalp, her pale skin washed out from lack of makeup, it was as though she didn’t fully exist. Not on her own, only when she breathed life into those around her. 
 
   She wiped at the glass, in the back of her mind wondering if it’d lacerate her palm, slice across her fingers maybe, streak her blood atop its cracked surface. It didn’t. 
 
   Her towel was resting on the toilet lid, but she didn’t reach for it. She breathed in the leftover steam from her shower, smelled its warm moisture that carried hints of her flowery shampoo, and then pulled the window open wide. 
 
   The air felt freezing on her wet skin, as it traded places with the built up fog, hot mist escaping into the crisp afternoon, dissipating into the stark orange light that cut through the trees just to touch her. 
 
   Hannah hadn’t come home all last night, all day today, which pleased Dale enough. He’d been getting antsy having her here. He was getting harder to control. 
 
   She smirked at the notion he probably thought the same of her. That was the trick of it all, making him believe he was still in charge. 
 
   Flipping her head upside down to shake off the excess water, Mary grabbed for her comb on the sink and yanked through the tangles. When she righted herself her spiky hair pointed at strange angles so she lathered a dollop of gel between her palms and massaged it in. Never mind a blow dry. This would do.
 
   She didn’t dawdle about the rest. She dragged eyeliner across her upper lashes then the lower and followed up with a few strokes of black shadow. While pinching her face into a sour smile meant to pop the apples of her cheeks, she brushed on rose blush in circles then dabbed some gloss on her lips. 
 
   No sense in getting too dolled up. It’d be wasted. 
 
   She fastened her bra around her waist and slid it up, got it situated just right, black lace over the second most precious part of her. Her panties would cover the first so she stepped into those next. Then she threw on her jeans and a thin tee shirt, too old and too tight to leave much to the imagination. 
 
   By now the brownies would be done. 
 
   On her way to the kitchen, she peered in on Candice. The girl was splayed out on her bed, flipping a magazine Mary had provided. Being the smartest person in the house was often a lonely position to hold, but she kept everyone safe and happy so it was worth it. 
 
   “Keep your door locked for the next hour or so.”
 
   Candice looked up, as she turned a page. That was enough. She didn’t have to wait and watch her, listen for the lock to turn overhead. Candice was a good girl and would obey.
 
   When she rounded the kitchen she grabbed the paper towel roll and a plastic container, made sure she found it’s matching top, and set those on the counter. Then opened the oven. Her timing was impeccable. 
 
   It didn’t take more than a minute to cut up the squares and stack them neatly in the container. She kept the lid off so they wouldn’t sweat and spoil the texture. 
 
   “You’re not going far are you?” she heard Dale call from his bedroom. 
 
   “No, Daddy. Coming right back.”
 
   “I had a hell of a night and a worse day,” he went on. “Need you.”
 
   Christ, he was weak. 
 
   It was something of a balancing act to prop the brownie container on her hip, while wriggling her feet into her sneakers, but she managed then used a similar method to pull her jacket on, anything to keep the dessert off the floor. 
 
   Then she was out the door, crossing over the porch, down its two steps, over grass then gravel and dirt. 
 
   They were so damned conspicuous it was embarrassing. 
 
   The trees flanking the drive were naked as sin, branches cracking and moaning in the wind. They thickened up some where the line of them spanned the road, but not enough to conceal the squad car. 
 
   Poor bastards, she thought. They didn’t even know what they were looking for. 
 
   She kept a sizable sway to her stride as she rounded through, holding the container snug under her rack so they’d have to think twice about the goodies she’d be offering. 
 
   As luck would have it, she saw only her reflection in their windshield and didn’t veer to the passenger’s side until she’d reached the bumper. 
 
   The cop behind glass was quick to roll down his window. She leaned over slow, took note his eyes traveled the length of her, lingering in the right places too long. He looked giddy, but nervous.
 
   She was sure to make eye contact with both of them, glanced fast at the surnames above their badges, making mental notes - Calhoon and Sanders. They looked like the forty-five year old bloated version of every jock she wished she hadn’t fucked. 
 
   “Hey guys,” she smiled wide, making sure to sparkle for them, inner light of God and shit. “Thought you might like a snack.”
 
   The nearest one chuckled anxiously, as she put the brownies in his lap, adding a little friendly pressure, back of her hand to his crotch, before she slowly drew away her hands. 
 
   “They’re brownies,” she said as though it wasn’t abundantly obvious. “Made them just for you. Really appreciate you guys being out here. Your job seems so interesting.” Big smile. 
 
   Of course they lit up like fireworks. 
 
   “On a good day,” one of them chuckled, shot a nervous or perverted smirk at his partner. Either would do. “Today’s shaping up.”
 
   “I bet,” she cooed. “Well, there a lot more where that came from. I can give you any sweet thing you like in fact.”
 
   The driver’s expression flatted out and his brows floated up to his hairline. 
 
   The other tasted a corner of a brownie. 
 
   “This is delicious.”
 
   “Made with love.” She leaned into the car shifting her weight and snugging her tee down so that she nearly spilled out of it, and broke off a corner as well. She made slow work of placing it on her tongue, being sure to keep her grin going, then chewed a bit, sucking on her finger so as not to leave a crumb. After she swallowed it down, she said, “You guys have a great night.” 
 
   As she walked across the dirt road and rounded a tree, heading into her driveway she thought to herself, men were so fucking easy. 
 
   Well, not all of them. 
 
   She found Dale seated on his bed with the bible, of all things, in his lap. 
 
   Jesus fucking Christ. 
 
   It made slightly more sense when she realized the room was too dim for him to actually read. It looked as though he was attempting to absorb its teachings, keeping it resting on top of him and all. 
 
   “Those assholes still out there?”
 
   “Yeah,” she sighed. “But they’re about to get some serious diarrhea so they’ll be off soon.”
 
   It took him a beat to find it hilarious, but when he did he went off laughing and laughing. She disappeared to grab some beers. He’d had a head start and Lord knew it was best to be tanked during these dark exchanges. 
 
   She returned with a six-pack and plopped down on the bed, broke him off a beer then one for herself. 
 
   Maybe things wouldn't head in that direction tonight. He’d been better. He needed her less, or couldn’t get her thanks to Hannah. 
 
   Damned if getting her sister back hadn’t been the best thing that ever happened to her. 
 
   In case the early evening took a turn for the worse, she eyed him as he drank. He was talking about some bible verse, which didn’t matter so she tuned him out, found something interesting about his facial features. She’d stuck with his nose last time so she decided on his stature.
 
   Who’d he look like?
 
   Nothing like Ryan Gosling, so she ruled him out. 
 
   Not much like Channing Tatum, which was a damned shame, because that would make the lot of this tolerable.
 
   Dale had those steel blue eyes and hard jawline so maybe he resembled Brad Pitt? She didn’t think he deserved the flattery. 
 
   She decided on Hugh Jackman and estimated she’d need to get seven beers deep to really see it. Fuck if it wasn’t shaping up to be a long night. 
 
   Bottoms up. 
 
   She tuned back in when Dale started spouting something perverse about Mary Magdalene and the legalization of prostitution. Yeah, as if he really wanted anything other than his own flesh and blood. 
 
   “The cutest thing you ever did,” he said, shifting gears randomly, “was when you started referring to these as daddy soda.”
 
   She had to laugh and beer shot straight out her nose. It stung her brain something fierce, but she kept right on laughing. 
 
   “I remember that,” she said finally when she could talk. “Stupid kid that I was.”
 
   Again, he went from second gear to fifth, engine squealing, “You torn up about your mother?”
 
   Kendra hadn’t listened. Her ears had done her no good. She’d been deaf to Mary, deaf to her daughter’s pleas that Dale had turned on her, had been angling in on her, trapping her like a mouse, coming to her in the night. Kendra had refused to hear her. All she’d cared about was her own salvation and when she couldn’t find it in the church she sought it out in the trailer parks, in the woods, with strangers who smoked her out.
 
   Mary looked him dead in the eye and said, “I don’t miss her at all.”
 
   Dale grinned, pulled at her sneaker until she had the good sense to work her way over to him. 
 
   He had a slimy way of wrapping his hands around her she’d never get used to. 
 
   But suddenly, Hannah filled the doorway, backlit by the hall light so bad Mary couldn’t read her expression or guess at what she might make of this. 
 
   “Oh, you’re back now?” Dale barked, angry as ever. 
 
   “I am,” she told him. 
 
   Mary was off the bed, padding over, then doubled back for her beers, which Dale tried to snatch, but he’d only grasped one. They tugged at it in silent understanding he’d get one and the rest would be hers. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Hannah asked even enough in her tone. 
 
   Dale said, “Just passing the time,” before Mary angled out through the doorway and her sister had no choice but to step back, let her into the hall. 
 
   “I’ll close this for you, Daddy so you can nap,” she said, doing just that. He grumbled something neither of them could hear. 
 
   Hannah looked weird, spooked maybe, like she’d seen a ghost, but she started down the hall for the living room. 
 
   Ever sensitive to Candice, Mary gave a gentle knock on her door, their sign she was allowed to unlock it if she liked, then joined Hannah in the living room. 
 
   “So how’d it go last night with the hunk?” she asked, keeping it casual. 
 
   “Fine.” Hannah looked out of sorts, which Mary found highly curious. 
 
   “Care to give me the blow-by-blow?”
 
   Hannah turned white. A certain sickness filtered through her face that Mary couldn’t entirely place. Then she locked eyes with her and something dark came through. 
 
   Mary tried to laugh it off, “What?” but hated the sound she was making.
 
   “Why’d you ask me to come here?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   The fact that Dale and Candice were in the house were good enough excuses for Hannah to make the argument they should talk outside beyond earshot, but really she just needed insurance she could hunt around without Mary barging in on her. 
 
   She did not like how Mary was looking at her. Her tense brow and narrowing glare screamed skepticism when Hannah said she’d be right out, needed to use the bathroom. Truth be told, she was a terrible liar and it didn’t help that her heart was racing so badly it affected her tone, made her sound anxious and breathy, scared.
 
   “What do you need to talk to me about that we can’t talk in here?” she challenged.
 
   “The case,” she lied. Then when Mary brightened, dropping apprehension in exchange for keen interest, an air of self-importance shining through those clear blue eyes, Hannah took a quick mental inventory of what she might be able to tell the girl to barter information out of her. “I’ll be right out.”
 
   Suddenly eager to be a confidant, Mary bundled up and headed out, asserting in a whisper, “I’ll be on the dock.”
 
   The second she shut the door Hannah was on it, locked it, and rushed up the hall, stepping soundlessly. Her heart was in her throat when she entered Mary’s room, her mind reeling when she shut the door quietly and realized she had no way to lock it. 
 
   She leaned against the door taking a moment to steady her breathing, calm her heart, but she had no sense of whether or not it was easing up. The image of Dale and Mary on his bed was burned into the forefront of her mind - Dale spread-eagle and loose against the head-board, Mary curled up against the length of him, a dark, sexual energy between them. 
 
   Hannah wrestled with it, kept trying to latch onto explanations, but they wouldn’t take hold. No excuse could make it right. No explanation except the glaring reality. 
 
   Dale was abusing Mary. 
 
   Her stomach lurched, compelling her to get moving. She took to rummaging through the lap drawer on Mary’s desk first. Hannah wasn’t clear on what she was looking for, anything. Somehow Mary was at the center of all this. She’d find something. She had to. 
 
   As she moved from the lap drawer to the side ones, anguish clawed at her. Dale was like that. He’d always been like that, scheming, suggestive, manipulative. He’d crossed a few lines with Hannah when she’d grown up here. The beer for one was far from appropriate, the lingering hugs, his roaming hands, always angling to see what he could get away with - “accidentally” walking in on her in the bathroom and her bedroom, at times giving her gifts which made no sense, a bathing suit, a bra. Classic dirty stepdad. Sneaky and too clever for bad timing. Kendra had been blind to it not that he’d pulled his tactics with her in the room. 
 
   But he’d never gone there with Hannah. He’d never tried to close the gap. Hannah had taken to glaring at him if she looked at him at all. She’d thrown a nasty attitude around. The consequence had been sudden bursts of violence on Dale’s part, which was preferable. 
 
   Mary handled Dale so well, how could this have happened? 
 
   Then Hannah realized this happening was how she handled Dale so well. 
 
   She reached the stack of bins serving as Mary’s nightstand and opened the top one, but she couldn’t see a thing, couldn’t get focused. Her eyes glistened watery with guilt-ridden tears. She never would have left if she’d ever thought, even for one flashing moment, Dale would be capable of turning on his own flesh and blood like that. 
 
   All of a sudden, Cody’s theory added up. If Dale was sick enough to manipulate Mary, he’d be sick enough to mutilate his own wife.
 
   In the bottom bin, under a disorganized heap of old make-up she spied a strip of photos, black and white, her sister in every one. She stared at it, turning queasy. She’d hoped some pervert had been stalking her or something. Maybe had snatched the strip before Mary left the booth. But there it was in her hand - Mary looking up at the camera, surprised, a lock of hair in her face like she hadn’t realized the first shot would click off so soon. Next photo - Mary grinning wide, tongue out, palms up, silly. Next photo - this one sexy, lips mid-pucker, shoulders rounded, but she hadn’t been ready. 
 
   The bottom edge was frayed, the last photo torn off, given to whoever was behind this? It had to be Dale. 
 
   A moment of clarity washed over her when she spotted a set of keys. 
 
   She took them. 
 
   Hannah was on her feet in an instant, tucking the strip in her jeans and tearing through the house. She had her wits about her enough to shut the front door then started for the dock. 
 
   The sun had fallen beneath the tree line across the lake, as dusk settled in all around her. 
 
   Standing at the edge of the dock and looking out at the sunset was Mary holding a beer in her hand, the others at her feet.
 
   As soon as Hannah set foot on the dock, it bobbed, alerting her sister she’d arrived. She glanced over her shoulder, her expression flat, her eyes dark and discerning. It gave Hannah pause and her heart went racing all over again.
 
   On rubbery legs, she ventured across the dock and joined her at its edge. 
 
   “Sorry, my stomach’s been acting up,” she started. 
 
   “So what’s going on with the case?”
 
   Hannah needed a moment to get her bearings on how best to get her sister talking. Looking at her young face - the worry and wonder in her eyes, the clear and present admiration she held for Hannah, her need for Hannah to stay, she reminded herself Mary was just a kid, granted a smart one, likely a scared one, definitely an abused one, but a child nonetheless. 
 
   “First off, you and your sister have to start going to school.”
 
   She took it like a slap in the face. 
 
   “Don’t look at me like that. Staying home all the time isn’t healthy.”
 
   Her surprised brows lifted even higher and she gaped an astonished smile. “I was just shot. You remember how I was shot, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I haven’t forgotten.” She didn’t look away and neither did Hannah. Water lapped at the edge of the dock, as Hannah searched her expression for any hint Mary would make this easy on her, but all she saw was defiance. “I know you were shot,” she went on, digging deep to get to the bottom of this. “And I know you lied about it.”
 
   A slight shift of her eyes as they glazed over, her mouth screwing up. “What do you think I lied about?”
 
   “You said the man shot you from a good eight yards away. Your doctor told me the barrel had been set to your leg when the trigger was pulled.”
 
   Hannah let that hang so she could read her reaction, but all she did was turn to stone. 
 
   “I’m going to ask you something, Mary and don’t you dare lie to me or I swear to God I’ll be back in Gilford before the sky is black.”
 
   Her eyes went white all around. Good, the threat meant something to her. 
 
   “Did you take my revolver and shoot yourself in the leg?”
 
   She stopped breathing, went still right down to her very core. Then she blinked and blinked, gaze lowering, like it’d coerce the words out.
 
   “There was a man out here,” she said softly. “And I really didn’t get a good look at his face. He really was yards and yards away.”
 
   “So you shot yourself?”
 
   Mary fell silent, couldn’t look at her. 
 
   “You could’ve hit bone. What if you clipped an artery? You’d be dead.”
 
   She returned her gaze, but her eyes were dead. “So what?”
 
   “I walked in on something, didn’t I?” 
 
   Mary’s face contorted into a pained grimace then she forced it straight. “You don’t get how it is here.” 
 
   “You’re right,” she said, her voice pure compassion. 
 
   She started shaking her head as if all of humanity had her exhausted. “All I know is that you came back and it stopped. Then you shacked up with that guy one night and he started back in on me.”
 
   Hannah had to pinch her eyes closed and breathe for a second. 
 
   “You told me you were going to head back to Gilford. I only wanted you to stay.”
 
   Hannah had never encountered someone so messed up, but who could stay sane living with a father like that? 
 
   She held Mary by her shoulders, getting her to look her in the eye. “I am staying. I am.”
 
   That’s when her tears came. Laughing and crying, relieved, Mary nodded and murmured, “Thank you.” 
 
   “I’m going to get you and your sister out of the house.”
 
   “Now? Tonight?” She seemed worried. “He’s probably passed out by now. I’ll just lock him in.”
 
   “You guys can’t stay here,” she affirmed.
 
   “But it’s late anyway.”
 
   It wasn’t late. It was seven o’clock. 
 
   Hannah almost asked her why in the hell she’d want to stay, but kept her mouth shut in that regard. 
 
   “When should we go?”
 
   “Things are good when you’re here,” she said, implying no one had to leave. 
 
   “Okay.” Mary’s position gave her an uneasy feeling. Her sister wasn’t making a lick of sense. She’d shot herself in some kind of convoluted cry for help, perhaps to alleviate the burden of carrying such a heinous family secret, and yet she didn’t want to actually be rescued from it? She didn’t want to merely be with Hannah or to merely have Hannah in her life. She wanted Hannah here. She wanted her in her house and in her world as twisted as it’d become. “Let’s talk about the case then.”
 
   She had her full attention. 
 
   “Did you give anyone a photo of yourself recently?”
 
   Innocently, she cocked her head, eyes questioning. “I’m not sure.” 
 
   Hannah produced the strip of photos then grazed her finger over the torn bottom edge. 
 
   “Who did you give this photo to?” She needed her to say Dale. This needed to come to a head.
 
   “You went through my things?”
 
   Hannah cut in with, “You went through my things and stole my gun.”
 
   “I didn’t give it to anyone. It fell out of my back pocket in the Belknap Mall and when I found it again the last photo was gone,” she snapped, teenaged attitude rearing it’s ugly head. “What does this have to do with Mom’s case?”
 
   “Are you lying to me right now?”
 
   “No!” She snorted her disgust, crossing her arms, then realized drinking would be better, got to it. 
 
   “Do you know Dalton Gerrity?”
 
   “No, never heard of him.”
 
   “He never came to the house?”
 
   “No,” she snapped again, screwing her face up good. 
 
   Hannah had to seriously watch herself. Mary was slippery, too clever for her own good and was likely too intimidated to state what she knew, just like Candice. 
 
   “What about Blake Abbott and Travis Danbury?”
 
   “This has to do with Mom?”
 
   “Just answer the questions.”
 
   “I thought you were going to be letting me in on things, not interrogating me.”
 
   Hannah squared her shoulders and kept her gaze level. 
 
   “Blake’s some perv up the way. He’s like obsessed with me or something. Used to watch me swim in the summertime. He’s a creep.”
 
   “Could he have taken that photo?”
 
   “Who knows?” 
 
   “Did he ever say anything to you? Approach you at any time?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Mary as though she’d implied as much. “He’s obsessed with me.”
 
   “Why would that be?’
 
   She shrugged. “Guys just are.”
 
   Blake wasn’t behind any of this. His only role was as a pawn. 
 
   “Mary, I’m telling you, you have got to tell me what you know.”
 
   “Why do you think I know anything?” she challenged, getting in Hannah’s face, though she was half a foot shorter thanks to the heels on Hannah’s boots.
 
   “Because I talked to Blake.”
 
   She stood down, took a step back, studying her. “Meaning?”
 
   “There’s a running theme here, Mary. People are pointing their finger at you.”
 
   “What the fucking shit are your talking about?”
 
   “This whole Ask Mary business, first at the site where Mom was taken, then Blake tells me to do the same. So I’m asking you.”
 
   Staging a bargain, she said, “Tell me what you know. Everything. And I’ll do the same.”
 
   Hannah was taken aback. “You think this is a game?”
 
   “No. But you haven’t told me shit. I’m a fucking genius in case you’ve forgotten. I can help.”
 
   Taken aback, Hannah just stared, brow furrowing at her like she was some kind of stranger. She suddenly wondered if Mary had much to tell her at all. If she even knew why she was at the center of this shit storm. 
 
   Sparing her the details, Hannah said, “Detective McAlister-”
 
   “You’re boyfriend,” she quipped the correction, which was a bit smug for Hannah’s taste. 
 
   She pressed on. “He thinks Dale took Kendra.”
 
   Mary mulled that over. Drank. “Does he have proof?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What evidence has he compiled?” 
 
   A hand, a few ears, tongue-less men sprang to mind so she went with, “None.” Hannah couldn’t read her sister’s expression. “Your turn.”
 
   Darkness had fallen all around them and the moon was a haze inching up the sky. 
 
   “Mom was on drugs.” 
 
   A strong gust of wind blew off the water and Hannah folded her arms against it. 
 
   “You knew about that?”
 
   Mary nodded. “Those kids, those names you said. They were her dealers.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “And Mom knew about... you know,” she trailed off again, frowning back a sob. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   Mary nodded in confirmation, but Hannah’s brain wouldn’t accept it. 
 
   “She knew about...?”
 
   “She did. I told her. She wouldn’t listen. Then she started turning a blind eye.” Mary sobered up from her emotions before they could cripple her. “Her drugs helped.” She forced some beer down her throat and took on an even tone. “I confided in a few people. Maybe word got around. Maybe that’s what the whole Ask Mary thing is about, I don’t fucking know. Maybe Blake felt sorry for me. Maybe he hated her too. Maybe Daddy did do it, but I doubt that. I mean where the fuck is she? Is she alive? Is she dead in the woods? What the hell have you found out?”
 
   “Why won’t you let me take you and Candice out of the house?” she countered. “Why won’t you let me save you?”
 
   Mary picked up the six-pack by its plastic rings, motioning to go. “Because I don’t need saving.”
 
