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			Chapter 1

			“Haven’t you been moping around long enough?”

			I blinked. “Excuse me?”

			The older woman standing on my front porch straightened herself to her full height, which was none too high. The best way to describe her was round—round face, round glasses, round bosom, round belly. Her silver-grey hair was cut short, and it ‘poofed’ around her face like a dandelion gone to seed. She looked like a stereotypical grandmother, except for her sharp eyes, which peered out at me from behind black-rimmed frames. She smelled like a combination of mothballs and chamomile. “I said, haven’t you been moping around long enough?”

			“Uh,” I wasn’t sure how to answer her. It was true I hadn’t been doing much other than recovering from what Stefan, my now-estranged husband, had done to me, but I had no idea how in the world she would know this. “Do I know you?”

			She snorted in exasperation. “Of course you do. You’re Becca, Charlie’s niece. Where on earth are your manners? Are you going to invite me in or what?”

			“Well, yeah, but ... who are you?”

			“Pat.” 

			She continued staring at me with those sharp little bird eyes, clearly waiting for the invitation. I still had no idea who Pat was but found myself relenting under her gaze. She did seem harmless enough. I backed away from the door so she could come in. She snorted again, plainly miffed at how long it had taken, and bustled her way straight to the kitchen. I hurried after her.

			“Why don’t you have water simmering?” she exclaimed as she entered the kitchen. “Did you forget everything Charlie taught you?”

			Before I could properly frame an answer, she began banging away in the kitchen, filling the tea kettle with water and bringing out the teapot and cups.

			I moved into the kitchen to help her. “So, you knew my aunt?” 

			She slammed a drawer shut. “Of course I knew your aunt. Who in this town didn’t know her? She treated me for years—thyroid and insomnia. You probably saw all of that in her files.”

			Oh. So that’s what this was about. Since the whole blowup with Stefan, I’ve had various folks reach out to me, assuming I would be taking over Aunt Charlie’s business. But, quite honestly, I was still figuring out what I wanted to do.

			Her birdlike eyes studied me for a moment. “You don’t remember me, do you? I watched you grow up, you know. Saw you every summer you were here.”

			“I think I remember you,” I said, even though it was a lie. Great. Yet another memory lost to me. “It was just a long time ago.” 

			She let out a rusty chuckle. “Not that long ago. But I guess for someone your age, it seems that way.” She went back to digging in my drawers for tea. “Is this all you have?” she snapped, holding up one of my store-bought boxes.

			I swallowed. “For now.”

			“Hmph.” Muttering something about how she could have stayed home for store-bought tea, she prepared a couple of mugs for us and took them to the butcher-block table.

			I found myself trailing after her, feeling like things had somehow gotten flipped around, reversing our roles. She was the host and I was the guest. But as I sat down in front of her, I felt the sadness that was never very far from my consciousness rise up inside me, nearly swamping me in its intensity. 

			She reminded me of Aunt Charlie. This is precisely how Aunt Charlie would have acted.

			I so wished she was the one making tea for us. 

			Pat pushed the mug over to me, spilling a little in the process. I took it and held it, focusing on its warmth in my hands to keep the tears from spilling over.

			God, I was still such an emotional mess. I was starting to wonder if I would ever feel like myself again or if what happened had permanently destroyed some essential piece of me.

			Pat blew noisily over the tea to cool it. “You haven’t answered me yet.”

			I blinked at her. “Sorry. What haven’t I answered?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Are you finished moping?”

			I picked up my tea and held it near my lips, but I didn’t drink. Instead, I breathed in the scent of oranges and cinnamon. “I didn’t realize I was moping.”

			“Well, what else would you call it? There’s no tea in here and no one’s heard from you. We’re all waiting for you to get up and running.”

			I took a deep breath. “I don’t know if I’m going to be starting Aunt Charlie’s business up again.”

			She looked aghast. “Of course you are! What else are you going to do?”

			“I’m not sure yet.”

			She put her tea down with a bang, sloshing more of it on the table. “What are you talking about? You have the gift! Charlie always said you’d take over.”

			I closed my eyes. Thanks, Aunt Charlie. It would have been nice if you had mentioned that to me. “She and I never talked about it. I’m still trying to figure out what I want to do.”

			Pat waved her hand at me. “Pshaw. You don’t need to figure anything out. You’re an artist and a healer. You’ve just got to stop moping and get back to work.”

			Am I? Pat sounded so confident. I wished I could soak it up.

			“I haven’t been the same since I ran out of the tea Charlie made for me. You can start by making me another batch. I haven’t slept right in months.” She began to gather her things and rose to her feet. “You young people, always trying to ‘find yourself’ or some such nonsense. I tell you, in my day, we never had the luxury of all that fooling around. We did what we had to do, and we were happy about it.”

			She started toward the door, still berating my generation’s lack of work ethic. I followed, wondering if I should try and interrupt her to let her know I didn’t have a clue how to prepare tea for her (or anyone, really).

			As she opened the door, she called over her shoulder, “I’ll be back in a week. That should give you plenty of time to get that tea together.”

			“Uh,” I tried to interrupt, but she wasn’t paying any attention. “A week is more than enough time. More than enough. If Charlie was here, she’d have it back in a couple of days. Maybe less. Young people. What are they doing with their time?”

			“I don’t know ...” I tried to interrupt as she headed out the door, but she waved a finger at me.

			“A week is plenty of time. Bring it to my house when you have it.”

			“But I don’t know where you live,” I said, my voice trailing off as I watched her march toward her car.

			 Good thing I kept Aunt Charlie’s files. I guess it wouldn’t kill me to poke around to see what I could come up with. Creating a tea or two didn’t have to mean I was starting up Aunt Charlie’s business.

			I was about to close the door when I saw Daphne walking up the street. I waved and waited for her.

			“I suppose you want tea, too,” I said, as I let Daphne in.

			“You’re finally making Charlie’s teas?” she asked.

			I sighed again as I led her to the kitchen. “You sound like Pat.”

			She sat down at the kitchen table. “Oh, is that what she wanted?”

			It was amazing how quickly Daphne and I had resumed our close friendship. We first became friends fifteen years ago when I used to spend the summers here with Aunt Charlie, and since I’d returned six weeks ago, we’ve picked right up where we’d left off—almost like there hadn’t been a gap at all. I don’t know what I would have done without her these past few weeks. She’d been my lifeline.

			I went to make a fresh cup for Daphne as she fingered the tea bags. “Store-bought tea? Oh, Becca. Tsk, tsk. Pat surely thought Aunt Charlie was rolling in her grave.”

			“Something like that.”

			Daphne removed her sunglasses and adjusted her reddish-brown ponytail. She had a long, almost horsy face with plain, strong features, a thin mouth and that pale white skin and freckles that are so common in redheads. 

			“It’s kind of hot for tea,” Daphne said as I put a fresh mug in front of her.

			“A little heat never stopped Aunt Charlie.”

			Daphne’s lips curled up into a tiny, sad smile. “That’s true.” She picked up her mug to blow on it. “Any news?” 

			I shook my head. “Stefan still refuses to sign the divorce papers.”

			“Bastard.”

			I definitely seconded that.

			“What about Chrissy? Has she talked to him yet?”

			I bobbed my tea bag a few times before removing it from the mug. “I’m not sure, but if I had to guess, I would say no.”

			Chrissy, Stefan’s sixteen-year-old daughter, and my stepdaughter, had been the unwilling pawn in her father’s scheme to bilk me of an inheritance I didn’t even know I had. Aunt Charlie had left it to me, along with the house. It wasn’t enough to live on for the rest of my life, no–but it would definitely keep the bills paid and food on the table while I figured out what I wanted to do. 

			At least … it would once it had been restored. Before being arrested, Stefan had managed to drain a chunk of it, and the authorities were still sorting out where he had stashed all the money he stole. I kept telling myself it was all going to be okay—the house was paid for and the small amount of money I did have access to could pay the bills for the next couple of months, which should be more than enough time to get my trust fund sorted out.

			As hurtful as Stefan had been to me, it was still nothing compared to what he had done to his daughter. Needless to say, the fact that Chrissy had turned on him in the end didn’t help their father-daughter relationship at all. Even though my case against him was weak and he was actually being held in New York on much more serious charges, Stefan wasn’t someone who would ‘forgive and forget.’

			“Are you seeing her?” Daphne asked.

			I nodded. “Tomorrow. She’s coming over to spend the night.”

			Daphne opened her mouth before closing it firmly and sipping her tea instead.

			I appreciated her silence. We had had this argument around Chrissy many times before.

			In the couple of weeks since the night Stefan had been arrested, Daphne had been my biggest supporter and cheerleader. She brought me food, held me as I cried, and helped me remove every reminder of Stefan from the house. She and Mia, my other best friend, had even arranged to have a shaman energetically cleanse the house. She was my rock.

			But, when it came to Chrissy, we sat squarely on opposite sides. While she could understand why I didn’t necessarily want to have the book thrown at Chrissy, it made no sense to Daphne why I was willing to re-establish a relationship with my stepdaughter.

			Mia, another of my close friends from fifteen years ago, had been the one to help me with Chrissy. Just like my friendship with Daphne, Mia and I started right back up where we had left off. Unlike Daphne, though, Mia understood why I wanted to rebuild my relationship with Chrissy. She had helped navigate the legal system to find a family willing to let Chrissy stay with them until she graduated from high school. They also didn’t mind accommodating my request to work on things with my stepdaughter. 

			Honestly, I couldn’t really explain why I wanted to continue being Chrissy’s stepmother. Nor did I understand the part of me that wouldn’t have minded Chrissy moving back into the house. 

			Daphne was right. In the beginning, she had conspired with her father to steal my inheritance. She had hurt me, physically, emotionally, and mentally. And, it was true—I had no guarantees she wouldn’t try it again.

			But she was also the one who saved me, and I had no intention of giving up on her.

			That didn’t mean she wasn’t giving up on herself. The last time I had seen her, she was like a shadow of the girl she once was. She looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks. Her clothes were wrinkled and stained and hung on her now too-thin body awkwardly. But, worst of all, she refused to look at me. She mostly just stared down at the ground, or off into the distance. 

			Margot, her foster mother, told me Chrissy was like that all the time, now. Barely eating, barely talking unless answering a direct question. They had started taking her to a therapist.

			Chrissy’s lack of family made me think of mine. Growing up, I had Aunt Charlie. She loved me and believed in me. I had my parents, of course, and two brothers who were quite a bit older. But that hadn’t stopped my parents from trying one last time for a little girl. They must have been so joyful when I was born, their dreams having come true. 

			But somehow, as much as I had longed to be close to my mother, I always had this vague sense that I wasn’t the daughter she had longed for—that I was a disappointment. I could never shake the feeling that my mother would have preferred a different little girl.

			With Aunt Charlie, however, I never felt that way. I always felt loved and accepted and supported when I was with her.

			Chrissy didn’t have an Aunt Charlie. Chrissy didn’t have anyone. And I would be damned if I didn’t do what I could to be the one person in her corner.

			Daphne was talking but I had missed what she said. I asked her if she could repeat it.

			“I asked what you’re doing Saturday night. A group of us are getting together.”

			“Um. I’m not sure,” I said. “Who’s going?” As much as I was ready for some fun—hell, I was long overdue for some fun!—I also had no desire to run into Daniel and his fiancé.

			I had only seen Daniel once in the past three weeks and that was in passing at the courthouse. He was clearly on duty so a hasty wave in my direction was our only interaction. I had done my best to steer clear of any social situations where I might run into him. I didn’t think I could bear seeing him with his fiancé.

			Daphne seemed to read my thoughts. “For dinner, it’s just us girls—Mia, Celia, maybe Janey. After dinner, well, who knows? But you can always leave after we eat, if you want.”

			I groaned. “Celia? I’m the last person she wants to spend the evening with, I’m sure.”

			I had only met Celia once, at a bar a couple of months ago. She was married to Barry, Daniel’s childhood friend. She hadn’t been shy in letting me know what she thought of me.

			Daphne waved her hand. “That’s just Celia. She’s like that with everyone. She’ll warm up. Eventually.”

			I snorted. “Yeah, right.”

			“So, can I count you in?”

			I paused, taking a moment to gaze out the window. The marigolds were a fiery golden wave in the late afternoon sun. As painful as it would be to see Daniel and Gwyn together, I was ready to start getting my life back. “Okay,” I said.

			“Yes!” Daphne did a little fist pump. “About time we get you out of this house.”

			“Oh God, yes,” I said. “I’m ready for some fun. But enough about me. How is your mother doing? Any improvement?”

			Daphne’s mother was a recluse. She suffered from numerous confusing aliments, which meant that no doctor yet had been able to come to an accurate diagnosis. I listened to Daphne share the latest challenges—most notably, her mother now had unexplainable knee pain, which not only kept her from sleeping through the night, but also limited her mobility. And that, of course, meant more work for Daphne.

			Daphne glanced at the kitchen clock. “Oh, I didn’t realize it was getting so late. I didn’t mean to go on and on.”

			“Anytime,” I said. “Not like you haven’t listened to me do the same. Do you want something to take home for dinner? I made a couple of casseroles yesterday with all the zucchini I dug out of the garden. It’s been growing like weeds out there. Do you want one? Then you don’t have to worry about dinner tonight.”

			“No, no, I couldn’t.”

			“Nonsense.” I headed for the fridge over Daphne’s protests. I wasn’t much of a cook, but there was something healing about spending time in the kitchen making food. It was the same in the garden. And besides, Daphne had done a lot for me over the past few weeks. I was happy to do this small thing for her.

			“Well, if you’re sure,” she said. I could see the relief in her eyes as she accepted the casserole. “Thank you, Becca.” I felt for her. I knew she was under a tremendous amount of stress with her mother, even though she rarely complained.

			“Of course I’m sure,” I said. “Although I make no promises about how good it is.”

			She laughed. “I’m sure it’s fine.” 

			I walked her to the door, waving as she cut across the yard that led to her home. She waved back before hurrying along the path.

			I watched her path long after she disappeared around the corner before softly closing the door. The house was so quiet. The only sound was the ticking of the grandfather clock.

			Just like that, I was alone. Rattling around in a cavernous, creaky house with only the ghosts of my past to keep me company.

			All by myself. Again.


		

	
		
			Chapter 2

				I wandered back into the kitchen to clean up the tea things and start thinking about dinner. I considered popping the leftover casserole in the oven, but I wasn’t all that hungry. Instead, I poured a glass of wine and went to sit on the back porch.

				It was easier being alone during the day. With the sun out, the birds happily chirping and the squirrels and rabbits playing, I didn’t really feel all that alone. I could happily lose hours of time puttering around outside, or cleaning and reorganizing the house, eliminating every trace of Stefan.

			But as the day waned into late afternoon, things became more and more difficult.

			Dinnertime was the worst.

			I definitely hadn’t quite gotten the hang of dinnertime. 

			Even during the brief time that I was single back in New York, between marriages, I’d rarely had dinner by myself. If I wasn’t working through it, I’d be with friends at happy hour drinking my dinner and, if I was lucky, nibbling on snacks. 

				I didn’t even know how to cook for just one person. I’d either make too much and have leftovers for days or keep it simple with sandwiches and salads.

				I sipped my wine and gazed around the garden. It had taken hours, and I wasn’t done yet, but it was so much better. It was a riot of color and fragrance—roses, sunflowers, black-eyed susans, petunias, daisies, geraniums, marigolds and more, along with a huge variety of herbs (Aunt Charlie even had a special spot reserved for dandelions and other ’weeds’ that were good for teas) and a few vegetables. If I stayed, I was planning on expanding the vegetable section of the garden the following year. There’s nothing better than making meals with fresh vegetables.

			As the sun sank lower I found myself searching the yard for Oscar, the black cat who had appeared a few weeks ago and promptly adopted me. I had no idea where he came from or who he belonged to and although he didn’t appear to be feral, he also wasn’t exactly a pet either. 

			There had been more than a few nights when the loneliness became almost unbearable. The little cat would silently appear, usually sitting in front of the window, tail curled around himself, dark green eyes watching me.

			At first, I would sit at the window next to the cat to eat. Eventually, I started opening the back door. Oscar would saunter in, sniff at the food I would leave for him, eat a few bites and then leap up to sit at the table with me. After dinner, he would saunter back outside. 

			As the cat became my dinner companion, I decided he needed a better name than ‘cat.’ ‘Oscar’ popped into my head, and he seemed to approve.

			If dinner was bad, the nights were even worse. Although I no longer dreamed of Mad Martha and Nellie (my resident ghosts) or of Aunt Charlie making me tar-like tea, I still had trouble sleeping. And when I would finally fall into a restless doze, I’d dream of Stefan chasing me around the house, usually with a knife. No matter how many doors I opened, I never could find my way out. Sometimes, I dreamed of Chrissy, too … standing like a statue in the family room with her cold, empty eyes.

			Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to have Chrissy spend the night with me tomorrow after all. She would have to sleep in her old bedroom—which also happened to be the center of the hauntings from back in the early 1900’s when Mad Martha killed Nellie and then herself in that same room.

			I knew Chrissy liked that room though, and I wanted her to feel welcomed and wanted, so I cleaned it—physically and energetically–with the shaman. He had assured me that the room was no longer haunted, and was fine for Chrissy (or anyone) to be in. 

			But, still.  Maybe I needed to rethink this plan.

			I took another sip of wine and looked around the yard. No sign of the cat. It was beginning to get dark, and I needed to start dinner, yet I didn’t move. I just sat there, hoping against hope that I’d see Oscar silently appear from the shadows. Instead the disappointment rose in my chest. 

			I didn’t want to go into that dark, empty house alone. 

			But, as the late afternoon sun slowly turned into twilight and Oscar still didn’t appear, I finally decided I couldn’t wait any longer. I picked up my empty wine glass and headed for the door.

			The noise was soft—grass rustling, a snapped twig. I quickly looked around, hope blooming inside me. “Oscar?”

			No sign of the cat. I bit my lip as I gazed around. Did I imagine it? Or was it some other animal?

			I heard the noise again. This time it sounded more like a footstep, and I froze. An image popped into my head—a footprint. I had been out in the garden early one more morning a few weeks ago and there it was, pressed into the mud. I never did figure out where it had come from. Chrissy? One of Chrissy’s friends? A couple of neighborhood kids playing a prank?

			Or maybe something more sinister.

			I was suddenly aware of how alone I really was; no close neighbors, not even a dog. No one would hear a thing, should something happen. 

			Even if I screamed.

			A cold lump of fear rose in my throat practically choking me.

			What should I do? Make a run for it? Try and hide? Maybe find a weapon? My eyes swept the backyard again but I saw nothing. Crap. To make matters even worse, I had left my cell phone in the house.

			Crunch. Another footstep. Definitely human. Oh God. Fighting the panic rising inside, I quietly took a few steps toward the large rose bush planted near the house. Maybe I could hide behind it until I saw who was there. 

			A shadow appeared off to the side. I sucked in my breath. The bush was too far away to get behind in time. I was just going to have to brazen it out.

			The shadow came into focus, and I felt my body sag with relief. “CB! You nearly scared me to death! What are you doing here?”

			CB grinned at me. “Hey cos. Nice to see you, too.”

			“I didn’t mean ... I’m so glad to see you!” I ran over to give him a hug. I was happy to see him. Not only because I liked hanging out with him, but also because I wasn’t alone anymore.

			CB was my only cousin on my mom’s side, but we had basically been raised together. Born just five days apart, we looked like brother and sister. We both had reddish-blondish-brown hair although mine was heavier on the red. His hazel eyes had more green in them whereas my eyes would often change from green to brown to gold. We both were on the slender side, but with CB that slightness simply made him look more feminine. He had always had more than his share of admirers from both sexes although he himself was open to whoever ended up in his bed, especially if that person was very attractive or very rich … even better if both.

			“You’ve lost weight,” he said accusingly. “You were never this thin in New York.”

			“I also thought I had a happy marriage when I was in New York.”

			He clucked his tongue. “Maybe it’s time to come back. Show off the new you? Thin is always in.” He waggled his eyebrows. 

			I laughed. “You can never be too rich or too thin.”

			“Exactly! See, you remember. You haven’t been corrupted living in this backwards country. At least, not yet. We’ll need to act fast though. When are you coming back to New York?”

			“You know, it’s past five o’clock and you don’t have any wine.”

			He widened his eyes. “You’re right. Travesty!”

			“We better get that rectified immediately.”

			He gestured with his arm in a broad flourish. “Lead the way.” 

			I moved to open the side door and gestured at him to go inside. “How long are you staying?”

			“Hmmm. A week. Give or take.”

			That sounded like CB. He was the essence of a social butterfly, flitting in and out of people’s lives, often without much fanfare. He didn’t have a job, or at least not a traditional one. It was always a mystery how he paid for his lifestyle as he never seemed to be hurting for money. Privately, I thought it was a combination of his wealthy male and female ‘friends,’ and his mother.

			He wandered through the downstairs as I poured him his wine and refilled my own. “You haven’t changed much, have you?”

			I shook my head as I handed him his glass. “It still feels like Aunt Charlie’s house to me.”

			He took a sip. “Ugh,” he said. “We’re definitely going to have to work on your wine palate. That’s certainly gone downhill.”

			“You’ll be amazed at how much better it tastes after you’ve had a glass or two.”

			He laughed. “Touché.” He took another sip, narrowing his eyes at me from over the rim. “As good of a distraction as this is, you didn’t answer my question about when you’re leaving this place. And I’m wondering what that means.”

			I sighed and took a drink myself. “It means I don’t know, CB.”

			“Ah.” He nodded as he leaned against the counter. “But there’s nothing here for you. Why would you stay?”

			“There’s nothing in New York for me either,” I said, “except a higher cost of living. How would I support myself?”

			“What are you talking about? You have money.” He gestured around the kitchen. “Just sell this and you’ll be set.”

			I snorted. Sometimes I wondered how CB had made it this far in life. “Set for how long?”

			“Long enough to snag yourself another man.”

			“Oh no,” I took a step backward, holding my hands out. “Two ex-husbands are two more than I ever wanted.”

			“Third time’s a charm.”

			“Unless it’s not.” I shook my head. “I tried the husband thing and it didn’t work. I need to figure out another way to support myself that doesn’t require relying on anyone else.”

			CB rolled his eyes. “How noble. And ridiculous. You have a life in New York. Just come back. I’m sure it will all work out.”

			“I know this will come as a shock to you, but here in the real world, planning is considered a good thing. Especially when it comes to finances. Not all of us are blessed to live like Kramer in Seinfeld.”

			“Whatever.” He finished his wine and picked up the bottle to pour another glass. “So, what have you done with the place? I think I need the tour. Although what I’ve seen so far has been less than impressive. It looks like you haven’t changed a thing.”

			“That’s not exactly true,” I said, following him as he headed for the stairs. “I got rid of the sewing machine.”

			“You can’t even sew,” he scoffed. “And, besides, it probably didn’t even work.”

			“That’s beside the point. I also got rid of that hideous lamp in the living room.”

			“Chalk one up for the good side.”

			I followed him up the stairs, relieved he had changed the subject. I didn’t want to share the real reason why I was afraid to move back to New York. My parents had always been my financial back up. They hadn’t approved of me marrying Stefan as fast as I had and I couldn’t bear to face them now that my marriage had blown up in such a spectacular way. I couldn’t go back to them now, hat in hand, after everything that had happened. No, I was going to have to figure this out myself.

			We had almost reached the top of the steps when it suddenly occurred to me that I didn’t know where he was going to sleep. When we stayed here as kids, he had always slept in Chrissy’s room. While I supposed he could sleep there tonight, where was I going to put him tomorrow when Chrissy was here? Come to think of it, what was I supposed to DO with him when Chrissy was here? It was supposed to be a girl’s night in. Maybe I ought to reschedule. And while I’m at it, rethink the wisdom of putting Chrissy back in that bedroom.

			He poked his head in Chrissy’s room. “Aw, that’s sweet of you to have my room ready for me.”

			I cleared my throat. “Actually, it’s not for you. It’s for Chrissy.”

			He turned to look at me in surprise. “Chrissy? I thought she was with a foster family.”

			“She is. But, I’m trying to rebuild a relationship with her. She’s actually coming over tomorrow night for a sleepover.”

			CB peered over his shoulder at me, his face surprised. “Is that wise?”

			I sighed. “Don’t start, CB. If I don’t help her, who will?”

			He made a face. “Your funeral. Whatever. Clearly you’re not listening to me about anything. I’ll make myself scarce tomorrow night so you can have your little girl’s party.” 

			“You don’t have to do that,” I said, touched by his offer. “I can reschedule.”

			He turned away to saunter down the hall. “Don’t bother. I wouldn’t mind seeing some of the old gang while I’m here anyway.” He poked his head in what Aunt Charlie used to call the Magic Room, that had (briefly) been Stefan’s office. With the help of Daphne, I had restored it back to its Magic Room’s roots and was now using it for my own office. 

			He nodded as he took in the cleared-off desk, my laptop, the fresh flowers from the garden, the window open behind the desk and the light-green curtains covered with a daisy pattern dancing with the fresh breeze. “You taking over the healing practice?”

			I stifled a second sigh. What was going on today? Was I somehow cursed to have the same conversations over and over? “Why would I do that? I have no training in it.”

			“Yes, you do,” he said, moving away from the door. “I remember her explaining herbs and healing when we were kids. I’m sure it would come back pretty fast. Just study her files and you’ll be fine.”

			I opened my mouth to argue with him, and then shut it. Now that he mentioned it, I did recall Aunt Charlie constantly feeding me information about the different herbs and their health benefits. And he was right about her files. But, still. If I was serious about it, I really ought to go back to school.

			CB moved to the next room and poked his head in. “Why are you still sleeping in here?”

			I went over to stand next to him. “Because it still feels like my room.”

			He looked at me in disbelief. “Well, yeah. When you were a teenager. But now you’re an adult, and this is YOUR house. Why aren’t you sleeping in the master bedroom?”

			I shifted uncomfortably. Stefan had asked the same thing, and I really didn’t have a good answer. Yes, part of it was that I felt more comfortable in the same room I had slept in when I was younger. And there was no question I still thought of the house as Aunt Charlie’s, rather than mine.

			But, neither of those answers explained why I hadn’t even opened the door to The Room—otherwise known as Aunt Charlie’s bedroom—yet.

			An image from my dreams flashed in my head. Aunt Charlie in the kitchen, telling me to drink the tea, her white pointed teeth glinting in the moonlight while blood ran down her chin. I shivered despite the warmth of the house. Did I honestly think I would run into Aunt Charlie’s ghost in The Room?

			It just seemed safer keeping the door closed.

			CB watched me for a moment, then deliberately walked over to Aunt Charlie’s bedroom. “What do you think we’ll find in there, hmmm?” he said teasingly.

			“No, CB. Don’t.”

			He put his hand on the doorknob. “Think her corpse is in there? Or maybe ...” he turned and waggled his eyebrows at me. “Her ghost.”

			My stomach dropped as I took a few steps toward him, putting my hand on his arm to stop him. “CB, it’s not funny. Let’s go back down to the kitchen. You need more wine and I should start dinner.”

			“Of course it’s funny. You should be sleeping in here. It’s silly that you aren’t.” He started to turn the doorknob.

			A panicky feeling fluttered in my chest and I squeezed his arm. “You’re probably right, but ... I’m just not ready. Okay? You know what I’ve been through. Can you just indulge me? Please?” I looked up at him imploringly, knowing he always had trouble resisting my puppy eyes. 

			He studied me for a moment then turned away from the door. “It’s true I could use a refill. I don’t know about you cooking for me though. Are you trying to kill me?”

			The sweet feeling of relief bloomed inside me and I beamed at CB. “I’ve actually gotten pretty good at cooking. C’mon, let me show you.”

			I led the way back downstairs, squishing down the little voice inside that wanted to know what the heck was so wrong with me that the simple act of opening a bedroom door nearly caused me an anxiety attack.

			***

			CB swept into the kitchen and struck a pose. “How do I look?”

			I whistled approvingly. “Very dapper.”

			He rolled his eyes. “Wasn’t going for dapper.” He wore dark, raw denim skinny jeans and a Burberry striped navy and white fitted polo. 

			“Well, you do know you’re going to be the best dressed person in all of Redemption tonight,” I said. “Including women.”

			“And yet again, I’m reminded of why it’s taken me so long to visit,” he said. “What are you waiting for? Pour me a glass of wine.”

			I reluctantly reached for a glass. “I figured you’d be leaving.”

			He widened his eyes in mock horror. “I couldn’t leave without seeing my niece now, could I?”

			Oh great. Chrissy was supposed to be here in the next half hour or so. I had really hoped CB would be out of the house by then. I was also hoping he would honor his promise about not returning until morning and decided to mention it again.

			 “I’m sure I can find someone who will take me in, since my cousin is so heartlessly kicking me out,” he said with a wink.

			“No doubt someone in Redemption would let you sleep on his (or her!) couch,” I said.

			He laughed. “The couch isn’t precisely what I had in mind, but maybe that could be fun, too.”

			I handed him his wine. “Try not to get into too much trouble.”

			He winked. “Oh, but where’s the fun in that?”

			The doorbell rang. I felt my mouth go dry. CB was difficult to predict at the best of times, and after listening to more than a few passive-aggressive taunts in relation to Chrissy in the past 24 hours, I really hoped he wouldn’t end up sabotaging my efforts at reconciliation.

			CB set his wine down. “Well, well. It looks like the woman of the hour is here.”

			I made a face at him. “Just behave. Okay?”

			He laughed. “Again, I ask ... where is the fun in that?”

			I moved past him to answer the door, wanting to beg him to be good. I also considered simply pushing him out the door as I pulled Chrissy in. Typically, less was more when dealing with CB, so I resisted both of those urges.

			Chrissy stood on the porch, holding a backpack, her eyes cast down. Normally, I would have been alarmed at her appearance—dark circles under her eyes, dull, lank hair hanging limply around her pale, nearly gaunt face—but instead, I was completely transfixed by the girl standing behind her.

			Long, thick, wavy blonde hair framed a narrow, elegant face with jutting, high cheekbones, full lips, and huge, dark-green eyes. 

			I was staring at the spitting image of Jessica.


		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			As I stood there, mouth gaping and a million thoughts flashing through my head, (Is this a joke? Is she a ghost? Am I losing my mind?), the Jessica look-alike opened her mouth. “Hi, Mrs. McMurray. I’m just dropping Chrissy off. Oh, wait,” she blushed (a very becoming shade of red, I thought, which was something else she had in common with Jessica). “You probably don’t go by McMurray anymore. Sorry.”

			“Uh,” I struggled to get my thoughts in order. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. It’s, uh, nice to meet one of Chrissy’s friends ...”

			“I’m Brittany,” the girl said cheerfully.

			Brittany. That name sounded familiar. Wasn’t Brittany the name of Chrissy’s first friend here? Had to be the same girl—how many sixteen-year-old Brittany’s could there possibly be in this town?

			“Are you going to let us in?” Chrissy finally spoke although her eyes remained fixed on the ground.

			“Oh! Of course, please come in.” I stepped back. Chrissy stepped into the house mechanically.

			“I can’t stay, but thanks for the invite,” Brittany said. “See you around, Chrissy.”

			Chrissy muttered something and headed for the kitchen.

			I watched Brittany half skip, half walk to her car. I wanted to call out to her, but what would I say? Hey, has anyone ever told you that you are the spitting image of Jessica, the girl who vanished fifteen years ago? You know, the girl no one has heard from ever since?

			 Oh, and let’s not forget, the same girl I was apparently the last to see, except I don’t remember, because I ended up in the hospital with alcohol poisoning that night.

			Yeah, that sounds like the perfect conversation starter. Probably better to talk to Mia or Daphne. 

			I turned to close the door and saw CB behind me, his face pale. “Did you see ...” he began.

			Oh, thank God. CB saw it, too. That meant I could cross off ‘I’m crazy’ from the list of possible explanations for this girl looking SO much like Jessica. “Yeah, I can’t believe it either. Like seeing a ghost.”

				He came closer. “Who is that girl?”

				I shrugged, lowering my voice. “She says her name is Brittany. She’s got to be related to Jessica somehow. I’ll find out from Daphne or Mia.”

				He nodded and swallowed. “Wow. I mean. Wow.” He ran one hand through his hair and jingled his rental car key with the other. “Okay, so I’ll get out of your hair, let you enjoy girl’s night.”

				“Thanks CB,” I said, stepping away from the door so he could leave. I locked the front door behind him and took a deep breath before heading to the kitchen.

				Chrissy was sitting at the table, her backpack on the floor behind her, staring at nothing.

				I moved to the kitchen counter to retrieve my glass of wine. “Want something to drink? I have homemade lemonade. Or Coke.”

				She shrugged. I poured her a glass of lemonade and set it in front of her. She didn’t respond.

				I sat in the chair across from her and sipped my wine. Her hair hung across her face, so I couldn’t see her eyes. “Are you hungry? I thought we could make dinner together. I’ve got gluten-free pasta and gluten-free pizza dough.”

				“I’m not gluten-free anymore,” she said. 

				That was new. “Oh. Okay, well there’s other things if you don’t want those.”

				“It’s fine. We can make whatever you want.”

				Well, this ought to be a fun night. “Do you want to make dinner now, or wait? I have movies, too.”

				She shrugged again. “Whatever.”

				Would anything I say reach this child? Maybe I should try the direct approach. “You know, I’m here if you want to talk,” I said cautiously. “About anything.”

				“Okay,” she said.

				I paused and sipped my wine. When she remained silent, I decided to try probing a little more. “Is there anything bothering you? Anything you want to talk about?”

				“Not really.”

				Okay, then. That was a bust. I got up and started grabbing ingredients out of the fridge. After a moment, Chrissy rose to her feet and joined me in the kitchen.

				As she helped me chop vegetables and assemble the pizza, I noticed how mechanical her movements were. Any questions I asked were answered in monosyllables. Did she like her foster family? “I guess.” What has she been doing with her friends? “Not much.”

				What I really wanted to talk to her about was Brittany. Was she related to Jessica? Did Chrissy know the story around Jessica’s disappearance fifteen years ago? Did she know about my part in it?

				But on second thought, I realized that probably wasn’t the best bonding conversation. 

				Chrissy only ate a few bites of the pizza, but mostly just pushed it around her plate. I didn’t press, although I wanted to. No wonder she was so gaunt if this was how she was eating.

				I offered her chocolate ice cream for dessert, which she declined. I wondered if I should talk to her foster mother about her eating habits. Something really ought to be done before she simply wasted away.

				After dinner, we watched a couple of movies. I made popcorn, which she nibbled on. When the second movie was over, she mumbled how tired she was, and headed off to bed.

				So much for my girl’s night.

				I cleaned up the kitchen, made a cup of tea, and headed up to bed myself, figuring I would read for a while.

				Instead, I found myself back in the kitchen.

				I rubbed my eyes. What happened? It was dark—middle-of-the-night dark—the light of a full moon slanting through the window.

				A figure sat hunched over the butcher-block table. I moved closer. It was Aunt Charlie.

				“What, no tea?” I asked, as I suddenly found myself sitting across from her, in that jumpy way of dreams.

				Aunt Charlie sighed. In the moonlight, her face looked old—older than I remembered, the lines and wrinkles etched deeply into her skin. “The tea didn’t work.”

				“What do you mean, ‘It didn’t work’? It helped me figure out what Stefan was doing to me.”

				Aunt Charlie gave me a sharp look. “You shouldn’t have needed the tea for that.”

				Shame swamped over me, along with that all-too-familiar ‘how stupid am I?’ feeling.

				Aunt Charlie glanced over at me and sighed again. “I shouldn’t blame you. It’s my fault, too. I should have done a better job warning you.”

				“You’re right,” I said morosely. “I should have known better.”

				“Well, it’s all water under the bridge now,” Aunt Charlie said briskly. “All’s well that ends well.”

				I thought about Chrissy, slowly dissolving into a gaunt skeleton, barely recognizable from her former self just a couple of months earlier. “Did it end well, though?”

				Aunt Charlie half-smiled. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

				“I guess,” I said. “Although now I feel like I traded my well-being for Chrissy’s.”

				Aunt Charlie shrugged. “You think Chrissy would have been better off if her father had simply left her here?”

				“Well, when you put it that way ...” I said. The moonlight shifted, turning the skin on Aunt Charlie’s face to silvery grey. “What did you mean about the tea not working?”

				Aunt Charlie turned her head to the window. “It was supposed to help you remember.”

				The hair rose on my arms. “Remember?” I asked, although a part of me didn’t really want to hear the answer.

				Aunt Charlie turned back to me, her eyes pools of blackness. “What happened to Jessica.”

				“What do you mean, ‘What happened to Jessica?’ Don’t you know?” I asked, my voice squeaking. “She was here, in this house, the night of that party. Weren’t you here too?”

				“Was I here?”

				My stomach was churning. I wanted to retch. Instead, I grasped the edges of the table, trying to steady myself. “Of course you were! What happened to her? What happened to Jessica?”

				Aunt Charlie cocked her head. “You tell me.”

				My stomach roiled inside me. “But I don’t know,” I hissed. 

				She leaned forward, the blackness where her eyes were growing larger and shinier, resembling insect eyes. “You. Must. Remember.” 

				I woke with a gasp, covered with sweat, the sheets twisted around me.

				Moonlight flooded the room, so bright I wondered how I was able to fall asleep in the first place. Slowly, I unwound myself from the bedding and focused on taking slow, deep breaths.

				The last time I dreamed of Aunt Charlie, I had been in the hospital. But that was weeks ago. So why now? 

				Chrissy!

				I bolted out of bed and hurried down the hall. Always before, when I dreamed of Aunt Charlie, I had found Chrissy sleepwalking. 

				Chrissy’s door was shut. I hoped it meant she was still asleep. I pressed my hand against the wood, debating if I should check or not. But then I remembered what happened the one night I had decided NOT to check on her, so as quietly as I could, I twisted the doorknob and eased open the door.

				In the moonlight, I could see Chrissy lying curled up on her side, mouth open, snoring slightly. Definitely asleep.

				I eased the door shut, hoping this was a good sign. Maybe her sleepwalking was gone for good.

				I went back to bed, intending to relax enough to fall back asleep. But instead, I found myself wondering why I couldn’t remember the night Jessica disappeared, as I watched the moonlight shift on the floor.

			***

			“I gotta go,” Chrissy said, sticking her head in the kitchen. She disappeared just as quickly, and I could hear her footsteps heading toward the front door.

			“Hey, wait a second,” I called out, struggling to get out of my chair without tipping it over. The footsteps paused. “What about breakfast? I was going to make gluten-free pancakes.”

			“I told you, I don’t eat gluten-free anymore.”

			I caught up to her in the hallway. “Well, I can make something else then.”

			She shifted her backpack from one shoulder to the other, while lowering her head to avoid my eyes. She had the same clothes on as the day before—a wrinkled blue tee shirt and jean shorts. Her hair hung in a tangled mass around her face, clearly uncombed. “It’s okay. I gotta go.”

			“How are you leaving? Who is picking you up?”

			“Margot.” I heard a horn beep outside. “She’s here.”

			“But ...” I tried to protest, but Chrissy was already heading out the door. “Okay, bye, I guess.”

			Chrissy didn’t look back at me but waved haphazardly as she let the screen door slam shut.

			I started to head back into the kitchen, and my coffee, when I heard the door open again. Eagerly, I turned, hoping it was Chrissy. I wanted to have a more satisfying conversation with her, but instead, I watched CB ease his way inside.

			“There’s coffee,” I said, heading back to the kitchen.

			“Breakfast too?” CB asked. I sat at the table while he rummaged around the counter for a mug.

			“Sure, whatever you want to make.”

			CB looked around as he poured coffee. “What? You couldn’t be bothered to feed Chrissy before she left or something?”

			“She left before I could feed her.” I propped up my head with my hand and sighed.

			CB clucked sympathetically. “Guess girl’s night was a bust.”

			“You could say that,” I said glumly. “I’m going to be oh for two here on girl’s nights.”

			CB cocked his head. “How so?”

			“I was supposed to go out with Daphne and Mia for another girl’s night tonight, but with you here, I’ll have to cancel.”

			CB looked aghast. “Don’t cancel. I’ll come, too.”

			I stared at him. “You? What part of ‘girl’s night’ aren’t you understanding?”

			He waved his hand. “Details. Besides, I can be just as much a girl as you.”

			I laughed. “Okay, let me call Daphne. Did you see any of the old gang last night?”

			He shook his head. “See? Another reason for me to join you. How would it look if I went back to New York without seeing anyone?”

			I held my hands up. “Okay, okay. You win. Other than the fact that you didn’t see our friends, how was your night?”

			CB mimicked locking his lips with a key. “You know I’m never one to kiss and tell.” He smiled, but I could see the circles under his eyes and the puffiness in his face. It didn’t look like he had slept much more than I had, but I had little doubt he had had a much better time.

			“As fun as this has been, I’m getting hungry. My plan was to make gluten-free pancakes. Want some?”

			“Sure,” he said. “Mind if I jump in the shower while you’re cooking?”

			“Go ahead,” I said, rising to my feet as he carried his coffee out of the room. 

			I found my phone and called Daphne while mixing the batter. She was all about me bringing CB. “Everyone would love to see him,” she gushed.

			I still wasn’t convinced CB was all that interested in seeing everyone else—he had chosen not to come back after he turned eighteen. Not even to visit Aunt Charlie when she had gotten sick. And unlike me, I was pretty sure his memory was intact. But, whatever.

			We agreed on a time and location to meet and then I went back to my pancakes, already excited to see everyone that night.

			Well, everyone but Daniel and Gwyn. With any luck, I wouldn’t run into them.

			I decided to stay positive. I was definitely due for some good luck. Right?


		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“No effin’ way. I was sure you were dead,” Barry said, dramatically putting his hand to his heart.

			“Dead? Oh please,” CB rolled his eyes. “Just because I’m too fabulous for you doesn’t mean I’m dead.”

			Barry—the classic redhead, freckles dotting his pale face—grinned and shook CB’s hand. 

			I sipped my wine and glanced nervously around the bar. Daphne had said it’d be just ‘us girls, plus CB,’ but along with Mia, Daphne, and Celia; Rich, Janey, and now Barry had joined us.

			In other words, the whole gang. Minus Daniel and Gwyn.

			Please don’t let them show up, I found myself silently praying. Just a little while longer. That’s all I’m asking.

			“Here we thought you forgot all about us,” Barry said. “Just like your cousin there,” he nodded at me and I shifted uncomfortably, feeling a quick dart of shame. I still hadn’t forgiven myself for not making an effort to come back, or even reach out, these past fifteen years. 

			Barry continued. “You go back to New York and forget all about the middle of the country.”

			“What middle?’ CB shrugged. “Aren’t New York and LA all there is?”

			“Don’t forget Chicago,” I piped in. “If you need a layover.”

			Barry groaned. “Now there’s a city I’d like to forget. Bunch of FIBS.” “FIBS” stood for “Frickin’ Illinois Bastards”–something tossed around a lot in these parts, especially in the middle of summer during tourist season, when everyone in Redemption contended with Chicago drivers.

			“FIBS are people too,” Mia said, narrowing her almond-shaped, liquid-brown eyes at Barry. “They deserve our compassion. It’s not their fault they’re stuck rooting for the Bears and the Cubs and all their other bad sports teams.” She gestured with her wine glass, the movement making her short, bobbed black hair swing around her face.

			CB gave a dramatic sigh. “Well, it’s difficult when you don’t have decent options to root for,” he said. 

			“Oh, like the Jets? And the Giants?” Barry asked.

			I wasn’t sure if CB had ever watched a football game in his life. “I was thinking the Yankees,” I said smugly.

			“You want to get kicked out of this bar?” Barry asked.

			“Now, Becca, that’s not very nice,” CB said. “We shouldn’t be torturing the less fortunate.” He winked at me as Barry sputtered into his beer. “And speaking of fans of bad sports teams, we’re missing someone.” He made a point of looking around the table.

			“You really want Daniel in on this conversation? You know you’ll be outnumbered,” Barry said, gesturing for the waitress. “Oh, speak of the devil, here he comes.”

			Inwardly, I groaned. Great. Just great. 

			Although, to be honest, I should have expected it. This was a small town. How long did I think I could avoid Daniel? Or his fiancé? Maybe I should focus my energy on feeling happy for Daniel for finding love with Gwyn. That would be a healthier reaction.

			I caught a glimpse of Gwyn smiling as she brushed her white-blonde, perfectly-styled asymmetrical bob from her eyes. Her smile lit up her pixie face, and she looked like a fairy princess.

			I dropped my eyes to my wine glass. Yes, it would definitely be healthier to wish them well, but not today.

			“Fashionably late, Officer,” CB said, as Daniel and Gwyn squeezed into the corner booth. “I was beginning to think you didn’t want to see me.”

			Daniel wore a navy blue, short-sleeved, button-down shirt. As always, he looked great—blue brought out the color in his eyes. His dark blonde hair curled around his collar, emphasizing his strong jaw and chiseled cheek bones. He gave CB a tight smile, before nodding to the rest of the group, his gaze sliding off of me almost as quickly as it landed. Like I didn’t even exist.

			Well. If he’s going to be that way about it, who needs him? I tossed back the rest of my wine and told myself I didn’t care.

			The waitress brought fresh glasses just then, and set down a pitcher of beer, too. I seized my new glass, knowing already that it was definitely going to come in handy.

			“Long night,” Daniel said, pouring a glass of beer. “I was on call.”

			“The Peeping Tom?” Mia asked sympathetically.

			Barry’s ears perked. “Peeping Tom? Daniel, are you holding out on us?”

			CB clucked his tongue. “And this used to be such a nice town.”

			Daniel shot CB an unreadable look, and it suddenly popped into my head how Daniel hadn’t seemed all that fond of CB when we were kids. Now that I thought about it, the feeling seemed mutual. 

			I wondered why.

			“We got a few complaints about someone looking in a window,” Daniel said.

			“A few?’ Daphne asked. “How many are we talking?”

			Daniel drank his beer. “Hard to say.”

			“Hard to say? Are you kidding me?” Celia asked, her voice sounding a bit shrill. She had very dark-brown eyes, very dark, almost-black hair, and a sharp, pointed face like a fox. As usual, she had covered herself with cheap make-up and jewelry. “How can you not know?”

			Barry opened his eyes wide, feigning horror. “Are you saying that Redemption has been taken over by hordes of Peeping Toms? Whatever will we do?”

			Celia punched her husband in the bicep. Barry winced and rubbed his arm.  “I’m serious. Daniel,” Celia said. “Is this something we should be worried about?”

			Unbidden, the image of the footprint just under my kitchen window rose up in my mind. I shivered as I tried to force it back.

			Barry noticed. “See, you’re frightening the newcomers.” He nodded in my direction.

			“No one should be worried,” Daniel said, setting his beer firmly down on the table. “Should you be vigilant? Absolutely, but I believe you should always be vigilant. We’re pretty early in the investigation process, but I certainly wouldn’t lose any sleep over this.”

			“It’s probably just a bunch of kids playing a practical joke,” Mia said. 

			 Celia pressed her lips together and stared down into her Cosmo. I could almost hear her thoughts—I hate this town.

			“Speaking of kids,” CB said. “Did you ask?” He directed his question to me, staring at me meaningfully.

			Of course, he was talking about Brittany. I was just as curious as he was, but I wasn’t sure this was the best time to bring it up. My plan had been to wait until I had a moment alone with Daphne, but that hadn’t happened yet.

			“Ask what?” Mia asked.

			I frowned at CB. “Do you guys know a Brittany? I don’t know her last name.”

			“Brittany Nelson,” Mia said immediately. “Yes, of course. I think we all know her. What about her?”

			I swallowed and glared at CB. God, I really didn’t want to bring up Jessica right now, knowing all the accompanying hard feelings. CB, you always do this to me. “Is she related to … Jessica?”

			Mia’s face seemed to close down. I wished I was closer to CB, so I could kick him under the table. Next to me, Daphne answered. “She’s Jessica’s niece.”

			“Niece? She seems a little old to be her niece.”

			“You probably never met Jessica’s sister. She’s ten years older than us. Brittany was a baby when Jessica disappeared.”

			“Ah,” I said. I shot another look at CB. Are you happy? CB simply smiled back.

			Just so typical of CB. Doesn’t ever think about how his actions impact other people.

			Celia was looking around the table with a bewildered expression on her face. “I don’t understand. Why does it matter if Jessica is related to Brittany?”

			“Because Brittany looks just like Jessica,” Mia said.

			Everyone fell silent. A woman next to us burst into hysterical, high-pitched laughter. Another table over, a group of college-aged guys started chanting as one of their friends, wearing a Wisconsin Badgers cap, guzzled a pitcher of beer. Glasses clanked as they were plunked onto tables.

			“Not this again,” Celia breathed out, picking up her Cosmo and draining it.

			“What do you mean, ‘not this again’?” Mia asked, her voice quiet, but with a dangerous edge.

			Barry put a hand on Celia’s arm. “Nothing. She means nothing.” He glared at his wife. Celia kept her mouth shut, but her sour expression spoke volumes.

			“Barry, let her talk,” Mia said. “What do you mean, ‘not this again’?”

			“You know what I mean,” Celia said. “It’s been fifteen years. It’s time to let it go.”

			“Let it go?” Mia said, her voice sounding even more quiet and dangerous. “Let it go? Our friend disappeared! And we don’t know what happened to her!”

			“First off, I’m sure Jessica left on her own. Her stuff was gone ...”

			“But it wasn’t the right ...” Mia tried to interrupt, but Celia kept going. 

			“And even if something did happen, she’s gone. Gone!” Celia leaned forward. “I know this is difficult for you to hear, but you’re not going to heal unless you, all of you …” here she looked around the table, “… accept it. She’s gone. She’s been gone for fifteen years. She’s not coming back. And no amount of rehashing or talking about it is going to change that.”

			“She was our friend,” Mia said. “Don’t you get that? How heartless can you be?”

			“I know she was your friend and I know it’s painful. No, Barry, stop it. Let me talk. This isn’t healthy. It’s not healthy to live in the past and that’s precisely what everyone here is doing. Someone has to speak the truth and I guess that has to be me. I didn’t know Jessica but I very much doubt she would want all of you still obsessing over what happened to her fifteen years later. Besides, this has all gotten worse since she,” she nodded toward me, “came back. We don’t need to keep living in the past. Jessica is gone.”

			“I agree,” Rich said, his deep voice cutting across the table. His voice was quiet, but there was something about it that caused everyone to pay attention. Maybe it was because he so seldom talked that when he finally did, people took notice. “If we’re not going to be honest about what happened that night, then it makes no sense to keep talking about it.”

			“What aren’t we being honest about?” Mia asked.

			Rich stared at me, his dark eyes glittering. “If we’re honest, we know exactly who to blame for that night.”

			Did he mean me? I stared at Rich, dumbfounded. “What do you mean?”

			His gaze didn’t flinch. “You know exactly what I mean.”

			You were the last person to see Jessica that night. Daniel and Daphne had both told me that. With the loss of my memory, I had no way of verifying what they said, but even if it were true it didn’t mean anything.

			So why was Rich glaring at me? He couldn’t possibly be suggesting I had anything to do with Jessica’s disappearance. 

			Could he?

			“Rich, what are you talking about?” Mia asked, clearly befuddled and trying to defuse the tension. Even Celia seemed a little taken aback at the conversation turn. Rich opened his mouth but seemed to rethink what he wanted to say. “I have to go.”

			“What?” Mia asked, as he started working his way out of the booth. “Why?”

			“Hey man,” Barry said. “No one wants you to leave.”

			Rich paused and stared at me, his gaze hostile. “I think it would be better if I did.” 

			He slid out of the booth, his puzzled girlfriend Janey following after him. “Rich, wait,” Daniel said. “Let me walk you out.” Rich barely glanced at Daniel as he threw a few bills on the table before heading for the exit.

			The rest of us looked uncomfortably at each other. “Nice going Celia,” Mia finally said, breaking the silence.

			Celia looked startled. “Me? What did I do?”

			Mia leaned forward. “What you always do—refuse to acknowledge that there are questions, big questions, about Jessica’s disappearance.”

			“Is that what you think?” 

			“Easy now,” Barry said. “Let’s have another round.” He gestured to the waitress.

			Daniel appeared a few minutes later, looking subdued. Gwyn looked at him questioningly, but he shook his head.

			The evening was ruined for me. I brooded into my wine, still feeling the hostility of Rich’s gaze. What on earth did I do to deserve that? I racked my brain. Had I done something to him that summer when I was sixteen? Something I couldn’t remember? Rich had always been the quiet one, the one in the background. Daniel had been the rebel, and Barry, the life of the party, always cracking jokes and the center of attention. I could barely remember talking to Rich fifteen years ago, much less saying something that would warrant this much anger all these years later. 

			But Rich was only part of why I wanted to leave. I was also sick of watching the polished and perfect Gwyn reach out to stroke Daniel’s arm or nudge him in that intimate-couple way.

			Eventually, I was sure it would stop bothering me. Eventually. 

			But not tonight. 

			I caught CB’s eye, and flicked my head toward the door. He nodded slightly and picked up his mostly full drink. 

			Inwardly, I sighed. But I also realized it probably wouldn’t take him that long to finish and waiting for him was better than going home alone.

			In the meantime, I decided to escape to the bathroom. I took one last swallow of wine and made my way out of the booth. 

			A couple of women exited as I walked in, talking and laughing loudly. It reminded me of the time I had been accosted by Nurse Ellen, in this same bathroom. Oh man, I really hoped history wasn’t going to repeat itself. If I wanted to be the target of people’s ire, I could have just stayed in my seat.

			I was in luck—only one person was in a stall, and she left before I even saw her. I finished up and took a few extra moments to fix my hair—not because I was all that interested in what my hair looked like, but to give myself an excuse to stay in there longer.

			Finally, I pushed open the bathroom door, and there he was—standing there scowling, arms crossed, leaning against the wall. Daniel. 

			Déjà vu. Exactly like the last time we were in this bar together. 

			“Line for the men’s room?” I asked. 

			His scowl deepened. “How did you meet Brittany?”

			I gave him a confused look. “What?”

			“You heard me. How did you meet Brittany?”

			“She dropped Chrissy off.”

			His eyes widened. “She dropped Chrissy off? Where?”

			I shifted uncomfortably. “At the house.”

			Daniel groaned. “What? Why did she do that?”

			“Well, how else was Chrissy supposed to get there?”

			He ran his hand roughly through his hair. “I meant, why are you inviting Chrissy to hang out at the house with you? Did you already forget what she did to you?”

			Was I doomed to repeat all my conversations? “Daniel, she’s sixteen and she doesn’t have anyone.”

			“That doesn’t mean YOU need to step in.”

			“But if not me, then who?”

			Daniel pressed his lips together, glaring at me. “Was CB with you at least? So that you weren’t alone with her?”

			I dropped my gaze. “Ah ...”

			Daniel stared up at the ceiling. “Christ.”

			I found myself starting to get angry. “Look, you of all people should be okay with this. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t be standing here right now. She saved me.”

			“Yes, I agree, someone should help her. But I also think it’s a bad idea for it to be you.”

			“That’s all well and good, but no one else is stepping up.”

			Daniel blew the air out of his mouth in a huff. “Fine. If you want to make stupid decisions, it’s your life. Speaking of which, why is CB here?”

			“For the same reason everyone else is, I would imagine. He wanted a few drinks with friends.”

			Daniel rolled his eyes and stared at the ceiling. “Why is he in Redemption? Is he moving here, too?”

			I frowned. “No, he’s just visiting. What’s the big deal?”

			“How long is he staying?”

			I lifted my hands up. “I don’t know. You’d have to ask him.”

			“He didn’t tell you?”

			I looked at him in exasperation. “You know how CB is. He has his own schedule. He’ll stay until he’s ready to go. Where is all this coming from?”

			“There you two are.” Gwyn rounded the corner, a bright smiled fixed on her face. “Becca, we all thought you had fallen in.”

			I took a step back as Gwyn wrapped a hand possessively around Daniel’s arm. Something seemed off with her hand, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. “I was just answering a few questions.”

			“Oh?” Gwyn shook Daniel’s arm playfully, her smile growing wider. Daniel was looking at the ground. “Is she under arrest or something?” On the surface, her voice sounded playful, but there was a definite edge underneath.

			Daniel straightened. “I just wanted to clear a few things up.”

			Gwyn nodded. “Ah. Glad that’s done.”

			I took another step back. “I’m going to take off. See you around.” I took another quick glance at Gwyn’s hand before swiftly turning and heading back to the table.

			And then it hit me—her hand was bare. She wasn’t wearing her engagement ring.

			But ... that didn’t make any sense. Why would they show up together if they weren’t engaged? And, why would she be acting so possessive if they had broken up?

			There was probably some other perfectly reasonable explanation. Like the ring needed to be resized or something. That was all.

			I collected CB from the table, stopping him just before he ordered another drink, and bundled him into the car. As I half-listened to CB chattering on about some gossip, my mind went back to the conversation with Daniel.

			Why would he ask about CB moving here? Was it just that he never cared for him? Or was there something I didn’t know?


		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			I sipped my morning coffee, enjoying the stillness of the house.

			CB had just left. 

			“I told Marguerite to get a second opinion after that butcher of a surgeon mucked up her latest nip and tuck, but nooooo. Unless I’m there, holding her hand and going with her, nothing goes right.” He rolled his eyes dramatically. Marguerite was his mother, but he always called her by her first name. “You know I wouldn’t leave you unless it was an absolute emergency.”

			 I hugged him. “I appreciate you coming.”

			CB had stayed for nearly a week, which, quite frankly, was longer than I had expected. I had mixed feelings about him leaving. Yes, I had enjoyed the company and yes, the house seemed a lot emptier without him. But, as much as I adored him, he was also exhausting. An extrovert who suffers from insomnia, he was always up late, and that kept me up way past my bedtime entertaining him every night.

			I drank more coffee, suppressing a yawn. I was very much looking forward to getting back to my routine, including an earlier bedtime. As if CB hadn’t wreaked enough havoc on my sleep, I had also had more than my share of nightmares this week. Hopefully, everything will all settle down with him gone.

			The phone rang, startling me as it cut through the stillness and interrupted my thoughts. I reached for it, hoping it wasn’t CB in a panic because he forgot something, which would mean my dropping everything to bring whatever it was to the airport. 

			“Is my tea done?” The voice on the other line barked at me.

			I blinked. “Excuse me?”

			“My tea. Is it done yet? It was supposed to be done by now. You know I need it.” The voice sounded familiar, although there was a note of desperation in it that raised the hair on the back of my neck. Who was it? And what was she talking about?

			“Uh ... “

			“You better not tell me it’s not done yet.” The voice interrupted, sounding even more desperate. “I need that tea. You young people. What DO you do with yourself all day? This never would have happened with Charlie.”

			My mind clicked. “Is this Pat?”

			“Of course it is! Who else do you think is calling you about tea?”

			“Um ...”

			“When is it going to be done?”

			“Um ...” Had I promised her I was making it? I didn’t think I had. In fact, I thought I had told her the opposite—that I hadn’t decided if I was going to start up Aunt Charlie’s business again. I did vaguely recall thinking I could maybe spend some time with Aunt Charlie’s files and see if I could figure it out, but then CB showed up, and the whole exchange had gone completely out of my head. “I had an unexpected houseguest. Plus, you know I’m not set up for making teas,” I said, hoping to walk the line between giving her an acceptable excuse and letting her know, again, that I hadn’t even decided if it was something I was going to do at all.

			She wasn’t buying it. “Of course you’re making teas! What else are you doing with your time? Your guest is gone, right? No more of this lollygagging around! I told you I need my tea. I can’t wait much longer. This is an emergency. You better have it no later than the end of the week.” There was a click. 

			I replaced the receiver. Well, I guess getting back into my routine this week was going to include figuring out how to make Pat’s tea. On the plus side, that would be one way to decide if I wanted to start up my aunt’s business again. On the negative side, if I decided I hated it, I was going to have to figure out some way to tell Pat that this was a one-time deal.

			The conversation kept bouncing around in my head as I sipped my coffee. I didn’t really like the way Pat sounded. Almost frantic. Was she having a medical problem? Something she thought the tea would cure? Oh, dear God, please don’t let that be the case. Maybe bringing her tea would give me an excuse to see her and find out exactly what was going on.

			Besides, she did ask a good question. What was I doing with my time? Sure, I had the garden and all the household duties, along with my own healing and processing (which took a lot more time than I ever dreamed it might). But I still wasn’t painting, nor had I figured out what I was going to do to earn an income yet, which meant I really did have plenty of time on my hands. I might as well use it to make Pat’s tea and see what was going on with her.

			There was a knock at the front door. “Hello,” I heard Daphne call out through the open window. “You guys up? I come bearing gifts.”

			“It’s open, come on in,” I yelled back. I waited until I saw her head poke in the kitchen before adding, “It’s just me.”

			“CB left?” Daphne asked, depositing a Tupperware box in the middle of table. “Is there coffee?”

			“Silly question,” I said, leaning over to peer into the Tupperware.

			“Homemade cinnamon rolls,” Daphne said as she poked around in the kitchen gathering plates, forks, and a mug for her coffee. “Just out of the oven.”

			“Wow. What’s the occasion?”

			Daphne handed me a plate and fork and settled herself in a chair. “Mom had a rough night. Finally gave up trying to sleep and decided to bake instead.”

			“Baking does cure a lot of ailments,” I said, helping myself to a warm cinnamon roll. They smelled heavenly. “Especially when it’s homemade cinnamon rolls.”

			Daphne smiled over the coffee cup, but the smile didn’t cover up the strain in her face or the black circles under her eyes. 

			“How much sleep have you been getting?” I asked.

			Daphne waved her hand dismissively. “I get enough.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			She reached out to break off a piece of the roll. “I’m fine. Really.”

			I studied her in silence. While Daphne did talk about her mother’s condition, she rarely shared anything about herself or how she was handling it. But, looking at her pale and worn face now, she seemed to be aging faster than she should, and I had my doubts about how ‘fine’ she really was.

			“What if I took over for you for one night?” I said impulsively. “You could spend the night in a hotel, preferably one with room service and a good movie selection. Maybe take a bath. Or, if you don’t want to spend the money, we could swap houses for the night and you could stay here.”

			Daphne was already shaking her head. “No, that wouldn’t work. She wouldn’t like that at all.”

			“Yeah, but it’s just for one night,” I pressed. “Surely she would be okay for just one night.”

			“Thank you, but no,” Daphne said, her voice clipped and firm. But it wasn’t just her voice—her face had shut down, too. Even her eyes had a shuttered look to them. Clearly, the conversation was closed.

			I wondered what she was hiding.

			There was an awkward silence. Daphne reached out to break off a piece of cinnamon roll, but she didn’t eat it. “When did CB leave?”

			“This morning,” I said, relieved for the change of subject. “I was surprised he stayed as long as he did.”

			“He dances to the beat of a different drummer, doesn’t he?” Daphne asked.

			I sighed. “Yeah, not to mention that wherever he goes, he seems to leave a trail of chaos behind him. Whether that’s piles of dirty laundry or people storming out of bars.”

			Daphne grinned. “Ah, yes. We haven’t had that happen in quite some time.”

			“What was that all about?” I asked, leaning forward. Even though Daphne had stopped by a few times while CB was here, I hadn’t felt comfortable asking her about it until now. “Why did Rich get so angry?” What I really wanted to ask was if he thought I had something to do with Jessica’s disappearance, but I was too afraid to hear the answer.

			Daphne sighed. “He took her disappearance really hard. Worse than Mia. He had a crush on her, but he would never admit it. Even after it was clear she had disappeared.”

			Her eyes were cast down, studying the cinnamon roll she was busy tearing apart, and I got the distinct impression she was lying. 

			Why would she lie to me? What was going on?

			I tried again. “But that doesn’t explain why he would be angry with me.”

			“Who knows what goes on in other people’s heads? He’s probably still angry because he blames himself. I think all of us who were there that night blame ourselves, and wonder if there was something we could have done … something we might have missed that could have changed what happened.”

			She wasn’t answering the question. 

			I opened my mouth to ask her why, but the memory of her shutting me down after offering to take care of her mom for the night was still fresh in my head. Daphne had never been someone to talk a lot about herself and I had never really thought much about it one way or another.

			Until now.

			“What do you think happened to Jessica?” I asked impulsively, trying a different tactic. “I don’t think you ever told me.”

			Daphne shook her head slowly. “I honestly don’t know. That night ... well, that’s right, you don’t remember. Jessica was so angry. The party was supposed to be a combination going away party for you, Mia and Jessica, but her mom forbade her from leaving.”

			“I do remember her being angry,” I said. “But what else happened that night?”

			Daphne shrugged. “Honestly, it started like any normal party except for how pissed Jessica was. She started drinking and ranting about her mom and ‘screw her,’ she was leaving anyway. Mia was right there with her, saying, ‘Yeah, let’s go.’ Even CB was in on the game, telling her maybe she should leave that very night—what was stopping her?” She sighed. “I’ve often wondered if that was how Jessica got the idea to just take off and not tell anyone.”

			Of course CB would be an instigator. That was probably part of why Daniel still didn’t seem to care for him—along with everything else he had done, he also may have been the one to basically push Jessica out the door. “Yeah, but it still seems strange Jessica left without saying anything to Mia.”

			“Yeah, that part never made much sense to me either. On the other hand, Jessica was pretty drunk the last time I saw her. She definitely wasn’t thinking straight.”

			“So, you think she left on her own accord then?”

			Daphne looked directly at me. “Isn’t that what you think?”

			I was taken aback at the intensity of her stare.  There was something about it, something almost faintly accusatory. “I don’t know what to think,” I said after a pause. “I’m trying to remember that night.”

			Daphne’s face softened. “Yeah, it must be really frustrating not to remember.”

			“That’s an understatement. So, is there anything else you can tell me? Something that might help me remember?”

			She looked down into her coffee. “Well, it was always surprising to me that you had gotten so wasted. You were sober when we first got to the house, and as far as I could see, you weren’t drinking any more than you normally did at our other parties. I also remember something happening between you and Daniel.”

			I leaned forward. “Do you know what it was about?”

			She shook her head. “No. You two were in the mud room, near the washer and dryer. I could tell you were arguing, but I couldn’t hear about what. I was about to intervene, but then I got sidetracked.”

			“Sidetracked?”

			“By the screaming.”

			I stared at her. “What screaming?”

			“From the garden. Jessica was out there with Rich.”

			I pressed my fingers to my eyes. “Wait a minute. Why were they outside by themselves? Where were we?”

			“Most of us were in the house, either the kitchen or the living room. It was really muggy so we were all bouncing around from outside to inside.”

