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BLURB
When her child’s life is at stake, a mother will do anything to save him.
Clara McNair is running out of time to save her son, James. When the two-year-old is diagnosed with a rare form of brain cancer, only an experimental treatment can save his life. She desperately needs money to pay for the surgery, but she’ll have to travel back to the site of her darkest memories to get it.
Clara has escaped the demons of her youth—or so she thinks. It’s been ten years since the mysterious disappearance of her parents. Widely suspected of murdering her mother and father, Clara fled west to start a new life. Now, a documentary film crew is offering cold, hard cash—enough to pay for James’s treatment—in exchange for the sordid secrets of her past.
With no other choice but to delve into a long-ago tragedy, Clara must unravel the lies surrounding that terrible night. Facing hostile gossip, Clara is fighting to clear her name and learn the truth about what really happened. But how far will she go into the dark to save her son—and herself?
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Jo Crow gave ten years of her life to the corporate world of finance, rising to be one of the youngest VPs around. She carved writing time into her commute to the city, but never shared her stories, assuming they were too dark for any publishing house. But when a nosy publishing exec read the initial pages of her latest story over her shoulder, his albeit unsolicited advice made her think twice. 
A month later, she took the leap, quit her job, and sat down for weeks with pen to paper. The words for her first manuscript just flew from her. Now she spends her days reading and writing, dreaming up new ideas for domestic noir fans, and drawing from her own experiences in the cut-throat commercial sector.
Not one to look back, Jo is all in, and can’t wait for her next book to begin.
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Dense red clay was pushing between the teeth. Pond mist drifted across the manicured lawns, wisping through the dark eye sockets. Parts of the cranium were shaded a vile yellow-brown, where decomposing leaves clung to its surface like bile expressed from a liver. The jawbone was separated from the skull, its curved row of teeth pointing skyward to greet the rising sun.
Two feet away, closer to the oak tree, other bones were piled haphazardly: a pelvis, high iliac crests and subpubic angle; a femur, caked with dirt, jammed into his empty skull. Sunlight decorated the brittle bones in long, lazy strips and darkened hairline fractures till they blended with the shed behind them.
It was peaceful here, mostly. The pond no longer bubbled, its aerator decayed by time; weed-clogged flowerbeds no longer bloomed—hands that once worked the land long ago dismissed. Fog blanketed the area, as if drawn by silence. Once, a startled shriek woke the mourning doves and set them all into flight.
It was the first time in ten years the mammoth magnificence of the Blue Ridge Mountains had scrutinized these bones; the first song in a decade the mourning doves chorused to them from their high perch.
A clatter split apart the dawn; the skull toppled over as it was struck with another bone.
In a clearing, tucked safely behind the McNair estate, someone was whistling as they worked at the earth. The notes were disjointed and haphazard, like they were an afterthought. They pierced the stillness and, overhead, one of the mourning doves spooked and took flight, rustling leaves as it rose through the mist.
A shovel struck the wet ground, digging up clay and mulch, tossing it onto the growing mound to their left. The whistling stopped, mid note, and a contemplative hum took its place.
Light glinted on the silvery band in the exposed clay—the digger pocketed it—the shovel struck the ground again; this time, it clinked as it hit something solid.
Bone.
A hand dusted off decayed vegetative matter and wrested the bone from its tomb. Launching it into the air, it flew in a smooth arc, and crashed into the skull like a bowling pin, scattering the remains across the grass. With a grunt of satisfaction, the digger rose and started to refill the hole from the clay mound.
When it was filled and smoothed, and the sod was replaced over the disrupted ground, the digger lifted the shovel and strolled into the woods, one hand tucked in a pocket as they whistled a cheery tune lost to the morning fog.

For two days, the bones rested on the grass by the shed, until they were placed, carefully, into forensic evidence bags in a flurry of urgent activity: flashing police cameras, and gawking, small-town rookie officers who’d never seen their like before.

Silence blanketed the McNair estate once more, and the looming, distant mountains stood watch over a town that had seen too little so long ago, and now knew too much.
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In 2007, on the night of June 19th, my parents, Richard and Glenda McNair, went missing from our family home on the outskirts of Hickory Hills, North Carolina.” My lips drew thin as my throat clenched, knotting in a way that threatened to bring tears. “The last traces of them were found in a shed on land behind the main house, where forensic testing confirmed the blood recovered at the scene was a match with both my mother and father. The awful details of the case gained national attention, but despite widespread interest and extensive investigation, Richard and Glenda McNair simply disappeared; I never saw them again after that night.”
“Cut.”
I let my shoulders slump, and dropped the stoic, distant look from my face. The sorrow welling in my chest manifested instead, dragging at my lips. Talking about their disappearance was still a struggle. No matter where I ran, or what I did to occupy my mind, my parents were always there. I had never stopped worrying over what had become of them, wondering why they left me.
Revisiting memories, here, in this place, only made that pain more real.
“It was good, but not great,” Samuel said, scratching his chin. His eyes were set on the small screen jutting off the side of the stationary camera. “I’m thinking it’ll be more effective to move you off to the side of their graves instead of between them. More artistic. Leaves the eye to wander and the viewer to wonder. The delivery of your lines was crisp, but the second half a little foggier than the first. Keep in mind you need to maintain the same tone of voice throughout the introduction.”
“Yes, Mr. Lowery.” It was the last thing I wanted to say, but I was bound by obligation.
“We’re at risk of losing the dynamic light from sunrise. If we’re going to stick to our production schedule, we need to get moving. Get her into position, people. Heidi, touch up her makeup. The camera is picking up the smudges at the corners of her eyes and they’re not doing us any favors.
“And what the hell is going on with her shoes? The red clay makes it look like she just waded through a puddle of blood. Get that cleaned up, or switch the shoes, or do something. If we’re going to hook the viewer, we can’t leave her looking like she just traipsed through a slaughterhouse.”
“Yes, Mr. Lowery,” Heidi chirped.
As an assistant guided me from my position between the memorial stones to stand off to the side at an angle, Heidi balanced her makeup palette on her arm and wielded a beauty blender. She touched the sponge against the palette, feather-light, then went to work. As the sponge dabbed away imperfections at the corners of my eyes, I recited the same thing I’d been telling myself since I returned.
I’m doing it for him.
The thought was a small comfort, but seeing James nested in the director’s chair, fast asleep, drove the feeling home. I wasn’t going to let another setback stop me now. I had good reasons for agreeing to be a part of this documentary, and no matter how hard it was coming back, I was going to see it through.
“You’re looking great,” Heidi whispered as she traded the beauty blender for an aerosol can of setting spray. I closed my eyes as she spritzed it on my face. “You’re going to look fabulous, movie-star gorgeous. The natural light is really bringing out your inner beauty. You’re glowing.”
“Only because of the highlights you applied,” I murmured, but I smiled anyway. “It’s your work.”
Heidi waved dismissively as she stepped back. “Give yourself a little credit, honey. I can put a client in great makeup, but it takes the right kind of person to pull it off. Are you sure you’ve never acted before? There are some people Samuel uses who are just… well. When I say it takes the right kind of person, I know what I’m talking about. Not even Hollywood-level makeup can save a performance dead in the water, but you’re a natural actress, aren’t you?”
“I don’t know,” I murmured, biting down on the inside of my lip. “I guess. Sometimes, life forces you to pretend you’re something you’re not, doesn’t it?”
“Quiet on set. We’re about to start shooting again.” Samuel had moved to a different stationary camera, hovering behind it as he made his adjustments and framed the shot. I stood a little straighter, bracing for another take. “Clara, are you good to go?”
“I am, Mr. Lowery.”
“No, you’re not. Look at those goddamn shoes! Heidi, I told you—” He bunched his lips and narrowed his eyes, looking over his shoulder toward the lane. The area was cordoned off by traffic barricades and further reinforced by the cluster of production vehicles parked along the road, but they didn’t do much to stop the crowd who’d breached the area on foot.
Twenty strong and leering, they started to call out cutting words.
“Murderer!”
“Thief!”
“Heartless bitch!”
Faces I’d known in the past, but whose ugly sneers made them strangers to me now: Mr. Wexler had taught me history in the tenth grade. He glared at me like he’d never once sat at my side and patiently re-explained the impact of the Civil War on the industry and economy of the nation; Jill Fields, who’d run the bakery I’d worked at for a summer when I was sixteen, spat at me.
The hateful jeering had started again.
James began to stir; I rushed to his side, hoping he’d look up with dewy wonder in his eyes, then go back to sleep, as he always did. I didn’t want him exposed to the ugliness in Hickory Hills.
“Mama?” his voice was bleary.
“Go back to sleep, baby.” I dropped to my knees by the director’s chair. “You’re safe here.”
His eyes searched mine for meaning. He was too young to understand what was going on, or what it meant for us as a family, but he knew he could trust my word.
“For the love of—” Samuel planted a palm across his eyes and shook his head. “Where the hell is that security? We’ve got a documentary to shoot here, and I do not want our schedule disrupted. We’re losing light; I don’t want to wait until the next clear summer morning to take advantage of it again. Clara, get back on set. Heidi, make sure you get out those mud stains on the knees of her pants. I can still see them. And someone had better get these people away before today turns into a total wash.”
“Time to cut your losses,” a voice announced; it was closer than any of the others.
A tall man was crossing the site, his hands in his pockets and his shoulders broad with confidence. There was more gray in his hair now, and his face bore deeper wrinkles, but there was no mistaking who crossed the graveyard to approach me.
“Filming’s over for today, folks. I need to borrow your star.”
“Christ.” Samuel stepped back sharply from the camera, frustration flaming his cheeks. “And who the hell are you to tell me that?”
“Detective Tony Elkins.” The man took out his badge. He came to a stop several feet from where I crouched beside James. “You’ll have to excuse Miss McNair. She’s been out of town for a long, long time, and our reunion is long overdue.”
The restrained anger on Samuel’s face convinced me I’d be hearing about the incident—the interruption—later on, but, if I was honest, we wouldn’t have got much else done, regardless of Detective Elkins’s presence. Now that the local residents had tracked us down, I knew they wouldn’t leave us alone. It was going to be exactly as before.
“We’re taking a break, people,” Samuel announced, his voice rising over the cries of the townsfolk and the general hubbub on set. “Back in fifteen with battle plans for the rest of the day. Appreciate the downtime now because it’s not going to stay this way forever. You, detective. What did you say your name was again?”
“Elkins.” Detective Elkins’s face hardened. “While I appreciate you relinquishing your leading lady, I’m afraid my business here today isn’t with you. We’ll be taking our leave.”
Detective Elkins placed a hand on my shoulder and made a move to lead me away from the set, but Samuel threw up his hands to stop him.
“Hold on now. Hear me out.”
“I’d rather not.”
“What would you say to a featured spot in the documentary? We’re putting together a follow-up to reignite interest in the case on its ten-year anniversary. You’ve got the right kind of face to be in front of a camera, and some testimony from someone directly involved in the case should—”
“Forget it.” Detective Elkins pushed me forward, firmly, but not unkindly. “I’ve got one job to do, and I’m not going be distracted by a money-grab capitalizing on the misfortune of others.”
“But you were there on the night of the disappearance, weren’t you?” Samuel asked. “Detective Tony Elkins, newly minted into his position and eager to prove himself, only to come face-to-face with a case no one could solve. You know more about the investigation than anyone.”
“And it’s going to stay that way.” Detective Elkins continued to guide me forward. I almost tripped over my own feet, but caught myself before I could fall. “Thanks for the offer, but no thanks. Hollywood isn’t the place for me.” He leaned closer and spoke against the back of my ear so that only I could hear it. “And it sure as hell isn’t the place for you, either, McNair. If you think you can blind me with dazzling lights, you’re more deluded than I originally thought.”
We left Samuel behind. When we were out of earshot, Detective Elkins brought me to a stop. From where I stood, I could still see James. As long as I could keep my eyes on him, I knew he’d be okay.
Keeping James’s location in my peripheral vision, I looked up into Detective Elkins’s dark eyes and braced myself for what was to come. I found no sympathy on the detective’s face, but it didn’t surprise me. I’d always known he’d be coming to find me, though I hadn’t anticipated it would be so soon.
“What is this about, detective?” I asked. There was no chance James was going to fall asleep now, so I stepped around to block him from Detective Elkins’s line of sight.
“There’s been a development.” Elkins’s eyes hardened, the darkness in his gaze solidifying into coals. “Remains were discovered on the McNair estate—on your land, Miss McNair. I’m going to need you to come with me to answer some questions.”
No.
My lips parted, but I held my jaw firm by sheer force of will. I hadn’t spoken to my mother for close to a decade; they had vanished overnight. Gone in the morning. Their graves were empty markers that represented what everyone in town thought they already knew had happened to them. Back then, the grounds had been searched, no corner left unturned. It couldn’t be them. For their remains to appear now…
“How do you know they have got anything to do with me?” I asked, steeling myself for whatever was to come.
“Because I don’t need forensics to tell me the bones we found are old.” The lines in the corners of his mouth tightened. “Around ten years, I reckon. And I don’t need any DNA testing to tell me what I can see with my own eyes. The skeletons are missing parts of their fingers, McNair. Fractured at the exact point of the digits we found. But you’d remember all the details, wouldn’t you? Every splintered bone?”
My stomach churned. Nothing I’d said back then had convinced him I was innocent, that he should keep looking for my parents, that it was nothing to do with me. Nausea struck so hard and so fast I suffered whiplash, and all I could do was cover my mouth with my hands as the memories flooded back. Talking to the camera had been hard, but talking to the same detective who’d been on the case? The one I’d stood behind in the shed as he’d examined the severed fingers? It was too much.
“We’ll talk at the station.” I looked away from Detective Elkins to glance at James, who was watching me closely. James was my grounding force. The last thing I wanted was for him to see me suffering. I needed to be strong. “I’ll meet you there.”
“No. You’re coming with me.”
I took a small step back, my eyes widening as his message sank in. Coming with him? I’d rather have cut off my own fingers than sit in the back of his police cruiser while he paraded me through town like a prize pony. Every hateful face assuming my guilt proven, ready to watch me fall. Hickory Hills held the keys to my future. I needed to stay, and riding in the back of Detective Elkins’s cruiser wouldn’t make it easy.
But there was no room for argument in Detective Elkins’s voice. If I didn’t comply, he’d keep pushing until he got his way. I knew my rights, but I also knew how hard the detective could make my life if he chose to. Picking my battles was just as important as winning the war, and I was too emotionally exhausted to expend energy on a fight I knew I wouldn’t win.
I drew a deep breath and trusted fate. “Then you’re going to have to wait. I need to make sure someone can take care of my son before I go anywhere.”
Detective Elkins looked over my shoulder at James, then locked eyes with me. When he spoke, his tone was measured. “Don’t keep me waiting long, McNair.”
“I don’t plan to.”
There was at least one soul I could still trust—a pillar of strength in my time of need. As the protesters cussed at me from afar and Detective Elkins stared me down with venomous disapproval, I scooped James into my arms and paced across the graveyard to make a call that was long overdue.
“Hello?” A familiar female voice chirped in my ear when the call connected. The sound parted the darkness in my soul like the beam of a lighthouse breaking through heavy fog.
“Hey, Amanda, it’s Clara.” I closed my eyes and prayed Amanda’s private Facebook message to me had been sincere. “I know this is sudden, but you did say I could call on you if I needed anything. I need to ask you a huge favor…”

I watched Amanda Harwood duck around the traffic barricades and jog to my side. Her blonde hair was swept up into a messy ponytail, fastened high atop her head. It swished back and forth with every rapid step she took, marking her progress like a metronome. Ten years had aged her face in subtle ways, but time had been kind to my once best friend. She was still as breathtakingly pretty as when we were teenagers.
“Clara!” Amanda gasped when she was within comfortable speaking distance. She swept me into her arms in the next second and held me tight, and I circled my arms around her, letting my head rest on her shoulder. The ocean breeze Amanda had been so fond of when we were teenagers had been replaced with a scent far more mature and sophisticated; it suited her—complex, yet playful.
Her embrace brought down my tension. We hadn’t done a good job at keeping in touch over the years, but my subconscious instantly ushered her back into my life as the sister I’d never had.
Between true friends, time and distance mean nothing at all. She was older, and she held herself with the pride of a woman instead of the uncertainty of a girl but, to me, she was still Amanda.
From the way she held me, it was clear she felt the same.
“You have no idea how much I missed you,” I whispered into her ear.
Detective Elkins watched us, and so did Samuel. While Detective Elkins was watching me, Samuel was eating up Amanda. The blatant interest made me uncomfortable, so I closed my eyes and focused on Amanda’s caring embrace.
“I’m so sorry to call you like this, but… things have sort of come up, and I need some help.”
“No, I totally understand.” Amanda released me, keeping hold of my arms. She ran her thumbs in soothing arcs, stroking my skin. “God, it’s good to see you. I didn’t think we’d ever meet again.”
“I wasn’t sure we would, either.”
“This isn’t teatime, ladies,” Detective Elkins barked from where he stood. “McNair, now that your babysitter’s here, you need to come with me. If your plan is to chitchat until the morgue closes, it’s not going to work. It’s time to go.”
Amanda took a step back, dropping my arms; her wide eyes searching my gaze for answers. “Morgue? Clara, what’s going on?”
I took in a grounding breath and prepared myself to share what I’d just learned. “Bones have been found on the McNair estate. The police think they might be my parents.”
Amanda covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head slowly in disbelief. When the shock lessened, she glared at Detective Elkins, then looked back at me. “Don’t let him get to you, honey, no matter what’s happened. He’s doing his best to tear you down, like always, but you need to stay strong.”
“I’m trying.”
“And you can keep trying down at the morgue.” Detective Elkins stepped forward, wedging himself between us.
The intrusion raised the hairs on the back of my neck, and I balled my fists instinctively. Who was he to make demands like that while I was going through such a hard time?
“It’s like I said, Clara. Keep strong. You’ve got this.” Amanda acted as though Detective Elkins wasn’t there, stepping around him so she could make eye contact with me. In the early morning light, the greens of her irises were muted, gray. They matched the distant peaks of the Blue Ridge Mountains, shadowed by forests and only now kissed by sunrise. She held my hand, and I felt the rage dissipate. “I know firsthand the pain you’re feeling right now, but that means I also know that no matter how bad life gets, you can get through it as long as you let love into your heart. You’ve got this, Clara.”
“Touching, ladies.” Detective Elkins trudged toward me, his arms crossed loosely over his chest. “But touching isn’t doing anyone any favors. McNair and I have serious business to attend to, and the sooner we get to it, the better.”
