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To “Dirty Sally”: I never spoke to you, but I saw you speak. I never heard you, but I remember your words. I never saw you, except when you stood angry beside the road. I never knew you, but I remember you well. I never met you, but I’ve never forgotten you. This book is for you.

And to eight-year-old Amy: I’m glad you nursed your imagination, and I’m even happier you still do. This book is for you, too.



“Sticks and stones may break my bones
but words will never hurt me.”

--nursery rhyme, and the first lie we learned in school





PROLOGUE
OCTOBER 1998
Is a life defined by circumstances, or do circumstances define a life?
I’ve been asking myself that same question this whole drive.
Like most men nearing thirty, I like to think I’m the master of my own destiny. More and more lately, I’m finding that belief to be nothing more than a narcissistic pipe dream designed to make slightly self-conscious guys like me feel better about themselves. Especially because all the research I’ve done lately points in every opposing direction.
How can you be the master of anything when life chops you at the knees every time you try to stand up?
We all hear about the positive scenarios. The one where a third-generational inner-city kid breaks out of the violent gang his father and grandfather, and great-grandfather all belonged to, graduates from college, and then becomes the poster child for the phrase, “if you just put your mind to it, anything is possible.”
Or the prom queen who sleeps with her boyfriend once, gets pregnant at sixteen, raises that baby as a single mom and puts her life on hold for two decades, then becomes a nurse and every third person calls her reinvention story “inspiring.” You know, the same people who shunned her when she was an unwed teenage mother and had nothing to offer but a bullseye labeled Gossip About Me on her chest.
Or the drug addict who overdoses on heroin, finds God in rehab, and starts over as an evangelical pastor who preaches against the dangers of addiction and sex—both of which suddenly go hand in hand when one makes it his mission to save the world.
The point being, everyone knows a celebratory redemption story, one where the person in question overcomes adversity and becomes the main character in an undeniably remarkable turnaround story.
But there’s nothing but ridicule for the ones who never turn things around.
Like the socialite whose ex-husband was arrested on a money laundering charge and is now an outcast among her former upscale circle. Or the father who abandoned everything for his mistress and now lives an isolated existence in a run-down apartment with no mistress, ex-wife, or kids. Or the bank executive who embezzled money and lost it all only to wind up living under a forty-second street bridge with his close friend Jack Daniels. Or the beauty queen who fell victim to a botched facelift and now curses her existence behind two-inch thick, closed miniblinds.
No one celebrates the fallen and discarded because no one wants to admit it could happen to them. But we’re all just one misstep away from living an upside-down life while the rest of the world points out all the ways we deserve it.
And that brings me back to the question. Is life defined by circumstances, or do circumstances define a life? From what I gather, the short answer is this: When you spend your life around rotten people, you wind up in rotten situations. And if you’re not careful, the rotten rubs off, sometimes infecting a body that wasn’t even standing nearby. Everyone forgets that rotten carries a stench that travels far and worms its way inside the lungs to irritate the whole part.
From all the research I’ve done in the last two weeks, almost everyone in Sally’s world, most of whom disappeared a long time ago, was rotten. Her caregivers, her instructors, her friends. In short, Sally doesn’t belong to anyone, and no one belongs to her. She regularly broadcasts that fact by living alone in a rundown shack at the edge of town and daring anyone to cross her property line. The walls around that woman are high, both physically and metaphorically speaking.
It’s no wonder everyone thinks she’s crazy.
My only question is whether it’s all an act.
While rain falls harder, I push down the blinker and make a left turn onto a spottily paved two-lane road, with an abandoned gas station on one side and a partially collapsed barn on the other. I stare at the second-story barn loft, remnants of long-forgotten straw dangling from a decaying windowsill. Useless, abandoned, like so many other things in this backward town. “Finn, were you born in a barn?” I can hear the often-spoken words from my mother in my childhood when I left the back door open on my way outside to play a pickup game of basketball in the school yard across the street. What I never said was I wished I had been born in one. Barns hold generational secrets, and I’ve always been curious about the past. But that sort of response would have earned me a swat.
The barn disappears in the rearview mirror, a cloud of dust obstructing it in my wake. A tiny greeting card store blurs past on my left, followed by a couple farm houses and a large greenhouse with a dilapidated sign that reads “Ford’s Country Gardens” dangling from what appears to be a single rusty nail. The sign sways a bit in the breeze; I wouldn’t want to be standing nearby during a strong wind.
Right past the sign is her house.
I slow to a crawl as my pulse ratchets up, the woman’s reputation preceding my arrival. Billi is supposed to meet me here, but so far, I’m the only one who’s arrived. As the clear outsider in this scenario, I don’t like being here alone.
While I wait, I roll the passenger window down a few inches to take the structure in—a tiny house that might have been nice at one time but now is nothing more than a shack—wondering how any human could live in those conditions.
A small section of the roof is caved in at the back, a three-foot strip covered in a tattered gray tarp to keep the rain out. In my mind, I picture a row of metal buckets placed side by side on the kitchen floor, quickly filling up with raindrops, gathering the remnants from what a plastic tarp couldn’t possibly manage. The front entrance is nothing more than a two-by-six hole. Rough and weathered two-by-fours make up a door that hasn’t seen a coat of paint in decades. A cheap screen hung askew and slapped against it in irregular intervals. Slap bam! Bam! Slap…bam! I’m mesmerized by the sound, staring straight at it briefly in a trance-like state until movement catches my eye in my peripheral vision and snaps me out of it.
My gaze swings to the source of the movement, and I freeze.
A filthy, wrinkled woman stands in front of my car, naked from the waist up. An old prairie-style skirt hangs from her waist in an ironic juxtaposition; scandalous on top, modest on bottom, leaving only half her body to the most disturbing imagination. Her hair is wiry and gray, tangled in a heavy mass that likely hasn’t seen a brush in weeks. If she has teeth, she doesn’t show them, not even to snarl. Her chin juts from its lowest point, the only thing that lets me know she’s angry. I blink, stunned by what I’m seeing and unable to make sense of it, but also unable to turn away. I’ve seen this before. Déjà vu with no context.
I come to my senses and avert my eyes, using fumbling hands to roll down my window. To say something. Anything. Topless women aren’t supposed to be standing by an open roadway, even one so lightly trafficked. I start to ask her if she’s cold. To offer her the sports coat currently folded neatly across the passenger seat of my car. It’s Italian silk, but I have another one at home. A car whizzes by in a rush; not Billi like I hoped, but a carload of whistling, taunting high school boys. Ignoring them, I attempt to forge ahead like the good Samaritan my mom raised me to be.
“Can I…” the words trip from my open mouth, fighting to break free from the shock of the moment not yet worn off. Too late, I realize my mistake. Too late, I notice the gun in her hand.
My reflexes misfire all at once as I rush to shift into reverse, back up, and get the hell out of here. Every intention I have is a split second too slow. Before the gear makes it into position, the old woman lets out a scream, raises her gun…
And shoots me.
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TWO WEEKS EARLIER
Finn
The Chronicle is unusually quiet for a Monday afternoon, which makes Mr. Bing’s bellow all the more startling. His voice rips through the silent office like a foghorn on a deserted lake, making me jump in my seat. Thankfully, this time he isn’t directing his yell at me.
“It’s the thirtieth anniversary of the fire,” he says, slapping a thick file on Richardson’s desk next to me, “and you’re going to drive there and cover it.” I blink over at both men—at Bing with his trademark scowl he wears even when delivering good news, and at Richardson, who’s even more confused than me.
“What fire?” he asks. Rookie mistake. The rule is you agree to the assignment first and ask questions second, never the other way around. This is less a journalism rule than a hard-and-fast working-for-Bing rule. The man doesn’t like hesitation. He likes being questioned even less. “I’m already writing a feature on the uptick in recent Ebola cases due next week, plus my wife is due to give birth any day now. Not real sure I have any extra time on my plate.”
Bing’s scowl deepens while the hairs on my neck stand at attention. Honestly dude, scale back the negative commentary. I attempt to ward off any impending confrontation with a question of my own.
“The thirtieth anniversary of which fire?” I’m almost positive I already know the answer, but feigning ignorance occasionally works in my favor around here. It’s a gamble, and I’ve been known to play the slots.
Bing’s gaze flicks to me, then back to Richardson, then back to me in an indecisive battle on where to focus his irritation. He sighs.
“The hospital fire in Silver Bell, Arkansas.” He waves a dismissive hand between us. “You’re too young to remember it, but it was a doozy. Eight people died in the accident. A pregnant lady, six babies, and a doctor if I recall correctly. Made the national news for nearly a year afterward.”
“It was nine people, and the infant count was seven,” I say more to myself than either of the men. Unfortunately, I’m not as young as he thinks.
“Excuse me?” Bing says, and I internally chide myself. If there’s anything the man likes less than questions, it’s to be challenged. But in this particular instance, I’m more the expert, and there’s no sense in pretending otherwise.
“The death toll. Seven babies died, and the total count was nine.”
He blinks, and there’s a not-so-subtle raise of an eyebrow. “And you know this how?”
“Because I was born at that same hospital three days before it happened. It’s all my parents ever talked about when I was growing up, the fact that we barely escaped being involved. That, and how happy they were that we moved away since apparently that town is about as backwoods as they come.” I laugh a bit to myself, but no one cracks a smile. Richardson sits immobile behind his desk, a dumbfounded expression on his face. In the three months he’s worked here, I doubt he’s heard Bing speak so many words. Our boss communicates in loud barks and unintelligible grunts. As for Bing, his scowl remains in place, perhaps even deepening. His face is lined with so many wrinkles that it’s sometimes hard to tell.
“You’ve been working here for two years and never thought to bring that tidbit of information up?”
I push a paperclip away from the edge of the desk, one precariously close to falling, and lean back in my chair. “You’ve never asked me about it, and babies dying isn’t exactly a conversation starter.” Even though my mother used to tell the story at every social event we attended, so often that I once caught someone mouthing the words along with her.
“You work in the news industry, son. Everything is a conversation starter. What else you got in that vault of yours?” It isn’t a friendly question. It’s more like a threat.
“That’s it, other than the fact that my parents grew up in Silver Bell.”
Bing tosses his hands in the air with a frustrated growl. “Pack a bag. I want you in a car pointed north first thing in the morning. The memorial service is two weeks from today. You need to interview all the locals who will meet with you beforehand. Once the service is over, the anticipation about the anniversary will dry up too. If you want people to talk, you need to catch them off guard when they want to feel important. That’s my motto.
His motto is actually “write drunk and edit sober”—he’s got the words hanging on a plaque in bold black letters behind his desk right above an ever-present bottle of Jack Daniels—but I say nothing. Monday afternoon is not the best time to argue, much like every other day of the week. And unfortunately for me, I don’t have a pregnant wife at home to fall back on.
“Fine. You gonna reimburse me for gas this time?” It’s a stupid poke at his stingy bad habit, but I can’t help myself. And like every other time my inner child comes out to play, I immediately regret it. Thank God my boss doesn’t have a willow switch or a teaspoon of white wine vinegar I’m forced to swallow. The mere thought of my regular childhood punishment turns my tongue sour.
“I’ll reimburse you for gas if you get the story. Although you and your Audi are likely just fine without it.”
Fine, he’s right. I drive an Audi. It isn’t my fault my parents were rich or that working for a newspaper is the side job my dad got me to keep me busy learning a work ethic. A funny thing happened on my way to being forced into responsible adulthood: I discovered I liked it. Now I’m ready for my big break. I want to be recognized for excellence in writing—a Pulitzer maybe, one my parents didn’t posthumously pay for. Not a respectful way to think of the dead, but it’s there all the same. A desire for an accomplishment all my own, or at least a desire to make them proud.
My conscience stings at the same time my eyes begin to burn, so chances are it’s the second one. Even now, six years after my mother’s death and four months after my father’s, the need for their approval has only escalated. Isn’t that what every child wants even well into adulthood—the opportunity to look their parents in the eye and see a glimmer of pride shining back at them? Something has me still chasing that look, even if my only chance to catch it is while staring at a patch of aging dirt over a recently double-marked grave.
It’s lonely being all alone in the world.
But this is not the time or place to think about it. I sniff, crack a knuckle and then another to get my mind right, and then adjust my attitude to fake-cocky and smirk up at my boss.
“Audi or not, either the Chronicle is cheap, or you are.” I’m taking a gamble talking smack, but it’s worth the risk when Bing laughs. The man laughs twice in a good year, and once is when Christmas bonus checks get passed around.
I’ve just scored more than I have in months, and the double-entendre is intended.
Another thing I shouldn’t be thinking about right now. My love life—or lack thereof. That isn’t going to drive me to Arkansas or get this article written. Not to mention the multiple interviews awaiting me. Of all the facets of this job, the interviews are the worst part. Line up ten people for back-to-back questions and answers, and you might get one eager enough—and off their guard enough—to talk. Especially when a tragedy is involved. Two things people don’t like to overshare about are their kids and their hometowns. The first might result in a fractured relationship or lack of trust. The second might put you out of work and shunned by people you used to call friends. The only thing folks value above their kids is their bank account, no matter how many might insist otherwise. Money talks. The threat of losing money keeps loose lips closed, for the most part.
I’ll find one person who might talk. More if my perception is off, and these small-town folks want their shot at the spotlight.
“Fine, I’ll go.”
Bing rubs his rounded belly and rocks on his heels. “Wasn’t asking, just so we’re clear.” He points a finger at me. “I need you on the road tonight. And Richardson,” he says to my desk mate, “that wife of yours better have that baby before Finn gets back, or you’ll never get to use that excuse again.” Richardson pales three shades while I try not to laugh. It isn’t an empty threat; I once claimed a nasty flu, then got caught red-handed by my boss at Wal-Mart. Didn’t matter to Bing that I was there buying Robitussin and lotion-infused tissues. In his estimation, if I was well enough to drive, I was well enough to work. The very next week, I had to show up at the office with a mild case of chickenpox. The boss just shut me in a back office and doused the perimeter with Lysol at the top of every hour to keep himself from catching it. To Bing, Lysol is the modern-day equivalent of Vick’s VapoRub. It cures what ails you, even if what ails you is highly contagious and itches like the center of a poison ivy meadow.
“I’ll…I’ll tell her you said so,” Richardson stammers his reply, too green to know the boss is mostly kidding. Though if a baby is born in the next two weeks, he could probably expect a bonus or, at the very least, to not get fired.
“How long should I expect to be gone?” I ask, mentally tallying off a list of available clothing in my closet at home. And by available, I mean clean. My laundry day is every other Saturday, but I skipped last week in favor of sitting at home in sweatpants and watching the playoffs. The Yankees were playing, and I wasn’t about to miss it. Figured I’d get around to laundry the next day, but the next day found myself hung over and not feeling like it. My current clothing situation involves a dirty corner pile that nearly reaches the windowsill, three clean shirts hanging forlornly in my closet, and a few expensive suits. Today is Thursday. So close yet so far away. Hopefully, I will pass a shopping mall on my drive north.
“I want a story about the memorial on my desk on the nineteenth, and then we might do a follow-up after. Don’t come back until you’ve written both articles, even if you have to write them in segments and interview every person in that town to get the story. I want the history behind that fire and the fallout after. Every first-hand account you can find.”
I want to say, “I’m not a miracle worker,” but don’t because I make it a practice not to shoot myself in the foot on a regular basis. I have a knack for turning a day’s worth of work into four when the job doesn’t interest me. Sure, a memorial is an important event and deserves a certain amount of reverence. But my parents only took me back to Silver Bell once, and that was to attend my grandfather’s funeral. If he hadn’t died, we never would have visited. The town was taboo, something I knew never to speak of. Going back now feels like opening Pandora’s Box when Pandora really ought to be left alone in slumber.
Truthfully, I’m a little uneasy about opening that box.
“I’ll get it done,” is what I say instead because what choice do I have? “That’s two stories and hundreds of interviews. Got it.” I make a show of writing those two points on the legal pad in front of me.
“That town has a population of just over three thousand, so you’ll be there awhile. Don’t forget, I want the first story on my desk on the nineteenth.” Bing walks toward his office but turns just outside his door. “And pack a suit. There’s bound to be a lot of press at the memorial, and the Chronicle needs to represent well. You got one of those?”
I smirk. “I’ve got a suit.” My father made sure of it. There are at least seven hanging in my closet at home in various shades of black, gray, and navy. I haven’t worn any since Dad’s funeral and had no plans to, but like the schedule I just got handed on zero moment’s notice, plans change. At least there’s one thing I won’t need to shop for.
Bing closes his door behind him, and I pull out a new leather-bound atlas I bought at a convenience store outside of Dallas just last week. Unfolding it across my desk, I flip the pages to Arkansas until I find Silver Bell, population 3,164 on the map. This isn’t the first time I’ve looked for the town, so the search only takes a second.
The red x I made to mark the spot just last Friday obviously helped.
I haven’t been to Silver Bell in almost two decades. Still, I remember it all. Every nuance, interaction, and image.
As I discovered when I was thirteen years old, sometimes it only takes a minute to make a lasting impression.
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Finn
They say that idle hands are the devil’s workshop, so it stands to reason that an idle two-bedroom house could function as Satan’s getaway mansion on the New England coast. I don’t normally spend much time thinking about the devil in all his unpleasantness, but the moment I crack open my parents’ front door, thoughts of him come at me in a rush.
The scent alone could send a person into eternal despair. The house smells like skid row in its rotten, unkempt state, like someone tossed a package of open raw chicken in the garbage and left it there these past four months. And in this scenario, that someone would be me.
I open the door a little wider and step inside the house I locked up earlier this summer without a backward glance. I loved my parents more than life itself. The loss piles on me like it’s raining blazing embers on top of my still grieving head. But I despise thinking of them in the past tense. It’s the reason I’ve stayed away this long. If I never returned to the house, I could pretend they still lived there. My mother still in the kitchen pouring lemonade from my grandmother’s crystal pitcher. Still singing Barry Manilow’s “Mandy” in off-pitch falsetto as she flitted from stove to refrigerator. My father still in his recliner, smoking his pipe while loudly grumbling at the latest headlines. “Look at this newspaper claiming Carter was a great President. Back then, interest rates were twelve percent, and gas lines were a mile long! Just because the man builds houses for charity now doesn’t mean he was a good leader.” A bit of an exaggeration on my dad’s part, but there was never any sense in arguing. He clung to his mid-century politics like plastic wrap clings to leftover Thanksgiving stuffing. Stubborn. Hard to separate. Impossible to straighten once it gets jumbled up, so you give up trying and toss it aside.
But I loved them both.
Now that I’m back home, the emotions return in a flood of lonely memories. That’s the depressing side of being an only child; when your parents die, and you inevitably become an orphan, you own the title in every sense of the word. Meaning now you’ve got no one to clean up the remnants of a life you no longer share with anyone.
It’s just me in the world. Alone to combat the past without anyone to commiserate or talk through it alongside me. There’s never any “remember when Mom?” or “can you believe Dad?” to fall back on. No laughter, shared embarrassment, or mutual tears. Maybe that isn’t the case for all “onlys,” but it’s a definite fact when your parents were only children themselves, and your grandparents died before you were old enough to remember much about them.
I step all the way inside the house and close the front door behind me, plugging my nose and breathing in short gasps until I can remove the foul smell. Good God, the stench is overwhelming.
One step inside the kitchen, and the mystery scent is discovered; an open carton of milk with mold crawling up one side, so congealed it no longer even passes for yogurt. I look away, reach for a trash bag, snap it open, and throw the carton away, then grab the rest of the trash and toss everything outside on the back step. With the source of the stench now fully removed, I unlock the window over the sink and push it open. A rush of cool October air greets me like plunging face-first into a bucket of ice water. I gulp in the fresh air and lean over the sink, standing there a moment to gather myself, not moving even when the house gets a little cold. For most of America, temperatures in the mid-fifties might be a welcome reprieve. For Houston, we bring out the snow gear and make immediate plans to hibernate. But frigid is better than foul, so I take a deep breath and open four other windows to make this house endurable again. Within minutes, I’m reaching for the afghan on the back of the old sofa and sliding it around my shoulders like a favorite cardigan you forgot you loved.
The blanket smells like my father.
Now that I’m here, I’m not sure why I’ve stayed away so long. The house is paid for, along with monthly utilities and regular yard maintenance, but when I locked the front door all those months ago, intending to come back the next day…I just didn’t. Too much hassle, I told myself. Too many memories, I rationalized over coffee. Too much to do, I decided on my way to the office every morning and on my way to my own apartment every night. Even now, I’m only here for necessities sake.
The office. Work. My assignment.
I’m heading out of town tonight and can’t leave without digging into my own history. What good is interviewing all those people in Silver Bell if I don’t even know my own story? Not the one I’ve heard about my whole life, but the real story. The one that comes with photos and paperwork, hospital discharge papers, and baby memory albums. Somewhere in this house is a hidden box of mementos, and I need to find it before I leave. I discard the afghan in a corner basket and make my way to my parents’ bedroom.
My steps falter just at the open doorway and the sight of their unmade bed. The last time those sheets were touched, my father rose from them, expecting to go about another day as usual. By the time the sun set that evening, he was in a hospital bed in a slumber he only briefly woke from, occasionally muttering the words, “I’m sorry, so sorry,” in a feverish panic before slipping away for good. Maybe he was talking to me, maybe my mother. I never found out before the heart monitor quit registering completely. My father’s final words have hung over my head ever since like a riddle you’ll never solve, leaving you marked with regret that stretches endlessly. Why couldn’t he have said “I love you” like I hoped he would?
A heart attack. They found my father slumped over the newspaper he loved to complain about. His pulse barely registered, the latest episode of 20/20 playing in the background. While my father sat alone struggling for life, Barbara Walters prattled on about Brooke Shields’ latest television show. Out with the old and in with the new, on display in real-time.
Earlier that night, he invited me for dinner. I declined in favor of heading to a bar after work with my colleagues. Another bad decision known only in hindsight. Turns out it is 20/20, after all.
I look away from the bed, overcome with the phantom image of my father sliding into his slippers and padding toward the bathroom. Reaching for his overused toothbrush and tube of Gleam brand toothpaste, he insisted on buying. Splashing on Old Spice and pulling a plaid flannel button-up around his weighted shoulders. My father was young, by all accounts. Dead at fifty-four. But my mother’s premature death five years prior had aged him two decades. A young man in an old man’s body, everything broken down but his biceps, but what good are strong biceps when your heart barely beats? It’s the question all the brokenhearted ask themselves, me most of all.
Sometimes I wonder how I’m still standing. But I am, and I’m here for reasons that have nothing to do with burdensome grief.
The memory box.
The last time I walked in on my mother rifling through the box, she looked up with a telltale gasp. Without looking at me again, she stuffed loose papers back inside and hurriedly returned the box to the top shelf in her closet, away from my prying eyes. The memory box was a formidable fixture of my childhood. “Not to be touched,” she would often admonish me, returning the lid to its proper place and stowing the box away. “Important papers and all that.” I had no reason not to believe her, so I left the box alone, most of the time forgetting about it entirely. My friend Scott’s dad was like that about his gun safe. My neighbor Sadie’s mother acted the same about her grandmother’s jewelry case. Off-limits. Private. Leave it be, or else.
Every family has its secrets, and the memory box was ours.
Growing up, I obsessed about the contents of that box but was never brave enough to sneak a look. After my dad died, I became obsessed with staying as far away from it and this house as I could, attempting to bury whatever secrets it held with my parents. Even now, I wouldn’t be here if Bing hadn’t given me a direct order to write the fire story. Something tells me that at least a few details about Silver Bell are at the bottom of that box. Call it a hunch or call it my mother pulling the box from the shelf whenever mention of the hospital fire came up in conversation. If the fire came up, the box came out.
And now it’s my turn to search for it. So much for buried secrets.
I find the memory box and slide it from the closet shelf. Crafted from my great-grandfather’s hands, the pine box is stuffed full and heavier than I expected. The lid unable to close, a metal hook-and-eye latch swinging freely from unuse. I set the box on my parents’ dresser and press on the lid, but the box won’t lock. Too many papers, too many memories, none that I can afford to lose. Giving up, I grip the box with both hands and give the room one last glance before turning off the light and heading for the door. There’s a long drive to Arkansas ahead of me, and I’d like to make it there before midnight. So, while the contents of the box beg me to finally discover them one by one, it will need to wait until tomorrow. The fire happened thirty years ago; any new information about it will keep for one more night.
Just before I walk out the front door, I spot my dad’s old pipe on a side table and tuck it in my back pocket.
If I’m finally going to return to Silver Bell, I may as well take a part of him with me.
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Billi
It happens every day no matter how many guests check in, the likely percentage hovering around ten. Meaning if ten people check into the motel, one of them will hit on me. They’ll ask what there is to do for fun around here, always with a raised eyebrow. They’ll ask if I’m bored sitting behind the desk all alone. They’ll ask if I’m married, visibly encouraged when I say no. And the especially bold ones will either ask for my number or remind me of their own room number if I want to “stop by later.” All of this is done without prompting. And to be clear: I never prompt.
As in the case of Mr. Bailey, one of our regulars. He’s a long-time widower pushing eighty-five with a healthy self-image of believing himself four decades younger, and he’s at it again. The feminist in me wants to slap him with a lawsuit, but the bleeding heart in me knows he’s just a lonely old man who misses his wife. His bi-monthly check-in at the hotel is simply a pathway to human interaction. He only lives five miles from here in a house surrounded by two acres of land. All that space for one old man might be too isolating for anyone to handle. And when it comes down to it, aren’t we all just trying to survive?
I’m on the cusp of rejecting yet another one of his not-so-subtle advances when the chime above the front door signals a new arrival. Odd to be so busy on a Monday night. I glance toward the door just as Mr. Bailey clears his throat. The man doesn’t like to be ignored. I paste on what I hope is a patient smile and deliver the rejection pointedly.
“No, Mr. Bailey, I can’t come to your room to play Parcheesi, not tonight or any other night.” I inwardly cringe at the man’s seriously outdated metaphor. “The funny thing about having a job is my boss expects me to stay at the front desk and work. But if you would like to put your bag in your room and come sit out here with me in a bit, the new episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer starts in an hour. I’ll make coffee for us and catch you up on everything you missed last week.”
Something that sounds suspiciously like, “so much for working,” drifts over from the new arrival. A mutter I wasn’t supposed to hear. But I did, so I casually reach for the key to our worst room that we never use and set it in front of me. I may not enjoy Mr. Bailey’s outdated advances, but I don’t enjoy sarcastic digs about my work ethic more. Hope this new guest isn’t bothered by old cigarettes, old sheets, and questionable carpet stains.
Or, more accurately, I hope he is.
“Anyway, how does that sound?” I ask Mr. Bailey, purposefully ignoring the new guy.
“It sounds delightful, Miss Billi, although I wish you would find a new show to watch. All that biting and sucking can’t be good for a girl like you to witness.”
A snort from the new arrival, one that has me pressing my lips together. Now there’s an updated metaphor if I ever heard one. I close my eyes for a half-second to regain my composure, resisting the urge to peek around Mr. Bailey at the new guest. At least the new guy shares my sense of humor.
“I suppose you’re right. Maybe let’s just watch one show and see what we think afterward, okay?”
Mr. Bailey picks up his overnight bag and pats the desk. “Sounds delightful to me. I’ll be back after I settle in. Get the coffee ready. And how about some of that popcorn you made last time. The kind with the extra butter? I’d like some of that too.”
I smile and hold up the unpopped microwavable bag I dragged out when I saw Mr. Bailey’s name on the check-in schedule earlier this morning. “Got it right here. I’ll have everything set up in thirty minutes but take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”
I watch Mr. Bailey shuffle away, then turn to look up at the person I both instantly like and can’t stand, depending on the next few minutes.
And…he’s not what I expected.
My mouth falls open on reflex before I catch myself and slam it shut.
I expected short, bald, and aging inside a mid-life crisis. Perhaps a person with deep frown lines, knocked hard by life and down on their luck because this place is cheap, and why else would you stay here? An unfair assumption, perhaps, but history falls squarely on the side of my preconceived notions.
But the tall, dark, and “who do we have here?” man who winks down at me wasn’t on my list of possibilities. The only flaw I see in his perfect features is a faded one-inch scar to the right of his chin. If you can call it a flaw. In the way it goes with most men, that scar only adds mystery. What hurt you? What life obstacle did you overcome? Want me to kiss it and make it better? I feel my face grow hot from my internal monologue, but it isn’t my fault. Men who look like that don’t exist in towns that look like ours. I would guess he’s here for next week’s memorial, but the reporter-types aren’t scheduled to arrive for at least another five days.
“Can I help you?” I ask, a rare onslaught of nerves making my voice crack a bit on that last word. I’m immediately ashamed and internally chide myself. You’re Billi Ellis, and you’re tougher than this. Get it together. So, I do. “You at the wrong place, or are you checking in?” There’s the no-nonsense voice I know and love. I focus on my registry book and scan it for a name I don’t recognize, but there’s nothing here. This city boy is a drop-in who didn’t bother calling ahead.
“If this is the Sunset Motel, then I’m checking in,” he says, pulling a credit card out of his leather wallet and sliding it across the counter toward me. The card is gold and shiny, which translates to fancy with a high spending limit in my book. Which means our little motel isn’t the kind of establishment he’s accustomed to. Which translates to him being two wide stratospheres outside any social circle I want to be associated with.
I clear my throat because why am I thinking about our social circles? I glance at his name and barely suppress a laugh.
“Your name is Phineas?” I ask, unable to keep a bit of incredulity out of my tone as I side-eye him through my lashes. He does not look like a Phineas. A Brad, maybe. A Tom, perhaps. Oddly enough, even Thor would work. I can totally imagine him swinging a hammer and throwing people around.
“We can’t all name ourselves,” he quips. “I go by Finn, actually, so please check me in that way. I’ll be here for a bit, and I would rather not be called by my given name. At least not out loud and in public.”
I reach for the guest ledger, my pulse tripping on the a bit part. “How long are you planning to stay?” Hopefully, that sounded as casual as possible. I write his name on the next blank line, my brief anger already replaced by curiosity.
“At least a week, maybe longer.”
“And you’re positive you want to stay here?” I ask without thinking. Rule one of managing a motel: don’t complain about it in front of the guests. Not ever, even when the list of things to gripe about stretches farther than the forty-foot phone cord my mother bought yesterday.
He smirks. “This was the only availability within thirty miles, so I’m pretty sure I don’t have a choice. What’s wrong with it? Are the rooms haunted?”
“Only with the half-dead souls of the people who run this place, both past, and present.” There I go, criticizing the job again. Hopefully, he isn’t a man who concerns himself with the ins and outs of small-town life. One word to the higher-ups from a guy like him, and I would definitely be fired. It wouldn’t even matter that my dad is Higher-Up-in-Chief. I punch in the credit card numbers and slide them back to him.
Finn laughs as he tucks the card back into his wallet. “Then I look forward to meeting them, but only because they’re half dead. It’s the fully dead you’ve got to worry about.”
I wave a hand in the air. “Oh, the fully dead left this place long ago in search of something better. Last I heard, they were roasting marshmallows from a spit and singing campfire songs in hell.” There I go again with the free-flowing criticisms.
What is wrong with me tonight?
He laughs again, and the little flutter low in my stomach suggests that something is going right.
“And they collectively decided hell was better than this?”
I shrug. “Look around. What do you think?”
“I think I wish a nicer hotel had a vacancy.”
“Well, lucky you, you’re stuck with us.” I move to the wall of keys and slyly exchange his terrible one for something better, a room that still smells like smoke but is stain free and has a lovely view of the parking lot. What can I say? My initial impression of him improved in less than two minutes. Impressive, this one. I hand him the key. He eyes it and raises his gaze to me.
“You’re already giving me an upgrade from the trashy room you first chose? Lucky me indeed.”
I try furiously not to blush, but I’m failing miserably, judging from the fire inside both cheeks. “That obvious, huh?”
“I was a bit of a jerk when I first walked in, so I suppose I deserved it.” He palms the key and picks up his bag, turning to look at me from the doorway. “You know my name, so it’s only fair I know yours.”
I make what I hope is a skeptical face. “I’m not sure about that.” I pick up my trusty advice tool—the same one I’ve had since I was seven years old—and give it a shake. Some people might think it’s silly, and they would be right. But in over twenty years, it hasn’t failed me yet.
“Magic 8-Ball,” I ask it, “should I tell this strange man my name?”
I set the ball on the desk and wait for the triangle-shaped answer to appear.
“Says the strange woman asking a Magic 8-Ball for advice.”
“Don’t knock it until you try it.”
“Fair enough. What does it say?” The fact that he seems honestly interested adds another point to the positives column I’m currently constructing in my head.
I sigh. “It says, ‘it is decidedly so.’ I roll my eyes. “My name is Billi. But like you said, we don’t get to name ourselves.”
He winks. “Billy Idol, Billy Joel, Billy…Graham? It’s a good name.”
I roll my eyes. “For a man, and I’m no saint.”
“None of us are.” He lets that sentence hang between us for a second, a secret, a sadness gone as fast as it descended. “So, Billi,” his gaze slides to me again. “What do you do for fun around here?”
I open my mouth to give him a piece of my mind when he laughs.
“For the record, I’m not hitting on you. But I am a fan of Buffy the Vampire Slayer and planned to watch the season premiere in my room. But if you have enough popcorn, and if you’re having a party out here in the lobby anyway…”
It’s my turn to laugh. “Me and Mr. Bailey hardly make for a great party, but yes, I have popcorn. You’re welcome to join us.”
“You don’t need to consult your magic ball before giving me an answer?” He may as well have put ‘Magic Ball’ in air quotes. I mentally erase that point from the positives column and mark it in the negatives before erasing it again and leaving the whole thing blank. Let’s not be hasty here.
“I only consult it for important questions.”
“Perfect. I’ll be back in time for the show, and I’ll bring candy if I can find a vending machine somewhere. And Billi,” he says with a smile and lift of his chin, “nice hair.”
My hand instinctively goes to my neck as I watch him leave, to the shaved strip that runs on my ear’s left side and over to the long blonde slash that drapes across my forehead. I’m unsure if he was kidding or serious, but I still yell, “End of the hall on the second floor!” as the door shuts behind him. I stand here wondering what in the world just happened. He complimented me. Or maybe he didn’t? Either way, Billi Ellis has plans on a Monday night with two men, and sure, one of them is old enough to be my great grandfather, but the other is decidedly not. No one in high school would believe it, least of all me. I can barely believe it now.
I stare after him for a long moment and tell myself to get a grip. I might be a lot of things, but Girl Who Falls for Handsome Stranger isn’t one of them. You can only travel that road a handful of times before it leads you straight down a dangerous mountainside, and in my experience…
Luck works best when it isn’t pressed more than once.
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Finn
I toss the key to my “upgraded” room on the bed and look around, wondering what the room I dodged must have looked like. This one is musty and dank, a dark and gray dungeon on its best day. The only upside is that it looks marginally clean and comes with a picture window, bent and mangled mini blinds notwithstanding. I think of our summer trips to Martha’s Vineyard and wonder what my parents would think of this place, then remember they both grew up in this town and probably stayed here a time or two themselves. Maybe prom night or an eighteenth birthday, or that time my grandparents’ house flooded, and they took up residence in a nearby motel while repairmen went to work. I heard the story a few dozen times in my life, mostly as part of a You Need to Be Grateful lecture during my teenage years.
When it comes to this town, it’s easy to forget that everything new to me would have been old and worn out to them. The pang of loss has hit harder than usual since Bing assigned me to the job yesterday. I wish my parents were here now, showing me the landmarks and sights of their shared childhood, the ones we never stopped to see the one and only time we came back when I was a kid.
I drop my suitcase on the bed and unzip it, hanging up pants and shirts on the wire hangers provided in the small closet. I hate to iron; I burn myself every time. Maybe by tomorrow, the wrinkles will straighten out.
Reaching into the suitcase one last time, my hand brushes my mother’s memory box, and I lift it out. A few papers and photos spill from the top and flutter to the floor. I scoop them up and return the items to the box, then sit on the bed and slide the box closer to me. A photo I’ve never seen of my mother catches my eye, and I pick it up. She’s smiling. “That smile is the first thing I fell in love with.” My father’s often spoken words come back to me. My mother was an anxious woman, sad and often depressed, pacing the floor at night and speaking of things I didn’t understand. “What if people find out? What if we made a mistake? Playing God is surely a sin.” My father worked tirelessly to console her. “Calm down, Laura. It’s better this way. No one played God, not me and not you.” When I asked questions, it was explained that her words were nothing but the ramblings of paranoia—something my mother had long struggled with. It wasn’t until I was older that I knew what my father meant. Paranoia: a mental condition characterized by delusions of persecution. I never understood how that applied to my mother, but my dad was right about her smile.
Looking at her younger self, I can see why my father spoke of it so fondly. You tend to miss the things that easily slip through your fingers, and my mother’s smile was as close to a trickle of water that a human feature can get. It appeared so infrequently, most often when she listened to music. Occasionally when she looked at me.
I set the photo on the bed and thumb through a few more papers toward the top of the box. Gas station receipts. Grocery coupons. Odd items for a memory box, but my mother was an odd—if also beautiful and reserved—soul. The things she considered important were often overlooked. Like an injured baby robin booted from the nest. A lone shoe discarded on the roadway. A lost penny no longer bringing luck to its owner. All these things needed her attention because all were in some way in need of rescue. The Bible says not to store up treasures on Earth, but I’m convinced the ones my mother kept close gave her a direct line to Jesus. In her own unique way, she cared about the lost and discarded in the same way He did.
Still, the gas station receipts are weird. On one, the only item is a ten-cent pack of Beech-Nut gum purchased in April of nineteen fifty-four. My mother was a lot of things, but she wasn’t a pack rat. I consider balling up the receipt and tossing it in the trash bin before deciding it must have meant something to her, so that makes it of secondary importance to me. I tuck it toward the bottom of the box when my fingers connect with something thick, like an envelope. I tug it free and flip it over in my hand. It’s fat like a wallet but larger like the passport of someone well-traveled. My pulse picks up speed from curiosity and guilt. This seems like something that could be marginally informational, but I’m certain that if my mother caught me snooping, I’d get smacked on the back of the head.
I look over my shoulder to check the time displayed on the bedside clock. The Buffy premiere starts in eighteen minutes, leaving me enough time to glance through this paperwork and head to the lobby. Anything else I might find will have to keep until later tonight.
The envelope is stuffed full of papers and a few miscellaneous items. More receipts. A stack of folded papers that look medical in nature. They’re folded out of order, so I sift through them until I reach page one. A Silver Bell Memorial Hospital logo is printed in bold block letters across the top of the page. The hospital where I was born, the same one I’m here to cover that burned nearly thirty years ago. I glance at the signature at the bottom of the page, signed by a Dr. Sullivan. I frown. I was delivered by a Dr. Romine, a man my mother spoke fondly of on numerous occasions. “Did I ever tell you what Dr. Romine said about you as we were leaving the hospital…?” ‘He was born to play football’ were his exact words, a line I heard so often I could recite them in my sleep. In what turned out to be the world’s most cringe-worthy punchline, I grew up to excel at trombone while also serving as editor-in-chief of my high school’s newspaper.
Dr. Romine might have requested a refund if he’d lived long enough to be made aware of his long dive off base.
My vision connects with the date next to the signature, and I frown. It’s wrong. Dated three years before I was born. Same hospital, same month, but different year. I flip the page over, thinking it must be a misprint, but the next page is signed and dated too with the same year. Only this page has a new annotation, one that sends a single drop of ice water sliding down my spine.
Baby Boy Hardwick. Cause of death: Edward’s Syndrome. That’s all, nothing more. Baby Boy, a generic reference one might use to avoid the subject at hand. An eyesore. A nasty cut. A used hamburger wrapper you crumple into a ball and discard in the nearest bin, wiping grease off your formerly pristine hands.
Two things I know for certain: I’m still alive, and baby boy Hardwick isn’t me.
I look up and out the darkened window to the Hardee’s parking lot across the street, the only fast-food joint I saw in this town on the drive in. I remember thinking to myself, “I guess that’s what I’m having for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” I never once thought, “Maybe my parents had a life I knew nothing about. Maybe I even had a brother.” Headlights pull into the lot, cut off, and two teenagers emerge from the car. Even from here, I can hear the laughter coming from a girl who throws her head back at a joke coming from the guy with her. They hold hands and walk across the parking lot, arms swinging in an exaggerated movement between them, carefree and easy. Just a normal Monday night in Arkansas.
Like no one handed them a bomb set to detonate their whole lives.
With shaking hands, I refold the paperwork and stuff the stack back inside the envelope. Time’s up for this. Buffy starts in five minutes, and I’m not one to turn down an invitation from a pretty girl, even if I’m no longer in the mood to socialize.
Turning the lock on the door, I shove all thoughts of the memory box out of my mind and head for the motel lobby.
   