			“Didn’t we light a fire?” There was a fire pit in the backyard, and it seemed to me we had a fire going that night. 

			“Yeah, to help with the mosquitoes, along with those citronella candles. Although there were so many bats around here, the mosquitoes weren’t as bad as other places—remember all those bat houses your aunt put up?”

			My aunt. I had almost forgotten about her. “Where was my aunt during all of this?”

			“She was gone for the night. Why do you think we were at your house instead of the Rock?”

			“So, she didn’t know?”

			Daphne shrugged. “She probably knew. Or at least knew we were all coming over and that there would probably be some alcohol involved. But not about what actually happened, of course.” 

			“Well, yeah,” I said. “So back to Jessica. Why was she screaming?”

			“I’m actually not completely sure. She was standing by the rose bush screaming at Rich to leave her alone. Rich was by the fire. I remember his face … I couldn’t see it at first because of how dark it was, but then he turned slightly, and the light of the fire fell on him. His face was completely expressionless. Like he was made of stone. I took a step toward him, but he shot me this look ... it’s hard to explain. It was off-putting, I guess. So, I went to Jessica instead. By that point, others were already surrounding her. I think Mia was the one who asked what on earth happened. At first, she wouldn’t answer. But then, she said the oddest thing. It was so odd I never forgot it.” She paused before continuing.

			“She said, ‘He just doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand the evil that was done here.’”

			I dropped my mug, spilling coffee all over the table. “Oh God,” I said, trying frantically to mop it up with my napkin. 

			“No worries,” Daphne said, plucking my mug up off the table and going to the sink for a washcloth. “Want more?”

			“Sure,” I said, but I was only half-listening. All I could think about was Chrissy standing in the middle of the living room, in a trance from sleepwalking, her empty eyes staring at me. 

			You know. The evil that was done.

			It couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it?

			First Mad Martha, then Jessica. What was going on in this house?

			I shivered, although more from terror that was curled up in the pit of my stomach than from cold. 

			“Cold?” Daphne asked, putting my coffee in front of me.

			“Not exactly. Just ... a little freaked out, I guess.” I seized the mug, grateful for the warmth in my now numb fingers. A part of me wanted to tell her that Chrissy had said the same thing when she had been sleepwalking, but another part of me hesitated. Could I really trust her? Why was she being so secretive?

			“What happened after that?”

			Daphne settled herself in her chair and tore off another piece of cinnamon roll.  “Well, we all went back into the house. Jessica didn’t say anything more about it. Someone poured her a drink, which she gulped down.” Daphne paused, gazing thoughtfully at me. “Why didn’t Jessica end up in the hospital with alcohol poisoning that night? With the amount of drinks she had had, by all rights, she should have been sicker than a dog. Nothing about that night makes any sense.”

			I shook my head. “You’re preaching to the choir. So then what happened?”

			“I remember CB telling Jessica again that she was welcome to come to New York and stay with you. You started getting really pissed and kept trying to get CB to stop, but he kept pushing it. Kept telling you it wasn’t a big deal—wouldn’t it be fun to have Mia and Jessica in New York? Finally, you stood up and yelled at him to shut up. That he knew better and that they couldn’t stay with you because they wouldn’t be welcome.

			“It got really quiet. You turned white when you realized what you had said and you ran out of the house. Daniel got up and went after you. I think you two got into another fight outside because I thought I heard shouting. I was thinking about going after you but then Mia started talking about how she wasn’t feeling well … and at the same time, Jessica said she was going to go home and have it out with her mother. She said she was going to California no matter what and that her mom couldn’t stop her. And if she tried, maybe Jessica would just leave that night.

			“She stood up—I remember she was wobbly, but when Barry asked her if she wanted him to walk her home, she shook her head and said she was fine. She said Mia would walk her home but Mia was feeling sick and didn’t want to leave yet. Jessica said ‘Fine, I’ll just go by myself’ and stalked off. Well, stumbled off. She definitely was not steady, not to mention she was slurring her words something fierce. I wanted to go with her but Mia kept saying how sick she was. I helped Mia to the bathroom and she threw up. I stayed with her and then helped her back to the kitchen. Everyone had gone by then. Mia still didn’t look great but she wanted to try and catch up with Jessica. We went outside but didn’t get far before Mia had to stop. I helped her sit down in one of the chairs around the dying fire and then I went back into the house because I realized I forgot my purse. When I went back out Mia was so pale and sickly that I was starting to wonder if I needed to get her to the hospital. And that’s when we heard screaming. Again.”

			I felt my stomach clench. “Screaming?”

			Daphne sighed. “It was you. You were screaming.”

			“Me? What was I screaming about?”

			Daphne shook her head. “I don’t know. All I know is that suddenly Barry and Daniel were there in the backyard asking what the hell happened.”

			“Where were Barry and Daniel before that?”

			“I don’t know. I told you, I was in the house with Mia while she was sick. I thought they had left, but apparently, they hadn’t. So then, we were trying to figure out what to do—if we should form a search party or something. Barry went back into the house to find flashlights for everyone although it was one of those nights where the sky was clear and the moon was full so it was actually pretty bright. He had just brought them back out when you burst through the woods and collapsed.”

			I put my hand to my mouth. For a moment I was back in the woods, the smell of pine and decay in my nostrils, dizzy and disoriented, seeing my friends and wanting to tell them something, something very important … but then everything went black.

			“Needless to say,” Daphne continued, “all our focus turned to you and getting you to the hospital.”

			I was silent, digesting everything she said and searching my brain for even the tiniest scrap of a memory. But, other than that one brief, confused glimpse into my past when I emerged from the woods, it was a blank.

			She cocked her head and looked at me. “Any of this sounding familiar?”

			I shook my head. “Nope.”

			She sipped her coffee. “Well, maybe you were drinking more than I realized. It’s not like I was watching you the whole evening.”

			“You’re probably right,” I said, but something felt off. I just couldn’t figure out what.

			She glanced at the clock. “Oh, it’s getting late. Better be off.” She stood up to give me a hug. “So, what are you going to do with yourself now that CB is gone?”

			I groaned. “Are you kidding? I’ve got errands, laundry, cleaning. Oh my God, the cleaning. The bathroom is a total disaster. I swear, CB needs a full-time maid following behind him at all times. Even his room is a mess. How can his room be such a mess when he was just sleeping there? And the weeds are out of control. On top of that, I have to figure out how to make Pat’s tea.”

			Daphne grinned. “I take it Pat called.”

			“That she did.”

			She started heading toward the front door. “So, is this the first step in taking over for Charlie?”

			I sighed. “I don’t know what it is. But I do know that Pat’s not going to give up until she has her tea, so I’m going to see if I can figure it out.”

			“Good luck with that,” Daphne said as she waved goodbye. I really needed to get up and get started on my day but instead, I stayed put and thought about everything Daphne had told me.

			How did I get so wasted I had to have my stomach pumped?

			If I wasn’t that drunk earlier in the evening, why couldn’t I remember?

			And why was I screaming in the woods? 

			What happened to me that night?

			No answers came to me. Rather, I felt a bit queasy.

			I probably had too many cinnamon rolls. 

			Or maybe you don’t want to remember.

			I pushed that little voice down quickly, forcing myself to my feet to start cleaning up.


		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Something about Daphne’s story bothered me. I kept turning it over and over in my mind as I cleaned up the kitchen and took a quick shower.

			No matter which way I looked at it, I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was. Nor could I shake the feeling.

			Driving to the store, I decided to take a quick detour at Aunt May’s Diner. Mia would likely be there, and I might be able to ask her what she remembered from that night. Even if she was working, we could make a plan to meet later.

			I parked on the side of the road and got out. The humidity was already high and climbing—I could feel the sweat starting to build under my tee shirt. Thank God for air conditioning.

			A homemade poster tacked to a street lamp fluttered in the faint breeze, catching my eye. It had a black and white picture of a beautiful golden retriever sitting with two laughing kids, a boy and a girl, draped over him. It read: “Reward! My name is Bear and I’m very friendly. Have you seen me? I’m lost, and my family really misses me.” Bear gazed out at me from the paper, mouth open, as if he were actually smiling for the camera. He had been missing for a few days.

			Staring at the poster reminded me that I hadn’t seen Oscar in a while.  Actually, now that I thought about it, it’d been at least a week. Since before CB showed up. I hoped he was okay.

			“Have you seen Bear?” asked a voice behind me. I whirled around. Daniel was there, leaning against a park bench, arms crossed, looking cool and comfortable despite the rising heat and humidity. With sunglasses covering his eyes and his face carefully expressionless, I couldn’t get a read on his mood.

			“I wish,” I said. “I would love to return him to his family.”

			“Yeah. Missing pets are sad,” Daniel said. He nodded to the poster. “The family forgot to lock the doggy door a couple of nights ago and he got into the yard. They heard him barking out there, but since it’s fenced in, they thought he’d be fine and would eventually come back in on his own. Unfortunately, one of the kids left the fence open, and he got out.”

			I wondered why he was telling me all of this. “That’s a shame. Do you know the family?”

			Daniel adjusted his glasses and re-crossed his arms. I found myself wishing I could see his eyes. “Not personally. They called me to report it. Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do for a lost dog. The kids are devastated.”

			“I bet they are.” I turned back to the poster. It was such a happy picture. I hoped he was okay.

			He paused. “So, you don’t know anything about it.”

			I jerked back around, a sudden pang of unforeseen guilt twisting in my gut. “Why would you ask me that?” My voice was sharper than I intended. Where was he going with this? God, I wished I could see his eyes. And where the heck was the guilt coming from? “Of course I don’t know anything about a missing dog.”

			He shrugged. “You’re here. You stopped. You’re studying the poster. Most people who haven’t seen the dog in the poster keep walking.”

			“I was ... “ Why was I feeling so defensive about this? What was wrong with me? “There’s a stray cat that’s been hanging out around my house. I was just thinking it’s been awhile since I’ve seen him.” Man, that sounded lame.

			Daniel didn’t immediately answer. He just stood there, studying me. I felt myself wanting to fidget or look away, but I forced myself to hold his gaze. “Bear isn’t the only dog. A few pets have gone missing recently.”

			“And I’m somehow behind it?” I snapped.

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“Then why are you telling me?”

			Daniel straightened, pushing himself away from the park bench. “Just letting you know. Maybe you should keep an eye on your cat. If you see him again.”

			The sweat that dripped down my back and chest felt like it had turned to ice. I shivered. “What about your Peeping Tom? Did you catch him yet? Maybe he’s the one behind all of this.”

			“We’re still investigating.”

			“I see. Thanks for letting me know, Officer.” I started to walk past him.

			“Is CB still here?”

			I whirled back to him. “What? Now you think CB has something to do with this?”

			He shrugged. “Just being friendly. Why, do you think he does?”

			“No, I don’t think CB had anything to do with this. He can’t even touch a raw chicken breast without major hysterics and hand washing.”

			His lips almost curved into a smile. “I probably should have figured that out myself.”

			He was closer than I expected, and I instinctively wanted to take a step back—to put some space between us. There was an intensity about the way he was watching me that took my breath away, even though I still couldn’t see his eyes. It was all I could do to keep myself from ripping the glasses off his face.

			He sucked in his breath. “Becca,” he said, his voice trailing off at the end. Everything seemed to stop—even my breathing.

			We stared at each other, the electricity humming between us. Then, a moist, humid breeze blew against my face, and just like that, the spell was broken.

			He took a step back and cleared his throat while I raised a hand to push the hair out of my face. “I was just going to say, it’s not the first time we’ve had dogs and cats disappear in this town.”

			The sun dipped behind a cloud, casting a dark shadow over where we stood. I shivered, my sweat feeling cold and clammy. “What do you mean?” I asked, hating the quaver in my voice.

			His cell phone buzzed. He took another step back, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “Just ... be careful, Becca. Keep an eye on your cat.” He strode away, leaving me bewildered by the entire conversation.

			What the hell was that supposed to mean? Not the first time that pets had disappeared?

			I took a deep breath to collect my scattered thoughts. Oh, that’s right, I was heading to Aunt May’s to ask Mia what she remembered about the night Jessica disappeared. I resumed my trek toward the diner.

			It suddenly occurred to me that maybe I should also ask Daniel for his version of what happened. I’d be very interested to know what we had argued about.

			I had almost reached Aunt May’s when a muttering bundle of colorful rags pushing a shopping cart materialized from the alley in front of me. I stopped short, my heart speeding up.

			Maude, the homeless woman. The last time I had seen her had been in front of the grocery store where I had, for all practical purposes, attacked her.

			What do you know? Why am I in danger?

			As it turned out, I had been in danger, although I hadn’t understood how bad it really was at the time.

			Maude shuffled across the street, head down, ignoring me. I watched her thoughtfully. I had been so sure about what I thought I had heard her say that day.

			But it must have all been in my head. It wasn’t possible that a strange-but-harmless homeless woman would know more about my situation than I did.

			As if she had heard my thoughts, Maude stopped in the middle of the street. She raised her head and slowly turned it, until she was staring me straight in the eye.

			Her mouth opened.

			“You know.” Her voice was a hiss, like the crackle of lighting before a summer storm. 

			I swallowed and quickly turned away, the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. The sun went behind the cloud, and just like that, it was no longer hot and humid.

			Cold and clammy, I sped up my pace, wanting nothing more than to duck inside the diner and put as much distance as possible between me and Maude. Please don’t turn the cart around. Please don’t chase after me.

			I reached the door of Aunt May’s and pushed it open, darting a quick glance over my shoulder to see if Maude was following me, but she had resumed crossing the street, head down, the shopping cart clattering on the uneven asphalt.

			I had to be imagining this. I had to be. There was no other explanation—nothing else that made sense. I had to get my act together.

			Aunt May’s was half-empty, probably because it was that “in-between” time–a little too late for breakfast and a little too early for the lunch rush. Mia was wiping down a table, her black hair stuck to her forehead and sweat beading down her face. She beamed when she saw me. “Becca! Are you here to eat, or do you want coffee to go?”

			“Actually neither. I was hoping to talk to you.”

			“Oh, well, you’re in luck! It’s a good time for my break. Do you want to sit here or go somewhere else?”

			“Here’s fine.”

			She led me to a table in the back. “Want anything?”

			“Coffee would be good.”

			“Any food?”

			I shook my head. “I’m still full from breakfast—Daphne brought me homemade cinnamon rolls this morning. I ate way too many.”

			She snapped her towel at me. “Lucky you. She makes great cinnamon rolls. Do you mind if I eat?”

			“God, no. Eat. Please.”

			She disappeared into the kitchen for a moment before returning with the coffee pot in one hand and a BLT and fries in the other.

			She poured us both a cup of coffee and plopped down with a loud sigh. “I’ve been working a lot of doubles. It seems like everyone else is off on a summer adventure.”

			“Do you have any plans?”

			She grabbed the ketchup bottle and started squeezing it on her plate. “I should. I need a vacation.” She dipped a fry in ketchup and started munching. “So, what’s up?”

			“I know this may sound like it’s coming out of left field, but I was wondering if you could answer a few questions about the night Jessica disappeared.”

			She paused, still holding the fry in the air. “Why do you want to know about that?”

			I shrugged, busying myself by adding cream and sugar to my coffee. “I don’t know. I guess ... well, I still don’t remember that night. And I’d like to. I was wondering if hearing you talk about it might spark something in me.”

			“Yeah, I can totally see that.” She leaned back in the booth and gestured to her plate. “Do you mind? I don’t get a super long break and I don’t want to miss eating.”

			I shook my head and waved for her to continue. She picked up the sandwich and ate a few bites. “What do you want to know?” she asked, in between mouthfuls of food.

			“Well, to start, what was going on between Jessica and Rich?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Oh God, that was a trip. Let’s see. Jessica wanted me to go outside with her, but then CB ran into me and spilled my drink all over my shirt. I was so pissed. It was a brand-new shirt. I was going to take it to California with me. And the punch was red, remember? My shirt was this beautiful cream color … why I wore it to a teenage drinking party, I do not know. “ She shook her head. “To his credit, CB was super apologetic about it and offered to buy me a new one. I went into the bathroom to try and salvage it. Anyway, while I was in there, that’s when all the commotion started outside.”

			“That was when the fight started.”

			Mia nodded. “I, along with everyone else, rushed outside to see what was going on. But since I wasn’t there when it started, I don’t actually know what it was about. Jessica didn’t have a chance to tell me and Rich refuses to talk about it, at least to me. But if I had to guess, he probably made some sort of move on her. His crush on her was the worst-kept secret in Redemption and he had been trying to talk her out of going for, well, probably since she first started talking about it. If I had to guess what happened that night, I would say Rich sided with Jessica’s mother, and told her so. And, of course, Jessica went berserk.”

			“Why ‘of course’? I mean, it makes sense she would get angry at Rich for siding with her mom, but go berserk? It just seems over the top, doesn’t it?”

			Mia took another bite of food. “Well, yeah,” she said while chewing. “It was because of the dreams.”

			I was starting to feel sick again. “Dreams?”

			“Yeah, she kept dreaming about her uncle. You know, Uncle Jesse? The one she’s named after? The one who disappeared before she was born. Jesse and her mom had gotten into a huge fight, and Jesse just up and left. They never heard from him again, never saw him again. He just, well, disappeared. That’s why her mom had a nervous breakdown after Jessica disappeared—they’d also had a huge fight, and then Jessica was gone. It was like history repeating itself.”

			“I didn’t realize. Oh my God, that’s awful.”

			Mia nodded, swallowing more food. “Yeah, it really was. So anyway, Jessica had been dreaming about Jesse. I guess he was warning her, telling her to be careful. Something about the evil that had been done? Or something like that. I can’t remember exactly. She didn’t talk much about those dreams, but it was clear they were freaking her out.”

			You know. The evil that was done. I shivered as the air conditioning blasted me. “I still don’t understand why she would go berserk.”

			“Because she assumed those dreams were signs that she needed to leave. So, any pushback she got, from her mom, from Rich, just agitated her even more.”

			“Sooo ... maybe Jessica DID leave that night? If she was really convinced her dreams were telling her to go.”

			Mia shook her head violently. “No. She would have told me.”

			“But she had a lot to drink. She may not have been rational ...”

			Mia slammed her hand against the table so hard the dishes rattled. Coffee sloshed out of my cup. “No! You don’t understand!”

			Shocked into silence, all I could do was stare at her. 

			Mia closed her eyes for a moment, as if to collect herself. “No,” she said more quietly. “You don’t understand. We were close. She would never do that to me. Besides, the clothes were all wrong.”

			“Clothes?”

			She flapped her hand. “There was a suitcase missing, along with some of her clothes. That’s why I couldn’t convince the detective to investigate. He said she ran away. But the clothes that were missing—they weren’t clothes she would take. That awful blue and black striped shirt from her grandmother was missing, but her favorite silky pink top was still hanging in the closet. The wrong jeans were gone. The shoes! Oh my God, those were all wrong too—what was left and what was gone. I could go on, but it was obvious to me that she wasn’t the one who had done the packing.”

			My mind was racing. “Wait. Are you saying someone else broke in and took some of Jessica’s clothes to make it look like she had run away?”

			Mia slumped against the booth. “I know. It sounds crazy. There was no sign of a break-in. Jessica’s mother had been home all night and didn’t hear anything strange. Although …” Mia’s expression darkened. “Jessica’s mother did like her sleeping pills.”

			“So, maybe someone did break in.”

			Mia shook her head. “I asked. She swore she hadn’t taken any pills that night. But … well. To me, someone breaking in is the only explanation that makes any sense.”

			“But that would mean someone ...” I couldn’t finish my thought. 

			Someone who knew her took her.

			Or killed her.

			Mia nodded. “I know.”

			“It had to be someone she knew. Someone who knew where she lived and which room was hers.”

			“I know. Why do you think no one takes me seriously?  No one wants to believe it was someone from this town. A friend. A neighbor. Everyone would rather believe that if anything did happen to Jessica, it must have been a stranger who did it. Not someone she knew … someone we all knew.” She dropped her gaze to her plate. “Someone who is still here.” Her voice was so low, I wondered if she had actually said it or if I had just imagined it.

			I didn’t ask. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 

			We were quiet for a moment. Mia moved her sandwich around on the plate. I thought about what it meant if Mia was right and someone else had packed Jessica’s clothes. 

			I also thought about how no one believed Mia’s theory … and what that meant.

			“The other thing that really stands out for me about that night is how sick I got,” Mia said, picking up her sandwich to continue eating, her voice back to normal, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened—as if we weren’t just talking about personally knowing a murderer. 

			“I know everyone thinks it was from the alcohol and I was just drunk, but it was more than that. I’ve been so drunk I’ve thrown up before. This was different. My stomach didn’t feel right. It was just so strange.”

			“Was there anything that wasn’t strange that night?”

			Mia let out a bark of laughter. “That’s true. And what a crappy way to end the night. Me sitting there sick and alone in your aunt’s backyard while Daphne goes off to find you in the woods ...”

			“Wait a minute,” I said. “Daphne went into the woods? After me?”

			“Well, I assume it was after you but maybe she was going after Jessica. She didn’t tell me. She just said she’d be back in a minute and she headed off to the woods.”

			My mind was whirling. Did Daphne lie to me? Why would she do that?

			Or was Mia mistaken? Or ... lying?

			“Are you sure she went into the woods? And not the house?”

			Mia frowned before taking another bite of her sandwich. “No, I’m pretty sure I saw her head off to the woods. Why does it matter so much?”

			I realized I was leaning forward, and forced myself to sit back and relax against the seat. “It doesn’t. I’m just ... confused is all. It’s difficult to try and sort out what’s real from what’s not.”

			Mia nodded, swirling the last few fries in the ketchup and popping them in her mouth. “Yeah, it’s got to suck to not remember. And it’s so odd you haven’t recovered your memories yet.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			She glanced behind her at the clock on the wall. “Break’s over. Better get back to work.” She started to slide out of the booth. “Did anything I tell you help? Are you remembering anything?”

			I shook my head. “Not yet. But I’ll keep trying. Oh, and what do I owe you for the coffee?” I started digging into my purse for my wallet, but Mia waved it away. 

			“My treat. For keeping me company during my break.”

			“Thanks.” I slid out, too. Mia gave me a quick hug. “Would you do me a favor?”

			“Sure?”

			She started busing the table, her movements quick and efficient. “Would you tell me?” She lifted her face and looked directly into my eyes. “Once you remember. Will you tell me?”

			“Of course,” I said, surprised. “How could you think I wouldn’t?”

			She busied herself clearing off the table. “No reason, really.” She let out a self- conscious laugh. “I guess ... well, I’m just being silly. All those years, no one believed me about the clothes. And I’m wondering if ... well, it doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”

			“You’ll be the first,” I promised. Whatever I could do to take the pain in Mia’s eyes away—that same pain that kept her working at a diner in the town she swore she would leave as soon as she could—I’d do.

			She looked up and smiled, a real smile, before she bustled away with the dishes. I slipped my purse over my shoulder and headed to the door, my mind whirling with everything I had learned that day.

			Had Jessica been taken against her will that night? Or was Mia wrong about the clothes?

			What were Rich and Jessica fighting about?

			Who was lying to me? 

			And why?


		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			I got out of my car and studied the neat, two-story ranch house in front of me. Everything about it was picture perfect, from the bright yellow siding to the trimmed bushes, mowed lawn, and carefully-weeded flowerbeds. 

			Of course Pat would live in a house like that.

			The only thing that seemed out of place was the tightly-drawn curtains, especially on a day as beautiful as this one. It was bright and breezy, 70 degrees with low humidity—couldn’t get much better, for a Wisconsin summer day.

			It had been a busy couple of days. Between getting caught up on my household duties and figuring out Pat’s tea recipe, I hadn’t had a lot of time to think about the night Jessica disappeared, although questions would pop into my head at odd moments.

			Did Jessica run away? Or was she taken? Or ... worse?

			Why was I having so much trouble with my memory? What was blocking me? Did I actually see something that night that could have changed the outcome? Is that why I couldn’t remember, because I felt guilty subconsciously? Or was something else going on?

			And what was I going to do about Daphne? The more I thought about it, the more I felt like Mia was probably telling me the truth, or at least the truth as she remembered it. Of course, she may have been so sick that she wasn’t remembering correctly. But there was something about Mia’s manner and body language that felt truthful. 

			So, what to do about Daphne? Tell her Mia has a different version of events? Try and trick her to see if she’s lying to me? Or just forget about it because it’s not really all that important?

			Luckily, she hadn’t stopped by, so I didn’t have to make any decisions on how to handle it. Yet.

			I stepped on to the swept porch and rang the doorbell. And waited.

			What if she wasn’t home? I probably should have called first. But, as I was already out and about, I figured I would just stop by.

			I rang the doorbell again as I cast my eyes around the porch. Could I just leave the tea here? Behind that giant pot of geraniums?

			I heard a shuffling on the other side of the door. I looked up, expecting it to open, but still nothing. 

			“Pat,” I called out, knocking on the door. “Pat? Are you home? It’s Becca. Charlie’s niece. I have your tea.”

			More shuffling. Then, slowly, I heard the locks click open and the door creak. An eye peered out at me.

			“Pat?” I held out the package. “I brought you your tea.” I was starting to get a very bad feeling.

			The door slid open wider and I gasped. I couldn’t help myself. “Pat? Are you okay? Do you need help?’”

			She looked like she had aged ten years since I had seen her last. Her hair hung in greasy strings around her ashen face. Blue-black circles bruised her eyes, and the wrinkles in her face seemed to have deepened. Actually, her whole face had hollowed out, as if she wasn’t eating properly and had suddenly lost weight. Her faded blue robe was wrinkled and covered with stains. 

			She stuck her head out, peering quickly from side to side, and my head snapped back. The stench wafting off her was overwhelming. I wondered when she had last showered.

			Sticking a hand out, she gestured at me. “Quickly. Come in now.”

			Ugh. I really didn’t want to be trapped in a house with her and that awful stench, but what if she really needed help? I had to. Hopefully, in a few minutes, I would be nose-blind, and it wouldn’t be a big deal. Breathing shallowly out of my mouth, I eased my way into the house.

			Pat slammed the door behind me and quickly relocked all the locks. For a moment, I started to feel claustrophobic, trapped in this dark, airless, stinky house with a crazy woman. 

			I was standing in what appeared to be an old-fashioned sitting room, all pink floral and ornate, carved wood. The couch stiffly faced the two chairs, none looking terribly comfortable. Knick knacks and family photos were stuffed in every nook and cranny. As far as I could tell in the dim light, there wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere.

			Without acknowledging me, she turned and shuffled toward the back of the house. Not sure what else to do, I followed her.

			 She led me into an equally spotless kitchen, which to my relief, was more open than the living room. The gauzy, flowered, yellow curtains let in a lot of sun, lighting up the entire room. 

			“Tea?” Without waiting for an answer, she started bustling around the stove. I sat down at the kitchen table, next to a cluster of very large, very green potted plants flanking a door I assumed led to the basement. More plants hung near the windows. It appeared all Pat did all day was take care of her plants and clean her house. While she was doing an excellent job at both, it might behoove her to spend a little of that time and energy on herself.

			She brought the tea to the table, along with cream and sugar and a plate of cookies and sat down heavily in front of me. She pushed the cookies toward me. “You’re too skinny. You could use a cookie.”

			Well, that sounded more like the Pat I had first met, although sitting here in the bright sunny kitchen, she looked like she could use the cookie more than me.

			“I have your tea,” I said, pushing the cheery blue package over to her. I had found some of Aunt Charlie’s bags she had custom made to package her teas and tinctures. Across one side was stamped “Charlie’s Concoctions” with a cartoon picture of a witch’s cauldron. I thought Pat would appreciate the packaging.

			She made no move to take it. “About time,” she said, but her voice sounded hollow, a sad echo of her previous self.  She stirred her tea. “What do I owe you?”

			I waved my hand. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

			“No, I should pay,” she said into her tea. She made no move to get up, as she continued stirring.

			I watched her in silence. She kept her head down, refusing to meet my eyes. “Is there anything else I can help you with?” I finally asked, when it was clear she wasn’t going to say or do anything other than stir her tea.

			She let out a long, deep sigh. “No one can help me.”

			“Try me.”

			She looked furtively around her kitchen, like she was checking to see if we were alone before leaning forward. “I’m being haunted.”

			Oh boy. Did this house have a Mad Martha too? I thought I was living in the only haunted house in Redemption. Or was this precisely what it sounded like—a sad, old woman losing her mind? I didn’t particularly like either option. “Haunted?”

			She nodded furiously, the words suddenly tumbling over themselves as if she had kept them bottled up for too long. “Outside. I see it in the yard. And anything it touches, it kills.”

			“Kills? Like what?”

			“Rabbits. Chipmunks. Even a bird. I’d see it out there, and the next day, I’d go out into the yard and see their poor little broken bodies.”

			Despite the stuffy heat of the house, I was starting to feel the cold touch of fear trail down my spine. “Have you told anyone?”

			Her eyes widened. “Tell anyone? Who could I tell?”

			“Well, maybe the police for starters.”

			She snorted. “The police. The police can’t protect me from the devil.”

			“But ... what if it’s not the devil? What if it’s a person acting like the devil?”

			Pat shook her head so fiercely that her greasy hair flew around her head. “No, no, no. I know a haunting when I see one. Besides, I’ve been hearing it in the house, too.”

			I held my hand up. “Wait a minute. Slow down. You’re saying you’ve seen this ... dark shape in the house?”

			She sighed loudly. “No, I said I’m hearing it in the house. In the attic. Making all sorts of noise.”

			“Are you sure it’s this ... devil? Not, I don’t know, mice or something?”

			She drew herself up and shot me a haughty look. “What, you think I don’t know the difference between mice and the devil? I was living in my own house when you were still in diapers.” 

			I pressed my fingers against my eyes. “I’m not ... do you want me to take a look for you?”

			“What? No!” She looked horrified. “I don’t want you anywhere near the devil.”

			“But ...” I suddenly had an overwhelming sense of empathy for Daphne. She must have felt just like this when I was ranting to her about Mad Martha. “What can I do, Pat? Is there any way I can help you?”

			Pat collapsed suddenly, looking defeated. “There’s nothing anyone can do. If the devil is going to take me, nothing can stop it.”

			Oh God. This wasn’t good. “What about family? Can I call anyone for you?” I pressed.

			She shot back up again. “No! Leave Barbara out of it.”

			“Who is Barbara? Your daughter?”

			She shook her head furiously. “Leave her out of it. I don’t want her anywhere near the devil, either.”

			 I made a mental note to reach out to Daphne or Mia to see if they knew how to get in touch with Barbara. “Okay, so you’re seeing this thing in the yard.” I got up and went to the window. “Here in the backyard?”

			She paused, as if deciding whether or not to tell me, then slowly nodded. 

			I leaned against the wall next to the window and peered out. A huge garden spread out over the backyard, full of flowers and bushes. Her yard wasn’t fenced in but both of her neighbors’ were—one by a high wooden fence and the other by a black, wrought-iron rail fence. I could see a couple of kids, a boy and a girl, playing on the swing set in the yard with the rail fence.

			“Where exactly do you see it?”

			“Over by my rose bushes.”

			I looked over at them, each with a respectable amount of blooms. “Any damage to them?”

			“I told you. It kills everything it touches. A couple of roses turned black. Overnight! I’m just lucky it didn’t kill the whole bush.”

			I strained to get a better look at the roses, but as far as I could tell, there weren’t any black ones. I wondered if there was another explanation for roses to turn black overnight. “Why do you keep calling it ‘the devil’?” I asked, more out of curiosity than anything else, as I continued to study the yard. The two kids had left the swing set and were now chasing each other. 

			She shot me a “duh” look. “Because it’s not a ghost.”

			“Not a ghost? How do you know?’

			“I know,” she said darkly.

			There was something strangely familiar about the kids outside. I squinted my eyes to see if I could get a better look. The boy needed a haircut badly—his shaggy brown hair fell into his eyes. Where had I seen him before? “How?”

			“I hear the owl calling,” she said. “It’s not a ghost. It’s death.”

			I eyed her before studying the kids again. Yeah, I better see if I could track down Barbara. 

			Then it hit me—the reason these kids looked so familiar—and my stomach dropped to the ground. “Pat, your neighbors. Did they lose a dog?”

			She sighed heavily. “Bear. He was a sweet dog.”

			I tried to swallow, but my mouth had gone completely dry. “Did ... did you see what happened to Bear?” I could barely push the words out of my mouth. My tongue had gone completely numb.

			She slowly nodded. “No. But I know what happened.”

			My voice came out in a raspy whisper. “What?”

			 “The devil got him.”

			****

			As soon as I got home, I opened a can of tuna and a bottle of wine, grabbed a glass and took everything outside. I was feeling more shaken than I wanted to admit, and I wanted to see Oscar. Yes, I had every intention of tracking down Barbara, but not today. Tomorrow was soon enough to start making calls.

			I put the tuna down at the edge of yard, poured myself a healthy glass of wine, and had a seat. I took a long, slow drink, forcing myself to breathe deeply and relax. I couldn’t ask for a more beautiful day—the sun shone in a cloudless sky, a gentle, sweet-smelling breeze tossed my hair, the birds chirped as they fought over the bird seed, butterflies flitted from flower to flower and a couple of hummingbirds buzzed around the feeder.

			Sitting in this peaceful oasis, it was hard to imagine someone, or something, killing innocent, defenseless animals like Bear.

			And I couldn’t help but wonder how safe I was. I still didn’t know where that footprint in the garden a few weeks back had come from. Heck, I didn’t even know if it was human.

			The devil got him.

			I took another big swig and refilled my glass, telling myself to slow down. I didn’t necessarily want to get drunk. In fact, just the thought of being in a drunken stupor, lying helpless in my bed, was enough to almost stop me from drinking.

			Almost.

			 A shadow crept out of the woods. Oscar, his tail flicking, moseyed over to the open can of tuna, bent his head, and began to delicately nibble.

			Relief filled me, so sudden and so sweet that I slumped in my seat, all the air collapsing out of me. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how worried I had been.

			Oscar finished the can, raised his head while licking his chops, and started to clean himself.

			“I’m glad you’re okay,” I said. “I was worried, you know.”

			Oscar continued grooming.

			“You could have let me know a little sooner that you were okay.”

			He paused, lifted his head, and stared at me with unblinking green eyes, before meowing.

			“No, I don’t think it would have killed you to let me know sooner.” 

			He got up and headed over, hopping up on the chair next to me and settling in. 

			I sat back myself. “I am glad you’re here.”

			I listened to him purr in contentment as we both watched the sun slowly set over the quiet backyard.


		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			I took a moment to check my phone before starting dinner and saw that I had missed a call. The voicemail was from my lawyer asking me to call as soon as possible.

			It didn’t sound good. I quickly called him back, trying unsuccessfully to push down the feeling of foreboding that threatened to swamp me.

			The news was worse than I had thought. It appeared authorities hadn’t been able to recover much of the money Stefan had stolen, and I should start to prepare myself for the reality that my trust fund may never be fully restored.

			I hung up the phone, trying not to be sick. Now what was I going to do? How was I going to support myself? Maybe I better start looking for a job again.

			Or … should I take a serious look at starting up Aunt Charlie’s healing business again? Would that be enough to pay the bills? Could I also maybe sell some of my art as well?

			No, no, no. I pushed the thought away almost as quickly as I had it. I knew nothing about healing or business or art. It would have been one thing to start a new business if I had the trust fund to fall back on as a safety net. Without that … no, I was better off looking for a job.

			The thought depressed me. I refilled my wine and went to poke through the fridge. I wasn’t the least bit hungry, but I knew I needed to eat something. Maybe just a salad. Keep it light and try and enjoy the rest of my evening. Tomorrow was soon enough to start coming up with a plan.

			I was in the middle of chopping cucumbers when my cell rang again. I dropped the knife and grabbed it, hoping against hope it was my lawyer again, telling me to forget what he said—that it looked like they had found the money after all.

			But it wasn’t my lawyer. It was my mother.

			I paused, staring at the blinking display, my stomach sinking.

			I didn’t want to talk to her. Especially now, while I was reeling from this major setback. I couldn’t bear to hear the disappointment in her voice. I was deeply ashamed that I hadn’t listened to her about Stefan.

			More than that, I knew I had let her down. Again.

			My finger hovered over the decline button. But then I thought about how often she had called over the past few weeks, even though I had continually sent her calls to voicemail.

			 She wasn’t going to stop. Not until I spoke to her. Maybe it was time.

			I paused, forced myself to swallow the lump of dread in my throat and answered.

			“Rebecca! There you are. I’ve been so worried.”

			I scooped up my wine glass. “Hi, mom,” I said.

			“I’ve been calling and calling. Why haven’t you called me back?”

			“It’s ... I haven’t wanted to talk to anyone,” I said, taking another swallow of wine as I eyed the bottle. If this conversation was going to stretch out any longer than a few minutes, I’d better eat something—I had already finished half the bottle. I dug out a loaf of French bread, butter and cheese.

			“I’m not just anyone. I’m your mother.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			She sighed. “Well, I can imagine how rough things have been for you. And there you are, all by yourself in that awful house. No wonder you haven’t wanted to talk to anyone. When are you coming back to New York?”

			I shifted uncomfortably as I began slicing the bread. “I ... there’s still a lot I need to do here,” I said lamely. I didn’t want to admit to her that there was no way I could afford it now. I wasn’t even sure if I could afford living in Redemption for very long, even in a paid-off house, unless I was able to find a decent-paying job. Where on earth was I going to go if I couldn’t? God, I felt like a loser.

			“Well, of course there is. But your health is important, too. I’m sure you’ve done enough to at least put the house on the market.”

			“Maybe,” I said. “It’s just ...” I wasn’t able to finish my thought.

			“What, Rebecca?”

			I took a deep breath. “You and dad were right about Stefan,” I said, miserably. “I should have listened to you.”

			She was quiet for a moment. “I had a feeling that was why you haven’t called me back.” She paused. “You father and I talked, and we’ve already found an apartment for you. We’ll make all the arrangements. We just need to know when you’re coming back.”

			I stopped slicing, the knife stuck halfway in the bread. “You ... you already did that? For me?”

			“Of course, Rebecca. You can always count on us.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut tightly, fighting back the tears that threatened to overflow. Why was I crying? Isn’t this what I wanted? My safety net was back. So why did I feel so awful?

			“Your brother Randall has an opening in his firm,” my mother continued. “As soon as you get settled back here, you can get started. You see? There’s nothing to worry about. We’ll take care of you.”

			I opened my eyes, the threat of tears dissolving almost as quickly as it had surfaced, a cold lump of dread forming in my stomach. The rest of my life unfolded in front of me; a grey, lifeless sort of existence. A safe and secure job. A lovely, safe and secure apartment I would never have to worry about not being able to afford. The security of knowing the bills would always be paid and my life funded.

			At first I would be so grateful, I would only have a glass or two of wine each night. Then, as the resentment and stifled feelings grew, it would turn to two or three glasses. Then, a whole bottle.

			I wondered how long it would be before I started opening a second.

			Is this the life I really wanted?

			But, what choice did I have? My safety net was gone. I didn’t have a job, nor did I have any prospects for one.

			What else could I do?  

			The kitchen spun around me, and I grabbed the counter to steady myself. I definitely needed to slow down on the wine. “Let me think about it.”

			“What is there to think about?” She sounded truly surprised. “We’ve figured everything out for you. All you need to do is sell that house and come home.”

			Home. Where I would be loved, supported and suffocated. Where I would never again have to worry about supporting myself financially because my every move would be carefully watched … and controlled.

			What price was I willing to pay for security? 

			“I have to go,” I said. “My dinner is about ready.”

			“Get that house on the market as soon as you can,” she said. “Do it soon, Rebecca,” she said. “I don’t think being in it is healthy for you.”

			Something clicked in the back of my head. Something I couldn’t quite put a finger on. It was shrouded in darkness, whatever it was, like a black cloud of buzzing gnats. I wanted to ask her why she would say that but she was already saying goodbye.

			I had lost my appetite but knew I needed to eat something, so I assembled a plate of bread, cheese and the vegetables I had already cut up. I also refreshed my wine, noting that the bottle was now about two-thirds gone. This was it—the last glass of the night.

			I took my plate and glass to the kitchen table. Oscar joined me, silently leaping onto the chair next to mine and settling in. I broke off a piece of cheese to offer him, which he delicately sniffed before gently accepting.

			I buttered the bread and began to eat as I looked around my spacious, homey kitchen and considered my options.

			If I did decide to stay, then I absolutely would have to make something work, and do it soon. Either I would have to go find myself a job, or I would need to get my act together around starting some sort of business—either the healing or the art or both.

			If I did go the business route, could I even do it? Could I succeed at making money despite a lifetime of failure staring back at me?

			What if I tried and failed? Would my parents’ offer still be there? Or was this a one-time only thing?

			Was I willing to risk losing that offer?

			 Oscar finished his cheese and fixed his unblinking stare on me. I broke off another piece to give to him. 

			Maybe I was looking at this all wrong. Maybe I needed to ask myself if I really wanted to stay here, in Redemption. Plenty of people in this town would be happy to see me gone, for sure. And then there was everything else that had happened in the past few days.

			Daphne lied to me.

			Bear, the dog, went missing.

			Pat swore the devil is haunting her.

			And fifteen years ago, I was screaming in the woods before being taken to the hospital because I was dying.

			What did I see? 

			Why did I scream?

			And what wasn’t my mother telling me?

			***

			A scratching noise. A burst of bright light.

			I blinked. Aunt Charlie leaned across the kitchen table, the flame from the match deepening the wrinkles in her face. She lit three thin, long, taper candles nestled in a black, wrought-iron holder placed in the center of the table—black, red, white. She then sat back in the chair, shaking her hand to extinguish the match.

			“I see that we’ve moved from tea to candles,” I said.

			She shot me a secret smile. I was now sitting across from her, the soft golden light filling the kitchen.

			“Do you want tea? I can make it for you.”

			“Before you said the tea didn’t work.”

			She shrugged. “Just because it didn’t work doesn’t mean I can’t make it for you.”

			And just like that, grief swamped over me, almost overwhelming me in its embrace. “I miss your tea,” I said, trying to hold back the tears.

			Aunt Charlie nodded sadly. “I know, honey.” She reached over and covered my hand with hers. “I know.”

			I blinked my eyes quickly, looking around the kitchen to try and distract myself. “What’s the significance of the candles?”

			She gently squeezed my hand and let go. “Black to vanquish the bad energy. Red to draw in fresh, new energy. White for truth.”

			The flames flickered, revealing dark, twisted shadows behind my aunt. I grew cold.

			She stretched a hand out toward the candles. “Black. Red. White.”

			The flames leaped up, almost eagerly, growing brighter and larger. “You’re telling me to buy candles.”

			Her eyes glittered. “I’m not telling you to do anything.”

			I was starting to feel annoyed. “Then, what ARE you saying?”

			She placed both her palms on the table and leaned forward. The flames on the candles danced even higher, making her look like she was trapped in a prison of fire. “It’s starting again.”

			“What’s starting?”

			“The pattern.”

			The cold touch of fear brushed the base of my spine and I shivered. “What pattern?”

			“The one that started fifteen years ago.”

			The flames from the candles were so high, they licked the ceilings. The shadows were growing larger as well. I could see teeth and claws forming. “The night Jessica disappeared?”

			Aunt Charlie’s eyes were like shiny black pebbles. “You must remember.”

			Irritation warred with fear inside me. “You don’t think I want to?” I snapped. “Why don’t YOU tell me? Don’t the dead know everything?”

			“It doesn’t work like that.”

			I slammed my hands against the table. “Of course it doesn’t. Why on earth would it be that easy? God, I just want to know what happened that night.”

			Aunt Charlie’s lips pulled up into a mocking smile devoid of warmth. “I don’t believe you.”

			My mouth fell open. I stared into Aunt Charlie’s glittering black eyes—insect eyes. “What are you talking about? Of course I want to know what happened.”

			She shook her head slowly, eyes never leaving mine. “No, you don’t.”

			“How do you know what I want or don’t want?” I was starting to feel like a misunderstood child.

			She started to say something and then a look of horror crossed her face. “Oh no,” she moaned, her hands rising to her face as she stumbled to her feet. “Oh no. Not you, too. Oh nooooo.”

			I half-stood, too. “What? What’s going on?”

			Aunt Charlie backed away, her mouth opening into a scream.

			I tried to go to my aunt, but the candle flames exploded, shoving me back. I could feel the heat spread across my face like a bad sunburn, and I shielded my eyes against the flames and shadows that jiggled and danced like broken marionette puppets.

			I sat straight up in bed, dripping with sweat and panting with suppressed screams. Next to me, Oscar picked up his head, stared at me for a minute with his large green eyes, then curled back up.

			Something inside me relaxed, and I laid back down, my breathing slowing.

			I wasn’t alone. And somehow, that made everything better.

			I stared at the ceiling, trying not to think about my dream, but unable to stop myself. 

			What was Aunt Charlie screaming? She said something. A word.

			Something that sounded like ... Pat.

			I shivered, the sweat on my body turning to ice.

			Did something happen to Pat? Mentally, I kicked myself. I should have made an effort to track down Barbara today instead of waiting until tomorrow. I could feel guilt start to creep through my limbs. If something had happened to her after I left, and I could have prevented it ...

			Well, there certainly wasn’t anything I could do in the middle of the night. I promised myself I’d deal with it first thing in the morning.

			I didn’t think I would be able to fall asleep again, but my body begged to differ. My eyelids grew thick and heavy as I listened to Oscar purr next to me, and before I knew it, I had drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep.


		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			I was contemplating what to make for dinner when there was a knock at the door. It was Daniel.

			“Do you have a moment?” he asked. He was dressed in his uniform, but his face was scruffy, like he had missed shaving that morning and black circles bruised his eyes. Was this a social or official call?

			Silently, I pushed the door open and backed away. “Can I get you something to drink? Lemonade? Tea? Wine?”

			“Lemonade if it’s not too much trouble,” he said, following me into the kitchen.

			“No trouble,” I said, fetching a glass and the pitcher from the fridge. “I take it this isn’t a social call.”

			“Unfortunately, no,” he said, taking his hat off and rubbing his face as I brought both our drinks to the table. “Pat is dead.”

			I froze, my body contorted in a strange position as I was in the process of sitting down. All I could see was Aunt Charlie’s horrified face, screaming Pat’s name. 

			I forced my stiff limbs to move. “When?” I asked, but my voice sounded more like a hiss. The strength drained from my legs and I fell heavily into my seat.

			Daniel stared at me. “Are you okay? Your face is completely white.”

			I reached for my glass of lemonade, wishing I had poured myself wine instead. “I ... I just saw her. Yesterday.”

			He didn’t look surprised. “Yes. I was hoping you could tell me about that visit.”

			I shot him a suspicious look. “How did you know?”

			“We found your tea,” he said, his voice carefully neutral. “And Barbara told us about your voicemail.”

			Ah, yes. Of course. With Mia’s help, I had managed to track down Barbara’s phone number this morning and left her a message. She hadn’t called me back.

			“When did she ...” my voice trailed off. I found I couldn’t say the words. “And how?”

			Daniel picked up his lemonade and took a drink, his face a bland mask. “It’s still early in the investigation but it appears she fell down the basement steps sometime last night.”

			Not you, too. 

			I closed my eyes, feeling the icy touch of fear wash over me. “Was it an accident?” I found myself asking.

			“We’re still investigating. Would you have any reason to believe it wasn’t?”

			The devil got him.

			I pressed my fingers against my eyes. “I’m ... not sure. She was so confused. Maybe.”

			“Why don’t we start from the beginning,” Daniel said, his voice sounding far away.

			The beginning. What was the beginning? It felt like I had been trapped in one nightmare or another for years now. I licked my lips and tried to swallow, my mouth feeling as dry as sandpaper, before finally opening my eyes. He was watching me closely, a hint of concern in his otherwise unreadable cop expression.

			“I brought Pat some tea I had made her.”

			Daniel picked up a pen and started to jot down a few notes. “What time was this?”

			I had to think about that. “In the afternoon. Like two-ish? Or maybe it was closer to three? I wasn’t really watching the time. It was while I was running errands.” Why did I feel the need to say that? Why did I feel the need to justify why I was driving around town?

			“Why were you bringing her tea?”

			“She had stopped by a couple of weeks ago. She wanted me to make the tea my aunt used to make her.”

			Daniel nodded as he wrote. “Are you taking over Charlie’s business?”

			“I have no idea what I’m doing,” I said. I almost added that I wasn’t even sure if I was staying in Redemption but managed to shut my mouth before those words fell out. I didn’t really feel like this was the best time to talk about that. “However, I got the distinct impression that Pat wasn’t taking ‘no’ for an answer, so I made it for her.”

			Daniel’s lips turned up in a slight smile. “That sounds like Pat. Had you seen her any other times before yesterday?”

			“No. Well ...” I paused. The strange phone call popped into my mind. “She did call me earlier this week.”

			He made a note. “How did she sound?”

			“You know, it was strange. On the surface, she sounded like the Pat I first met. But there was this note of ... desperation? Hysteria? Something about it seemed off to me, but I didn’t really know her well enough to know for sure if my perception was right. It wasn’t until I saw her yesterday that I started to think there was something really wrong.”

			“How did she seem yesterday?”

			I paused, considering the best way to share my thoughts. Daniel waited, not rushing me. “Paranoid,” I said at last. “Confused. Sloppy. She looked like she hadn’t bathed in a while or changed her clothes. Although her house was still immaculate. She was also too thin. I don’t know how well she had been eating. Plus, she was ... well, she was convinced she was being haunted.”

			Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Haunted? By what?”

			I sighed. “The devil.”

			Daniel straightened, looked me full in the face. “Seriously. She said that?”

			I nodded. “Yes. She said she could see it in the yard. Some sort of dark shadow. That killed things.”

			“Things? What things?”

			“Chipmunks. Rabbits. Birds. She claimed it took Bear, too.”

			“It killed a bear?”

			I shook my head. “No, not ‘a’ bear. The golden retriever that’s missing. Bear.”

			“Did she actually see Bear being taken?”

			I thought back, trying to recall her precise words. “No. What she said was, ‘The devil got him.’”

			“Did you ask what she meant by that?”

			I shook my head.

			“Okay. What happened after that?”

			“I left,” I said simply.

			Daniel glanced up at me, raising his eyebrow. I shifted uncomfortably, suddenly feeling like I was back at school being reprimanded by the principal. “Look, if I had known something like this was going to happen to her, I would have made different choices. But, I didn’t. The conversation had gotten so freaky, I just wanted to get out of there and figure out how to get in touch with her daughter or someone else who could help.”

			“I wasn’t judging.”

			I made a face and picked up my lemonade glass. Even though his tone was mild, I still felt like he was indeed judging me. Then again, I was also judging myself.

			“Anything else happen?”

			I shook my head again.

			He leaned forward slightly, an intense look in his eyes. “Becca, this is important. Are you sure? Think hard.”

			I was about to tell him “no” again, when the full realization of what he was asking swamped over me. I found myself almost gasping, like I was drowning in the knowledge. 

			I may have been the last person to see her alive. 

			Was that why Daniel was really here? Nothing to do with the tea after all? Was he just using that as an excuse? Oh God no. This couldn’t be happening again. 

			It’s starting again. The pattern. The one that started fifteen years ago.

			“You think I was the last person to see her alive,” I said, my voice sounding strangled. “That’s what this is all about.”

			“It’s still early in the investigation,” he said again, his tone neutral. 

			“Nice non-answer. You should be a politician.”

			He sighed. “I’m not going to lie to you. Your story is an important part of the investigation. So, it’s really vital that you tell me everything you remember. And I do mean everything.” His dark-blue eyes bored into mine with an intensity that made me fight the urge to stand up right then and run out of the room.

			He couldn’t possibly think I had anything to do with Pat’s death.

			Could he?

			“You do think someone pushed her,” I said.

			“We don’t know yet. That’s what we’re trying to determine.”

			I sat back in my chair and rubbed my forehead, trying to get my scattered thoughts together. All I could think about was Daniel sitting across from me, all his focus and energy on me.

			“I just don’t know how helpful I can be. I didn’t see anything suspicious. Nobody hanging around or anything like that.”

			“How did her house look?”

			“Like I already said, it was immaculate. From what I could see, not a speck of dust anywhere. The complete opposite of her personal hygiene.”

			“What rooms were you in?”

			“The living room, briefly, and the kitchen.”

			“Did you notice anything out of place in the kitchen?”

			“Well, I had never been in her house before but no, nothing seemed out of place.”

			“What about plants? Like the one by the basement steps. Did you notice if it had been knocked over? Did you see any dirt on the ground?”

			I thought about it. “It definitely wasn’t knocked over. And no, I don’t remember seeing any dirt or anything like that. Why? Was it on its side or something?”

			He pulled out his phone, thumbed through and showed me a picture of the big potted plant next to the basement door. “This is how we found it this morning. Does it look different than what you saw yesterday?”

			I took the phone and peered at it closely. While it was in the same place I remembered, next to the pot was a pile of dirt and a couple of half-dead leaves. I handed the phone back. “No, there was no dirt or leaves next to that plant when I was there.”

			He turned off the phone and pocketed it. “Are you sure?”

			“Positive.” I paused, watching him jot down a few notes. I wondered how the dirt and leaves could have ended up next to the plant. Had it been tipped over at some point and then put back?

			The devil got him. 

			Aunt Charlie screaming Pat’s name as she backed away from the table, fire everywhere.

			I blinked, my thoughts whirling. “Are you ... are you thinking there was a struggle? That someone threw her down the stairs? And knocked the plant over in the process? And ... “ I couldn’t say the word killer. “And after ... that person picked the plant back up?”

			Daniel looked up, watching me closely. “It could have happened like that. She could have also knocked it over herself and just didn’t get around to cleaning it up. You said she was acting confused and paranoid. Maybe she forgot to clean it up.”

			“Maybe,” I said, sounding skeptical. “Based on what I saw, it seems more likely she would have dropped everything and grabbed the vacuum cleaner.”

			His mouth quirked into a crooked smile. “Not exactly the type of proof that will hold up in court.”

			“Probably not. Doesn’t make it any less true.”

			He laughed. “Is there anything else you remember? Anything at all?”

			I mentally searched through that conversation again, but nothing stood out. I shook my head.

			“Anything else she saw outside? A description of a person?”

			I kept shaking my head.

			“Strange noises? Something not working?”

			Strange noises. I stopped shaking my head. “Oh wait. There was one other thing. The attic.”

			“What about the attic?”

			“She had heard noises up there. Thought it was the devil in her attic.”

			He made more notes before hesitating. “I have to ask this,” he said, and he almost sounded apologetic. “Can you give me a quick rundown of what you did after you left Pat?”

			I went very still. “I am under investigation, aren’t I?” Oh God, first Jessica and now Pat. I was about to be trapped in the middle of yet another nightmare.

			“It’s just a formality. We’re asking everyone who knew Pat.”

			I found that hard to believe. And even if it were true, I was probably at the top of the list. “Not much to tell. I came straight home. Made myself dinner, read a little bit and went to bed.” And had a dream where Aunt Charlie told me Pat had died.

			“Did anyone see you?”

			I closed my eyes. “No.”

			“Did you talk to anyone?”

			“No. Oh, wait.” My eyes flew open. How could I have forgotten? “My lawyer called. And my mother. I talked to both. Although having your mother vouch for you is probably pretty lame.” 

			Daniel made a few notes. “’Everything helps. We’ll check it out.” He asked for both of their phone numbers and if I remembered anything else before closing his notebook. “Thanks for this. It’s a good start. And if there’s anything else you remember, call. You have my number, right?” 

			I nodded, getting up with him to walk him out, still feeling a little shell-shocked by everything that had just happened.

			Oscar was sitting on the porch, back to the door, the tip of his tail swishing back and forth. Seeing him, I felt a knot I didn’t even know I had in my chest start to dissolve. Thank God, I wouldn’t be alone tonight.

			 Daniel paused, hand on the door. “Is that your cat?”

			“He sure seems to be. I call him Oscar.”

			Daniel pushed the door open and Oscar got up and sauntered inside like he owned the place. Daniel watched him. “You know,” he mused, almost to himself. “For years, Charlie had a cat like that. After she died, it disappeared. No one could find it. A couple of people spent weeks leaving food out hoping he would show up, but he never did.”

			A surprisingly cold breeze blew through the door and I shivered. “I’m sure it’s not the same cat.”

			Daniel straightened. “I’m sure it’s not either. That cat had to be pretty old. That’s why people tried so hard to find it.” His face was thoughtful.

			He took a step out the door, then turned back to me. “You know, if it turns out you were the last person to see Pat alive, it’s interesting that this is the second time.”

			The knot in my chest tightened back up. It’s all happening again. I crossed my arms across my chest. “I thought you said this was all routine. ‘Just a formality’ I think were your exact words.”

			His eyes never left mine, but one shoulder lifted. “Just making an observation.”

			“Does this observation require my getting an attorney?”

			“Do you need an attorney?”

			“I have no idea. You’re the one making ‘observations’ here.”

			“I’m just thinking out loud. Don’t you find it a little coincidental that fifteen years ago, a girl disappears after you’re the last person to see her, and now an old woman dies after you were the last to see her? There are people who live their entire lives in Redemption and never have anything like this happen to them.  But you, who’ve barely spent any time here, have had it happen twice.”

			I pressed my arms closer to my chest, trying to keep myself from shivering as the cold seeped through me. I wondered if I would ever be warm again.  “Maybe it’s just bad luck,” I said, through cold and numb lips.

			He bent his head to put his hat on, finally breaking his gaze. “Maybe. That’s some pretty bad luck.”

			“Well, we can’t all be as lucky as you, Officer,” I said, through clenched teeth.

			He half-smiled and turned to head out. “Don’t forget to call me if you remember anything else,” he said over his shoulder as he headed for his car.

			“What, so I can be accused of this, too? Fat chance of that,” I muttered, fighting the urge to slam the door after him.

			I took off to the kitchen. I so needed wine.

			Was I under investigation now? Was that what this was all about?

			I grabbed the bottle off the counter and filled my glass, gulping down half of it as I stood leaning against the counter. 

			Why did this keep happening? Was it me? Was I cursed? Even my marriage track record seemed to indicate that truth.

			Or, was something else going on?

			I slammed the wine down on the counter, harder than I intended, as I tried to convince my deep inner knowing that I was just the victim of a horrible string of bad luck.


		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Meow.

			The noise jerked me awake. I was tangled up in the sheet. The full moon, pregnant with secrets, shined through the bedroom window, turning the room a misty silver.

			Oscar wasn’t next to me. Was that him meowing?

			As soon as that thought entered my mind, I heard it again. Meow.

			It was coming from outside. I untangled myself and went to the window. 

			There, standing in the middle of the backyard, was Oscar. He stared at me, swishing his tail, before turning to disappear into the woods.

			I grabbed my robe and ran out of the room. What on earth was he doing outside? I was sure I remembered him coming to bed with me. He had curled up on the pillow next to me, just like he always does.

			I flew down the stairs and into the kitchen, my brain barely registering the two dark shapes that sat at the kitchen table. 

			“You better hurry,” Aunt Charlie said, blowing on her cup of tea. “It’s starting again.”

			“She can’t go out there,” Pat said, reaching for the cream to doctor her cup of tea. “The devil is out there.”

			I ignored both of them and headed to the back door. From behind me, Aunt Charlie called out, “The devil you know is better than the one you don’t.”

			I unlocked the back door, flinging it open and ran outside.  The cold, wet grass slapped against my feet.

			The moon was huge in the sky, so huge it dwarfed everything else, including the roaring fire in the fire pit. Why was there a fire? Did I light it last night and forget to put it out?

			Mia sat slumped in a chair next to the fire, her eyes barely open. “I feel sick,” she mumbled. Her face was smooth and pale under the silvery moonlight, her hair pulled back in a long, messy ponytail. Sixteen again. I could see the faint pink stain on the front of her cream shirt. Like blood.

			On the table next to her were three lit candles—black, red and white. One of Mia’s bloodshot eyes opened and stared at me. “Don’t drink the water. Only beer. In a can.”

			Confused, I asked, “Where’s Oscar? Have you seen him?”

			 Her eye closed. “I feel sick.”

			“What about Daphne? Isn’t she supposed to be watching you?”

			Mia slowly shook her head. “I think she’s supposed to be watching you.”

			Meow.

			I left Mia and hurried out toward the woods, passing Maude pushing her shopping cart as it banged against the rocks. I caught a whiff of her unwashed body and nearly gagged. Her face slowly turned to me, her eyes black, empty sockets. Her mouth opened, as dark and bottomless as her eyes. “You know,” she hissed, a snake-like tongue darting out.

			I ignored her as I ran past, Oscar my only concern. I could feel the pressure growing inside my chest. I had to find my cat before it was too late.

			The trees seemed to close in on me as soon as I stepped onto the path. Branches and twigs snagged my clothes and hair as I thrashed my way through, all the while hearing Oscar’s plaintive meows.

			Suddenly, I burst through the trees into a clearing. I collapsed onto wet earth, breathing heavily, my nostrils full of the scent of decaying leaves. Mosquitoes buzzed around my head and I swatted them, feeling the sting of their bites, seeing the blood, my blood, splashed on my arms and legs. It dripped onto the ground, soaking it, turning it red.

			Then I saw Oscar’s lifeless body, his throat slashed, lying in another pool of blood. 

			I screamed as I reached for him, tears filling my vision. His body was stiff and cold. He had been dead a long time.

			I tried to pick him up but then he was Bear, the golden retriever, his beautiful coat matted with blood. Oh no. Not Bear, too.

			I tried to hoist him over my shoulder—maybe I could bring him back to his family. But he was too heavy. I looked down and saw I was trying to pick up a gravestone. My hands were slick with blood and I couldn’t grasp the smooth marble.

			I tried to read the stone but the inscription was covered with blood. The more I tried to wipe it off, the bloodier it became.

			The ground rolled and bubbled underneath my feet, and I started backing away. Someone or something was digging its way out of the grave. The smell of decay was even stronger—it coated my lips and throat, and I found myself gagging.

			One rotted hand burst out from the ground, and then another. Slowly, a corpse dragged its way out, its skin black and curling. Maggots and beetles crawled and wiggled over its rotting flesh.

			I tried to scream again, but nothing came out except a terrible retching sound. The smell was so awful. I backed away, trying to move faster, but everything seemed to be in slow motion, dragging me down.

			The corpse drew itself up to its full height. Patches of long blonde hair were still attached to a cracked skull. It turned toward me, and I instantly knew who it was, even under the rot and decay.

			Jessica.

			She licked her cracked and black lips. “You know.” A beetle squirmed out of her mouth and ran down her neck.

			I licked my own very dry lips and tried to swallow, my mouth like sandpaper. “Know what?” My voice was a raspy whisper.

			“Who killed me.”

			I shook my head. “No. You disappeared. You didn’t die.”

			Jessica shambled toward me. “You really think I just left? In the middle of the night? Without saying goodbye to anyone? Not Mia? Not my mom?” Her voice rose higher and higher, ending in nearly a scream.

			“I ... I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t remember!”

			Jessica lurched forward another step. “How many more are going to die because you refuse to remember?” she hissed.

			I kept shaking my head. “No! I don’t remember! There’s nothing to remember! I didn’t see anything!”

			Jessica was so close, I could hear her bones rattle and the wet, sucking noise of her skin sliding off her bones every time she took a step. “You lie. You know. You know the evil that has been done.”

			My whole body froze. I dropped to my knees, my legs suddenly unable to hold me. Chrissy’s blank, empty eyes staring at me. You know. The evil that has been done.

			Jessica opened her mouth, but instead of talking, it opened wider and wider. I braced myself, for what I wasn’t sure, but just as suddenly, her mouth snapped shut. A dark shape fell over us, both terrible and vaguely familiar.

			Her milky eyes widened and I could see the fear. “He found us.”

			I snapped my head around but didn’t see anything. I turned back to Jessica, who was backing away, her horror palpable. “Who?”

			She sucked in her breath. “The devil.”

			The shadow fell over her then, shaped like a man but with horns. Big horns. Horns that grew and stretched, covering the ground like a bloody, black stain.

			Jessica threw her arms over her face, like she was shielding herself from whatever was coming. But that didn’t stop her shriek. “You know! You know the evil that has been done!”

			I awoke with a gasp, sticky with sweat, my throat sore from repressed screams. My heart was pounding so hard, I thought it might beat right out of my chest.

			Holy crap. What the hell was happening?

			What sort of nightmare hell was buried in my subconscious? 

			Did I honestly even want to remember it?

			I sucked air in greedily, trying to push away the images of dead Jessica, a horned devil and ...

			Dead Oscar!

			Oh God. Frantically, I whipped my head around only to see Oscar staring at me from the pillow next to mine, his dark green eyes watching me quietly.

			Relief flooded through me and I slumped against the headboard, simultaneously exhausted and wired. I knew there would be no more sleep for me.

			I unwound myself from my sticky sheets and headed to the bathroom to splash cold water on my face. What I really wanted was a cup of tea, but that meant going downstairs, and who knew what I might run into there? Aunt Charlie puttering around in the kitchen, or the ghost of Mad Martha fluttering about in the living room?

			No thanks.

			I stared at myself in the mirror as I dried my face. My hazel eyes often changed colors, shifting from green to gold, but right now in the moonlight, they looked so dark they could have been black. Against my pale face, I looked like some sort of ghost myself.

			Or maybe a vampire.

			Where the hell did that come from? 

			Why would I compare myself to a vampire?

			You know. You know the evil that’s been done.

			I shut my eyes tightly, trying to squeeze that voice out of my head. No, no, no! Aunt Charlie was wrong. I want to remember. I do!

			Click. 

			I froze. In the stillness of the house, the distinctive sound of a door gently closing was as loud as a bomb.

			I dropped the towel and dashed to the hallway. All the doors stood wide open except for one—the door to the master bedroom, which I hadn’t opened since arriving in Redemption. 

			So which door had closed? 

			Was someone in the house?

			I took a quick peek into each room to make sure they really were empty before creeping to the landing, straining my ears to listen over the sound of my harsh breathing and pounding heart. The house was silent except for the muted ticking of the grandfather clock.

			Maybe I didn’t really hear the sound of a door closing after all. Maybe all I had heard was the normal creaks and groans of an old house settling.

			But I didn’t believe my own thoughts. I knew what I heard.

			What I didn’t know was if it meant someone was in the house or had just left.

			Or maybe it wasn’t a person. Maybe one of my resident ghosts, either Aunt Charlie or Mad Martha, had finally learned how to materialize and close doors. 

			That thought didn’t make me feel any better.

			I carefully leaned forward, trying to peer into the darkness. Was there someone down there? I couldn’t tell.

			The house certainly felt empty. Other than the grandfather clock ticking, there was no other noise.