I glanced at Detective Elkins.
Amanda offered me a reassuring smile and patted my arm. “I don’t know how much trouble you’re in,” she whispered, “but I know you’re going to see this thing through. I believe in you.”
“Before I go, there are some things you need to know about James.” I looked to the director’s chair. During the wait, James had fallen back asleep. Early morning sunlight bathed his short hair and turned it rich brown. Shadows cast from the bridge of his nose darkened half of his face. He slept so soundly that, for a minute, it was easy to believe nothing was wrong. “There’s a chance while he’s with you he’ll lose control of the muscles of his face, or have problems moving his eyes. He might be sick to his stomach. For the last month he’s been on an upswing, but it could come back at any time. I just want you to know if his condition worsens it’s not your fault.”
Sympathy clouded Amanda’s face. “Clara… I remember reading your posts on Facebook about James’s health, but I had no idea—”
“It’s okay.” There was so much more I wanted to tell her, but with Detective Elkins hovering nearby and Samuel eying Amanda like she was the sugar his sweet tooth needed, I couldn’t. That conversation would have to wait. “He’s why I’m here; he’s the reason I found the courage to come back. He’s a fighter, and I’m going to fight for him, too. I just need you to know if something happens, we’re aware, and there’s nothing we—or you—can do, except ride it out until it passes. Not right now. All I ask is you let him sleep when he needs it, and make sure he stays hydrated. He needs foods with high caloric content, but without trans fats. Peanut butter—spread real thin— soft cheese, mashed avocado and milk—”
“Avocado?” Amanda interrupted. “Will mashed bananas be okay? It’s just the cost—”
“Sure,” I hurried on, embarrassed I didn’t consider her situation wouldn’t have improved since we were kids. “The doctors want him to graze throughout the day if at all possible. I understand if you can’t stick too close to the routine, since it’s so last minute, but—”
“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he has what he needs,” Amanda promised. Understanding lay thick between us. Our friendship still ran deep. “But at the same time, I want to make sure I’m taking care of you, too. If you need anything at all, call me up and let me know, okay? I’ll be there for you as soon as I can.”
I gave them one last look, letting the sight of my son asleep on the director’s chair crystallize in my memory before I stepped toward him and set a hand on his shoulder. He stirred from his sleep and looked up at me with heavily lidded eyes. “Mama?”
“Hey, baby,” I whispered, “I’ve got to go take care of some business, so I’m going to leave you with my best friend in the whole world, Amanda. Do you think you can be good for her?”
I lifted James from the chair and took him over to meet Amanda. She curled her fingers in a wave and winked at him, and James yawned and nestled against my chest. “Okay.”
“We’re going to have fun.” Amanda came a little closer, her smile easy and her eyes softened with affection. “Okay, bud?”
James said nothing, but he didn’t argue when I held him out to Amanda and she took him into her arms. Seconds later, he’d fallen back to sleep. I knew everything was going to be okay.
“I’ll follow you in my car,” I told Detective Elkins. I refused to be dependent on him—I didn’t trust anyone in this town to want to do me any favors.
“If you run, I will find you.”
“I know.” I stood taller, refusing to let him get to me. Even though everything that could go wrong was going wrong, I wasn’t going to let it stop me from doing what I needed to do. I would make this documentary, no matter what. “I’m not running, detective.” The sooner I came face-to-face with my past, the sooner I could prove my innocence.
“We have that in common, then.” Detective Elkins nodded his chin toward the line of parked production cars. Mine was parked there, and I assumed his was, too. “Let’s get going. I’m not interested in wasting anymore time.”
“Neither am I.”
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The drive to the morgue gave me the time I needed to pull my thoughts together. Hands clutched tight to the steering wheel, eyes on the horizon, I tried to come to terms with what I was about to witness.
Ten years. Ten long years, my parents had been missing. I’d always known the chance they’d turn up out of the blue was slim, but to hear they were dead—their remains had been discovered—shook me in a way I hadn’t been prepared for. The illusion that somewhere, somehow, they were safe was shattered. The small sliver of hope I’d held in my heart was plucked out, and the space it left behind bled.
They were gone—truly gone—and now I had to confront that head-on.
Tears stung the corners of my eyes, and I blinked them away. Bones? Such a simple word. But I was stunned to think they could be all that was left of the people I’d once loved. People who’d cared for me and sheltered me even when I’d been less than excellent to them. It shook me. Coming back had been my only choice, and I’d returned with my head held high.
Now?
At that point, I could barely stand the idea that the decade-old mystery of what had become of my parents was resolved, even though there was no other possible outcome. Deep down, I’d always known my parents were dead, but confronting the facts was harder than living in fantasy.
I couldn’t lose myself in make-believe any longer.
Detective Elkins turned into the parking lot at the morgue. A singular silver Acura was parked a fair distance from the door. Detective Elkins parked next to it, and I pulled in a space over.
This was it.
I drew a deep breath and took the keys from the ignition. Behind the brick walls of the building in front of me was the reality I’d been running from. Hickory Hills had its claws on me, and it wasn’t about to let me go.
The seatbelt snapped back into place behind my shoulder. I opened the car door and stepped out to find Detective Elkins circling his vehicle, hands in his pockets, shoulders back. The silver in his hair glinted in the sunlight. Had it not been for the stern look and the ice in his eyes, he might have been attractive, but time had shaped our relationship in such a way that I couldn’t see past his distrustful gaze.
“Let’s go, McNair.” He led the way to the front door, holding it open for me. I passed him, entering the lobby.
The room was small, only large enough for a few plastic waiting room chairs. The white tile floor shone, immaculately clean, and the pale blue paint on the walls looked recently done. On the wall immediately across from the front door was a reinforced glass pane, behind which sat a young woman with fiery red hair. Her eyes were down when I stepped through the door, but as Detective Elkins made his way into the lobby, she looked up. Through thick, horn-rimmed glasses, she examined us and nodded politely.
Detective Elkins nodded back. He stepped forward to talk to her, back to me, while I let myself adjust to my new surroundings. Though the lobby was clean, there was a smell in the air like bleach and something else—something subtly noxious and chemical—that left me feeling uncomfortable. It settled in my bones and crept beneath my skin, raising the hair on my arms.
Was it the smell of death?
I didn’t want to think about it. With James’s health in decline, it hit too close to home. Had I lost my parents?
The red-headed girl behind the glass pane leaned over to look at me from around Detective Elkins. I noticed her movement and met her gaze. A flash of surprise and embarrassment widened her eyes, and she ducked back behind Detective Elkins’s frame to continue their conversation. He spoke to her in low tones I couldn’t hear, but I didn’t need to hear the words he said to know the topic at hand. Not after the way she’d looked at me.
If his goal was to make me feel vulnerable, it wasn’t working.
“All right, McNair.” Detective Elkins pushed away from the glass pane separating us from the woman manning the front desk. “We have clearance to go in. Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
The woman at the desk was no longer sitting where she’d been just moments before. The door near the reception desk clicked, then swung open. I glimpsed the woman on the other side, but she dodged my eye.
“We’re meeting with Dr. Nash downstairs.” Detective Elkins led the way, heading through the door without hesitation. He walked with confidence I tried to emulate, but couldn’t quite pull off. A short hallway with several doors ended in a staircase dipping down into the bowels of the building. “He’s been examining the remains since they were recovered this morning.”
What was I supposed to say to that? Numb, I followed down the stairs. The chemical smell grew stronger, tingling at the back of my nose and fogging my head. If Detective Elkins smelled it, he didn’t let on.
“You ever been in a morgue, McNair?”
“I wish you’d stop calling me that.” He was doing it on purpose, just like the last time our paths had crossed. The constant utterance of my surname was meant to get under my skin and remind me I wasn’t a person to him—I was a job. A name. A danger. But I was older and wiser. It shouldn’t have bothered me as much as it did. “My name is Clara.”
Detective Elkins chuckled. I received no other reply.
At the bottom of the stairs, he directed me down a small hall lit by overhead panel lights. White tile shone here, too, as though the dead cared for cleanliness. We passed a set of doors, one on either side of the hall, before Detective Elkins came to a stop and politely knocked on door 103. He tested the handle. The door opened. He looked over his shoulder and nodded toward the doorway as if to invite me through. The last thing I wanted was to be the first inside, knowing who—and what—waited for me, but there was no way I could refuse.
I drew in a breath so deep my lungs ached, then let it out and stepped through the door into the examination room.
I’d never been to a morgue before, and I wasn’t sure what to expect. The examination room was small and kept just as clean as the rest of the building, but the chemical smell was thicker here. Stainless steel countertops stretched along the back wall, supported by cabinets kept under lock and key. The countertops were devoid of clutter. I noticed several large metal trays stacked, clean and empty.
But what drew my eye wasn’t the room’s tidy counters or the state of the tile. In the middle of the room, its wheels locked into place, was a metal-topped examination table covered by a plastic sheet. A man stood by the table, a clear shower cap snapped over his brown hair and a blue surgical mask stretched over his nose and mouth. Blue scrubs hid his lanky body, but I could tell by the way the fabric billowed that he was slender. When we entered, he was crouching over the examination table.
“Good morning, Dr. Nash.” Detective Elkins brushed by me, taking the lead.
I’d be lying if I said I didn’t consider running. The door was open, Detective Elkins was distracted, and I knew what Dr. Nash was examining on that table. But running wasn’t an option. Not with the documentary. My only chance to get James the medical assistance he needed was to see the documentary through, and I wouldn’t allow myself to sabotage that process, no matter how uncomfortable I felt. Or how much Detective Elkins pushed me.
James was the light of my life, and I wasn’t going to let him flicker and fade away.
“Detective Elkins. I didn’t realize you’d be here so soon. Let me just finish up and—” Dr. Nash brushed off his gloved hands, then stood straight. When he turned, I caught a glimpse of what was on his exam table.
Bones.
My stomach turned.
“There we go. I’m afraid I haven’t had any time to clean up. I’ve spent the morning photographing the way the dirt’s accumulated on the bones, taking samples, in an attempt to figure out where they were buried originally, and how long they’ve been in the ground—and how long out of it. So far, the results—for what we have—are inconclusive. I have some ideas, but I’ll need a little more time to gather evidence to piece the puzzle together. We’re running the usual tests for the cause of death, but results don’t exactly happen overnight.” Dr. Nash snapped off one glove, then the other. He chucked both into a small trash can not far from the exam table. Then his gaze turned to me. “And who is the young lady in your company this morning?”
“This is Clara McNair.”
The statement hung stale in the air between us, as if my name was a curse that sucked the energy from a room. I couldn’t see Dr. Nash’s mouth beneath his mask, but I was certain he was frowning. The sparkle in his eyes turned from enthused to something I couldn’t pin down. It wasn’t quite sympathy, but neither was it disdain.
“Well, I really wish I’d been given more notice. You have my apologies, Ms. McNair. Under usual circumstances, I would have arranged the deceased in our viewing room for family visitation; until we can get some DNA from you, and unless we learn otherwise, we’re working under the assumption these remains are Richard and Glenda McNair. Your mother and father, I believe?”
A maelstrom of emotions seized me, its gales making it impossible to work out what I really felt.
Fear. Hurt. Confusion. Hope.
I pushed through the storm.
“We’ll be genetically testing the remains to prove identities but, until then, as personal effects were also recovered, we felt it would assist our investigations if you could identify them—as closest kin, we need you to take a look.”
Personal effects? Detective Elkins hadn’t said anything about that. I glanced his way, desperate for an out, but he jutted his chin in the direction of the examination table. Heart heavy, I returned my gaze to Dr. Nash and nodded.
“Great. The objects have already been documented and removed from the… bones, so…” He stepped away from the examination table, and I saw beyond his frame for the first time.
What lay on the table squeezed my stomach so tightly I was sure I would be sick.
I wasn’t a doctor, but the courses I’d taken in human anatomy to supplement my neuropsychology degree enabled me to identify what was lying beneath the sheet: Ribs, startlingly jagged. A pubic bone, curved and open. But the sight that rattled me the deepest was the jawless skull with dirt caked in its eye sockets, its teeth yellowed by time. I curled my arms around my stomach and pushed through my discomfort.
They were just bones.
Bones that may, or may not, have once been a part of my life. In these bones lay answers, but confronting them brought me face-to-face with tremendous guilt.
A gloved hand met my shoulder, and I jumped. Dr. Nash stood behind me, his face drawn with concern. “You’re looking pale. Do you need a glass of water? I can arrange to have a chair brought in if you need it.”
“N-no. That’s fine.” I hadn’t realized I’d emoted, and I did my best to shut down my feelings. The less Detective Elkins knew, the better.
“All right then, let’s see…” Dr. Nash rooted through one of the cabinets beneath the stainless-steel countertop. He stood a moment later, several sealed bags in hand. They were transparent and labeled, but I didn’t need to read what they said. My mind was too busy recalling every time in my life I’d seen the objects now clutched in Dr. Nash’s hands.
My mother’s red dress, the one with the white lace underlay I’d thought once belonged to a princess when I was just five years old. She’d guarded that dress jealously for years, only wearing it on special occasions so it kept its allure, until one Christmas a member of the kitchen staff had tripped on the way to the table and spilled an entire bottle of red burgundy down the front. The stain had come out, but the illusion was ruined; afterward, she’d worn it with increased frequency—much to my delight. With her brown hair curled and pinned, her earlobes decorated with pearls, she really had looked like a princess. Now that same dress was stained irreparably, its lace like rust from exposure to the red clay so common in the area, and its bodice threadbare. Time had eaten away at the material, leaving parts of it frayed and torn.
Tears beaded in my eyes as I stepped forward, but Dr. Nash wasn’t done. When he placed the bagged dress on the countertop, beneath it was a smaller bag—a single pearl earring, its luster lost beneath filth. The twin was missing, buried in the tomb of red clay she’d been encased in all these years.
The tears in my eyes traced glossy pathways down my cheeks. I wrapped my arms around my chest and held myself, knowing I had to be strong, desperately wanting to be anything but.
“We found this on the woman,” Dr. Nash said. “And this on the man.”
From the same compartment, Dr. Nash withdrew a new set of bags. In the first was a scrap of torn fabric that had once been the sleeve to a suit jacket. Lying on it was a cufflink. It had been cleaned of dirt enough that I could make out the engraving: RM.
Richard McNair.
My father.
I squeezed my eyes shut, pushing the last of the tears from the corners. There was no doubt in my mind that the remains on Dr. Nash’s examination table belonged to my mother and father. The objects were too personalized to belong to anyone but them.
I recalled a time when I was twelve, watching my mother cup those same cufflinks in her hands as she fussed over my father, while he patiently stood at the door, looking debonair in his tuxedo. They were on their way to a wedding—whose, I didn’t know—and my mother had been worried all morning about forgetting something.
It would be just like you to forget your cufflinks, Richard. It’s such a small thing, but it’s something that really makes a difference.
I swallowed hard and let the memory go.
The bag with the cufflink hit the countertop, and I found the strength to open my eyes. Dr. Nash held one last item—a hairpiece. Discolored by time and made ratty by its burial, it was now little more than a knot of hair bonded to a common source; but no matter its condition, I recognized it. My father didn’t like to admit he was balding, and he’d gone to great lengths to conceal his hair loss.
The hairpiece was his.
“Are any of these objects familiar?” Dr. Nash asked. He laid them out on the countertop, side by side, a macabre collection of the last things my parents had ever touched. I pushed my lips together, trying my hardest not to let my voice dip or waver.
“I can confirm they belonged to my parents.” I spoke in a harsh whisper, my words shaped by tears yet shed. “The red dress, the cufflink… all of it.”
But something was missing. My mother’s wedding ring. It wasn’t there. She never took it off her finger. The 5.5-carat black opal was showstopping, its internal reds and greens and blues offset by dark base colors. Fastened in a platinum mounting with minuscule 0.25-carat diamond accents, it shone brighter than any other piece of jewelry I’d ever come across.
If a stone so remarkable hadn’t been recovered with the rest of her possessions, I held onto the small hope that maybe she was still alive. That she wasn’t lying on the table.
“Could it be a mistake?” I directed my question to Dr. Nash, but Elkins stepped in.
“The bones aren’t fake, if that’s what you’re getting at. Look at them.” He drew back the sheet, exposing them to the harsh light. “The ends are porous and filled with grime. Beneath the dirt, there’s discoloration.” He lifted a small bone with the tip of a pen he plucked from his inside pocket. “The grain of the calcium and phosphorous fibers are hard to replicate. Unless there are some particularly gifted artists this year at Hickory Hills High, these are real.”
Real. The word struck hard, and it left me numb. Real, human remains.
Detective Elkins shook his head, but his face was hardened, and there was no glint of sympathy in his eyes.
“Where were they found? Who found them?” I looked past Elkins at Dr. Nash, trying to understand what I was seeing.
Elkins crossed his arms loosely over his chest, observing the remains. “It’s too timely to be a coincidence, don’t you think? Ten years next week since they disappeared, according to the records. The bones were meant to be found.”
“But where?” I repeated.
“One of the police officers informed me this morning you’ve been in town a week; staying on the McNair estate, Officer Stevens said, in one of the staff houses. The main house is still in good condition, grounds maintained and such like; you wouldn’t know they had few groundskeepers.”
Realization dawned.
There was hostility there, a subtle statement that spoke volumes about what the murderer did and did not want. Detective Elkins was right: This was no coincidence. I wasn’t blind. Whoever had put my parents’ remains on the estate had brought identifying markers with them. They wanted me to know what had happened to them. More than that: They wanted to point the finger at me.
“Now, can you tell us where we can find the rest of their remains?” Detective Elkins asked. The rumbling depth of his voice cut through and reminded me why I was at the morgue, and who I was with. Detective Elkins would never trust me. In his eyes, I was already guilty.
He must have known that exposing me to the truth wasn’t going to get me to confess to a crime I never committed. I had nothing to do with their disappearance, and if he pushed me for more information while I was with their remains, I would exercise my right to remain silent and call my attorney. A decade wasn’t long enough; I’d forgotten how investigations like these worked. I knew that, as long as I was in Hickory Hills, I needed to be distrustful of the people around me, but most of all, I needed to steel myself against the detective who was convinced I was guilty.
But how could I blame him? The scene uncovered on the McNair estate was so gruesome and personal that an emotional attachment had to be assumed. All that had been found of my parents in 2007 were their severed fingertips and blood from their injuries. The hired help had gone for the night. I’d left the house that night, too, but the struggling teenage girl I’d been back then hadn’t thought to go somewhere that would give her a watertight alibi.
