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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
      
 
    I-70 Near Indianapolis 
 
    November 7, 2004 
 
    Leah Johnson Pfeifer tightens her grip on the steering wheel of the Land Rover as the piercing noise assaults her ears yet again. This is the fourth iteration, and she’s very close to the breaking point. Yes, this horrible racket is marginally better than the incessant whining that preceded it, but Leah’s had three hours of crappy sleep and way too much coffee in the past day and a half. If she has to listen to that infernal song one more time, she will snap. 
 
    She knows she’s being unfair. Anna has been extraordinarily well-behaved under the circumstances. Aside from potty breaks and the short walk they took around the rest area this morning, the poor kid has been strapped into that car seat nonstop since they left Colorado. She watched every Sesame Street DVD in their collection twice before the temper tantrum that resulted in Leah finally sliding the Caillou disk—Anna’s favorite and Leah’s least—into the portable DVD player strapped to the back of the passenger seat. 
 
    The knowledge that Anna has been good does not, however, change the fact that Caillou’s voice is like a thin, sharp nail scraping at Leah’s spine. It’s getting harder and harder to shush that tiny desperate voice in her head that keeps whispering, You don’t need a stupid video to keep her in a good mood. It would be better for Anna, too. Just do it. 
 
    But no. No, no, no. She will not start down that path. Anna’s mind—Anna’s moods—are her own. They are an integral part of her personality. If other moms cope with toddler tantrums without psychic intervention, so will Leah. 
 
    Anna joins in to sing the last part of the song. “I Ki-oooo, I Ki-ooooo!” And despite her annoyance, Leah’s shoulders relax. She glances at Anna in the rearview mirror and can’t help but smile as her daughter’s blonde curls bob along in time with the horrid music. 
 
    It’s a relief to see that Anna’s aura is back to normal, too. The cloudy haze that Leah had noticed invading Anna’s colors for the past few hours has now faded away, replaced by her usual deep indigo, shot through with wispy threads of pink. 
 
    Yesterday’s drive had gone pretty well, and Leah had almost convinced herself that embarking on a three-day drive alone with a toddler wasn’t crazy after all. Anna had been marginally entertained by the novelty of an extended car trip, since the longest ride she could remember was maybe an hour. She’d chattered about going to see “Aunt Weeeeena” to her stuffed Zoe doll—washed so many times that the orange fur is matted into strings and clumps—and had even napped for a few hours. 
 
    Today, however, Anna’s patience was shot well before noon. Tomorrow? Sweet Jesus, tomorrow is going to suck. 
 
    If only it had been possible for them to fly. That’s how they got to Colorado in the first place, a five-hour flight from DC, with five-month-old Anna sometimes in Leah’s lap, sometimes in Scott’s. Back then, they could keep her from touching things, but that would be really tough to do with an inquisitive toddler. And the average jet is at least ten years old and could have transported the remains of dozens, maybe even hundreds, of people during its time in service. It would be the equivalent of letting Anna take a stroll through the cemetery or roam the halls of an emergency room. 
 
    Not that they could really have flown anyway. The money she has will cover gas and meals. There’s room on the credit card for a few nights at a hotel, but that’s about it. Plane tickets would have meant asking Scott for more money, which might have alerted him that she was heading east. And he can’t know she’s in DC until they’re face-to-face, where he can’t evade her questions. Where she can look him square in the aura and know whether he’s telling the truth about this drug. About whether there’s really a chance for Anna to lead a normal life. 
 
    Leah could also have asked Jasper for the money. He’s the one person, aside from Scott, who understands why she and Anna are in hiding, because he was also one of the Delphi Project’s guinea pigs. Jasper’s gift is small precognitive flashes. They’re occasionally useful in card games or when he’s trying to predict what someone might do next, but he pays for them with a wicked temper that he struggles to control. Still, he would have loaned her the cash, even after he figured out that this trip is only partly about her sister.  
 
    Leah finally just told him that she needs to give Scott one last chance to make things right. Jasper’s opinion, which he expressed freely and loudly before storming out of the cabin, is that Leah has given Scott far too many chances already. And maybe she has. 
 
    Life would have been so much easier if Anna had inherited Leah’s gift. There’s not much of a downside to auras. At this age, Anna would just be fascinated by the pretty colors. Later on, it would give her a handy way to avoid the jerks she’ll inevitably encounter in life. But no such luck. The DNA fairy doled out Leah’s eyes, Leah’s hair, even the mole on Leah’s left ankle, but decided to give their daughter Scott’s far more problematic psychic ability. 
 
    They’d done everything possible to hide Anna’s existence from Cregg and the rest of Scott’s coworkers on the Delphi Project. Even before Anna was born, the scattered rumors that the drug was affecting the kids of test subjects had been enough to convince Leah to drop off the radar. At that point, they hadn’t known for certain that Anna would inherit either of their Delphi abilities, but the last thing they wanted was for their daughter to end up under Cregg’s microscope. 
 
    Anna had been barely five months old when they first realized she could pick up spirits. Leah was nursing her in a rocker near the window of their tiny apartment near Fredericksburg, watching the late afternoon sun as it dappled the leaves of the maple tree outside. Scott was still living in DC. They were barely speaking, on the brink of divorce. He’d seemed happy about the baby at first, but beneath it all, she knew he blamed her for getting pregnant and putting them at risk. You’d almost think he’d been in the other room washing dishes when Anna was conceived. And Leah had blamed him for playing God and creating the Delphi serum in the first place. 
 
    Leah had been close to dozing off along with the baby when she’d noticed the change in Anna’s colors. A hint of her indigo remained at the core, winding outward in snaky tendrils. But most of her aura had shifted to a cloudy blue-gray. At first, she tried to convince herself that Anna had just come down with something, although that would only explain the murkiness, not the color shift. She simply didn’t want to accept the other possibility. 
 
    Within a few minutes, however, she could no longer fool herself into thinking this was a cold or early symptoms of an ear infection. Anna was now talking. Not baby talk—mama, dada and so forth. That would have been bizarre enough at her age, but this was full sentences. Or rather, a single complete sentence, repeated over and over. The words were muddled at first, barely intelligible, but they became clearer and clearer with each iteration. Her five-month-old baby was saying let me out of here. 
 
    The only thing that kept Leah from freaking the hell out was that she’d seen this happen to Scott on numerous occasions. The second time, she’d helped him evict the spirit. It hadn’t seemed especially difficult while she was doing it. Leah just coaxed the woman’s aura to a lighter, brighter shade until it sort of dissipated into nothingness. But even though it seemed easy, it must have taken a hell of a lot out of her or short-circuited something in her brain. When she came to, her head was in Scott’s lap. She’d been unconscious for nearly five minutes, and Scott was holding the phone, trying to decide if he should call an ambulance. 
 
    On the day baby Anna scooped up her first lingering spirit, Leah had been terrified. She’d sat in the rocker for nearly two hours, staring at the crib. When she tried to explain to the woman why she was stuck in the body of an infant, the woman understandably panicked, to the point that Leah had been worried Anna would be injured. Torn between the desire to get that thing out of her baby’s head and the fear that she’d fail and Anna would be alone until Scott finally arrived, she ended up swaddling her, ignoring the screams of protest and praying the neighbors didn’t call the police. She cranked up The Offspring to drown out the wailing and paced frantically as she waited for Scott to work his way through the molasses-slow traffic on I-95. 
 
    Leah had seen the next two decades stretching out before her that afternoon. Anna wouldn’t simply have to be homeschooled. She’d have to be home-everythinged. And home would need to be someplace remote. Someplace safe, where the chance of encountering wandering spirits was as low as possible. Where there was no chance of Anna drawing attention to herself. Scott found it difficult enough to interact with people after picking up a ghost, and he was an adult. There’s no way a kid would be able to hide it. 
 
    She and Anna had become freaking hermits, and still it hadn’t been enough. A little over a month ago, she’d taken Anna on a picnic near a small creek about a half mile from their cabin. There was nothing around except for trees and pine needles, but the Native woman must have attached herself to something they passed. Leah thought of her as Queepan—it was probably not her name, but it was one of the words Anna kept repeating. Leah recorded the voice—which was still Anna’s, just with a slightly different tone—and sent the recording to Scott. He did a bit of research and connected a couple of the words to a dialect spoken by one of the Native tribes that used to live in the area near the cabin. 
 
    Queepan was harder to evict than the first woman had been, probably because she was crazy. Not surprising, really, given that she’d been haunting those woods for several hundred years. And whatever trauma had kept her from moving on probably hadn’t been helped by the discovery that she was trapped in the body of a toddler. None of Scott’s guests had been dead for anywhere near as long as Queepan. A few decades, at most. 
 
    Leah was tired of hiding even before Anna picked up Queepan, but the next few days made her realize they couldn’t continue like this forever. Scott claims he’s working on a cure—okay, not a cure, but a treatment. He seems to think that difference is important. All Leah knows is that there is a drug that might help Anna. And the telephone call from her younger sister had given her the perfect excuse to investigate in person. 
 
    Scott is being very cagey about his research, saying that he needs to do more testing before injecting human subjects, even though Leah’s pretty sure he’s already tried it on himself. He hasn’t mentioned picking up a single ghost for the past six months, and Scott has always followed the lead of Jonas Salk, who injected himself with the polio vaccine before testing it on others. In one way, that’s an admirable sentiment. On the other hand, they wouldn’t even be in this situation if Scott had followed standard scientific protocol and restricted his experimentation to the test subjects. 
 
    The thud-thud-thud of the Land Rover’s tires hitting the rumble strips pulls Leah’s attention back to the road. She shakes her head to clear it, oddly torn between alarm that her mind strayed from her driving and relief that her distraction provided a brief reprieve from Caillou. 
 
    She should stop for the night. Both of them need real sleep, not the herky-jerky variety they got last night at the rest area. They’re ahead of schedule. Even if they stop, they’ll still make the meeting with Rowena on Wednesday. 
 
    Guilt washes over Leah, as it always does when she thinks about her younger sister. Before she left home, she promised to get Rowena out of Caffrey Mills as soon as she finished military training. But she’d had no idea how complicated getting custody would be. The attorney she’d spoken to was sympathetic, but she’d also made it abundantly clear that it would be nearly impossible for an eighteen-year-old soldier to wrest custody of a younger sibling from her parents. Leah noted that her father was abusive, that the church he ran was practically a cult that had withheld necessary medical treatment. It didn’t change the attorney’s assessment. The upshot was that the process would be expensive, and Leah would almost certainly lose. So instead of sinking money into a legal battle she couldn’t win, she did what she could to make Rowena’s life a little easier. She started by forking out nearly five hundred bucks to buy Ro a brace that would help her walk normally. It took her sister six months to admit that she wasn’t allowed to wear it. That their asshole father considered it vanity, and had dumped it in the trash, saying she needed to accept her shorter right leg as the will of God. 
 
    Over time, Leah learned to send small gifts, things that would fit into the mailbox that was a half-mile round-trip hike from their house. Most days, Rowena handled that chore on the way home from school. If Leah sent something large, the postman would have to make the trip down the driveway and drop it on the porch, which generally meant that her parents would see the package and it would end up in the trash, too. 
 
    After Leah married Scott, she considered contacting an attorney again, but by that time it was clear that their involvement with the Delphi Project was riskier than she’d thought. Even if she had been able to gain custody, how could she justify pulling Rowena into this mess? It’s bad enough that Anna’s in the middle of it. 
 
    The fact that Ro had stopped asking a few years back made her decision easier to bear. Rowena didn’t seem angry about it, just resigned. Maybe even kind of happy. Her emails had taken on a light, chatty tone, and Josh McCaffrey appeared prominently in her stories. The boy’s last name was enough to make Leah’s skin crawl, but Ro insisted again and again that he was nothing like his Uncle Rick. 
 
    Then wham. Last week an email arrives from Ro. Get me out of here, or swear to God I’ll hitchhike. 
 
    Leah didn’t need to ask why. She knew. But she asked anyway, hoping maybe she was wrong. Maybe it was just a spat with this Josh. Maybe Rick McCaffrey had mellowed and was less of a douchebag than he’d been when Leah was Rowena’s age. 
 
    But Ro’s response, five stark words, shattered that tiny shred of hope: You could run. I can’t. 
 
    A car approaching on the other side of the highway flicks on its headlights. It’s nearly dark, and if she’s going to stop for the night, it probably needs to be now. Once they’re outside the Indianapolis area, choices will be limited. Leah gets off at the next exit and debates the options listed on the sign at the intersection. The older hotels off to the left would be cheaper. But she can see a Hilton about a half mile down on the right, and it looks relatively new. An extra twenty bucks or so to reduce the risk of Anna picking up a stray spirit seems like a worthwhile investment. 
 
    Anna’s interest in her video evaporates when Leah turns toward the hotel. “We stopping?” 
 
    “Mmmhmm. Dinner and a story, and then bed. Doesn’t that sound wonderful?” 
 
    Anna doesn’t answer, probably because Leah mentioned bed, and that word isn’t exactly one of her favorites. But her eyes grow wide when she catches sight of the hotel. 
 
    “It’s big, isn’t it? Nothing like this in Florissant.” 
 
    Not much of anything in Florissant, truth be told. It’s little more than a wide spot in the road, with a smattering of single-story buildings clustered along the main road. Jasper drove in from Colorado Springs, a little over an hour away, most weekends to bring groceries and whatever else they needed, and she only drove into Florissant when they ran out of milk, bread, or some other necessity between his visits. Nearby Manitou Springs was the closest thing to a city that Anna had seen for the past two years, and even that had just been a single outing when they’d both been on the verge of cabin fever. Anna was going through a stage where she was crazy about trains, so Jasper had bought them all tickets for the incline railroad. It was a fun day...and then they went back into their cage in the woods. 
 
    Jasper had been such a good friend. Her only friend, aside from Scott, for the past two years. Why couldn’t he have left it at that? 
 
    She locates a parking space and then goes around to pull their suitcase and the stroller out of the back. 
 
    “No ’troller!” Anna says, lower lip quivering. “Walk.” 
 
    “Fine,” Leah relents, shoving the stroller back into the Land Rover. She can’t really blame Anna for balking at being strapped in again. “No stroller. But you can’t walk here. I’ll carry you.” 
 
    Anna’s deep-blue eyes narrow. 
 
    “Hey. It’s that or the stroller, kiddo.” 
 
    Anna considers her mother’s ultimatum for a moment, clearly testing the waters. Leah holds her stare. Definitely not backing down on this one. 
 
    Five minutes later, Leah’s really wishing that she’d ignored the looming tantrum and insisted on the stroller. There are two people ahead of them in line, and Anna can’t seem to stop wiggling. Exhaustion is settling in, and it feels as though Anna’s gained ten pounds since this morning. 
 
    Finally, Leah parks her daughter on a padded bench next to the elevators where she can see her, telling her not to move. Anna doesn’t argue, happy to be in a spot where she can watch the other guests passing through the lobby. There are probably more people in this one room than Anna has seen in the past six months. 
 
    She’s especially interested in the two kids in swimsuits who are waiting for the elevator. They’re dripping wet despite the towels wrapped around them, and one of them is holding swim goggles, which Anna recognizes instantly from their trips to a swimming hole a few miles from the cabin during summer. 
 
    “Lake,” Anna says. “Wanna go to the lake, too, Mommy.” 
 
    The youngest of the two kids, who is maybe six, says, “It’s not a lake,” her voice dripping with the superiority of her advanced years and experience. “It’s a swimming pool.” 
 
    Even though Anna has never been to a pool, she must remember seeing them on TV, because she switches tracks seamlessly. “Wanna go to pool, Mommy.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she says. 
 
    Anna’s third birthday is still a month away, but she already knows we’ll see is Mommy-speak for probably not. The trembling lower lip suggests that Anna is gearing up for a protest, and given that she’s been watching Caillou for the past hour, Leah’s pretty sure there will be whining involved. And while she hates caving to toddler pressure, she doesn’t have the energy for an argument right now. 
 
    “Maybe,” Leah amends. 
 
    A happy smile spreads across Anna’s face. “Maybe yes!” 
 
    “After dinner. If you stay on that bench. And if you eat everything, even your veggies.” 
 
    When Leah reaches the front of the line, the clerk gives her a cursory glance and looks back down at his computer. 
 
    “Unless you have a reservation, I’m afraid we’re booked. I just gave out our last room.” 
 
    The man’s aura is a rust-colored cloud, shot through with streaks of gray. He’s stressed—that’s the brownish-orange color—but the gray is what interests Leah. The gray suggests that he’s not being entirely truthful. 
 
    Leah peers into the mood-cloud, sifting through the thoughts that flit across the front of the clerk’s mind. His name is Roy and he wants a cigarette. The nicotine gum simply isn’t cutting it today. He suspects that his car really didn’t need to have all four tires replaced in order to pass state inspection and is pissed that his wife didn’t argue the point with the mechanic. And—there it is—he feels guilty for the partial truth he just told. Yes, that was their last double room, but there’s a suite open on the Executive Floor. He’s justifying the lie by thinking she doesn’t look like she can afford a suite, but he’s actually far more worried about annoying the people who can afford a suite by giving a room on that floor to a woman with a cranky, and probably noisy, toddler. 
 
    Given how tired Leah is and how long it’s been since she used the active side of her power, she isn’t entirely certain she can sway him. If Roy resists and she presses too hard, there’s a chance she’ll end up passed out on the floor. It’s only happened twice, but it would scare Anna and stir up the girl’s memories of the last time. 
 
    But Leah doesn’t think Roy will resist. It’s more of a hunch than anything else, but her hunches about people are rarely wrong. That was the case even before she was picked for the Delphi Project. That hint of psychic ability, the nascent sixth sense that had allowed her to steer clear of Rick McCaffrey when he was in a particularly randy mood, to steer clear of her father when he was looking for someone to punish, is what had landed her on the radar for the program in the first place. 
 
    So, Leah digs a little deeper, picking up the fact that the clerk doesn’t like kids, although that’s something she could have sussed out just from the annoyed looks he shot at Anna while they were in line. He does like cats, though, and one cat in particular—a large calico with a torn ear. When the cat is purring in the chair next to him, Roy forgets how badly he wants the cigarettes that his wife and his doctor coerced him into giving up. 
 
    It’s not perfect, but this emotion will have to do. She doesn’t have all day to sort through this man’s psyche, and the prospect wouldn’t be appealing even if she did have the time. 
 
    Leah focuses on the calm the man’s cat brings him and expands it, wrapping it around the clerk’s rusty mood-cloud like a warm blanket. After a few seconds, his aura shifts to a more vivid shade of orange—almost the same color as the cat—and the gray streaks fade. The muscles in his face and shoulders begin to relax, and a faint smile twitches his lips. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t have anything?” Leah asks. 
 
    The ghost of a smile fades, and the clerk looks at her, confused for a moment. “Well...I do have a suite. It would be $140 for the night, though...” 
 
    That’s over twice the rate of the double room he just rented to the man in front of her. Leah sighs, focusing again on the purring cat and the man’s memory of tranquility. She adds one more thing to the memory picture—now he’s sitting in the chair, holding the cat and smoking a cigarette. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s a little steep for us,” she says, nodding toward the bench where Anna is waiting, swinging her Cookie Monster sneakers in time to the music playing over the lobby’s sound system. 
 
    Roy the Clerk turns his back to her. 
 
    Use it or lose it, she thinks, wishing she’d found a way to flex that psychic muscle, to keep it in shape, in case she needed it. But aside from Jasper, Anna, and a few shop owners in Florissant, her opportunities to pull a mood switch on anyone have been extremely limited. 
 
    Leah sighs and heads to the bench to retrieve Anna. As she moves toward the door, however, the clerk speaks again. 
 
    “I suppose I can let you have the suite at the lower rate since all of our other rooms are booked,” he says as he types something into the computer. “You’ll need to keep the noise down, though.” 
 