			I had to investigate. There was no way I was going back to my bedroom without knowing if there was someone lurking around downstairs. Just the thought of cowering in my room, convinced every creak was someone wandering through the house, was enough to snap me out of my paralysis.

			I quietly eased forward and started down the steps, but didn’t get far before hurrying back up to find a weapon. I headed to the Magic Room and poked around, locating a baseball bat in the closet. When I had first found it a few weeks ago, I didn’t think too much of it. Aunt Charlie was eccentric, after all. Now, I wondered if she kept it there for precisely this purpose.

			Gripping the bat tightly, I started back down the stairs. The house was quiet. Maybe too quiet. I clutched the bat like I was drowning.

			Once downstairs, I did a slow circle of all the rooms, leaving the kitchen for last, checking behind corners, doors, and pieces of furniture. No sign that anyone other than myself had been in any of the rooms. The front door was locked.

			All that was left was the kitchen. Silently, I stood at the doorway, trying to peer into the darkness. Was anyone in there waiting for me? Aunt Charlie? Someone, or something, else?

			Skulking around in the darkness wasn’t going to help.  If anyone was here, he or she was in the kitchen. Wouldn’t it be better to just confront him now?

			Before I could lose my nerve, my hand snaked out and flipped the switch on the wall.

			The kitchen burst into light so suddenly, I had to temporarily shield my eyes.

			It looked exactly as I had left it the night before, from the pot on the drying rack to the empty wine bottle next to the full recyclables I didn’t feel like taking out last night.

			Laughter bubbled up in my chest. I had scared myself silly over nothing but a bad dream. Sweet relief sang in my veins as I dropped the bat to walk through the kitchen.

			Continuing to giggle, I headed over to the stove to start boiling water for tea. I didn’t particularly like how I was sounding—practically on the verge of hysterics. I needed to get myself under control.

			As I reached for a tea mug I noticed a trail of dirt on the floor leading into the back hallway.

			I froze, my hand still clutching the tea mug. Had that been there before I went to bed? When I was eating dinner? I couldn’t remember. But that dirt must have come from me. Right?

			Suddenly, I was back in my dream, running through the woods as tree branches reached out to claw me, tearing at my clothes, my voice hoarse from screaming for Oscar. 

			I blinked, pressing my hand to my heart, trying to force myself to breathe. I wasn’t just outside. That was a dream. I must have tracked dirt in from the garden earlier and just hadn’t noticed until now.

			Behind me, I could hear the tea kettle start to rattle as it always did before it started boiling but I ignored it. Instead, I moved forward following the trail of dirt. 

			The clumps of dirt led me past the basement door, the washer and dryer, the sink and Oscar’s litter box before ending in front of the back door.

			I could have tracked that dirt in anytime, I tried to tell myself. My house isn’t spotless. Not like Pat’s.

			An image of Pat in her kitchen, looking like death herself. The devil got him.

			I put my hand on the knob. If the door was locked, then I would know. No one had been in the house. 

			I turned the knob. The door opened.

			A moist, cool breeze blew against my face as I stood there, frozen.

			Had I locked the door before I went to bed?

			Just because the door wasn’t locked didn’t mean someone had been in my house. I could have forgotten …

			But had someone been in the house?

			Was someone out there, watching me, even now?

			I squinted, trying to determine if one of the dark shapes was actually a person instead of a tree or bush. Was that a footprint? How did that branch get broken?

			A scream from behind me shattered my paralysis. I jumped, banging my head against the doorframe before realizing it was the tea kettle.

			I slammed the door shut and locked it, double-checking the lock before hurrying to the kitchen.

			Numbly, I made myself a cup of tea before sitting down at the table, carefully positioning myself with my back against the wall while still being able to see both outside the window and the entrance to the kitchen.

			I watched the darkness slowly lighten as the sun rose, my thoughts a chaotic blur. My tea sat in front of me, barely touched, as I tried to make some sense of everything that had happened the past few days. 

			Pat. Bear. My mother.

			I don’t think being in that house is healthy for you.

			Jessica.

			You know the evil that has been done.

			Could there be a common link?

			The rotting Jessica in my dream certainly seemed to think so.

			How many more are going to die because you refuse to remember?

			I shivered. I could still smell the putrid scent of decay from when her corpse hissed in my face. 

			A part of me automatically protested. There’s nothing to remember. I was so drunk I ended up in the hospital. How could I have had anything to do with Jessica’s disappearance? And besides, it probably wasn’t even possible for me to remember anything anymore. It had been so long.

			Right?

			I scrubbed my face as the kitchen slowly filled with light. In a moment, I would make coffee and maybe call someone, Daphne perhaps, although I still hadn’t talked to her since finding out she may have lied to me. But hearing a friendly voice would reassure me. 

			A part of me knew I was being silly. The noise I heard had clearly come from the main floor, and I searched the main floor. No, I hadn’t gone in the basement yet, but I had already blocked that door with a chair. IF I heard what I thought I heard, it was likely someone leaving, not coming in.

			Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling I wasn’t alone in the house. That someone was watching me, waiting to strike ...

			Okay, that was enough of that line of thought. At this rate, I would terrify myself to the point of not being able to leave the kitchen.

			A much better focus for my energy would be on Jessica. Specifically, what I needed to do to get my memory back. 

			I had no idea if remembering would even reveal the missing pieces or if it would just create more questions, but at this point, that was secondary. I was done hiding from whatever was locked in my memory, no matter what it revealed. I was ready to do the right thing. Everyone in this town deserved closure, regardless of whether or not I chose to stay or sell the house and go back to New York. 

			Including me.

			It was time to finally remember.


		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			I wiped the sweat from my palms and stared at Pat’s house. Other than the yellow police tape stretched across the front door, the ends fluttering in the light breeze, it looked pretty much exactly as it had when I was here a week ago.

			Was it really only a week ago? It felt like it had been at least a month or even longer.

			What precisely was I doing here anyway? What did I think I could accomplish? As far as I could tell, no one was here. The police would have already searched the house and the yard. What did I think I would find that they hadn’t? 

			And, how could anything I did find help me remember what happened the night Jessica disappeared? Did I really believe that Bear, Pat and Jessica were all linked somehow?

			I didn’t have any idea anymore. All I knew was that I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the place to start.

			 So now what? I was here—what next?

			I didn’t have a clue.

			The house, with its shuttered windows and yellow police tape, seemed to be mocking me.

			I felt like an idiot.

			Leaning against my car, I pulled a little notebook out of my pocket and flipped through it. It would serve as my official record keeper as I investigated Jessica’s disappearance, my lack of memory and whatever happened to Pat. So far, I had jotted down everything I could remember from my conversations with Mia, Daphne and Pat. I also mapped out a rough plan of what I was going to do next. 

			Coming here was top of the list.

			I sucked in a deep breath. I’d start with a walk around the house—simple. I didn’t see how anyone could actually be in the house nor was I sure if I could get into it myself with the yellow police tape glaring at me.

			As I strolled across the yard, I noticed the once carefully tended gardens already showing signs of neglect. Weeds sprouted between mounds of colorful petunias and marigolds. I wondered how long Pat had been trapped inside her house, held there by the demons in her mind, only able to watch helplessly as the weeds slowly claimed her beautiful garden.

			I could also see clear areas of muddy footprints and trampled flowers, most likely from the police and not the ‘devil’ but that would be impossible to sort out now.

			A bit of movement in one of the upstairs windows caught my eye. Was it a curtain fluttering? Was someone in there? Was that even allowed with the yellow police tape? I stood there for a few minutes, studying the window but nothing moved again. 

			I must have imagined it but I still found myself hurrying to the front yard. Maybe I would try knocking on the front door after all, just to see what would happen.

			I didn’t get the chance. A middle-aged woman was standing by my car. “Who are you? Are you a journalist?” she barked, holding up a cell phone and advancing toward me. “You better not try anything. I already called the police.”

			She looked middle-aged, but her puffy, red-rimmed eyes and greasy, salt-and-pepper hair made her appear significantly older. She also seemed to be overdressed, considering how humid the day was: pink sweat pants and a long-sleeved, white tee shirt stained with what looked like coffee. 

			I held my hands up. “I’m not a journalist or anything like that. I just ... are you Barbara?”

			Her eyes, so much like her mother’s, narrowed at me from behind her black-framed glasses. “How do you know who I am? Who ARE you?”

			I swallowed hard. “My name is Becca …” I hesitated, now that I was divorcing Stefan, I wasn’t sure what name to use, as my maiden name also didn’t feel right. I skipped over it. “And apparently, I’m one of the last people to see your mother alive.”

			She lowered her phone. “You’re the one?”

			I nodded, feeling ashamed and guilty, like I could have, or should have, somehow prevented what happened.

			Her face crumpled into a strange combination of grief and suspicion. “How did you know I was here?”

			“I ...” I paused, feeling silly and unsure. “I actually didn’t. Do you want to sit down?”

			She studied me, and for a moment I was sure she was going to refuse, but instead she nodded. She led me over to the porch steps and plopped down heavily in a heap.

			“You don’t want to go inside?” I asked as I sat down next to her, wondering if she was going to be able to get up again.

			She gave me a funny look. “We can’t go inside. The police are still investigating.”

			“But I saw you in the house.”

			She looked at me incredulously. “No, you didn’t. I’ve been staying at my friend Gina’s.” She pointed to a pale-yellow house across the street. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What are you saying?”

			“I ...” What WAS I saying? All I saw was a curtain flutter in an upstairs window. And for that matter, could I even be sure I actually saw anything? I shook my head and tried to smile. “Never mind. I was probably just seeing things.”

			If anything, Barbara looked even more distrustful. “What did you see?”

			“Just ... look, I thought I saw a curtain flutter in the upstairs window. That’s all. I’m sure it was nothing.”

			She tried awkwardly to scramble to her feet. “Someone is in the house? What is going on? Who is in the house?”

			I put my hands out to placate her, but she shied away from me. “I don’t know if there’s anyone in the house. I might not have seen anything at all.”

			“Barb!” Another woman, her hair in tight grey curls, hurried across the street, waving her arms. She also wore a sweat suit, except hers was bright yellow, and it wasn’t stained. “Are you okay, Barb? I called the police.”

			“Wait. The police?” I stood up, holding my hands out in supplication. “There’s no reason to call the police.”

			Barb had managed to heave herself to her feet as she leaned against the banister, panting heavily and continuing to glare at me. “I’m okay, Gina. But someone is in the house.”

			“Someone is in the house?” Gina came closer and I was able to get a better look at her features. There was something familiar about her. “Who?”

			Barb pointed her chin at me. “She said she saw someone.”

			“No, I didn’t see someone,” I corrected. “I thought I saw a curtain move.”

			Gina peered at me from behind her wire-framed glasses. “You’re Charlie’s niece.” Her voice dripped with accusation and my heart sank as I finally recognized her. She was one of the women who had glared at me at Aunt May’s Diner when I first moved to town. I think she was wearing a yellow pantsuit then, too.

			Barb’s mouth dropped open. “You’re THAT Becca?”

			Coming here was clearly a big mistake. I started trying to back away from the porch. “Maybe I should go.” Unfortunately, Gina was blocking the route to my car.

			“You’re trying to cause trouble, aren’t you?” Gina shook her cell phone at me. “You and Charlie. A couple of troublemakers.”

			“No, I was trying to help ...”

			“Help,” Gina spat. “Your definition of ‘helping’ is the same as Charlie’s. It’s all about hurting good, decent people.”

			Barb took a step forward. “How did you even know I was here? You didn’t answer me.”

			“I ...”

			“And why were you with my mother anyway?” Barb demanded, not letting me finish my sentence.

			Gina’s eyes widened. “That was you? What did you do to Pat?”

			What did I get myself into? I had to get out of here. Maybe I could circle around and reach my car that way. I was a lot younger than both Gina and Barb, and I was guessing faster. With a little luck, I should be able to get out without making any more of a scene.

			Right then a police car swerved onto the street. A part of me sagged with relief while another tightened with anxiety. I was the last person to see Pat alive. Would the cops believe I was here because I too was trying to get to the bottom of what happened to Pat? Or would they see this as a sign of guilt?

			The cruiser parked on the side of the street and Daniel got out. Inwardly, I groaned. This couldn’t be good. Daniel was already suspicious of me—I couldn’t imagine this little incident would do anything but further convince him of my guilt.

			“Officer!” Both Gina and Barb descended on him like starving vultures. “Look who’s here! She must be guilty.”

			“Someone is in the house! We have to check!”

			“She’s always been a problem. Her whole family is a problem.”

			Daniel raised his hands. “One at a time. What’s going on?”

			Gina pointed at me. “There she is! She killed Pat.”

			Daniel squinted at me. “Becca? What are you doing here?”

			“Well, clearly, she’s visiting the scene of the crime,” Gina said before I could open my mouth. “That’s what they always do on Law and Order.”

			“I’d like to hear from Becca,” Daniel said mildly.

			“She said there’s someone in the house,” Barb jumped in. 

			“Wait, what?” Daniel took a couple of steps closer, shushing the two women with his hands. “You saw someone in the house?”

			“No, I thought I saw a curtain move on the second floor,” I said. “But it may have been nothing. It was probably nothing.”

			“But maybe it wasn’t nothing,” Barb said. “Maybe the killer is in the house right now!”

			“Or, maybe the killer is right here,” Gina said, looking pointedly at me.

			“I’ll check it out,” Daniel said to Barb as he disentangled himself from both women and headed over to me. “I want to ask Becca a few questions first.” Over his shoulder, I saw Gina smirk at me.

			He took my arm and led me further away. My skin burned where his fingers touched me, and it was all I could do to not shake his hand off. 

			He deliberately turned his back on the two nosy women and leaned in closer to me.  “What are you doing here?”

			“I ...” Oh man. Now what do I do? Tell him I’ve decided to investigate because of a bad dream and an unlocked back door? If that didn’t sound bad enough, he was so close I could barely concentrate. I could smell the clean, woodsy scent of his soap mixed with his unique masculine scent—and combined with the feel of his warm skin against mine, I was totally distracted. I jerked my arm away, wanting to take back some control. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by and see how the investigation is going.”

			He dropped his hand but stayed just as close to me as before. I gritted my teeth. Was he doing this on purpose? Trying to keep me off balance? I refused to give him the satisfaction of stepping away. He wasn’t wearing his sunglasses and his piercing dark-blue eyes looked at me incredulously. “You thought you’d stop by a crime scene? Why didn’t you call me?”

			“Would you have answered my questions with the truth?”

			“Why would you think I wouldn’t?”

			“Because you’re investigating me too, aren’t you?” I said bitterly. “I’m, what’s it called? ‘A person of interest.’ Right?”

			He stared at me, his gaze growing even more intense if that was possible. I shifted my feet, wanting again to take a step back but refusing to show any weakness. “You’re doing your own investigating, aren’t you?” It wasn’t a question.

			I drew my chin up. “So what if I am? No crime in that.”

			He started shaking his head. “Becca, listen to me. Leave the investigation to the professionals. You could do more harm than good.”

			“Oh, like how the ‘professionals,’” I air quoted the phrase, “did such a good job when Jessica disappeared.”

			“That was before my time.”

			“Even so, can you blame me for wanting to look into things myself? You all but accused me of being responsible for Pat’s death when you mentioned how I was the last person to see her alive.”

			“I didn’t ...” He exhaled sharply, his eyes narrowing. Even though he wasn’t touching me, we were standing so close I could feel the energy sparking between us. He has a fiancé I reminded myself. Even if she wasn’t wearing a ring the other day. I wanted to move away from him—I knew I really ought to take a step back—but I didn’t move. It was like I was mesmerized by his intensity. I felt like a mouse hypnotized by a snake coiled and ready to pounce. “I never said you were being investigated.”

			“Just because you didn’t say it doesn’t mean I’m not,” I said. “I don’t suppose you’d answer if I asked you point blank.” 

			He took a deep breath. “Look, I don’t blame you for wanting to take matters into your own hands but it’s really not a good idea. You could end up making things worse for yourself.”

			“Or I could clear myself.”

			“Can you trust me to take care of this?”

			He stared deeply into my eyes and I realized how much I wanted to trust him. I remembered how he had believed in me when I had barely believed in myself, having swallowed Stefan’s lies about me hook, line and sinker. I remembered being sixteen, sitting in the woods with him, feeling like I was finally understood. 

			I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe what I saw in his eyes … that he cared about me and was sincere about helping me.

			But then I remembered how he had stood me up all those years ago.

			I remembered how suspicious he had been when I had stopped to look at Bear’s poster.

			I remembered him asking me where I had been the night Pat died.

			And it was like a bucket of cold water to my face.

			“Do you really want to hear the answer?” I asked.

			It was like a door slammed shut on his face. He straightened, backing away from me. The cop was back.

			“I think I just did,” he said, his voice clipped.

			I, too, took a step back. “Can I go now, Officer?”

			He shrugged. “You’re not under arrest, so you can do what you want.”

			The coldness hurt and I turned away before my face betrayed me. He called me back. 

			“Keep in mind that obstructing justice is also a crime. One I take very seriously.”

			“Thanks for the tip,” I muttered and turned to head back to my car. I ignored Barb and Gina, who both immediately started pelting Daniel with questions and accusations. Gina, in particular, seemed to take it as a personal affront that I was leaving on my own accord, unhandcuffed. 

			I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine, my only thought being to get as far away as possible.


		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			I needed a place to regroup—preferably somewhere I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew. That meant Aunt May’s and The Tipsy Cow were out.

			Instead I went to Mario’s, a cute Italian restaurant on the outskirts of town. While there were no guarantees in a town the size of Redemption, this place felt safe. As I surveyed the red and white checkered tablecloths, the fat, wax-covered bottle centerpieces that held candles and the matching red curtains, I felt like a could finally breathe again. The unbearably tight pressure in my chest had finally eased.

			As it was too late for lunch and too early for dinner, there were only a handful of people scattered around various tables. At my request, the hostess seated me in a booth near the back. 

			I ordered Fettuccine Alfredo. I was craving comfort food, and nothing was more comforting than pasta, butter, cream and cheese. I also ordered an iced tea, although I briefly considered a glass of wine. I knew that would be a bad idea as I was already operating on a serious lack of sleep and I wanted to keep a clear head as I went through my notes. 

			Once the waitress left I pulled out my notebook and jotted down everything that had happened at Pat’s while it was still fresh in my mind. I was determined to do this right and I knew I couldn’t completely trust my traitorous memory. It had already failed me on more than one occasion, and I couldn’t rule out the possibility that I would wake up one morning with another black hole in my mind in place of a memory.

			When I got to the part about seeing the curtain fluttering I paused. Did I really see it move? I honestly didn’t know anymore. At this point it sure seemed like a figment of my imagination.

			But something had drawn my eye. Something had moved, I was sure of it now. And, when I had turned to scan the house, I saw the curtain shimmer and fall back like someone had released it to avoid being seen.

			And it had worked—I hadn’t seen anything.

			But I had been seen.

			The person behind the curtain had seen me.

			I shivered.

			Who could be in the house? Pat’s killer? But why? The whole thing seemed preposterous, like the stuff of a Lifetime movie.

			The devil got him.

			There was no such thing as the devil.

			Of course, until a few weeks ago, I didn’t believe in ghosts either.

			Suddenly that glass of wine seemed like a really good idea. 

			***

			I rubbed my suddenly sweaty hands on my jean shorts before pushing open the doors to the car dealership Barry’s father owned.

			As luck would have it, Mario’s was only a few blocks away from the dealership, which seemed like a clear sign to talk to Barry next.

			Inside, amongst all the understated elegance—rich, dark blue carpeting, potted plants, black leather chairs and unobtrusive music, the receptionist sat waiting to assist. She pointed out Barry’s office while letting me know I was in luck—he was not only in, but he could see me right away.

			“Becca! Are you looking for a new car? I’ve got some great deals I can show you,” he winked at me as he closed the door and offered me the chair in front of his desk. “And, of course, you’ll qualify for the ‘friends-and-family discount’.”

			I couldn’t help but smile even though my insides were all knotted up. Barry’s enthusiasm was infectious.

			“Actually, this is more of a ... personal matter.”

			Barry’s eyebrows went up. “Oh? Do tell.” He settled himself behind his desk.

			“Are you sure you don’t mind? I know you’re working.”

			He wagged his eyebrows at me. “Are you kidding me? Besides, I have a pretty good relationship with the boss. I should be fine.” He scooted closer to his desk, leaning in to whisper in a conspiratorial manner. “So, spill it. What’s the dirt?”

			“I ...” Oh no. I suddenly realized I hadn’t thought this through. How was I supposed to ask him about the night Jessica disappeared without telling him I had lost my memory of that night? Then again, maybe now that I had told Daniel it didn’t matter anymore. Come to think about it, Barry might even already know. Rumor traveled fast, in Redemption. 

			“I wanted to ask you about the night Jessica disappeared.”

			Barry’s eyes widened in surprise. “Why do you want to talk about that?” While his voice still sounded friendly, his whole demeanor had shifted—he was instantly guarded.

			I sighed. It was now or never. “I actually don’t remember that night. I lost my memory.” I watched him closely for a reaction but he just seemed puzzled.

			“Really? Even now? I mean, you were pretty messed up at the time so it wouldn’t surprise me if you didn’t remember right away but it’s been years.”

			“Yeah, I know. The doctors said that can happen sometimes.”

			Barry sighed. “This is because of Rich, isn’t it?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Because Rich was such an ass the other day. That’s why you’re asking now. Am I right?”

			Rich being an ass was a much better reason than nightmares about dead people. I gave him a small smile. “Well, that may have had something to do with it.”

			He shook his head. “Just ignore him. He’ll get over it. I’ll talk to him.”

			I hesitated. Did that mean he was finished with the conversation? “Thanks. I do appreciate that. It would be nice if Rich wasn’t so angry.”

			“Leave it to me. So, is there anything else I can help you with? Are you sure you don’t want to take a quick peek at a car while you’re here?” He grinned at me.

			“Well, I would still like to try and remember,” I said carefully. “That night … well, I just think it’s time for some closure. Do you mind telling me what you recall?”  

			Barry’s grin disappeared. He straightened, running his hand down his blue-and-black striped tie, his gaze no longer meeting mine. His pressed, white short-sleeved shirt made his hair look even more red in contrast. “Honestly, I don’t know how much of a help I can be. I really don’t remember much from that night either.”

			Although he sounded sincere, he refused to meet my eyes. What was he hiding?

			“Well, what do you remember? Let’s start there.”

			He picked up a pen from his desk and started to fiddle with it. “I remember it seemed like a pretty normal party. Until you collapsed. THAT was pretty memorable.”

			I found myself almost chuckling. “Well, when you put it that way.”

			“You do have a way of turning the unremarkable into the unforgettable.”

			Surprised, I made a face at him. “What the hell are you talking about? I don’t do that.”

			“Right. Like that time you swore you had never played poker and then proceeded to take all our money?”

			Oh man. I had forgotten about that. “Beginner’s luck.”

			“Or that time you talked all of us into sneaking into that dance club in Milwaukee, and Mia got caught, but you somehow managed to talk the bouncer out of tossing her out.”

			 “Like it was difficult talking all of you into that,” I retorted. “As for the bouncer, I just promised him I’d put in a good word for him with Jessica.”

			He laughed. “You New York girls.”

			“Well, I never,” I said in mock exasperation. He grinned at me, and although a part of me was having fun, another part of me was starting to get the feeling that he was trying to distract me. But why?  

			“Anyway, so back to that night. What about Jessica? I heard she was upset.”

			He rolled his eyes. “When was Jessica not upset? Like I said, a normal party.”

			“Jessica was often upset?”

			Barry shot me a look. “Don’t tell me you don’t remember that either?” He sighed. “Look, Jessica was my friend, too. I liked her. But she was definitely high-maintenance. I can’t say that’s any surprise—girls who are 10’s like that usually are. Along with lots of girls from New York, too.” He gave me a sly look.

			I made another face at him, but his words rattled around in my head. It WAS true—Jessica had her moments. I could definitely remember more than a few occasions where she acted like a spoiled brat. Somehow, that part of her personality seemed to have been forgotten since her disappearance.

			“Is that why Rich was fighting with her?”

			He sighed. “Poor Rich. There was no way someone like Jessica was ever going to end up with him. But that didn’t stop him from following her around like a sad puppy.”

			“Is that what they fought about?”

			His expression flattened as his guard went up again. “You’d have to ask him.”

			A non-answer. What wasn’t he telling me? This whole conversation was like pulling teeth. “What about when I collapsed? Were you there?”

			“Of course I was there. We all were.”

			“Do you remember what I was doing before that happened?”

			He screwed up his face. “You were in the woods, I think. I’m not really sure. I wasn’t paying that much attention.”

			“What were you paying attention to?” 

			He finally met my eyes, a slight smile on his lips. “Oh, is it my turn for interrogation? Do you think I had something to do with this? Officer, I’m innocent! I swear.”

			On the surface his voice was teasing, but underneath there was an unmistakable thread of coldness. I again found myself wondering what he was hiding.

			“Of course not. But, like I said, I’m asking everyone to tell me what they remember. One of you just might have the detail that unlocks my memory.”

			“I wish I could help but I really don’t remember.” 

			Liar. He also didn’t sound very sorry. But it was clear he was done with the conversation. 

			***

			The late-day sun was beginning to set as I pulled into my driveway. I turned the car off and just sat there, staring at my house. The sun rays slanted across it, reminding me of the first glimpse I had of it when we arrived from New York a few weeks ago. Something about it had a sinister feel. The windows had resembled dark eyes … the door, a gaping mouth ...

			I blinked. I was being ridiculous. It was a house, not a monster. Just a house. One I had been living in for a couple of months now. And, setting aside what Stefan and Chrissy did, the house itself hadn’t caused me any problems. Other than those terrible dreams ... 

			And the kitchen door being unlocked.

			And the trail of dirt on the floor.

			And the sound of a door closing in the stillness of the house.

			The sun went behind a cloud, temporarily plunging the house into darkness. I sucked in my breath sharply. 

			There was no way I was going inside right now.

			Maybe it would help if I found a friend to come over and help me do a thorough search of the house. Maybe then I could put all of this ridiculousness behind me.

			Except, sitting there staring at the house, wondering if someone was inside waiting for me didn’t feel all that ridiculous.

			It felt like it would be smart to have backup while I checked the house. Especially since the longer I sat here, the more vulnerable I felt. 

			I was so alone.

			No close neighbors. No one to hear me scream.

			Okay, this line of thought wasn’t getting me anywhere. I had to get myself under control. The chances there was someone waiting for me in the house were pretty small. Practically zero.

			This was my home, not some malevolent force out to get me. It was a place of love and support. At least for the time being.

			Nevertheless, I knew I couldn’t bring myself to step inside quite yet. I got out of the car and headed for the backyard. Maybe I just needed to spend a little time in the garden.

			But the garden made me think of the footprint. I found myself obsessively scanning the ground, seeing if there were any signs that someone else had been here last night.

			There wasn’t much. A few broken twigs, a few bent flowers. Were they new? Or was it something I had done? I racked my brain but I couldn’t remember.

			Of course, this was an exercise in futility. Even if it wasn’t me, an animal could have done that damage. It didn’t mean it was another person skulking around.

			I was about to sit down on the porch swing when I caught a glimpse of movement in Chrissy’s room. I jerked my head around and quickly scanned the second floor. Had I seen the curtains flutter?

			There was no sign of any movement now. Everything was quiet and still.

			I’m imagining things. There’s no one in the house. 

			I was losing it. First Pat’s house and now mine. Did I really think there was a rash of people breaking into houses and peeking out of curtains?

			Maybe just one person.

			Despite the heat of the day, I shivered. Either I was losing my mind or there was something more insidious going on. 

			Worse, I wasn’t sure which option frightened me more.

			I forced myself to turn toward the porch swing, although the idea of having my back to the house was making my skin crawl, when I caught a whiff of something … something that shouldn’t be there. 

			The scent of death.

			The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I turned and slowly scanned the yard. There. By the woods. What was that? I couldn’t tell.

			For a moment, I was back in my dream, following the trail of dead Oscar. No! I had to stop that train of thought. All I wanted to do was get out of there, but something compelled me to move forward to see what it was.

			It wasn’t Oscar. Or Bear, either. It was a rabbit. 

			I stared at it, the scent of decay and death in my nose. It had been half-eaten, but enough of it remained to indicate it hadn’t been dead for long.

			The devil got him.

			Nonsense. It was probably a fox. Or a cat. Or some other predator.

			Predator, yes. A fox or a cat, no.

			This was silly. Of course it was an animal. It had been eaten.

			HALF-eaten. A fox or a cat would have finished it off.

			Suddenly, I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I couldn’t bear to spend another minute in the yard OR in the house. I whirled around and headed back to my car.


		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			The bartender deposited a glass of white wine in front of me. He was young, so young I actually wondered if he was old enough to drink. He had piercings in his lip and chin, and lanky, light-brown hair that hung in his eyes. A red and black tattoo snaked around one bicep. 

			He asked if I wanted to run a tab. Why not? I figured I might be here for a while. I handed over my credit card.

			After seeing the dead rabbit, I had immediately gotten into my car and started driving. Before I did anything, I had to find someone to help me search the house. 

			My first stop was Aunt May’s. I had been hoping to find Mia but she was off for the day. I called and left her a message and as I waited for her to get back to me, I ordered a salad to nibble on.

			Mia finally called me back as I was finishing my salad. She was willing to help but said it might be awhile. “I’m helping a friend right now and I’m not sure how long I’ll be. Plus, I’m not even in Redemption. But, if you’re willing to wait until later tonight, I can do it.” 

			My heart sank. Who else could I call? I still hadn’t figured out what to do about Daphne, and thus had been avoiding her texts. Who else? Daniel? While there was no question it would be reassuring to have a cop search the house, that just felt too ... strange.

			Instead, I agreed to meet Mia at The Tipsy Cow when she was done. 

			I took a sip of my wine and wished I had brought my kindle with me. But that would have meant going into the house, which just wasn’t an option until I had backup. 

			I decided to attempt reading my book on my iPhone. Not ideal.

			I had placed myself in the corner of the bar so I was not only facing the door, but also had a good view of the bar itself. My intention was to be the first person to see Mia when she walked in. The last thing I wanted was to have one of her other friends see her, buy her a drink and suck her into their conversation. I might never leave if that happened. 

			I went back to my book, trying to ignore the cigarette smoke that wafted toward me as it mixed with the yeasty scent of beer and a rather strong floral perfume.

			The door to the bar opened and a man wearing a black cowboy hat strode in. He paused and surveyed the bar, like he was searching for someone. His gaze landed on me, his eyes locking on mine. He winked. I hurriedly looked back down to my phone, feeling a flush creep up my cheeks.

			Oh God, I hope he didn’t think I was staring at him because I wanted him to pick me up.

			When I peeked at him again, he was by the bar talking to the bartender. If he had been looking for someone, he hadn’t found him or her yet. 

			The place wasn’t packed by any means but there was a decent number of after-hour workers washing away their day with a couple of drinks. A part of me couldn’t help but shudder watching them. That had once been me. And, if I went back to New York and took that job in Randall’s firm, it might be me again. Is that what I really wanted?

			“Can I buy you a drink?” It was the cowboy. Without asking me if I was waiting for someone, he pulled out the bar stool next to mine and sat down.

			“That seat is taken,” I said. 

			He made a show of looking around. “Are you sure? I don’t see anyone here.”

			I made a face at him. “I’m waiting for someone.”

			“Well, when he or she shows up, I’ll leave.” The cowboy gave me a lazy smile as his gaze slid over me, causing my stomach to unexpectedly flip flop. It felt like a long time since a man had looked at me like that. “So, about that drink.”

			I gestured to my nearly full glass. “I’m good. Thanks.”

			He nodded. A hunk of dark brown hair fell into his equally dark eyes, the dim lighting and black cowboy hat hiding their true color. With high cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, a perfectly angled nose and beautifully shaped mouth, he was so good looking he was almost pretty.

			I was instantly on guard.

			Stefan, too, had been one of these pretty boys, so handsome he was almost beautiful. When he set his sights on me, I could hardly believe someone as good looking as him would be interested in me.

			And, as it turned out, he wasn’t. 

			I shifted slightly, putting my back to the cowboy, attempting to make it clear with my body language that I was done with the conversation. 

			He didn’t get the hint. “Why don’t you tell me about this mysterious person you’re meeting?” 

			“It’s not that big of a mystery,” I answered before I could stop myself. Just ignore him and he’ll go away.

			“Boyfriend?”

			“None of your business,” I snapped.

			He nodded. “Ah. Just what I suspected.”

			God, he was infuriating. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			He shrugged, watching me intently over the rim of his beer mug. I tried to ignore him, focusing my attention back on my book instead, but his presence, his energy, hovered over me, demanding my attention. Finally, I looked up and met his gaze. 

			“Fine, you win. I’m meeting my boyfriend. Now, can you go somewhere else?” I made a ‘swooshing’ movement with my hands.

			“Liar.”

			“What do you mean, ‘liar’? How do you know?”

			His beautiful mouth curled slightly upward in a self-satisfied smile. “What’s his name?”

			I lifted my chin higher. “None of your business.”

			His eyebrows lifted again. “Oh, we’re back to that game.”

			God, I was bad at this. “Okay, fine. You got me. I’m meeting a friend. But that doesn’t mean I want to talk to you.”

			“But you are.”

			“I am what?”

			“Talking to me.”

			“Not by choice.”

			“Then whose choice is it?”

			I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. This was going nowhere. “Look, I’m not interested. I’m married.” Which was true, unfortunately. Until Stefan signed the divorce papers, I was stuck.

			He glanced down at my hands. “I don’t see a ring.”

			 I curled my left hand into a fist, wishing I had left the ring on. “It’s complicated.” I said. I could hear warning bells sounding in the back of my head. Be careful. Don’t trust him.

			Was that a legit warning from my intuition? Or a knee-jerk reaction because of what Stefan had done to me? Suddenly, I was furious with Stefan. Would I ever be able to trust my instincts with a man again? Or was I destined to be alone for the rest of my life? God, I hated him.

			As I sat there fuming, wondering how to answer, I saw Daniel walk through the door. Oh great. Could this night get any worse? I found myself hunching over. Maybe he wouldn’t see me.

			The cowboy did though. “I take it he’s not the friend.” He nodded in the direction of Daniel, who was heading toward the other end of the bar.

			I let my hair fall into my face as I picked up my wine. “It’s really not your concern.”

			“But what if I want it to be?”

			Startled, my head jerked up and I found myself staring into his deep eyes. Somehow, without my knowledge, he had moved closer to me, so close I could smell the spicy scent of his aftershave.

			Despite the sexual energy he radiated, there was something about him that made me uncomfortable—like predator and prey.

			I shifted as far away from him as I could get without falling off my barstool. “Why?”

			“Why what?”

			“Why do you want it to be your concern?

			A smile touched his lips. “Why wouldn’t I want it be my concern?”

			“Well, for one, you barely know me. You don’t even know my name. So, why would you possibly want to take on my concerns?”

			“Maybe I want to get to know you.”

			I snorted and reached for my wine. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Daniel leaning against the bar, watching us. Wonderful.

			He raised an eyebrow. “What? You don’t believe me?”

			“Not in the least.”

			“How can I prove it to you? I know,” he snapped his fingers. “Why don’t you start by telling me your name?”

			I almost choked on my wine. “Why are we starting there? What about your name?”

			“Well, because you said I didn’t care because I didn’t know your name. So, prove me wrong. Tell me.”

			Daniel still hadn’t moved. He wore a red shirt that complimented both his blonde hair and the deep blue of his eyes. Dressed like that, he was clearly meeting someone. Gwyn. 

			I felt something like a knife twist in my chest. God, I hoped I wasn’t going to have to watch those two together while I waited for Mia.

			“Well?” The cowboy asked, interrupting my thoughts.

			I glanced at him. “Well, what?”

			“You were going to tell me your name.”

			I shook my head. “Nice try. Look, it’s been fun, but really. I’m waiting for my friend, and I’m really not interested.” Mia, where are you? Can you please hurry it up? I thought about texting her again. Anything to get out of this bar.

			The cowboy grinned at me, making my heart skip a beat at the exact same moment every instinct inside me screamed a warning. “Okay.” He slid off the bar stool, moving with a lazy, sexy grace. He took one last swig of beer and sauntered to the door.

			I turned back to my book. Maybe if I focused hard enough on my phone, other people would take the hint and ...

			“Is this seat taken?” Daniel asked, standing next to the barstool the cowboy just vacated. 

			Just my luck.


		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			“I’m waiting for someone,” I said, my voice cool. I was still a little miffed at how he treated me earlier in front of Pat’s house, and I didn’t feel like enduring a repeat performance.

			He grinned. “Want some company while you wait?” 

			Why was he being so nice? I was even more suspicious.

			“That depends,” I said.

			He cocked his head. “On what?”

			“On you. Is this going to be a friendly conversation, or is it going to turn into another ‘official’ interview?” 

			He smiled. “I’m looking for a friendly conversation. What are you looking for?”

			“Definitely not an interview.” I paused, gave him a hard look, then gestured with my head that the he was welcome to the seat. Hopefully, he would take the hint and not bring up the day’s earlier events. He took a moment to settle in. I tried to ignore the jolt of electricity shooting through me from his closeness.

			“Who’s your friend?”

			I gave him a puzzled look. “Friend?”

			He jerked his head toward the door. “The guy who was just sitting here.”

			“He absolutely isn’t a friend,” I said.

			“Oh.” Daniel sipped his beer, an innocent expression on his face.

			I eyed him suspiciously. “That’s what you wanted to talk about?”

			He widened his eyes. “No, I was just curious. That’s all.”

			“Curiosity killed the cat.”

			“I never did understand that saying,” Daniel mused. “Curiosity is one of the most powerful tools a cop has.”

			“But still the killer of many a cat.”

			“Does this mean you don’t want me asking any questions?”

			I put my wine glass down with a thunk. “I knew it. This is an official interview.”

			He held both hands up. “Whoa. Hold on. I thought we were having a friendly conversation.”

			“You and I have a very different definition of ‘friendly’.”

			He laughed. “Touché. Okay, look, I am curious about something. But I’m asking as a friend, not as a cop. Okay?”

			I shot him a look. “Seriously? As a friend?”

			He put his left hand over his heart and his right hand up. “I swear it. Mother’s grave, pinky swear, all the rest.”

			“Fine.” I picked my wine up again. “What are you curious about, Mr. Cat?”

			He paused and played with his beer. “Actually, I have a better idea. Let’s play a little game.”

			I stared at him. “A game?”

			“Yes. Let me share a story. Hypothetical, of course.”

			“Of course,” I muttered.

			 “So, let’s say there’s a death,” Daniel continued. “Someone died unexpectedly, but on the surface, it looks like an accident.”

			“Like ... maybe she fell down the stairs,” I said drily.

			He beamed. “Exactly. And then the last person to see her alive shows up uninvited a few days later where the unexplained-but-accidental death happened, and starts snooping around.”

			“Is there a question lurking around in there somewhere?”

			“Ah, yes, I was just getting to that. Would you say that was a wise decision on the part of said ‘suspect?’”

			I rolled my eyes. “Honestly. That’s the best you can do?”

			“Did I forget to mention that this is purely hypothetical?”

			“Well, hypothetically speaking, maybe that person is afraid of being railroaded and blamed for something that isn’t her fault.”

			“Ah, yes, that is certainly a consideration,” Daniel said. “But here’s the thing—perhaps by showing up unexpectedly and uninvited, the precise thing that person was trying to avoid is instead set into motion.”

			“Is that another question? Or have we moved into the lecture part of this story? I’m having trouble telling the difference.”

			He grinned. “No lecture. This is all just hypothetical. Of course.”

			“Oh, of course.” I paused to take a sip of wine. “Well. We’re speaking hypothetically, right?”

			Daniel nodded. “Of course.”

			“Well, then, hypothetically I would say maybe she sees a pattern forming. That, years ago, something similar happened where she was the last person to see someone before she disappeared. That, while she knew there was a risk, she was willing to take it, because she didn’t like the pattern she was noticing.”

			“But don’t you think, hypothetically, that she would want someone in her corner? Maybe even a cop who believes that she wasn’t involved in the incident from years ago OR the one now? And maybe even believes that there is something fishy going on? And don’t you think she’d be aware (at least on some level) that when she does things like show up at a crime scene unexpectedly and uninvited, she’s actually hurting her own case, because it makes her look even more guilty?”

			Man. When he put it that way, my earlier actions really did seem pretty stupid.

			He must have seen something that revealed that thought on my face because he pressed his advantage. “And, if say, someone saw her there, someone who was already suspicious of her, it would just make everything worse?”

			“Hypothetically, of course.”

			“Of course.”

			I looked away. Was this the time to confess to him what I was really investigating? 

			“How can I do nothing?” I finally asked. “You didn’t see her, Daniel. Something weird is going on.”

			“I believe you.”

			Shocked, I jerked my head around to stare at him. “Really? You believe me?”

			He gave me a sideways smile. “Is that so surprising?”

			Considering he was one of the few people who had believed me about Stefan, probably not. But still, I was having trouble trusting men—or at the very least, my judgment of them. I found my cheeks warming under his intense gaze. “It’s just ... you’re investigating me. Wouldn’t you find it surprising, if the roles were reversed?”

			“You were never seriously considered a suspect,” he said. “For one thing, Pat’s death appears to be nothing more than a straightforward accident. Unfortunate, yes, but an accident nonetheless. But,” he paused, as if gathering his thoughts. “Look, there’s ... well, there’s a lot of strange things happening right now. Things you don’t know. And maybe they’re not related, but ...” his voice trailed off.

			“But you think they are,” I finished.

			“I actually don’t know what to think. My head says one thing—my gut says another.” He shook his head. “Maybe there’s nothing happening. But I would feel better if I didn’t have to worry about you running around town stirring things up and getting in over your head.”

			“What might I be stirring up, precisely?” I asked. I couldn’t help the warming I immediately felt knowing he worried about me. He’s engaged, Becca.

			 He gave me a lopsided grin, making my heart flutter. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

			“I’m serious, Daniel.” Although I could feel my own lips twitch upwards. “What if what’s going on directly affects me?”

			His entire body went still. “Why would you think it affects you?”

			“I ... well ...” Flustered, I wasn’t sure how to answer. Just like that, the cop was back—all hint of teasing gone. I could practically feel his entire body vibrating with tight, coiled energy just waiting to be unleashed. “It just seems like I end up in the middle of a lot of things happening in this town,” I said lamely.

			“Like what?”

			I gave him a look. “You know what.”

			He half-smiled although it didn’t completely reach his eyes. “Other than being the last to see two people before they either disappeared or died?”

			How about other than my nightmares? A footprint in my yard? A dead rabbit? Someone maybe being in my house?

			Yeah, there were a whole bunch of ‘other thans.’ But, would listing all of those actually sound convincing or like I was losing my mind? 

			I decided to avoid the question. “Isn’t that enough?”

			His eyes narrowed. “Has something else happened?” 

			Crap. Was I that easy to read? “It’s nothing.” I reached for my wine.

			He wasn’t going to let it drop. “What’s nothing?”

			“I just ... look. It’s probably nothing. Really.”

			“Probably nothing? Like the ‘nothing’ you saw today at Pat’s house? The curtain moving?”

			Now I was the one leaning forward. “Was there someone there after all?”

			“Inconclusive.” 

			“What does that mean?”

			“What does ‘probably nothing’ mean?” he countered, picking up his beer without drinking it. Instead, we just stared at each other and I found myself flashing back to the cowboy. He had been almost pretty, yes. But there was nothing pretty or delicate about Daniel. He was all masculine with strong angles and rugged edges.

			And the intensity in his eyes took my breath away.

			Suddenly, my own stupidity washed over me. Daniel was engaged. I was a two-time marriage loser. I was playing with fire.

			“I have to go,” I said, reaching around to grab my purse before remembering I already paid for my drink. I could wait for Mia in the car. “I can’t do this.”

			“Do what? Where are you going?” Daniel asked as I collected my phone and slid off the bar stool. He said my name but I shook my head and hurried out of the bar.

			Once outside, I sped around the building to the back lot where I had parked my car. Fumbling for my keys, I managed to drop my purse and watched as half the contents spilled out onto the ground. Swearing under my breath, I bent over to pick everything up, and promptly dropped my phone.

			“Why did you run out?” Daniel was there, kneeling in front of me as I tried to gather my belongings. “What’s going on?”

			I didn’t dare meet his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

			He picked up my phone and held it out to me. “Maybe I can help.”

			“I doubt it.” I very much doubt you can help fix my no-good, ridiculously bad, horrible judgment when it comes to men. I reached for my phone as we stood up but he pulled it back, out of my reach.

			“Talk to me.” He dangled my phone close to his face so I had no choice but to look at him.

			“You’re holding my phone hostage?” I tried to lunge for it, but he held it over his head. “You’re a cop. You’re supposed to uphold the law, not steal from people.”

			“I wasn’t always a cop.” There was a dangerous glint in his eyes.

			“So what, you’re going to steal my phone if I don’t talk to you?”

			“You may be surprised what I’m capable of.” His voice was quiet but that did nothing to hide the steel behind his words.

			Despite the fact that everything about him—from the way his jaw was set to the expression in his eyes—was warning me not to push him, I also realized I was tired of feeling like I had no control over my own life.

			“Give me my phone back!” I threw myself at him, trying to pry his fingers from my phone. There was a blur of confusion and somehow, I found myself in his arms, pinned against the wall of the bar, his hard body pressed against mine, his face just inches away. I wanted to protest, to push away from him, but instead I found myself softening, melting into his heat. I felt his warm breath against my cheek and noticed the hint of surprise in his eyes, like he too was wondering precisely how we got here. Then his mouth came down on mine.

			He tasted of beer and fire but his lips were gentle, almost teasing. I was burning up, my legs no longer able to support me, as I wrapped my arms around his neck. My brain was screaming at me … stop, this is a really awful idea … a new low even for someone with my terrible standards.

			He broke contact first, backing away from me so suddenly I almost collapsed into a puddle. Only the wall against my back held me up.  

			“I ... I didn’t mean to do that.” He was breathing hard and his eyes didn’t meet mine. He ran his hands through his hair. “Sorry.”

			My lips felt bruised and swollen even though the kiss had been gentle. “It’s okay,” I said. It’s okay? Really? That’s all I have to say right now? How lame.

			Was it even true?

			He wiped his mouth with his hand, nearly clocking himself with my phone. “Oh, uh, here.” He held my phone out. “But I ...”

			“There you are, Becca,” Mia’s voice cut in. “Oh, and Daniel. You’re here, too.”

			Oh, thank God. I quickly turned to see her walking toward us. I was so happy to see her I could have kissed her. 

			She paused, looking at us warily. “What’s going on here? Did I interrupt something?”

			“I was just giving Becca her phone back,” Daniel said smoothly, pushing my phone into my hand. “So, Mia was who you were meeting? Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Well, we weren’t going to stay,” I said quickly, hoping I could herd Mia into the car and get out of here.

			Daniel raised his eyebrow. “You weren’t going to stay? Then why were you meeting here?”

			“I ...” The way he was looking at me made me so flustered, I couldn’t even make my mouth work.

			“I’m her witness,” Mia said, still eyeing us suspiciously. “Or maybe babysitter would be a better word.”

			Daniel turned to Mia. “Witness? Babysitter?”

			Mia shot me a puzzled look. “Didn’t you tell him?”

			“I ...” Now they were both staring at me and I wished the ground would open up right then and there and swallow me whole. I licked my dry lips and tasted beer. I could feel myself blushing.

			“What is going on between you two?” Mia asked.

			“Nothing important,” Daniel said, and I felt my back arch defensively. Nothing important? “I want to know what’s going on. Mia, what did you mean by ‘witness’ and ‘babysitter’?”

			“Becca thinks there might be someone in her house,” she answered, looking at me unhappily.

			Daniel whirled back to me, his eyes so angry they looked murderous. “You what? Why didn’t you tell me? I’m the cop here. What in the holy hell is wrong with you? With both of you?” He included Mia in his glare. “What the hell? You two were really going to go confront someone who could be dangerous alone?”

			“It’s not like that,” I burst in, finally getting my mouth to work. “I don’t even know if there was someone in the house.”

			He crossed his arms. “I want the whole story. Now!”

			God, I felt like an idiot. All this fuss for what? An unlocked door? A dead rabbit? Some dirt on the floor? Maybe seeing a curtain move and hearing a click? I should have just marched myself into my house and did my own search. At least then I could have skipped this whole nightmare freak show. I could be happily tucked in bed right now … without the memory of Daniel’s lips on mine.

			Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “I’m waiting.”

			I took a deep breath and told him the whole story, trying not to wince at how stupid it all sounded. 

			If anything, Daniel’s expression seemed to grow even blacker the more I talked. “Is that all?”

			“She also saw a footprint outside a few weeks ago,” Mia piped in. At my look, she shrugged. “Becca, I think he needs to hear all of it.” 

			I closed my eyes. “It may have been from Chrissy or her friends. It may not even have been a footprint. Maybe it was, ah, from an animal or something.” Even to my own ears, I sounded weak and unbelievable. Daniel was probably even more convinced someone had been lurking around outside my house.

			“Christ, Becca,” Daniel said through gritted teeth. “Do you have any idea ...” his voice trailed off and he shook his head. “Come on.” He turned and began walking away.

			Mia and I looked at each other before hurrying to catch up with him. “Where are we going?” I asked.

			Daniel glowered at me through eyes like slits. “Where do you think? I’m going to search your house.


		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Daniel was very thorough.

			He insisted on checking the house out alone while Mia and I hovered together on the front porch. From what I could see as I peered in, he checked every room.

			Even Aunt Charlie’s bedroom.

			I had opened my mouth to protest before quickly realizing how silly I was being. Of course every room needed to be checked—including Aunt Charlie’s.

			When he finished, he gestured for us to come in. 

			“No one’s here,” he said, slipping his gun back into the holster. “I can’t tell if anyone was here before but there’s definitely no one here now.”

			Considering this was good news, he didn’t look very happy.

			“You checked the basement?” I asked.

			He nodded. “And the Studio. And the garage.”

			Oh, the garage. I had forgotten about it since I only used it for storage.

			“Well, that’s good,” I said. “Thank you.”

			Mia hadn’t said much other than hissing, “What is going on between you two?” into my ear as we waited. I had waved her off but now her eyes darted between us, birdlike.

			Daniel didn’t say anything either. He simply folded his arms across his chest and glowered at me.

			I glanced at both of them. “So ... goodbye? I’m safe now, right?”

			“Becca, why didn’t you tell me?” Daniel asked.

			I lifted my hands in the air and dropped them down. “Tell you what? A whole bunch of maybes and things I could have imagined? I have no proof. Why would I bother you with it?”

			Daniel raked one of his hands through his hair. “First of all, you’re not bothering me. And second, you don’t know the whole picture.”

			I put one hand on my hip. “So, tell me then. What is the whole picture?”

			He shook his head. “It’s late. I don’t want to get into it now. We can talk about it later. Tonight, I’ll sleep on the couch.”

			“What?” The memory of being in his arms, his lips on mine, flashed into my head. The thought of being alone with him, even if he was sleeping on a different floor, was unacceptable. “You will not.”

			“Becca, I don’t think you should be alone right now.”

			“I’ll stay,” Mia piped in. I turned to her in surprise. I had almost forgotten she was standing there. “I don’t mind.”

			“You sure?” Daniel asked.

			“You don’t have to,” I said to Mia, although secretly I was glad she offered. “Honestly.”

			“I’m sure,” Mia said.

			Daniel nodded. “Call me if you see or hear anything suspicious,” he said, more to Mia than me. Mia nodded.

			“Yes, Daniel, of course I’ll call you if anything happens in my house,” I said.

			He shot me an unreadable look before letting himself out. I paused to flip on the outside light, then followed him outside. I shut the door firmly, hoping Mia would take the hint and not try and listen.

			“Daniel,” I called out.

			He paused halfway down the walk and turned to me. His face was in shadow, the lights on the porch unable to penetrate the darkness around him. He didn’t say anything … just waited.

			What do I say? The kiss hung between us. Worse, I couldn’t see his face, so I didn’t have a clue what he was thinking or feeling.

			“I ... I guess I just want to thank you again,” I said.

			“You don’t have to thank me,” he said, his voice gruff. “It’s my job.”

			His job? That brought me up short. “I thought you were off duty.”

			“You’re never off duty when you’re a cop.”

			Were you a cop when you kissed me? Was that part of your job, too?  “Well, thank you, anyway. And apologize to Gwyn or whomever you were meeting,” I turned to go back inside.

			“I wasn’t meeting anyone,” he said. “Especially not Gwyn.”

			I turned back. “What do you mean?”

			Even in the darkness, I could see him shrug. “We broke up.”

			“What? When?”

			“Officially, last Sunday. But we’ve been drifting apart for a while now.”

			Something clicked inside. “Is that why she wasn’t wearing her engagement ring Saturday night?”

			He cocked his head. “You noticed?”

			I hoped the darkness hid the blush in my cheeks. “Well, I ... I mean, it’s a pretty nice ring. Not easy to miss.” I closed my mouth to keep myself from babbling.

			“It was my grandmother’s ring. And yes, she stopped wearing it a couple of weeks ago. Said she had to get it resized or something. But we both knew that was a lie.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said, mostly out of a sense of obligation. In reality, I wasn’t the least bit sorry.

			“Don’t be,” he said. “I’m not.”

			God, I wished I could see his face. What did that mean? Was he interested? Was I? I hadn’t even untangled myself from my second marriage yet—should I really be jumping into something else? Especially with a man who continuously gave me mixed signals?

			Could I even trust myself in a relationship again?

			“I’ll see you around,” he said and turned to head toward his car. As he ambled away, I thought I could hear him whistling.

			Really?

			I went back into the house, stopping myself at the last minute from slamming the door shut.

			As much as I hated seeing Daniel with Gwyn, it at least made my life a lot simpler. 

			Now I didn’t know what to think.

			Mia chose that moment to poke her head in from the kitchen, making me jump. I had forgotten she was there. “Are you finally going to tell me what’s going on?”

			***

			I stood by the coffee maker watching it brew, feeling desperate for a cup of coffee.

			I had begged off talking to Mia the night before, telling her I was just too tired. I promised I would share all the gory details about Daniel in the morning. Instead, I had distracted her by asking if she preferred the couch or the same room where Mad Martha had killed Nellie and then herself. That did the trick.

			“Are you kidding me?” she exclaimed, her eyes shining. “It’s been on my bucket list to sleep in that room. I would love it if Mad Martha would make an appearance.”

			Remembering my Mad Martha dream, I didn’t think she would. But I was tired and in no mood to get into specifics, especially since I couldn’t be sure how she would react. Would she change her mind and sleep on the couch after all? Or, worse yet, leave?

			Best left to another day.

			As exhausted as I was, I couldn’t sleep, tossing and turning instead. I couldn’t get that kiss out of my head, especially now that I knew he and Gwyn broken up.

			But what, if anything, did I want to do about it?

			Finally, there was enough in the pot for me to fill my cup. I was going to need every ounce of caffeine I could get my hands on.

			“While you’re there, why don’t you pour me a cup?” Mia asked. I could hear the yawn in her voice.

			My heart sank. It appeared I would have less time than I had anticipated to get my head on straight.

			I grabbed a mug and filled it for Mia before bringing both cups to the table. Mia’s black hair was mussed, sticking up on one side of her face. She wore my purple sleep shirt with penguins wearing scarves and stocking hats. It had been a gag gift from CB after my first divorce, presented with three pints of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream and a couple of bottles of wine. Might as well be comfy as I ate and drank my sorrows away, right?

			Mia gratefully accepted the coffee. “So, I’ve waited long enough. Spill it.”

			I tried to deflect one last time. “I take it no Mad Martha last night?”

			Mia rolled her eyes. “Talk.”

			I sighed and took a sip of coffee before I answered. “Daniel and I kissed.”

			Mia’s face broke out into a huge grin before giving me a fist bump. “Yes! Finally!”

			“Finally?”

			“Well, yeah. You’d have to be blind not to see the sexual tension between you two. I was starting to wonder if he was ever going to make a move.”

			“So, in full transparency, I don’t think he meant to make a move. It more or less just happened.”

			Mia rolled her eyes. “Of course ‘it just happened’.”

			I started to tell her about seeing Daniel at the bar, but as that ended up confusing her, I told her about the entire day.

			Somewhere in the middle of the story, Mia started making us breakfast. When I protested, she shushed me, saying it was easier for her to listen and cook than for me to talk and cook. I didn’t know if that was true or not, but she didn’t mind, and I rather enjoyed not cooking for a change.

			“So, what I don’t understand …” Mia said, sliding a tomato, mushroom, onion and cheddar omelet on each of our plates before reaching for the toast, “… is why you think Pat’s death and Jessica’s disappearance are connected.”

			I took a moment to gather my thoughts as I focused on carrying the plates to the table. I didn’t really want to admit the truth, but it seemed inevitable. “It’s so stupid. It started with a dream.”

			Mia cocked an eyebrow. “A dream?”

			“A nightmare, really. Now I just can’t shake the feeling there’s something ... off.”

			Mia reached for the raspberry jam to spread on her toast. “Well, yeah. I agree there’s something off. With Pat and Jessica. I’m just not so sure they’re related.”

			“Regardless, I think it’s time I remembered what happened fifteen years ago. I think it’s time everyone got some closure around what happened to Jessica.”

			“Agreed,” Mia said, chewing thoughtfully. “I think you remembering would ease a lot of minds. Even if it doesn’t end up shedding any new light on what happened to her.”

			How many more are going to die because you refuse to remember? I shoved that memory down, hiding my face behind my hair as I reached for the jam. As much as Mia loved to talk about séances and the ghosts in this house, I always had the impression that she had never actually had a supernatural encounter.

			Unlike Daphne.

			Suddenly, I found myself wishing Daphne was here. I busied myself with the jam.

			As if reading my mind, Mia asked, “What does Daphne think about all of this?”

			“I ... uh ... haven’t told her.”

			Mia stopped chewing and looked at me. “You haven’t? Why not?”

			“Because there were ... well, inconsistencies, in her story.”

			“Inconsistencies in what story?”

			“The night Jessica disappeared. She told me she was basically with you the whole time except for a few minutes when she went back into the house to get something. But you said she left you to look for me in the woods.”

			“Hmmm,” Mia had a thoughtful expression on her face as she scooped up her omelet. 

			“Could you be wrong?”

			“Noooo,” Mia said, but she didn’t sound completely convinced. “I mean, I was sick so who knows? But no, I distinctly remember her disappearing into the woods.”

			“So why would she lie?”

			“Well you probably ought to ask her.”

			I played with my omelet as I watched Mia eat. “You don’t seem concerned.”

			“Because I doubt it’s a big deal. Look, yes, I think it’s weird she lied to you about that. And I don’t know why she would. Daphne was always ... closed-lipped. There’s a lot she doesn’t share about herself but I can’t believe there’s anything ... bad, behind it. If she had seen something, anything, she would have come forward. But she didn’t. She was as clueless as the rest of us. That’s why I think it’s probably nothing.”

			“But what about her mother? I offered to spend the night there, give her a break, and she got really cold and prickly, quick.”

			“That’s Daphne. Like I said, there’s this ultra-private side of her. Something happened with her mother. I don’t know what. But, no one has seen her in, I don’t know, years. Maybe even a decade.”

			I stared at Mia. “No one? Not even a doctor?”

			Mia shook her head. “Not as far as I know. She hasn’t left the house since … well, since shortly after Jessica disappeared.”

			Something about that made the hairs on my arm stand on end. Why would Daphne’s mom suddenly decide not to leave the house?

			You know the evil that’s been done.

			I shivered and reached for my coffee.

			“Anyway, I think you should talk to her. Not only to clear this up but also because Daphne is good at things like this. You said you got the idea from a nightmare?” I nodded. “Are you dreaming about Charlie still? Is she giving you messages again, like when she wanted you to drink the tea?”

			I thought about the candles. Black to vanquish the bad energy. Red to draw in fresh, new energy. White for truth. I cupped my coffee mug in my hands, trying to suck all the warmth out of it. “Yes.”

			“That’s the sort of thing Daphne could likely help with. I think you should tell her. I’d love to hear her thoughts.”

			Mia had a point. And there was no question I missed talking to Daphne. But I had been avoiding her for a while now, and I wasn’t sure how to start the process of reconnecting again without it feeling awkward or uncomfortable. I’d have to think about this.

			“And, maybe it would be clearer to Daphne how Pat’s death and Jessica’s disappearance are related,” Mia said, scooping up the last of her eggs. “Personally, I just don’t see it. Not that I’m trying to dissuade you. I’d love to finally get to the bottom of what happened.”

			“Well for one, I seem to have been the last person to see both of them alive,” I said drily, getting up to clear the table.

			“Yeah, but that’s just coincidence.”

			“Is it?” I carried the plates to the sink to rinse them off. “As Daniel pointed out, most people have spent their entire lives in Redemption without being in the middle of any criminal investigations. I’m here, what, a few months? And I’m in the middle of two?”

			Mia chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Maybe Daniel is right. Maybe you shouldn’t be here alone.”

			“What?” I straightened up from loading the dishwasher. “Not you, too.”

			“Well, look at what’s happening. Maybe this is less about Pat and Jessica and more about ... you?”

			How many people are going to die before you finally remember?  

			“Are you saying all of this is my fault?”

			“No. Oh no.” Mia came toward me to put her hand on my arm. “Absolutely not. It’s just ... it is peculiar.” She hesitated. “Like maybe you’re the target?”

			She must have seen something in my expression, because she rushed to reassure me. “I’m not trying to scare you. But there have been a lot of strange things going on here. It does make you wonder what’s going on. Plus, you know that saying, ‘Discretion is the better part of valor’? I mean, it wouldn’t hurt you to have someone stay with you.”

			“I have Oscar.”

			“The cat?” Mia’s eyebrows shot up. “I don’t think a cat is going to do much for you.”

			“Who else?”

			“Well, I could ...”

			I shook my head firmly. “I can’t ask that of you.”

			“Maybe not every night,” Mia insisted. “But honestly, I don’t mind. My apartment is pretty small. And it’s not like you don’t have the space.”

			I thought about how quiet and lonely the house felt at night. A part of me would love Mia being here. But what if I woke her during one of my nightmares? “I don’t know,” I said hesitantly. “It just feels like that’s asking a ton.”

			“Well, you wouldn’t be.” She paused to refill her coffee mug. “It’s too bad Chrissy doesn’t still live here with you.”

			“Oh, swell. Me enlisting a sixteen-year-old to protect me. Isn’t it supposed to be vice versa?”

			Mia laughed. “I didn’t mean it like that. But if she was here, you wouldn’t be alone.”

			I finished cleaning up and topped off my own coffee. “It would be irresponsible to ask a sixteen-year-old to stay with me when it’s not safe for me to be alone.”

			“I don’t think you’re in that much danger. If I did, I’d be insisting Daniel stay with you.” She shot me a wicked grin. “Maybe I should insist that.”

			I hit her with the dish towel.

			She laughed again. “We’ll table that. For now.” She waggled her eyebrows at me. “But back to Chrissy, and in all seriousness, it’s not like she’s doing all that well with her foster family.”

			I was silent as I sipped my coffee. “That bad?”

			Mia sighed as she nodded. “She’s just … she doesn’t look good, Becca. And no one can reach her. Maybe you should try again.”

			“It’s been a while. Maybe I’ll see if she can come over.” 

			Mia nodded. “And I’ll plan to stay when she’s not here.”

			“You really don’t have to.”

			“I want to. And besides, I have a vested interest in you getting your memory back. Whatever I can do to help, I’m more than willing.”

			Looking at Mia’s determined face, I really hoped I wouldn’t disappoint her. “Sounds like a plan.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			I pulled open the door to the Public Works Department and was immediately hit with ice-cold air conditioning.

			Although it was pretty muggy outside with the dark clouds hanging heavy and threatening in the sky, it didn’t seem to warrant that much air conditioning. Our tax dollars at work.

			I crossed my arms, goosebumps forming on my flesh, and walked up to the receptionist’s desk. A young woman with hair the color of a Raggedy Anne doll and piercings in her nose was talking on the phone. She mouthed “hold on” to me.

			I nodded but saw Rich, dressed impeccably in a light-pink pressed button-down shirt and khaki pants, leaning over a table with a coworker examining plans. He glanced over, his expression professional but friendly … until he saw me. He frowned slightly.

			I smiled brightly and waved.

			He excused himself and walked over to me. “Can I help you?” His voice was formal, no hint of any other sort of relationship between us.

			“Do you have a moment? I was hoping I could talk to you.”

			Somehow, he managed to look even more displeased. He glanced at Raggedy Anne, who was still involved in her phone call, and stepped closer to me.

			“In private?” I asked.

			He stared at me, and for a moment I thought he was going to refuse. But then he reached over and opened the gate. “I’ll need a minute but you can wait in my office.”

			“Thanks,” I said.

			He nodded briefly and led me to a tiny office that had his name and the words “Civil Engineer” on the door. He gestured me inside, saying, “I won’t be long.”

			There wasn’t much to see in his office—a plain wooden desk topped with a desktop calendar covered with scribbled notes and coffee stains, a computer, a beige phone, a couple of plastic trays (one empty, one holding a few pieces of correspondence) and a white coffee mug with a logo from a local construction company. Metal filing cabinets lined the walls. In fact, the only item that had the slightest personal touch was a framed photo on his desk. It faced away from me, so I couldn’t see the subject matter.

			No window, no color, not even a plant to make it seem less like a government office.

			Rich came back in, closing the door behind him and moving to sit behind his desk. “You got five minutes. What’s this all about?”

			His tone was abrupt and business-like, but not entirely unfriendly. “Look, if this is a bad time, I can come back later. Or we can arrange to meet when you’re not at work ...”

			He spread his hands flat against his desk. “It’s fine. We can do this now.”

			Now or never. I sucked in my breath. “Would you mind telling me what you remember from the night Jessica disappeared?”

			Rich stared at me. As cold as his office was, it seemed to drop another ten degrees. “Why are you here, Becca?” he asked, his voice low.

			I swallowed. “I want to hear your story.”

			“I think you should leave.”

			This wasn’t going well. “Why?”

			“Why do you think?”

			“Rich ...” but he was already getting out of his chair, presumably to escort me out of his office. “Rich, wait.”

			He paused, folding his arms across his chest, one hip against his desk. His stance couldn’t be more obvious. I had one shot here.

			“I don’t remember that night.”

			He stared at me incredulously. “Seriously? You have to go.” He started toward the door again.

			“What? I lost my memory but I’m trying to get it back.”