   Then she started off for the house. 
 
   “Where’s the revolver?” 
 
   She turned, locking eyes with her. “In the lake.” Then she was on her way, walking home through the darkest of nights. 
 
   The air was freezing, but Hannah couldn’t feel it, couldn’t sense the dock beneath her feet. Panicking, dreadful thoughts seized her, yanking her from her surroundings, out of her body, into a frenzy of incomprehension, horror, and sudden sickness. Her stomach clenched and her mind wouldn’t stop racing - the photo, the abuse, her mother’s hand in a box, the eerie foundation poking through weeds and bushes, Ask Mary but Mary wouldn’t tell, ask her but she refused to leave the house, ask her but Kendra hadn’t listened, hadn’t stopped it. The onslaught of horrifying pieces surged through her mind, tearing it open, scrambling her - Mary leaning into Dale’s embrace at the picnic table, on the bed, Candice declaring Mary was Mom, sitting in an old church she’d been gang raped in, her mother’s ears in a box, blood oozing from Blake’s mouth, Cody including her in everything. She tried to make it stop. She screamed but no sound escaped her. Remember to forget, remember to forget, remember to forget or else be killed. 
 
   Hannah fell into the lake. 
 
   She went down, down, down deeper and deeper as though it had no bottom. Wet ice on her skin, stinging her eardrums, shooting up her nose, freezing her heart, blackness all around her, pressing in, threatening to crush her skull, turn her to stone, finally her boot struck the bottom, stirring up muck and sand and debris that made her skin crawl, creepy fingers, Dale’s advances. 
 
   No, no, no!
 
   Pushing off, she surged upwards, slick ice against every inch of her, no feeling in her feet, phantom hands just like her mothers, ears she couldn't feel but were there. 
 
   The war Kendra survived. 
 
   Who had waged that war?
 
   Hannah broke through the surface, emerging, bobbing, gasping for air, choking as water splashed down her throat. She coughed, gasping more. 
 
   Her father had. 
 
   Her real father had waged the war, her stepfather the suspect.
 
   His faceless shape, the one Hannah had created in her mind when she was in most need of rescue, filled her thoughts, as she eased her head back, lifted her legs to the surface, and floated like a corpse, ice water lapping her cheeks, expanding her coat, her sweater beneath. 
 
   Kendra had left him, never looked back, and never spoke a word about him to anyone.
 
   What had he done to her? 
 
   ***
 
   “Jesus Christ.” 
 
   Cody pulled her inside, his laser gaze scanning the darkness beyond his door. 
 
   Hannah was frozen stiff. Her knees barely bent. Lake water ran off of her, as she shivered uncontrollably, quaking in fits and starts. 
 
   He helped her deeper inside until she couldn’t take another step. Looking her up and down, assessing her state, he guessed, “The lake?”
 
   She nodded, chattering, arms like a crushed bird against her chest. 
 
   Quickly, he pushed her water soaked coat off her shoulders, though it clung with wet suction to her sweater, then pulled her sweater over her head, stripping her down. Hannah angled her eyes at her shaking hands. They were white, some fingers blue. 
 
   “Step out of your boots,” he instructed. 
 
   She hadn’t even realized he’d unbuttoned her pants, taken her bra off. She obeyed, placing the claw of her frozen hand on his shoulder for balance, and shook the right boot off with his help, the left one next. He ripped her socks off too then yanked her pants down, same method to free her of them. Her underwear was last. 
 
   Him seeing her like this disgusted her. She was disgusting, what little fat she had jiggling under force of her quaking shivers, hypothermia taking hold. 
 
   Cody scooped her up. She turned into a board in his arms, as he carried her fast to the bathroom, helped her to sit on the toilet lid then covered her in towels, got the bath running, hot and full blast. Steam billowed up, as he broke from the bathroom. When he returned he had two space heaters, which he immediately plugged in, turning the dial to maximum heat. They clicked, fan blaring, and soon gave off a hot stream, which stung her shins. All the while, Hannah watched him as though this were only a movie, the screen very far away. 
 
   He rolled up his sleeves, placing his wrist under the faucet, adjusted the temperature accordingly and stroking his hand through the bath. The tub was nearing half full. He looked up at her from where he knelt on the tiles, green eyes framed in anguish for her. 
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   Her teeth were chattering, but she clenched her jaw, stole a moment's relief to answer. “I fell in.” She clenched her jaw tight again, forced a deep breath through her nose. “I’ll be okay?”
 
   He sighed, “We’ll see,” glancing back at the tub. “What the hell were you doing out there?”
 
   She had no answer.
 
   “Let’s get you in.” 
 
   Shy about being nude again, Hannah kept her towel around her, as he held her. Slowly she eased her right foot into the bath. It was hot as hell at first then she got used to it, shifting her weight, foot to porcelain. He maneuvered his grasp, as she balanced her left foot down. Her muscles screamed as though every cell, every fiber couldn’t handle the excruciating contrast from ice to heat, as she submerged, gradually lowering into the tub and discarding her towel, until she was sitting, knees to chin. 
 
   “Shit, I have bubbles,” he said, as though he knew it was too late to make them work, but also sensing any degree of privacy would be appreciated.
 
   He tore through the cabinet beneath the sink, half-empty shampoo bottles toppling over and loose toilet paper rolls bouncing out. When he located the container, Cody popped the top and squirted it under the faucet until it ran out. It bubbled up some and he smoothed them towards her.
 
   He plopped, butt to tiles, and hung his head then looked up at her with a victorious smirk. She noticed sweat on his brow, but he wiped at it with his sleeve. 
 
   “If you’re good for a minute I’ll boil some water. You should drink something hot. I’ve got tea.”
 
   She nodded and he was on his feet in an instant, stalking out to the living room, footsteps fading as he neared the kitchen. 
 
   The sting of the water softened and soon its warmth soothed her. She slid down and rested her head on the tub, embracing the sensation. As good as it felt it did little to conquer the dread in her heart.
 
   If only she had an idea of what she wanted her life to look like, she could cling to it. It’d be the hope to carry her through. 
 
   But she did have an idea. She’d loosened her grip on it over the years, otherwise known as becoming an adult. However silent and invisible it was still there the undertow of her every breath. 
 
   She wanted to go through the Academy, keep her county safe, work her way up the ladder. In a lot of ways Cody was living the life she’d hoped for. She wanted a house like his, quaint and quiet. She’d always imagined Mary and Candice in her life. She wasn’t proud to admit she’d been waiting for Dale to drop out of the picture. Facing that fact shined a spotlight on her cowardice. 
 
   She’d never stopped thinking about Cody, never stopped wondering about him. Often he was on her mind when she laid down at night and he was the flicker that woke her in the mornings. In so many ways she was destined to return here. 
 
   How could she salvage the carnage of this broken life? 
 
   Cody returned carrying two steaming mugs of tea and set hers on the edge of the tub. 
 
   “You’re getting some color back,” he noted before sitting on the toilet lid. “You’re not shivering.”
 
   He seemed careful about where he rested his eyes. The bubbles had thinned and shrank, making the water milky, but translucent. 
 
   “You feel better?”
 
   “Yeah. I can’t believe I fell in.”
 
   “I can’t believe you drove here.”
 
   She could.
 
   “What do you want?” she asked then clarified, “Out of life?”
 
   Cody searched for the answer in his tea. “Run my department maybe, keep the peace in a way that’s not dysfunctional.” He smiled. 
 
   “Then you’d have to run the whole precinct.”
 
   “Yeah,” he let out a breathy laugh. “A family I think... some day.”
 
   “Any prospects?”
 
   “For a wife? Just one.” He didn’t hold her gaze too long as though he figured it’d scare her, but it didn’t. 
 
   “Bad things happen all the time,” he explained. “Bad things happened to bad people as well as good. You get to a point where you accept it and focus your efforts on making things whole again, helping people heal. I’m not sure how far justice can carry that goal. There should be more safe places people can turn to, more centers, more programs. I’d like to get involved in that, maybe open a center. I want this town and this county, all the residents, to feel like they’ve claimed a little slice of heaven by living here.”
 
   “Is that what you’ve claimed?”
 
   “On my good days, yes, that’s what it feels like.”
 
   “I wish I lived in your world.”
 
   “We live in the same world, Hannah. Your corner of it just happens to have a few more shadows, but they’ll clear.”
 
   Cody brought his mug to his lips, drank. 
 
   “Tea’s cooled off.”
 
   She drank hers, but couldn’t take her eyes off him. He was beautiful, a good man with a pure heart. 
 
   Who would she have been if she never left?
 
   Would he have saved them? Her?
 
   Would he have made her so strong that Hannah could’ve saved Mary and Candice, Kendra, maybe even Dale from himself if such a thing were possible? 
 
   Becoming whole, she liked the sound of that. 
 
   Hannah set her mug on the tiles next to the tub and rose to her feet, water cascading off her every curve. At first Cody appeared dumbstruck, staring at her, eyes widening and brows rising, forming a dopey smile he tried to repress. But she held her gaze on him and remained. She didn’t feel embarrassed or exposed or self-conscious about her figure that usually felt skinny and unattractive to her. She wanted to be seen, for him to look at her, because the way he did often made her feel not only remarkably beautiful, but appreciated, cared for, and cherished.
 
   On his feet, he asked, “Towel?”
 
   “No,” she said softly. “Just you.”  
 
   He went to her, coming in close so that the length of him was met with her dripping body. Delicately, he grazed his hands up her arms, angling in, his cheek so near hers. Then his hand held the nape of her head, his other at the small of her back, and he held her, gentle but sure of himself, finally sure they might have what they both wanted. 
 
   Cody embraced her tightly and lifted her out of the tub. No sooner than her feet touched tiles, his lips were on hers and Hannah melted into him, kissing and holding him as securely as he held her. 
 
   Then she faintly breathed, “Take me to your bed.”
 
   “What if it swallows you?”
 
   “It won’t.”
 
   ***
 
   Hannah rose before the sun. Cody’s room was dark, but its shadows didn’t threaten her. She glanced at him sleeping - cheek smushed against his pillow, brown hair a mess of cowlicks, shoulder rising and falling with each breath. She slipped from bed, threw on one of his old sweatshirts and a pair of pajama bottoms, and quietly padded through the hallway then down the stairs. 
 
   She felt familiar here, as though she was intimate with his home simply because she knew him so well. She helped herself to his coffee, popping the lid off the canister and setting a fresh filter in the maker. Once it started gurgling and dripping she stalked through to the sliding glass door, which opened out onto the back porch.
 
   The crisp, chilly air brought her to life and she observed the sun warming up the sky. Morning dusk. Holding the banister, she gazed out at the lake, smooth as glass, and took in the hardy sight of it all. A pair of loons paddled along the water's edge, nuzzling each other at times, mated for life. 
 
   Off in the distance, she spied the rickety dock she'd grown up with, the shack behind it. She stared at it. That house wasn’t to be trusted. 
 
   Decisively, she cut back through the living room and passed out the front door, found her purse in the passenger’s seat of her Taurus and brought it inside. The coffee maker hissed on the counter and steam puffed out of its top, indicating she could pour herself a mug, so she did, splashed some cream in then grabbed her cell and brought both outside. 
 
   When she rested her coffee on the banister she was already dialing. As she listened for the line to open up, she scanned the water's edge wondering where those loons had shoved off to. 
 
   “Hello?” A groggy voice came through. 
 
   “Cranston?" 
 
   “Christ, is this Hannah?” She heard rustling like he was checking the number on his cell. “Hannah?”
 
   “Yeah, I need a favor.”
 
   “It crossed your mind that I’m in bed, right? That I’m sleeping?”
 
   “Yes, it crossed my mind,” she grumbled. “Sorry.”
 
   He groaned. She pictured him working sleep out of his eyes. 
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   “Can you look into my biological father? I need his name, address, well everything that comes up. He was married to Kendra Cole if that helps.”
 
   “Yeah, I can do that when I get to the station.” He didn’t sound pleased. 
 
   “If you could make it a priority, I’d really appreciate it.”
 
   “I’m sure you would. I’ll call you when I have something.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief.
 
   She waited for him to hang up then set her cell on the ledge in exchange for her coffee. 
 
   As she drank, she studied the shack across the water. 
 
   Whatever was truly going on over there, Hannah was determined to find out. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   It was a nine-inch nail. 
 
   The kind that had nailed Jesus to his cross. 
 
   She’d hid it in her boot, under her pants. The metal had dug into her ankle, chaffed over the bone. It still did. 
 
   They hadn’t checked her for it and it hadn’t fallen out when they blindfolded her, shoved at her up the stairs. 
 
   When that sweet autumn air hit her and she knew she was above ground it’d been like walking through heaven’s gates. 
 
   But it hadn't lasted. Soon she was tucked away in a brand new hellhole. 
 
   They’d tied her down, drugged her up something nasty, and took her ears, all the while Jesus’ nine-inch nail stayed with her. 
 
   But she hadn’t taken her shot. Blindfolded and hogtied and zinging from painkillers, ever suffering with exquisite pain where her ears used to be, she hadn’t trusted the moment was right. 
 
   It would come. She just had to hold tight and keep the faith. 
 
   She wondered where all her body parts were going and for some reason it made her laugh. She’d always had a quiet laugh, breathy and silent, her smile anchoring wind over reeds. Maybe they were being used as the centerpiece in some kind of satanic ritual. Or maybe they were tossed in the town square meant to remind Sanbornton’s residents there was no place you could hide that the devil wouldn’t find you. That’s who was doing this, right? Satan himself?
 
   Peering out the bottom edge of her blindfold, Kendra spied shadows and not much else, but the smell of rubbing alcohol and mothballs, bleach and formaldehyde told her she was in a hospital, probably not a real one though. Abducted by mad scientists, that made her chuckle a bit too. 
 
   She was laid across a steel table, tied down, but her arms weren’t bound together, nor were her feet. She tested how much leeway she had. Arching her back indicated less than a few inches. Lifting her legs yielded the same give. Exerting that much effort had her heart rate up so she stopped experimenting to catch her breath.
 
   Hannah’s face filled her mind. At any age the girl had looked so much like her father Kendra could barely stand the sight of her and even now the way she stared at her in her mind's eye, beady blue eyes slicing Kendra in half, was horrific. 
 
   The day Hannah had left, Kendra didn’t fight her. She'd kept secret from Mary and Candice that Hannah had packed her bags that morning. She’d kept the girls occupied, while Hannah made trip after trip, carrying her belongings to the beat up Volvo she’d scrimped and saved for, working at the DQ and the bowling alley after school just so she’d be able to afford it. 
 
   Like one big happy family they’d gone to Hannah’s graduation, sat in those miserable folding chairs and tried not to squirm, as Kendra’s eldest daughter walked across the stage, accepted her diploma with her left hand and shook the principal’s hand with her right. All the while, she'd counted the minutes, knowing Hannah was set to go. No, Kendra hadn’t fought her one bit. She'd lied to the girls that Hannah would meet them back at the house. She hadn’t stayed to watch Hannah say goodbye to her friends, which was a farce in the first place since she didn’t have any. 
 
   The last moment she'd ever seen her daughter the girl was screaming at Dale, getting up in his face real aggressive like, eyes fierce like a wild animal’s. Then she’d pointed her finger so close to his eyeball Kendra was certain he’d break it off her hand. She was warning him about something, but the entire exchange had been beyond earshot. 
 
   She wondered what she’d said to him. She wondered if he’d heeded it or if he'd made sure to do it just to spite her. 
 
   All things considered he'd likely ignored her warning. Mary was evidence of that. 
 
   If Kendra had one regret in life it was the fact she’d turned her back on that child. But she just couldn’t hear it. 
 
   If she'd had to face how she’d married the same man all over again, it would have broken her. 
 
   But here she was, broken just the same. 
 
   It’d been a month to the day. She thought about it sometimes. Mary’s hysterical confession about secrets Dale made her carry - September 1st. The evening she got lured out to the dirt path beyond her corner of the lake - October 1st. 
 
   Maybe today was November 1st and maybe she’d fight her way out of this. 
 
   Or today could be her death day. If it was the first, then it was sure to be significant. 
 
   She was filled with a second wind to fight thinking about it and it compelled her to wriggle her shoulders and arch her back, getting the nylon strap to give as much as it would. She had to press the back of her skull hard to the table, but she managed to hold the bend. Then she lifted her shoulder to where her ear used to be, pulling her right arm up as far as it would go, shifting and bucking and working it out from the strap. But when her elbow reached nylon she realized it wasn't going to come. Grunting, she let it go and took to experimenting with her legs. 
 
   Knowing she’d tucked the nine-inch nail down her left boot, she bent that knee, sliding her foot up easily until her boot got caught on the strap. She paused, made herself breathe getting focused, and lifted her head off the table, craning to see what the trouble was. The big floppy tongue of her boot was t-boned against the nylon strap. 
 
   Her mind started racing for how to fix this as a sudden swell of urgency came over her. She was lucky to have been left alone for this long. Something about this place, she could just tell the walls would close in and when they did it’d be fast as hell. 
 
   She straightened out her leg until it met the table then inched towards the foot of the table until she was sure her heel hung off the edge. Then, bending her knee slightly, she got the heel of her boot to clip the table’s edge. Gently, she bent her knee more moving ever so slowly to ensure the heel would stay clipped. Her heel pulled off from the sole, kept slinking out then she lost hold, her boot slid back up the table, but she stopped it, preserving the few inches she’d gained. 
 
   Before trying the same method, she shook her boot some, felt the nail loosen up. All she had to do was get the nail to drop on the table then she could set down on it, shifting and rolling to guide it north, work the nail up to her hand. She was so Goddamn close she could taste it. 
 
   Certain to keep her boot well over the table she jiggled her foot. The boot was all loosey-goosey, and the nail felt more trapped by her pants than anything else. She was sure her boot no longer bound it, though so she dug her heels into the table, bending her knee as much as possible. 
 
   The nail clanked. Metal against metal. 
 
   “Thank you, Jesus,” she said under her breath. 
 
   She began working the nail up along her underside, slow as molasses. When she got it in the ballpark of her knees, she heard voices coming through the wall at her head. 
 
   “I have no control over what he does!” That was Travis. She recognized his voice.
 
   Then she heard a digital one. A robot? “Your time has come.”
 
   “No, no, wait.” He sounded panicked like he was about to be pushed off a cliff. “I’m not my cousin. Just because Blake ratted- Hell, we don’t even know who you are! What would it matter what he says?”
 
   “You betrayed me.”
 
   “What? I didn’t!”
 
   “You all betrayed me.”
 
   “Look, man, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Kendra felt the nail against her upper thigh. She lifted her hips and felt for it, swiping her fingertips carefully over the table, straining, praying, and keeping faith alive. She felt its head on the pad of her middle finger and breathed a sigh of relief. Sweat beaded across her hairline, over her upper lip. She scraped her nails into the head, drew it up. And she had it! 
 
   She held it firm in her grasp just as the door opened. Travis tripped inside, though she could only get a sense of him through the crack beneath her blindfold.
 
   Then the door closed and the digital voice said, “We’re going to take her eyes.”
 
   “You’re a fucking psycho, man,” Travis exclaimed, voice trembling, weakening then he cried, “you’re out of your mind.” 
 
   “Hold her here,” the digital voice instructed then Kendra felt strong hands pressing her shoulders down. She held in the scream that was trying to get out until he took his hands away. 
 
   “Just kill me, man,” he whimpered. “I don’t want to do this.”
 
   Without making any sudden movements, she slowly lifted her chin, spying the kid. She sensed more than saw that the other man was to her right so she kept the nail hidden under her rear, her palm held flatly to it, ready. 
 
   Then the man crossed through to the far end and she realized there was a table there. He lifted some kind of ghastly instrument up to what little light there was, inspecting the blade. But his back was to her. 
 
   It was clear Travis wanted out. This would be the way. 
 
   Kendra willed the kid to look at her. He was hunched in a gut-wrenching sob, straining to keep quiet. She grasped hold of the nail, prayed to Jesus, and tapped it once on the table. 
 
   Travis perked up, lifting his head. 
 
   She eyed the man, but he hadn’t heard so she grazed the nail slowly, faintly, over the table then stopped. 
 
   Travis was all eyes, staring at her. Then he glanced over his shoulder. The man was investigating another option, holding a curved knife to the light. 
 
   Keeping his steps soft, the kid used long strides to reach her then squeezed her hand, taking the nine-inch nail. 
 
   All of a sudden, she heard a fast click at the side of the table and the nylon strap across her chest went slack. 
 
   Movements followed, boots stomping, Travis yelling, the digital voice blaring static, but Kendra sprang up, tearing the blindfold off. 
 
   Travis plunged the nail into the base of the man’s neck, as he stabbed his knife into Travis’ leg, a bad hit. 
 
   She fought terror as she yanked her legs free and leapt off the table. Her palms slammed against the door and she scrambled for the handle, but soon she was thrusting it open, tearing through. She managed to glance over her shoulder to see Travis on the floor, caught sight of the man starting after her. 
 
   She kept going. 
 
   A basement. She was in a basement organized like an office. As she ran, her gaze darted left and right, desperately scanning for a way out. 
 
   Another door!
 
   She threw it open.
 
   Stairs!
 
   She tore up them, all the while she could hear the man’s boots stomping after her, his stride long, but she reached the landing. 
 
   Christ, it was a house. Nice things. The man had money. A leather sofa, oak end tables, alabaster light fixtures, windows - finally it registered this was a living room. Where was the front door? Frantic, she ran through, rounded a kitchen, tore through it. 
 
   Screaming static at her heels when she finally found the front door. She threw it open, barreling out. 
 
   It was blinding!
 
   The sun in high afternoon, she stumbled, palms smacking earth, its sweet smell. She scrambled to her feet, trying to sprint off but her legs felt wobbly. 
 
   That’s when she saw it - a lake. Her lake? Hermit Lake? There was a road ahead. She ran for it, took to yelling and screaming bloody murder, anything to draw attention.
 
   Suddenly, he grabbed her from behind. Together they fell, her head smacked hard against the cold earth, and once again Kendra’s world went dark.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   “You’re not taking my girls!” He was charging towards her from the hall, but Hannah filled the doorway, standing her ground, palm flexed at him in case he didn’t stop. 
 