    His words are slightly mumbled, reminding Leah a bit of Humphrey Bogart. When he pushes the registration form toward her, she sees why—the stub of a pencil dangles from the side of his mouth like a cigarette. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    ROWENA 
 
      
 
    Caffrey Mills, Maryland 
 
    November 7, 2004 
 
    The woman arches her back, reaching behind her to grab the rim of the saddle with one hand while the other moves slowly toward her mouth. Her body rocks sensuously to the sound of Foghat’s “Slow Ride” as she wraps her lips around the oversized burger. 
 
    “End of days.” The Reverend Tommy Johnson shakes his head, looking around at the nine men gathered in his living room for their Sunday-evening ritual male bonding. Football and baseball games, along with the local news, are the only exceptions to the no-TV rule in the Johnson household. In the households of all members of the Sacred Light Church of Deliverance, for that matter. Most don’t even own a TV, so Papa always invites a select group of men from their community of around a hundred and fifty people to join him for the game. “Like I said in my sermon a few weeks back, they’ve inserted sex into absolutely everything. You can’t even watch a football game now without seeing this sort of smut.” 
 
    The other men nod in agreement. But Rowena can’t help but notice that none of them, not even her father, looks away from the TV. 
 
    She’s grateful for that small blessing and prays that their eyes remain glued to the woman’s shapely backside as it rises and falls on the saddle of the mechanical bull. If they’re distracted, it will be easier for her to slide the tray of chips and salsa onto the end table next to her father and slip out unnoticed. 
 
    Rowena is also grateful that tonight was her mother’s turn to walk Sister Thelma back to her house near the edge of town. Thelma is ninety-three and still lives alone, although her family, who lives about an hour away, has been trying to find someone to move in and help out, at least at night. Thelma is growing quite absentminded, and someone has to make sure she has her medicines straight and enough food prepared to get her through the week. 
 
    The Sacred Light creed officially frowns on medicines, even for the elderly, and the Reverend insists that he could help deliver Thelma and the handful of others who see doctors for their conditions if they just had a bit more faith. But Ro’s mother was a nurse before they moved to Caffrey Mills, and this is one area where she occasionally pushes back. Thelma needs medication for her cholesterol and something to help her sleep, and despite her husband’s protests, Betty Johnson picks those medicines up each month when the Reverend drives them into Easton to stock up on items she can’t get at the small community store in Caffrey Mills. 
 
    Normally, Ro would have volunteered to take over with Thelma, even though the old woman gives her the creeps. So her mother was surprised when she said she’d rather go back home and tend to the men watching the football game. She invented a history paper that needed finishing in order to make the lie a bit more believable, but her mother’s eyes were still suspicious when she left the church with Thelma after evening services. 
 
    That doesn’t mean she would say anything to her father. She’s kept Ro’s secrets before. On one occasion, back when Leah was still sending letters rather than emails, her mom had checked the mail before Ro could get to it and intercepted a letter. She’d tossed it into the trash, unopened, following the decree the Reverend issued when Leah left home. But she’d waited until Ro was in the room to do it, and she hadn’t tattled when Ro retrieved it from the waste bin. She also has to know about the art supplies—mostly sketchbooks and colored pencils—hidden under Rowena’s bed. Neither of her parents had given Ro the money to buy them, and they couldn’t have simply appeared out of nowhere. Rowena’s pretty sure her mother thumbed through at least a few of the sketches, too. Maybe she even saw the photograph of Leah’s baby tucked between the pages. Or the postcards Leah had sent from a little town in Colorado that said Visit Manitou Springs. It looked nice. Rowena has never seen the mountains, and Leah said there were little art galleries downtown that she thought Ro would like. 
 
    But Rowena knows without a doubt that if she’s caught red-handed in her father’s study, Betty Johnson will not defend her. She hadn’t defended Leah. Whatever punishment her husband decided to mete out for disobedience would stand unchallenged. And if the good Reverend learns that Rowena is in contact with her sister, he will not spare the rod. 
 
    Leah’s most recent email had been waiting in Ro’s inbox when she stopped by the library on the way home from school on Tuesday. The message was brief: Call my cell phone with meeting place for Wednesday. 
 
    This isn’t the easy task it might be in a normal household, as Leah well knows. There’s one phone, one radio, one TV, and all of them are under the thumb of the Reverend. That’s always been the case, but her father’s determination to control their actions ramped up to a new level after Leah left Caffrey Mills eight years ago, taking not only her birth certificate, social security card, and high school diploma from his desk, but also several hundred dollars in cash from the weekly collection plate. Since then, the study door has been locked each night and anytime the Reverend leaves the house. 
 
    So tonight is Ro’s best—and, quite possibly, her only—chance. She takes a steadying breath and slips into the living room, trying to avoid the squeaky floorboard and to move quietly. Her mother’s instructions had been to put the snacks on the coffee table, not the end table, and to ask the men if any of them would like some more iced tea or lemonade. Ro has no intention of asking them anything, however. She’ll just set the tray down and back out of the room as gracefully as possible while the men are distracted. 
 
    As soon as the snack tray hits the table, however, Rowena feels someone watching her. She knows without looking that it’s Rick McCaffrey, knows it simply from the way his gaze makes her skin crawl. 
 
    You’re in your own house this time with a room full of witnesses. He can’t touch you here. 
 
    Even though Rowena believes this is true, the tiny seed of doubt in her mind begins to bloom into panic. You wouldn’t think he’d have dared touch her in the church nursery, either, running his sweaty hands under her blouse, pressing his lips to her neck. 
 
    He got away with doing this to Leah. Probably other girls, as well. 
 
    Ro was only eight when Leah left, shoving clothes into a bag in the middle of the night. She hadn’t fully understood her sister’s warning to stay far, far away from Rick McCaffrey. Still, she’d done her best to follow that advice, ignoring the gossip that Leah had thrown herself at a married man—an elder, for heaven’s sake!—hoping to get her hands on his money. 
 
    You’d think, given the scandal, that McCaffrey would be a bit more subtle, that he wouldn’t undress her with his eyes with everyone in the room as witness. There were certainly a few people—women of the church, mostly—who believed Leah had told the truth. Ro had seen it in their expressions, that subtle tightening of the mouth when McCaffrey came into the room, when his eyes lingered a bit too long on young girls in the congregation. 
 
    But she knows that no one in this room will call him out. Certainly not her father. Not when Rick McCaffrey’s tithe is ten—no, more likely twenty—times greater than that of any other parishioner. The textile mill he owns employs about half the members of Sacred Light, and the entire community would probably fold without McCaffrey’s support. 
 
    So, maybe the man does think he’s invincible. Maybe, even with her father and Josh and all of the other men in the room, McCaffrey believes he can just reach out and— 
 
    Rowena’s hand shakes as she releases the tray, sloshing salsa onto the table. A fat chunk of tomato rolls off her sleeve and plops onto the carpet mere inches from McCaffrey’s wingtip shoe. 
 
    And now all of the men are looking at her. Not just McCaffrey, but the others, too. Their expressions are a mix of amusement and pity. She can take the men laughing at her. It’s the pity part that makes her angry. They probably assume she spilled the stupid salsa because of her uneven gait, caused by a right leg that couldn’t be bothered to grow the extra inch and a half that would make it even with her left. 
 
    Josh is staring at her too, his handsome (if somewhat bovine) brow creased with concern. He knows Rowena well enough to realize her look of fear can’t simply be chalked up to her shyness, extreme though it may be. 
 
    This is Joshua McCaffrey’s first year joining the church elders for the games—football in the winter, baseball in the summer, and college basketball playoffs in the spring. Josh would rather not be here. He told Rowena as much after church back in August, just before the season started. Josh is only twenty, and there are two members of the community older than him who haven’t been invited. He’s here only because everyone knows that one day Josh will own the factory where most of them work. Then the fate of their church and community will rest in Josh’s hands, rather than those of his Uncle Rick. 
 
    Josh is the only one who seems to notice McCaffrey’s leer, probably because his eyes turned to Rowena as well, once the commercial ended. His jaw clenches so tight that Ro worries he’ll break a tooth. But despite his expression, she knows he won’t say anything. McCaffrey’s not just his uncle, but also his boss. He could stop paying for Josh’s college. He could choose one of his other nephews to take over the mill. 
 
    Rowena’s father stares down at the mess on the table and rug, shaking his head. “Get something to clean that up. Any of you need a refill on your drink?” 
 
    About half of them do. Rowena promises to return with the drink pitchers. And eventually, she will come back with the drinks and a rag to wipe the end table and the carpet, even though that will mean getting close to McCaffrey. Probably close enough to smell his horrid aftershave. 
 
    But first, she needs to call Leah. Otherwise, her mother will be back, and she’ll have lost her only chance at the phone. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Josh says, and starts to get up from the couch. 
 
    Ro’s shoulders tighten. A year ago, she’d have been happy to have Josh’s company. But a year ago, things were different. And right now, she needs to get to the study. 
 
    As her mind is searching for some excuse, help comes from an unexpected source. McCaffrey holds out an arm, pushing his nephew back onto the sofa. 
 
    “Your uncle is right,” Reverend Johnson says. “Rowena made the mess, she can clean it up on her own. You don’t want to miss the second-half kickoff.” 
 
    Ro gives Josh a weak smile and slips out the door, taking a few quiet steps until she’s out of earshot. Then she dashes for the phone in the study. 
 
    Her father will eventually notice a long-distance call on the phone bill and be mad as hell. 
 
    But Rowena is already packed—her sketchbooks and a few changes of clothes crammed into her school backpack. She plans to be gone long before the phone bill arrives.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    LEAH 
 
      
 
    Near Indianapolis 
 
    November 7, 2004 
 
    Anna pops the last piece of broccoli into her mouth, wrinkling her nose as she chews, and then looks up at her mother expectantly. “We go now?” 
 
    Leah sighs, and then starts digging through Anna’s section of the suitcase for her bath toys and something that might pass as a swimsuit. She’d really hoped that ordering room service would take Anna’s mind off the half promise of an after-dinner swim. Their cabin is so far out in the boonies that no one even delivers pizza, so having hot food brought to their door was a novelty. But Anna isn’t exactly easy to distract. 
 
    When they reach the pool, Leah rolls up her jeans and sits on the edge, dangling her feet in the water as she watches Anna splash on the steps. Thankfully, the pool is empty and there’s no lifeguard on duty. Anna’s T-shirt and shorts are in violation of the clearly posted rules on the opposite wall, and despite the fact that the kid is fully potty-trained, they’d probably say she should be in a swim diaper. 
 
    Anna reaches for her rubber duck, which has floated just out of reach. 
 
    “Stay on the steps,” Leah says, shoving the duck back toward her daughter with one foot. “I don’t have my swimsuit.” 
 
    “On ’teps,” Anna repeats. 
 
    Leah glances around the room warily. It’s no more dangerous here than in the hotel room, right? The odds of someone dying of a heart attack in bed have to be as great as someone dying in the hotel pool. 
 
    Except, of course, for the fact that there’s no lifeguard on duty. That thought seems like less of a good thing now than it did a moment ago, so she shoves it aside. 
 
    “Five more minutes, okay?” 
 
    Anna frowns slightly at her mother’s words but says nothing. 
 
    Leah is wise to this little trick, however. “Okay?” she prompts, knowing that if she doesn’t get an answer, Anna will try to wrangle an extra minute or two. 
 
    “Okay,” Anna huffs, not looking up from the tiny figure of Elmo on a surfboard. She pushes it through the water, making little boat noises. 
 
    Leah’s phone vibrates. It can only be one of three people—Scott, Jasper, or Rowena, assuming it’s not a wrong number. So, while she’s not really surprised to see that it’s Rowena, she is relieved. She was beginning to wonder if Ro had even gotten her email. 
 
    “We need to talk fast,” Rowena says when Leah answers, not even bothering with hello. 
 
    This is only the second time they’ve spoken since Leah left. The first time was a few years back, just after Anna was born. Aside from Scott and Jasper, no one else even knew she was pregnant, and Leah had ached to share the news with someone. 
 
    Ro’s voice is tense, and Leah can picture her sister standing in the study, staring at the door. Terrified their father will catch her and she’ll end up on the receiving end of his belt. But what catches her off guard is how much Rowena’s voice sounds like their mother’s. 
 
    “Sure,” Leah says. “It’s so good to hear your voice. You sound...all grown up.” 
 
    “Rick McCaffrey seems to think so. Where are you?” 
 
    “Just outside Indianapolis. I should be there by Tuesday night at the latest. Where should I pick you up?” 
 
    “Centreville on Wednesday. Two p.m. At...at the Hardee’s. I’ll get Josh to drive me.” 
 
    “Can you trust him?” Leah asks. 
 
    “Yes. He won’t say anything.” 
 
    Leah hears the hesitation in her sister’s voice, but she doesn’t press the issue. “I’m going to need you to watch Anna for a few hours Wednesday night. I’ll get us a hotel and—” 
 
    “You’re taking me with you, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but I have to talk to Scott first. We need money and—” 
 
    And I need answers, Leah thinks. 
 
    “Okay,” Rowena says. “Gotta go.” 
 
    The connection ends before Leah can say goodbye, and she glances up at the clock on the tile wall. “Two more minutes, Anna.” 
 
    “No. Free more minutes.” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wha’ the hell?” 
 
    The question filters into Leah’s dream, and she bolts upright in bed looking around for the source. She’s disoriented at first. Even in the dark, she can tell that this isn’t the cabin. Where are they? But what worries Leah far more is the voice asking the question. It sounded like Anna, but also...not like Anna. 
 
    Everything comes back after a moment. They stopped at a hotel. The voice is probably just the couple next door. She’d had to invent a story for Anna about naughty kids jumping on the beds to explain the creaking and other noises that permeated the paper-thin walls as she read Anna’s bedtime story. 
 
    “Where am I?” the voice asks, echoing the question in Leah’s mind a few seconds before. 
 
    And now that Leah is fully awake, it’s clear that the voice is coming from right next to her. Did Anna pick the guy up here, in the room? Or downstairs when they were checking in? Or maybe at the pool? 
 
    “Think I need ’nother beer, Henry. No, make it whiskey.” The words slur so badly that the last word comes out wiki, which might come from being half-asleep. Given the request, however, half-drunk seems more likely. 
 
    If you die drunk, does your ghost ever sober up? That question had never occurred to Leah until now. Assuming this guy isn’t recently departed, the evidence seems to point toward no, and she’s not sure that’s a good thing. Hopefully he’s a suggestible drunk, rather than a stubborn one. Otherwise, getting him to clear out of her daughter could be a major challenge. 
 
    Leah glances at the clock—3:27—and then switches on the lamp next to the bed. “Anna? You need to wake up, honey.” 
 
    Anna’s face turns toward Leah, squinting at the sudden brightness. Her blonde curls are mussed from the pillow, and her Elmo nightgown is twisted around her waist. “Who’s Anna? And who are you?” 
 
    The drunken leer that accompanies those words does not belong on the face of a toddler—of any toddler—but especially not on the face of her own daughter. A shiver of revulsion runs through Leah, and she has to remind herself that this is still Anna. They should have slept in the car again rather than risk another encounter. 
 
    Leah reaches over the side of the bed, pulls her cell phone from her pocket, and flips it open to call Scott. 
 
    “Wha’s that?” the apparently drunken toddler asks. “Looks like one of them communicators from Star...Trek...” 
 
    The voice, which still carries a bit of Anna’s lisp, trails off as she stares down at her own hand. Her mouth drops open, and then closes again as the uninvited guest tries to process the fact that the hand he’s seeing isn’t his. 
 
    Scott’s phone rings four times and goes to the answering machine. Leah doesn’t leave a message, just hangs up and tries the number again. Scott sleeps like a damn rock. 
 
    “Pfeifer,” Scott mumbles on the second ring, clearly annoyed at being awakened at this ungodly hour. 
 
    Even after two years apart, two years in which she really has tried to move on, Leah’s heart still races at the sound of his voice. Especially now, when he’s half-asleep. Memories come rushing in, memories of nights curled up next to him, her head resting on his chest. Talking about nothing in particular until they drifted off to sleep. 
 
    More than anything else, Leah wants that again. The peace, the sense of absolute rightness that came from being with Scott at the beginning of their relationship. She wants it for herself, but she also wants it for Anna. The kid deserves to be with both of her parents. To have a normal life. Friends, school, playgrounds, instead of hiding away in a cabin in the middle of nowhere with only her mother for company. She deserves a life where Daddy is an actual person she knows rather than an abstract concept. Someone who plays with her and reads her bedtime stories, instead of some guy she talks to on the phone once a week and waves at when Mommy drags out the camcorder. 
 
    Leah pushes those thoughts away for now and says, “It’s me, Scott. We’ve got another...situation.” 
 
    He curses softly, wide awake now. “You’re kidding. How did she...? I thought you were going to keep her at the cabin!” 
 
    Leah can picture him in her mind’s eye as he speaks. Fumbling with the light, searching for his glasses. And while the note of accusation in his voice makes her angry, she doesn’t mention it. He’s right. Stopping here was a bad idea. Then again, Anna picked up her last uninvited guest in the woods. Is any place really safe? 
 
    “We had to drive into Woodland Park yesterday to see a doctor,” she says. The lie rolls off her tongue easily. Scott can’t know they’re on the road. He needs to believe they’re still in Colorado until she reaches DC. 
 
    “A doctor? Are you okay? Or...is it Anna?” 
 
    Leah feels a twinge of guilt now about the lie, mixed with relief that Scott is actually concerned about their well-being. That isn’t fair. He loves both of them. She wouldn’t be driving cross-country solo with a toddler if she didn’t believe that. If she didn’t know at the very core of her being that Scott loved them, loved her, she’d have simply scraped up the money for Rowena to hop a bus to Colorado. 
 
    “Anna had a rash,” she says. “Nothing major. But I was worried. I guess she picked the guy up in town. I...I’m pretty sure I can get rid of him like I’ve done before, but...he seems drunk, Scott. And it’s just me and Anna here. If something happens, someone will need to call—” 
 
    Leah stops abruptly, realizing the flaw in her plan before she says hotel security. 
 
    “The police,” she finishes. “You’ll need to call the police so that Anna’s not here by herself.” 
 
    Of course, Scott calling the police back in Florissant isn’t going to help when they’re a thousand miles east of the cabin. But if it seems like she’s going to pass out, she’ll have time to tell him the truth about their location. Hopefully. 
 
    “What about Jasper?” 
 
    The sarcasm in Scott’s words is so heavy that Leah is tempted to hang up, but she just grits her teeth and says, “He doesn’t live with us, Scott. Never has.” 
 
    “Always seems to be there when I call.” 
 
    It’s a valid point, since Scott usually calls on the weekends, mostly to talk to Anna. She’s usually a little chatterbox, and more than once she’s mentioned a Disney video “Uncle” Jasper brought her from the city or the fact that they’re going to build a snowman. But the jealousy thing isn’t really Scott’s style. Most of the time, he seems grateful that Jasper is willing to help them, to be his proxy. 
 
    “And you’re the one who wanted the divorce,” she reminds him. “Now would you stop being a jackass long enough to help me evict this guy from our daughter?” 
 
    He huffs out a long breath. “Sorry. You’re right. It’s none of my business, anyway. What kind of vibe are you picking up from the ghost?” 
 
    “His colors are...murky. Sort of like old broccoli. Some yellow but a lot of greenish-brown, too. Swampy.” 
 
    Leah doesn’t have to explain any of this to Scott. He can’t see the auras the way she does, but he was with her when the ability kicked in. In fact, he was the one who injected her with the serum and logged her results, along with twenty-five other current and former soldiers—including Jasper—who’d scored well on a battery of tests designed to screen for native psychic tendencies. Within two weeks of the injection, her very rare hunches about people had morphed into the ability to view these full-color mood-maps, along with a much more limited power to tweak them. 
 