Anyway, the man I’d been with would never admit his connection to me.
“I didn’t do this.” My voice rattled when I spoke, the emotions I struggled to repress overwhelming my efforts. “I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I’m innocent. I don’t know where they are, or who did this—or why.”
All it took was one look to know Detective Elkins didn’t believe me. I shook my head.
“You can accuse me all you want, but it doesn’t change the facts. I love my parents. I didn’t do this.”
There was silence. It shook me deeper than any scalding criticism or statement of disbelief. I stared at the toes of my shoes. I couldn’t bring myself to look up—they were too close; the sad little pile of bones made me sick with anxiety and dread. Was it my mother lying on that table? Was that really my father’s remains?
“Unless there’s something else you want me to do, I need to leave.” I couldn’t take the sight or the smell any longer. I needed to get back to James and prepare for filming: the quicker I was finished with my part, the quicker we could get the hell out of this town. “Detective? Doctor?”
“So far, this is all that’s been recovered.” Dr. Nash surprised me by sounding sympathetic. “When the genetic testing comes back, you’ll be notified if there’s a match.”
“Thank you.” The appreciation was bitter on my tongue. “Have a good day.”
How safe was I? It niggled at the back of my mind. I had no idea what the murderer wanted, but I knew a threat when I saw one.
Get out or you’ll be next.
Detective Elkins’s voice followed me out of the room. “Don’t leave town, McNair. This is an active investigation, and you’re implicated. I’ve got enough evidence to reopen the case.”
I didn’t have a reply for him. By the time I arrived at the stairs, I was running.
I needed to get out.
Out of my head, out of this morgue, and out of Hickory Hills.
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The woman with red hair peeked through her glass window as I exited into the lobby, then said something I couldn’t hear through the tinny speaker installed in the pane. It wouldn’t have stopped me anyway. My feet moved of their own accord, and my legs obeyed their will. I wrenched open the door and stepped outside—only to find myself surrounded.
The camera crew were clustered around the door of the morgue. Reflective lenses shone in my face, my features distorted in their black glare—but no amount of distortion could hide my hurt or disgust at being recorded.
Did Samuel have no decency?
I’d just been through one of the hardest moments of my life, and he was looking to capitalize on my suffering. I hadn’t agreed to this.
To add to my misery, the camera crew weren’t the only ones waiting for me to leave the morgue. Some of the people of Hickory Hills, their faces twisted with disgust and hatred, loitered in the parking lot. Only the temporary barriers Samuel had set up were keeping them away, and I wasn’t sure they would continue to respect those artificially created boundaries. There was no police presence to stop them, and from what I could see as I glanced around the crew, security was missing.
“Clara!” Samuel’s voice cut through the din of conversation and the shrill, infuriated cries of murderer, bitch—from what I could hear, I was a serial killer who had single-handedly dragged their town into economic free fall.
Samuel burst out of the crowds, zeroing in on my location by the door as a mobile camera propped on a cameraman’s shoulder recorded every second of my departure.
“Clara! Can you tell us what you saw inside the morgue? Is it true they found skeletal remains? What was the cause of death? What do you think of their discovery days before the ten-year anniversary of their disappearance?”
When Samuel had approached me seeking my cooperation in his documentary, he’d reassured me I would be interviewed in a closed setting and asked questions I would have time to prepare for. The transitory elements were pre-scripted—all I had to do was recite what had been agreed upon. Candid footage like this? It wasn’t part of the deal. And with my emotions run ragged by the scene I’d just witnessed, I had no patience.
I needed space to think through the implications of what I’d just seen.
“Please, get the camera out of my face, Samuel.” I held my voice steady; on the inside, I was shaking. Fear sharpened into anger, and from it, irritation. “I don’t want to talk right now.”
“How are you feeling?” Samuel followed—the camera trailing strategically behind him. I witnessed the cameraman push a few other crew members out of the way, seeking the best framing shot. “Do you believe the bones recently discovered on the McNair estate really are your parents, or do you think this is some elaborate hoax meant to stir up trouble when tensions are running thickest? Or maybe it’s a statement on the ten-year anniversary of their disappearance.”
“No.” I pushed past him, but Samuel pursued me relentlessly. “I need to leave.”
“Are you saying you don’t think this is a hoax?” The intensity in Samuel’s voice was fabricated, meant to titillate an audience greedy for human tragedy. The corners of his mouth were upturned, and his eyes were alive like a hound hunting a fox. “Was it confirmed that the bones were real?”
The people of Hickory Hills parted for me as I made my way beyond the barriers; no one wanted to be near me—like if they got too close, they might catch whatever evil they assumed lurked in my soul.
I made my way to my car; Samuel was on my heels.
“How did they die? Do they have any new leads on who might be responsible?” he asked.
“There’s no need for new leads when we already know who did it!” someone in the crowd shouted. A murmur of agreement broke out, a dull, babbling noise that blanketed my rage with dull dread.
I couldn’t take it anymore.
With Samuel not more than two feet behind me, I spun around and confronted him. He was taken aback, his eyes widened in surprise and his lips parted just slightly. The cameraman, unfazed, circled us to find the best place to record.
“Samuel.” My voice quivered as I spoke. The struggle to remain civil pushed me to my limits. “You need to get these cameras off me and leave me alone. I’m not ready to talk about anything. This isn’t a moment for public consumption.”
“Every moment is a moment for public consumption.” Samuel shook his head, eyes alight with excitement. “The world’s a stage, Clara. You’ve heard that before, right? Well, today the world is your stage, so what do you want to show it? Are you going to hold out on us, or are you going to rise up and accept your role in this story? Because like it or not, this is your story. Now that you’ve been cast, there’s no going back.”
“You want me to show the world what I’m feeling?” I demanded. The irritation simmering inside boiled over. Gritting my teeth, I fired back in the only way I knew how. I didn’t wait for an answer—before Samuel could as much as open his mouth, I’d turned to the camera. “Then let me share what I’m feeling right now about this. All of this. All of you.”
I knew the second I lifted my hand and flipped off the camera that what I was doing was wrong, but I couldn’t stop myself. There was too much I needed to process, and no one was interested in respecting my privacy.
The click of cellphone cameras surrounded us. I was only vaguely aware of them. If the townspeople wanted to take pictures of me, so be it. I was willing to put myself out there in front of millions of strangers when the documentary aired, after all.
I tore away from the cameraman and jogged for my car. In my wake, people started to shout. The same cruel words from earlier found their way to my ears.
“Bitch!”
“Murderer!”
“Psychopath!”
I couldn’t slam the car door soon enough.
Hands trembling, I tried to fit my keys into the ignition, but I was so tightly wound that I missed and scraped the tip of the key against the smooth metal panel. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and found my focus. Then I tried again.
This time, success. When I woke the engine, Samuel’s cameraman was situated right behind my car. He’d been filming the entire debacle. Embarrassed, I geared into reverse, hoping my brake lights would move him safely out of the way.
They didn’t.
The man was a professional, dedicated to his job, but it left me in an uncomfortable position. I knew that from here on out, every move I made wouldn’t only be criticized by the townsfolk, it would be broadcast to the rest of the world. I wasn’t the kind of woman who drove over cameramen. I didn’t want violence. I wasn’t a murderer.
But I wasn’t acting like a very rational human being, either.
“Get out of the way.” I spoke the words aloud, knowing the cameraman couldn’t hear me, but hoping the cosmos might. “I don’t want to hit you…”
Just in case the cameraman hadn’t noticed my intent, I crept backward to encroach on his space. For a moment I was sure I would nudge him with my bumper but, before that happened, he jumped away and took wide, predictable steps back. It looked like it wasn’t the first time he’d been responsible for filming a sudden escape, and I cursed myself for not looking more thoroughly into Samuel’s directorial credentials before agreeing to film the documentary. Had he done this before? He must have, if his crew was this thirsty for footage.
I let the thought go and focused on the drive. What I needed now was to calm down before I went back to James. I couldn’t let him see me this way.
Crowds parted for my car as I left the morgue’s parking lot, but the blistering gazes I received did not leave me be. I did my best to avoid eye contact, taking the drive slower than usual to be extra certain no one tried anything. If Samuel wasn’t going to stage something to drum up drama in his documentary, someone from town might. The last thing I needed was someone to throw themselves in front of my car in order to further implicate my name. Since news had leaked of my return, I’d been followed, called names, and refused service. Mob mentality was real, and I was witnessing it firsthand. If the crowd was enraged, the murderer wouldn’t need to take action against me—the townspeople would see to it for him.

Once upon a time, Hickory Hills, North Carolina was a rural hub for quartz and mica miners looking for a quiet place to raise their families. When Spruce Pine Mining District took over, the town shrank. Houses on the outskirts of town were abandoned. Businesses were boarded up.
Then McNair Furniture arrived.
I drove by the old factory, now in a state of disrepair, its windows dark and its walls tagged by graffiti. When my grandfather had brought his operations here, seeking tax relief and cheaper land, he’d inadvertently brought with him the town’s salvation. Those who struggled following the decimation of the town thanks to Spruce Pine found employment in the factory—on the assembly line, in the office, or in the warehouse.
Now all of that was gone.
My lips tightened as the factory disappeared behind me, its ghost lurking tall and ominous in my rearview mirror. That piece of land was a part of my heritage I wanted to forget existed, but it haunted me. There was no escaping the crooked way the C in McNair hung on the factory’s street-facing facade, nor the blight it made on an otherwise picturesque countryside. My family had settled here and started an empire, but when my father disappeared, that empire had crashed and burned, taking the whole town with it.
And according to everyone with an opinion on the matter, I was the one to blame.
I passed by abandoned houses with overgrown lawns and turned down a street badly in need of repaving. It looked like my GPS was on the side of the town, guiding me through the desolation and destruction my family had caused. Exposing its misery. I knew it would have come to this, but I hadn’t realized how bad it was. A few years in California had saved me from the creeping horror that was the death of a small town; now I had no choice but to face it.
Another death.
As if Hickory Hills hadn’t seen enough of them.
Calmly, I followed the GPS down the derelict street. Houses with boarded windows and rotting porches flanked me on either side. The first inhabited house I came across was run-down, its central bay window broken but not yet fixed. I doubted it ever would be.
From that point onward, more houses were occupied. Abandoned properties dotted the street, but didn’t dominate it. The closer I drew to the heart of town, the livelier the street became until, at last, I arrived at a townhouse compound that was in need of some maintenance, though not entirely run-down.
Amanda lived here, according to the address she gave me.
If there was any negativity left inside of me, I needed to shake it off, to let go of Clara and put on the bold, unflinching mask of James’s mother.
I checked my reflection in the mirror, smoothed back my hair, and let go of the stress. It was time to get back to what mattered—it was time to get back to James.
I left my past behind me and stepped out of the car. I needed to focus on the future—our future.
Nothing would stand in my way.
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I found Amanda outside, pruning the shrubs that encircled her rental property. When she saw me, she lowered the garden shears and ran an arm across her forehead to wipe away her sweat.
“Hey!” She grinned. “I didn’t think you’d be so fast. Detective Elkins is a bastard.”
“You can say that again.”
“So, dish. What’s going on?” Amanda planted the tip of the shears into the earth. “There were bones, and what? What happened? I’ve been worrying myself sick all morning thinking about it.”
I ran a hand along my arm nervously. I had no idea what was going on. There were still so many questions and loose ends that I couldn’t be confident about anything. “They’re still testing; personal effects belonging to my parents were recovered with the remains. I can’t say for certain, because there’s a possibility it could be someone else’s bones planted there as a sick prank, but-but I think it really is them.”
I lifted my head as the sound of rapid footsteps approached. James skipped down the steps of the townhouse, then latched onto my leg. I ran my hand over the back of his head, letting the short, prickly hairs brush my palm; give me hope. James had taken to the chemotherapy wonderfully but, while the doctors were impressed, they’d told me point-blank that the kind of cancer he had came back more often than not. DIPG was one hell of a disease.
“Hey, little man. Were you good for Amanda?”
“Yes.” He smiled. I noticed how one side of his lips didn’t stretch as far as the other. It couldn’t be coming back already, could it? Part of me had been living in blissful ignorance, hoping James’s improved health would continue. Hoping the doctors were wrong, and the mad scramble to make money for experimental treatments wouldn’t be necessary.
Deep down, I knew better. Seeing his small, lopsided smile confirmed it.
“He was pretty much the perfect house guest.” Amanda’s stark white work gloves dazzled in reflected sunlight. “Polite, quiet, and eager to please. We cleaned the dishes together, didn’t we, buddy?”
“Yup!” James grinned, and I saw the imperfection in his smile more clearly than ever. My heart sank. “Dishes!”
“After we finished up the dishes, James wanted to go outside, and I needed to do some yard work, so it was pretty much the perfect morning.” Amanda held the shears out, keeping them out of James’s reach. “Mind holding these for me just for a sec, Clara? I’ve gotta run into the house and get some water before this sun melts me into a sweat puddle. Anyone else want some?”
“Me!” James unlatched from my leg to turn his attention to Amanda, bright, gregarious. For now. But how long would that last? If his face was any indication, not long. “Please?”
“I heard the magic word. I’d love to get you something to drink.” Amanda was already on her way back to the house, but she looked over her shoulder at me for guidance. “Is plastic the best bet?”
“If you have it, please.” I nodded. James was improving with his manual dexterity, but he hadn’t graduated to glass cups yet. I didn’t want him to break any of Amanda’s dishes. “I’d love a drink, too, please.”
“Please!” James beamed. The groggy boy I’d left behind at the cemetery that morning was gone.
He followed Amanda into the house, likely eager to help, and I found myself alone in the yard. There were still a few branches left to be trimmed so, while I waited, I gripped the well-loved wooden handles and put myself to work with the rusted blades. After all Amanda was doing for me, it seemed the least I could do.
James’s scurrying footsteps marked his passage down the stairs, and I heard ice clink against itself the closer he approached. He came to a stop beside me, eyes bright and smile crookedly beautiful, and held up his solo party cup of water for me to look at.
I was pretty sure Amanda used the cup on purpose, and I had to hold back a grin. The last time we’d seen each other, solo party cups bore a different set of connotations. Motherhood had changed me.
I was glad.
“Water, ma?” James asked. His grin never wavered. “Want?”
“No, thank you, sweetheart. That’s for you. Amanda is going to bring me my own glass.”
“Okay.” Then, like it was nothing, James plopped down onto the grass. Water splashed over the side of the cup to run down his fingers, and he shrieked with delight. I set down the shears and watched as he lifted the cup to his lips, the bright red plastic contrasting against his pale skin. He drank deeply, icy water running down his chin and dripping onto his shirt. When he was done, he set the cup between his legs and looked up at me with wide, adoring eyes. “Thank you.”
“You need to thank Amanda when she comes back out.” I squatted beside him and ran my hand along the soft regrowth on his scalp. “We always need to be polite, or we’ll make the people around us feel sad.”
“Mmhm.” James nodded sagely.
“What’s that about being sad?” Amanda stepped out of the house, two glasses of ice water in hand. Beads of condensation glimmered, some growing so thick they ran down the glass in tiny rivulets, dragging droplets with them. “At Casa Harwood, frowns are outlawed.”
“Thank you, Amanda,” James chirped, turning his affection her way.
“For what, buddy?”
“For water.” James lifted his solo cup, spilling more water down the side.
“Oh. You’re welcome.” Amanda handed me a glass of water, then lowered herself carefully so she sat beside James. “There’s just one thing you’ve gotta do for me in return, okay?”
“What?” James leaned forward, biting down on his lower lip. I sat with them, enjoying the simple moment for everything it was worth. A few minutes with James calmed me better than my own efforts ever could.
“You’ve got to promise me you’ll never stop smiling.”
James laughed. He smiled extra wide, lit up from head to toe.
“That’s a good boy.” Amanda laughed. “God, Clara, I can’t believe he’s yours. Times have changed, haven’t they? I can’t believe we’re old enough to have kids.”
“I think I’m still in shock.” I laughed, too. “It’s really easy to forget that back then I was a completely different person.”
“Time changes people.” Amanda shrugged. She sipped at her water, looking at me from over the rim of her glass. She cradled it in both hands. I watched her fingers trace slowly over the condensation-soaked exterior. “I went away to college and came back. You did the same. We grew. We met new people. We changed. Some things stay the same, but time doesn’t stop for anybody.”
“Mm. I know.” I dropped my gaze to examine the ice floating in my water. The small, cylindrical pellets were already well on their way to melting. “How’s the job going?”
The moment’s hesitation before Amanda replied piqued my interest, and I looked up to find she’d thinned her lips and looked away. “It’s hard. Working with CPS is challenging in ways you could never believe, and rural branches like this? I do a lot of traveling, and I see a lot of heartbreaking things—conditions kids should never be put in, and family dynamics that are so toxic I go home at night and pray something out there changes, because I know the kids I see aren’t the only ones suffering.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” I set a hand on her knee. Amanda redirected her attention my way and offered a small, sad smile. “But you know you’re doing the world a service, right? The work you do helps protect the innocent.”
“That’s what keeps me going, even when they slash my hours because of funding problems.” Amanda took a deep drink, then glanced in James’s direction. “But enough about me and the work I do. Last I heard, you were in Europe, then I saw on Facebook that you moved to California? You’ve got to tell me all about it. I’ve never even left the state.”
I laughed, trying to keep it casual, but only partially succeeding. Desperation lined my humor, drying it up. Amanda raised an eyebrow.
“That bad?” she asked.
“It wasn’t that it was bad…” I searched for words, but didn’t find them. James, meanwhile, finished his water and lay back on the grass to stare up at the sky. “I guess, with everything that happened, I didn’t enjoy it. Not the way I should have. Getting out was good for me, and Europe helped me find myself, but I think it’s always going to eat me up inside that I left so soon. Before I knew what had happened to Mom and Dad. But I just couldn’t take it.”
“What you went through was traumatic. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.” Amanda frowned. “I know there was a lot of backlash about you leaving the country, but you had your own life to lead. It wasn’t like you went into hiding—you went to continue your education. You’d planned it out before anything happened with your parents.”
“Yeah, but try telling anyone else in Hickory Hills that, and see what kind of a reaction you get.” I picked at a stray hair on my pant leg. “So, it was mostly a period of recovery for me. I put my head down and studied hard. I cleaned up my act. I was celibate all through college, if you can believe that.”
Amanda snorted, then covered her mouth and gave me an apologetic look. I shook my head and rolled my eyes playfully, but I knew she had every reason to laugh. We hadn’t exactly been model students during our high school days, and when it came to men we’d been wild.