			He clearly wasn’t listening as he opened the door to his office. “Goodbye, Becca.”

			This was a colossal failure. I stood up. “Why do you dislike me so much?” I asked, pitching my voice low. “What did I do to you?”

			His jaw worked. “You can’t be serious.”

			“I am.”

			I could see a vein pulsing in his neck. He took a step closer to me and I resisted the urge to back away. 

			“I saw you,” he said, through gritted teeth.

			I blinked. “You saw me?”

			“Don’t play dumb.”

			I could almost hear the pieces clicking into place. “So, it was you. You were the one who saw me with Jessica.”

			He leaned closer to me, so close I could not only smell his aftershave, but the minty scent of mouthwash too. “You may have everyone else in this town fooled,” he hissed, his eyes practically glittering with anger. “But I know the truth.”

			“What truth? What did you see?”

			He stepped back, gesturing with his other hand. “Goodbye, Becca. I have to get back to work.”

			I opened my mouth to protest, but his expression was stone. I wouldn’t get anymore from him.

			I had taken only a couple of steps out of his office when he called me back. “Becca?” I turned, hoping against hope that he’d had a change of heart.

			No such luck. If anything, he looked even more unyielding. His eyes narrowed. “Don’t come back.” With that, he closed his office door.

			***

			I pulled into my driveway to find Chrissy sitting on the porch swing, waiting for me. She was staring at the ground, her limp black hair covering her face, but I would recognize her anywhere.

			“Chrissy, I wasn’t expecting you this early,” I called out to her as I stepped out of the car. She didn’t react. 

			I sighed, popping the trunk to unload the groceries. Even though I had already spent some time in my car jotting down notes about what happened with Rich, I had still hoped to have another hour or so to decompress. That didn’t appear to be the case. Instead, I’d moved from one difficult encounter to another.

			I hoisted the grocery bags, balancing them on my hip while I closed the trunk, and headed up to the porch.

			Chrissy stood up as I moved past her to the front door, although she still didn’t look at me. I bit my lip as I took in how loosely her clothes hung on her. Mia was right. She was way too thin. If she didn’t gain some weight soon, she would likely end up hospitalized. Maybe I ought to talk to Margot, her foster mom. How could she let it get this bad?

			“You hungry?” I asked. Without waiting for an answer, I bustled around pouring potato chips into a bowl and opening up a sour cream and onion dip, along with a Coke. I knew none of that was healthy but I didn’t care. She just needed calories, empty or otherwise.

			I found myself holding my breath as she moved to the table. To my great relief, she helped herself to a couple of chips and dip.

			It was a start. Although, the more I watched her, the more convinced I was of the necessity of that chat with Margot. The sooner the better.

			The doorbell rang, making me jump. I wiped my hands on a towel. “Are you expecting anyone?”

			Chrissy slowly shook her head.

			I forced a smile. “Well, I guess I better go see who it is.”

			It was Daniel. And he didn’t look happy.  Crap.

			“Can I come in?” 

			“Ah,” I threw a quick glance over my shoulder before I could stop myself.

			He noticed and started to crane his neck. “Do you have company?”

			“Let’s sit on the porch,” I said, trying to push him aside before he saw Chrissy, but it was too late. I saw his eyes darken. “Becca, what in God’s ...”

			I shoved him aside so I could step onto the porch as well, and firmly closed the door behind me. “What can I help you with?”

			Daniel glared at me. “Have you lost your mind?”

			I grabbed his arm to lead him to the porch swing, although neither of us sat down. “Lower your voice. She’ll hear you.”

			“There is just so much wrong with this,” Daniel said, much more quietly. “You do see that, right?”

			“Have you seen her? She looks awful. She needs me.”

			“She needs therapy.”

			“Yes, she does, but she also needs to be around people who love her. I don’t know if Margot is doing enough for her. Has she seen a doctor? I need to find out.”

			“Talking to Margot is a good idea. Having Chrissy here is not.”

			“But ...”

			“But, nothing. Chrissy never hurt Margot. And,” he continued over my protests that she wasn’t going to hurt me either, “she’s safer with Margot. Did you think about that? No one has tried to break into Margot’s house.”

			I hadn’t considered that. “I guess ... well, I just assumed if there were two of us, we would be safer.”

			“What?” Daniel stared at me in horror. “Are you kidding me? You do realize she’s sixteen, right? As the adult, you’re supposed to be keeping her safe, not the other way around.”

			I squirmed. “That’s not … look, I would never put her in danger. But, Mia ...”

			“Mia? This was her idea?”

			“No. I mean, Mia agreed with you I shouldn’t be here alone. I’m just rotating who stays with me.”

			“Rotating? What? Becca, when I suggested someone stay with you, I meant an adult.”

			“I guess ... I just thought it was only one night. And we haven’t had any problems. I figured if there were two of us, it would be less likely someone would try something. And, yeah, I hear you about Margot’s house and no one trying anything, but she IS with Margot most of the time and she looks like death warmed over. How safe is she there? Truly? I’m just ... I’m just worried about her.”

			Daniel sighed. “I know that. But, Becca, you have to see what a bad idea this is. Maybe I should spend the night as well.”

			“No!” It came out a more sharply than I intended, and Daniel gave me a surprised look. I couldn’t handle having him in the house with me, not after that kiss. I tried to soften my words with a smile. “It’s supposed to be a girl’s night. You don’t want to be here.”

			“God,” he rubbed his forehead. “You call me, then. I don’t care what time it is. You hear or see anything suspicious, I mean anything, you call.”

			“Scout’s honor,” I said. “Phone will be with me at all times.”

			He looked only slightly mollified. 

			“So,” I said quickly, wanting to take advantage of this pause to change the subject. “Is this why you stopped by? To check on my safety?”

			“Well, partly,” he said, looking away. If I didn’t know better, I would say he seemed flustered. “Actually, I have something else to talk to you about. Are you busy tomorrow?”

			I paused. Was I busy? I wasn’t, but I also wasn’t sure I wanted to see him. “I should be able to make something work,” I said cautiously.

			“What about dinner?”

			Dinner? Was he asking me out on a date? “You want to have dinner with me?” I said stupidly.

			He grinned then, lighting up his entire face and causing my heart to leap into my throat. “Well, we both have to eat. So, why not dinner?”

			“Okay,” I found myself saying, mostly because I couldn’t figure out a good reason not to.

			“Great. I’ll pick you up at seven?”

			“Ah, why don’t I meet you somewhere?” That seemed safer. Then I didn’t have to worry about things like him walking me to my door, or worse yet, having him come inside. I had no intention of being in an empty house with him until I sorted out precisely what my feelings were—about him, about dating, about relationships, about everything. 

			He smiled again, a little wolfishly, almost like he was reading my mind. I could feel my cheeks start to burn. “How about The Terrace?” he suggested.

			The Terrace? That was Redemption’s fanciest restaurant. Why would he want to go there unless ... it was a date. “What’s wrong with Aunt May’s?”

			He cocked his head. “You really want an audience while we eat?”

			Good point. “Are you sure you want to go there?”

			“Why wouldn’t I want to go to The Terrace?”

			Crap. Was he really going to make me say it? “Because that’s where you would take ... a date.”

			“That’s true.” He regarded me thoughtfully. “But it’s also a great place to go if you’re looking for privacy.”

			Is that what this was about? Privacy? I didn’t know if I felt relieved or disappointed. 

			“Although,” Daniel continued, smiling that lopsided grin again. “Would it be so terrible if it were a date?”

			“Does that mean it is a date?”

			He shrugged. “We can talk about that tomorrow, too. See you at seven.” Before I could answer, he turned and headed back to his car.

			Great. Just great.


		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			In the darkness, I heard the rasp of a match being struck. A moment later, three candles burst into flame. Black, red, and white. 

			Black to vanquish the bad energy. Red to draw in fresh, new energy. White for truth.

			Aunt Charlie shook the match, blowing it out. She leaned forward so the candles lit her face from below, throwing dark, jagged shadows against her face. “Have you remembered yet?”

			I scowled at her. “I’m trying.”

			Aunt Charlie sighed. “You’re running out of time.”

			“Then why don’t you tell me?”

			She sat down heavily. I, too found myself sitting, at the kitchen table across from her. The flames from the candles danced between us. “It doesn’t work like that.”

			“Why not?”

			“It just doesn’t.” She stared directly into my eyes. “This is something you have to remember yourself.”

			I was feeling more and more grumpy. “Sounds like a cop-out,” I muttered.

			She shrugged. “Perhaps. But that doesn’t change anything.”

			“Whatever,” I grumbled, reminding myself of Chrissy.

			As if reading my mind, Aunt Charlie shot me a disapproving look. “You must do a better job of reaching that girl.”

			“What girl?” Although I knew who she was talking about.

			“What girl do you think? Chrissy. She’s wasting away.”

			“I know. I’m doing my best to reach her. I’m going to talk to Margot. What else should I do?”

			“You’re not trying hard enough,” Aunt Charlie pursed her lips. “Things are going to get much worse for that child and, if you don’t do something soon, she might not make it.”

			I felt an icy chill run down my back. “What do you mean ‘she might not make it’?”

			Aunt Charlie leaned forward, the flames flickering in her eyes. “What do you think I mean?” Her voice had an ominous edge to it.

			Oh God. I couldn’t let anything happen to Chrissy. I just couldn’t. “Could you maybe share some specifics?”

			Aunt Charlie shook her head. “If you don’t remember, none of it matters.”

			My irritation came back. “I told you, I’m trying. It’s not working and I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”

			“Have you lit the candles?” She swept her hand over the table in a grand gesture, the flames eagerly leaping up in response.

			I made a face. Candles? Really? “No, I haven’t had a chance to buy any.”

			“You don’t have to buy them.”

			“If I don’t buy them, then how am I going to light them?”

			She chuckled softly. “Ah, Becca. Sometimes you can be so willfully ignorant.”

			“Have you seen the devil yet?” A different voice broke in as I opened my mouth to argue. Pat leaned forward from where she sat next to Aunt Charlie, twisted, dark shadows against her face. 

			“Um ...”

			“The devil,” Pat hissed. “It’s here.”

			Aunt Charlie turned to her. “Not now, Pat. You’ll scare the girl. She’s already moving too slowly.”

			“You mean the devil really is here?” I broke in, my voice ending in a squeak. The flames grew higher, almost like they were laughing. The metallic taste of fear crawled through my throat.

			Both women looked at me. “Of course it is,” Aunt Charlie said gently. “What do you think happened to Bear?”

			“And to me?” Pat asked, pounding on the table. The flames stretched and grew, almost brushing the ceiling.

			“Or to Jessica?”

			“And,” Pat stood up, hands on the table, leaning toward me. Her eyes glittered with fire and madness. “What precisely do you think will happen to Chrissy?”

			I awoke with a gasp. It was so dark that, for a moment, I wasn’t sure where I was. Was I still in the kitchen? Did the candles get blown out?

			No, I was in my bed, sticky with sweat and twisted up in the blankets.

			 I untangled myself and got up. Oscar raised his head to watch me, his dark-green eyes faintly glowing, reflecting the dim light of the moon that slanted across the floor. 

			“At least you’re okay,” I said. He yawned, displaying an impressive array of teeth. I got the feeling he was letting me know he could take care of himself.

			I headed to the bathroom to splash some cold water on my sweaty face when I noticed that the door to Chrissy’s room was pushed open a crack.

			I stopped dead in the hallway, my mouth suddenly flooded with the metallic taste of fear. Just like my dream. 

			What precisely do you think will happen to Chrissy?

			Oh God. Did this mean Chrissy was sleepwalking again? Or did Chrissy just not close the door all the way before going to sleep?

			I crept down the hallway and gently pushed the door open to peer in, not wanting to wake her if she was sleeping.

			No such luck. The room was deserted. 

			Well, maybe she wasn’t sleepwalking. Maybe she was just getting a drink of water or, even better, a midnight snack. But the pit of my stomach disagreed. The covers were thrown back the way they were the last time she had been sleepwalking.

			Oh God, this couldn’t be happening again.

			Could she be faking? I wondered as I padded down the stairs. It wouldn’t be the first time she had faked something. Although I don’t think she had ever faked sleepwalking. 

			But why would she? Stefan was in prison. What could she possibly stand to gain?

			I shivered as I remembered the last sleepwalking episode—her empty eyes peering at me, the way her voice had changed, the distinct feeling that I was in the presence of a being other than Chrissy—something older and darker.

			The evil that had been done.

			How would she have even known about that? 

			 I found her standing in the middle of the family room, as still as a statue, facing the bookshelves. The moon filled the room with a faint, silvery glow. I sucked in my breath. It was like we had gone back in time, before the hospital, before Stefan had betrayed me, betrayed both of us. She looked like an angel, with her long dark hair falling like a black waterfall down her back, and her pale skin shimmering in the moonlight. 

			“About time you got here,” she said, without looking at me. The taste of fear spread down my throat, curling up like a snake in the pit of my stomach.

			That voice. Dark and smoky and ancient. It brought everything back.

			She can’t be faking it. Can she? 

			I pushed away my inner doubts and took a step closer. “Chrissy, let’s go back to bed.” Maybe if I ignored it, this would all go away.

			Her head slowly turned to stare at me. Her half-open eyes were blank and cold. I stopped, licking my suddenly dry lips. She looked like a skeleton standing there in the moonlight.

			“You’re running out of time,” she said. 

			I reminded myself how it didn’t make any sense to have a conversation with a sleepwalker. “Maybe we talk about this tomorrow,” I suggested, taking another step closer. “It’s late. We should go back to bed.”

			“You’re not listening to me,” she hissed, jerking her arm back, shocking me to stillness. She had never reacted like that before. “You’re running out of time.”

			“Time for what?” I asked, before I could stop myself.

			“Time to stop the evil that has been done.”

			The dread curling in my stomach tightened its grip. “What evil?”

			She smiled, a smile as cold and empty as her eyes. “You know.”

			A surge of irritation rose up inside me. “No, I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me, so I can stop it?”

			Her smile widened, revealing a hint of her teeth. “You know.” The moonlight glinted off her tooth, and suddenly she looked like a monster. Involuntarily, I gasped, taking a step back. 

			And just as suddenly, her eyes rolled up in the back of her head and she collapsed. I lunged toward her, barely catching her before she hit the floor. 

			She was lighter than I remembered as I eased her to the ground. That settled it—I was definitely talking to Margot tomorrow.

			What precisely do you think will happen to Chrissy?

			I shivered, jolting Chrissy. She stirred, her eyelids fluttering open. “Becca?” Her voice was Chrissy’s again, but a younger, more innocent version. Before her father had corrupted and tainted her.

			“I’m here, sweetheart.” I brushed her limp hair away from her hollowed-out cheek, her pale skin stretched tight across her elegant high cheekbones.

			Her eyes popped open. “Becca? What ...? Where am I?” She struggled to sit up, to push herself away from me but it was like battling a kitten. I didn’t know if she was really that weak or if she was still half asleep. 

			“You were sleepwalking again,” I said, gently.

			Her eyes went round with horror. “Again? Oh no.” She slumped in my arms.

			“Let’s get you upstairs and we can talk about it in the morning.” 

			She allowed me to lead her up the stairs and back to bed. My mind was flooded with questions.

			What did it mean that she was sleepwalking again? Was there something medically wrong with her? Should I take her to a doctor? Was it a reaction to stress? Lord knows she was under a ton of stress when she was under her father’s influence.

			Or was there something else going on? Something darker …

			I tucked her back into her bed, wondering if maybe what I really ought to do is start sleeping in my aunt’s—no, my master bedroom—and move Chrissy to the room I was in now. 

			I fetched a cool washcloth, a glass of water and the bottle of ibuprofen for Chrissy, suddenly realizing it had been weeks since I’d had a headache. Could it be because I switched my allergy medicine?

			But I used to have headaches in New York, too. And I didn’t have an allergy problem in New York.

			I was distracted from this line of thought by Chrissy moaning and writhing on the bed. I rushed to her side. “What’s wrong? Do I need to call an ambulance?”

			“No, I’m fine. Just leave me alone.” She weakly pushed my hand away.

			“You’re not fine. What’s going on? Did you hurt yourself?” I tried to examine her, but that just agitated her more.

			“No. Just stop. Leave me alone. I don’t want you here.”

			“Chrissy, you’re not being reasonable,” I said, trying to sound firm. “You’re practically wasting away, and you were sleepwalking again. Have you seen a doctor? What does your foster mother say?”

			“Nothing,” Chrissy shouted. “She says nothing because I’m fine. Will you just leave me alone? I don’t want you here.”

			She sounded like the old Chrissy again, which I would have welcomed if it meant putting a few pounds on her.

			“Okay,” I said quickly, taking a step back. Chrissy flopped away from me, facing the wall, and pulled the covers up over her head.

			I took a moment to pick up the bottle of ibuprofen that had fallen to the floor, placing it on the night table, along with the washcloth and the glass of water, before leaving the room.

			Closing the door, I pondered my options. Do I keep trying, even when she screams at me? Is that the way to get through to her? Or was it better to respect her wishes?

			Maybe I needed to talk to an expert. I had no idea how to deal with a teenager, especially one as troubled as Chrissy. And the last thing I wanted to do was to make anything worse for her.

			Oscar padded out of the bedroom to sit in front of me, wrapping his tail around himself and stared at me impatiently. Time for breakfast. Looking outside, I could see the dark of night starting to turn to the grey of dawn. Maybe Oscar was right, and I should just stay up.

			I headed downstairs, Oscar trailing me, to make coffee. I could use this time to review my notes and see if I missed capturing anything. 

			Between my dream and Chrissy’s outburst, I was starting to feel a lot more urgency around getting my memory back. 

			After feeding Oscar and pouring myself a cup of coffee, I focused on my notes, looking for something, anything, that sounded familiar that might jolt my brain into cooperation.

			But there was nothing.

			I rubbed my bleary eyes as the grey outside lightened further, transforming the sky into a rosy glow. Clearly, I was going to have to widen my search. Maybe tonight I could talk to Daniel ...

			Oh crap! Tonight was my date/not date. And here I was, sitting in the kitchen after a night of broken sleep. I probably had huge bags and black circles under my eyes.

			Argh.

			I took a break to make breakfast burritos, with plenty of bacon, chorizo, and cheese, to up the calories as much as possible. My thinking was if I couldn’t get Chrissy to sit down and eat with me, I likely could press an already-made burrito into her hand as she dashed out the door.

			I had just finished popping them into the oven to stay warm when I heard Chrissy clatter down the stairs. She poked her head into the kitchen. “Gotta go. Bye.”

			“Wait,” I yelled, running after her. I think I startled her, because she was standing in the middle of the hallway, cautiously watching me. I snatched her bag out of her hand before she could react.

			“You have to eat first,” I said, swinging the backpack in front of me over her squawk of protest.

			“I have to go. Margot is waiting for me.”

			“You can tell Margot to come in and have a breakfast burrito with you,” I said, strapping her backpack on my back as I took a plate out of the cupboard. “In fact, I’d welcome that. I’d like to have a word with her myself.”

			Chrissy hovered by the kitchen door, anxiously watching me as I filled her plate with two breakfast burritos, a few extra slices of bacon, and slices of avocado and tomato. Like before, she was wearing the same stained tee shirt and faded, ripped jean shorts she’d had on yesterday. Her hair was uncombed and hung in a tangled mess around her face. She probably hadn’t brushed her teeth or washed her face. And when was the last time she showered? Or washed her clothes? I wished I had thought to toss her clothes in the washing machine after she went to bed last night.

			It appeared Margot and I had a lot to discuss.

			I deposited the plate on the table and gestured. “The sooner you eat, the sooner you can leave.” Chrissy eyed me suspiciously. For a moment, I thought she was going to demand I return her backpack to her and if I refused, throw a fit but instead, she docilely sat at the table and picked up a fork. 

			I turned away, so she wouldn’t see my triumphant smile as I collected my own plate and seated myself at the table with her.

			She ate in silence, head bent, clumps of matted hair hiding her face.

			“It’s been awhile since I made breakfast burritos,” I said conversationally, breaking the silence and hoping to finally connect with her, even in this tiny way. “Remember, the last time we had breakfast burritos? We were still in New York and I burned the bacon and the smoke alarm went off. And it wouldn’t shut off! Your father practically had to break it to turn it off. And the smell! It took forever to get the smell of burned bacon out of the kitchen.” I chuckled at the memory, although at the time, it hadn’t been funny. Stefan and I hadn’t been getting along as it was and he hadn’t been the slightest bit amused. Chrissy had been mortified and made sure I knew it. For myself, I had made a silent commitment to teach myself some basic cooking skills at minimum, thinking that would somehow bring us together as a family. Boy was I wrong.

			“You’re not my mother,” Chrissy said softly, interrupting my thoughts. Her voice was so soft and I was so deep in my memory that I almost missed it.

			“What did you say?”

			“You’re not my mother,” she said, her voice sharp and bitter. “And, I’m not your daughter.”

			I felt like she had slapped me. “I know that,” I said, reminding myself to be the adult and not allow the hurt to bleed into my voice. Getting through to Chrissy was the only thing that mattered.  “Do you think I’m trying to replace your mother? Because I’m not ...”

			“I don’t know what you’re trying to do,” she suddenly shouted, jumping up from her seat with so much force that it fell backward. “But I have a mother. And a father. And you’re divorcing my father so you’re not even my stepmother anymore. You’re nobody.”

			I struggled to swallow the lump that had risen in my throat. “Is that why you’re upset? Because I’m not your stepmother anymore?”

			“No! You’re not listening to me. You’re no one. Do you get it? You’re nothing to me.”

			I opened my mouth to say something. To tell her I was trying to rebuild a relationship with her. That I wanted to help her. That I’d like to be her friend. 

			But nothing came out. 

			She leaned over and snatched up her knapsack from the floor by my feet. “Just stop,” she said. “Stop inviting me over. Just stop it. I don’t want to come. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

			“Okay,” I said quietly. “If that’s what you want.”

			“It is.” She whirled away, but not before I saw a sheen of wetness by her eyes.

			Was she crying?

			I heard the heavy thud of running footsteps in the hallway, accompanied by the slamming of the front door.

			I sat in the quiet, staring at my half-eaten breakfast and listening to the ticking of the grandfather clock.

			She’s a teenager, I told myself. Not only that, she’s a sick teenager. Not only that, she’s a sick teenager who has been abandoned by both of her parents.

			Of course she’s going to lash out unexpectedly.

			But no matter how much I tried to talk myself out of it, a part of me still hurt. 

			Sighing, I started cleaning up, noting that if nothing else, Chrissy had eaten most of her breakfast.

			At least there was that.


		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			It was official—I had nothing to wear.

			I stood hopelessly in the middle of my bedroom, surrounded by pretty much every piece of clothing I owned. 

			What do you wear to a date that’s not a date? Especially considering that I hadn’t figured out how I felt about dating, or men in general, or Daniel in particular ...

			Argh.

			Maybe I should start with what I knew wasn’t a good idea. For instance, a dress. While yes, The Terrace certainly had the atmosphere to warrant one and I had some really cute summer dresses that weren’t that formal, a dress definitely implied ‘date.’

			I hung my dresses back up.

			Shorts seemed too casual and it was too hot for jeans.

			Ugh.

			I finally settled on white leggings and a flowing, asymmetrical green tunic that brought out the green in my eyes and the red highlights in my hair. I finger-combed my hair, letting it go as wild as it wanted.

			Big silver hoops, heels, and a little make-up.

			I studied the effect. Did it scream ‘date’? Too sexy?

			I exchanged the heels for a cute little pair of gold flats. Then I exchanged the silver hoops for gold ones.

			Better. Although I still had doubts.

			I deliberately turned my back to the mirror and put the rest of my clothes away. No, I wasn’t going to second guess myself … for the hundredth time.

			Besides, it was getting late, and I needed to go.

			I headed down the stairs to grab my purse, trying to ignore the jittery, exhausted feeling inside. I tried calling Margot after Chrissy left, but had gotten her voicemail. I left a message, and then went to take a nap, bringing my phone with me in the hope of her calling me back. 

			Alas, that didn’t happen. Nor was I able to quiet my racing mind enough to fall asleep.

			Instead, I cleaned Chrissy’s room—except, I reminded myself, it wasn’t Chrissy’s room anymore. It was a generic guest room now, ready for anyone who spent the night.

			Then I spent some time in the garden, while nervously drinking about a gallon of coffee. I also left another message for Margot.

			Yeah, no wonder I was wired and tired. 

			Well, there wasn’t much I could do about it now except hope I wouldn’t embarrass myself too much.

			My heart sank as I pulled into the parking lot. I couldn’t believe how many cars were there. Did that mean the restaurant was packed? Oh God, please don’t let me run into anyone I know. I really don’t want to try and explain myself.

			I found a spot near the back, which for some strange reason, made me feel more secure—like I’d be able to make a better, faster getaway from there, if the situation called for it. I found myself obsessively searching the cars for Daniel’s as I wove my way to the front.

			But what type of car did he drive when he wasn’t on duty? I could only remember the cop car and surely he wouldn’t be driving that. Because he wasn’t on duty.

			Or was he? 

			Maybe I should have worn shorts after all. 

			Either way, there was no cop car in the parking lot. I didn’t know if that made me feel better or worse.

			The restaurant was dimly lit. At least in the lobby, there was no sign of Daniel. Did that mean he wasn’t here? Or was I supposed to go find him? I imagined myself wandering through the eating area and, with my luck, running into someone I knew who would start asking me a bunch of questions I didn’t want to answer.

			Why did I say “yes” to this?

			As I stood there shifting my weight from one foot to the other, the hostess smiled at me. She was young, probably not much older than Chrissy, with long, straight, dark hair, liquid doe eyes, and an adorable smile.

			Clearly, she was waiting for me to do what other, normal people did, which was come up to the stand and speak to her. Part of me wanted to make a mad dash for the door right then and there, but I forced myself to walk up to her.

			“Uh, I’m meeting someone,” I said, feeling like an idiot. This doesn’t have to be such a big deal. You’re just meeting Daniel for dinner. It doesn’t have to mean anything more than that.

			“Oh, are you Becca?” she asked brightly. Now that I was closer, I saw how tiny she was, barely coming up to my neck. I felt like some sort of monster towering over her.

			I nodded, not trusting my voice. Cripes Becca, get it together.

			She scooped up a menu and gestured for me to follow her. I tried to keep my head down as I walked through the restaurant, praying I didn’t see anyone I recognized. 

			She led me to a booth hidden in the back. Daniel was already there, sipping a beer. He wore a dark-blue, short-sleeved oxford shirt that showed off his broad chest and brought out the blue in his eyes. When he saw me, he smiled, and my heart stopped.

			I so didn’t want this to be a date. Maybe if I just kept telling myself it wasn’t a date, that would keep it from turning into one.

			“I thought it would be less noticeable if I was already seated rather than wait for you,” he said after I got myself settled into the booth. “Plus, I wanted to get a booth in the back.”

			“Makes sense,” I said. My hands were sweating, and I wiped them off on my leggings. Now that I was here, I didn’t know what to say or where to look even. I wished I had a glass of wine. That would at least give me something to focus on other than Daniel.

			On cue, the waitress appeared, asking me for my drink order. I gratefully ordered a glass of white wine and she disappeared.

			“So, what did you want to talk to me about?” I asked as soon as we were alone.

			He raised one eyebrow. “What? No small talk?”

			“Small talk? So this is a date?”

			“So small talk only happens on dates?”

			“Ah ...” Flustered, I started fussing with my place setting, unfolding my snowy white linen napkin that matched the tablecloth and placing it on my lap. Everything was white on the table, from the salt-and-pepper shakers to the white candle in the hurricane lamp. The only exception was a single red rose that stood in a tall vase.

			“Sorry,” I said, finally. “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

			His eyes widened. “Did something happen? You were supposed to call me.”

			“Nothing happened,” I said quickly. “At least nothing you could have helped with.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “Maybe let me be the judge of that. What happened?”

			I didn’t particularly want to tell him. Telling him what happened felt ... intimate. Too intimate.  Especially since I had no idea where this evening was going. But one look at his determined expression made it clear that I was going to have to tell him something.

			“Truly, it wasn’t anything,” I said. “I had a nightmare. Which led to a fight with Chrissy. That’s all.” I decided to skip the sleepwalking incident. That felt like we would end up going down a rabbit hole that wouldn’t serve anyone.

			His expression softened. “What was your nightmare about?”

			“Something about Aunt Charlie. I can’t really remember.” That also wasn’t completely true, but it just didn’t feel like the time to get into Jessica.

			“What about the fight?”

			I sighed. “I have no idea. Chrissy is very unhappy with me. I’m not sure why. It feels like the more I try and help her, the angrier she gets.”

			He played with his beer. “Are you going to keep at it?”

			“You really expect me not to? She’s got no one, Daniel.” I leaned forward slightly. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with Margot. I left two messages and she hasn’t called me back.”

			“She’s probably busy.”

			“I’m sure she is. Everyone’s busy. But anyone with eyes can see there’s a problem with Chrissy. I would think she would be a priority to Margot.”

			“Let me look into it.”

			I blinked. “I thought you wanted me to keep my distance.”

			A faint smile touched his lips. “If you’re defining ‘keeping your distance’ as not having her stay at the house with you, then yes. But that’s you. Not me.”

			I was touched. “Thank you, Daniel. That means a lot to me.”

			“Don’t sound so shocked.”

			“I’m not ... well, okay. I guess I am,” I admitted. “I thought you didn’t like her.”

			He rolled his eyes. “That’s immaterial. She did something very brave, which I respect the hell out of. I want to do what I can to support her and help her. I just don’t particularly think it’s a good idea for you two to be together. At least, not right now.”

			I held my hands up. “If I’m not alone with her, how can I rebuild my relationship with her?”

			“Why don’t we start by letting me check in with her and Margot. Okay? Do you trust me to do that?”

			“Hmmm ...” I made of show of pondering. “Oh, all right. I’ll trust you this once. But don’t let me down.”

			Daniel rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

			The waitress came by at that moment, asking us what we wanted. As I hadn’t even looked in the menu, she left for a moment while I asked Daniel what was good. He said everything, basically, but they were known for their walleye. 

			When the waitress returned, we were ready, and she took our order—steak for Daniel, walleye for me, and a stuffed mushrooms appetizer. 

			Once the waitress left, I reached for my wine. “So, what about you? Anything interesting happen to you today? Or are we done with small talk?”

			“Actually something interesting happened yesterday.” Daniel also reached for his beer.

			I raised my eyebrow. “Oh? Do tell.”

			“Rich called me.” His eyes carefully watched me over the mug as he took a long drink.

			So, that’s what this is about. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved or disappointed. “And how is Rich doing?”

			Daniel put his beer down. “Well, he’s not at all happy with you. But you probably knew that.”

			“To be honest, he really didn’t say much of anything to me.”

			“Wanna tell me what happened?”

			“I thought Rich already told you.”

			“I was hoping to hear your side of the story.”

			Inwardly I sighed and took another sip of wine. The waitress appeared and deposited the mushrooms on the table. I paused, waiting for her to leave.

			“You know I lost my memory of the night Jessica disappeared.”

			Daniel nodded.

			“Well, I’m trying to get it back.”

			Daniel frowned as he reached for a mushroom. “Why?”

			I looked at him in surprise. “Why? Of all people, I thought you would be excited about this. Don’t you want to question me again about that night?”

			“No. I mean, why now?”

			“It’s time. Don’t you think? Time for closure.”

			Daniel gave me a hard look. “That the only reason?”

			I helped myself to a mushroom. “What other reason could there be?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. You’re investigating Pat’s death. You’re investigating Jessica’s death. Pretty big coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

			Crap. I started cutting my mushroom into tiny pieces. “Maybe I thought it would be more efficient,” I said flippantly, trying to make a joke. “You know, like a two-for-one.”

			Daniel didn’t look amused.

			I sighed. “Oh, all right. Yes, I feel like there’s a connection. I know, I know. It’s silly. How could those two events possibly be related? But that doesn’t change how it feels to me.”

			“So, first of all, I do get it,” Daniel said, his voice serious. “You were the last person to see them alive. I understand why you feel like there’s a connection. But, there’s no evidence to support that. Pat’s death looks like an accident. And Jessica?” He raised his hands in an ‘I don’t know’ gesture. “Who knows?”

			I ducked my head to study the mess I was making with the mushroom. While I appreciated that he gave me a sincere and thoughtful answer, I also felt like he was dismissing my concerns a little too quickly. It was more than just my being the last person to see them both alive. Although admittedly, my nightmares and ‘feelings’ about the two events being connected were hardly the most persuasive evidence.

			“But, putting that aside, how is talking to Rich going to help you get your memory back?” he continued.

			“It might not,” I agreed. “I guess my thinking was that if I could hear other perspectives of that night, something might trigger my memory.”

			“So, this isn’t just about Rich?”

			I shook my head.

			He paused to take another mushroom, being careful not to look at me. “Who else have you asked?”

			“Daphne. Mia. Barry.”

			“How about me?”

			I put a piece of mushroom in my mouth and started chewing. It was actually pretty tasty. “I was getting around to you. But, now that you bring it up, I’d love to hear your side of the story.”

			“How much do you remember?”

			I shrugged. “Nothing, really. Not even earlier in the day before the party started.”

			“What did Daphne and Mia tell you?”

			“I’d like to hear your side of the story.”

			Daniel smiled crookedly. “Touché. It’s just ... well, we had a fight.”

			Finally! Maybe this would be my opening to ask him why he stood me up fifteen years ago. “About what?”

			He didn’t answer right away, instead reaching for his beer. The waitress also decided to make an appearance just then with our salads. Once she left, Daniel picked up his fork, but rather than use it to eat, he started twirling it on the table. “How much do you remember about that summer? The whole summer, I mean?”

			Now we’re getting somewhere. “Other than that day, I think I remember everything. It’s possible I’ve forgotten something but I’m not aware of it. Does this relate to our fight?”

			He nodded. “Yeah, it was about how you stood me up. I didn’t bring it up sooner because I didn’t know how much you remembered or didn’t remember, and I didn’t want to embarrass you.”

			Wait, what? I was sure I misheard him. “I stood you up?”

			“It’s not a big deal,” he rushed in. “I mean, kids do stupid things all the time, right? And, it’s not like you lived here. We all knew you were going back to New York ...”

			I held my hand up, trying to stop the flow of words, my mind a jumbled mess “Hold on. I stood you up?”

			“Yeah.” He paused, cocking his head as if what I was saying had finally sunk in. “You don’t remember, do you?”

			“No, I don’t. Because that’s not what happened.”

			He blinked. “Excuse me?”

			“You stood me up.”

			He frowned. “Uh. No. That’s definitely not what happened.”

			“But I showed up and you weren’t there. And the next time I saw you, you were with your old girlfriend.”

			“Yeah, I did get back with Deb temporarily. But that was only because you didn’t show up.”

			I pressed my hands to my temple. What was happening? Was he messing with me? Or was my brain so messed up that I couldn’t even trust the memories I had? “Okay. What if we back up a minute? The night of the bonfire. Did you ask me to meet you the next day?”

			He nodded. “Yeah. But that morning you called and changed the meeting place.”

			My eyes widened. “No, I didn’t.”

			He looked skeptical. “You didn’t?”

			“No.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“What do you mean, ‘Am I sure?’ Of course I’m sure! I think I would remember calling you.” Or would you? That nasty little voice again. After all, you don’t remember an entire day. Would it be that out of the realm of possibility to not remember a phone call?

			Daniel picked up his beer. “Well, someone called.”

			“Did you talk to her?”

			Daniel shook his head. “No, she left a message with my mom.”

			“Could your mom have been mistaken?”

			“I don’t see how. She didn’t even know I was meeting you until after the call. How would she have those details unless ... well, someone told her?”

			“But that makes no sense. Who would do that?”

			Daniel spread his hands out, palms facing up. “I have no idea. Did you tell anyone?”

			“No. But even if I did, the only people I would have told would have been Mia or Daphne. Maybe Jessica. I can’t see any of them doing that.”

			Daniel reached over to pick up his beer. I could almost see the wheels turning as he considered what all this meant. “No, neither can I.”

			“How about you? Did you tell anyone?”

			“No.”

			I thought back to night of the bonfire. “Could someone have overheard us?”

			Daniel stabbed at his salad. “Possibly. We were standing in the middle of things, right by the beer. I suppose it’s possible.” But his tone sounded doubtful. “I’ll talk to my mom again, although it’s probably a long shot to figure out who did this now.”

			“So, what do we do?”

			Daniel blew the air out of his cheeks. “I’m not really sure. I have to think about this some more. It’s just … so crazy. Who would even want to do something like that in the first place? And what would be the purpose of going to all that trouble?”

			The waitress arrived with our entrees. I looked down at my untouched salad, shifting it so she could place the food in front of me. As good as it looked, I had lost my appetite. I had a feeling I was going to need a box.

			“Daniel, is it possible this is all related?”

			He leaned back, his eyes narrowing. His cop face was back. “What do you mean?”

			I gestured. “This. Whatever we call it. This person who called your mom pretending to be me to make us think we stood each other up and what happened to Jessica. And to Pat.”

			“Maybe, but how? Being a cop has taught me to not believe in coincidences. But beyond that, it just doesn’t make sense. How can messing up our date have anything to do with Jessica?”

			I shook my head. “I don’t know. I don’t get it either. But I keep thinking back to something Mia said about the wrong clothes being gone from Jessica’s closet. Doesn’t it feel like she didn’t leave on her own, after all?”

			Daniel shifted his gaze, staring off into the distance. “I’ve always felt like something happened to her. What the sheriff said about that night never made sense to me.” He shook himself slightly and looked back at me. “But there was no proof of anything else. Sure, what Mia said about the clothes was suspicious, but it was hardly evidence that would hold up in court. We need something else.”

			“Something like ... the memory of the last person who saw her alive?” I asked. 

			Daniel gave me a half-smile. “Couldn’t hurt.” He picked up his knife and started to cut into his steak. “Is that my cue to tell you my side of the story?”

			“Absolutely. At this point, getting my memory back seems like the fastest path to the bottom of everything that happened fifteen years ago.”

			“You may be right.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			“I almost didn’t go to the party.” Daniel began. “At all. I was still pretty pissed that you had ... well,” he amended. “I thought you had stood me up. But Barry came over and wouldn’t take no for an answer,” he ducked his head and gave me a sheepish grin. “It didn’t help my case that I refused to tell him why. I was too embarrassed and, if I’m completely honest, ashamed about what happened.

			“Anyway, I had every intention of ignoring you. I told myself that no matter how much you begged or tried to apologize, I wouldn’t budge. I’d give you the silent treatment. So, you can imagine my shock when we showed up and you were acting all pissed off at me.

			“Now of course, this all makes much more sense. But, at the time, it just made me want to tear my hair out.

			“So, at first I did try to ignore you. But the longer I was there and, truthfully, the more alcohol I consumed, the angrier I got. How dare you be mad at me when I was the one who was stood up?

			“The first time I tried to talk to you, you were in the kitchen. It was right before Jessica and Rich got into it outside. I remember because there was a lull in all the activity. I’m not sure where Mia and Daphne were. Barry was talking to CB. So, I thought it was a good time to confront you.”

			He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “Needless to say, it didn’t go very well. You snapped at me when I asked you what your problem was. I answered back and it probably would have turned into a major shouting match but the commotion outside between Jessica and Rich stopped us.”

			“Do you know what they were arguing about?”

			Daniel shook his head. “Not really. Rich never talked about it. I always assumed he was trying to keep Jessica from leaving, but she wasn’t having it. She had been a major bitch that night, to be honest. She was so upset about her mom refusing to let her go to California. Barry even grumbled when we first arrived that maybe I’d had the right idea not wanting to come, but he had a couple of shots and his mood improved. Do you know what Jessica said to Rich that night? About him not understanding ‘the evil that had been done’?”

			I nodded, feeling a chill. It didn’t seem to matter how often I heard that part of the story—it still affected me.

			“Jessica was hysterical, and it took some time to calm her down,” Daniel continued. “All of us ended up crowding around your aunt’s kitchen table, drinking and trying to distract Jessica. That was when CB started in again, trying to get Jessica and Mia to come to New York.” Daniel gave me an apologetic look. “I was still so angry that I didn’t help you, but I should have. I could see how you were getting more and more upset, and I knew why, but I told myself you deserved it.”

			He looked down at his plate, moving his steak around without eating it. “I’ve gone over and over that night hundreds of times. And every time, I’ve regretted not stepping in. Maybe I couldn’t have changed anything. Maybe Jessica still would have disappeared, and you still would have ended up in the hospital, but maybe ...”

			He took a deep breath and lifted his head, looking me squarely in the face. “You finally lost it. You jumped up, yelling at CB to shut up, that there was no way your family would allow Jessica and Mia to stay with them. Everyone stopped talking and stared at you. You looked mortified, like you couldn’t believe what you had just said, and ran out of the house.

			“I went after you. I felt so bad and wanted to make it up to you. But you were beyond pissed. I followed you into the woods, but you wanted nothing to do with me. You screamed at me to leave you alone, that you never wanted to see me again. So, I did.”

			He swallowed hard, running his hand through his hair. “I left you there, in the woods alone, and went back to the house. But I didn’t go in. I circled around to the front, intending to wait by the car for Barry. I don’t know how long I was out there but eventually Barry found me. I wanted to leave right then but he wanted to wait and see if anyone needed a ride. We were in the middle of arguing about it when we heard the scream.” 

			He paused, giving me an apologetic look. “When we heard you scream.”

			I nodded, trying not to shudder.

			“We ran to the backyard. Daphne and Mia were there, just as freaked out as we were. I was ready to go after you but Barry told me to hold on, to at least wait until we got flashlights. I think he went back into the house to find them after making me swear I wouldn’t leave. I didn’t want to wait but I couldn’t argue with his logic so I paced around the backyard until he came back with the flashlights. We were just dividing into search parties when you burst out of the woods and collapsed.”

			“Was Rich there?”

			Daniel shook his head. “No. Neither was CB.”

			“Do you know where they were?”

			Daniel shook his head again. “Rich said later he had gone home but the odd thing was that his car was still in the driveway. He didn’t live within walking distance but his mom later told the cops he had come home. CB appeared after you collapsed, claiming he had been in the bathroom. Mia later confirmed she had seen him run out the back door, carrying a phone. He was the one who called 9-1-1.”

			I picked at my food, pondering what I had just heard and searching my mental data banks to see if any scrap of memory had been shaken loose.

			But there was nothing.

			“Anyway,” Daniel said, breaking into my thoughts. “Now you know why I’ve been so ... focused on getting to the bottom of what happened to Jessica. Because a part of me feels like I could have prevented it.”

			“I don’t think that’s true,” I said. “I mean, I still don’t have my memory of that night. But I do remember when we were at The Rock, and how I wanted to strangle CB about the whole inviting Mia and Jessica to New York thing. Even if you had managed to stop me from yelling at CB, I was so angry, I still would have left in a huff. CB knew darn well that my family would never allow Mia and Jessica to stay with us, and for him to keep inviting them … what if they actually had showed up only to have my parents tell them they were unwelcome? Could that have been any more mortifying for a teenager? Well, anyway, that’s water under the bridge. And there was nothing you could have done to stop Jessica from drinking as much as she did or being upset with her mom. I really think you’re taking too much on yourself.”

			Daniel smiled a sad little smile. “That’s nice of you to say.” Left unsaid was that it didn’t change how he felt. 

			The waitress came by to ask us if wanted to see the dessert menu. We both declined. I also asked for a box as Daniel finished his meal.

			“Is Mia there tonight?”

			“I’m fine,” I said firmly. “I double-checked all the doors, and everything is locked up tight.”

			He pursed his lips. “I still think I should check it out.”

			Absolutely not. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”

			“Maybe not, but I would feel better.”

			“I’m fine. Honestly.”

			The waitress appeared with my box and the bill, which Daniel took, waving me off when I offered to split it. “This was my idea, remember?”

			“Yes, but ...” I stuttered, feeling flustered. He was paying for the meal and now he wanted to escort me home? Back to feeling like a date again.

			He grinned at me, clearly amused by how uncomfortable I was. “I’m not offering to spend the night, although I probably wouldn’t say no if you asked.” His grin turned wicked, heating my blood as it roared in my veins. “But I really think we’d both sleep better if I just quickly checked your house.”

			He had a point. “Mia will be staying with me. She’s not there tonight, but she will be tomorrow.”

			“I think that’s an excellent idea. But it doesn’t change tonight.”

			“But ...”

			“Look,” Daniel said in his take-no-argument cop voice as he put his credit card back in his wallet. “You can’t stop me from following you home. And once I’m there, I can either sit on your porch all night, or you can let me in for ten minutes. Your choice.”

			Grumbling, I followed him out of the restaurant, my stomach twisted in tight knots. Maybe it was a good thing I didn’t eat much at dinner, considering how queasy I felt.

			Once in the parking lot, Daniel cheerily waved at me as he headed toward his car. I blew the air out of my cheeks as I continued on my way to mine. He started his car and slowly pulled out to wait for me.

			Not that it mattered if he followed me or not. He knew where I lived.

			Nevertheless, I took my time getting into my car, putting on my seat belt and getting myself adjusted. If he wanted to follow me, he could darn well wait.

			On the drive home, I gave myself a pep talk. It was no big deal to let Daniel come in and check the house. In fact, he was right that it might make me feel better. Never mind how my stomach felt at the thought of being alone with him there ...

			The last thing I needed were more complications in my life. Getting involved with Daniel would definitely be complicated. 

			Besides, I was getting way ahead of myself. All he was doing was checking out the house. Period. End of story. It didn’t mean anything else. It certainly didn’t mean I had to make any decisions on dating or relationships right that minute.

			Way before I felt ready, I was pulling into my driveway while Daniel parked in the street behind me. I turned off the car and took a deep breath before getting out. This wasn’t a big deal. I could do this.

			Daniel was already waiting for me by the porch steps, arms crossed, leaning against the railing, looking relaxed and without a care in the world. I gritted my teeth. 

			“This really isn’t necessary,” I said. “I’m an adult. I should be able to check out my own house.”

			He shrugged. “I’m here so I might as well.”

			“This is so silly,” I muttered as I climbed the porch stairs, trying not to touch him as I passed him.

			He answered me with a grin. “This isn’t a dentist appointment, you know. You don’t even have to do anything. I’ll do all the work.” That wicked gleam appeared in his eyes again, flustering me all over. 

			Maybe I should call his bluff and let him sleep on the porch all night.

			As soon as I unlocked the door, he eased in front of me to enter the house first. “Stay here,” he instructed, as he snapped on the lights and moved through the house. 

			It didn’t seem like I had much choice so I focused on my breathing as I leaned against the hall closet and waited for him to finish prowling around. I was absolutely NOT going to think about that kiss.

			“All clear,” he said as he came down the stairs. Oscar padded down next to him, looking extremely self-satisfied in that way only cats can.

			I glared at him. Traitor. Oscar’s tail twitched. I got the sense he knew exactly what I was thinking and was amused by it.

			No help there. I turned my attention to Daniel, hoping I could convince him to leave before it sunk in how alone we were. “Did you really believe there would be someone here?”

			He paused at the bottom of the stairs. “Becca, in all seriousness, I have no idea. I honestly don’t know what’s going on. While I’m glad you’re trying to get your memory back, I don’t buy that what happened fifteen years ago has anything to do with what’s going on now. And it worries me that you’re so focused on the past, you may be missing the danger in the present.”

			I swallowed hard, all thoughts of that kiss evaporating, leaving me feeling cold. The knots in my stomach twisted into fear. “What are you talking about?” 

			He sighed and ran his fingers roughly through his hair. “I’m not trying to scare you, but there are things that just aren’t adding up.”

			My dreams flashed through my head. Was Chrissy in danger?

			Was I?

			How many more are going to die because you refuse to remember?

			“What isn’t adding up?” I asked. “I mean, Pat died. Which is tragic and awful. But you keep saying there’s no evidence of foul play. And Bear is gone, but that could be totally innocent too. Maybe the kids left the gate open. What else is there?”

			He pressed his lips together, like he was trying to decide how much to tell me. “Bear isn’t the only dog to disappear,” he said finally. “Other pets have gone missing. And some have been found.”

			My stomach felt like it was encased in ice. I was having trouble breathing. “Isn’t finding pets a good thing?”

			He lifted his head to stare into my eyes. “Not when they’ve been mutilated.”

			A vision of the dead, mauled rabbit swam into my vision. I struggled to breathe. 

			“It’s not just pets,” he continued. “It’s other animals, too.”

			“Oh God,” I said, crossing my arms to try and keep myself from freezing into a block of ice. “Who would do such a thing to a defenseless animal? That’s awful.”

			“That’s the problem. Plus, we’re still getting complaints about a Peeping Tom.”

			I had forgotten about the Peeping Tom. I struggled to keep myself upright. 

			“Now, Peeping Toms are rarely violent,” he rushed to tell me, as he took a few steps toward me. “So, I’m not saying they’re related. But ... Becca, let’s sit down.”

			I nodded as he moved toward me to take my arm and lead me to the couch. His hand was so warm against my cold, clammy skin.

			 “Are you okay?” he asked after I plopped down, rather ungracefully.

			“I’m fine,” I said. “Really. It’s just ...”

			He nodded. “I know. It’s a lot to take in.” He took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing: I don’t have a lot of leads to investigate so I’m sort of running into a brick wall. Plus, some of what’s been happening could have an innocent explanation. Like, maybe Pat did just fall down the steps and it’s nothing more sinister than that. And, maybe Bear did just get out. Maybe he got hit by a car somewhere. Totally innocent. And the Peeping Tom could just be a bunch of kids who will eventually get bored and stop. Just a big nothing burger.”

			“But …” I said.

			“My gut is telling me differently too,” he said simply. “And I especially don’t like the fact that you’re living out here by yourself.”

			“Mia is coming tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll talk to her about staying until ... until this is sorted out.”

			“Good.” His dark-blue eyes locked with mine as he raised a finger to brush a lock of hair off my cheek. A bolt of heat shot through me at his touch. “I could stay tonight if you want. Sleep on the couch.”

			My insides were awash with confusion. Desire, fear, wanting him to stay, wanting him to leave. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

			His lips twitched up into a small smile. “I don’t mind the couch.”

			“Liar. That couch is super uncomfortable.”

			He laughed. “Well, it would be worth it.”

			It was so hard to think. I looked away, trying to focus my thoughts. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer,” I said carefully. “But ...”

			He pressed a finger lightly against my mouth, making my lips tingle. “I get it,” he said. “This isn’t the time. Along with everything else going on, you’re barely out of a bad marriage.”

			“Actually, I’m not even out of that marriage,” I said disgustedly. “He’s refusing to sign the divorce papers.”

			Daniel pressed his lips together as he nodded tightly. “Yeah, so, there’s that too. I’ll get going.”

			He stood up and headed for the door. I followed, simultaneously wishing he’d stay and feeling relieved he was leaving. I felt like I should say something but my mind was blank.

			He opened the door before turning to face me. “Make sure you lock up behind me.”

			I made a face. “Duh.”

			He almost smiled. “Keep your phone with you. If anything, and I mean anything, seems off, call me. I don’t care if you wake me up. I don’t even care if I come over here only to find that what you heard is a tree branch scraping the house. I would rather that then you not calling when you really should have.”

			I nodded, wondering if maybe I should just let him stay on the couch after all. It wasn’t like we were a couple of hormone-addled teens. We really ought to be able to control ourselves.

			Right?

			He paused, studying my face, eyes dark with electricity, making my heart flutter. “For the record,” he said, his voice quiet yet intense, “the first time I make love to you, I have no intention of dividing my attention between you and strategizing to keep you safe. Also, for the record, I would never try to scare you as an excuse to spend the night. If we’re together that way, it will be something we both want.”

			My mouth went dry. For a moment, all I could do was stare stupidly at him. “That’s ... awfully ... presumptuous, of you,” I stuttered.

			His mouth slanted into a smile. “Is it?” The heat in his eyes sucked all the air out of my body, leaving me weak and breathless.

			He turned to leave. “Stay safe, Becca. And don’t forget to call me.” He closed the door firmly behind him.

			I tottered forward a few steps until I could reach the door and lock it. A part of me wanted to call him back, but I knew that was madness. 

			The last thing I needed was to start a relationship with Daniel. Not only because I wasn’t sure if I ought to be in a relationship at all right now, but because in all practicality, I didn’t need the distraction.

			Not to mention I didn’t feel I could trust my judgment when it came to men.

			Actually, the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if there was anything about myself that I could trust.

			Why couldn’t I remember what happened the day Jessica disappeared?

			How did my meeting with Daniel get changed fifteen years ago? Did I do it and not remember?

			Was I being watched right now? Had someone been in my house? Killed a rabbit in my yard? 

			Or was it all in my head?

			A disturbing pattern was definitely emerging. Either there was something truly dreadful going on, like, serial-killer dreadful, and it was still out there ... or there was something wrong with me. There was something broken in my head.

			You know the evil that has been done.

			I shivered. The worst part was that it didn’t really matter which scenario was true. Each was awful and I had no business starting a relationship with Daniel.

			No matter how much I wanted to.


		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			“Knock, knock. Anyone home?” Mia called out from the hallway.

			“In the kitchen,” I hollered back.

			Mia appeared in the doorway, taking in the scene—me, sitting at the table covered with papers and a cold cup of coffee. “What’s all of this?”

			“Progress,” I answered.

			After a sleepless night spent tossing and turning and trying not to think about Daniel, I realized I had to do whatever it took to get my memory back. I had no idea what was actually going on, but it felt like the best, most productive thing I could do. Not having my memory made me feel like I was stuck in limbo, unable to make any decisions at all about my future—even decisions like whether or not I should stay in Redemption and, if I did, should I look for a job or start a business. It felt impossible to move forward until I put the past behind me once and for all. I was determined to remember, no matter the cost. 

			After getting Chrissy’s room ready for Mia, I set myself up at the kitchen table to work through all my notes. In the middle of sorting through everything, I realized what I really needed was a timeline so I would have a clear picture of where everyone was that night and, even more importantly, who was missing and when.

			“Look,” I said, proudly holding up what I had been working so diligently on. “I went through and compared everyone’s stories and compiled a timeline so we can clearly see who was where, when.”

			Mia pulled a chair over to examine my work. 

			“Does it look right to you?” I asked.

			Mia didn’t answer right away as she continued to study the paper. 

			I started to walk her through it, using my finger to point out the lines. “What I wanted to do was trace everyone’s actions that night. So, here’s Jessica. She had the fight with Rich, which we all heard. It seems like the rest of us were in the house while Rich and Jessica were outside, but we all came in and sat at the table after the fight. I was the first one to leave after that. I went into the woods and Daniel followed me. Daniel and I fought, and he ended up leaving me and going to the front of the house to sit by Barry’s car.

			“You were sick and didn’t leave the backyard. Daphne was with you most of the night except when she left you for a few minutes. She said to go back into the house—you said to follow me into the woods. But she was with you when you heard the screams, right?”

			Mia nodded.

			“Okay. So, we need to find out where exactly she was during that one window of time. We also don’t know where Rich was. He left when Jessica did. And then there’s Barry. Daniel said Barry was with him when he heard me scream, but where was Barry before then?”

			Mia shook her head. “I don’t know.”

			“And CB. He was in the house, right? You said you saw him come out after you heard the scream?”

			Mia screwed up her face. “Yeah. Barry went into the house to find flashlights for us to search for you, and CB helped him find the flashlights.”

			I tapped the paper. “So, these are the holes. We know Rich saw me with Jessica, but did anyone else? And was anyone with us? Rich, Barry and Daphne are all unaccounted for when Jessica and I were both in the woods. Why? What were they doing?”

			Mia glanced at me, her brow furrowed in concern. “You don’t really believe Daphne had ...” 

			The doorbell rang, interrupting her and making me jump.

			“Are you expecting someone?” Mia asked. 

			I shook my head, wondering if it was Daniel. Just the thought made my pulse start to race.

			Mia slid out of her chair. “I’ll go see who it is.”

			“You don’t have to,” I called out, but she was already out of the kitchen. Well, maybe it was for the best. If she was going to live here for a while, the sooner she made herself at home, the better.

			I was wishing I had chosen to take a shower after cleaning this morning instead of sitting here in a stained tee shirt and old shorts with my hair pulled back in a hasty, messy ponytail when Daphne walked in.

			“Why have you been ignoring me?” She asked, a bit breathless. She too had her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, and behind her red frames, her eyes were angry.

			Startled, I could only stare at her, my mouth hanging open. Not only had I not been expecting to see her, but I certainly hadn’t expected to see her angry. Come to think of it, I wasn’t sure if I had ever seen Daphne mad before.

			Mia peeked around, mouthing “sorry” at me. “I’ll leave you two alone while I get settled,” she announced, and quickly disappeared. A part of me wished I could disappear with her.

			Daphne put her hands on her hips and glared at me. “I’m waiting.”

			I stared down into my coffee cup, searching for the right words. She was right to be upset with me. I should have reached out before now.

			Picking up my coffee cup, I got up from the table. “Do you want some coffee?”

			“Not particularly.”

			I headed to the coffee pot. “Tea? Water?”

			“Becca, I’m serious. Why have you been ignoring me?”

			I dumped out the cold coffee and refilled my cup before turning to face her. “There’s ... an inconsistency.”

			Daphne’s face went blank. “An inconsistency? What are you talking about?”

			I opened up the fridge for cream. “When you were telling me the story of the night Jessica disappeared, you said you went back into the house to get your purse. But Mia said you went into the woods.”

			“I don’t understand. Why were you asking Mia about that night? Did you not believe me?”

			I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t that at all. Here, let me show you.” I went back to my seat at the table and showed her my timeline. “I’m trying to get my memory back of that night, so I started asking everyone what they remembered to see if something someone said would spark anything in me.”

			Daphne stepped closer, so she could peer down at the papers spread out on the table. Her lips moved as a finger traced over the scribblings. “Did it work?”

			I slumped over. “Not yet. But what it did is show me all of these holes. See?” I started tracing timelines with my finger. “Where was Barry? Or Rich?”

			“Or me?”

			I looked at her steadily. “Or you.”

			She met my gaze unflinchingly. “Do you really think I had something to do with Jessica disappearing?”

			“No! No, of course not. But it is … peculiar that there’s an inconsistency in your story at a crucial part of the timeline.” 

			“So, why didn’t you ask me about this sooner?”

			I found myself looking away, unable to meet her eyes. I busied myself reaching for my coffee. “I didn’t understand why you would lie to me and ... I guess I was afraid ...” In that moment, I realized that was the true reason why I hadn’t wanted to confront Daphne.

			Fear.

			And how much I didn’t want to admit it.

			“You were afraid? Of what?”

			I couldn’t say it. What if by saying it, I somehow breathed life into it … made it come true?

			Daphne didn’t wait for my answer.

			“So, if I told you I was trying to protect you, what would you say?”

			It felt like the kitchen had flipped on its side. I was having trouble breathing. Oh God. Why was she protecting me? What had she seen that night?

			“From what?” I asked, my voice barely louder than a whisper.

			She nodded unhappily and rubbed her forehead. “In retrospect, it seems a little silly.”

			Silly? That wasn’t what I expected her to say. “I don’t understand.”

			“It’s just ... I guess I didn’t want to hurt your feelings or make you feel bad.”

			“Why would I feel bad?”

			She sighed again. “Let me start from the beginning. So yes, I left Mia in the backyard to go find you. You clearly weren’t having a good night. You were fighting with Daniel, and you yelled at CB. And, remember, you hadn’t been acting all that ... sane.”

			I remembered. I had been convinced I was being haunted by our resident ghost, Mad Martha. “Plus, we had just had that séance,” I added.

			“Yeah, that too. So I went after you. But I didn’t find you. I found Rich instead.” She swallowed. “He was so angry. It wasn’t really clear who he was angry at or why. He kept saying over and over, ‘That bitch. I’ll show her.’” She lifted her hands helplessly. “Honestly, at the time, I had assumed he was talking about Jessica. I thought he had caught up to her and they had continued their fight. I tried to calm him down, bring him back to the house. He started to come back with me but then he just took off. I went after him, but he was moving too fast and I didn’t want to leave Mia alone for too long. So, I headed back.”

			I reached for my coffee, wondering what on earth I had said that night that was so bad that Rich would still be so upset with me all these years later. “When did you realize he was talking about me?”

			“I didn’t. I mean, I don’t know. I still don’t. But something got him riled up. Maybe you and Jessica were talking about him, and that’s what he overheard? But I think ...” Daphne sucked in her breath, her face unhappy. “Well, I might as well tell you all of it. I never wanted to share this with you.”

			That sick feeling of dread rose back up inside me. I struggled to breathe normally. “Tell me what?”

			“It’s just ... God, I hate this.” She glanced away. “Rich does blame you for Jessica disappearing but it’s not what you think. He believes that if we hadn’t been so focused on getting you to the hospital, we would have realized sooner that Jessica went missing and maybe we could have stopped it.”

			The pieces started clicking inside my head. “So if I hadn’t gotten sick, Jessica would still be here?”

			“I don’t think he really thinks that,” she said in a rush. “It’s like I said. I think he blames himself. He probably did find you two, you probably were talking about him and he probably got mad and stomped off. And ever since, I think he’s wished he could go back in time and change that. But it’s easier to blame you, especially because you weren’t even here. I just didn’t want you to think badly of him. He’s suffered enough.”

			Mia chose that moment to pop her head back in. “Who’s suffered enough?”

			“Rich.” Daphne and I both said. Daphne gave Mia a quick rundown of what she had just told me, while I jotted her story down.

			Mia stared at Daphne. “I didn’t realize you had found Rich. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Honestly? Because I forgot about it. Don’t you remember how crazy that time was? We were spending all our time trying to convince everyone, especially the cops, that something had happened to Jessica—that she hadn’t left on her own. But no one was taking us seriously.”

			Mia grimaced. “I remember.”

			“So it wasn’t anything I was trying to hide from you. From either of you.” Here she looked at both of us. “It just ... it seemed like all I would be doing is sharing gossip and hurting people’s feelings if I said anything. I didn’t think it would help anyone.”

			I reached over to grasp Daphne’s hand. “Thank you for finally telling me. And Rich may be right. Maybe Jessica would still be here if I hadn’t gotten sick.”

			“I didn’t tell you so you would blame yourself,” Daphne started to say.

			“I know,” I interrupted. “And I’m not. Well, not any more than I guess any of us are. My problem is that I can’t remember, and I think I really need to. For all our sakes. I wish there was something I could say to Rich, so he would be willing to share what he knows about that night.” 

			 “Rich isn’t thinking straight,” Mia said. “He has never thought straight when it comes to Jessica. Ever.”

			“Amen to that,” Daphne said.

			“God, I wish he had talked to us more,” Mia said. “Why didn’t he ever tell us that he saw you and Jessica that night? Did he tell anyone else? Other than the cops, of course.”

			“Wait, hold on,” Daphne said. “We don’t know he was the one who told the cops about seeing Jessica and Becca together.”

			Mia made a face. “Oh, come on. Who else would it have been?”

			“The someone else who saw them,” Daphne said.

			“How many people do you think were wandering around those woods that night?” Mia asked. “My money is on Rich.”

			“You’re probably right,” I said. “Although a fat lot of good it will do us. It’s not like we’ll be able to see those old police files.”

			Mia glanced up at me, a grin flashing across her face. “Oh? I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

			I looked away, the heat rising in my cheeks. In the corner of my eye, I could see Daphne eyeing us both. “What did I miss?”

			“Only that Daniel and Becca are dating,” Mia said cheerfully.

			“We are NOT dating,” I said firmly. “We went out to dinner. Once.”

			“And he kissed you.”

			“He kissed you?” Daphne broke in. “I don’t talk to you for a week and this is what happens?”

			My face was burning up. “Nothing much happened,” I said. “One kiss. Which wasn’t planned. And yes, last night we had dinner, but it wasn’t a date. He wanted to ask me why I saw Rich.”

			Mia cocked her head. “How did he know you talked to Rich?”

			“Because Rich told him.”

			“What happened with Rich?” Daphne asked.

			“It went about as well as you might imagine,” I said. “He didn’t tell me anything other than that he saw me and how I may have the rest of this town fooled but not him. And he told me never to talk to him again.”

			“Well, at least he didn’t beat around the bush at all,” Mia said.

			“No, he was pretty clear.”

			“I wonder if I should talk to him,” Daphne mused. “He really needs to let this go. It’s not good for him.”

			“Why don’t you wait a bit? Hopefully, I’ll get my memory back and that will give you an opening to start the conversation,” I said. “And God willing, he can hopefully finally get some closure.”

			“I like that idea,” Mia said.

			“I do too,” Daphne said. “So what’s the next step?”

			I could almost hear Aunt Charlie’s answer:

			Black to vanquish the bad energy. Red to draw in new energy. White for truth.


		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			“This is going to sound sort of strange,” I began.

			Daphne laughed. “What’s happened lately that hasn’t been strange?”

			“Well, there is that,” I said. “But this is strange even by our standards.”

			“Becca, just spill it,” Mia said. “We’re getting old here.”

			I held my hands up. “Okay, okay. I’ve been dreaming about Aunt Charlie again.”

			“Does she want you to drink more tea?” Daphne asked.

			I shook my head. “No, light candles.”

			Daphne’s face went blank. “Candles? Wait a second. Maybe I do need that coffee after all. No, no,” she waved me back down. “You talk. I’ll get it.”

			While Daphne got all of us coffee, I not only shared my dreams but also what Daniel had said about the dead animals and the Peeping Tom. I also mentioned how he thought Mia staying with me until all of this got resolved was a good idea.

			“Sooo,” Daphne said when I was finished, her face thoughtful. “You think the candles are here somewhere? Or are we supposed to go buy them?”

			“It sounds like they’re here,” I said. “Although I don’t know where. I’ve been through pretty much everything.”

			“Well, except the master bedroom,” Mia piped in.

			Daphne stared at me. “You still haven’t been in the master bedroom?”

			 I squirmed. “Well, that’s Aunt Charlie’s room. My room is ... ah.” I trailed off, hearing how ridiculous I sounded.

			Daphne shot me a level look. “You do know that Charlie is dead. Right?”

			I laughed, a little self-consciously. “Yes, of course. I know it doesn’t make sense, but it just doesn’t feel ... right. Or something.”

			“Maybe you just need to redecorate it,” Daphne said briskly. “Make it your own.”

			“Maybe,” I said, although I doubted that would help. Not wanting to even open the door felt like the bigger problem, especially since it made no sense. What did I really think would happen? That her ghost would be there waiting for me? Maybe my friends were right and the sooner I opened the door, the better. 

			“Redecorating could be fun,” Mia said. “Lord knows we need something fun around here.”