   “Dale, I am!”
 
   Behind her, Candice was in a absolute frenzy, plucking tchotchkes off her shelf and throwing them in her backpack in-between grabbing sensible garments - a sock, two sweaters, the other sock, all her underwear, a pair of jeans, flip-flops? Who cared, tossed them in as well. She squeaked and squealed, turning this way and that on her heel, yanking at her hair as though she hadn’t already come undone.
 
   “Get out of my way.” Dale seethed, breathing down on her like a raging bull. 
 
   Without taking her eyes off him, she ordered, “Candice, hurry up!”  
 
   “You’re not getting out of this house with them, I promise you that.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Hannah dared to get right up in his face so close she could smell sour beer rolling off him. Then she spoke low, serving him a cold dish of severity. “I know what you’ve been doing to Mary.” His gaze hardened like he wouldn’t be rattled, though he was. She stepped in closer so he had to lean back. “You will never see these kids again and if you try I’ll kill you.”
 
   Dale’s jaw clenched and his face turned all kinds of colors she’d never seen on another human being. “I got news for you. Mary doesn’t want to go anywhere.”
 
   “Get out of my way.” She shoved him into the hall then whipped Candice’s door closed, yelling, “Keep packing. Don’t let him frighten you.”
 
   Dale was on her when she started up the hall, but he turned for Candice’s room. 
 
   As soon as she heard Candice's door bang open, Hannah rounded back, found him throwing her backpack against the wall. She grabbed hold of the back of his shirt and pulled at him. 
 
   “Get out!” She screamed. “Candice, get your things together.”
 
   The girl was getting the shakes, shoulders hunched to her ears, eyes on the floor like she was going to get it if she made a peep.
 
   Hannah yanked him hard again and he swung around, getting in her face. He was itching to scream at her, but she beat him to the punch. 
 
   “One phone call, just one, and you’re behind bars. Don’t fight me on this.” Quaking, she stared him down. “Candice, you got your things?”
 
   She had. She was holding her backpack tight to her chest. 
 
   “Go on out to my car now,” she instructed, keeping her tone calm for the girl. 
 
   Hannah kept her gaze trained on Dale as though mere force of it would hold him to the wall, while Candice cautiously padded out of her room then down the hall. 
 
   Sounding miserable, he called after her, “You going to leave your Daddy?” Candice paused. “You going to leave me all alone, Candice?”
 
   “Go on out,” Hannah pressed. 
 
   She waited until her sister passed through the door before starting up the hall for Mary’s room at which point Dale dropped the act, advancing on her from behind like an evil shadow. As she entered Mary’s room she knew he’d be prepared to manipulate her since he was so damned good at it so she kept herself in-between them. He couldn’t work Mary if he couldn’t see her so well. 
 
   “Come on,” she hustled her. “You don’t need everything. Just enough for a day or two and I’ll come back for the lot of it.”
 
   Mary looked ill, paler than she should, and she was slow about gathering her things. 
 
   “What do you need?” Hannah asked, starting for her dresser. “I’ll help you.”
 
   Dale pleaded with her from the sidelines. “What’s going to happen to me, Mary? What am I going to do without you?” Then when she met his gaze he closed in on her, but Hannah was fast getting between them. “Please, Mary.” She had her palm to his chest, holding him back, though he leaned at her, angling to take Mary’s hand. “You know I live for you, girl.”
 
   “Enough!” Hannah shouted at him. She shoved him hard then grabbed Mary’s bag, ripped a dresser drawer open, grabbed clothes by the fistful not regarding what they were, stuffing them deep, and working her way around the room accordingly. 
 
   When she glanced over, Dale had Mary in a full embrace. The girl didn’t hold him back so there was some degree of progress. 
 
   Hannah tore up the hall, ducked into the bathroom, and collected everything that looked relevant to her sisters, packing each item inside the bag. 
 
   “Let go,” she ordered when she returned. “Get off her.” Pushing Dale off, she grabbed Mary by the upper arm, leading her out the door. Then she flung the bag over her shoulder and pushed Mary’s shoulder from behind, getting her through the living room. “What you don’t have we’ll buy.”
 
   Once she got her on the porch she checked fast that Candice was in the car. She was, sitting nervously in the back seat with her nose pressed to the glass. 
 
   Hannah didn’t leave. Not yet. She closed the door but for an inch and locked eyes with Dale. 
 
   “If I ever see you with one of them I will not think twice, I will not hesitate. I will take your life. ”
 
   He angled in on her and whatever power she’d summoned flushed right out of her. But all he said was, “You already have.”
 
   ***
 
   Mary wasn’t her usual, confident self in Cody’s kitchen, which was apparent as soon as she'd entered it, but she'd insisted on whipping up a little something just the same. 
 
   From the dining room table, Hannah watched her mill left then right between the counter and islet like she was a stranger in a strange land, compelled to touch things she didn’t understand - the marble countertops, the pots and pans that hung above the islet, the glass cupboards and the wealth of shiny, porcelain dinnerware they contained. She even turned the burners on an off, holding her palm above the glass coils, as though she wasn’t quite sure what to make it, the absence of flames and all. Then she submerged herself in his refrigerator, exploring each shelf, every drawer, taking mental inventory of his groceries. 
 
   “Does she need help?” Cody asked. He was sitting with some files and his laptop at the other end of the table.
 
   “She’s just getting settled. I’m sure she’s fine.” 
 
   Hannah returned her attention to Candice, who was seated beside her and pouring over her textbook and its many math problems. She was a week behind, but Hannah had assured her teachers she’d catch up and promised the principal both girls would be in attendance from here on out without incident. 
 
   “Here,” said Hannah, stealing her calculator, “let’s see if this won’t work.”
 
   She punched in a number and struggled to find the square-root button. It’d been a damn long time since she’d used one of these. Luckily, Candice stole it back with a sense of eagerness she could do it better and took to commanding the thin device and scribbling answers in her binder, pencil scratching hard against paper. 
 
   Leaning back in her chair, Hannah observed Mary, who had butter sizzling in a pan and was whisking eggs in a bowl. She’d found one of Cody’s cookbooks on a shelf beneath the islet and studied the recipe as she went. When it seemed the girls would be occupied she asked Cody for a word. 
 
   “Sure, outside?” 
 
   “Be right back,” she told the girls, but both were so invested in what they were doing they barely lifted their heads. 
 
   On their way out, Cody flipped on the porch light then followed after her, being sure to slide the glass door so the girls wouldn't hear the conversation. 
 
   “I've got to thank you for letting us stay here,” she started, folding her arms and hunching her shoulders against the breeze. It was downright freezing, the first of November, and the temperature would only continue to drop. 
 
   Cody smirked, his lip curling into a crooked smile that showed his gums on one side as if to let her know she was welcome, and she pressed her mouth into a taut smirk, reciprocating the sentiment, though hers was laced with apprehension.
 
   “I need to ask you about something.”
 
   “Okay.” His brows rose like every part of him was open. 
 
   But Hannah was hesitant. Could she get his help without revealing how truly messed up her family was? She felt a stab and knew it was because she worried Dale and all his twisted secrets reflected badly on her. Amazing how a person could shoulder shame that didn’t belong to them. 
 
   “I want to get Mary and Candice out of the shack permanently.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “How do I do that?”
 
   He scraped his teeth over his bottom lip, thinking. “Custody stuff really isn’t my area of expertise.”
 
   “What about assault?”
 
   His brows knit together, eyes snapping back to her with a sharp cock of his head. 
 
   Wavering on the details, she stated, “I caught him up to something with Mary.”
 
   Reading her loud and clear, he had to ask, “Sexual?”
 
   She could only grimace. 
 
   Sighing out a long breath, he scanned the dark lake at the edge of his property as though it’d help him wrap his head around this. Then he glimpsed Mary well beyond the sliding glass door. 
 
   “We’d have to get her into the station. She’d have to give a statement. He’d lose his custody on the spot, but it’d take time to arrest him. There’d be a trial if he denied it.”
 
   Hannah frowned. It’d been brutal getting Mary out of the house. She’d had no qualms about flat out refusing at first. Hannah wasn’t sure she’d be willing. 
 
   “I still think he’s good for Kendra’s disappearance,” Cody told her.
 
   “I bet he’s good for a lot of things.” 
 
   “Hey, look,” he said, taking her shoulders. “All of you can stay here as long as you like. I’ve got the whole precinct behind me. If Dale comes in and tries to get the kids back, hell, we could tie him up for disorderly conduct, who knows? The man’s drunk most of the time. We’ll make it hard for him.” 
 
   Hannah wasn’t worried Dale would take legal action. The real source of her unease revolved around the likelihood he’d find out where they were and come after them.
 
   “Can I get another piece?” she asked.
 
   He smiled and shot her a sideways glance. “I thought you ruled out all my firearms.”
 
   “Yeah, well, beggars can’t be choosers and that revolver isn’t coming out of the lake anytime soon.” 
 
   Two seconds after she’d said it she realized her error. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “How do you know it’s in the lake?”
 
   It crossed her mind to mention she’d seen it when she fell in, but she couldn’t lie to him. Omitting the truth had been bad enough. 
 
   “Don’t blame her, alright?”
 
   He said nothing so as not to agree.
 
   “With the abuse and her fearing I’d leave, her head isn't right,” she explained, setting the stage for Mary’s defense. “She shot herself in the leg.”
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “I get it. I understand her. Just, if you could please just leave it alone.”
 
   He worked his jaw. 
 
   “Honest to God, I’m grateful she didn’t shoot herself in the head with all the shit going on at home.”
 
   “Right.” He glanced out at the lake again, this time holding the banister in a white-knuckle grip. “Did you ask her about the photo?”
 
   “It fell out of her pocket at the mall. When she found it again, the bottom one had been torn off.”
 
   “And you believe her?”
 
   “Yeah. I don’t know,” she added, unable to decide. “Did Blake tell you anything else?”
 
   “Some. I got him with Dalton now.” He snorted a mystified laugh as though he wasn’t sure whether to be touched or disturbed. “Their reunion was memorable to say the least. You’d think they’d survived Pearl Harbor the way they were laughing and crying and clinging on to each other like they couldn’t believe the other had lived. One thing’s for sure. They’re not interested in protecting the guy.” 
 
   “When were you going to tell me?”
 
   “I was going to tell you. How about after dinner?”
 
   She nodded her agreement, as Cody evaluated her shivering, hunched posture and suggested they go inside.
 
   Nothing brought Mary back to her senses like cooking. When they returned she was bossing Candice around, as the girl bumbled around the table, carrying a stack of plates, which she set down, arranging each place setting. 
 
   “Bring this here,” she summoned, calling Candice back so she could give her a giant bowl of salad.
 
   Certain not to get in Mary’s way, Hannah scooped forks and knives out of a drawer and set those around the table as well. 
 
   “Smells good,” Cody told her, giving Mary a reason to grin at him. Her gaze traveled the length of him then she chanced a coy smirk that Hannah didn’t overlook or appreciate. 
 
   “It’s Quiche,” she said, beaming up at him as she walked the hot dish to the table. “Candice, the pot holder.”
 
   It might as well have been a foreign word the way the girl’s face screwed up.
 
   “The quilted square on the islet.”
 
   Again, no comprehension. She was stuck on islet so Hannah grabbed the pot holder and placed it on the table, while Candice breathed, “Oh” then took to tapping her mouth with her index finger before bolting for the cupboards where she collected four glasses. She set those out and assessed what else might be required.
 
   “Sit girl,” Mary ordered then eased into her own chair, as Candice came back around. When Cody got situated Mary snapped her fingers at him uttering a sharp “Ut-uh” then added, “head of the table.”
 
   Hannah couldn’t tell if he was impressed or startled, as Cody smiled a soft, “Yes, Ma’am,” and moved to the indicated chair. 
 
   When everyone settled in, she served two squares of Quiche to each plate, shaking them off the spatula with Kendra-caliber precision, then took to dishing out salad. 
 
   “You don’t have any beer,” she mentioned, shoveling a heap of Quiche into her mouth. 
 
   “I don’t,” said Cody. “But I’m sure the adults don’t mind.”
 
   “This adult does,” she countered. 
 
   Cody snuck a glance at Hannah. “How old are you?”
 
   “Forty.” Cody laughed, but it seemed Mary was dead serious. “Maybe pick up a case next time you’re out.”
 
   He deferred to Hannah. 
 
   Changing the subject seemed a good enough place to start. “What do you guys feel like doing tonight?”
 
   “I have a ton of DVD’s,” he added. 
 
   Mary stared at Candice for the answer. 
 
   Toothy, and with a string of spinach on her lip, Candice smiled, eyes on the ceiling, legs swinging playfully and causing the table to rock. “Beauty and the Beast?”
 
   “Oh, you’ve seen it a million times.” Mary sucked down some water. “What about something with Jennifer Aniston?” Candice wasn’t on board. “Jennifer Lopez?” She frowned. “Jennifer Garner.” Then Mary explained. “She’s got OCD or something so if it sounds weird.” Mary raised her crescent moon brows. “Just go with it.”
 
   “Well I have a whole library so you can take a look after dinner. Maybe something will jump out at you.”
 
   “Hey, dummy. You got spinach on your lip.”
 
   Upon her sister's comment, Candice wiped at her mouth, found it, eyed it then ate it, diving back into her food. 
 
   A small corner of heaven, indeed, Hannah thought, smiling to herself. This was nice. Though brash as ever, Mary seemed relatively content, considering she wasn’t getting tanked. And Candice had a relaxed warmth to her. She’d been talking a little more freely and had gone gaga over Cody's den replete with an entertainment system and a pullout sofa where the girls would be sleeping. 
 
   As dinner unfolded, Mary shared about her plans to fix up the shack and build an extension for when she’d have kids. Hannah and Cody exchanged quizzical glances at her mentality, but silently agreed now wasn’t the time or place to remind her the world was much bigger than Dale’s tyranny. Candice participated in the conversation, which spawned sibling spats and brief flares of bickering, but those soon resolved naturally. 
 
   When everyone was finished Candice took it upon herself to clear the table, but Hannah quickly relinquished her of her duty, telling her and Mary they could go off to the den and hang out. 
 
   Like a true partner, Cody helped her with the dishes, Hannah scraping and rinsing and Cody loading the dishwasher. When they’d cleaned up, he started for his office upstairs and Hannah ducked into the den to check on the girls. 
 
   Candice was sprawled across the couch, head propped on pillows, arm dangling off the edge, one leg resting on the back of the couch, while Mary sat cross-legged in a beanbag. A teen movie about an urban dance gang played softly, which had Candice patting her leg in rhythm and humming off key. It also had Hannah wondering why in the hell Cody owned a movie about an urban dance gang. 
 
   When Mary realized she was hovering in the doorway, she got to her feet and wrapped her arms around Hannah, surprising her with a hug.
 
   “I like it here,” she said softly. 
 
   Hannah stroked her hair and rubbed her back. 
 
   “Do you think Daddy’s okay?” Mary glanced up, fearing her response. 
 
   Hannah kept her voice low. “He needs help. Serious help. And he’ll get it.”
 
   She looked confused and Hannah figured she probably thought she had been helping him. 
 
   “Real help.” She took a deep breath, letting it go. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
   “All I ever wanted was for us to be together.” Mary searched her eyes and had never looked more innocent. “Do you think if Mom hadn’t disappeared and I’d have called, you would’ve come back?”
 
   Hannah took a moment to be sure of her answer. “Yeah, I would have.”
 
   Mary appeared pained. 
 
   “Maybe all this will be over soon and we can start our new life together. Put everything else behind us.”
 
   Hannah wondered what would constitute this being over, but gave her a reassuring smile, as she urged her back. 
 
   “You’re a very smart girl, Mary. I want you to think about what you’d like to do with your life. It’s time for you to really embrace your potential. You have more to offer this world than fixing up an old shack.”
 
   “Yeah, okay.”
 
   “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”
 
   Mary’s eyelids relaxed dreamily and a dirty grin formed on her face. “We won’t need a thing, Mama. You enjoy that man. I would.”
 
   Christ alive. Hannah had to laugh. “The ideas you get...” She pulled Mary in for another hug, though it was quick. “Have fun.”
 
   In his office, Cody was perusing his firearms, which were lain across a wooden table. Hannah stepped into the doorway and took a gander at the room she’d never been in. Much like the rest of his home, Cody’s office was kept neat and organized, and had a woodsy feel. An oak desk spanned the far wall under the windows and adjacent was another plaid sofa, though smaller than the one downstairs. 
 
   “Take your pick,” he said. 
 
   She scanned the row of them and a GLOCK 27 jumped out. Taking it, she asked, “This new?”
 
   “No, just didn’t bring it before.”
 
   “It’ll do.” She glanced down its left flank then the right, feeling its weight in her hand. “Nine rounds?”
 
   “Plus one extra in the floor plate.” Cody walked to the far side of his desk where a closet was ajar. “I have a number of holsters. Shoulder or hip?”
 
   “A hip holster? I can’t walk around town like it’s the Wild West.” She tucked the weapon down the back of her jeans. “I’ll do just fine keeping it like this.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” he said with an easy smile then opened his laptop on the desk and offered her the chair. As she eased into her seat already tense at the information to come, he sat on the edge of his desk. “According to Blake, he, Dalton and Travis were the extent of the operation to abduct Kendra. There were no others involved at that level. He gave up the van’s location, said it was Dalton’s job to drive it to a mechanic’s lot over in Tilton once they’d gotten Kendra in the cellar. A team is going through it now, collecting DNA and talking to the shop owner. I’m not sure what DNA will do for us since we know it was the three kids and Kendra who were inside, but you never know.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, demonstrating she was with him if not hanging on by an apprehensive thread. 
 
   “Both Dalton and Blake were blackmailed into participating.”
 
   “Blackmailed?”
 
   “It’s fair to assume they were targeted because of their pre-existing relationship with Kendra, selling her meth and what-not. Apparently, prior to being approached, Dalton and Blake got lured into an incriminating transaction which was later used to blackmail them.”
 
   “So they know who approached them?” Her heart was in her throat. 
 
   “No, whoever’s behind this is careful and smart.” Cody paused, thought twice, checking himself in a way that made Hannah’s guts twist. Then he met her gaze, winced, green eyes burning. “Blake said he received a letter in the mail.” He paused. 
 
   “I can handle it, Cody, just tell me,” she said impatiently. The anticipation had to be worse than the information. 
 
   “Let me just preface this by saying we both know Candice is downstairs right now. She’s safe and fine.”
 
   Hannah’s eyes went white all around and her mouth wouldn’t close, but drifted open, gaping. “What are you telling me?”
 
   “The letter told him to come to the house-”
 
   “My house? The shack?”
 
   “Yes. It noted a date and time. It was signed by Mary.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Now, Blake said it was signed by Mary, but he’d never seen her handwriting before.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “The letter implied Mary wanted to have sex with him. That she was kinky and he’d have to be game for that. It also said he’d have to burn the letter and like a God damned idiot, he did.”  
 
   Sickness roiled through her. 
 
   “When he got there he said no one was home. Then her heard a girl calling to him from the woods at the edge of the lake. He figured it was Mary. It wasn’t. It was Candice." He paused as though he already regretted telling her the next piece. "She was naked. Blake said she looked scared, like she didn’t want to be doing it.”
 
   “Oh Jesus Christ.”
 
   “She touched him. By his account he didn’t touch her.”
 
   Cody gave her a minute to process that much. 
 
   “So how was it blackmail?” she asked, sickened.
 
   "Someone took photos." He took a breath as though he needed to recover as badly as she did. “They got to him in the mail about a week later. They had instructions and made clear the threat he’d go to prison if he didn’t obey. And like the first letter, it said to burn it, but Mary hadn't signed it. It came completely anonymously. Now, by this point Blake didn’t think Mary had anything to do with this. If you ask me, that’s up for debate. But I’m focusing on one thing at a time. Blake roped his cousin Travis in, because he wanted someone to have his back. Blake lied to the kid about money and kept him high. Apparently Travis was the worst addict of the three.”
 
   “I hate to ask this, but was Dalton blackmailed with the same thing? Did Candice have to...?”
 
   Holding her gaze was enough of an answer. Hannah sprang up, desperate to distance herself from this as if such a thing were possible. As soon as she did, she saw a shadow in the hall beyond the doorway and rushed out. 
 
   Her heart skipped a beat when she locked eyes with Mary whose expression was neutral, impossible to read. Then Mary tipped her chin down, glaring at her. And in a tone so devoid of emotion that it made Hannah’s blood run cold, she asked:  
 
   “What are you guys talking about?” 
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, Hannah functioned like a soldier - stoic, steadfast, and on high alert.
 
   Her sleep had been plagued with nightmares and she’d woken with a dark sense of foreboding that rattled her bones. Despite her unease, she got the kids up, handling Mary with extra caution, keeping her distance and limiting eye contact. When they were fed and dressed, teeth brushed and textbooks collected, she ushered them to her car and drove them across town, all the while remaining reserved in her interactions, direct with her orders and quick in her responses when Candice had a question or Mary sought fit to make a snide comment about school.  
 
    So badly she wanted to believe Mary was a victim in all this, far better than Kendra’s abductors and no worse than the mechanic, whose blissful ignorance had helped harbor a wanted vehicle. But the clenched pangs in her gut told her the girl was warped. And with warped calamities occurring all around her, she couldn’t trust mere coincidence would explain it.
 
   At the school, she pulled up curbside behind a bus and put her Taurus in Park. 
 
   “I’ll be here at three-thirty,” she said. 
 
   “Three fifteen,” Candice corrected her. 
 
   Then from the passenger’s seat Mary told her in a flat tone, “My building’s around back.” 
 
   “How about walking? Get some fresh air?”
 
   Mary feigned agreement, suppressing an eye roll and popping her door open. 
 
   “Have a good day, girls,” she called out, though Mary had already slammed her door. 
 
   “Bye Hannah!” Candice was sure to meet her gaze before she shut the back door and took off running into the herd of students who were filtering through the entrance doors. 
 
   Hannah pulled out, creeping around the school bus as kids hopped off. She lost sight of Mary until the girl cleared the bus then spied her rounding the side of the school building. Hannah eased through the parking lot, crawling around the corner to tail her. 
 