AS A WHOLE,
Buffy the Vampire Slayer is ridiculous camp, cheese with a side of stale crackers. No human I’ve ever met could possibly call it realistic. But Richardson started watching it late at work one night while procrastinating a deadline, and I got sucked right in like a hormonal teenage girl. I’ve resented it—and watched it—since. I’ve looked forward to this premier in ways I would never admit out loud; my VCR at home is recording this very show as we speak.
But it’s five minutes until the end of the show, and I haven’t heard a single word of dialogue, not with the thoughts running like wild jackrabbits inside my head. Last season ended on a cliffhanger, and I’m as in the dark now as I was then.
“Finn?” Billi says during a commercial break, I suspect not for the first time, and my gaze snaps across the sofa to meet the concerned expression in her eyes. “You okay over there? You seem awfully quiet tonight. Not that you’re a talkative person—I have no idea how you are, actually. But in my inexperienced estimation of human behavior—specifically yours—you’re quiet. You didn’t even laugh at the bit with the ice cream, and that part was so cute. Oh gosh, maybe I’m the one who should stop talking.” She stands up to grab more coffee, and I sneak a glance at her backside, which earns a cough and a wink from Mr. Bailey when he catches me looking. The old man doesn’t try to hide his open admiration for all things Billi, a fact that seems to both exasperate and amuse her. You can get away with a lot of things when you’re considered a human antique. I straighten in my seat on the sofa and face the small television screen.
“Please don’t stop talking on my account,” I say by way of apology. The woman is just being friendly, and there’s nothing I hate more than squashing a good mood. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”
She sits down across from me in a wooden swivel chair she dragged from behind the front desk. “Anything to do with the reason you’re here?”
It’s an innocent question that invites a hundred others. Why am I here? More specifically, why isn’t Baby Boy Hardwick? And while we’re dotting I’s and crossing T’s, who the hell is Baby Boy Hardwick in the first place?
“Somewhat…” I say, letting the word trail away.
The show starts up again, and together we watch the final scene. When credits begin to roll, Billi stands to turn off the television. It’s an old console with a turn dial, the kind we used to have when I was growing up before remote controls were invented. Most might consider it outdated, but everything old becomes new again eventually. So will this.
“Want to tell us what’s on your mind?” She sits back down and tucks a leg under her thigh as she leans forward. “Maybe that will help.”
“Yes, maybe we can help,” Mr. Bailey adds in an obvious attempt to keep the night going. Can’t say I blame him. The thought of heading back to my room and that box of secrets invites all sorts of dread.
I’m not sure telling two complete strangers about my career’s ins and outs will help, but what do I have to lose? Only an hour ago, I thought I was the miracle child of two otherwise infertile parents, so I’m hardly the expert on anything, including my own life.
So, I start with the basics. “I’m a reporter with the Houston Chronicle, here to cover the thirtieth anniversary of the hospital fire.”
“Fire,” Mr. Bailey sarcastically huffs under his breath, effectively piquing my interest. Billi shoots him an exasperated look, and the questions already crammed inside my head multiply.
“It was a fire, Mr. Bailey. A tragic one, but an unavoidable accident.”
The man plants his hands on his knees and leans forward. “You weren’t around then, young lady. And I’m telling you it was no accident. Ask around, and you’ll see.”
What? My gaze shifts between them, the reporter in me coming to life.
“I have asked plenty of people.”
“Your daddy ain’t plenty of people,” he fires back. “He would say anything to keep himself elected.”
“Keep my father out of it. Those are the rules, and you know it.”
I inch forward, waiting for the ball to drop. The rapid-fire exchange is like watching an Olympic Ping-Pong match, back and forth, up and down, with surprising intensity. Who knew Ping Pong—or verbal sparring between an attractive young woman and a wrinkled old man—could be this interesting? There seems to be more between Billi and Mr. Bailey than just customer and seller. Something that smells a lot like history.
Mr. Bailey leans back against the couch, the fire dying to a slow simmer. “Fine, no talk about your dad. But I have my thoughts, and you have yours, and no one ever said they had to be the same.”
“Agreed.” She sighs, followed by a tense silence that stretches so long I’m convinced the conversation is over. So much for their offer to help. Just when I make to stand and leave, I feel her gaze on me again. “Sorry for that. I didn’t mean to derail the conversation that way. Is there anything you want to ask us that we agree about?” She gives Mr. Bailey a conciliatory look. “About the anniversary, I mean. We might not have the answers you’re looking for, but we can try.”
Mr. Bailey nods. “We’re probably your best option. I doubt anyone else will talk to you.”
I frown. “Now that you mention it, I made a few calls before I left Houston. But the moment I gave people my name and the reason for my call, every last one of them hung up on me.”
Mr. Bailey huffs. “Course they did. There’s an unspoken rule in this town: no one talks about the fire. The bad thing is that many people who might remember it are long gone by now.”
“Dead?” I ask.
Mr. Bailey shrugs. “Dead or moved away. Only a few of us recall it, but I guarantee you’ll hit a roadblock everywhere you turn.”
I assumed from experience that all the hang-ups would turn into in-person conversations; many people hate the depersonalization of phone calls. Now defeat settles on my shoulders and makes them heavy. Nothing like crashing into a wall before you even start the car. “Why wouldn’t they talk? It seems like a memorial would prompt a desire to commemorate those who lost their lives.”
“You would think,” Mr. Bailey gives a shrug that communicates a heavy dose of sarcasm. “Unless, of course, they’re afraid to say the wrong thing. Something that might expose what really happened.”
What really happened? There’s more to the story than just a fire?
“Mr. Bailey,” Billie scowls out a warning.
I make a mental note to start digging around first thing tomorrow morning. “Well, I need someone to talk to. My boss wants the first story by the end of next week.”
“I don’t like to talk about it, but I can tell you everything I know.” Mr. Bailey offers, waving a finger in Billi’s direction. “After that, you should let her help you. Everyone in this town likes Billi, and you won’t find anyone more helpful. Sit here for a few minutes, and you’ll see. There’ll be a steady stream of people walking through that front door asking for her advice.”
I raise an eyebrow at Billi, waiting for her to dismiss the claim. But then I remember the woman wearing tattered clothes who wandered in not ten minutes ago to refill a tumbler with coffee. She then walked out without a word. Since Billi is in charge of the motel, I waited for her to say something. To kick the woman out or tell her to leave money on the counter. But Billi sat quietly, staring straight ahead and watching Buffy like that sort of thing happened often. Even Mr. Bailey kept quiet, though I did notice the man’s worried glance in the strange woman’s direction.
Even now, Billi says nothing as a pink stain creeps up her neck.
“People tend to trust me,” she says sheepishly, a woman embarrassed by her own positive character trait. “But I like to help out if I can.” She plays with the shoelace of a worn black Converse tucked under her thigh. “So, do you need any?”
“Help?” At first, the word doesn’t register. “From you?” And then it does, and I sound like an ass. Of course, she’s offering to help me. This is a small town, and isn’t that what everyone in Mayberry does? Silver Bell, Arkansas, is about as small-town Americana as they come. So far, I’ve only seen one stoplight to match the single fast-food joint, and I drove in on a one-lane road. One lane. I doubt anyone here has a car phone or—God forbid—a computer with internet service. And it hits me.
How will I find out the information I need without a working computer?
“It was just an offer,” Billi says with an eye roll, making it clear she also thinks I’m a jerk. Even Mr. Bailey huffs a bit from his spot on the couch. Here an hour, and I’ve already made two enemies out of the only two acquaintances I have. First impressions are usually my strong suit.
The bell over the door rings as another guest bangs through the front door. “Billi, can you watch Jason for me for fifteen minutes while I run across the street to buy groceries?” Not a guest after all, but a frazzled woman wearing pink sweatpants and a matching scrunchie, breathing like she ran a mini-marathon to get here. Her red hair is piled haphazardly on top of her head and flopping sideways, and a smear of what looks like blood is slashed across the front of her shirt. Or maybe it’s ketchup since there’s an exact replica of the red mark streaked across her wailing child’s cheek. “He’s so sleepy, and you know how he is when it’s bedtime. We ran out of milk, or I wouldn’t ask. He won’t go to sleep at all without a full sippy cup, and water won’t cut it.” Without waiting for an answer, the woman practically shoves the kid in Billi’s arms. He goes willingly and tucks his face into Billi’s neck like this is a regular occurrence.
“Fifteen minutes?” Billi asks skeptically, adjusting the boy higher on her hip.
“Twenty, tops.” The girl has one foot out the door already.
“See you in half an hour,” Billi quips.
“Thank you, I’ll hurry.” And just like that, the door falls silent right along with the now slumbering child. It’s almost like Billi is his mother, or at least his favorite source of comfort.
“Is he your…?”
“Godson,” she answers. “And this happens at least a couple times a week.”
“And you just watch him? At work? Doesn’t that make working…difficult?”
Billi shrugs as much as she’s able with what appears to be a thirty-pound toddler in her arms.
“Not as difficult as having a baby at seventeen or being a single mom of three by the time you’re twenty-five.”
I look around the empty room, but there’s no one else around. Billi manages to read my mind, probably not too difficult since I’m making my thoughts obvious.
“On Monday night, the other two stay at their grandparents’ house so that Susie can sleep in. She works late most days. Tuesday is her day off. They won’t take Jason overnight until he’s two, and that isn’t until next month.”
“She’s twenty-five?” The woman looked at least thirty. Responsibility ages some more than others.
“No, twenty-seven now. A year younger than me, but I’ve known her all my life.”
“Their dads were fishing buddies and on the same relay team in high school.” Mr. Bailey pipes up, and honestly, I’d nearly forgotten the man was here. “Coached them both, I did.”
I blink. It’s true what they say; people are only a few degrees of separation from everyone else in the world. It’s even more true when your world exists inside a population of three thousand people. “My dad grew up here,” I say, suddenly filled with an irrational need to fit in and make my own ties known in a town I’ve visited only once before.
Mr. Bailey frowns. “Who was your dad? If he went to the public school, I probably knew him.”
“Jack Hardwick.” Maybe it’s my imagination, but I think I see Mr. Bailey flinch just the slightest. He clears his throat and transforms his face into what seems like a strained smile.
“I knew your dad. I did. He and Paul were practically joined at the hip. Along with Sally, of course. That was before he started dating your mother, though…” Mr. Bailey visibly slides into a memory, reflecting backward on two people I’ve never heard of. I want him to pull me inside it, to tell me stories from a childhood I rarely heard about that starred the father I miss more every day.
But just when I start to ask, baby Jason starts to stir.
“Shhh…” Billi says, beginning to pace, working to quiet him. “Can you get me his pacifier out of the diaper bag?” she whispers to me, nodding toward a small black backpack discarded by the door.
I oblige, unzipping the bag and digging through diapers, a towel, a box of paper clips, a stuffed monkey with a torn left arm, and a plastic sleeve of baby wipes. I finally locate the pacifier. I pull it free and hold it out to her, feeling oddly triumphant. Who knew one small child required this much gear? Mothers everywhere, no doubt, but I’ve never spent any time around kids.
“Well, I better get to bed,” Mr. Bailey says, much to my disappointment. It’s late, hardly the time for a walk back down memory lane, but the missed opportunity hits with force. It’s been a while since I’ve talked about my parents to anyone who knew them, even longer since I’ve been relegated with tales of their growing-up years. The subject was mostly avoided, taboo for reasons I didn’t recognize as a child or understand as an adult. And that split-second troubled look on Mr. Bailey’s face…it appeared for a reason; one I’m determined to ask about.
“Maybe I could come to your place while I’m here to ask you about the fire?” I say, desperation for another opportunity propelling the question forward. I’m too eager, and I know it.
Mr. Bailey just nods. “Billi’ll tell you where I live,” he says before tipping his hat and walking out the door. “Goodnight to you both.” The door closes behind him, leaving Billi and me alone, along with a sleeping toddler, an array of dirty coffee mugs, and three empty bags of microwave popcorn. I begin to gather it all up, tossing the bags away one by one and holding the mugs in a ring by the handles.
“Where do you want these?” I ask, raising them for her inspection.
“Just set them on the desk,” she says, slowly pacing the floor with the slumbering child.
“When do you think his mom will be back?” I say, not wanting to leave her alone. What if he cries? What if she needs help?
She smiles so softly it barely registers. “She won’t be long. As long as I keep walking, he’ll stay asleep.”
“Sounds like you’ve done this before.”
The smile grows, blooming right along with an odd warmth inside my gut. “You have no idea how many times. I’ll be okay here if you want to go.”
“You sure?”
“I’m sure.”
I nod. “Alright, I’m tired.” I watch her for a moment, wondering how to circle back tactfully. “Yes,” I sigh, deciding to just come out with it. “I would like your help. Something tells me people would be more willing to talk to me with you along. If you don’t mind, that is.”
She tilts her head to the side. “Should I help you?” She muses in a loud whisper, staring right at me until she eyes that silly Magic 8-Ball, silently directing me to pick it up. I do with a sigh, then shake it halfheartedly with one hand like I’m daring her to criticize me, then set it down on the desk. Her eyes don’t leave my face until a few seconds later.
“What’s it say?” she asks. The bored look I give her is intentional as I pick up the ball and read for myself. “It says ‘Without a doubt.’ Interesting. Seems this ball really wants you to help me.”
“Maybe it’s broken. So, when do you want to start?”
I bite back a smile and make a note not to discount her help again. “Tomorrow? Any time that works best for you.”
“Meet me here at ten, and we’ll go. I’ll drive,” she says. I start to protest, to tell her I have a car that we may as well use. But something stops me, mainly the idea that arguing with Billi is a lost cause not worth fighting for. People seem to like her. I could use the help, and let’s face it…I’m intrigued.
“Alright. Maybe we could start with him?” I ask, nodding toward the door that Mr. Bailey just walked through.
“Okay.” It’s all she says before continuing to pace the room. I take it as my cue to leave. All this talking might wake the child up.
Back in my room, as I get ready for bed, the evening replays through my mind like a line of a lyric stuck on repeat.
Who is Paul, and why have I never heard of him?
And what about Sally?
Worse, why does the mention of her name have me suddenly on edge?
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Billi
For most women, having five boys lined up eagerly awaiting your love and affection while loudly panting with undying devotion might be the stuff fantasies are made of, but for me, it’s just a normal Tuesday morning.
“Guys, hang on a second. I’ll get to you soon enough, but I need you to be patient for now. Larry, settle down. All that whining won’t get you anywhere with me. And Jack, you’re making a mess all over the floor. Stop jumping around and lie down on the mat. I’ll get to you in a second. And Travis—” I pause, only now aware of how sexual my words sound. To an outsider listening in behind a closed door, I would probably be reported and arrested for illegal activities, and I’ve only been here twenty minutes.
There’s dog food everywhere. And the bowls…if Jack doesn’t stop walking through his and splashing water all over the floor, I’ll likely slip and fall like last time. One bruised hip a month is about all I can handle. I might be only twenty-eight but landing hard on the concrete floor of Brown’s Animal Shelter gives me visions of future hip replacement surgeries.
Reaching for the latch on the first kennel, I open the gate, slide inside, and then lock the door behind me with a cheap metal clip. I’m immediately ambushed from behind by an overly excited German Shepherd who doesn’t know his strength. Knowing I’m already defeated, I slowly slide to the floor as a tongue licks me and paws grab me in a dog-sized bear hug.
“Jack, get off!” I say through laughter. You’d think by now the boys would be used to my thrice-weekly visits, but you’d be wrong. Give a dog an inch, and he wants a few dozen yards. Give him those yards, and he’ll be dragging you on a twenty-six-mile marathon straight uphill. From the reactions I get from these love-starved babies, I wouldn’t have it any other way. “Okay, do you want a treat or not?”
Not one to pass up a good Bully stick, he settles and lowers his back end to an obedient sitting position. I smile at the sound of four other waiting dogs whining all around me. “You’ll get your turn!” I holler and say, “Good boy, Jack,” and hand off the treat with a pat on his head. “Now, while you eat that, I need to do something about this water. I’m not in the mood for your wet paws all over my clean shorts, not after the mess you made last week.” Thunder shudders the walls with a rapidly advancing storm. “And speaking of messes, I guess we won’t be going out to the play yard today.” Jack is practically half-human and takes my words like a blow, resting his head on both front paws and grumping up at me like a depraved old man. He loves being outside almost more than food.
The forecast looks ugly, possibly not the best day for cruising around town with a man I just met. If he hadn’t specifically asked for my help, I might drop him at various front doors and wait in the car while he conducts interviews. As it stands, I have about thirty minutes to get back to the motel, and I still have five hungry mouths to feed, all of which will be disappointed in our lack of playing fetch today. All currently standing at their kennel doors with tails wagging because I always take them outside, and they know this.
“We can’t go outside today, guys,” I say, patting each one on the head and getting an immediate chorus of whines when I don’t reach for the leashes like always. “I know, I’m disappointed too. But the rain—” Lightning cracks overhead, almost like an attempt to back me up. “It’s coming in strong and going outside wouldn’t be safe.” Even with my three-day-a-week visits, they get so little human attention that it breaks my heart to deny them anything, but a storm is a storm, and I won’t compromise my safety or theirs. I send up a prayer that’s more like a mental deal with God, begging him to keep the rain away when I return on Thursday.
With a last pat of affection to Jack and a promise to see him soon, I make my way down the row of kennels, feeding and hugging the remaining dogs in the adoptable section one by one. Normally I would move on to the strays and kittens’ sections, but by the time I’m finished here, turn in my badge, and sign out, I’m already five minutes late to meet Finn. Thankfully, the motel is a short two blocks away and will only take a—
I stop short when I reach the front door and remember I parked at the motel and walked here. An hour ago, the sky was painted with gray feather-like clouds; now, it’s blanketed in layers of thick, dark cotton that drain with liquid like it’s being wrung from a sponge. The once dry ground is quickly turning to mud. Rain bears down in sheets while I stare through the glass front door, reflecting on my bad decision. Wishing for a car to appear is futile, so I look around for someone to take me back to the motel. The only person here is the dog groomer currently shampooing a Great Pyrenees behind the glass viewing window and the elderly retired woman who volunteers here every morning. I’d no sooner ask her to take me than my own great-grandmother. Bad weather and old ladies never make the best combination. Her need for a hip replacement would be more catastrophic than mine.
The only thing left to do is make a run for it. Dread grips my middle when I contemplate my impending appearance. I haven’t exactly spent the last twelve hours thinking about seeing Finn again, but I haven’t not been thinking about seeing him either. The guy is seriously good-looking; any woman with a pulse would notice that. But something tells me Drowned Rat in Sopping Jeans, and a Black Backstreet Boys T-shirt won’t make the impression I’d hoped for. Cool band chick, that’s the look I wanted. Hip beyond my small-town demographic, I’d take that too. But girl who literally looks and smells like wet dog will probably get me kicked out of Finn’s fancy Audi in three seconds flat. Yeah, I saw it this morning and immediately knew it was his. The Texas plate was my first clue. It being the only other car in the parking lot besides mine, was the second.
Some girls have all the luck. I have whatever luck is left over when the four-leaf-clover dries up and gets forgotten inside a book.
With a self-defeated huff, I hold my breath and push through the door, squeezing my eyes tight against the slap of raindrops stinging my skin. Cold. So cold and wet. So cold and wet and painful I might die of hypothermia right here on the sidewalk. My boot hits a puddle and sinks, alerting me that I’ve missed the sidewalk and landed in the sopping grass. I go to right myself, wishing I’d dropped the groupie look and gone straight for bear-skinned-clad Eskimo, when I hear my name cutting through the downpour. I squint through one eye but see nothing in front of me.
“Billi!” There it is again, this time closer. Using a hand to pathetically shield my vision, I spot a car directly in front of me and practically nosedive toward it. Stranger danger briefly flashes a warning inside my brain, but screw it. This town is tiny. It wouldn’t take five minutes to catch my potential murderer because every eye that can watch out a window right now is. Two seconds later, I’m inside the car with the door firmly slammed behind me. Only then do I look over.
And wither. Right here on the buttery leather seat now drenched with my water-logged, dog-scented self.
I’m in an Audi. That Audi. Finn’s actual Audi because he’s an apparently rich guy, and I’m just so typically me. I close my eyes and try to gain some composure, but a raindrop chooses that moment to slide inside my eyeball. It stings, and I slap a hand over my face.
“Are you okay?” Finn asks. “What were you doing running in the rain like that? Also…” I hear him sniff. Sniff. “What is that weird smell?”
I swallow and slump in my seat, cursing the gods of the universe for not ending all humanity when it would be most convenient for me. They could part the oceans and let us all drown or even zap only me into oblivion if they’re not ready to wrap up the world just yet, but no. Here I sit, smelling like a mangy Labrador. Probably looking like slobbery St. Bernard. Never ever getting my way.
“I walked to the animal shelter earlier without looking at the forecast,” I say with no shortage of dejectedness in my tone. “I didn’t know it was supposed to rain. And in my defense, it was still nice outside when I left.”
“You volunteer at the animal shelter?” He sounds…interested instead of grossed out. My spirits inch upward.
“Three days a week, usually in the afternoon.”
“But you went this morning?”
“Well, yeah.” I shrug.
“Because I asked for your help?”
“Yep. Quite possibly the worst misjudgment I’ve ever made.”
“Going early or offering to help me?”
I make a full-body gesture to encompass both. Clearly, I’m not equipped to make decisions.
Finn goes quiet, so quiet I’m almost waiting for another sniff or a snide crack at my bad timing, but he says nothing until…“Huh.”
I study him sidelong. “What does, ‘huh,’ mean?” You know what they say. Never ask a question if you’re not prepared to hear the answer, but I do it anyway.
“Nothing really. Just that anyone who cares about animals that much hardly ever misjudges anything, at least not in my book.”
I swallow, and now I’m the quiet one. I’ve had many comments lobbed my way throughout my life—most that go something like this: Why can’t you be like your sister? When are you planning to settle down like your brother? Don’t you want more for your life than just working as a receptionist at a motel? Then there’s the hurtful: When will you stop embarrassing your father? And the basic: Don’t you think you’re a little too old for that haircut? As though I’m sixty-seven and not twenty-eight. Bottom line: I’m used to criticism.
I barely know how to handle compliments, so I dodge them with a bit of truth.
“I like animals more than people, honestly.”
I look over at the sound of Finn’s quiet laugh. “Same, especially dogs. They’re always happy to see you, and they never criticize.”
It’s like we’re suddenly soul mates. “Exactly. And all they want in life is to eat every few hours, sleep in the sun, and be scratched on the belly all day. Kind of like me.” I blink. Why in God’s name I just said that last part is beyond me. Like me? My face flames as an image of Finn’s fingers trailing my stomach assault my inner vision like a bad anatomy textbook. I hated science in school, so it’s the worst kind of betrayal. “Sorry, my water-logged body has clearly broken my mouth.” When his gaze flits sidelong down the length of me, the flames lick my midsection and ratchet up my pulse. He focuses on the windshield and clears his throat.
“Yeah, the rain really got you. Want me to drop you somewhere so you can change into dry clothes?”
I try to cross my legs, but my pants are too stiff. “If you don’t mind waiting a few minutes, I keep a change of clothes at the motel. It’ll just take me five minutes, tops. I can also grab a towel to dry these seats for you.” One movement on the leather tells me I’m not the only one who’s water-logged. Only I could ruin an Audi within seconds of sitting in one for the first time.
He pulls into the parking lot, stopping the car in front of his room.
“Don’t worry about the car. I’ll dry it up while you change, and I’ll be waiting out here when you’re done. Take your time.”
With a grateful nod, I unstick myself from the car seat with an unladylike squeak and walk inside the motel. I do keep extra clothes here—that part was the truth. But the better clothes are at my apartment. I don’t want him to see where I live, not now and likely not ever. It’s the real reason I had Finn bring me here. My place barely qualifies as an apartment, more like a drywalled square above someone’s garage. There’s enough room for a college refrigerator, a twin-sized bed, a two-burner stove, and the world’s smallest shower. But it works, and I can pay for it myself, my only criteria when I looked for an apartment. Some don’t mind living off their parents’ bank account forever—and yes, that’s a nod to my older siblings. But at this point in my life, I’m not willing to. Whether it’s the best life stance or the worst decision I’ve ever made, that is yet to be seen. All I know is when you manage to make it on your own, your parents have less say about your decision-making. Since mine would have my life outlined and over-booked if they were in charge, I’m happy living in a virtual box.
I open the motel front door to find Janice, our noon to three receptionist, sitting behind the front desk filing her nails. I frown; she shouldn’t be here for another hour.
“You’re here early. Where’s Frank?”
Janice emits a long-suffering sigh that seems to come straight from her ample cleavage. “Oh, his daughter got another flat tire on her way to school this morning, so he asked me to come in early. I missed the last half of Good Morning America.” She says this like it’s on par with missing a baby’s first step. “I swear, the Fiat the girl drives is held together by a Band-Aid. She needs a new car, that kid. Don’t know why he bought it for her in the first place instead of something more dependable.”
“Not everyone can afford dependable, I guess.” Not everyone pulls up in a shiny new Honda to work here part-time just to help subsidize weekly manicures, is what I don’t say. Janice’s husband is the president of the local bank, a man who—according to her— “allowed” her to get a job for pocket money to help offset her regular beauty treatments. She says this proudly and with no shortage of grateful admiration, so I don’t dare call her husband a condescending, self-absorbed sexist pig like I want to. Janice enjoys her job, and we need someone to answer the phone three hours a day, five days a week, so my mouth stays zipped.
“Did Frank say when the car would be fixed?” I ask.
Janice loudly sharpens the nail on her middle finger and flips the page in her People magazine, as put out as you please. No matter that, Frank is a single dad of four whose wife died of breast cancer two years ago and is doing the best he can. He’s only a janitor, after all, and this town is filled with snobs. “He called from a payphone ten minutes ago,” she says with a passing glance. “Says he put on the spare and sent the kid off to school, and he’ll be here after he gets gas.” I could dip a tortilla chip in her vat of annoyance and eat it for a snack. Instead, I’d like to dump it and Janice’s uppity attitude in the trash.
“I’m certain he will then. Frank isn’t known for not keeping his word.” Like his ears were burning, in walks Frank, rain dripping from his ball cap, his clothing soaked through as much as mine. “We make quite a pair, don’t we?” I quip, starting to shiver from the cold. “Except I wasn’t smart enough to wear a hat.” A traitorous raindrop slides from my hairline to the tip of my nose just to prove a point. “Speaking of, I’m going to run and change clothes real quick,” I say, swiping at the wetness and making a mad dash for the back room where I keep a few supplies for emergencies like this. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
I shut myself in the employee bathroom and yank my t-shirt over my head, cringing at how it sticks to me in all the wrong places. Unfortunately for me, my bra is also wet, and I don’t have an extra one, so this will have to work. Two minutes and an old but dry Celine Dion tee and an unfortunate pink cardigan later, I sulk out of the bathroom. My earlier band chick dreams are nothing but a memory. Now I look like a late-thirties mom running on two hours’ sleep, six cups of coffee, and a pack of cigarettes. My hair is still slightly damp and curls at the ends, but at least most of my make-up managed to survive the wannabe hurricane. I look presentable, albeit with a slightly fractured ego. It’ll have to do.
When I round the corner into the lobby, my apprehension about my appearance ratchets up a notch or five. Finn stands with an elbow on the front desk, charming the Botox right out of Janice’s laugh lines. Her face is flushed pink like someone caught flipping through a Chippendale’s calendar already at the halfway point. I might find it funny if I didn’t feel so immediately inferior. Frank is nowhere to be seen, and Finn appears to be having a swell time.
“Hey,” he says when he looks over at me. He straightens, and whether it’s accidental or not, his eyes make quick work of scanning me from head to toe. “You clean up good.” It’s such an unexpected compliment that now I’m the one blushing. To recover some semblance of control, I deflect and call him on the little white lie.
“I look like a girl who was shoved into a swimming pool fully dressed and only had ten seconds to wring herself out. I’m barely dry and a whole lot frizzy, but it’ll have to work. Hope you’re not too embarrassed to hang with me today.” With suddenly shaking hands, I reach for my bag and sling it over my shoulder. Why am I the one nervous? I’m not the stranger in this town. “Ready to go?” I walk toward the door to the sound of Janice calling, “Come back real soon!” to Finn in a voice so singsongy I half expect her to be followed by all eleven Von Trapp children. Finn promises he will, leaving out the fact that he’s staying here as a guest. No sense alerting the woman that his bedroom is just twenty feet from here.
I stop and face him when the door shuts behind us. “Is it always like this?” I ask with what I hope is a barely tolerable eye roll.
“Like what?”
His clueless act doesn’t work on me. “Your fan club. Do they follow you everywhere you go, or do you just collect new members along the way?”
“I don’t have a fan club. I’m a reporter.”
I scoff. “A reporter for one of the biggest newspapers in the country. But even if you weren’t, you’re one of those people who manage to exude enough charm to fool people into thinking you’re famous. Do they give classes for that, or do you come by it naturally?”
He smirks. “You think I’m charming?”
I start walking again, mainly to avoid the truth. “That isn’t what I said.”
“Well, it’s how I choose to take it.”
He reaches the passenger side before I do and opens the door for me. I’ll admit I’m momentarily taken aback. I can’t remember the last time a man opened a door for me, not since my boyfriend Mike at our high school prom, and that hardly counts. He yanked the door open, ran around to the driver’s side, then waited only until my door was almost closed before he sped out of my parents’ driveway. I spent the drive with a two-inch strip of purple fabric caught in the door. By the time we made it to the dance, a noticeable strip of grease had marred the taffeta. Mike’s response: “Get over it. It’s just a stupid dress that you won’t even be wearing at the motel later.” We broke up that same night. Way before his stupid motel fantasy had time to materialize.
The only men I see at motels nowadays are checking in and right back out.
Except for Finn, apparently.
“I can open my own door, but thank you,” I say, sliding onto the now-dry passenger seat. The rain has stopped, but the threat of it remains. The sky is covered in the kind of gray that makes the whole landscape look mere minutes from sundown, even when it’s still morning.
“My mother would beg to differ and would have slapped the back of my head if I hadn’t.”
I laugh. “She’s someone I might want to meet.” My eyes momentarily close because did I just ask to meet his mother? I’m mentally contemplating sewing my lips together when I notice the silence that hangs in the air. One of those uncomfortable silences that lets you know you’ve said something wrong.
Finn makes a strange cough-groan sound in his throat. “She was something. Loved with her whole heart but demanded respect and expected me to treat others likewise. Hence, the opening of the door. As long as you’re helping me, you might as well stand beside it and wait. If you don’t, I’ll hear my mom’s lecture inside my head, and no one wants to hear a repeat of that.”
His words might be funny, but I heard the one word he glossed over.
“Was?”
“She died six years ago. Cancer. That’s what I was told, anyway. Who knows if that’s actually the truth.” He mutters that last part as his hands flex on the steering wheel like an anxious tic. It’s an odd thing to say about his mother dying, and there’s something in his voice, a tone that I can’t quite place. Disbelief or resentment, maybe, though it’s hard to say who he’s aiming it toward.
I want to ask but settle for “I’m sorry” and sink into my seat. The dampness of the still-wet bra against my skin leaves me chilled. The seat warmers help, but once cold has seeped into your bones, it’s hard to get the sensation out. Trying to be inconspicuous, I dial up the heat a couple notches.
“You cold?” Finn asks, sliding me a concerned look.
“A little,” I say, my chattering teeth betraying my lie. “It was a stupid mistake walking in the rain.”
“Maybe, but the reason behind it wasn’t.” He turns up the dial on the heat even more, and I begin to thaw within seconds.
“Where are we going?” We’re on the outskirts of town and nowhere near Mr. Bailey’s house when I remember I was supposed to drive.
“I honestly have no idea,” he says, putting on the brakes like the same thought just occurred to him. “I got lost in thought and just started driving.” He pulls the car to the side of the road and hops out, running around the back of the car. I take it as my cue to slide behind the wheel and do, quickly, only then realizing I’m sitting behind the wheel of an Audi. I have no business driving this car, me of the four busted tires and one flattened stop sign in my driving history. Most people have very little trouble staying within the confines of city streets, but I hit curbs and sidewalks like whack-a-moles, hoping for a prize. My biggest prize so far was a five-hundred-dollar front wheel replacement and a seventy-five-dollar fine from the city that my father paid under the table. We can’t all win the lottery.
My hands fist the wheel at ten and two o’clock, but I don’t attempt to move.
“I’m not sure what type of car you own, but this car works best when you shift into drive.”
“I can’t drive your car. It’s too nice.”
“It’s three years old and won’t bite you,” Finn says. “It drives like any other car.”
At that, I give him a look. “Does it drive like my ’84 Chevy Malibu with the dent on the passenger door?” He frowns, and I know I’ve got him.
“Depends on what the dent is from.”
“Me forgetting to put a shopping cart back in the corral on an especially windy day.”
Finn shrugs. “Then we’ll stay out of parking lots.”
It’s a valid alternative. I take a deep breath, shift the car into drive, and pull onto the road, taking the first left turn we come to. Finn overshot Mr. Bailey’s house about five miles ago, but within a couple minutes and three more turns, we’re back on track and heading for the other side of town. It’s a silent car ride, unlike what I expected. I assumed he would have questions for me about the town or my life, about the hospital fire or the upcoming anniversary. At the very least, maybe hit me with his list of interview bullet points. But he says nothing, just sits as if lost in thought. If I hadn’t seen him only last night, I would suspect he’d been dealt a heavy blow or some sort of life-altering revelation. Like maybe he was fired. Or broke up with a girlfriend. A neighbor ran over his dog? But he’s just quiet, head moving back and forth as he takes in the small-town scenery. Considering there’s nothing but cow pastures on one side of the road and chicken houses on the other, the scenery is questionable. Not even the smell of chicken waste earns a remark—he even takes a deep breath as if to say something. But then nothing. I’m used to this town being the butt of many jokes. I’m not used to this.
“Have you ever heard of ancestry testing through the internet?” he finally says.
I’m not used to this either.
“Like, on computers?” We have computers here, of course. Have had for about three years now. I’m just rarely on them. Besides the row of already outdated IBM’s inside the public library, I’m not often around computers. We don’t have them at the hotel, and I can’t afford to buy one for home use. I’d ask my parents, but I quit doing that last year when my dad paid that fine. Seventy-five dollars is a lot of money when it comes with a reckless driving lecture at every family dinner.
We approach a sharp turn, so I ease my foot on the brake and slow down to twenty. The car rolls with it like butter, no jerks or starts.
Finn looks over at me. “You’re not on the web much, are you?”
The Web? Like Charlotte? is the first thing that comes to mind, though even I know he isn’t referring to the book or the spider. I think that’s how some people refer to computer pages, so I test out that theory by feigning confidence.
“Not a big fan of it. I don’t like that people I’ve never met could reach out to me through that box.” Finn finds that statement funny. “What? They totally could. Maybe not with their arm literally coming through the screen, but…” He laughs harder. It annoys me at first, but then my own words register inside my head, and I’m smiling too at my lame version of Poltergeist. It’s like I’ve developed a crack in my verbal filter that allows moronic words to keep sliding through. “Back to your original question,” I say, dragging out the word ‘original’ in my attempt to save face, “I have heard about people researching their ancestors. I think you can order a floppy disc or something with instructions, then you follow what it says to do, and they’ll send you results in the mail.” It’s the extent of my knowledge, but it must have been partly right because Finn stops laughing and nods.
“That’s what I thought. Any idea how long it takes? Or what the procedure is?”
“I think you pee in a cup or scrape the inside of your mouth or something. There might be blood involved, so count me out.”
He audibly winces. “None of those sound pleasant.”
“Sounds masochistic to me, but what’s worse is, can you imagine being the one getting that package in the mail? ‘Happy Birthday, here’s my pee. Hope you like it.’”
Finn laughs at that. “For the record, if you ever buy me a gift, I’m partial to sweaters. Maybe even a nice pen and pencil set,” he says.
I smack the steering wheel. “Well, there went my idea. Oh, you of the boring birthday presents.”
“Sorry to burst your literal gag gift bubble.” He scratches his eyebrow. “So, how do you know so much about it?”
“I helped Susie—the girl from the hotel last night?—with something like it last year. She didn’t do it on a computer, though. She saw a commercial for it on CBS and called the phone number. One of her kid’s dads tried to claim he wasn’t the father so he could avoid paying child support. Turned out he was and is now paying her four-fifty a month.”
“Wasn’t that more of a DNA test, though?”
I shrug because he isn’t wrong. “Yes, but I think they’re similar. Maybe? All we had to do was swipe her son’s cheek with a cotton swab. He barely even noticed.”
“The baby she asked you to watch?”
I nod and turn on the blinker. “One and the same.”
“Cute kid. Deserves better than that.”
“He is and does. Susie does too, but life isn’t always kind to those who deserve it.” The Audi’s tires hit the gravel driveway, and I ease the car slowly forward. Mr. Bailey’s drive is filled with potholes that he’s too stingy to fix, so anyone driving down his lane maneuvers an obstacle course at every visit. I pull up close to the house and put the car in park.
“We’re here.” The front curtain flutters, but the window is closed. Seems we’re being watched. I look over at Finn, who’s suddenly gone quiet. I assume from nerves until I see his face. His eyebrows are creased, his gaze fixed on the dash, unblinking.
“You okay?” I ask, sensing he isn’t.
My words break whatever spell he was under, and he looks over at me. “Just thinking about what you said, how people don’t always deserve it when life throws unkind things at them.”
He’s talking about something specific, but I haven’t known him long enough to pry. The empath in me never seems to listen to that sort of internal reasoning, however.
“Anything you want to talk about?”
He straightens his shoulders and reaches for the clipboard on the floor. “I’m good. Let’s go get this first interview over with.”
I tilt my head in concession. No one should ever talk unless they’re ready, and I know better than to push.
“Let’s go do it.”
I climb out of the car and close the door. Next to me, Finn does the same.
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Finn
In short, Mr. Bailey’s story bank is filled with useless information, none of which is about the hospital fire and most I tuned out hundreds of seconds ago. My tape recorder has run nonstop from its spot on the table, so I can listen to this whole interview later in my hotel room. Right now, I’m distracted by the memory box and even more preoccupied with thoughts of my surprising companion.
Up until yesterday, I thought life had been kind to me. Before the death of my parents, everything had been about as close to blissful as a person can get. Now, as I sit here listening to Mr. Bailey speak, I wonder if my entire upbringing was nothing but a mirage of well-kept secrets. Who was Baby Boy Hardwick?
And Billi…who is she?
So far, she has managed to smash every preconceived notion I had of her in the span of a single morning. Take now: she’s wearing a Celine Dion t-shirt and a pink cardigan, making her look like a sorority girl princess. But with bleach blonde hair shorn close to her scalp above her left ear and enough eyeliner to make Billy Idol nervous, the princess side of her would be cowering in fear. Add a two-inch strip of black leather bands on her right wrist that covers up what looks like the edge of a one-word tattoo, and the princess is nothing but a memory. If rocker-chick was a word in the dictionary, Billi’s scowling face would reside under it.
Except in the twenty-four hours I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her scowl once. Instead, there’s an ever-present smile on her face, and she keeps dropping the kind of one-liners a poet could center sonnets around.
“Do you think you could answer some questions about the fire now? Take your time, of course. Words can be a struggle when they come unearthed for the first time in decades, and we’re not in a hurry.” Billi has tried this sort of steering tactic already with no luck.
Despite his initial offer, the fire is a subject the man resents having to discuss, mainly because he believes there was more to it than merely a tragic accident. Considering he knew most of the parents who lost children that day, I can’t say I blame him. Everyone needs someone to blame, and no one wants to revisit the worst tragedy of their lives in gory detail. But that’s what it takes to write a good story, especially one that could earn me a promotion. I’m a reporter, sure, but everyone has something that drives them. For me, it’s the promise of advancement. A little recognition wouldn’t hurt, either.
“Can you remember where you were the day the fire started?” Up until now, Billi has been carrying the conversation. Time to take the reins.
“I was at the school, getting ready to start sixth hour.”
“And sixth hour was…?”
“Track.”
My heart sputters a bit. “Where you coached my dad?”
Mr. Bailey shakes his head. “Not then. At that point, your momma and daddy were getting ready to have you. If memory serves, I believe they were checked into the hospital already. I remember Paul telling me they were there because he was my assistant coach at the time.”
That name again, Paul. I don’t like the way hearing it makes me feel.
“And Paul is…?”
Mr. Bailey frowns. “Your daddy’s best friend. Didn’t they keep in touch over the years?” Even Billi’s eyebrows push together as she studies us.
I shake my head. “Not to my knowledge. Yesterday was the first time I ever heard his name when you mentioned him at the hotel.”
“Well, that don’t make sense,” he says, leaning back in his chair. “Although I guess the three of you did move away to Texas the week after you were born. Out of sight, out of mind, as they say. Though I never dreamed that would happen to your daddy and Paul.”
Now I’m the one frowning because he has his timeline wrong. We moved the summer before my third birthday. According to my parents, I started crying the moment we left the driveway, whining about missing my grandparents and never seeing them again. So, two hours down the road, they bought me a twelve-inch-high strawberry ice cream cone with a cherry on top from a bus stop gas station just to get the crying to stop. The shock of the ice cream worked, the crying quit, and my grandparents visited that very next week. Moved right along with us the next year.
According to my parents.
Right now, I’m wondering if the story was real.
“I’m afraid they didn’t keep in touch with Paul, or if they did, I never met him.”
“Well after what happened with Sally, I guess I can’t pretend to be surprised…”
There’s that name again: Sally. Just like last night, my stomach does a weird flip and drops like it might if I saw a car barreling toward me down the highway with no time to brace myself for impact. Except there’s no car, no danger in front of me, all entirely a work of imagination. The reaction is involuntary and rather pointless. There’s no reason for it to keep happening.
“What happened with Sally?” I ask, the reporter in me genuinely wanting to know.
Billi inserts an impatient sigh into the mix. “What hasn’t happened with Sally?” she asks. “That woman is crazy as the day is long, has been her whole life from what I’ve been told. She lives out there in that house all by herself and won’t speak to anyone in town; she even comes into the hotel for coffee every day and night but doesn’t say a word, just fills her mug and wanders out like an enigma.”
The memory of the woman last night clicks in place like the first two pieces of a large jigsaw puzzle. A start, but the big picture is impossible to see.
Mr. Bailey huffs. “Of course, she’s an enigma. You would be too if you’d been forced to grow up the way she did. But the only thing that made her crazy is this town,” he says like he’s delivering a stern lecture to a child. “If you had three thousand people always hitting you with the same mean nickname everywhere you went, how do you think you’d turn out? Not to mention some of the rowdier kids actually hitting her with bricks.”
“No kid ever hit her with bricks,” Billi half-shouts, surprising me with that defense. Her passion against the underdog seems out of character until the next words come out of her mouth. “That story was never proven true, and my brother denied ever doing it.” Ah, family. To the death, as the saying goes.
“Well, he admitted to hitting her house, didn’t he? Sailed that brick straight through her window and barely missed her head. If you ask me, it’s nearly the same thing.”
“Not exactly the same thing,” Billi mutters. “Plus, he apologized. And since when do you talk to Sally?”
“He stuck a letter in her mailbox and addressed her with that crude name. A half-brained apology if I ever heard one. Plus, your daddy swept it under the rug so fast, so I doubt you even know the whole story. And as far as talking to her goes, I do whenever I see her. I’ve known Sally longer than you’ve been alive.”
It’s a trump card. When Billi doesn’t respond, I know Mr. Bailey has her cornered. There seem to be a lot of childhoods being shaken to the core today. Misery must indeed love company. Still, even though this woman has nothing to do with my story, I’m curious. We’re barely making any headway through all this arguing, but before I push forward, I’ve got to know.
“What’s her nickname? What do people around here call her?”
Billi studies her lap, looking very embarrassed. “For the record, I’ve never called her that,” she mutters, a pink stain climbing up her neck.
“And I know good and well you wouldn’t,” Mr. Bailey says with an apologetic pat on Billi’s knee. “Billi here is pretty defensive of her family, but she wouldn’t hurt a soul, and I’ve never been one to believe in guilt by association. The sins of the father don’t have to visit the children, at least not all of them.”
It’s a dig at her brother, plain as day. Billi looks away while I do my best to keep us on topic.
“The nickname?”
Mr. Bailey looks at me, a decade’s worth of sadness weighing his expression.
“It’s a mean one, it is. One they’ve been saying since she was in fifth grade, for reasons that weren’t even her fault.” He clears his throat, as though uttering it is painful, and looks me straight in the eye.
“They call her Dirty Sally. Just because she’s poor.”
Billi glances up at me, secondhand shame evident in her expression then resumes staring at her lap.
   
THE AIR IS stale by the time we walk out Mr. Bailey’s front door, much like the material I got to begin this article. The unpleasant scent of a chicken farm drifts in on the breeze, and I do my best to keep from breathing.
“So, do you want to tell me the story behind your brother, or are you going to force me to ask the police about it? I can do either, but the police might not like my line of questioning, and you know how reporters are, never taking no for an answer. Now’s your chance to tell me what really happened.”
Billi opens the passenger door and slumps into her seat. I guess I’m driving us back. “There was never a police report filed,” she mutters, closing the door on a sigh. “They were just being stupid.”
“So, it wasn’t just him?”
She shakes her head. “No, it was a whole group from the basketball team. He was a senior in high school, and it was the night before they were set to leave for the state championship game in Searcy. They’d been drinking, Eric Westman—the captain of the team—took them on a joyride, and they wound up in front of Sally’s house. You know how kids are…”
Unfortunately, I do. I was a drunk teenager once, and that combination goes together about as well as gasoline and a Zippo lighter.
“The bullies picked on the underdog, an age-old story,” I say.
She sits up straighter in her seat. “Not bullies, per se. But they weren’t nice that night. Hacked away at her vegetable garden with pocketknives, carved their initials on the side of her house—if you can call it that. And then—” She pauses.
“Then?”
“Someone sailed a brick covered in expletives and human waste through her window. The brick hit her stove and sent embers flying, igniting a small fire that she managed to get out. Almost hit her. Probably would have killed her if it had.”
I cringe at the mental image.
“Your brother is the one who threw it?”
She shrugs. “He said it wasn’t him specifically, not that it mattered. His initials were already carved into the house, and once you’ve done a little damage to someone, does it count that you didn’t do a lot?”
There it is again, another Billi-ism that tugs at my heart. “I suppose not. What happened after that?”
“The team was ejected from the state championship, and everyone blamed my brother. Everyone but the guys who knew what really happened that is.”
“Did Sally press charges?” I ask. “Or sue?”
This earns a bitter laugh from Billi. “Who would she sue? No one would side with her. If you’d met her, you’d see for yourself why.”
“Maybe I should meet her then.”
“Maybe you should. Just don’t ask me to come with you.”
“That afraid of her, huh?”
“Not afraid of her, really. It’s just hard to look her in the eye once you’ve seen her circumstances. Especially once you know that someone you love might have made them worse.”
There’s so much weight around her circumstances that I feel it in my gut, and my mind immediately spins with possibilities. The woman who wandered into the hotel looked unkempt and, well…dirty. Nothing a long shower wouldn’t fix, but something tells me there’s more behind the cruel nickname than a little soot and stench. But even a reporter can’t go around asking intimate questions to people he’s never met. Plus, the point of my trip here is the anniversary of that fire, not some little old woman with no friends. My boss is calling tonight for an update, and I haven’t written a single word. The sooner I sit down and start typing, the better.
I turn right onto the two-lane road leading back to the hotel. The plan is to drop Billi off and head for my room, where I’ll spend the rest of the afternoon listening to Mr. Bailey’s interview and beginning my article. There isn’t much to go on, but I have enough to give me a head start, a strong beginning paragraph or two at minimum. If I have something to report to Bing, it should appease him for the moment.
After that, I need to spend the day at the library.
   