			“I agree,” Daphne said. “There’s no better time than the present to get started.”

			My mouth fell open. “Right now?” I had been hoping for a grace period—for some time to get used to the idea. My stomach was definitely queasy at the thought of it.

			Daphne deliberately pushed the chair back and got to her feet. “Do you want to get your memory back or not? Has it occurred to you that not opening that door may be what’s keeping you stuck?”

			 Ugh. As much as I wished otherwise, Daphne had a point. 

			 I still didn’t want to do it.

			“Besides, wouldn’t you rather be sleeping in the master bedroom?” Mia asked.

			“You just want to stop sharing a bathroom,” I said, wanting to sound witty and sarcastic but knowing it fell flat.

			Mia grinned. “You won’t hear me complain.”

			“See, lots of benefits,” Daphne said, holding out her hand. Reluctantly, I took it and let her help me to my feet. She gave me a big smile. “Relax! We’re not escorting you to your execution. You might even like how this turns out.”

			I forced myself to smile back, even though I was still feeling faintly nauseous. “Do we have to do it now?” I asked, trying to make it sound like a joke.

			Daphne put her hands on my shoulders and steered me out of the kitchen. “Like I said, no time like the present.”

			I sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. I was definitely regretting all the coffee I had drunk as it was now sloshing around in my stomach. Slowly, with Daphne and Mia behind me, I headed up the stairs and down the hallway to Aunt Charlie’s room, trying not to think about what I was about to do.

			Daphne and Mia were right here. There was no way Aunt Charlie would be in that room.

			Was there?

			“Oh my God, Becca. Could you move any slower?” Mia’s voice floated out from behind me. “I have less than eight hours before my shift tonight.”

			“Ha, ha, very funny,” I grumbled, as the door loomed in front of me. 

			Oh, for God’s sake, Becca. It’s just a room! Stop making this into such a thing. 

			“Pro tip—it’s easier to open the door if you turn the door knob,” Mia offered.

			“Yes, yes, I know,” I said, gritting my teeth as I reached out to grab it. Before I could think about it too much, I turned it.

			The door easily and quietly opened, which took me by surprise. I had expected it to take a massive effort and be accompanied by a loud squeak at the very least. 

			I pushed it open wider, all the while feeling more and more sure I was about to see Aunt Charlie in there, maybe propped up in bed, dressed in her silk dressing gown that only accentuated the skeleton she was now ...

			The room was empty. 

			I took a hesitant step inside, closely followed by Daphne and Mia. It was dimly lit, and the air smelled of dust and cobwebs. Mia went over to one of the windows to wrestle it open, coughing as she disturbed the dust and propelled it into the air.

			The sun burst into the room so suddenly, my eyes watered. The fresh humid air was a welcome relief in the musty and stale room.

			“God this place needs a good dusting,” Mia said, opening the second window before disappearing into the attached bath to do the same.

			Aunt Charlie’s room was huge, containing a massive four-poster antique bed and matching dresser, bookcase, bureau and writing table. Gold and cream lamps stood on the two nightstands. Unlike the rest of the house, it was relatively free of clutter. 

			The bathroom housed an old-fashioned claw-foot tub, a separate shower, two sinks, and a walk-in closet, also done in gold and cream. Dead curled up spiders littered the bottom of the tub.

			Daphne was standing in the middle of the bedroom, watching me carefully, while Mia dragged a finger through the layer of dust on the dresser. “Anything?” she asked.

			I shook my head, feeling deflated. After all the build-up, I was sure something would have popped up when I finally mustered up the courage to open the door, but there was nothing. Daphne’s face fell, looking as disappointed as I felt.

			“Maybe you need to spend more time in here,” Mia said. “Or sleep in here.”

			“It’s worth a shot,” Daphne agreed. “What if we help you clean it?”

			“You don’t have to do that,” I protested, but they both waved me off.

			“If we all pitch in it won’t take very long,” Daphne said as she moved toward the bed.  Mia left to get cleaning supplies. “Besides, we should look for those candles. If opening the door didn’t jar your memory, maybe the candles will.” 

			I watched Daphne strip the bed, her face wrinkling up as the dust flew around her head, a few stray red hairs escaping from her ponytail and draping across her forehead. I felt useless and foolish. Why did I wait so long to open this door? I could have moved in here weeks ago, instead of watching my friends help me clean—which was really my responsibility.

			I quickly redid my own ponytail as I went over to help Daphne. “I feel so silly,” I said.

			“Don’t,” she said. “We all have our demons. Most of the time, they don’t make any sense.”

			“Yeah, but there’s nothing here,” I said, frustration coloring my voice. “And now that the door is open and I’m in here, it’s like what the heck was my problem? I don’t even get it.”

			Daphne didn’t say anything for a moment, focusing hard on removing a pillowcase from a pillow. “Has it occurred to you that there may be a deeper reason why you haven’t regained your memory?” she asked.

			I went still. “Like what?” I was already pretty sure I didn’t want to hear the answer.

			“That ... maybe you don’t want to remember? That maybe what’s trapped in your head is so ... awful, your brain is protecting you by not letting you remember?”

			How many more are going to die because you refuse to remember?

			I licked my dry lips, tasting dust. “I ...”

			“This should get us started,” Mia said, dragging in cleaning supplies along with my iPod and speakers. “What’s cleaning without a little Beyoncé?” She stopped when she saw my face. “What did I miss?”

			I shook my head and tried to force a smile. “I feel stupid is all. Making such a big deal about this room.”

			“You’ve had to deal with a lot of crap,” Mia said. “Don’t even worry about it.”

			“And ...” I paused. The last person I wanted to let down was Mia, but I felt like it needed to be said. She deserved to know. “Daphne pointed out how maybe my brain is intentionally blocking me from remembering.” I sat heavily down on the side of the bed, puffs of dust floating up. “What if that’s true? What if I did see something so horrible that my brain won’t let me remember? What if I’m never able to remember?” I looked up into both of their faces, feeling hopeless.

			“Hey,” Daphne said, sitting down next to me. “I think it’s a little early to go there.”

			Mia knelt in front of me. “I agree. We barely got this door open. And we still haven’t found the candles.”

			“You didn’t even really try to remember until recently, right?” Daphne asked.

			I nodded, wiping the sweat and dust from my cheeks, feeling tears sting my eyes.

			“Okay. So, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Daphne continued. “There’s still a lot we haven’t done. We still have to finish figuring out where everyone was that night. Plus, it would be nice to know what Rich actually saw or heard, so maybe we can focus on getting that information, too. And look, this irrational fear of this room may be a good thing. Maybe there is something in here that will help you remember. Maybe that’s why you were so afraid of it.”

			“Plus,” Mia added. “If none of that works, there’s still therapy.”

			I made a face.

			Mia laughed. “There’s more than one therapist in this town.”

			“I’m not a brain expert,” Daphne said. “But, my understanding is that the only way to fully heal is to remember. So actually, if you did see something traumatic, maybe the best thing for you would be therapy so a professional can help you process it safely and really heal.”

			What Daphne said sounded so reasonable, so sane. “You’re right,” I said, feeling more optimistic than I had since this started. “And thank you.” I reached out to hug both of them.

			“Anytime,” Daphne said, her voice muffled in my shoulder.

			I stood up, brushing off my shorts. “So, I’m ready to clean. But, honestly, I’m good. Neither of you need to help me. I’m perfectly capable of ...”

			Mia’s answer was to blast a hip-hop dance number through my iPod. “I can’t hear you,” she yelled as she picked up a duster.

			I reached for my own rag, deciding I might as well stop fighting it and just be happy they were there helping me. It ended up being almost fun—a sort of giant dance party that included scrubbing, vacuuming and washing.

			When Daphne started trucking armloads of my aunt’s clothing down the stairs, I protested, “Wait a second. You don’t have to do that. I should be the one …” 

			Daphne only smiled. “Becca, you can’t move your stuff in with Charlie’s taking up all this space. It’s no big deal to move this stuff downstairs. You start going through the drawers.” She nodded her head to the dresser as she headed down the stairs.

			I blew the air out of my cheeks as I faced the dresser. She was giving me a gift. She was giving me the opportunity to find the candles.

			I started opening drawers and sorting what I found. Socks. Jeans. Bras. Underwear. Shorts. Tee shirts. Nothing I wanted to keep.

			I started on the bureau and found more of the same—a never-ending pile of clothes.

			“God,” Mia said, dancing toward the door, her arms filled with curtains to take outside to air. “Did she ever throw anything away?”

			“Doesn’t look like it,” I mused, pulling out a giant pink tee shirt with a pig on it and adding it to the growing pile. “There are things here that are easily older than me. And some of these shirts are huge! She must have lost a bunch of weight at some point.”

			The next drawer I opened was full of odds and ends. Picture frames. A music box. A couple of snow globes. 

			And candles.

			Specifically, a black wrought iron candle holder with one black, one red and one white candle poised in it.

			My vision spun around me before turning black.

			These were the exact candles in my dream.


		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			“Becca, what’s going on? Are you alright?”

			I blinked. I was sitting on the floor and Daphne and Mia were anxiously hovering over me.

			“I ...” I looked around. Was I dreaming again? No, the candles were right there on the floor.

			“What?” Daphne asked. 

			I raised a shaky hand to point. “Those candles. That holder. I saw them in my dream.” Even though I was fully aware that the whole purpose of finally entering Aunt Charlie’s room had been to look for those damn candles, it still felt like a punch in the gut that I had actually found them.

			“Wow.” Mia stared at the candles like she thought they were going to turn into snakes and bite her. “They’re real!”

			“You know,” Daphne said, her gaze quickly ping ponging between me and the candles, like they just might sneak up on her if she wasn’t looking at them, “there could be a simple explanation for this.”

			“Like what?” I asked.

			“Like you saw them as a child.”

			I shook my head. “I don’t remember seeing them.”

			“You still could have,” Daphne said, although her tone seemed to indicate that she was trying to convince herself just as much as me. “You may not have thought it was that important so it didn’t register at the time.”

			“So you don’t think it means anything?” I asked. God, how I wished that were true, but even as the words left my lips, I knew it wasn’t.

			“One way to find out,” Mia said. “We light them and see what happens.”

			There it was again—that blackness inside that recoiled against the thought of lighting the candles. It was the same blackness I felt about coming into Aunt Charlie’s room, and when I decided to investigate what happened fifteen years ago.

			But I was stronger than what seemed to want to stop me.

			Daphne had been watching my face. “We don’t have to do this now,” she said.

			I shook my head as I straightened up. “No, I think we’ve all waited long enough. Let’s take everything downstairs.”

			Mia scooped up the candles and holder as I got myself to my feet, feeling a little wobbly.

			“Maybe some tea first,” Daphne said. 

			I shot her a grateful look. “Tea would be lovely.”

			In the kitchen, Mia set up the candles in the middle of the table.

			Just like my dream.

			Daphne must have seen something in my face, because she quickly reminded me that we would have tea first. I tried to help prepare it, but she waved me off. “I think Mia and I can handle it,” she said, as Mia poked around in the cupboard for mugs.

			“It’s just so weird to think that lighting candles might have anything to do with my memory,” I mused, taking a seat at the table. I purposefully chose the same seat I had in my dream, even though the blackness inside me rebelled again.

			“Maybe we’re supposed to do a séance?” Mia offered.

			“Oh God, no,” I groaned. “No more séances.” 

			“I second that,” Daphne said, picking up two of the mugs and carrying them to the table while Mia brought over the third. Daphne held one out to me, and I accepted it, taking a moment to concentrate on the warmth seeping into my cold and stiff fingers.

			“Not to rush this or anything,” Mia said. “But I do have to go to work in a couple of hours. If that’s not enough time, we could do this tomorrow or another day.”

			How I wanted to say ‘yes’ to that idea. But no, this had all gone on long enough. I was ready.

			“No, we should do it sooner rather than later,” I said. “Just give me five minutes. Maybe ten.” Enough to calm the panic swirling around inside me, I thought. I took a sip of tea, hoping that would settle things down. It didn’t work.

			Mia nodded. “Of course,” she said, trying to sound as calm as Daphne but unable to hide the wild sparkle of delight in her eyes.

			Well, at least someone was excited.

			We were all silent, sipping our tea, when Mia’s cell phone beeped, signaling a text. She glanced at it, and almost immediately, the color drained from her face, leaving her ashen.

			“What?” Daphne and I both asked.

			Mia swallowed. “It’s Brittany. She’s missing.”

			“Missing?” Daphne exclaimed. I sat frozen in my seat, horror rising inside me.

			Brittany. Chrissy’s friend. Who happened to be the spitting image of her Aunt Jessica.

			Who disappeared, never to be seen again, fifteen years ago.

			Could this be connected to what happened to Jessica? Or just a terrible, awful coincidence?

			How many more are going to die because you refuse to remember?

			Mia nodded. “Yes. She was supposed to be home several hours ago. I don’t have any other details. People are meeting up at Aunt May’s. We should go, too.” Mia was already standing up and hunting for her purse. “You don’t mind waiting to light the candles until later, do you Becca?”

			“Absolutely not,” I said, standing up as well to gather my purse. My movements were jerky and mechanical, my brain whirling around so much that I could barely focus. I followed Mia and Daphne outside, Daphne muttering about meeting us there. She needed to go home and tell her mother first.

			Mia asked me if I wouldn’t mind driving so she could tend to the texts and calls that were blowing up her phone. I nodded, pulling my keys out of my purse, feeling like I was more robot than human. Halfway there, she slapped her hand against her forehead, remembering she had to work. I told her I didn’t mind coming to get her after her shift.

			As I drove, I tried to piece together what had happened as I listened to Mia muttering under her breath, responding to what sounded like nonstop pinging. I heard Chrissy’s name more than once, and I thought my heart might stop.

			My dream. The warning about Chrissy.

			Oh God. Was she okay? I asked Mia and got a distracted “I think so,” answer. Which didn’t make me feel much better.

			I had to park a couple blocks away from Aunt May’s, as the parking lot was packed full. It looked like the entire town was there. The sunset made me squint as we walked, reducing the steady stream of people filing into the restaurant into a line of featureless shadows. I noticed a shapeless, hunched-over mass trying to wedge her way into the door with a shopping cart. One of the shadows came out of the restaurant, and, with some effort, guided the shopping cart and the hunched- over mass away from the door.

			“Poor Maude,” Mia sighed next to me. The shadow handed her a box, probably filled with food, as Maude seemed to get more and more agitated. “This has to be confusing to her.”

			I could hear Maude yelling. “No, it’s the devil! I have to warn them. It’s happening again. Get out of my way.”

			I felt a cold shiver run down my spine, despite the heat and humidity. Maude took the food and flung herself away from the door, pushing her cart and muttering to herself again. The shadow that was now obviously a waitress watched her for a moment before going back inside.

			“Pat talked about the devil too,” I said.

			Mia glanced sideways at me. “What?”

			“The devil. That’s what Maude just said.”

			Mia shook her head. “I don’t think you should put too much stock into what Maude says. She’s probably pretty confused right now with all the people going into Aunt May’s. She’s used to it being quiet around this time of night when she gets her dinner.”

			I hoped Mia was right and Maude was just spouting gibberish … but a part of me still felt uneasy.

			“Did you figure out how Chrissy is involved yet?” I asked.

			She shook her head, going back to staring at her phone as we walked. “I’m not sure. I’m getting a lot of mixed stories. I can’t tell if she was the one who figured out that Brittany was missing or if she was supposed to be with Brittany when she went missing or what.”

			“She’s okay though. Right?”

			Mia shot me a quick look. “She hasn’t disappeared, if that’s what you mean.” Her voice was gentle.

			I nodded, the fist clutching my heart easing. 

			Aunt May’s was packed. Every chair was taken, and some people were sitting on the floor. Others had squeezed into booths, nearly on top of each other. More people stood at the sides of the restaurant, lined up against the walls. 

			The tables were covered in coffee cups and glasses half full of soda and iced tea. A couple of waitresses gingerly picked their way around the dining room refilling cups and glasses. The diner lacked its normal aroma of food and I noticed no one seemed interested in eating. Instead, the scents of perfume mixed with the musty odor of sweat due to the sheer number of bodies that were packed into the limited space even though the air conditioning was blasting. 

			We had to work our way through the door but when people saw Mia, they automatically made room. I strained to see if I could find Chrissy. I would feel better if I could see her with my own eyes, safe and sound, but there were too many people. I did recognize Barbara and Gina standing in a corner, Gina’s face a scowl but Barbara looking more at peace. I hoped she was finally coming to grips with her mother’s death. And was that ... Nurse Ellen? My absolute nemesis during the time I was trapped in the hospital? Obviously, she wasn’t in her nursing uniform, but was instead stuffed into tight jeans and a red halter top that showed off her expansive breasts. Her expression reflected worry and concern, but I could sense the jittery excitement beneath it, as if she couldn’t wait to share in this juicy bit of gossip.

			Daniel was standing in front of the counter, surrounded by a small group of people. A forgotten to-go cup of coffee stood on the counter. He looked like he was trying to calm the group down. I could see the strain around his eyes and wondered if he had simply stopped in for a coffee pick-me-up but was now unable to leave. His blonde hair was mussed and I could picture him running his hands through it, likely in frustration.

			 An older, heavy-set woman standing in the group was particularly animated. She had short grey hair, a heavily-lined, puffy face and faded blue eyes. But underneath the weariness and folds of fat were traces of an ethereal beauty.

			Just like Jessica.

			Just like Brittany.

			She glanced over at me just then, her eyes meeting mine. I saw them widen in horror and shock. “You,” she hissed, breaking off her conversation and shoving her way toward me. “How dare you come here?”

			Hands reached out to stop her, but she swatted them away. I instinctively shrank back but the close proximity of bodies behind me prevented me from moving.

			“Haven’t you and your family done enough?” She yelled, clawing her way toward me. “This is all your fault!”

			Mia wedged her way in front of me. “Louise, stop.”

			Daniel managed to grab her from behind. “Louise, that’s enough.” His voice was firm.

			Louise railed against them. “Let go of me. How dare you? It’s her fault! Can’t you see?”

			Daniel wrestled her away from me. “Louise, this isn’t helping us find Brittany.”

			Suddenly, Louise stopped fighting and sagged against Daniel. “My baby,” she whimpered. “My beautiful baby. Jesse, Jessica and now Brittany. Why does this keep happening to my family?”

			Oh man … Jesse, too. I had forgotten about him. Her brother, who Jessica had been named after, had disappeared after they fought. No wonder she was so distraught. 

			Daniel held her, patting her as the tears poured from her eyes. “I promise you, I will do everything in my power to find her.”

			As I watched Daniel comfort the older woman, I wondered how all these disappearances might be connected. On the surface it didn’t make any sense at all.

			But, underneath ... it just seemed way too coincidental. 

			Why was she blaming me, though? And my family? I had only seen Brittany one time, and I wasn’t even born when her brother had disappeared. And how on earth could Aunt Charlie have anything to do with any of it?

			I really had to get my memory back. I had no idea if it would help, but it felt like the best thing I could possibly do.

			A second woman with exhausted, faded brown eyes and muddy brown hair that hung limply around her face pried Louise out of Daniel’s arms. Louise submitted, letting herself be led away. All the fight seemed to have drained out of her.

			Daniel looked over at me, raising an eyebrow. “You okay?” He mouthed. I nodded.

			He tilted his head in acknowledgment and turned to the crowd. “If I can have your attention,” he said. All the buzzing and murmuring quickly died down. “As I think you all know, Brittany Nelson is allegedly missing.”

			“Allegedly?” A balding man with thick glasses asked.

			“Yes, it appears that way,” Daniel reiterated firmly, holding up his hand to prevent other interruptions. “She was last seen driving her car, which is also missing. We have sent out an APB but for now, at least, there is no sign of foul play.”

			“Liar,” Another woman screamed. I looked at her and did a double take—yes, her hair was a darker blonde than Brittany and Jessica’s, her face was puffy and she hadn’t aged well, but there was no questioning the resemblance. She was likely Jessica’s older sister and Brittany’s mom. “She’s not answering her cell phone. She always answers her cell phone.”

			“Something could have happened to her phone,” Daniel said patiently. “She could have dropped it or the battery could have died.” 

			“She was supposed to be home,” the woman shrieked. A man, maybe her husband, was holding her back. “She was supposed to be home hours ago. You don’t understand. Brittany knows. She always tells us when she’ll be home. And if she’s going to be late, she calls or texts. She would never do this to us.” She collapsed against the man and started sobbing uncontrollably.

			“Jillian, I know that,” Daniel said softly. “That’s why we’re taking this as seriously as we are. We have started searching for her but chances are very good she’ll be walking through your door with a perfectly innocent explanation as to what happened any time now.”

			Louise put her arm around Jillian. Standing next to each other like that, I could see the family resemblance. Jillian bit down on her knuckle, clearly trying to calm herself. “We just tried her cell again and it’s going right to voicemail. She’s not with her friends. And we were having a party tonight for Bobby’s birthday. She knew this. She wouldn’t be late getting home. She was supposed to help get everything set up.”

			“How do you know she’s not at the house now?” Daniel asked.

			“Tom’s there,” Louise answered. “I just checked with him. There’s no sign of her.”

			Daniel pulled out a notebook and jotted down a few notes. “You said she wasn’t with her friends. How do you know that?”

			“Because we called them.”

			Daniel looked up from his notebook and glanced around the restaurant. “Is that how everyone knew to come here?”

			“Of course,” another woman said, sitting at a table with a huddled-over and miserable-looking sixteen-year-old, presumably one of Brittany’s friends. “We want to help.”

			“What can we do?” The balding man asked. “Should we divide up to search the area?”

			“What about dogs?” asked a third voice, coming from the back. “When are the search and rescue teams coming?”

			Daniel held his hands up. “Hold on. It’s a little too soon to form search parties. Besides, it’s going to be dark soon.”

			“Exactly,” the bald man said. “We need to get out and start now. Isn’t the first few hours the most important? I don’t mind searching in the dark one bit.”

			“No, it’s too difficult to search in the dark,” Daniel said. “You could do more harm than good. Someone could get hurt or lost. And the chance of finding something is low.” 

			“But, isn’t there something we can do?” the woman with the teenager asked.

			“Honestly? Go home,” Daniel said simply. “It’s possible Brittany may show up or call one of you. Keep your eyes open and if you see or hear anything suspicious, let us know immediately. If any of you have any other information, even if you don’t think it’s relevant, tell us now. I’d rather have too much information than miss something important. We’ll keep the family informed and if we need additional help from the community, we’ll definitely let you know. Okay?”

			It was clear that no one was terribly happy with Daniel’s instructions. The energy in the room drooped immediately as disappointed community members began collecting their things and pulling out money to pay for their drinks. Daniel reached over to squeeze Louise’s shoulder, and then Jillian’s, while offering a few words of comfort. Next to him, one of the waitresses handed him that cup of coffee he had been after. 

			“Excuse me,” a loud voice interrupted the murmurs, breaking the relative calm like a giant clap of thunder. “Excuse me. Let me through.”

			I looked over to see Margot, Chrissy’s foster mom, shoving her way through the crowd. What was she doing here?

			The crowd parted slightly, and I saw why she was struggling so much. She was dragging Chrissy behind her.  Thank God! Chrissy was okay. 

			She forced her way past me, not seeing me, and beelined straight to Daniel. “I’m done,” she announced, jerking Chrissy forward and into Daniel. “You take her.”

			It was then that I noticed the knapsack and duffle bag Chrissy was carrying—the same two bags she had left my house with after Stefan was arrested. My relief at seeing her alive and healthy quickly turned to uneasiness. What was going on?

			Chrissy didn’t protest or fight. She kept her head down as Margot manhandled her. Daniel reached out to catch Chrissy’s arm. “What are you talking about?”

			Margot took a step back, putting her hands on her hips. I noticed how silent the diner had gotten as everyone stopped what they were doing to watch this new exchange. “She’s bad news. I took her in as a favor but now I’m done.”

			Daniel looked flabbergasted. “Margot, can’t this wait? We’re trying to find Brittany ...”

			“I know who you’re trying to find,” Margot exploded. “Why do you think I’m here? Who do you think is responsible for all of this?”

			It seemed like everyone in the room gasped. Daniel’s eyes got even wider. “Margot, are you saying Chrissy was involved in Brittany’s disappearance?”

			“Of course I am!” Margot snapped. “What the hell is wrong with you, Daniel? Have you lost every decent brain cell the good Lord gave you? Or has that witch’s niece got you so under her spell that you can’t do your job anymore?”

			“Witch’s niece”? She must mean me. I could feel my face growing hot. Next to me, Mia took a step closer. Someone protectively squeezed my other arm, and when I glanced over, Daphne’s pale but determined face met my eyes.

			Daniel straightened, his surprised expression replaced by his professional, no-nonsense cop face. “Why do you think Chrissy has anything to do with Brittany’s disappearance?” he asked, his voice flat and business-like.

			She waved her hand at Chrissy. “Because she was the last one to see Brittany.”

			I closed my eyes. Oh God. Not again.

			“How do you know that?”

			“Because she and Brittany went out earlier but only she came back.”

			“We know,” Daniel said. “We already talked to Chrissy. She and Brittany went shopping and had lunch. Brittany was looking for a new outfit for the party tonight while picking up a few things for her parents. She dropped Chrissy off and as far as Chrissy knows, she headed home to help get ready for the party.”

			“And that’s precisely the point,” Margot said. “Clearly, Brittany didn’t make it home. So, what happened?”

			“That’s what we’re looking into.”

			Margot drew herself up to glare at Daniel. “Maybe look a little harder.”

			“Stop that,” I said, my voice so loud I shocked myself. It shocked everyone else too and all of the heads in the room snapped around to look at me. Even Chrissy, who had stood huddled in front of Daniel looking simultaneously miserable and defiant, stared at me. 

			“Just stop it,” I said, stepping forward. “She’s sixteen years old. What precisely are you accusing her of?”

			Margot stared at me like I had grown two heads. “YOU, of all people, should understand exactly what I’m saying. Look at what she did to you!”

			“Yes, she hurt me. But, at the end of the day, she did the right thing,” I said. “She’s a good kid. She wouldn’t do anything to Brittany.”

			Louise pushed forward then, her face twisting up like she had eaten a lemon. “Just like you, right? You were the last person to see Jessica alive! What happened to her? Why haven’t you said anything all these years?”

			“This isn’t about Jessica,” I said. “This is about Brittany and making sure she’s safe. Blaming Chrissy isn’t going to help you find her.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I know,” I said grimly, sounding far surer than I felt. I took several steps forward, reaching out to take Chrissy’s arm. “Come on, Chrissy. You’re coming home with me.”

			I don’t know who looked more surprised—Chrissy, Daniel or Daphne, who turned to me in horror. “Come on. Let’s go.” I pulled her toward the door.

			Daniel strode forward and grabbed my arm. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea ...”

			“It’s fine,” I said, not looking at him as I shook him off. The last thing either of us needed was more speculation after what Margot had said. “Mia is staying with us.”

			I hurried Chrissy out the door, figuring the best thing I could do at that point was to simply get us both out of there as quickly as possible. 

			The humid air was like a wet slap to my face after the freezing air conditioning inside the restaurant, but it still felt fresh and clean in comparison to the toxic environment inside. I took a deep breath, already feeling better.

			I glanced at Chrissy, who was peering out at me from behind her greasy hair. God, she needed a bath. And food. And probably a good night’s sleep.

			For a moment, I debated bringing up the last thing she said to me about never wanting to see me again, if only to acknowledge what was said, and dismissed it just as quickly. Why on earth would I air all the nasty things Chrissy said to me out in public? If she meant what she said and didn’t want to come home with me, then I guess she was on her own. Still, I was going to try.

			“Come on,” I said to her, and without waiting for her to answer, I strode forward to my car, holding my breath and hoping she would follow. After an agonizing heart-stopping moment, she did.


		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Chrissy didn’t say a word the entire way home. I didn’t speak either. Instead, I spent the time trying to figure out what I could possibly say to finally reach her.

			I waited until I was unlocking the front door to the house before I broke the silence. “Mia is staying in your room,” I said, as we entered the house. “We actually started cleaning out Aunt Char ... I mean, the master bedroom. I’ll move in there. Do you want to sleep in my old room, or should we move Mia ...?”

			“Why did you do it?” Chrissy asked, dropping her two bags and turning to face me. “Why did you take me home?”

			I shrugged. “Where else are you going to stay?”

			“That doesn’t mean you needed to take me,” she said. “Everyone is right. You are a sucker.”

			“What the hell does that mean?” I snapped, my patience starting to fray. “You planning on hurting me again?”

			She glared at me “No. But that’s beside the point.”

			“What do you mean, ‘That’s beside the point?’ That IS the point.”

			“No, it’s not,” she shrieked.

			“Chrissy, what the hell is wrong with you?” I shouted back. “Would you rather I kicked you out? Have you live on the streets? Or find you another home, assuming someone else would even take you in after this mess? Or maybe I should just call social services, like I should have done in the beginning, and let them deal with you? Is that what you want?”

			“You should, yes! Because that’s what I deserve,” she screamed before bursting into tears.

			For a moment I could only stare at her, trying to process what I had just heard. “Chrissy, you can’t ... you don’t think you deserve to be treated like garbage? To be thrown away?”

			“Just leave me alone,” she shrieked. “I don’t want to talk to you.” She whirled around and ran up the stairs before slamming to a halt in the middle of the hallway. She stood there, her head bouncing back and forth between the two rooms, her hands clenching and unclenching as she tried to work out which room to run into.

			Silently I picked up her bags and carried them up the stairs, depositing them in my old room. I then went and collected clean sheets and tossed them on the bed before going to the closet and bureau and collecting an armload of clothes. “I’ll get the rest of my stuff out later,” I said. “And, if you don’t like this room, we can talk about it tomorrow when Mia is here.”

			Chrissy hadn’t moved. She watched me, her face red and blotchy and streaked with tears. She opened her mouth like she was going to yell at me some more, but she brushed past me instead, entering the room. I thought she’d slam the door shut, but she closed it softly instead.

			Maybe I should have put a towel on the bed along with the sheets, I mused as I headed to the master bedroom. Would that have been enough of a hint for her to take a shower before crawling into those nice, clean sheets?

			Well, I guess I can always wash them again.

			I left my door open, in case Chrissy wanted to talk as I finished cleaning and organizing. The house remained silent, Chrissy’s door firmly closed.

			***

			The sun woke me. At first I didn’t know where I was but then I remembered.

			I was in the master bedroom. My aunt’s bedroom was officially mine.

			I sat up and stretched, amazed at how well and late I had slept, and by my realization that there had been no incidents in the night. 

			I threw the covers back and pulled on a pair of old shorts and a tank top before heading down the stairs. I heard the water running, so I knew either Mia or Chrissy was in the shower. I wasn’t sure which, as both bedroom doors were still closed.

			As much as I wanted to check on Chrissy, I restrained myself, and continued my journey to the kitchen for some much-needed coffee.

			It was late before I had finally gotten to bed. I had to go back to Aunt May’s to pick up Mia after her shift. As she slid into the car, she had looked as exhausted as I felt. Deep lines had etched around her eyes.

			“Any word on Brittany?” I asked.

			“Not a thing,” she said, shaking her head. “At least, as far as I know.”

			“Let’s hope you just haven’t heard.”

			“Yeah, let’s hope.” Her tone didn’t sound terribly optimistic. “How’s Chrissy?”

			“She’s ok. She’s in my old room.”

			“So, it went well?”

			I eyed her. “I wouldn’t say that, exactly. She apparently thinks she should be punished or something because of what she did.”

			Mia looked surprised. “What? But she was the reason you were saved.”

			“Yeah, I’m not precisely sure what her thought process is. She’s pretty emotional, and she just sort of lost it on me.”

			“Well, she’s sixteen and a walking hormonal mess.”

			“Yeah, and her friend has just disappeared and, she was just publicly blamed for it. So, yeah. I’m leaving her alone for the night. I’m hoping she’ll get some sleep. Maybe get a shower in there, too. And a midnight snack.”

			Mia smiled as she looked down at her phone. “You sound like a mother.”

			A mother. I pondered that as I made coffee. Had I somehow turned into an actual mother throughout the entire mess that began with my return to Redemption? It was difficult to believe, especially to Chrissy, of all people, yet ... I was feeling it. 

			“Becca?”

			I turned. Chrissy stood at the door, her face pale and her eyes puffy, wearing the same filthy clothes as yesterday. I wondered if I could sneak into her room at some point and throw everything into the washer. 

			She didn’t meet my eyes. “I ... Thank you,” she said. “For last night. For getting me out of there.”

			“You’re welcome,” I said. I turned to the fridge and started pulling eggs and bacon out. “Want some breakfast?”

			She didn’t answer, as she kept her eyes on the floor. I continued pulling food out of the fridge, wondering if maybe breakfast was a waste of my time. I wondered if what I really ought to be doing was bundling her into the car and taking her to the hospital.

			“You don’t have to do this,” she said softly.

			“What are you talking about?” I asked, deliberately misunderstanding her. “It’s breakfast time. It’s customary to eat.”

			“You ... you don’t have to take me in. Make me breakfast,” she gestured in a half-hearted wave. “All of it.”

			“Well, someone has to make breakfast and I don’t see you volunteering,” I said.

			She turned her head to stare out the window, but I wondered if she was really seeing anything at all. “I just wanted to tell you, I’ll be getting out of your hair today,” she said.

			I pulled out a frying pan for the bacon. “You’re not in my hair,” I said. “You’re welcome to stay.”

			“Why?”

			I shot her a quick glance. She looked miserable, hunched over like a beaten and abused cat. “Believe it or not, I’m still legally your stepmother. This is your home, too. For as long as you want it.” The smell of frying bacon was heavenly. I suddenly realized how hungry I was. I dug out some bread for toast. “There will be rules, though. We can talk about that after breakfast.” I wrinkled my nose. “And maybe after you take a shower.” And burn those clothes I thought to myself, but decided not to say it out loud.

			“I mean, why are you being so nice to me?” She asked, her voice louder. “After what I did to you? I don’t understand. What do you want from me?”

			I paused for a moment, before putting down the spatula and staring Chrissy straight in the eye. “What you did is save me,” I said quietly. “What I want is for you to grow up and become the good person I know you are. You have a good heart. I want to see you become the amazing adult I know you have it in you to be.”

			Tears were streaming down Chrissy’s face. “I don’t believe you,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper. “Look what I did to you. And what my father did to you. How can I be good? I have his blood running through my veins.”

			My heart broke. I wanted to hug her but I was afraid she would run away if I tried. “You were just as much your father’s victim as I was. Besides, you have a choice now. This is your life. You can choose to follow in your father’s footsteps or follow your heart. It’s up to you.” I picked up the spatula and went back to my bacon, which was starting to burn. “If you choose to become the person that I know you can be, you’ll always have a place here.”

			I concentrated on cooking to give her a moment to pull herself together. I could still hear her crying.

			“Hey, is that bacon I smell? And coffee?” Mia’s voice chirped through the kitchen. “Oh man, if I knew I’d be waking up to this, I’d have moved in weeks ago!” She looked at Chrissy. “Are you okay?”

			I heard Chrissy mutter something as she left the room. Mia watched her go before joining me in the kitchen to help herself to some coffee. She raised one eyebrow at me. I shook my head, not wanting Chrissy to overhear and mouthed “Will tell you later.” She nodded.

			Mia and I had already started eating when Chrissy slunk back into the kitchen. “There you are,” I said brightly, patting the empty chair beside me. “Sit down. As you can see, there’s plenty for all.”

			Chrissy paused, and I found myself holding my breath. What would I do if she refused? If she decided to leave after all? Could I keep her here against her will? Was that even a good thing?

			The pause seemed to last for hours. I even found myself wondering if the food would still be warm at this point but, to my great relief, she sat down awkwardly and began to help herself.

			Thank God.

			After a moment, Mia started to make some small talk about work. I shot her a grateful smile.

			We had just about finished when a phone beeped from the other room. Mia popped up. “Oh, that’s probably mine. I’ll go check.”

			“I’m going to do a load of laundry after breakfast,” I said to Chrissy, trying to sound casual. “I’m happy to wash your clothes, if you’d like. Just toss them in the hallway.”

			She muttered something I couldn’t hear, staring down at her food.

			Well. This was like old times. The sullen teenager. It was definitely better than the screaming teenager. Baby steps.

			More beeping came from the next room. “What the ...” I said, putting my fork down to go see what was going on when Mia walked back in.

			The horror on her face instantly made me wish I hadn’t eaten such a huge breakfast after all. I could feel the eggs and bacon forming a greasy lump in my stomach, and I couldn’t swallow. 

			She handed me my phone. “You got the same text. Brittany’s car was found.”

			There was the sound of breaking glass next to me. I turned to see Chrissy’s face, deathly white. She had knocked her orange juice glass on to the floor leaving a sticky mess of orange broken glass. We all ignored it.

			“And Brittany ...?” Chrissy asked, her voice nearly inaudible.

			Mia shook her head. “There’s no sign of her.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			It’s happening again. 

			I was having trouble breathing. Not another missing sixteen-year-old. Please God, no.

			Next to me, Chrissy was trembling all over as she kept repeating “No, no, no,” under her breath.

			I reached over to put my hand on her arm, saying her name, but she jerked away so violently she almost fell out of her chair. “No, don’t touch me.”

			“Chrissy, I ...”

			“You blame me! I know you do. You think this is my fault.”

			I stared at her, astonished. “I do not think this is your fault.”

			She jumped out of her seat with such force she tipped the chair over. “You do. You think everything is my fault.”

			“Watch the glass,” Mia said.

			“Chrissy, hold on ...” I said, but I might as well have been talking to a wall. She ran out of the kitchen, pounding up the stairs and slamming the door shut in her room.

			“Well, that went well,” Mia said.

			I shook my head, getting up to fetch the cleaning supplies. “Welcome to my world. Vintage Chrissy.”

			“It’s got to be tough for her. Everything that’s happened to her in these past couple of weeks? And now this?”

			“I better go talk to her,” I said as I scooped up the glass. “She needs therapy. After all,” I paused, a dripping rag in one hand, glass in the other. “She did seem a bit defensive. Don’t you think?”

			Mia raised an eyebrow at me. “Did you miss the part yesterday where her foster mom kicked her out for being the last person to see Brittany?”

			“But, still … This is exactly how she used to overreact before, when I was being gaslighted.” I frowned as I finished my cleaning. “Do you think she knows something else?”

			“The only way you’ll know is if you ask,” Mia said. “Oh. They’re organizing a search party later this morning if you want to go.”

			“Of course,” I said, throwing the glass away and washing my hands. “I’ll tell Chrissy.” I was about to leave the kitchen when something occurred to me. I had meant to ask Mia earlier, but it had gone out of my head. “Yesterday at Aunt May’s. Why was everyone so upset with me? And with Aunt Charlie? What did Charlie do?”

			Mia started playing with her silverware. “It’s like I told you. Most people loved Charlie. Many thought she cured them of their health problems. But some were convinced she was a witch and had cursed them.” 

			While it was true she had told me that before, there was something in her voice that made me think she wasn’t telling me the whole truth. “That can’t be all there is,” I said. “I mean, there’s so much hostility.”

			Mia started to gather the plates. “When does hostility ever make sense?” She glanced up, saw my expression, and sighed. “Look, there were a lot of stories and rumors about Charlie. The cursing was just one of them. It was just ... a lot of gossip. Don’t let it get to you. Most people know the truth. Go talk to Chrissy. We have a search party to get to.”

			I wanted to argue, but I knew Mia was right. It really wasn’t the time to get into Aunt Charlie’s history, especially since I doubted it had anything to do with what we were dealing with now.

			I went upstairs and gently knocked on the door to Chrissy’s room. I heard a grunt, which I took as permission to enter. I found her laying on the bed, staring at the ceiling. She looked like she had been crying again. Her matted, greasy hair was spread out over the pillows.

			I leaned against the doorframe. “They’re organizing a search party. Do you want to go?”

			“Why? Everyone is just going to blame me again.”

			“Do they have a reason to?”

			She turned her tear-stained face away. “I knew you didn’t believe me.”

			I spread my hands out. “Chrissy, you haven’t told me anything to believe or not believe. Do I believe you’re capable of hurting your friend? No. I don’t. Why do you think I defended you yesterday and brought you home? If I thought you were a danger, do you think I’d let you stay in this house? Would I put myself or Mia at risk?”

			Chrissy sucked in her breath, but she didn’t say anything.

			I went over to sit on the side of the bed. “Chrissy, why don’t you tell me what happened yesterday? Let me help you.”

			She didn’t answer—she just kept staring out the window. Her eyes blinked rapidly, like she was trying not to cry.

			“She was my friend,” Chrissy said softly. “She was the only one who would come visit me at Margot’s. She didn’t care about my dad or ... what I did.” She finally turned her head to look at me. Even bloodshot and tearful, her eyes still took my breath away. Dark liquid brown with thick black lashes. Bedroom eyes, really. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.”

			I reached out to squeeze her hand. “Tell me what happened.”

			“Brittany had to get party supplies for her little brother’s birthday. She had a present for him, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted to give it to him.” She gave a watery smile. “Brittany was like that. She was always ... unsure of herself. She was always questioning herself. ‘Is this right? Or should I return it and get something else?’ It was sometimes a bit maddening. I think that’s why a lot of her friends wouldn’t shop with her. She was always returning things and getting something else.”

			Her smile faltered. “I didn’t mind, though. I always liked to shop. And, I liked having a friend.”

			My heart broke yet again for her. How many times was I going to get my heart broken living with Chrissy? Every line of her body spoke to how sad and lonely she was. At this rate, I wasn’t sure if my heart would survive her living with me.

			“So, you went shopping,” I gently prodded.

			“Yeah,” Chrissy said. “We didn’t find anything Brittany liked better than the present she already had so we didn’t get anything. We did buy a bunch of supplies like balloons and streamers. We had lunch too.”

			“How long were you out with her?” I asked.

			Chrissy shrugged. “I don’t know. Three, four hours? I wasn’t really paying attention. I remember she looked at the clock and said she had better get home. She was in charge of decorating. And, she had all the supplies.”

			“So, she said she was going right home?” I asked.

			Chrissy nodded again. “Yeah, I think so. She was talking about how she couldn’t be late.”

			“Is that all?”

			“That’s it.” But she was averting her eyes again, and her body language screamed of guilt.

			I wanted to press, but I was afraid that would just make her snap. “Why did you get so upset?” I asked. “This doesn’t seem to be that big of a deal. I don’t understand.”

			“Because ...” she paused. “I just ... I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“Chrissy, what is it? You can tell me.”

			“It’s nothing. I don’t know. Stop bothering me.”

			I steeled myself. “It’s something. It’s bothering you. I want to know what it is.”

			She shook her head and squeezed her eyes tightly shut. “What if I don’t want to tell you?”

			“That’s not an option. This is too important.”

			“It’s just ...” she opened her mouth and I braced myself, thinking she was going to start screaming again, but instead she said, “I can’t tell you because you’re going to hate me, too.”

			“What?” Oh God. Maybe she did have something to do with Brittany after all. My stomach churned sickly. “No, I’m not going to hate you. I don’t think there’s anything you can say that would make me hate you.”

			“What if I told you it was my fault?”

			Silence. I took another deep breath. Steady, Becca. “What do you mean it’s your fault?” I asked cautiously.

			Chrissy shook her head violently, and for a moment, I didn’t think she was going to tell me. But then the words came out in a rush. “I thought she ran away,” she said. “That’s what I told Daniel. I thought she ran away. And she didn’t. She didn’t run away but I said that to Daniel. Maybe if I hadn’t, the cops could have found her by now and, if she dies, it will be all my fault.”

			“Hey,” I pulled Chrissy into my arms and started to rock her as she began crying again. “It is NOT your fault. It’s the fault of whoever took her. Not yours.”

			“But ...”

			“No buts. It’s not your fault.”

			“Everything is so hard,” she sobbed. “I don’t know what to do. I miss my dad, but then I remember how horrible a person he is, and I think I shouldn’t miss him or love him. But, as awful as he is, even he doesn’t want me. My mom doesn’t want me. Now Margot doesn’t want me. Nobody wants me.”

			My throat constricted. I was definitely getting this child into therapy. “I want you.”

			She sobbed louder. “You say that now but for how long?”

			“For as long as you want,” I said. “I meant what I said before. You can stay here for as long as you want. In return, you’ll need to agree to go to therapy, stay in school, help out around the house and otherwise be good.”

			Her crying quieted. “Good?”

			I smiled into her hair at how suspicious she sounded. “No drinking. No drugs. Be home by curfew. Things like that. Do we have a deal?”

			She hiccupped a few times before nodding. I gave her a gentle squeeze and let her go. 

			“I’m just curious … why did you think she ran away?” I asked.

			Chrissy pulled herself to a seated position and grabbed a few tissues from the box next to the bed. “Brittany wasn’t happy. She was feeling, well, suffocated. Her parents, her mother especially, have always been overprotective but since she turned sixteen, they wouldn’t leave her alone. She had a super-strict curfew and her mother was constantly texting her to make sure she was okay. She was ... well, she was getting really sick of it. I guess ... I guess that when I first heard she disappeared, I thought she had done it on purpose. Wanted to teach them a lesson or something. That she didn’t need to have them constantly checking up on her. That she could be gone for a night and not have the world end.”

			I could certainly understand, based on how Louise had acted yesterday.

			“Is there anything else? Anything else at all, no matter how unimportant it might seem?”

			She shook her head. “No, that’s it.”

			This time I believed her. I reached over to give her one last squeeze. “Okay, so if you want to go with us ...”

			“Candles,” she said.

			“What?”

			“Candles. I ... I remember something.”

			I had been about to rise, but quickly shifted my position. “What do you remember?”

			“Brittany had forgotten the candles. You know, she was going to get one of those big number candles. She had just pulled into the driveway to drop me off when she remembered.”

			“Did she say she was going to pick up the candle?”

			Chrissy shook her head. “No. She just hit the steering wheel and said something like ‘Crap, I forgot the candle.’ I think I was like, ‘Bummer, that sucks,’ and I got out of the car. I’m assuming she stopped somewhere to get the candle on her way home but I don’t know for sure.”

			“We have to tell Daniel,” I said, getting off the bed. “Do you have his number? Or I can get my phone.”

			“I can call him,” she said, reaching for her phone. “And, I’ll go with you,” she said. “To the search.” She stared at me with her big, dark, haunted eyes. “I want to help.”

			I met her gaze and nodded. “Of course. I think that’s a great idea.”

			She smiled slightly at me, then plucked at her filthy tee shirt. “Do you think I have time for a quick shower before we go?”


		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Even though the search wasn’t officially starting for another hour or so, the church parking lot was overflowing with cars. I parked on the side of the road, pulling up on the soft, damp shoulder. The humidity was so thick and heavy, it was like stepping into a wall of water.

			“Hate the humidity,” Chrissy grumbled next to me, pulling her wet hair back into a ponytail. I looked away quickly to hide my shock. It had been so long since I had seen her pull her hair back. It seemed to me like she had been using her hair as a curtain to hide behind. But with her hair up, I could clearly see the sharp angles of her face, and her collar bones protruding from the vintage black Kiss tee shirt she had borrowed from Mia. I made a mental note to make an appointment with a medical doctor along with the therapist.

			I reached up to adjust my own ponytail, as a few stray hairs were already escaping. Thanks to the humidity, my hair was a frizzy mess. I had skipped the shower, figuring I would need another one after a day spent traipsing in the woods in this weather.

			Mia, who had driven herself so she could go straight to work after the search, caught up to us as we trudged toward the church, listening to the low buzz of insects and smelling that green scent of growth. 

			“Why did they decide to coordinate the searches here?” I asked Mia.

			Mia picked her hair up to fan the back of her neck. “Brittany’s car was found about a half mile away. On Krueger’s farm. It seemed like an obvious place.”

			“Makes sense.” 

			As we got closer to the church, I could see a long, rectangular table set up on the thick carpet of grass that held bottles of water, apples and plates of muffins and other baked goods along with stacks of flyers and maps. People were gathering in several groups, talking in low voices as they consulted maps and phones. Nearby, a boy with a hunk of brown hair falling into his eyes lightly punched a girl who looked just like him in the arm. Both seemed familiar but I couldn’t place where I had seen them before.

			One of the women behind the table, who looked more than a little sweaty and harried, directed us inside the church to find Daniel. Even though Mia had already spoken to him at the house, he asked us to come find him when we arrived.

			We found Daniel in the corner of the dimly lit lobby that boasted a statue of Mother Mary on one side and a bulletin board covered with church notices on the other. A ceiling fan lazily turned above, barely moving the thick, humid air. Needless to say, it wasn’t a whole lot cooler than outside. 

			Four people were huddled together talking quietly. One of the women fanned herself with a church bulletin.

			Daniel was talking on his phone. His blonde hair was damp with sweat and the strain around his eyes had deepened. My palms were sweaty, although that may have simply been because the day was so warm, and I wiped them on my shorts. Margot’s insult from yesterday, when she accused Daniel of being under my ‘spell’ as the ‘Witch’s Niece’ fluttered helplessly around in my head. Oh, how I wished I was seeing Daniel under different circumstances so we could have a conversation about it.

			He ended his call as we approached. “Dogs are coming,” he said. “They should be here shortly but I have a few minutes so it’s perfect timing.” He pulled a little notebook out. “I know you said you didn’t know where Brittany was going to stop for the candles, but can you tell me the stores you went to?”

			 I turned to watch Chrissy as she answered Daniel’s questions. As much as I hated how thin she was, I had to admit that in a way, it suited her. It seemed to bring out her beauty even more than when it was hidden under folds of baby fat. Her face was all elegant angles and impossibly high cheekbones, full lips and those huge, liquid brown eyes.

			She was drop-dead gorgeous actually. And, oh God did she look like her father.

			Daniel put his notebook back in his pocket. “I think that’s it for now. I appreciate you telling me as soon as you remembered. And let me know right away if you think of anything else.”

			Chrissy nodded as Daniel strode out of the church, pulling his phone out of his pocket. The group of four people watched him go, then turned to stare at us. They weren’t exactly hostile stares, but they weren’t friendly, either. The woman with the church program fanned herself harder.

			“Well,” Mia said, looking around uncomfortably. “Now what?”

			“Let’s go outside and see what we can do to help,” I said. The sooner I got away from those stares, the better. 

			Unfortunately, it didn’t get any better outside. In fact, it was worse. More people, more stares. 

			I was about to ask Mia and Chrissy if it even made sense for us to stay when it seemed like we weren’t welcome, when I heard a voice from behind me say, “What the hell are they doing here?”

			Oh no. I closed my eyes briefly before turning to see Louise glowering at us. “Haven’t you done enough?” she said, her voice shaking with anger. “Brittany is gone and it’s all your fault.”

			“We’re here to help,” I said.

			“Help?” she yelped. “Help? You could have ‘helped’ by staying in New York. It’s too late now.”

			“Louise, come now,” one of the older women said, patting Louise’s arm. “We can use all the help we can get.”

			Louise shook her off. “We wouldn’t need any help if she had just stayed in New York!”

			“Look, we’re not trying to upset you ...” I started to say, but Louise interrupted me.

			“Oh!” Her eyes widened in mock surprise. “You could have fooled me.” She took a step closer, narrowing her eyes. “Don’t you understand that your family was somehow involved in every single one of my family’s tragedies? First Jesse, then Jessica, and now Brittany.”

			“Louise,” the older woman said, trying to gently rein Louise in. “Charlie didn’t have anything to do with Jesse leaving. You know that.”

			“I don’t know anything of the sort,” Louise hissed.

			“Mrs. ... “ I paused, suddenly realizing I couldn’t remember Jessica’s last name, nor did I know if her mother shared it. It felt safer to skip it altogether. “I’m so sorry for what’s happened to you. Truly. We really do want to help, but if you want us to go ...”

			“Go? Of course I want you to go!” Louise said. “Any sane person should want you gone. Every time you show up somewhere, something bad happens.”

			“Oh God, it’s like she’s a bad penny,” another voice broke in. I turned to see Gina making her way over, her face full of disgust. I closed my eyes briefly. Could this get any worse? “You turn up and something bad always happens. Look at what happened with Pat!”

			Louise whirled back. “That’s right. You were the last to see Pat, too,” she said, shaking her fist at me. “See? Bad things happen wherever you go.”

			“Now, Louise,” an older man, who I assumed was her husband, broke in. “Let’s stay focused on what’s important, which is finding Brittany. The more people looking for her, the better. “

			Louise’s expression turned darker. “What is wrong with you?” she hissed at her husband. “How can you defend her, after what she did?”

			Her husband looked pained. “I’m not ...”

			“Louise!” a voice called out. “You’re needed.”

			Barbara, resembling an exotic bird in her bright-yellow tee shirt and blue plaid cargo pants, strode over. She was slightly out of breath. “They need you at the table. The dogs are here. You, too, Gina.” Gina’s face puckered into a disapproving frown.

			Louise glanced at Barbara before fixing her glare back on me. “I’m busy.”

			Barbara gently put her hand on her arm. “Remember who we’re here for. Let’s find Brittany first, and then we can deal with the rest of this.”

			Louise’s mouth worked like she wanted to argue, but then thought the better of it. She dipped her head slightly before allowing her relieved husband (and a disgusted Gina) to lead her away.

			“Thanks,” I said awkwardly to Barbara, not exactly sure what had just happened, or why Barbara would step in to distract Louise and Gina when she had seemed so hostile toward me at Pat’s house.

			She shrugged. “It was the least I could do.” She paused, a flush creeping up her neck as she stared at something next to me, clearly avoiding eye contact. “My mom mentioned you.”

			I looked at her in surprise. “Really?”

			Barbara shifted her weight from one foot to the next. “Yeah. It was one of the last conversations I had with her. She told me she had met you and how nice you were, and how you were going to help her out.” She raised her gaze to look me in the eye. “I’ll be honest. There were a lot of things I didn’t see eye to eye on with my mother. I wanted her to move closer to me, so I could help her. That didn’t happen. I wanted her to get a second opinion on her medical conditions. That didn’t happen. And I most certainly didn’t believe in your aunt’s teas. But, my mom did, and it made her so happy that you were living in Charlie’s house and willing to help her out. I can’t believe you would take the time to make her the tea and bring it over to her only to do her harm.”

			I was touched. “Thank you,” I said again with sincerity.  

			She smiled briefly. “What I’m trying to say is I’m sorry I was so rude when you came out to the house the other day.”

			“You don’t have to apologize,” I said. “Your mother just died. I get it.”

			Barbara’s smile turned to embarrassment, and she went back to staring at her feet. “Still. It wasn’t right.” She paused and raised her head to look around. “Are you still planning on staying to help with the search?”

			“I don’t know,” I said as I looked around at the crowd. It had mostly dispersed after Louise and Gina left, but I could still feel eyes watching me. “It doesn’t feel like I’m particularly wanted. And the last thing I want to do is make things worse.”

			“You should stay.” She reached out to squeeze my arm. “I know there’s a good turnout but we really can use the help.”

			“I’m happy to do whatever is most helpful for Brittany.” 

			A couple of kids chasing each other ran past us, the boy nearly running into Barbara. “Hey Joe, slow down,” Barbara said, although her tone was much warmer than her words. “Save some of that energy for finding Brittany.”

			Joe glanced up, a hunk of brown hair falling into his eyes. It was the boy I had seen earlier with the little girl, presumably his sister. “Yes ma’am,” he muttered. “Sorry.” He slunk away.

			I blinked, trying to place him, when it finally hit me—he had been playing in the backyard where Bear lived when I visited Pat.

			“He lives near Pat, doesn’t he?” I asked. 

			“Yeah. I’m not surprised the family is here helping,” Barbara said, shading her eyes with her hands. “Alice, their mom, is volunteering.” Barbara pointed to the harried-looking woman behind the rectangle table. As I watched, she shouted something to her kids before going back to handing a flyer to a middle-aged man with a large beer gut. “They were neighbors, after all.”

			I blinked, confused. “Neighbors? Whose neighbors?”

			“Why, Brittany’s of course. They were all neighbors. Brittany’s family, Pat, and Alice’s family.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			For a moment, I could only stare at Barbara, trying to sort out what she had just told me.

			Brittany lived by Pat? And Bear?

			The devil got him.

			Was it a coincidence? Or was something else going on?

			Pieces started dropping into place in my head, and I suddenly knew I needed to find Daniel.

			I quickly made my excuses to Barbara and headed back toward the church. I wasn’t sure where he would be, but I figured that would be the best place to start looking.

			Luckily, he was in the parking lot, talking to a twenty-something dark-haired man with tattoos covering both of his exposed arms. When he saw me, something unreadable flickered across his face but it was gone so quickly I thought maybe I imagined it. Daniel said one last thing to the tattooed man before heading over to me.

			“What is it?” His voice was professional but a little abrupt. I wondered if I had caught him at a bad time. Maybe I should have waited.

			“Do you have a minute?”

			He adjusted his dark glasses so I couldn’t even get a peek at his eyes. “Is it important?”

			“It might be.”

			He paused and looked around, as if to see if anyone needed him, before turning back to me. “Okay, I can probably spare a minute. What is it?” He folded his arms and stared at me, clearly impatient. I could tell I’d better make it fast.

			“Did you know Brittany was Pat’s neighbor?”

			He gave me a blank look. “That’s what you want to talk to me about?”

			“Have you considered what that might mean?”

			He paused, folding his arms across his chest, his shirt damp with sweat. “Go on.”

			“Brittany was also neighbors with the family who lost Bear.”

			He frowned, his expression shifting. I could almost see the wheels starting to turn. “Keep going.”

			“The devil,” I said. “Remember what Pat said about seeing the devil? About the devil killing Bear?”

			“Hang on a minute. Are you thinking Brittany may have been stalked?” he asked slowly. “That she was taken deliberately? Pre-meditated? And, whoever was stalking her did something to Bear?”

			“Yes, that’s it,” I said excitedly. “Did you ever find your Peeping Tom?”

			“No, but that may not even be related,” Daniel said, a slight frown on his face as he put the pieces of this new theory together. 

			“But it could be,” I pressed. “And what if it is? What if whoever was hanging around Pat and Brittany’s house was also hanging around my house? What if there is a link between Jessica and Brittany? And what if that link is buried somewhere in my missing memories?”

			“That’s a lot of ‘what ifs,’” Daniel said. “You’re leaping to a lot of conclusions.”

			“But it’s worth looking into. Right?”

			Daniel tilted his head, like he was acknowledging the point. “Yes. However, the problem is, we’re spread pretty thin right now. Between all this,” he waved his arms toward the search parties, “and the officers checking on every store that sells the particular type of birthday candle Brittany was after, it’s tight. But yes, it’s definitely worth looking into.”

			An idea flashed in my head right then, and it was the perfect way for me to kill two birds with one stone. “Let me help,” I said impulsively. 

			He shot me a look. “We’ll handle it.”

			“You haven’t even heard my offer.”

			“I don’t need to,” Daniel said, turning away. “If fact, I should get back to work.”

			“You said you’re stretched thin,” I said quickly before I completely lost him. “You need all the help you can get.”

			“Absolutely not,” he said firmly, not even looking at me as he strode away. “End of discussion.”

			“I’m not offering to help you investigate Brittany,” I said, hurrying after him. “Just hold on for a minute. Let me see Jessica’s file.”

			“Jessica’s file?” His voice was full of disbelief. “How is that going to help anything?”

			“Maybe it will trigger my memory.”

			Finally, he stopped. He took off his sunglasses to wipe the sweat off his face, clearly exasperated with me. “Christ, I can’t deal with this right now.” His cell phone beeped, and he pulled it out of his pocket.

			“Honestly, I’m not trying to make things worse for you,” I said. “I want to help.”

			He read the message and sighed. “Becca, I know you’re trying to help. I do. I’m just not as convinced as you are that your lost Jessica memories are going to help us find Brittany.”

			“It’s worth a shot though.”

			“Maybe.” He started typing on his phone. “Or maybe it’s a big distraction. Look, I have to go. Let me think about this. Okay?”

			That seemed to be the best I was going to get at the moment. “Okay. Thanks, Daniel.”

			He nodded as he walked away, already sucked into his phone.

			I wiped the sweat off my forehead and pondered my next move. Should I go back and join the search? Or was my presence simply going to cause more issues? God, why did my trying to help have to turn into a “thing”? Why did everything I involved myself in end up so complicated in this town? And what might that mean when it comes to starting a business here? Maybe this was a sign I should just pack it up and go back to New York ...

			“You never told me your name.”

			Startled, I jumped before whirling around, my hand on my chest. “You scared me.”

			A man was standing there, wearing faded, tight jeans, a tight white tee shirt that clearly showed off his well-developed muscles and a cowboy hat. He gave me a rakish grin.

			“Who ...?” I started to say, but then he tipped his hat back and I saw those high cheekbones and beautiful mouth—the cowboy from the bar. “Oh, it’s you.” Great. One more thing I didn’t need today.

			His grin widened. “Why, that’s not very friendly, ma’am.” Now that I was looking at him under a bright sun, I could see that his dark eyes were actually more hazel.

			“Neither is stalking,” I muttered.

			He took a step closer. “Didn’t hear you.”

			“Never mind,” I said, suddenly realizing I was more alone with this cowboy than I liked. There was a group of people by the church, but they were pretty far away, and their backs were to me, too. Would they hear me if I screamed? I edged my way toward them, trying to discreetly circle the cowboy.

			He tracked along with me. “Was that the husband? Or the boyfriend?”

			I gave him a blank look. “Excuse me?”

			He stuck his thumb in the general direction of where Daniel had been. “The guy you were just talking to.”

			I stared at him. “You are stalking me.”

			He backed up a step, holding his hands out. “I was just heading over to help with the search. Couldn’t help but notice you two together. And,” here he grinned again, “as I’m new to Redemption, I don’t know all that many people yet. Besides, how could I ever forget such a pretty face?”

			I rolled my eyes. “Oh, save it.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “What? You don’t realize how beautiful you are?” He sounded mystified. 

			“If you’re here to help, let’s go help,” I said, picking up my pace.

			“Lead the way,” he replied, falling into step next to me. I could smell his cologne, old Spice, mixed with something else—maybe a hint of chewing tobacco. Whatever it was, it was very masculine. “So, you didn’t answer my question.”

			I eyed him carefully as he easily matched my speed, his stride loose and easy. “Which one?”

			That made him grin again. “I guess all of them. But I’m talking about the boyfriend or husband one right now.”

			“None of your business.”

			He laughed. “Oh, one of those relationships. Good to know.”

			I was kicking myself for walking right into that one when I heard someone call my name. It was Daniel, standing by the side of the church. He didn’t look very happy. “Can I have a word?”

			“Becca,” the cowboy mused. “It suits you.”

			Great. Now the cowboy knew my name and I still didn’t know his. I glared at him.

			He just grinned. “I guess I’ll go help with the search by myself.” He took a few steps before calling over his shoulder. “The name is JD. Don’t ever let it be said that I don’t keep my promises.” He loped off toward the search, hands stuffed in his pockets, whistling.

			God, he was annoying. But at least he was gone. 

			I approached Daniel who was busy glowering at me in the shade of the church. A cold knot started tightening in my stomach. Oh no, was there bad news? “What? Did something happen?” Although his uniform wasn’t nearly as tight as JD’s getup, it still clearly showed off his broad chest and well-defined arms.

			His frown deepened, which brought out a hint of stubble I hadn’t noticed before. I wondered how long it had been since he last shaved. 

			“Who was that?”

			I looked at him in surprise. “Who? You mean JD?” Is he jealous? Is that what this is about?

			Daniel pulled a notebook out of his pocket. “What’s his last name?”

			“I haven’t a clue.”

			Daniel lowered the notebook. “Why don’t you know?”

			“Because he didn’t tell me.”

			“Did you ask?”

			“Why would I ask?”

			Daniel shut his notebook with more force than necessary. “Have you lost your mind? A teenager has disappeared, presumably having been taken by someone, and you’re hanging out with a stranger?”

			I drew myself up. “I am hardly ‘hanging out’ with him.” 

			“You were at the bar with him.”

			“I wasn’t at the bar with him. He sat down next to me. Uninvited, I might add.” I paused to narrow my eyes at Daniel. “Just like a certain cop I know who also sat down next to me that night.”

			Daniel ignored the pointed jab. “You know his first name.”

			“Because he just told me,” I said. “Like two minutes ago.” 

			“Becca, you have to be smarter,” he said. “I can’t always be around to help if something happens.”

			I lifted my chin higher. “I never asked you to protect me,” I said. Even though I too had thought being alone with JD wasn’t a smart idea, I was still annoyed. Daniel was treating me like a child. Did he really think I was that stupid? “I can take care of myself.”

			“Doesn’t look like it from this angle.”

			I gritted my teeth. “Don’t you have a missing teenager to find? Maybe focus on that and don’t worry so much about what I’m doing.” I jerked away before he could answer and headed toward the crowd.

			I barely noticed the people around me as I stalked away, just missing slamming into a heavy-set man with a beer gut eating a cookie. I stopped, breathing hard. I had to be more careful.

			Standing in the crowd, it felt even more humid, if that was possible. I pulled at my sweaty yellow tank top, trying to cool off, while I thought about my next move. Since I was still here, it made sense to join the search. I turned to head toward the table where they appeared to be coordinating volunteers when I saw the cowboy hat. Oh no. I wanted no part of JD. How could I make sure I wasn’t in the same search group as him? Maybe if I went to the other end of the table.

			But, when I started to weave my way through the crowd to that end, I saw Gwyn standing in a small group with Celia and Ellen. All three of them were staring at me. As usual Gwyn, with her perfectly styled white-blonde hair, looked like she had just stepped off the pages of a magazine in a cool, cucumber-green blouse and white shorts (who wears white shorts to a search, anyway?). 

			I paused and briefly closed my eyes. How could this be? How could Gwyn be friends with both Celia (who couldn’t seem to stand me) and Nurse Ellen—the nurse who tormented me when I was hospitalized? Could this day get any worse? Maybe I should just go home.

			When I opened my eyes, I saw Gwyn quickly look away. Was that a sheen of tears in her eyes? Celia stepped forward and put her arm around her before looking at me with barely concealed disgust. Her expression was clear. How could you steal another woman’s fiancé?

			 I wanted to scream. I didn’t steal him. I wasn’t even going to date him! I didn’t have anything to do with him breaking up with you.

			But, was that true? If I hadn’t come back, would he have married Gwyn and lived happily ever after?

			I turned and started walking blindly away. I had no idea where I was going but it felt like everywhere I went, there were eyes watching me, judging me.

			I felt like I was suffocating. All these hot, sweaty bodies pressed against me. All these people staring at me, talking about me behind my back. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. How could I be of any help to Brittany like this? I couldn’t even help myself. Louise was right. I was a distraction. The best thing I could do for everyone was to go home.