   When she couldn't drive any further she squeezed the brakes and checked her rearview to be sure she wasn’t blocking traffic, then watched Mary stalk off down a cement path that flanked the building. 
 
   Wind blew her blond hair sideways, exposing the delicate nape of her neck and bringing a torrent of red leaves falling across her path.
 
   Were men obsessed with her? Was infatuation with Mary an infectious disease? Was it common knowledge far and wide that all males were afflicted and by mere signature of her name tacked beneath suggestive instructions they’d blindly volunteer themselves for heinous acts they’d never consider otherwise? Was she oblivious to this? Or was it a skill she exercised?
 
   A rusted out Jeep lurched at Mary then slammed on the brakes, skidding as she yelped then keeled over in laughter. A boy jumped over the passenger’s side door and rounded the hood with swagger. 
 
   Mary indicated her building with an apologetic shrug and the kid seemed to jostle her, trying to convince her to get in. She gave him a playful shove and he walked backwards, grabbing his heart as if she’d broken it. Then he climbed back in and they took off, pulling a U-turn for the road. 
 
   As she watched her, Mary didn’t hook around the right side of her building towards the entrance, but rather waited until the boys were out of sight. When they were she walked to the road and looked up the street, tapping her foot. At times she glanced towards her building like she needed to get somewhere before one of the school administrators caught her.
 
   A moment passed and Hannah wracked her brain to recall whether or not the girl had a cell phone. She’d never seen her with one. If she was waiting for someone, then who? And how had she contacted them? Cody’s landline?
 
   Then a black vehicle that Hannah identified as a late model Saab, sleek and classy with tinted windows, rolled up. She pulled the passenger’s side door open before it came to a complete stop and hopped inside. 
 
   As soon as it drove off, Hannah hit the gas, slowing only to take the turn onto the road, then started off following the Saab at a good twelve yards clearance. 
 
   The straight road soon turned winding, bends and curves and dips and hills, as the woods - grand plumes of bright foliage, thickened on either side. The Saab came in and out of view with each crest, each turn, until the woods gave way to a playground on the right up ahead and the Saab pulled off, kicking up dust as it rolled to a stop.
 
   Rusty swings, tattered rope climbs, and dingy seesaws no parent would want their child to touch for fear of infection, the playground was a wasteland. Its dusty perimeter was littered with syringe-needles, which made sense considering the patrons. On one of the benches a man seemed to ooze sideways, riding a high like nobody’s business. At another corner, a cluster of kids were huddled near the foot of a slide and passed a bowl around, billows of smoke rising up in gritty puffs after each hit. 
 
   Hannah stayed on the road, but pulled over keeping her sightline clear for the Saab. A minute passed before Mary got out. She’d discarded her coat and sweater, wore nothing but a skimpy undershirt as a top, which she’d tied into a knot beneath her left breast to expose her midriff. 
 
   With hips swaying and her hands clasped together behind her back, she approached the cluster of kids, all boys, Hannah noted. 
 
   The tallest kid, who also appeared to be the oldest, took the initiative, smiled crookedly, leering at her. He put his whole head into it as he looked her up and down. She offered her hand, but he hugged her instead, lingering, the guys behind him whistling and hollering. When he released her Mary felt his muscle under his sweatshirt then pressed up against him, whispering something in his ear. The kid's brow shot straight to the sky after that. He eyed the Saab up the way. Then eyed her, lifting the bowl as if to offer it. But she shot her thumb over her shoulder, again indicating the Saab. 
 
   Next, Mary took the bowl, extended it in the general direction of the other kids and one of them took it. Then she cupped her hand between the kid's legs and whispered in his ears some more. 
 
   That was all it took. He was sold, which was clear when he followed her over to the Saab and climbed in the backseat after her. 
 
   As soon as the back door closed, the Saab reversed out of its spot, easing through the dusty parking lot. Hannah ducked behind the wheel when it drove past her vehicle then checked her rearview to watch it disappear around a curve. 
 
   She threw her car into Drive, but hadn’t gotten her foot on the gas when her cell rang inside her purse. 
 
   “Shit,” she muttered, riffling through her bag, gaze locked on her rearview, hoping not to lose the Saab. “Yeah?” 
 
   “It’s Cranston. Is now a good time?”
 
   “Yesterday would’ve been a good time.” It wasn’t easy letting go of her itch to take off after the her sister so she reached for her flask, twisting off the top one-handed and bringing it to her mouth. 
 
   “Sorry about that. Believe it or not I have things to do here.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know, ” she said, apologetically enough. 
 
   “When are you coming back by the way?”
 
   Christ, she hadn’t been keeping track of the date. Quickly she thumbed into her calendar on her cell. “Shit, three days from now.”
 
   “Well, they're eager. Homicide has turned into a Goddamn circus without you.”
 
   “Cranston?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m smiling.” And she was. 
 
   “It’s not meant to flatter. It’s meant to get your ass back here. Anyway, you got a pen?”
 
   “Hang on.” She clamped her cell to her shoulder, dumping the contents of her purse onto the passenger’s seat, and fished out a pen. When she found one she pinched up a crumpled receipt, which she rested against the center of the steering wheel. “Yeah, go ahead.”
 
   “Looks like your Dad's in Sanbornton-”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I said looks like,” he corrected her. 
 
   She wondered what bug had crawled up his ass.
 
   “Legal name Walter Warfield-”
 
   “Warfield?” The irony was palpable. “No kidding?”
 
   Cranston sighed into the receiver and she expected a sarcastic remark, but apparently he could do without. “Walter Warfield. Date of birth-”
 
   “Don’t need it. What’s his address?”
 
   “74 Circle Point Road.”
 
   Gradually, her brain grasped hold. “That’s on Hermit Lake.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Did you get anything else?” she asked eagerly. “Do you know where he works? Any arrests?”
 
   “He might be retired. His employment history went cold after 2005, but when he was working he was a veterinarian. And no, no arrests, no history of drug abuse or alcohol, no record of domestic violence, clean on paper.”
 
   “Married?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Kids?”
 
   “Other than you?”
 
   “Point taken.” She eased back in her chair and tucked the receipt with the address into the breast pocket of her coat. 
 
   Cranston took on a gentle tone, no longer irritated by whatever had been gnawing at him. “How are you doing over there?”
 
   “Two sheets to the wind if I’m being honest with myself.”
 
   “God, Hannah. I thought you were done digging yourself out of that hole.”
 
   “Maybe I’m exaggerating. It’s probably just one sheet at this point, a small one like the white flag of mercy,” she sighed. “I don’t know.”
 
   “What about the Police Academy? You can do it. It can be more than just something you talk about at the water cooler.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it.”
 
   When she trailed off into silence he told her, “We’re all praying for you.”
 
   “Yeah, a lot of that going around. Not seeing the effects yet.”
 
   He held the silence with her. 
 
   “Thanks, Cranston. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   She let him hang up before doing the same then sunk into her seat, resting her head back as she took to aspiring towards that third sheet, knocking booze down her throat and pondering how in the hell her father had managed to exist right under her nose all her life without her awareness.
 
   Her cell rang between her legs, but she wasn’t about to deal with it. The trees were too pretty. She watched their leafy tops sway in the breeze like they were waving at her, hello or goodbye or hang in there was anyone’s guess. Her phone quieted then bleated one long tone indicating she had a voice message. 
 
   She needed to drive over to Circle Point, face her father, get some semblance of his sordid history with Kendra and hope like hell it'd shed light on any of this. 
 
   So she dug deep, mustering what little gumption she had left, and rolled across the street, cutting around to head back from where she’d come. 
 
   As she drove, the voice message nagged at her. She fought, but eventually gave in when she came to the intersection that would take her towards the lake. After banking a left, Hannah darted her gaze from the road to her cell and back again, as she punched in her voice mail code then set her cell on speaker. 
 
   A man came whimpering on the line that she soon realized was Dale. 
 
   “Hannah,” he squeezed out a whining cry then sucked it up. “Hannah it's your step Daddy. Kendra!” More groaning cries then a loud burst, “I found her in the lake!” Wailing cries, snotty gurgling gasps. “On the shore. She’s dead, Hannah! I, I, I can’t even speak of what they did to her.” A pause then an explosion, “I need my girls! Bring me back my girls! Hannah!”
 
   He cried her name out long and hard, but her heart had already stopped beating, as Dale’s voice echoed through her mind. 
 
   Dead?
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   The Kendra Cole case was now officially a homicide.
 
   Two officers, Sanders and Calhoon managed to quarantine Dale and his abominable hysterics inside the house, giving Cody the peace and quiet he needed to investigate the scene undisturbed until forensics arrived. The officers seemed leery of the shack, haunted by flashbacks of diarrhea-brownies past, but Cody reminded them no one had put a gun to their heads. “Don’t eat anything,” he’d said, as though the solution to their problem was obvious. 
 
   Sanders had seemed skeptical of the advice. “Mary isn’t going to be here?” he’d asked, implying he was powerless in the face of a voluptuous blonde. 
 
   “Christ,” Cody had muttered, indicating Sander’s skull. “Your brain is up there.” Then he’d stalked through the door and across the yard, Dale wailing all the while for his girls as though they were the air he breathed and without them he’d surely die. 
 
   Convenient timing, Cody thought, as he stared down at what was left of Kendra and worked through the timeline. Hannah had taken the girls then Kendra turned up dead and Dale was using her in his plea to get the girls back. The man’s twisted logic set Cody’s teeth on edge. 
 
   Kendra was lain face up on the shore, her head in the mud, her legs bobbing in the water. He took an overall impression - dirty and torn clothes, boots loose on her feet, a few bruises to her face, her chin and left eye specifically. There was dingy gauze banded around her left wrist and when he scrutinized it further he could see the bandages were covering the stump where her hand used to be. Other than the fact of the gauze’s weathered state, there’d been precision in its application. Whoever had dressed her wound knew what they were doing, medically speaking. 
 
   Then he kneeled down, getting a closer look at her. She had a fair amount of color to her pallor, couldn’t have been dead that long. He’d like to think she looked peaceful since her eyes were closed, but he could see the matted hair at the sides of her head, bloody. Her hair must have congealed to the wounds.
 
   Mud had seeped through his jeans at the knee so he stood up and found a pair of latex gloves in his inner pocket. As he worked them on, he scanned the mud and soil looking for footprints, but the entire expanse of the shore had been thoroughly treaded through.
 
   Dale had told the responding officer he’d been at his church then came home but went straight inside. It hadn’t been until he’d come out for a little late afternoon target practice that he rounded the house and caught sight of her in the water. 
 
   No alibi had been the sum total of his drunken proclamations. 
 
   He’d gone on to declare he hadn’t touched her, but ran back inside to call Hannah. Then he’d called 911. 
 
   The Pastor over at the Church of God had yet to get back to him, but Cody had a feeling that portion of Dale’s time line wouldn’t hold water.
 
   Gingerly, he inched his fingertips along her hairline towards the back of her skull and continued exploring in a circular fashion to investigate if she’d received any blows to the head. At first blush, her cause of death wasn’t obvious. He felt no gashes or lacerations, so he ventured to lift her shirt from the bottom, though it was intact without signs of stab or gunshot wounds. 
 
   There were stitches along her lower abdomen sealing what appeared to be stab wounds, which resonated Candice’s account. The wounds appeared to be healed, now merely streaks of pink scar tissue. Again, the same medical precision had been employed. 
 
   Upon further inspection, he confirmed she’d received no lethal blows to her chest. 
 
   What the hell had killed her?
 
   Cody heard tires crunching over gravel and glanced over his shoulder to discover his Chief pulling in along with the medical examiner and coroner, which meant forensics couldn't be far off.
 
   When he returned his gaze to Kendra his heart gave a start then pounded hard against his chest cavity.
 
   Her eyes were open. 
 
   Suddenly, she gasped for air, failing her arms and trying to dig her heels into solid earth that wasn’t there. 
 
   “Get over here!” Cody yelled over his shoulder without taking his eyes off her. “Kendra, Kendra, I’m Detective McAlister. Can you hear me?”
 
   She kept failing, eyes wild with terror, as she jerked this way and that, panicking to take in her surroundings, understand where she was. 
 
   Gently, he held her and again asked if she could hear and comprehend him. “I need you to stay calm. We’re going to get you to the hospital.”
 
   She was whimpering and gasping in a fitful display of terror and utter confusion.
 
   “You were abducted-”
 
   She frantically nodded then grasped hold of his forearm just as the medical examiner breathed his astonishment, setting a gurney down into the mud with a clank. 
 
   “Holy fucking hell, it’s a God damned miracle,” Chief Marley blurted out as soon as he saw her. He dropped his two hundred pounds of pure muscle to the mud, police hat slipping off the side of his head on impact, and the men were soon lifting her onto the gurney and hoisting it to stand. 
 
   Miracle was too small a word. 
 
   As they rolled her towards the driveway, Cody shifted his gaze from Kendra, whose hand he held tightly, to the house. If Dale was behind this, the last thing Cody wanted was for him to know the unlikely turn of events. 
 
   In the form of a statement, he asked the Chief, “Let’s keep this quiet.” Marley cocked a brow at him. “Keep it between ourselves until we catch the son of a bitch.”
 
   Seeing the strategy, Chief Marley frowned his agreement. “Admit her under Jane Doe.” Then he stared, wide-eyed at Kendra as though he still couldn’t believe it. Glimpsing the ambulance turning into the drive, Marley angled the foot of the gurney towards it, while Cody jogged up to the driver, barely an adult and toting a Red Sox cap sideways. 
 
   Immediately, he asked him not to use the siren. 
 
   “Get her to Sanbornton Mercy fast,” he added. “She’s alive.”
 
   The driver responded with “Copy that” as though he’d chosen the wrong profession.
 
   Reaching the rear of the vehicle, Cody assisted Marley and the medic by forcing the gurney’s legs to collapse as they slid Kendra into the vehicle. 
 
   When the Chief shut the doors, Cody banged the side of the ambulance, prompting it to back out, swing around, and start off for the hospital. 
 
   “We need at least two officers outside the ICU for her,” Cody told his Chief. 
 
   Demonstrating his uncertainty, Marley worked his jaw some. “We’re spread thin. Already got two officers on Gerrity and Abbott.”
 
   “Chief.” Cody stepped in close to illustrate the severity of the situation, but it came off as overbearing or so Cody gleaned judging the way the Chief sidestepped him. “Kendra was supposed to be dead. We don’t know who this guy is. We won’t have any way to see him coming. And he will if he catches wind she’s survived.”
 
   Marley drew in a deep breath and clenched his jaw. “I’d have to pull my guys off the kids.” 
 
   A vehicle crawled towards them, which Cody briefly glanced at. Trees swaying over the sun were the stark reflection that danced across its windshield, but Cody was able to spy Hannah through the glass. 
 
   “We’ll catch him, son.” Marley grasped his shoulder like an olive branch, making up for his past recoil. “I’ll go to the hospital, stand post, pull the others off the kids. Hell, I’ll put Sandy outside them kids room. We’ll be spread thin, but we’ll make it work.”
 
   The thought of Sandy, frumpy and frazzled, standing post with a shotgun outside of Dalton and Blake’s room both worried and filled Cody with an overwhelming sense of travesty, but he thanked his Chief and smirked when Marley jabbed his shoulder as a parting gesture.
 
   After he took off for Sanbornton Mercy, Cody met Hannah at her car just as she was climbing out. 
 
   If the essence of misery could be personified, it’d look like Hannah - pink, puffy eyes filled with loss, mouth clenched and quavering, posture frail as a paper doll. He could almost see the thoughts in her head tormenting her. 
 
   She wasn’t looking at him, but at the lake, searching for her mother, as she folded her arms against the gusting wind. 
 
   “Hey.” It didn’t draw her attention. 
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Ambulance took her.” He squeezed her shoulder, which drew her gaze to him. “I’ll tell you what’s going on, but you can’t breathe a word of it to anyone.”
 
   Her expression broadened, eyes wide, breath quickening. She didn’t even blink. 
 
   “I got a couple officers with Dale in the house. The girls are at school?”
 
   “Yeah,” she responded on a shallow breath then her gaze wavered. “Mary cut, but I’m sure she’ll be back in time for me to pick them up.”
 
   “She cut?” Decisively, Cody filed his curiosity in the lower priority quadrant of his brain. “Dale said he noticed her body on the shore.”
 
   Hearing as much, Hannah’s hands slapped over her mouth to stifle a sob so he spoke quickly. 
 
   “He thought she was dead. So did I.” Cody leaned in and spoke low. “She’s alive.” Then he eased back, reading her reaction. 
 
   A moment passed before the information took hold. He watched her rise up out of despair into brief incomprehension, pass through a state of understanding, and arrive at unbridled exultation like she’d just been saved by the rapture. 
 
   Her hands were over at her mouth, this time muffling fits of laughter that soared on the wings of relief. 
 
   “She’s alive?” she whispered. “Alive.”  
 
   “Hannah, listen to me. This is extremely important.”
 
   In an instant, every part of her was alert, listening. 
 
   “No one can know she’s alive. Not Mary, not Candice, not Dale. I don’t care if you’re alone in the forest and get the urge to tell a tree. No one.”
 
   “But the girls-”
 
   “No one, Hannah. She’s in critical condition and we’ll have officers standing guard, but she’s vulnerable. If whoever this guy is finds out... We can’t risk it.”
 
   “Okay.” She looked as though she was wrapping her mind around how she might lead on in front of the girls. “What do I do?”
 
   Sensing someone might be coming, Cody glanced over his shoulder at the house, but they were alone. 
 
   “Dale thinks she’s dead. You’re going to proceed as though she is.” 
 
   “Christ, Cody.” She closed her eyes, wincing. “You want me to tell Mary and Candice their mother turned up dead?”
 
   “And I want you to proceed with a memorial. I want an obituary in tomorrow’s paper. The whole nine yards. Hey, hey,” he said, catching her by the shoulders as she folded in on herself, head hanging with the weight of a lie that was too great. “It’s only until I get him.”
 
   When she returned her gaze, she asked, “How am I supposed to pull off a memorial without a body?”
 
   “Body’s in evidence,” he supplied. “Simple as that. Make arrangements with the church Dale likes so much.”
 
   “Okay.” She seemed to ride a swell of apprehension then asked him, “It's Dale, isn't it?”
 
   “Once I talk to Kendra, I'll confirm.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Cody planned to stay with Kendra in the hospital, watch over her through the night to ensure she wouldn’t be attacked, and God willing, pull as much information out of her as soon as she was stable, which left Hannah to deliver the harrowing lie to her sisters.
 
   She knew it was a Band Aid on a bullet wound, but she picked up a case of Coors and two gallons of ice cream for the girls, and a jug of whiskey for herself, feeling like a traitor all the while. 
 
   As she drove to the school, she reminded herself it was only a matter of time before the girls would know the truth and be reunited with their mother. They’d understand why Hannah had no choice but to lie. They’d forgive her. 
 
   She kept her eye on Mary the entire drive home, thoughts of the black Saab and her strange dealings in the park causing her brain to burn. 
 
   When they reached Cody’s house she sat the girls down at the dining room table, provided Mary a cold can of beer, and passed Candice a gallon of Rocky Road with a spoon, then struggled through the lie she knew would break their hearts. 
 
   Mary quaked, tears erupting from her eyes, though her expression turned to steel. Candice’s eyes widened and she seemed to recede into her mind, gaze turning vacant, pupils dilating, until she was tucked so deep in there Hannah feared she'd never again come out.
 
   “I’m going to make some calls,” Hannah softly explained. “Reserve the church for tomorrow. You might want to write down some nice words to read at the memorial.”
 
   So badly she wanted to tell them it would be okay, show some hint things weren’t as they seemed, but she’d only come off looking callous and detached if she did. 
 
   They sat in silence, the air thick with despair, walls rising between them, isolating each to their grief. 
 
   Hannah felt herself slipping away as well, consumed by thoughts of the lake. Just days ago, she’d lost herself to its icy waters. She’d floated like a corpse on its surface as though she were a living promotion. Yet, she’d lived and so had Kendra. The watery grave had claimed neither. Parents and children undergoing fates so similar she wondered why God had seen it fit to create two people instead of one. 
 
   Resonating the notion, Mary took a long haul from her beer, lifting her chin and letting the cold liquid fill her mouth, so like Dale that Hannah couldn’t help but stare - parents and children, one in the same, everywhere she turned. 
 
   She was jarred from her reverie when Candice, suddenly sour, lunged across the table at Mary, grabbing for her beer that splashed and sloshed as Mary jerked away yelling “Fuck off!” But screaming, Candice stole it, hurling the can against the wall. On impact, it exploded, mirroring the rage she couldn’t contain. 
 
   In delayed reaction, Hannah rushed to Candice and held her, but she slapped back, fighting to be freed. 
 
   With resignation, Mary said, “Leave her alone.” Her voice sounded hollow, as she crossed to the kitchen. “I’ll just get another one.”
 
   Hearing her sent Candice into another screaming fit. “It’s killing us!” But Hannah held her back. 
 
   Mary glared at her younger sister as she passed through to the sliding glass door to let herself out. 
 
   “Candice, honey, it’ll be okay.” Hannah was kneeling, looking up at the girl, whose blue eyes were raw and fiery. 
 
   Her face scrunched into a snarl and she seethed, “You shouldn’t have come home.” Then she tore through the living room heading for the den where she vanished with a plop to the sofa. 
 
   She glimpsed the can of beer on the floor from the corner of her eye, its contents still gurgling out, pooling across the shiny wooden floor, but she couldn’t deal with it. Rounding the kitchen islet, she trained her gaze on the whiskey jug that was resting on the marble counter then when she reached the cabinets, grabbed a glass and poured generously. 
 
   When she joined Mary on the porch with her drink, the girl was staring out at the lake, dusk falling over smooth water. She was tempted to ask about the black Saab, the junkie Mary had courted so easily, the driver whose face she hadn’t seen. She wanted to ask about the luring letters, Mary’s signature, how it could’ve possibly come to pass that her name had been woven throughout this nightmare. 
 
   But Mary said, “I followed you.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” She met her at the banister, but Mary didn’t acknowledge her. 
 