NINE WORDS. That’s how many I wrote when I turned off my word processor and headed for the library. Despite all my attempts at self-disciplinary focus, the thought of research kept calling me. As did Bing, my boss.
“How’s the story going, Hardwick?” he said by way of hello while I was trying to start the article, his gruff voice making my left ear itch.
“Working on it now,” I responded while staring at the cursor on my document, blinking at me from a stark white, blank page. Liar, liar, it seemed to say, keeping time with my rising guilt. I typed in the words “Tragedy struck Silver Bell, Arkansas nearly thirty years ago” just to make myself feel better. An odd pick-me-up on the back of someone else’s misfortune that I’m not proud of, but in this case, desperate times call for lies.
“Good to hear,” he said. “I expect the first installment on my desk by the end of the week. I want to run the story the day of the memorial.” I nod to the empty room. That gives me six days and five nights to work up an acceptable article.
And three days and nights to procrastinate doing it.
I hung up with Bing two hours ago, and I’ve had my head inside the library’s microfiche since then, scanning article after article about the hospital fire. Headlines are plentiful, as is speculation, but interviews with the town locals are curiously sparse. Usually, at a time like this, people come out of the woodwork in search of their fifteen minutes of fame, offering sweeping statements in enthusiastic detail, most laced with dramatic emotion about how they “just can’t believe it,” with tears and all. In this particular tragedy, most have said “no comment” when approached for an interview.
The only exception I’ve found so far is from Don Engle, former president and founder of Washington Plastics, the biggest employer in the town. His reaction covers two pages of text, a lengthy offering of condolences and sympathies, and paid leave to any employee directly tied to the tragedy. A nice gesture, but in my experience, nice gestures are often made for appearance’s sake more than anything. Just think of the headline…
I move on from articles about the fire and search for information on Washington Plastics, oddly more plentiful, considering the subject matter. When it bleeds, it leads does not apply here. A plastic-making company is about as boring as it gets.
In 1974, the tiny company from Northwest Arkansas was touted as an up-and-coming “One to Watch” by Forbes magazine and again by Business Weekly in 1976. Profits had soared to Goodyear Tires-type proportions by 1981 and only started to show a decline in sales last year, oddly on the heels of a certain President’s problematic second term that is still underway. Maybe I’m the only one making that connection, but what is a reporter without a salty dash of conspiracy theorist? The guy is from this part of Arkansas, after all. There’s bound to be a link in there somewhere if I look hard enough. He did pull strings for a major airport to be built in the middle of an Arkansas cow pasture only a couple years ago, so the idea that he might have helped fund an obscure plastics company isn’t that far-fetched.
I take a long sip of the cold coffee I brought from the hotel and settle in for another few hours of research, only vaguely aware of the rustle of noise behind me.
“Need any help?” I recognize Billi’s voice immediately and turn my head to look at her.
“What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be working?”
“Finished up a few minutes ago and thought I’d see if I could make myself useful here.”
“How did you know where to find me?”
“This is Silver Bell, Arkansas. Anyone researching a story on the hospital has only two options: the hospital or the library. Or, I suppose, the jail. But I didn’t see your car at either of those other places, so I came here. Anyway, need any help?” she asks again, making me swallow a smile. Her persistence is as strong as her personality.
“Worried I’ll write a story about your brother?”
She scowls. “Write a story about my brother, and I’ll tell everyone in this town to lock their doors if they see you coming. But no, I wasn’t. I’m more worried you won’t get your story done on time if things keep going the way they did with Mr. Bailey this morning. Did that interview help you at all?”
I rub the back of my neck. “Not especially, though it did make me a little curious about the old lady’s story.” My gaze sweeps the library. “You think it’s safe to help me so publicly? I don’t want you getting into any unnecessary trouble.”
She waves me off. “I already asked my 8-Ball if it was a good idea.”
At this, I laugh. I was talking about trouble with the locals, but I should have known she would be more concerned about the opinion of that round inanimate object. “And what answer did it give this time?”
“I asked it, ‘Magic 8-Ball, should I go help the slightly awkward and inept reporter before he makes a fool of himself in this small town?’ and it replied, ‘Yes definitely.’ Can’t get more forthright than that.”
“Inept, huh?”
“And awkward, don’t forget that one.”
I shake my head. “I couldn’t possibly forget it. Pull up a seat, then.” I ignore the way my pulse thuds in my neck at her closeness. Sure, I’m oddly attracted to her, but nothing can come from it anyway. The only thing happening here is the possibility of finishing this article.
Billi drags a chair from a computer across the way and scoots close to me, so close I’m momentarily distracted by the scent of her perfume and the brush of her bare forearm against mine. It’s mid-October but warm in here, and a flannel button-up is tied around her slim waist. Underneath her layers, Billi wears a threadbare white tank top. The kind my grandpa used to wear, but on Billi it looks the exact opposite of manly and misshapen. Who looks that good in men’s underwear?
I give myself another sharp reminder that nothing can happen as I pretend to study the screen.
“Okay, what are we researching here?” Billi asks, leaning forward in her seat to scan the article on display. “Why are you reading about Washington Plastics? That’ll make for a boring article. Even more boring than Mr. Bailey’s interview.” She powers up the microfiche machine next to me and waits while the screen fills.
I don’t say that I’m not so sure. “I was reading a column about the fire, and it led me here. What do you know about the company or the materials they manufacture?”
Billi shrugs. “Just that they make some kind of plastic coating thing and employ seventy-five percent of the town. My dad worked there in high school. So did my uncle. So did Mr. Bailey once upon a time if I remember right.”
“You never worked there?” I ask, hoping for insider information.
“Nope. I never wanted to go the way of everyone else, though you probably can’t tell to look at me.” She gives a soft laugh, and I smile. Billi is clearly her own bird swimming upstream in a town filled with floating geese. “Besides,” she says, “standing in a line of people, squirting nitric acid into tiny vials on a conveyor belt sounds about as boring as sitting on the front row in math class. Who wants to do that all day? Certainly not me.”
Sounds boring as hell, though I don’t say it. I’m stuck on the words “nitric acid.” In its pure form, it’s a substance normally reserved for scientists and researchers, hardly the general public. The idea that they have regular folks handling that stuff seems reckless at best.
“That’s what people do on the line?” I ask, and Billi suddenly looks cautious, like maybe she said too much. Just as quickly, her doubt clears.
“I don’t know, but I think so. At least, that’s how I remember my dad describing it years ago. ‘Back breaking and sweaty,’ he said. Don’t take my word for it, though. You should ask around. If you can find anyone to talk about it.”
“I’d probably have better luck digging around here, and don’t worry. I promise not to quote you as a source.”
At that, she sighs in very clear relief. “I hate that I have to care, but my dad would have a fit if I were publicly critical of anything in this town.”
“Because your dad’s…the mayor? Just taking a stab at it since Mr. Bailey mentioned he was an elected official.”
“Yep, he’s been the mayor of this town nearly my whole life. Once you get elected in Silver Bell, you tend to stay that way until you either retire or…I guess I shouldn’t utter that last part,” she mutters. “But just ask the school board. We have the same superintendent today that we had in the fifties. Talk about someone who would know the kids of Silver Bell High School more than just about anyone. You should book a meeting with that guy. See if he’ll talk to you.”
“You got his number?” I ask, pulling the cap off a ballpoint pen and positioning it over my notepad.
“No, but it’s in the yellow pages. If you can’t find it there, you can always ask the operator to connect you to his phone.”
In Houston, operators are going by the wayside in favor of the do-it-yourself wave. They even expect an electronic yellow pages app to crop up soon that will eliminate the need for people completely. I would ask what this world is coming to, but I’d sound like my grandfather, and I’m not ready to throw in the towel on my youth just yet. I scratch out a note to get in touch with the school superintendent and set my pen down.
“Here’s something,” Billi says.
I look up to see her concentrating on the screen. “What is it?”
“An article from 1968, where someone accuses the hospital of falsifying birth records. They debunked it pretty thoroughly, but I’ve never heard of it before. Seems weird that it’s never come up in conversation.”
“Does it say who does the accusing?” 1968. Only a coincidence it’s the same year I was born but tell that to my thudding heart. Considering they left town the very next week… Mr. Bailey’s offhand remark about my parents rushes back at me, but I quickly dismiss it. Not so easily dismissed? That odd birth certificate I found at the bottom of my mother’s memory box.
“A man I’ve never heard of, but Dirty Sally’s name is mentioned in the article.”
Now I’m frowning, both at the cruel nickname and at the fact that for all the collective dislike this town has for her—she sure comes up a lot.
“Mentioned how?”
“She was caught ranting about the ‘incompetent hospital staff ruining her life’ or some other nonsense. According to the article, people laughed. Considering the source, I guess I’m not surprised.”
“The source?”
Billi shrugs like it should be obvious. “Everyone knows she’s crazy. Besides, from what I hear, her life was ruined long before 1968.”
“Ruined how?”
This stumps Billi for a moment, her eyebrows pushing together in thought. “Her father was an alcoholic, that much I remember. But…I don’t really know much else. Just that she’s…crazy.”
“So, you’ve said,” I say, noting the sudden uncertainty in her tone, like maybe she’s on the cusp of realizing something she’s heard her whole life might not have a solid foundation. As a reporter, I’ve seen it before, mostly from the small-town folk. “Why do the Hatfields hate the McCoys? I don’t know, son. Because they always have, so stop asking questions.”
As an outsider looking in, it’s clear that Dirty Sally’s nickname and fate are nothing more than common knowledge. An accepted truth. A legendary fact. The way it’s always been.
Stop trying to rock the boat.
Once when I was a kid, an uncle made the comment that homeless people wouldn’t be homeless if they showed some self-respect and got a job. I took it as gospel, as one does when an all-knowing adult says something that sounds mildly authoritative. When you’ve been fed a skewed version of the truth your whole life, it’s hard to see through the cracks to find the lie. Dirty Sally is dirty because everyone says so. She’s crazy because everyone says so. It’s been that way forever, and it’s still that way now. So why would Billi feel differently? Still, the sentiment doesn’t sit right with me.
“So, is she crazy or dirty?” I ask.
She blinks. “What?”
“You’ve called her crazy and dirty in the past minute. Crazy implies mental, and dirty means she needs a bath. Which one is she?”
“Um…both?” I wait for her to hear herself.
“That your opinion or someone else’s?”
She looks at me wide-eyed as though another option never occurred to her. Don’t touch the unpopular kid on the playground, or you might get cooties. Don’t cross the boogeyman’s lawn, or you might get kidnapped. Haven’t we all been told those things at some point?
“It’s just the way it is.” But there’s a stronger question in Billi’s words this time, a slight dawning. I nearly smile at the small victory, but I keep it hidden. Baby steps stop working the moment you make someone take a giant leap forward.
“Maybe the way it is isn’t necessarily the way it should stay,” I say, talking to both of us now. I ordered an ancestry test last night and put a rush on the shipping so I can take the test faster. Better to have the questions answered than give them time to multiply. The test is supposed to be delivered to the hotel by tomorrow night.
“Maybe not,” she says more to herself than me. We spend the next twenty minutes perusing article after article, coming up with nothing new.
And then Billi has an idea.
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Billi
“Dad home?” I casually ask my mother, giving her a kiss on the cheek. She’s standing at the stove, wearing an apron that says, “Burn Baby Burn,” and stirring something that looks like a cross between cream gravy and paste. Her hair is styled as usual in its helmet-bob and hangs just below her chin. If June Cleaver had a twin sister with red hair, that twin’s name would be Lolli Ellis. The whole town wonders how such a contented homemaker wound up with a rebellious daughter like me, but the whole town can suck it. “What are you making? Looks…interesting.”
She picks up a damp towel and swats me on the thigh. “I know what your ‘interesting’ implies. It’s a sourdough starter. I promised Mrs. Butler I would bring her some today and nearly forgot.”
“Oooh, make me some bread while you’re at it. Your sourdough is the best.” I slide onto a bar stool to watch her. My mom’s everything is the best.
“Yes, it is, but if you want some, you need to stay here and knead it for me like a good daughter. Hurts my hands nowadays.”
I feel a pang of guilt for bringing it up. My mother was in a car wreck at age fourteen. Broke all the bones in her left hand when she braced herself against the windshield, a break that required three pins and a three-month-long immobilization in a cast to heal. Seemed good as new until the last couple of years when the clock caught up and reminded her, “Oh yeah, you’re getting older. Time for everything to start hurting now.” Arthritis takes no prisoners.
“We need to get you one of those stand-up mixers, Mom. The kind with the dough attachment that does the kneading for you. That would help a lot.”
She waves a dismissive hand in the air. “Completely unnecessary when I can do it myself.”
“Says the woman who just asked her daughter to do it for her.”
“Don’t throw my own words back at me.” She runs a wet sponge across the counter to wipe away spilled flour. “Why do you need your father? He’s not set to be home for another hour or so.”
“I wanted to know if I could borrow his access key.”
“Access key to where?”
“County records.” It’s been nearly fifteen minutes since I closed the car door and told Finn I’d “be right back.” I really hope he doesn’t come looking for me. Twenty questions about who he is, whether he’s single, married, or widowed, and how much money he makes are not what I need right now. So far, the plan to pop in my parents’ house and sweet talk my dad out of his key is not going according to schedule. I’ve used it before, claiming an unpaid bill by a particularly shady guest I needed to find when in fact we were trying to locate Susie’s other dead-beat baby daddy so she could sue him for child support. It worked, so there was no reason to believe it wouldn’t work again. Now, I’m not so sure.
“Last time you used his key, he found out your explanation wasn’t entirely truthful, young lady. I doubt he would give you a second chance this time.” I’m twenty-eight and hardly young, but suddenly I feel like a child who got caught joyriding after curfew. But come on, if you’re gonna birth a kid, you should pay for it.
“It was true…mainly. There was a guy who needed to pay a bill…” And now I sound like a child desperate to make the story stick. Even I hear the truth as it stretches thin. “Can’t I borrow the key for a minute anyway? I promise to hurry and bring it back before anyone knows it’s missing.”
“The county records building is already closed.”
“Hence me needing the key. I’ll be faster after hours.”
She gives me the kind of mom-look every kid gets when they’re skating at the edge of parental patience. I smile as sweetly as I can. Even though this is typically the kind of stunt that could get my dad fired, we both know he won’t be. And I know that I’m hard to resist when I pull out the “Mommy’s little girl” face. Usually works on my dad, too.
Bingo. “Go see if it’s on the table in our room. If it’s there, use it and bring it back before he gets home.” When you’re young, no one tells you the secrets to a happy marriage involve white lies and sabotage.
A happy home, really.
“Okay, I will!”
I dash to my parents’ bedroom as my mom says, “Who isn’t paying their bill this time?”
Turns out the secret to a happy mother-daughter relationship involves the same things. I come up with a white lie of my own and blurt out a name no one has ever heard of.
What you don’t know can’t hurt you is a saying for a reason.
   
“YOU SURE WE won’t get caught?” Finn says, not for the first time, from behind me as I jiggle the key into the lock. I toss him a look over my shoulder.
“Aren’t you a reporter? Don’t you do this sort of thing all the time?”
“Break and enter? Not until now.”
“I have a key,” I say with a growl.
“That you procured under false pretenses.”
“It’s my dad. I’ve done most things under false pretenses since I was four and told him my mom said he could take me for ice cream if he wanted to. She never gave permission for junk food, but playing them against each other worked every time. We won’t get caught. And even if we do, I know how to sweet talk my way out of just about anything.” I once tried to shoplift a piece of Double Bubble at the Little Mart and cried big fat elephant tears when I got busted with a big wad tucked inside my cheek. After a charming “kids will be kids” speech from my father, the clerk let me go with a pat on the head and my word to never do it again.
We step inside the county record’s building and close the door behind us, keeping clear of the windows. I avoid the light switch and lead Finn through the darkened room, careful not to nudge anything out of place. I might know how to sweet talk my way out of trouble, but I’d still rather keep things as we found them until we get back to the records room. A loud noise or a light shining inside a closed building would raise suspicions from passersby. No need to give people a reason to investigate.
“In here,” I say and flip the light switch, stepping aside for Finn and shutting the door behind us. The records room smells like dust and dirty armpits because, let’s face it, nothing of note happens in this town. Mustiness goes hand-in-hand with unuse. Cheap metal cabinets hold stacks of file boxes from floor to ceiling. Even without laying a hand on them, the racks groan under the weight as they struggle to hold up, the effort nearly unbearable. The only reason the town even keeps records of its citizens is because of some law on the books that says you have to. That, and the county clerk is a packrat; one drive by her house with the bulging carport and broken-down cars will tell you that much. Even the blinds on her front window hang askew, likely due to her own stack of boxes and file cabinets pressed up against them.
“I thought only three thousand people lived in this town,” Finn says. “Why so many files?”
“Three thousand is right, but this room contains the records of everyone who’s ever lived in Silver Bell, probably since the town was founded.”
“Is that necessary?”
“Doubt it, but it’s the way things have always been done. Plus, our clerk doesn’t know how to throw anything away.” I rub my hands together. “So, where should we start?”
Finn drops his briefcase to the floor and looks up, perusing the boxes on the top row, then the next, and so on. He reaches for one on the third shelf and blows a layer of dust off the top. I immediately sneeze and run a palm under my nose.
“Sorry, I won’t make that mistake again.”
I laugh and wave it off.
“Summer of 1968,” he says. “The year the fire took place. I guess that’s as good a place to start as any.”
I reach for my own box, and we spend the next few minutes in silence, quickly flipping through file after file, knowing we only have so long before the clock runs out and time catches up with us. Time in the form of my dad noticing his missing key and storming into this office himself. There are definite perks to being the mayor’s daughter, but the absence of those perks could make life slightly miserable, and there is no creative way to lie myself out of this one.
The only sound in the room is the occasional scrape of pencil on paper as Finn makes notes. “You find anything interesting?” I ask. From my end, this is a boring and pointless task.
“Nothing much I can use.” He pulls out a paper and studies it. “Here’s the hard copy of the article you found at the library. The one about the hospital records being falsified.”
“You mean the birth records?”
“One and the same.” Finn scans the article while I keep looking through my own box, finding nothing helpful. I glance up to see him frowning at the page. “Apparently, there was a lawsuit filed, but there’s no mention of it making it to court.”
I frown. “A lawsuit filed by who?”
“A man named Paul Ford. You think that’s the same Paul Mr. Bailey was talking about?”
“Could be, but there are a lot of Ford’s in this town, but not a Paul that I can recall specifically. Does the article give any other details?” I watch as Finn’s gaze flits side to side, reading intently.
He blinks and lowers the paper. “He filed the lawsuit on behalf of Sally Gertie. Is she who I think she is?”
“I think Gertie is her last name, but I can’t honestly remember. Sally is about as common a name as Ford around here. What was the lawsuit about?” I ask, absentmindedly flipping through papers in my own box but quickly losing interest. My fingernail snags on something and I pull it free. A newspaper clipping with a photo attached. It is weathered from wear and years, with yellowed tape stuck on the back like it was pulled from an old album and stuffed deep inside this file. I blink up at Finn, an eerie feeling tickling the back of my neck. “Does it say what the lawsuit was about?” My voice comes out in a rasp as I ask the question again.
He shakes his head. “Not specifically, just that one was filed accusing the hospital of wrongdoing, but it was quickly dismissed. If this is the same woman, why does she keep entering into every conversation? Why does everyone know her, but no one associates with her? Who is she? And what did she do to piss them all off?”
“I don’t know, but I think we’ll find out.” I swallow, saying nothing else because it’s never wise to make assumptions based on suspicion. I need more than that. For now, all I know is that maybe it isn’t who Sally is or what she did.
Maybe it’s that she knows too much.
I shove the picture in my back pocket on a hunch in case I need it later.
Maybe Sally is the smart one, spending her life hiding in plain sight…
Forcing this town to deal with her.
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42 YEARS EARLIER, SUMMER 1956
Sally
The night was filled with so many flying bugs and nasty critters in mixed combinations that she was practically eating them for dinner. Soon there wouldn’t be a need to even steal the Ford’s apples. She took two steps and swallowed a fly. Another, and there plopped a swamp flea on her bottom lip where it stuck to a leftover dot of that morning’s maple syrup she’d swiped from the low hole in the backyard tree. She learned a long time ago that trees don’t like to be messed with when one bucked her off a high branch just for trying to reach a handful of its pecans. The big maple one with the backward-hanging branch at the back of their property didn’t mind her poking her finger inside it sometimes. Especially not when she made pancakes and needed a bit of the tasty sap to sweeten them up. That tree was old, and even at seven, Sally’d learned that old things can’t be bothered to care about things like a little girl’s hand scooping out its innards.
The big apple tree from Ford’s orchard, though—it hated little kids. Little girls especially. Every time Sally tried to climb higher to reach the pretty reds growing closest to the sun, the tree booted her off with a kick, and she landed on her backside. The grass was thick under the tree anyhow, so all the falling didn’t keep her from going right back up. Sally just stood up and brushed off her skirt, first the front and then the back, little bits of crushed leaves and cut grass sticking to the hem. She plucked out a splinter in her pinky finger that was stubborn enough to jam inside her skin when she clawed at the bark and slid downward, then tossed it in the grass with a curse.
“Dumb tree. What’d you do that for?” she said, sucking off a drop of blood from her finger and wiping her running nose with the base of her palm. She kicked the tree with a bare foot, then yelped when the bark bit back with sharp teeth. “Now stand still so I can climb you.” She hooked a knee around the lowest branch, pulled herself up until she sat tall, then hugged the trunk as far as her small legs could and heaved herself up a few inches. Tree bark cut into the arches of her feet, but she ignored the pain and kept going. Dinner was up in that tree, and it was up to her to fetch it before the sun went down, and the shadows came out. The shadows were where the monsters lived, and no matter how friendly Peter and Wendy thought they were from Neverland, Sally hated seeing them in the Ford’s backyard.
She stretched two inches and grabbed a green, then stuffed it in her pocket. A couple red, and she’d be good to climb down. Most nights, she could only eat two apples anyway, and then she’d have a leftover for breakfast.
“What are you doing in my tree?” a boy’s gruff voice accused from down below. “My pa better not catch you, or he’ll whip you good.”
Sally clung to the tree and peered at the ground, a couple strands of hair sticking to her eyelashes and making it hard to see. She tried to shake them free, but they didn’t budge. “He better not whip me, or I’ll punch him in the face.” She knew better than to argue with the boy but couldn’t help herself; Paul was always giving her a hard time, and besides that, she could hear his pa’s temper fit nearly every night. Made her mad, listening to him take out his bad day on Paul, even if Paul was a nine-year-old bully in dirty overalls. Her own papa might not be home much, but at least he didn’t hit. “Couldn’t whip me anyway from all the way up here. And he won’t catch me because I’m fast,” she said. To prove it, she snatched two nearly red apples real quick and shimmied down the tree to face Paul, looking up at him more than she wanted to because he was so tall. At least half a foot taller than her. She glared to make herself seem bigger and rose up on her toes, shoving a hand on her hip. The other hand was still holding onto apples, so she couldn’t shove it anywhere. Paul didn’t need to know that her heart pounded so loud in her ears she thought it might pop her eardrum. If she got caught in the orchard, what would she eat for dinner? “You’re not gonna tell him, though, are you?” The question came out shaky, so she forced her chin up. Her papa said a raised chin made you look stubborn. She didn’t know what stubborn meant, but it sounded better than scared.
“I’m not gonna tell him,” Paul said, making her insides sag in relief. “But I saw you up there from all the way over in our kitchen window, so you need to be faster next time. And go farther back, closer to the road where no one can see you. Here. I brought you these.” Paul pulled a couple day-old dinner rolls from his pocket. Sally could tell they were old because they looked dried out and stale, but they smelled like yeast, and you couldn’t be picky when you were fresh out of options. She reached out and grabbed them before he decided to keep them for himself. He never kept them for himself, but hungry seven-year-old girls are not other people’s problem. That’s what Miss Hannah Smith at the five and dime said every time Sally tried to buy some chicken with the change she found in the couch. Last Saturday, she found a whole four cents, but chicken costs more than that because Miss Hannah wouldn’t let her have any when Sally showed her the coins.
“Go on home with you,” Miss Hannah said with a scowl. “And tell that good-for-nothing father of yours to take better care of you than he took of your ma.” Sally sulked out of the store, feeling like a stray cat everyone threw rocks at. She didn’t know what Miss Hannah meant because her ma was dead. Some people said she’d been killed, but that wasn’t true because there was a grave with Ma’s name on it behind their house, and killed people didn’t have graves.
Did they?
“Thanks,” Sally said to Paul, taking a big bite of bread and putting the other one in her skirt pocket for her papa to eat later. He didn’t like charity, so most of the time, Sally lied and told him she bought food at the bakery or made it herself. He always believed her, even though the only thing she knew how to bake was pancakes, and you don’t even bake those. You try not to burn them black in a skillet.
“You should probably run on home before it gets dark,” Paul said. “Since the dark scares you and all.”
She forced her chin up again. Sometimes it was hard to remember to look stubborn. “I ain’t afraid of the dark.”
“Sally, I see you running through the orchard and looking over your shoulder every time you come in our yard. If you ain’t afraid, then what are you looking at?”
Her chin dropped just a little. “I’m looking for snakes, is all.”
“Then you better run home before the snakes get you. Can’t have that.” Paul tried not to smile, making fun of her without words. “Besides, your pa’s home, and he won’t like seeing you here either.”
Sally’s head whipped around to look toward her own house. Sure enough, her papa was already climbing out of his old pickup truck, walking around back to grab his briefcase. He was early today, home even before the sun went down. Paul was right, she was afraid of the dark, and she was afraid of snakes, but she was afraid of her daddy seeing her standing in Mr. Ford’s yard more. They hated each other, Paul’s pa and hers, which meant he hated Paul by default, even though the boy always gave them food. He didn’t know that, though. And what he didn’t know was better because Paul didn’t need two grown men knocking him around.
“Thanks for the bread! And the apples!” she whisper-shouted, running through the yard and into the back door of her own house before her papa noticed she wasn’t home. Two things she was supposed to always be by the time he got home from work: in the kitchen and cleaning her plate. She ate first, that was his rule. As for him, he ate what she couldn’t finish. “Nobody tells me I can’t provide for my kid,” he often muttered. It was a weird thing to say and an even weirder rule, but it was his. Sally shoved the whole roll in her mouth and worked to chew as fast as she could. Wasn’t her fault he was home early, but she still had to hurry. The front door banged opened, and she swallowed half the bread, working quickly on the wet and pasty other half.
“You eat?” came Papa’s scratchy voice, and she could tell he was removing his shoes. Her papa worked as a train engineer or something at a big place in town, but they kept taking his hours away, saying if he didn’t start minding his own business, then he wouldn’t get to work there no more. At least that’s what she heard him yelling about nearly every night this week when he’d come home in a surly mood. She gave a strangled yes as best she could around a mouthful of stale roll, then reached for the water and gulped. There. Gone. She tucked an apple into her pocket and made for the stairs. After she saw to his supper, she’d make quick work of eating her apple in the upstairs loft that served as her bedroom. But first, she had to hide it.
“Be right back!” She took the steps two at a time, then sprinted back downstairs to cut open the extra roll Paul gave her, slather it with butter and the last of the blackberry jam, and slice up both apples in jagged pieces to dip in peanut butter. Not the best meal they’d ever had, but the venison from papa’s hunting trip had run out last week, and there wasn’t no money to buy more. Her papa was supposed to bring groceries home today, but there were no sacks on the kitchen counter full of items to put away. She could always try her hand at fishing tomorrow, but first, she needed a twig, some string, and a hook. The first item would be easy to come by because they lived clean near the woods, and trees were always shedding their dead branches, but the second two might be a problem. All she had was thread for darning socks, and the fish wouldn’t be fooled by it. And where’d you even begin to look for fishhooks? Most people didn’t sell things like that to a kid, and they probably cost a whole lot more than the four cents she scraped up from the sofa.
“Here you go, Papa,” she said as he scraped back his chair and lowered himself with a shuddering thump that nearly split the chair in half. She placed the plate of food in front of him and tried to smile, knowing better than to talk about the fish they didn’t have.
“This all we got?” he growled. Her smile fell. A hard-working man needs more than bread, and rotten apples was what he said yesterday, but this was all she could find. Besides, the apples she brought home were never rotten.
“That’s it for tonight. Tomorrow I’ll make something else,” she promised, praying she would catch a fish in the sliver of daylight left between school and dinnertime. No matter, a person’s got to finish what they put their mind to. Otherwise, the mind will keep thinking about it. She was sick of thinking about how to eat tomorrow. “How was work?” This is what women always asked in picture shows, and just because she was seven didn’t mean she didn’t know how to pretend she was grown up.
“I got fired,” he said, upending the last bottle of beer and draining it by half. “Knew it was coming, but I hoped it wouldn’t be today.” Sally didn’t know what was so special about today, but she knew better than to ask. Her papa’s temper was asleep, and she didn’t want to rouse it. “They said I was poking too much and told me to leave. And since they already think I’m to blame for your ma…” She didn’t know who ‘they’ was or what he was ‘poking.’ She also couldn’t figure out why people kept bringing up her momma, but she knew she didn’t like it.
“Are you going back to work tomorrow?” She jumped when his fist landed on the table. She roused his temper without meaning to.
“Don’t you know what ‘fired’ means? I don’t have a job anymore, and there ain’t another one coming either. Once a company blackballs you, once people blame you for things you didn’t do, you’re out of the whole town. That’s the way it works around here. You’re just too young to know it.”
Her temper flared like his, so she bit down on the inside of her cheek. Her papa didn’t hit, but he sometimes struck with words. She hated being told she was too young worse than she hated bedtime. She wasn’t too young to feed him dinner, was she? She wasn’t too young to carry their smelly clothes to the creek and wash them with lye soap until her knuckles turned bloody, was she? She wasn’t too young to learn math even though she hated it, was she? But he always used her age when he wanted her to stop talking. Like it was her fault she was only born seven years ago.
“How will we buy anything if you don’t have a job?” Her papa looked at her with steel in his eyes, so she bit her cheek harder.
“We won’t.”
Sally swallowed. How would they eat? What about the new shoes he promised because her big toe was sticking out of both these old ones? What about her new blanket for keeping the cold air out so she would stop shivering at night?
Even though her tongue itched with the need to form all the words, Sally quietly walked upstairs to bed. Her tummy was still hungry, and she kept thinking about that apple. Once you get started thinking about something, the only way to make it go away is to force it.
Thirty minutes later, the apple was gone right along with her papa’s foul mood. She found him laid out on the kitchen table, head on his arms and snoring away. When she tiptoed down to clear his dirty dinner plate, she didn’t look at the old picture of her momma that he’d pulled out of his pocket that lay discarded on the table. Or the rag he’d used to wipe his nose.
Not even when she used it to dry the drops of alcohol and tears left behind on the table.
   
“YOU’RE DOING IT ALL WRONG,” Paul said, coming up beside her to sit on the hard ground by the creek bank. “You can’t keep pulling the rod out to check on things, or the fish won’t have time to bite. Did no one ever teach you that?”
Sally glanced over at him and bugged out her eyes. “Did no one ever teach you that you’re not supposed to talk when you’re trying to fish? You’ll scare them all away with your noise.”
“You’re one to talk. You’re always making noise when you ain’t busy climbing other people’s trees. Catch anything yet?”
She checked her line again, mad to find it still empty. “How do you expect I’d catch any when I’m doing it all wrong?”
He shrugged. “I thought maybe what you didn’t have in skill, you might have in luck. Here. Gimme that pole.” He took the maple sapling out of her hand without asking, yanked off the only thin thread she could find and pulled real fishing line out of his pocket. “Even if you did manage to catch a fish, this string would break right off. You need this kind of line and one of these,” he added, pulling out a box of new hooks so shiny it made her heart pound. “See over there?” he nodded a few feet away. “I already have four trout on the line.” She saw them wiggling under the surface, and her mouth watered. Normally she liked to talk to the fish like they were her friends, but today her stomach was so empty she couldn’t see them as anything but a way to fill it. Maybe tomorrow, they’d get back to having a nicer relationship.
“How’d you catch all those? I’ve been here since after school, and I never saw you.”
“Jack and I were on the other side of the hill,” Paul said. Sally looked around for Jack, but she couldn’t see him. He was nine like Paul but a little bit taller and a whole lot clumsier. The three of them were the only kids who lived out this far, almost on the edge of town. The boys never talked to her at school, mainly because she was in second grade and they were in fourth, but after school, it was always the three of them. They were both nice enough, even though Paul was the first to say she didn’t do a lot of things right. “Last I saw, he was trying to catch a bullfrog. Said he wants one for a pet.”
“I got one too!” Jack hollered, walking toward them and holding up the fattest, greenest bullfrog Sally had ever seen in this pond. It croaked, and both boys laughed.
“You really think your momma’s going to let you keep that?” she asked.
“I won’t tell her. I’ll keep it in a box behind the house, and she won’t ever know. So, keep your trap shut, okay?”
Sally shrugged. She didn’t know why Jack thought she would tell anyone. Hardly anyone in this town talked to her at all. Most didn’t even look at her because they thought her papa was good for nothing like Miss Hannah said. Still, she played along because pretending to belong was a whole lot better than knowing you didn’t fit.
“Catch me a fish, and I won’t tell a soul. Cross my heart.” She might as well get something for not ratting him out.
When Jack reached for the pole, Paul shoved his hand away. “I’m catching you a fish, aren’t I? It’s my string and my hook, so I’ll do it.”
A warm feeling passed through Sally as she leaned back and tucked her hands behind her head to look at the sky. It was nice being taken care of for a moment, almost nicer than the sunset, with its red, purple, and orange streaks slashing across the night. Before she knew it, the water started making splashing noises. She sat up fast. Those were really loud noises.
“You already caught one?” She couldn’t help the little bounce in her seat any more than she could stop her stomach from growling. Tonight, they were gonna have fish! She caught sight of it in the water, and it was a big one.
“I told you I would,” Paul said, breathing heavy. It was hard work pulling a large fish in from a thin sapling. “Quick, get the net so you can catch him before he lets go of the hook. Hurry, Sally.” She scrambled for the net but conked heads with Jack in the process.
“Ouch!” they both said at the same time, falling back on the grass.
“If you two would stop goofing off and get over here, I could use some help.” Paul was getting impatient, so Sally snatched the net off the ground and plunged her feet in the water, shoes and all. She scooped the net down and back up with the fish caught inside. It was bigger than she thought and so wiggly that it was hard to hold. Paul took the net from her and finished the job, bringing the fish up and out, all three kids jumping and hollering about the size of it. A granddaddy fish, for sure. The patriarch of the whole lake. They would have fish for days.
“You’re really gonna let her keep that one, Paul?” Jack said, and that sobered Sally up fast because what if he didn’t? It was his hook and line that caught it, after all. Her stomach growled again in near fright.
But Paul just winked at her. “Of course. She earned it fair and square. You should try and catch her one too, Jack,” he added, and Sally nearly giggled. If there was one thing that Jack liked less than being one-upped, it was giving people something for nothing. If Jack ever caught her swiping a squash from his family garden, he’d tattle to his pa. He definitely wouldn’t bring her bread to go with it.
“Fine, I will,” Jack said, surprising them both. Sally nearly laughed at the way Paul looked at her, all wiggly eyes and twisting mouth like Jack was lying like they shared a secret no one else knew. Honestly, not even her. Maybe Jack really would catch her a fish. Whether he did or not, it was nice to have friends.
It was the best day ever.
“Catch me a fish, Jack.” Sally hopped in place a little, excitement filling her at how happy her papa would be tonight. She might be little, but she could make up for her papa’s lack of a job. Besides, who needed money when you had free fish? “Catch me two if you want to.” She giggled again, and the boys laughed along with her, looking at each other in a way that made her happier than she could ever remember.
Like maybe they thought she belonged, after all.
With them.
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Sally
The fish stopped biting once the weather grew cold, so there wasn’t nothing to eat except rice crawling with mealy bugs that Sally had to pick out one by one and pancakes because it was still the only thing she knew how to make. Besides, they still had a lot of flour left over from the grocery run her papa made before he was fired. The only problem with having pancakes was the trees knew the ground was frozen, so they froze up their supply of maple syrup right along with it. She figured there must be some secret language that all non-human living things shared because somehow, they all knew to stop producing at the same time. So just like that, they all quit for the winter. And not to be outdone by the maple syrup, jobs in Silver Bell dried up, too.
So that day at school, a plain pancake was the best she could do for lunch, and since she had to make them before she left the house that morning, she still hadn’t got a chance to eat. Her stomach growled loud and fierce in class, and everyone heard. The laughter started with Bobby Newton and spread around the room like a spark to a box of matchsticks. Fast and immediate and into a fiery roar.
“Class, that’s enough.” Miss Minn admonished everyone with a rap of her ruler on her desk. She did this nearly every day, but it didn’t always work. Most of the laughter stopped, but there were always a few who couldn’t help themselves. Namely Laura Kennedy with her curly hair bow and John Maxwell, who looked all moony at her like they were gonna get married someday. They were only in third grade, so John Maxwell was an idiot. But then Sally wondered if anyone would ever marry her. She didn’t have any nice hair bows. “I said be quiet,” Miss Minn scolded again. “I want everyone to take out their pencils and paper and write this one hundred times before lunch.” She turned and printed ‘I Will Not Laugh in Class’ in big straight letters on the chalkboard, and everyone groaned. Except for Laura Kenney. She laughed like always, and like always, she didn’t get in trouble because she was the mayor’s daughter.
Laura didn’t even take out any paper, and Sally glared at her.
The mayor told her papa’s boss to fire him, at least that’s what Papa said last night after he drank a bunch of whiskey before he fell asleep on the couch.
Sally was so busy being mad that she didn’t see Jack place a package of saltine crackers on her desk. Once she did, she sent him a questioning look. He just shook his head and mouthed, “Eat them.” She tucked the package inside her desk and began to write, breaking off tiny pieces of cracker so the teacher wouldn’t notice. Jack started bringing her things to eat after Paul showed him up with the bigger fish a few months back. Sometimes he even brought her leftovers from home, and when you’re hungry, that counted for a lot.
“Sally Gertie, are you eating in class?” Miss Munn’s low voice cut through the silence. All around her, kids gasped in astonishment that she would do such a thing, even though she saw Larry Steward doing the same thing with a bag of cheese sticks just last week. And in his case, the cheese stank like dirty armpits.
“No, ma’am,” she lied. Unfortunately for her, a crumb chose that moment to unstick itself from her lip and fall to her lap. She looked down at the telltale bit and prayed her teacher didn’t notice. But like all her other prayers, God never listened. Her papa said God enjoyed leaving them alone while He got busy taking care of everyone else.
“Bring that parcel up here and toss it in the trash,” her teacher said. Sally’s spirit sank right along with her empty stomach. Food wasn’t something you just threw away like it didn’t matter, not when you didn’t have enough of it. One time after she got in trouble last year, she managed to swipe a piece of bread out of the trash can on her way out of class, but she didn’t know if she would be so lucky this time. Her second-grade teacher read novels under her desk, but Miss Minn was always watching.
Sally stood and slowly walked the bag of crackers to the front of the room, cringing when bits of crackers fell from her skirt and skittered across the floor. Snickers followed her along with a few insults. “Her pa’s a drunk and probably never feeds her. She smells like a sewer. Think she ever takes a bath?” She was used to the mean comments, had heard them her whole life. But they hurt like a bee stinger jabbed into a finger, sharp and painful. The funny thing was the teacher never told anyone to stop. They got in trouble for laughing, but they never got in trouble for laughing at her.
She dropped the bag into the trash bin next to the teacher’s desk and turned to walk back to her seat.
“Sally, you stay here,” Miss Minn said. “You’re going to write your sentences on the board where everyone can see. Maybe then you won’t do something foolish like sneak things you’re not supposed to have into class. You know the rule against eating in here. It looks like you could use a reminder.”
Sally met her teacher’s glare, bit her lip against the threat of tears stinging her eyeballs, and then picked up a piece of chalk. The thing was, she didn’t have much time to practice handwriting at home. In between cooking and cleaning and washing and making sure her papa was okay, there wasn’t much time for homework.
Her handwriting wasn’t good, and everyone could see it. She couldn’t remember how to make some of the letters in cursive, so she stood there with her head down, trying to think. She knew the letter S was squiggled like a worm with a curly tail, but how did an L go? Every time she tried to write one, it came out looking like a different letter completely.
“Why aren’t you writing your words?” Miss Munn said. “Don’t just stand there, do what you’re told.”
She tried to remember; she really did. But the L wouldn’t come the way she wanted it to, so she skipped over it all together.
“Teacher, she left out some letters,” Laura called. She was always quick to point out everyone else’s mistakes.
Miss Minn looked up from her desk to scan Sally’s work but didn’t say a word about Laura’s outburst. Sally glared at Laura as mean as she could, but the girl smiled back without a single care. Some people knew they were mean and kept being mean anyway.
“Do you not remember how to make your letters, child? I taught you this months ago. Were you not paying attention?”
Sally blinked up at her, a single tear breaking free and sliding down her face. Her embarrassment always needed a way to escape. She just wished it wouldn’t happen in front of all these laughing people. And now her nose was running, and everyone would watch and call her names since she didn’t have any way to wipe it off. She would use her hand, but the last time she did that, no one would play with her at recess. They just kept running around her in circles. They came close enough for her to touch but darted away before she could. A game of Keep Away, except with her as the object instead of a ball.
Miss Minn made a clucking sound with her tongue, then walked to the chalkboard and drew a big white circle right in the middle of it. “If you’re too preoccupied to pay attention in class, you’ll just have to stand here for the remainder of it. Maybe this will teach you not to daydream.” She indicated toward the circle with a wave of her hand. Her fingernails fluttered like little red raspberries, and Sally’s stomach growled loud all over again. “Put your nose in this circle and don’t move a muscle until I say you may, do you understand?” Sally’s eyes grew wide. The circle looked taller than her, even at the lowest point. She’d have to stand on her tippy toes, and her toes already hurt because her shoes were a size eleven, and she’d worn them since she was six, and they were rubbed worn on the ends. Both big toes had blisters on the outside, and the one on her right foot was bleeding this morning. She imagined it bleeding now and running out the side of her foot and onto the floor, much like her nose was running down her chin.
Everyone would laugh.
Sally stretched up and pressed her nose as close as she could to the circle. She felt her nose drip onto the board, but it wasn’t her fault if she made a mess. It was Laura’s fault for laughing in the first place. Laura laughed now, but Miss Minn didn’t draw a circle for her. Girls named Laura didn’t ever get in trouble when their daddies had a cafeteria named after them.
Sally tried not to move any muscles at all. Not when the other kids went to lunch, not when they went to recess, not when they came back from both, and not even when the last bell rang. It wasn’t until she heard Miss Minn sigh and say, “Alright, Sally, I suppose you may go,” that she turned around and hobbled wordlessly out the door.
When you don’t move your muscles for most of a school day, it hurts an awful lot when you try to make them work again.
   