			I pulled my phone out to text Mia. I’m not feeling well. I think I need to go home.

			As I waited for an answer, I looked around, pressing my phone against my chest. What do I do about Chrissy? Should I look for her?

			Mia’s response came quickly. Can you drive? Do you need me to help?

			No, I’m fine. I think I just need to get out of the heat.

			Okay, let me know if you need me.

			I could feel hot tears swelling inside me. Mia was so good to me. I didn’t deserve her. Have you seen Chrissy?

			She’s searching, came the reply. She left with a couple of other teenagers. Friends of Brittany’s.

			I started walking toward the car. Okay. See you later.

			Mia replied with the heart icon. 

			I lowered my phone and started weaving my way through the crowd. I’d text Chrissy when I got to the car.

			As I plodded toward it, I could feel the heat of eyes following me, burning against my shirt. I purposefully kept my gaze down, wanting to draw as little attention to myself as possible. I was a fool to think I could live in this town. Who would hire me? Who would frequent my business, if I started one? My mother was right—the best thing I could do was sell the house as quickly as possible and move back to New York before my parents changed their minds about helping me.

			But what was I going to do about Chrissy? I had made a commitment to her. Oh God, I felt sick. How could I have been so stupid? I couldn’t even support myself financially, much less a sixteen-year-old. What was I going to do?

			I reached my car without interruption. At least I had that going for me. I slid into the driver’s seat, put on my seat belt, turned the ignition key and burst into tears.


		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			I propped my head up on the kitchen table, a cup of coffee in front of me, and waited for the ibuprofen to kick in. 

			Yesterday, after I had gotten myself under control, I drove to the store to pick up a large sausage-and-mushroom pizza, a bottle of wine, potato chips, dip and a gallon of rocky road. All I wanted was to indulge in a big old-fashioned pity party.

			I holed up in my bedroom, glad for the first time that I had moved into the master bedroom. After all, trying to have a proper pity party in the living room wasn’t all that desirable—who knew when Mia or Chrissy might walk in? But, spreading out in my spacious bedroom? Heaven. My adjoining bathroom even has a huge claw-foot tub, so I could soak in peace.

			I had a bath, a good cry and spent the night binging on wine, junk food and Grey’s Anatomy reruns on Netflix.

			At some point I must have fallen asleep–lost in a fog of alcohol, sugar, grease and fat. I didn’t even hear Chrissy or Mia come home. But as the rising sun crept over the horizon, I regained consciousness only to find myself surrounded by half-eaten pizza slices, crushed potato chips, congealed dip, a bowl of melted ice cream and a half glass of wine. 

			Yikes. No wonder I felt like crap.

			I sipped my coffee and pondered making breakfast. I probably needed something that was at least somewhat healthy, although nothing sounded good. Coffee seemed to be all I could handle.

			“You’re up early,” Mia said, yawning as she came into the kitchen and headed for the coffee pot.

			“Could say the same to you,” I said.

			She poured herself a cup. “I’ve got the lunch shift today and I’m going in earlier to help cover for one of the waitresses.” She joined me at the table. “Feeling any better?”

			“Not really. But that’s probably more about all the crap I ate last night.”

			She studied me over the top of her mug. “I thought you went home because you weren’t feeling well. Why were you eating crap?”

			I raked my hand through my hair. “I wasn’t lying. I didn’t feel well. It seemed like everywhere I went, I kept running into people glaring at me. I started to feel like Louise was right. I was a distraction and it was better if I left.”

			“Oh honey,” Mia reached over to squeeze my hand. “I wish you had said something to me.”

			“You were busy. I didn’t want to bother you.”

			Mia shook her head. “This town sucks sometimes.”

			“Yeah, well. I saw Gwyn, too.”

			“God, that in itself could explain why you didn’t feel well.”

			I slouched further in my seat. “She was with Celia and Ellen. I didn’t realize they were all friends. If looks could kill …” I shook my head, not bothering to finish my statement.

			“They’ll get over it,” Mia said briskly. “Daniel is a big boy and is perfectly capable of making up his own mind. And besides, none of them saw you and Daniel together when we were teenagers. If they had, they would have known this was inevitable. Gwyn will have no trouble finding someone else.”

			I smiled slightly. “Thanks.”

			Mia sipped her coffee. “Anytime.”

			I took a sip of my coffee as well. “So what happened after I left?”

			Mia screwed up her face, thinking. “Nothing much,” she said at last. “Daphne showed up but she didn’t stay long. I think she just dropped off some sandwiches or cookies or something. Said she couldn’t stay but wanted to help. As far as I could tell, none of the searchers found anything. Jillian broke down sobbing. That was a mess.”

			“Poor Jillian.”

			“Yeah. It’s heartbreaking.” Mia paused, staring into her coffee. “You know, Rich was there, too. And acting strangely.”

			“How so?”

			“He just seemed ... really torn up about it. More than normal. You know?”

			“I’m not following.”

			“Well, there’s no question this is all upsetting. Not only is it upsetting to have a teenager disappear, but this whole thing is a huge reminder of what happened to Jessica fifteen years ago. I know Rich had a crush on Jessica and he took her disappearance hard, but still. I would bet good money he barely knew Brittany so why was he so emotional?”

			“You don’t think ... he couldn’t have had anything to do with Brittany?”

			Mia frantically shook her head. “No. I can’t believe Rich would have anything to do with Brittany’s disappearance. But it made me wonder again about what happened fifteen years ago. Especially since he won’t even speak to you and there’s that missing period of time.”

			I leaned forward slightly. “Mia, what are you saying?”

			She clapped her hands over her eyes. “God. I can’t believe I said that. Or even thought it. No. I can’t believe Rich had anything to do with Jessica’s disappearance. He loved her. Or at least had a major crush on her.”

			People kill for love all the time, I thought, but I kept my mouth shut. Mia didn’t need to hear that right now. Instead I said, “We know he’s still feeling guilty about that night. It’s probably just that.”

			“Probably,” she said. “This is all just bringing up a lot of emotional crap. I’m not thinking straight.” She picked up her mug and took a long swallow.

			“What about Barry?” I asked. “Was he there?”

			She sighed. “Yes, he was there, too. Celia left early, probably shortly after you saw her, but he stayed.”

			“How was he?”

			“He was more aloof. Not at all like himself. No cracking jokes or any of that. He seemed sort of stone-faced, almost. Which isn’t like him at all. Every time I saw either Barry or Rich, I kept thinking about that missing chunk of time and how neither of them would tell you where they were or what they were doing. It was also weird watching them together. Barry kept pulling Rich aside, almost like he was trying to help Rich get a hold of himself. It was all so ... odd.”

			“Do you think they’d be more open with you than me?”

			She blew the air out of her lungs. “I don’t know. Maybe. I still can’t believe they were involved. But there was definitely something funny about how they were acting. I wanted to talk to Daniel about it but he had already left.”

			“Where did Daniel go?”

			“To take Maude home. Well, not ‘home,’ I guess, but back to the area where she normally hangs out.”

			I blinked. “Maude? Homeless Maude?”

			Mia nodded. “Yeah, that’s her.”

			“She was there? At the church?”

			“She was there. Weird, isn’t it? Although there’s been lots of things going on that have been weird so why should this be any different? But yeah, it’s a mystery how she even got way out by the church. No one knows.”

			Something tickled at the back of my head, and I remembered my dream about Maude pushing her shopping cart in the woods. No, it couldn’t be related. Nevertheless, I found myself sitting up in my chair. “So, what happened? Why was she out there?”

			Mia stirred her coffee. “That’s the thing. She wanted to help. That’s what she said at least. Although, I’m not sure she even knows who Brittany is, much less that she’s missing. And she kept talking about the devil.”

			I gasped as I sloshed hot coffee all over my hand. The tickle at the back of my head transformed into icy knives dragging across my neck.

			Mia glanced at me, saw the coffee. “Are you okay?” She dashed over to grab a wet washcloth.

			“I’m fine,” I said, as she mopped my hand and the table. “What did Maude say exactly?”

			“I don’t know. It didn’t make a lot of sense. Seeing the devil. Something like that. Whatever it was, she was pretty worked up about it. Daniel ended up taking her away.” Mia leaned back from mopping up the coffee and looked me directly in the eyes. “So, clearly this means something to you. What do you know?”

			I reached over to scoop up my investigation notes. “It was what Pat said. The day she died. I thought I told you. She was sure she saw the devil in her backyard.”

			Mia’s mouth made a little O. “Maybe I do remember, now that you say it. So, are you saying you think Pat did see the devil? And Maude saw it, too?” She didn’t sound all that convinced.

			I shook my head, the other pieces of what happened yesterday tumbling back into place. I had almost forgotten them after last night’s pity party. “No, I don’t think it’s the actual devil. But I think they both may have seen someone.” I quickly filled Mia in about Bear and my Peeping Tom theory.

			Mia stared at me. “Oh my God, I think you’re on to something. I never put all of that together. Did you tell Daniel?”

			“Of course. So maybe he wanted to try and question Maude.”

			“That would make sense,” Mia said. “He led her away pretty quickly once she started babbling about the devil.”

			“I have to get my memory back,” I mused. “This proves it.”

			Mia gave me a confused look. “Um. Maybe I just haven’t had enough coffee yet but I don’t see how what you told me has anything to do with what happened to Jessica.”

			“Because if there is a Peeping Tom, he was here too. The rabbit. The footprint. Why would he be watching me if there wasn’t some connection between Jessica and Brittany?”

			Mia frowned, pondering. “Maybe. But you weren’t convinced there was one person behind all of this before.”

			“That was before I realized Pat, Bear and Brittany were all neighbors. And now Maude shows up talking about the devil. Do you see what it all might mean?”

			Mia squished her face up. “I feel like it may be a good time to point out that Maude isn’t the most ... reliable witness. She may have seen ‘the devil’ any number of times around town, and it’s just a coincidence she’s talking about it now.”

			“But I dreamed about her too,” I said, before I could stop myself.

			Mia blinked. “Dreamed about who?”

			God, I wished I could pluck those words right back out of the air and stuff them down my throat. “Maude. I dreamed about her.”

			Mia opened her mouth and closed it a few times as if she was struggling to choose her words. “Becca,” she began carefully. “You do realize ...”

			“I’m not an idiot,” I interrupted. “Look, I know it’s just a dream. I know it’s not rooted in reality. But look at all the things that have happened.” I ticked them off with my fingers. “There’s a Peeping Tom who apparently also kills animals. Pat must have seen this Peeping Tom and called him ‘the devil.’ Pat lives right next to Brittany, so was the Peeping Tom watching Brittany, too? Stalking her? Before he took her? And, there’s evidence that the Peeping Tom was watching me too. So, what does this Peeping Tom have to do with me?”

			“Brittany looks exactly like Jessica, and you were the last one to see Jessica alive,” Mia finished for me.

			“I may have seen something that I don’t remember. And this Peeping Tom may not want me to remember,” I said. “Especially if he knows I’m trying to get my memory back.”

			“So, in this scenario,” Mia said slowly, like she was starting to put the pieces together and didn’t like the picture. “the Peeping Tom was obsessed with Jessica.”

			“That’s what I’m thinking,” I said.

			We were both silent. Although neither of us said his name, I know we were both thinking it.

			Rich.

			“But, why would this Peeping Tom suddenly strike now?” Mia asked. “I mean, Brittany lives here. If the Peeping Tom also lives here, what do you think set him off?”

			“Maybe it was my moving here,” I said. “With me gone, he didn’t have to worry about anyone remembering what happened to Jessica. Maybe he was just watching Brittany and biding his time. Or maybe he would have never taken her, being content just to watch her, especially if she never planned to leave Redemption. But when I moved back, maybe he was afraid I would say something, and that’s what started this whole chain of events.”

			Mia frowned as she stared into her coffee cup. “Maybe.” She picked up her cup, but instead of taking a drink, she just held it in her hands to soak in the warmth. “What you’re saying makes sense but it still feels like a long shot. Regardless, I think you’re right. The biggest priority right now is getting your memory back.”

			“I agree,” I said.

			“So, what’s the best way to do that? Have you seen a doctor?”

			My mind flashed back to Dr. Ellison and my stay in the psychiatric hospital. “Ah, no.”

			Mia shot me a look. “Do you think that might be a smart place to begin?”

			“Well, maybe,” I said hesitantly. “I haven’t had good experiences with psychologists or therapists though.”

			“I get it. But what you’re doing doesn’t seem to be working,” she gently pointed out.

			“Yeah, but won’t it take a long time? Doing this with a doctor? That’s what we don’t have. Brittany is missing and every minute counts.”

			“So, what else is there?” Mia asked. “You could light the candles.”

			My eyes dropped to the candles as I felt that familiar sense of dread fill me. “Yes, let’s do that. Today. What time do you get off work?”

			“Four. I can call Daphne, too. I think she should be here.”

			I nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

			“Perfect.” Mia got up and started rummaging around the kitchen. “I’m going to have to leave here pretty soon. Is there anything else you can do today? Anyone else you haven’t talked to about that night?”

			I opened my mouth to say, “No, I’ve talked to everyone who would talk to me.”

			But then I realized that wasn’t true.

			I hadn’t talked to CB yet.

			Mia glanced over at me. “Becca?”

			I swallowed. “CB,” I said. “I haven’t talked to CB yet.”

			“Oh, well that works out then,” Mia said. “You can call him today and report back when we’re all together.”

			I nodded, already dreading that phone call. CB hated talking about the past. It would be bad enough, listening to him tell me to ‘just let it go already.’ (He had said that more than once after my first divorce.) But even worse, he’d likely start grilling me about when I would be selling the house and moving back to New York too.

			I so didn’t feel like having that conversation today. The more I thought about moving back to New York, the more it depressed me, but I honestly didn’t see any other alternative.

			However, Mia was right. If I was going to get to the bottom of what happened to Jessica, I had to call him.

			“I likely won’t get much from him,” I warned. “He’s not a big fan of reliving the past.”

			“Yeah, well, neither is Rich or Barry. At least you’ll have tried. Hopefully, this candle-lighting ceremony will help, too.”

			“Hopefully,” I said. Because if it doesn’t, I won’t know what else to do.

			And Brittany may run out of time.


		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			I had run out of excuses.

			Breakfast had long been eaten. Kitchen was scrubbed and shiny. Dishes removed from my room, crumbs vacuumed and bed made. A load of laundry was in the washing machine.

			Even I was clean and shiny, freshly showered, and wearing a green sundress.

			There was nothing left to do. Nothing to stop me from calling CB.

			I could hear his voice in my head—“Cos, why are you wasting my time with this? Jessica is long gone. Don’t you have packing to do?”

			I rubbed my forehead, feeling the edges of a headache creep in. Maybe I didn’t even need to have this conversation with him since I already knew what he was going to say.

			But even as I thought it, I knew I was just delaying the inevitable. I needed to call. I needed to finish this.

			I blew the air out of my lungs and looked around the backyard. It wasn’t quite as humid as yesterday, but it was still hot, sitting in the sun. I could feel the sweat bead up at the back of my neck. 

			Next to me, Oscar gazed up at me, his dark-green eyes unblinking. He had followed me outside and made himself comfortable on the porch swing next to me.

			He had never done that before but I was glad he did. It was soothing having him there. It was like he was giving me moral support. 

			You’ve got this, I could almost hear him saying. I’m here for you.

			I hoped he was right.

			My phone rang. I nearly fell off the bench, the sound startled me so much. Maybe it was CB, which would be ideal. It would be much easier for me to work my questions into a conversation he initiated.

			But it wasn’t. It was my mother.

			I stared at the phone, feeling the sweat drip down my back. Did I really want to take her call? She had been texting me, asking me when she could expect me home. Was this the conversation I really wanted to have right now?

			Not particularly. I picked up the phone to dismiss the call but found myself answering it instead.

			“Oh, I’m so glad I caught you,” my mother said. She sounded slightly out of breath. “We just lined up the painters for next week, and I want to get your opinion on this perfect silvery-grey color I found. The last tenant actually painted the walls pink. Pink! Can you believe it?”

			I closed my eyes. “Whatever you think is best.”

			“I’d rather get your opinion since you’re going to be the one living there,” my mother said. “Let me text you a picture. And if you can, get back to me no later than tomorrow, okay? I want to get the painters in there soon so we’re all set for you. Although, you can always just stay with us until the apartment is done, so don’t let that stop you.”

			“There’s no rush,” I said. “I’m still … tying up loose ends.”

			“Still? How many loose ends can there possibly be? You haven’t lived there very long. Are you sure these aren’t things you can take care of from New York?”

			Next to me, Oscar’s eyes narrowed to slits.

			“No, these are things I need to take care of in person,” I said.

			“Well, what are these loose ends? Maybe I can help.”

			“Just ... things I have to do,” I said vaguely. “Packing. Sorting. Things like that.”

			“You can hire people to do that.”

			“Well, those aren’t the only things.”

			“So, what are the other things?”

			“Just ... stuff I have to do,” I said. I had zero intention of telling her the truth— that I was trying to get my memory back of that night. After all the blood, sweat, and tears she poured into making sure my memory stayed lost, I didn’t even want to imagine her reaction.

			“Why are you being so secretive?”

			“Why are you pushing so hard?” I asked, exasperated. “There’s no rush, is there? I’ll get to New York when I can.”

			“We’re holding a job for you,” she said reproachfully. “Your brother needs that position filled.”

			“I get it. If he can’t wait, I’m sure I can find another job. I’m working as fast as I can here.”

			“I also don’t think being there is good for you,” she continued.

			“I’m fine. Really.”

			“Bad things happen to you in Redemption. The sooner you leave, the better.”

			I was about to repeat that I was moving as fast as I could when my mother’s words sunk in. “What bad things?”

			My mother paused. “What?”

			“Things. You said ‘things.’ What other bad things happened to me here?”

			“Do I need to remind you that you almost died in Redemption?”

			“Yes, that’s one thing,” I said. “What else?”

			“Well,” my mother said, clearly flustered. “Isn’t that enough?”

			Something shifted in my head, and I found myself looking at everything my mother said to me in a new light. “Why are you pushing me so hard to leave Redemption?”

			“Because it’s not good for you! Why is that so hard to understand?”

			“How do you know it’s not good for me?”

			“You know why!” Her voice was getting louder, shriller. “You almost died!”

			“No, actually I don’t know,” I said slowly. “What do you know about that night? What are you hiding from me?”

			“I’m not ... how can you think that? I’m your mother. I’m worried about you.”

			“Then tell me about that night,” I said. “What did Aunt Charlie tell you? What did the cops?”

			“Rebecca, stop. Just stop. Right now. Stop this nonsense.” Was there a trace of hysteria in her voice or was I imagining it? “There’s no reason to be digging all this up. Don’t you see why I want you to come home? This is why! It’s not healthy for you.”

			“You keep saying that,” I said. “But why isn’t it healthy? What’s going on?”

			“Rebecca, I think you need to leave Redemption immediately. Don’t worry about these so-called ‘loose ends.’ Just book a flight and get here. We’ll worry about getting the rest of your things later.”

			“I’ll think about it,” I said. “But right now, I have to go. I’ll keep you posted.”

			“Rebecca ...”

			“Bye, mom.”

			I hung up and just sat there, holding the phone.

			What was really going on here? What didn’t my mother want me to know?

			“You’re moving?”

			Startled for yet a second time that day, I jumped in my seat before whirling around to see Chrissy standing there. “You scared me.”

			Her gaze didn’t waver. “You’re moving?” Her hair was still damp from her shower, and she was wearing Mia’s electric-blue shirt and black shorts, since I had finally managed to snag her clothes and throw them into the washer. She was still way too thin and way too pale, but I could see some color starting to come back into her cheeks.

			“How much did you hear?”

			She had the grace to look ashamed. “I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. I was in the kitchen and, well, your voices carried.” She folded her arms across her chest and I braced myself for a screaming fit. To my surprise, she kept her voice level. “I take it since you’re not answering the question that the answer is yes.”

			I sighed and looked away. “It’s complicated.” There was no sense keeping the truth from her. She was old enough to hear it.

			“Yeah, well, that didn’t take long.”

			I looked back at her, surprised by her response. “What are you talking about?”

			“Your promise. It didn’t long for you to break your promise.”

			I cocked my head and studied her, still surprised that she hadn’t yet thrown a fit. We were actually having a relatively civilized conversation. Definite progress. 

			Chrissy didn’t meet my eyes. Instead, her gaze was fixed on a point past me. Every line of her, from the way she was standing to the setting of her jaw, screamed pure teenager ‘I-don’t-care.’ But, underneath the teenager bravado, I could see the hurt and pain of betrayal. “You mean my promise that you could stay with me? Why do you think I’m breaking that promise?”

			Her expression changed to ‘duh.’ “I can’t stay here if you’re moving.”

			“That’s true,” I said thoughtfully. “But there’s no reason you can’t move back to New York with me.”

			Her eyes flitted to me and away again but, in that second, I saw it—hope. “Where would I stay?”

			“With me, of course. It’s not a huge apartment, but there’s room for two.”

			She paused, taking it all in. I could see her swallow. “You’d do that for me?” I could hear the fear, the hope and the pain all rolled into that statement and yet again, I felt my heart constrict for this broken child. 

			“Come sit next to me,” I said, sliding closer to Oscar and patting the swing next to me. After a moment’s hesitation, she moved to sit down.

			“So first off, if you want to stay with me and you keep following the rules, you can stay with me as long as you want. That’s never changing. It doesn’t matter if we stay here or move back to New York. Okay?”

			She didn’t look at me, instead studying her hands in her lap. I waited until I saw her nod.

			“Second, I don’t know if we’re moving or not. The truth is,” here I paused. I didn’t really want to throw her father under the bus again but I didn’t see any way around it. She deserved the truth. “Your father did succeed in draining a good chunk of my trust fund and the authorities haven’t been able to recover it. At least, not yet.” I could see her eyes narrow but she stayed quiet. “And, well, we’re broke. Or, almost broke. I have enough to pay the living expenses for a few months, but that’s it, unless I’m able to find a job or restart my aunt’s business. Or maybe sell my art but that’s really a long shot considering I haven’t painted in years.”

			A surge of grief rose up in me and I paused to get myself under control. Chrissy still hadn’t moved. A few strands of her black hair blew softly around her face.

			“Anyway, my mother has arranged an apartment for me, for us, back in New York and a job. So, that may be our only option.”

			Her mouth worked silently for a moment. “How can you stand to look at me?”

			I blinked. “What?”

			“After what my father did to you. Is still doing to you. Why don’t you hate me?”

			“Because you had nothing to do with it. I told you that but if you need me to keep telling you that I will, as many times as you need to hear it. Nothing your father does or doesn’t do is your fault.”

			She shifted her head but not before I saw a sheen of wetness at the corner of her eyes. “Do you want to move back to New York?” she asked.

			I looked around the backyard, taking in the thriving garden, the chirping songbirds, the squirrels playing in the trees. “I’m not sure,” I said. “There’s pros and cons to both. And, to be honest, I haven’t asked myself what I want. It doesn’t really matter.”

			She didn’t answer, gnawing her lip as she thought it through.

			“But what about you?” I asked. “Would you prefer to move back? Or do you want to stay here?”

			That made Chrissy look up, her expression surprised. “Me? You’re asking me?”

			I shrugged. “It’s your life, too. Which do you prefer? Now, I can’t promise that you’ll get what you want, as some things are out of my control, but I’d like to know which you’d choose.”

			I expected her to say “New York,” and I was surprised how depressing the thought was to me. Regardless, I thought it was important to hear her. She was sixteen. She deserved a say.

			She didn’t answer right away. I was about to prompt her, wondering if I just missed her answer, when she finally spoke. “I ... I’m not sure,” she said slowly. “I feel like I should be jumping up and down and screaming ‘Yes, let’s go back to New York!’ But ... I don’t know.” 

			“You don’t have to give me an answer now,” I said, feeling a surge of hope at her words even as I tried to tamp it down. The odds of us being able to stay were slim and seemed to be getting slimmer. “You can think about it. And, like I said before, what you want and what we do may be two different things.”

			“No, I get it,” she said. “I’m not a child.”

			For some reason, that made me want to cry. No, she wasn’t a child. Not anymore. Not since the day her dad talked her into making my life a living hell. 

			And it absolutely wasn’t fair.

			But there were a lot of things that weren’t fair and the sooner Chrissy learned that lesson, the better.

			“Daphne and Mia are both going to be here for dinner,” I said, changing the subject. “Do you want to join us?” I secretly hoped she wouldn’t. If she said yes I was going to be stuck trying to explain to her the whole candle-lighting ceremony, which I really didn’t feel like doing. The fewer people participating, the better. Not to mention if I ended up having some sort of breakdown during it, I didn’t think it would be all that healthy for Chrissy to witness it.

			To my relief, she shook her head. “A couple of Brittany’s friends are organizing a candlelight vigil for her.”

			“Oh.” I tried to hide my surprise. After yesterday’s reception at the search party, I didn’t think Brittany’s friends would invite Chrissy to anything. Of course, maybe it was just me everyone in this town objected to. Now that I thought about it, she had stayed and joined the search with a few other teenagers. “That’s nice.”

			“Yeah,” she smiled shyly. “They thought Brittany had run away too.”

			That made sense based on what Chrissy had said earlier. It didn’t sound like Brittany was keeping her unhappiness at home much of a secret.

			“I can make dinner for you before I go,” she offered.

			“You don’t have to do that,” I said, but I was touched.

			She stood, brushing her hands against her shorts. “I’d like to. Besides, isn’t one of the rules for me to help out?” She smiled at me, a real smile.

			“Yeah,” I said, giving her a crooked smile in return. “You’re right. That is one of the rules.”

			“Well, okay then.” She turned to head to the house.

			“Chrissy,” I called out. She turned. “Thank you.”

			She smiled her dazzling smile again, so like her father’s it made my heart hurt, and went into the house.


		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Once Chrissy was safely in the house, I got up to take a quiet stroll closer to the woods. I still needed to call CB and I didn’t want Chrissy overhearing me. I clicked on CB’s number and listened to the phone ring and ring. Was I going to have to leave a message? What sort should I leave? Maybe I should just text him to call me. But at the last moment, he picked up.

			“What?” He sounded out of breath, like I had caught him running in the door.

			“It’s me. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

			“No, no, of course not.” His voice sounded more normal. “Sorry, just left Marguerite. One of those visits, you know? Anyway, what’s up?”

			I took a deep breath. “I was hoping you could do something for me.”

			“What?? Be still my beating heart! Becs is asking for help?”

			“Very funny. Could you tell me what you remember from the night Jessica disappeared?”

			Silence. Not even background noise. CB must still be in Marguerite’s apartment building for it to be that quiet. “Why on earth do you want to know that?” He sounded suspicious but at least he wasn’t lecturing me.

			“You remember Brittany, right? Jessica’s niece? Well, she disappeared. And I thought maybe if I remembered that night, I may be able to help find her.”

			“Why would you think there’s a connection between Brittany and Jessica?”

			I closed my eyes. “Just ... humor me. It’s too long to get into right now but please, if you could just tell me what you remember.”

			“What’s the point? What’s done is done. Everyone knows she ran away. How could her running away have anything to do with Brittany?”

			“We don’t know that she ran away,” I said. “Mia doesn’t believe it. The clothes ...”

			“Mia is just pissed that Jessica left her. Of course she left. What else could have happened to her?”

			“That’s the point. We don’t know. And maybe, if I can get my memory back, I can help shed some light on what really happened.”

			“I thought you wanted to remember because you wanted to find Brittany. Now you’re telling me you want to solve a fifteen-year-old case? That’s ridiculous. Who’s putting you up to this? Mia? Daniel?”

			“Nobody is putting me up to it. I’m the one who wants to know.”

			“No, I don’t believe it. Someone is behind this. You were never interested before.”

			“Honestly, this is my idea,” I said, feeling like I was losing control of the conversation quickly and not sure how to get it back. “And yes, you’re right. I wasn’t interested in getting my memory back when I was in New York. But now that I’m here in Redemption, I see how much Jessica’s disappearance affected everyone and ...”

			“See,” CB interrupted. “That’s why your being there is such a mistake. When are you moving back?”

			“I’m not sure but that’s not the point right now ...”

			“Of course that’s the point! The sooner you get out of there, the better. Redemption isn’t doing you any good.”

			He sounded so much like my mother, it gave me pause. Why were they both so hell-bent on getting me out of Redemption? 

			“CB, here’s the thing,” I said, trying a different tact. “I know you don’t like talking about the past, but the reality is that I need closure with this. Our friends need closure. This town needs closure. I’m not leaving until I remember. So, if you want me to leave sooner, then help me remember. Tell me what you know.”

			“Why are you being so unreasonable?”

			“What?” I couldn’t believe I had heard him right. “Why am I ‘being so unreasonable’? CB, for God’s sake, just tell me what you know. Why is that so difficult?”

			“Has it occurred to you that there’s a reason why I don’t want to remember that day? Or talk about it?”

			“I know it was pretty stressful ...”

			“Stressful? I watched you almost die. Yeah, I guess you could call that stressful.”

			I closed my eyes. “CB, I ... okay. Sorry. Point taken. Don’t you think it would help you to talk about it? Instead of burying it?”

			“I’m not the one having a problem. You’re the one who wants to dig everything back up.”

			I rubbed my forehead. Clearly, this was a dead end. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

			“It’s okay,” his voice softened. “I’m sure it probably feels frustrating not to remember. But, honestly, I think you’re the lucky one. Why would you possibly want to remember the night you almost died?”

			“You’re probably right,” I said, more to appease him than anything else.

			“I gotta go,” he said. “But cos, really, you got to get out of there. Go figure out when you’re going to leave and then let me know. Okay?”

			“As soon as I know, you’ll know,” I said.

			“Good girl,” he said. “Trust me, you’ll thank me once you’re back in New York.”

			I hung up, unable to shake the feeling that neither my mother nor CB were telling me the whole truth.

			***

			I was still outside, having returned to my porch swing so I could mull about my conversations with CB and my mother, wondering how I could possibly get to the bottom of what they were hiding from me when both of them refused to talk about it, when Daniel appeared.

			It was so sudden that I jumped, rattling the wooden seat and causing Oscar to shoot me a dirty look. “Oh my God. Daniel, you scared me.” I felt like I had spent the entire day in a state of perpetual startle. 

			“Sorry,” he said, heading toward me. He was wearing his uniform, so he must still be on duty. Actually, the closer he got, the more it appeared to be the same uniform he had on yesterday. It was wrinkled and stained with sweat. Daniel looked like he hadn’t slept in days. His face was puffy, his eyes bruised with huge circles and he definitely needed a shave.

			“Any news?” I asked, praying he wasn’t going to tell me he found a body.

			He shook his head, his expression flat. 

			I sighed. 

			“Yeah, pretty much sums up how I feel.” He handed me a file folder. I gave him a questioning look as I took it.

			“It’s Jessica’s case file,” he said.

			My fingers loosened in shock and the file slid to my lap. “You’re giving this to me? Why?”

			He made a gesture to one of the outdoor chairs. 

			“Of course, sit down,” I said quickly, embarrassed that I had forgotten my manners. “Can I get you something to drink? I have fresh lemonade.”

			“I would love a glass of lemonade, but unfortunately, I don’t have a lot of time.” He adjusted the chair so it was facing me and nearly collapsed into it. He must be dead on his feet. I wondered if he would be able to get back up. 

			“Let me get you a glass. You can take it with you,” I said. I started to get up, but he waved me back.

			“I really don’t have a lot of time. I probably shouldn’t be here at all but ... I’m desperate.”

			I fingered the file. “Out of leads?”

			He heaved a deep sigh. “There’s just no trace of her. The clock is ticking and with every second, the trail is getting colder. My brain tells me there couldn’t possibly be any connection between Jessica and Brittany, and even if there was, how possible is it that you might remember something helpful?”

			He stopped talking, gazing off in the direction of my rose bushes. They were in full bloom, their scent sweet on the humid breeze.

			“What does your gut say?” I gently asked.

			He turned his head to look at me, staring straight into my eyes. I felt a jolt of electricity run through me, so strong it was like a caress. “To give you the file,” he said simply.

			I picked up the file but didn’t open it. “Thank you,” I said softly.

			He nodded toward the file. “You’ll tell me, right? If you remember anything?”

			“Of course.”

			“Day or night?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Good.” He fished his cell phone out of his pocket and glanced at it. “I have to go but Mia is still staying with you, right? You’re not alone?”

			“Yes, she’s still here.” I didn’t add that I wouldn’t be alone regardless since Chrissy was also staying with me. He was under enough stress. I didn’t need to bring up any other sore subjects. Hopefully Chrissy would stay put in the kitchen and out of Daniel’s sight.

			He tucked his phone away and pulled out his keys, jingling them in his hand while he cleared his throat. “I really do have to go. I wish I didn’t.”

			“I know. Go. You have a missing teenager to find.”

			He didn’t move. “Maybe once things have calmed down, we can talk. Clear a few things up.”

			That sounded ominous. What did he want to clear up? That he only wanted to be friends? That our kiss didn’t mean anything? That what Margot said in the diner about being under my spell wasn’t true, and his profession would keep him from being seen with me?

			If so, maybe he would actually be doing me a favor. Was I even ready to date? Was I ready to trust myself when it came to relationships?

			“Of course,” I said. “Brittany is the priority here. Once you find her, we can definitely talk.”

			We stared at each other over what felt like miles and miles between us. Despite the exhaustion etched in his face, his dark-blue eyes were full of life and electricity. The energy hummed between us, making me hyperaware of the sweat dripping between my breasts, the small of my back and along the inside of my thighs. Why did everything have to be so complicated between us? Why couldn’t we just give in to the chemistry?

			Maybe I was just cursed when it came to relationships.

			A ghost of a smile touched his lips before he swiftly turned on his heel and strode away, pulling his phone out of his pocket as he disappeared, leaving me alone in the backyard.

			Actually, I wasn’t alone. Oscar was still curled up next to me, watching me with his huge green eyes.

			And of course, I now had the file.


		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			I ran my fingernail over the unlabeled, plain manila file folder. It wasn’t very thick. 

			There was nothing to indicate the bombshell that may be inside it, just waiting for me to set it off.

			A part of me wanted to flip open the file and devour the contents, but I hesitated. It felt important to do it right. 

			I grabbed my cell and went into the house. Oscar immediately uncurled himself and hopped off the porch swing, padding quietly behind me.

			Chrissy had her headphones on and was bobbing to the music as she alternated between stirring something on the stove and chopping an onion. She smiled when she saw me. I smiled back and poured myself a glass of lemonade. I refilled Oscar’s water dish with fresh water and collected my notes from the table. I decided to review everything in the living room where I’d be out of Chrissy’s way.

			I made myself comfortable on the couch, spreading all my notes across the coffee table. A quick glance through the file revealed that Daniel had given me copies, not originals. I wondered if he had been selective in what had chosen to share with me but I pushed that thought away almost as quickly as it surfaced.

			He didn’t have to give me anything. And, even if he had given me the original file, he still could have easily removed some of the pages, and I wouldn’t have been any the wiser.

			I pulled the first page toward me and began to read.

			By the time Mia poked her head through the doorway, I was busily scribbling notes and had completely lost track of time. It could have been hours, or it could have been ten minutes.

			“Anything good?”

			I straightened, wincing as I rubbed a cramp in my lower back. I must have been hunched over the coffee table longer than I had thought. “Maybe. Daniel brought me Jessica’s file.”

			“Really? Wait, I think this calls for wine.” She disappeared back into the kitchen.

			I stood up and stretched the kink in my back, before sweeping up my notes and joining Mia.

			She was busy opening a bottle, three glasses in front of her. “Wait, let me pour the wine first. And what are we doing about dinner? Daphne will be here in a couple of hours and we should probably eat before we get into everything. Especially since I’m starving. Should we order a pizza?”

			“Chrissy made us something. It’s probably in the fridge.”

			“Wait? You’re throwing too much at me at once. Chrissy made us something?” Mia rummaged around the refrigerator, frowning as she pulled out a covered pan to examine it.

			“Yes, she did.”

			“And it even comes with instructions,” Mia said, pulling a sticky note off the top and reading it. “I’m supposed to put it in the oven. A Mexican casserole. What’s gotten into her?”

			I shrugged. I wasn’t ready to tell Mia about my financial issues and how I would likely be selling the house and moving in a few months. “Not sure. I’m hoping it’s a sign that she’s ready to be serious about staying here.”

			Mia popped the casserole into the oven. “Well, this is a great start if that’s the case. Will she be joining us?”

			“Nope. She decided she didn’t want to spend the evening with her stepmom and her stepmom’s friends. She’s off to a candlelight vigil for Brittany.”

			Mia joined me at the table, handing me a glass of wine.  “Well dinner was easy, so now on to the important stuff. What’s in that police report?”

			“Ah.” I shifted the papers around to unearth the report. “Here’s the file if you want to look at it. The short version is that it is what we thought—Rich was the one who saw me with Jessica.”

			“Figures,” Mia said, leaning forward to flip through the pages. “Does it give details?”

			“I guess Jessica and I were standing in the woods talking when Rich found us. Jessica was distraught, and I was saying something like ‘Just forget him.’ ‘Him’ meaning Rich.”

			“That’s it?”

			I could feel my face grow warm. “Ah, well. I guess I said a few other ... choice words, as well. Like ‘Screw him. Why do you care what he says? You’re leaving, right?’ That sort of thing.”

			Mia made a face as she skimmed through the pages. “Ah, teenage angst.”

			“So, I’m wondering if he thought I had talked Jessica out of coming back to him, or, at the very least, back to Aunt Charlie’s house. Then, after convincing her to stay away, I got sick and distracted everyone. I guess I can see why he blames me.”

			Mia chewed her bottom lip thoughtfully. “Yeah, when you say it like that, I see his point.”

			“Also, it doesn’t look like the investigators noticed the period of time that Rich was ‘missing.’ He mentions seeing Daphne, and then says he ran off to ‘clear his head.’ But he must not have gone far, because he said the screams drew him back to Aunt Charlie’s backyard in time to see me on the ground.”

			“So, we still don’t know where he went after he left Daphne?”

			I shook my head. “It’s also not clear where Barry was, either. He claims he went back into the house after everyone separated to drink some water and go to the bathroom. Says he wanted to make sure he was good to drive. But you were in the bathroom.”

			“Downstairs bathroom,” Mia said. “There IS more than one bathroom in this house.”

			“Do you think he went upstairs?”

			Mia shrugged. “It’s possible. We’d have to ask Daphne. I don’t remember seeing him but I was pretty sick.”

			“Wasn’t CB in the house, too? Would CB be able to vouch for him?”

			“Maybe. Speaking of CB, did you have a chance to talk to him?”

			I paused, turning my head to look out the window. The sun was starting to set, turning the sky vibrant orange and red. The porch chair I had spent much of the afternoon in swayed gently, indicating a good breeze outside. Yet the trees and bushes were still. Had the wind just stopped?

			“Becca. Earth to Becca,” Mia said, snapping her fingers in front of me. “Did you hear me?”

			The kitchen was full of the warm, delicious scents of the casserole. In that moment, I wished more than anything that we could just be a couple of friends hanging out and having fun over dinner and wine—our only worries being our love life and work drama … our only experience with kidnapped teenagers being movies we watched on Lifetime. “Sorry, yes. You know, that casserole is probably done. Do you want me to get it?” I started to get up but Mia beat me to it.

			“Enough with the distractions. Did you talk to him or not?” Mia said impatiently, scraping her chair back and heading to the kitchen.

			“I did. It just ... wasn’t a pleasant conversation.” 

			“Why? What happened?” Mia asked as she whipped around the space, pulling out the food and organizing plates and forks on the counter. It was clear she knew her way around a kitchen.

			I sighed. “I don’t think I told you this but CB and I fought before we came out here. Probably the first time in our lives that we really fought. He didn’t want me to move back. Neither did my mother. First thing they ever agreed on, I think.”

			“Why didn’t he want you to come back?”

			“Quite honestly, he never really told me until today. I guess it was really painful for him watching me almost die. He doesn’t like to think about it.”

			“Yeah, I can see that.”

			I paused, wondering if I should bring up the conversation with my mother—I still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something they weren’t telling me. 

			“Anyway, needless to say, we didn’t talk about what he remembered.”

			Mia scooped up some casserole before offering me the spatula. “What reason did your mother give for not wanting you to come here?”

			“Same as CB, basically. Remember, she was glad I lost my memory and did everything in her power to keep it that way. She thought it was a blessing. And she forbade everyone from talking to me about it.”

			“Hmm,” Mia said, forking up some casserole and taking a bite. “Hey, this is really good. Chrissy has some talent in the kitchen, doesn’t she?”

			“Yeah, she’s definitely got a knack for cooking.” It was really tasty—seasoned rice, ground beef, black beans, tomatoes, peppers, onions and black olives, topped with cheese.

			“So, what else is in the file?”

			I shook my head, reaching for my wine. “Nothing really.” I took a long swallow, avoiding Mia’s eyes, hoping she wouldn’t sense I was lying.

			“Really?” Mia asked, surprised. She reached over to start flipping through it. 

			I shrugged and focused on my meal. She wasn’t going to find anything. I had already removed the notes from my interview.

			The interview I still didn’t remember. 

			“But,” Mia started to say, her brow furrowed, but she was interrupted by a loud knocking. “Oh, that must be Daphne. Come on in,” she shouted. I heard the sound of the front door opening and closing before Daphne appeared in the kitchen, her red hair pulled back into a messy ponytail, her freckles standing out more than normal on her pale, tired face. 

			I didn’t think I had ever been so glad to see her.

			“Hey. Oh, I didn’t mean to interrupt your dinner,” Daphne said. 

			“You’re not,” I said. “Grab a plate. There’s plenty.”

			“It’s really good, too,” Mia piped in.

			“I believe it. It smells divine. I just ate though. But I will have some of that wine.”

			“Be my guest. There’s a glass out for you already,” I said. Daphne fetched it and joined us at the table, blowing a few strands of hair out of her eyes.

			“Any news?”

			“Nothing about Brittany, unfortunately,” Mia said. “But Daniel brought Becca Jessica’s police file.”

			Daphne’s mouth dropped open. “Really? Didn’t see that coming. So, what did it say?”

			Mia filled Daphne in not only about the police report, but also about what happened at the search party while I finished eating. I couldn’t help but hope Mia had forgotten whatever it was she was going to ask me about the file.

			“You don’t think ... you can’t think Rich and Barry had something to do with it?” Daphne looked aghast.

			Mia shook her head unhappily. “No, I don’t believe it. But I also don’t know what to think anymore. Yesterday was just so weird. And, Becca is right—there are holes in the timeline when we don’t know what they were doing. The police report doesn’t shed any light on that.”

			“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean they did something.”

			“I agree. They couldn’t have done anything,” Mia returned.

			“Maybe they didn’t do anything,” I said. “Maybe it was something they saw. Like, what if they saw her getting into a strange car and never reported it or something?”

			“No way,” Mia said at the same time Daphne said, “No, they would have said something. “

			“Are you sure?” I asked. “What if it would have somehow made them look bad? Or, maybe it wasn’t something that obvious. Maybe it was something subtle and they didn’t even realize that it could have been important. And now, because they never said anything, they’re too embarrassed or ashamed to talk.”

			Daphne looked doubtful but Mia’s expression was more thoughtful.

			“That would explain yesterday,” Mia said.

			“I don’t know,” Daphne said. “It still sounds like a long shot. Did the cops talk to anyone else we didn’t know about? Like, any neighbors or someone driving by?”

			“No one who saw anything,” I said.

			“Hmm,” Daphne said, tapping her fingers against her wine. “It really is strange how she disappeared without a trace. How is that possible? It seems like someone, somewhere, would have seen something. Anything. Don’t you think?”

			“Are you saying she did leave on her own?” Mia asked.

			Daphne hesitated. “Noooo. But, if she was sneaking out on her own, it would explain why no one saw anything.”

			“But it wouldn’t explain why she didn’t pack right,” Mia argued.

			“We’re just going around in circles,” I said. “We need more information. And the way I see it, we have two sources. We can go find Rich and Barry and see if they’ll be more open with one of you.  Or, we can work on getting my memory back.”

			“God, both of those seem like long shots,” Daphne sighed, rubbing her eyes. “I’m sure if Rich or Barry had information, they would have told the cops, even if they hadn’t told us. As for your memory, we have no idea if you’ll ever regain it, and even if you do, there’s no guarantee we’ll get our answers.”

			“You’re right,” I said. “But I don’t know what else to do. And personally, I’d like nothing more than to remember what happened that night.”

			As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I found myself wondering. Was that true? Did I really want to remember?

			Maybe I should be asking myself if I was ready to remember.

			You know.

			I thought about the police report. It detailed how, when the police tried to question me the day after Jessica disappeared, all I did was scream at them.

			Go away. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t remember. You can’t make me remember!

			My stomach instantly turned heavy and queasy, the casserole a greasy lump as I thought of the words in the report. I swallowed hard to keep from throwing up.

			Why would I say that—you can’t make me remember?

			Was there something buried in my subconscious so terrible that I was refusing to remember?

			Or was it just the ramblings of a teenage girl who had barely escaped death and didn’t know what she was saying? 

			Or maybe my mother had whispered something into my ear, something I didn’t want to be true, something I had blocked out and that was the seed of my meltdown?

			Until I finally remembered, I wouldn’t know the truth. About anything. 

			No matter what nightmare was lurking in my subconscious, I needed to know. My self-trust, my self-confidence, even my sanity depended on it.

			Knowing couldn’t be worse than not knowing. Could it?

			You can’t make me remember.

			Outside, the tree branches brushed against the window, and I could practically hear Jessica’s dead corpse laughing at me. 

			You have no idea what you’re getting into.

			Maybe not. Another part of me argued. But, forget my own healing. Even Daphne and Mia’s. What about Brittany?

			At that moment, it hit me. There was no more putting it off. I didn’t have a choice. 

			I never had.

			I forced a smile on my face. “Let’s light some candles.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Daphne pitched in to help Mia clear the table and put the food away. I carefully stowed my notes on the shelf built into the back of the counter, taking a little more time than necessary to stack them, placing my pen on top.

			Daphne wiped off the table as Mia briskly rinsed plates and stacked the dishes. I was still amazed at how quickly and efficiently she moved in the kitchen. Every time I felt like I should help, by the time I opened my mouth to ask, she was already done.

			I refilled everyone’s wine glass before picking up the candles to arrange in the center of the table exactly the way I saw them in my dream. The black wrought iron felt heavy and cold in my grasp. 

			I didn’t want to touch it. I didn’t want any part of this.

			But I forced myself to keep moving. 

			Once the candles were in their proper place, I took my seat—the exact seat I was in in my dream. 

			Mia and Daphne watched me without speaking, waiting until I was set before joining me at the table.

			“Any particular place we should sit?” Daphne asked.

			I started shaking my head before changing my mind. “Actually, maybe one of you go there,” I pointed directly across from me where Aunt Charlie had been. “And one here.” I pointed to my right where Pat had joined her during a different dream.

			They silently moved to their places, Daphne across from me and Mia to my right, and reached for their respective wine glasses.

			I picked up mine as well and took a long drink. Courage in a bottle, baby. I’ll take it.

			“So, what do we do?” Mia asked, fiddling with her wine glass.

			“We should probably turn the lights out,” Daphne said. “Close the drapes.”

			I nodded. They both moved to darken the kitchen and then returned to their seats.

			“Is there anything else we should do to prepare?” Mia asked. “Say something? Join hands? Or ...?”

			I took a deep breath, staring at the unlit candles, feeling into what the next step should be. “I think I just light them,” I said. “Do you have matches?”

			Mia pushed a book of matches across the table. I picked it up. In the faint light, I could see the outline of a cow with a lamp shade on its head and the words “The Tipsy Cow” printed underneath.

			I opened up the book and tore a match off.

			“Do you remember the order to light them?” Daphne asked.

			Black to vanquish the bad energy. Red to draw in fresh, new energy. White for truth.

			“Black, red, white,” I said. 

			Mia licked her lips. Even in the semi-darkness, I could see the sweat beading on her upper lip. “You’ve got this, Becca.”

			I didn’t answer, instead focusing all my attention on lighting the match.

			I destroyed the first one, shredding the head. The second one fared no better.

			My hands were wet. I rubbed my palms on my dress. The air was filled with the slight odor of sulfur.

			I tore a third match off, but before I could strike it, Daphne put her hand over mine.

			“Breathe,” she said. “There’s no hurry. Just relax.”

			“And if we need more matches, I have a purse full, so don’t worry,” Mia said.

			I eyed her. “You don’t smoke. Why do you have so many matches?”

			She shrugged. “You never know when you might need one.” 

			Daphne shifted uncomfortably next to me.

			“Like just in case you get stranded in the middle of nowhere or something?”

			She smiled slightly. “Something like that.”

			I turned back to the match and sucked in my breath. Breathe. You can do this.

			I struck the match. It immediately burst into flame.

			I blinked, the yellow-orange light sudden and almost shocking in the dimness of the kitchen. A part of me wanted to blow it out immediately but I forced my hand toward the first candle. The black one. I lit it.

			“Black to vanquish the bad energy,” I said. 

			I could smell the dust burning and the wick crackling. I moved to the second candle. The red one.

			“Red to draw in the fresh, new energy,” I said as I lit it.

			I moved to the third candle.

			White. For truth.

			I sucked in my breath. Was I ready for the truth?

			I felt the heat against my fingers a second before a searing pain and instinctively shook my hand. The match went dark as the flames from the other two candles danced, almost going out themselves before recovering.

			“Crap,” I said, tearing out a new match. “I didn’t mean to do that.” 

			Did I screw everything up now because I hadn’t used the same match? I shook my head, trying to bury the thought as I quickly lit the match and then the candle.

			“White for truth,” I said. 

			The white candle didn’t want to light as quickly as the other two. I had to hold it there a few seconds longer before it finally caught. I carefully blew the match out.

			The candles flickered, throwing dark twisted shadows against the wall.

			Just like my dream.

			The flames seemed to grow taller, the orange-red fire leaping and twirling. The shadows looked more like misshapen monsters, dancing and cavorting against the walls, surrounding us, coming closer and closer as the fire burned out of control ...

			Mia cleared her throat, the sound cracking though the stillness like a gun shot, making me jump. “Are you okay, Becca?”

			“Um,” I blinked. The candles snapped back to tiny, steadily burning, yellow-orange flames. The shadows shrunk down into quiet, calm reflections of Daphne and Mia. How long had I been sitting there, staring at the shadows, lost in my own world? “Yeah, I think so,” I said, my mouth feeling dry and woolly. I reached for my wine.

			Mia shifted in her seat as she watched me carefully. “Is that it? Is there anything else we should do?”

			“I don’t know. Aunt Charlie just told me to light the candles.”

			“Are you remembering anything?” Daphne gently asked. “Feeling anything?”

			I closed my eyes and poked around in my memory bank, looking for anything about that night to reveal itself. 

			Nothing. It was as empty as a gaping hole in a mouth where a rotten tooth once was. Just a black, empty, dead hole. 

			It didn’t work.

			I couldn’t tell if I felt relief or disappointment.

			While I was still deciding, and before I could even open my mouth, Mia’s face fell.

			“I suppose it was a long shot,” Mia mumbled. “I mean, really. What could lighting candles have to do with remembering that night?”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure nothing happened,” Daphne said. “Just because it wasn’t instantaneous doesn’t mean it didn’t work.”

			Mia made a face. “That sounds like you’re reaching,” she said. “Why would there be a delay?”

			Daphne shrugged. “How does any of this work? We have no idea. But what I can tell you is that things reveal themselves on their own timetable, not ours. And, sometimes it just takes time.”

			“I don’t know,” Mia said, sounding skeptical. She turned to me. “What do you think Becca?” I could hear a note of hope in her voice.

			You can’t make me remember.

			“Yeah, there absolutely could be a delay,” I said, my voice rusty, as if I hadn’t used it for years. “I mean, maybe I need to dream about Aunt Charlie again. Get further instructions.” I tried to chuckle but it fell flat.

			“Is that what happened before?” Mia asked, the sound of hope growing stronger in her voice. “When you drank the tea, I mean. Did you have to talk to Charlie again?”

			I wasn’t sure what to say. In truth, the answer was no. The effect had been pretty instantaneous then. But that didn’t mean there couldn’t be a delay this time. 

			“It’s a little fuzzy,” I said carefully. “I’m not completely clear on what happened when. Remember, I was still pretty drugged up. I hadn’t eaten in days. Physically, I was a wreck. I had to recover before I did anything.”

			“So, maybe then,” Mia said.

			The greasy lump in my stomach twisted. 

			“Maybe,” I agreed. “As Daphne said, none of us know how this works.”

			“What happened to you?” Daphne asked. Her eyes gleamed in the candle light.

			I shifted uncomfortably. Was she seeing right through me? Did she know I wasn’t telling the whole truth?

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“After you lit the candles,” she said. “You got so quiet and still. Like you were in a trance. Did you see something? Hear something?”

			Other than shadow monsters and out-of-control candle flames? 

			I didn’t think it wise to share.

			“I ... I guess I was just lost in thought,” I said.

			“What sort of thoughts?” Daphne asked, leaning in closer. The candles cast light from below, throwing crazy shadows against her face. For a moment, I was thrust back into my dream. Aunt Charlie had leaned into the candles just like that, too, and had that same strange eagerness on her face.

			“I’m ... not really sure,” I said. “Nothing that makes sense. It sort of felt like I was back in my dream with Aunt Charlie.” I was starting to feel like there was something Mia and Daphne weren’t telling me. Had I lost more time than I thought?

			Daphne turned to Mia. “See? You saw her. Maybe she just needs some time to shake the memories loose.”

			“God, I hope so,” Mia said.

			My gaze ping ponged between them. “What do you mean you ‘saw me’? What was I doing?”

			“You weren’t doing anything. That’s the point,” Mia said.

			“Like I said, it was like you were in a trance. Your eyes were all glazed over and you were just sitting there, staring at nothing,” Daphne said.

			“For how long?”

			Mia frowned. “Fifteen minutes? Maybe twenty? Maybe a little longer. We were waiting for you to come out of it yourself.”

			Yeah, I had definitely lost a chunk of time.

			Mia looked at Daphne. “Maybe I shouldn’t have interrupted her.”

			“You don’t have to talk about me like I’m not in the room,” I said.

			“Okay, then. Maybe I shouldn’t have interrupted you. But you were sitting there like that for so long. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			“Too late now,” Daphne said. Mia looked crestfallen.

			“Mia, I don’t think it mattered,” I said quickly. “I don’t know what happened but I’m pretty sure you didn’t interrupt anything. I probably did something wrong. Maybe I needed to use the same match for all three candles.”

			“Maybe,” Daphne said. “Or maybe you just need a little more time for the memories to come back.”

			I hoped she was right.

			“Well, all I have to say is it sure would have been nice if I had gotten an instruction manual for this,” I said. “At least then we would know I did it right.”

			Daphne picked up her wine. “Yeah, that would have been too easy.”

			Mia looked at each of us before sitting back in her chair. “So, is that it? Are we done?” The disappointment was clear in her voice.

			“I guess,” I said. “I can’t think of anything more to do.”

			Daphne reached for her cell phone. “I probably ought to get going anyway.”

			I leaned forward to blow out the candles, feeling like something was unfinished … that there was something I was missing. Something I needed to do.

			But what?


		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			I heard the hiss of a match being struck, and a soft, warm glow filled the dark kitchen.

			Aunt Charlie sat in a chair in front of me—the same one Daphne had been in. She lit the candles in front of us.

			Black to vanquish the bad energy. Red to draw in fresh, new energy. White for truth.

			“It didn’t work,” I said.

			She shook her hand to blow the match out. The flames danced. “How do you know?”

			I gaped at her. “Seriously? Because I still don’t remember.”

			“Maybe you do,” Pat chimed in from where Mia had sat. 

			“I think I would know if my memory had come back.”

			“Not if you don’t want to remember,” Aunt Charlie said.

			You can’t make me remember. 

			I closed my eyes briefly. What did I not want to remember?

			“That’s not true,” I said, but my voice sounded hoarse. “I do want to remember.”

			Pat slowly shook her head. “It’s okay, honey,” she said. “Maybe it’s for the best if you don’t.”

			Aunt Charlie glared at Pat. “You know that isn’t true,” she said. “She must remember. That’s the only way this ends.”

			“Are you so sure you want to go down that path?” Pat asked Aunt Charlie, her voice dangerously quiet. “Once you start, you won’t be able to stop. And we all know what’s at the end. Is that what you really want?”

			Aunt Charlie dropped her gaze to her hands, which were splayed out against the table. They looked so old and gnarled. Were they like that when I had seen her last? “I have no choice,” she said, her voice so soft it was almost a whisper.

			I stared wildly at both of them. “What are you talking about? What does this have to do with my memory? Why don’t you just tell me what happened?”

			Aunt Charlie slowly raised her head and met my eyes. “It doesn’t work like that Becca,” she said.  “Even if we did try and tell you ...”

			“You’d just wake up,” Pat said. She reached over to touch my hand. “I don’t blame you for not wanting to remember. I wouldn’t want to either if I were you.”

			“You have to decide,” Aunt Charlie said, her voice sounding old and heavy. “You have to be ready. Once you are, you’ll remember.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “If that were true, I would have remembered by now.”

			Aunt Charlie’s eyes bored into mine. “Is that true?”

			I opened my mouth to protest, of course it’s true, but something inside me stopped me.

			You can’t make me remember. 

			“What if I don’t ever remember?” I asked, my voice sounding hoarse again as I struggled to push the words through lips that suddenly felt numb and dead. “What then?”

			Aunt Charlie’s eyes never left mine. “The truth about what happened to Jessica stays buried. Mia. Daphne. Daniel. Rich. Barry. Jessica’s family. They continue to be trapped in a world with unanswered questions. They don’t get closure.”

			I forced myself to swallow, feeling sick. “They don’t move on.”

			Aunt Charlie shrugged. “Maybe one day they do. They made certain choices about their lives after that night. All of us did. Even you. And everyone, including you, will stay stuck in those choices, at least for the foreseeable future.”

			My mouth was so dry, I felt like I had to force the words out. “Unless I remember.”

			Aunt Charlie inclined her head. “Their choices are not your fault or your responsibility. But, for better or for worse, until something changes, they won’t be able to make different ones. But if you remember, it will be a catalyst for change.”

			I dropped my gaze to the candles. Was it my imagination, or were the flames growing again?

			Aunt Charlie cleared her throat. “And don’t forget about Brittany.”

			My head shot up. “What about Brittany?”

			Pat sighed. “There you go again. Are you sure you want to go down this road?”

			Aunt Charlie whipped her head around to Pat. “She’s a child,” she hissed.

			Pat raised her hands. “So, what? Everyone dies. Children die. It’s natural. It’s not the end of the world.”

			I wanted to speak but my breath felt like it had caught in my throat and I could only sit there, frozen and gasping.

			“You’ve been dead for like ten minutes! But now you’re an expert?” Aunt Charlie snapped. 

			“I’m just saying,” Pat said, sitting up straighter. “Life is wasted on the living.”

			Aunt Charlie rolled her eyes. “Oh for God’s sake.”

			I finally found my voice. “Are you saying Brittany’s going to die?” I squeaked.

			Aunt Charlie glared at Pat. “We’re not saying any such thing, because we don’t actually know.”

			Pat leaned forward, as if to confide in me. “We can’t actually see the future, you know.”

			“Then why did you bring up Brittany?”

			“If you remember, you’ll save her,” Aunt Charlie said simply.

			“So, the question becomes,” Pat jumped in. “How much do you want to save her? Are you willing to remember?”

			“She might be saved if you don’t remember,” Aunt Charlie said. “It’s possible, at least.”

			“But, probably not,” Pat said.

			“True. It would definitely be better if you remembered,” Aunt Charlie said.

			“Definitely better for Brittany,” Pat said. “And probably better for your friends, too. Might not be for you, though. Something to ponder.”

			“Are you saying I’d be trading my wellbeing for theirs?” My throat was so constricted, I could barely speak. It was painful to talk.

			Pat’s eyes bored into mine. “What makes you think you haven’t already? By NOT remembering?”

			No! That’s not true. I want to remember! I wanted to talk, to defend myself, but I suddenly couldn’t breathe. My eyes were filling with tears as my hands flew up to tear at my throat, desperately trying to relieve the tightness around my windpipe.

			I woke up thrashing around on my bed, barely able to breathe as I tried to suck in air. The sheet had wrapped itself around my throat like a noose. I got myself under control long enough to disentangle myself. I lay there, choking and gasping, until my breathing began to slow. 

			How the hell did I manage to wrap a sheet around my own neck?

			I rubbed my sore neck as I stared out the window, watching the edges of the dark start to turn grey. Dawn was approaching. 

			A new day. And another day Brittany would stay missing.

			Unless I remembered.

			My mind protested immediately. How could remembering what happened fifteen years ago have anything to do with Brittany being gone now?

			No one else thought that was true. Not even Daniel. I was being ridiculous. It was just a dream.

			But deep inside, I knew that wasn’t true. Deep inside, I knew the truth. I had always known the truth.

			I had to remember. 

			For everyone’s sake including, and especially, Brittany’s.

			So, now what? Were Pat and Aunt Charlie right? I wasn’t remembering because I truly didn’t want to remember? Was it as simple as deciding that I really do?

			You can’t make me remember.

			But maybe I could make myself remember.

			The real question was, did I want to?

			I felt (more than heard) the rustle as Oscar stood up from his place on the wooden chest at the foot of the bed and padded his way up to me. He lay down, staring at me, his green eyes blinking in the grey light. He rubbed his face against mine, leaving a streak of cold wetness from his nose. He blinked again at me, and suddenly opened his mouth and meowed.

			I jumped. He almost never meowed. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time he had. Other than that time in my dream ...

			As if in a trance, I found myself getting up and moving to the window. In the darkness, the trees and bushes were shapeless masses. The fire pit where we had lit a fire all those years ago was a grey hole. The table where Mia had sat when she was sick was still in the same place next to it.

			My eyes traveled to the edge of the woods where I had disappeared, returning with alcohol poisoning and nearly dying. The woods where Jessica had vanished … never returning.

			The woods knew what happened. The trees had watched—silent witnesses of the whole event. 

			Those same trees were silent now, too. Not even a breeze stirred them. They weren’t giving up their secrets.

			I turned back to Oscar, who was lying stretched out on the bed watching me, his green eyes faintly glowing. Oscar. When I had gone into the woods in my dream that night, it was to follow him. 

			And I had found dead Jessica.

			Maybe the secret to unlocking my memories was in that dream. I thought back, trying to remember the details. Aunt Charlie and Pat had been in the kitchen. Mia in the backyard. Oscar stayed in front of me as I searched the woods.

			And Maude. Maude was there pushing her shopping cart through the woods. Maude, who had shown up at the search site babbling about seeing the devil.

			What had she meant?

			Suddenly, I knew I had to find her. I had to talk to her.

			Quietly, I threw on a pair of jean shorts and an old green-and-white striped tee shirt before heading to the bathroom to wash my face, brush my teeth, and pull my hair back into a low, messy ponytail.

			When I returned to the bedroom, the sun was barely peeking over the horizon. It was way too early to find Maude. She was probably sleeping … somewhere.

			But I was too agitated to sit still. Instead, moving as silently as I could so I wouldn’t wake Chrissy or Mia, I made my way down to the kitchen to put the coffee on. Oscar came with me, a black ghost padding beside me.

			I drank coffee and forced myself to eat a couple of pieces of toast as I watched the sun creep across the sky. It felt like time had slowed to a crawl. To give myself something to do, I went into the kitchen and made a little to-go breakfast for Maude—an egg salad sandwich, a cheese and tomato sandwich, an apple, potato chips, and a bottle of water. 

			When I couldn’t stand it anymore, I dashed off a quick cryptic note to Mia and Chrissy, collected my purse, keys and phone and quietly let myself out. After all, I reasoned, it could take a while to find Maude. And, once I found her, I didn’t have to wake her if she was still asleep. I could just sit and wait.

			I started my search around Aunt May’s, remembering how she had stopped there for dinner, but there was no sign of her. I bought myself a to-go coffee in the diner and contemplated asking the waitstaff if they knew where to find her but I chickened out at the last second. What reason could I give to explain why I wanted to find a homeless woman that didn’t sound completely crazy?

			I searched downtown next, walking up and down the streets, but no luck. I was checking my phone and wondering if it was too early to call Mia to see if she had any ideas when I remembered the grocery store. I had seen Maude in that parking lot at least twice—it was definitely worth checking. 

			And that’s where I found her—in a little alcove of an alley behind the store, near another brown brick building. There were a couple of blue dumpsters off to one side and as I caught a faint whiff of rotten milk and urine, I forced myself to breathe through my mouth to keep from vomiting.

			Maude was curled up on a stained mattress, snoring softly. I couldn’t even see her head. She was a bundle of colorful rags that rose and fell as she breathed. Her shopping cart was between her and the back of the store, protecting it even in her sleep.

			I was searching for a place to sit and wait for her to wake up when she suddenly shot up, her face twisted in fear.

			“Go away. This is mine. You can’t have it.” She scurried backward, pressing herself against her shopping cart.

			I held my hands up, the cup of coffee in one and the little bag of breakfast in the other. “I just want to talk, that’s all. I didn’t mean to scare you.” I made my voice as soothing as possible.

			She eyed me suspiciously. “It’s mine,” she said again but some of the fear and aggression had drained from her voice.

			I nodded. “I know it’s yours. And I’m not here to take it. I just want to talk. Here, see.” I thrust the bag forward. “I brought you breakfast.”

			Her eyes narrowed, but she inched forward a little. “What is it?”

			“A couple of sandwiches. An apple. Potato chips. I hope you like it. I wasn’t sure what you liked to eat, so I guessed.”

			She inched forward a little more. “Why would you bring me breakfast?”

			“I just wanted to ask you a few questions,” I said. I slowly inched forward myself until I reached her mattress. She didn’t move, but her eyes tracked my movements. I lowered the bag in front of her before backing up a few steps.

			She waited a moment for me to move away before pouncing on the bag and tearing it open. She unwrapped one of the sandwiches and stuffed it in her mouth. “What do you want?” she asked, her mouth full of egg salad.

			I crouched down until I was at her eye level. “I wanted to know about Brittany.”

			She froze, her half-open mouth revealing partially chewed sandwich. A piece of egg was stuck to her chin. “The devil,” she said, her voice dark.

			“Yes,” I agreed. “The devil. Can you describe him?”

			“See the devil,” she said again.

			“I know. You saw the devil.”