   “It was so long ago, but nothing’s changed.” She drank and Hannah studied her as though she could pinpoint where in her mind this memory stemmed from. “You looked so pretty.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “The night of your prom.”
 
   Hannah’s stomach dropped. 
 
   “Your dress was yellow. It had no sleeves. It was too short.” She smiled faintly. “When you were showering I put it on. It was swimming on me.” She glanced at Hannah then returned her gaze to the lake. “I wanted to be just like you. I had all these fantasies in my head about what you’d do that night, what it would be like. I went there. Walked to the school through the dark.”
 
   “You were only seven.”
 
   “I knew where it was. I climbed a dumpster outside, watched you through the window. I never took my eyes off you.” Mary paused to drink then set the can on the banister so she could cross her arms to ward off the cold wind. “I heard Cody suggest the church. I knew where it was.” 
 
   Hannah breathed, “God.”
 
   “It took me so long to get there. I didn’t even have a flashlight. It was drizzling.”
 
   Hannah found herself praying hard that her sister hadn’t seen the worst of it.
 
   “When I stepped through the door…” Mary cringed as though the memory was stealing her. “Those horrible sounds. What they did to you...” she trailed off. “I was petrified. I barely understood what I was seeing. I didn’t know what to do, what I could do. I felt so small. My mind kept screaming kill them.” Mary locked eyes with her, as shadows fell all around them. “I took to hiding in the bushes outside. Watched them boys take off. Waited for you to come out. I followed you home, walking yards behind you and feeling some small sense of duty like I could protect you on your journey home.” She swallowed hard, resting her gaze on her beer. “I just want to keep you safe, Hannah.”
 
   Hannah fought deep, internal trembling. She wasn’t sure her legs would hold. Tears stung her eyes. 
 
   “I don’t know if he knew or he sensed it of if Daddy had been waiting for his moment to pull me into darkness, but later that night was the first time he handed me a beer. And it worked, Hannah. I drank and felt funky and tried not to look at his bloody knuckles; he’d gone after Cody hadn’t he?”
 
   Her voice was a thread. “Yeah.”
 
   “But it worked, drinking. It buried it, my rage, the hatred I held against myself. Candice doesn’t understand.” Again, Mary met her gaze. “But you do. Don’t you?”
 
   Her response was a breath. Had it been more she would’ve shattered. 
 
   “It doesn’t make you forget, though. That’s where he lied.”
 
   Witnessing what she had, warped Mary, weakened her, stripped her of hope. Had it filled her with delusions of grandeur? Had Mary staged all these horrors that had befallen Kendra in order to get Hannah back home just like she'd staged her own shooting? She couldn't see the answer in her eyes, though she searched. 
 
   “When you finally left us I knew that was the reason. Sure, Dale contributed and Kendra contributed, living in a shitty shack in the woods played its part. But it was that night, what you suffered, that drove you away. And I know if I could’ve stopped it if I could’ve saved you, or gotten their earlier and made Cody stay, you would’ve never walked out on us.”
 
   It broke Hannah’s heart, because it was true. 
 
   Hannah mustered her voice. “You can’t blame yourself.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Mary, defeated. She knocked back her beer. “I got you here. No matter what happens, I’m not letting you go.”
 
   Comfort and trepidation twisted through her. Mary had been guarding so many secrets. Suddenly, her heart sank. Had Mary orchestrated this entire tragedy as a means to get Hannah back?
 
   “I’m going to write up a little something for Mom,” she said, pulling the sliding glass door open. “Maybe you can read it over, help me make it good?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She feigned a smirk in thanks then told her, “I don’t give a shit she’s dead so long as I have you.”
 
   As soon as she was alone, Hannah sank to the porch; stunned.
 
   ***
 
   The memorial was bizarre. 
 
   All over Sanbornton, people had crawled out of the woodwork and piled into the little, white church; every resident in attendance eager to pay their respects to a woman whose body wasn’t there. They’d crammed the pews, stood along the walls. Children sat in the aisle. There were even people looking in through the windows, straining to hear the pastor who had far too much to say about heaven, the final resting place. 
 
   Hannah was seated in the front row between Candice and Mary who clutched her hand as if doing so would give both of them strength. For what Hannah feared to imagine. Not to get through this, that was for sure. Mary had made herself clear Kendra’s murder had no effect on her. 
 
   Candice was staring through her eyebrows at a blown-up photo of Kendra - brown curly hair framing her face, eyes wide and mouth frozen in an awkward smile as though she hadn’t expected the click; which was rested on an easel, flanked by flowers to the left of the pastor. 
 
   Across the aisle, men dressed in duck hunting gear surrounded Dale whose tear-stained face kept shifting from his girls and the pastor. He’d already interrupted the proceedings several times to shout, “Make us whole, Jesus Christ!” To which his buddies had gripped his shoulders and aided him in quietly letting out his emotions. 
 
   Hannah couldn’t look at him. 
 
   Mary’s warm hand, her tight hold, made her uneasy. 
 
   And the way Candice didn’t blink, glaring through her eyebrows like a rabid animal as she took in her mother’s photo, set Hannah’s teeth on edge. 
 
   When it was the girls' turn to say a few words they approached the podium in soft, solemn steps. Candice tripped before she reached it, which the congregation found adorable, and though Mary righted her sister's balance she got zero credit for it. She kept her arm around her as they spoke. The fact that Kendra was recovering across town made their speeches all the more gut wrenching. 
 
   Candice spoke about one day joining her mother in heaven and Mary followed up with warm sentiments, which Hannah had added to her eulogy right before crossing out everything the girl had written. 
 
   When they stepped down, Dale ran to them and balled them in a big hug. It turned Hannah’s stomach, but she allowed it for a beat then pried him off, telling him through her teeth to sit down. 
 
   He did and then realized it was his turn. 
 
   After getting up again, he pulled papers from his jacket’s inner pocket and as he unfolded them, Hannah gaped, counting seven sheets, words scrawled front and back. As daunting as it seemed, Dale couldn’t get through one paragraph before he collapsed into a miserable knot of sobs. His buddies peeled him off the podium, taking him to his seat again. It was then Dale gazed at the heavens, cried for Jesus Christ and called him a son of a bitch, shaking his fist to the sky and following up with threats against God he hadn’t a prayer in hell of executing. 
 
   Appalled, Hannah stared at Dale just like everyone else until she caught sight of Candice. The girl was smiling strangely. Her gaze ever locked on her mother. 
 
   It was unsettling and struck Hannah as highly abnormal. 
 
   As Dale took all the time in the world to fall silent, the pastor seemed gracious enough, exercising his patience before making excuses for Dale and offering words of hope and unity to the congregation. Then he invited everyone to the potluck outside, noting that Marjorie Abbott’s homemade coconut cookies were sinfully delicious in such a way it inferred erotic side effects. 
 
   Outside, people were gathering around the picnic tables, as Hannah guided the girls out the door, avoiding the pastor as much as Dale. At least they were hanging back. 
 
   When they reached the food Mary and Candice wedged themselves in, making small plates, as Hannah kept an eye on them and accepted condolences from a number of family friends.
 
   Soon she spotted Dale emerging from the church, excused herself from Mr. and Mrs. Potter who in Kendra’s life had done a thorough job of acting pleasant to her face while criticizing her behind her back, and met Dale just shy of the church steps.
 
   “I’m taking the girls to the house to pick up more of their things,” she asserted. “You stay here.”
 
   He angled in on her, all signs of grief gone from his face. “I did you a courtesy not drawing on you when you-”
 
   “Do not come to the house,” she warned, cutting him off. She kept her strides quick as she walked over to the girls. “Come on. We’re going to get your things.”
 
   “We just started eating,” Mary complained. 
 
   “You can eat in the car and we can come right back,” she said, striking a deal that interested them far less than simply staying here. “Come on. Let’s go. We need to do this before your dad goes home.”
 
   Candice shoved two coconut cookies into her mouth, chunks and crumbs falling out the corners, as she tossed her paper plate into a trash bin. 
 
   Walking to the car, Mary asked, “Am I the only one who thinks the Pastor’s kind of fucked in the head?”
 
   ***
 
   When they reached the shack Hannah let the girls go ahead so she could check that the GLOCK 27 Cody had lent her was in proper working order. It was. She tucked it down the back of her pants then felt for the hem of her jacket, confirming the gun would remain hidden. 
 
   Then she unzipped the inner compartment of her purse, found the set of keys she’d stolen from Mary, and fit them in the front pocket of her jeans, intending to slip them back into Mary’s bin where they belonged. No one would need them anymore. 
 
   She thought about Kendra as she popped the trunk and lifted out her empty suitcase. Cody hadn’t called or texted, which she was taking as a good sign. Her mother was still alive and the longer she held on the more certain it would be she’d pull through a full recovery, tell Cody every last detail she could recall, and they’d trap the bastard. Hannah’s heart took to pounding at the thought. 
 
   Inside, the girls seemed bewildered. Candice was standing in the hall peering into her bedroom as though it frightened her, and Mary was wasting time tending to the dirty dishes in the sink. 
 
   “Grab more essentials,” Hannah instructed, “and put them in this.” She set her suitcase open in the hall between the girls' rooms. Then she doubled back for Mary. “Dale dirtied the dishes. He can clean them.”
 
   “He won’t. He’ll live in filth and try to drink his way out of it.”
 
   “We don’t have much time.”
 
   Mary kept on so Hannah stepped in, taking over. Reluctant as she was, Mary finally started up the hall, leaving Hannah to scrub and ponder why in the hell that girl had a soft spot in her heart for a brute like Dale. She grit her teeth at the thought that they could be in on it together then forced the possibility out of her mind. The truth would come out soon enough and it’d come through Kendra. It was only a matter of time. 
 
   The gentle plops of the girls dropping their belongings into the suitcase gradually tapered off so Hannah cut up the hall to check their progress. Pressing their clothes down flat, she estimated the case was half full. 
 
   “More jeans and sweaters,” she suggested. “I can buy toiletries, socks, and underwear.”
 
   With her directive they went to task. 
 
   Dale’s room seemed to pull at her. At first she eyed it from the hall, thinking that would quell the itch. Comforter and sheets torn up in a mess on the bed, beer cans littering the floor, his nightstand lamp struggling to conquer the darkness, everything about his room reflected his dysfunction. But glimpsing it didn’t satisfy her curiosity so Hannah took to milling through, observing the nooks and crannies as though they might tell her his secrets. 
 
   She hadn’t heard the front door unlock, ease open. She didn’t hear his footsteps cross the living room. She had no idea Dale had come home until his mountainous shape filled the doorway. 
 
   Hannah drew her weapon fast, aiming her GLOCK at the wall of his chest before he even reached for his. 
 
   He wasn’t fazed.
 
   She realized she couldn’t hear the girls. “Where are they?”
 
   “They’re staying.”
 
   “Where are they?” she demanded. 
 
   “Safe and sound in Candice’s room.” He slowly raised his hands, but it could only be mock surrender. 
 
   “Don't you see what you’ve done to them? They lock themselves in their rooms to get away from you.” As she spoke, Hannah grew acutely aware of the fact she was trapped between the bed and the far wall, the nightstand behind her. 
 
   “You're not taking them.” He crept towards her with shallow, confident steps. “Doesn’t have to be like this, Hannah.”
 
   “Stay where you are,” she warned. “I’ll shoot.”
 
   “And I’m sure the crows you hit will be very sorry.” He kept on. “I know you’re not going to fire at me with the girls in the house.”
 
   “You killed her.” 
 
   The statement fazed him as much as her weapon. 
 
   She grimaced at the thought he’d pulled Mary into this, forced Candice to stand naked in the woods, perhaps recruited his sick buddies to move Kendra’s body. She wanted so badly to throw it in his face that he’d failed, that Kendra was alive. “I don’t know how you did it, but I know it was you.” 
 
   “You’re a stupid woman,” he spat through his teeth. “You don’t have half the brains your sisters do.”
 
   “I said stop!”
 
   He lunged for her, advancing in fast strides, as Hannah leapt to the bed, stumbled over it, boot tangling in the blanket, her chances of keeping her gun trained on him ruined. 
 
   Slamming into the wall, Dale turned fast on his heel, and charged along the bed toward her, while she fought to beat him through the door. 
 
   She didn’t hear him draw his weapon, as she tripped out of the blanket that refused to release her, palms smacking hard against the floor the second he fired. 
 
   “Shit!” She screamed, bullet zinging past her, every inch of her quaking to register whether or not she’d been hit. 
 
   She hadn’t. 
 
   Scrambling she made it to the doorway, just as Dale barreled at her. Her gaze locked on Mary and it scrambled her brain. Why was she in the hall? Why did she have a chair? 
 
   Thinking fast, Hannah hooked her fingers around the door, rushing into the hallway and slamming the door in his face. 
 
   Mary wrestled the doorknob, struggling to hold the door shut, Dale tugging hard on it from inside. Then she lost her grip, Dale winning, but Hannah caught it. 
 
   The door bounced in and out of its frame, banging and cracking, as Hannah shouted, “Get the keys in my pocket! The right pocket!”
 
   Mary shoved her fingers down her jeans and yanked them loose then quickly clambered onto the chair, hands shaking as she searched frantically for the right key. 
 
   Dale was yelling, tugging harder and harder on the door and Hannah went flying with it. Then she dug deep, yanking it with all her might into the frame just as Mary fit the key in the lock overhead. 
 
   Straining to hold it shut, every muscle trembling, face wincing in her effort, Hannah glanced up at Mary, who finally managed to turn the key. 
 
   “Come on!” She grabbed the suitcase, kicked the chair aside, and shoved Mary forward down the hall just as Dale started firing at the doorframe, aiming to bust the lock off. “Where’s your sister?! Candice!” 
 
   Deafening pops stung her ears, but she pushed Mary onward, while dragging the suitcase, tearing through the living room and out the door. 
 
   Candice was leaning against her Taurus, casually eyeing the fall foliage as though it was any other lazy afternoon. 
 
   “Get in the car, damn it!” She ordered, hauling the suitcase towards the trunk. “He’ll kill us all!”
 
   “He didn’t kill Mom,” Candice told her, a strange glint in her eye. 
 
   “What?” Out of breath, she hoisted the suitcase inside the trunk, slammed it shut, then started for Candice. “How do you know?” Hannah bent to eye level and took fast hold of her shoulders. “Do you know who did that to Mom?” She shook her. “Do you?”
 
   Hannah tried to read her expression, but all she saw was smugness, which couldn’t be right. 
 
   Soon Mary was tugging on her arm, jerking Candice away from the door, yanking it open then throwing her in. She slammed the door fast when Candice cleared the door-jam. 
 
   Shots kept coming from inside the house, but they sounded a hell of a lot closer than Dale’s room by the time Hannah and Mary jumped in. Hannah turned the engine, but it wouldn't start.
 
   "Fuck! Don't do this to me now!" She tried again and again, all the while Mary was panicking she had to hurry up, get them out of there. "I'm trying!" 
 
   All of a sudden, Dale barged through the front door, took bad aim and fired, engine turning just in time.
 
   Kicking up dirt and dust under squealing tires, she flew in reverse, hooking around and dodging bullets. Candice went flying in the backseat and slammed against the inner door. The vehicle bucked when she jerked the gear shifter into Drive and the second she stomped on the gas, pedal to metal, a bullet shattered her back window.
 
   Cutting a hard left at the end of the drive and tearing down the road, the trees shielded them, though Dale fired and fired. 
 
   Once they'd driven a safe distance, Hannah's gaze snapped to the rearview, checking her sister was alive. 
 
   Candice looked like she was sneering. 
 
   “If you know something, you have to tell me,” She demanded, catching her breath, but Candice straightened her mouth, softly gazing out the window, and started belting out that low tone. Hannah looked over at Mary. 
 
   The girl was smiling when their eyes met. 
 
   “I saved you.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The majority of Sanbornton’s residents lived below the poverty line, though it wasn’t a fixed given. Hermit Lake, located on the northern edge of town, attracted rich and poor alike. Some had shacks as depressed as the Cole’s, while others boasted higher means like Cody’s modest Colonial. 
 
   On the western shoreline, where the fetch lain out in chaotic jags and jetties, lived Sanbornton’s wealthiest. They’d bought land and built three-story estates, some cabins as if they could hide their means, while others erected Art Deco designs that clashed with the landscape as though they hadn’t quite embraced the setting. 
 
   Whether they had or hadn’t one thing was true, the richest of the rich dominated this stretch of land and Hannah felt like a trespasser because of it. 
 
   She’d entrusted Mary to look after Candice, who’d been acting more and more out of sorts, smugly provocative one minute, shyly defensive the next. Before the sun had set, Hannah found her with a dead mouse, the girl grinning at it, pressing its soft body between her palms. Her intuition told her Candice had killed it, but the very concept disturbed her so greatly Hannah chose denial instead, pinching the thing by its tail and walking it out to the trash bins in front of the garage. 
 
   They’d be fine for an hour or two, or so that was what she’d told herself. If she hadn’t she wouldn’t have been able to make the drive to 74 Center Point Road and brave a knock on her real father’s door. 
 
   As she eased towards the house, headlights bouncing off the front and revealing its Colonial Revival design - stately, white columns supporting the portico, windows defined by dark shutters, and four chimneys jutting from its shingled roof that she had to lean over the steering wheel and crane her neck just to see; she couldn’t help but wonder who she’d be if he’d stayed in her life. Would she be just as screwed up as Mary, as tormented as Candice? Would she be just like him? Maybe she was already. 
 
   Unlike most lakeshore homes which had been built with the lake in back, Walter Warfield’s ran parallel to the water, the lake to its left, a light dusting of trees straight ahead, which Hannah had driven around, following his winding driveway. 
 
   She noted most of the windows were aglow, the lights on inside, indicating Walter was likely home. Then she killed the headlights, next the engine, and stepped out of her car and into the whipping wind. 
 
   It was freezing, but that didn’t embolden her to reach the portico quickly. Nothing about Hannah in this moment felt bold. For a man she’d envisioned to be her hero countless times, it had only recently occurred to her he might be anything but, and a biting mix of hope and dread filled her chest because of it. 
 
   What had happened between her mother and him all those years ago that Kendra had regarded as unspeakable? Had it foreshadowed Kendra’s attack and would it lead Hannah to answers so long as she was audacious enough to knock on his lofty door? 
 
   There was only one way to find out. 
 
   She pounded hard so she wouldn’t have to do it twice then stepped back and willed her racing heart to calm. 
 
   The passing moment felt like an eternity then the door swung inward revealing a towering man whose face looked so much like Hannah’s her heart skipped a beat. Every feature - the dark eyebrows cutting clean across the forehead, the delicate nose bridged with a classic English curve, the wide mouth, fuller lower lip, thin upper one with an angelic cleft, the strong jawline and high cheekbones, every detail appeared to be the same. They shared it all, though his were aged. 
 
   Then she realized his eyes. Walter’s were deep set, large, and the faintest gray-blue, not at all like her own. And their expressions differed as well. His was thoroughly devoid of emotion as if he'd been carved from stone. Soulless. 
 
   “Hi.” Her voice cracked when she ventured to speak so she cleared her throat and tried again. “I’m sorry to come unannounced. I’m...” she trailed off, sensing his impatience though he hadn’t said a word, only stared at her. “I’m Hannah Cole. I’m your daughter.”
 
   She couldn’t hold his gaze, couldn’t stomach seeing him possibly wrestling with the aggravation, disinterest, or perhaps disappointment her presence might have inspired. That’s when she noticed white gauze poking up from his shirt collar. Two strips of surgical tape held it in place where the left side of his neck extended from his collarbone. 
 
   “I know this is terribly rude of me to stop by unannounced,” she blathered on when he hadn’t said anything. “I wanted to tell you in person that my mother, Kendra Cole has passed away.”
 
   “Yes, I heard.” His voice came without emotion, deep and smooth, years younger than his face. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Would you like to come in?”
 
   Hannah smiled nervously then accepted, passing through into a grand foyer of marble floors and arched ceilings. She paused awkwardly, waiting for him to close the door. 
 
   “Hannah Cole,” he mused on a melodic yet breathy chuckle as if becoming human. “Should I be worried you’re here to chew me out for not playing a role in your life?”
 
   “No, not at all,” she was quick to say, feeling a bit lighter now that he’d addressed the estrangement. 
 
   “That’s a relief,” he said over his shoulder leading her into his living room. 
 
   As Hannah took in the decorum - a plush, leather sofa, brown and shiny, flanked by end tables topped with lamps which appeared to be alabaster, a coffee table made of glass and framed in thin steel, she discerned a few medical journals fanned across it.
 
   “Please, have a seat,” he told her. “Can I offer you water? I also have coffee and espresso. Or soda, juice, milk perhaps?”
 
   Who the hell wanted milk?
 
   “Actually, a drink would be nice. I’m nervous,” she admitted, "whiskey?" 
 
   Smiling in a way that struck her as condescending, he said, “I don't believe in alcohol or any substance that alters consciousness.”
 
   She didn't quite know what to make of that so she simply said, "Water would be fine."
 
   “Easy enough,” he mused, leaving her momentarily.
 
   Her mind went suddenly blank as soon as she was alone, overwhelmed with the importance of finding the best point of entry to initiate the conversation. Then Hannah realized she wasn’t choking because she feared she’d blow her shot. She was panicking because she was terrified to say the right thing and break the dam of Kendra’s life long secret. The prospect of hearing the truth daunted her. 
 
   When he returned he set her water on the coffee table in front of her, glass clinking against glass, and she thanked him. Then he took up in an adjacent leather chair. It squeaked as he crossed his legs, setting his eyes on her and letting his head tilt, which made him seem friendly, interested in her, but Hannah wouldn’t allow herself to trust it.
 
   “So as I mentioned,” she began, feeling trite in her choice of words, “Kendra passed away.”
 
   “She was abducted,” he corrected, coldly. 
 
   “Right.” She stole a quick sip of water then asked, “Were you involved in searching for her?”
 
   “I wanted to be.” His brow furrowed as though he were pantomiming having regrets. “Kendra and I had a short and difficult relationship. I had to assume I’d be the last person she’d want to see during her rescue.” 
 