    Shifting the clerk’s mood earlier had been relatively easy. But that was one person, one aura. Now there are two, and Anna’s colors are twisted and tangled in the miasma of the dead guy’s emotions. Her goal is to convince the man to leave willingly. She’ll try pleasant memories first, like she did with the clerk, but if that doesn’t work she’ll have to move on to the things that scare him. And that almost certainly means she’ll scare Anna in the process. 
 
    The last time they went through this, with the Native woman, Anna had nightmares for more than a week. Scott said that Anna’s reaction wasn’t due to anything Leah made the dead woman remember. It’s simply part of the process, and he has the same sort of dreams when his ghosts eventually leave. But every time Anna woke up screaming, it still hit Leah like a knife in the gut. 
 
    Leah covers her right ear, trying to block the keening noise that’s now coming from their daughter and her current temporary visitor, who probably thinks he’s suffering from a bad case of DTs. She really, really doesn’t want to scare Anna again, but it seems likely. And even if she successfully ejects this drunken letch from her daughter’s head, there’s a chance she’ll faint. What will Anna do if she snaps out of this and finds herself in a strange hotel room, with Mommy passed out on the floor? 
 
    “I should fly out there,” Scott says. “He’ll be more likely to leave voluntarily if I’m there as an...alternative.” 
 
    That’s what they’d done the very first time, when Anna was a baby. It helped that the ghost that time had once been a mother. Despite the woman’s reluctance to move on—Scott carried her around for several months—she must have been a good person when she was alive. She didn’t want to hurt any of them, and especially not Anna. And the fact that she was stuck in a crib, not to mention a diaper, had no doubt cinched the deal. 
 
    But Scott had been a lot more than two hours away when the Native American spirit latched onto Anna. This one may have been a good person, too, at some point. But either the circumstances of her death or too many decades haunting the forest had driven her insane. Leah couldn’t read her the same way she did with others—there was just so much that didn’t translate. She picked up flashes of emotions—fear, anger, desperation. A few words. Akapana-something, which she thinks may have been the woman’s word for gold. A word that sounded a bit like popper—that meant blood. And in the woman’s memories, blood was everywhere. 
 
    Waiting a day for Scott to fly out from DC hadn’t been an option. Anna had been thrashing around in her room like a caged animal—which is probably exactly how the spirit felt. By the time Jasper had arrived at the cabin, Leah had known she had no choice. If she wanted that ghost out of her baby, she’d need to do it on her own. 
 
    She fainted that time, too. 
 
    Leah thinks this guy is somewhere between the two extremes that Anna’s hosted before. On the one hand, he’s drunk, clumsy, and probably suggestible. On the other hand, what if he’s a nasty drunk? He couldn’t do much physical damage using a not-quite-three-year-old body, though. Not unless she wound up passed out and he grabbed the lamp off the table, or a pillow from the bed... 
 
    “Leah?” Scott says. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m here. I don’t think we should wait. I’ll do it. Just...stay on the line, okay?” Her voice shakes a little at the end, and she adds, “I’m fine. I can do this.” 
 
    “Okay,” Scott says. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    She’s not, but does she really have a choice? 
 
    Leah focuses on the brackish-looking fog swirling around Anna. Murray wants another drink as badly as the clerk wanted a cigarette. He’s wanted a drink pretty much nonstop since his first couple of beers, back in ninth grade. His dad was a drunk, and his mother wasn’t exactly a stranger to the bottle either. She’d prayed the Rosary every day seeking forgiveness. Murray was her only kid, an altar boy, and she’d begged him to steer clear of alcohol, to learn from his parents’ mistakes rather than repeating them. 
 
    Good advice. But who listens to good advice at fifteen? Not Murray, apparently. 
 
    Leah searches around for something more recent than these old memory fragments, something that might be keeping him tethered to this reality. But there’s not much. He had a wife, briefly, but she remarried. Hasn’t seen her in years. Job at an auto factory that he hates. Mass on Sunday. Lived with his mom until she died a few years back. He keeps her rosary beads in his pocket but never prays. What’s the point? 
 
    There doesn’t seem to be a happy memory in the batch. This is one morose guy, and she’s starting to wonder if he wasn’t a suicide. 
 
    As Leah follows the yellow threads in his mood-cloud, they all come back to those beads and a painting over a fireplace. It’s a bad replica of a work from the Renaissance—Michelangelo, maybe?—with a furious, finger-pointing God in front of cowering, awestruck cherubs. It always seemed to Murray that the finger was aimed straight at him, especially when he was drunk. But he never could get up the nerve to take the damn thing down, even after his mom died. He’d just stare at it when he came in from the bar, especially on cold nights when the fireplace was lit, and think about how hot Hell must be as his fingers worked over those beads in his pocket. 
 
    “He’s scared,” she says, as much to herself as to Scott. “Scared his drinking habit is going to keep him out of heaven.” 
 
    Scott snorts at the word, which annoys her a bit. He knows there’s something on the other side. He’s even described the light these ghosts or remnants or whatever go into. But that hasn’t gotten in the way of his staunch agnosticism. 
 
    “I don’t care what you call it, Scott. This guy thinks of it as heaven, so that’s what we’re going with.” 
 
    Her first thought is that maybe she can work with Murray’s religious beliefs, but she doesn’t know jack about rosaries. She could toss plenty of Bible verses his way, thanks to six hours a week listening to sermons and family prayer sessions led by her father. But it doesn’t seem like Murray’s religion gave him any more solace than the religion pushed by the Reverend Tommy Johnson had given Leah. 
 
    For Murray Mitchell, solace came from a bottle of bourbon. 
 
    Fine, Leah thinks. I can work with that. 
 
    She latches onto the feeling Murray gets when he’s holding that first glass of whiskey, straight up, after a long day at work. That first sip, the burning sensation as it glides down his throat. That’s as close to nirvana as Murray ever got. 
 
    You don’t need to be afraid, Murray. Your mom is waiting on the other side. The bar never closes in the next life, and you never have a hangover the next day. You just need to move toward that light. You see it, don’t you? You see your mom? 
 
    Leah has no idea what Murray is seeing. She’s just going on the description from Scott, who says they go into a light when they move on. For all she knows, that light could be an oncoming train. 
 
    Your mom is right there, Murray. See her? She’s drinking a glass of that Chablis you both like. You just need to believe. 
 
    Anna’s eyes are focused on the wall across the room, so Murray must see something. Or maybe he just convinces himself that he does. Either way, the yellowed-broccoli shade begins to change into something closer to lemon chiffon. Lighter. Brighter. But he still doesn’t go. 
 
    She pushes an image along with the feeling of contentment. A bottle of Four Roses, Murray’s drink of choice, on a table, right next to an angel playing a harp. 
 
    Way to go, Leah, she thinks, feeling the room start to spin. That’s way over the top. He’ll never... 
 
    A tiny smile comes onto Anna’s face, and then Murray’s lemon-yellow aura flashes bright white, leaving behind the indigo and pink swirl that she sees around her daughter every day. 
 
    Leah lies back onto her pillow, hoping the faint feeling will pass. Anna is still sitting up, propped against the headboard, clearly confused. 
 
    “Mommy? There was a man...a man who... Where’d he go?” 
 
    “Just a dream, baby.” Leah’s voice sounds faint to her own ears, and there’s a ringing noise in her head. “Lie back down next to Mommy, okay?” 
 
    Leah’s pretty sure this won’t work. When Anna wakes up in the middle of the night, she’s usually slow to settle back down. But to her surprise, Anna slips back under the covers without a protest. 
 
    The phone is still in her hand, and she can hear Scott’s voice asking if she’s okay. Pulling the phone to her ear takes way too much energy, but she manages it. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Leah says. “Wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. This time.” 
 
    On the other end, Scott’s sigh is audible, and it sounds like equal parts relief and frustration. Good, she thinks. She’s tired of dealing with this on her own. Tired of Anna suffering through nightmares. Just tired period, after two days of driving. 
 
    “Have you heard back from your sister?” Scott asks. “Was it that McCaffrey asshole again?” 
 
    “How did you know about that?” she asks, surprised. She didn’t mention anything about Rowena’s message the last time they talked. 
 
    “Jasper called earlier this week. Mostly to say that I needed to let the two of you go. To stop leading you on so that you could move on. Is that what you want, Lee?” 
 
    Leah remains silent, pissed at Jasper for calling him and pissed at Scott, too. She suspects the last one is more of a general principle sort of thing, because she’s tired and she has a raging headache, the kind you can only get from evicting a drunken ghost from your daughter’s head. 
 
    “I need to go, Scott. Anna’s still confused.” That’s a lie. Anna is already sound asleep. “We’ll talk about this when—” 
 
    Leah stops, catching herself just short of saying when I see you. 
 
    “Later, okay. We’ll talk later.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    ROWENA 
 
      
 
    Centreville, Maryland 
 
    November 9, 2004 
 
    Rowena pushes her mostly uneaten burger toward Josh. 
 
    He seems hesitant to take it. She isn’t certain whether it’s because he’s full, or because he can’t fathom why she wouldn’t want it. 
 
    “I can’t finish it. I ate too many of the fries.” 
 
    That last part is a complete lie, as Josh well knows. Rowena’s too nervous to eat. The few bites of her burger, along with the four or five fries she managed to choke down, sit in her stomach like a lead weight. 
 
    The food was his choice, not hers. Rowena definitely would not have ordered a gargantuan burger for herself. If the person at the counter had been female, she would have argued the point. She might even have stepped forward to say she’d just have a chocolate milkshake. But the only female cashier was helping someone else, so she stepped away from the counter and waited by the condiment stand while Josh ordered. Eyes down, stare at the floor, the way her mother always does when Papa is talking to strangers. 
 
    Even though it’s a bit after the usual lunch rush and the restaurant isn’t really crowded, it’s still outside of her comfort zone. But she was so worried that she might be caught in her father’s study that she’d blurted out the first place that came to mind—thanks to that stupid commercial—when Leah asked. 
 
    Josh knows she’s uncomfortable in places like this. He’s known Ro her entire life, and this time last year, she’d have been thankful that he stepped forward to order for her, that he spared her having to make a choice when she was already petrified about being in public. But now, another voice—one that sounds a little like Leah—has joined the chorus in her head. It says maybe Josh likes the fact that she feels uncomfortable here. That way he can be her protector, her shield against the big scary world where Rowena is vulnerable. 
 
    Ro pushes the voice away, feeling guilty. Josh isn’t like that. Not really. Half of the art supplies—her pencils, most of her sketchbooks—are gifts from Josh, who knows she has to hide most of her drawings away. And Josh did her a tremendous favor by driving her to Centreville today, especially when he knows it’s one of the many things of which her father would never approve. 
 
    “Take it.” Rowena pushes the burger toward him again and smiles. Not the half smile that Josh has probably grown accustomed to in the past few months, but a real smile, the kind she used to give him back when Josh was her sun and her moon. Back when Josh was her future, and not her past. 
 
    Josh returns the smile and scoops up the sandwich. He looks truly happy for the first time in months. 
 
    Not just happy, she thinks. He looks hopeful. Way to go, Rowena. 
 
    An older woman is watching them from a few booths over. Ro quickly looks out the window. The woman isn’t staring at Josh, even though he has ketchup on his chin. Josh looks natural here. His clothes are pretty much the same as what all guys wear. They don’t scream different-strange-not-one-of-us the way her dress and bonnet do. No one gives him the look, that wistful smile that says she’d be so pretty if they’d let her dress like other girls. 
 
    Rowena would love to flee when someone gives her that look. But she freezes in place every time. Eyes down. Stare at the floor. Because if they see her limp, their sympathy slides straight into full-blown pity. And then it’s all Rowena can do to hide her anger, to keep from bursting into tears. 
 
    When she was younger, that anger was aimed at the people on the outside, the ones who pitied her. But she’s older now, and there’s enough anger for people on both sides of the fence that divides her father’s parishioners from the modern world. Her parents, along with the other adults in their congregation, lived out here in the big, bad world before they banded together fifteen years ago and moved their families to Caffrey Mills. A few of them still hold jobs outside the community, including one man who teaches at the private Christian school in Easton that the older kids in the community attend. All of those people had to have known there were orthotics out there that would allow Ro to walk like everyone else. To run, even. 
 
    She’d never realized they existed until she opened the package six years ago, about a year after Leah joined the Army. The neat little gadget supported her ankle and clipped onto the outside of her shoe, lifting her right leg by about an inch and a half. It wasn’t perfect—the brace wouldn’t prevent her foot from turning in ever so slightly, and it was still visible beneath her skirt. But her limp was almost entirely gone when she wore the brace. 
 
    It almost made up for the fact that Leah was still being vague about when she would come back. 
 
    When her father learned about the gift, he’d demanded that she remove it. The brace was carted off with the trash the next week, and he’d lectured her for over an hour about accepting the will of God. Her mother even chimed in, saying that Rowena must learn to submit and realize that if God had wanted her legs to be the same length, he’d have made them that way. Rowena had to accept that this was His plan for her life. Ro was never entirely certain whether it was God’s plan for her life or Papa’s plan that she was supposed to accept, but in her mother’s mind, they were probably the same. 
 
    Her father even worked her transgression into his sermon that week, although he didn’t mention Rowena or the brace specifically. After services, her mother said that was because he didn’t want to shame her in public, but Ro knew better. He’d given her a thorough public shaming plenty of times in the past. If he’d mentioned the brace, however, someone might have wondered where it came from, might have pieced together that was a gift from Leah. 
 
    Ro had been so tempted to remind them both of the parable of the Prodigal Son. She didn’t remember the Reverend ever preaching about that story, although to be fair, he was more of an Old Testament guy. And maybe it was only about sons, not daughters. Either way, it was a moot point, because Leah would never be the Prodigal Daughter, would never give him the opportunity to welcome her back into the fold. 
 
    Josh polishes off the burger, licking his fingers to get the last bit of sauce. Ro wonders how much Josh’s decision to order that particular burger was influenced by the image of the girl on the mechanical bull, licking her perfect lips as burger juice ran down her chin. 
 
    That image, of course, reminds her of being in the room with Rick McCaffrey. His cologne. His eyes crawling all over her. Rowena’s cheeks flame again, just thinking about it. 
 
    “You okay?” Josh asks. 
 
    She nods and scans the parking lot again. Leah said she’d be in a dark-green SUV. 
 
    “You still think she’s coming?” Josh asks, glancing at his watch. “It’s after one already, and you said...” 
 
    “She’ll be here.” Ro doesn’t pull her eyes away from the window, because Josh might see that she’s not entirely sure. It wouldn’t be the first promise Leah hadn’t kept. “She’s driving with a toddler, all the way from Colorado, by herself. Probably hard to stay on a strict schedule.” 
 
    “Sure. But I gotta be at work by three, so...” 
 
    “Which is why I told you to leave me here,” Ro says, stacking their trays and piling the trash on top. “Leah will drive me back.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Yes way. If you get to the mill late, they’ll wonder. And you know someone will say something to your uncle, and he’ll tell my father, and...” 
 
    Josh shrugs and grins. “It’s a little early, I guess, but I’m ready. Granny’s house is empty, just waiting for us.” 
 
    Ro stares at him, face frozen. Did that one little smile she’d given him really make him think they were back on? Or maybe he’d never listened to her in the first place. 
 
    “We’ve been over this, Josh. I’m not staying. Leah’s enlistment ended last month. Maybe you can come out and visit—” 
 
    Josh’s face spins through emotions like a prize wheel. Hurt. Confusion. Anger. It very nearly sticks on anger, which seems foreign on Josh’s face, usually so open and easygoing. And then his expression shifts one last time, landing on the one she was dreading most. Pity. 
 
    “Ro. Come on, it’s time to grow up. Leah might show up today for a visit. But she’s not coming back for you. She’s made promises before, and now she’s got a kid to worry about.” 
 
    Her hands clutch the edges of the orange plastic tray. Josh reaches over and pries one of them loose, holding it between his own palms. 
 
    “I checked, Rowena. Okay? Uncle Rick had one of his cop buddies run a search. I know what Leah’s been telling you, but...she’s been out of the military for over three years now.” 
 
    The blood drains from Rowena’s face as that sinks in. She wants to yell at Josh, to tell him it’s a lie. But the postmarks on the packages she’d gotten—the packages that she’d waited by the mailbox to intercept, because otherwise her parents would have tossed them out unread—had been postmarked from a different town for the past few years. 
 
    “Your place is here with us,” he says, squeezing her fingers gently. “With me. Always has been.” 
 
    Ro snatches her hand back, trying to hold back both her temper and her tears. Wishing that she could stomp off or slam the tray on Josh’s stupid head. 
 
    But since she’s physically incapable of the first option and too well-trained for the second, Ro pushes herself out of the booth. She grabs their trash and disposes of it, then slams the tray into the rack. 
 
    Josh is heading toward her now, so Ro retreats to the restroom. That’s one place she’s pretty sure he won’t follow, and there’s no way on earth she’s going to let him see her cry. Once inside, she leans against the tiles, determined to keep the tears to a minimum. Knowing that she’ll eventually have to go back out there. Wishing she could sink into the tiles or shrink down to ant size and crawl through the drain in the floor. 
 
    She closes her eyes and breathes in deeply. It helps a little, even though the air reeks of burgers, fries, and a disinfectant that’s doing a poor job of masking the underlying scent of urine. Ro runs cold water onto one of the brown paper towels and wipes her face. The towel smells like freshly chopped wood, and she holds it over her nose and mouth as she leans back against the wall, putting off the inevitable. 
 
    Her breathing has almost returned to normal when the door opens. 
 
    “Ro? Are you okay?” 
 
    She’s so certain it will be Josh that it takes a second to realize that the voice coming from the doorway is female. And familiar. 
 
    “Leah?” Ro is so happy, so relieved to see her that she forgets to be angry and lets herself be pulled into Leah’s embrace. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late, Ro. Are you okay? Can we...” Leah shoots a nervous look over her shoulder toward the dining room. “Anna’s out there with Josh, and she’s half-asleep, so I need to get back. She can be...unpredictable...with strangers.” 
 
    “Yes! Yes! I want to see her. Oh, God, Leah...I’m so glad you came. Josh said you wouldn’t...” Rowena face falls as she remembers what Josh had really said, that Leah might come to visit, but she’d never take Ro with her. That she’s been lying for three entire years. 
 
    Leah notices the change. “I’m sorry, Ro. I’ll explain everything, I promise.” 
 
    “And you’re taking me with you? Like you promised, eight years ago?” 
 
    Now it’s Leah’s face that changes, and there’s definitely hesitation. A lot of it. “I’ve got a lot of things to tell you once we’re in the car, and hopefully then you’ll understand why I couldn’t keep my promise until now. If you still want to come after I explain everything, then yes. I’ll take you with me.” 
 
    Josh is staring dully at the stroller when they return to the dining room. A little girl with pale blonde hair is strapped inside, holding an orange stuffed animal. One of the Sesame Street characters, Ro thinks, but she’s never seen the show, so she doesn’t know which one. The girl looks a bit like the framed picture of Ro that sits on the mantel at home, and even more like the one of Leah that her father tossed into the trash eight years ago. 
 
    “I can’t let you go with her,” Josh says. 
 
    Ro realizes he’s holding a cell phone. She didn’t even know he owned one. 
 
    “I didn’t think she’d show up, otherwise I’d never have agreed to this.” He stuffs the phone into his pocket and stands up. “You’ll have about a half hour to visit before your father gets—” 
 
    “You called him?” 
 
    Josh winces at her tone, taking a step back. “Of course I did. Your dad and Uncle Rick—” 
 
    “You cowardly little bastard,” Leah says, surprising both Josh and Rowena. “Grab your bag, Ro, and let’s get out of here.” She takes the handles of the stroller and spins it around toward the door. 
 