“I’m sorry for laughing. It’s just hard to imagine you being a prude… much less a prude in Europe, with all those beautiful men and all those dreamy accents.” Amanda snickered. “I guess something must have changed, since you’ve got James with you.”
I nodded. “After I got my bachelor’s degree, I came back to America and pursued my master’s degree at UCLA. I met someone in my program, and we dated for a few years. Then we had James.”
“So, where’s he at?” Amanda folded her arms and set her elbows on her knees. “Back in Los Angeles, waiting for you to get back?”
“No. I don’t know where he is.” The memory was painful, but only briefly. I had other things to worry about than Brandon. “We broke up shortly after James was born. It was… it wasn’t bad, but there were some hurtful things said. I know I could go after him for child support, but when I found out James was sick, tracking him down sank to the bottom of my priority list.”
“I can imagine.” Amanda frowned. “Hey, James?”
“Yeah?” James rolled onto his side, expression bright.
“Do you remember when we went to get the gloves to work in the garden?” Amanda asked. “When we found that big old bouncy ball?”
“Yeah!”
“I want you to go get it.”
James’s gaze turned to me, seeking permission. I nodded, and he sprang to his feet with energy only a two-year-old could muster before darting for the front door. Amanda met my eye and held my gaze.
“So what’s wrong with him, exactly?” she asked. “You’ve been kind of hush-hush about it on Facebook, and I understand why, but… what’s going on?”
James’s condition wasn’t something I was vocal about. After his diagnosis, the struggle to keep him healthy and comfortable during treatments consumed my life, and I didn’t have time to look for outside support. We’d lived in and out of hospitals and treatment centers, each day pushing me to my limits until I was sure I would snap.
And if James had lost his fight? I didn’t have the heart to confess it to however many of my Facebook friends who became invested in his treatment and his condition. It was a source of stress and heartbreak rather than support.
“He was diagnosed with DIPG not all that long ago.” I bit down on my lip, trying to collect my thoughts. “It stands for diffuse intrinsic pontine glioma. Basically, it means James has a series of tumors on his brainstem that affect face and eye movement and control of the muscles in his throat. Most children who are diagnosed don’t live much longer than nine months. Two-year survival rate is 10 percent.”
“Shit.” Amanda covered her mouth with her hand. “Clara, I don’t know what to say…”
“It’s fine.” I tilted my head back, looking skyward. Billowing white clouds passed by overhead. “It’s been almost seven months since his diagnosis. The doctors put him through chemo—they surgically implanted chemo wafers into the area where the tumors were, in hopes it would destroy them. James took to it well, though he’s not cured.”
“Oh my god.” Amanda shook her head. “That poor boy. That’s why he… God. I didn’t know.”
“Not many people do.” I looked at her, observing the pooled tears in her eyes and the sympathy that softened her features. “We’ve been struggling to keep going, and I don’t want James to feel like he’s any different than normal kids. I want him to feel like everything is fine. I don’t want him to know how close he is to… to, you know.”
“I understand.” Amanda frowned. “Are you going for more chemo, then, or is this it?”
“This isn’t it. I’m going to keep fighting until—” James’s footsteps interrupted me, and I turned my head to watch as he bounded down the stairs, a basketball-sized playground ball clutched in both of his hands. He threw it at the grass and shrieked with laughter as it bounced sky-high. “There’s an experimental procedure they’re testing on DIPG at Boston Children’s Hospital that’s apparently cured two other little boys of their gliomas, but my insurance won’t cover experimental procedures.”
“What if you called and asked if they could take him on as a test subject? Like a trial run?” Amanda crossed her arms over her chest and leaned forward, speaking in hushed tones so James didn’t overhear. “You might be able to get them to do it for free if you volunteer as a test subject, right?”
“I already tried, and that’s not how it works, apparently. The doctors there talked me through the expenses and heavily discounted the procedure for me but, even then, it’s very expensive.”
“Can’t you get a loan?”
“I keep trying, but nothing yet. I’m afraid the more I push for one, the more my credit score will sink until it’s shot to pieces. I’m already struggling to make payments on my student line of credit.” Everything was stacked against me—against us—but I refused to give up hope. “I looked into selling the McNair estate, but since the factory closed down, real estate value has plummeted—as you know. Houses are on the market well below their appraised value for years before they’re sold—if they’re sold. And besides that, when my grandfather set up the trust to care for the home in perpetuity, he added a clause in his will that prevents anyone from selling it or accessing any of the money in the trust.”
Amanda whistled and shook her head. “Not even for this? A life-or-death emergency is a little more important than keeping an old house maintained, don’t you think?”
“I’ve tried.” I sighed. It was all I could do. “I’ve tried everything I could think of, but the trustees won’t budge, and I have nothing to show for it. So I did what I had to do… I signed on to host a documentary about the disappearance, and the mysteries surrounding it. I didn’t want to come back, but the money I get from filming will pay for the treatment James needs; I have to be strong for him.”
The ball hit the ground behind Amanda’s back, bounced over her shoulder, and hit the ground between us. I caught it on its way up, leaving my glass on the ground between my legs. James, panting, came to a stop by Amanda’s side. Sheepish, he lowered his gaze and scuffed his foot on the ground.
“I know you’re excited to be outside and playing, but you need to be careful of what you’re doing.” There was no malice in my tone, but it served repeating. Not only was I worried about James hitting Amanda with the ball, but I was worried that, if he played too hard, he might worsen his condition. The line we walked was perilous, and I was nervous that a single push might knock him over the edge. “Can you play a little more gently, James?”
“Yes.” He nodded quickly.
“Thank you.” I handed him the ball, and he took off at an awkward jog rather than a run. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best I was going to get.
When I was sure James wasn’t going to cause anymore trouble, I picked up my glass and drained the rest of the water. The ice had melted away, the water cold in its memory.
“It sounds like you have your life under control.” Amanda took the empty glass from me and rose to her feet. She pinched her glass and mine together with one hand, then brushed off the back of her pants. “I don’t think I could deal with what you’re going through. You operate with such tact it’s unbelievable.”
“I don’t think so.” I followed her to my feet and picked up the garden shears. “Everything is spinning out of control. I can’t catch a break. I thought coming here would solve my problems, but now, with everything happening, I feel less in control than ever. I know I can’t, but I’ve been thinking about leaving.”
“Leaving?” Amanda arched an eyebrow. “You just got here. What do you mean?”
“Leaving Hickory Hills.” The truth was hard to speak, but necessary. Amanda would help me come to my senses. “I thought ten years would have cooled tensions—that people would have forgotten by now… but I was wrong. I’m worried about what all this negative attention is doing to James, and I’m worried whoever kidnapped and killed my parents is out to get me, too. I can find other ways to make the money. I don’t care what it takes. But this? This environment isn’t healthy for either of us. I don’t want to endanger our lives.”
I hefted the shears and rolled my shoulders back. Speaking so frankly was liberating, but it also left me hollow with guilt. Did I really want to put my son’s well-being at risk for selfish purposes? James was too young to understand what was happening, and although he was old enough to understand the way people treated us wasn’t right, he couldn’t string the “why” to the experiences we’d had so far.
“You know…” Amanda paused, pushing her lips to the side thoughtfully. While she reflected, we moved toward the house. It looked like the small, screened-in porch served as a makeshift shed. From it, we could watch James while putting her gardening tools away. “I think it might be a good idea if you got out of town. I know you’re strapped for cash, but there’s just so much happening I’m worried about you. You know how people here can be.”
Small towns. Small, insular towns, where people stuck by their own and shunned those who weren’t a part of their fold. I was an outcast, a degenerate, and a suspicious person. Even if my name was cleared, I doubted I’d ever be accepted.
I knew the rough ride I was in for, but if James was healthy enough to play and run around, then maybe his health would hold up while I found another way to afford his treatment. It had to. I had to.
There were empty pegs on the wall where the shears belonged, and I set them back and brushed off my hands. Hearing Amanda’s concern cemented my own—Hickory Hills was no place for my son.
“Whatever you decide, I’m going to be here with you every step of the way,” she promised. “If you ever need me to look after James again, let me know. Since they cut my hours to part-time, I’ve got plenty of availability. And it’s so good to see you again.”
“I don’t think that’s going to be necessary.”
“Why not?”
If I spoke the words, there would be no going back on them—the feeling in my bones told me I was making the right choice. “James and I aren’t going to be staying. With his health, I can’t keep him somewhere so hostile. It’s not safe and it’s not healthy.”
Amanda smiled. She pulled me into a hug, and I found myself hugging back, clinging to her for comfort.
“I’m proud of you,” she whispered as she held me. “You’re going to be fine.”
“I know,” I whispered back. “Thank you for your help today. Nothing ever changes between us, does it?”
“Never.”
They were words I could live by. Amanda had never let me down.
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Samuel wasn’t picking up his phone. I paced the living room while James occupied himself with an episode of VeggieTales preloaded on my tablet. After this morning’s excitement with Amanda, he’d quieted down. Shirt stripped off, lying flat on the old couch, he yawned. I’d spent the rest of the day packing up and making sure our possessions were in order, but I couldn’t skip town without letting Samuel know what was happening. I’d signed a contract, and I needed to make sure he knew I was terminating it before I went too far, in case there were complications.
And knowing Samuel, there would be.
“Pick up the phone,” I mumbled. With one last look to James to make sure he was absorbed in his show, I slipped into the kitchen and pushed my back against the fridge. The door was cold, but the fridge wasn’t running. The house had been empty, and the power turned off for so long, the inside of the fridge had grown a layer of clear slime, and I didn’t have time to try to clean and sanitize it. James and I had been living off microwaveable meals and stove-top specials since we’d arrived. “Samuel, damn it, pick up the phone…”
The call went to voicemail.
Samuel’s voicemail inbox was full.
I jammed the end call button and summoned the number again, hoping this time it would go through. The back of my head gently impacted the freezer door as I waited, doing my best to stay calm when I felt anything but. The sooner I told Samuel I was leaving, the quicker I could get out of town and plan my next move. There had to be a bank out there that would help me—some small, customer-friendly chain that would pull some strings and see to it I had the funding I needed for James’s treatment.
There had to be.
The call went to voicemail, and the automated voice informed me in a mockingly cheerful, robotic voice that I was unable to leave a message until the recipient of the call deleted prior voicemails. I winced and hung up, thinning my lips as I counted down from ten in my head.
One more night wouldn’t hurt us. One more night wasn’t a big deal. I’d get in touch with Samuel in the morning—meet him on set, maybe, and tell him what was happening. It was regretful he had to waste another day without recording any new footage, but it couldn’t be helped. I needed to think of James first.
I set my phone on the kitchen table and snagged a can of chicken noodle soup from the cabinet over the stove. The pull tab separated the top from the can with a satisfying tear, and I dumped the contents into one of the pots left behind by the past tenants. I’d washed the salvageable pots and pans thoroughly after we’d moved in.
The burner clicked on, its flame catching quickly. I set the pot down to cook, then added a cup of water to the concentrate and went to sit by James as the soup cooked.
“You hungry for some chicken noodle soup tonight?” I ran my fingers up the back of his leg like a spider, much to James’s delight. He laughed and rolled over, no longer interested in his cartoon. “I’ve got some cooking right now. You have an appetite?”
“Mmhm.” James smiled. The corner of his mouth was still crooked, but his temperature felt normal. “Yes, please.”
“It’ll be a couple minutes. Can you wash your hands and get ready to sit at the table, please?”
“Yes.” James scrambled into a sitting position, then pushed himself off the couch and made his way to the bathroom. The light flicked on, illuminating the dreary hallway. The sunny morning had bled into an overcast afternoon, and it had only darkened since then.
While he washed, I returned to the kitchen to stir the soup and fix our bowls—running water from the sink combined with the clack of my wooden spoon meeting the bottom of the soup pot. By the time the water stopped, I’d moved our filled bowls to the small kitchen table. By the time James had seated himself, I was on the way back to the table with spoons.
“Thank you,” James announced. He grinned, the adoration in his eyes impossible to miss. The house may have been in shambles, and our lives tumultuous, but my little boy was happy wherever he went. No struggle kept him down for long.
James took the spoon, his small fingers curling around it awkwardly. I watched the tiny oval disappear into the soup, then emerge loaded with noodles. He ate voraciously, and I allowed myself to relax. Just for tonight, we could be mother and son without the Big C getting in the way.
“Slow down there, little man. You’re going to upset your tummy if you go too fast.” A suspicion crept through me, niggling. James hadn’t been so hungry in a long time.
He looked up at me and slid a loaded spoonful of soup between his lips. Confusion crossed his face, like he was suddenly uncertain of where he was. His wide eyes narrowed. His cheeks grew red.
Then his neck convulsed.
The sight was ghastly—one I was familiar with. The muscles grew taut and thin, straining unnaturally. Soup dribbled from his lips, and a pale noodle adhered to his chin, dangling and wiggling as he shook and gurgled. He lurched forward, slamming his head. Soup burst from between his lips, splattering across the table.
I jumped up from my seat and ran to him, grabbing him by the shoulder, but there was nothing I could do. When his muscles seized, I couldn’t help him. I could only pray the soup wouldn’t flood his lungs.
“You’re okay, baby.” My hand found his back, and I rubbed and patted it as James shook his head wildly and spat soup. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he made strangled, chirping cries that broke my heart. “You’re going to be okay. Don’t panic. Just work to get it out. You’re okay. I’m here for you. It’s going to be okay.”
The choking subsided. James sat back heavily in his chair and sobbed; the noise was flat and static. The muscles of his throat strained against his skin.
He’d been doing so well. So well. Why was this happening again? He didn’t deserve this. My little boy was a fighter—one of the bravest people I knew. It broke me to think this was what he had to look forward to the rest of his short life.
No. No. James’s life would not be short. I rubbed his back in soothing circular motions and stood by him as his body started to shut down. Tears prickled the corners of my eyes. I only knew how to run. I’d run from my dark past, from responsibility, and from the woman I once was. How could I help James when I couldn’t even help myself?
“Mommy,” James rasped. He reached for me, seizing my wrist and squeezing so hard I knew I’d bruise. “Hurts.”
“I know, baby.” I kissed the top of his head, doing everything in my power to hold back my tears. “You’re doing a good job. You’re a good boy. You need to push through. I know you can do it. You’re so strong.”
“Hurts,” James uttered. The tiny rounds of his fingernails dug into my skin. “Stop it.”
“It’s going to go away soon. I promise.” I lifted my shirt and wiped the noodles from his face. There were paper towels hanging from the rack across the kitchen, but I refused to leave his side. “Just a little longer, baby. Just wait a little longer.”
Silent tears ran in glossy tracks down James’s chubby cheeks. His eyes were bright red, and his cheeks were quickly darkening to match. He coughed again, his whole body shaking as he fought against his own body—against the tumors growing back on his brainstem.

“Ma?” James’s voice was broken from the trauma he’d been through just a few hours before, but he spoke regardless.
“Yes, baby?” I sat on the edge of his bed, tucking the blankets around him firmly. The muscles in his throat had started to relax, but there was no telling when another spasm might hit. From now until I got James in for his next treatment, it was going to be a rocky road.
“Tired.”
The exhaustion wearing him down wasn’t the result of a long, trying day—he was tired from months of struggling.
I ran my hand over his head, caressing the soft stubble. “I know, baby, but you’re doing a great job.”
“Tired.” James sighed. He wormed beneath the sheets, shifting his hips back and forth as he settled.
“Do you want me to read you a story tonight?” We hadn’t been doing much reading since we’d come to Hickory Hills—entirely my fault, since I’d been so busy with the filming schedule—but I wanted to fix that. There were few other things I could offer James for comfort. We didn’t have a permanent home to call our own, or a routine to fall back on that would restore normalcy to our situation. All we had was each other. No matter how exhausted I was, I had to give him however much of my time he wanted. “We can read anything you like. I have my tablet. We can download any book, and—”
“No.” James frowned, but only half of his face obeyed. He closed his eyes and rolled onto his side. “Night night.”
“Night, sweetheart.” I stroked his head a final time, then rose and left the room. I flicked off the light behind me, leaving just the nightlight to shine through the dark.
That night, I planned to take my bedding into James’s room and sleep on the floor. The purpose was twofold. First, I needed to be close in case his muscles spasmed and he started to choke… but deep down, my real intention was selfish.
I was afraid.
Hate made sensible people do terrible things. I’d seen it after my parents’ disappearance, and I saw it every time I left the house. Cold stares. Harsh words. Rejection after rejection.
If someone came to kill us in the dead of night, no one in town would come to help. No one here believed I was innocent.
I was on my own against the man who’d killed my parents.
Room by room, I flicked off the lights and shut down for the night. The door was locked, the windows were closed, and today’s clutter was already cleaned up and put away. For a while, I lingered in the kitchen, looking at the empty kitchen table, lit only by the hood light over the stove. In its pale orange glow, I imagined James, his body tense and his mouth gushing noodles and soup as his body betrayed him. It was a sight I’d hoped to never see again.
Tomorrow, I decided, when James woke up, I’d start him on his anti-seizure medication again. The pills were hell on his body but, after an episode like that, I couldn’t sit by and do nothing. The little boy who loved to play and who laughed at everything and anything would succumb to his treatment. His eyes would deaden, and he’d sleep his life away.
I glanced to my phone and, out of desperation, brought up the emails from Dr. David Rosen, his doctor. Dr. Rosen and his team of specialists had reserved a place for James, and they were ready and willing to start treatment as soon as I had secured the money to pay for the procedure. Nestled beside the email was the message I’d sent myself—links to alternate treatments, and all the research I could find about them. I opened the message and scrolled down the list of links and my notes about each one. The more I read, the more I was reminded of why I’d agreed to take part in the documentary—there was no other way.
Getting James in for the experimental procedure was his only shot. We’d exhausted all other options, and we didn’t have much time left.
With a heavy heart, I left the kitchen and headed down the darkened hall. The night was quiet—the McNair estate was private property, and we weren’t bothered by traffic or light pollution from neighboring buildings, not that there was much of it. At the end of the hall, I pushed open my bedroom door, grabbed the blankets and pillows from my bed, and took them back to James’s room.
He was already asleep. His slow, steady breathing put me at ease. A few more weeks was an eternity to a sick child, and it pained me to know James had to suffer through it until I’d gathered together the funds for his treatment; but I knew he would keep fighting.
And if he could keep fighting, I could keep fighting, too.