“THIS AGAIN?” her papa said when he stumbled in from looking for work. “Any work he could find,” he kept saying, something that would put food on the table and money in their pocket. Five months of going place to place every day hadn’t gotten him anything, even though he was a train engineer with a college degree to boot. She didn’t expect today to be any different, but she did wish he would stop complaining about her cooking. Flour was the only thing they had left besides water, and what else could you make with those two ingredients besides pancakes? Maybe grown-up women knew, but she didn’t.
She slid two on a plate without a word.
“I got a job,” her papa startled her by saying, her mind filling almost instantly with thoughts of bacon and cheese and maybe even a candy cane or two. Foolish notions for a girl like her, but she secretly hoped Santa might bring her one for Christmas.
“Where?” she asked, excitement creeping into her voice. She knew he would find one, never doubted at all. Her papa was smart, and the whole town knew it, even if they took forever to hire him. Even if they thought he was up to no good.
His shoulders slumped over his plate as he shoveled in a few bites of pancake. “Don’t get too excited. I’m the new garbage man.” It was a lifeless statement that made her heart skip a beat. In first grade, Carmen Newton’s papa was the town garbage man, and no one at school would play with her. Not even talk to her, mostly. They gave her the nickname “Cootie Carmen.” They sang singsongy taunts like “Stay away from the garbage girl. One look at her will make you hurl.” Carmen only stayed at school a year before her family left town in search of something better. Sometimes Sally thought about Carmen, usually when she had her nose pressed to the chalkboard at school. She really hoped Carmen’s family had found better. Carmen wasn’t from here, so leaving was easy.
Sally was born and raised in Silver Bell and wasn’t ever leaving. She said a quick prayer that the old Garbage Girl moniker would stay dead and buried. The prospect of new groceries wasn’t enough to keep her fears at bay. She couldn’t let her papa see her new scared mood.
“I’m happy you found a job. When do you start?”
Her papa laughed low and short. “I start tomorrow, but I’m the new garbage man. That ain’t anything to be happy about, child.”
She hated that she knew he was right. In this town, being the garbage man was one step higher than being a beggar on the street. And you know what people say about beggars. Sally looked for the positive because they weren’t beggars, and that was something to be glad about.
“At least it’s a job. You’ve wanted one of those for a long time now.” It was the wrong thing to say, but she wasn’t sure if there was a right thing to say either. Her papa pushed back from the table and stormed toward the hall, his chair falling backward to bounce on the kitchen floor. He grabbed a bottle of whiskey off the kitchen counter while she stared after him until his bedroom door closed. She pulled the chair upright again and pushed it under the table. Sally sat down and reached for her papa’s plate, picking up the remaining pancake and taking a small bite. She should probably save it for her papa, but once she started, she couldn’t stop herself. She ate and ate until every bite was gone and then stared forlornly around the room, her stomach not quite full but not empty anymore either.
It was quiet out here all by herself. Paul was probably eating dinner with his parents, and Jack was probably doing chores, so there was no one to talk to. She hated the quiet, but she probably should’ve been grateful for it.
Because it didn’t take long for her mind to start yelling, to start calling her all those names the kids at school were bound to use sooner or later.
Garbage Girl. Garbage Girl.
She really wished she knew what happened to Cootie Carmen.
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OCTOBER 1998
Finn
No matter how long I stare at the papers covering my hotel bed, I still can’t make sense of them. I’ve laid them out in order, from birth certificate to newspaper articles to the slip of paper I received from the hospital only an hour ago, but it’s like I’m watching a French film with subtitles that scroll too fast to be helpful. Nothing is helpful. Everything feels like a lie.
Two days after mailing off a blood sample to that Ancestry website, I got impatient and made a side trip to the hospital to have my blood analyzed. I already knew I was type B positive, same as my mother but different from my O-negative father, so there wasn’t much anyone could tell me. It felt like a false start, a tiny push pin on a very large map, the ticket you need to enter an event. Definitely better than waiting for the post office to deliver the same results three weeks from now. I already knew what the results would be, but you can’t start the race without paying the admission fee. In this case, the fee was a slip of paper proving my own blood type.
The test showed I’m not B positive after all. I’m A negative. The printed lab result glares up at me from the bed, daring me to argue with the results. “Are you sure? I’ve always been B positive.” I stuttered over my words to the nurse right after she presented me with the findings.
“Yes, Mr. Hardwick. You’re as A negative as they come.” She wasn’t insulted. She simply smiled in amusement at my confusion. And why wouldn’t she? She had no cause to suspect my life was crumbling like a gingerbread house constructed fresh out of the oven, too hot for the glue to dry, not yet solid enough a foundation to keep it standing.
I’m A negative.
Which means I’m one hundred percent positively not my parents’ child. At least not by blood. Adoption is noble, the greatest sacrifice a young mother can make, and the greatest gift a childless couple can receive.
But no one ever told me I was adopted.
So frankly, screw gifts and sacrifices. And screw my parents, too.
I fall to the bed and pick up the paper again, studying it upside down and sideways, like a different angle might make the results morph into something else. How am I A negative? And how unfair is it that the only people who can give me an answer are both buried in Texas? Not the most respectful way to look at the death of my parents, maybe, but it’s all I’ve got. The universe took away my only source of information years ago and left me a hundred questions.
The universe.
What I really mean is God, but I’m angry with Him and don’t want to admit it. The last thing I need is for him to play with my life even more than He already has.
I crumple up the paper and sail it across the room. The hotel room door chooses that moment to open, and the paper nails Billi smack on the middle of the forehead.
“Okay, I can take a hint. I’ll come back later,” she says, both hands up as she glances at the floor and slowly backs out of the room. In her defense, I left the door open a bit, so she didn’t think to knock.
“Don’t leave,” I growl, standing to retrieve the paper. I angrily flick it back on the bed and scrub both hands through my hair, then pace back and forth, feeling her questioning gaze on me. There’s a lot to say but nowhere to start, so Billi waits, silently watching my private meltdown unfold. Feeling a decade older and a whole lot more clueless than I did this morning, I sit back down and sigh. Dejected. Confused. Lost. I look up at her. “Sorry. I wasn’t aiming for your head.”
She offers me an apologetic shrug. “Well, that’s a load off my mind. It isn’t every day that a guy pelts me with a spit wad on accident.”
Billi makes me smile in spite of myself. “I didn’t spit on it.”
She purposely bumps my thigh as she sits down and reaches for the balled-up paper, working to smooth it across her lap. “Thank goodness. I was worried you had the secret maturity of a twelve-year-old. What’s this paper, and why are you mad at it?”
I don’t respond right away, enough anger resurging that I don’t trust my voice to work. I lay back on the bed on top of all my mother’s papers, not even caring if I wrinkle them. They’re nothing but lies. Completely undeserving of respect, much like my parents must have considered me. What was I to them? Just their kid.
“I got it from the hospital today.”
Even with both arms folded over my head, I feel her turn on the bed to look at me. “Yeah, I gathered that much from the Silver Bell Memorial Hospital logo plastered across the top.” The woman is fluent in sarcasm. It cuts through my foul mood, and I feel myself smirk.
“You should be a reporter.”
“Since apparently the ability to read is the only qualification, maybe I will.”
It’s my turn to bump her with my leg. “Smart ass.”
“So, I’m told. Now, do you want to tell me what this is, or can I read it? Medical privacy and all that. Don’t want to invade yours if you’d rather I not.”
For a moment, I’m touched until I squint up at her and catch her in the act.
“You’re already reading it.”
“Well yeah, but it’s still polite to ask.” I watch as her gaze slides across the page, then drops to the next. “You’re A negative. That’s a rare type if I remember my high school biology class, right.”
I nod, bitterness slowly crawling back up my throat. “Incredibly rare. But you know what’s even rarer?” I slide my arm to my chest and stare up at the ceiling.
“What?”
“Having A negative blood when neither one of your parents had that type. My mom was B positive. My dad was O.”
The sentence hangs between us for a moment, a stretched rubber band right before it pops. Those suckers sting.
Billi shifts to face me, her knee pressing lightly into my hip as she covers my hand with her own. It’s a nice feeling at the worst possible time. “I was a terrible student, but that can’t be good.”
“It’s about as not good as you think it is. It’s scientifically impossible not to share a blood type with one of your parents. Unless, of course…”
Unless, of course. Three words that detonate like a bomb.
“Unless you weren’t technically related to them,” she finishes the sentence for me.
“There’s no technically about it.”
“So…you were adopted? And no one told you?”
I shrug. “Appears that way.”
She lies back on the bed, still holding onto my hand but keeping a few inches of space between us. It’s selfish, but suddenly my body becomes consumed with thoughts of kissing her. I inch a bit closer, my mid-section on fire, my pulse ratcheting up, every muscle tense with anticipation. But I turn my head the other way and stare at the wall, knowing exactly what the feeling is. A distraction. A need to think about anything but my lying, no-good parents. Billi is hot as hell, maybe the most oddly attractive woman I’ve ever met. Punk rocker chick never looked so good.
But even I am not that much of an ass.
I take a deep breath to regain some self-control and turn to face her. She’s staring right at me, concern tucked into the crease between her eyebrows.
“Have you found an adoption certificate?”
I shake my head. “No. I found a birth certificate, though. Except it wasn’t for me.”
Billi comes up on an elbow. “What do you mean, not for you?”
She’s so close, right there. The perfect way to help me forget what is turning out to be the biggest shit-show I’ve ever lived through. I sit up. Remind myself once again not to be an ass. Tell myself again to make sure it really sticks.
Nothing like a baby’s birth certificate to kill the mood. I hand her the one I found in my mother’s memory box and watch as she scans the contents.
“Baby Boy Hardwick, dated before you were born unless you lied to me about your age.” She blinks up at me, and I shake my head. “Died of Edward’s Syndrome. That’s a pretty serious disease, but I don’t understand. Who does this belong to?”
“Apparently, my parents had a kid before me. Or, more accurately, instead of me.” A bitter laugh escapes. “But this is all I have to go on.”
Billi scans the paper again before tossing it to the side and scooting off the bed. She holds her hands out to me. “Alright, get up.”
I don’t move. Defeat makes me want to take a nap. “I don’t feel like it.”
I’ve already surmised she isn’t one to take no for an answer. She picks up my hand and pulls. It’s cute, watching her struggle to force me up, and before long, I find myself smiling at her pitiful attempt.
“What are you doing?”
She pushes against my shoulder, throwing all her own weight into pushing me off the bed. “I’m making you get up, Mr. Lazy Reporter. Now stop wallowing, and let’s go. You want to know what’s going on with your life? Then come with me.”
I slide off the bed because, okay, I’ll admit it, her ridiculous brand of self-assuredness is kind of hot. “And you have a plan to figure me out?”
“Of course.” She says it with so much confidence I almost believe her.
“How?” I ask, standing up to join her. This Billi chick is popular with the locals; I’ll give that to her. But she’s hardly an investigative reporter, and there’s no way she can discover the secrets of thirty years ago any easier than me. She’s only twenty-eight herself. No offense, but she doesn’t have the skills. Still, her confidence has me intrigued.
“Want to fill me in?”
She pulls her keys out of her pocket and walks out the door without a word. If I want to hear her answer, I have no choice but to follow.
“First, we’re going to the hospital. Seems like the best place to start looking for answers. About your birth and about the fire, which is the reason you’re here in the first place. Don’t forget that.”
I haven’t forgotten it, obviously. I have a boss who keeps calling and a deadline practically screaming in my face.
“I remember. And second? What comes after the hospital?”
She gives me a knowing look, one that says she is firmly on the side of discovering the truth.
“Second, we’re going to talk to Paul.”
My heart does a sputter-crash underneath my ribs. “Wait, you know where he lives?” We spent all yesterday looking for his whereabouts, to no avail. What witchcraftery did she engage in to find the guy today?
“Yes. Mr. Bailey told me how to locate him this morning. So, I called him up, and we have a meeting at his house in two hours.”
I toss a look at her over the hood of my car. “You could have led with that when you came into my room.”
“There are a lot of things I could have done when I came into your room, but the timing didn’t seem right.”
I freeze for a second at her words, desperately looking for the double entendre in her meaning, surprised at how much I want one to exist. But Billi simply climbs inside the car and shuts the door, easy as you please, leaving me unable to decipher a dang thing. I lower myself to the passenger seat, my mouth completely dry.
What the hell did that mean?
And why do I want it to mean anything at all?
   
“THINK you could finagle those records my way for just a tiny little second?” Billi asks. “You do know about the freedom of information act, don’t you?” She practically purrs to the teenage boy named Joe behind the desk, leaning over the counter to flirt, going full-on Jane Russell on the kid while he blinks at her, unaware. Billi has no cleavage to speak of—sue me, I checked. Not that I’m complaining; what she lacks up top, she more than makes up for everywhere else. Toned arms, slender waist, long shapely legs that could easily wrap around my waist so tight that—
Anyway, the boy has no hope of standing his ground, not with that body leaning toward him and those eyes batting innocently up at his and that smile aimed straight for his mouth. I can practically see the kid turning to putty right before my eyes. Hell, he looks eighteen, nineteen tops, and here I am feeling a little jealous. And come on, what kind of backward town leaves a hormonal teenage boy in charge at the hospital records counter?
One that just might work in my favor, that’s what.
“Fine, but only for a minute,” he tells her. “And don’t snitch on me, okay? My dad’ll kill me if he finds out I let you back here.”
“How is your dad?” Billi asks with the kind of enthusiastic interest that undoubtedly makes the kid hopeful. “Probably so relieved to have you helping him out here since he’s the hospital director and all. You must be very talented for him to entrust the job to you.”
Good God. Is anyone in this town honest?
“He’s great, Miss Billi. He lets me work here after school most days, and the best thing about it is I can sit back here and read comic books since hardly anyone ever shows up. Except you, of course. I’m real glad you showed up.”
She smiles that megawatt smile again. “I’m glad too. And just between us, I might need to come back here again soon since it’s almost the anniversary of the fire and all. We want to make sure we do the memorial service justice, don’t we?”
He grins back at her. “We sure do.”
“Just let me know when you’re working, and I’ll try to stop by then, okay?” Billi adds.
I nearly choke on the thick layer of charm she’s spreading on, but the kid just eats it up like a lap dog wanting to be petted. What a chump. I pause to study her. She is kidding, right?
When Billi turns to follow the kid and winks at me over her shoulder, I breathe an irrational sigh of relief, annoyed with myself for feeling relieved at all. It isn’t like we’re together or anything. It isn’t like I have some sort of claim to her.
Still, all’s fair in trickery and freedom of information.
Joe leads us to yet another back room because apparently, all small-town files are kept under top-secret lock and key. Who knew this place was so important. He opens a door and waves us in the room.
“I can give you ten minutes to find what you need, okay? And please leave everything the way you found it so I don’t get in trouble.”
“No one will know we were here,” Billi assures the kid with a pat on the arm. He turns three shades of red and backs out of the room. He closes the door behind him, finally leaving us alone.
“You’re a shameless flirt,” I say.
“A girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do. Besides, I got you in here, didn’t I? You’re welcome. Now look for any file with your last name on it. The plan is we’re going to stuff them in my bag and take them back to the hotel so we can go through them later.”
I raise an eyebrow, quickly thumbing through rows of files, looking for the H section. “Deceit and theft, who even are you?”
“I’m a girl trying to help you do a job. Besides, someone lied to you, so basically, our lie will cancel out the first one. It’ll be like no one ever lied at all.”
I nod matter of factly. “Ah yes, I think that’s written somewhere in the twelve commandments.”
“There’s only ten—shut up, Finn.”
I smile, wondering how I keep finding myself shut in rooms with Billi. Two days ago, I didn’t even know the woman. Lately, I’ve spent more time alone with her than I have with my own thoughts.
“I’m feeling a major sense of déjà vu right now.”
“I know. The last time I was shut in a closet with a boy, we played seven minutes in heaven. And I’ve been stuck in a closet with you twice this week, not having fun at all. Find anything?”
I fumble for a comeback, feeling both offended and a little jealous. I can show a girl a good time in a closet as well as the next guy. Try me. Except maybe later. We’re down to seven minutes and counting.
“Nope. I just found the H’s. You?”
She’s quiet for a long moment. The only sound I hear is the shuffling of papers and clicking of fingernails as files slide one, two, three down metal rows inside drawers. Then the unmistakable sound of one lifting up and out.
“Bingo.”
My pulse trips and jogs off with my heartbeat. “You found my parents’ file?”
“Nope. I found Sally Gertie’s. Something tells me we’re going to need it too. Hurry, find your file.”
I glance at the overhead clock, nerves multiplying, when I realize we have only four minutes left before that kid comes back in. Billi slips Sally’s file inside her bag and stands up to help me. “We don’t have much time.”
“I know that, but I can’t find it. I went through all the H’s and didn’t see anything.”
“Here, let me.” She bumps me out of the way and opens the drawer wider. “Watch the door.”
I turn my back to shield her—from what I don’t know—one eye focused on the clock and the other locked on the doorknob, praying to God that the knob doesn’t yet start to turn. Ten seconds go by, fifteen, sixty. And that’s when I hear footsteps outside.
“He’s coming.”
“I’ve got it,” Billi says, quickly shutting the drawer and tucking the file inside her bag. She pulls her bag over her shoulder and runs a hand through her hair, quick on the draw with a smile the second the door opens. “Hey, perfect timing,” she says to Joe, her false enthusiasm so well executed that even I wonder if it’s real. “We found everything we needed.”
“You did?” The kid looks nervous like maybe second thoughts are multiplying into one giant sphere of doubt inside his head. Maybe he’ll ask to search Billi’s bag. Maybe he’ll want to know exactly what we were looking for. Maybe he’ll ask for her number, or maybe for a date. Funny enough, all those things add up to the same low score on my likability meter for him.
Meaning I don’t like this kid, and I want him to back off.
Billi puts her fingertips on my arm like she can sense my tension. “We did. Thank you so much for giving us ten minutes.” She squeezes my bicep as if to tell me to keep quiet, so I do. The kid’s got a crush, and I’d do well to remember that as far as playing fields go, I’m on the same one as him.
I seem to have developed a little crush myself.
“You’re welcome, Miss Billi,” Joe says. “Glad I could help. You’ll let me know if you need anything else, won’t you?” The kid is practically begging, hoping for a treat.
Billi moves her hand from my arm to his. “I will absolutely let you know. And remember, let’s keep this between us, alright?”
He hesitates until she smiles. And like the world’s worst cliché, he bows to her full lips. “It stays just between you and me.”
“Well, and him,” she says, gesturing to me.
The kid’s face falls so fast it’s halfway to Houston in two seconds flat.
“Yeah, and me.” I smile, feeling unnecessarily smug. Billi gives me a scathing look, and my smugness joins the kid’s attitude on the highway traveling south.
“Alright, we’ll be back. Thanks, Joe. I’d tell you to say hi to your parents for me, but I suppose that’s a bad idea considering the circumstances.” They both laugh at the inside joke while I open the front door and sulk away. Billi follows me outside, right on my heels.
“Would it kill you to be nicer?” she asks.
“The kid was practically foaming at the mouth. Wanted to jump your bones right there in the office. You know that, right?” I sound like a petulant teenager, but I can’t help it. I don’t like people flirting right in front of me. It isn’t professional. Completely inappropriate. I climb inside the car and slam the door, hating myself for being the jealous outsider.
“Maybe I wanted to jump his too,” she quips, obviously just to irritate me. She slides into the passenger seat. “And so much for manners.”
Manners only matter around hot women is my first thought.
My mom would smack me over the head if she could witness my behavior is my second.
Instantly, jealousy fades, and loss takes its place. Was my mom even my mother? Is life as I’ve known it for nearly thirty years about to be over? One glance at that file could change everything, and there’s a war brewing inside my chest about whether to acknowledge it or not.
“You’re right. Next time I’ll be nicer.” I chew on a thumbnail and start the car. “Those files. What do you think we’ll find in them?”
Billi seems to sense my change in mood and pats my knee. “I don’t know, but you don’t have to look at them alone if you don’t want to.”
I nod. I want to be alone, and I don’t. I want to peruse the files and set them on fire. Neither emotion outweighs the other. I’m at a loss.
“I don’t know what I want. This might be a good time to consult your Magic 8-Ball and tell me what to do.”
She smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “I will when we get back to the hotel. But first, we have a meeting with Paul, so for now, you don’t need to decide anything.”
Having the decision taken off my hands settles me a bit as I back out of the parking space. “How far to Paul’s house?”
Billi shakes her head. “You’re in Silver Bell, Arkansas, Finn. Nothing is more than five minutes away, no matter where you’re going. Turn right out of here and follow the road.”
I do as I’m told, happy to drive while she leads the way. Thinking that sometimes in life, you need to release the reins and let someone else take over.
I let go completely and focus on the road.
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Billi
Paul Ford is one of those men who will be handsome forever, like Paul Newman or Jack Nicholson. Leading man material, unyieldingly popular with the ladies. That welcoming smile.
According to my quick math, he’s at least sixty but has the physique of a man in his mid-forties, with a full head of silvery salt and pepper hair to match. The only thing that looks worn on him is his eyes. He’s a man who’s known sadness and can’t fully hide it. A man worn down from years of unkind living, by grief and loss and internal battles that mar the soul. Still, his eyes are friendlier than I expected, his smile full and kind.
And he did file that lawsuit on behalf of Sally Gertie. Which makes him one degree away from the subject we’re after. Who is Dirty Sally, and why is everyone so hell-bent on avoiding her? More importantly, why was Paul Ford the one to take on her defense?
If it’s Sally you want to know about, I’d be happy to help in any way I can.
“Thank you again for meeting with us,” I say when we reach his living room, mentally recalling his earlier words. It’s the only thing I can think to say since we’ve just met, and I’m not sure where he fits in the story Finn is trying to write. Like everything else in this town, Paul’s involvement only adds another piece to this already difficult jigsaw puzzle. At this point, we’re throwing pieces in the air and just hoping something sticks together. So far, nothing has. It’s making me more and more worried for Finn. He looked really troubled in the car. Still looks that way now.
Something about Finn’s life seems off. Way off. It’s no more than a gut feeling with no way to verbalize it, but as confused as he is about his circumstances, I’m twice as disturbed. Maybe because I’m viewing things from the outside looking in. Maybe because I was born and raised in this town and know that when things don’t add up, it is because someone in power has finagled the numbers. In Finn’s situation, someone has certainly messed with something. History. Facts. Major and minor details. Either or both. Large or small.
Or maybe it’s because of the old photo still tucked deep inside my bag, the one that has scratched at my subconscious for the past two days. When I was in second grade, I smuggled a field mouse to school and zipped it deep inside my windbreaker, slipping it bits of bread and cheese throughout the day to keep it from squealing. I didn’t get caught until the end of the day when the mouse clamped down on my finger instead of the last bite of cheddar. I yelped and got sent to the principal’s office.
The photo feels like that, complete with beady eyes and a very sharp bite.
I shake my head and focus on the room. The faint scent of day-old brownies clings to the walls, just enough cocoa, and sugar still hovering to make my mouth water. On a hand-knitted afghan balled up on the floor, bits of white fur stuck to the surface like it doubles part-time as a cat’s bed. On the outdated wallpaper at the edge of the kitchen, its teapot, and china plate design curling at the seams. On the worn gold carpet with the stitched pattern running through it, stamped like stones in different shapes and sizes. On the tea we were offered shortly after arriving, steam still billowing off the top.
On Paul, staring expectantly, waiting for me to lead the way. I take a sip of tea and swallow, the burn forcing my thoughts back to what matters. “Anyway, please know that we appreciate your time, and anything you can tell us about the events of thirty years ago would be very helpful.” It’s only when I’m nervous that my professionalism comes out. Finn raises an eyebrow like, “You okay?”
I shrug because I honestly don’t know. Besides, I should be the one asking him. But Paul takes the reins and relieves us both.
“I’m not entirely certain what you both would like to know. Are you here to inquire about the fire or about something else?” To his credit, the man isn’t stupid. I gesture for Finn to take over and sit back in my seat.
He sets the recorder on the table, presses a button, and then opens a notebook. “First, the fire,” Finn says. Across from me, Paul visibly bristles. If I hadn’t been watching closely, his reaction might not have been noticeable. It’s gone as quickly as it appeared. “Tell me what you know about it from your perspective.”
“Just that nothing about it was accidental,” Paul says evenly, surprising me with his statement. Finn throws a questioning glance my way at the same time Paul adds, “Nothing.”
I swallow, uncomfortable with the statement, like disturbing an ancient burial ground that holds secrets of the dead, everything you thought you knew crumbling when the first bone is identified. Finn clicks his pen and casually writes something in the notebook.
“That’s a serious claim. Would you care to tell us why you believe that?”
Paul crosses his arms and looks out the front picture window. “I believe it because it’s true. I’ve said it before, even though no one listens.”
“I’m listening now,” Finn says. “And Billi’s listening. Even though I’ve been here only a few days, it’s clear that folks in this town like talking to her. If it helps, you can pretend I’m not here and just tell your story to her.” It’s a bold move acting like you don’t care, but it seems to work with Paul. He turns his gaze on me. Within seconds I realize it’s more like a spotlight, bright, blinding, and invasive.
“You could just ask your daddy. He knows. As he should, being the mayor and all.”
My spine zings with a razor-sharp icicle from my neck to waist, and I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with the chill. Why is he bringing my dad into this? Thirty years ago, my dad would have been in his mid-twenties. There’s no way he could have been involved in that fire, accidental or otherwise.
“Why would my dad know? He was basically a kid back then.”
“Yes, but like everyone else in power around here, when you join the secret club, you learn all the…secrets. And this one was a doozy. Everyone who’s anyone in this town knows what really happened.” Then that makes me unimportant because I have no idea what he’s talking about. The hospital fire was just that, a fire.
“Care to fill us in?” Finn asks, as though my world isn’t perched precariously on the downtown swinging bridge, one wrong move away from slipping through a broken board. Depending on what Paul says, I might regret this interview for a long time. I might even resent offering to help Finn in the first place. “We can keep your identity confidential if you’d prefer.”
Paul scoffs. “I don’t care a single whit if you print my name. About time someone stood up and told the truth, stopped worrying about what other people think. You can put my name right in the headline if it’ll help sell more copies of your newspaper. People around here have been calling me a liar for as long as I can remember. You know what they say: if you discredit the source, you can better hide the evidence.”
I frown at Finn. What evidence? But Finn doesn’t look at me.
“I appreciate that sir,” he says to Paul. “You say the fire wasn’t an accident. Can you tell us why you believe that?”
“I believe it because it’s the truth. I’m probably not the person you should be asking, but I doubt she would talk to you anyway. Everyone in this town had their chance. The time passed for it a long time ago.”
Finn’s eyebrows push together at the same time my stomach twists in dread. He’s confused, but I’m not. I can see where this story is going like a hawk sees its prey the moment before it plucks both eyes out. All paths lead in the same direction, to a bunch of dead carcasses. He looks at me, but I turn toward the window, a shaky thumb finding its way between my teeth. My pulse races in my neck, a thud thud thud against what’s coming next. I’ve always wondered why this town cast one of its members out so callously. Now I suspect I’m on the verge of hearing the explanation. The real one.
Some things you can’t unhear, even when you desperately wish to be struck deaf, blind, and mute. While we’re wishing for one, we might as well wish for them all.
The photo in my bag burns a hole in my conscience as it takes a vicious bite. Guilt comes for the person who needs to feel it, and that’s the cold hard truth. I’m as guilty as everyone else, just because I live here. You can’t turn your head away from abuse and pretend you didn’t witness it. You'll never convince yourself even if you manage to convince everyone else.
I’m even starting to see why Paul blames my dad.
“Who should I be talking to if not you?” Finn asks, oblivious to my inner conflict. I could answer the question myself, but I don’t.
Paul stands up and walks to the window, arms crossed one over the other, a thumb pressed to his lower lip. He stands that way a long moment, jaw flexing like it’s warming up but isn’t quite ready to speak. I can almost see the second the mental battle ends, and he surrenders to the words.
“You need to be asking Sally, that’s who. But she quit talking a long time ago.”
Finn looks at me and raises an eyebrow, mouthing the word “Sally” like we just stepped on a landmine at the point of detonation. My stomach drops. Every story in this town eventually leads back to her. So far, none of them have been good.
Finn clears his throat. “Quit talking; why? And when?” It’s something I’ve wondered myself, but I’m too afraid to ask. My mouth is so dry, I doubt I could make it work. I’ve heard rumors, but that’s all they’ve ever been. Of the girl who lost her voice as a young woman and never used it again, at least never around any of us. When I was in middle school, adults used Sally as a metaphor of sorts—a “Just Say No” tactic in reverse. “Stand up for yourselves. Don’t let anyone tell you to keep quiet. Don’t be like Sally.” Never mind that this town might be to blame for her plight. Never mind that everyone who lives here has never wanted to hear her speak.
I’m starting to suspect I’ve spent my whole life believing a lie.
Paul looks down at his wedding ring and then raises his eyes to Finn.
“She quit talking because way back in fifth grade, Sally’s life began its descent into hell, and she’s lived there ever since.”



12



37 YEARS EARLIER, FALL 1960
Sally
On the first day of school, no matter the year, all the girls tended to look like clones of each other in their saddle shoes, plaid skirts, and pearl button-front sweaters. Not to mention the ponytails tied with slick satin ribbons and lace, draped over one shoulder, and topped with smart pin-curled bangs carefully styled with a dab of Kreml hair cream to make the tresses shine. Even in fifth grade, Sally knew she was the lone standout. And not in a good way.
Her hair barely touched her ears, shaved clean at the beginning of summer to rid it of a nasty bout of lice, too stubborn to let go any other way. Her papa had tried everything. He used special shampoo. When that didn’t work, he doused her head with iodine; it burned for three days afterward. He smothered her hair with olive oil and petroleum jelly, and she slept that way all night, but that led to a week’s worth of greasy scalp and more bugs than ever. And then her papa got lice too and gave up, swiping his razor off the bathroom counter in his anger and using it on both their heads. They looked like matching cue balls found on a garage sale pool table, one big and one small, but both nicked at the edges and worse for wear, at least that’s how her papa described them.
So, her hair was too short to go into a ponytail because three months isn’t enough time to grow anything worth shining up and curling. As for saddle shoes and plaid skirts, when you barely have enough money to keep bread and noodles stocked in the pantry, there wasn’t leftover money for frivolous things. There wasn’t even enough money for satin ribbons, not even the ones moved to the clearance rack on sale for a nickel.
So, Sally showed up that first day of fifth grade in her old fourth-grade sneakers and torn brown trousers with the hole in the knee. And no one—not even Brenda Houston with her buck teeth and awkward stumble-stutter—would talk to her. Brenda didn’t have a plaid skirt, but she had pearl buttons on her sweater. Those buttons landed her a seat at a lunch table caddy-corner to the popular girls. And being just right of the center of attention meant you were mostly right about everything. People like Brenda no longer talked to people like her.
That was why Sally was excited about her skirt on the second day of school. Her papa gave it to her just last night, and she smiled the whole way to school just thinking about what the other girls would say and how they would include her—if not in their circle, at least right outside it. There was still a space free at Brenda’s table. She saw it yesterday.
“I got you something,” Papa said last night when he walked in the front door. It was such an odd thing for him to say that her ears immediately perked up, especially because he said it without slurring any words. He musta not had any whiskey. Not having any whiskey meant Papa was talking to her on purpose, and he wasn’t even yelling. He often brought home things for them—an extra carton of milk when it was nearly expired and on sale, a blanket he found at the top of someone’s trash heap, a turtle he found on his route that needed a bit of tender care. But he never brought something just for her. In the five years he’d worked as a trash collector, this was the first time she remembered it.
“What’d you get me?” she asked, her pulse already speeding up in anticipation. Gifts were hard to come by, even at Christmas. When you’re a garbage man, Santa has trouble finding your house because you’re so busy traveling to everyone else’s house that you’re hardly ever home. At least that’s what Papa always said. As for her, she had doubts that Santa was even real. Why would he always skip her house just because her dad was gone and she was asleep? Their house still had a chimney Santa could fit through, and wasn’t a chimney the only thing he needed?
Gifts in early September never ever happened. He held a parcel behind his back and rocked on his heels, taking a deep breath like he was afraid she might be disappointed. She knew she wouldn’t be. She would be grateful whether it was a piece of penny candy or a new puppy.
“I got you this,” he said, bringing the gift to the front of him. Wrapped in brown paper and stuck all over with gray packaging tape, she couldn’t see what was inside. She took the package and flipped it over, working her finger under a strip of tape to loosen it. Twice more and the paper opened, revealing an item that caused a little squeal to stick in her throat.
“You got me a plaid skirt?” A squeal escaped as she skipped around the tiny kitchen, holding the skirt out in front of her and then pressing it to her waist as she twirled in circles. It would look so pretty on her the next day. The girls would be so impressed that she looked just like them. Now she would fit in for sure.
The way Laura Kennedy stared at her now, Sally knew she’d been wrong. Laura seemed mad at her for no good reason. Sally looked almost the same as everyone else. Except for the hair and shirt, she mostly fit in. Sally wanted to eat at the girls’ table. She’d even sit with Brenda and her two buck teeth.
“Where did you get that skirt?” Laura said real loud for everyone to hear, eyeing Sally up and down in the middle of the lunchroom. The kids closest to them stopped eating and looked up one by one. Sally was used to kids staring, but not this many all at once, and not so openly. The kids farther away must have noticed the commotion because, before long, the whole lunchroom went quiet. Even the lunchroom monitor stared at the girls, watching the scene unfold. That lady was old. At least forty.
Sally’s bottom lip started to quiver, but she didn’t know why. Today was a happy day, but Laura was ruining it with her mean stare. Now all Sally felt was sad, the same kind of sadness you feel right before someone runs over your dog. The in-between, the moment when you should have seen the bad thing coming but didn’t. You were so busy playing, that you never noticed four tires rolling toward you and picking up speed.
“My papa gave it to me,” Sally answered, trying to steady her voice. “He brought it home after work last night.” She felt her chin go up. So there.
Laura raised an eyebrow and smiled on one side, but it wasn’t a nice smile. “Your papa?” She smirked and looked around the lunchroom as though Sally’s papa was a joke. Maybe he was because a few kids snickered. “You mean, your papa that everyone knows killed your momma. Your papa that works at the town dump? Your papa that picks up all our trash because it’s the only job he could get?”
It all made Sally mad, but she could only focus on the most immediate thing. “He does not work at the dump. You take that back.”
But sometimes, he did work at the dump. Laura did not take it back. Instead, she reached for the hem of Sally’s skirt and pulled it up to inspect it. Sally tried to pull the skirt back down before anyone saw her underwear, but Laura had a good grip, and Sally couldn’t yank it free. Cold air hit the back of her thighs. A boy snickered behind her, and Sally’s face went red with shame.
“This is my skirt!” Laura yelled for everyone to hear. “I threw it away last week. Your pa must have pulled it out of the trash and pretended it was a gift.”
Sally’s face went hot at hearing the lie. “He did not. He brought it home to me, so it isn’t yours.”
“It is too mine. I got red paint on it in art class. So my mom told me to throw it away. Look, there’s paint right here on the hem right where I spilled it. Your garbage papa must have stole it from my trash can!” There it was, red paint smeared and faded, but there just the same. Someone had tried to rub it away, but it wasn’t her papa. Sally knew it wasn’t her papa. Laura was a liar.
“He did not!” Sally shoved Laura as hard as she could, but the girl barely stumbled backward. Laura caught herself before she fell, laughing high-pitched and wild. She covered her mouth as she scanned the cafeteria, welcoming the students to laugh along with her. A few of them did. Then more than a few.
“He did too steal it! You can’t afford clothes like mine, so he took it out of the trash and gave it to you. Dirty clothes for a dirty Sally, that’s what your pa thinks of you. Only Dirty Sally’s wear other people’s clothes out of the trash!”
“He did not dig your clothes out of the trash!”
But it was too late. The idea was there, the kind of idea that takes a tiny spark to ignite a whole movement. Within seconds, the other kids were echoing Laura. Even the lunchroom monitor was trying hard to hide a smile, telling kids to stop in that false way adults sometimes do when they’re pretending not to enjoy the chaos. Even Jack was smiling, though he quit when she caught his eye. The only one not joining in the chorus was Paul, but the noise from everyone else was so loud that it smothered any feelings of gratefulness she might have had. An audience of one can’t hold up against a crowd of dozens.
Dirty Sally…Dirty Sally. The phrase drifted around the cafeteria, occasionally said in a shocked whisper, but more often on a laugh. Dirty Sally. Dirty Sally.
Now she knew how Carmen felt, but this was so much worse. Garbage Girl was a terrible nickname, but it could have belonged to anyone. Garbage Girl is interchangeable and vague.
The worst thing of all is to have your own name be everyone’s new favorite insult.
Dirty Sally followed her the rest of the day.
   