    Rowena stares at him, open-mouthed, finally getting it. If Josh had thought Leah would actually show, he’d never have agreed to bring her. He was counting on her disappointment, her heartbreak. Ready to console her, to be a shoulder to cry on. 
 
    He steps in front of them, reaching out to grab Rowena. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Leah says. “Let go of her if you want to keep that arm.” 
 
    “I can’t. She doesn’t belong with you.” 
 
    “So she belongs back in Caffrey Mills where your uncle can keep feeling her up until he gets the nerve to actually rape her?” Leah hisses. “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Josh says, but the color drains from his face, and Ro can see his eyes as he speaks. She’s known him forever, and he knows it’s not a lie. He may not believe anything will happen if Rowena goes back with him, but he most certainly believes it could. 
 
    “Let go of me, Josh,” Rowena says softly. When he doesn’t loosen his grip, she repeats, more forcefully this time, “Let. Go.” 
 
    Their argument is starting to draw attention from the other customers. Normally, Ro would cringe at the thought of people watching, but right now, those eyes feel like an insurance policy. Josh wouldn’t hurt her—she still believes that—but he’d be perfectly willing to go caveman and toss her over his shoulder, even with Leah here, if all of these strangers weren’t watching. 
 
    Josh releases her and takes a step back. “Don’t do this, Ro. You know this isn’t God’s plan for you.” 
 
    It’s exactly what her father would have said to Ro in this situation. And judging from his expression as soon as the words leave his mouth, Josh understands it was absolutely the wrong thing for him to say if he wanted to convince her to stay. 
 
    “Maybe you should get yourself back home and do some praying, Josh McCaffrey. It takes an awful lot of pride to claim you know the mind of God.” 
 
    And then Rowena walks to the door, ignoring the fact that every person in the restaurant is paying far more attention to her—her clothes, her bonnet, her limp—than to their Monster Thickburgers. She doesn’t breathe, doesn’t look back to see if Leah is following her. She just fixes her sights on the exit. 
 
    Anna begins crying, something about french fries, as soon as they’re on the sidewalk. Leah tosses Ro the keys from her purse. “It’s the green SUV. Get her into the car seat. Hurry. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Then Leah runs toward Josh, who is staring at the bumper of Leah’s vehicle. Ro follows his eyes toward the license plate. 
 
    “Where Mommy goin’?” Anna asks, as Ro unbuckles her from the stroller. 
 
    “She’ll be right back.” 
 
    Anna struggles against the car seat, but Rowena barely notices. She tosses her bag onto the floorboard, and then starts trying to collapse the stroller, watching from the corner of her eye as Leah pulls something from her purse. Ro can’t see what it is, but she’s guessing it’s a gun because Josh’s face goes pale. 
 
    He argues with Leah for a moment, and then they both start walking toward the back of the restaurant. When they reach the dark brown dumpster, Leah nods toward it and Josh tosses his cell phone and keys over the edge. Then he walks to the curb, sits down, and stares at the pavement between his feet. He doesn’t look angry. A little confused, maybe, but no longer mad. 
 
    Leah backs away from Josh until she’s closed about half the distance between him and her car, then takes off at a full run. Josh doesn’t chase after her, just remains sitting on the curb. His lips are moving, like he’s talking to himself. 
 
    As they pull out of the parking lot, Rowena looks back, expecting to see Josh climb into the dumpster to retrieve his belongings. But he’s still on the grass, not even watching as they drive away. He seems to be taking this really hard, although maybe it’s just shock from Leah waving that pistol around. 
 
    “You have a gun,” Ro says, realizing that it’s a stupid and obvious thing to say. “But...you wouldn’t really have shot him though, right?” 
 
    Leah doesn’t answer for a moment, and then says, “I wouldn’t have killed him.” 
 
    “Did anyone see you? I mean, with the gun.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says, and then adds with a grim smile, “If so, let’s hope they also saw Josh acting like a total dick and decide not to report me.” 
 
    “He was staring at your license plates,” Rowena says. “He’ll call the police once he gets his phone back.” 
 
    “Maybe. But...” Leah hesitates. “I think I convinced him not to.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure he’ll change his mind once you’re not there holding a gun on him.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the gun that convinced him. He was still sitting on the curb when we pulled away, right? And he should still be sitting there for another ten minutes or so. However long it takes him to count to three thousand.” 
 
    Rowena raises an eyebrow. “Because you told him to? I could see him doing that if his Uncle Rick ordered it, but...” 
 
    “When Josh was a little kid, his mom made him go into the corner and count to a hundred to calm down. He’ll still count in his head, usually by threes, when he’s trying to focus or relax.” 
 
    Ro’s jaw drops. This is true. Josh had told her that the punishment infuriated him the first few times, but he grew to like it. It was sort of like meditation, and he found he was able to keep his focus better if he did multiples of three instead of just counting. 
 
    “Could you please explain exactly how you know that?” 
 
    Leah sighs. “Get comfortable. This could take a while.”  
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    Washington, DC 
 
    November 9, 2004 
 
    Leah wedges the SUV into a parking spot along the curb across the street from the Decathlon Services Group headquarters. It’s nearly six p.m., and most of the workers have already left. A few stragglers file out, but she doesn’t bother to look for Scott among them. He doesn’t leave work at six. He rarely leaves before eight. Twelve-hour days are the norm. Back when they were together, she was lucky if he made it home by ten, given the length of the commute. There were nights when he simply collapsed on a cot in his office. She remembers thinking of his work as the “other woman” on the many occasions when she popped a Lean Cuisine into the microwave and her dinner companion was whatever happened to be on TV that night. 
 
    She calls to check on Rowena and Anna, mostly because Ro still seemed skeptical about the whole psychic ability thing when Leah left. That was something Leah had anticipated, because her sister isn’t stupid, and anyone with half a brain would question the story she’d just been told. Leah could have presented her with proof—a memory that Leah couldn’t have known—and could even have tweaked Rowena’s colors a bit to be certain that she believed, but there was no way she was going to go snooping around in her sister’s head. That would have been true even before Ro’s encounter with Rick McCaffrey, but Leah can tell from the dull streaks in Rowena’s aura that the memory of McCaffrey cornering her is very vivid and close to the surface. Even now, eight years later, that’s a memory that Leah doesn’t want to relive. So, ultimately, she simply asked Ro to take the information about her abilities on faith. 
 
    When Rowena picks up the hotel phone, she tells Leah that Anna is watching cartoons and eating pizza—two of Anna’s favorite things—and then asks when Leah will be back. 
 
    “A few hours. By nine at the latest. And then we’ll actually have some time to talk and catch up.” 
 
    “Sure...” Ro says, but Leah can hear the doubt in her voice. She knows Rowena thinks there’s a damn good chance that her older sister went bonkers while she was in the military. But Leah is still her best chance of escape, and she’s pretty sure Ro will take escaping with her crazy sister over staying behind to fend off McCaffrey. 
 
    Scott picks up on the first ring. “Hey. I was going to call later and check on Anna. Is she okay?” 
 
    “I’m outside your building. O’Malley’s is the place that’s ghost-free, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but...what the hell, Leah?” 
 
    “Meet me at O’Malley’s in ten minutes.” 
 
    Leah hangs up before he can ask any more questions and heads for the restaurant on foot, since it’s only a few blocks away. Scott arrives as she’s placing a drink order at the bar. He wraps his arms around her, and she just stands there for a long moment, breathing him in. It’s been so damn long. 
 
    When he steps back, she can see that he’s angry, as she knew he would be. But his eyes make it clear that he’s also glad to see her. That he hasn’t moved on. That her only competition is still his work. She hadn’t been as certain of that part. 
 
    “Where’s Anna?” 
 
    “She’s with Rowena.” 
 
    “In Caffrey Mills?” he asks, incredulous. “I thought you said you’d never step foot—” 
 
    “No. God, no! At a hotel just north of Lorton.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Because I needed to get Rowena out of there. And because I can’t do this anymore, Scott.” 
 
    Realization dawns in his eyes. “You didn’t need to drive all the way from Colorado to tell me that, Leah. If Jasper can make you happy, then you have my—” 
 
    “No! Damn it, Scott. I don’t want Jasper. I wish to hell he didn’t want me. I’m saying I can’t do this alone anymore. Hiding Anna in the middle of freakin’ nowhere isn’t a permanent answer.” 
 
    “But it wouldn’t just be the two of you now, babe. You’d have Rowena, right?” 
 
    She can tell that Scott is trying to dodge her key point, so she pulls him back. “How long have you been taking the drug you’re working on?” 
 
    He starts to deny it, but she gives him a look that makes it clear she’s not buying it. And he knows better than to try. His aura goes all murky when he lies, shot through with sharp iron-gray spikes that Leah suspects are the remnants of twelve years of Catholic school. 
 
    “Six months,” he says. “But that’s not long enough for me to be certain there aren’t side effects. I’m not willing to let Anna be my first human test subject.” 
 
    “Second. Since you’ve been on it for six months.” She takes a sip of the beer that the waiter just put in front of her, deciding not to mention that she suspects Scott has really been on the medication for more like eight or nine months, since the spiky things in his aura retreated, but didn’t disappear. 
 
    “And,” she continues, “after tonight, you’ll have a third subject. If you didn’t have a negative reaction and I don’t have a negative reaction, then neither should Anna.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way, babe. You know that.” 
 
    “Of course, I know it won’t guarantee anything. But it will mean it’s much less likely that she’ll be harmed, right?” 
 
    “Maybe. We’re adults, though. She’s not even three. I still don’t know what effect the drug has on a developing brain. I need to continue the animal studies so that I can...” He sighs and knocks back half of his drink. 
 
    “What?” she prods, when he doesn’t finish the statement. 
 
    Scott still doesn’t answer, just scans the menu. 
 
    Fine, she thinks. At least if he’s ordering dinner, he’s not leaving. And her only food since breakfast had been a few bites from the Happy Meal she’d finally pulled through to buy Anna when they reached Annapolis, to quiet the repeated grumbling from the car seat—you pwomised fwench fwies, Mommy. Which was fair, because Leah had promised, and she couldn’t really explain to a toddler that getting away from Josh had been a higher priority at the time. 
 
    Leah and Scott slide into almost casual chitchat as they eat, with her doing most of the talking, telling him about funny things Anna has done or said and showing him the pictures she’d drawn during the endless drive. Most seem to be of her favorite characters from Sesame Street, but also one with a stick figure she’d said was her with Aunt Weena, a nickname that had made Ro laugh. 
 
    “Do you think the police will be looking for her?” Scott asks. 
 
    “Not yet,” Leah says. “I’m hoping I tweaked Josh’s mood enough that he won’t tell them anything, and I don’t think he had time to get the license number, other than maybe the fact that it was a Colorado plate. Hopefully no one inside Hardee’s saw the gun. I didn’t have time to manipulate his colors when he was already dialing 911.” 
 
    When Scott orders coffee and some chocolate brownie ice cream monstrosity for dessert, she gives him a questioning look. He rarely eats sweets. She, on the other hand, has an insatiable sweet tooth. He’s building up to something, and he thinks chocolate will cushion the blow. 
 
    “You were saying that you needed to continue the animal studies, but...” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, after a moment. “My last requisition request was only partially filled. It’s not for lack of funds...we had a grant approved two months back. I think maybe Cregg has realized that not all of my work is, strictly speaking, devoted to furthering the company’s research agenda.” 
 
    “Cregg Junior or Senior?” 
 
    A tiny smile lifts the corner of Scott’s mouth at this shared joke. Graham Cregg would hate anyone calling him Junior. But it’s a fitting nickname. According to Scott, anytime Ron Cregg, the newly elected US Representative, is around, Graham turns into an obsequious lapdog, eager to win his father’s approval. 
 
    “It’s mostly Junior. But his dad has been popping around more often lately, too.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re looking for proof that you’re working on a cure?” Leah holds up a hand. They’ve been through this before. “Sorry, my bad. A treatment.” She takes a bite of the chocolate brownie mega-explosion or whatever it’s called, which is as sinfully good as it looks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Scott says. “But it might be best to wait until everyone has cleared out of the lab before we go in.” 
 
    Leah isn’t sure why, but a shiver runs through her at the thought of entering the building—even though she’s glad that he seems to have accepted her offer to be a guinea pig. “You couldn’t just bring a vial and a syringe out to the car?” 
 
    “I’m not giving you that serum without running a comprehensive metabolic panel, although that mass of sugar you’re ingesting means some of the results will be off.” 
 
    “Hey, you ordered it,” she says. “And that’s kind of presumptuous of you, anyway. I only allow a basic metabolic panel on the first date.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes and checks his watch. “Take your time with dessert,” he says. “We need to hold off until at least eight.” 
 
    “Then I need to call Ro. I told her I’d be back by nine.” 
 
    Rowena doesn’t seem too unhappy about the delay. Anna is sleeping, and Leah hears the TV in the background. Ro has a lot of catching up to do, just as Leah did when she stepped out into the real world. Far too many casual conversations with people outside Caffrey Mills began with the words Hey, do you remember followed by some movie, TV show, book, or song that Leah didn’t remember at all, because she’d spent the years between ten and eighteen inside the hermetically sealed bubble her father and his likeminded brethren had created. 
 
    At 8:10, Scott waves his badge at the sensor, and they enter the building through a side door. The place seems empty, but they pass several cameras on the way into the lab. Leah was only in the program for a short time, and never even met Graham Cregg. But if he doesn’t know who she is already, she suspects he will soon. 
 
    They enter Scott’s lab and are greeted by a volley of squawks and grunts from the caged chimps near the back. Leah looks away because she really hates that Scott uses animals for testing. On the other hand, if they’d used more animals, maybe there wouldn’t have been several dozen soldiers with anger-management issues who killed themselves and others as a result of the research. It’s one of those moral conundrums that she doesn’t like to think about. 
 
    Scott takes her vital signs, and then she dutifully rolls up her sleeve for him to extract two vials of blood. He disappears back into the lab, and she looks around at this room, the “other woman” in their relationship, with whom Scott had spent far more time than his family. Leah had been willing to share—after all, Scott’s work was part of him. But the lab was a jealous mistress. 
 
    “And you usually won,” she mumbles under her breath. 
 
    When Leah first volunteered for the program at Fort Bragg, she didn’t really know what she was getting into, only that she’d passed some sort of screening test and that there was a decent bonus for participation, plus the added draw of two weeks of downtime while they observed your reaction. At that point, she was still hoping to get custody of Rowena, and the money was a major attraction. So she’d signed the papers, rolled up her sleeve and become a military lab rat. 
 
    Three days after the first injection, she’d started seeing the auras. She’d chalked it up to hallucination at first, thinking the drug was affecting her vision, but the colors varied from person to person. Shortly after, she’d realized that a person’s colors changed depending on their mood, too. 
 
    She’d spent hours on end with Scott as he tried to come up with a way to prove or quantify her ability. With the pyrokinetic subjects, he could measure their heat output. With the mind readers, he could measure the distance at which they could pick up a thought or how long they could continue to read someone. In her case, all he had was her word that she could see the auras. He was finally able to devise a test where she watched someone from behind as they read a message that made them either sad or happy. She was pretty good at predicting which message they’d received, but the emotion was far more muted than what she observed normally, probably because the subjects were in a lab and knew they were part of an experiment. 
 
    About two months into the testing, Leah realized—entirely by accident—that she could also pick up bits of information and even change moods. Scott had been her first victim, due to the fact that she had developed a huge crush on him. He was handsome, but more importantly, he was smart. She had a thing for smart guys, which was why she’d never been the slightest bit interested in anyone who lived in Caffrey Mills. Scott was also the first man she’d spent much time with who talked to her as though she was an equal and who wasn’t trying to get her into bed. 
 
    Of course, the latter part also had a downside. Leah dropped several hints indicating interest, but for a smart guy, Scott was a little slow on the uptake when it came to social cues. After one very blatant comment that any other human would have recognized as flirting, she noticed that his aura shifted slightly to a warmer shade. Intrigued, Leah followed that thread. He wasn’t entirely oblivious to her—she picked up that he thought she was pretty. And intelligent. A bit too young to be interested in him, though. Definitely off-limits since she was a test subject. And he had no time for romance. Probably seeing someone else anyway. 
 
    So Leah had focused on that warm flicker she’d noticed at the beginning when he was thinking she was pretty and smart, before he’d started ticking off the reasons it would never work. She wished the flicker was bigger. Brighter. 
 
    Twenty seconds later, he’d asked if she wanted to go dinner that night. Maybe catch a movie after. 
 
    She had chalked it up to coincidence, but admitted to him later that night, when a wave a guilt washed over her, that he might be there against his will. Scott had listened with interest, and then pointed out very logically that whatever she might or might not have done, the attraction had been there or she’d have had no flame to fan. Then he’d kissed her. 
 
    He’d also spent the next several weeks running her through a variety of tests to see exactly what bits of information she could extract and how far she could sway someone. Unfortunately for science, she had some major moral reservations on using either ability, but especially the last one. With any other test subject, Scott would have pushed harder, but his objectivity where she was concerned was now thoroughly shot. Of course, he felt guilty about not being objective, but he was in love for the first time in his life. He started seeing the project through her eyes as much as his own, and things he’d been willing to dismiss as collateral damage, as necessary for the good of science and of country, began to seem a bit less easy to excuse. 
 
    “Well, you’re healthy,” Scott says, jarring Leah away from her stroll down memory lane. “Are you sure about this? If Anna picks up another ghost while this drug is in your system, you won’t be able to manipulate it into leaving like you did the other night.” 
 
    That’s a wrinkle she hadn’t considered. “How long will it stay in my system?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Two weeks, give or take. That’s how often I’m using it, but I haven’t exactly been going around trying to pick up ghosts, either. You’ll have a better idea than I would when it starts to wear off.” 
 
    “Do it. We need to know. We’ll just have to hope she doesn’t pick anything up until it wears off.” 
 
    “You can stay at my apartment. It’s clean, assuming no ghosts have strayed into the place since I started on the serum. It should be okay for a few weeks. I can get a hotel, or sleep on the cot in my office.” 
 
    Scott swabs her arm and gives her the injection. His manner is clinical and businesslike until he puts on the bandage, and then his hand lingers on her bare skin. “I’m sorry, babe. For all of this. I’m doing my best to fix it, but—” 
 
    She silences him with a kiss. Is he partially to blame for all of this? Yes. Of course. Scott hadn’t batted an eye when the military approached him with the damned serum and asked him to see if he could improve on it. He’d been thrilled that someone was actually paying attention to his research and treating it with some degree of respect instead of the derision he’d gotten from most of the academic community any time they realized that he was actually looking for evidence of psychic ability. 
 
    But they’ve been through all of this a million times. She loves him, and she has missed him so damned much. 
 
    For a few moments, she gives in and loses herself in the kiss. But as much as she would like to pull him onto the cot he just mentioned, Ro and Anna are back at the hotel. “I need to go, Scott. Maybe we could pick this back up tomorrow night?” 
 
    Scott smiles. “Sure. I’ll—” He breaks off and looks toward the hallway at the sound of a door closing. “Damn. The cleaning crew must be early. Stay here while I check.” 
 
    Leah retrieves her purse from the counter as Scott heads for the door at the other end of the lab. But he only makes it a few steps before Graham Cregg opens the door. He’s about Scott’s age, maybe a little younger. Not her type, but good-looking enough in a preppy sort of way. 
 
    “Pfeifer,” Cregg says, leaning against the doorframe. “You’re working kind of late, aren’t you?” 
 
    Scott shrugs. “I always work late.” 
 
    Cregg tsks and then says, “If all the year were playing holidays, to sport would be as tedious as to work.” 
 
    Leah fights a laugh. She’s heard all about this guy’s pretentious habit of peppering conversations with quotes from Shakespeare. 
 
    Scott gives her a veiled warning look and then says, “I’m about to head out now, actually.” 
 
    “And who is this?” Cregg asks. 
 