I tossed around the idea from earlier of leaving, but I knew if I turned down the money from the documentary and headed off without a concrete plan on how to earn the funds I needed, I would waste time James didn’t have. Most children with DIPG only lived nine months following diagnosis. Nine months. James was on month seven, and even though chemo had bought him more time, it hadn’t bought him enough.
I nestled into the bedding on the floor and closed my eyes, listening to the sounds of his breathing. Each tiny exhale pinned itself to my memory until I’d internalized the sound. On a logical level, I knew, one day, my memory might be the only place his sounds existed. On an emotional level, I refused to acknowledge such a chilling loss was possible.
Eventually, eyes closed and body giving in to the stress it had been put through, my thoughts began to wander. I let go of the pain and fear I kept locked inside my chest, and it escaped as a single teardrop that found its way through my closed lid to slide down the side of my face.
No matter how hard life got, I would not stop. I couldn’t. I recalled what Amanda had said: I was strong; I could do this.
Hickory Hills had already taken my parents—I wasn’t going to let it take my son.
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A blinding flash of light. I lifted my arms to block my eyes, but my hands were weighed down by something heavy.
Something hot.
It burned me as I grasped at it, and a choked cry snagged in my throat, and tore at my vocal cords. Vibrations ran through my palms and up my hands, tingling so much it hurt. I wanted to drop what I was holding, but I couldn’t let go.
Frozen, I could only endure.
Noises.
Shadows. Sounds.
The scent of something metallic met my nostrils, then faded. The hot heaviness was pried from my hands, but what or by who, I didn’t know.
But I knew who was screaming.
My mother.
Screaming and screaming.

Movement woke me. Slow and creeping, it disrupted the sheets and put just enough pressure on my side that I jolted from a dead sleep and scrambled backward with a scream. Heart pounding, I clutched at my chest and squinted through the dull light of daybreak to see what it was as my hand frantically looked for something—anything—I could use as an impromptu weapon.
There was no need for violence. As my blurry eyes adjusted to the light of morning, I saw what had woken me, and my hand fell still.
James, face screwed up like he was going to cry, clutched one of my blankets to his chest. The fear twisting my stomach disappeared as quickly as the nightmare that had disturbed my sleep, and I scooted back over and drew him into my arms.
“It’s okay, baby.” I rubbed his back, coaxing him down from his potential upset. “I was just having a bad dream and I got startled. It wasn’t you. You’re okay.”
James clutched my shirt in both fists and tugged, keeping us close together. I held him, not intending to let go. He hadn’t said a word, but I trusted him to express if something was wrong. Despite his young age, he knew how to communicate his discomfort effectively through non-verbal language. After the ordeals he’d been through, it was almost second nature.
“Do you feel better today, little man?” I kept him close to me, rubbing his back in small, circular motions. The more I pretended nothing was going on, the easier it would be to relax him. I couldn’t let him know how afraid I was—I’d become used to hiding the truth. “I can make some breakfast if you are. Do you want peanut butter and jelly?”
“Mmhm.” James sighed against my shoulder, depressurizing, and I knew I’d fooled him into comfort. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Do you feel up to helping me?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s get started with our day. We’ve got a lot to do before we go see Mr. Lowery, don’t we? Breakfast, bath time, getting dressed to go…”
James’s hands loosened, then fell. He wormed away from me and climbed to his feet. The Sesame Street pajamas he wore were still a little big. It was sweet to see him look so frumpy. With a billowing shirt slouched down one shoulder and pants whose drawstrings were pulled as tight as they could go, he looked like a little kid playing dress-up.
I tried not to think he might never grow to fit them.
We started our morning routine. I picked him up and carried him to the bathroom, and he tightened his arms around my neck and slumped against my side like he usually did. I drew his morning bath, and as the water pooled, I took off his pajamas and removed his diaper. He was tired this morning, and he let me wash him without any fuss.
Rinsed and cleaned for the day, I patted him dry, put him in a new diaper, and dressed him again. James was starting to wake up now, his eyes a little brighter and his expression energetic. But when I fished the pill bottle out of our travel bag in the medicine cabinet, the joy disappeared from his face.
“No.” James stepped away from me. His back hit the wall.
“I know you don’t want to, but you have to. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” I twisted the lid of the bottle around with my thumb, feeling the beginnings of a blister from my gardening exertions. Tension tightened my shoulder blades. “It’s only for a little while, baby. We’re only going to be here for a few weeks.”
“No!” James shouted. He closed his eyes and shook his head, and I had to step in and stop him before he hurt himself.
“Just one pill. Just one. You’ll feel better.”
“No!” James shrieked. He pushed at my chest, but he was too small to knock me away. “NO!”
I squeezed my eyes shut for a second—just for a second—and pulled him close to me as he fought with everything he had. But cancer and chemo had ravaged his body, leaving him too weak to fight me. He couldn’t stop me from squeezing his jaw until he opened his mouth, then introducing the pill to the back of his tongue until his body took care of the rest and swallowed of its own accord.
James cried as the pill traveled down his throat, and I held him to me as he let it all out. I had to do it.
One day, maybe he would understand.
It took a while, but eventually James stopped struggling and went slack against my chest. The pill would run its course. I released him, and he took an uneasy step away from me and toward the bathroom door.
“So, peanut butter and jelly,” I said aloud. With any luck, I’d be able to drown my guilt with the monotony of daily routine. “What are we going to need?”
“Peanut butter!” James murmured.
“Yep. And?”
“Jelly.”
“And?”
“Um…” James paused. His hand hit the doorframe, and he leaned against it like he might fall over. For a while, he clung to it. When he didn’t respond, I prompted conversation.
“What do we put the peanut butter and jelly on?”
“Bread.”
“You got it.” The bread had been left on the kitchen table, well within his reach. I wanted to get him moving, so I prompted him to action. “Can you bring the bread to the counter?”
“Yes.” James parted ways from the doorframe and headed sluggishly for the kitchen. I followed behind him and watched as he climbed up on the kitchen chair and reached for the bread.
While he worked, I disinfected the counter and laid down a few paper plates. It wasn’t long before James was beside me, shoving the bread up to me blindly. He wasn’t tall enough to reach the countertop.
“Here, ma.”
“Thanks. You want to go wait in the living room while I make you a sandwich?”
“Yes.”
“Go ahead, then.” I took the twist-tie off the bread and set it aside. “I’ll be there in a minute.”
Breakfasts were always easy but, this morning, gloom sullied the moment and clung stubbornly to my ribs. No matter how light I kept the conversation, I knew we were running on borrowed time.
Bread hit the plates. I smoothed peanut butter over two slices, then jelly over their partners. James’s sandwich was sliced twice on the diagonal, four little triangles perfect for tiny hands.
James wasn’t on the couch. He stood on the platform of the bay window, eyes wide.
“What’s happening outside?” If it had been any other day, I wouldn’t have been concerned. Two-year-olds enjoyed strange things, and the older and more expressive James became, the more I knew it to be true. Spots of light on the wall or the movement of leaves in the wind captured his eye. Maybe he was looking at a squirrel, or a rabbit, or…
I moved to his side to find out, dread coalescing inside. Sunlight streamed through the window, momentarily blinding me, but as I squinted and let my vision adjust, I saw what James was looking at.
It wasn’t a squirrel.
In the driveway, scrawled in bold, dripping white paint across the driver’s side of my car, were five letters.
BITCH
“Paint,” James observed.
“Yep. That’s paint all right.” Keeping my cool was difficult, but I pulled myself together for James’s sake. What would he think if he saw me break down in tears? I didn’t want to frighten him or cause him any stress. The less he knew about the hostility toward our family, the better. “You ready to eat your breakfast?”
I didn’t get an answer, but James climbed down from the platform and stumbled across the room to the couch. I handed him his plate. As he picked and prodded at his breakfast, I set my own plate on the table and tried not to think too much about the graffiti outside.
I’d lost my appetite.
The McNair estate was private property, yet someone had sneaked onto the grounds in the middle of the night so they could tag my car. I was nervous.
What if graffiti wasn’t the end to this invasion of privacy? What if some of the angrier, more vindictive residents figured out all that separated me from them were a few panes of glass and a locked door?
What if they realized I had a child I cared for more than anything else in the world?
But more worrying still: Whoever kidnapped and killed my parents was still out there. Someone had left their remains on the estate for the police to find—a warning? I had no clue what they wanted, or what their purpose was with me, but Elkins’s words at the morgue had disturbed me.
It wasn’t coincidence. Someone was making a statement.
Someone was unhappy I was back in town, and they were letting me know in the strongest, loudest way they could.
“Ma?” James asked softly from behind me. I’d been leaning in front of the sink, head lowered as I struggled with my panic. James tugged at the hem of my shirt. “Done.”
“Good boy.” I drew in a deep breath and put on a courageous face. James held his plate up to me, and I put it on the counter. “You ready to get dressed for the day?”
“No.” James scowled.
It was going to be one of those mornings. A smile turned the corner of my lip upward. “No?”
“No clothes.”
“Really?” I turned to James, pushing the fear down until it was packed tight in my gut. I was mom first and foremost. Panic would have to wait. “Well, I heard the tickle monster is on the loose right now, and she’s rounding up little boys who refuse to take off their pajamas…”
Both hands curled into claws and positioned by my chest, I wiggled my fingers in warning. James shrieked with laughter and jumped back, his eyes bright. I knew it could very well be the last time in weeks I’d see them that way.
“No!” James shouted. “No, ma!”
“Well then, you better get in the bedroom before the tickle monster gets you!” I lunged weakly at James, only intending to tease. He cackled with laughter and danced away, then sprinted for the bedroom.
No matter what horrors threatened our way of life, some things would always stay the same.

“What happened last night, Clara?”
It was no surprise a cameraman followed Samuel as he approached, shooting the scene as it unfolded. I stepped out of my car, glad Amanda had been available to take James for the day so he wouldn’t be witness to more of this insanity. I’d barely pulled myself together after what had happened the day before; Samuel was testing my weaknesses and trying to find the cracks in my armor.
I wasn’t going to let him get the better of me.
“What do you mean, what happened last night?” I closed my car door and stood with my back to my vehicle, arms crossed over my chest defensively.
“I take it you didn’t drive home and spray paint your car yourself.” Samuel gestured at the graffiti. “You have a run-in with the locals? Why don’t you tell us how you feel?”
“How about I don’t?” It pained me to come across so abrasively, but Samuel wasn’t giving me much choice. “When I agreed to take part in this documentary, I was told there would be no candid footage included in the final cut. I signed a contract. But this isn’t what I signed on for.”
“Whoa there, Ms. Hollywood Starlet.” Samuel held up his hands, fingers outstretched and palms facing me. “I didn’t realize I was working with a movie star. You want to tell me what I’m allowed and what I’m not allowed to do in my own movie? Because I’m pretty sure I went over the contract with my legal team last night, and there is nothing obstructing me from taking candid shots when and where I want.”
I didn’t have time to try to debunk Samuel’s lies. Keeping my family safe was my first priority, and if that meant I had to keep my thoughts to myself and play along, I’d do it.
“In answer to your earlier question, I don’t know what happened last night.” I kept my eyes on Samuel, but I was well aware the cameraman was filming my every move. “When I woke up this morning, my car was like this.”
“After yesterday’s debacle on set and the crowd waiting outside the morgue, I think it’s safe to say Hickory Hills isn’t overly fond of you.” The lilt of Samuel’s voice hinted at artificial, like he was putting on an interview rather than following up about my shitty day. “Can you tell us what’s caused this tension? I get the feeling it didn’t start yesterday.”
The camera lens glinted in the sunlight. I resisted the urge to look at it, keeping my attention focused on Samuel.
“The McNair family owned the McNair Furniture factory in town. When my father disappeared, the factory was left scrambling, and the whole thing fell apart. Hickory Hills was dependent on the factory for employment, and since everyone believes I kidnapped my parents, and since I inherited the factory after my father’s disappearance and essentially left it to fail, everyone blames me for how the town fell apart.”
“I can see how that could create tension.” Samuel arched an eyebrow. He leaned forward, invading my space. “So, the plot thickens. You return to a town you fled ten years ago, your parents’ remains appear from nowhere, and now the police are following your every move.”
“Following?” I abandoned the side of the car to head for the trailers, brushing by Samuel without looking back. “What do you mean following?”
“You have to know Detective Elkins is on your tail, don’t you?” Samuel asked. He shook his head. “It’s not exactly a secret operation, Clara. Even if I hadn’t interviewed him at the station, you would have found out eventually.”
Rage throbbed in my temple, and I tightened my fist. I was in no mood to play Samuel’s games. “You interviewed Detective Elkins?”
He really does have no decency.
Samuel shrugged. “It’s not like he told me anything. What little we’ll be able to use for the documentary isn’t going to enhance much. He only told me what I already know.
“Since Detective Elkins wouldn’t tell me anything, why don’t you tell me what happened at the morgue? What did they tell you about the bones found on the McNair estate? Do you at least have some kind of suspicion about how it’s connected to you returning to your hometown?”
“I don’t want to talk about this.” I tightened my fists and shook my head. Anger bubbled up inside of me, dangerous. Once, I’d let it lead my life, but I didn’t want to be that person any longer. I would not let it win now.
Samuel wasn’t taking the hint. The cameraman guided the camera into a new position, but my attention stayed trained on the director. “Well, if they called you to the morgue, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out the police are suspicious the remains are of your parents… and if they’re bringing you in to see the carnage, then I’m going to go out on a limb and say the remains do belong to good old Mom and Dad. So, now you know the fate your parents suffered, do you have any idea why someone would want to kill them?”
It was a difficult question to answer, and I regretted my decision to play nicely just to get filming out of the way. While the cameras rolled, capturing my every move, I pursed my lips and shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“Not even after all these years? You never even had a suspicion where they were—all this time?”
“No.” After I left, I’d done my best to forget what had happened and what I’d seen out back in the shed with Elkins. “My education plans were already set so it seemed the right thing to do at the time. I left town when I was eighteen years old, thinking they’d know where I was. I was angry, I suppose. I didn’t understand why they’d left me. Coming back was one of the hardest decisions of my life.”
A look crossed Samuel’s eyes, something between pity and suspicion. It glimmered there for a second, then fizzled out. With a dismissive wave of his hand, he turned and headed across the set. “Why don’t you go get set up for today? We’ll get someone from the crew to clean up your car.”
The kindness was surprising, and I found myself doubting Samuel’s intention. Over the last twenty-four hours, he’d proved himself to be more concerned with drama than the way I was treated. Had he been the one out there tagging my car in the middle of the night, just so he could get a reaction out of me?
My head spun.
“That’s nice of you, but—”
“No, I won’t hear it. Absolutely not. We need you on set to start recording. Now the crowds have gone, we need to get back on track and record the segment we were scheduled to wrap up yesterday.” Samuel didn’t so much as turn his head to look at me. “Heidi? Where are you? We need Clara done up.”
Another day of filming, another day of suffering through the demons of my past. But every second I spent before a camera lens was another second closer to being finished with the shoot for good.
And one step closer to getting James to Boston.
Still, a lingering thought crept into my mind, and as I moved from take to take, reciting my lines to Samuel’s specifications, I found I couldn’t shake it. The conversation with Samuel created a niggle—a drive to know more.
Who killed my parents, and why? For my own sanity, I’d never looked into the matter of their disappearance. The anger I’d left behind when I started my new life was supposed to stay buried but, like my parents’ exhumed remains, it was starting to bubble back to the surface. I’d thought every thought imaginable of what could have become of them, where they were—hoping always they’d get in touch with me one day. But with anger left behind, and grief dragging my spirits down, staying away from Hickory Hills, even long after they’d disappeared, was the only way I could cope. After ten years, confronted with the hardest decision of my life, I’d had no choice but to come back.
Ten years wasn’t long enough, not for me, and not for whoever had tortured and killed my mother and father. If only I’d stuck around until the police had figured out who was behind it, what was their motive, I wouldn’t be in this situation now. But I was eighteen. Leaving had seemed the only option.
If I knew, I realized, it would clear my name. If I knew, I could do my best to keep James safe.
I needed to find out who killed them, and I needed to find out quickly. There was no telling how many days I had before the man responsible grew tired of waiting and decided to strike again.
So once shooting was over for the day and I had a minute to myself, I locked myself in my car, and I called Jerry Appleton.
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The first time I met Jerry Appleton, I was a rosy-cheeked five-year-old who was too shy to even meet his eye. To this day, I remember the way he’d stepped through the doors of the McNair house, all smiles and confidence, only to stoop low when he saw me and extend a tiny box done up in red ribbon.
“For the little lady of the house,” he’d announced, voice grandiose and rich with affection.
My mother oohed and ahhed over the display, and when I’d been too shy to accept the box, she had taken it for me. Pearlescent threads were woven through the red ribbon, and it had glimmered like a treasure in the light from the hallway chandelier.
I don’t remember what was inside the box, nor do I remember opening it, but twenty-three years later, I still remembered Jerry Appleton’s thin-lipped smile and the notes of his voice.
Two decades had changed his face, but it hadn’t changed the honey-sweet notes that decorated his every word.
“Hello, Clara.” Jerry stood from his high-back leather chair, hands planted flat on his desk. They were wrinkled from age and leathered from time but, in a way, they suited him better than youth. Jerry took to age like wine, and I found myself at ease as he circled his desk to greet me. The crisp lines of his suit elongated his torso and strengthened his shoulders, fleshing out his slender body. Jerry’s gray hair was combed back, a full mane my father envied. Jerry had been as much a friend as a friendly rival to my father. Whenever he’d come to visit, my father always puffed up and spoke just a little louder, like he could prove his worth through physical trappings alone.
“Hello, Mr. Appleton.” I held out my hand, expecting Jerry to keep some semblance of formality between us, but he swept me into a hug and held me tightly. After a moment’s hesitation, I hugged him back. The hint of bergamot on his collar took me right back to my childhood. “It’s good to see you again.”
“Call me Jerry,” Jerry insisted. “This Mr. Appleton business isn’t right. Rich wouldn’t have wanted rigidity like that between us. I’ve known you almost your entire life.” He released me from his embrace and laid his hands on my arms instead, standing back a few spaces so he could look me over.
I braced myself for the answers he could give. If anyone knew what was going on with my parents in 2007, it was Jerry. As my father’s attorney and the legal force behind McNair Furniture, he wasn’t just tied to my father’s business—he was tied to his life. If there had been anything suspicious going on, Jerry would have known about it.
I hoped a decade hadn’t diminished his memory.
“Well, you’re sure not little Clara.” Jerry’s eyes gleamed with paternal pride. He let go of my arms and gestured toward the rich mahogany desk. “Come, take a seat. It’s a long time since you’ve been back home; we have a lot to catch up on. Come, come.”