THE CREEK WAS HIGHER than normal due to last night’s rain, the bank still soggy and soft from today’s overcast sky. Sally sat by it, contemplating whether to take the plunge and have a quick bath. It was a cold day, so there wouldn’t be time for soap, but usually, the water was enough to get most of the dirt off, especially when she used a little sand and pebbles. If you grabbed the silty ones from the bottom, they weren’t too sharp and hardly ever nicked the skin. That’s what she’d found over the last couple of times bathing out here.
The water company shut off their supply inside the house two weeks back, and her papa hadn’t yet paid the bill to get it turned back on. Sometimes she carried water from the creek to fill up the old bathtub. A cold bath inside a slightly drafty house was better than a cold bath in a wind-swirling creek, but carrying five buckets back and forth a hundred yards was tiring and sweaty, even after dark in late September. Though it scared her to bathe alone this far from the house after sunset, she forced herself a couple times a week. You can’t go to school when you smell bad, not when your nickname is Dirty Sally. The taunts would be worse.
“What are you doing out here by yourself? You know you’re supposed to get me first. That’s what we agreed to,” Paul said, moving to sit down next to her like he did every night. They’d taken to coming to the creek after dinner for an hour at night, not for any real reason except to talk. Usually, they met by the big Oak tree at the edge of Sally’s backyard, but tonight she didn’t feel like waiting for him. Even though she knew there were monsters in the woods that could snatch her away like one snatched Stacy Pennington over a decade ago, tonight she wished for one to, just to see where it might take her. Anyplace was better than here.
They never found Stacy Pennington. Sally liked to think she was living an enchanted life as a forest troll who had bunnies for pets and yelled at humans for fun. Life in the forest would be better than life in Silver Bell. She had a list of ten people she would holler at now if it wouldn’t get her in trouble at school.
Sally didn’t look at Paul. Her thoughts were too heavy to move her head. “Just sitting. Thinking.”
“Well, don’t make a habit of thinking without me. We made a deal, and I don’t like walking out here alone.” The toe of his sneaker brushed the surface of the water and caused a ripple. A school of minnows approached to their right. Sally should probably grab a few and try to catch dinner, but she couldn’t force herself to move. It’s like Laura took her survival instinct right from her when she christened her with that awful name.
Still, she grinned at Paul. He always brought one out of her. “You scared?”
He rolled his eyes. “No, I just don’t want you to be.” She knew he was lying, but she didn’t tease him further. You don’t bite the hand that feeds you when there aren’t any other hands. That’s what her papa said sometimes.
“You don’t need to worry about me. I ain’t scared of much anymore.”
She could tell by the way he moved that he didn’t like her words. “I’m sorry for what Laura said yesterday. I hate that nickname. If I could’ve punched her in the mouth, I would have.”
Her insides felt a little fluttery at his words, but she chalked it up to her stomach beginning to rumble. She hadn’t eaten since this morning, and right now, pancakes sounded about as appetizing as stuffing her face with pond scum.
“Don’t punch her, or you’ll get kicked out of school, and I wouldn’t handle that real well.”
They sat on that for a minute; neither one knowing what to say next.
“What happened to your skirt?” Paul finally said, running a finger over the knee of her old trousers. “I liked it. Hope you didn’t get rid of it.” There it was, another flutter. She really needed to eat something.
“I asked my papa, and he admitted that he found it at the dump. So, I put it in the trash can where it belonged. Can’t wear it to school no more anyway or Laura will tease me about it.”
Paul leaned back on his hands. “I wish you’d kept it. Your skirt looked better than any she ever wore. You should go get it and keep it. Don’t have to wear it to school if you don’t want to. Besides, Laura’s stupid, and you shouldn’t listen to her.”
Sally wished it were that simple. “Even if I didn’t listen to her, everyone else does. And that’s easy for you to say. You could show up at school dressed in a garbage bag, and everyone would still like you.” Sally knew he didn’t argue because she was mostly right. Laura didn’t like Paul, though. She announced it in front of the whole class after she got caught passing him a note in history last month. The teacher read the note out loud. It was one of those “Check this box if you like me, check this box if you don’t.” Paul had taken one look at the note and tossed it on the floor. To hear him tell it, only stupid girls played stupid games, and he didn’t want to win a stupid prize. And that’s what Laura was, a stupid prize like a cheap stuffed toy you win at a carnival after dropping ten bucks. Take one look at it and realize you could have bought the same thing at the five and dime for a handful of pennies.
“I think I’ll skip the garbage bags if you don’t mind,” he said. Sally’s insides flipped in on themselves when Paul winked. Curiously, when she laughed, his neck went all red.
“What are you guys doing out here so late?” Jack said, wandering up to sit down on the bank with them. His legs were longer than Paul’s. His feet accidentally plunged into the water. He groaned and scooted back a few inches. “Gross. The grass is still wet. Anybody got a blanket?”
Paul shook his head. “Shoulda brought one if it bothers you so much. You too good to get your butt wet?” He sounded impatient, out of character for him. Sally and Jack just studied him, their gazes meeting over Paul’s lap. The difference is Jack frowned while Sally swallowed a smile. Paul always defended her, even when Jack didn’t notice.
“What’s your problem?” Jack asked him.
Paul threw a blade of grass into the creek, watching as it landed on the surface and floated away. “My problem is you laughed at Sally today.”
Jack’s mouth dropped in indignation. “I did not. What Laura said was mean.”
Paul plucked another blade and twisted it between his fingers. “At least we agree on that. It was mean. Laura Kennedy is a jealous brat. But you still laughed. I saw you, and so did Sally.”
Jack’s outrage transferred to both of them, his eyes darting back and forth. “You’ve been out here talking about me?”
Paul tossed the blade of grass down. “Nope. Sally hasn’t said a word. She didn’t have to, because I saw you. You laughed, and I didn’t like it.”
“Paul…” Sally whispered, uncomfortable with the confrontation.
“Someone’s got to defend you. Might as well be me.” Sally stopped talking then. It was nice to be defended, though she hated that it was against Jack. Sally had always had a soft spot for Jack, but sometimes he treated her like an unwanted toy in a pile for Goodwill. Sometimes he picked her up in a moment of weakness, but usually, he left her in a heap unless Paul was paying attention. Jack only wanted something when someone else had it.
“Might as well be me,” Jack mimicked in the way he always did when he got caught and didn’t know what to say. “It’s always you defending her, even when she didn’t ask you to. I didn’t laugh no matter what you say.”
Paul shrugged. “Alright, you didn’t laugh. Just remember that next time it happens, I’ll be watching to make sure you don’t laugh again.”
It’s a bold statement that makes Jack stand up in a huff. “Fine, watch then. And you’ll see that you’re wrong. I’m going home. You two can stay out here and freeze to death if you want, but my mom bought a chocolate cake, and I’m going to eat some. See you tomorrow at school.”
While Jack stomped off, Sally’s mouth watered. Cake. It’d been so long since she had any that she almost forgot what one tasted like. She wondered what Paul was thinking because even though he wasn’t nearly as poor as her, she knew he wasn’t rich enough for cake. At least not the store-bought kind. They sat side by side for a long moment, each of them thinking of Jack’s parting words.
“I hope he chokes on it,” Paul finally whispered. It broke the tension, and Sally giggled. Soon they were both laughing, wishing Jack would choke on the one thing they both desperately wanted but couldn’t manage to have. “Want to come get some leftover lemon bread on your way home? My mom baked some this morning, and I cut a piece for you. Hid it in the barn when no one was looking right before I walked down here. I woulda given it to you already if you had waited for me like you were supposed to.”
Inwardly, Sally smiled. Lemon bread wasn’t cake, but it was close. And it sure enough wasn’t pancakes. “I’ll come get some. But first…” She felt her face heat at the words she was about to say.
“But first, what?”
She looked down at her feet, knowing she couldn’t avoid the subject. He wouldn’t leave until she came out with it. Besides, it had been three days already, and she couldn’t wait for another one.
“I came down here to take a bath. That’s why I didn’t wait for you. Because I couldn’t.”
She heard him swallow, felt his mortification grow up and out until it was tangled in a mess with hers.
“Oh.” He cleared his throat. “You were gonna do that out here, all by yourself?”
She didn’t say she didn’t have a choice, just blinked at him, quietly hoping he wouldn’t ask her anything else.
“Okay, well, you go ahead and take one. But I won’t leave. I won’t watch either, but I’ll wait over here behind that tree. Think you can hurry? I’m supposed to be home in a few minutes, and I don’t want my pa to come looking for me.”
Sally froze, uncertain what to do. On the one hand, she hated being out here alone in the dark. As much as she thought it might be nice if the tree monsters ran off with her, she didn’t want that to happen anymore. Sometimes her mind lived in fairy tales, but her body preferred the real world. On the other hand, what if his pa found them out here with her in the creek. Even worse than that, what if Paul looked? She couldn’t bear to think of him seeing her. It was bad enough when people looked at her fully clothed in the daylight. Undressed in the dark would reveal secrets she didn’t want to share.
“Sally, I promise I won’t look. See?” Paul scooted around a big willow tree with a trunk the size of a tire and covered his eyes with his hands. “I’ll sit just like this and won’t move a muscle. Just…hurry.”
She hesitated only a second before running to the creek’s edge and stripping off her overalls, and diving headfirst into the water.
“Sally?” Paul said, his voice a little louder than it should be if he was still staring straight ahead and away from her.
“Don’t look at me!” she yelled back at him, panicked.
“I’m not looking at you, I swear. But do you have any soap? I didn’t see any with you.”
She hated to say no, to admit that even when she tried to get clean, she didn’t have any real way to do it. So, she said nothing at all.
“I’ll bring you some next time,” Paul said, his words muffled with embarrassment.
“Okay.” Sally dove back under the water, spending only a precious few seconds scrubbing her skin with sand and pebbles. Still, she couldn’t help a smile.
Paul really did take care of her. It was nice to have someone on her side. Someone who didn’t think she was dirty.
Someone determined not to let her stay that way.
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OCTOBER 1998
Finn
“So, you and Sally were friends,” Billi says it like a statement, but I hear the question her mind is asking. Sally had friends? What happened to them? What happened to her?
“We are friends,” Paul corrects her, “even though I haven’t spoken to her in more than seven years.” I’m not sure how one can consider something a friendship for that many years without at least a spoken word or two, but Paul quickly sets me straight. “When a friendship lives in your soul, you don’t need many words. Seven years to us is like seven days to other people.”
His words strike me as a profound statement Billi might make, one that will stay with me a while. And while I don’t have any experience with a soul friendship, or with a friendship with any woman at all, suddenly I hope to one day. Billi floods my thoughts, and I glance at her. Must be something in the tea we’re drinking.
“Does Sally know you’re still friends or is this more of a one-sided thing?” Billi sounds cynical, but I let her take the reins. We can’t both bombard the guy with questions, not when he seems to be our only link to Sally.
Paul nods. “She knows we’re friends in the same way she knows I would do anything for her. She’s always known that.”
I want to ask how his wife felt about that, but I keep my mouth shut and glance back over my notes. I’m not an expert on long-term relationships.
“So, if you’ve known each other since Sally was seven—”
“Since she was three. I met her when she and her ma and pa moved into the house next door.” House is a broad term for the structure Sally lives in, but again, not my place to judge.
“Her mother was in the picture at that point?”
“Yes, but she died the very next year.”
“Do you know how she died?”
There’s a stillness to Paul that makes me uncomfortable. “You asking me if I think her pa murdered her mother? Because he didn’t. She got stung by a wasp on her neck, and no one knew she was allergic. By the time the doctor showed up, it was too late to save her.”
A wasp? It seems too simplistic to be real. “Then why did people claim Sally’s dad killed her?”
Paul looks me in the eye. “Why wouldn’t they? He was a smart but simple man who wouldn’t conform to the way things are done in this town. More specifically, he wouldn’t bow to the leaders. He went so far as to file a complaint against the hospital before the fire. In a town the size of Silver Bell, where everyone has lived here forever, that’s enough to get you blackballed.” Paul plays with the button on his shirt sleeve. “Sally’s pa was…different. An outsider. Considered slow. People don’t like different, especially here. One day her mama was alive and well. The next she was dead and buried with no funeral. People drew conclusions. False ones, but no one ever cared about that.”
“And you know that to be true because…”
“Because I saw it happen. One minute I was pulling weeds in the garden with my mama, and the next, we heard Sally scream from all the way over there.” Paul points in the direction of Sally’s house, and I can’t help but follow his hand. There’s a family portrait of a much younger Paul with his wife and child hanging on the wall next to a tarnished wall sconce with a turnkey gas starter on the side. Both look to be a few decades old.
I turn back around to focus on my notes, still baffled at the image of six-year-old Sally that Paul had just painted. “Why wasn’t there a funeral?”
“Who would come? They didn’t have any friends. We lived in the house next door, and even my parents wouldn’t have anything to do with them.”
Stupid question asked and answered. Next to me, Billi shifts in place. Sally’s family situation seemed lonely at best and bleak at worst, and this whole town was intent on keeping it that way.
“Since you’ve known Sally since she was three, you must know more about her father than most people. Can you tell me a little about him?”
“I can tell you a lot about him. You just need to tell me what you’d like to know.”
I barely contain a longsuffering sigh. This guy is clearly fiercely protective of Sally and isn’t going to make this interview easy. I try another more direct tactic.
“Was he an alcoholic?”
Paul studies his hands as though looking for the right answer in them.
“Ultimately, yes, but not at first. I was too young to know the difference back then, but now I know that in the beginning, he was just an occasional drinker—a beer with dinner, a shot of whiskey before bed. Not every night because they didn’t always have the money to buy alcohol, and he was never mean. But after his wife died, and then after he was fired and before he found a new job, that’s when the drinking intensified. He was humiliated to be the garbage collector, seeing as he was way too overqualified for it. A year after he started that job is the first time I ever saw him hit something.”
“Something like…his daughter?”
Paul shakes his head. “No, he never hit Sally. Trust me, I used to ask her that a lot, but he loved her, even while he battled what I now know was a severe case of depression. She loved him, too, though it was a lot for her to take care of him at such a young age. Scrounging for food, fishing every night just to keep protein on their plate. Scrubbing the dishes they had and the clothes, most of the time by the creek after the water to the house was shut off. Her papa couldn’t manage much more than work and sleep for a lot of years.”
It’s a sad description, but my mind catches on something and sticks. “They didn’t have running water?” I don’t miss Billi’s troubled frown. Things aren’t always as they seem, even when you spend your whole life looking right at it.
“She still doesn’t have any. Though at this point, it’s more a source of pride than anything else. Sally won’t give this town a dime of her money, not even to pay the light bill. So, she goes without any of it. Even buys what groceries she can afford over in Blytheville.” Even I know that Blytheville is twenty miles away. What I don’t know is how Sally gets there. Or how she has gone this long without basic human necessities. Paul is telling a story more than four decades old.
I let his words sink, uncomfortable with the imagery. We take things for granted in life without even realizing it, don’t we? A warm bed, a new microwave, a hot meal on a cold day, an even hotter bath when nothing else works to cut the chill that’s settled deep inside our bones. It’s nearly the twenty-first century; running water is just a given. To think of someone willingly choosing to go without it…
What has this town done to her?
They accused her father of killing her mother, but I’m beginning to wonder if the whole town killed Sally’s family with their harsh judgments and cruel shunning.
The question rolls around in my mind for a few whirling seconds before I remember it’s the reason I’m here—to ask. So, I do. To the point and direct, exactly the way my job requires.
“In my research, I found an article that mentioned Mr. Gertie being fired from his job, but it didn’t mention what his job was or where he worked. Can you tell me any information you have on that?”
Paul unfolds and folds his hands. “I can tell you the important part.”
“Which is?”
“That he was an engineer and that he worked for Washington Plastics.”
Washington Plastics. The company mentioned in the article I read with Billi at the library. The company is the biggest employer in the town, the one whose president offered a lengthy condolence statement after the hospital fire. The muted alarm bell that began to ring at the mention of the name steadily intensifies, though I can’t point to the reason for it.
“Why was he fired?”
“Because he knew too much.” Paul's answers are short and concise, but they’re all I have to go on since no one else will speak to me. I’m so on edge that I’m almost afraid of him and of what comes next. I sneak a glance a Billi. She looks at me, mirroring what I suppose is my own expression.
“Knew too much about what?” I get the feeling I’m standing on a precipice of before and after, my pen lying prone on my lap. Maybe I’m afraid that I'll miss something important if I waste a second picking it up and clicking it open. Like the look on Paul’s face when he pulls the pin on his next verbal grenade.
“About the fire. About their involvement in it.”
I wait, not wanting to do anything to derail his train of thought. I’ve conducted enough interviews to know that if you give a person a moment to collect their thoughts, more often than not, they’ll gather them up and end the conversation. Stream of consciousness is the only way to keep people vomiting up words, and as a reporter, it’s the only way to get the story.
There’s more to this story than anyone wants to admit. I’m sure of it.
“Washington Plastics was responsible for that fire, and Sally’s father knew it. He warned them it was going to happen, but they didn’t listen. And because of their inaction, seven families lost their babies, and two others lost a parent.” Paul’s decades-old anger simmers in the space between us, years of hostility still looking for a place to land. Most of the people in charge back then are either dead or too senile to account for much.
Though Washington Plastics is still the town’s biggest employer.
“That’s a pretty big accusation,” I say, intending to try Paul’s patience. Any good reporter knows that the best way to get people to talk is to give them the floor and let them speak without interruption. Stream of consciousness, like I said.
The other option is to make them angry and get them to lash out. A coiled snake always strikes when it’s poked and prodded.
“Yeah, it’s a big accusation,” Paul says. “But it’s a true one. Washington Plastics has spent the past thirty years essentially getting away with murder. The question I have for you is, are you going to be yet another person who continues to let them?”
   
WE’RE TAKING A BREAK.
Paul got tired and asked us to come back in two hours, so now I’m sitting across from Billi at Susan’s Diner, the only diner in town that serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner with a side of pie at each course. I’ve never had “blueberry buckle pie,” and the name demanded I sample it. And there’s a sign out front that reads “Arkansas’ Best Cinnamon Rolls,” which I first surmised was a largely overconfident claim. Turns out they weren’t kidding. If I could dive headfirst into the thick layer of cream cheese frosting and buttery middle, I would. Instead, there’s an empty plate with blueberry juice sitting to my right, and I’m sharing one of the restaurant's plate-sized cinnamon creations with Billi. It’s hard not to stare every time she drags her fork across the excess frosting at the bottom of the plate and glides it over her tongue. Oh, to be made of powdered sugar and cream. I never knew a cinnamon roll could be X-rated, but here I am, lifting my thoughts out of the gutter every five seconds or so. Much more of this, and I’ll grab a sleeping bag and pitch a tent.
The gutter isn’t such a bad place to live. Very entertaining. Filled with possibilities.
“Um, hello?” Billi says. “Did you hear me?”
I stop staring at her mouth and slide my gaze up to her eyes, ice blue in the center that feathers out to a darker shade around the edges, and blink. I can’t explain that I was too busy imagining her tongue doing other things to pay much attention to her words, so I just say, “No, sorry,” and feel the back of my neck begin to burn.
She studies me, suspicion making her eyes narrow. “Why do you look guilty of something?”
I clear my throat and palm my coffee mug, then take a big gulp to bide my time. Then I make something up.
“I’m guilty of barely starting my article. My boss expects a rough draft by the end of the day tomorrow, and I’ve written twenty-five words.” Okay, not exactly made up. He does expect a story draft tomorrow. So freaking annoying. I set the mug back down and fold my hands on the table. “I came here to write what I thought was a feel-good fluff piece about a hospital memorial, and somehow I’ve crash-landed into what some say is a murder investigation. Not sure what to do about that. Or if I should do anything at all.”
She licks that fork again before blessedly setting it on her plate, then leans forward on her elbows. “You think what Paul said about Washington Plastics has any truth to it?” I can’t decide if it’s fear, intrigue, or skepticism in her eyes. Maybe a mix of all three.
“I think every story has a ring of truth to it. You just have to figure out the story that sings the loudest. For example, a cheating husband will always try to blame the wife who never has sex with him, but he’ll conveniently leave out the part where he has a porn addiction, compares her to other women, and never stays home. As for her, she’ll keep it to herself that she never really loved him in the first place and only married him to get back at her high school boyfriend. In that case, both stories are true, and both people are terrible, but only one person cheated.”
Billi raises an eyebrow. “That was oddly specific. Is this from personal experience?”
I smile and reach for a piece of bacon. “That particular story was part of a homicide case I covered in Dallas last year. The woman got off scot-free when it was revealed that her dead husband had not only cheated, but had solicited several minors along the way.”
Billi grimaces. “So only one person cheated, but the other committed murder. Sweet couple. How did she kill him?”
“She slipped ten crushed Viagra into his beer when he wasn’t looking. She knew he had plans to meet up with someone that night. Turns out a four-hour erection isn’t the only negative side effect of that drug. She didn’t intend to kill him, though, she just wanted him to be…uncomfortable for a few days.”
A loud laugh bursts from Billi, and she slaps a hand over her mouth. All around the restaurant, people turn to stare.
“A few days? That’s awful.”
“Was for him, at least eventually. At the very beginning, it was probably kind of pleasant.” Billi laughs harder, the sound almost musical, one that makes me want to hear it again. Maybe after these interviews are conducted, and this article was written, I can explore that thought a little more.
This leaves me wondering why I’m thinking about exploring anything at all.
I’m Finn Hardwick. I don’t do female explorations. So, to speak.
I also don’t do women with musical laughs and spot-on intuition.
I shift, uncomfortable with the direction my mind is headed.
Maybe “doing” Billi isn’t the best way to think of it.
I inhale slowly and stare over her shoulder, working to rein in my feelings and focus on what I’m here for. The story. Not some sort of cosmic connection with a small-town girl who couldn’t possibly fit into my big city life anyway.
“I think it’s almost time,” I say. “There’s really nowhere to go from here, except the one place you already told me you’re not interested in going.”
Her smile dies with understanding, a cute little crease forming between her eyebrows.
“I don’t think I can go there with you, Finn.”
I wipe my mouth on a paper napkin already partially covered in bacon grease and toss it on my plate. “Then I’ll go by myself.”
“I want to. It’s just…”
“Just?”
“I’m afraid of her. There, I said it. I’ve always been afraid of her because that’s how I was raised. She’s scary. Maybe she’s…a witch? Maybe she’ll kill us both or trap us in a cellar for the rest of our lives?”
I laugh before I can think better of it. This town and its beliefs have made everyone superstitious, Billi herself caught in the irrationality of it all. A witch? A kidnapper? All because she lives differently and doesn’t put up with anyone’s crap? Billi can’t honestly believe something that outrageous.
I stop laughing. She needs my understanding, not judgment. “Okay, but what makes you think that? Is there something she’s done or is this just something you’ve been told all your life?”
She looks more little girl than woman at the moment, the fear turning her mouth down in the corners in an adorable grimace. “She hasn’t done anything. I’m just scared of her.” Something shifts then. A flicker in her eyes as clarity reveals itself. It’s like dreaming of the tooth fairy or wishing on a birthday candle. Everyone does it out of habit. A bit of folklore in our daily routines. But does it ever actually work, or have we all been convinced it might because generations long gone told us that’s what we were supposed to do? Eventually, we grow up, and the truth slaps us in the face.
Truth has Billi pinned in a stare-down, and she’s fighting to free herself.
Turns out the truth does indeed hurt.
I slide the saltshaker my way just to keep my hands busy. “You’re scared of her because you’ve been told to be your whole life. Like being told to stay away from the haunted house on the corner of Main Street and Broadway.”
She sits up a little. “You’ve been there?”
This makes me smile. “No, I haven’t been there unless you count every haunted house on Main Street and Broadway in every town in America because they all have them.”
She balls up her napkin and throws it at me. It lands on my left cheek and falls to the table. “That was rude.”
“Maybe, but it wasn’t a lie,” I say around a smile. “So, will you get over this legendary fear and come with me to interview Sally?”
“Dirty Sally, you mean,” she mutters. She’s not trying to be cruel, but a belief about someone is hard to get over and even harder to shake, especially when everyone around you believes it too.
“Jury’s still out on the Dirty part. I’ll decide that after I meet her.” I take another gulp of coffee and push back my chair. “So, is that a yes?”
Billi rolls her eyes with a sigh. “Yes. But if she casts some weird spell on me or kills me after all, I’m blaming you. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Consider me warned. Also, consider me not too worried about it.”
She scowls, but I see the smile she’s trying to hide. “Cute.”
“Thanks. I’ll get the check,” I say, standing to push my chair into the table and walk toward the register.
“Darn right, you will. Think of it as a last supper of sorts. The only things we missed were the bread and the wine.”
I sent her a look. “Cinnamon rolls count as bread, but it’s not even noon. And your little joke is sacrilegious.”
“Jesus will understand. He too was killed by a crazy person.”
“Please stay ten feet away, so the lightning strike coming for your head doesn’t hit mine.”
Billi giggles, and I smile.
It takes courage to face your fears.
But it takes the power away from fear when you have fun doing it.
   
“YOU MENTIONED SALLY’S FATHER,” Billi says when we’re once again seated in Paul’s living room. Mr. Ford has changed into an old cardigan and sweatpants, a clear signal that he’s ready to wind down the day. I mentally give us an hour before it’s time to pack up and leave. Overstaying one’s welcome applies in all areas of life, but none more so than when you work in news media. I might need another interview in the near future. But the quickest way to be told “no” is to badger an interviewee to the point they reject all subsequent requests for more information. One hour. That’s all. “What can you tell us about him? I’m assuming he’s no longer living?”
Paul slowly shakes his head. “You assume correctly. He’s been gone a long time. Died while Sally was young.”
Billi locks eyes with me, and I read the unspoken questions. How young?
Was Sally left an orphan, made to fend for herself long before she was capable? I want to ask but stop myself. Paul’s mind is visibly turning, and I can’t risk breaking the forward motion.
“Do you recall what happened to him? Is there anything you can tell us about his death?”
“I recall everything that happened.” He says nothing else for a long moment. It’s like watching a movie, a slow-motion flashback rewinding right before our eyes. They say that eventually, you’re faced with a choice: to keep moving forward or remain in the past. Paul Ford does a little of both for the benefit of a story. My story. He strikes me as a man who lives in the moment, so I’m touched by the sacrifice.
When I witness a sheen of tears appear in his eyes, I know darn well I ought to be.
“It was awful,” Paul said. “The saddest day, really. The worst part was, that she was only fifteen. You ready to take notes?”
I hold up my pen to show him I’m ready.
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38 YEARS AGO, FALL 1960
SALLY
Sleeping with a boy doesn’t make them love you more. It makes them stop talking to you, at least at school where other people can see. At night though…at night, those same boys want to be friends again. At night you’re good enough. At night no one else is around to say otherwise.
Sleeping with Jack was the worst decision she’d ever made. At fifteen, it was barely a decision at all. It was the desire to be loved, but no one tells you love and sex aren’t the same thing. Or if they do, Sally forgot to listen. Fifteen-year-old girls tend to think grownups are stupid anyway, and since Sally’s world consisted of an alcoholic father who tolerated her most days and schoolteachers who rarely did, they usually were.
What she wouldn’t give to go back and listen. Maybe then she wouldn’t feel so lost and alone, so used and discarded. She’d spent the better part of the morning trying to get Jack’s attention—a hair flip, a loud whisper, a passed note that he never read—to no avail. Now she sat alone in the girl’s bathroom, hiding in a stall and pretending to pee. There was nowhere else to go. Being the school outcast came with a lot of responsibility, namely spending the better part of the day running from rejection’s constant call. A little-known fact: rejection shouts in your face when you slow down to a stroll. Sally sped up, trying to break free from its grasp.
When the bell rang, she walked out of the bathroom and smacked into someone who always found her because he was always looking.
“Ow!” she said, bouncing into the painted cinderblock wall. She nearly face-planted into the water fountain but caught herself just in time. Strange how inanimate objects could pack a punch. She rubbed her left shoulder, her knee still smarting from when she tripped over her papa’s passed-out body in the middle of the night and landed on the empty beer bottle. The man rarely made it to his bed these days. It was a long walk from the front door when your blood was already sloshed with poison.
Paul reached under her elbow to steady her. “I’m so sorry, Sally. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Just clumsy.” Self-effacing remarks were her best defense.
“You’re not clumsy. I ran straight into you like an idiot.” He looked both chagrined and nervous, though Sally couldn’t fathom why. She didn’t normally elicit either emotion from anyone. “Hey, do you want to walk home with me after school? I meant to ask you this morning in homeroom but forgot. If not, it’s okay. I just thought I would ask.”
He was stammering, and his cheeks flushed pink, a reaction both flattering and odd. It was just a walk. They did it all the time, maybe not all the way from school to home, but they lived next door to each other. Walking with Paul was nothing new. So why did she feel so nervous?
Instinct had her looking over her shoulder and down the hallway. It was an odd sensation having anyone openly talk to her at school. Most people reserved their interactions with her for later, but occasionally Paul broke that rule. Lately, it happened a lot, leaving her caught off guard like one might be if their dress strap broke onstage. She was blinded by a spotlight, mentally clinging to herself with sudden embarrassment even though Paul didn’t seem self-conscious in the least. He looked right at her—not through her, not around her, not over her head, hoping no one would see. She wore overalls and muddy sneakers, for heaven’s sake. Nothing about her was attractive unless you counted her smile, which no one did even though Sally herself knew it was nice. No gaps or stains. Even Laura Kennedy had a gray eye tooth.
“Sure, I’ll walk with you,” she said.
Paul smiled like he was relieved. “Okay, I’ll meet you on the front steps after the bell rings.”
Sally nodded and watched him walk away, a strange warmth spreading across her middle. Paul cared about her in that rare way that most people didn’t, and she’d been stupid and slept with Jack like a kicked puppy that kept running to the one person who treated them badly, hoping for a change of heart. Paul was the only good thing she had in her life. His friendship was steady.
Her gaze found Jack like a mangled paperclip to a magnetic wall, too weak and powerless to do anything besides stick to him. His arm was propped against the locker, Laura’s head between it and his face. He whispered something in her ear, and she laughed. Then as though by force or bad luck, they both looked at her. Gossip. The worst six-letter word in existence besides stupid, both of which she felt in her bones. Stupid for standing there. Stupid for staring. Stupid for thinking Jack was her friend. Stupid for sleeping with him.
“Get out of the middle of the hallway, Dirty Sally.” Some boy practically spat as he passed on the way to the next class.
Stupid for thinking she’d ever be anything besides dirty.
   
“WANT me to hold your books for you?” Paul said as she walked out the front door of the school. Sally was late to leave because she had started her period. She was so relieved that she sat on the toilet and cried through a private panic attack, deciding from then on to never have sex again. Too much extra emotion came with it—anxiety, fear, rejection. Not to mention intense loneliness from pining for the boy who deserted her. For the loss of her old self. She missed her innocence and wanted some of it back.
“Okay.” She handed her books over to Paul, thinking he might help
her find it again. Without anything to occupy her hands, she wrapped her arms in front of her and focused on the swish-swish of her pants legs scraping against the pavement.
“Want to go fishing after school?” Paul asked. “I thought we could maybe—”
“Sally, you ready?” Her papa stood in front of them on the sidewalk, interrupting Paul and surprising them both. He hadn’t met her after school in years, too busy with work to find the time. Sally gave up wishing long ago and resigned herself to a solo walk home, something she hated as she watched fellow students leave in groups. Today was the first day she hadn’t been forced to walk alone. Paul’s invitation to escort her meant more than he would ever know.
“What are you doing here?” she asked her dad, walking up to greet him and giving him a quick peck on the cheek. A few kids snickered in the background. Her father’s clothes are rumpled and streaked with dirt. He smelled like whiskey and three-day-old sweat, a side effect of constant drinking and lack of available clean water. Their house grew more run down by the day. It was almost impossible to keep clean when the only cloth they had was dipped in creek water and rung out over the grass. Every Saturday, she wiped down their meager furniture as best she could but barely managed to get the dust up, let alone eliminate the dirt altogether. Sometimes she missed the scent of soap and bleach. Other times she wondered if she was manufacturing a memory that wasn’t actually hers.
“I came to walk my daughter home from school. That against the law?”
His voice sounded raspy and bloated, like trying to talk through a nasty bout of heartburn. She shook her head and quickly grabbed her books from Paul. If there was trouble ahead, she didn’t want it involving him. “No, sir, not against the law. I’m just surprised, is all. You haven’t come to the school in a long time.” She led her papa down the sidewalk, putting a safe distance between him and her friend. Sally felt split between two teams—the one walking with her because of obligation and the other here by choice. It was nice to be wanted. It was nice to have a father, too. She just wished their team wasn’t so small. When only two players show up, it’s usually a cause to forfeit the game.
“Well, I’m here now, aren’t I?” her papa said. She nodded silently in response, not wanting to stir his temper. “Now give me your books, and let me carry them.” She obediently handed him the stack. One fell to the sidewalk when his fingers didn’t close around them as they should.
“You okay?” she asked. He ignored her and reached for the remaining book, a successful handoff if you didn’t count the mutters of Garbage Man and Dirty Sally from the few kids around them. She was both touched and embarrassed by Paul’s defensive “Shut up” in the background, a sweet effort but a waste of words. Like trying to fill a cracked bucket with warm water. You can keep making attempts, but you’ll never be successful. People would call her Dirty Sally at their thirty-year class reunion. A nickname made in middle school stays with you forever in the minds of the kids who gave it to you.
All thoughts of Paul vanished when her papa tripped and fell.
“Papa! Are you hurt?” This is what drinking did to a person, it made them clumsy and out of control. She hated being embarrassed, and people were starting to stare.
“Papa, get up,” Sally said, exasperated, thinking it was bad enough that this had been her private life for too many years to remember, but laying it on display for the town was another thing entirely. Kids made fun of her only slightly less than they made fun of her father, but the difference was enough for her to want to hide. Guilt by association. Or, more accurately, outcast by association. She grew angry. “Papa, stop.”
But he didn’t stop. Nor did he get up or respond. He just relaxed into the sidewalk, going limp as he rolled to his back. “Papa? This isn’t funny. Get up.” Panic stabbed at Sally’s subconscious as she looked up at Paul. She hated what she saw reflecting back at her. Concern. Worry. Panic. All the things she should have felt two minutes ago when all she could muster was shame.
“Help him,” she asked Paul and herself, her voice a plea, desperate for an answer she could comprehend. Like a shot out of a bayonet, Paul was at her papa’s side shaking his shoulder, slapping at his cheek, and leaning down to listen for a breath. He looked up at her.
“I don’t think he’s breathing. I think he might be having a heart attack. I can’t get a pulse.”
Sally scanned Paul’s face as he glanced over her shoulder, his eyes going hard as he stared at something. Or someone. In the distance, she registered laughter. Words like “Garbage Guy is passed out cold,” and “what a waste of space,” and “stay back or you might catch a disease.” It all came through a hollow chamber like she was hearing voices underwater. The insults didn’t register as much as the fear, and that part was all-consuming. Fear paralyzes you when it’s altering your life forever.
Paul returned his focus to her papa, pumping his chest up and down, rolling him over on his side, hitting his back, and screaming, “Someone call the police! Someone call the police!” while no one did, and she stood back to cry. It’s bittersweet the moment you’re faced with saying goodbye to a life you thought you hated once you realize you never hated it at all. Sally suddenly knew how much she loved her father and their tiny life together, even if everyone else hated them. Her papa was a constant, a touchstone to normalcy. She had a father, after all. Not every child does. He was hers, and she was his, the only father she’d known for fifteen years. The one she wanted for the next fifteen…twenty…fifty years if she had anything to say about it.
But of course, she didn’t.
With the notable absence of a single siren or person coming to rescue them, she felt it the moment her papa passed. Felt her life shift from the daughter of the garbage man to nothing at all, from being part of a team to being the one standing alone that no one ever picked. A slew of kids surrounded them, but not one of them besides Paul moved to help. Most pointed. A few of them laughed. One even tapped her head and called her Dirty Sally right there on the sidewalk in the middle of the worst moment of her life. Kicked her while she was down, while she couldn’t possibly fall further.
It was then that she knew.
She hated everyone in this town.
She would spend the rest of her life making sure they knew it.
   
HER ONLY FRIEND WAS PAUL, and even then, it was hard to differentiate “friend” from “part-time savior.” Over the last three months, the savior part nearly outshone everything else. He walked her to and from school, carried her books both ways, caught her fish for dinner, and brought her oranges and pomegranates to keep her vitamin intake up. He sneaked an occasional piece of his mother’s pumpkin pie to her for dessert and handed off their remaining slivers of soap without his parents noticing. He even brought her a small bottle of bleach and a tube of toothpaste that he paid for from his after-school job as a bag boy at the local market, one of the few things anyone had ever bought her outside her papa. All in all, her life had gotten better, even as it had gotten worse.
For one thing, she couldn’t sleep all alone in the house. Too many creaks and pops. Too many groans and snaps. Too many cars driving by and the occasional curious person walking up to the house to touch it and run. People were weird but treated her like the odd one. There were too many reasons to lie awake and feel unsettled.
For another, the social worker kept showing up.
She stopped by again late last week, but Sally stayed hidden under her bed until the lady left, just like Paul told her to. Out of sight, out of mind was the hope. So far, the woman showed up every other Friday without fail. How long would her mind stay fixated on Sally, and why couldn’t she forget about her like everyone else? Some people just can’t follow the social norms no matter how much you want them to.
Through it all, she missed papa. Missed his grumpy presence in their home and his slurred words when he talked. Missed doing double the laundry and triple the cooking. Missed chopping wood for the fire she rarely lit now. It was easier to grab a quilt and breathe through the cold than chop firewood for one. But mainly, she missed the companionship that came from not living alone. The tiny house sometimes felt too large when shadows loomed at night.
It was usually when she felt loneliest that Paul showed up.
Tonight, was that night. His soft knock came at midnight, though why he didn’t just come in through the front door as loudly as he pleased was anyone’s guess. It’s not like anyone would hear him. The eleven inches of snow they’d gotten over the last four days and nights cushioned his footfalls, but Sally knew he tiptoed quietly so as not to disturb his own parents. They had made their displeasure with her clear over the years. “Stay away from that girl. She’s a bad influence,” and “Stay away from that girl. Her father is crazy.” Sally had heard the insults. Adults try to say things quietly when they shouldn’t say them at all. One misstep on Paul’s part, and she might never see him again. Never seeing him again meant never seeing anyone but the ones who judged her, and she couldn’t take that risk. So, she kept quiet too, whispering like a church mouse when she opened the door at his first knock.
Only tonight was different.
Tonight, the bitter cold had made her sick.
“What are you doing here?” she asked through burning eyes and a running nose. There was a yellowish film coming out of both orifices. If she had a thermometer, she would likely discover a fever. No matter, she didn’t have the medicine to bring her temperature down anyway. A sharp blast of winter air rushed across her skin, and she pulled the quilt around her to keep from feeling worse. What she wouldn’t give for hot tea or a warm bath, but she resigned herself to holding up a hand to Paul’s chest to keep him from entering. “You better not come in. You might catch something from me.”
“I’m not worried.” Paul pushed her hand away as he came through the front door, its loud squeaky hinges announcing his arrival to anyone who might be awake at this hour. It was the first time he had ever set foot in the tiny house, which was more of a shack in its current state. Can you call a building a home if it doesn’t come with any of the amenities that make it cozy? Heat, food, family, happiness? “Sally, it’s freezing in here. Is your heat not working?”
“N…no. It stopped working last week,” she lied, unable to keep her teeth from chattering. The heat was turned off last spring shortly after the water was shut off and before the window in her father’s old bedroom broke and slipped into the seam. Now outside air blasted in despite the old sheet she’d shoved into the open space, not so bad in the spring and fall but nearly unbearable all summer and winter. The difference was that she could cool off in the pond or under a shade tree in summer. In winter, there was never a way to get warm except at school, where the chill she felt from other students still left her shivering.
Paul looked around the room. “Do you have a fireplace or a stove? You need heat. I could hang meat in here, and it wouldn’t spoil.”
The thought of hanging meat made her stomach growl. She hadn’t eaten dinner except for a piece of stale bread with a corner missing due to a spot of mold she’d removed. There was one piece left for tomorrow morning. The weather was too cold for fish to bite, and Paul hadn’t brought her anything from his kitchen. The cold kept most people indoors and eating what was stored in their iceboxes. When you didn’t have anything stored in your useless icebox, you stretched what you did have as long as you could. For Sally, that had been one and a half slices of bread per day for the past three in a row. She melted snow for water by bringing it inside and tucking the bowl under the old radiator, a slightly warmer spot than the rest of the shack. Tomorrow was Thursday, the day the temperature was supposed to get warm enough for the snow to thaw. With any luck, they would be back in school on Friday, where free lunches were doled out to the unfortunate, Sally herself considered the most unfortunate of the lot. She treasured that lunch like most kids treasured movie tickets or a new pair of shoes, not knowing where her next meal would come from or whether it would at all.
“The wood is wet, and it’s too cold to chop more,” she answered, the words sounding weak even to her own ears. Paul frowned at her, his head tilting in curiosity.
“Did the power just go out, or have you been living like this all week?”
She’d been living like this most of the year, but that wasn’t something she was prepared to admit. It was one thing for people to suspect you didn’t have enough food to eat. It’s another for them to know you barely have enough supplies—or will—to survive.
“It’s been out all week,” she said. The truth is the truth, even if you bend it a little.
Paul’s frown grew into full-on concern, and he swallowed. “Pack a bag. You’re sleeping at my house.”
Her head jerked back so hard a passerby might think he’d slapped her. “I can’t come to your house. Your mother wouldn’t like it, and where would I sleep? Your bedroom?”
Even in the candlelight, she saw his neck turn pink as he walked to the middle of the meager living room. He really took it in before turning back to her, disbelief in his eyes. He suddenly looked much older than his seventeen years. “You can’t sleep here, and I don’t care what my mother thinks. Grab your things. Let’s go.”
She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders as heat rushed up her neck. “I don’t have any things,” she said. Embarrassment was one way to get warm.
“Do you at least have a coat? It’s bitter out there.”
She didn’t point out that the outside was as bitter as it was inside, minus the wind. She didn’t say anything at all because she didn’t have a coat. Or snow boots or basic warm clothing besides a couple quilts. Paul seemed to read her mind and shrugged out of his coat.
“Here, put this on, and let’s go.” She did as he asked and followed him into the frigid air.
“What are you going to wear?” All he wore now was a thin t-shirt.
“We’ll walk fast.” He took her hand and she let him pull her along, reveling in the warmth of his skin on hers.
“What are you planning to do? Hide me in the basement?”
“Pretty much. You can sleep down there, and I’ll sneak you back home in the morning before we get caught. I should have thought of this months ago. I’m sorry I didn’t.”
He was apologizing for taking care of her. No one besides a social worker had even considered it, not once since her papa died. But she knew what would happen if anyone saw them together this late.
“Paul, I don’t want to get you in trouble.”
“You won’t, and I’m not afraid of a little trouble anyway. Besides, I already made you a bed.” She nearly stumbled in the snow.
“You made me a bed?”
“Yes, and there’s a shower downstairs with shampoo and soap if you want to take one, and I left you some snacks in case you’re hungry. There’s some hot tea on the table, too. All we had was peppermint. I hope that’s okay.” They made it to his back door. He fiddled with the handle and stood back to let her in. Once inside, she nearly fell over when gratitude hit. And she would.
Right after she launched herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. She didn’t even flinch when his hands came around her waist and pulled her close. She hadn’t been hugged in so long that it felt too good to let go right away, so she didn’t. Just hung on, overcome with a desire to kiss him. Too scared to be thinking those sorts of thoughts, she touched the softest kiss to his neck, hoping he wouldn’t notice.
His shoulders stiffened, so of course, he did. It was a stupid thing to do, undoubtedly as unpleasant for him as being kissed by a diseased toad, but she hadn’t been able to help it. No one had ever been kinder. He offered her a shower and food. Just the thought of it. She hadn’t showered in so long that she wasn’t positive she would remember how. Just knowing she would walk out of that house cleaner than she had been in years made her feel better already.
The thought of a full stomach gave her hope. The thought of him making her tea brought a sting straight to her eyes.
Paul quietly pulled back and led her farther into the darkened room without looking up. She could swear she saw a smile before he turned his head away. Maybe he didn’t think she was gross after all. Something subtle had changed, something new and warm, but she didn’t dare question it. He switched on a lamp that illuminated the room in a halo, angelic as it felt. The room’s artificial heat tickled her nose and made her sneeze.
“Are you feeling any better?” he asked, and she nodded. She was more than okay. She was nearly perfect. Someone cared, and that was everything.
There was an old green, and gold floral couch pushed up against a walnut-paneled wall, but it was clean. A soft gray blanket lay on one side with another stretched across the cushions, a ready-made bed just for her. The linens smelled of lavender and cotton. A granola bar and a banana lay on a fluffy feather pillow, and a cup of water sat on the table, arranged like a bedtime snack. She’d never had one of those, but she read about them in stories.
A light shone from a tiny corner bathroom across the way, a clear plastic curtain peeking from it as though beckoning her forward. She took a step toward it in her excitement but stopped, not wanting to appear ready for Paul to leave. She didn’t want him to leave, but she wanted that shower and that food, and neither could happen with company. Paul showing up at her house tonight was the best thing that ever happened to her. You don’t know how lonely you are until someone arrives to make you less so.
“Okay, well,” he said, suddenly shy. Even the tips of his ears turned a little red. “I’ll leave you to it. My parents usually wake up at seven-thirty for work, so I’ll come wake you up at seven so we can get you back home before they notice. I’m sorry it isn’t more time. I wish you could sleep in more, but…”
She shook her head to stop him. “It’s perfect.”
And it was.
He couldn’t know that she hadn’t slept more than three hours at night since her father died. Houses made noises more pronounced when you lived alone, and thoughts of thieves and murderers and social workers who wanted to take her away kept her lying in fear most of the night.
Seven o’clock in the morning was seven hours from now. A lifetime of minutes to dream. An eternity of seconds to rest and regroup.
Her mind was happy. It had been a while, but not so long that she didn’t recognize the feeling.
   
DESPITE ALL HER worry about getting Paul in trouble with his parents, the first month passed with no incident. Every night at eleven o’clock, there was a soft rap on her door one second before Paul saw himself in. He held out an extra coat for her to slip into, then led them across the open field to his house. Unlike the back of his property that was covered in fruit trees, the front was rolling and smooth with nary an obstacle in sight. Easy for maneuvering in the dark but risky for getting caught. So far, so good, but they couldn’t be too careful.
Like always, he opened the basement door for Sally to walk in first, but unlike the early days, now he waited for her to shower and brush her teeth. He even thought to leave her a toothbrush that first night, one that she kept hidden behind a stack of Charmin in the cabinet under the sink. He still left hot peppermint tea and a bedtime snack. Sometimes a granola bar, sometimes a leftover slice of pizza, sometimes a piece of fruit, but she’d taken to eating it on the walk home every morning to give her more time to talk to Paul before he headed upstairs to his own bed.
Tonight, Sally showered extra fast and got ready for bed in record time. It was nice to have someone waiting on the other side of the door, and she didn’t want to risk making him wait so long that he left. This arrangement only worked if they were careful, both knowing they were one wrong move from blowing their nighttime ritual to pieces. Sally had been through enough in life to know that she could get through almost anything with her head held most of the way up.
But the thought of going back to spend all night alone in her house…
Without the regular showers she had become accustomed to, that made her hair shiny for the first time in her life. Without the option of a bedtime snack or a morning breakfast. Without Paul’s brief company, that was the very brightest spot in her day.
She wouldn’t come back from that loss.
She couldn’t go back to living alone all day and night.
That would break her. Send her to a dark place where light might never—would never—shine again. Her papa spent the last six years living inside that darkness, and she was familiar enough with it to know that she never wanted to take up residence and join him in it. Not from her side of the grave or his.
For tonight at least, she didn’t have that worry.
She opened the bathroom door to words that never failed to make her smile.
“Slapjack?” Paul said, holding up a now-worn deck of cards. A month of nightly playing had bent the edges a bit.
She faked a groan that made him laugh. “We’ve played Slapjack every night this week. What gives?”
“What gives is you’re bad at it, and I like to win.”
She raised an eyebrow in a challenge. “Gin Rummy, it is.”
He smiled, crooked on one side and unfairly cute in a way that twisted her insides. Most senior boys had acne and loud mouths that liked to brag about things they had no business bragging about. Like girls and private things that happened on dates. They had large egos and extra-large muscles, both of which did a poor job hiding major insecurity issues. But none of them looked like Paul, not even close. He was a good two years further along on the development chain than any other boy at school. Girls clamored to get his attention, dreamed of dating him, and whispered about him at the lunch table in that dreamy way girls do when planning out their future wedding.
But for some reason she couldn’t figure out, he had taken to caring about her. Sally, with her chin-length hair that until only a couple months ago was dull and lifeless and almost always dirty. Sally with her out-of-date clothes and old shoes and jagged fingernails attached to rough, calloused hands. Sally with her skinny frame, freckled nose, and un-adorned ears because jewelry cost money she and her papa never had. She had even less of it now, her only source of income being whatever she could sell to the pawn shop. Last week she parted with two silver spoons that once belonged to her mama. They now belonged to the window at C & S Pawn on Main Street, where they gleamed in the morning sun, hoping to catch the eye of a passerby or two.
Sally might try to claim Paul’s attentiveness was simply due to being her neighbor—convenience of proximity and all. But Jack was her neighbor too, and she rarely saw him anymore. Only occasionally when she was out fishing or walking home after dark. Now that he made the football team and ran with the popular crowd at school, Jack didn’t like people seeing them together. He never said that exactly, but he never talked to her at school or spoke to her without looking over his shoulder to find someone better. The only time he looked her in the eye was when Paul was there too, and then he tried to impress her with his extra-long cast or his mama’s homemade fried pies. She sure liked those pies, but now that she’d had time to think about things, she discovered she’d always liked Paul better. If only she’d figured it out sooner before she’d given Jack everything she had to give.
If Paul knew about that, he never mentioned it.
Even better, he never tried to take the same thing for himself, even though they both knew she owed him an awful lot.
She drew another playing card and bit back a smile.
“You’re about to win again, aren’t you?” Paul said.
“What makes you think that?”
“That stupid smile, that’s what. You always make that face right before you lay down your cards.”
She fanned her cards on the floor between them, hating that he was right. “Gin. I win.”
“Dang it, Sally. Tomorrow night we’re going back to Slapjack whether you like it or not.”
She laughed, then slapped a hand over her mouth when they heard a floorboard creaking upstairs. They stared at each other, Paul placing a finger to his lips and another on top of her hand, signaling their need to stay quiet.
“You think they heard me?” she whispered so softly she doubted even he could hear her voice.
He slowly shook his head. But then the unthinkable happened. A woman’s voice called “Paul?” from the top of the stairs. Paul shut off the lamp and shuttled Sally to the sofa with a whispered, “Stay here and go to sleep. I’ll come for you in the morning like usual.” Then he did something he’d never done before. He kissed her forehead, lingering for a moment before pulling back with a wink. She could hardly breathe as she watched his shadowed form take the stairs two at a time.
“Hey, Mom,” his faraway voice casually said when he reached the top.
“What are you doing in the basement?” she asked. “And why was the lamp on?”
“Oh, I was just trying to find my old baseball glove. A kid at school needs to borrow it.” A smooth liar. Normally Sally wouldn’t condone that, but she was grateful right now.
“Okay, you can look again in the morning. Right now, you need to be in bed…” Paul’s mom said right before the door closed. Sally listened to footfalls as they traveled down the hall, and two separate bedroom doors closed, first one and then the other.
Her heart pounded out dread as she lay there in the dark, wondering if tonight was the last night she would spend in this basement. The last night she would play cards before bed and laugh with Paul. The last night she would have a daily shower and access to a working toilet. The last night she wouldn’t spend by herself.
She hated being alone.
Hated it now more than ever before.
Like the saying goes, you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone. She prayed like never before that tonight wouldn’t be the night she would have to start missing Paul. Losing him might be worse than losing her own father. God rest his soul.
She lay there another hour listening…hoping…praying no one would come back.
Except maybe Paul. She would do anything to have his assurances that all would be well. When he didn’t return, she closed her eyes and drifted into the first fitful sleep she’d had in weeks.
   