    “A former Delphi subject. From when we were at Fort Bragg. One of the null group. I ran into her at a bar last week, and I was curious whether any trace of the serum continues to show up in the blood this long after.” 
 
    Cregg glances at the syringe in Scott’s hand. “Looks like you were giving her an injection, not taking her blood.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Scott says. “I...um...already ran the sample, and there are still traces. So, I’m checking to see if the blocking formula changes that.” 
 
    “And she’s signed all of the necessary waivers?” Cregg asks. 
 
    Scott says yes, of course—but he’s a lousy liar. Always has been. Leah would be able to tell when Scott was lying even if she couldn’t read his aura. Almost anyone would. 
 
    Leah is trying very hard not to look at Cregg, to act thoroughly disinterested in their shoptalk. But she can see his colors from the corner of her eye, and they are worrisome. The dark green is shot through with murky reddish-gray streaks. He doesn’t believe a single word of what Scott just told him. 
 
    So she reaches out, looking for something in Cregg’s mix of colors that she can manipulate. Some bright spot she can amplify to make him forget his suspicion. But there’s not much to work with. Graham Cregg’s aura is dark and malignant, shot through with blood-red swirls of fear and dull purple streaks of resentment and anger. 
 
    And then she spots it. One bright, vivid memory. A woman. His mother, maybe? Leah latches onto the fragment of light and tries to go deeper, but the image soon twists into something dark and malignant. Blood and bricks and crushed roses. And then it slips from her grasp completely. 
 
    Cregg stares at her, furious. He sensed what she’s doing, although she has no idea how he knows. Scott never mentioned that Cregg had used the Delphi serum on himself, but she’s thinking now that he must have. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Another man has joined Cregg in the doorway, but Leah’s eyes are still locked with Cregg’s. She hears a humming noise in her head, and then he yells, “Who are you? Why are you here?” 
 
    Scott moves toward her. “Leah? What’s wrong?” 
 
    But she can’t answer. Every bit of her energy is focused on keeping her lips sealed. On not answering Cregg’s questions. The humming increases and she wants to scream, but if she opens her mouth, she’s certain she’ll tell him exactly why she’s here, about Scott’s new line of research, about Anna. 
 
    Leah feels the weight of the purse on her shoulder, the weight of the pistol inside. Shooting both of the men in the doorway—killing both of them—might be the only way to protect Anna. Could she really do this? 
 
    Does she have a choice? 
 
    As she reaches into the bag and wraps her hand around the weapon, the humming stops abruptly. The change startles her, and she stumbles backward. Scott catches her, and then he slides his hand into her purse, too. 
 
    Leah hesitates for a moment, clutching the weapon. She’s almost certainly a better shot than he is. Scott is a civilian, a contractor. He never had any sort of weapons training. But the odds of them getting away with this are slim. And while Anna needs both of her parents, she’s spent her entire life with Leah. Scott is practically a stranger, and he won’t be able to help evict any ghosts she picks up. This logic feels awful, and more than a little self-serving, but she knows it’s true—if one of them has to end up in prison to protect Anna, it should be Scott. 
 
    So she releases her grip on the gun, and Scott pulls it from her bag. He takes two jerky, uncoordinated steps toward the men in the doorway, and then he turns back toward Leah. 
 
    The very last thing Leah sees is the look of utter horror on Scott’s face as he pulls the trigger.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    November 11, 2004 
 
    Rowena takes the last of the cash Leah left behind and gives it to the man. Her hands are shaking. “It’s all I have, okay? My sister was supposed to come back for us. I don’t know what happened to her.” 
 
    That’s a lie. She now knows exactly what happened to Leah. But she really wishes that she didn’t. 
 
    She had fallen asleep in the chair Tuesday night, waiting for Leah. Anna was up with the dawn, crying for her mommy. Ro had tried using the phone in the hotel room to call Leah’s cell, but the Colorado number was long-distance, so she’d had to get the front desk to place the call. No answer. Uncertain what to do as checkout time approached, she’d decided to kick the can down the road and tell the front desk they’d be staying another night. If Leah hadn’t planned on another night of hotel expense, then she should have come back like she promised. 
 
    They spent the day watching TV, eating the leftover pizza from the night before, and the last of the snacks that Leah had packed for the car trip. The batteries in Anna’s portable video player died midafternoon. Leah had the adapter, and Anna didn’t understand why the discs wouldn’t play. She kept saying mo’ battawies, Weena, but the little store downstairs didn’t carry them. There was a Target about a mile away, but that would be a long hike even if she had Anna’s stroller—which was, of course, in Leah’s car. The thing that finally drew Anna out of her funk was Rowena’s sketchpad and pencils. They both drew for a while, and then she let Anna tell her what to draw—silly things, like a cat on a rocket ship or the number seven wearing a pink tutu. 
 
    That distracted both of them for a bit, but Anna eventually grew cranky again. Rowena couldn’t blame her—she felt the same way. At first, she’d just been angry at Leah, thinking her sister must have opted to stay with Scott for the night. But as the day wore on, her anger gave way to fear. Food supplies were exhausted by dinnertime, so she’d ordered room service, and then asked the front desk to try the call to Leah’s cell phone again. 
 
    This time, someone answered. Only it wasn’t Leah. It was an older woman, and Rowena could hear other people in the background. An office of some sort, maybe. 
 
    “Who is this?” she’d asked. 
 
    “Metro PD. Who is this?” 
 
    She’d hung up even before she realized that PD meant police department, and then her fear blossomed into full-blown terror. Once Anna finally fell asleep, Rowena turned on the TV and waited for the local news, even though she knew DC was a huge city with hundreds of crimes and accidents each day. The odds that a half-hour news show would tell her what had happened to Leah were slim to none. 
 
    But her questions were answered in the first local segment. A domestic quarrel turns fatal when the ex-wife visits his workplace. There was security footage, grainy and unclear, of a man rocking back and forth, clutching an all-too-familiar body to his chest. And then she discovered why the story had merited coverage—a short clip of a middle-aged man with the words Rep. Ronald T. Cregg, Witness printed over the video. 
 
    “I don’t know what led to the shooting,” he’d told the reporter. “I’d just had dinner with my son, and he said he needed to stop at the office to grab some papers he’d forgotten. We heard shots and found Pfeifer in the lab with the body and the gun.” 
 
    She’d barely slept after that, trying to come up with some sort of plan. There was thirty-seven dollars in Leah’s wallet. A credit card that Leah had said was close to maxed out. Her sister’s passport and social security card. The family resemblance was strong enough that Rowena was fairly certain she could pass for Leah, so maybe she could get a job waiting tables or something. She’d need to get out of the DC area, though, otherwise someone might clue in to the fact that the new waitress they’d hired had recently been murdered. 
 
    But who would watch Anna while she worked? Where would they stay? She had the vague sense that there were social services she could appeal to, but would they let her keep Anna? She was only seventeen. The idea of taking Anna back to Caffrey Mills, back to the place that Leah and Ro had both spent most of their lives wanting to escape, was unthinkable, and yet it was where her thoughts kept returning, because there were so few alternatives. 
 
    Ro dozed off briefly around dawn, only to be awakened by Anna talking in her sleep. It didn’t sound like the same little girl who had splashed in the tub and sang along with Big Bird the day before. Leah had warned her that this might happen, that Anna might have a nightmare due to some sort of weird ability she’d inherited from Scott, and because both he and Leah had been injected with this serum-stuff while they were part of a government program. Ro hadn’t entirely believed it, but then, her knowledge of anything outside Caffrey Mills was pretty limited. And she’d almost forgotten about Leah’s warning because Anna slept straight through that first night. 
 
    Now, however, the kid was clearly in the middle of one hellacious nightmare. While Ro was trying to remember whether you’re supposed to wake someone from a bad dream, Anna sat up abruptly, with her eyes wide open and her two fists clenched tightly in front of her. Then she screamed, an odd guttural sound, yanking her hands in a clockwise motion, like she was gripping a wheel, and cursing more fluently than any adult Rowena had ever encountered. 
 
    Another scream, and then it was just Anna, a not-quite-three-year-old, crying for her mommy and saying something about a weck. And all Ro could do was sit there on the double bed and rock her back and forth, thinking that everything was indeed a weck. 
 
    The front desk had called bright and early to tell her that the credit card had been declined when they’d run her bill. Would she like to pay her current charges in cash or with another card? And now the hotel manager is in the doorway yelling at her, even though she’s given him every single penny they have. Anna stands on the bed next to her, clutching her arm. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she repeats, as tears begin streaming down her face. “It’s all I have, and I don’t know what to do!” 
 
    The manager sighs. “Is there someone you could call? Someone who could cover your bill? Otherwise, I’ll have to call the police.” 
 
    For a long moment, Ro just stands there, unable to do anything. But then Anna pats her arm and breaks through her stupor. “It’s okay, Aunt Weena. Don’t cwy.” 
 
    Rowena walks back over to the telephone on the nightstand, feeling the manager watching her uneven gait. His pity doesn’t extend to mercy, however, because as she picks up the receiver, he says, “If it’s long-distance, you need to make that a collect call.” 
 
    She grits her teeth and dials home, collect. Home, the place she’d never planned to go back to. A poem she’d once read runs through her mind, something about home being the place where they had to take you in when you had no place else to go. But was that true? Tommy Johnson had disowned one daughter, and she didn’t doubt for a moment that he’d do it again. And her mother would just let it happen again. 
 
    The phone rings only once before she hangs up. Her father will home this time of day, and he’ll be the one who answers. If she hears his voice right now she’s pretty sure they’ll have to cart her away from here in a straightjacket. 
 
    “Wrong number,” she tells the manager, who is watching impatiently. And then she dials again, calling Josh, not knowing if he’ll even answer after what Leah did to him in the parking lot. 
 
    Josh accepts the charges. “Where are you, Ro? Your parents are worried.” 
 
    “Can you come get me? Please?” 
 
    She gives him the address, and he says he’ll be there as soon as he can get away from work. 
 
    But it’s not Josh’s truck that pulls up two hours later. It’s Rick McCaffrey’s dark blue Mercedes. He seems surprised to see Anna waiting with her in the lobby, but he doesn’t say anything, just tells the doorman to put their bags in the trunk. 
 
    Ro has never wanted to run more in her life, but that strategy wasn’t viable even before she inherited responsibility for a toddler. So she and Anna follow the doorman out to the car while McCaffrey pays the hundred and eighty-three dollars she owes the hotel. 
 
    Anna’s car seat is still in Leah’s SUV, so Ro has to strap her in without it. “You get to ride like a big girl today. Just this once.” 
 
    “We goin’ to see Mommy?” Anna asks. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Ro says, wincing at the lie. Anna will have to be told at some point, but she can’t face it now. She presses her lips to the girl’s forehead and starts to go around to climb in next to her, but McCaffrey insists on her sitting up front. 
 
    “So we can talk,” he says, with that slippery smile that she hates with every fiber of her being. 
 
    She moves to the front and waits while McCaffrey stands outside for a couple of minutes, making calls. One of them is either to her father or to Josh, because she makes out the words, yeah, I got her. 
 
    When he finally gets into the car, she asks, “Why didn’t Josh come?” 
 
    “He was working. And I think he’s a little pissed at you right now. Don’t worry. He’ll cool off. Are we taking the little one to her mama, or—” 
 
    “No,” Rowena says in a hushed voice, glancing back at Anna. “Leah’s dead.” 
 
    McCaffrey gulps, clearly taken aback by the news. He cranks the engine and drives along without talking for a few minutes, before asking, “You’re sure?” 
 
    “It was on the news. But we can talk about that later,” she says firmly, looking in the rearview mirror. “Little pitchers, big ears.” 
 
    Rowena is beginning to think they might make it all the way back to Caffrey Mills without him saying anything, but no such luck. He keeps glancing back at Anna, and when he’s certain she’s asleep, he says, “Your daddy was worried.” 
 
    It’s all Rowena can do not to roll her eyes. Her mother was worried. She’s pretty sure that’s true. Papa, though? He was just angry. Angry that another female had ignored his commands. And how very like Rick McCaffrey to only mention the man in the equation. 
 
    “I know he can have a bit of a temper,” he says. “So we’re going to head to my place for the time being. I already let Alice know we’ll have the girl with us, and she’ll be happy to have a little one running around the place. She loves kids. But you’ll be back home in a couple days. I’ll intercede with your daddy. He’ll probably end up mad at me, too, but Tommy likes me too much to stay mad.” 
 
    He likes your money, Ro thinks. And I’m not at all sure your wife will be happy to see the offspring of the girl who accused you of sexually assaulting her. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything, though. It’s not necessary with McCaffrey, or for that matter with most of the men in their small community. If women have opinions, and there are definitely a few who do, they learn quickly to keep them to themselves. 
 
    “I told Alice to call Josh and have him stop by the farm tonight for dinner. Yeah, he’s a little hurt and angry right now, but he’ll come around. I’ll see to it,” McCaffrey continues. “Because if your sister really is...gone...then that pretty little girl back there is going to need a daddy. And once you and Josh are married, you’ll be part of the family.” 
 
    With those last words, McCaffrey reaches over and pats her leg. Rowena doesn’t move his hand away, even though it’s resting too high on her thigh to feel the slightest bit paternal. Even though McCaffrey can’t seem to stop his thumb from rubbing back and forth against the fabric of her dress. The words pretty little girl and part of the family ring in Rowena’s ears as she stares out the window, numb, letting herself become hypnotized by the metal beams of the bridge flashing rhythmically before her eyes as the car carries her back across Chesapeake Bay to Caffrey Mills. 
 
    She thinks back to the night before, when Anna yanked that imaginary steering wheel to the side in her nightmare. A weck. Maybe their lives would be better if Ro had the nerve to grab that wheel and send the Mercedes flying off the bridge into the water below. 
 
    But she doesn’t have the nerve. She doesn’t even have the nerve to take McCaffrey’s hand off her leg. He leaves it there, rubbing his beefy thumb back and forth as she remains stock still, like a statue. Lifeless. Breakable. 
 
    He doesn’t move his hand back to the steering wheel until they turn into the long driveway that leads to McCaffrey’s Farm. The “farm” doesn’t grow anything other than grass and flowers these days, but it used to be enormous, one of the largest plantations in the state of Maryland. The place once covered more than forty thousand acres, but they’re down to a few hundred acres now, along with the plantation house that’s perched on a hill near the center. One of the girls at the school Rowena attends in Centreville did a report on the place back in eighth grade and claimed that slaves were routinely killed here. Ro suspects that’s true of most plantations, but the place still gives her the chills. 
 
    To Rowena’s surprise, Alice McCaffrey actually does seem happy to see Anna, although her pleasure clearly doesn’t extend to Ro, who gets a sharp reminder that her parents have been worried half to death. Anna is still rubbing her eyes sleepily from her nap in the car, and Sister McCaffrey picks her up and takes her back to the kitchen for cookies and milk, leaving Ro standing awkwardly in the downstairs hallway. Once her husband pulls her aside and explains about Leah, she softens a bit, telling Rowena that dinner will be at six and asking if she’d like a little something to tide her over. 
 
    Ro declines politely. She doesn’t want cookies and milk. What she wants is to curl up in a corner and die. Pound her fists into the wall. Scream. 
 
    No. What she really wants to do is grab her bag, which now has Leah’s passport tucked into the front pocket, and hit the road. Stick out her thumb, as she had threatened to do in her message to Leah. Hitchhike to a new town. Find a job. Make a life. 
 
    She could come back and get Anna later, once she was settled. 
 
    What she really wants to do is exactly what her sister did years ago. She wants to run. 
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    Ro takes another small bite of the chicken, hoping to choke down enough to avoid being rude. The food is good, but she has no appetite. Josh has barely looked at her since he arrived. He’s not saying much to his uncle, either, answering questions with just a word or two. Instead, he makes small talk with his aunt about work and family and some book Rowena hasn’t read. 
 
    Josh is angry at her. Rowena understands that, and she understands why. But she somehow doubts that he realizes that she is angry at him, too. She can still feel his grip on her shoulders yesterday as he yanked her back. It hadn’t really hurt, but he’d embarrassed her. More to the point, he had betrayed her trust. That will be harder to forgive. 
 
    Anna is on her best behavior, sitting on a stool that Sister McCaffrey pulled up to the table. But she keeps glancing over at Rowena, and each time, Ro gets a sinking feeling in her gut. She’ll have to tell Anna something soon. 
 
    Ro wishes her own mother were here. Grief needs to be shared. Also, Betty Johnson raised two daughters, so she might have some advice on how to break this kind of news to a toddler. Rowena doesn’t trust her mother’s judgment on anything pertaining to her father and his rules, but there’s no doubt in her mind that her mother loved Leah. That her mother loves her. 
 
    She waits for a lull in the conversation and then asks if anyone has heard from her parents. What she really wants to ask is whether anyone has told them about Leah, but she’s worried that if she takes the conversation in that direction, someone will slip up and say something Anna might pick up. 
 
    Rick and Alice McCaffrey exchange a cryptic look, and then Rick says, “I drove over to speak to your parents about an hour ago. Tommy said that they would be...mourning in private tonight. They’ll come pick you up tomorrow. Maybe the next day.” 
 
    Rowena can translate this without any difficulty. The good Reverend is punishing both Ro and her mother. Surely it couldn’t be his fault that both his daughters ran away. The blame must lie with the weaker vessels. 
 
    Sister McCaffrey says, “You and this little cutie pie”—she gives Anna a playful little tap on the nose—“can stay here with us in the interim.” 
 
    She sounds positively chirpy tonight, and Rowena wonders—not for the first time—whether the woman knows about her husband’s wandering eye. Wandering hands. Probably other parts of his body, too. Ro suspects that deep down she probably does know. But she doesn’t want to know, so she pushes the uncomfortable reality away. 
 
    Just like Josh, who has been shooting angry looks at his uncle during the entire meal. He doesn’t say anything, however, and Rowena is torn as to whether that’s good or bad. On the one hand, she’d like to see some hint that this is the same Josh McCaffrey she once loved. But she also knows that under her new circumstances, absolutely no good can come from a confrontation between Josh and his uncle. 
 
    The room feels uncomfortably warm all of a sudden. “May I be excused?” Ro says. “I need some fresh air.” She doesn’t wait for permission, partly because she feels like she’ll barf up the tiny amount she ate if she sits there any longer and partly because she’s royally sick of asking permission. 
 
    Ro heads for a small cluster of trees near the stream that runs behind the house. She drops onto the grass, trying to keep from crying because she doubts her privacy will last long. And sure enough, she’s only been there a few minutes when she hears footsteps coming toward her. Male footsteps, but she doesn’t bother to look and see who it is. She’s not sure it really matters anymore. Josh and his uncle seem to be a package deal. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your sister.” Josh sits down a few feet away from her, wisely realizing that she needs space. “But I’m not sorry you’re back. And...I’m okay with us taking in your niece. Granny’s house has four bedrooms, so there’s plenty of space.” 
 
    “Josh, I’m seventeen. You just turned twenty. Neither of us should be thinking about getting married.” 
 
    “We’re older than my parents were.” 
 
    “Okay, forget that. What about school?” 
 
    “Well...I’ll keep going, obviously. Uncle Rick has told the manager to arrange my work schedule around my classes.” 
 
    Ro doesn’t even bother to tell him that she’d meant her school. She still had another year to finish, and someone would have to watch Anna. Maybe she could get her mom to do it. Or she could take the GED. Or just quit. It’s not like she’ll ever need an education. Not now. Even if Anna wasn’t in the picture, Josh wouldn’t want his wife to work. 
 
    “Would you rather go back and live with your mom and dad?” Josh asks. “Rather have them raise Anna?” 
 
    She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t have to. They both know that Ro would have a better life with Josh. So would Anna. 
 
    “I’ll keep him away from you, Rowena. He wouldn’t...I mean, not after we were married.” 
 