   He fell silent and Hannah sensed his tension. It didn't seem to be coming from his heart but rather because she was here, as though he was suspicious of her. But she begged herself to take the shot anyway. He’d opened the door. She could seize the moment, angle in with questions about what had occurred in their home. 
 
   “I hear you work in Homicide over in Gilford,” he said, changing topics.
 
   Damn.
 
   “No. I’m only a receptionist.”
 
   “But you’re interested in going into the Academy.” It wasn’t a question and Hannah wondered how he knew that. 
 
   “Ah, yeah, I’ve thought about it.” After a pause, she added, “I’m sorry, how did you hear that?”
 
   “Gilford’s not so far away.” He feigned an easy smile, which seemed to pain him. “The girls must be devastated.”
 
   “They are.” Curt, though she hadn’t meant to sound that way, Hannah leveled her tone. “Why didn’t it work out for you and Kendra?”
 
   “Have you been looking into things here?” he asked as if to work his way up to an answer. “Following the investigation?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   He pointed as if to seem good-natured, saying, “Cody McAlister, leading the charge.”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “He’s a good guy. Acts like he has a lot to prove at times. He doesn’t know he’s already earned his keep.” Walter mused, getting a bit lost in a memory he didn’t share. “Did you hear about some of her recent problems?”
 
   She didn’t have to venture to guess. It was clear he was alluding to Kendra’s drug use. “Yes, unfortunately.”
 
   “Hannah,” he started up again after a pause, meeting her gaze, “I saw her frailty and I did what I could to make her strong.”
 
   Chills skirted up her spine and she grew suddenly cold. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means that when we were together I could see the demons behind her eyes. They clawed at her. I feared to imagine what they’d make her do. And when she got pregnant I chose to protect you.”
 
   Hannah realized she was shaking her head. “She’s God fearing. She spent her life in a church. What demons are you talking about?”
 
   “Just my intuition.” He offered a brittle smile drawing in a deep breath. “You can’t blame them, you know. There are only two things you can do, try to see it a mile away and steer clear of the person, and if you can’t do that, if you’re like me and you fall in love and it’s too late, you have to expel the demon from them.” He turned severe, as his advice got more intense. “You starve the devil out of them if you have to. There’s no other way.”
 
   “What was she doing?”
 
   “Nothing. I prevented it.”
 
    A cold sweat broke out across her chest. She felt like she was fighting to keep her head above water, the freezing lake hungry to devour her whole. “How did you prevent it?”
 
   “Do you know what her parents were like?” he countered. 
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “A lot. Maybe everything. My parents were doctors. They were loving. They nurtured me. Provided for me. Took deep interest in my friends, my hobbies, supported me not only financially, but emotionally.” He smirked in remembrance then went slack, eyes sharpening with distain. “Kendra’s parents weren’t parents.” Again, he paused to give weight to his next statement. “No one’s born with the devil in them. They let the devil in. And sure he’s clever. He’ll fight to get in your heart and control you. But you must expel him. If you can’t, then humanity must expel you from the world.” He let that hang, as he studied her. “She was treated like an animal and she sought to escape her memories, turning to the devil for help. Hannah, I had to keep her locked in our cellar to cast out her demons.”
 
   “But she wasn’t actually acting on her demons?”
 
   “Eventually she did,” he said smugly. 
 
   “And you saw it coming a decade in advance,” Hannah challenged, though it terrified her to do so. 
 
   “And the world expelled her because of it.” 
 
   “You don’t seem to mind she’s dead.”
 
   “Being a mother is a very important job.”
 
   Hannah knew she’d risked coming off as his adversary, but the thought of agreeing with him to compensate made her sick. 
 
   “Mary and Candice are holding up okay.” She gauged his reaction, scanning his face for any flicker of interest he might have in them, Mary especially. 
 
   “I imagine they’ll be doing much better now.”
 
   “Ever meet Dale?” she asked. If Walter had a righteous bone in his body, he’d come undone learning Dale's capabilities. 
 
   “I know of him. I’ve seen him around.”
 
   She raised her brows as if to ask, and? 
 
   “He’s a questionable man.”
 
   Meaning to provoke him, she asked, “How’s that?”
 
   Walter risked a sneer, divulging, “It seems he has a very special relationship with one of his daughters.”
 
   In an instant, it felt like the room was reeling and Hannah focused everything she had not to give in to sudden nausea, as bile stung the back of her throat conjured by the devastation that he, or anyone could so casually remark like that. 
 
   He went on, "Would you agree now that some devils must be expelled?" 
 
   She narrowed her gaze and spoke firmly. “What are you telling me, Walter?”
 
   He smiled. “I thought we were speaking hypothetically.” 
 
   Firing back, she asked, “What happened to your neck?”
 
   His poorly composed smile fell and the sudden shift in his demeanor made her blood run cold. 
 
   “I’m afraid I have a prior commitment,” he said flatly, rising from his chair. “It was thoughtful of you to stop by, unexpected but thoughtful.”
 
   She didn’t wait for him to lead her to the door. She remembered the way. When she reached it, however, he did the honors opening it for her and smiling down as though their time together had pleased him. 
 
   “Thanks for the water.” She managed a smile, though it felt like a disgusted grimace.
 
   As she started across the walkway, he commented, “The fact that she was butchered like that...” Hannah turned to catch him shaking his head and it made her linger, holding his gaze.
 
   She couldn't believe this man was her father.
 
   It wasn’t until Hannah was safe behind the wheel that she felt the avalanche crash down. He’d made his demented sense of morals all too clear and all but confessed to orchestrating Kendra’s abduction and subsequent attempt at murder, which if he was behind this, he’d have to believe had been successful.
 
   But Hannah needed to prove it.
 
   Her gut told her the injury he’d suffered to his neck would be her only chance at linking Walter Warfield to all of this.
 
   As she drove off through the dark night, Hannah hoped like hell her mother had been the one to deliver that blow and that she would be able to explain it in detail to the Sanbornton Police. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “I need more days, Jenny.” Hannah couldn’t leave the girls. Not now. Not when they thought their mother had been brutally murdered. Not when Kendra had yet to recover. Their lives had yet to be put back together. Her father had yet to be arrested. “What about sick days?”
 
   “You already used them through the New Year.” Jenny was firm, though apologetic. 
 
   “How about future holidays?” 
 
   Jenny sighed and asked her to hang on while her fingers clicked across her keyboard, sounding faint and tinny coming through the line. Hannah tried to center herself feeling the warm sun on her face, as she paced back and forth on the porch, taking in the scenery and at times glimpsing Candice through the sliding glass door. The girl was making herself a straightforward breakfast of Cheerios. 
 
   She’d gotten virtually no sleep last night. Mary hadn’t come home and Hannah didn’t let herself doze off as she'd waited up on the sofa. Cody hadn’t come home either, but at least she’d known where he was. 
 
   “Best I can do- Hannah?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m here.”
 
   “Best I can do is give you today,” said Jenny, her capacity to work miracles ever expanding. “But it means you’ll have to be in the Friday after Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Great-”
 
   “Hannah, I have to tell you that if you’re not in tomorrow...” she said, trailing off. Hannah imagined Jenny in her office, shaking her head and looking remorseful. “If you don't show up tomorrow the department’s going to replace you-”
 
   Adding the lie she was used to, she stated, “This has been a family emergency. My mother just turned up murdered.”
 
   “I know. And I’m only the messenger, but we’ve got murders here as well. If Holder and the other detectives don’t have the right administrative support...”
 
   “Okay. Understood.” 
 
   “I should mention,” she went on, voice arching up to a pitch that precluded bad news, though Hannah got distracted when Candice slid the door open and squeezed through. “You’re working Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   “You were on the schedule. That’s why we had you off the Friday after.”
 
   “But I’m on that Saturday and Sunday as well,” she pointed out.
 
   “And you’ve taken eight days off, now a ninth. You gave us zero warning.”
 
   “Emergencies don’t come with warnings.”
 
   “Use the day wisely, Hannah,” she said, concluding their call. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   One day. It was all she had. If she could get to Cody, get him to overlook the Soap Opera perversion of the situation, convince him her biological father had abducted and attempted to murder Kendra, and push him to secure a search warrant on 74 Center Point, then Hannah had a prayer of not getting fired.
 
   The sound of steady trickling over wet grass lifted her from strategizing and she discovered Candice was holding her jug of whiskey upside down over the banister and watching the contents stream into the bushes. 
 
   “Candice, what are you doing?”
 
   Concentrating with her eyes trained on the bushes, brow furrowed in determination to empty the jug, Hannah realized the girl's anxiety was palpable.
 
   She went to take the jug from her, but Candice jerked it away, glaring at her then resumed pouring until every last drop had fallen. 
 
   “What did you do that for?” When she didn’t say anything, but pointed her eyes into daggers, Hannah knelt down so she could look up at her. “You were upset Mary was drinking last night.” Her expression opened up a fraction, but she remained suspicious. Judging her apprehension, Hannah figured the girl was unwilling to let Hannah sweet talk her when Hannah was as guilty as Mary when it came to drinking, even Dale, perhaps even Kendra, anyone who chose to escape through unnatural means. “I shouldn’t have bought her those beers,” she admitted. 
 
   “You shouldn’t turn to that stuff,” she countered, cutting through the noise of Hannah’s apology like a laser. 
 
   “You’re right.” 
 
   She softened.
 
   “What would you like to do today?”
 
   “When am I going back to Judy’s?”
 
   Hannah cocked her head, but it had more to do with the fact Candice hadn’t asked about her sister who hadn't come home. 
 
   “I’m not sure, but I can give her a call. Does that sound good?”
 
   She frowned as though considering whether or not a call would materialize into a session. 
 
   “Look, honey I need to figure out where your sister is so she can watch you today. I have a few things I need to do. You don’t know where she is, do you?” 
 
   “I don't need her.”
 
   “Well, you need supervision.”
 
   “I can stay here.”
 
   “Alone? I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
 
   In defiance, she crossed her arms, glancing down her nose at Hannah. “I’m not going to school.”
 
   “No, I know. We got you some days off.”
 
   “Are Daddy and Mary going to be arrested?”
 
   It was chilling. “Why would you ask that?”
 
   “Doesn’t the evidence point to them?”
 
   “Candice, do you have reason to believe they had something to do with Mom?”
 
   Fury trapped in innocence was the glint in her eye. 
 
   “Sweetheart,” she began in a very quiet tone, venturing to touch Candice’s arms. The girl looked so fragile like she could float away on a gust of wind. “I know someone took away your clothes.” Hannah’s voice faltered. She swallowed to compose herself. “And then they put you in the woods behind the house. You remember that? Those boys?” She leaned in and spoke strictly, an edge of severity in her tone. “I need you to tell me who did that to you.” 
 
   She leveled her eyes on Hannah and her stare pierced her so deeply she felt as though her youngest sister could see her thoughts. Then she said, “I wasn’t born with the devil in me. And I never let him in.”
 
   “No, I know, honey.” Her heart ached for the girl. Did she think that’s how Hannah viewed her? Did she think she was tarnished having been victimized like that? “You have the purest spirit. I’m going to tell you something but it has to stay between us for the time being, okay? Until I say otherwise.” Hannah smiled, trying to instill hope in her sister. Gradually, she indicated she could keep a secret so Hannah told her, “Mom’s alive.”
 
   Her eyes widened, but it didn’t look like surprise or hope. She looked stunned. 
 
   “Don’t be scared. She really is. But we can’t say anything yet. Candice?”
 
   Faintly, she heard an engine growling in front of the house and jumped up, sighing, “Christ” and hoping like hell it’d be Mary. After rushing clear through the house, Hannah threw the front door open to find a black Saab idling next to her Taurus in the driveway, which caused her heart to leap into her throat, her head instantly pounding. She stalked towards the vehicle. 
 
   The passenger’s side door popped open and Mary stepped out, and Hannah wasted no time grabbing her arm to pull her out of harms way. 
 
   “Where the hell have you been all night?”
 
   “With a friend,” she snapped, trying to jerk her arm free. “You’re hurting me.”
 
   Hannah dropped her grasp addressing the driver, “Get out of the vehicle.”
 
   “Why are you bugging out like this?”
 
   “You don’t come home all night and you’re confused that I’m bugging out?” 
 
   “I’m going through a lot right now,” said Mary, a little snide for Hannah’s taste. “My mom died.”
 
   “And there’s a killer out there!” Hannah barked at the driver again. “Get out, now!”
 
   “Come on, Bobby,” said Mary, rolling her eyes. “Come meet my psycho sister.”
 
   Hannah glared at her then watched an older man, who was not Walter Warfield, step into the driveway. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The man, short for his gender with a stalky build, white-blond hair and the kind of face she’d expect on an IRS auditor - bloodshot eyes, jaundiced pallor, bleary expression, an overall air of futility and self-hatred; made his cautious way towards her.
 
   Apathetic in her obligation, Mary afforded them a proper introduction. “This is Robert Krane, my friend. Bobby, this is Hannah Cole. She’s not always this psychotic.”
 
   “Stop saying I’m psychotic.” She turned on Bobby. “What were you doing with her all night?”
 
   He glanced sheepishly at Mary so Hannah yelled, “He’s four times your age!” 
 
   “Oh, don’t get the wrong idea,” Bobby started, but Hannah was fast to shut him down.
 
   “The wrong idea? She cut school the other day with your help. What idea should that give me?”
 
   “You followed us?” Mary was irate. 
 
   “Save it,” she said, slicing her palm downward for emphasis and again turning on Bobby. “You have some kind of kink you need a fifteen year old to pick up junkies in the park?”
 
   “That was his brother,” Mary cut in. “I was helping him.”
 
   He grimaced and ventured an explanation. “My younger brother, Mark. He’s had a lot of problems. With everything that's happened to your mother, and I’m so sorry by the way. I just wanted to get Mark off the streets.”
 
   Hannah felt her anger loosen. “So you approached a fifteen year old girl?”
 
   He shrugged, admitting, "We kept crossing paths."
 
   “It's a small town," Mary offered like it’d help. 
 
   “I mentioned Mark. Mary said she had an idea,” he further explained.
 
   Hannah stared at her sister, analyzing. Though it was masked under a front of belligerence, she seemed sincere.
 
   “I should’ve never accepted Mary’s help without speaking to her guardian, but she didn’t seem to have one.” Before Hannah could gape, he added, “I’ll admit I didn’t want to risk a no. It was convenient Mary seemed independent.” 
 
   “Well, she’s not.” Hannah said. “Is he okay?”
 
   Bobby lightened up and smirked at Mary. “Yeah. He had a rough night, but we got him into rehab this morning.” 
 
   “So... It’s common knowledge, our mother’s... addiction...”
 
   His gaze fell as if to confirm. 
 
   “Alright,” Hannah said softly. “You’re watching your sister today. Go on inside.” Mary stalked over to the portico, but Hannah stopped her. “No running off.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
   As soon as Mary let herself in and Hannah heard the door close, she angled in on Bobby. “I want all your information. Full name, address, employer, brother’s name, this rehab center, all of it.”
 
   “Ah, sure.” 
 
   Hannah waited while he rummaged through his wallet for his card after which he went into his Saab to find a pen and something to write on. He returned a moment later and handed it over. 
 
   After briefly eyeing it, she asked, “Did anything happen between you two?”
 
   He seemed to freeze up. 
 
   With brows raised, she reiterated, “She’s fifteen.” He stammered, denying it and suggesting she’d gotten the wrong impression. “Just stay away from her.”
 
   Bobby slunk behind the wheel and backed out of the driveway. She watched the Saab until it disappeared into the bends. At least some semblance of order had been restored with Mary’s return. 
 
   As Hannah set off along the winding back roads that would take her to Sanbornton Mercy, anxiety crept into her gut like a shadow then abruptly crystallized into a stark pang. She had one day and very little sway over an investigation that hinged on drug addicts and a woman, who might have been so badly tortured that she would refuse to talk.
 
   By the time her Taurus was rolling over the faded and cracked asphalt in front of the hospital, the pressure had gotten to her and Hannah felt suffocated. The walls were closing in and she couldn’t feel the air in her lungs. She told herself to focus on putting her GLOCK in the glove compartment. Guns weren’t allowed in the hospital. So she found it in her bag, opened the glove box, and tossed it in, jostling her flask into view like God’s answer to her anxious prayers.
 
   Or was it the devil?
 
   She took it out, staring at it, consumed by its allure. 
 
   Why had Candice’s statement sounded so familiar? 
 
   She’d said she wasn’t born with the devil in her and she never let him in. 
 
   Hannah had been to two sermons and everyone around Sanbornton seemed to talk with God on their tongues. She couldn’t place it.
 
   Whether it was God's mercy or the devil’s lure, Hannah drained the flask. Whiskey burned its way down her esophagus and lit her stomach on fire, a proverbial sting soon to be followed by the much sought after calming glow that would smooth the hard edges of her nerves. 
 
   “Sorry, Candice,” she said under her breath before tucking the empty flask deep into the pocket behind the passenger’s seat. 
 
   Then she stepped into the cold conditions, wind stripping leaves off their treetops and carrying them sideways at her. She kept her pace brisk, heels clicking over asphalt, as she hugged a line of parked cars, making her way to the entrance.
 
   The lobby looked less dismal than the last time she’d been there when Mary had shot herself. Hannah shook off the grimace that had formed across her face remembering, and took a gander at the Thanksgiving decorations that lined the walls. They looked homemade and she wondered if the hospital was quiet enough that the receptionists had put in the effort. 
 
   She noted a police officer standing to the side of the receptionist's counter then announced herself to a young woman with a bird face whose hair was slicked back into a bun as though styling it that way would prevent anyone from realizing it was days past a good wash. 
 
   “Here to see Cody McAlister,” she discretely mentioned. “I understand he’s tending to... Jane Doe.”  
 
   Bird-face, who’s name was Tenley according to the plastic name tag which dangled at an awkward angle on her chest, waved the officer over then rose to meet him at the side of the counter. A brief and quiet conversation ensued. 
 
   “He’s going to radio Detective McAlister out for you,” she said when she returned. “You can have a seat if you like.”
 
   Hannah stepped back, but didn’t feel calm enough to sit. She hovered near a set of swinging double-doors that said Authorized Personnel Only figuring Cody would come out of there soon enough. 
 
   Feeling eyes on her as she waited, she looked around and registered that the officer had been staring. Good, she thought. She hoped she got strip searched and interrogated. No one should get through those doors otherwise. Cody could place a small army in front of Kendra’s room, as far as she was concerned. 
 
   Cody burst through the double doors, eyes blazing until they landed on Hannah. He looked exhausted, gray circles under his eyes, pale lips and matted hair, one sleeve rolled up, a pant leg bunched up in his boot. 
 
   “Hey,” he breathed. 
 
   Hannah kept her voice low. “Has she said anything?”
 
   “A lot,” he offered. “But no smoking gun. And the nurses keep knocking her out so she can rest. I’ve only had a few moments when she’s eating.”
 
   “Are you staying in her room?”
 
   “Yeah. Me and Alvarez. He’s an officer.”
 
   “Is she stable? I mean, is she out of the woods?”
 
   “It appears that way, but she’s fighting off some nasty infections. Her wrist was cauterized just fine and she had a set of stitches that held up, but her ear cavities... There have been complications, but I’m being assured as long as she rests she’ll come through.”
 
   “Good, that’s good.” Hannah took a moment to process the update, testing whether or not it'd be safe to trust a positive prognosis. 
 
   “You want to see her?”
 
   Her eyes lit up. “Yes. Can I?”
 
   “Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem.” Cody got the lobby officer’s attention and jutted his chin at the door, indicating he'd bring Hannah through, then escorted her over. The officer met them at the door. “I’m going to take her back.”
 
   Knitting his brow, he pointed out, “Thought all orders were to keep this wing secured.”
 
   “Order come from the top down,” he reminded him, asserting he held a much higher position on the totem pole. As Cody pushed the door open for her, he asked, “You’ve kept this to yourself, right?”
 
   “Ah, yeah.” She reasoned that telling a nearly mute twelve year old didn’t violate the agreement. “How does she look?”
 
   “Decent,” he said, as they traversed the long, dismal hallway towards the ICU. “Nothing that’ll break your heart. Her head’s wrapped up to protect her ear cavities. Her wrist is wrapped. She has a few bruises on her face, but nothing alarming.”
 
   Hannah realized she’d slowed her pace when the ICU windows came into view and Cody shifted towards her. 
 
   “Hey, look,” he said gently. “She’s going to be okay. Before we know it she’ll be happy at home with her girls, cooking and glaring those piercing blue eyes and making everyone nervous.”
 
   “Yeah.” Hannah felt a sting of tears.
 
   He led her onward and soon Kendra came into view, nothing but clouded glass between her and her mother. 
 
   Alvarez was quick to slip out of the room when he spotted them in the hall and Cody took a moment to smooth things over with him, as she stared at her mother, who seemed peacefully at rest in her bed, though tubes and wires anchored her to a wealth of machines.
 
   Then Cody placed his hand on her arm, indicating they could go in. They passed Alvarez, who now stood post in the hall. Hannah didn’t hear Cody close the door behind her, as she slowly paced towards Kendra, the woman who raised her, the mother she’d turned her back on, and hadn’t seen for eight years. 
 
   Overcome with emotion, Hannah felt suddenly an island, a million miles away from Kendra, from Cody who now held her hand. Tears filled her ears, blurring her vision, and she gasped into her hand, a tidal wave of emotions spilling out of her.
 
   The next thing she knew, Cody had his arms around her, holding her tightly as she quaked, sobbing. 
 
   Soon her emotions subsided and she urged him back. 
 
   “I need to ask her about something.”
 
   He furrowed his brow, questioningly. 
 
   “It’s about my father.”
 
   “She’s knocked out pretty good. What about your father?”
 
   “I just had this feeling he had something to do with this so I tracked him down. He lives right here in Sanbornton on the lake. Walter Warfield.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes on her as though he wasn’t following. 
 
   “I went there last night and he had this bandage on his neck.” She indicated her shoulder above her collarbone. “If Kendra, I don’t know, got a good hit in or stabbed him or something and she can tell us that, then you can get a search warrant for Warfield’s house. We can get him, Cody.”
 