THEY MADE it three more months. Four of the best months of her life. Turns out four months is enough months to confuse you into thinking a new routine is a forever way of living. Long past a habit, more than a lifestyle. Paul’s home became her home even without the benefits of family.
Four months was better than nothing, she supposed. But it was an awful lot to grieve.
The end came when they were almost to the basement back door. There was no warning or reason to suspect tonight was any different than all the other nights, though she supposed she should have known in hindsight.
Jack’s mother had witnessed her walking home that morning through her kitchen window. Sally hadn’t seen the woman’s face, but she saw the telltale flutter of the lace curtain as it fell back from where she stood spying. Patricia Hardwick was a known gossip, but Sally had forgotten. If only she had remembered. If only Sally had walked home both ways in the dark before the sun came up and Mrs. Hardwick’s curiosity came out to play.
But she hadn’t because contentment brings your guard down, and Sally’s had always stayed up as a matter of survival. Not this time. Not with Paul.
“What do you think you’re doing, bringing that girl here?” Paul’s mother’s cold voice greeted them that night, coming from the open slit of the basement door. Hand in hand, they halted at the sound, struck mute as they stared at the door. It was cracked an inch, intended both to welcome and reject. In the end, Paul walked through it, and Sally walked back to the shack alone. Tears she hadn’t cried in months fell in rivers to her chin.
“She’s not welcome here, Paul. We’ve told you this over and over.”
We’ve told you.
We’ve told you.
In all her time with him, Sally was only aware that Paul was hiding her to keep her safe, warm, well rested, and fed. She never once considered that he was defying an order already in place. From the first time she set foot inside his home, she was already unwelcome. An intruder. An outcast. Off-limits. A dark mark on their otherwise pristine home. Daughter of a rumored killer. At best, daughter of a dead trash man.
Dirty like she’d always been.
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OCTOBER 1998
Finn
Sally slept with Jack, and Jack is my father. Out of everything Paul Ford told me—and it was a sad story, the saddest, really—that’s the part I can’t absorb. Slept with him once at fifteen…or more? So many questions without a single answer.
It’s time.
It’s time.
The only place to go now is direct to the source. I made the decision this morning, and now I’m working up the courage to follow through on the plan. This story, my story, is meshed with a larger, more pressing issue. What happened at the hospital is the main one. I have an article to write, after all. One due in only a few days.
But what happened to me is the other.
Rain hits the windshield in blinding sheets because apparently, Arkansas has gotten itself confused with Seattle. With a growl at the ever-dripping weather, I push down on the blinker and make a left turn onto a spottily paved two-lane road. Billi is supposed to meet me here, and I’m a few minutes early. I intended to introduce myself first and scope out the situation to put Billi, and who am I kidding—myself at ease. Now, I’m not so sure showing up alone was a wise idea.
A vacant gas station sits on one side of the road and a partially collapsed barn on the other. I stare at the second-story barn loft, remnants of long-forgotten straw dangling from a rotted windowsill. Useless, abandoned, like so many other things in this backward town. But barns hold generational secrets, and I’ve always been curious about the past. The entire reason I’m here.
The barn disappears and a paper supply card store blurs past to my left, followed by a couple farm houses and a large greenhouse. A dilapidated sign that reads “Ford’s Country Gardens” dangles from what appears to be a single rusty nail from its perch beside the road. The sign sways a bit in the breeze; I wouldn’t want to be standing nearby during a strong wind.
Right past the sign is Sally’s house. I slow to a crawl as my pulse ratchets up, the woman’s reputation preceding my arrival. Suddenly Billi’s fear has done a swift job of morphing into my own, not the best look for a big-city reporter.
While I wait, I roll the passenger window down a few inches to take the structure in. The house might have been nice at one time but now it is nothing more than a shack.
A small section of the roof is caved in at the back, a three-foot strip covered in a tattered gray tarp to keep the rain out. In my mind, I picture a row of metal buckets placed side by side on the kitchen floor, quickly filling up with drops, gathering the remnants from what a plastic tarp couldn’t possibly do. The front entrance is nothing more than a two-by-six hole. Rough and weathered two-by-fours make up a door that hasn’t seen a coat of paint in decades. A cheap screen hung askew and slapped against it in irregular intervals. Slap bam! Bam bam bam! Slap…bam! I’m mesmerized by the sound, staring straight at it briefly in a trance-like state. How any human could live in these conditions is beyond me.
Movement catches my eye in my peripheral vision and cuts off my internal musing.
My gaze swings to the source of the motion, and I freeze.
A filthy, wrinkled woman stands in front of my car, naked from the waist up. An old prairie-style skirt hangs from her waist in an ironic juxtaposition; scandalous on top, modest on the bottom, leaving only half her body to the most disturbing imagination. Her hair is wiry and gray, tangled in a heavy mass that likely hasn’t seen a brush in weeks. If she has teeth, she doesn’t show them, not even to snarl. Her chin juts from its lowest point, the only thing that lets me know she’s angry. I blink, stunned by what I’m seeing and unable to make sense of it, but also unable to turn away. I think I’ve seen this before. Déjà vu with no context or possibility.
I come to my senses and avert my eyes, using fumbling hands to roll down my window. To say something. Anything. Topless women aren’t supposed to be standing by an open roadway so heavily trafficked. I start to ask her if she’s cold. To offer her the sports coat currently folded neatly across the passenger seat of my car awaiting its return to my shoulders. It’s Italian silk, but I have another one at home. A car whizzes by in a rush, not Billi like I hoped, but a carload of whistling, taunting high school boys. Ignoring them, I attempt to forge ahead like the good Samaritan my mom raised me to be.
“Can I…” the words trip from my open mouth, fighting to break free from the shock of the moment not yet worn off. Too late, I realize my mistake. Too late, I notice the gun in her hand.
My reflexes misfire all at once as I rush to shift into reverse, back up, and get the hell out of here. Every intention I have is a split second too slow. Before the gear makes it into position, the old woman lets out a scream, raises her gun…
And shoots me.
Glass cracks a half-inch strip on the right corner of the windshield but thank God it doesn’t break through. A BB gun, an old one at that, possibly an original Red Ryder like the one from A Christmas Story. She walks a few steps toward my car, wagging a crooked finger and yelling what I can only assume are obscenities in my direction. If her house were covered in gumdrops, she would be my exact childhood mental image of the witch who ate Hansel and Gretel, her gun a poor substitute for a broomstick.
I would turn back around and tell her to insult me to my face, but I’d rather not get shot at again, BB gun or otherwise. I’ve already been forced to fix the windshield against my will. I’d rather not be forced to fix a bone, or worse, a wounded eye. I drive backward a dozen more yards until I make it to the main road, then peel out onto the pavement. I’ve made it one mile, maybe two, when I hastily round a curve and nearly collide with Billi’s car.
She stops in the middle of the road and rolls down her window, so I do the same. We’re eye to eye, driver’s side to driver’s side, but I’m the only one breathing heavy.
“You already left her house?” Billi says. The rain requires her to shout.
“She shot me.”
Her head jerks back in unbelief as she looks at me, then slowly turns toward the house. “What do you mean she shot you?”
“I mean, she pointed a gun at me and shot it.”
“A gun? She tried to kill you?”
“It was a BB gun, but still. It cracked my windshield. And I would venture to guess that she’s still back there screaming curse words at me, probably calling down the wrath of God on my head as we speak.”
Billi looks at me before rolling her eyes. “A BB gun won’t kill you, and I doubt God listens to that kind of talk.”
“Maybe not, but the lady is crazy.”
“What about the interview? Are you going back?”
“No, I’m not going back. If you want to, be my guest. But I’m staying as far away from her as I can.”
Billi’s mouth falls open. “I’m the one who didn’t want to come here in the first place. I told you that.”
“Well, you were right,” I say. We stare at each other for a long moment, caught in an in-between world of trying to make sense of things and knowing nothing does. God, she’s beautiful. Once I have a reason to stare, it’s hard to look away. I could look at Billi for hours and might except for—
“You have to go back.”
I blink, the spell officially broken by her idiotic idea. Sally’s not the only crazy one in this town. “I’m not going back. She shot at me. Did you not hear me say that? Frankly, I think it’s a very important point.”
“She shot at you with a BB gun that would barely wound a small bird. And you have to go back and get her story. If you want to break whatever case is lying in front of you, and if you want to cover the memorial accurately, you’re going back.”
I don’t like her sarcasm at the use of a BB gun. How was I supposed to know it wasn’t a lethal weapon? That’s like telling someone Jason used a foam knife to attempt murder on Friday the thirteenth. If it looks real and feels real and you’re tripping over your own feet in the dark trying to get away, finding out mid-stab that a weapon wasn’t made of steel doesn’t keep life from flashing before your eyes.
But she’s right. I have a job to do, and no one is here to do it for me.
“Fine, but you’re still going with me.”
“I should probably get back to the hotel…”
“Nice try, Blondie. Now, turn around and park your car in front of that house over there, and hop in my car. We’ll go together this time. Unless your Magic 8-Ball has a different idea.”
Her shoulders sink in defeat. “When I asked it this morning if I could stay home, it said, ‘My sources say no.’”
I knew I liked that stupid toy. “Then it’s decided. Hop in my car. And no more stalling, or I’ll make you walk up to the house ahead of me.”
Billi is an expert at pouting, and my mouth pulls upward.
She scowls. “You laugh now, but you won’t be laughing later when she ties us up, feeds us cookies, and tosses us in an oven.”
So, I wasn’t the only one getting the Hansel and Gretel vibe. Good to know we’re on the same page.
“Tell you what,” I say when she slides onto the seat next to me and begrudgingly closes the car door. “I’ll let her eat me first like the gentleman I am.”
“Thanks a lot. But I accept your offer.”
I laugh. “Try not to get too choked up about it.”
She pauses, touches a finger to her eye for a moment in a dramatic display of fake emotion, and drops her hand. “Okay, I won’t. Drive fast to Sally’s house. The faster we get this over with, the faster we can discover what made her so weird.”
I look at her sidelong. “Seems to me this town churns out weird ones quite often.”
She huffs, but I see her smile.
“Who knows. Maybe I have more in common with her than I thought.”
“Maybe so.”
She punches me lightly on the thigh, but her touch lingers as I pull back onto the road.
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Billi
The closer we get to Sally’s house, the higher my heart rate ratchets. It’s like I’m headed to a haunted house, knowing there will be real live ghosts in attendance. Like I’m tagging along on a sky diving trip when everyone knows I’m deathly afraid of heights. Like I’m being held at gunpoint even though I’m the one who loaded the bullets. My mind keeps grasping for something, anything to keep itself from cracking. Other than random moments from my childhood, there’s very little getting through and even less holding me together. I’ve been taught to stay away from this woman my whole life. Told she was crazy. A liar. Out of her mind with rage. Hell-bent on revenge. Until this moment, I’ve never paused to consider what she wanted revenge for. Even then, how do you undo a lifelong pattern in a single afternoon?
When I was a kid, my mother told me not to touch the hot stove unless I wanted to get burned. So, I didn’t. For the first three years of my life, I trusted her words and kept my distance because my mother knew best, and why would she lie to me when it came to matters of safety? Mothers didn’t lie to their kids, and I had no reason to disbelieve her.
But then, when I neared my fourth birthday, I figured mom wasn’t as smart as she pretended. As the story goes, I took it upon myself to challenge her cute little story, telling my toddler-sized self that it was nothing more than an empty threat. Plus, I wanted another cookie, and she wouldn’t let me have one, so in my defiance, I decided to show her who was boss.
With a look that communicated she could kiss my four-year-old tush, I shoved my chin in the air, glared at her the only way a girl wearing pigtails and sporting a missing front tooth thanks to an unfortunate incident with my sister’s bedroom door could, and slammed my hand on the burner. My mother had just removed a pan of boiling potatoes.
Not surprisingly, I screamed.
And screamed louder.
I don’t remember much from being four years old, but I remember the pain from that scalding burner. Every time this memory double-crosses my mind, a phantom flame licks across my left palm, making me wince. I wore bandages for two weeks and sported blisters for nearly a month. Vaseline became my best friend. Soap and water became my worst. I came out of the experience afraid to defy my mother, even in high school when everyone who was anyone was breaking curfew. Not me, no sir. Disobeying a parent’s order led straight to the most regretful kind of punishment that left scars on the backside of all four knuckles.
This is exactly how I feel now as we turn into Sally’s overgrown, weed-ridden driveway. My heart drums an erratic rhythm inside my ear, leaving me with not only the worst case of nerves but also a dull headache. My breathing grows shallow as I take in the view. The wooden house with its caved-in roof on the left outer edge, boards folding one on top of another like a mangled Slinky. There’s not a chance in hades the structure isn’t mold-infested and crawling with bugs. The now smudged spray-painted graffiti on the broken garage door, words like “Witch,” and “Go Away,” and “God Hates You.” The words aren’t as stark as they once were but are still shamefully legible from here. The broken window covered with a clear plastic tarp that may or may not have been the result of my own brother’s hands. I told Mr. Bailey he didn’t do it, but I’ve never been that convinced. To this day, Gary still has nothing nice to say about Sally, going so far as starting a school petition earlier this year to force the woman to leave town once and for all. The good news is he’s only managed to get eleven signatures. It seems most people are fine with treating other humans like garbage, but they’re less comfortable with kicking those same humans out of their towns. Everyone has a line they aren’t willing to cross, even if the line is jagged and drawn in chalk.
For twenty-seven years, I’ve been one of those people. Okay with the ridicule…as long as it didn’t get too extreme. Playing both sides of a losing game, figuring losing a little isn’t as bad as getting crushed. Even now, as I wonder if we’ve been wrong all along, I’m more scared than I’ve been in ages.
I force my mind back into submission, trying to think about the positive.
At least Sally isn’t out here with a gun.
Either she didn’t hear us coming, or she doesn’t care. Both notions do little to calm my nerves.
Finn pulls to the edge of her driveway and stops. I’m so wound up that words burst out of my mouth before I can close it.
“I don’t want to go inside.”
“I don’t either, but we don’t have a choice.”
That’s when I remember the most important thing. “Yes, we do!” I say, pulling the trusty Magic 8-Ball out of my bag and shaking it in the air between us. Maybe it said I needed to come earlier today, but that was before the shooting. Being shot at changes everything, even if it was a silly BB gun.
“I thought you said you already used it.” Finn sighs, and for the first time, I’m left questioning why I’m helping someone with such blatant unbelief. “It literally gives the same answer every time.”
I’m indignant. “It literally does not.” I hold the ball up in the air as though to prove my point, aware I’m acting slightly deranged. “Magic 8-Ball, should we knock on Dirty Sally’s door?” I ask, hoping against hope for an answer I like. Within seconds, we have one, but I’m scared to look and pass the ball to Finn. “What does it say?”
“It says ‘Without a doubt.’”
I force one eye open. “Do it again.”
He shakes the ball. “Okay, this time it says, ‘Without a doubt.’ What was that about it not giving the same answer every time?”
I yank it from his hands and give it a better shake to no avail. “Dang it, what’s wrong with this ball?”
“Get out of the car, Billi.”
“I’m not going to. Without a doubt.”
Finn either doesn’t hear my clever pun or does not care about my apprehension. “Well, that’s too bad because I’m not going in alone.” I’m indignant until he slips a clipboard under his arm, walks around the car to open my door, and reaches for my trembling hand to tuck it safely inside his own. I look at our entwined fingers and climb out of the car, dragging my feet like a dead man walking. Humor. Humor always helps.
“What, are we boyfriend and girlfriend now?”
He rolls his eyes. “Yes, will you wear my class ring?”
I’m betrayed by the little thrill that shoots through me, the 8-Ball all but forgotten on the floorboard. “Fine, but just so you know, I don’t put out on the first handhold.”
Finn falters on a step. “Yes, but do you put out on the second?”
I look up at the sky. “The second gets you dinner. But you have to pay for it.”
“Wow, the perks of fake dating you are overwhelming. Can’t wait to see what happens on hand hold number twelve.”
“Oh, that’s when we break up because by then, it’s almost Valentine’s Day, and I don’t need the pressure of having to buy you a box of candy hearts. I mean, do you like caramel or vanilla? Molasses or nougat? Toffee or worse, those gross chalky pastel ones with messages stamped on the front. ‘Be mine, I’m yours, Gag me…’ I’m practically having a meltdown right now just thinking about it.”
“For the record, it’s maple cream for me. And I’m already devastated about our impending breakup.” He holds our hands up between us and gives me a small smile. “You looked frightened. I won’t let go unless you want me to.”
I don’t. “I’m terrified. Thank you for trying to distract my mind. But also…what kind of person likes maple cream?”
“The kind with taste.” Finn grins and leads the way up the front steps, and I hold my breath. The smell of mildew and ash is almost overwhelming like someone burned rain-soaked towels and left them in a smoldering fire pit. Floorboards creak on the front porch, a gaping hole off to one side just asking for an ankle to fall and break inside it. A black widow spider crawls out from the depths, scurries across the broken railing, and disappears into the grass. An old clay flowerpot lay on its side, dried potting soil spilling from the opening and streaking the porch with dirt. Inside lay brittle, dead ivy that gave up the fight to survive years ago. Who could blame it?
A front door made of old barn wood looms in front of us. An ancient rusty knocker attached to the center of the door is so out of place, that, for a moment, I forget where we are. A shack in Silver Bell, not a castle in a child’s fairy tale. Finn reaches up to grasp the ring and gives three firm raps on the door. When no one comes to answer, he tries again. I grab his wrist to stop him when he reaches for the knocker again, more than ready to take it as a sign. No one’s home. We should leave. And all the angels sang Glory Hallelujah.
But then we hear a faint shuffle step of feet as someone approaches the door. A female voice grumbling in a faint sound that grows louder with each step, so loud that I wish to be struck deaf.
“Godforsaken intruders ought to be shot, that’s what.”
I swallow, ready to meet my Maker. Anything to get me out of this wholly unwelcome moment of reckoning. Meeting Satan himself might be less terrifying. An irrational thought, but here we are.
The door slowly opens, and two angry black eyes ringed in deep, suspicious wrinkles stare unblinking at me. “What do you want?” Her voice is sharp. Accusing. Angry. Filled with hate and condemnation.
My hand squeezes Finn’s so forcefully I worry I might break his bones.
Save yourself.
I’m not proud of the first two words that leap into my mind. Or the feet that itch to start running. Or the cowardly way I glance toward Finn to get his approval—both of us? Start running on one…two…three? Or the disappointment I feel that we aren’t, in fact, running anywhere but are instead about to push our way inside this woman’s poor excuse for a home, and I say ‘home’ in the broadest sense of the word. Can a house be a home when it smells like rotting fish and is knocked about with holes?
I don’t think it can be, but then this is where Dirty Sally lays her head at night. Where she has always laid her head at night, for as long as I’ve been alive and beyond. Rumor has it that her father built this place with his own hands and it once looked nice. A cute cottage on the edge of town flanked by a flower shop and an apple grove. Now the flower shop sits vacant, and there’s no sign of an orchard save for one mostly dead tree that last bore fruit over a decade ago. If you squint, you can almost picture the days gone by; smell them even, if you will your mind to comply.
As it stands in the real world, the scary old woman is still glaring at me. My mouth slowly unhinges, and I hear myself try to speak.
“Y…yes ma’am. My name is Billi Ellis, and this is Finn Hardwick. We wondered if we could talk to you about the hospital fire from ’68. Finn here is writing a newspaper article about it and…”
“I got no use for that subject. Now get off my property.”
She makes to close the door in our faces, voice firm and final, but Finn thrusts an arm between her and the door.
“Ms. Gertie, if you wouldn’t mind sparing me a minute of your time, I’m told you’re somewhat of an expert on the subject, and I would really like to talk to you.”
Maybe it’s the way he addresses her with respect. But the door doesn’t close; instead, she studies us from behind a one-inch slit, a single beady eye roaming up and down until it seems to settle on Finn’s chin. A shiver slithers down my spine, a warning, an omen. What if she really is a witch?
“What’d you say your name is?” It isn’t a question delivered to him. It’s an order. Spill your name or else.
Whether he means to or not, Finn grips my hand a little tighter.
“Finn Hardwick, ma’am. I work for the Houston Chronicle, and I’m assigned to write an article on the hospital fire. I drove up here a few days ago to interview the town residents.”
She laughs, quick and bitter. “Good luck with that one.” When Finn doesn’t respond, her eyes flicker with something I can’t name as they scan his face. “Hardwick? You any relation to Jack?”
I hear Finn’s slight inhale, stuttering and thin. “Jack is my dad.”
The door opens ever so slightly, a hesitant invitation. The old woman says nothing as she takes him in. It’s puzzling, her interest. According to everyone who lives here, she’s never been interested in anything in this town before, except getting even with it.
“Your father, huh. Well, get on with it. What do you want to know?” Her warning softens into a hum of curiosity. I feel it. Finn feels it. The possibility that the woman who never talks to anyone just might talk to us.
“Someone tells me you have firsthand information of the events that took place that day, so I want to know your version of the story.”
“Someone who? Jack?” She fairly spits his name, and I feel Finn flinch.
Finn clears his throat. “No, my father died a few months ago. A Mr. Paul Ford gave me your information. Spoke very highly of you, actually.” I know enough about Finn to know he’s uncomfortable talking about his father, and I know enough about journalism to know a reporter never reveals his sources before publication. This conversation can’t be easy on either count.
“Jack’s dead?” It’s a harsh way to put it, like a slap, and I’m concerned for Finn. But for a moment, Sally’s the one who looks hurt. Maybe disappointed. The look passes in a blink as she loudly huffs. “Paul would speak highly of me because he knows.”
Finn shifts his weight and pulls out a pen from his front pocket. “Well, that’s just it, Ms. Gertie. I have no idea what Paul knows about anything. The information I have about the fire is muddy at best, and I would love your help to clear that image and put the pieces together. Can you tell me what you remember about that day? I’m aware you weren’t there, but—”
The door flies open, and I’m struck mute. Frozen in place with twenty-seven years of fear wrapping around my neck in a chokehold and locking my body down. This is the moment she kills us. Right after, she’ll bury us in her backyard where no one will find us because no one comes out here. Dirty Sally up close is all at once terrifying.
But then…not at all what I’ve come to suspect.
Her wiry gray hair is pulled back into a severe bun, a few little flyaways daring to escape around her ears. She wears a bra underneath a yellowed unbuttoned shirt that saw better days back in the seventies. Her feet are covered in mismatched socks with holes at the big toes. She’s stooped and sagging, leaning to one side a bit, wrinkled and bitter, beat down and tired. There’s a fire in her eye that screams she’s a fighter. A gleam behind her irises suggests she might have been beautiful once upon a time, back before the town slapped her with a label, threw stones at her house, and burned her at the proverbial stake.
God would be ashamed of all of us. I’m more than a little ashamed of myself.
Sally stands in front of us, pulling her shirt closed around her, chin jutted out and mouth set in a hard line, raging mad and ready for a battle. And then she turns her glare on me.
“The hell I wasn’t there. I was at the hospital that very day, smack dab in the middle of it, front and center to the biggest cover-up there ever was. That fire was no accident.” My blood grows cold at her accusations, but it bleeds ice at her next words. Her stare reconnects with Finn’s face, but the words are directed at me.
“This town is made up of nothing but a bunch of thieves and murderers, and your daddy knows all about it.”
   
I’M STILL SHAKING at her words, but I’m trying hard to hide it. This isn’t about me. It’s about Finn’s article, and he won’t get it written if she kicks us out of her house.
We’re sitting on what can only be described as a settee, a green sofa so old and filthy it looks like it was pulled from the dump a few decades ago. I grimaced when she offered us a seat, but Finn lowered himself with ease and whipped open his notebook like this was an everyday part of the job. The guy drives an Audi, so I know this isn’t his usual lifestyle. I don’t drive anything close to an Audi, and I’m so uncomfortable I want to scratch myself from head to toe. Cobwebs decorate the walls in the way most people might hang pictures. A broom stands against a far wall, but it’s covered in dust like it’s merely a part of the scenery. The floor is made up of scratched hardwood scattered with a few tattered accent rugs. The heater is nonexistent or turned off. A biting chill blasts through the walls. I sit next to Finn and scoot close to steal his body heat.
Dirty Sally walks with a limp, her gait a curious shuffle-hop that was a bit uncomfortable to watch. She also lives surrounded by dirt, and we’re sitting in it with her. The only difference is she seems unaffected by the temperature while I’m working to not visibly shiver. I scoot a little closer still, forcing my mind to think about what we’ve established so far.
It’s clear that she hates my father. What isn’t clear is how a man who’s only been in office this side of ten years could have looked the other way on anything that happened three decades ago. Back then, my father was focused on getting his master’s degree in physics at Oklahoma State University, had just married my mother, and wasn’t even considering a career in politics. His own father had been a state representative for eight years, and the highway commissioner for twelve, and my dad swore he never wanted to follow in those footsteps. Too much travel, too much time away, too many opportunities for…extracurricular activities. Even the roundest, baldest man looks attractive in power, and my dad knew it.
It’s a very fine line between what you want and what you end up with.
Nowadays, there’s a running joke between my father and grandfather at every holiday gathering. “Remember when you insisted you didn’t want this life, son? Turns out the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, after all.”
Still, Sally’s accusation doesn’t add up. Mayor or not, my father hasn’t done anything wrong.
“I think it’s safe to say that whatever might have happened, my father wasn’t a part of it.” So much for trying to hide it.
“He might not have been a part of it then, but he’s sure a part of it now. Everyone in power is a crook, and he’s the leader of them all.”
“Wait, just a—”
Finn presses a hand to my shoulder, and my temper cools. We have one shot here, and my outrage could blow his chances. I press my lips together and swallow my defensiveness, thinking I’ll come back to this later when Finn’s article is published. For now, I take a deep breath and let him do the talking.
“Can you tell me what makes you think that?” Finn asks, hand still on my shoulder.
Sally’s gaze softens a bit when she looks at him, just for a second, but then the hard look returns with a jerk of her head.
“Where’d you get that scar on your chin?”
It’s unsettling the way the woman can deliver the sharpest accusation on what seems like the most innocent question. Finn shifts in place.
“An accident when I was a baby. I don’t remember it.”
Sally’s gaze intensifies as though she’s turning over his answer in her mind. When she mutters “an accident,” I’m turning things over in my mind as well. I glance at Finn, still holding that pen in his hand and waiting for her to go on. After a tense second, Sally drops whatever has her bothered and looks Finn in the eye.
“You want to know my version of what happened in that fire?”
I hear Finn’s intake of breath. Will it really be this easy?
“Yes, ma’am, I do.”
Sally smiles then. Slow and measured, but an undeniable smile. Delighted, even. No one in Silver Bell would believe what I’m seeing.
“Alright, son,” she says. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you. And that paper you got in your lap?” She nods once toward his notebook and pen.
He looks down at them and then back up at her. “Yes? Is it okay if I take notes?”
This time she laughs in a loud burst, and it’s so startling that I nearly fall out of my chair.
“Oh, you can take notes. And then you can print every single thing I say in that paper of yours. Word for word. By the time you leave here—if you want it to be—your whole article will be written. Don’t even have to credit me for it.”
“I’ll credit you,” Finn says. “All you have to do is start talking.”
So, she does.
I should feel relieved for Finn.
All I feel is dread for my town. My friends.
My father.
Me.
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Finn
I’m sick to my stomach, uneasy at her account of that day, outraged without knowing why. What exactly is she accusing the town of doing?
“What happened after that?” Sally doesn’t respond, just stares out the window, likely still lost to the past. Do I even want to know her answer? Is her implication real?
One look at Billi’s pale face tells me she’s wondering the same thing with a few of her own thoughts thrown in for good measure. She grew up in this town, and she has a history of treating this woman as badly as anyone else or at least turning the other way and quietly allowing it in a show of small-town solidarity. And I get it, I do. Even though it might take on different forms, we’re all guilty of doing the same thing to people in our own twisted ways.
How many of us treat the “other woman” badly—not because the other woman did anything inherently bad to us—but because we’re friends with the person she wronged. Shouldn’t a good friend hate by default? How many of us justify a man making cat calls at a woman’s backside—not because we’re okay with his behavior—but because we’re friends with the guy, and it was “just harmless fun.” Doesn’t a good friend catcall as well just to validate the joke?
We’re all guilty, every single one of us.
I don’t blame Billi. Looking at Billi now, she’s doing a pretty good job of that herself.
Most of me can’t even blame this town.
But I do blame the leaders, most of them likely dead by now.
And I blame our society for encouraging its mob mentality-like behavior that feeds on beating up the little guy and taking down anyone who stands in its way. I absolutely blame that.
“The nurse…” Billi stutters, her voice flat in its disbelief. “She really…did that?”
That snaps the old woman out of her trance. She looks between Billi and me, her chin jutted out in consternation. “You think I’m lying? She did it right there in front of me while I lay bleeding out on the floor. I’ve been talking about it since the day it happened, not that it did me any good. I quit talking when no one would listen.”
Billi folds her arms around her middle and leans forward, her mouth open, looking at me as though I should jump in and help. But I can’t, not until I sort things out. This might be the worst story I’ve ever covered. “Well, did she make it right?” Billi asks.
Sally’s eyes narrow as they fill, her chin wobbling a bit with emotion. “What do you think? Look around the room. Do you see any pictures on the wall? Any sign of anyone ever living here besides me?” Her voice breaks on the last word. The room goes quiet other than the sniffling. I don’t respond. Billi can’t respond. Shock has a way of rendering people speechless.
“Well, no wonder,” Billi mutters to herself.
“No wonder what?” Sally snaps, swiping roughly at her eyes.
“No wonder you hate everyone in this town. I would hate them too if they did that to me.”
“Never hated anybody,” the old woman says, surprising us both. “Been too busy wondering my whole life why all of them hated me.”
Her statement is a punch in the gut. Why indeed? To her credit or chagrin, Billi tries to explain it.
“Because of your dad and his accusations?” she offers, but even I hear her newly formed doubt. Like I said, it’s human nature to hate by default. But it takes a good person to finally recognize the fatal flaw in that thinking.
“My papa ain’t me, and he never was. But he was right about the hospital. It’s why everyone hated him in the first place.”
I look at my notepad, still blank through this whole interview. My tape recorder is running, but if I had to guess, I’d say that I’ll never forget this story or the sadness surrounding the old woman telling it. It’s one thing to sit with a person in grief; it’s another to be surrounded by the pointlessness of it all. How do you regret something that never should have happened? How do you reach through time and strangle someone no longer here? And how in God’s name do you take it upon yourself to punish someone so harshly for an opinion formed on heresy?
That nurse had a hell of a judgment day, of that I am certain.
In truth, we all will. And I, for one, want at least a shot at making mine a little easier to take. I use the only defense I have, determined to use it better than ever.
“Can you tell us what happened next?”
Sally shrugs, her old shirt sliding off her shoulder to reveal the papery thin, sunbaked skin of the elderly. According to everything I’ve read, she’s lived most of her adult life outside, cursing the fates of everyone who dared to tread too close. And like Billi said—no wonder.
“I can tell you, but you probably coulda looked it up yourself. It’s all there in the newspapers, even though the reporters spun it to make the story sound better for the town leaders than me.”
I nod, having no doubt. It’s what we news people do when the occasion calls for it. Or when the higher-ups own enough of the newspaper that no one has a choice.
“Tell us anyway. Maybe you can shed a new light on what happened that day.”
Sally laughs, but it’s the sarcastic kind filled with disbelief. “I can shed a new light, alright. But you might find yourself wishing you’d kept the curtains closed.”
I hear Billi swallow, but I forge ahead. Truth does no good when people try to bury it.
“I’ll take my chances,” I say.
Sally locks eyes with me, her gaze roaming over my face once again. Something about her inspection makes me uncomfortable. Without blinking, her eyes narrow.
“Alright, but I have a question for you. And this time, I want a real answer,” she says, still fixing me with that hard stare. I sit back and look at her, wondering what in the world she wants me to say that I haven’t already covered. My pen is poised to take notes even though I’ll likely forget to use it.
“Ask away,” I say, feeling slightly more flippant than the occasion calls for.
“How did you get that scar on your chin?”
This again? What is her obsession with my scar? It’s weird the way she’s fixated on it, the way she can’t let it go like she’s thinking I have something to hide when of course, I don’t and—
I look at Billi, at the way she’s looking at me.
My gaze swings back to Sally and sticks. I’m paralyzed and stuck, confused and mad.
My pen falls to the floor.
I don’t bend down to pick it up.
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Finn
I haven’t slept in two days, and during that time, I have ignored ten calls from my boss, two alerts from the library that a book I requested is in, and one front desk message from Richardson informing me that his wife is in labor. He also informed that my boss wants me to call. What a great coworker he is.
I’m not calling.
I’m also not writing the story he wants.
What I am doing is attending the memorial service half an hour from now and hightailing it back to Houston, to hell with an in-depth article on cracking the hospital fire rumors. What I will write is a fluff piece on living with survivor guilt and the aftermath of lives spent missing loved ones. What I will write is a broad tale about how important the hospital is to this town and how the leaders helped bring it back from destruction.
What I won’t write is any version of the words Sally spoke. The woman is a liar. Full of outrageous beliefs and insane accusations. As crazy as everyone believes.
Dirty Sally has dirt on her hands and is determined to smear it on others, and I won’t have any part of it.
I park my car at the back of the lot and turn off the engine, depleted of the energy it takes to open the door and climb out. So, I watch as people dressed in various shades of black and gray mill around the parking lot. They congregate in groups. Talk in low whispers while giving shoulder squeezes and sympathetic nods to one another. They look up at the sky and chat about the weather. “Will it rain, or won’t it? What a perfect day to remember this tragedy.” As if the weather was perfectly orchestrated by dead loved ones to accentuate the feelings of grief.
Reporters and camera crews set up individual stations, each angling for the best shot. Tripods come out as microphones are clipped to collars, and powder is re-swiped across already camera-ready brows. Reporters sent here to convey grief and suffering laugh in groups and give one another congratulatory handshakes. “Maybe this will get you that promotion. By this time next week, you’ll be working for ABC.” Didn’t I have that thought myself only last week?
Last week I was naïve. Last week I hadn’t yet spoken to Sally or been stabbed in the gut by her vicious words.
The passenger door opens and closes. I don’t turn my head, don’t need to look to know who slides in the seat next to me. We sit side by side, watching the spectacle happening through the windshield and silently counting collective seconds until this blasted day is over.
“How are you?”
“Pissed.”
It’s true, and it isn’t. I haven’t seen her in two days, and I’m simultaneously frustrated and relieved. Why has she stayed away so long? Also, why is she here? I want to be alone, but how dare she disappear?
“I would be too.”
“Thanks for the affirmation.”
“Don’t do that,” she says. “I’m on your side, you know.”
I do know, even though my side offers nothing but two lone members facing many opposing teams. Not the best way to win a game.
“I know,” I say it out loud because she deserves that much.
“What are you going to do?”
I nod once. “Attend this service and get the hell out of here.”
Her head swings toward me. So many things to be shocked about, but my departure seems to affect her the most. There’s a twist in my gut that has nothing to do with my life crumbling in shambles. I’ll miss her too.
“You’re leaving? Just like that?”
I roll my head sideways to look at her. Lord, she’s something to admire. “What choice do I have? I don’t want to be here. Too many demons to face, and I’m not one for confronting evil.”
“Neither am I. But I’m also not one to run. Someone needs to keep digging, Finn. It’s either going to be you or me.”
I stare at her for a long moment, this girl who hasn’t hardly left my side since I showed up last week. I can’t find the will to stay mad about her disappearing act over the past forty-eight hours. Billi gave me space to think, and now she’s giving me the support to face this freakshow outside the window. But I draw the line at digging.
“Please don’t. I don’t have the energy to find out if any of it is—”
“True?”
“It isn’t.”
She scans my jaw, my eyes, my lips, all of which have grown so tense in the last second, that I’m surprised I don’t have a headache. Her gaze softens at what she sees, understanding drawing her eyes downward and her lower lip in. She reaches for my hand and brings it to her lap while I stare at her. I talk a big game of wanting to leave this place, but if I could stay right here and hang out with her forever, I would.
“Finn, if you’re sure she’s lying, then what are you afraid of?”
We sit with that for a long moment, her words a laser beam straight to my subconscious. Sharp and focused, burning a hole into the core of the issue. Most internal issues don’t like to be exposed.
“I’m afraid she could be right.” There. I said it. Something about my life has never quite added up, like two wrongs trying to make a right. Sometimes that works in theory, but most of the time, all the wrongs accumulate into a heap so large and unsightly that no one wants to wade through it. Impossible to ignore but just as burdensome to face.
This is burdensome. And I, for one, want to leave it alone.
“Then let’s find out.” The words aren’t a classic Billi-ism, but the way she inserts herself into the role of helper is. There’s no hesitation, no thought of overstepping a boundary. Just an offer to be there if I need her, even to be there if I don’t. Outside, seats are starting to fill with memorial attendees. Cameras are set up to roll. Reporters are on-air ready. The speaker is readying to take the stage, clipping a microphone to his lapel. I take a deep breath, resign myself to the morning ahead, reach for my legal pad, pen, and recorder, and open the car door.
“Can we talk about it after?”
“After. During. Whatever you need.”
I feel lower than the soggy grass under everyone’s feet, but her smile makes me feel better somehow.
“I’ll take you up on that.” I slide her a wink. Most women might blush, but Billi rolls her eyes.
“I’ll let you. Ready for the show ahead?” She asks, coming around the car to walk next to me. Without stopping to consider it, I reach for her hand. It’s warm in mine, a solid anchor to my wobbling insides. Grounding and real. At least three people start whispering about us before we make it to our seats.
Who is that with Billi?
Isn’t he that reporter who’s been asking questions around town?
Anyone know his story?
It’s fitting, really. The questions. Haven’t I been asking myself that very same things since yesterday afternoon?
What is my story?
   