			She shook her head furiously. “No. See the devil,” she said again, her voice louder, bits of egg flying out of her mouth.

			“Yes. You saw the devil,” I said again. “Can you describe him?”

			“No, no, no,” she said, her voice growing louder as she continued shaking her head. She dropped her sandwich in her agitation. “See the devil! See the devil!”

			I didn’t know what to do. I was agreeing with her.  What could she want me to say?

			Her eyes focused on my face, noting my agitation. She pushed her food aside on the mattress and crawled forward toward me, her eyes locked with mine. I noticed that they were hazel, and for some reason, I found it surprising.

			She stopped at the edge of her mattress, close enough that her hot breath grazed my cheek. I could smell the sulfur-like scent of eggs mixed with something rotten, maybe a decaying tooth. “See. The. Devil,” she said slowly, enunciating each word. “See. The.”

			I was about to tell her again that I got it, she saw the devil, when suddenly something clicked inside me.

			She wasn’t saying “see the devil.”

			She was saying “CB Devil.”

			My mouth opened in a silent scream as my memories violently crashed into me. 

			It was like drowning in a dark sea of pain.

			What have I done?


		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			“Daniel and Barry are here,” Daphne announced from the living room. “I think Rich is right behind them.”

			“’Bout time,” Mia said. 

			“Let’s get this party started,” Jessica yelled, her previous anger at her mother magically transitioning to excitement. She wore a pale-pink, frilly halter top that only she could pull off. With her long curtain of shiny, blonde hair and eyes the color of a deep, still lake, she was the epitome of an old-fashioned southern belle. Anyone else likely would have looked more like an Easter egg. 

			I smiled tightly. This was a bad idea. All of it. The party. Daniel (the jerk). I never should have agreed to this.

			But Mia and Jessica had been very persuasive. And they were right—with Aunt Charlie gone, I didn’t want to be home ... alone ... in this house. Something wasn’t right. Sure, CB was likely the one moving my belongings around even if he had been denying it. Just yesterday, I found my paintbrushes in the freezer, but that wasn’t the only weirdness going on.

			The dreams. The sound of footsteps. The feeling of being watched.

			It was especially bad at night. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a decent night’s sleep.

			Yet I had just invited all my friends into this house. 

			At night. 

			What was I thinking?

			Daphne glanced over at me. She must have seen something in my expression because she gave me a reassuring smile, which didn’t reassure me at all. Why did she agree to this party? She had seen it, too—the message in the mirror when we did that stupid seance.

			Beware. It’s coming.

			Maybe she thought there was safety in numbers or something. I wasn’t so sure.

			Jessica tipped back her glass, finishing the last few drops of her spiked punch. “Uh oh,” she said in a sing-song voice, pursing her perfect, pink rosebud lips. “I’m out of punch.”

			“We can’t have that,” CB said, swooping in and taking her glass from her hand. “Allow me.”

			Jessica dropped down in a little curtsy. “Why, thank you.”

			Mia draped herself over CB’s opposite shoulder, dangling her glass in front of him. “I could use a refill, too.”

			“Your wish is my command,” CB said, taking the glass. I rolled my eyes. Daphne saw it and made her own face, crossing her eyes and sticking her tongue out.

			I couldn’t help but grin. Maybe everything would be okay.

			Barry and Daniel appeared at that moment and my grin faded. Seriously, what a jerk. Standing me up the way he did. I couldn’t even believe he had the balls to show up. Well, if he thought I was going to give him the satisfaction of asking him why he did it, he was going to be sorely disappointed. Instead, I focused all my attention on pulling a couple of frozen pizzas out of the freezer.

			“Aren’t you even going to say hi?” 

			I froze. He was right behind me. 

			I half-turned my head, catching a whiff of his scent—the fresh, woodsy smell of his soap combined with that unique scent that was just all him. I could feel a jolt of electricity shoot through me and I bit my lip to push it down. “Hi,” I said, taking a few steps away to put the pizzas on the counter. I couldn’t help but feel proud of my outfit choice—an emerald-green peasant top that brought out the green in my hazel eyes and the red in my hair and tight, white denim shorts. Eat your heart out, Daniel.

			“Seriously?” he asked. “What’s your problem?”

			“My problem?” I whirled around. “What are you talking about?”

			From across the room, I heard Mia shriek “CB! Look what you did!” I glanced over Daniel’s shoulder to see Mia staring down at her new cream blouse, now dripping with red punch. I couldn’t hear CB but I saw him lean in closer to her. She shook her head, running out of the kitchen.

			“You heard me,” Daniel said, glaring at me. He lifted the can of beer to his lips as he turned away, dismissing me.

			I could hardly believe it. He stood me up, got back with his former girlfriend and then had the balls to ask me what my problem is? What the hell? “You are such a jerk.”

			His jaw dropped open. “I’m the jerk?”

			“This is stupid,” I said, turning back to the pizzas. For the first time ever, I couldn’t wait to get back to New York. How could I ever have thought I liked him? “Just go away, Daniel. I don’t want to talk to you.”

			“Fine,” he snapped. “I don’t want to talk to you either.”

			“Obviously,” I said under my breath, ripping open the cardboard from the pizzas. “You made that pretty clear.”

			“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

			Crap. He heard that? 

			I glanced up at him. He was glowering at me, his hands clenching into fists and then unclenching again. His expression was a strange combination of anger, hurt and confusion.

			If I didn’t know better, I would think he was the one who had been stood up.

			For some reason, that thought made me even angrier. I slammed the pizza down on the counter before turning to face him. “You heard me,” I said, mimicking his voice.

			He shook his head, his expression turning to disbelief. “You’re crazy. I’m done here.”

			My eyes widened. “You’re ‘done here’? No one forced you to be here. You can go anytime.”

			Daniel opened his mouth to answer, but the sound of screaming stopped us both.

			“Is that Jessica?” Daphne asked, peering out the kitchen window. Barry and CB joined her. I couldn’t make out the exact words, but it sounded like she was saying something to the effect of, “Get away from me! You don’t understand! Leave me alone!”

			“What’s going on out there?” Mia asked, shoving her way to the window, her blouse now soaked through with water but still stained a watery pink.

			“I don’t know,” Daphne said, dropping the curtain and pushing past Barry and CB. “We better get outside. I think she’s out there with Rich.”

			“Rich?” Barry’s voice floated past us as I hurried after Mia and Daphne to the backyard.

			Jessica was standing by the fire pit screaming at Rich. “You don’t understand.” Rich’s back was to us so I couldn’t see his expression but Jessica’s face was streaked with tears. The orange flames from the fire cast a red glow over her, lighting her face with uneven, ugly shadows. I didn’t think I had ever seen Jessica look so unattractive.

			Mia was the first to reach her side. “What happened? Rich, what did you do to her?”

			“I didn’t do anything,” Rich started to protest, but Jessica cut him off. “You don’t understand,” she snapped. “You have no idea what you’re asking.”

			“Asking? Rich, what’s going on?” Daphne asked, also moving to Jessica’s side.

			Rich just stared at her, looking completely bewildered, his mouth hanging slightly open. “I have no idea,” he said, his voice puzzled.

			“He just doesn’t get it,” Jessica said, to no one in particular. “He doesn’t understand the evil that was done here.” She buried her head in her hands.

			I felt a chill, despite the fire and sticky, humid night.

			The evil that was done.

			Oh God. I never should have agreed to this party. I knew there was something off in this house, and now I’d exposed all my friends to it.

			But I couldn’t think about that. I had more than enough to deal with in the chaos of the moment. Calming Jessica down, reassuring Rich that Jessica had had too much to drink and wasn’t thinking clearly, refilling everyone’s drinks, getting the pizzas into the oven and setting more snacks out on the table. 

			Jessica wobbled slightly as she plopped herself into a chair. Even though her face was still streaked with tears, there was no trace of the ugliness I had seen before. She was back to looking heartbreakingly sweet and innocent. She smiled at Barry, waggling her empty cup until he refilled it for her. 

			Everyone gathered around the table talking about safe topics but I was only half-listening. Should I tell my friends the truth about what we had seen in the mirror? About everything that had been going on? Should I kick them out and avoid all of it? Or should I just let the party run its course? I had no idea.

			And it didn’t help that Daniel was sitting directly across from me, right in my line of sight. No matter who I was looking at, he was still there, hovering in the corner of my vision. I couldn’t even pretend he wasn’t.

			Was he looking at me too? Was he as hyperaware of me as I was of him? Was my presence keeping him from thinking clearly too? Or was I just some pathetic girl with a crush?

			I felt like a complete idiot.

			I was so fixated on my thoughts, it took me a while to realize the conversation had changed. CB was trying to convince Mia and Jessica to move to New York.

			“Just come to New York,” he was saying. “Your mom shouldn’t have a problem with that.”

			“You don’t understand,” Jessica said, her words just slightly slurred. “My mom doesn’t want me to leave. At all. It doesn’t matter if I’m going to New York or California.”

			“Yes, but you’ll know more people in New York,” he said. “I’m there. Becca is there. And you can stay with Becca’s family.”

			“CB,” I said warningly.

			“I don’t know,” Jessica said, but I could see she was warming to the idea. “I think it’s more me leaving.”

			“Yeah, but Becca’s apartment is in a secure building uptown with a doorman and everything,” he said. “You can’t get much safer than that.”

			“CB, that’s enough,” I said.

			Jessica elbowed Mia. “Whaddaya think, Mia? Would my mom go for it?”

			Mia had a funny look on her face. “Becca, you got any soda?” she asked. 

			“Sure. What kind do you want?” I asked, relieved to have something else to do as I got out of my chair.

			“Whatever. Coke is fine.”

			“Mia,” Jessica said again as I dug around the refrigerator. “Do you or don’t you think this New York idea is a good one?”

			“Maybe,” Mia said as I returned and handed her a Coke.

			I wanted to strangle CB. He knew my parents would never stand for my Redemption friends staying with them. Could this night get any worse?

			“It would be so much fun to show you the Big Apple,” CB said.  “Becca, where do you think we should start?”

			“CB, stop,” I said.

			“I was thinking we start in Soho, maybe for brunch at that one place, what’s the name? I can’t believe I can’t remember the name—we were just there a few months …”

			“I said stop,” I yelled.

			The table went completely quiet as everyone stared at me.

			“God, Becca,” CB said. “What’s your problem?”

			I leaned across the table, acutely aware of Daniel’s eyes on me, which made everything even worse. Daniel knew exactly why I was upset because we had talked about this exact thing the night of the bonfire.

			I thought Daniel had understood. I thought we had shared a moment. I was excited when he asked to see me the next day.

			But then he stood me up.

			I was such a fool.

			I felt my face flush with shame, embarrassment and anger. Especially anger. How dare CB put me in this position?

			“You know what my problem is,” I hissed. 

			CB’s eyes were like shiny black pebbles. Snake eyes. A cold finger of fear trailed down my spinal column. I sucked in my breath and found myself wanting to take a step back, away from those suddenly inhuman eyes. “Other than you being a bitch, no, I don’t.”

			“What is wrong with you?” I burst out. CB had never, EVER, said anything even remotely that awful to me before. His mouth twisted into an ugly sneer, and I couldn’t decide if I wanted to slap him or run as far away as possible from him. “You know my parents. You know what they would say if I ...”

			My voice trailed off when my words sunk in. I looked around, blinking in confusion as I realized I was standing and pointing at CB. I didn’t even know when I had gotten to my feet.

			“What, Becca?” Jessica asked. “What would they say? Are you saying your parents wouldn’t like us?”

			God. This was a nightmare. I was mortified. CB knew my family and knew it would be a disaster, and here he was, setting me up to be the bad guy—making me be the one to tell them no. How could he do this to me? 

			With a wordless cry, I grabbed my drink and ran out the door, the punch sloshing over one side of the cup.

			I just wanted to find a quiet spot in the woods to have a good cry.

			“Becca, wait.” I heard the voice behind me, but I ignored it, running across the backyard, past Aunt Charlie’s big, beautiful garden I had spent so many happy hours in, past the fire still blazing in the pit, and into the woods.

			Almost as soon as I hit the path, I slowed down. It was darker than I expected, especially coming from Aunt Charlie’s backyard lit by a full moon and roaring fire. The trees seemed to swallow me up, their dark branches reaching out for me. I stumbled, sloshing more of my drink out of my glass, and paused to chug half of it down. The woods seemed to lurch in front of me. Had I drunk more than I realized?

			“Becca, wait.” There was a commotion of footsteps and crunching branches and leaves as Daniel emerged behind me on the path. I groaned. The last person I wanted to see.

			“Go away,” I yelled, whirling around and running down the path. Branches reached out to scratch my face, and I threw my arm up to protect myself. An owl shrieked nearby, startling me, and I nearly tripped on the uneven path.

			Daniel said something, but I didn’t hear it as I ran smack into a tree trunk, the impact knocking me to the ground. For a moment, I just sat there, gasping for breath and feeling completely disoriented, my eyes spilling over with tears. The wet, woodsy smell of moss and bark was smothering me. The owl shrieked again.

			“Are you okay?” There he was again, kneeling next to me, his face pale in the dark. He was so close, I could smell the beer on his breath. He reached out to touch my face, but I jerked away.

			“I’m fine.”

			“You’re bleeding.”

			I put my hand on my forehead and it came away wet and warm. “It’s probably nothing,” I said. “Head wounds always bleed a lot.”

			“You’re crying,” he said, his voice gentler. “Is it painful?”

			I dashed a hand across my cheeks. Crap. He was the last person I wanted to cry in front of. “No, it’s just ... the shock, I guess. Of hitting the tree.”

			“Let me help you,” he said, grasping my arm, but I snatched it away. This was so embarrassing. Why wasn’t he taking the hint?

			“I don’t need your help,” I said. “I’m fine.” All that was really hurt was my pride. I just wanted him to go away so I could have a good cry in peace.

			He sat back on his heels, slapping his neck where, presumably, a mosquito landed. “Why are you being like this? I’m trying to help.”

			I gaped at him. “I can’t believe this. You treat me like crap and you wonder why I don’t want your help?”

			His eyes widened. “Me? What about what you did?”

			“What are you, like, five? That’s your answer? ‘No, you did it.’” I said, my voice high and mocking.

			“I’m just being honest. It’s not my fault if you don’t like the answer.”

			“Bite me,” I said, disgustedly. “Just go away, Daniel. Go back to your girlfriend.”

			“My girlfriend?” Daniel asked, sounding puzzled. “Are you talking about Deb?”

			“Whatever. I don’t care. I’m sure she’d be happy to see you.”

			“How do you even know about Deb?” he asked.

			“Really? That’s what you’re concerned about?” I closed my eyes, covering my face with my hands. My head ached, and the world was spinning. “My head hurts too much to have this conversation right now.”

			“Then let me help you back to the house.”

			“No! I don’t want to go back there, and I don’t want your help.”

			“Fine,” he yelled back, stumbling a bit as he got to his feet and lurching down the path.

			I listened to him thrashing his way out of the woods, tears coursing down my cheeks.

			I’m not sure how long I sat there crying before finally dragging myself to my feet. All I wanted to do was go back to the house, crawl into bed, and never get up. But what if everyone was still there? There was no way I could face them. I was sick with shame and embarrassment. It’s not you, I wanted to tell them. It’s my family.

			Even to myself, it sounded lame. I wouldn’t believe me either.

			How do I even begin to explain what a snob my mother was, and how much she hated the fact that I loved my time in Redemption? I loved it so much that a part of me had even played with the idea of staying in the fall instead of returning to New York but I was fairly certain my mother would never let that happen.

			Now I couldn’t wait to leave.

			I scrubbed my face, wiping the tears away, slapping a few mosquitos in the process. I was blessed to be one of the lucky ones who wasn’t normally bothered by mosquitos but being in the woods at night was clearly pushing my luck. There were always fewer mosquitos in Aunt Charlie’s yard, probably because she spent a lot of time and energy attracting and encouraging a healthy bat and barn swallow population.

			My face felt like it was cracking under a layer of dirt and pine needles. My hair was sticky and knotted with something as well. Was it blood? How did I get blood in my hair? Did I hit the back of my head, too? I couldn’t remember. All I knew was that I felt grubby and disgusting. I couldn’t wait to take a shower and crawl into bed. 

			But first, I had to make sure everyone had left.

			Stumbling slightly as the world dipped and twirled in front of me, I started down the path. I was pretty sure it curved around and led to the street in front of Aunt Charlie’s house. That way I could count the cars out front without having to talk to anyone.

			Hopefully, there wouldn’t be any there to count. Then I would just have to avoid CB, which shouldn’t be too difficult.

			Puddles of moonlight lit the path, but tree branches still seemed to come out of nowhere. Something swooped near my head. A bat? It must be a bat, but it seemed ... bigger, somehow. 

			A LOT bigger.

			Maybe it had just grown fat on all the mosquitos. Or, maybe it was that owl. Never mind that I had never heard of an owl swooping so close to a person.

			It had to be a bat.

			I focused on putting one foot in front of the other, keeping my arms slightly outstretched to protect my face, but something didn’t seem right. It was taking a lot longer than I remembered to get back. Was I on the right path? There were a few that started near Aunt Charlie’s backyard. One was closer to our neighbor’s cornfield. No, I couldn’t have run that far down the yard.

			Or ... had I?

			I couldn’t remember. 

			The more I walked, the darker and less familiar it seemed to get, although the moonlight did what it could to light my way. Small animals skittered in the dry leaves just outside of the path and the owl hooted again. Wait a second. Was that two times I heard the owl? Or three?

			Didn’t superstition dictate that three hoots meant someone close to me was about to die?

			Another bat flew at my head and I ducked but not before seeing something glinting on its face.

			Something that caught the moonlight.

			Like ... teeth. Fangs. In a wide-open mouth.

			Wait. Did bats have teeth? Well, they must. They had to eat bugs somehow.

			But ... those teeth seemed way too big for a bat.

			My heart started beating frantically in my chest as I struggled to get air into my lungs. I had to get it together. Of course, it was a bat. What else could it be?

			I forced myself to keep going—the smartest thing was to get out of the woods. I took another two steps forward before stopping dead in my tracks.

			I wasn’t alone. I could feel it.

			Oh God.

			I peered around, trying to hear over the harsh sounds of my breath. The woods were silent—nothing stirred.  It seemed like I was alone.

			But I couldn’t shake the crawling sensation between my shoulder blades of being watched—of eyes staring at me.

			 The trees seemed to close in on me, their branches stretched across the path like long limbs … their claw-like hands reaching out to snag my clothes and trap me here forever ...

			Stop it! I had to pull myself together. I wasn’t lost in some creepy, fairytale-like forest. These are the woods next to my aunt’s house! I played here as a child. I just needed to get my bearings and then I could find my way back to the house.

			Except ... I couldn’t. I couldn’t get my bearings. Nothing looked right. It was like I had wandered into some sort of nightmare forest. 

			This was insane. What did I think, I had gone through some time-traveling wormhole? I just needed to take a few deep breaths and relax and then I could surely find my way out. 

			But what if something HAD followed me out here? What if the same darkness I had been sensing in the house was now in the woods with me ... keeping me from finding my way back ... just waiting for me to let down my guard, so it could pounce and never let me go ...

			Panic rose inside me like bile, thick and sour, and I started running down the path. I had to get out. I couldn’t stand being here for even one more minute.

			Twigs scratched my face, my neck, my hands, but I fought them off. No way was I letting them catch me. No way.

			I tripped over a log and slammed into a tree trunk, landing with a thud on the ground. For a moment, I could only lie there, dazed and discombobulated.

			What on earth was happening to me?

			I knew these woods. There was nothing scary out here. This was just me letting my imagination run away from me. And, if I wanted to get out of the woods, I needed to get myself under control ...

			A twig snapped.

			I jerked my head around, straining to see, straining to hear over my gasping, frantic breaths. Then I saw it—something WAS over there! It was coming now, closer and closer. I could hear it crashing toward me, definitely bigger than a rabbit or a squirrel. Maybe it was a deer. Oh God, please be a deer. Or Daniel, coming back for me. Be anything other than the darkness in the house coming to eat me with those sharp, shiny teeth ...

			I was so hysterical with fear that it took me a moment to realize that I was also hearing a whole lot of swearing. 

			Just then, someone burst through the trees and tripped over me. 

			“Oof,” a female voice exclaimed as she tumbled into me, painfully knocking my shoulder into an exposed tree root.

			“Ouch,” I yelled, and found myself coughing on a mouthful of lace and perfume. “That hurt. Get off of me!”

			“Becca?” A muffled voice asked as I spat the material out of my mouth and unwound myself. Something squished beneath my hand, and I tried not to think about what it might be.

			I got myself into a sitting position and squinted into the misty shadows. I could just make out the pale-pink lump in front of me.

			“Jessica? What are you doing out here?”

			Jessica sat up awkwardly. “I’m going home,” she said, like it should be completely obvious as to why she’d be out in the woods in the middle of the night. She spat something out of her mouth, and I noticed her lipstick had smeared down her chin.

			I blinked. “But ... this isn’t how you get to your house.”

			She shot me a look as she slowly and deliberately tried to brush the twigs and leaves out of her hair. I could smell the booze mixed with her sweat and perfume, and it began to sink in that she was really drunk.

			“I’m going home,” she said again, slurring her words.

			“Okay,” I said cautiously. “We’ll go home.”

			I got myself to my feet and reached over to help Jessica up. It was more difficult than it should have been considering how slender she was. When I finally got her upright, she wobbled, and my heart sank. How on earth was I going to get her home in this condition?

			This was going to be fun.

			“This way,” I said, hoping I was right. At least the woods felt less threatening now with company. I took her arm and started to steer her but she violently jerked away.

			“No,” she yelled and would have fallen backward if I hadn’t caught her. “That’s the way to your house.”

			Oh thank God, I thought. I hoped she was right. On the other hand, I was talking to someone headed in the exact opposite direction of where she really wanted to go, so maybe it wasn’t wise to trust her instincts.

			“That’s the way we have to go,” I said patiently. “We have to go back to my house first and then we’ll get you home.”

			She was already shaking her head. “No! I don’t want to go back there.”

			“But, that’s the only way to get you home. You live on the other side of town.”

			“No. it’s this way,” she said, turning in the opposite direction.

			“Jessica, you can’t get home that way. That’s the wrong direction,” I said.

			“No, it’s not,” she said stubbornly.

			I was tempted to just let her go—let her wander around by herself in the dark. Maybe that would finally get it through her thick, drunk head that she couldn’t get to her house the way she wanted to go. Maybe then she’d be willing to listen to me.

			But no. What if she really hurt herself? She was so drunk. It was too dangerous. I had to try again to talk some sense into her.

			Besides, I felt a lot safer with her then I did alone.

			“Jessica, I know a shortcut to your house,” I said.

			She clumsily brushed a few strands of hair out of her mouth, hitting her nose more than her mouth, and gave me a distrustful look. “Really?”

			“Yes, really. It’s this way.”

			“But ...” she looked down the path, then at me. Her forehead wrinkled in confusion. “That’s how we get to YOUR house.”

			I shook my head. “No, it’s a shortcut to yours.”

			“I ... I don’t think that’s right.” But she didn’t look totally unconvinced either.

			“Let’s just try it and see,” I said. “Let me show you.”

			Her head swung forward and back as she searched both paths. “Okay,” she finally said. “I’ll go this way. But only if we don’t see that asshole.”

			“Asshole? Who are you talking about?”

			Jessica muttered under her breath.

			My first thought was Daniel, and I wanted to ask her how she knew he had stood me up. But, before I could open my mouth, I remembered the fight in the yard.

			“Are you talking about Rich?”

			She gave me an exasperated look. “Duh.”

			Christ. Is that why she didn’t want to go back to the house? Because she didn’t want to run into Rich?

			“Okay, deal. No Rich. Let’s go.”

			Still she hung back. “He’s an asshole. I hate him.”

			“I get it. Rich is an asshole. I don’t want to see him either. And if we do see him, I’ll get rid of him for you. Okay?”

			She paused. “Really?”

			I wanted to scream. I wanted to shake her. “Yes. Really. Rich is an asshole. You never have to see him again. I’ll tell him you hate him, and he has to leave. Okay? Can we go now?”

			My voice had been getting louder and louder in my frustration. The louder I got, the more Jessica shrank away from me. “You don’t have to shout,” she muttered. “I’m right here.”

			“Sorry,” I said, forcing myself to lower my voice. I took her arm. “Ready to go?”

			She muttered something else, but came willingly as I led her forward in what I hoped was the right direction. 

			I heard a twig snap. Oh God, was it that … darkness? I jerked my head around, trying to focus my vision, and nearly knocked Jessica over. 

			“Hey,” she complained stumbling forward. “Watch it.”

			“Sorry,” I said again, still trying to strain my eyes through the trees. Was that a shadow over there? Or was it just my imagination?

			The harder I stared, the more I thought I could see a person hunched over. But if it was a person, wouldn’t he say something? Why would he stay hidden behind the trees like that?

			Unless ... he didn’t want to be seen.

			I tripped, stumbling on the path and pulling Jessica against me, knocking myself off balance. I fell into a tree, the bark scratching my face. I bit down hard on my lip and tasted blood.

			“Oooff,” Jessica said again. “Becca, what are you doing?”

			“Sorry,” I repeated, using the tree to steady myself and Jessica. As soon as I was stable, I jerked my head around to see if I could locate that shadow again, but I couldn’t find it. Was it gone? 

			Or had it never been there at all?

			Maybe I should focus on getting us both out of the woods rather than on what I thought was (or wasn’t) out there. 

			“I think it’s this way,” I said, getting back on the path and weaving my way through the trees. A branch slapped me across the face, making me wince as my eyes fill with tears.

			Behind me, Jessica stumbled. “Becca, I’m not feeling very good.”

			“Do you need to throw up?” I asked, hoping that wasn’t the case. 

			She started shaking her head. “No, I’m just tired. I think I need to sit down.” She let go of me and started bending over, as if to sit down on the ground.

			“No,” I said, grabbing her to keep her upright. I knew I might never get her back up if she sat down. “Just a little further,” I said, hoping it was true. I tried to drag her forward, but she resisted.

			“I need to sit down,” she insisted, her words slurring together. I could see her eyes starting to close.

			“No,” I said. All of a sudden, I was angry. I was exhausted, frustrated, and scared, and all I wanted to do was get out of the woods and into bed. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck out here with Jessica if she passed out. I jerked her forward. She stumbled after me, her limbs flailing. “We’re getting out of here,” I hissed. “And then you can sit down.”

			“No!” Somehow, she managed to plant her otherwise spaghetti-like legs firmly into the ground and yank herself away from me. It was completely unexpected, but I managed to hang on, fighting her.  In a sudden burst of strength I didn’t realize she possessed, she wrenched herself away so hard, she lost her balance. 

			In horror, I watched her fall in slow motion, her arms pinwheeling wildly as she tumbled backwards over a log, the back of her head smacking loudly against a broken stump. The thud seemed to reverberate through the silent trees, and her body instantly collapsed like a broken doll.

			“Jessica,” I yelled, rushing over to her and dropping to my knees. I was dimly aware I had scraped them on something, maybe a rock, but I was much more concerned about Jessica. 

			What had I done?

			She was sprawled out, her arms and legs lying at unnatural angles. For a moment, I didn’t think she was breathing. Oh God, oh God. She had to be okay, she had to.

			But then she moved, her eyes twitching and her hand fluttering to her head. Oh, thank God. “Ouch,” she whimpered. “That hurt.”

			“I bet it did,” I said. “Don’t move. Let me look.” I tried to examine her head, but it was too dark to see much. I gently touched her hair, trying to determine if there was blood, but she winced. “Ouch.”

			“Sorry.”

			I should have just let her go. Why did I fight her? If I had just let her go, she never would have fallen backwards, never would have hit her head.

			The darkness seemed to press in on me. Hostile. Alive. 

			My breath hitched in my throat.

			Again, I felt it. We were no longer alone.

			“Can you stand?” I asked, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. Could I get us both out of here? Could I protect us both? God, I felt so vulnerable. 

			“My head hurts,” she said.

			“I know. We need to get you back to the house.” I hooked my hands under her shoulders and started to pull her up. Her body was strangely loose, as if she didn’t have a single bone in it. 

			“I want to sleep,” she said. “I don’t feel so good.” 

			“You can’t sleep,” I said quickly. “What if you have a concussion? You’ve got to stay awake. We need to get you out of here and to a hospital.”

			Her eyes fluttered. “Sleep,” she said.

			“No sleep,” I said firmly. “C’mon. We have to get you up.” I finally propped her up into a sitting position, but she was so limp and unstable, she couldn’t stay like that without my help. Could I even get her to her feet? Would she be able to walk if I did? She groaned.

			“Want some help?”

			I jumped, losing my grip on Jessica, who immediately began tipping backwards. I caught her and lowered her to the ground as gently as I could. “Oh my God, CB, you scared me.”

			CB grinned and held a bottle of vodka out to me.

			“Later,” I said. “We need to get her out of here and to a hospital.”

			“She’s fine,” CB said. “She just had a little bit too much to drink.”

			“No, she’s not fine,” I said. “She can’t even sit up.”

			“That’s because she’s drunk.”

			“It’s more than that,” I said. “She hit her head pretty hard.”

			“She’s drunk,” CB said again. “Drunk people don’t usually get hurt when they fall. Their muscles are all loose. She’s fine. She just needs to sleep it off.”

			“I don’t know,” I said doubtfully. That didn’t seem right to me, although her face did look relaxed, and her breathing was slow and deep. Maybe she actually was just drunk and sleeping. After all, the whole reason we had been fighting in the first place was because she wanted to sit down. Maybe I was making too big of a deal out of this. Maybe she really didn’t need a hospital. Maybe she did just need sleep.

			CB squatted down next to me, holding the bottle out. “Of course I’m right. Here. You could use a little.” 

			I looked longingly at the vodka. One drink couldn’t hurt. It’s not like I didn’t deserve it. This night had been a disaster since the get-go, and I could use a little something to take the edge off.

			 I reached for the bottle and took a long swig. It burned my throat, bringing tears to my eyes. The warmth hit my stomach, making me gasp. 

			Oh God, did I need that.

			“You were a real jerk to me, you know,” I said, wiping the tears away with my arm.

			He gave me a lopsided grin. “Aw, c’mon. You know I adore you. I didn’t mean anything.”

			That was probably as good of an apology as I was going to get. I took another long swig. It went down easier.

			Jessica groaned again. I sighed. “How are we getting her out of here? Do you think we can carry her?”

			“Sleep,” Jessica muttered. “I don’t feel so well.”

			“Let me stay with her,” CB said, taking my arm and gently helping me up. “In fact, why don’t you go back to the house? I’ll take care of her.”

			I looked at him doubtfully. “She’s not as light as she looks. I think you may need some help.”

			“No, I got it. Really. It’s the least I could do after being such an ass to you.”

			I eyed him and took another swig of vodka. I was already feeling better. “You really were an ass.”

			His eyes glittered. “Yeah, I wasn’t thinking straight. But I can make up for it now. Go on back to the house and take a hot shower. Clean up those cuts. You’ll feel better.”

			Oh, a hot shower. My body was so sore and achy—every injury from every fall I had taken seemed to pulse and sting. Not to mention how grimy and sticky I felt, covered with dirt and sweat and bugs and who knows what else. A hot shower would take care of all of it.

			I so wanted to walk away—to let CB deal with drunk Jessica. But something kept stopping me. There was something off with CB. His whole body was jittery. He kept moving and shifting, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet, fingering the silver flask he always carried. I looked down at the bottle of vodka he had handed me. “You brought your flask AND a bottle?”

			“This is my ‘special blend,’” he said, shaking the flask and winking at me. There was a sheen of sweat above his lips, and his eyes glowed with a practically unnatural excitement. I was suddenly reminded of how he had looked at me earlier, his eyes like black, polished stones.

			Like something dark and ugly was hiding just underneath his skin.

			I shook my head to clear it. Nonsense. Being out in the woods so long was playing on my nerves.

			“What do you mean ‘special blend’?” I asked skeptically.

			He reached out to take the bottle of vodka from my loose fingers and took a swig before handing it back to me. He smelled strongly of sweat and … excitement. Why would he be excited? And why was he sweating so much? Sure, it was still humid, but the night had cooled down considerably from the heat of the day. “I made it specially for Jessica. You know how she likes sweeter drinks.”

			I took another drink from the bottle. “I think the last thing she needs is more alcohol.”

			“This won’t hurt her.”

			There was something wrong. The darkness I had sensed earlier shifted and suffocated, surrounding us. 

			But, why?

			This was CB. My cousin. I grew up with him. He wasn’t a monster. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. 

			So, why was my intuition screaming not to leave him alone with Jessica?

			He gently pushed me. “Home is that way. Just keep walking and you’ll hit the trail.”

			Home. Oh, that had such a nice ring to it. I took a step forward, a part of me wanting so badly to leave. 

			But ... that sheen of sweat. That strange excitement.

			“How did you find us?” I asked suddenly, wanting to buy myself some time.

			He rolled his eyes, suddenly morphing back into the CB I grew up with. “Who couldn’t find you? I’m surprised half the neighborhood isn’t out here you guys were so loud.”

			“We don’t have neighbors,” I reminded him.

			He hit his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Oh, that’s right. No wonder it’s just me.”

			He was smiling, looking so normal, so much like the old CB. My imagination must be running away from me. Just like it did with the shadows in the woods. 

			There was nothing there. There never had been anything there. It was all in my head.

			CB must have sensed my hesitation, because his smile widened as he nudged me with his shoulder. “Go on, Becs. Remember, this is part of my apology. I’ll take care of Jessica, make sure she gets home safe, and you can get that hot shower and go to bed.”

			I took another swallow of vodka, the heat comforting in my belly, realizing I wanted nothing more than to just be done with this night. “If you’re sure ...” I said.

			“I am,” he said, his voice firm. “I’ll be right behind you once I take care of Jessica.”

			I let my breath out, feeling like the weight of the world had just shifted off my shoulders. “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“See you,” he said, raising his hand to wave at me. 

			I took a few steps, picking my way through the woods in the direction CB had indicated. When I turned around one more time to look back, he was already gone.

			Well, no matter. I took another swig of vodka and kept heading through the woods. I was feeling a little woozy myself, and the sooner I got out of the woods and into a hot shower, the better.

			But, the more I walked, the more my mind kept straying back to how odd CB had been acting. That nervous, excited energy. The sheen of sweat on his forehead. How he stunk of sweat ...

			It is summer, I reminded myself. Hot. Humid. Of course he was sweating. I was sweating myself.

			But ... something about it just seemed off.

			And why would he volunteer to take care of Jessica? He never volunteered to take care of anyone. Or anything. CB was the guy you called when you wanted to go party. Not to bring you chicken soup when you were sick the morning after.

			I stopped walking, the uncomfortable buzzing at the back of my head becoming louder and more insistent. 

			Something wasn’t right.

			Something hadn’t been right for a long time.

			All around me, the woods went still and dark. Waiting. Watching.

			I found myself thinking about the seance Daphne and I did a few days before. The words “Beware. It’s coming,” appearing in the mirror, all smoke and blood.

			We had done that seance in the room where Mad Martha had killed Nellie and then herself.

			The room CB was staying in.

			I whirled around to go back, hurrying as fast as I dared in the dark, over the uneven ground.

			No, no, no. Not CB. Not CB.

			Branches reached out to stop me, as if they knew what I was doing and wanted to keep me away.  I kept getting tangled up, all the while hearing the same word repeating itself in my head: hurry, hurry, hurry.

			I tripped on something, flailing my arms, trying to keep my balance but failing. I crashed into something warm and soft that swore.

			“Becs? What the ...?”

			Oh thank God. It was CB. I had found him. Actually, to be more specific, I had tripped over him. He was sprawled out on the ground next to Jessica. 

			“I ...” Now that I was here, my earlier fears seemed foolish. Jessica still looked like she was sleeping or passed out, but now, CB looked furious. “I don’t want to leave you out here alone with Jessica,” I said. “It doesn’t feel right. Let me help you bring her back.”

			“No!”

			I blinked. “What?”

			CB leaned closer to me. “What is so difficult about this?” He hissed. “Just go.”

			I could only stare at him. His eyes were so dark and cold. Predator’s eyes. Staring into them made me feel like a rabbit being hypnotized by a snake.

			Beware. It’s coming.

			I tried to speak, failed, and licked my suddenly dry lips. “I don’t understand. Why are you ...?”

			With a wordless cry, CB grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. “Go. I’m giving you a gift. Why can’t you take it? All you have to do is leave!”

			“Ouch, CB, that hurts,” I said, trying to protect the shoulder that was still sore from Jessica running into me. I was rubbing it, trying to get him to let go of my arm, when I noticed his shorts.

			They were unbuttoned.

			I felt the world lurch under my feet and for a second I couldn’t breathe. Darkness swam at the edges of my vision. How much vodka had I drank?

			“What? ... Why ...?” I couldn’t even ask the question. Nor could I look at him. Instead, I jerked my arm away so I could take a few steps backward, my eyes immediately going to Jessica.

			She lay flat on her back, fully dressed.

			“You’re drunk,” CB said, his voice calm and reasonable. “I shouldn’t have given you that bottle of vodka. Really, you just need to go home. Sleep it off.”

			Something had shifted in his tone and manner. No longer hostile, he now sounded warm and soothing. For a moment, I wanted to believe the shift, wanted to believe him. This was all just a big misunderstanding. Everything was fine, the way it always was.

			I swayed gently on my feet. I could almost feel the dark pressing around me, no longer scary, but comforting. Reassuring. It’s all right now. Just go home. We’ll show you the way. No need to be frightened.

			“You think?” I asked, my voice thick and slurred.

			CB took a step closer. “Listen to yourself. Can’t you hear how drunk you are?” Even though his voice was still low and calming, something menacing lurked just beneath the surface.

			But this is CB, I told myself.  Why would he ever threaten me? Surely, this was all in my head. After all, he was right—I was slurring my words. Maybe I really was too drunk. I couldn’t keep my thoughts straight anymore. 

			Jessica let out a groan. It was a small noise, but it sliced through the fog in my head, letting in a tiny slit of bright, white light, almost harsh in its intensity.

			There WAS something wrong here. There was a reason I came back. I struggled to keep my thoughts straight. 

			“But, your shorts,” I said, finally getting the words out. “Why are your shorts unbuttoned?”

			“Why do you think?” He let out a laugh but it sounded forced. “I was about to take a leak.”

			“But ...” I blinked, looking around bewildered. “Right here? Jessica is right here.”

			“No, silly,” he said. His voice was light, but I still detected something underneath it. 

			Something dark. And wrong. And evil. 

			I could see it, hiding in his eyes. Something cold and crafty. 

			And ancient. 

			Beware. It’s coming.

			I swallowed and looked at Jessica again. She was so still. Was she even breathing? “Let me help you with Jessica,” I said. “Something is really wrong with her. She should have woken up by now.”

			“She’s fine.”

			“No, I don’t think so. Let me help you get her to the hospital.”

			I saw the shift in his eyes. The flare of anger. He stepped forward. 

			“I didn’t want to do this,” he said.

			“CB,” I said, taking a couple of steps back. I eyed Jessica, willing her to wake up, but she didn’t move. Suddenly, it hit me that it was just me and CB. 

			Alone in the woods.

			Very alone.

			No one would hear me scream.

			“You don’t have to do this,” I said, taking another step backward as CB advanced.

			“Oh yes, I do,” he said. “You could have left. I told you to leave. But, no.” His arm suddenly snaked around my neck and pinned me to him. I squirmed, trying to get away, but he was forcing something down my throat. Something wet and sweet. He was pouring the liquid from the silver flask down my throat. I struggled against him, trying to spit it out, but I had to swallow to keep from choking.

			“CB,” I gasped when I could catch my breath. “What are you doing? Stop it! Let me go.” My voice was rising to a scream.

			A scream no one would hear.

			“Stop fighting me,” he ordered, forcing more of the punch down my throat. “You’re just making it worse for yourself.”

			I gagged. “No. I don’t want it. Stop,” I choked out.

			“It’s not going to hurt you,” he said, as he kept pouring. Some of the sticky sweetness was dripping down my neck, soaking my chest. “It’s just going to help you forget.”

			I kept fighting him but he was stronger and had me pinned to his side as he continued forcing me to drink. I was starting to feel nauseous. Everything was swimming before my eyes. I couldn’t breathe. I was choking on the sticky, sweet drink, but he didn’t stop. “How can you do this to me?”

			“You’re the one making it so difficult,” he said. “Just drink it, and then we can put this unpleasantness behind us.”

			Unpleasantness? He was forcing me to drink something against my will.

			With one final burst of strength, I twisted myself away from him, both of us falling. I was lying on the path, coughing and struggling to catch my breath. The woods spun around me. 

			I heard a groan. CB was splayed out on the other side of a log. I could see one foot, clad in a black sneaker with bright white laces, sticking straight up in the air.

			I had to get out of here.

			I lurched to my feet, the entire forest tipping to one side. All the alcohol sloshed sickly around in my stomach. I knew I had to throw up but first I had to get back to the house. I wasn’t safe here.

			And the sooner I got out, the sooner I could help Jessica.

			The trees whirled around me as I ran. I had no idea where I was going or even if I was heading in a straight line. Was CB chasing me? I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t hear anything above the harsh sound of my own breathing and the pounding of my heart. But the feeling of his hot breath on my neck, his hands reaching out to grab me, kept me moving fast.

			The alcohol was rising up in my throat, hot, bitter and still disgustingly sweet. I was going to have to stop, even though I didn’t want to. But then, just like that, I suddenly burst through the woods and into my backyard. It happened so quickly I couldn’t control my momentum and I fell to my knees, darkness pressing against the edges of my vision.

			Everyone was there. I saw Daniel and Mia and Daphne and Barry. Oh my God. I was so happy to see them. I had to speak. I had to tell them about Jessica and CB.

			I opened my mouth but the only thing that came out was the alcohol. I couldn’t breathe as the darkness pressed up against me and swallowed me whole.


		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			The first thing I became aware of was the laughing.

			Who was laughing? Was it me?

			I blinked a few times, my vision slowly coming into focus, the horrific images of that night clear in my mind. Jessica, lying there helpless in the woods, helpless because of me, because I had struggled with her rather than just letting her go ... and CB, my cousin, my blood, who had been raised with me, who had attacked me when I tried to help Jessica ...

			I squeezed my eyes shut. Don’t think. Don’t think.

			A faint whiff of urine and sour milk penetrated my nostrils, and cautiously, I opened one eye. I was sitting on the asphalt, my legs stretched out, my head hanging heavy. Where was I? And who was laughing?

			I blinked a few times and slowly raised my head. I was in the back alley of the grocery store, the dumpster next to me and Maude in front of me, watching me from her stained mattress.

			She was the one laughing. Cackling, really. She was sitting in a pool of crumbs and empty bags. An apple core rested on the ground next to the dumpster. While I was reliving a nightmare, she had been eating breakfast.

			That seemed fitting in a strange, absurd way.

			“The devil,” she seemed to be saying in between cackles. “Now you know. Now you know.”

			“Yes,” I said, my voice hoarse and my throat sore. “I know.”

			Her laughter abruptly stopped. She stared at me, her eyes narrowing. She still had a piece of egg stuck to her chin. “So, what are you going to do about it?”

			What was I going to do about it? I had no idea. I could barely get my head around all the memories swirling around inside me, much less figure out my next steps ...

			Wait a minute. Brittany! Oh no. I fumbled for my phone, my fingers suddenly numb.

			Maude nodded to herself. “I told them. Yes, I did. I told them about the devil. They should have listened to Maude. Maude knows things. Yes, she does. She knows lots and lots of things. If only they would listen.”

			Ignoring her, I scrolled through my contacts until I found Daniel’s number and called him.

			He picked up on the second ring. “Yes?”

			“I know who it is. Who took Brittany.” 

			“You do? Who?”

			My hand was shaking so hard, I had to press it against my cheek to steady it. “It’s CB.”

			“What?”

			I closed my eyes. “I’m not sure where he is though. I just know it’s him. He took Brittany.”

			“Hold on a second. Slow down. Why do you think he took her?”

			I looked over at Maude, who was rocking back and forth, talking to herself. “Maude,” I said.

			“Becca, I’m having trouble hearing you. I thought you said ‘Maude.’”

			“I did. She saw CB take Brittany.” Maude caught my eye and grinned, showing me a mouth full of rotting teeth.

			“How do you know that?”

			“Because she told me.”

			Daniel paused. “Where are you now?”

			“I’m with her.”

			“Where?”

			“Behind the grocery store.”

			Daniel took the phone away from his mouth to say something to someone before coming back to me. “We’re sending someone there now to talk to her. But, I’m curious. What made you go to her?”

			I tried to answer, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs to talk. Pain was crackling up my neck and into my temples. I paused, tried again. “I remember,” I managed, my voice so low, I wondered if he could even hear me.

			He was silent for a moment. “Jessica?”

			“Yes.”

			 “So, CB ...?” He didn’t finish his sentence.

			I closed my eyes, feeling the tears gathering behind my eyelids. Tears of grief. Tears of rage. “He was there. In the woods. He followed us. Me and Jessica. He ...” my voice dropped. I couldn’t say it. “He wanted to ... hurt Jessica.”

			“You saw him hurt Jessica?”

			The unbuttoned shorts. The gleam of sweat on his upper lip. Twitchy with excitement, stinking of it, thick and choking. “Not exactly.”

			“I don’t understand. What did you see?”

			“He was following us because he wanted her. He was obsessed with Jessica,” I said. 

			It was all clear now. My patchy memory was finally filling in the pieces, forming a vivid, crystal-clear picture. CB constantly pushing Jessica to come to New York. Always hanging around her. Always showing up where she would be. I always had to chase him out of the house when Jessica and Mia would come over. If it was just Daphne, he never bothered us. 

			At the time, I found it annoying, sure … but I never thought about it much beyond that.

			But, now ...

			“When he first saw Brittany,” I continued. “I thought he was just surprised. Like I was. But, it was more than that. He was shocked. Utterly shocked.”

			“Son of a bitch,” Daniel muttered. He spoke again to someone else, more urgently than before, before coming back to me. “Do you know where he is right now?”

			“No. Like I said before, I don’t.”

			“What about his cell? Does he have his phone with him?”

			“Yes!” Oh, thank God. “Yes, I just talked to him—I think it was yesterday.” Was it just yesterday? It felt like years ago. I rattled off his number.

			“Got it. That helps. I have to go. But I’ll come over later, okay?”

			I nodded tightly. “Yes. And Daniel?”

			“What?”

			“Find her.”

			He paused. “I’ll be over later. You did good.” And he rang off.

			I sat there, holding the dead phone. I did good? I didn’t think so. If I had remembered even a couple of weeks ago, this would all be different.

			How many more are going to die before you finally remember?

			Oh, please God, hopefully no more. Please let Daniel find Brittany in time. I couldn’t stand the thought of a teenager paying for my refusal to see the truth with her life. 

			I violently scrubbed at my eyes, the jolt of pain at my temples growing shaper, brighter. A headache. I hadn’t had one of those in weeks. Now, the pain was so hot and fierce, I thought my head might split open. I massaged my temples, desperately trying to push the pain away. I needed to think.

			I still had so many questions. What happened to Jessica after I ran off? Was it possible that she really was just passed out, sleeping off the alcohol like CB was trying to tell me? Did she wake up, hours later, sick and hung over, and leave on her own?

			I thought of the crack her head made against the log and how limp and unresponsive her body had been, and I knew. Deep in my gut, I knew. 

			She didn’t leave the woods alive.

			More than likely, she was dying as I knelt beside her, trying to prop up her loose limbs.

			I should have just let her do what she wanted that night. If I had just let her go, none of this would have happened.

			But even as I thought it, I knew it wasn’t true. There was something else out there in the woods. Something else other than CB. Something dark and ancient and ...

			The evil that was done.

			Despite the heat, I shivered. I could practically feel the cold touch of whatever was in the woods that night reaching out to me again, all these years later, caressing me ...

			No. I had to stop. I needed to understand. There were still so many unknowns … like if Jessica had died in those woods, what happened to her? Why wasn’t her body found? 

			And what about CB? Had he followed me back to the house? I couldn’t remember. My last memory was collapsing in the backyard, but I seemed to recall Daphne or Mia or someone saying CB was there. He must have circled around the backyard and come in through the front of the house, pretending he had been there all along.

			Suddenly, I began retching. I pushed myself to my feet, knocking my coffee over so it stained the asphalt in a brown smear, and stumbled to the side of the dumpster. I started heaving, and my stomach emptied itself of its contents.

			Gasping, I stood there, one hand on the side of the dumpster, the smell of vomit, sour milk, and urine in my nose, my head on fire.

			Behind me, I heard the rattle of the shopping cart with the broken wheel as Maude began pushing it. “The devil is a bitch, ain’t he?” she called out as she went around the corner.

			I couldn’t agree more.

			***

			“Where have you ... oh my God. What happened, Becca?” Mia met me at the door and almost immediately covered her nose and mouth. “Where the hell were you? Is that vomit I smell?”

			Chrissy poked her head in from the kitchen and quickly covered her nose. “God, you stink. Where were you? In a dumpster?”

			I slumped over. “Believe it or not, yes. That’s exactly where I was.”

			“Why in God’s name were you in a dumpster?” Mia asked.

			“Talking to Maude,” I said. I was so exhausted I could barely stay on my feet, and my head was pounding.

			Mia opened her mouth, presumably to ask more questions, but she must have seen something in my face because she took my arm to lead me to the kitchen. “You need to sit down.”

			“I probably need a shower.”

			“You definitely need a shower but right now you need to sit down.”

			She led me to a chair and I gratefully sat. My legs felt weak and hollow, reminding me of Jessica that night.

			Jessica. Oh God. Where was I going to find the strength to tell Mia what I remembered? How could I relive it all again now, so soon after it all came back?

			 “I’m going to make some tea,” Chrissy announced to no one in particular and headed to the stove. I slumped over onto the table, resting my head in my hands.

			Mia sat down across from me. “You look like hell.”

			I tried to smile. “Yeah, well, I feel like hell.”

			“Are you ready to tell me why you were talking to Maude?”

			I sighed and scrubbed at my temples. As much as I wanted to take something for my head, my stomach was still so queasy and twisted in knots, I was afraid I’d throw up again. “It worked,” I said.

			Mia looked confused. “What worked?”

			“The candles.”

			Mia stared at me for a moment, still perplexed, until realization dawned. She leaned forward. “Oh my God. You remember?”

			I nodded.

			“Well, tell me!”

			“I’m going to. But, do you think we should get Daphne here?”

			Mia looked at me horrified. “You’re not ... you can’t do that to me. You’re really going to make me wait?”

			I tried to smile again but my face felt like it was cracking. “Mia, you waited fifteen years. You can wait ten more minutes.”

			Grumbling, she went to find her phone.

			 A cup of tea appeared in front of me. “Drink,” Chrissy said. “I made one for you too, Mia.”

			“Thanks,” Mia said, barely acknowledging her as she focused on her phone.

			I swallowed and picked up my tea. I didn’t know if I could keep it down, but I felt like I should try.

			“She’s on her way,” Mia announced. “But I don’t understand. Why were you with Maude? What does she have to do with that night?”

			“I know what happened to Brittany too.”

			“You do? Does Daniel know?”

			I managed a sip. The hot tea soothed my stomach. I cautiously drank a little more. “Yes, Daniel knows.”

			“Is Brittany okay?” Chrissy asked. She pulled a chair close to me, her expression eager. “What happened to her?”

			“I’m not sure. Daniel is ...”

			“I’m here,” Daphne called from the living room, accompanied by the closing of the front door.

			Mia sat back impatiently. “Oh, thank God. It worked, Daphne. Becca knows what happened to Jessica. And Brittany.”

			Daphne appeared in the kitchen, her face red and perspiring, her red hair falling out of her ponytail. Clearly, she had run the entire way over. When she had first appeared, her eyes were as bright and excited as Mia’s, but once she took in my appearance, her expression quickly sobered.

			“Becca, what happened?” she asked.

			Mia waved her away. “She can talk about that later. Right now, she has to tell us what she remembers.”

			Daphne looked between me and Mia, biting her lip, like she was trying to decide on a course of action. She took one last hard look at me, then pulled a chair out to sit next to Mia. “Is there sugar in that tea?”

			“No,” I said. “Yuck.”

			“Would you like a cup?” Chrissy asked, getting up.

			“Yes please,” she said. “And bring the sugar.”

			“Sugar,” Mia scoffed. “What the hell are you talking about it? This is it!  The answers to all of our questions.”

			Chrissy deposited the sugar in the middle of the table along with a mug of tea for Daphne, who began heaping teaspoons into all our cups, starting with mine. “Sugar is good for shock,” she said neutrally. “Becca, I know you don’t normally drink sweet tea, but drink this. You need it. You, too, Mia,” she said, spooning sugar into Mia’s tea above her protests. “Mia,” she said, putting her hand on Mia’s. “You must be able to see ... this isn’t good news.”

			“Yes, but ...” Mia started to interrupt, then paused, as if what Daphne said finally penetrated. She turned to me and just stared for a moment. “Jessica is dead,” she said flatly. 

			It wasn’t a question.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said.

			Mia’s face reflected a dozen expressions as she processed my words. Daphne turned to me. “Drink,” she said.

			I sipped the tea, wincing at the sweetness. Daphne nodded for me to keep going. I choked as much of it down as I could.

			“I knew it,” Mia breathed. “I always knew she wouldn’t have just left.”

			“You were right,” I said simply.

			“So, what happened?” Mia asked.

			I paused and took another sip of tea. “There are still some questions,” I said. “I don’t know everything. CB was ...” I paused again, seeing his shorts unbuttoned in my head.

			Mia’s eyes went round and even Daphne looked horrified. “CB?” they both said at the same time.

			I held up my hand. “Not exactly. CB was ... obsessed with Jessica. He’s the one who took Brittany. I’m sure of it. Maude saw him as well. But ...” I paused again. It was more difficult to confess than I had imagined. “I think I was the one who killed her.”

			I didn’t think it was possible but they both looked even more horrified. “What? That can’t be,” Mia exclaimed.

			“Becca, are you sure?” Daphne asked.

			Even Chrissy looked stunned.

			I sighed and rubbed my temples, wishing my headache would, at the very least, ease up. “Quite honestly, I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

			“Maybe you should start at the beginning,” Daphne said.

			“Yes, I want to hear everything,” Mia said.

			I took one last sip of tea and started talking.

			I told them everything. No one interrupted me—they all three just sat there watching me as I relived that awful time in the woods fifteen years ago. 

			By the time I was finished we were all crying, tears streaming unchecked down our faces. Even Chrissy.

			There was a long pause when I finished, broken only by Mia blowing her nose. “Well, it does sound like the hit on the head was what did it,” Daphne said. “But we don’t know for certain. And, even if that was the case, it was an accident.”

			I stared at the table, which I idly noticed was wet. Then I realized it was from my tears. “My head knows that,” I said. “But it still feels like I should have done something differently that night. Maybe if I hadn’t fought with her to come back to the house, if I had just let her sleep it off, she would have been fine.”

			“CB still would have found her,” Mia said, her voice bitter.

			I winced, trying to push that picture out of my head. “Maybe not fine,” I said at last. “But maybe still alive.”

			“Maybe,” Daphne said. “Maybe if I had stayed in the woods that night instead of coming back for Mia, things would have been different, too. There’s a lot we don’t know. What I do know is that you can’t blame yourself. You were trying to do what was best for Jessica, which was get her back to the house before she passed out. It didn’t work out that way but I’m not sure leaving her would have been the best option either.”

			“I have to go,” Mia said suddenly. She stood up so abruptly that the chair fell over with a clatter. She ignored it. “I need to be alone for a bit. Think things through. You’ll be fine here, right? If I don’t stay?” It wasn’t exactly a question.

			I nodded, a little sadly, wondering if this was the end of our friendship. “I’ll be fine,” I said quietly. “Thanks for staying as long as you did.”

			Mia nodded tightly before quickly turning on her heel and leaving the kitchen. Daphne watched her go, a worried look on her face, before turning back to me. “She just needs some time to process it,” Daphne said.

			“Of course,” I said. “It’s a lot to take in.”

			Daphne looked back to where Mia had disappeared. “I’m sure once she’s had some time ...”

			“Why don’t you go be with her?” I interrupted. “I’m sure she needs a friendly face right now.”

			She turned back to me, her frown deepening. “But, what about you?”

			“I’ll be fine,” I said again. “Chrissy is here. And the tea really helped.” Which was sort of true—I was feeling calmer and my stomach was more settled, but my head was still pounding. “Go be with Mia.”

			She bit her lip, looked back at Mia and then at me again before getting to her feet. “Keep me posted if you hear anything.”

			“I will.”

			She took a few steps toward the door before pausing to look directly into my eyes. “It’s all going to work out, Becca.”

			“I’m sure it is,” I said, but I was lying. I didn’t think anything would ever be fine again.

			The moment she left, I crumbled to the table, tears gushing out of me. I cried for Jessica, for Mia, for Daphne, for everyone in Redemption who had been betrayed by a monster.

			A cool hand slipped around me, and before I even knew what had happened, Chrissy was holding me in her arms. She didn’t say a word. She simply held me as I cried until I didn’t think I had any tears left inside me.


		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			The bored guard, who reminded me of an ex-football player with his shirt straining at the seams across a massive barrel chest, opened the door and pointed toward a row of chairs, a phone, and a sheet of plexiglass.

			Just like on television shows.

			A thin, exhausted-looking mother with lanky brown hair juggling a crying infant and a phone receiver sat in one chair, talking urgently to a tattooed, greasy-haired man. A second rough looking, grizzled man spoke to a an equally hard-looking older woman. 

			I moved toward the middle of the row and took a seat in a chipped, plastic chair. The wooden hutch was decorated with a variety of carvings and graffiti. The whole room stunk of unwashed bodies, cigarette smoke and despair.

			CB must hate it here.

			Of course, maybe CB should have thought about that before kidnapping Brittany.

			Daniel had told me how he had traced CB’s phone to an RV dealership in Milwaukee. He had been in the process of purchasing a motorhome with a stolen identity when the police grabbed him. He had planned to disappear that night … and take Brittany with him.

			It appeared that plan had been in motion since the moment he first laid eyes on her. He never did go back to New York like he had told me. Rather, he holed up right here in Redemption, dividing his time between stalking Brittany and getting his ducks in a row to take her and disappear.

			Luckily for everyone, he hadn’t quite accomplished the ducks in a row part when he grabbed Brittany, which led him to temporarily stash her in an abandoned barn outside of town. He hadn’t touched her yet—apparently, he was waiting until he was safely on the road. Instead, he had kept her tied up and drugged for four days. When they found her, she was malnourished and dehydrated but otherwise unharmed. 

			At least, physically.

			The door on the other side of the plexiglass opened, and CB appeared wearing the traditional orange prison garb. He looked dreadful. The orange made his skin look yellow and sallow, and his hair was oily and unwashed. But that wasn’t the worst of it. His face was puffy and bruised and one eye was half-closed. I wondered who had beaten him up. I wondered if he was getting decent medical care and if he was being protected so it wouldn’t happen again.

			I wondered why I cared.  

			He saw me and stopped. His expression grew cold. For a moment I thought he might turn around and leave without speaking to me, but then he shuffled forward and took his seat across from me before picking up the phone. I did the same.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			He snorted. “What do you think happened? Men don’t like men who fall in love with teenagers.”

			“Love? You think you fell in love with Brittany?”

			His eyes widened. “God, no.” His face softened. “Jessica. It was Jessica I loved.”

			I stared at him, horrified. “But you were going to ...  hurt her.” Even now, I couldn’t say the words. I still couldn’t wrap my head around what he had planned to do.

			He started shaking his head. “I would never hurt Jessica. Ever.”

			“But I saw you.” The memory of his unbuttoned shorts floated through my head again.

			His face twisted and for a moment, I thought I caught a glimpse of the darkness hiding just under the surface. 

			The darkness I had seen that night. 

			I sucked my breath in with a hiss. 

			I had seen it before. That evil. 

			I had seen it in Chrissy when she was sleepwalking. I had felt it fifteen years ago, in the woods, pursuing me.

			And it was still here. It had been here all along.

			The darkness was inside CB.

			“You saw what? What do you think you saw?” His voice dripped with disgust.

			I found myself wondering how long the darkness had been inside him. Since that summer? Even earlier?

			Was this the real curse of Redemption? Was this what was behind the adults disappearing in the late 1800s?

			Would I ever know the truth?

			“I remember,” I finally said. “ I remember everything.”

			“Oh, now you remember.” He laughed, but it was devoid of humor. “You who spent time in mental institutes not once but twice. You don’t know what you remember. How do you know what’s real and what’s not?” He spat the last sentence out.

			For a moment, I sat frozen as that ugly truth settled around me like a well-worn cloak. Was he right? Had I remembered everything wrong? Had my treacherous brain betrayed me again?

			But almost as soon as I had that thought, I dismissed it. CB wasn’t sitting in jail because of my memories of Jessica. I wasn’t even sure if he had committed a crime that night. Sure, his intentions seemed to have been pretty clear but what did he actually do?

			No, he was behind bars because he had taken Brittany.

			“I know the truth,” I said, clutching the phone harder. “It doesn’t matter if you want to admit it or not.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			I took a deep breath. “I want to know what you did to me. How I ended up in the hospital.”

			“I was trying to protect you!”

			“What?!?” I was so shocked, so horrified by his audacity, I stopped breathing. “The only protection I needed that night was from you.”

			He snorted. “See? This is precisely the problem. You have no idea what happened that night.”

			“Then why don’t you enlighten me?”

			 He placed one hand flat on the wooden hutch and leaned forward. Even though I knew it was impossible with the plexiglass between us, I could somehow smell his breath, hot and fetid, like something had died inside him. “Who do you think took care of Jessica that night? Who do you think snuck into her house and packed a bag for her, so everyone would think she left? I did.”

			Briefly I closed my eyes. So, Jessica had died that night. I knew it. I had felt it. But somehow, hearing it made it real in a way it hadn’t been before. “That sounds like you were protecting yourself, not me.”

			His eyes glittered. In their depths, I could see the darkness laughing at me. “Who do you think killed her?”

			For a moment I couldn’t say a word. I couldn’t even breathe. I could only stare into whatever it was hiding behind CB’s eyes, now triumphant, knowing it had won. “What are you saying?” I asked, my voice strangled.

			His lips curved into a smile, but it was as empty and as evil as his eyes. “How do you think Jessica died that night?”

			I tried to swallow but my mouth was so dry. “You did something to her.”

			“Not me, cos. I wasn’t with her when she hit her head.”

			Oh God. It was all true. I was the one responsible for Jessica’s death. 

			What had I done?

			He watched me, a knowing expression on his face. “Now, you see. I was protecting you that night. And look how you repaid me!” He held his arm out, gesturing around the prison. “I did everything for you, and you turned me in.”

			My mind was spinning. I couldn’t process what he was telling me. But I had to keep going. God only knew if he would ever talk to me again after this day. “But what you gave me. What you made me drink … what was it? How was it protecting me?”

			“It was to help you forget.” He snorted again. “Even then, I knew you couldn’t keep your mouth shut if you remembered what really happened. Always too much of a goody two-shoes. I was protecting you from yourself. From turning yourself in.”

			That didn’t feel like what he had in mind when he grabbed me, but I let it go. “How could you be so sure pumping me full of alcohol would make me forget?”

			“Because it wasn’t just alcohol.”

			My eyes widened. “You drugged me?”

			He rolled his eyes. “You say that like I forced you to take heroin or something. It was just rufies. To help you forget.”

			“But ... why did you have punch laced with rufies?”

			For the first time, I saw a crack in his arrogant demeanor, and for a moment, he almost looked ashamed. “It was for Jessica.”

			“You were going to rufie Jessica?”

			“Just to make things easier for her,” he retorted defensively. “I never meant to hurt her. Besides, you saw how upset she was at her mom that night. I thought forgetting, even for one night, would give her some peace.”

			“Peace?” I felt like the top of my head was going to explode. “You wanted to give her peace?”

			“Of course. I had no intention of hurting her.” He shot me a meaningful look.

			I ignored it. “So, are you saying Jessica was drugged all night?”

			CB grimaced. “No. It was harder than it should have been to give her my special punch. The first time, Mia took her glass by mistake. Then Rich showed up and all he did was hover around her, which made it impossible to do anything.”

			Mia? A picture of her stained blouse popped into my head. “Wait. Is that why you spilled Mia’s drink on her?”

			“What else could I do? I didn’t want her to drink it. What if people figured out something was wrong?”

			“But she got sick that night. “

			CB shrugged. “Look, I tried to stop her. It’s not my fault if she drank some of it.”

			 I could feel the bile rising in my throat, and I fought to keep it down.

			“What did you do with Jessica’s body?”

			“You think I’m telling you?” He asked incredulously. “You’ve already proven you’re not to be trusted. Jessica is in a safe place. That’s all you need to know.”

			“But ... what does it matter now? I remember what happened. Why would recovering her body make a difference now?”

			He shook his head sadly. “Why can’t you trust me? I’m trying to protect you. Everything I’ve done over the years has been to protect you. You must know that there is no statute of limitations on murder?”

			“I didn’t murder her,” I said, aghast. “It was an accident.”

			“Are you so sure that’s what the investigators are going to think?” he asked. “If there’s no body, there’s nothing to charge you with.”

			Oh God. Could he be right? 

			On the other hand, maybe I ought to start paying for my mistakes. Maybe that would flip my karma, which clearly needed some flipping. 

			He must have seen something in my face because he smiled. “You know I’m right. You should have listened to me.”

			“What else should I have listened to you about?”

			His eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? You’re still here, aren’t you? I kept telling you to leave. If you had gone back to New York, none of this would have happened. Instead, look at the mess you’ve created. I mean, really. Telling Daniel? What was that about? Didn’t you learn your lesson years ago?”

			Something shifted inside me. “What lesson?” I asked, trying to sound casual, but inside, I was busy moving pieces around.

			Our date that wasn’t. The date where we both thought we had been stood up.

			“About Daniel!” CB said. “That he can’t be trusted.”

			“You mean,” I said slowly. “Because he asked me out and then never showed?”

			CB’s expression turned triumphant. “Yes! Exactly.”

			“Soooo, I’m curious,” I said. “I never told anyone that. How did you know?”

			His expression wavered. “What do you mean?”

			“Daniel said someone talked to his mother and changed the location. I didn’t call. Do you know what happened?”

			He stared at me, his eyes narrowing. “Why can’t you just get it through your thick head that I have spent my entire life protecting you?” His voice was low, but there was no hiding the undercurrent of anger beneath it. “I have protected you from secrets you have no idea about. Why can’t you just be grateful for everything I’ve done instead of questioning everything?”