   Out of urgency, Hannah had stepped in close so he took a step backwards, studying her for a moment then said, “Why do you think he had something to do with this?”
 
   “The bandage,” she stated emphatically. “And he said some things.”
 
   “He admitted it?”
 
   “He alluded to it and seemed smug. And he acted like she needed to die.”
 
   “Hannah-”
 
   “You got to listen to me. I know he did this.”
 
   She did not like the look on Cody’s face. 
 
   “I’ve got a team on Dale. With all the pieces we’ve gathered, he’s our most likely suspect.”
 
   “No, no. It’s Warfield.”
 
   “Hannah, it sounds like you’ve jumped to a conclusion-”
 
   “Listen to me-”
 
   “This is coming straight out of left field.”
 
   “Cody, please. Please. Just trust me. Please get a warrant.”
 
   “Hannah,” he sighed in a way she didn’t find encouraging. “We both know how it works. I’d need probable cause to get a warrant.”
 
   “He said things to me.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “Ah,” she stammered, wracking her brain. “He said being a mother is a very important job. Ah... he said the world needs to expel devils... um-”
 
   “That’s not probable cause, Hannah.”
 
   “He implied he had something to do with her disappearance, Cody!”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” he reminded her. 
 
   She felt like she’d burst before she'd make sense and it sent a hot rush of frustration through her. 
 
   “Fuck the search warrant,” she blurted out. “Just go there. Talk to him. Poke around, rustle up some probable cause.”
 
   “Okay, look Hannah," he sighed again, but this time as though he was already regretting what he needed to say. "When I look at you I see a person who’s so desperate for her family be innocent she’s blind.”
 
   Taken aback by his impression of her, she gaped.
 
   “I know what I’m talking about, Cody.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry. You don’t. You’ve gone off the deep end and I can’t indulge this.”
 
   “Cody!”
 
   “Keep. Your. Voice. Down,” he said through his teeth. 
 
   Hannah had to dig deep to reel it in.
 
   Then he stepped in close, inhaling. “Have you been drinking?”
 
   She held his gaze, caught in a position she didn’t want to be in or have to admit. “I had to tell my sisters our mother was dead.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s barely nine in the morning.”
 
   “What happened to no judgment?” she challenged, though it was halfhearted. 
 
   “I can’t watch you destroy yourself.”
 
   Hearing him, she was suddenly offended to the point of exploding. “My mother was nearly massacred! My long lost biological father is behind it!”
 
   He stared at her, astounded. “Do you have any idea how insane you sound right now?" 
 
   "Why aren't you listening?!"
 
   “Just stop. I’ve heard enough.” 
 
   “You have to trust me on this. I’m begging you.”
 
   “For the sake of your mother, for the sake of this case, no, Hannah, I don’t.” He drew in a deep breath as if desperate to find balance in a room spinning with chaos. “I appreciate your help and your concern and your passion, but... Ah, damn it. You’re too close to this. I shouldn’t have included you.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “It’s tormenting you, Hannah. It’s clouding your judgment.”
 
   “No, it isn't.”
 
   “Look, I’m sorry, but, Christ I hate to say this.” His face drew long. “You can stay at my house with the girls as long as you like, but as far as you and me...” he trailed off, checked the gate. “We have to put things on hold until I close this case.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Her stomach dropped through the floor and her heart followed. “You’re breaking up with me?”
 
   “Not breaking up, just a break. Just until this case is closed.”
 
   He’d gutted her, knocked the wind out of her, as well as whatever hope she’d held to have him fighting by her side. When she spoke, her voice was as small as she felt. “Fine.” It was hard to look at him, but she made herself, reciting, “Walter Warfield. 74 Center Point Road. On the lake.” She forced a deep breath and asserted, “It wasn’t Mary. It wasn’t Dale. It was Walter Warfield.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Hannah.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, stoic and still absorbing his decision. “One last thing.” When he tipped his chin, she asked, “Did the police release the information about what happened to her? Her hand, the ears?”
 
   “No. And let’s keep it that way.”
 
   Knowing she'd just unearthed a smoking gun but couldn't mention it since he'd already shut her down and then some, Hannah gave her mother a sustained glance and left the room. 
 
   It was a very long walk to the parking lot. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   The mid-morning sun, stark orange and blazing, cut through the trees and caused a terrible glare in Hannah’s eyes, as she dashed from one tree trunk to the next, clenching her GLOCK in both fists and aiming at the forest floor. With her back to the tree, she peered around, stealing a quick glimpse of Warfield’s house before shifting out of sight to consider what she’d seen. It looked quiet. The garage door was down as it had been last night. There was no way to tell, as of yet, whether or not he was home. 
 
   Hannah locked her gaze on a thick tree. If she could reach it without being detected, it’d put her a good ten yards closer. She scanned the forest then, shifting position, scanned his small corner of the lake. All was still. She heard only the hollow hoot of a loon down by the water and blanket rustling, but it was only chipmunks scavenging, sounding ten times their size. 
 
   She ran, boots crunching over pinecones and needles, then slammed into the next tree trunk, peering around as she caught her breath. From her new vantage point, she could see into a window at the side of the house - bookshelves, a domed ceiling fixture, a doorframe, door ajar. No movement. 
 
   If there were windows on the garage door, she’d risk exposure to check for his vehicle. Barring that, her best bets for breaking in amounted to the sliding glass door at his back porch, or the window to the room she was now studying. Or maybe she wouldn't need to break in. Sanbornton was virtually crime free. Maybe he’d left a window unlocked and she could get charged with entering sans the breaking part. Then again, if she could find a shred of proof, Cody probably wouldn’t charge her at all. 
 
   Her heart sank remembering the break he’d declared and Hannah couldn't help but ride the swell of her loss and listen to the dread in the pit of her stomach that told her a woman like her coming from a family like hers would never receive true love from a man like Cody.
 
   When her heartache subsided she dug deep, pulling herself together, and spotted a tree beside the edge of his back porch. 
 
   Moving fast, she ran sideways, strides long, weapon held outward incase she spied movement within the house. Walter had an affliction for blades. That much was clear when she considered his survivors, but it didn’t mean he didn’t have an arsenal of firearms. This was New Hampshire, after all. 
 
   Live Free or Die. 
 
   When she reached her destination she scanned her gaze across the porch, the abrupt slope of grass that fell into the shore, and the windows lining the back of the house. The glare from the sun was working against her, but she saw no movement inside. 
 
   She strategized she’d run up the porch, test the sliding glass door in case it was her lucky day, and ultimately shatter a pane with the butt of her GLOCK.
 
   She sucked in a lung full of oxygen then took off running. She kept her strides short, firm, and deliberate as she rounded the incline, eyes darting between the stairs and the row of windows so she wouldn’t get surprised should her assessment have been wrong. 
 
   Quickly, she cleared the steps then the width of the porch and yanked on the door. 
 
   Locked. 
 
   Damn. 
 
   Her face to the glass, hand shielding off sunlight, she peered into the living room. 
 
   It was empty. 
 
   Heaving, she cracked the butt of her GLOCK against the glass, but it only bounced off. She tried again, slamming hard, and managed a radial spider web of cracks. Three times the charm, she told herself, having at it again. The glass shattered next to the handle and Hannah reached in, unlatched the inner lock then eased the door aside.
 
   Her heel crunched over glass, grinding shards into the wood floor, as she entered. She listened, every fiber of her being on high alert for any sound. It was quiet but for a grandfather clock that ticked on the wall. 
 
   She looked around for a moment, getting her bearings as to which direction would lead her deeper into the house. She’d already made a running tally of rooms to check. If he had an office, it could prove fruitful. She wanted to investigate the basement as well. Surely, he had one and if Kendra had been moved anywhere that would be the place. Also his bedroom could be useful. 
 
   Edging through the living room, she kept her gaze locked on a hall that seemed to lead deeper into the house. Her gun felt cold and solid in her hands, and she kept her finger on the trigger. If Walter Warfield was who she thought he was, she would not hesitate to shoot if he came at her. 
 
   When she neared the end of the hall she noticed his office to the right and to the left was a closed door. A basement?
 
   With her gun raised she quickly glanced over her shoulder to double check she was alone then ventured to ease the door open as soundlessly as possible. 
 
   Stairs. 
 
   Darkness. 
 
   She stepped softly down, closing the door as she went. She had to pause to let her eyes adjust to the darkness before descending any further so she used the moment to listen out. She only heard the quiet hum of a boiler somewhere below. 
 
   When she reached the bottom of the stairs she felt around the wall for a switch. It was dim and she could use the extra light. But she didn’t find one so she traversed what appeared to be a disheveled office. 
 
   There were stacks of boxes and tables holding papers, books, and miscellaneous items. Finding a desk, she perused its contents, realizing from the corner of her eye there was another door. She spotted a light switch panel beside it. 
 
   Cautiously, she approached and inched the door open. 
 
   Another room she determined and it was quiet so she swept her gun through before turning on the light. 
 
   Her heart skipped a beat when she took in the totality of the room. In a word, it was sterile. A shiny, stainless steel table that had nylon straps dangling down sat in the center of the room. At the far end was another table, smaller with racks beneath, hosting a plethora of surgical tools. 
 
   Hannah found herself gasping and rushing towards the tools, eyeing blades of all shapes and sizes, in disbelief. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
   Sensing something was off, she whipped around, gun aiming for the door, but she was alone. She lowered the weapon and as she did, Hannah saw another door next to the one she’d come through. She fast approached it and when she drew it open she saw a mannequin donning in a black jumpsuit. Over its head lay a black hooded mask with some kind of metal box where the mouth should be. 
 
   She jumped when her cell phone started ringing in her back pocket. 
 
   “Shit,” she whispered, fumbling to silence the blaring thing, as its piercing, tinny ringtone chimed. It was Cody’s landline. She kept her voice to a whisper. “Yes?”  
 
   “Hannah, it’s Mary.” She sounded choked up, panicking. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Candice!” 
 
   “What’s wrong with Candice-”
 
   “I can’t find her! I went to take a shower and when I got out, I- I- She was nowhere! I couldn’t find her! I looked everywhere, every room, outside. Down the road. She’s gone, Hannah!”
 
   “Okay, calm down," she said quietly. "I’m on my way.”
 
   “Seriously, what the fuck, Hannah? Mom’s dead now Candice has gone missing?”
 
   “We don’t know she’s gone missing. I can’t drive to you if I’m talking-" Her cell sounded odd. "Hello?" She checked the screen and realized it was dead, muttering, "Shit."
 
   Hannah returned her cell to her pocket and turned for the door. 
 
   But Walter Warfield was standing in her path, his dark, soulless eyes staring at her with a hint of amusement. 
 
   She aimed fast. 
 
   “You're not going to shoot me,” he said in a slippery tone, quickly adding, “We've only just started to get to know each other.”
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   “Why did you break into my home?” He was so calm it made her blood run cold. 
 
   “I’ll ask the questions.” Her voice was a leaf in the wind. “Did you blackmail those kids? Mutilate Kendra and leave her for dead?”
 
   Cracking a smile at her, he asked, “Is that what you think?” 
 
   “Why did you do it? Because you were trying to rid the devil from her? Is that how your demented mind works?”
 
   “You don't know what you're talking about,” he said calmly. “Now leave my home.”
 
   “No.” She didn’t like being two feet from him. If he wanted, he could swipe for her weapon and if he did, squeezing the trigger would be no guarantee she'd get a good shot. 
 
   Stepping cautiously, she inched away from the closet, GLOCK ever trained on his head. “You incriminated yourself, Warfield.”
 
   His expression changed as though he found that interesting. 
 
   “When I left here last night you said it was brutal how Kendra was butchered, a detail the police haven’t released. How could you know that if you hadn’t used those tools over there to torture her?” 
 
   “We all have a God we worship,” he said, vaguely dancing so far beyond her question it made her head spin. “We all have a vision of heaven, our just rewards we’re striving for.”
 
   “Start making sense or I’ll have no use for you and if you’re useless to me Walter, you are dead.”
 
    “You wouldn't understand.”
 
   “Try me." 
 
   “You can’t stand in our way. Don’t you see that, Hannah?”
 
   “Tell me everything, now, or I’ll shoot you in the leg and work my way up to your head.”
 
   From behind the back wall came a low, murmuring groan.
 
   Her heart pounded hard against her chest cavity, as she tried to make sense of it, but her mind was reeling. 
 
   Tone cracking, laced with fear, she asked, “Who’s that?” Then her heart leapt into her throat when she realized, “Candice?”
 
   Moving quickly, keeping her gun aimed at him, she neared the wall and pressed her ear to it. A deep voice groaned as if in excruciating pain and her panic loosened when she realized it sounded male. 
 
   “Not all things go as planned,” he explained. 
 
   Nearly distracted by her effort to find a seam in the wall, she whipped her gaze on Walter, realizing he'd advanced on her. “Get him out.” Then she called out, “Travis Danbury? Get him out now or I'll shoot!" 
 
   She could’ve sworn she heard him groan, “Help.” 
 
   In a fast sweeping motion, Hannah aimed her weapon at his thigh, as she counted loudly, “Three. Two. One-”
 
   He didn't move only stared at her then gradually began laughing. 
 
   She hadn't been able to do it. She couldn't look someone in the eye, no matter who they were, and shoot them, and realizing that sent a terrible quake of despair roiling through her. 
 
   Amused, Walter took his time getting around her as though this was a game he enjoyed. When he reached the wall and pressed hard, it swung slowly inward by a few feet, revealing darkness beyond. 
 
   “Travis, I’m with the Gilford Police,” she said, voice quavering badly as though she'd been stripped of what little courage she had. “You’re safe to come out.”
 
   Soon, a kid hobbled into view, shoulders hunched, eyes big and black - vulture-like, as he peered out with wide-eyed terror. Hannah’s gaze darted to his forearm where she saw a snake tattoo roiled broadly from his wrist to his elbow. 
 
   “Come on out,” she said on a breath, seeing the pain in his face that mirrored her own. 
 
   But as soon as he saw Walter the kid dove back into the wall and slammed it shut. 
 
   “We’ve already won, Hannah,” said Walter, filling her with ice-cold panic. “Good has beaten evil.”
 
   Wrestling with herself to be strong, fight, she was so close to waking up from this nightmare she could taste it, Hannah mustered every last shred of courage she had and raised her weapon, aiming at his head, but became suddenly petrified the instant she saw her youngest sister through the doorway. “Candice!”
 
   A fresh wave of determination surged through her when it registered Candice hadn't been harmed and Hannah, desperate to protect her, extinguish all risk in an instant, and end this before her sister could be murdered, pulled the trigger. 
 
   The shot was deafening and sliced through her, as Walter fell to the concrete, grasping his thigh and gritting his teeth through the pain. 
 
   “Shut up!” She told him, rushing through the torture chamber for Candice, but when her younger sister's eyes turned strange, Hannah’s steps shortened. “Candice?”
 
   Staring down at Walter as he writhed and groaned on the floor, her eyes turned misty. 
 
   Tears?
 
   “Sweetheart, let’s get out of here,” she said, stepping towards her. 
 
   Ignoring her, she knelt beside him and pressed her finger into his bullet wound, shoving deep and twisting. Walter took to panting through his torment, gritting his teeth, then he uttered, “We won,” as Candice tried desperately to fish the bullet out. 
 
   "I can't get it," she said, frantic. 
 
   His words came gently, "It's okay," as he took hold of her bloody hand and offered her a grim smile. "No one can take this away from us."
 
   All of a sudden, Hannah was reeling, disturbing demented revelations taking hold, bending her mind to its breaking point. 
 
   Candice had been the one with Kendra when she’d been abducted into that van. Candice had been the one in those photos used to blackmail the kids. Candice had been the one feeding Judy St. Clair information. She’d been the only one who’d seen anything. Had she pretended to be rendered mute? She was close enough to Mary to have known the power her sister had over men. And Candice was the only one who Hannah had told about Kendra being alive. 
 
   The girl straightened up to her feet, quaking with rage, tears streaming down her eyes though her expression hardened to stone. She angled her darkening eyes on Hannah.
 
   But Hannah couldn't see her only the onslaught of jarring facts, which assaulted her. 
 
   It felt like the room was spinning all around her. She couldn’t steady her racing mind or fathom the incomprehensibility of it all. 
 
   Tone guttural, blackening, Candice asked, "How could you hurt him?"
 
   But her words were a foreign language in Hannah’s scrambling brain, as she drifted into a lake of darkness. She didn't see Candice pull one of Dale's guns from her pants. She didn't see her aim it at Hannah's head, didn't see her tears or her anguish or hear her screaming wails. When Cody rushed in and Candice turned her weapon on him, firing again and again Hannah was deep beneath the surface, wet ice swallowing her whole. 
 
   Though Hannah sensed the mind-bending magnitude, glorious yet agonizing, crashing down all around her, she didn't know that it was finally, completely, devastatingly over. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Track & Field practice was her favorite activity at the Sununu Youth Services Center. Of course her youth counselor didn’t refer to it as track practice. She liked to stand at the sidelines, fiddling with the zipper on her tracksuit, an eggplant number made of coated nylon that swished when she walked and boasted the juvenile detention center’s convoluted logo, a lion’s mouth roaring out Sununu, which to Candice looked like a mangled vagina. 
 
   She always seemed to be holding a clipboard, but never looked at it or wrote a word down, as she’d squint through the winter glare and shout at the girls when they arched around her end of the loop. 
 
   The Sununu Center, all its juvenile service officers and coordinators referred to this hour as fitness, but it was too small a word in Candice’s opinion. In her head it was Track & Field, plain and simple, same as her practice at Sanbornton Elementary, replete with a quarter mile loop, long jump pit and high jump apparatus, and all the necessary equipment - mats for the high jump pit, batons for passing when the juvies were made to sprint one hundred meter dash relays. They even had shot put balls. She didn’t mind it was winter and snow had drifted over the track. She didn’t care she’d be locked up for twelve months, didn’t feel as though she were locked up in the first place. It was damned perfect.
 
   She kept her knees up and her strides long, arms pumping in rhythm with her hard exhales - shoo, shoo, shoo, as she hooked around the final stretch of the corner before it spanned out into a straight four hundred meters. She was well ahead of the fray, the lot of girls huffing and puffing, wincing through stitches in their sides, far behind her. 
 
   Youth Counselor Driscoll started hollering at her, waving her clipboard and stomping her foot like the overzealous lesbian she looked like, as Candice ran past and took to arching around the loop’s curved side. 
 
   “Push yourself, Candy!” She boomed in her deep, guttural tone that reminded Candice of a truck growling its way up a steep incline. “See if you can’t catch up to the stragglers!”
 
   Coming from anyone else she would’ve despised the nickname, but Driscoll could call her any damned thing she pleased as far as Candice was concerned. She just loved being out here, breathing in the sting of crisp winter air, looking at the gnarly fingers of dead trees dressed up in snow, feeling her muscles grow strong. This was her insurance she’d never look plump and jiggle like her sister, like her mother, like the devil’s plaything.
 
   She missed Walter. 
 
   His purity - mild mannered, pious, chaste, were qualities her own father should’ve possessed. She missed how he used to read to her, those mystical bible verses she’d have to interpret for him, explain the word of God, and of course he’d offer his own take and they’d engage in stimulating debate. Walter couldn’t always see how the Lord intended an eye to be carved out of the sinner who’d harmed the eye of another, but with Candice’s patient encouragement he soon got on board. 
 
   Most of all, she missed his warm hands, the care he took washing her in his bath during their weekly baptismal, a symbolic ritual he’d suggested. He liked to steal away to his bedroom after, while she dried off then he’d fix her milk and cookies, and listen to her unload about the degradation at home. 
 
   He was a good man. 
 
   He'd helped her execute God’s will. He shouldn’t be in prison. Neither of them should. 
 
   Candice hooked around the curve of the loop again and the sight of a few juvies walking out of breath pushed her to pick up her pace. Oh, she’d catch up all right and Driscoll would be proud. 
 
   As she did, the image of tongues came to the forefront of her mind. The first time Walter had handed her a container, the gift of his commitment to her cause, she’d stared down at the slimy lump, black with blood and full of veins that reminded her of spider's webs. Those heathens should’ve never tried to run her down with the van that night. It hadn’t been part of the plan. But she’d made them pay. She’d made all of them pay.  
 
   An eye for an eye.
 
   Closing in on the stragglers, she whipped a fast glance at Driscoll and noted she was waving and hollering at the herd of girls passing her by so Candice locked her gaze on the back of the slower girl’s head. She quickened her pace until the toes of her sneakers threatened to clip the girl’s heels. It was all about luck and timing. She’d get her. The thought of the girl spilling into the dirty snow brought a grin to her face. 
 
   “Hey!” She squeaked the second Candice made contact. Glancing over her shoulder, expression twisting into a frown, as she registered Candice had done it on purpose, she shouted, “Ms. Driscoll!”
 
   But she was already sprinting off in front of her, kicking up dirt and snow with each punched stride. 
 
   That’s how it was at times when the anger swelled up inside her. It was these people around her. She could see the devil in them. These weak people who let the devil in, doing terrible things to each other then spouting that the other should forget. Remember to forget was a phrase she’d heard from Dale so many time it turned her stomach. Those ignorant cops, when the junkies had communicated the phrase, the one thing they’d been permitted to convey, the police should’ve linked it to Dale. Candice realized she’d been naive to bet on their intelligence. The Sanbornton Police were anything but. 
 
   “Candy!” Driscoll started flagging her over and Candice spotted Judy St. Clair by her side. “Visitor!”
 
   Awe, hell. What did the birdbrain want now?
 
   ***
 
   Staring out the window and barely listening to Judy detail the upcoming hearing, which was scheduled with the Youth Diversion & Restorative Justice board to take place at the Laconia District Court, Candice thought about the foolish headline her stupid town had given to the revolution her and Walter had attempted - The Hermit Lake Tragedy. 
 
   The only tragedy she could gander was that people like Dale, Kendra, and Mary were allowed to go on living. 
 
   “Candice?” Judy asked, garnishing her attention. She’d managed to wrangle her frizzy hair under an off kilter beret, which sat at an unflattering angle on her head, but her eyes were as lit up as ever, locked on Candice as though she was an enigma wrapped in a riddle Judy might be smart enough to unravel. Judy wasn’t. “You’re family will be there.”
 