Jerry led me to a wooden chair set up on the client side of his desk. I sat and got comfortable as he settled back into his chair and folded his arms in front of him. “So, tell me, what’s happened since the last time we met? It’s one of my biggest regrets we fell out of touch.”
I nodded. “Well, as you know, I went off to Europe for school; after that, I moved to California and graduated with a master’s degree in neuropsychology.”
“Neuropsychology!” Jerry whistled low under his breath and shook his head slowly. “You know, if you weren’t sitting here before me looking every bit the respectable young lady you are, I never would have believed it. Little Clara McNair… What prompted the change? The last thing I heard, you weren’t sure what you wanted to do with your life.”
“That’s still true.” I laughed, and Jerry laughed with me. The familiarity of the sound put me more at ease. “I guess I just… wanted to figure out things about myself: why I was behaving that way—you know how I was…” He nodded, and rolled his eyes. “Psychology seemed like a good place to start.”
“I see, I see. You had plenty of material to study.” He smiled, then leaned forward earnestly, capturing my gaze. “So, what did you find out?”
The question left me stunned, even though I’d invited it. I blinked, startled, trying to find the words, before Jerry laughed and waved me off.
“Your business is your business. You’re absolutely fine.” He settled back in his chair, eyes distant, but mouth smiling. “I can only imagine what your parents would have felt with your academic success. They would have been so proud.”
“Thank you.” It was a sore spot, but I liked to think the same. “But my education isn’t what I’m most proud of.”
“Then what is?”
“I have a son.” A smile curled my lips, impossible to hold back. James was the center of my universe, and he would be until the day I died. “His name is James, and he’ll be going on three in August.”
“Congratulations.” The paternal glow in Jerry’s eyes grew softer yet. “I’d love to meet him some day.”
“Soon,” I promised. “James and I are staying on the estate for the next few weeks. You’ve probably heard all about the documentary being filmed around town about the disappearance. I agreed to take part, so we’re staying close by while the director gets the footage he needs.”
“The documentary…” Jerry pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a controlled breath through his nose. “Yes, of course, the documentary. I’d heard rumblings on the news about it, but I didn’t know it had actually got to the stage of filming.”
“Rumblings?”
Jerry dropped his hand and shook his head. “It’s not exactly local news, Clara. When the media got hold of the story of your parents’ mysterious disappearance ten years ago, they blew it up into a phenomenon. You know how these things grow—local businessman and his beautiful wife disappear, nothing found but blood and, oddly, their fingertips—psychics from all over the country came to try to track them down and piece together what happened. Hotshot detectives with more air in their heads than brains stopped by, then promptly left. Elkins was all over it for a while. You were in Europe by then, so you probably didn’t get the full impact, but it was… intense. Hickory Hills was swarming with outsiders, all of whom were making a bigger mess than they’d stumbled into.”
I’d known Samuel was a big name in Hollywood, but I hadn’t really understood the scope of what I was doing until then.
“In my opinion, what’s done is done.” Jerry shook his head again and looked down at his hands. He’d folded them on his desk. “Digging up the past is only going to lead to more problems; that’s what I told that director when he asked for my input. Some things are meant to stay buried.”
I parted my lips but, for a second, I couldn’t find the words. Did Jerry know what he was saying, or was it a slip of the tongue? There was a twitch to his left eye that made me nervous.
“But in any case,” he went on, “you need to come over for dinner. Francine will make a roast.” Jerry reached for a leather-bound agenda on his desk, flipping it open. Small handwriting in black ink filled the pages, the cursive writing smooth and masculine. “Thursday, Friday, or Saturday nights work for me this week. I’m seeing Emma Hendricks on Monday. Next week, I have Wednesday… hm. I think it’s too early to tell. I can get back to you about next week on Friday.”
“Emma Hendricks?” It was a name I hadn’t heard for ages. “Is she still with us?”
“She’s alive and kicking. I think she’ll outlive us all.” Jerry chuckled. He closed the book. “So, you’ll come to dinner?”
“I appreciate the hospitality but, if I’m being honest, the reason I’m here isn’t social…” The wooden chair creaked as I adjusted my position, shifting my thighs to try to disperse some of the awkwardness.
Jerry’s face fell, his hospitality replaced by professionalism. “Of course. What can I help you with? Is it a trustee issue? As you know, it’s all tied up.”
“I need to know if you’re aware of any person or organization who might have wished my father ill.”
“Ah.” Jerry slid his hand over the agenda as though to consider the leather. “I really do think it’s in the past, Clara. This is for the documentary, I’m assuming.”
“No. This is for me.”
He looked up, surprise parting his lips and knitting his brow. For a moment there was silence, then he shook his head. “You know, if you go looking, you might find something you’re not prepared for. Bones aren’t the only thing buried in Hickory Hills.”
“I’m aware. I’m ready.” Did that mean he knew something he wasn’t letting on, or was he warning me off? The ambiguous nature of his statement left me rattled, and I pushed for clarification. “What is it you know? Do you have any idea why someone would want to torture my father and my mother? Or know why they would want to fake their kidnapping, if that’s what happened?”
“No. And if I did, I would have informed the police at the time.” Jerry drew a deep breath and released it slowly through his nostrils. “Elkins was of the opinion the crime scene in the shed was staged; I recall, at the time, he thought it was too amateurish—not a hit or anything slick. The fingertips—” He shuddered. A pained expression crossed his face that pushed his lips together and deepened the lines of his brow. Was he hiding something? The tells were there, but the sincerity in his voice threw me off.
“If there’s even a suspicion, an inkling, anything—”
“Tell you what.” Jerry wheeled back from his desk and gestured toward a windowless door to the side of his office. “I’ve got all of my records locked away in there, including all of your father’s old documents. As legal heir to the estate, as named in his will, you have rights to his information. I was meaning to clear up my files, anyway. If you come back in a few days, I’ll have everything sorted and ready for you, and you can pour over the details yourself. Maybe you can glean something from the madness.”
The more he spoke, the more I was sure something wasn’t right. An itch started beneath the skin on the nape of my neck, and it wriggled its way down my back. I resisted the urge to stretch my shoulders. There was something here—something I needed to find out. I didn’t know what was sealing Jerry’s lips so tightly, but as he didn’t feel at liberty to disclose what it was, I assumed the worst.
“How long is it going to take?” I folded my hands on my lap, trying not to seem too eager or anxious, but doubt had begun to cloud my mind. Something was making Jerry nervous. Out in the streets of Hickory Hills, I’d felt unwelcome; so far, no one had harmed me. Shouting and trashing my car were their limit.
But this?
This shook me.
To know Jerry Appleton—a respected attorney, in not just Hickory Hills, but in North Carolina—was fearful to speak plainly in his private office set off warning bells. I appreciated his willingness to work with me but, at the same time, I knew I needed to stay on my toes. I wasn’t sure if the files Jerry had in storage would illuminate what that threat was, but I was determined to find out.
Jerry shrugged a single shoulder. “A few days. If you leave your number, I’ll give you a call when it’s done. But you should probably leave your number, anyway, so I can get back in touch with you about dinner plans. There’s no way I’m letting a McNair visit town without being properly entertained.”
Despite the urgency of the situation, Jerry’s attention made me smile. For a moment, my fears were forgotten. A town like this couldn’t be rotten when I still had people like Jerry and Amanda on my side.
“Are you ready to host a fussy two-year-old?” I asked, arching a brow playfully. “James is a good boy, most of the time, but we’ve never been to a dinner party before. He might be more than you bargained for.”
“After dealing with your father?” Jerry scoffed. “That man could throw fits that rivaled a toddler’s. I think I’m prepared.”
I grinned, and Jerry grinned back. The tension dispersed, and the itch working its way down my spine stopped wriggling.
We exchanged numbers. His secretary had fielded my call when I reached out to his law office but, with his personal number, I’d be able to get in touch at any time. The lifeline was appreciated.
“I imagine you’ve got to get back to your little boy now.” Jerry stretched his arms over his head, the fine fabric of his suit jacket bunching at the shoulders. “I’ll be in touch later today to remind you about making plans. I’m serious, you know.”
“So am I.” I nodded. “We’ll be there. You’ve been nothing but kind to my family since you started working for us. It would be my honor to have dinner with you.”
Jerry smiled. “Rich and Glenda would be proud of the woman you’ve become.”
The flattery reddened my cheeks. I dropped my gaze, bashful. “Thank you.”
Jerry stood, readjusting his suit jacket before he stepped around the desk. We hugged again, and I breathed in bergamot.
“If you keep looking, you’ll find what you’re looking for,” Jerry whispered when we were close. “But it might change everything you know. Is that what you want?”
“How will I know where to look?” I buried my nose against his shoulder and closed my eyes, ignoring the warning bells going off in my head. “I’ve been away for so long.”
Jerry released me. He cleared his throat and shook his head, then stepped back to lean against his desk, keeping his eyes on his fingernails. “You’re a smart girl, Clara. You’ll get to the answers you’re looking for.”
I hoped he was right.
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McNair Furniture was not a small business, but it wasn’t a global powerhouse, either. There were enough people beneath my father’s employ that I could never hope to remember all their names, but there were some I could never forget. Jerry Appleton was one such figure. Emma Hendricks was another.
Mrs. Hendricks had been my father’s elderly secretary. Kind and wise, whenever I’d stopped by the office to see my father, she’d been the face to greet me with a knowing smile and a twinkle in her eye. As a child, I’d been enchanted by her. The calm, collected presence she exerted was the stuff of magic, and it had drawn me in. As a testy adolescent and a moody teen, I’d rolled my eyes at the sweet old lady act. Now, I hoped kindly Mrs. Hendricks hadn’t grown testy with age.
A little bit of social media stalking and some quick Google searches later, and I had an address. Nervous, I drove at a crawl down the street Mrs. Hendricks was reported to live on. Small bungalows lined the way. Shingles hung loosely from roofs. Paint peeled in long, curled strips. Eroded concrete steps. Oxidized metal railings, gritty orange-red streaking the surfaces beneath it.
In one of those bungalows, gold-plated letters hanging crookedly by the door, I found Mrs. Hendricks’s residence.
I left my car at the curb and made my way up the driveway. Overgrown crabgrass in desperate need of trimming clustered in the crannies between the property and the sidewalk. I followed it all the way to the walkway leading from the driveway to the front door, then climbed the crumbling cement steps to stand on the stained stoop. The doorbell had once been white, but was stained yellow with time. I hesitated before I pressed it in.
The rubber was sticky.
I wiped my finger on the outside of my pant leg and shook out my hand, but the stickiness persisted. I was about to find somewhere to wipe it when a latch clicked, and the door opened. A young man peeked through a crack in the door, eyes narrowed suspiciously.
“Hi,” I offered, a lot more meekly than I intended to sound. “Does Emma Hendricks live here?”
“Who’s askin’?”
If I told him the truth, I risked having the door slammed in my face. My name wasn’t exactly well-liked.
But if I didn’t tell him…? I needed to speak to Emma. With her finger on the pulse of McNair Furniture, she was the woman to ask about who was who. Without her help, I was out of luck until Jerry produced the promised stored documents.
“My father was a friend of hers, and I wanted to ask her about the times they had together.” It was the best I could come up with on short notice. “Can I please speak with her? Or, if she’s not here, do you know where I might be able to find her?”
The man on the other side of the door chewed on his bottom lip, eyes narrowed into slits. His hair was shaved close to the scalp, a singular, dark mole protruding near his left temple. A haggard look and deep creases in his brow made me think he’d turn me down but, to my surprise, I heard metal click, then slide, as he released the door chain. The door swung open, and I found myself facing the man in full.
I pegged him to be around my age—around thirtyish. Loose, gray sweatpants hid the shape of his legs, contrasted with the white wifebeater that clung to his pudgy stomach and stretched across beefy shoulders. He was barefoot.
“Do you know Mrs. Hendricks?” I asked, not yet stepping beyond the threshold. I got the feeling I wasn’t welcome, and I didn’t want to test my limits.
The man looked me over from head to foot, lingering a prolonged minute on my chest, before he turned away from me and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Grandma? Someone’s here to see you.”
Grandma?
I knew Mrs. Hendricks was old, but I hadn’t expected that.
“Um, can I come in?” I asked. “If you point me to where she is, I’ll go see her myself.”
“Suit yourself.” The man shrugged.
It was the warmest welcome I was going to get. I took my chance and stepped through the doorway, closing the door in my wake. Emma’s grandson was rude but I didn’t get a bad vibe from him. If anything, I was more likely to be ignored than I was to be attacked. As long as he didn’t piece together who I was, I figured he’d leave me alone.
“Where can I go to see her?” I looked to him for guidance, but he’d already lost interest.
With a dismissive shrug, he lurched from the entranceway into the living room and settled on a dusty, overstuffed couch. The television played a daytime reality program I almost recognized.
Beyond the house’s tiny entranceway was red carpet, its color muted by years of wear. Frayed edges bled fabric onto the wood floor. Mismatched furniture held the space together; the bent table legs and groan from the couch as Emma’s grandson shifted his weight told me what was in the room presently wouldn’t be around much longer. To the left was a kitchen, the tile old and faded, but the room otherwise in good shape. Between the two rooms was a dreary hallway. I headed for it, confident that somewhere along the way, I’d find the woman I was looking for.
The short, windowless hallway was lined with doors. Before I could go more than two steps, the door at the end of the hall opened. White hair curled tightly near her scalp, tightening her forehead. The elasticity in her cheeks was gone, and the skin there sagged and betrayed her age. Heavily lidded eyes observed me, and I looked back. She wore fuzzy pink slippers and a nightgown, and I had to wonder if I’d woken her.
“Hi, Mrs. Hendricks. I’m sorry for taking up your time. I was just wondering—”
“Clara?” Mrs. Hendricks croaked. She tilted her head to the side and squinted at me in the gloom. “Is that really you?”
I looked over my shoulder to see if her grandson was listening, but he was engrossed in his show. He scratched his thigh, then adjusted himself through his pants.
He’d forgotten all about me.
“It’s me,” I said, returning my gaze to Mrs. Hendricks. “And I’m sorry to intrude, I really am. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“Nonsense.” Mrs. Hendricks waved me off. “You know, the people in town may not think very highly of you but, as far as I’m concerned, they don’t think very highly of anyone. As long as you’re in this household, you don’t need to apologize. I don’t believe for a second you’re the one to blame. No matter what anyone says, no matter how troubled you were, I know you wouldn’t do that to your family—to your mother. I know rotten, and you are not it.”
Without waiting for a response, Mrs. Hendricks raised a crooked, knobby finger in my direction as if to warn me. “And before you go saying you aren’t apologizing because you think everyone hates you, you can stop right there. I know for a fact how they’ve been treating you, and I know you must be reeling from it. Well, don’t you think anything of it.”
“Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say. I hadn’t come here expecting a pep talk.
“You’re welcome. Now, let’s get you into the kitchen and settled at the table. Do you drink coffee?”
“Not this late.” It was almost six. “If I want to get to sleep tonight, I need to stay away from caffeine.”
“Herbal tea, then. Come, dear. Go on. Go settle.” Mrs. Hendricks swept her hands forward to shoo me, then hobbled down the hallway. “You go sit yourself down while I put the kettle on. Go now.”
I listened, taking the turn for the kitchen.
The countertops were crowded with things. Trinkets and baubles and junk, all left to sit. I spotted old mail, rolled newspapers still bound by elastic bands, and a broken wind chime. There were dishes, dirty, clean, and questionable, piled at random along the counters. They flooded the sinks, stacked precariously one atop another. The walls were stained yellow, and the smell on the air revealed the source—tobacco smoke.
Suddenly, my sticky finger didn’t seem so out of place.
Mrs. Hendricks filled an old kettle from the tap and set it on the stove to boil. As the burner clicked and struggled to light, I sat in one of the rickety kitchen chairs at the cluttered kitchen table.
“So, dear, you must have come to talk about something.” Mrs. Hendricks fetched two mugs from an overhead cabinet. I was surprised she still had dishes left. “Why don’t you go on and start that talk while the kettle boils?”
“Right.” My eyes traced the stacks of bills left on the table. The one closest to me was three years old. “I wanted to know if you had anything of my father’s—anything at all that might help me figure out who he was talking to before he went missing. Or if you don’t, if there’s anyone else who might know more about the events around his disappearance.”
Mrs. Hendricks clicked her tongue three times, each hollow sound sharp, despite the noise filtering through from the TV. She turned away from the kettle and set her hands on her hips, then shook her head. “I worked with your father a long time ago. It’s been so long I barely remember what he looked like.”
The hope I’d had for an easy resolution shrank. Nothing was going to be simple. I realized, if it had been, the police would have handled it when the incident occurred. Who was I to think I could figure this out now?
I lowered my head. “I know it was a long shot, but I figured it didn’t hurt to ask.”
“And you were right.” Mrs. Hendricks hobbled to the chair across from me. Her hands curled over the top of the chair, long fingers dipping down to tap against the wood. Her nails were thick and yellow. “If my memory isn’t playing tricks on me, I still have a box of your father’s possessions I recovered from the investigation. I figured, if he ever came back, he was going to want them. I’ve held onto them for all these years, but I doubt it’s going to do him much use now, is it?”
“No, ma’am.” I swallowed to try to keep my emotions at bay. “I don’t think he’s coming back for them any time soon.”
Mrs. Hendricks sighed regretfully, then shook her head and hobbled to the kitchen door. When she was in the doorway, she came to a stop. “If the kettle boils, why don’t you be a dear and pour us some tea? I’ll see if Patrick won’t get off the couch for a few minutes to help me move your father’s box of belongings out of my closet. It shouldn’t be long.”
“Thank you.” I meant it more truly than Mrs. Hendricks could ever know. More than likely, what was inside the box wouldn’t be of any use to me, but the glimmer of hope remained that there was some clue—some overlooked, under-appreciated tidbit—I’d be able to use to find the killer and prove my innocence.
Information I could use to keep my family safe.

The cardboard box Patrick Hendricks brought into the kitchen was worn. Its cardboard flaps flopped to the sides as though wet but, as far as I could see, there was no water damage. Inside, papers were poorly fitted to the confines. I glimpsed them as Patrick brought the box to the kitchen table, pushing the junk accumulated on its surface until it toppled to the floor. From the little I saw before the box was pushed out of the way, it was my father’s handwriting.
It looked like I had a lot of material to go through.
When the box was settled, Patrick brushed off his hands and exited the kitchen, leaving Mrs. Hendricks and I on our own. Mrs. Hendricks lifted a stack of loose papers from the box and set them aside, then hemmed and hawed as she sifted through the rest of its contents.