IT’S NO EASY TASK; sitting through a memorial service you no longer view through a sympathetic lens. It’s on par with having faith in the goodness of people right before a war breaks out and all the instigators cut and run. The moment before looting starts and prisoners are taken. You wonder how only the week before you sang “Kum Ba Yah” in a circle and took oaths to uphold the law and one another, and the next you’re burning down buildings and marching in the street.
I’d burn down a few buildings right now if I could be kept out of prison. I’d burn them for the victims, and I’d burn them for myself. I’d burn them for Sally, even though the woman is crazy.
I tell myself again just to make sure it sticks.
I sit next to Billi, her hand still in mine, showing no sign of letting go. If she’s uncomfortable with the contact, she doesn’t show it. There’s a pen in my lap, and a recorder in my briefcase, but I make no move to use either. I’ll remember every dirty word out of the speaker’s mouth. Whether he knows the words are dirty doesn’t matter. Someone hired him to do a job, and he’s doing it well. So well, that even I get sucked in and sympathetic.
“There’s a time for grief and a time to mourn. A time to reflect and a time to move on. A time for sadness and a time for what-ifs…”
There probably isn’t a time for paraphrasing Bible verses to cover up a crime, but I keep the thought to myself. There is a time for staying quiet and a time for blasting the ugly truth on the front page of every major newspaper in the south. Right now, it’s the time for that first one.
But the second one is coming soon.
I shift in my seat at the way my thoughts have changed and try to concentrate.
A woman comes onstage for a solo.
Another woman tells the story of a nurse killed in the blast.
A now-elderly mother cries about the loss of her baby and bemoans the what-might-have-been from thirty years past.
Her story causes a scratch in my throat and the slight prick of a tear in one eye. I rub my neck and blink twice, and presto!—both recede, as they should. I’m not here to get emotional. I’m here to get some semblance of a story.
It isn’t until a man walks on stage and introduces himself as the president of Washington Plastics that I’ve finally had enough. To hell with the story. It’s one thing to listen as people give actual accounts of authentic mourning. It’s another to sit by and listen to fake ones. I let go of Billi’s hand and stand from my seat, making my way down a row of people, not stopping when I accidentally step on a woman’s foot and hear her quiet gasp. I mutter an “I’m sorry,” but I’m unsure she hears it. No matter, we shouldn’t be talking during the ceremony anyway.
The cemetery is across the street, shaded by massive oak trees and winding grapevines on all sides. I don’t stop walking until I’m through the gates standing in the middle of it next to an old mausoleum. Images of above-ground coffins assault me while crumbling gravestones and faded lettering that name the souls buried out here give me a weird sense of comfort. Elise, Jane, Edward, Tom…the names shout at me, one at a time. “Remember me, remember me,” they seem to say. Maybe I’ll add them to my article, along with a snippet about my parents.
My parents. Two words that elicit all sorts of emotions. Loss. Grief. Longing. Distrust. Anger. Doubt.
So much doubt.
I walk down the makeshift rows, nothing more than ashy gravel and dirt meant to keep cars in line and away from the markers. More names come at me, the deceased begging to be remembered by those walking all over them. It’s the least I can do, seeing as I’m invading the only space they have left. I keep reading, printing first and last names in my mind for later, traveling farther and farther into the cemetery until I’m almost to an outer edge where pink flowers dot tiny gravestones that are markedly different than the others.
I stop, realizing where I am.
A child cemetery might normally repulse me, but this one doesn’t. My curiosity propels me forward until I’m searching for something I can’t even name. A touchstone. A memory. A sense of belonging. My own identity.
And then I can name it.
Because I knew. Down deep, I knew.
“Why did you leave?” I hear Billi’s voice behind me, but I don’t turn around. Breaking eye contact with this marker might cause it to disappear. An irrational fear, but a real one still. “Finn?” She says my name with a shaky lilt, no doubt discovering the thing that freezes me in place. Her fingertips rest on my lower back. “Oh, Finn. Is that what I think it is?”
I nod because it is. I nod because I can’t speak.
Baby Boy Hardwick. Same date and everything. My parents’ names listed on the small plaque almost as an afterthought. When it comes down to it, aren’t we all?
Nothing but collective afterthoughts.
It’s then that I know. Know it in my bones, in the blood running cold through my veins, and in the fear pushing sharp talons into my neck.
“Billi, I think Sally might be telling the truth.”
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33 YEARS AGO, 1965
SALLY
In the movies, turning twenty-one is a rite of passage for girls. They celebrate with parties and high heels, first kisses if they haven’t had them yet, a glass of wine or two with friends at a local bar, and a two-tiered birthday cake. Lots of cake. So much cake, they go home with stomach aches, tired feet, and weight gain, but in the movies, all that misery is forgotten by morning.
Papa had been gone five years, and still, everyone in town hated her as though he had died only yesterday. When you accuse the town leaders of negligence and under-the-table payoffs, the accusation tends to trickle down to your family members in the form of anger and hostility. Seeing as Sally was the only living family member Papa had, all the finger-pointing the town used to lob toward her father landed solely on her.
Which was why Sally spent her twenty-first birthday snapping clean sheets atop well-worn beds at the Silver Bell Motel. She’d been at work all day. It took over two weeks to find someone who would hire her, and she wasn’t about to do anything to risk swift unemployment. Her boss had made it clear that he would be watching her, and so far, the man’s words hadn’t been an empty threat. His eyes were everywhere, sometimes in places, Sally didn’t like. On Sally vacuuming the hotel room floors, making sure every speck of dust was accounted for. On the bottles of shampoo Sally left on bathroom counters, checking to see she wasn’t swiping the occasional bottle for her own personal use. On the tips laid out on hotel beds, making sure she added the money to the community pot to be divided up equally at the end of the day. Never mind that Sally’s total was always much less than everyone else’s.
On Sally’s breasts when she bent over to pick up used, discarded towels as he stood in open doorways making inappropriate conversation.
“Too bad your daddy died like that and left you all alone. You need a man to take care of you, living out there in that shack by yourself.” No matter that she had been living that way for years now, and she didn’t need anyone at all.
“Too bad your daddy went crazy and ran his mouth the way he did, accusing so many people of crimes they didn’t commit. He coulda had a good career in this town if he’d just kept his mouth shut.” No matter that her boss didn’t know what he was talking about. Papa wasn’t crazy, just drunk.
“Too bad your momma died when you were so young. You coulda used having a woman teach you how to behave around a man, all uptight and snooty you are.” No matter that the problem wasn’t her, but him. No woman wants a man ogling her body and making unwanted advances every hour of the day.
But Sally never responded because she needed the job to survive, and this motel was her only option. Even with the paycheck, she was barely managing to make ends meet. Both her body and soul had started to rot from the inside out. She could feel it. Persistent hunger, increasing anger, and sadness will do that to a person.
Jack was back, and he was married to Laura. As much as she’d tried to push down memories of that single night they’d spent together back when she was fifteen, she still hadn’t forgotten it. Sometimes she even longed for it, a feeling that filled her with shame. A funny thing about shame is that just because you feel it doesn’t mean you don’t occasionally want to revisit its cause.
She spotted Jack and Laura strolling hand in hand through the produce section at IGA grocery store, laughing together as they picked out oranges and pecans and added them to their already filled cart. They were the picture of wedding bliss, the epitome of everything she would never have. Sally hid behind the Royals candy bins and watched them until someone reported her to the manager, and she was asked to make a purchase or leave. Embarrassed, she walked out the door. She didn’t even have the chance to buy a loaf of bread, her reason for coming to the store in the first place. Distraction thwarts ambition, as she’d discovered that day when she lost out on dinner all because she couldn’t resist the urge to spy on Jack.
And then there was Paul.
He graduated from college last month and moved home, too, also with a new wife on his arm. He and Jack must have found them at a two-for-one sale because Paul’s new wife looked eerily like Laura. Which meant Sally was already predisposed to hate her. Maybe hate was a strong word. Maybe Sally merely disliked the new wife passionately on the grounds that the lady stole Sally’s only real friend from right under her nose. Granted, Paul left four years ago for college, and Sally hadn’t laid eyes on him until the moment he pulled back into the driveway of his parents’ old home. Paul got the home in the will after his parents died. God rest their terrible, judgmental souls. Along with the property and orchard and the old green building he was using to set up as a flower shop.
“Ford’s Country Garden’s,” the new sign read, and Paul and his wife quickly filled the greenhouse with orchids, petunias, snapdragons, and more types of tomato and pepper plants than Sally ever knew existed. She watched them unload the bounty from behind her kitchen window, then snuck over at night after the town was asleep to read the labels when curiosity got the better of her. After a week of watching and waiting, they opened for business and ushered in more people than this town had ever seen. No one but those who lived here had ever dared to come this close to her house without tossing an insult or a stone. Sally found the visitors fascinating, if a bit weird. People who spent so much money on things they could grow from their own seeds puzzled her, as most forms of frivolous spending did.
People who hit on employees when they had wives waiting at home puzzled her too. Sally snapped open another sheet and kept her back to her boss.
“You hear me, Sally? You need a man to take care of you, tell you how the world works.”
She’d reached the point. The place where she couldn’t take listening to all his quips without responding. It was a vague insult, but she was tired of pretending his intent to harm wasn’t hitting its mark. She turned at the waist and leaned against the mattress.
“And how does it work, Mr. Van Dorn? Do you want to fill me in, since you’re the only man here?”
The man grew visibly flustered. He’s the kind who likes to dish it out with no accountability. So, she pushed further, determined to make him face up to some. “Would you like to show me how the world works right here right now, or would you rather wait until later? Like maybe when I make it up to the second floor down the hall at the back?” She stared at him hard without blinking, her meaning clear. To blink would show weakness, and she felt fierce. Defiant, even. Like she held a whip in her fist and was one crack away from using it.
Her boss cleared his throat, his face growing red. “What are you implying, young lady?”
She crossed her arms. “I’m not implying anything at all. I’m merely quoting you. So, what’s it going to be? Here or upstairs?”
For one second, she pictured him striding across the room to strike her. Instead, he visibly shrunk back, caught in a tangled web of his own making. His gaze skittered to one side and then the other, then fixed on her. He smoothed out his vest, realigning himself and his composure.
“It won’t be either one. Just get your job done and be quick about it. I didn’t hire you to dilly dally around all day.”
She didn’t say that while she had already changed the beds and cleaned the surfaces of seventeen rooms in this dump of a motel, he had followed her from room to room just to watch her work. In the month since she started working here, he had wasted more time than anyone else, taking a regular paycheck for nothing more than trying to finagle a hookup.
She didn’t have to say anything else. Her boss turned on his heel and left, taking his red face and short temper with him. She wasn’t naïve enough to think he was finished with shadowing her, but the momentary peace left her breathing easier. She didn’t see him again during her remaining five-hour shift, not even when she clocked out and climbed into her papa’s old Buick Roadmaster for the short drive home. His usual routine was to watch her from behind his office window, believing himself incognito despite his hefty frame and unmistakable outline. That night his window was blessedly devoid of a shadow. Good riddance. Sally was quickly learning that people weren’t worth the effort it took to think of them.
But the plants…once she made it home, they called to her. She had no choice but to heed their beckoning voices. Everyone knew talking to plants was what helped them thrive. Maybe a little of the conversation would rub off and help her as well. Plants couldn’t insult, couldn’t assume the worst. If tended to with kindness, plants merely grew taller until their blooms made them beautiful.
“You’ll go into some fancy garden, I guess,” she said, standing in the middle of the Ford’s greenhouse examining a tomato plant. “Where some rich sap will forget to water you, and let you die, then give up and go buy their vegetables from a roadside salesman.” Maybe these weren’t the kindest words to help a living thing thrive, but time had made her a believer in the truth, ugly as it was. “But you’re sure pretty now, Mr…Arkansas Big Boy,” she said, examining the label. “Someone’s bound to think you’re the best thing that ever happened to them.”
“Why, thank you. Though I haven’t been called ‘Big Boy’ in a long time.” A man’s low voice said from behind her. Sally startled and spun in place, both shocked and relieved to see Paul standing in the greenhouse doorway. He looked older, much more handsome than she remembered. A flood of memories came rushing back when she connected with the amused gleam in his eyes—Paul winning at cards, Paul tucking warm blankets around her shoulders, Paul holding her hand while they walked across this very field late at night. Her face flamed, but she didn’t care. Paul was here, the same Paul she remembered.
A squealing laugh burst from her lips, so sudden it took a moment for her to realize it came from her. How long had it been since she’d laughed? “You’ve never been called ‘Big Boy’ in your entire life.”
Paul shrugged. “I’m offended by your assumption, even if it is true. But if you weren’t talking to me, who were you talking to?”
“I was talking to your plants. Specifically, this one.” She held up the tomato plant in question, the one with the flattering name.
“Did it talk back to you?”
“Not as much as its owner.”
Paul laughed, smiling at her like he had finally found home, and they both knew it. “It’s good to see you, Sally.”
Her smile faded, but the one in her heart dared to flutter just a bit. Paul was literally the only person in this life or maybe even the next who had ever uttered those words to her. Even after the long-ago death of it by his mother’s hand, Paul’s friendship still mattered to her. It gave her hope where she otherwise had none, and a person without hope is a person who slowly ceases to exist.
“It’s good to see you too, Paul,” she said, and it was true. “How’s marriage treating you?”
She watched for it, the glimmer of enthusiasm a young man of his age normally can’t help but emit when talking about a new bride, but Paul only cleared his throat, his gaze darting to the side.
“It’s treating me okay.” His words felt like a lie, though Sally couldn’t fathom why. “It’s sort of the reason I came in here to see you. Sherry doesn’t take too kindly to people being on our property unless they’re buying something.”
Chagrined and feeling an immediate sting of tears, Sally set the plant down. “I should leave.” Kicked out and banished once again, and this time by the one person who had never done it before. Seeing as rejection lived like an inoperable tumor just under her ribcage, it really shouldn’t hurt. But it did.
“No, no,” Paul rushed to say. “Come as often as you like. Just keep it to nighttime, and you’ll be okay. I’ll keep her away from the window for you.”
She should be happy, but something about her existence always came with conditions, and conditions made a person tired. She supposed with her father gone, she was the natural target of everyone’s deflected hate, but that didn’t make it any easier to take. Hate’s a heavy burden for anyone to bear, like being pelted with bullets with no hope of them ever letting up. Eventually, the day would come when she would give up trying. She felt the rubber band of tolerance pulling tighter and tighter with each passing day. It was only a matter of time before it snapped in half.
If she had a place to go, somewhere to start over, she would. But all her worldly possessions were here. Meager as they were, they were hers.
“Okay, I’ll only come around after dark. I guess I should thank you for letting me come at all.”
Paul shoved both hands in his pockets and looked up at the ceiling. “Sally, it isn’t like that.”
“But it is,” she said. And it was, even if he didn’t want to admit it out loud. Whether it came from Paul or his wife, either way, he was the one telling her to stay away. And she understood, really, she did. He was married now. They couldn’t go back to being friends, no matter how much she wished for it.
“If I had it my way, you would be here all the time,” he whispered, so low she almost didn’t catch it.
But she did, and she wanted so badly to ask what he meant. Did he wish for it too? The idea alone made her heart take flight, even though she knew it was wrong. You can’t stop the wind from blowing though, can you? Trying to deny her reaction was as futile as holding one’s breath and attempting to die. A losing effort even before it starts.
Paul sighed long and slow. “Sally, about that night…”
She locked eyes with him and shook her head, working to stop it anyway. “Don’t worry about it. Your momma was right. I shouldn’t have been in your house.”
“She was wrong. Completely wrong. I should have said something to you before graduation, definitely before I left for college. I wanted to, but I chickened out like the coward I was. My mother was wrong to kick you out, and I was wrong to let her. If I could go back and shake some sense into my eighteen-year-old self, I would.” He sniffed. “It was wrong to let you go back into the house alone. She shouldn’t have sent you there, and I shouldn’t have let you go. You have no idea how sorry I am.”
Sally softened at the apology. It was odd knowing that only one thing stood between her and insanity, but Paul was that one thing. One nod of acknowledgment from him gave her the ability to feel almost normal.
“You’re forgiven. I promise I won’t get you in trouble with the wife. Neither of you will ever know I’m here. I just really like looking at the plants…”
Paul smiled. “I’ll know, and I’ll come out here to check on you from time to time, I promise. Meanwhile,” he picked up the big boy tomato plant and another just like it and extended them to her. “Why don’t you plant these in your backyard? They’re supposed to be the best ones around if you want to try them for yourself.” She was so surprised by the offering that for a moment, she just stared at the plants. Paul chuckled, finding her reaction amusing. “Take them, Sally. And stop being so wary of someone trying to be nice to you. Especially me.”
If Paul knew that he was the only person nice to her, he might not say such things. She reached for the plants and gathered them to her chest, working to stay neutral when his hand brushed against her knuckles for longer than necessary. Paul glanced up at her when it happened, and for the tiniest moment, she swore she saw regret.
What could he possibly regret?
“Thank you, Paul. I’ll be quiet walking home.” She opened the greenhouse door and slipped through it, careful to keep her new treasures safe. She had made it only a few steps before she heard his voice behind her.
“Goodnight, Sally. It’s good to see you again.”
It was the second time he’d said it. She didn’t tell him goodnight back, but it was. The very best night she’d had in a long time.
Her friend was home. But just like before, she would have to be careful if she wanted to keep him around.
   
BY THE TIME early summer rolled around at the only shack in Silver Bell, Sally had a whole garden of thriving plants that she could talk to anytime she wanted. Which she did daily, sitting among the zucchini and red peppers, gazing at the marigolds on the edges of her garden, planted there to keep unwanted critters away. Marigolds were magnificent to look at but painful to breathe in, their scents reminiscent of a teenage boy’s underarms after a few days of skipping a shower. She remembered gym class in middle school and the unpleasantness of it all.
“You got quite a mess of vegetables back here,” Paul said, walking up from his house. He did that, snuck up on her sometimes just for a short chat, but never in the middle of the day. Something must be wrong for him to show up now, either that or he was bored. Or that Sherry-girl he was married to was going off on one of her bleak tangents she seemed to be so fond of. The girl was barely shy of twenty, but she had the tongue of a rusty nail and the temper of a matchstick, all hot and crackling. As far as Sally could tell, Sherry was used to getting her way. Living here in Silver Bell didn’t afford a girl much opportunity to throw her weight around, but Sherry managed as best she could. Usually on Paul. Sometimes on Sally. Occasionally on both, but for no good reason.
“I saw you throwing your newspaper away in our bin! You need to keep your trash in your own receptacle!” Sally had never heard anyone call a trash can a receptacle before. What an odd way to speak. Like she was from another country or something.
“Is that your dog barking all night long? You need to learn to keep it quiet! Some of us are trying to sleep!” Sally didn’t respond that she’d never owned a dog, and why would she when it would just be another thing to feed?
“Are you ever going to fix the broken board on your fence? It’s an eyesore that some of us would appreciate not having to look at every time we pull into our driveways.” Sally didn’t explain that repairs cost money and that having the manpower to fix something was impossible when you didn’t have access to an actual man that might help.
“I know my husband doesn’t mind you walking on our property, but I do. If I see you out here, I’ll call the police and turn you in for trespassing; I will. Stay in your own yard, you hear?” Never mind that Sally always walked alone and only because Paul said she could. How can you charge someone with trespassing when they have permission? She figured she was safe enough in the middle of the night, but she made a vow to herself to be more careful.
The girl was in a perpetual bad mood, but Paul seemed to love her enough, so Sally kept her mouth shut. As long as Sherry stayed in her own yard and learned to keep her nose out of Sally’s business, her mouth would stay that way.
“I have more than I know what to do with, thanks to you,” she said, shielding her eyes to squint up at Paul, his frame haloed by the late-morning sunlight. The day was warm, but not too much so her skin was on the verge of perspiring but not headed for a full flop sweat. It was the perfect day, temperature-wise. It wasn’t so perfect earlier when someone threw a rock at her front door. It bounced and landed on the front walk, the word “freak” painted on the top in scraggly black letters. All she did was live alone and mind her own business, but some people didn’t take kindly to it. Being different often came with nasty labels, or at least they did with her. “I think maybe you gave me too many.” One person couldn’t possibly eat this much zucchini. She would be eating bread and pancakes all summer.
“That was part of my master plan. Now you can drop zucchini bread on my front porch every day. Either that or you can invite me over to dinner, your call.” Paul lowered himself to sit cross-legged on the dirt to face her, far enough away for decorum’s sake but close enough that she remembered all those quiet nights spent in his basement playing cards and laughing to themselves.
She studied his face, wishing what he said could be true. But like most nice things Paul said, it was wishful thinking. “We both know neither of those things can happen.”
He picked at a weed and sighed. “Marriage isn’t exactly what I thought it would be, Sally.” He said it so quietly that she felt like an intruder in a private conversation. He blinked as though realizing he had said that private thing out loud. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I love Sherry and all. I guess I just thought it would be…”
“Less work? Less drama? Less fighting?”
He tilted his head with a grimace. “You can hear that?”
“I think my papa can hear it from under that oak tree back there.” She pointed toward the back of her property, where her father was buried. “I thought I heard him yell at both of y’all to shut up a couple nights ago, but I could be wrong.”
At that, Paul laughed. “That’s a terrible thing to say.”
She smirked. “It was a terrible thing to hear. Dead fathers are not supposed to talk from the grave.”
“Sally!” Paul’s shoulders shook along with his head. After he settled, he looked at her. Looked through her. He knew her that well.
“Do you miss him?”
She thought about her answer. “Every day. But I miss a lot of things.” They both knew what she meant. Trying to pretend wouldn’t change that fact. The words hung between them like an unspoken wish, one you want to take back the moment it leaves your lips, but instead, you shrug because not saying it doesn’t take away the longing. Their friendship was her wish. His departure from it was the falling star.
They were locked in a quiet stare-down neither of them could break. One minute. Two minutes. Three went by before Paul finally cleared his throat.
“Well, I guess I should get home before the wife misses me.” He stood up to brush the dirt off the back of his pants but didn’t leave straight away. “It’s always good to talk to you, Sally. I’ll see you around soon.”
But she didn’t see Paul for a long time after that. Even though she still crept around in his greenhouse at night when the town was fast asleep, he never appeared. Sometimes she felt his eyes watching out for her, but when she looked over her shoulder, she never saw him standing there.
   
DESPERATE TIMES MAKE people do desperate things, as Sally found out firsthand over two years later. In her defense, she had barely seen Paul during those long months spent alone, and the people she did see were those who came and went from the hotel, not yet knowing that she was a person to avoid.
And when one didn’t, she took it as acceptance.
She had a long enough history with this town to know better.
They had a long enough history with her to hate her more than ever.
Funny how grasping for one moment of acceptance can lead you straight toward the one thing that changes your life forever, and not always for the better.
Regret’s evil twin is shame, and both share an unfortunate kinship with loss.
She lost her father.
She lost Jack.
She lost Paul.
She lost every friend she ever had.
But the worst loss of all was when she lost herself.
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THIRTY YEARS AGO, 1968
Sally
She was a week overdue when her water broke all over the green sofa. At first, she thought she’d gone to the bathroom on herself, it wouldn’t have been the first time that had happened in the past nine months. But when the peeing didn’t stop, she knew it was her waters for a few reasons. One, because the feeling of needing to go to the bathroom didn’t let up. Two, once she started going, she couldn’t stop. And three, she remembered hearing a distinct pop like someone had stuck a pin to her insides. Boom. Whoosh. Sounds she had never heard before.
When she stood up, the dam broke right along with her composure.
A baby. A child of her own. Fatherless, but not motherless. Created from a one-night stand in a motel bedroom. Sally didn’t even know the man’s last name. She found out afterward that he was married when his wife showed up as she was exiting his room. Apparently, his behavior was a regular occurrence, monthly rendezvous made under the guise of out-of-town business trips the man never made. His house was less than five minutes away. A wife, two kids, and a dog. Classic Americana on display in a Norman Rockwell painting. The woman called Sally every name in the book in the motel parking lot for everyone to hear. Not so wholesome, but Sally deserved it. Still, the words stung.
“Husband stealer.”
“Harlot.”
“Whore.”
“Two-bit floozy who couldn’t get a man of her own.”
The mayor’s wife was leaving the Back Forty restaurant right next door and heard the whole exchange, so by the very next day, the whole town knew what Sally had done. Even Paul came to check on her later that day while she was sitting on her front porch nursing a glass of lemonade. It was the first time she’d heard from him in over a month. He didn’t have to tell her that he heard what she did, too.
“How you doing, Sally?”
“Doing just fine, Paul.”
A stilted exchange thick with meaning. Paul hadn’t been trying to pry; Sally knew he was genuinely concerned. But his concern always stopped short of laying everything down for her, and she had long since grown tired of his leftover scraps. If it wasn’t real, it wasn’t worth it. She’d just forgotten that during the brief encounter with the nameless man. But some men knew, didn’t they? Could smell a woman deep in a sad state like a dog can smell the scent of home from thirty miles away. The man took an interest, and Sally accepted what he offered: an hour of comfort when she was at her lowest.
In her one and only defense, he hadn’t been wearing a ring. She’d looked and couldn’t even spot the tell-tale tan line where a ring should be. That counted for something, didn’t it?
Oh, it counted all right. Nine months and one week later, it added up to a whole heck of a lot, and she was scared to death. Even more so when she realized she had no one to call for help. She hadn’t spoken to Paul since that day on the porch. She’d seen him staring as her belly grew bigger. From his car. From his kitchen window. From his own front porch rocker as he sipped his own glass of lemonade, likely spiked with whiskey. She’d seen him stumble home late at night once or twice. At its best, misery loves company. At its worst, it searches for a way to cope. She hated the idea of Paul coping with alcohol, same as her dad. But she had more important things to think about now.
“Alright, little one. It’s you and me. Let’s get ourselves to the hospital and get you out safely.” She was afraid but also excited. A baby to love and care for. A family of her very own. She hadn’t been part of one of those in nine years, so far removed from it that she barely remembered what it felt like to belong to someone. But God willing, in a few hours, she would belong to her baby, and her baby would belong to her. She would be the best mother anyone in these parts ever saw. She already had a crib tucked in the corner of the house and had stacked more firewood outside the door than a person could need in two seasons. Her baby would be warm and toasty, held often and cared for, and she was ready. She had mostly forgotten her own momma, but this baby would remember her. Sally would make sure of it.
She still used her papa’s old car to drive herself, having cranked it up a couple weeks back to make sure the engine worked. Somehow the half tank of gas hadn’t dried up in the years the car sat dormant; Sally supposed the few times she’d driven the thing to town had helped keep it from calcifying.
The aches and pains around her mid-section grew stronger with each mile, so it was a blessed thing she only had to drive five. The stop signs got to her, though, with the sudden jerky stops and one maddening traveler who treated one like a stoplight that he sat through until she beeped her horn.
She pulled into the hospital and parked under the Emergency entrance, cutting the car engine and seeing herself inside. A receptionist helped her into a wheelchair and guided her down the hall, all the while wearing a sour expression like she’d drawn the short straw having to help Sally at all. Nurses had a code, so the lady didn’t have a choice. Besides, Sally didn’t need someone to roll out the red carpet and take pictures. She needed someone to kill the pain and coax her baby into the outside world. Sour or not, this nurse was as good as any other.
She spotted him at the end of the first hallway, standing at the nursery window and peering inside. The years melted away in an instant, and a painful jolt went through her midsection that had nothing to do with the coming birth. She didn’t love him. She knew that. But she did love the memories, and sometimes that felt like the same thing.
“Jack?”
He turned at the sound of her voice, a look of surprise and something she couldn’t name crossing his expression. Guilt? Shame? Fear? One or a mix of all. The wheelchair stopped moving, the nurse instinctively giving them a minute.
“Sally, what are you doing here?”
She smiled her best through familiar heartache and pointed to her stomach. “Having a baby, same as you from the looks of it. Did you and Laura…?” She let the words hang, afraid to go on. Jack and Laura had lost two babies already over the four years since they got married. As removed from society as she was, the rumor mill still spun her direction in Silver Bell. A person couldn’t shop at a market or stand on a street corner without hearing the latest gossip being spread from person to person. After Sally heard of the first miscarriage, she asked Paul. His relationship with Jack fell apart in high school over some misunderstanding Paul never discussed, but he told her about Jack’s loss the week after it happened. Stillborn, Paul called it. Sally looked up the term in her dictionary and shuddered at the meaning. A couple years later, it happened again.
“We had a baby boy just this morning.” Even in his weary state, Jack couldn’t keep the pride off his face. It must have been a long night with a great outcome. “His oxygen is a little low, but they’re monitoring him in the nursery now to check that he comes out of it okay.” Jack glanced through the window again at a nurse across the room working over a bassinet. In the distance, you could hear a baby cry, a good sign, she supposed.
“Then let me be the first to congratulate you.”
He hesitated like he wanted to say something but, in the end, settled on, “Thank you, Sally.”
“You’re welcome.” Their brief exchange did little to erase the past or ease the future, but Sally was glad for it. Jack had moved on, and it was time she did too. When another contraction seized her midsection, she took it as a sign and glanced back at the nurse. “I think I need to get to the room.” The wheelchair moved again, taking her toward another life entirely.
“How do you know Jack Hardwick?” the nurse asked, her curiosity more than a little piqued. She left off the someone like you even though her tone implied it.
“We grew up next door to one another.” That’s all Sally would offer. Like most people in her world, Sally left the nurse to fill in her own blanks. When it was clear she was done talking, her caregiver’s tone grew frustrated.
“I’m afraid your room is a little smaller than most, Miss Gertie.” Emphasis on the Miss as though Sally wasn’t aware of her own single-mom status. “Down a couple more hallways at the end.”
“Does it have a bed?”
The nurse sniffed at her sarcasm. “Yes, it has a bed.” They walked a few steps in silence. “You know, my father worked for Washington Plastics back when your dad worked there. He was fired because of your father’s crazy accusations.”
Sally winced through a painful grip on her midsection. “Well, my papa was fired too, so I guess we have that in common.”
The nurse laughed, but it was absent of humor. “Our fathers had nothing in common. And only one of them should have been fired.”
“In that case, my condolences to your father.”
The wheelchair came to an abrupt halt. “Listen here,” the nurse said—her nametag read “Amy,” and Sally made a promise to forever hate that name—“I’m going to take care of you because it’s my job, but don’t for one second think I’m happy about it.” The implication being that Sally should be grateful to have any help at all.
“Nurse Amy, I’m not real happy about it either, but that doesn’t matter to me as long as you deliver my baby safely.”
“Poor child,” Sally heard the woman mutter behind her.
“Excuse me?”
The nurse stuttered a bit, then took a deep breath and decided to forge again. “I said ‘poor child,’ living out there in that run-down house the way you do. That baby barely has a chance. A better mother would want more for her child.”
The comment stung in its familiarity; Sally had thought it herself a time or two. But her house was all that she had, and in a town like Silver Bell, a person was often stuck in their circumstances by simple dumb luck. Sally’s luck had been as bad as it came.
“Just take care of my baby and let me worry about the rest.”
And she did. Worry, that is. All that morning and into the night while she labored and labored without making much progress.
When you lived life by yourself, worry was often your steadiest companion.
   
A BOY.
Sally stared at him with his black hair and red face and long fingers and toes—ten each because she had counted them over and over just to be sure. The magical weight of her new reality was impossible to comprehend. A mother. To the most perfect baby on the planet, one that belonged to her and only her. Only ten minutes into this new role, and all the other roles she filled before disappeared like they had never existed at all.
Daughter.
Classmate.
Orphan.
Outcast.
Those roles now belonged to someone else because her new identity was transferred onto this tiny, perfect being now cradled in her arms. Even Amy, the awful nurse, had moved to her side, declaring him “a strapping, healthy boy” the moment he was born, smiling softly when she placed him on Sally’s breast and covered them both with a blanket. It was a tender moment, fleeting with a single look that quickly morphed into all business and formalities, but Sally relished in it. Not many people looked at her with fondness, but Amy had for that one moment, and Sally would cherish it.
“We need to take the baby to the nursery to take his vitals and get weighed,” nurse Amy said. “We’ll also do a couple blood tests, and then we’ll bring him back to feed. Unless you want us to give him a bottle of sugar water to get him started?”
Sally clutched the baby to her chest, unwilling to give him up. “No sugar water. I want to nurse him myself.” She might’ve protested more, but Amy wasn’t having it.
“Sally, you have to let us take care of him. I’ll bring him back to you when we’re done.” There was no use in fighting when the nurse reached for her baby and placed him in a clear bassinet on wheels. “Did you come up with a name yet?” she asked over her shoulder, already wheeling Sally’s son to the door. Sally couldn’t bring herself to say no because the answer might come with more questions: What name are you leaning toward? Do you think you’ll have a name picked out before you leave the hospital? The truth was, Sally thought she was having a daughter. Believed it to her core. Now that she had a son, the idea of a girl was silly, but silly or not, the name “Jennifer” would no longer work. She needed to think, and fast.
She shook her head only to be greeted with a frown. “Well, get to deciding. We’ll need to draw up the birth certificate soon.”
Sally said she would and leaned back on her bed to think. The room was quiet, too quiet, but surely Sally could come up with something suitable while her son was busy having tests taken. Maybe something after her papa, but his name was Elmer, and she didn’t like that name for her child. Maybe she could name him after Paul, but that might be too forward and territorial, considering his wife hated her. Maybe Sam or Jim or something easy to remember…
She awoke with a start when the nurse returned with the bassinet and wailing baby in tow, banging through the door like Sally hadn’t half-drifted into a sleep coma. Giving birth was exhausting. Who knew? She hadn’t anticipated sleep claiming her so forcefully, hadn’t slept this hard since the nights spent in Paul’s basement.
“How long was I asleep?”
“I don’t know when you fell asleep, but we’ve been in the nursery for a couple hours. He checked out just fine. Weighs almost ten pounds, this one. As you can hear, he’s hungry, and it’s time to nurse. Think you can handle this by yourself or do you need me to find someone to show you how it’s done?” Nurse Amy’s voice still held that same cool tone, but it softened a bit when she talked about the baby.
“Ten pounds? Is that big for a baby?” Sally used her arms to prop herself up on pillows and reached for her son.
Nurse Amy laughed. “I’d say it’s big. How much did you weigh as a newborn?”
Sally searched her brain as she worked to soothe her crying baby, but she couldn’t recall anyone ever telling her how much she weighed. She didn’t have a single memory before her mother died, and Papa certainly never spoke of that time. After her mama died, conversation disappeared along with most of the joy.
“I have no idea.”
“Well, maybe his father was—”
The nurse snapped her mouth closed, seeming to remember the circumstances of this baby’s birth. She became businesslike almost instantly, silent, and curt. It wasn’t acceptable to have a baby out of wedlock, so Sally became more of an outcast than she already was. Now that she was a mother, the only relationship she needed was the one with her child.
“Maybe his father was a big baby, but I can’t ask him because I don’t remember his name,” Sally said in response. Ignoring a problem won’t make it go away. Her best defense in life was to confront them. That approach made most people uncomfortable, but so be it.
Nurse Amy visibly bristled. “Maybe you should make better choices next time.”
“Maybe I should.” Sally lowered her hospital gown without trying to be modest and drew her baby close. “This how you do it?” She meant to sound confrontational but failed miserably when her son latched on. Sally let out a small cry; this nursing thing hurt. “Maybe you should bring me a bottle of sugar water just in case…”
The nurse sighed, her impatience growing. “I’ll mix up some formula in case you decide to go that route.” She left the room without another word, and Sally settled back and attempted to soothe her son, trying to get this feeding thing right.
   
EVERYONE IS FACED with a moment they think will never happen to them. You’re in line at the bank when a shooter holds up a gun and orders everyone down while demanding money from the drawer. You wake up to the smell of smoke and three kids that need saving, a faulty wire sending life as you knew it up in flames. An old high school boyfriend shows up, and suddenly you’re both neck-deep into a torrid affair despite a happy life simmering on the burner at home.
Or you find yourself the new mother to a stranger’s baby, alone in a hospital with no visitors to speak of. Living through your last moment of normalcy before the world upends itself and sends its victims scattering.
The blast tore through the room just as Sally switched her baby boy to the other side to resume nursing. They say life flashes before your eyes, and it does. Just not in the way you think. The clips aren’t short highlight reels of a life already lived; they’re glimpses of all the things that will never, ever happen. Just beyond the fingertips. Barely out of reach, but suddenly miles and miles away.
The first thing to go was the IV as it was ripped from her arm. Then the hospital bed flew out from under Sally and the baby, followed by the tray of medical instruments on the counter and Sally’s cup of water off the bedside table. Her baby flew away next, but Sally caught him just in time and covered his tiny body with her own. Her arms and legs folded over him like a tent on the hospital room floor.
A bomb.
An explosion.
Call it what you will. All Sally knew was the hospital blew up and took them with it, erasing every good memory and replacing them with terrible, horrible ones.
Screams from outside the door and down the hall.
Agony in all forms, so gut-wrenching it was easy to picture dismembered bodies and shredded internal organs.
The silence that followed. Human brains going into shock.
Sirens. So many sirens.
And blackness.
Blackness that poured out like lava through the hospital to quickly gather up its victims. Sally had no choice but to let the blackness take her.
Sleep.
Blessed sleep from all the cries of anguish.
   
SALLY AWOKE to a throbbing leg and her baby’s cry. She blinked one eye open and then another, then came face to face with her baby boy lying half underneath her, unhurt but for a large gash on his face. A jagged piece of glass jutted from his chin. She tried to reach up and pull the shard free to quiet his cries. She was his mother, and mothers took care of their children, even if those children were only a few hours old.
Just before she reached the glass, different hands came around his little waist.

THOSE SAME HANDS lifted him up.
A drop of her baby’s blood landed on the floor.
Someone carried her baby to the door while Sally whispered, “Stop,” too quietly for anyone to hear.
Her leg still throbbed as they left the room.
The door closed with a thud.
Sally smeared her son’s blood with a fingertip, the only cries in the room now belonging solely to her.
She lowered her heavy head and let the blackness claim her once again.
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30 YEARS AGO, 1968
Sally
She woke up kicking and screaming, unaware of when she started or stopped but overwhelmed with a deep desire to fight. Someone gripped her arms on both sides, trying to contain her thrashing. If Sally had her way, she would punch the person in the face. Rip off his skin or wrap him in a chokehold. It was a doctor she had never seen, and nothing about his expression was kind.
“Sally, I’ve already told you. Your baby is dead. I’m sorry.”
He kept repeating the lie over Sally’s protests, getting louder each time as though saying it with force would make it true. It wasn’t working. Sally saw nurse Amy leave her room earlier today, and saw the way this new nurse wouldn’t look at her even now, eyeballs nervously sliding to the left each time she spoke. Even when Sally was helped off the floor of her old room, even when she was moved to a new bed in another wing and helped into clean sheets. Even when her broken leg was set, and her cuts were doctored with sterile antiseptic, the nurses wouldn’t look at her, wouldn’t answer her questions, wouldn’t acknowledge her protests.
“Stop lying to me!” Sally shouted from her hospital bed. “I saw nurse Amy walk out with him right after the blast. Where is she now? Where did she take him? Go get her, and I’ll ask her myself!”
Another doctor walked into the room, covered in soot and panic, his gaze rapidly shifting from the nurse to her. “What is going on in here? I can hear your shouts from down the hall. Miss Gertie, are you alright? Did you get hurt in the blast?” He picked up her wrist, timed her pulse, then scribbled something on a chart and checked her fluids. “Do you need something to help the pain?”
“I need my baby is what I need,” Sally barked, growing exasperated and trying to pull out her IV before any new medication took effect. “My nurse took him, and I want him back.”
The doctor sighed, a “you poor thing” look dragging his eyes downward. “Miss Gertie, I’m afraid your baby didn’t make it.”
“Go get nurse Amy and make her say that to my face!” Sally said.
The new doctor’s sympathy only seemed to grow. “I’m afraid we sent nurse Amy home an hour ago. She was too traumatized from the blast to be of much use, so she went home to get some rest. She should be back in the next few days when she’s feeling better.”
Went home? That didn’t make sense. Wouldn’t they need all hands on deck at the hospital to help treat survivors? Sally didn’t know much about health care, but she knew you didn’t send the experts away when you needed them most.
“Well, call her back in. She has my baby, and I want him back!” She felt her chest press in, and her limbs flail and kick as her agitation grew but couldn’t do anything to stop it. Her stitches stretched and popped, but the pain was nothing compared to the pain of wanting her baby and being ignored. The tears came hard and fast, her breathing slow and thin, the words, “help me sedate her,” floating high overhead while a needle slid under her skin.
The world went numb.
Her arms hung slack.
The darkness called out to her until she could do nothing but succumb to its plea.
   
SHE AWOKE in another room entirely. One absent of machines. Absent of beeping or dripping IV’s. Absent of windows or outside footsteps. Sally lay there blinking at the ceiling, at first disoriented and sleepy. Her mind slowly drifted into focus as the memories of the day came floating back on a cloud of what felt like someone else’s nightmare. Life was hard. Always hard. Too hard to mess with most times. Her eyes watered and leaked sideways, but she was too tired to dry them. Must be the drugs. Must be the heartless people taking chunks of her heart with them as they dug dug dug for pieces.
She wanted her baby.
Like most things about her life, she didn’t have much hope of that happening.
She wondered why God hated her so much. Why He made all these people to hate her too like He needed moral support and created a whole team to pick His side. It wasn’t easy always being on a team by herself. It was even harder knowing for one brief moment that she had built her own little team.
She wanted her baby.
So right then, she decided to take it upon herself to find him.
Sally swung one leg over the bed, then the other. Her limbs were made of Silly Putty, all soft and rubbery as she tried to stand. Her middle sagged and dipped like her organs wanted to fall out, so she grabbed a pillow off her bed and held it to her stomach to support the soft skin that once housed a human and now hung empty. She was hollow and alone, and her breasts began to ache.
Sally didn’t know where to go, but there were no answers to be found by staying in her room. Shuffling slowly to the door, she cracked it open and peered out, looking for anyone who might stop her or alert the nurses that she was on the move. Seeing no one, she stepped out into the sterile hallway.
She didn’t recognize this part of the hospital. It almost didn’t look like a hospital at all, or maybe too much of one. An overhead light blinked and buzzed like it was the backdrop of a sci-fi movie, an impending alien invasion. The low hum of a radiator filled the silence, an occasional staccato beat of machinery ticked off the seconds, each one bringing her closer to the reality of getting caught.
She swallowed and took a right, seeing a bathroom in front of her she could use as an escape should the need present itself. Down the hall, a female patient was being pushed in a wheelchair by a nurse in blue scrubs. Sally followed the woman and the nurse, then ducked behind a door when they veered left. She waited there a moment when she heard someone else approaching, then backed into the shadows when she saw Jack leading the way. He was followed by a nurse pushing another wheelchair. Jack’s wife held a baby with a bandage on its chin, a tuft of dark brown hair peeking out of the creamy hospital stocking cap.
Sally leaned in for a better look and fell forward against the wall with a cry, crashing into it with a thud. She might have pulled another stitch with the way pain cut through her insides.
“What are you doing out of bed?” an orderly admonished, grasping under her arms and pulling her to stand, rather roughly it seemed. “Miss Gertie, you’re supposed to be lying down recovering from your wounds, not galivanting around the halls like this. What were you thinking?”
The pain turned to fresh tears, helpless and flowing as they fell. “I just want my baby. I think I just saw him leaving with that lady…”
The orderly sighed, his patience gone. “Your baby is dead; we’ve told you this already. He died along with eight other people, including a doctor. Try to have a little compassion.” He muttered that last part but may as well have shouted, the stab to her heart hit so forcefully. Compassion for who? Why was she always the one expected to sacrifice?
“I guess I shouldn’t have the gall to grieve when there are more important people than me grieving too.” There was no response, a silent agreement on his part. He began walking her back to her room, but she turned in his grasp. If she could get another look at Jack and that baby... The orderly’s grip tightened, and he asked someone over her shoulder for help. She didn’t like being held down. She twisted one way and then another, knowing what help meant and wanting no part of it. “Just tell me what you’ve done with my baby, and I’ll stop asking.” She grew hysterical, repeating the plea again until she felt the coolness of another needle and the world growing hazy.
Darkness became familiar once again.
She was learning to get acquainted as she fell into its pull.
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Finn
I shut myself in this motel room forty-eight hours ago, and I have no intention of coming out. Not for food. Not for water. Not for sunlight. And certainly not for Billi. No matter how many times she bangs on the damn door and insists on being let inside.
Instead, I’ve pounded out a four-thousand-word article that spins a tale of a town still grieving the catastrophic loss of nine of its beloved citizens nearly thirty years ago. Nine citizens who didn’t deserve the fate they were dealt, especially the children. Nine citizens who had either emerged into this world only hours earlier or had assisted in those joyous births. Nine citizens who are missed to this day thanks to one very unfortunate accident that occurred so many years ago.
Though maybe it wasn’t.
Maybe it was an avoidable accident that was purposely covered up by the town leaders and hospital administration.
Maybe it had all the elements of sabotage, recklessness, and crime—including the crimes of murder and kidnapping.
Maybe it targeted its most helpless citizens as a form of retribution. Maybe everyone in power belonged in jail. Maybe the ones still alive should spend the rest of their lives paying restitution for what they did.
I wrote that article, and then I ripped it to shreds and flushed it down the toilet. I replaced it with a thousand-word, feel-good puff piece filled with first-hand memories and what-might-have-beens that would make even the strongest man cry. Before I could second-guess myself, I sent the article to Mr. Bing with a promise to send a follow-up article in two days, and I’ve been sitting here ever since, hating myself and wondering where to go next.
Billi continues to knock. The woman is nothing but persistent.
“Finn, I know you’re in there. Please open up, so I know you’re okay.” I hear the faint scrape of an ear on a door, the muted sound of breathing, the suspiciously absent sound of footsteps retreating. Billi isn’t going anywhere.
“What do you want?” I say, throwing open the door when I’ve finally had enough. Two days of a persistent banging can wear on a guy’s sanity, not to mention his emotions. The second I see her face, my anger fizzles, but even that makes me mad. My emotions are better handled when I’m pissed at the world, and Billi is throwing a kink in that plan.
“First off, I wanted you to open the dang door.” She barges into the room like it’s half hers, planting herself on the end of the bed and kicking off one flip flop and then the other. She pulls her legs up and sits crisscross, scooting to the middle of the mattress. “Second, I want you to stop being such a baby. Nothing goes away just because you ignore it. Didn’t you learn that in elementary school?”
“I’m not acting like a baby.” I pretend she didn’t say that last part because I suspect she’s right. “And you totally underestimate my ability to ignore things.”
“Uh…no, I don’t. You’ve been ignoring me for two days. But the joke’s on you because you’ve underestimated my ability to stick around. Now that I’m here, how about you let me help you out?”
Sitting there on that bed, I can think of about a hundred ways she could help me out right now. But none of them have a thing to do with Sally or my upside-down life. I sit down next to her and shoot my shot. There is literally nothing left for me to lose. I’m leaving tomorrow.
“What’d you have in mind?” I lean in so she can read exactly what’s on mine. Men are simple creatures, and when it comes to women, I’m no exception. Billi might be, though. The exception to my lifelong set of rigid rules. Keep it simple. Don’t get too attached. Commitment will get you committed. Four dates in is one date too many. There’s something about Billi that makes me consider throwing those rules to the wind. Our thighs bump, and I leave mine where it lands.
She visibly blanches, but then her chin comes up. “If you’re trying to change the subject, nice try. Now, are you going to let me help you see this thing through or not?”
Big words, but she hasn’t moved her leg either. “No idea what you’re implying. I just wondered how you wanted to help.”
She leans in closer like we’re playing a game of chicken. Truth or dare. Timer’s going. On your mark, get set. “So, if I do this…” Without taking her eyes off mine, she moves forward another inch. One slight movement from me, and our mouths would touch. “You would still claim to be completely clueless?”
It’s taking every muscle in me not to…go.
“I’m as lost as those people on that old space television show.”
“That right?” She doesn’t move. Her breath floats across my bottom lip, and I swallow.
“That’s right,” I say. My throat is tight, my neck strained, and there might have been a slight groan on the words, but I do not move. I never lose a game on purpose.
Billi’s blue eyes are ringed in gold, and there’s a tiny scar that runs beside her left eyebrow. Maybe it was pierced once, and she let the spot heal. I’ve never liked the idea of a woman with piercings, but right now, I like it so much that I find myself leaning in a bit more, very much on the verge of losing this interesting game. Just as my bottom lip touches her top one, Billi leans back with a sigh and stands up.
“Well, I guess I assumed the wrong thing. Sorry, dude. Hope I didn’t offend you too much.” She walks toward the door, easy as you please. But her face is a little red, and I think there’s a hint of a smile turning up one side of her mouth. It disappears before I can analyze it too much.
“Where are you going?”
She shrugs. “My shift is over. I’m going home.”
It’s not often that I panic, but here we are. “You’re leaving?” Wasn’t it only five minutes ago that I had the same plan?
“I guess,” she says. “It’s normally what one does when they get off work. Dinner. A little Wheel of Fortune. A glass of wine. A bath. Repeat the next day.”
My brain catches on the idea of Billi in a bathtub, but I force it to unstick. “What if I asked you to stay? To help me see this thing through.” There. I’m mad that I said it, but it’s out there. No going back. I want Billi to stay. Maybe part of me wants to stay too.
She takes a step forward, her hand falling from the doorknob. “You want me to stay?”
I close my eyes, expecting to feel regret. I open them when all I feel is certainty. “I want you to stay.”
Billi walks toward me then, stops right in front of me, bumps her way between my legs like she’s always belonged there. Like she owns the space and dares anyone to argue with her. Her hand pushes my hair back and rests on the back of my neck. And before I know what’s happening, she climbs onto my lap, her legs straddling me on both sides.
“You’re making the right decision, you know.”
I look up at her, heart pounding so loud in my ears that I’m certain she can hear it. This woman knows what she wants and goes for it, uncaring of who agrees with her or not. I, for one, am a big fan. I lock my arms around her waist and pull her to me. Neither one of us is going anywhere.
“It’ll probably turn out to be the best decision I ever made.”
She thinks I’m talking about Sally, but I’m not. And I know with certainty that she’s right. She leans down to kiss me then, to take ownership and stake her claim. I let her, doing a little of the same. Everyone needs a place to belong, and part of me is working out a way to belong to Billi. Her lips tell me I’m invited, and my body flips her over to accept the invitation.
Tomorrow, we’ll tackle the issue of my origin.
Right now, I think I belong right here.
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Billi
We knocked on Sally’s door five minutes ago, and she ushered us inside. No one has said a word since. The implication in Sally’s story ignited a series of emotions, some of which had to do with me, all that had to do with Sally and Finn. And I’ve been sitting here with both of them since, waiting for the fuse to blow.
“So, you’re saying that you think…”
“You’re Jack’s boy, aren’t you?” Sally says it matter of fact, looking right at Finn, the accusation clear. “And you have a scar on your chin, just like the baby I saw Laura carrying out of the hospital that day. Just like—”
“Your baby?”
Sally sniffs her agreement, keeping her eyes on him. “I’m not saying you couldn’t have been hit by the blast too. Maybe you were, maybe in the same place on your face. I just always found it odd that my baby disappeared on the same day their baby went home whole and healthy; a miracle in itself, considering.”
“Considering?” he says, his voice low.
“Considering they’d lost three other children already to some disease that ran in Laura’s family. You got any health problems that you know of?”
Three? My stomach sinks, remembering the ancestry conversation we had only last week. Finn’s face is drawn and pale but also rigid and accepting. Like part of him knew this was coming, but the reality knocked him sideways anyway. Maybe he suspected it. Maybe not with Sally being the center of the conversation, but he suspected something all the same.
“I read about two of the babies a couple weeks ago, but not about a third. As for me, I’ve never had any health problems, except for the stitches I got from falling off the bed when I was a baby. That’s what my parents told me, anyway.” Finn’s voice is clipped, strained. Resigned. I feel the need to speak up, to rescue him somehow.
“I know nothing about Finn’s health history,” I say to Sally. “But…” I dig around in my bag, then produce the newspaper clipping I stole from county records a few days ago. The fact that I’m still carrying it is a silent admission that Finn wasn’t the only one who suspected foul play. “I do have this. Is this what you remember about that day?”
Finn glances at the clipping and then up at me. I shouldn’t have kept the photo from him, but it’s only now that I realize how wrong it was. Secrets break trust, and I’m dangerously close to doing just that. If I haven’t already.
Sally takes the clipping with shaking hands and studies it, her lip beginning to quiver with emotion. Underneath the headline is a picture of Jack Hardwick leaving the hospital with his young wife, a baby with a bandaged face in her arms. Laura is standing by a waiting car, the wheelchair she’s just climbed out of off to the side. The byline reads, “Suspected baby snatchers or unwitting victims from another Gertie conspiracy theory?” The sarcasm isn’t difficult to note, but when the town joke is the accuser, sarcasm is the easiest defense.
“Where did you find this?” Sally asks, looking up at me. Finn reaches for the photo and scans it, his gaze sliding from top to bottom.
“Yeah, where did you find it?” He leaves out the why didn’t you tell me about it part. It’s all over his face as he stares at the clipping.
I swallow and focus on Sally. “In your file at county records. There were other things too. Records about the hospital fire, other interviews the townspeople gave.”
“Why were you looking for them?” she asks.
“We weren’t. Finn was looking for information about the fire for his article. I’m the one who stumbled on this photo. This is the first time he’s seeing it.”
“He doesn’t look so happy about it. This town specializes in keeping secrets.” With that statement, she lumps me in with the rest of them. I suppose I deserve it.
Finn hands the picture back to Sally and leans back in his chair. She takes it and settles it on her lap. I’m not getting it back, and neither is the town. There’s a note of resignation in their demeanor like they were both duped, and the joke is over. Both sit with arms crossed, staring in opposite directions like one might on a particularly bad date. When you’ve run out of things to talk about and quickly discover that you have nothing in common.
Except the way they gnaw on the same spot on separate lower lips gives a strong hint that they might have more in common than most.
“What do we do now?” Finn asks the question, head down, voice low like a teenager caught after curfew.
“We don’t do nothing,” Sally says. “It is what it is, and you’d do well to learn it.” In her estimation, that’s that, and the conversation is over. Sally Gertie is used to being dismissed, but this time we’re the ones being told to leave. Finn doesn’t move. I don’t either.
“You’re not going to fight?” Maybe I’m overstepping, but I’m in this now whether I want to be or not. Tossing down our collective cards and conceding seems like the worst possible outcome. “There’s a possibility that someone stole your child, covered it up, and spent thirty years hiding that secret, and you’re not going to fight?” I barely hear Finn’s soft “Billi…” because I’m on a tangent. “You should hire an attorney and go after the people in charge. You should sue.”
She slaps the arm of her chair with a surprisingly strong smack.
“You think I didn’t try that already? I hired a lawyer, but he dropped me after a week on the case. Claimed he had more pressing things to attend to, but I’m not stupid. The second my complaint was filed, the town leaders got on the phone, and strong-armed him out of working for me. After he quit, no one would help. Found a lot willing not to, though. Most people spat on me when I went to town. All the local markets closed their doors to me, so I have to do all my shopping twenty minutes away. That doesn’t even touch the surface on the harassment.”
“Harassment?” It’s a wasted question that I already know the answer to.
“You saw the side of my house. I’ve painted over it more times than years you’ve been alive, but the words just come back.” I remember seeing them a while ago: Witch, Freak, God Hates You. The only word there today was “Die,” and I wanted to do exactly that the moment I saw it. “People get brave when the sun goes down,” she says.
“That isn’t bravery,” Finn says in a flash of anger. “Sounds like this town is made up of a bunch of cowards.” I don’t disagree.
“Call it what you want,” Sally says, “but that don’t change the facts.”
She’s right. People will continue being awful because it’s the way things have been forever. Learned behavior doesn’t become unlearned just because you want it to.
“So, what happens now?” I say, looking at her.
She shrugs. “Probably nothing, the same way things always are.”
Finn isn’t the “drop it” sort of person. “And if I don’t want to leave the past alone? If I decide I want to pursue the truth myself?”
Sally looks at him, chin set in a hard line, eyes sunken and hollow. Years of loss will wear on a person, both inside and out. “Then you know where to find me. You can see yourself out.”
Conversation over. The ball is now in Finn’s court.
Finn came here to write a newspaper article for a thirty-year memorial service, a feel-good fluff piece meant to honor fallen heroes and stir old emotions. But he’s leaving as the main character in a horror story filled with villains. Maybe the sole redeeming character because Sally is taking herself out of the game.
Finn stands up and walks outside, taking himself out of it too.
With my heart pounding out a heavy rhythm, I stand too, turning to face Sally one more time. She hasn’t moved from her chair. I don’t suspect she will for a while.
“I’m not sure what happens next, but would you mind if I stop by to check on you from time to time? This town has been awful to you, but I’d like to make amends for myself. Please forgive me, Ms. Gertie. For being so terrible.” Maybe I imagine it, but her eyes momentarily take on a watery sheen. She blinks and looks away but gives a single nod. It’s a start. A small one, but the pistol still fired. For now, that’s enough.
It’s time for me to unlearn some things.
Without another word, I open the front door and see myself out, halting just outside the door at the sight of my own heartbreak.
Finn leans over his Audi, throwing up in the dirt.
It’s then that I realize…just because you’re the main character in a story doesn’t mean you get a happy ending.
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TWENTY YEARS AGO, 1978
Sally
Death is an inevitable part of a person’s journey. Life ends, you grieve, you mourn, and you do your best to pick yourself up and move on, holding on to the good parts you left behind and letting go of the bad. But what happens when it’s all bad? More accurately, when you have exactly two hours of good and a decade of bad in your memory bank. When the person you’ve grieved over for exactly ten years keeps your life in a suspended limbo between anger and what-ifs? What happens when the person you’re mourning is still alive?
You get bitter, that’s what.
You learn to hate, that’s what.
You go crazy, that’s for sure.
Just ask those parents like Charles Lindbergh, whose kids were abducted and disappeared without a trace, if they kept their sanity intact. Maybe when the press came calling, but Sally had no doubt they tore their lives to shreds in private. How could you not? Grief left you in shackles and handcuffs, trapped in a cage with no way out. Grief didn’t hand you kid gloves, and wish you a good day.
Her son was ten today. Which meant for Sally, there had been ten years of endless searching with no destination in sight. No endpoint approaching. An empty void of nothingness. Even her suspicions led straight to a dead end. There’d been no sign of Jack since the week after the fire, no sign of his family for nearly a decade. And anyone who might tell her his whereabouts wouldn’t. Even Paul couldn’t help. He was as lost as anyone else. He and Jack hadn’t spoken in years.
She hated them both. Jack because he’d taken it upon himself to ruin her life. Paul because he hadn’t saved her. She hated them even more than every backward soul in this town. As far as she was concerned, they could all rot where their momma’s left them. At a football game, at a high school dance, in a church pew filled with hypocrites. Hell would be busy once all these people arrived.
For now, Silver Bell was busy staying focused on her house.
She was halfway through painting over a particularly nasty word over her front door when she found it under an old workbench in her papa’s garage. She hadn’t set foot in the room in years, preferring to let the items rest with the man she lost nearly two decades ago. If she didn’t touch anything, she could almost pretend he was still here. The old saw still bore the worn indentions of his fingerprints. A dried-up, oil-soaked rag lay discarded where he left it. His old work vest hung from the nail where he’d placed it all those years ago, a rusty screwdriver and broken measuring tape tucked inside. The garage smelled like her pa, and the sensation flooded her to the point where she feared drowning.
All she needed was another paintbrush. She knew right where her papa kept them and made a beeline for the workbench. Under a box of screws and nails and an old house plan of her mama’s, she found the brush and locked a fist around it.
If she hadn’t knocked the box over when she pulled up, the paintbrush might have been the only thing she ever saw. But the box fell, and that’s when she saw the papers.
Mountains of them. Yellowed and tattered, all stuffed inside a crusty manilla envelope with a name she recognized scrawled across the top. Silver Bell Memorial Hospital. And under that, Washington Plastics.
Sally’s hands began to shake, an unexplainable reaction taking control like a subconscious survival instinct kicking in. There’s no rationale behind the desire to run for your life, but it’s there all the same.
Sally wanted to run. Instead, she carried the envelope to her kitchen and dropped it on the table, pulling the contents out in one substantial heap. Five minutes in, and she found the reason for her papa’s downfall. She went down too, in a heap on the floor.
   