   “So?" she said, making a point to let her eyes glaze over so Judy wouldn’t misread her sentiment. 
 
   She drew in a frustrated breath, studying her. “Candice,” she began, “the board is having a hard time with Warfield’s statement. It’s damning. But at the same time they’ve had consistent difficulty believing you could’ve pulled off a crime of this magnitude. We can make a strong case for your immediate release, but you have to participate. This time is valuable, do you understand?”
 
   Candice had stopped listening after she mentioned Walter. The man she’d known and the man he turned out to be once behind bars didn’t add up, but every time Judy had brought it up Candice refused to believe it. Walter would never utter a word against her. He just wouldn’t. 
 
   “I can repeat myself if you don’t understand,” she offered. 
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Then let’s go over a few things,” she suggested. “From my perspective, you grappled with severe dissociation, night terrors, and classic symptoms of having survived trauma.”
 
   “That’s not a question,” she pointed out dryly. 
 
   “Do you mean for us to believe you faked those symptoms?”
 
   To demonstrate, Candice let her gaze go soft, her mouth slowly drifted into a gape, and she suppressed her breathing. Judy glanced nervously around the visitor’s center, looking for the guards, Candice presumed, and then leaned across the table, staring at her in disbelief. 
 
   Snapping out of it, she said, “Night terrors are way easier.”
 
   It took Judy a moment to recover from the performance then she asked, “How did you find Walter?”
 
   “It’s a small town.”
 
   “We need to establish he coerced you,” she countered. 
 
   “He didn’t. He listened and agreed. That’s all.”
 
   “Candice.” She needed to gather her thoughts before continuing. “Walter treated Kendra very badly during their marriage and it would seem he’d intended to subject her to the same treatment perhaps as a means to punish her for escaping in the first place. That’s the argument we’re going with to get you out of here. Can you tell me about how you two met?”
 
   Candice didn’t know if she wanted to get out of here, but she explained anyway. “At the church.”
 
   “The Church of God in Sanbornton?”
 
   She nodded. “He was nice to me is all.”
 
   “So he approached you?”
 
   “Yeah, he was the first to say hi and ask me about myself. He was my friend.”
 
   “And you spent alone time with him?”
 
   Candice glared at her.
 
   “Candice, you obviously weren’t with him when he harmed your mother. You’re so far removed from this thing it astounds me you’ve insisted you orchestrated it.”
 
   “But I did.”
 
   “How did you sneak away from your house?”
 
   She snorted a laugh. “How did I slip out when my drug addled mother was incapacitated on the sofa and my father was strong arming Mary into committing ungodly acts with him in his bedroom? Yeah, it was a real challenge.” She took to shaking her head as though she could rid the memories from her mind. “The devil lived in our house. He lurked in the bottom of every can.”
 
   “You’re referring to Dale’s drinking,” she stated for confirmation. 
 
   “Dale should be locked up, not Walter.”
 
   “Good,” she said encouragingly as she made notes. “That’s good. We can paint a picture for the board. Life at home was oppressive. Dale was drinking, abusing Mary, it drove your mother to drugs when she discovered it. Walter had always meant to harm Kendra and when you opened up to him about life at home it was exactly the reason he needed to hurt them in the name of God.”
 
   It had her blood boiling and she leaned in, speaking sternly, “I did this. Me.”
 
   Startled, Judy looked up from her note pad. “Why then? Why did you do it?”
 
   “Everything you just said. But it wasn’t Walter. It was me.”
 
   “Walter isn’t innocent in this. He was the one and only one," she said for emphasis, Candice presumed, "to actually commit these crimes.”
 
   “It was perfect, but you’re all too stupid to understand,” she said. 
 
   Judy straightened her back. “You didn’t anticipate anyone's stupidity. What does that make you?” she challenged. 
 
   “Not as smart as I thought I was, I guess,” she admitted with resignation. “The hand, the ears, the eyes we never got to take. It was flawless. Mary was supposed to tell the police how Kendra slapped her with her left hand for asking about what Kendra had done to deserve Walter locking her up during their marriage. She was supposed to explain how Kendra didn’t listen when Mary confessed her twisted dynamic with Dale. How she turned a blind eye. The police were supposed to hear all that then realize Mary cooked up the whole attack and got Dale to cut off those parts of Kendra.”
 
   “You know what I’m hearing?” Judy’s expression had turned soft listening to her. “I’m hearing a younger sister who really cares for Mary. In a way, you avenged her suffering.”
 
   “I don’t care for Mary.”
 
   “Would you feel that way if Dale hadn’t victimized her?”
 
   Candice fell silent unsure then stopped herself before she could go there. “Kendra should be dead. Dale and Mary should be in prison.”
 
   “What went wrong?” Judy asked as though she could pretend to be on Candice’s side. “Why was Kendra dumped at the lake when she was still alive?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said angrily. “Her eyes were supposed to have been carved out and she should’ve been dead.”
 
   “Candice, I need you to consider that Walter may have gone against you and still is. You need to detach from him. We need to make the case that he did this, all of this. He isn’t protecting you. You can’t protect him.”
 
   “You think he left her alive on purpose? I doubt it.”
 
   Judy sat back in her chair and mused, a smile spreading across her wide mouth. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Maybe it’s true what they say.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   She shrugged. “It was a miracle.”
 
   Candice stared at her for a long moment, realizing deep down a small part of her agreed. It was a miracle Kendra had lived, but she wasn't sure what to make of it.
 
   Judy’s gaze locked on the far end of the room behind Candice as though her attention had been stolen and when Candice glanced over her shoulder she saw Hannah crossing through the room. 
 
   Hannah, she thought, pressing her mouth into a hard line, as Judy rose to hug her hello. If Mary had been right about one thing, it was that Hannah should’ve never left. How could she?
 
   On Hannah’s graduation day, Candice had spied their argument from under the refreshment table where she’d tucked herself to play with the cottony cloth that hung down. Hannah had gotten in Dale’s face, pointing her finger in his eye, warning him to stay away from Mary. She’d sneered and spat when she told him she knew he’d plowed Mary with beer that night, the night of her prom, when the wee morning hours were still black as sin. Candice had only been four years old, but smart as she was she understood Hannah’s fury, her choice of words, and what they implied. Don’t you dare touch her, she’d warned. 
 
   But Dale had. 
 
   And if Hannah had never left...
 
   Candice cringed to imagine how none of this would've had to take place.
 
   When Candice orchestrated Kendra’s abduction she hadn’t been entirely sure what she’d do with the woman. 
 
   It hadn’t been until Hannah had the audacity to come home that Kendra’s fate became clear in Candice’s mind. 
 
   Cut her up and watch Hannah fall apart as the pieces of her mother came floating back. 
 
   Gazing down at her, Hannah offered her the faintest of smirks and it wavered badly. 
 
   “Excited for your hearing?” she asked. 
 
   Candice just stared at her. 
 
   “Can I sit?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Soaking up the sensation of the warm winter sun on her face, Hannah basked in the bay window overlooking the lake, its shore frozen with a thin sheet of ice, a dusting of snow drifting over. Spangles of icicles adorned the naked trees in the distance and the sky was azure blue as if beckoning spring to come in and transform this dim world, bring it to life. 
 
   She straightened her back, broadening her shoulders, which forced her silk blouse to give. She’d made a point to dress fancy for her exam, a skirt and heels, a blazer. Who knew when she’d have another opportunity to be uncomfortably bound up? As long as she passed her test there’d be nothing but crisply starched slacks, black button downs, boots, badges, guns, and good guys fighting bad in her future. 
 
   Staring out at the lake, she could almost forget this wasn’t Sanbornton, Hermit Lake, Cody’s house or any of the others that had been staples of her past, both recent and distant. 
 
   After the ordeal, when all had been said and done, she couldn’t bear to stay. 
 
   Too many bad memories. 
 
   Hannah feared to imagine what would’ve become of her had Cody not shown up at Walter’s that day. Would Candice have killed her? She’d like to think not, but deep down she couldn’t be sure. Instead of grappling with the dark possibility, she chose to focus on the fact Cody had rescued her as she’d always believed no man could. He’d been her savior, taking a bullet that was meant for her. 
 
   The shot had jarred her from the deepest recess of her mind. She’d rushed to Candice, though her gaze had been locked on Cody, the blood, the terrible stillness of his body. 
 
   She’d seized Candice, wrestling the SIG from her grasp, as her sister fired and fired, bullets pinging every which way. 
 
   The horrible end to a horrible nightmare. 
 
   Hannah pushed it from her mind. 
 
   She turned when she heard footsteps behind her. Groggy with sleep and bundled up in woolen sweats, Cody neared, taking hold of her waist and giving her a kiss good morning. As always, she melted into his arms, savoring his warm lips, the care behind his every kiss. He eased off, drinking in the sight of her, his eyes green as ever. Then he turned her, wrapped his arms around again, cradling Hannah from behind so they could both gaze out at their corner of heaven. 
 
   Lake Winnipesaukee. 
 
   After recovering from a shot to his abdomen, Cody had sold his house and bought a new one in Gilford so Hannah could resume her position. Her department had been eager to add Cody to the payroll thanks to his valiant work on the Kendra Cole case, which had made him a Tri-State celebrity and hometown hero, but not more so than it had Hannah. 
 
   Releasing her and patting her hip, he asked, “Coffee?”
 
   “It’s on the counter,” she told him with a warm smile.
 
   He cocked his head, meeting her gaze. “How early did you get up?”
 
   “Early,” she admitted with a smile. "Wanted to study a bit."
 
   Most nights Hannah was able to sleep in their bed, curling up beside him and drifting into deep peaceful darkness, like she had last night. 
 
   Others she slept on the floor. When she did, she often woke to find Mary watching over her and intensely looking out as though navigating a delicate vessel through uncharted waters. On those nights, Hannah would peer at her from beneath the blankets, her heart filling with such calm she'd doze off again, feeling safe.
 
   Hannah joined Cody at the kitchen table where he was nursing a mug of black coffee and taking a gander at the paper. 
 
   “I’m thinking about ice fishing this weekend,” he said, sliding the Sports section aside so he could gauge her interest or maybe he just wanted to look at her. Mary had given her another stylish haircut, this time cropping her hair high in a bob, which she’d argued would make Hannah look authoritative. She’d shown her how to use a flat iron and keep her tresses sleek with polish, mothering Hannah as she went about the tutorial. “You think Kendra would be up for that?”
 
   “I think it sounds nice, yeah.”
 
   He rose for the kitchen where he freshened his mug and doctored another with half and half the way Hannah liked her coffee. 
 
   As he returned, she noticed Mary helping her mother down the stairs on the other side of the living room. 
 
   Cody set the mugs down on the table then crossed through to offer his arm to Kendra so Mary could tend to breakfast, her favorite meal to cook. 
 
   Their mother looked amazing and not just with respect to all she’d survived. Her eyes were bright and lively. Her complexion glowed and she seemed to perpetually smile as though she felt elated to be alive. 
 
   She’d undergone two surgeries during her recovery. One to replace her kneecap, which had shattered when she’d desperately tried to escape Walter Warfield's house. And the second had been to attach a prosthetic hand. She’d seen a plastic surgeon as well, who’d molded prosthetic ears to her head. By the looks of her you might never guess her dark history. 
 
   This was the family now. Not broken, but healing and so full of life that at times Hannah’s heart swelled, filling with so much love she thought it might burst. 
 
   After spending time with Judy St. Clair and undergoing a great deal of prodding, Mary had given her statement to the Sanbornton Police about Dale and all that had occurred in the shack between them. As a result, he was currently in jail awaiting sentencing. Twice a week Mary went to therapy. Monday’s after school she spoke with Judy one-on-one and Thursdays she sat down with Kendra there, gradually allowing Judy to help her work towards forgiveness and trust. Mary no longer blamed her mother. The Hermit Lake Tragedy had afforded her that much. 
 
   Dalton Gerrity, Blake Abbott, and Travis Danbury weren’t convicted for their roles in the abduction, much because Kendra had insisted on their innocence. The kids had been placed under house arrest where they lived with their parents, completed community service, and attended drug rehabilitation programs, which had been Cody’s recommendation.
 
   Not a day went by Hannah didn’t think about Candice. Her heart carried the distinct hope that one day she’d truly know her youngest sister and have a relationship. Often she drove to the Sununu Youth Services Center where Candice now lived. She checked in on her on behalf of Mary and Kendra, reporting back. In this way, she was still a soldier.
 
   Nights when Hannah slept on the floor, Candice filled her dreams. Children absorb everything around them, the pain, the torment, the despair of those they love. Candice had watched Dale’s depravity, how he’d lured, manipulated, and abused her sister, how his dark descent had driven Kendra to drugs. Hannah understood why Candice had done it, why she’d been compelled, though she didn't agree with it. It was still a challenge to fathom. Dale had nearly destroyed everyone around him, one beer at a time. 
 
   Daddy soda. 
 
   Hannah hadn't touched a drop of it or any alcohol since they got Kendra back, neither had Mary, and they wouldn't. They'd made a pact. 
 
   Mary rounded the kitchen and set a tray of scrambled eggs on the table, as Cody distributed plates and utensils. When they sat, Kendra took Hannah’s hand in hers, offering her prosthetic one to Mary, who closed the circle grasping hold with Cody. 
 
   Hannah smiled at Cody, squeezing his hand, then met eyes with her mother, who always managed to start each meal with a prayer.
 
   “Dear God, thank you for this family. And for everything we had to survive in order to reach this very moment. We are blessed.”
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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Warped asphalt marred with shallow potholes and buckled with frost heaves - the scars of harsh winters and brief sweltering summers - unfolded under a shock of headlights like a story she could recite. It didn’t matter that a ghostly shroud of fog had crept in from the lake, clouding the road, or that the windshield was blurred with condensation. Gertrude knew every bump, its relationship to each bend, dip, and swell. Poor suspension on her old Audi had her anticipating the jolts and jerks. Her body was programmed to tense, to lean into the wheel, her chin to its clammy plastic, her hands in a white-knuckle grip. 
 
   A sharp bend hugging the south side of the lake prompted her to downshift - fast flick of the wrist, precise stomp on the clutch, forcing it to the sweet spot just shy of the carpet so the gears wouldn’t grind. Then her hand was back on the wheel.
 
   She wondered where summer went in the dead of night, why it chose to cripple the day then vanish as soon as the sun set, leaving the long dark hours chilly and dank, not typical of New Hampshire. Strange weather patterns were playing a nightly practical joke. 
 
   In the passenger’s seat was Doris - cardigan wrapped tight but not buttoned, chipped polish over demurely rounded nails, eyes like a sun-startled raccoon. She used the hem of her sleeve to wipe away the condensation for Gertrude, but her effort only smeared the glass badly, leaving streaks too distracting to properly see through. 
 
   “Maybe let's roll the windows down,” she suggested, monotone, still rattled from their long, strange evening. 
 
   Doris was testing the vent, holding her hand above it and working the dial as if it wasn’t already blasting. Giving that up, she cranked her window down then strained for the backseat, while Gertrude, figuring Doris speaking to her at all was progress, cracked her window by a good six inches. 
 
   As a result, damp air gusted through the car and kicked up a nest of junk at Doris’ feet. She stomped on it, making an honest effort to brace down candy wrappers and old magazines, fluttering receipts and case files too hopeless to update, a graveyard of Gertrude's career and her sister’s teenaged deposits - every time they got home: could you take your trash? A million excuses: next time? I’m tired. I have to get the grocery bag. I have to pee. It’s not all mine. 
 
   “Did it help?” She spoke up over the torrent, examining the windshield by sweeping her finger over the glass and creating another smear Gertrude would have to squint to see through. 
 
   Doris’ button-nose breath caused a feather of condensation to creep its way into her sightline. 
 
   “We’ll be home in five minutes,” she said, implying there was no need to improve things. 
 
   “Are we going to talk about it when we get home?” 
 
   She was perched at the edge of her seat, forearm draped across the dash, as she rocked and bounced with the grain of the road like she was riding a wild animal.
 
   Quick glimpse at Doris’ chest and she spied the absence of a seatbelt. Rather it flapped against the car door, buckle rattling metal against plastic. 
 
   “Put on your seatbelt.”
 
   “Why? We’re at the bridge.”
 
   The glow of twin wrought-iron streetlamps at the far end of the bridge cast just enough light to make Doris correct. They’d reached the end of Messer Street, having navigated its jarring twists and hairpin turns which gave way to the smooth but rickety wooden bridge that would arch into Opechee Street, its fresh pavement, wind-kissed Maples, and the distinct scent of cut-grass mingling with the marshy breath of the lake where they lived. 
 
   Gertrude didn’t nag her about her seatbelt as she hit the gas, accelerating across, popping the clutch and upshifting in rapid succession, old childhood fears the bridge would give way and kill them rumbling in the back of her mind as loudly as the wooden slats under her Audi’s tires. 
 
   POW.
 
   Gertrude startled the second she heard it. The gunshot cut through her foggy thoughts - the fragments and images of their bizarrely rehearsed and even more bizarrely executed confrontation with their parents that had been distracting her the entire drive home.
 
   Doris’ didn’t have to confirm it'd been a firearm. They’d lived in Laconia their whole lives, born and raised, and the sound was unmistakable, though they usually heard the pops and bangs echoing in the afternoon and early evening, never at two in the morning, never a solitary shot, and never coming from the woods where hidden homes, the mysterious characters inside - agoraphobic and tucked away until death, neighbors they didn’t know existed until medics rolled them out in body bags - lay dormant.
 
   Agitated by the disturbance and even more so by Doris’ incessant guessing - hunters? No, not at this time of year. Maybe a car backfiring? Didn’t sound like it. The Miller’s or Winona’s dad or that strange Chinese family that moved in last winter? - all verbal blows both given and received during their volatile screaming match with Mom and Dad now gone from her sister’s skittering mind. Gertrude realized she'd hit the gas, nerves roiling inside her, and the curve through Opechee would be a trick to control. 
 
   “Put on your seat belt!” Not liking the fatal rawness of her tone, she repeated herself anyway, as the tires shrieked against the grain of the bend and the fog thickened. The road was disappearing - it's a story and you know every word, rely on it, no need to see. - But Gertrude was wrestling down a sickening knot in her gut, the hot rush of bad tingles, her loosening bowels, an old reaction to weapons firing as though her body didn’t know what age she was, didn’t know she wasn’t a child, didn’t know the gun hadn’t gone off in the next room, didn’t know her sister was alive even though Doris was screaming at her to slow down from the passenger’s seat.
 
   Her voice, shrill and desperate, cut through the noise of Gertrude’s time warp, “Look out!”
 
   Billows of fog slipped over the windshield then a figure appeared, shadowy and unreal, the night telling a lie too complicated for her to make sense of. Were her eyes tricking her brain? White-hot panic disconnected her mind from her hands, from her foot. Two seconds after she slammed on the brakes, cutting the wheel hard, vehicle careening sideways, she understood her reflexes had been fast but unfocused. 
 
   The next thing she knew glass was shattering against her cheek - excruciating ringing in her ear, the Audi on its side, flying and scraping over asphalt. She was crushed - Doris: limbs loose, stretching, tucking, straining, the worst cry Gertrude had ever heard coming out of her like death clawing its way up her throat. And then she didn't feel Doris crushing her and then she did and then she didn't, slamming and disappearing, over and over. When she finally understood the vehicle was rolling, the crashing splash that followed had her once again bogged in woolly confusion. 
 
   Wet ice enveloped her. There was no air. Her skull was throbbing. Black water stung her eyes. She gasped then choked, coughing the lake out of her mouth, as she frantically felt for her seatbelt, feeling, feeling, following the nylon strap down to where it met with a hard square of plastic. From the corner of her eye, Doris’ chestnut brown hair waved at her. Her hand was lolling freely, loose and relaxed through the murk. Doris' body had a terrible ease to it, no fight, no tension as though her sister was no longer there.
 
   Stiffly, muscling in slow motion, hands quavering in the cold, fingers numbing, breath held and lungs burning, Gertrude pressed the seatbelt release, yanking the nylon and when it gave, she drifted to the backseat, away from Doris. Strategies wouldn’t formulate, her thoughts as devouring and jagged as the freezing depths of the lake. She pushed off hard, swimming downward, hands tangling in Doris’ cardigan, searching for something real to grasp, her arms, her waist, anything to push her through the window and free them.
 
   She thought she saw the nasty gleam of eyes studying her beyond the windshield, swamp creatures lurking, but those were only white starbursts of pain flaring behind her eyes, complicating her effort.
 
   Releasing Doris’ sweater, she saw with her hands. Hard cloth? It was the roof. Plastic? It was the door, yes a handle, higher a lip, the windowsill. She kicked through the car window. 
 
   The nose of the Audi was at the bottom of the lake. Looking up she gleaned ripples in the distance. The surface. She kicked downward, hauling herself deeper, and grasped Doris’ arms through the open window. 
 
   Trusting that she had her sister well enough was a prayer at best, but her lungs were aching and her head was throbbing. Drowning was all too real. 
 
   She started kicking. Her legs felt like twigs ready to snap. Her hands were too numb to tell if she was still gripping Doris but the weight of her sister told her she had her. Half fighting, half surrendering to natural buoyancy, as lazy and gradual as it was, she rose to the surface and broke through with an exhilarated gasp but got a mouth full of water, splashed up by her flailing arm. She coughed it out and got her bearings. Stillness all around her - shimmering pinprick stars in timeless constellations, the lake still as meditation, Balsam Firs and White Pines stately at the water’s edge, the bloom of lights from the bridge in the distance, serenely oblivious to her dire straits, to Doris’. They were too far beyond civilization to be rescued.
 
   Keeping her arm hooked firmly around her sister’s chest and their heads above water - Gertrude paddling, Doris’ limp and drifting, gurgles and splashes and monsters below - she came to the muddy shore. 
 
   Check for breathing, give mouth-to-mouth, pump her chest five times, check for breathing, give mouth-to-mouth, pump her chest five times. - But though Gertrude believed she was doing this, she’d already collapsed, unconscious beside her sister.
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