    “Really, Josh?” she asks bitterly. “He knew how you felt about me when he pushed me up against that wall in the church nursery last month. It didn’t stop him then. He’s your boss, and he knows that you know that all of this—the house, the land, the business—all of it will be yours one day as long as you don’t make waves. You really think he’s going to back off just because you slip a ring on my finger?” 
 
    There’s a long silence, and Ro holds her breath, willing him to say the words that will fix this. Willing him to say that they’ll leave Caffrey Mills together. She’s certain that he’d have said precisely that a year ago. Ro had been in love with that Josh. Maybe she could be in love with him again. 
 
    “He’ll back off. What happened...I’m not saying I don’t believe you, because I do. But I’m sure it was a mistake. Uncle Rick just misread some signal from you. Thought you were interested, maybe because of what happened with your sister. I don’t like the fact that he cheats on Aunt Alice, but...it’s who he is. And once we’re married...” 
 
    Josh continues talking but Ro isn’t listening anymore. These words no longer matter. There’s more meaning in the sound of the water trickling past in the stream, in the crickets chirping, the wind running through the trees. She focuses on those sounds, so that Josh is the only one listening to his words. It seems fitting, since the person he’s really talking to, the person he’s trying to reassure, is himself. 
 
    “...Ro? Are you listening?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I said I could go and talk to your dad tomorrow. Pick up the rings. It might not be the wedding you’d hoped for, but...” 
 
    Rowena looks into his eyes for a long time. She now knows that he’s not the old Josh, but he’s not unkind. And while he may not have much of a backbone when it comes to his uncle, he’d be good to her. Good to Anna. 
 
    “I’ve had about an hour of sleep, Josh. I don’t want my decision on this...my memories of this...to be clouded by grief over Leah. Could you give me some time? Just a few days—” 
 
    “It’s okay. Really. Take all the time you need.” He leans forward to kiss her, a tiny chaste peck on the side of her mouth. 
 
    He’s kissed her before. Real kisses, kisses she actually enjoyed. But that was the other Josh, before Rick McCaffrey got him firmly under his thumb. And now Ro is under his thumb, too. 
 
    This kiss just makes her want to run again. 
 
    But the simple fact is that marrying Josh is the least awful option she has. And when a child’s fate is wrapped up with your own, sometimes you have to be content with that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Caffrey Mills, Maryland 
 
    November 13, 2004 
 
    Her mother’s eyes are still red from crying, but she smiles as she examines the leaf that Anna is holding. “It’s very pretty. Where did you find it?” 
 
    “On a walk with Aunt Weena. It’s a maple leaf but we’re pwetending it’s a butterfly, ’cause the pointy parts looks like wings.” She runs back to where Rowena is sitting. “Make it fly again.” 
 
    Rowena waves the leaf up and down a few times, then throws it like a paper airplane. There’s a very faint wind, just enough to sail the leaf a few feet through the air. Enough to make Anna laugh as she chases after the yellow leaf-butterfly. 
 
    A few minutes before her parents got there, she came out to the garden with Anna and asked Sister McCaffrey to send her mom down once they arrived. She still hasn’t spoken to her father. But she can’t help glancing toward the porch where the men are sitting—McCaffrey in the middle rocker, holding court, with her father on the left and Josh on the right. Like bookends. Like the Angel Gabriel and Jesus, at the left and right hands of the god of Caffrey Mills. 
 
    Josh hinted several times this morning, clearly hoping for an answer so that he could officially ask her father for permission to marry. She evaded the question, but not because she can see a way out any more than she could night before last when he first asked. It’s more the principle—she may not have a real choice in terms of her answer, but she will control the timing to the extent she can. It’s petty as hell, and she knows it, but she clings to that tiny sliver of autonomy. 
 
    “We should probably join them on the porch,” her mother says. “I think Josh may have something he wants to ask your papa.” 
 
    Rowena hadn’t considered that possibility. She doesn’t think Josh would ask her father before he got an official answer from her, but he knows her options are limited. And to be fair, McCaffrey and her father are probably planning things out even if Josh hasn’t jumped the gun. 
 
    “No point,” Ro says. “They’ll make all the decisions anyway. How many cows do you think the Reverend will get for me? Or will he have to pay the McCaffreys to unload me?” 
 
    “Cows? What on earth are you talking about?” 
 
    “Nothing. It was a joke.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t get it.” 
 
    Obviously, Ro thinks, and they just sit there, watching Anna play. 
 
    “So...you haven’t told her yet?” 
 
    “No. But she’s getting more insistent, especially at bedtime. She has nightmares anyway, and...” Rowena trails off, thinking of the past two nights. Sister McCaffrey had asked the maid to make up two rooms, but Ro had insisted on keeping Anna in the room with her, mostly because she was worried about calming her down if Anna was awakened by one of those odd dreams. That had been a good instinct, because she’d had a nightmare both nights. Ro thinks the second one may have been just a normal bad dream, though, which isn’t too surprising under the circumstances. Anna’s young, but she’s also bright. She knows something is wrong. 
 
    But Ro had also wanted Anna in the bedroom for her own personal security. While she didn’t really think McCaffrey would try anything with his wife under the same roof, she also wouldn’t have thought he’d try anything at the church. 
 
    “I need to tell her soon. Josh brought me some books from the library and printed out some information about talking to toddlers about death. They say to take it slow, and don’t push it. That little kids grieve in fits and starts. I thought it might be easier to wait until...until we know where we’ll be staying.” 
 
    Her mother glances uneasily at the porch. “I’m working on him, but he says you’re not to come back. That you made your choice when you ran off with Leah. He said we could bring the baby home with us, but...” 
 
    Rowena is a little surprised, although as she thinks about it, she’s not entirely sure why. That’s exactly the kind of thing her father would say. 
 
    “Anna stays with me.” 
 
    “Do you need me to break the news to her? About Leah, I mean.” 
 
    Rowena shakes her head. “She’s used to me. And it’s my responsibility. I’ll be the one taking care of her from now on.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that, Rowena? I’m not too old to raise her. There’s women older than me having babies of their own. And whatever faults your papa may have, he wouldn’t hold Leah’s sins against an innocent child.” 
 
    It takes considerable effort not to ask exactly what those sins might be, but Rowena doesn’t want to go down that path. She knows beyond any doubt that the last thing Leah would want for Anna is to be raised in that house. 
 
    So she just says, “I’m sure, Mama. I’ll raise her.” 
 
    “With Josh?” 
 
    “Yes. I haven’t given him an official answer yet, but what choice do I have?” 
 
    “Most girls your age would be happy to be stuck with that choice. I think you would have been, too, a year ago.” 
 
    “Things change, Ma.” 
 
    “That they do. And they can change back. Just remember that. God has a plan.” 
 
    Rowena’s spine stiffens. If Leah’s death was part of God’s plan, she’s got a few harsh words for Him. 
 
    “I know,” her mother continues. “It’s hard to hear that now. But it’s true. And as for Anna...when you do tell her, just say her mama is in heaven with the angels now. At her age, any more detail than that will only be confusing.” 
 
    Rowena nods, even though she knows her mother’s last bit of advice is spectacularly off-point. Leah’s religious faith had already fizzled even before she left home. Ro seriously doubts heaven and angels are concepts that Anna has been taught in any detail. 
 
    So she changes the subject a bit. “Sister McCaffrey was talking about contacting the authorities, doing things legally, but...I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Anna’s father is obviously unbalanced, and—” She stops and calls out to Anna, who is trying to climb onto the low stone wall surrounding the garden. “Don’t climb on that, sweetie. You could fall.” 
 
    “And you’re thinking it might be better if he didn’t know where Anna is,” her mother says. “Just in case he doesn’t end up in prison?” 
 
    “Yes.” Truthfully, that’s only one of Ro’s reasons, and a minor one at that. The bigger issue is that she thinks Anna needs to be protected from whatever mess her mother and father were involved in. Leah didn’t seem scared of Scott, but she was definitely worried about the people he worked for. Ro thinks it might be a good idea if those people never find Anna. 
 
    “I’ll talk to your papa and also to Sister Alice, if need be. I don’t think there’s any need to get the state involved. Anna’s young enough that she may not remember her mama at all in a few years. We could always just say you gave birth at home, and you can apply for the official paperwork when she starts school or whatev—” 
 
    Anna’s scream splits the air. She’s standing next to the stone wall, looking down at her hands. Rowena rushes over, worried that the girl has cut herself on the rocks. But there’s no blood, no sign of any injury at all. Anna’s eyes, however, are wide with fear, and she falls to her knees, head down, repeating something that sounds like pardon over and over. 
 
    Rowena’s stomach drops. The voice is...wrong. And aside from the apology, most of the words are barely intelligible. 
 
    Josh is running toward them now, across the wide lawn, with the Reverend Johnson and McCaffrey trailing behind. Sister McCaffrey opens the door and steps out onto the porch, peering in the direction of the noise. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ro says, kneeling down next to Anna. “Did you hurt yourself?” 
 
    That starts a fresh volley of screams. Rowena scoops Anna into her arms, but the girl struggles against her. 
 
    “What’s the matter with her?” McCaffrey asks. 
 
    “She has...a condition,” Ro says. “Leah mentioned it. The stress probably brought it on.” 
 
    “Half of what she’s saying don’t even sound like English,” Reverend Johnson says. “Where was your sister raising her?” 
 
    “In Colorado,” Rowena says between clenched teeth. “Pretty sure they speak English there.” 
 
    Her father is right, though. Much of what is coming from Anna’s mouth is gibberish, and the words she can decipher don’t really make much sense. She needs to get Anna out of here before they start asking questions about this condition of hers, because Rowena has no idea what to tell them. 
 
    “Let’s get her into the house,” Josh says, and reaches out to take Anna from Ro’s arms. But Anna, who was trying to get out of Ro’s grasp just seconds before, seems to have had a change of heart. She wraps her tiny arms around Rowena’s neck so hard that Ro can barely breathe. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ro says. “I can carry her.” 
 
    Which is true, but it’s slow going. She wishes the others would just go on ahead, but no, they match her snail’s pace as they cross the lawn. Anna is now crying wordlessly, her tiny face pressed against Rowena’s bonnet. And while she doesn’t know who it was screaming a few minutes ago, Ro is pretty sure that she’s holding only Anna now. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m here, sweetie. I’ve got you.” Finally, she reaches the porch and collapses into one of the chairs. She rocks vigorously, not knowing whether it will calm Anna or just agitate her more, and begins humming “Rock of Ages.” It’s the first song that popped into her head when she saw the rockers, and for some reason she can’t fathom, this strikes her as funny. Ro fights back the laughter, knowing that it will come out as hysterical, and she’ll feel their eyes boring into her. Judging her. She wishes they’d all just go away and leave her with Anna. If she could freeze time, she would never leave this porch. Never have to tell Anna that her parents are dead. Never have to deal with this future she does not want. Never even open her eyes. 
 
    She’s pulled out of this fantasy by a tap on the shoulder. “I think she’s asleep now,” Sister McCaffrey says. “Why don’t you let Josh carry her upstairs?” 
 
    Rowena transfers Anna’s limp form into Josh’s arms. He carries the girl upstairs, holding her awkwardly away from his body, almost like she’s a sack of chicken feed. Ro follows, in case Anna wakes up. Whatever trauma she just experienced seems to have wiped her out, however. Ro tucks the crocheted blanket around Anna’s shoulders and turns to leave, but Josh pulls her back. 
 
    “What was that?” he asks. “That’s not...normal. It didn’t even sound like her. It was almost like she was speaking in tongues, except every now and then you’d pick up a word or two.” 
 
    Ro considers this. Their denomination didn’t embrace the practice of speaking in tongues, but they stopped short of calling those who did become verbal fountains of the spirit frauds or liars. She knew her father wouldn’t hesitate to use Anna for his own purposes, and that wasn’t something she could let happen. 
 
    “She’s not speaking in tongues, Josh. For heaven’s sake, she’s not even three yet. It’s a...psychological issue. Leah said it’s something to do with the nightmares Anna has, but we didn’t have much time to discuss the details.” 
 
    At the mention of Leah’s name, Josh’s face clouds over, and she knows he’s thinking about the other odd thing, the one that happened to him. It looks like he’s going to shake it off again, but then he says, “What exactly did she do to me?” 
 
    “Anna?” Ro asks, even though she knows damn well who he means. 
 
    His eyes narrow. “Don’t play stupid.” 
 
    “You’re going to wake her up,” Ro whispers as Anna tosses on the bed. “Come on. We’ll talk downstairs.” 
 
    But he doesn’t wait until they’re downstairs. He stops her in the hallway, grabbing her shoulders again the way he did at Hardee’s. She yanks away, and he at least has the grace to look embarrassed. 
 
    “Sorry. I meant your sister. What did she do to me? I was determined not to let you get into that car with her and then...then...” Josh shakes his head. “It wasn’t like I changed my mind. I wasn’t afraid she’d shoot you. I was just compelled to sit there and count. Two people came outside and asked what I was doing, but I didn’t answer them because I was counting. And I kept right on counting until I reached three thousand. How weird is that? Then I had to climb into the dumpster to find my keys and my phone and...” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Josh. I didn’t know she had a gun. But you didn’t give us much choice. You were acting like an ass.” 
 
    “You’re still dodging the question—” 
 
    “Because I don’t have an answer, okay?” That wasn’t entirely true. She just didn’t have an answer Josh would understand. But she can tell from the way that he’s looking at her that he doesn’t believe her. 
 
    “If you end up saying you’ll marry me, I’m going to be that girl’s father, for all intents and purposes. We’ll be making decisions about her together, right?” 
 
    Ro nods. He’s actually being quite generous with that statement. As long as they remain in this community, he’ll be making the decisions alone, or at least that’s the face they’ll have to put on things in order for him to be respected by the men in the congregation. Can’t have the little woman calling the shots, now can we? 
 
    “I’ve known you your entire life, Rowena. I’ve been in love with you for at least half of it. I can tell when you’re lying. You know more than you’re letting on. Why won’t you trust me?” 
 
    Because you haven’t said a damn word to your uncle, she thinks. But she’s not sure that’s fair, so she doesn’t say it aloud. Josh keeping his job and, in general, staying on Rick McCaffrey’s good side is the very foundation of their plans for the future. And he’s the closest thing she has to an ally right now. 
 
    So she gives him the basic overview of the military program that Leah told her in the car, including the psychic abilities that Leah developed as a result. She doesn’t go into all of the aura stuff that Leah mentioned, but simply says that her sister has—had—a gift for persuasion that was enhanced. He looks less skeptical than Rowena would have predicted as she tells him about Leah, maybe because he felt the effects of her ability firsthand. Or maybe just because he’s been raised to believe in things he can’t see or explain rationally. 
 
    “And Anna—well, I guess the easiest way to put it is that she picks up ghosts, or at least that’s what Leah told me. That’s why they were living in the middle of nowhere, so that they could limit Anna’s exposure. The spirits go away eventually, but sometimes she has dreams about them afterward. This thing just now, though—it wasn’t a dream, so...” 
 
    “So, you think she’s possessed?” 
 
    “Possessed? No—” 
 
    “If she picked up a spirit, and it’s inside her,” Josh says, “then yeah. That sounds like possession.” 
 
    Rowena stops and thinks about it for a moment. It’s not the word she would have used, or that Leah used. But it puts it into a context that’s a bit more familiar to Josh, who has always bought into the supernatural side of their faith a bit more fully than Rowena, and who has been known to sneak into town on occasion to watch horror movies with some of his classmates. 
 
    “She doesn’t pick up demons. Just ghosts. People who can’t move on to heaven. Leah was able to...persuade them to leave. Help them find peace. But I don’t have any idea how we’re supposed to do that without her.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to your father. Maybe he’ll have some ideas.” 
 
    “No! Josh McCaffrey, this is between us. You asked me to trust you and I did. Don’t you pull my father into this.” 
 
    “Fine,” he says. “But you don’t think he’s going to have questions about what happened out there? All of them will have questions. I’ll be honest, Ro—that sounded more demon than human to me.” 
 
    “I could make out a few words, though. She was apologizing, groveling, almost. It only became impossible to understand once she was hysterical.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says, giving the partially closed bedroom door a nervous glance. 
 
    Someone is coming up the stairs—Rowena’s mother. “I just wanted to check on Anna. Is she okay?” 
 
    Josh leaves the two of them. Her mother peeks inside, where Anna is curled up on her side, clutching the orange Sesame Street doll, which she calls Doughy, for some reason. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Betty asks. 
 
    Rowena debates telling her the truth. She’s kept secrets before. But she’s not sure her mother would believe her, and Josh’s reaction wasn’t exactly encouraging. 
 
    “I don’t know. Leah didn’t give me a lot of information. Something psychological.” 
 
    Which isn’t really a lie, Rowena thinks, since the problem is definitely in her head. 
 
    Her mother’s eyes widen. “Then you need to keep that to yourself. I’ll tell your papa it’s epilepsy, like his sister had. Maybe he’ll just ignore it if he thinks...” She doesn’t finish the sentence, but Rowena can fill in the rest. If he thinks it came from his side of the family. “Was she seeing a doctor?” 
 
    Rowena shrugs. “Leah and I didn’t have a lot of time to talk about it.” 
 
    Anna begins crying again, and Rowena’s mom says, “I need to get back downstairs, anyway. He’s ready to go, but I told him I had to use the ladies’ room.” 
 
    Rowena crawls into bed next to Anna. “It’s okay,” she says, smoothing the hair away from the girl’s brow. 
 
    “He’s sad,” Anna says. 
 
    “Josh?” 
 
    But Anna is shaking her head. “The boy. They selled his mommy and then he got sick.” 
 
    “What boy?” 
 
    Anna taps the side of her head. “Like the man wif the bottle. And the lady in the twees. Mommy called them ghostses. They were sad, too. She made them feel better so they go away, but I still dweam about the bottle man. He had a car weck. He died.” 
 
    The word takes Rowena by surprise. She didn’t think Anna would have any concept of death at her age. She won’t be three for another month. But then, most kids her age don’t have personal experience with ghosts. 
 
    “Mommy died, too, didn’t she?” 
 
    Rowena inhales sharply, both grateful that Anna knows and dreading the questions that she knows will follow. “Yes. I was trying to find a way to tell you.” 
 
    “I heard him say it on the phone.” 
 
    Rowena guesses that she means McCaffrey, but she doesn’t press the point. 
 
    “I miss her, Aunt Weena.” 
 
    “I miss her, too. She loved you very, very much. You know that, right?” 
 
    Anna nods. “Did my daddy die, too?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ro says. It’s true—she doesn’t know for certain. But it feels like a lie, so she adds, “We don’t know where your daddy is or how to find him. I never even met him.” 
 
    Anna digests this for a minute, and then asks, “Can you make the boy not be sad no more, like Mommy?” 
 
    “Not like your mommy could. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Anna sits up in the bed. “Can we make pictures now? Dwaw Elmo again but make him gween with pink polka dots.” 
 
    She sees now what the article meant about children grieving in fits and starts. Apparently Anna needs to change the subject now. So Rowena musters up a smile and unzips the bag with her drawing materials. “That I can do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Caffrey Mills, Maryland 
 
    November 16, 2004 
 
    Rowena is on the porch swing with Anna and her fuzzy orange monster when she spots a dark gray sedan coming down the driveway. She was expecting Josh’s truck. She’s about to go in and tell Sister McCaffrey that she has company, when she realizes it actually is Josh. 
 
    “What happened to your truck?” she asks. 
 
    “Back at Granny’s house—” He stops and grins at her. “Excuse me, our house.” 
 
    It sounds weird to Rowena’s ears, even though she gave in and told Josh yes on Sunday. Holding out any longer had seemed silly, when it was really a done deal at this point. Sister McCaffrey sent her maid into town yesterday to clean the house that Josh’s grandmother lived in until she died last spring. As Josh had told Rowena last week, it’s been sitting there, waiting for them. From the perspective of everyone in Caffrey Mills, her fate was a foregone conclusion even before Anna came into the picture. 
 