AN HOUR LATER, she turned over in bed and tucked herself into her pillow, then jolted upright when her dream state dissipated. How did she get in bed? And who put her there? The last thing she remembered was the papers, the words on them, the overwhelming rush of blood to her head when she realized what it all meant.
Documents her papa had kept. Meticulous notes of every complaint he leveled, every warning he issued, every piece of evidence he presented to his former employer, to the hospital, and every instance of when both swiftly shut him down.
“We’re taking care of it.”
“We’ve handled it.”
“Do you realize how much money is at stake?”
“One of these days, you’ll learn to keep your nose out of other people’s business. You’ll never work another day in this town.”
Her papa. His life was ruined only because he tried to help. So many things that could have been avoided. So much loss that—
“You’re awake.”
Sally startled at the sound of a man’s voice and instinctively pulled her blankets close to her chin. When she caught sight of Paul sitting on the edge of her bed, she sighed and let herself sink into the mattress. It was both a comfort and an irritation to see him sitting there, but she was too tired to fight.
“When did you get here?”
He sniffed. “About forty minutes ago. Two minutes too late, judging from the sight of that knot on your forehead.”
Sally’s hand went to her face. Sure enough, a bump the size of a quarter swelled right above her eyebrow. One-touch, and it began to throb.
“How bad does it look?” she asked.
“On most people, it would look ghastly. On you, it just makes your face more interesting.”
Sally locked eyes with him. When other people described her as “interesting” they meant it as an insult. Not Paul. It was the highest compliment, one he had no business giving now.
“Where’s your lovely wife?” Lovely could be an insult too. Funny how words work like that.
“At the market. I planned to go with her but made an excuse when I saw you fall.”
“You saw me?”
“Through the kitchen window.”
Her insides warmed traitorously. She suspected he watched her often, but to hear him say it…
“And you just let yourself in, free as you please?” She hated how happy it made her.
“Sure did. You got a problem with that?” She did, and she didn’t, for reasons they both knew.
“No.” Taking a deep breath, she resigned herself to the fact that Paul would forever attempt to be her savior no matter how hard she tried to push him away. Maybe it was wrong to let him sit here, but who else did she have? No one. No one at all. They sat in silence for a minute, letting the moment sit between them like a third person in the room. Just because you can’t have something doesn’t make you stop wanting it, despite the number of years you put between yourself and the longing. This was no exception.
“I saw the papers. Didn’t mean to look, but when I went to pick them up off the floor…”
“I found them in papa’s garage earlier when I went looking for a paintbrush.”
He shifted in place. “Yeah, I saw the graffiti. I’ll finish painting over it for you. The kids in this town will end up in prison someday, and it’ll serve them right.” He went silent for a moment. “So, you didn’t know?”
She pinned him with a glare. “Of course, I didn’t know. I knew bits and pieces of my pa’s ramblings when I was a kid, but I didn’t know he knew what the hospital was doing or that Washington Plastics was doing it too.”
Paul reached for her hand, neither of them speaking. What was there to say? It all happened years ago, and most people involved were either dead or likely too old to remember much about it. Some weren’t, of course. But if the people in this town had anything in common, it was their collective hatred for the Gertie family and everything they represented. Penniless. Lower class. An unwillingness to conform. A willingness to stand up to the higher-ups.
But Sally was tired of standing, she only wanted to lie down and sleep. Maybe one day she would move far away but to where? It was already the late ‘70s. She had a bad reputation, the most meager possessions, and had already managed to lose everything good. Starting over wasn’t an option when you had thirty years behind you and still remained at the gate. There was no sense in going anywhere. There was even less to live for.
“Let me fight for you, Sally.” Paul said it quietly, almost like a whisper.
A sad smile curved her mouth. “What are you going to do? Sue the city? Tell everyone my papa, and I are the real victims here?” She turned toward the window and looked through its layer of dust and grime to the maple tree outside, waving in the wind like nothing could topple it. “There’s no point.”
“They took your son and used a hospital tragedy—one that could have been avoided, mind you—to do it. Seems to me it’s the only point.”
She pulled her hand away, quietly but firmly ending the conversation. No amount of analyzing or proselytizing would bring her son back. And she couldn’t even prove it. Even if she could, what was she going to do, force a ten-year old to come live with her? Even if Paul was right and Jack had taken her son, the boy only knew him as his father. There was no happy ever after for Sally. Never had been and never would be. It was time she accepted it.
“Sally, let me help.”
“No, and I don’t want to talk about it again.”
When Paul sighed and stood to leave, she thought that was the end of the conversation. Case closed. Never to be spoken of again.
She shouldn’t have been surprised to find news of a lawsuit making headlines in the local paper the very next week. She shouldn’t have been surprised that her name was attached to the story as the plaintiff. She shouldn’t have been surprised that Paul named himself as her attorney.
But she was. Paul had always tried to fight for her when no one else would. He was fierce where she wasn’t, strong where she learned to hide. He might have been successful too if she hadn’t withdrawn the suit the very next week.
There was more than one way to fight, and she decided she would rather do it alone. She glanced at the BB gun in the corner of the room, standing at attention in the same spot where Papa left it. He used it to shoo critters off their property that weren’t welcome and caused a ruckus, ripping through their garden and eating everything in sight. Raccoons. Armadillos. Snakes.
Alone would be Sally’s new way of life.
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OCTOBER 1998
Finn
It’s all there in black and red. Black for the ink that made up the story. Red for the bloodshed that made up that day, now stained pink after all the scrubbing and sweeping under the rug all involved did. The truth was easy to find if you spent five minutes looking, something no one ever did because they were told not to. Instead, the town leaders called the fire an accident. Negligence. Common human error that could’ve happened to anyone.
If you repeat something long enough, you start to believe it.
I pick up a paper from the top of the stack, absorbing the information for information’s sake more than anything else. I already know what it says.
In 1952, Washington Plastics got a huge governmental grant to make small storage containers for hospitals across Arkansas and four other states. Hospitals, in turn, used those containers to store ethyl ether, a substance discontinued in the seventies but still used by some medical institutions well past that decade. When hospitals were told to abandon the use of ethyl ether altogether, they were given disposal instructions: open the containers, let the substance evaporate inside a fume hood, then dispose of containers accordingly. Safe. Effective. Minimal effort required. Makes sense to even the most casual of readers, like me.
But what Washington Plastics and the Silver Bell Memorial Hospital did was toss those full containers of ethyl ether into a shared dumpster that sat between the two buildings. Over and over in the name of ease, all while knowing better. Over time, the containers heated. Overwhelming heat caused those solvents to combust. Multiple times, Mr. Elmer Gertie warned them against the practice. He voiced verbal complaints to co-workers. He filed a formal complaint with the courthouse and then another. Both were dismissed. He even went as far as retrieving and disposing of many of the containers himself, pulling them out of dumpsters and relocating them to his own home to evaporate in a small containment unit he’d set up at the back of his property. This continued until he was caught in the process by the vice president of the company he worked for. Immediately after, he was fired. The year was 1960. Most places of business were commonly using asbestos back then. People smoked in restaurants, on airplanes, at kid’s school events, and next to oxygen tanks without giving it a passing thought. Needles were left out in the open, blood was cleaned with bare hands, and everyone’s idea of sanitation was a quick wipe-down with paper towels. Safe disposal of most things was hardly a top priority.
It should have been.
A few short years later, the unthinkable happened. An explosion outside the Silver Bell Memorial Hospital maternity ward. All because an institution meant to save lives and a corporation designed to make lives better couldn’t be bothered to spend an extra five minutes doing things the right way. A few lives lost in the process were simply an unfortunate occurrence. Time is money, and money is everything. It’s an age-old song that those in power will never stop singing.
Elmer Gertie had been right all along, but with that rightness came a shunning so cruel it cost him everything. Which loudly, excruciatingly asks the question:
Was Sally right too?
The Gertie family were known to the residents of Silver Bell as conspiracy theorists to the highest degree. Not to mention murderers, lunatics, outcasts, and heathens. Witch, Finn remembered the graffiti on the house claiming in drippy, blood-red letters. God hates you. Revenge for the simple-minded, some might argue.
But is Sally right? Has this whole town been wrong all along? It’s been thirty years since the hospital explosion. What could be done about it now?
More importantly, what should I do?
   
“WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO?”
I laugh quietly at Billi’s question as though I hadn’t just been asking the same question myself. She’s been sitting next to me all afternoon, a supportive presence while I read pages from the files we swiped from county records. This time, we didn’t ask permission. Occasionally, Billi skimmed through a few pages herself. Now she joins me on the hotel room floor, back against the bed, waiting for me to say something. Her hand is on my thigh, and I reach for it, threading my fingers through hers just to feel something other than lost. I have no answers.
“What can I do? This all happened three decades ago. Anyone we could confront is no longer here. The statute of limitations has not only run out but it’s completely dried up and buried six feet under.” I’m mostly referring to my parents, but it’s the case with nearly everyone involved.
“I think Sally’s doctor is still alive.”
“I checked. He’s in hospice care with Alzheimer’s. There’s nothing I can do with that.”
“What about—”
“There’s no one, Billi. We could ask your dad, but what could he say? The man might have known about it, but that doesn’t make him guilty of an actual crime.” I feel her stiffen at the venom in my tone and soften my words. “Hearing a rumor doesn’t make you an accomplice. If that were the case, we’d all be guilty of something.”
“So, we just…do nothing?”
“Not nothing. We can—I can—learn to accept it.”
The full weight of her gaze lands on me, heavy and disbelieving.
“And what? You’ll just go back to Houston like nothing ever happened?” She launches herself from the floor to pace the room, arms wrapped around her waist, hands tucked under her armpits. “You’ll go back to writing articles for the Chronicle that tell only half the story? Forget about the fire? About Sally? About—”
She stops short of saying the word me, but it hangs in the air like a strobe light flashing, swirling, spinning. If life were that simple, there wouldn’t be a need for therapists. And right now, I need one desperately. Because I won’t forget about any of it—not Sally, not the great big question mark hanging over my heritage, and certainly not Billi. If I could take a drug to erase my memory of everything, I would take it only with a guarantee of that exception.
It’s impossible to forget Billi. Once you’ve spent time with her, she’s in your bloodstream. There’s no getting rid of her, so you might as well learn to accept it. I stand and walk toward her, tug on her shirt to pull her backward into me. She goes hesitantly, the grudge on her shoulder keeping her from fully relaxing. So, I use words to bring her the rest of the way.
“I won’t forget any of this, least of all you.” I rest my chin on her head, breathing easier when I feel her sigh.
“But still…you’re just going to leave?”
Not every question has an easy answer. In fact, some questions are so confusing they don’t have an answer at all.
“I don’t know, Billi. I just don’t know.”
   
I’M due back to work first thing in the morning, set to cover a story about the President’s appearance at the airport. It’s stop one on his bid for reelection, and Bing assigned me the story. It isn’t quite the promotion I’d hoped for, but it’s a step in the right direction. The last time a president rolled through town, I covered the grand opening of a new McDonald’s on the corner of first and Harvard.
Definitely a step up.
I already said my goodbyes to Billi, who promptly burst into tears and vowed to never speak to me again. Right after that, she made me promise to write to her. I said I would, and I meant it. It isn’t that I don’t have feelings for her; I do. Strong ones. Stronger than I’ve ever had for anyone before. But my feelings for her will be forever tied to this town—to high levels of loss and abandonment. To more questions than answers. To cover-ups and harsh judgments and foul words painted on private doorways. Maybe that’s unfair but tell that to my mind. Separating the two would take more work than I have energy for right now.
So, I’m headed out of town, once again passing the greeting card store and the gas station, the dilapidated barn, and a stray cow with its head stuck under the barbed wire fence. I’m five miles out and feeling more uneasy by the second. What if I made the wrong decision? What if this could all be fixed with a conversation? What if leaving is the biggest regret of my life?
My foot comes off the pedal just as my exit onto the highway comes into view; I stutter stop and go before I flip a mental coin and take a sharp left. Screw jobs and deadlines. Screw questions without answers. Screw it all. I want answers now. As many as I can get.
I don’t know what I’m doing. Maybe I’m crazy. Maybe the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree after all. Maybe there are a lot of reasons I should leave this town and get back to my life in Houston, but I drive in the opposite direction. I push the pedal harder in ten-second increments, wanting to arrive before my brain has the chance to catch up and tell me I’m making a mistake. I’m not an irrational person, never have been. Clearly, the rational side of my mind hasn’t yet comprehended the direction I’m headed.
Five minutes later, I arrive. The scene hasn’t changed a bit, it probably won’t no matter how much time passes. But it’s quiet now, and that makes everything different. There are no passing cars, no startling movements out of the corner of my eye, no rushing adrenaline except for the kind river-rafting through my veins from my own making.
I open the car door and slowly make my way to the porch, clutching my ball cap in both fists like it offers protection from whatever awaits. One step. Two steps. Three. Four. My foot wobbles on the last one, more because of nerves than obstacles in my way.
Nothing has changed, but everything has.
And now, I know with certainty that I want it to. Sometimes it takes attempting to leave a situation to realize how much you wish to remain in it.
I raise my hand and knock twice, firm and swift, no-nonsense and unapologetic. I’m here now, and I’m not leaving until we’ve had it out. The story ends now or later. Either way, it’s going to end once and for all.
Silence greets me, stretched long and thin.
And then I hear a noise. More noise than I should hear…coming from inside the house.
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YEARS AND YEARS LATER, SUMMER, PRESENT DAY
Billi
To hear him tell it, Finn’s decision was made in a last-second panic, one that left him at a crossroads of then and now. That’s where most of life happens, isn’t it? In the split second between before and after, what could be and what might have been. And then you’re left with the questions. With the fallout of decisions made, both good and bad. Regret piled up on both sides of you, blessings in the front. The funny thing is, we spend most of our lives dwelling on the regret around us, not noticing that the blessings are stacked so much higher, right at eye level, where it’s easiest to see.
Blessings. That’s what life is made of. Too many to count. Sometimes it just takes longer to see them. Sometimes it takes swinging your car around and driving in the opposite direction of your plans.
“How are you doing?” I ask him, my hand on his lower back. His shirt is damp from sweat, the afternoon sun beating down mercilessly like it wants to punish everyone in its path. A couple decades ago, we might have deserved it. Today, I think the sun is just reminding us of its power to shine.
It’s spent more than two decades shining on both of us.
“Not great. Just remembering.”
“There’s a lot to unpack,” I say. “Thankfully, almost all of it is good.”
His shoulders rise and fall on a breath, and a drop of sweat drips from the salt and pepper hair at his collar. He turns to me with a sad smile. “Thankfully so. It could have gone the other way. I’m not sure where that would leave me if it had.”
“I’m not sure where it would leave either of us.”
He leans in to kiss my forehead, still the most intimate gesture despite two decades in our rearview mirror. My heart gives a thud inside my chest.
“You would probably still be sitting behind a motel desk,” he says, his lips hovering near my skin, “checking customers in and out for their questionable overnight stays. Either that, or you’d be a prosecuting attorney with a pile of victims in your back pocket.”
“Are you hypothetically accusing me of taking bribes?”
He laughs, warm breath feathering against my lashes, the first laugh I’ve heard in several days. I shiver from the delight of the sound. “I’m hypothetically accusing you of leaving people in tears.”
“You do remember I prosecute people for a living, right?”
“And I’ve seen them all cry. Nothing hypothetical about it.”
“Touché.” I smile into his chest, despite the heaviness of the situation.
“So, you admit you’re a master at reducing people to sobs?”
I shrug inside his arms. “I’m pretty good at everything.”
When his arms tighten around me, I sink into his silent agreement. Remembering. We both are. The day is ripe for it, an unfolding of all the days and months and years leading up to it. Time that could have gone differently. So much differently had he—had I and nearly everyone involved—held onto our pride. Had we all clung to the way things had been forever, refusing to admit individual wrongdoing and forging headlong into making it right.
I’ll never forget that day.
As he’s told me a million times before…he won’t either.
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OCTOBER 1998
Finn
Paul Ford opens the front door, and I blink, thrown off guard that anyone other than Sally is here. “We haven’t spoken in more than seven years,” he’d told me about their relationship, but now I’m left wondering if that was a hypothetical statement. Or an outright lie.
“You haven’t had all your questions answered yet?” he asks. It isn’t a hostile statement, but I don’t like his tone. And I don’t appreciate the human barricade that appears to be Paul Ford standing in my way.
“Sally here?” I sidestep his question altogether.
“She is, but she’s taking a nap. I’ll tell her you stopped by.”
I nearly laugh. It’s cute that he thinks he can get rid of me that easily. I’m a reporter by profession, and it isn’t because of my willingness to back down. I push my way through the door and take a step inside.
“I think I’ll wait for her to wake up.” As though I belong here, as though this shack of a home is half mine, I lower myself onto that old sofa and sit back, trying not to think of mice or poisonous spiders tucked inside the cushions. A distraction, that’s what I need. I look up at Paul. “I thought you said you two never talk. How does that work when you’re standing here inside her home?”
His eyebrows push together like he doesn’t want to answer. Yep, he lied. I’m certain of it now. What parts of his story did he keep from me, or worse, change altogether?
“We hadn’t. But after I talked to you, I realized how foolish not talking to each other was, so I came here to clear the air. It’s still a little smoky, but we’re both starting to see better now. Sally is opening up to me, and I’m going to stick around until she does completely. Even if I have to move in here to make it happen. I’m stubborn like that.”
I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. He made the decision after our talk? After I—
“No one’s moving into my house, not you or anyone else. So, get that out of your head right now, or I’ll kick you out myself.” Sally shuffles her way into the room, trying her darndest to look annoyed. But I see it, a smile tilting one corner of her mouth. A barely-there smile accompanied by a flush on her cheeks. Sally Gertie—the scariest and angriest woman I’ve ever encountered in my life—is blushing. On this side of a BB gun, she’s just a flesh and blood woman embarrassed by the attention of a man. I’m speechless for the first time in my life.
“What are you doing here?” she says when she spots me, the ever-present scowl firmly returned to its position. “Thought you would be long gone by now. You forget the way back to Houston?”
There’s no way I have anything in common with this harsh woman, least of all blood. But I made my decision already, and I’m seeing it through.
“You told me if I wanted to pursue the truth, I would know where to find you. So, I’m here, finding you.” Her scowl doesn’t falter, but I see her slow swallow. I catch her sidelong glance at Paul, asking for help, begging for interference. To his credit, the man stays quiet. To my detriment, he reaches for her hand and gives it a squeeze. Two against one. I’m not used to being the odd man out. “Are you saying I should leave?”
“Did I say anything yet? Kids these days, impatient every one of them.” She glances at Paul again, and he nods. I breathe easier, certain that even if she asks me to leave, Sally won’t be alone. Not now. Hopefully, never again. “What else do you want to know?” There’s a wobble in her voice like she’s afraid of my answer. I’m a bit afraid of it, too.
“For now, I’d just like to know more about you. Talk more. See if our stories mesh or not. Anything else can be decided later.”
“So, you aren’t asking for a blood test or locks of my hair to give to a detective?”
She’s so straightforward it leaves me reeling. Is this what I’m asking for? I know the answer before I say it. “No. Maybe it’ll come to that, maybe it won’t. But you knew my dad. And my mother, I suppose. For now, just hearing your stories is enough. Can we see how it goes and take it from there?”
“Didn’t like your mother none, just so you know.”
A statement like that might normally make my temper flash. No one talks about my mother like that. But now I find myself laughing. Sally’s straightforward, but something tells me I’ll never have to question her sincerity.
“I can live with that,” I say. And I mean it.
She smiles. “Then I suppose we can be friends. How do you take your tea? I’m partial to peppermint.” She and Paul share a look like there’s a secret inside it. Maybe someday I’ll find out what it is.
“Then I’ll learn to be partial to peppermint too.” There’s no hiding the delight she finds in those words. With what can only be described as a contented sigh, she makes her way toward the stove.
As for Paul, he reaches down to pat me on the shoulder. It’s a fatherly gesture, a nod of support tangled with a warning to stay out of trouble. Maybe trouble is what I’m headed for. Or maybe trouble is what I’m running from. All I know is that if you sit with trouble, it becomes a comfortable best friend. A way of life when you could have just shrugged it off and aimed for something better.
I’m aiming for something better.
Setting my sights on the future.
Moving it into focus.
Lining up the shot.
Boom.
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SUMMER, PRESENT DAY
FINN
The cabin is cleared out. This stupid shack that Sally refused to move from, its crumbling walls long ago replaced with new drywall and paint, its rotting floors replaced with hardwood and carpet. The place remained tiny but was made livable thanks to new pipes, new appliances, new faucets, new everything. Everything but that blasted sofa.
She finally told me it was the last thing her papa brought home, plucked it from the edge of someone’s driveway, and tossed it in the back of his truck back when he was the town garbage collector. It was the only item in this house she refused to part with. I’m taking it with me. With us.
Billi’s arms come around me from behind, her hands linking together at my waist, her forehead resting between my shoulder blades. My love. My wife of twenty-one years because it took me four years to get up the nerve to ask her to marry me. Before that, it took me a couple weeks to decide to give Silver Bell a permanent link to my life. I split my time between this town and Houston, and kept that way of life up for a half-decade. Billi is patient with me. Always has been from the moment I stepped foot inside the motel nearly twenty-five years ago.
“Are you okay?” she asks.
“You keep asking me that today.”
“I keep wanting to know.”
I lower my head to stare at the floorboards I’ve walked across so many times in the last quarter-century. I don’t know how I am right now. Physically and emotionally tired from the past week moving back and forth from hospital to hospice care. Sad from the final day and the exchange of last words. I love you. I’ll miss you. You changed me. Grief-stricken from the sight of Sally’s casket at the cemetery. Heartsick at everything we lost while extremely thankful for everything we found in the end. A love and respect that went both ways. A friendship closer than any I’d experienced before.
A mother-son relationship in every way that mattered.
In the end, we never found out the truth. A mutual decision was made after much thought, prayer, and discussion. On my end, I wanted to honor both the memory of my mother and the reality of the bond I formed with Sally. On her end, she wanted to honor me. She’d lived her life shaking a vengeful fist at an unfair past, and she had grown weary of looking behind her. So, we decided—she would be the mother I no longer had, and I would be the son she lost. Billi hated our stance at first—how could you not find out? —but she grew to accept it, even admire it. When three decades have passed, and there’s no one left to punish, it comes down to a choice. You can either stay bitter, punishing yourself in the process. Or you can buy the land next door, build a house in the middle of a grove of apple trees, and look ahead to the future. Life is short, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to spend mine paying for someone else’s bad decisions. Neither was Sally. Not anymore.
She adopted me in every way but legally, and then she married Paul. Together and with Billi, we formed a tight-knit bond. To paraphrase a Bible verse, a cord of four strands isn’t easily broken.
The bond was a strong one. Is a strong one.
Made even stronger when Billi and I added a fifth strand to the mix.
“I don’t know how I feel yet,” I say honestly. “Thankful. Melancholy. Sad. Glad you’re here with me. Certain that I wouldn’t be anywhere without you in the first place.”
“I’m glad too, mainly that my Magic 8-Ball demanded I help you when we first met. Just think, what if it hadn’t said “It is decidedly so” when you asked for my help that first time? Where would we be now?”
I shake my head, unable to keep a small smile at bay. “That stupid ball. We would be exactly where we are now because I would have smashed it into a thousand pieces if it had said anything else.”
“Shhhh, it might hear you.”
“It’s in a box in the attic.”
“That’s what you think. I dragged it out when you weren’t looking. How else do you think I could have agreed to having our daughter?”
I close my eyes. Billi has always had a knack for turning my mood around, even if she is ridiculous.
“I figured that was due to my charm and undeniable sexiness.” My arms tighten at her waist, and she leans up for a kiss.
“If I never hear either of you say the word sex again…I’ll forgive it this one time. Gross guys. All that making out is burning my eyes.” Our sixteen-year-old daughter walks into the house holding an apple nearly as red as her hair. “I picked this off the tree in the back, along with a few more. Figured I would make a pie tonight in honor of grandma.” Her watery voice breaks a bit on the last word. The two of them were close, about as close as two people with generations between them can be.
I smile at her thoughtfulness, overcome with gratitude, remembering the day we told Sally she was going to be a grandmother. How happy she was that day. All the preparations. All the excitement. That day, Sally finally agreed to let me fix up her house, saying no grandchild of hers would crawl around on dirty floors.
A daughter. Our daughter, Billi’s, and mine.
The second we found out Billi was pregnant, we knew it would be a girl. Just like we knew what her name would be, without question.
We named her Sally.
Sweet, sweet Sally.
As sweet as her namesake.

THE
END
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PROLOGUE
London 1859

The old woman slowly turned the bound volume in her hands. examining the spine, tracing the embossed gold lettering, running a long finger over the rich leather that cracked when she opened its pages. The hand-written volume groaned against the strain of sitting dormant until now. Her eyes traveled the length of the first page, quietly devouring it before moving to the second. Suddenly she looked up with a narrowed stare.
“This story is yours?”
Dickens nodded, intent on keeping eye contact though his heartbeat paused for a moment; as always, the success of this book would be determined by the fortune teller’s impression. Some thought his superstition absurd. He, however, believed it to be as vital as breathing. It was a ritual he would not soon quit.
“Yes, I wrote it in its entirety.”
His mind wandered to the dear friend who had been present for every tangible moment in his lifetime. From childhood fights and pick-up games in the back field between their conjoined properties to weddings and the births of each other’s children, not to mention a scandalous divorce—his friend’s, of course.
Dickens thought he knew everything about his friend.
But he had never, not once, ever heard the raspy-voiced tale the man spun from the confines of his infirmary bed right before he died.
“I wrote every word,” Dickens insisted for a second time, his mind sticking on the lie.
“I spent my first five years in a home for parentless children,” his friend had told him.
Dickens tightened his grip on his friend’s hand, knowing the minutes that remained between them were fragile and precious. “I always assumed your parents were your parents.”
“They were.” A single nod to emphasize the conviction in his words. “They were the only parents I ever knew. They rescued me and changed my life; a blessed contrast to the horrors of the parentless home.”
Parentless home. A softer, less abrasive phrase his friend used to describe a place filled with unimaginable horror. Abuse was the one constant. Meals withheld for days at a stretch was another. Wet, pillowless beds, and filthy tattered clothes. Missing children, there one day and gone the next. His friend unfolded the tale in whispered details…the first six years of a life Dickens never knew about. He met the boy on his seventh birthday, and by then, all was shiny and bright—new shoes, slicked hair, white teeth gleaming and stainless. A thin layer of polish hid even the most tarnished of pain, as Dickens himself knew all too well.
“Why have you never told me this story?” he asked.
At this, his friend opened his eyes and looked sidelong in his direction. “You’re the storyteller, my friend. I, myself, am private. Some things are better taken to the grave. My beginnings are one of those things.”
Outwardly, Dickens agreed with his friend’s sentiment. Inwardly, his mind had begun to spin with possibilities.
Even now, Dickens felt himself burn with that familiar flush of hidden shame.
The woman saw it. “You may have written it, but this story was not yours to tell. You are telling a falsehood. The question is why.”
Why? Because an idea had already sparked, one that made his heart race for a myriad of conflicting reasons. His publishing partner wanted something personal—an autobiography of sorts confined inside the loose constraints of fiction. If he wanted to maintain a relationship with his partner, this was the requirement. Make it personal was the official note. Now that he had a story idea, he’d make it personal indeed.
His back stiffened. “I don’t have to explain myself.” Too late, he realized the slip. Her smile was slow and telling. He’d all but admitted guilt for something she couldn’t possibly have known beforehand.
“And the man who told this story…he would agree? Or would he demand an explanation as well?”
“He’s no longer with us, so it’s a moot point. He wanted me to write it, or he wouldn’t have shared the story with me in the first place.” Adding that last bit of truth made the lie easier to validate.
“That is untrue,” she said sharply. “It is an evil thing you’ve done, stealing personal information from someone you called beloved. Not everyone wants their story put on display.” She stroked her chin in thought, then pointed a sharp fingernail at the manuscript. “Beginning today, it will be stripped from your possession and not used for your benefit. Instead, it’s purpose will forever be to tell the story of others, as was meant to happen when you first heard your friend tell his own story. You will have no control of this book, and it will come and go at its own choosing.”
He scoffed, incredulous at her preposterous notions and flagrant disregard for his work. Books did not flit and flow no matter what sort of woman proclaimed it so.
“You cannot possibly—”
“You underestimate me.”
The air thickened, the sky grew dark. When the woman smiled, his spine grew cold. Why had he come here? He needed to leave at once. Dickens frantically gathered the book and stuffed it inside his bag.
“I won’t be paying you for your service. Everything you’ve said is nonsense and not worth a single quid.” He stood abruptly, knocking the chair backward in his haste. “I’m leaving and taking my book with me, and I won’t be coming back.”
She leaned back in her chair, tenting her fingers like a woman unconcerned. “Very well. I wish you success in beginning again.”
Dickens went rigid. There wouldn’t be a need to begin again.
With steel blades scratching down his spine, he crashed through the front door, frantic to get away. Blasted woman with her unfounded accusations. This was his book! It was his story to tell! No one would take it away from him. Works of fiction weren’t required to contain the truth.
With each step he put between himself and the fortune-teller, he relaxed, his mind wandering to the day ahead. He intended to purchase more ink and paper for his next book. The thought eased his mind, and he began to whistle, slowly delighting in the bustle of the city around him. London was a marvelous town when one looked up from the confines of writing. Steering his mind away from the woman’s chilling words took effort, but all worthwhile things did, did they not?
He strolled past the cobbler currently working with a length of leather. Past the blacksmith pounding an iron horseshoe into submission. The fish monger displayed an impressive offering of fish and raw oysters. All in all, it was a typical weekday. One filled with a flurry of activity and the occasional lull, such as the child lying across the sidewalk flipping lazily through a worn copy of Romeo and Juliet—a classic, if not one of the more boring reads in Dickens’ own opinion. Killing oneself for love was a weak foundation for romance. He stepped over the child and headed toward the Chronicle, using both hands to push open the front door of the building. He was greeted with a cool blast of air and an overwhelming scent of freshly inked paper, both sensations on his personal lists of favorites.
“Come to bring your writings, have you?” a man asked from behind a large press. He turned a crank and locked it, then wiped his hands on a coal-smudged apron. The man stuck out his hand, and Dickens heartily shook it.
“Good to see you, Aaron. Is Forster in?”
“No, he’s out now, but I’ll make sure he gets it.”
“Alright, but give it to no one else,” he instructed as always. “I have it right here in my satchel.” Pride came when one completed a book, as evident in Dickens’ own voice.
“Hand it over then. I’ll take it to his desk.”
Dickens opened his satchel. “I have no doubt that…” He rummaged through miscellaneous papers, searched again, then glanced up to offer what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Give me one moment. I’m sure it’s here.”
“Something wrong?” the man asked.
“No, no.” But saying something is so doesn’t make it that way. “It was just right here. I’m positive it still is…” His voice trailed off as he looked again.
“I wish you success in beginning again,” the woman had said.
Dickens’ hand stopped moving as the words rolled through his conscious. It was an exercise in futility, he was dreadfully certain. As much as he wished to deny it…
The book was gone.
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EVERY STORY HAS A BEGINNING…
California, 1947

It’s only once in a lifetime a man comes across a find as rare as this. An old copy of Great Expectations, its spine nearly shouting at him from its spot at the top of the stack of other tattered and discarded editions. Pick me up, pick me up. Theodore hesitated, all the while knowing it would be a shame if some other chap happened by and snatched it up.
His grandfather had a tale of this happening once to him as he was perusing a downtown rummage sale. He came upon a painting tucked behind a stack of rubber tires priced at thirty-five cents apiece. A steal of a deal as far as tires go.
The stories are uncanny in their similarities seeing as both treasures were found surrounded by used items relatively devoid of worth.
Hopefully, the similarities wouldn’t end there. Three years later, his grandfather sold that same painting for six million dollars. And that is why his grandson, a one Mr. Theodore Keyes, was standing here today. Out alone as he now preferred, on a street corner in Beverly Hills, wearing a Gilbert Adria plaid jacket and a khaki Hamburg hat on a rare day off from trying and failing to practice medicine, looking over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching.
Much like his grandfather had done all those years ago with the painting.
Theodore blinked again at the sight in front of him, the war-wound scar above his right eyebrow beginning to throb as it had these past three years when excitement crept forward. Since the war ended and took all that he valued with it, excitement about anything was a rare commodity. Now that spot pounded with the certainty of what he’d stumbled across. Buxton Books on fortieth and third was quite oppositely uncertain. Why on earth would a bookstore who dealt almost exclusively in antiques keep a book that quite obviously surpassed any other antique edition out here on the sidewalk? With the late afternoon sun beating down viciously on it, no less. It was preposterous. The store should have its license revoked on the grounds of book abuse, and then it should be fined a substantial sum due to neglect.
As a doctor himself, the least he could do was save it from certain oblivion. If, in the process, the book turned out to be worth as much as he suspected, then he supposed it to be simply a perk of happenstance. His perk, specifically. And Peter’s mother’s, of course. Most of the money would go to her; he owed the woman at least that much.
Theodore touched two grayish strings that emerged from the book’s binding, and then ran a fingernail over the spine's length. The book’s mahogany leather was worn at the seams from years of use, but there was no denying the fabric's richness. With one finger, he eased open the cover, listening as the binding protested from the bother of being disturbed. If books could talk, this one might be rife with complaints.
The words, “Story by Charles Dickens” stared back at him, curious words because they appeared to be handwritten in a sloppy scrawl unlike the rest of the printed text. He turned a page, only to be greeted with the date. 1859. No publisher was listed. Theodore frowned. His heartbeat quickened by three. As a Dickens’ enthusiast himself, Theodore knew quite well that Great Expectations was published in 1860 and 1861 by Chapman and Hall Publishers in three separate volumes. Before that, it was published in serial installments for All the Year Round and Harper’s Weekly magazine. The book wasn’t published in its entirety until 1862 so the date referenced three years prior was particularly flummoxing. An anomaly, if you will. An obvious misprint. Blasphemy, in the worst case.
That sealed it for him. He would buy the book, do a bit of research, have it appraised, and hope for the best. At the very least, this might be a fun story to tell his grandchildren one day, the story of how he’d found a rare copy of Great Expectations, cashed it in for a few million dollars, and spent the rest of his life traveling the western seas. After he’d invented a cure for cancer, of course. If one were dreaming, he might as well dream fully.
Theodore froze, momentarily struck motionless by the idea he was dreaming anything pleasant at all. The war had robbed him of the ability to live inside anything but nightmares, or so he thought. Maybe, just maybe, better dreams might one day come back to life.
Sparing another glance over his shoulder, Theodore picked up the book. He tucked it under his arm, intent on taking it to the register to pay the two dollars asking price. Reaching for his wallet, he slipped out the necessary bills and pushed through the front door.
It was then he was hit with an unexpected blast of cold air, wind so chilly it knocked the breath from him and sent him reeling backwards. As for the other shoppers, no one turned around. No one noticed when Theodore gripped his head, fell to the floor…
And disappeared.
Leaving behind his wallet and two single dollar bills that slowly cartwheeled down the street.

To keep reading, buy Before Time Runs Out on Amazon:
https://amzn.to/3QVrdCS
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