			I could feel the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “What secrets are you talking about?”

			“You really think I’m going to tell you now?” His voice was a hiss. “Besides, you should be thanking me for not telling you. If you knew what I knew, you’d never sleep again.”

			It felt like a vice was slowly squeezing my chest. I couldn’t get air into my lungs. “What are you talking about?”

			He sat back, folding one arm across his chest. “It’s better you don’t know.”

			I studied him. It seemed pretty clear this line of questioning was going nowhere, and if I didn’t want to piss him off, I probably should move to something else.

			As if to underscore my thoughts, he glanced around, like he was getting ready to end the interview.

			“Fair enough,” I said quickly.  “So, what about Pat? Were you trying to protect me there, too?”

			He gave me a blank look. “Pat who? What are you talking about?”

			“Pat. She lived behind Brittany. Fell down the stairs.”

			His face changed. “Oh, yeah. Her.” He looked pensive. “That was unfortunate. I didn’t mean for anything to happen to her.”

			Even though I had tried to prepare myself for this exact answer, it still felt like a body blow. CB is the devil. I put my hand over my mouth, as if to hold the bile down that threatened to spill over. “Did you kill her?”

			“Not intentionally. Her house was perfect, though. From her attic, I could look directly into Brittany’s bedroom.”

			The attic. The noises up there. Of course. 

			“What about Bear?”

			CB looked puzzled. “Bear? Now what are you talking about? I don’t know anything about a bear.”

			I sucked in a deep breath. “The dog. The golden retriever that lived next to Brittany.”

			“Oh, him.” CB’s face fell. “That was unfortunate as well. I didn’t want to hurt him either, but he attacked me. There was nothing I could do.”

			Nothing you could do? Nothing you could do?! What about not being there stalking Brittany in the first place? “How about Aunt Charlie’s house?”

			“What about her house?”

			“Were you there, too? I noticed footprints in the back.”

			CB looked mystified. “Why would I be there?”

			“You had nothing to do with the dead rabbit I found back there?”

			“Why would I kill rabbits?”

			He looked so perplexed; I knew he was telling me the truth. Besides, he had just said that he was spending his time watching Brittany at Pat’s house. So why would he be hanging around Aunt Charlie’s?

			But ... if not him, then who?

			“I think we’re done here,” CB said. “Or, at least, I’m done. And that’s all that matters.” He started to hang up.

			“But, wait,” I said, feeling a little panicked. “What else have you been protecting me from? What aren’t you telling me?”

			He paused, then smiled. It was all I could do not to gasp. It was so cold, so empty. It reminded of a skull. I could practically see the darkness inside him grinning at me.

			“You know.”

			That’s when I did gasp. That was exactly what Chrissy had said to me when she was sleepwalking.

			You know.

			“Know what?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

			He smiled again. That empty, dark smile. “The evil that was done.”

			It was all I could do not to scream.

			What in God’s name had possessed my cousin? Chrissy at least had been asleep. CB was wide awake.

			What was happening to him?

			Was there anything I could do to save him?

			Slowly and deliberately, he reached over to hang the phone up, started to get up, then changed his mind, reaching over to pick up the phone again.

			“Oh, and cos?”

			I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t do anything but just stare wordlessly at him.

			“Don’t come back.”

			He hung the phone up, and without another word or backward glance, left the room.


		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			I pulled into my driveway, turned the engine off, and just sat.

			I needed a moment before facing Chrissy. I was still having trouble processing everything CB had said to me.

			How he was justifying what he did by saying he was “protecting” me ...

			How he had admitted to killing a defenseless old woman, not to mention a harmless dog ...

			How I had been the one to kill Jessica, and he wasn’t going to reveal what he had done with her body ...

			How there were even more secrets he was “protecting” me from ....

			And, probably worst of all, how there really was darkness hiding inside him … the same darkness I had seen and felt in the woods that night … and in Chrissy when she was sleepwalking.

			The evil that was done.

			The words in the mirror in the room they both slept in. Beware. It’s coming.

			Oh God. I pressed my fingers against my eyes.

			I had almost convinced myself that my memories of being in the woods fifteen years ago were tainted by the allergy medicine I had been taking. One of the side effects of that particular medicine was paranoia. 

			Clearly, I had been pretty paranoid that summer.

			But I was no longer taking that allergy medicine. And I had still seen the darkness in CB.

			I shivered. What on earth was I supposed to do now? How could I go forward?

			Actually, I already knew the answer. I had to sell the house. Go back to New York with Chrissy and try and rebuild my life.

			After all, there was no way anyone was going to ever hire me here, much less support a business of mine. With no way to support myself, I didn’t have a choice. Plus, I hadn’t heard from Daphne or Mia since the day I told them what I remembered, nor had I seen much of Daniel. It seemed pretty clear that I didn’t have much of a choice.

			Luckily, my parents hadn’t rescinded their offer. In fact, if anything, my mother wanted me back in New York even more urgently.

			It was time. I needed to put all of this behind me and accept what it seemed like every sign was pointing me toward leaving Redemption for good. 

			Clearly, Redemption didn’t want me here. It was time I listened.

			Never mind how heavy it made me feel every time I thought about leaving.

			A movement caught my eye, and I realized Mia was sitting on the porch swing, presumably waiting for me. 

			 The day I told Mia and Daphne the truth, Mia had thrown a few things into a bag and left with Daphne. At the time, I had assumed she had packed everything but later when I went upstairs, I found she had left quite a bit—her flip flops, a few tee shirts, a couple of pairs of jeans and a beautiful pair of gold hoop earrings. I even found her toothbrush and makeup in the bathroom.

			I had thought she would be back later that day to get the rest but it had been nearly a week, and there was no sign of her. I figured when she was ready, she’d be back.

			Well, I guess she was ready. While I had been expecting it, I could still feel my stomach sink.

			Of all the horrible, awful, no-good things that had happened to me in Redemption, losing my friendship with Mia and Daphne was definitely near the top of the list.

			That and Daniel.

			Well, no sense putting it off any longer. Heaving a sigh, I let myself out of the car and headed up the sidewalk. Mia watched me approach. She needed a haircut—her black hair hung in her eyes, and it wasn’t holding its usual flirty shape. There were dark bruises around her eyes, and she seemed thinner, gaunter. I wondered if grief had taken her appetite away.

			At her feet, I noticed several large bags. I nodded to them. “Seems a bit like overkill—you didn’t leave that much stuff here.”

			She half-smiled. “Got a minute?”

			“Of course.” I sat down next to her on the swing. We both stared straight ahead, watching the sky turn orange as the late afternoon crept toward dark. A robin hopped across the thick mat of grass, presumably looking for a late-afternoon snack.

			“I want to go back to school,” Mia said. “Law school.”

			Surprised, I glanced sideways at her but Mia kept her face firmly forward. “Sounds like a good plan,” I said cautiously, not entirely sure where she was going.

			“I have to start with my bachelor’s,” she said. “I didn’t do anything after high school, so I’m starting from scratch.”

			“Makes sense,” I said. Was she telling me this because I had married a couple of lawyers? Did she want me to help her in some way?

			“I figured I could attend one of those online universities. I’ve been researching them and I’ve narrowed down my choices.”

			“That’s all great. I think you should go back, and I’m totally supportive of it. But, what does this have to do with me?”

			She took a deep breath. “I don’t want to work full time anymore. I’d like to cut my hours back to half time or maybe even a little less so I can go to school full time. I’ve already missed so much and I don’t want to wait anymore. But I can’t afford rent if I do that. My dad’s house is way too small, so it would be really tight to move in with him.” She turned to face me. “I was wondering if I could live here.”

			I was taken aback. “You want to live here? With me? After all that’s happened?”

			Her eyes dropped. “Chrissy told me.”

			Now, I was really confused. “Chrissy told you what?”

			“About your financial situation.”

			Great. I looked back out at the robin, busily pecking away. “I’m not sure what that has to do with anything,” I said finally. “I can’t support myself here. My trust fund is gone. Well, mostly gone. I don’t see how your moving in would change all of that, especially since you’re looking to save money yourself.”

			“I’m not asking to stay for free.” She shifted so she was sitting sideways in the swing, facing me. “Figure out what you need each month to pay your bills and for food. Chrissy and I will figure out how to cover it while you get your business off the ground.”

			“Wait, Chrissy? How is Chrissy going to pay for anything?”

			Mia smiled slightly. “She has a job. In the kitchen at Aunt May’s.”

			My mouth dropped open. “Chrissy got a job? Her job is to go to high school.”

			“It’s part time, and she can work around her school hours.”

			“But ... she’s supposed to be a teenager. Have fun and all that. When she’s not studying or in therapy, of course.”

			“I think working will be good for her,” Mia said. “Give her a sense of purpose. Teach her responsibilities. Probably even better for her than therapy.”

			I frowned. “Maybe. But she shouldn’t have to worry about my financial situation. If she’s choosing to work, that money should be hers to do what she wants with.”

			Mia reached out to gently touch my hand. “She wants to help you. Let her. At least until you get on your feet yourself. It will be good for her to feel like she’s helping.”

			A butterfly flitted across the yard, landing in the black-eyed susans that I had potted by the porch. I watched it as I thought about what Mia had said. It was true—Chrissy seemed like a different person now. She cooked meals for me, did all the shopping and errands, and had been a calmer, gentler, more supportive version of herself in general. 

			I had attributed these changes to her new therapist, but maybe there was something more to it. Maybe these traits were at the core of a new transformation.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “Even if I agree to this, we still haven’t solved the problem of me ‘getting back on my feet’ as you say. I don’t see anyone here hiring me or supporting me in a business.”

			“I think you’d be surprised,” Mia said. “Look, what happened to Jessica was likely an accident. If it was your fault, then it was definitely an accident. And, if it was CB ...” her voice trailed off. “Well, you can’t be held accountable for CB’s actions. Especially since he attacked you, too.”

			In my mind’s eye, I saw Jessica falling backwards. I could hear the sickening thud as her head connected with a stump. I saw the floppy way her limbs flailed, and then, her body lying so still on the forest floor, like a broken doll.

			“And, as it was an accident,” Mia continued. “People will support you. People already support you. You’ll see.”

			“It’s just ...” I paused, wondering if I could possibly give voice to the dark thoughts swirling around my mind this past week. But, no. The time for hiding was done. I needed to not only own my troubled past, but my family’s secrets, too. “It’s still my family and I who caused all this heartbreak. CB and I were both at least somewhat involved in what happened to Jessica. And thank God Daniel found Brittany in time, or CB would have been linked to yet another tragedy. I guess what I’m saying is I don’t blame the community for thinking they would be better off if I packed up and left.”

			“Becca, you’re taking too much responsibility for what happened,” Mia said. “Lots of bad things happen in this town. You remember what Daniel told you about how this town was founded? How all the adults disappeared during the blizzard of 1888? Strange, unexplained events have been happening for years here. Look at Mad Martha and Nellie. You’re hardly to blame. And the vast majority of people here know it.”

			I was silent for a moment. “Then why do I feel like I’m still to blame?”

			Mia reached out to touch my knee. “The same reason I feel like I’m to blame, I’m guessing. We all made mistakes that night, including Jessica. Maybe it’s time for all of us to start forgiving ourselves.”

			I thought about that as I watched the orange glow spread across the sky. A warm breeze blew past us, rustling the bushes and making the pine trees sway. 

			Was that what I needed to do? Forgive myself? I felt like there was a really huge list of things I needed to be held accountable for, not the least of which was refusing to remember that night for so long … for refusing to see the truth about CB. 

			But rather than beating myself up, maybe learning to forgive was precisely what I needed.

			Was that even possible?

			“So, what do you think?” Mia asked. “Think you’ll stay?”

			I turned to her. She stared at me, her dark, almond-shaped eyes filled with hope and resignation, as if she was already preparing herself for me to say “no.”

			I thought about my mother, how much she was pressuring me to come back to New York. 

			If I said “no” to her now, would that be it? Would she cut me off for good? It was certainly a possibility I had to consider. She didn’t understand why I wasn’t already with them. For me to tell her this wasn’t a delay … that I had decided not to come home at all ...

			I shivered, envisioning her hysterical reaction.

			I needed to face the worst-case scenario. If I couldn’t make it work here in Redemption, then I really was on my own. No security net. No nothing.

			But, if I set that fear aside, what did I really want to do? Did I want to go back to New York and try to learn to be happy being someone I wasn’t?

			Or did I want to stay here and see if I could stand on my own two feet?

			“I’ll help you with your bags,” I said.

			Mia’s eyes widened just before her face lit up with a wide grin. “Yes! I was so hoping you would stay!”

			I reached over to pick one of her bags before a thought struck me. “You know,” I said. “You’ll be in CB’s old room.”

			“I figured.”

			“It’s the same room Chrissy was in when she was sleepwalking,” I said, watching her carefully. “The same room where Mad Martha killed herself and Nellie.”

			 Mia shrugged. “Remember, we had that room spiritually cleansed. The shaman said the evil was gone.”

			I thought about the darkness I saw hiding behind CB’s eyes. Somehow, I wasn’t sure if that was true.

			 “But ...” I started to protest. The last thing I wanted was to put Mia in any danger.

			“Oh please,” Mia rolled her eyes. “Really. It’s all good. I’ve slept there before, and it was fine. Besides, I’m ready to see a ghost, too! I’m tired of you and Daphne getting to have all the fun.” She winked at me as she scooped up her bags and headed into the house.

			I hoped she was right.


		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			The doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” Mia called out.

			I was in the kitchen ‘helping’ Chrissy with dinner. Really, I had only set the table and poured a glass of wine.

			It had only been a few days since Mia had moved back in, but in a way (a good way), it already seemed like the three of us had lived together for years. Almost seamlessly, our routines meshed and, for the most part, it felt like we were family.

			In a way, we were.

			Mia came into the kitchen, her face blank. “It’s for you,” she said to me.

			“Who is it?” I wasn’t expecting anyone. For that matter, I still hadn’t left the house or even answered the phone. Despite Mia’s assurances that most people didn’t have a problem with me staying, I didn’t want to risk running into the ones who did.

			Mia’s face didn’t change. “See for yourself.”

			Oh, that didn’t sound good. I shot her a look, which she ignored, and picked up my wine. I didn’t know what to expect. Was it someone upset with me? Someone who wanted to apologize? A journalist? That last thought sent a shiver up my spine.

			It was none of those. It was Rich and Barry.

			I blinked several times, wondering if I was dreaming. Barry grinned when he saw me, but it was a “watered-down” version of his normal smile. Rich stared at the ground.

			“Are you two lost?” I asked. I couldn’t even imagine what they were doing on my porch—unless they had come to convince me to leave. Oh, now that I thought about it, that was probably precisely what they wanted. I took a step back and grasped the door, ready to slam it closed if things got ugly.

			Barry’s smile looked tired. “Got a minute?”

			I cocked my head. “Depends.”

			He held his hands up. “We’re not here to give you a hard time. Honest. But, can we talk? Just for a few minutes.” Rich still wasn’t looking at me, focused instead on his shoe.

			I paused. Neither one of them seemed on the verge of yelling, and Mia was just in the kitchen. If I was going to live here, I was going to run into them. I might as well hear what they had to say.

			I stepped outside, closing the door behind me. “Okay, what is it you want to talk about?”

			Barry glanced at Rich. “We owe you an apology.”

			An apology? Barry must have seen the confusion on my face, because he kept talking. “For CB.”

			“I … don’t understand. If anything, I should apologize to you.”

			“You don’t understand.” Rich finally spoke, but he still wouldn’t look at me. “We should have figured it out.”

			Now I was completely baffled. “Figured what out?”

			Barry and Rich glanced at each other. “That there was something off with CB,” Barry said.

			My eyes widened. “What?”

			Barry sighed. “I thought he just had a crush on Jessica. But, looking back, it did border on stalkerish.”

			“Obsessive,” Rich said.

			“But,” Barry continued. “What was worse was that he blamed you.”

			“Hold on,” I said, putting a hand to my head. I was having trouble processing. “I don’t understand. Blamed me for what?”

			Barry glanced at Rich, looking ashamed. “He said you had a problem with Jessica.”

			“You were jealous of her,” Rich said. “And that was why he had to keep an eye on Jessica. Because he was afraid you were going to do something to hurt her.”

			Oh my God. I took a step back, my mouth round with horror. “He said … he actually said I would hurt …”

			“He didn’t actually say that,” Barry interrupted. “It was more implied.”

			“Strongly implied,” Rich said darkly.

			The wheels were whirling in my head. “So, that night, when I was so upset about them coming to New York …”

			Barry nodded unhappily. “We thought it was because you were jealous of her.”

			“Plus, you had been acting weird near the end,” Rich said. “I know now it was the paranoia from the allergy medicine but you were being weird, which fed into what he was saying.”

			“And, when I came out of the woods and there was no sign of her …” my voice trailed off.

			Rich finally met my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Becca,” he said quietly, his dark brown eyes full of sadness and grief. “I truly thought you did something to her. I wasn’t sure what. I thought maybe you just talked her into leaving or led her somewhere and then something happened to her or something … I didn’t know, but I was so mad at myself for leaving you two alone in the woods that night.”

			“Now, it seems so stupid,” Barry said. “I mean, honestly. Even with the paranoia, I never saw you treat Jessica badly. And the way CB would follow Jessica around…” he rubbed his forehead. “It was so stupid.”

			“You didn’t tell the police,” I said.

			They both shook their heads.

			“CB could be very … persuasive,” Rich said. “But that still doesn’t excuse us.”

			“But, what about Brittany?” I asked. “Did you think I had something to do with her?”

			They glanced at each other. “Truthfully, I didn’t know what to think,” Barry said. “It didn’t make sense. Why would you do anything to her now, all these years later?”

			“Something wasn’t adding up,” Rich said. “I was starting to think maybe we had it all wrong with CB but he was back in New York. I asked Mia and Daphne and they both said he had gone back a couple of weeks ago. So, I tried to convince myself it was all a coincidence.”

			“We should have said something,” Barry said unhappily.

			Now it all made sense. Why they treated me the way they had. How upset they had been during Brittany’s search party. “I appreciate you telling me,” I said.

			“Thank you. And, yes, I know I wasn’t right back then and that CB can be persuasive, so I get it.”

			Barry nodded, glancing at Rich again. “There’s something else you should know,” he said hesitantly. His frown deepened, and he actually managed to look even more ashamed. “I helped him get between you and Daniel.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			He sighed. “The day you and Daniel were supposed to meet? I helped CB make it look like you both stood each other up. My sister called and talked to his mother, pretending to be you, while Daniel was out of the house.

			“So, that’s what happened,” I breathed. Finally, it all made sense. 

			“I’m just … so, so sorry,” Barry said. “I thought I was helping Daniel from … well … a bad relationship. That’s how CB talked me into it. But I should have known better. I think even at the time I knew what I was doing was wrong but … well, anyway. I’m sorry.”

			He looked so sad that I found I really didn’t have it in me to be angry. At either of them.

			How could either of them have known the darkness they were facing?

			I put my hand on Barry’s arm. “It’s okay,” I said. “Don’t beat yourself up. We were kids back then. And I’m sure you thought you were protecting your friend.”

			“That’s exactly what I thought I was doing,” he said. “But it still doesn’t make it right.”

			“Maybe not,” I said. “But our list of all the things we did wrong is getting awfully long. Maybe it’s time to tear it up.”

			***

			Daniel found me on the porch later that night.

			I was sitting on the swing, still processing everything Rich and Barry had told me, when his car pulled up.

			I watched him walk toward me. God, he was hot, dressed in jeans and a grey Door County tee shirt that accentuated the muscles in his chest. It made my heart hurt.

			Too bad our relationship was likely never meant to be. 

			“Is this an official or unofficial visit?” I asked when he got closer.

			“Not official, but I do have news.”

			I cocked my head. “Official news?”

			He nodded as he climbed the porch steps and leaned against the porch railing.

			“What is it?”

			“CB is refusing to tell us what he did with Jessica’s body,” he said. “I thought you should know.”

			I sat very still. Even though that wasn’t a surprise, I had still hoped for something different.

			“So, we’re not going to ever know how Jessica died,” I said. “At least not for sure.”

			“It doesn’t look that way,” he said. “Unless something changes, of course.”

			I looked away. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of blood. I did a double take but it was only a ladybug crawling on the wooden slats of the swing. 

			“It probably was my fault then,” I said.

			“I don’t know why you would jump to that conclusion,” Daniel said. “The fact that CB refuses to cooperate kind of makes him look guiltier than you.”

			I did it to protect you. I winced. “Maybe you’re right,” I said. “But you didn’t hear him. He certainly sounded like he believed he was protecting me by keeping the body hidden.”

			“Just because he said it doesn’t mean it’s true,” Daniel said gently. “You’ve described an accident, Becca. It wasn’t anything intentional. It was a terrible accident.”

			The lady bug continued its quest across the wooden board, a walking drop of blood. “I hear you,” I said. “I really do. And I’m working on forgiving myself.”

			Daniel cocked his head. “Would you feel less at fault if you had left her alone and defenseless out there?”

			I sighed. “When you put it that way, I suppose not.”

			Daniel turned his head away from me. “If it makes you feel any better, I also feel like it’s my fault.”

			I gave him a sharp look. “How on earth is any of this your fault?”

			He didn’t say anything for a moment. I noticed his dark-blonde hair long and wavy against the back of his neck. It was probably time for a haircut.

			Finally, he turned and met my eyes. “I left you out there. Remember?”

			My eyes widened. “Yeah, but ... I wasn’t nearly as drunk as Jessica.”

			He shrugged. “What if I hadn’t listened and dragged you back? How would that night have changed?”

			I shook my head. “I think you’re taking too much on yourself.”

			“Maybe yes. Maybe no.” He sighed. “Have you spoken to Barry and Rich yet?”

			I nodded. “They were just here.”

			“So, you know, then.” He paused, looking over the yard. “We never talked about CB growing up, but I always felt like something was off with him too. The way he always wanted to be with Jessica. At the time, I told myself he was just like Rich, although I think a part of me knew it was something darker.” 

			“God.” I screwed up my face. “Was I the only one who had no clue? What does that say about me? He was my cousin. I knew he was attracted to Jessica, but really, who wasn’t? I didn’t give it a second thought. Now, looking back, I can see all the times he talked about her, even had a picture of her in his room. Granted, it wasn’t just her. It was actually a picture of the three of us—Jessica, me, and Mia. He even had it framed.” I shook my head, feeling the tears of shame and embarrassment well up in my eyes. “I’m such an idiot.” 

			“Or, you’re the only one with a good excuse for not saying anything,” he countered. “We sensed something and still didn’t do anything to stop it. There’s a lot of blame to spread around. You’ve got to stop taking so much of this on yourself, Becca. We all played a part.”

			“Now you sound like Mia.”

			He cocked his head. “Yeah, well, Mia is right.” He gaze sharpened as he stared into my eyes. “All of us have to find a way to live with our choices and move on with our lives. So, what are we going to actually do to move forward?”

			The question felt much bigger than it seemed. “I’m trying.”

			His gaze was intense. “Are you?”

			I opened my mouth to argue, but the look in his eyes stopped me. “You think I’m not?” The energy crackled between us.

			“If I asked you out, would you accept?”

			I could feel my mouth drop open. This, I didn’t expect. “What?”

			“You heard me.”

			“But, Daniel,” I sputtered, trying to stay focused as the image of our kiss instantly rose up in my head. I shifted uncomfortably on the swing. “Are you sure? You haven’t even seen me in a week. Plus, what will people say?”

			“Well, there are two answers,” he said. “The first has to do with you. I may have an erratic schedule. That’s life with a cop. Can you be okay with it?”

			He was staring at me so intensely, I was having trouble breathing. The electricity seemed to crackle between us. “Probably, but ...”

			“Which leads me to the second answer,” he interrupted. “You’re right. I did avoid you this week. I was trying to sort out how to do my job while being with someone involved in the case. I also thought about how the community might react. I’ve decided that, regardless, I’d like to try. If you’re willing, that is.”

			I bit my lip and went back to watching the ladybug. With all the emotions swirling around inside me, I couldn’t sort out how I felt about anything, really. “I don’t have a problem with either of your answers,” I said at last. “But, Daniel, I’m not so sure this is a good idea. Us dating. I mean, not just because of your job, but because of me. I’ve been divorced twice for God’s sake. My first husband cheated on me and my second tried to have me committed. I wasn’t able to see through CB all these years. I think all of that may be a sign that I’m not all that good at relationships.”

			Daniel shifted his weight and came over to sit next to me. He reached over and gently tugged my chin, so I was looking at him. I found myself struggling to breathe, my stomach a twisted mass of knots. “Maybe it’s a sign you’re human.”

			I tried not to snort. “Most humans aren’t nearly as gullible as I am.”

			He cocked his head. “You say ‘gullible,’ I say caring—always trying to see the good in people.” He took a deep, unsteady breath. “Look, maybe it’s not going to work out. You’ve made mistakes. I’ve made mistakes. But, is there any harm in just trying and seeing what happens?”

			I thought about it, at least as best as I could with him being so close. Every single nerve in my body felt like it was buzzing.

			Maybe he was right. What would be the harm?

			“I guess the worst that could happen is that it’s a complete and utter disaster,” I said.

			He smiled, a genuine smile that lit up his whole face and made my breath catch in my throat. “That’s the spirit.”


		

	
		
			Letter from the Author

			Hi there!

			I hope you enjoyed reading This Happened to Jessica as much as I enjoyed writing it! (If you did, I’d love it if you’d leave me a review on Amazon.)

			If you’d like to keep hanging out with Becca, Daniel, and the gang, keep reading for a sneak peek at Book 3: The Evil That Was Done. 

			I also want to invite you to check out my blog at MPWNovels.com. There, you’ll discover lots of fun things, like:

			• A free novella, The Secret Diary of Helen Blackstone. (Who is Helen Blackstone? Why, she’s Mad Martha’s daughter. Need I say more?)

			• Book club discussion questions.

			• Stories about my journey as an author.

			• Book reviews.

			• Other short pieces of fiction and fun posts.

			AND, you’ll meet Riley, my fictional alter ego who is also a ghost hunter (think Bridget Jones turned real-life ghost hunter). You can even listen to a Riley podcast (“The Adventures of Riley Longhill: Ghost Hunter!”).

				Remember, it’s all happening at MPWNovels.com.

				Happy reading!

				Michele

				P.S. Don’t forget to turn the page for a taste of The Evil That Was Done …

			Michele


		

	
		
			Chapter 1 - The Evil That Was Done

			I was elbow-deep in rich Redemption soil when my mother called.

			I’d been spending a lot of time in my garden since CB, my cousin, was arrested a couple of weeks ago. There was something soothing and grounding about surrounding myself with plants, their quiet focus on simply growing … something comforting about burying my fingers deep in the earth, inhaling the sweet scents of flowers and cut grass, and listening to the buzzing of bees and chirping of songbirds. 

			Oscar, my black cat, would often join me, lying stretched out on the ground, lazily enjoying the sun. Occasionally, he would pay a little too close attention to a songbird, and I would scold him. He would flick his tail at me in response, his green eyes fixed on mine.

			In the garden, I was at peace.

			Talking to my mother would not be peaceful.

			The phone kept playing its cheerful little song, joyfully letting me know my mom was still waiting for me to pick up.

			I’d only talked to her once since CB was taken into custody, and that was a pretty short call. She’d asked me when I was moving back to New York. I told her I had another call and would talk to her later.

			I sat back on my heels and wiped the sweat from my forehead. Honestly, would there ever be a good time for this conversation? I figured I might as well bite the bullet and get it over with. I picked up the phone and answered it.

			“Hi, mom.”

			“Rebecca? What has been going on out there? I’ve been calling and calling.”

			I got to my feet, rubbing the slight ache in my lower back. “I know. Sorry. I’ve been busy.”

			“Too busy to talk to your mother?”

			I winced slightly at the reproachful tone. “It’s not just you,” I said as I headed over to the wrought iron table to retrieve my lemonade. “I haven’t wanted to talk to anyone.”

			Which was true. Technically. If you didn’t count my friends Mia and Daphne, or my stepdaughter, Chrissy, in the “anyone” category. I had yet to leave the house since it had all happened, other than a single visit to CB in jail.

			Mia and Chrissy, now my roommates, had settled in nicely. They took care of errands and shopping while I focused on the garden and the house. Chrissy handled much of the cooking (thank God). Neither were around much, really. They both worked at Aunt May’s, and when they weren’t working, Mia focused on getting herself ready to attend an online college in the fall, and Chrissy balanced therapy with her friendships. 

			Still, even though I spent much of my time alone in the house, I wasn’t lonely. Just knowing I was living with people who cared about me made a huge difference. And, besides, Daphne came over nearly every day.

			My mother sniffed. “I would hope I’m not just ‘anyone.’ But never mind all of that. I assume you’ve been busy packing and getting the house ready to sell. When can we expect you back?”

			And there it was—the moment I was dreading. I took a long drink of lemonade and wiped my mouth. Might as well get it over with.

			“I’m not leaving.” 

			“Excuse me? I think we have a bad connection. When did you say you’re leaving?”

			“I’m not.”

			“What do you mean, you’re ‘not’? You’re not what?”

			“Leaving. I’m not leaving.” I clearly and loudly punctuated each word.

			“Rebecca, don’t be ridiculous. Of course, you’re leaving. Why would you stay? There’s nothing for you there.”

			“I have a house.”

			“Which you can sell.”

			“And a stepdaughter,” I continued as if she hadn’t interrupted.

			“Who loves New York! And her real mother is here. I’m sure she misses Chrissy and would love to have her back.”

			I gritted my teeth. Chrissy’s mother most certainly did not miss Chrissy or want her back. The last time I tried to talk to her about her daughter, she basically hung up on me. I wasn’t even sure when Chrissy had last spoken to her. 

			“I made a promise to Chrissy that she could stay with me as long as she wanted.”

			“Well, of course you did. That’s what good stepmothers do. And once both of you are back in New York, she won’t need to stay with you any longer. I’m sure she would love to move back home with her mother.”

			No, Chrissy would not love to move back home with her mother. I bit back my response as I could tell the conversation was going nowhere, fast. I took a breath and plowed ahead. “And I have another roommate, Mia, who needs a place to stay while she goes back to school.”

			“A roommate? That’s what’s keeping you in Redemption? I’m sure she could find somewhere else to live.”

			“She just moved in, so I doubt it.”

			“Well, Rebecca, that was pretty irresponsible. Why would you let her move in knowing you were going to leave? Why would you do that to her?”

			“Because, as I just told you, I decided not to leave.”

			“I don’t understand. Why would you make that decision? Don’t you want to come home? Don’t you want your life back?”

			I took a deep breath. “I am home. This is my home. This is my life.”

			“But, but,” my mother sputtered. “You can’t be serious. You grew up in New York. Your family is here. We’re your family. You can’t possibly be putting a ... a roommate before your family? You must come home.”

			“I’m not putting anyone in front of you. New York isn’t that far away. I can come visit.”  That was true, even though I had no plans to do so any time soon.

			“You’re not making sense, Rebecca. Why would you choose to stay there? I don’t understand.”

			“This is my home now.” Maybe if I said it enough times, it would finally sink in, or at the very least, keep her from repeating the same question over and over again. I didn’t know how else to explain the feeling of belonging I now experienced in this house, this town. I had never felt that in New York, despite living there my entire life. This was where I was meant to be. 

			Even if that meant finally taking a stand for myself.

			“But we have an apartment waiting for you here. A job.” My mother’s voice sounded genuinely bewildered. I hated that my words brought her pain, but I didn’t know any other way to tell her my truth. “Your brother has been holding that job open for you at his firm. You know that. Why would you give all that up?”

			“I’m ...” Dare I tell her about my desire to start my own business? Would she just belittle my dreams like Stefan, my second (and unfortunately current) husband had? It was still so new, so fragile, I didn’t think I could bear it if she started lecturing me on what a bad idea it was. I decided to keep it simple.

			“They have jobs here, too.”

			“I’m talking about a good job, Rebecca.”

			I felt my spine straighten. “They have those here, too.”

			“Now you sound just like my sister.” Aunt Charlie, my mom’s sister, was the one who had willed both her home and money to me. I still had the house, but the money was nearly gone, courtesy of Stefan.

			“I’m not trying to hurt you or dad,” I said, trying a different tact. “I appreciate what you’re offering me. More than you know. Truly. But it feels like I need to learn to stand on my own two feet. That’s all this is.”  

			“Is there a boy?” My mother’s voice grew sharp. “Is that what this is about?”

			“A boy?” I asked in disbelief. Did she not hear a word I had said? “Mom, you do realize I’m over thirty.”

			“Are you dating someone?” My mother continued like I hadn’t interrupted. “Do you think that’s wise? Is your divorce even official?”

			“I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later,” I said, hanging up before she could protest any further.

			I knew that wouldn’t be the last conversation we’d have about my living situation, but it was all I could take at the moment.

			I took another gulp of lemonade, which had grown warm and watery in the sun, and figured it was time for a break. On second thought, after taking another glance at the time, I decided to call it a day. I was going out with Daniel that night, and I needed to get cleaned up.

			After putting my gardening gloves and tools away, I headed into the laundry room to scrub the dirt off my hands before moving into the kitchen. Mia and Daphne were there at the kitchen table, huddled over Mia’s laptop.

			“Hey, you two,” I said, opening up the fridge to pour myself a fresh glass of lemonade.

			“Hey yourself,” Mia said, eyes never leaving the screen. ‘”See, Daphne, I think this is what it’s supposed to be.”

			I tuned out their conversation, focusing instead on drinking my lemonade and trying to figure out what to wear on my date. Did I keep it casual with shorts or jeans? Or was this a dress-worthy occasion? 

			Ugh. Dating sucked.

			My phone beeped, informing me I had a text message. It was from Daniel.

			I’m so sorry, but I’m going to have to cancel. Work. Rain check?

			“Great,” I said out loud.

			That got Mia and Daphne’s attention. “What happened?” Mia asked.

			I swear, one of Mia’s superhero powers was a radar sense for gossip. “Daniel just canceled on me.”

			“Why?” Daphne asked.

			“Work.”

			“Work?” Mia exclaimed. “What work? Where’s my phone?” She pushed away from the table and started hunting around for it.

			“Is this your first date?” Daphne asked. She pulled her dark, brownish-red hair back from her plain, freckled face before adjusting her red glasses. I could see puffy dark circles under eyes and wondered how much sleep she was getting. She took care of her sick mother, which sometimes demanded long and restless nights.

			“Yes. Well, no. We did go out to dinner a couple of weeks ago, but it wasn’t exactly a date. He had some ‘official’ questions to ask me.”

			“Maybe I should talk to him about proper dating etiquette,” Daphne mused.

			“Or maybe it wasn’t a date at all,” I said.

			Daphne opened her mouth to answer, but Mia interrupted with a loud “ah-ha!” She came back into the kitchen, triumphantly brandishing her cell phone. “He is on a case.”

			“Did you think he wasn’t?” I asked.

			“I figured you would think he was lying.” Mia said, narrowing her almond-shaped, dark-brown eyes at me. Her father was Japanese and had somehow found his way to Redemption, Wisconsin, where he met and married her mom. Her mom had passed years ago, but her dad was still there.  “Daniel wouldn’t lie to get out of a date. I was just looking for proof, just in case I needed to convince you,” Mia said.

			“I wasn’t thinking that. Well, not exactly,” I said. While it was true my first thought had been that he was trying to get out of the date, my second was that maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing. There was likely a reason why I was a two-time marriage loser—maybe it was smarter to just steer clear of the dating game altogether.

			 Daphne gave me a knowing smile, as if she could tell precisely what I was thinking. I stuck my tongue out in response.

			Mia continued as if I hadn’t said anything. 

			“It appears Ellen has disappeared.”

			“Ellen? As in Nurse Ellen?” Nurse Ellen was my nemesis when I was trapped in the psych ward of the hospital.

			“That would be her.”

			Daphne’s face had gone quite pale, and I suddenly remembered she had dated Ellen at one point. “Oh God, Daphne, are you okay”

			Daphne took a big gulp of lemonade, waving me off with the other hand. “We dated a long time ago. I just ... what happened?”

			“I’m not sure,” Mia said, before eyeing Daphne over her phone. “It’s okay to be worried about her, you know. Even if she didn’t know a good thing when she had it. Not to mention being a grade A bitch.”

			Daphne snickered, some color returning to her face. “That’s mean,” she said. “She has issues. I shouldn’t laugh.”

			“Issues?” I asked.

			Daphne shook her head. “Too many to get into now.”

			“Think she ran off again?” Mia asked.

			“Again?” I asked.

			Daphne played with her lemonade glass, creating wet circles on the butcher-block kitchen table. “Anything is possible with her. Especially if she’s mad at someone and wants to get even.”

			Mia rolled her eyes. “That is just so Ellen, to ruin other people’s love life when hers sucks.”

			“It’s probably for the best,” I said. “I don’t know if I’m even ready for a night out.” Which was true. At least mostly true. Yes, I wanted to go have fun. I was VERY ready to have fun, in fact, but I also didn’t feel like running into anyone who didn’t want me in this town, and who wouldn’t be shy about telling me so.

			Mia slammed her phone on the table. “Absolutely not! You are NOT spending Friday night cooped up in this house. We are ALL going out. God knows I need a break this week, too, with Todd and Jack both quitting.”

			“Wait, you lost both dishwashers in one week?” Daphne asked.

			Mia groaned. “In one day. I guess Jack got into a bar fight the other night and can’t work for at least a few weeks because of his injuries. His sister came in to tell us. Todd has some family emergency he’s dealing with. His grandmother, I think, or maybe an aunt? Either way, it’s some family relative who doesn’t live here, so he’s moving.”

			“Man, talk about bad luck,” Daphne said.

			“You know it. I guess Todd was sitting at the airport waiting for his flight when he texted us to let us know.”

			“Well at least he remembered before he got on the plane,” I said.

			Mia rolled her eyes. “I suppose. Not that it did much good. It’s not like we have anyone else who can help. We only have one other dishwasher, and he’s a super-part-time high school student. The rest of us waitresses have been pulling double duty. Anyway, enough about that. We’ve got a night out to get ready for. Go on now, put your party dress on. Chop chop.” She clapped her hands.

			“Maybe you and Daphne should just go,” I said hesitantly. “I don’t want any trouble.”

			“I don’t want any trouble either,” Mia said. “What does that have to do with going out tonight?”

			I shot her a look.

			Mia gave me the same look back. “I’m serious. There’s no reason to expect anything bad to happen. I keep telling you that you have more friends here than you realize. But you have to leave the house to see it for yourself.”

			“Besides,” Daphne chimed in. “Don’t you want to go to Jessica’s memorial tomorrow? Do you really want that to be your first time out in public since CB’s arrest?”

			Daphne had a point. Now that the truth had come out about Jessica, thanks to CB and my recovered memory, the town could properly grieve.

			When Mia had first told me about the service, I had been adamant about not going. It was my fault, after all. Out of respect for the family, I needed to stay away.

			But then Brittany, Jessica’s niece and Chrissy’s friend, had showed up at my doorstep to personally invite me to attend. “It’s time to heal,” she said. Her father and grandfather both thought it was important for me to be there. It was time to put the past behind us and come together as a community. And besides, they wanted to properly thank me for my role in saving Brittany. Brittany had already thanked me herself, but she said her family also wanted the opportunity. 

			I noticed she didn’t mention her mother, who was Jessica’s sister, or her grandmother, who was Jessica’s mother. Needless to say, they were not my fans.

			As much as I wanted to attend so I could pay my respects, grieve, and maybe start to find some closure myself around what happened to Jessica, I still wasn’t sure it was a good idea. I had been making myself sick going back and forth about it.

			“Daphne is right,” Mia said, seizing the opening. She knew how much I had been agonizing about whether or not to go. “This will be a perfect test run for tomorrow.”

			I sighed. “I don’t know.”

			“Look, if you’re worried about Celia, don’t be,” Mia said. “She’s just difficult. It’s not personal.”

			The last time I had seen Celia, she had been comforting Gwyn, Daniel’s ex-fiancé. I had a feeling it was very personal, indeed, but decided not to argue the point.

			“Why do you all put up with her then?” I asked instead. I had wondered it for a while, but hadn’t found the right time to ask.

			“Well, she is Barry’s wife,” Mia said. “Although I admit I’m surprised by his choice.”

			“Maybe she makes him happy,” Daphne said. “ Celia isn’t so bad once you get to know her.”

			“If you say so,” I said. 

			Daphne made a face at me. “And stop trying to change the subject. Regardless of whether Celia is there or not, it would be good for you to get out of the house.”

			Mia elbowed her. “It would be good for you, too. When was the last time you went out? I’m not taking no for an answer from either of you. Go get ready.”

			Daphne held up her hands. “Far be it for me to resist.”

			“But what if it all goes to hell?” I asked. “What if we run into people who want to fight with me again?” Or worse, I thought, but didn’t add.

			Mia shrugged. “We’ll deal with it.”

			I stared at her. “Just like that?”

			“Of course,” Mia said, surprised. “Becca, what do you think you’re going to do? Hide in this house for the next ten years? If you’re going to live here, you likely are going to run into people who don’t like you or your aunt, and you’re going to have to learn to deal with it. It’s not that big of a deal.”

			Mia had a point. It was starting to look like a night out was in my immediate future.

			Even though I still wasn’t convinced I was ready.

			Mia must have seen something in my face, because she started hoisting me out of my chair. “No more stalling,” she said sternly. “Off to the shower you go.”

			I tried one last time. “But ...”

			“No ‘buts.’” Mia wagged her finger at me. “We’re leaving in an hour. You too, Daphne.”

			An hour? I couldn’t possibly be ready in an hour. I opened my mouth to argue, but the determined expression on Mia’s face stopped me, and I slunk out of the kitchen.

			“Besides,” she called out. “Chances are very likely that nothing is going to happen, other than all of us having a good time.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 - The Evil That Was Done

			“See, this wasn’t so bad after all,” Mia said, clinking my wine glass.

			I gave her an almost-natural smile back. The booze helped.

			This was our third bar, not including the restaurant we stopped in for dinner (to help soak up the alcohol).

			It took that many to finally wear me down enough to end the night at The Tipsy Cow, everyone’s favorite bar. 

			I really didn’t want to run into the “old gang,” but (as both Mia and Daphne pointed out), it was bound to happen at some point, so I might as well get it over with.

			“Did you have enough to drink yet?” Mia asked.

			I took a sip. “What do you mean?”

			Mia stuck her tongue out at me. “Because Celia is here.” She stood up and waved at Celia.

			I sunk down in my seat. Great. Just great.

			Celia swept into the booth, wearing a dark-blue top with a sweetheart neckline that strained against her large breasts. As usual, she dripped with jewelry: gold necklaces, oversized gold hoops, gold and copper bracelets. Her black hair was pulled back into a smooth ponytail. She placed her cosmo in front of her. “Well, well, well,” she said, looking me over. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

			“Celia,” both Mia and Daphne protested.

			“What?” Celia asked, widening her heavily made-up eyes, looking like a caricature of someone feigning innocence. “Am I just supposed to ignore the fact that her sleazy cousin is a sexual pervert?”

			“Nice to see you, too, Celia,” I said drily, picking up my wine.

			Mia punched her arm. “She can’t be blamed for what her cousin did. She’s her own person.”

			“They share the same genes,” Celia retorted.

			“You’re not being fair,” Daphne said. “Becca was as horrified as we all were. Probably more so. And, besides, if it wasn’t for her, Brittany would still be missing.”

			Celia muttered something and drained her drink, gesturing to the waitress for another round.

			“In other, unrelated news, how’s your deadbeat brother?” Mia asked.

			Celia shot her a dirty look. “That’s hardly a fair comparison. Tom isn’t a pervert.” But her face had paled except for two red spots of colors on her cheeks. 

			“That you know of,” Mia muttered under her breath. Celia made a point of pretending not to hear her.

			The conversation shifted to other things—Mia’s online college preparations, a problem Celia was having with her son (he either was bullying someone or was being bullied, Celia wasn’t being all that clear on the details), an update on Daphne’s mom (her knee seemed to be getting worse, despite all the home treatments they were doing).

			I mostly listened. After Celia’s reaction, I didn’t particularly feel like drawing any more attention to myself. In fact, the longer I sat there, the more I thought it was time to go home. What more did I need to do? I had left the house, visited a variety of establishments, and nothing bad had happened. Even what Celia had said wasn’t terrible. And she was still sitting at the same table as me. I would say the evening was a success.

			It was definitely time to go home.

			I finished sipping my wine, waiting for a break in the conversation to announce my intention to leave, when Mia suddenly said, “Oh, there’s Barry. Who is he with?” she squinted. “He looks familiar.”

			“Oh, that’s JD. He’s new around here,” Celia said.

			It was a good thing I had finished my wine, because I likely would have choked. JD? The guy who hit on me at the bar and then showed up at Brittany’s search party? Here? And friends with Barry?

			I was debating how obvious it would be if I turned around and looked, or if there was any way I could sneak a quick peek without anyone noticing, when Celia sat up and waved her hand, calling them over. “Barry! They haven’t met JD yet!”

			Before I had a chance to decide if I should stay or slip out the back, they had magically appeared beside us. 

			“I can’t believe you haven’t met JD,” Barry said, as he introduced Mia and Daphne. When Barry’s eyes fell on me, he paused, and for a moment, my heart stopped. Had I misread our last encounter when he apologized for believing CB over me years ago? But then his face broke into a grin. “Becca! I’m glad you’re here.” 

			To my relief, he sounded genuinely pleased. I could feel myself start to relax. “Yeah, Mia decided I had been a hermit long enough,” I said.

			“Ah, yes, Mia, our little homebody… ironic,” Barry said. Mia stuck her tongue out at him.

			Barry grinned at her and then suddenly remembered JD next to him. “Oh, let me introduce ...”

			“We’ve met,” JD interrupted, giving me a slanted smile as he held out his hand. I took it warily. “It’s nice to see you, Becca.”

			He wore a black cowboy hat, the same one I’d seen him in before that emphasized his high cheekbones and narrow, angular face. His dark-brown eyes seemed to look straight through me, like they could see my soul. I squirmed slightly, dropping both my gaze and his hand. I could feel him chuckling at me.

			“Oh, I didn’t realize you’ve met,” Barry said. “Shall we join you? Or is this girl’s night?”

			“Join us,” Mia said, sliding over and giving me a look. I knew what was going through her head, just like I knew she would be grilling me as soon as we were alone. “Slide over, Becca.”

			Reluctantly, I made room so JD could slip in beside me. I squeezed as tightly as I could next to Daphne, not wanting to touch JD, even accidentally. There was something about him that felt ... dangerous. I would have to stay on guard.

			Barry gestured to the waitress, and before I could protest, I found a fresh glass of wine in front of me. Oh well. Might as well drink it.

			“I think we might have met before as well,” Mia said to JD.

			“Hmmm ...” JD stared hard at Mia. “I don’t think so.”

			“Have you been to Redemption before?”

			“First time.”

			“Really? What brings you here?” Mia asked. As much as she was trying to sound polite, it was like she was fighting the urge to bounce over the table and shake the details out of him.

			“Right now, I’m just doing the touristy thing,” he said.

			Mia cocked an eyebrow. “Right now?”

			“I’m looking for a fresh start,” he explained. “I’ve been traveling around a bit, keeping my options open, seeing what feels good, and I stumbled upon this place. Thought I’d ...,” here, he glanced at me, his eyes unreadable. “... stick around awhile.”

			“How long have you been here?” Mia asked, doing her best not to stare at both of us.

			“Few weeks.”

			“And you’re thinking about staying?”

			He shrugged. “Considering it.”

			“Are you looking for a job?” Mia’s voice was a little too eager.

			Barry groaned. “Are you serious?”

			“Hey, Jack and Todd both quit last week,” Mia said defensively. “Yesterday was a nightmare. We’re desperate for a dishwasher at Aunt May’s.”

			“Since you’re interrogating him anyway, why not just ask him what he does for a living, instead of offering him a dishwasher job?” Barry asked. 

			“Well, now that you mention it,” Mia said cheerfully. “What do you do?”

			JD’s mouth twitched. “A little of this, a little of that. I do a lot of work with my hands. Repairs, construction. But I’m not opposed to washing a few pots and pans in a pinch.”

			Mia shot Barry a triumph look. “See?”

			Barry rolled his eyes.

			“Why are you looking for a fresh start?” Mia asked.

			“Jesus, Mia,” Barry interrupted. “Would you give the man a break? I know it’s easy to forget, but you’re actually not a lawyer yet.”

			Mia held up both hands. “Hey. I’m creating win-wins here. I may have solved our dishwasher problem and gotten JD a job. Who knows what I’ll discover with a few more questions?”

			“Oh, is that what we’re calling interrogation now, a ‘win-win’?” Barry asked. Mia punched him on the arm.

			“It’s fine,” JD said easily. “I don’t mind. It’s not really all that interesting. My mother died, and I found myself ... well, it made me realize how short life really is. And how much of it I was wasting. So, I decided there was no better time to reinvent myself. And here I am.” He smiled at all of us as he raised his beer in a toast.

			“I’m so sorry,” Mia said, her words in a rush. “I didn’t mean ...”

			JD waved his hand as he took a drink. “It’s fine. That’s why I don’t talk about it. I don’t need anyone feeling sorry for me. It got me to do what I’m meant to do. That’s all that matters.”

			“I’m sorry, too, for your loss,” I added awkwardly, wondering if I had misread him all this time. Grief can make people do strange things. Maybe all of this was just a big misunderstanding.

			And yet ...

			JD gave me a slanted smile. “Thank you. But honestly, we don’t have to make a thing of it.”

			“So, if we’re done grilling JD, maybe we can move on to other topics of interest now,” Barry said. “Like Daniel.”

			I spilled my wine. 

			“Oh, clean up on aisle ten,” Barry said, as JD handed me his coaster napkin to mop it up. “Maybe we need to get a refill.”

			“I’m good, really,” I said. The last thing I needed was more wine. Or to talk about Daniel.

			“It’s not a big deal. Daniel can bring it over when he comes.” Barry started signaling with his hand.

			Wait a minute. Daniel was here? He was supposed to be working. That’s why he canceled our date. Did he lie to me?

			A part of me wanted to march over to wherever he was and give him a piece of my mind. I had asked him straight out if he really wanted to do this, to try dating. I had already told him I would understand if he thought it was going to be too complicated for him to date me and be a cop in this town.

			He assured me he wanted to try.

			I believed him.

			And, here he was, standing me up again. 

			A small voice inside me immediately wanted to argue—fifteen years ago, Daniel didn’t actually stand me up. It was CB, meddling. And, regardless, Daniel wasn’t standing me up right then, because he had called to cancel.

			Yet it somehow still felt like I was sixteen again, standing alone in the woods, wondering where Daniel was … and feeling like a total fool.

			Of course, I couldn’t say any of that in front of all our friends. Maybe I should just leave. That would kill two birds with one stone. Not only would I avoid seeing Daniel, but I could also get away from JD and his strange, intense energy.

			Before I could figure out how exactly to sneak away, there was Daniel, doling out drinks—including another glass of wine for me. He was wearing a blue tee shirt that brought out the blue in his eyes. His blonde hair was getting a little long, curling around the back of his shirt.

			Speaking of his eyes, they darted between me and JD, but he didn’t say a word. Not only that, but his face was completely unreadable—a professional mask. His cop face. He pulled a chair over and turned it around before he sat down, so he was straddling it backwards. He was careful not to look at me, but I could still feel the sparks dancing between us. I was having trouble breathing, something that happened often when I was near him.

			“So, since you’re here, does that mean Ellen is safe and sound?” Mia asked.

			He took a pull from his beer. “No, but there’s not much we can do right now.”

			“What happened?” Daphne asked. On the surface, her voice sounded neutral, like she was simply inquiring about an acquaintance, but I could hear the confusion and worry swirling beneath the calm.

			He shrugged. “No one seems to know. She didn’t show up at work today, which is unlike her. They had tried calling her home and her cell, but there was no answer, so they called her mother. Her mother was the one who came in to file a missing persons report, but since there’s no sign of foul play, there’s not a lot we can do right now.”

			I felt a shiver run down my spine, like I had just been blasted by air conditioning. 

			“What about putting an alert out?” Mia asked.

			“We can, but she hasn’t even been missing for a day. It’s not a crime for an adult to disappear. We’re in wait-and-see mode.”

			“And, Ellen has been known to just take off without telling anyone,” Daphne said darkly, pressing her lips together so hard they turned white.

			“Not to mention it’s pretty common here for people to leave quickly, making it seem like they’ve disappeared,” Mia said, after a quick glance at Daphne.

			“Yeah, I’ve heard that,” JD said. “Something about how, if the town doesn’t like you, it makes sure you don’t stay?”

			Celia rolled her eyes. “It’s all a bunch of nonsense.”

			“It is NOT a bunch of nonsense,” Mia said. “Weird things DO happen here. And, they have for years. Over a hundred years.”

			“Weird things happen in every town,” Celia said. “It’s no different here.”

			“I don’t know, we sure seem to have more than our share of weirdness,” Daphne said.

			“In fact, tomorrow we’re going to a memorial service for one of the people this town didn’t seem to want,” Mia said.

			“Actually, for two people,” Daphne corrected. “Jesse, too.”

			“Oh God, that’s right,” Mia said. “How could I forget? And that doesn’t even include Jonathan.”

			“Wait,” I said, my head spinning. “Who is Jonathan? I thought this was about Jessica.”

			“It is,” Mia said. “But there’s Jesse, too. Jessica’s uncle who disappeared.”

			“Then who is Johnathan?” I remembered Jesse. Jessica had been named after him, but this was the first I’d heard of a Jonathan.

			“Jesse’s friend,” Daphne said, but she didn’t quite meet my eyes. “He disappeared, too. About a week or so after Jesse.”

			“It all happened before we were born,” Barry said. “There were, well, at least a few people who disappeared, all in this short span of time. Jesse, Jonathan, Rosie...”

			“Oh God, Rosie,” Mia said. “That waitress. I forgot about her.”

			“So, when Jessica disappeared,” Daniel said. “There was this total panic that it was all starting again. Another cycle of people just … disappearing.”

			“There was someone else, too,” Mia mused. “I’m sure of it. I just can’t remember now.”

			 “Did anyone else disappear with Jessica?” I asked, feeling like I had just walked an episode of The Twilight Zone. 

			“No, Jessica was the only one during that time,” Daniel said.

			“Thank God,” Daphne added.

			I stared around the table in disbelief. “How have I never heard about this before?”

			Celia rolled her eyes. “Maybe because they didn’t really disappear?”

			“How can you say that?” Mia asked.

			Celia picked up her cosmo. “Easily. It’s called ‘moving.’ People do it all the time.”

			“Without telling anyone?”

			“They probably did tell someone, but that part has been conveniently forgotten, because everyone wants to think there’s something more ‘sinister’ at play.” Celia wiggled her fingers as she said the word “sinister.”

			“How do you explain Ellen?” I asked. “She didn’t tell anyone anything.”

			“Maybe she just needed a break.” Celia said. “She probably just decided to get out of town for a bit. Take a vacation. Can you blame her?” She gave me a hard look. “It’s been a difficult few weeks.”

			What, this was my fault? I bit my tongue, deciding it probably wasn’t a particular helpful thing to say, and instead asked, “And not tell her boss? And leave her coworkers in a lurch?” I asked.

			“She didn’t leave anyone in a lurch,” Celia scoffed. “People are always covering for people last minute at the hospital.”

			Daniel leaned forward, putting his hand out to stop me from asking a question. “Celia, what do you know about Ellen disappearing?”

			Celia’s eyes widened before she quickly ducked her head. “No ... I mean ... nothing, really ...”

			“Celia,” Daniel said.

			“Celia, what are you hiding?” Barry asked.

			“I’m not,” Celia said defensively, her lips pushed down into pout. “I ... alright, look, she may have said something ...”

			Daniel slapped the back of his chair. “Are you kidding me? Celia, why didn’t you say something sooner? Or, better yet, tell her mother? Do you realize how worried she is?”

			“I just ...” Celia sighed. “Last Saturday night, we went out for a few drinks, and she was ranting about how much she hated this town and wanted to get away. I ...” she went back to staring at her cosmo, carefully stirring it like her life depended on it. “I ... might have encouraged her to leave.”

			Barry’s jaw dropped as he stared at his wife. “You did what?”

			“Jesus, Celia,” Daniel said, digging out his phone. “You have to call her mother. Now!”

			“It’s past ten,” Celia said.

			“I don’t care.”

			Celia looked wildly around the table, reminding me of a cornered rat. “I didn’t tell her to leave without telling anyone,” she said, a note of pleading in her voice. “I would never tell her to just ... vanish, without letting people know. You have to believe me.”

			“But you know she’s prone to doing just that,” Daphne said. “She’s done it before. You know this.”

			“She only did it that once,” Celia said. “Well, maybe twice if you count that other time, but she wasn’t even gone a day. I never dreamed ... she caught such hell disappearing the way she did. It never occurred to me she would do it again. I thought ... look, I told her if she wasn’t happy to just go. Quit her job, pack up her things, and move out of town. Her mother is here, but otherwise there’s nothing holding her here. So, why should she stay?”

			“I still don’t understand why you didn’t say something earlier,” Barry said.

			Celia’s shoulders slumped. “I guess ... I didn’t think it was related. What we were talking about was her telling people she was leaving. Giving notice at work, to her landlord. Packing her things. When I heard she was missing, I thought maybe something else had happened. Like she got into a fight with someone or something like that. I figured she just disappeared for a few hours to cool off, and then she’d be back.”

			Daniel shook his head as he stood up, cell phone in hand. “I’m going to call her mother. She may be reaching out to you herself, so consider yourself warned.” He strode away from the table.

			Barry eyed his wife as he reached for his beer. 

			“Don’t look at me like that,” she snapped. “You know how difficult it can be to leave this town. Maybe she did just have enough.”

			“Hold on,” JD drawled. “I thought you said before that people left here all the time. So, what do you mean, ‘It can it be difficult’?”

			Celia didn’t answer, just pressed her lips together. Her lipstick had smeared, and she looked ... messy … unlike her “normal” self.  Mia must have noticed, too, because she took it upon herself to answer.

			“It’s like what you said you heard earlier, JD. This town, well, it has a way of deciding who it wants to keep and who it wants to leave,” Mia said. “Some people want to move here, but they can’t. Others want to leave, but they can’t.”

			“What do you mean, they ‘can’t’?” JD asked.

			“Like, if they’re trying to move here, all these weird things happen. Every house they want to buy or rent falls through. Or if they’re trying to leave, the same thing happens—deals fall through, and they just ... stay.”

			JD looked around the table incredulously. “But, that’s just bad luck or something. You can’t really think it’s the town.”

			Mia shrugged. “A lot of strange things have happened here over the years,” she said. “It goes way back—to the 1890s, when all the adults disappeared.”

			JD stared at Mia like she had just sprouted a second head. “What?”

			“It was the year of the terrible blizzards,” Barry said. “1888, I think. They called it “The Children’s Blizzard.”  By the time all the snow melted, every adult who lived there had disappeared.”

			“Disappeared? Where did they go?”

			“No one knows,” Mia said.

			“But that makes no sense,” JD said. “How could a whole town just vanish?”

			“The whole town didn’t vanish,” Barry corrected. “Just the adults. The kids were still here.”

			“So, what did they say?”

			“They didn’t,” Mia said. “They claimed to have no idea what happened.”

			JD gave Barry and Mia a hard look before picking up his beer. “You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”

			“What are we talking about?” Daniel asked, sitting back down and picking up his beer.

			“The legend of Redemption,” Barry said. “JD thinks we’re pulling his leg about all the adults disappearing.”

			“Oh, that. Nope, it’s all on record. You can visit the public library if you don’t believe us. They have all the research on file.”

			“I may have to do just that,” JD said. “So, how do you know if the town wants you or not?”

			“You’ll know,” Daniel said. “Trust me. The town isn’t shy about telling you.”

			JD still didn’t look convinced.

			There was a bit of an awkward pause, and I thought again about leaving. Celia was staring into her empty cosmo glass, but I could see black streaks on her face from swiping at her eyes to keep from crying. I didn’t want to feel sorry for her. She certainly had never felt any empathy for me, with everything I’d been through in this town.

			On the other hand, it was pretty clear how much she hated living here. 

			Equally clear was that the town wasn’t going to let her go.

			Still staring down at the table, she dabbed at her eyes with a cocktail napkin, trying unsuccessfully to wipe away the black mascara stains. I deliberately turned my attention to my own nearly empty wine glass.

			I should just go home. On top of everything else that had happened, I was way too uncomfortable being at the same table with JD and Daniel. I could feel their energy prickling against my skin, and it was exhausting.

			I failed to catch Mia’s eye (hoping I could wordlessly communicate that I was ready to head for home), so instead, I squeezed out of the booth on the pretext of using the restroom.

			The bathroom was cool and quiet, a welcome respite from the overheated bar that stunk of smoke, beer, perfume, and fried food. The bar had stopped serving at least an hour before, but somehow, the smell of food lingered. I wet a paper towel and pressed it against my overheated forehead.

			I looked as hot and unkempt as I felt. My face was flushed, my eyes glassy, and my hair was everywhere. I was wearing a sleeveless, emerald-green tunic, one of my favorite tops (it brought out the green in my hazel-and-gold eyes, and the red in my reddish-brownish-blondish hair), but at that moment, I looked frazzled and out of sorts.

			I had always been envious of those women who seemed perfectly poised and pulled together no matter what. My mother was one of them, and despite her best efforts to get me to follow suit, I perpetually looked like I was one step away from utter chaos.

			I fluffed my hair and repaired my blotchy lipstick. Not that it really mattered—I was just going home. But, at the very least, I could look somewhat presentable making my exit. I steadied myself, taking a deep breath before pushing open the bathroom door.

			“Took you long enough,” said a deep, male voice.

			Daniel.

			Great. Just great.

			He leaned casually against the wall in front of the bathroom, arms crossed, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world. But his demeanor—his energy—said something altogether different. I could feel it … he was a coiled spring, ready to pounce. 

			“What is it with you?” I asked crossly, trying to cover the fire I felt in every cell of my body with him so close.  I could feel beads of sweat pop up on my forehead, even though I had just mopped my face with cold water. “Every time I go to the bathroom in this bar, you’re here waiting when I come out. Are you stalking me or something? Is this going to be a thing with you?”

			His eyes narrowed and his gaze grew more intense. “Why are you here with JD?” he asked abruptly.

			His bluntness took me by surprise. “First off, why do you care? You’re the one who canceled on me.”

			“I told you, I had to work.”

			“Yet here you are. You could have asked if we could meet later, but you didn’t.”

			“I didn’t know how long I would be. I didn’t want to keep you waiting all night if I had to keep delaying. I wanted ...” his voice broke off. “Well, it doesn’t seem to matter what I wanted. It sure didn’t take you long to find my replacement.”

			“Replacement? As in, JD?”

			He leveled a look at me. “It’s pretty obvious. He’s sitting right next to you.”

			“I’m also sitting next to Daphne,” I retorted. “Do you think I’m on a date with her, too?”

			His jaw clenched. “It’s more than that, and you know it.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get going.”

			“By yourself?”

			“Maybe,” I said, exasperated. “Or maybe not. I’ll have to see.”

			“Oh yeah? See about what?”

			“Again, not really your business, Daniel.”

			He stepped closer to me, and I caught the distinctive scent of his spicy soap and, well, “maleness.” While remaining completely in control on the surface, it was clear his emotions were boiling underneath. “What if I want it to be my business?”

			I wanted to back up a step, to put some distance between us.  My senses were overwhelmed, with him so close, and I struggled to keep my breath even. “Then maybe you shouldn’t be so vague when you cancel last minute.”

			“I told you I might have to cancel plans at the last minute when we talked about being together. That’s just the way it is, dating a cop.”

			I shook my head. “I’m not talking about the fact that you had to cancel. I’m talking about how you communicated it. You gave me a vague excuse, with no options. I would have waited up for you. But you ghosted me.”

			He frowned. “I didn’t ghost you. I texted, too.”

			For a cop, he could really be obtuse. “I know you texted, but the point is, it feels like ghosting when you’re so vague. You didn’t mention when we might see each other again, even. And then, to make it all even worse, you show up here, at the bar.”

			He paused, mulling over what I had said. “Okay, so I see your point, about the ghosting. That doesn’t mean you should jump right into another date.”

			“I love Daphne, but she’s not my type.”

			He pressed his lips together, and I got the sense he was fighting the urge to reach out and shake me. A jolt of heat shot through my belly as memories of the last time I had pushed him rose up in my mind. “I’m not talking about Daphne,” he said through gritted teeth.

			“Oh, you mean JD?” I asked sweetly. “The person sitting on the other side of me? Daniel, just because I’m sitting with a group of people doesn’t mean I’m dating any of them.”

			“So, you’re not on a date?”

			I rolled my eyes. “You’d think a cop would be more perceptive. Do I actually need to spell it out?”

			“This is cozy.” Startled, I glanced over Daniel’s shoulder to see JD lounging against the opposite wall. He grinned as he met my eyes. I wondered how much he had heard of our conversation.

			I glanced over at Daniel, and I could tell he was thinking the same thing, but he kept his face composed. “Did you need something?”

			His grin widened. “Nope. Just hitting the head, but I didn’t want to interrupt.” He lazily straightened himself, pushing off the wall, and ambled toward the bathroom. He made a point of brushing against me as he walked past. I hurriedly took a step back, shaking my arm, as if I could shake off the feel of him.

			He smirked at me over his shoulder. “Good seeing you again, Becca. Daniel.” He pushed open the bathroom door and disappeared inside.

			Next to me, Daniel clenched his fists. If I thought he looked angry before, it was nothing compared to how he looked now, which was about ready to explode. “I have to go,” I said. Suddenly, I wanted out, before JD reappeared. 

			“Becca,” Daniel called out before I had barely taken a step. He reached out to touch my arm, freezing me in place. I was somehow hot and cold all at once, and it was all I could do to face him.

			“I meant it about rescheduling our date. Are you willing?” He had taken a step closer, and I could feel his breath hot against my neck, smelling of beer and desire.   

			I paused to center myself, sucking in the thick, humid, alcohol-laced, perfumed air from the bar, trying to get my senses under control. “If you really mean it,” I said, forcing myself to focus on what I had to say, instead of on the emotions swirling underneath. “If you feel like it’s not going to compromise your position in this town to be seen with me, then yes, I’m willing. But, make sure you really want to do this, Daniel. Don’t start something you have no intention of finishing.”

			With that, I walked away.

			I didn’t look back, and he didn’t call me back.
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