    “I decided we might need a vehicle that’s a little more family-friendly,” Josh says. “Even picked up a booster seat for Anna. Figured we’ll need a car for you to drive, anyway.” 
 
    Ro glances over her shoulder toward the living room window, which is open. Sister McCaffrey is probably still there, with her crocheting in her lap. Listening and judging. She doesn’t drive. Anna’s mother doesn’t drive, either. A few of the younger women in Sacred Light do, however, and she’s glad to see that Josh is willing to push back on at least a few of the archaic customs. 
 
    Ro asks Anna if she’s ready to go for a ride, and Anna scrambles eagerly down from the porch. 
 
    “Can we get fwies?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rowena says. 
 
    Anna smiles as Ro buckles her in. “Maybe yes!” And then her smile fades so quickly that Rowena is worried that she’s going to cry. 
 
    This has happened a lot over the past few days. Anna’s mood turns on a dime. And while part of it is almost certainly grief, Rowena can tell that some of these moods aren’t Anna’s. Sad Boy, as Anna calls him, hasn’t spoken aloud since that first day, but sometimes Anna’s eyes shoot around the room like she’s taking everything in. Yesterday when Ro walked into the room, Anna was cowering in the corner, her eyes wide with terror at the roar of the vacuum. A few minutes later, she was running alongside the maid making vroom-vroom noises. 
 
    But when Ro catches her eye, she can see that it’s still Anna. Not a ghost this time. Just a memory that made her sad. 
 
    “Can I watch Ki-ooo?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is, sweetie. And there’s no TV in this car.” 
 
    Anna’s lip juts out a bit more, but she looks out the window and says, “Okay. I watch the twees.” 
 
    When Josh turns left at the end of the driveway, Rowena says, “Don’t we need to go into town first to pick up my mother?” 
 
    “They’re meeting us in Easton. Your father decided that he has to be the one to sign the form.” 
 
    “But you called. They said either parent can sign.” 
 
    Maryland law allows her to marry at seventeen, but only if a parent shows up to give permission. And then there’s a two-day waiting period before the ceremony at the church. She’d really prefer to just go to a judge rather than have her angry father staring down at her as she repeats the vows. But her mother and every member of Josh’s family would be horrified. 
 
    Josh shrugs. “Your dad said they’d meet us there at eleven. And, um...I’m pretty sure Uncle Rick will be there, too. I mentioned that we might go get rings afterward, and he said he’s got a buddy who owns one of the jewelry stores. Said he can get us a good deal.” 
 
    Ro sighs, annoyed that Rick McCaffrey had managed to intrude on the one block of time when she thought she’d be able to avoid him. McCaffrey hasn’t taken a direct role in running the textile mill for years now, leaving the day-to-day operations to a manager. That meant it was impossible to predict what time of day McCaffrey would be around. Rowena had spent much of the past few days hiding upstairs with Anna, who’d grown increasingly stir-crazy and wanted to go outside. But they were on a plantation. Who knew how many people might have died here? They had a really good reason to stick around and haunt the place. 
 
    Josh can tell that Ro is not happy with this development, so he adds in a slightly pleading tone, “We can get lunch after. Just the three of us. Maybe find a playground and let Anna run around for a bit?” 
 
    He says this last part a bit louder, and glances in the rearview mirror, clearly hoping for a reaction from Anna. But she’s lost in her own world. And maybe it’s for the best. 
 
    “Not sure if that’s a good idea,” Ro whispers. “It’s been raining all morning.” She’s far more worried about any spirits Anna might encounter, however, than she is about a muddy playground. 
 
    “You look tired.” Josh reaches over to squeeze her hand. 
 
    “I am. We had a rough night.” 
 
    Rowena had told Josh about Anna’s Sad Boy, and asked if he knew whether any slave children had died on the property. He hadn’t seemed to appreciate the question—all of the McCaffreys were a little sensitive on the subject of their slave-owning past—but he’d admitted that there were probably dozens. Still, it’s not like she can keep Anna locked away. She has no idea how this ghost thing works, and no way of knowing where spirits are likely to be, other than a general sense that they might want to avoid cemeteries and hospitals. They were about to move into a house that could very easily be haunted, for that matter, given that Josh’s grandmother died there. 
 
    They arrive a few minutes early. McCaffrey is already standing near the entrance of the clerk’s office. Her parents aren’t there yet. Rowena takes her time getting Anna out of the car, since she’d just as soon not stand there in awkward silence waiting on her mother and father to show. But by the time she and Josh cross the street, they’re are rounding the corner. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” the Reverend says to McCaffrey. “We had to pull through the pharmacy for Sister Thelma.” He shoots his wife an annoyed look. This is an ongoing battle, one of the few that she won’t concede. Her mother doesn’t respond, but just keeps her eyes pinned to the sidewalk. Rowena has heard the argument before, though—Thelma is ninety-three, Tommy. She deserves a good night’s sleep and a regular BM. 
 
    Reverend Johnson ignores Rowena and Anna, aside from the disapproving look he gives Anna’s pet monster, which she insisted on bringing. He claps Josh on the back, though, ushering him into the building like he owns the place, and the women follow. There are several people ahead of them, so they all sit awkwardly in the waiting room. Anna seems to sense Ro’s uneasiness, or maybe she’s just uneasy herself, because she crawls into her aunt’s lap and leans her head against Rowena’s shoulder. Ro feels McCaffrey watching her, but when she looks up, he shifts his gaze back to the magazine he’s holding. 
 
    Once it’s their turn, the formalities are over pretty quickly. The clerk’s mouth tightens when she looks at the birth certificate and sees Rowena’s age, then tightens even further when she looks up and sees Ro already holding a toddler. 
 
    They’re back outside the building, about to cross the street to the parking lot, when Anna’s grip on Rowena’s fingers tightens like a vice. Ro looks down and can tell instantly that Sad Boy is back, but Terrified Boy would be a more apt name at the moment. Anna’s feet are locked in place at the curb, her other arm gripping the stuffed monster so tightly that Ro thinks its plastic eyes might pop out, as she stares in horror at traffic on the road in front of them. Rowena tries to pick her up, but she wrenches away, running back toward the building. Josh moves more quickly, grabbing the girl around the waist, but she bites his arm before he can lift her off the ground. 
 
    “Hey!” Josh pulls his arm back, and Ro hears his sleeve rip. 
 
    Anna scrambles up the steps and grabs the handle, but she’s too small to open the heavy door. When Rowena reaches her, she’s standing petrified, staring down at her hands. 
 
    “You need to come with me, sweetie,” Ro says. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Anna’s blue eyes lock onto hers, and she shakes her head. “No. No okay.” 
 
    If what Anna told her about the boy’s mother being sold is true, Rowena is pretty sure okay isn’t a word he should know, so he’s either repeating her words back to her or else he’s been listening in enough to use it in context. But okay is the last word Rowena understands. A torrent of speech follows. It’s clear that Anna—or rather, the boy—is trying to tell her something. And it’s definitely not in English. 
 
    McCaffrey and Rowena’s father are at the bottom of the steps watching them. “That’s not epilepsy,” McCaffrey says. 
 
    “No, it most certainly is not,” her father says. “You were right, Josh. That’s a demon.” 
 
    Ro’s head jerks toward Josh, who looks down at his feet for a moment, seeming embarrassed at being caught out. But then he jerks his head back up and holds her gaze. “I knew you wouldn’t talk to them about this, and someone had to do it. Your father is the only person I know who can help her. He’s cast out demons before. I don’t know if the stuff Leah told you is true or not, but something unnatural is inside that kid.” 
 
    “It’s not a demon!” Ro snarls. 
 
    The boy in control of Anna can clearly sense a threat from the Reverend’s words, because she bolts down the steps. One of her feet catches on the bottom stair, though, and she goes sprawling into the muddy grass, her fall partially broken by the fuzzy orange monster. 
 
    Rowena hurries to her, beating her father to the girl by only a second. She pulls Anna toward her, and when Anna’s arms curve around her neck and she begins to cry, Rowena realizes the boy has retreated. “You’re frightening her! Get back. All of you.” 
 
    She’s never spoken to her father like this before. He glances toward the street corner, where several people are watching, and for the second time in her life, Ro is glad for the stares of outsiders. Under normal circumstances, talking to her father in that tone would earn her some bright red stripes on the back of her legs once they got home, but she won’t be going home with him and he knows it. So he just sighs disdainfully and says, “She’s your problem now, Josh, or will be soon. Both of them. Your responsibility, too, in the eyes of the Lord.” 
 
    The implication is clear. Rowena needs to be reminded of her place. 
 
    Rowena’s mother steps forward. “We’re attracting attention, Tommy. The girl has calmed down now, but she got mud all over her. Why don’t the three of you go over to the cafe and get a cup of coffee? Talk about what needs to be done to fix this—yes, I know you’ve done it before, but those were adults. Anna’s hardly more than a baby, so you’re going to need to reconsider some of your methods, right?” 
 
    The Reverend’s expression suggests that he’s not so sure about that, and usually, that look would have clamped her mother’s mouth shut, but she continues. “I’ll take Anna back to the car so we can get her cleaned up. I’ve got some towels in the trunk. Otherwise, she’s going to get Josh’s nice new car all muddy going home.” 
 
    The Reverend watches Anna for a moment, then shrugs and digs the keys out of his pocket. “You might want to watch out for her teeth, though.” 
 
    Josh looks back over his shoulder several times as he follows the older men to the coffee shop across the street. His face seems unwilling to settle on an expression—imploring one minute and defiant the next. Rowena glares at him, tempted beyond belief to raise her middle finger. What would her parents think if she did that? What would Josh think? Maybe he’d rip that marriage certificate he stuck inside his jacket in half. 
 
    If she had it right now, it would already be ripped. She still can’t believe he told her father about Anna’s condition. And she can’t believe she was ever stupid enough to confide in him in the first place. He’d already shown once that he couldn’t be trusted by calling her father the day she left with Leah. 
 
    When they reach the car, Anna expects her mother to open the trunk and grab the towels she mentioned. But she slides behind the wheel instead, then reaches back to unlock the rear door. “Get her into the car.” 
 
    Ro has never really noticed the resemblance between her mother’s voice and Leah’s. But the words are such a vivid echo of Leah’s command to her in the Hardee’s parking lot that for a moment she can’t even move. 
 
    “Just because you’ve never seen me drive doesn’t mean I can’t, Rowena. Get in.” 
 
    Rowena does as she’s told. Betty Johnson can drive, it turns out, although Ro wouldn’t say she drives particularly well. Of course, it’s probably been fifteen years or more since she was in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Away from here. You need to tell me everything you know about what’s wrong with her. And I mean everything this time. You were holding back the other night.” 
 
    Ro spills the entire story again, hoping that it won’t rebound to bite her on the backside the way it did with Josh. Her mother hunches over the wheel as she listens. Rowena thinks she’s mostly nervous because of the unfamiliarity of driving again after so many years, but her mom keeps checking the rearview mirror, so she’s also worried that they’ll be followed. 
 
    Betty is silent until they’re on the highway. She takes a deep breath and leans back into the seat a bit, then says, “I’m not surprised that the government would do tests on soldiers, or even civilians who volunteer. But it seems downright wicked for them to do this kind of thing to little kids.” 
 
    “They’re not doing anything to kids, Mama. Anna inherited the ability from her father. I don’t know if she got any of Leah’s ability or not. Leah didn’t think so.” 
 
    She goes back to explaining Leah’s ability, although she’s pretty sure that she’s mangling it. “She said it was about colors. Reading people’s auras. She tried to find the peaceful colors and...expand them, I guess? That would convince a person to cooperate sometimes. That’s what she did with Josh the other day. I know it sounds weird, but...even Josh says she did something to him.” 
 
    Her mom shrugs. “I don’t know about making people cooperate, but the other stuff sounds a bit like your Aunt Laura. She was good at reading people. Or she said she was. Told me your papa’s colors were wrong and tried to talk me out of marrying him. Good thing for you I didn’t listen.” 
 
    Ro thinks that could go either way right now. Never having existed doesn’t sound like such an awful option. She has no clue about this Aunt Laura, who she’s never met, even though she only lives about an hour away. Her father had said the whole point of moving to Caffrey Mills was to cut ties with the outside world and focus on living separate, sinless lives. She had rolled her eyes when Leah called Sacred Light a cult, but then Ro had been so young when her family joined that she really had nothing to compare it to. 
 
    “Did Leah say whether there was any way to stop her from picking up these demons?” 
 
    “They’re not demons.” 
 
    “Fine. Spirits, whatever. I’m asking you whether this is going to keep happening. Once she’s clear of this one, is she going to pick up another?” 
 
    “Probably,” Rowena says. “Leah said she kept her pretty isolated, but it’s still happened four or five times.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of. She might make it through the ritual once, but that’s not something I’d be willing to put a child through on a regular basis.” 
 
    “What ritual?” Rowena asks, feeling a chill run through her. She’d heard her father preach about casting out demons, even claim that he’d chased them out of a few members of the congregation. But he also claimed that God spoke to him personally each day and told him of their needs and sins. He occasionally even called someone out by name. Ro had figured out long ago that he culled that information not from heavenly sources, but from gossip at the barber shop or things her mother mentioned over dinner. She’d assumed his claims to have delivered some member of a demon was the same sort of showmanship. Was there more to it, though? 
 
    “Fasting—no food or water. For a day, but if the demon is resistant, they go for longer. A whole laundry list of prayers. With Sister Jackson, there was some physical restraint involved, mostly because they were afraid she’d hurt herself. With Brother Alpert’s son, I think there may have been some punishment, too. That demon was stubborn, and it came back. Lots of times they come back.” 
 
    Rowena vaguely remembers the Alpert boy, who was a few years younger than Leah. “Jeremy Alpert was on drugs. Josh said he used to—” 
 
    “That was his demon. He eventually got help, though. Your papa doesn’t like to hear it, but I’ve always said that his isn’t the only way to cast out demons. Psychiatrists...that’s all they’re doing, really. Helping people get rid of their demons. And I think their methods might be a bit less harmful to a child Anna’s age.” 
 
    “So...the plan is to find a psychiatrist. Won’t we need an appointment?” 
 
    There’s a really long pause, and then her mother says, “They have walk-in clinics in the DC suburbs.” 
 
    Ro doesn’t know much about psychiatrists, but she’s pretty sure it isn’t going to be an instant fix. 
 
    The cell phone inside the console rings, startling both of them. It’s a fairly new purchase—the Reverend fought the idea for years, but finally decided he needed one to keep up with his “flock.” 
 
    She hands the phone to Rowena. “How do you answer it?” 
 
    “Why do you want to answer?” Ro asks. “You know it’s him.” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Rowena flips the phone open and hands it to her mother. The car swerves to the left. 
 
    “No,” she says, snatching the phone back to hunt for the speaker button. “Focus on driving.” 
 
    She presses SPKR, and a stream of angry words from her father fills the car. Hopefully he won’t say anything that upsets Anna, but since the alternative seems to be landing in a ditch... 
 
    “—turn my car right back around if you know what’s good for you. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Stop yelling, Tommy. I’m taking the child to her dad’s sister.” 
 
    Rowena gapes at her mom but doesn’t say anything. Maybe her mother has some information that Leah hadn’t bothered to share with her? But no. A closer look at her mother’s face tells Ro that she’s lying. 
 
    Anna pushes the orange monster into her lap. “Doughy got dirty, Aunt Weena.” 
 
    It’s the first time Anna has spoken since they got in the car. Ro pulls a brush out of her purse and spends the next few minutes combing the mud out of the orange hair around the creature’s face as she listens to her parents argue. 
 
    “I don’t care,” her mother says in response to yet another vaguely worded threat from her husband. “She’s too young to go through your brand of deliverance. And before you start threatening me again, think carefully about what I told you two days ago. I talked to both of them Sunday night, and they’re willing to speak out against McCaffrey at the next Airing.” 
 
    The Airing is shorthand for Sacred Light’s monthly Airing of Grievances Service, where members attempt to settle their disagreements within the community, with the Reverend intervening if necessary. This open forum is often enlightening and rarely boring, but no one has ever dared to air a grievance against Rick McCaffrey. 
 
    “And I think there may be another woman in the congregation willing to tell a similar story if we coax her a bit. So...you can tell everybody this was your idea if you need to in order to save face, but my mind is made up, so bye. How do you hang this thing up, Rowena?” 
 
    Ro reaches forward and snaps the phone shut. The orange monster is still a little grimy, but she hands it back to Anna along with the brush. “We’ll get a washcloth later and give her a good scrubbing, okay?” 
 
    For the next few minutes, the only sound is Anna singing something about putting down a duckie as she uses the brush to groom her monster’s feet. And then Ro’s mother breaks the silence. 
 
    “I know why you left, okay? Why you contacted Leah. I wasn’t sure at first. People started spreading awful rumors when they found out you left town.” 
 
    Rowena isn’t surprised—in fact, she wouldn’t have been surprised even if she hadn’t already gotten the details from Josh. The most prevalent rumor was that Rowena had run off because she was pregnant. Depending on who you asked, it either was or wasn’t Josh’s baby. She’d kind of relished the idea of walking into church carrying a toddler when she hadn’t even been showing a few weeks before. That would have been taking virgin birth to the next level. But then everyone found out about Leah’s death, which took the wind out of their sails. She’s quite certain that the story from the papers has undoubtedly been twisted around at least a bit, though. Gossip’s not nearly as much fun if you stick to the facts. 
 
    “Anyway,” her mom says, “one of the women in my weekly prayer circle came over to get something off her chest, something she said had been burdening her for the past month. She and her husband were in the hallway with one of the other elders when they heard a noise in the nursery. The door was locked, but her husband looked through the window. Her husband told her it was clear you were pushing him away. But the other man—and no, I’m not going to tell you who—said they didn’t have the full story. That McCaffrey was an elder who should be given the benefit of the doubt. She decided maybe he was right, but once she heard you were gone, she felt I should know. And I’m certain she and her husband both will speak out at the Airing next month if I ask them to.” 
 
    “He doesn’t believe you’ll do that.” What Ro really means is that she doesn’t believe her mother would do that. Without McCaffrey’s money paying her husband’s salary, Betty Johnson wouldn’t have a roof over her head. 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t, but after today, he’ll believe that you would. Rowena, as much as I hate to ask, I need to know. Is there any possibility that you’re...” She trails off, uncomfortable. 
 
    It takes a second for Ro to realize why. “No! I’m not pregnant. The point was to leave before Rick McCaffrey could make that a possibility.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s where everyone’s mind went, of course, as soon as you disappeared. I just wish you had—” 
 
    “What?” Rowena can feel Anna’s eyes on her, so she struggles to keep the anger out her voice as she continues. “You wish I had come to you? Like Leah did? No one believed her, so why would I assume they’d believe me?” 
 
    “I believed her.” Her mother’s response is so soft that Ro almost doesn’t hear her over the road noise. “But she’d have left soon anyway. She was too headstrong to live in a house with your father much longer, and she always resented the changes in our lives after we moved to Caffrey Mills. I wished things had been different, that your papa hadn’t reacted the way he did—” 
 
    “Maybe he wouldn’t have if you’d told him you believed her.” 
 
    “What makes you think I didn’t? I’m the one who told her where your papa hid the cash from the collection plate. Leah knew I believed her. She also knew I couldn’t change anything.” 
 
    “You could have told me.” 
 
    “Really, Rowena? You were eight. I was trying to do what was best for you. I still am.” 
 
    Rowena counters that she could have told her later, and they hash it out for the next few minutes. Eventually, Ro gives it up, because at this point, it really doesn’t matter. She’s tired, and more to the point, she’s tired of fighting. 
 