“Let’s see,” she mumbled, “there are the investment details from 2002. The audit from ‘04. Ah.”
She lifted out a dog-eared Moleskin journal. She handed it to me.
“This is your father’s agenda for 2007. The police seized it during their investigation, but it was eventually returned, and I stashed it away in here for safekeeping. The rest of this? Business. Figures and statements, mostly.”
The Moleskin was loose against its binding, and it glided like silk along my fingertips. The pages were dry and brittle, aged to an off-white color, but a quick flip through the book revealed the ink was smudge-free.
“Can I take this?” I looked to Mrs. Hendricks for permission. The agenda belonged to the McNair family, but it had been in her possession for so many years that inheritance was a moot point.
“Dear, you can take the whole box. It’s just cluttering up this house anyway.” Mrs. Hendricks shook her head. “Now, I’ve heard about the upset at the morgue. Word’s been all around town, you know, if you’re willing to listen. I know your father isn’t coming back; I’d rather it go to you. Most of it’s junk—but maybe, just maybe, you can find something in there that gives you comfort. I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you.” I looked to the box, then met Mrs. Hendricks’s eye. “I’ll leave my phone number. If there’s anything you ever need from me, or if you find anything else of my father’s you want removed from your house, give me a call and I’ll be happy to come over.”
“You sure are a different girl than I remember.” Mrs. Hendricks sighed. “The Clara who used to black out days in my agenda and throw my stapler in the fish tank? How times change.”
It was my cue to leave. With a bow of my head, I collected the box, balancing it on my hip. The worn cardboard barely held the heavy stacks of papers within it, and I knew if I stood around for too long, my arm would start to get sore.
“Thank you for your help today, Mrs. Hendricks.” I offered her a smile, which she returned in kind. “I really appreciate it.”
“A girl deserves her father’s things, even if most of them aren’t worth keeping.” Mrs. Hendricks led me from the kitchen to the front door. “Take care, dear. Whatever it is you’re looking for in there, I hope you find it.”
“I hope so, too.” The Moleskin notebook sat on top of the stack, promising either hope or heartbreak. “Do you want my phone number? I was serious. If there’s anything you need—”
“No, dear. Patrick is here to care for me. We’ll be just fine.” Mrs. Hendricks held the door open for me. I stepped out onto the stoop. “If there’s anything comes up, I’ll come to you. I hear you’re staying at one of the staff houses on your father’s land?”
The shock must have showed on my face because Mrs. Hendricks chuckled.
“Oh, dear, there’s no need to be surprised. News travels fast.”
Too fast for my tastes.
I said my goodbyes and made my way to the car, setting the box on the passenger seat. Down the street, well out of eyesight of the Hendricks’ house, I pulled over and took the Moleskin journal from the top of the stack.
Inside would be the keys I needed to unlock the past, or yet another disappointment.





10

My father was not an organized man. As I scoured his notes, tracing his life from the time of his disappearance back to the earliest entries, I struggled to bridge one segment of his agenda to the next. The blank pages of the Moleskin journal allowed him to record his thoughts one page, then detail his month the next. Some of the passages I read didn’t make sense. To my father’s business-oriented mind, details that didn’t make a difference to me were of utmost importance to him. But nothing about the passages I read were out of the ordinary…
Until I noticed mention of Gino Hunt.
With the journal laid open upon my steering wheel, I flipped through the last few entries and tracked each occurrence of the name. Unlike the other appointments my father detailed in his journal, Gino’s name wasn’t accompanied by a phone number or email address. There wasn’t even a single sentence descriptor beneath each scheduled meeting that would give any clue to what the meetings were about.
For the last several months before his disappearance, my father had been meeting with a man whose information he was anxious about disclosing—even to his private journal.
Could Gino Hunt be responsible for my parents’ disappearance and deaths? Did he have a hand in it? What did he know?
There were other documents tied to my father left to be examined, but I didn’t want to let this potential lead get away from me. If Gino Hunt turned out to be a dead-end, I’d scour the box.
Moleskin journal closed and set atop the papers in the box, phone in hand, I pulled up a web browser and searched for Gino Hunt. Facebook and LinkedIn connected me to Gino Hunts across the country but none of them had ever claimed North Carolina as their home. That in itself wouldn’t have been surprising—my father worked with associates from all across the nation—but the frequency of Gino’s visits, according to my father’s scattered agenda pages, made me think he was local. And I knew my father: if Gino were visiting from afar, he would have invited him at least once to the McNair estate. I’d never heard of—or met—anyone called Gino Hunt.
“Gino Hunt NC” brought up fewer results—just as frustrating. I scrolled through the top search results, my eyes glazing over as I read the few same parent sites over and over again.
Facebook. Twitter. LinkedIn… all for Gino Hunts outside of North Carolina.
Then a link stopped me in my tracks.
I squinted at the screen, reading the tiny text in the site preview. Hunt Industries in Charlotte, North Carolina listed a Gino Hunt as its director of operations, but what those operations were was unstated. I clicked the link and entered the website; it was bare-bones. There was no indication what Hunt Industries really did.
If it did anything at all.
Curiosity and dread melded into one conflicted emotion and I clicked through each of the tabs. Every page read the same way.
[Under construction. Check back soon for more info!]
But when I scrolled down to the bottom to check when the website was published, I discovered it had last been updated fifteen years before. Searching the address on Street View, no data was recorded for the location.
The police couldn’t have missed a lead so obvious, could they? They’d confiscated my father’s belongings and combed through them, if what Mrs. Hendricks told me could be believed. If their investigation was as thorough as Elkins claimed, they would have investigated Gino Hunt’s connection to my father.
I knew all that. But I needed to know for myself.
Although it pained me to do it, I knew if I wanted the truth, I needed to be willing to pay the price. Biting my tongue, I called a number I thought I’d never call of my own volition.
The phone rang, and rang, and I rechecked I’d located the correct number but, right as I was about to hang up, it connected. A smooth male voice said: “Hello?”
Detective Elkins sounded like he was in desperate need of a shot of something strong.
“Hello, detective. This is Clara McNair.”
“McNair. Of course. Just who I was dying to hear from.” The sarcasm dripped from his voice. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”
The man got under my skin in the worst way, but I pushed through my initial impulse to lash back. I wanted answers, not arguments. “I need to know if you’ve looked into Gino Hunt.”
The line was silent. I took the phone from my ear to see if it was still connected. It was. Worried, I returned the phone to my ear and waited for his response. In our brief, uneasy acquaintanceship, I couldn’t remember Detective Elkins ever having been lost for words.
“I’m not at leisure to discuss active investigations, McNair.”
“I didn’t mention any investigation.”
Silence crackled in the phone speaker. From Detective Elkins’s end of the call, I heard another phone ringing and the distant murmur of conversation. We hadn’t been disconnected—he was dodging my response.
“Is there any other topic you’re dying to stick your nose in, or are you willing to leave police work to the police?” Detective Elkins didn’t give me an inch to work with. In one sentence, he let it be known the conversation was over. It didn’t matter—I’d already gotten what I needed from him. A single slip of the tongue had told me more than he would have ever admitted.
Gino Hunt had been investigated by the police, and his name was embroiled in the reopened investigation.
“I have nothing more to ask,” I said.
“Then you’ll forgive me if I end the call prematurely. There’s a lot of work to be done, and I’m not getting to it entertaining calls from you.”
“I wouldn’t dream of keeping you,” I fired back with mild sarcasm of my own, unable to keep it at bay. The stress of the situation was already getting to me. Detective Elkins’s sour behavior only made the situation worse. “Thank you, detective. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, McNair.”
I took the phone from my ear and looked down at the screen. In little more than a minute, I’d learned I could be on the right track—but I also knew I was nowhere near the truth.
Not yet.
But finding out who Gino Hunt was, and what exactly it was he did—how he was connected to my father—at least gave me something to work with.
It was closing in on six thirty. Summer nights meant late sunsets, but I wanted to pursue this all the way, and I knew I’d be driving into the night. Amanda was expecting me, and James would be starting to miss me. Since he’d been born, we’d never been separated for long.
That night, though, I needed him to be strong for just a little longer. With his anti-seizure medication working its way through his system, his wakeful hours would be bleary at best. I doubted he’d even notice I was gone.
I made a new call. As it rang, I pinned my mobile to my ear with my shoulder and smoothed my hands over the steering wheel. I had a charger hooked up to an adapter in my 12-volt outlet, so I didn’t need to worry my phone would die. I could make the drive to Charlotte and back as long as Amanda agreed to look after James.
The call connected before long. Amanda greeted me, cheerful. “Hey, girl. What’s going on?”
“Hey.” I sat back, placing a hand on my phone while I laid the other one on my thigh. “How has James been for you today?”
“Good. He’s been sleepy. Little dude’s tuckered out. I had to wake him up a few times to make sure he got water and something to eat. I understand now why the doctors want him to nibble throughout the day. I’m pretty sure he couldn’t stay awake long enough to get down a full meal.”
I sucked in a breath and led into my next question. “Since he hasn’t been a handful, I don’t mind asking… Could you do me another huge favor?”
“You’re not going to ask me to go out with Samuel, are you?” The playful, upward inflection to Amanda’s words spoke of humor, but there was a little tick of something I couldn’t quite distinguish that muddied the sound. “He’s been snooping around me like a dog looking for a bone… I guess he is looking for a bone, but if he is, he’s barking up the wrong tree.”
It was a good thing I was parked—I slapped a hand over my mouth and snorted with laughter. “Amanda!”
“Hey, come on now. Like that’s the worst thing I’ve ever said.” I heard the wink even though I couldn’t see it. “So, if you’re laughing like that, I’m guessing it’s not Samuel you’re calling about. What’s going on? I’m just pulling your chain, you know.”
“I know.” Amanda never failed to brighten my mood. Despite the tension, I smiled. “I’ve got to run a few extra errands today I wasn’t planning on. Is it okay if James stays with you for a bit longer—say, four or so extra hours? I know it’s pushing pickup time really late…”
“Oh, you’re fine. He’ll sleep through it, anyway.” Amanda laughed. “I just got him to eat something a little while ago and settled him in with some cartoons. The last time I checked in on him, his head was rolling forward like he was about to fall asleep right on the couch. He keeps snapping out of it, but it’s one hundred percent adorable. You did a good job making this one, even if it’s the drugs causing his sleepiness. He’s way too cute to handle.”
I imagined the scene clearly because it was one I so often saw. James, eager to stay awake, fighting against his body’s commands. Sometimes it was in the car when we drove home after any of the hundreds of doctor visits we’d been to. Sometimes it was on the couch of our tiny apartment back home in California we’d had to give up. But best of all, it was when he was already in bed, off his medication, when I was reading him a story he didn’t want to stop listening to.
I felt no guilt leaving him with her for a little longer. I’d carry him to the car, and he’d nestle against my shoulder and whisper disjointed sentences in my ear. All would be forgiven come morning.
Hopefully, we’d be much safer come morning, too.
“Thanks.” If I was going to do this, I needed to get going. It wouldn’t be long before I lost daylight. “I’ve got to let you go so I can get those errands started. I’ll be back before you know it.”
“Stay safe,” Amanda chirped. “We’ll be here waiting for you to get back.”
“See you soon!”
I let out a relieved sigh and hooked my phone up to its windshield mount, then plugged in the charger. I pulled the address for Hunt Industries from the website and plugged it into my GPS app, then surveyed the route ahead. State highways, mostly. At that time of the day, I’d be dealing with a little rush-hour traffic, but nowhere near Hickory Hills was going to be congested. As far as I was concerned, it was going to be a smooth drive.
As I crept out of town, taking to the highway that bound it to the next small town along the way, a chilling sense of liberation came over me. Here, without the judgmental eyes of the townsfolk or Detective Elkins’s hateful stare, I was at liberty to be myself.
Whoever Gino Hunt was, and whatever his involvement with my father, could lead me a step closer to figuring out what had happened back then.
He’d help me discover who my parents were.
Who I was.
I’d followed an academic career in psychology looking for that answer—wondering why I acted the way I did, why I had the murky dreams and blackout periods I’d experienced. I’d always been the odd one out, no matter how hard I tried to fit in. Outlandish behavior, compulsion, and issues with authority… I couldn’t remember how it had started, or when, but I knew it had shaded my life and darkened my future. But now, as I looked into the past, I realized there were other details that needed to be explored.
Who would want to kill my parents?
Who would put their remains on the estate?
If the police weren’t interested in finding out the answer—if they were so quick to blame me for crimes I didn’t commit—then I needed to figure that out on my own.
It was going to be a long drive through the twilight, but I knew it was a necessary one. I needed this.
And whether the townsfolk thought so or not, Hickory Hills needed this, too.
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The roads between Hickory Hills and Charlotte were heavily forested and sleepy. Pink bled across the horizon as the sun set and by the time I left the quiet state highways for the roads running into Charlotte, it had darkened to bright reds and oranges that lit up the clouds for one last show before night set in.
Hunt Industries was located in an industrial section on the outskirts of town, and as I made my way down pothole pocked roads and past looming square warehouses with smokestacks that towered sky-high and belched gray clouds toward the heavens, I began to wonder what it was I was doing here. It was clear Gino Hunt operated a manufacturing plant.
It didn’t make sense. Was it business—connected to the factory? He’d visited my father regularly over several months, yet never once did my father record any of the details about Gino’s visits.
The voice in my head dragged me back to my senses and sealed my resolve. Even if this was a dead-end, it was a worthwhile endeavor. Gino may have information that would help with the murder investigation.
At the end of the double-wide road leading past grimy factories was a narrow two-way street running perpendicular to my location. My GPS directed me down it. By the look of the map, it seemed to be headed toward town.
The factories became fewer and further between. Smaller shops dotted the landscape, some strung together like strip malls, some stand-alone. All of them dealt with niche items. Car batteries. Autobody shops. Bulk supply stores. Landscaping fronts…
And there, among them, was Hunt Industries.
A line of poorly painted parking spaces was drawn in front of the row of shops. I pulled into one of the spaces and squinted up at the sign above Hunt Industries’ front doors. I’d been mistaken. Hunt Industries wasn’t the corporation my father had been doing business with—Hunt Investigations was.
As I watched, a light inside the establishment flicked off. I unbuckled and exited the car, worried I’d lost my chance. As I hurried for the door, it opened, and a man in his early forties stepped out. Stubble lined his jaw and upper lip, almost long enough to call a beard. In the dying daylight, his buzzed blond hair looked almost white. He wore a simple button-down shirt and a pair of slacks—office casual—but the half-smoked, unlit cigarette behind his ear spoke of independence from corporate life.
So did the keys in his hand.
As I approached, he locked the door and rattled the handle to make sure it was locked. Without turning, he spoke. “We’re closed.”
I wasn’t going to let that be the end of me. “I just need a second of your time, just a little information—”
“Doesn’t matter if it’s a lot or a little. First of all, information doesn’t come free, or I’d be out of the job. Second of all, we’re closed. I’m not taking on anymore clients.”
I stood a little taller, shoulders back and head held high. Gino Hunt, if that was who stood before me, was gruff but he seemed abrupt rather than violent, and I decided it was worth a risk. “I’m not looking to hire you. I wanted to ask you why you were seeing Richard McNair ten years ago.”
Gino’s hand had been on the door handle but, when I spoke, it dropped to his side. After a moment’s hesitation, he drew in a long, aggravated breath and shook his head. “Who are you to ask?”
“His daughter.”
A seagull cawed from overhead, circling high above the parking lot to bid farewell to daylight. The wind rustled my pant legs, and I wrapped my arms around myself for warmth. We were in the midst of summer, but the moment chilled me.
“McNair, huh?” He turned to face me for the first time, squinting against the sunlight. I noticed the worry lines in the corners of his lips and eyes. He knitted his brows together, amplifying the lines in his forehead, then shook his head. “Who says I saw your father at all?”
“He recorded meetings with Gino Hunt right before he disappeared, and I need to know why that was. Did he hire you? Did it have any connection to my father’s disappearance?”
Gino raised a hand to his face and rubbed his eyes, exasperated. “Listen, Miss McNair. I have no proof you are who you say you are, other than your word. Besides, I’ll tell you for the third time, we’re closed. I don’t know if you’ll believe it or not, but when I leave the office, I stop being a private investigator and start being a normal guy. Business is kept strictly for business hours, got it?”
“My life is in danger.”
“An emergency, then?” Gino pocketed his keys, taking the chance to slip his hands into his pockets. He met my gaze. From his pockets he drew a scrap of paper and a pen. Using his palm as a makeshift surface, he began to write. “Tell you what? If you’re really so concerned, tomorrow you can make your way to see me while I’m on the job. I’m not going to be in the office, so coming back here won’t do you any good.”
He handed me the scrap of paper. An address was written across it in chicken scratch.
“Meet me tomorrow at that address any time before five, and we can have a little chat about Richard McNair and your life being in danger. But remember, when the time comes I walk out the door, I am off the clock.”
“Got it.” I clutched the paper tightly in my palm. It wasn’t the exact reception I’d been hoping for, but I still considered it a step in the right direction. “I’ll be there.”
“You’d better be.” Gino huffed a laugh. He took the cigarette from behind his ear and slid it between his lips. When he next spoke, he spoke around it. “It’s not every day I break client confidentiality for a pretty face. Don’t make me regret my choice.”
I opened my mouth to say something, but the strange attempt at flirtation threw me off. Taken aback, all I could do was nod.
Gino laughed the same dry, scathing laugh as before, then stepped past me to unlock his car.
He was nothing more than taillights on the horizon by the time I’d pulled myself together enough to make my next move. I realized if I was going to get back to Charlotte tomorrow, I’d need to get my ducks in a row. Between working on the documentary with Samuel and the film crew and looking after James, time was limited. But I wasn’t about to give up. Not when I was beginning to catch my first glimpses of the truth.

“Hey, girl. What’s happening?” Amanda answered my call almost as soon as I placed it. “Everything going okay with those errands?”
“Yeah. Kind of.” I wondered how to best frame the question without coming across as too demanding. Amanda had gone out of her way to be there for me, and I didn’t want her to feel as though I was taking advantage of her. “Before I get into it, has James been okay? Has anything come up?”
“Nope.” I heard Amanda’s smile through her tone. “He’s been a perfect, sleepy little angel. After you last called, I checked in on him to find him asleep, so I put him to bed. Looks like he’s out for the night.”