    Her mother pulls into a convenience store near Millersville to put gas in the tank. Only ten dollars’ worth, which is exactly half the cash she probably has in her purse. She’s never known the Reverend to give her mother more than a twenty. While her mother pumps the gas, Ro takes Anna in for a bathroom break. When they get back to the car, she’s surprised to see her mother holding two plastic bottles of chocolate milk—the special treat she always bought Ro when she was little. One of them is already open. 
 
    “I took a sip out of yours,” her mother says, looking a little embarrassed. “I haven’t had chocolate milk in years.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” Rowena says. She drinks about half and then hands it to her mom. “You want the rest?” 
 
    “Oh, no! It’s too sweet for me. I just wanted a taste. And you need it more than I do, anyway. You look like you’ve lost five pounds in the past week.” 
 
    Once they’re on the road headed toward the DC suburbs, her mom turns on the radio. To Rowena’s surprise, she switches from the gospel station to one that plays classic rock. She would never have imagined that Betty Johnson knew the words to so many songs her father would say were a soundtrack for the hellbound. 
 
    It’s almost like her mother is tapping into the persona of the old Betty Johnson. The woman from before Sacred Light, the woman who drove a car, had a job, sang along with pop songs. Maybe she even had a beer or glass of wine. A girls’ night out with her friends. Rowena can’t remember that version of her mother. Was she happier than the version who lives in Caffrey Mills? Was there some alternate-reality version of her father, too, before he decided that the outside world was too wicked to remain part of? 
 
    Anna kicks her feet along with the songs, but her feet gradually slow, and she drifts off. The music, combined with the chocolate milk, has a similar effect on Ro. She rests her head against the inside of the car and falls asleep to the sound of her mother singing “Hey Jude.” 
 
    The song has shifted to one she doesn’t know when she opens her eyes. Something about a New York state of mind. It’s raining again, and she’s back under before the song ends. 
 
    She doesn’t surface until she hears the thump-thump-thump of the tires crossing a bridge, with the familiar strains of “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” playing in the background. Her head lolls against her chest, so the first thing her eyes land upon is the small drawing pad she keeps in her purse. It’s on the floorboard now, flipped open to a blank page, which is missing the bottom half. 
 
    Rowena rubs her eyes and stares out at the water. The coastline seems familiar, and she struggles to remember why she’s here. Why her mother is driving. 
 
    She bolts upright, staring at the now-empty seat next to her. 
 
    “Where is she? Oh God, Mama! What did you do?” 
 
    “Getting the help she needs. It’s better this way. For her, and for you.” 
 
    Ro turns and looks behind her at the long expanse of bridge stretching back toward Annapolis. The clock on the dashboard says it’s nearly four. How could she have slept that long, especially sitting up in the car? 
 
    And then she sees the plastic bottles. Hers and Anna’s, side by side in the cupholders on the back of the console. Thelma deserves a good night’s sleep. 
 
    “Did you drug Anna, too?” 
 
    “I was going to, because I didn’t want her to be frightened, and I was a little worried that the demon would show back up. But I couldn’t get the pill to break. She didn’t have time to be scared anyway. I pinned her name and birthdate to her shirt before I left. And I called security from a payphone and told them where to find her. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rowena picks up the sketchbook and runs her finger over the ridges left in the page beneath. Her mother pressed down so hard that even the page below that one is indented. 
 
    Anna 
 
    12/3/2001 
 
    This child is possessed. 
 
      
 
    “How did you know her birthdate?” 
 
    Betty catches her eye in the rearview mirror, and Ro can see that she’s been crying. “Because I read every letter your sister wrote you. Anna is my only grandchild, and it broke my heart to leave her. But we can’t give her the help she needs, and I have to think of your future, too.” 
 
    “Turn around, Mama. This is wrong. We have to go back. You can’t just abandon her!” 
 
    “I didn’t abandon her at all, Rowena. I left her in the hands of God.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Caffrey Mills, MD 
 
    September 5, 2005 
 
    Sister Thelma watches as Rowena packs the last of her things into the new suitcase and gives it a practice run down the hallway to test out the rollers. She has several days of travel ahead of her, and things will go much easier with wheels. 
 
    “I wish you weren’t going,” Thelma says. “You said before that you’d be here at least through Christmas. You could just go check on your niece, and then come back.” 
 
    “Or you could leave town with me. Two wild women, striking out on their own.” 
 
    The old lady giggles, which triggers a coughing fit. Rowena gets a glass of water and sits down on the couch next to her. 
 
    To Rowena’s surprise, leaving is a little bittersweet. She won’t miss Caffrey Mills at all, but she’s grown close to Sister Thelma over the past eight months. Thelma isn’t nearly as staid and pious once you get to know her, and it turns out that she’s been hiding two pretty big secrets from her brothers and sisters at Sacred Light. The first secret is her nightly shot of Jack Daniels from the bottle delivered by her nephew every few weeks—something that would have put Thelma on the congregation’s prayer list if they ever found out. The other secret is the small TV she keeps on a little wheeled cart inside her bedroom closet. Ro caught her watching Days of Our Lives one afternoon when she got back from school early, and soon discovered that the TV occupied much of Sister Thelma’s time on weekdays, which Ro considered a good thing since Thelma’s mobility was increasingly limited. Once the cat was out of the bag, Thelma was more than happy to have someone to watch old movies with her and to help push the television back into the closet if anyone else showed up. 
 
    When Ro agreed to take the position looking after Sister Thelma, she had told Janet, Thelma’s niece, that it was temporary. Once her diploma was in hand and she saved up some money, she was leaving Caffrey Mills. Janet had understood—in fact, she’d laughed and said she couldn’t blame Rowena. She lived about an hour away in Bowie and wished Thelma would move in with them so she didn’t have to come to Caffrey Mills at all. But the old lady was stubborn. 
 
    Rowena’s mother had also told Thelma’s family that Ro’s stay was temporary, but in her case, it was because she assumed that Ro and Josh would patch things up. Josh seemed to think that, too, at least at first. When they’d stopped at Rick McCaffrey’s place on the way back to pick up Ro’s things—and also Leah’s and Anna’s things—there had been a note on the pillow. 
 
    We need to talk. I know you’re annoyed, but I was only doing what was best for us as a family. I love you. 
 
    ~Josh 
 
    Annoyed? That didn’t even begin to describe it. Rowena had ripped the note into confetti and left it in a tiny mound on the bed. 
 
    Josh had come knocking on Thelma’s door every day for a month, but Ro refused to see him. The only two times they’d spoken were when he’d cornered her after she dropped Sister Thelma off for church. Rowena no longer attended. She always stayed outside and waited on Thelma, reading or drawing, tuning out the sermon but humming along to the hymns. 
 
    The first time, Josh had insisted that she was being unfair. That he’d already apologized, and didn’t she owe him an apology, too? The second time, about a month later, Josh said she was being childish, and maybe she wasn’t really ready for marriage, after all. When she pointed out that she had never, ever claimed to be ready, he said maybe they should consider the wedding off. 
 
    Rowena hadn’t even bothered to fight back the laugh, and that’s probably why he stopped bothering her. She had been purposefully ignoring him for well over a month, so how could he possibly assume a wedding was still on? 
 
    For the first few weeks, her mother also got the silent treatment. Ro avoided her, speaking only when absolutely necessary for issues dealing with Sister Thelma. But in the end, Rowena just didn’t have the heart to stay angry at her. In her own twisted way, her mother thought she was doing the right thing for both Rowena and Anna. 
 
    The job paid room, board, and twenty-five dollars a week, so Ro had figured it would be at least a year before she could leave. Things settled into a routine by spring—school, taking care of Thelma, and stashing away as much cash as possible. And each week, she stopped by the library on the way home from school. Her mother steadfastly refused to identify the shopping center where she’d left Anna. There were dozens in the area, but Ro had gradually worked her way through the entire list, emailing the various security offices with her cover story—a friend said she abandoned her daughter but won’t tell her where, and she just wants to know if the girl is safe. She’d only gotten a handful of responses, all of them negative and most making it crystal clear that her cover story was pathetic. Several had pointed out that she really needed to contact the police, something she was too terrified to even consider. 
 
    It became harder to get computer access once school ended, but a few weeks after her eighteenth birthday, she’d managed to catch a ride into Easton on the pretext of getting a book for Sister Thelma. In addition to a barrage of spam, she had two new emails. One was from someone who had no knowledge of Anna but at least gave her the useful bit of information that she might want to check with Child Protective Services. 
 
    The other email had changed everything. It was from an attorney, and she’d opened it with trepidation, afraid at first that one of her email inquiries about Anna had landed her in trouble. But it was addressed to Rowena Johnson, and she hadn’t used her real name in any of the correspondence. 
 
    Three weeks later, Rowena took custody of two separate bank accounts—one with a little over eighty thousand dollars, from a life insurance policy that Leah had taken out in Ro’s name, and one with around a hundred thousand dollars that had been transferred to her by Scott Pfeifer. No strings attached, and no mention of Anna. She wasn’t sure how Leah and Scott had worked all of this out before Leah’s death, or how Scott had gotten the email address she used to correspond with Leah. But the implication was clear. Take this money and get yourself and Anna out of Caffrey Mills. 
 
    That shifted her exit strategy into overdrive. She had money and she was an adult. All she had to do now was find Anna and do whatever it took to get custody. They’d go to that town in Colorado, the one on the postcard. 
 
    Rowena places Sister Thelma’s empty water glass on the end table, next to the letter that she wrote the night before. If she tells her mother goodbye in person, there’s no doubt in Ro’s mind that she will try to stop her from leaving, arguing that she’s not strong enough to make it on her own. That she needs to find a way to patch things up with Josh. 
 
    In the letter, Rowena said she’d let her know when she got settled. And she reminded her mother of the promise Ro had finally gotten her to make concerning Rick McCaffrey—if it happened again, if there was even the slightest rumor that he was forcing himself on one of the girls in their community, she would report him. And not just at an Airing, but to the police. Ro isn’t at all certain her mother will actually follow through on that promise, but it’s the best she can do. 
 
    A taxi pulls up outside—something that’s bound to raise a few eyebrows in Caffrey Mills if anyone is looking out their window this time of day. She leans down to give Thelma a kiss on the cheek. “The new girl arrives on Friday. Janet’s daughter will be here in a bit, and she’ll stay with you until then.” 
 
    “I like you better than Janet’s girl.” 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Ro says, smiling. “She’s your grandniece and you love her.” 
 
    Thelma starts on one of her rants about the girl’s headphones and computer games, but the cab is waiting. 
 
    Rowena had always thought she’d never look back if she got out of Caffrey Mills, but she finds herself looking through the rear window as it recedes into the distance. The story of Lot’s wife runs through her mind, one of the many cautionary tales her father had told from the pulpit. She’s not worried about being turned into a pillar of salt, though—and she wants to watch the place disappear into the horizon. 
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    Caffrey Mills, MD 
 
    September 5, 2005  
 
    Ro can tell the woman behind the desk doesn’t believe her. She has no doubt heard the “asking for a friend” story many, many times. Would it be more believable if she told the truth, that it was the child’s grandmother who abandoned her? 
 
    “It was about ten months ago. The little girl has some...psychiatric problems. This is a rubbing from the note that was pinned on her dress.” She slides a scrap of paper toward the woman. It’s been shaded with the side of a pencil to reveal the words her mother wrote on the sheet above it. 
 
    This is the fifth county office Rowena has visited in the past two days, and for the first time, the words trigger a look of recognition. 
 
    “Even if I was familiar with this case, I can’t give you any information unless you’re family.” 
 
    Ro stands there, frozen, unsure what to do. Her goal up to now has been simply to find Anna. Then she’ll hire an attorney and get custody. They can do DNA tests to show she’s her aunt, right? 
 
    The woman behind the desk—Zenab Sharif, according to the nameplate on her desk—scans Rowena from head to toe. Even though she’s now in jeans and a T-shirt, the scrutiny still makes Ro uncomfortable. She doesn’t like lying, but the truth could get her mother in trouble. As perhaps it should, but Ro would like to avoid it if possible. 
 
    Sharif taps the piece of paper. “How did you get this?” 
 
    “From...my friend. I think she’s regretting her decision, and...” 
 
    “Do you have any ID?” 
 
    “Not on me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. If your friend was here, willing to give her name and show identification, I might be able to help. But as it stands, I’m going to have to report this—” 
 
    “Never mind,” Rowena says, turning toward the door. She walks slowly, not even trying to hide her limp. It’s the first time in her life she’s done this, the first time that she’s tried to use their pity to some small advantage. It feels wrong. Cheap and false. And since it doesn’t seem to have worked on this woman at all, she just tossed her scruples out the window for nothing. 
 
    “Wait.” Ms. Sharif sighs loudly and picks up the phone on her desk. “Hey, Margie. I totally forgot I’ve got a doctor’s appointment at four. I’m going to need to head out now in order to make it. Yeah, yeah.” She laughs. “I’m going to remind you of that in a few years when you start having senior moments, too.” 
 
    Sharif collects her belongings, then pulls a single file from a drawer and slides it into her briefcase. Neither of them speaks as Rowena follows the woman outside and down the block to a Starbucks. Once they’re inside, Sharif orders a coffee and joins Rowena at the small table in the corner. 
 
    The name on the file she removes from the briefcase is Morgan, Anna Elizabeth. 
 
    “How old are you—” Ms. Sharif stops and gives Rowena a frustrated look. “Could you just give me a first name? I need to call you something.” 
 
    “Thelma,” she says. “And I’m eighteen.” 
 
    “Sure you are,” the woman says, which is annoying because that part was true. 
 
    “Okay, Thelma. The little girl you gave up does indeed have some psychiatric problems. She was in a mental ward for a few weeks, after her first set of foster parents noticed some odd behavior patterns. There was some suggestion that it could have been triggered by the trauma of abandonment, but since you mentioned psychiatric issues, and since you left her with that horrible note—” 
 
    “I didn’t write that.” 
 
    “Fine. Since she was found with that horrible note about being possessed, I’m thinking maybe there were psychiatric problems before she was abandoned. Maybe a teen mother with health issues of her own was feeling a little overwhelmed?” 
 
    Ro bristles a bit at the health issues comment, but maybe she brought that on herself by emphasizing her limp back in the office. So she just gives the woman a brisk nod. 
 
    “Is there a father in this scenario? Or is it just you?” 
 
    “No father.” 
 
    The woman leans forward, her hands clasped on the table between them. “Here’s the thing. Anna was placed in foster care pretty quickly, but soon she’s in the hospital, due to what one of the doctors thought was dissociative identity problems...sometimes called multiple personalities. But then, one morning, everything’s fine. She’s just Anna. And she stays just Anna. The hospital released her after a couple of weeks, and she wound up with a second set of foster parents pretty fast, because she’s a cute little thing. Smart, too. And this set of parents is looking to adopt. In fact, they’ve already started the process.” 
 
    Sharif pulls a small plastic bag of photographs from the file and slides them toward Rowena. The first one is a shot of a man pushing Anna on a swing set at park. There’s a large fountain in the background. Anna is smiling, her feet pointed toward the sky. The second shows the man and a woman sitting on the grass next to a sandbox. Anna is in the woman’s lap, holding a chew toy and laughing at a little black dog that’s trying to pull it from her hand. 
 
    The thing that hits Rowena the hardest is how much Anna has grown since November. She had fixed her image in memory, and while this is clearly the same child, she’s lost some of the baby chub. Her hair is a little darker. Longer, too. 
 
    Anna knew Rowena for about a week. How much of that does she recall? Would she even recognize her if she saw her today? 
 
    “I took those photos during the most recent home visit. The husband is an attorney. His wife is a teacher, but she’ll be staying home with Anna. They’ll likely adopt another child in a year or so, because they want her to have a sibling. We walked down the street to the park where she takes Anna most afternoons to socialize with some of the neighborhood children, and then we came back and talked for a while in their backyard. They’re doing a wonderful job with Anna. I think they’re going to be very good parents.” 
 
    Ro thumbs through the rest of the photos in the stack. One shows the three of them in front of their house—which actually has a white picket fence with flowers at the gate. One shows Anna’s bedroom, decorated with a Sesame Street motif. In the middle of the bed, along with a bunch of other stuffed animals, is a worn and shabby orange monster. 
 
    A tear slides down Rowena’s face, as she hands the pictures back to Ms. Sharif. “You’re sure she’s not having any more symptoms?” 
 
    The woman’s expression softens. “I’m sure. For the past six months, she’s been a normal, happy four-year-old girl. But this couple knows there have been issues in the past. If Anna does have problems, they have the resources to get her the help she needs. Can you say the same?” 
 
    What makes Rowena crazy is that yes, she can say the same. She now has the financial resources to get Anna anything she needs. These people who think they have all the answers don’t really know what’s wrong with Anna—but any attempt to explain that to this woman will shred her credibility even further. 
 
    And what she’s seen in these photographs is more than financial stability. It’s emotional stability. It’s parents with a college education and life experience and maturity and all the things Rowena doesn’t yet have. She wants to argue that those things can’t replace love, but the smiles in these photos make it pretty clear that Anna is loved. 
 
    “Could I see her?” Rowena asks. “It’s not that I don’t believe you, but this would be so much easier if I could see with my own eyes. I wouldn’t even have to speak to her or to the parents—” 
 
    “If you want to see her, we have to go back and fill out the papers. You assert your parental rights and we halt the adoption, at least for the time being. I doubt there will be any charges filed concerning the abandonment, since you were underage. But it is a factor that any judge would have to take into account when making a custody decision.” 
 
    Rowena hands the photos back to the case worker, who stacks them neatly. The one with the dog is on top, and it screams happy family so loudly that Ro can almost hear it. It is a photograph that you’d find in the picture frame at the store, the one that would make you want to buy the frame in hopes that your family could be that happy, too. 
 
    And then she thinks of Leah, imagining her sister’s face on the woman in the photograph. In some perfect universe, where there was never a Delphi protocol or whatever they called it, this might have been her sister’s family. 
 
    Does she have the right to disrupt Anna’s life again, simply because she’s alone and lonely? 
 
    “I need some time,” she says. “I need to think about this.” 
 
    “Sure. Take all the time you need to make the right decision for you and for Anna.” Ms. Sharif pulls that top photo from the stack, the magical-happy-family photo, and gives it to Rowena. “Why don’t you keep this one?” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ro says, with a look that makes it clear that she knows exactly what the woman is up to. Anyone looking at that photograph can see what the “right” decision is. 
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    Union Station, Washington DC 
 
    September 12, 2005 
 
    Ro pushes her suitcase down the ramp toward the Amtrak train where she’ll spend most of the day. Tomorrow she’ll board a second train in Chicago, which will take her to Denver. She’s not sure what mode of transportation she’ll use from there, but it’s only a couple of hours to Manitou Springs. 
 
    She changed her mind a dozen times in the past five days. This morning, she bought a train ticket, leaving today, so that she won’t have time to change her mind. 
 
    The money in Scott’s account will be held in reserve for Anna. When she turns eighteen, Rowena will find her. Anna will have money for college or whatever she needs. And Ro can tell her niece about Leah, and make sure that she knows she was loved. She can try to make up for the fact that there was even one moment when Anna felt abandoned. 
 
    On the way to the train station, she bought a silver frame and put the photo inside. Any time she doubts her decision, she can look at the picture and remind herself that she did the right thing. The selfless thing, because she’d love nothing more than to have bought tickets for two. 
 
    Anna is smiling. Anna is happy, and healthy, and there are apparently no ghosts in her head. 
 
    Anna is home. 
 
    When Rowena finds a place, the photograph will go on the mantel or the bookshelf. She’ll get past her shyness and make friends who visit, and when they ask about that photograph, she’ll tell them it’s her sister’s family. 
 
    Or maybe she’ll just say it’s the picture that came with the frame. 
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