I breathed out a sigh of relief and let go of the pressure. I had to trust everything would be okay. Amanda had the situation under control. “It turns out I showed up a little too late to get done what I needed to get done, so I have to come back tomorrow.”
“Showed up too late? Where are you?”
“I’m in Charlotte.”
“Some errand.” Amanda whistled low. “So you need to drive all the way back tomorrow morning? I’ve got something going on tomorrow night, so I can’t watch James in the afternoon, otherwise you know I would.”
Shit.
“That’s okay. You’ve been such a big help already.”
“But you know what? When do you need to be in Charlotte?” Amanda clicked her tongue thoughtfully. “I don’t have to be out of the house until the afternoon. I could keep James overnight if you wanted, and you could come pick him up tomorrow before two. Would that work for you? It might be best if you waited to drive back by daylight, anyway. You know what mountain roads are like.”
I did. It may have been a decade since I’d traveled these roads, but as long as I lived I’d never forget the way they twisted and turned through the mountains. Without streetlights, the sharp turns were treacherous at night, and twilight. Night had fallen in the short drive between Hunt Investigations and the nearest commercial parking lot I could find.
“You wouldn’t mind if I stayed?” I asked hesitantly. “You’ll be okay with James?”
“Yup. Taking care of Sleeping Beauty’s not exactly hard work. If you’d left me a kid high on Pixy Stix, we might have some words—but like this? He’s no problem at all.” Amanda paused and clucked her tongue, thinking. “What about his medication, though? You said you have him on anti-seizure meds, right? I’ve got plenty of diapers, but I don’t exactly have prescription medicine around the house.”
“He’s only just started it again today; it’s fine if he misses a single dose because they won’t have begun working through his system. I’m not going to be long—maybe just a few hours late for his morning dose. The thing you need to look out for is if he seizes in his sleep—sometimes he’ll lose control of his throat or his face, and he could choke. I know I might be asking too much, so please say if it’s not possible, but would you be able to sleep close to him—keep him by you—just in case? It’s rare, but it does happen, according to the side effects on the medication literature.”
“Got it. I’ve had experience with kids with different medical issues through my work with CPS, so I think I can handle a seizure.”
“It’s such a relief to my mind to hear you say that. You know the drill, then: stay with him. Tell him he’s going to be okay. Rub his back. Try to make him feel comfortable… should be over quickly.”
I hoped I wouldn’t be eating those words later.
“Gotcha. Call me in the morning when you’re on your way back and I’ll have coffee going, okay?” Amanda paused. “I’m going to start unwinding for bed. Take care of yourself tonight.”
“Thanks. And thanks again for looking after James. I knew coming back here was going to be difficult, but I think I overestimated how much I could do on my own.”
“You’re fine. Don’t worry about it.” Amanda hummed, then redirected the topic of conversation. “Before you go, there is one more thing I want to check in on just in case. If you end up running late, or if he has an accident, or if we need anything from the house, which one are you staying at—a staff house, right?—and is there a way I can get inside?”
“Oh! Yeah, for sure. It’d actually be really helpful if you could swing over and pick up some of his clothes for tomorrow—only if he wakes up, I guess. Best to let him sleep for as long as he’s out.” I let my head fall back against the headrest, doing my best to recall the details around the house. “We’re staying in one of the staff houses behind the gate. I think it’s number 27, but I usually recognize it as the house with the tree by the driveway with a trunk that’s split into two separate trees. By the side door is a huge blue plastic pot with a leafy plant. If you lift the pot, there’s a spare key for the front door beneath it.”
“Blue plastic pot by the side door of Mr. Field’s house. I remember how he used to always try to grow sunflowers in it, and the squirrels would get them every time. Got it.”
“Yup!” Amanda once lived in one of those houses as a child. We’d met in the halls of the McNair house, although my memory of those times was too spotty to recall exactly when that had been—but we were young; just kids. A lot of my childhood memories were forgotten or discarded by time. “Everything should be clear. We don’t have too much with us, so I run the laundry regularly.”
“It’s all good. If he wakes up when I’m carrying him to bed, I’ll drive him over and we’ll get some pajamas. It’ll be fun—baby’s first sleepover. He’s been a really good sport about it so far.”
“I’m glad.” And I was, deeply and inexpressibly. Sticking my nose where it didn’t belong was risky, and when James was with Amanda he was safe. After the car graffiti incident, I couldn’t say the same thing about the house we were staying in on the McNair estate. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”
“Drive safe.”
“Have a good night.”
Goodbyes were said. The call ended, and I took a deep, satisfying breath. For now, the pressure was off my shoulders. In Charlotte, I reasoned, I didn’t have to worry about who might break into my room in the middle of the night. Whoever the killer was, he wouldn’t follow me here—would he? I was safe. And as long as James was with Amanda, he’d be safe, too.
According to my GPS, the address Gino had given me led to a destination located in Charlotte’s downtown district. If he wanted to hurt me, he would have given me an address leading to an isolated place. Downtown Charlotte was nothing to worry about, I figured.
I would sleep like the dead tonight.
I pulled out of my parking space and took to the road again. Traffic was clear. I coasted down the street, headed toward town, keeping track of the businesses I passed. I was familiar with Charlotte from childhood excursions into the city, but it had been a long time since I’d been in North Carolina, and Charlotte had changed. The landmarks I remembered from my youth were either gone or so drastically altered I barely recognized them. The little inns along the way I was most familiar with had vanished. The further I went into the city looking for somewhere for the night, the more the traffic picked up, and the less likely it seemed I’d come across anywhere affordable.
Dismayed, I took a right onto a quiet street, intending to backtrack. The lights from the car behind me swept around the corner. Was it following me?
I took another right. The car behind me did too.
Black. Tinted windows. A visible dent in the driver’s side bumper.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. There wasn’t anything innately wrong with the situation but, all the same, it was disquieting. I’d left danger behind in Hickory Hills, hadn’t I? This had to be a coincidence. It was only natural I’d be on edge.
Just to make sure, I pulled up to the side of the road and let the car behind me pass. It slowed—almost an unnoticeable amount—then continued on its way. I watched it go until it turned a corner and disappeared.
My heart beat a desperate rhythm, hammering against my sternum like it wanted to break through it. I tried to defuse the stress by exhaling deeply.
It was all in my head, I told myself. I was being too dramatic about a non-issue. There was no way someone would have followed me here. With a good night’s sleep, and some food, I’d start thinking straight again. I was too wound by the unknown.
After a minute’s rest, I resumed my travels and found a cheap motel with a vacancy. Relieved, I pulled into the parking lot and was about to undo my seatbelt when I noticed a car pass by the motel and continue on its way.
Black. Tinted windows. A visible dent in the driver’s side bumper.
It couldn’t be the same one, could it? I was seeing things, projecting my fear.
A fresh chill shot down my spine as I locked the car and hurried for reception. A good night’s sleep and food were exactly what I needed. I was starting to get too paranoid for my own good.
In the morning, I’d feel better. In the morning, if he rearranged his schedule, I’d meet up with Gino Hunt and hopefully get some clarity on what my father was doing in the spring of 2007.
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I opened my eyes, gasping for breath. Daylight streamed into the window through a crack in the curtains. The motel bedroom overlooked the parking lot, and from where I lay I glimpsed three construction workers standing on the sidewalk, chatting. Cars passed by on the street. My car, carefully scrubbed down, graffiti removed, and cleaned by the production crew, was exactly where I’d left it.
The door was locked, the window was in one piece, and I was uninjured. Despite my paranoia, I’d made it through the night without incident…
Apart from the same old nightmare.
I scrubbed at my eyes and sat up in bed. The blankets pooled at my hips, leaving my bare torso uncovered. I’d stripped off my shirt and left it folded on the dresser, but I’d left my bra on just in case I needed to make a quick escape. The band dug into my side, and I plucked at it in an attempt to reposition it somewhere a little more comfortable.
It was time to get dressed and hit the road. If the address Gino gave me was legitimate, I had business to attend to.
With a stifled yawn, I climbed out of bed and grabbed my shirt from the dresser. The nightmare had my heart racing but, apart from the familiar creeping terror it left in its wake, I appreciated the jolt. Getting out of bed was a hell of a lot easier with some motivation: I did not want to go back to such a fragmented, confusing dreamstate.
I knew it by heart.
The blinding light. The shadows. The feeling someone was close, but never being able to tell who it was.
The burning.
God, the burning. The phantom sensations still tingled in my palms and danced in the tiny bones of my wrist. It was the strangest feeling, and I hated it. As I crossed the room, I shook my hands out—one, then the other—but the sensation remained. In time it would fade but, for now, I had to endure. Though, it wouldn’t be too tough with so much going on.
I had a date that morning with Gino Hunt, and I wouldn’t miss it for the world.

With the address plugged into the GPS and my phone hooked up, I left the motel and took to the streets. Twenty minutes later, I found myself exploring a part of town I remembered vaguely from my childhood; it had grown distant from my memory with age.
Street-side parking was available, so I backed into a space and fed the meter my credit card. It spat out a ticket, and I slipped it onto my dash before I headed across the street to check out the address in question.
Rothford and Neuman Law Firm was at 2487 Sycamore. I squinted against the sun as I looked up at the signage. A new kind of dread settled in my chest. Fear of the unknown froze me to the spot, and it wasn’t until a pedestrian bumped into my shoulder that I was shaken from my stupor. What kind of secret legal trouble had my father been in that he’d hire a private investigator?
I swallowed hard and pulled open the front door. It opened into a small reception area where a bright-eyed young man was just getting settled with some coffee. He lifted his eyebrows in delighted surprise as I stepped into the room. When the door closed, he spoke.
“Mrs. Smith?”
“No, I’m sorry. I’m Clara McNair. Gino Hunt asked me to meet him here?” I stepped toward the desk, closing some of the distance between myself and the young man. He couldn’t have been much younger than me, but there was a wide innocence in his eyes and a sharpness in his expression that hinted at youth. “Do you know where I can find him?”
“I’m so sorry, ma’am.” The chipper attitude toned itself down immediately. The young man folded his arms and frowned. A lock of his dark curls fell before his eyes, and he broke his somber stance to brush it away. “I understand it can’t be easy. If you’ll give me a second, I’ll check you in and make sure both Mr. Rothford and Mr. Neuman know you’re here.”
“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have an appointment with them.”
The young man frowned. “If you’re here to consult Mr. Hunt, you must be getting ready to file for divorce, aren’t you?”
Divorce?
The word was so foreign to my expectations I barely knew what to do. My parents had been happily married for years. What would my father be doing with a private investigator partnered with divorce lawyers?
“I’m not married.” The words emerged through sheer force of will. I glanced to the side, searching the room for any sign of Gino Hunt. “I was looking for some information, and I was told I would find it here. Mr. Hunt is here, isn’t he?”
“Let me make a few calls.” The young man behind the desk lifted a phone from the cradle. He held it against his ear with his shoulder and shot me a quick look, then spoke in hushed tones with whoever was on the other end.
I was eighteen when my parents went missing and, although I’d been a fiercely independent teen who was seldom in the house, I’d been around enough to know my parents had a happy relationship. They’d gone on regular dates. My mother had hung off my father’s arm. They still kissed and slept in the same bedroom up until their disappearance. On Sundays, they’d held regular family dinners that I only sometimes attended. For Christmas, we’d traveled as a family to Aspen, and vacationed for two weeks in the summer in the Caribbean. In fact, on the night they’d gone missing, they’d planned to go out together. My mother in her red dress, and my father in his evening suit with his engraved cufflinks…
“Ms. McNair?” the man behind the desk asked. I snapped my head up to look at him. While he talked on the phone, I’d fixed my eyes on an arbitrary spot on his desk. “Mr. Rothford and Mr. Neuman will both see you now. I’ll show you to the meeting room.”
“Thanks.”
If they were interested in seeing me, I knew whatever they had to say likely wasn’t good. Gino must have called ahead to warn them of my arrival. If so, what had he said?
Breath stuck in my lungs, fingers curled and clenched, I followed the young man to a solid wood door. He knocked three times, then opened it and bowed his head. I bowed mine in response.
“Good luck in there,” he whispered.
“Thanks.”
I didn’t know what I would need luck for but, as I pushed the door open the rest of the way, I braced myself for the worst, recalling Jerry Appleton’s warning—I had a feeling what I was about to discover wasn’t going to sit well with me.
And when I looked into the eyes of the two stern aging lawyers already sitting at the conference table, that feeling grew a thousandfold.

“Please sit, Ms. McNair.” They both had full heads of silver hair, but it was the slender one with the startling, crystal blue eyes and hawkish nose that spoke to me. His partner, a rotund man with a red face and a tan suit, kept an eye on me as I approached. “I’m David Rothford, and this is my partner, Eric Neuman. We received word from Mr. Hunt you would be coming to see us this morning.”
That bastard. He did phone this in.
“I’m sorry for any complications. I know this is very last minute.” I drew a chair out from the conference table and sat. They kept me under surveillance, their thinned lips and expressionless eyes impossible to read. Was I the enemy here? “To be honest, I wasn’t even aware I would be meeting with you this morning. I went to see Mr. Hunt yesterday afternoon, and he asked me to meet him here sometime today. I thought I’d be speaking with him.”
“Mr. Hunt is a very busy individual,” David Rothford said. He folded his arms on the table, almost dainty in the way he moved. “The sensitive nature of the work he does prohibits him from predictability. We’ll be fielding your questions this morning. But first, do you mind presenting your driver’s license?”
I blinked, taken by surprise.
“No offense is meant,” Eric Neuman added. It was the first time he’d spoken since I’d arrived, and I found his voice stuffy, like he was speaking while holding marbles in his mouth. “While Mr. Hunt often works on instinct and impulses, we are professionals bound to certain standards. We’ll need to see proof you are who you say you are before this conversation continues any further.”
That I could understand. Whatever sensitive information these men had on my family might have been catastrophic if shared with the wrong people, and I appreciated their commitment to confidentiality.
“Right. Of course.” I fished my driver’s license from my wallet and handed it to David. He turned it in his hand to examine the back, then returned it to me. “Do you need me to provide any other proof?”
“It won’t be necessary.” David sighed. “Well, Ms. McNair, as our first order of business, I’d like to extend our condolences over the loss of your mother and father. I’ll admit, when the news broke in 2007, I was shocked. That the circumstances surrounding their disappearance continue to be shrouded in mystery astounds me. It’s a reality I wish on no one.”
“Thank you.”
So news hadn’t spread about the discovery of the remains? I didn’t catch any tell on his face that would lead me to believe he was lying.
Eric cleared his throat and shifted back and forth, sitting straighter in his chair. “Our second order of business is to state that it is very seldom we agree to speak with any relative involved in one of our cases, but this is a rare, and needed, exception. Ten years is a long time to be missing, and I imagine you’re looking for closure if you’ve found your way to us.”
It was mostly the truth, and I didn’t want to complicate matters or bring too much information to light. As much as I didn’t want to think about it, I figured, the threat against my life was real. But the less I shared information about the danger, the better.
“In light of your parents’ disappearance, and your subsequent interest in your mother’s inquiry with our office—”
“My mother?” I blurted it out before I could think better of it. “You mean it was my mother coming here to see you?”
“Mrs. McNair was the one who first established contact with our office, yes.” Eric rose from his seat, his chair groaning. He walked across the room and drew a set of keys from his pockets, then unlocked the drawer of a filing cabinet. “We worked extensively with Mrs. McNair over six months before her disappearance.”
“Glenda McNair?” I couldn’t wrap my head around the thought. Geno Hunt’s name had appeared in my father’s belongings—in my father’s handwriting.
“The one and only.” Eric returned to the table. He’d drawn a folder from the cabinet, and he set it before me. “In this file is the work we did with your mother to establish grounds for divorce.”
The red dress. The laughter. The dewy-eyed looks.
All those years, my mother had been acting?
“I…” I didn’t know what to say. “Why?”
“Adultery, mostly.” David shook his head. “A pity. If I recall correctly, Mrs. McNair was an intelligent and beautiful woman. Mr. Hunt discovered four separate affairs during the six months he worked for her. Deplorable behavior.”
My stomach twisted into a knot, and my lungs shriveled in turn. My father had been cheating on my mother?
“What else?” There had to be more. One layer had been peeled away; I needed to dig deeper. What other secrets were there? What other betrayals?
Eric drew a noisy, rattling breath through his nose. “Mr. Hunt uncovered several other unsavory practices while he was investigating your father’s adultery.”
“Like what?” My voice was strained but I couldn’t help myself. The perfect image I’d had of my parents was crumbling. All I could do was grit my teeth and try to brace myself against the wreckage. “What kind of unsavory practices are you talking about?”
“There were several foreign accounts in your father’s possession, according to Mr. Hunt. Although he was unable to draw a solid conclusion before Mr. McNair disappeared, Mr. Hunt concluded it was very likely Mr. McNair was laundering money.”
I sank back in my chair, unsure how to process the news. My father was a criminal? Why hadn’t anyone from the investigation told me? There had been sparse communication while I was in Europe, but something so important?
“Was it ever proven?” My tongue felt too large for my mouth. “It was only ever suspected?”
“That’s correct.” Eric cleared his throat, then continued. “Private investigations came to the same dead-end as the police investigations. There are strong signs pointing to it, but there is no conclusive evidence.”
“Phone records and security footage from McNair Furniture show he was in communication with some unsavory individuals. We will not disclose who those individuals were, but it’s safe to say they weren’t the kind of people average men contact on a semi-regular basis.”
“Like the mob, or-or what are we talking about, here?” Tears welled behind my eyes, but they didn’t yet pool in their corners. For now, rage and betrayal held back my grief.
“We’re not at liberty to disclose that information.”
“But dangerous people?” It made sense. The death threats, the hostility, even the black car with the tinted windows. If my father owed a criminal organization money, who knew what lengths they’d go to in order to see their investment returned. “The kind of people who would want to make him disappear?”
“We’re not at liberty to disclose that information.”
This couldn’t go on. If there was something they knew that I didn’t, I needed to know. “Did you ever tell the police what was found? Did it influence their investigation any? Please, tell me someone else knows about Mr. Hunt’s investigation into my father’s business dealings.”
Eric shook his head slowly. “The authorities know what the authorities know. We are not at liberty to disclose that information, just as they are, likely, not at liberty to disclose what information they hold. I suggest taking the cause up with them if you really want to know.”
It was as good as saying my father was guilty. I lowered my head, gaze boring through my knees. Dirty money. Every cent of it was dirty money. I’d been told the McNair fortune was built from hard work and smart business choices.
“Mr. Hunt was investigating tax evasion when your parents disappeared. It’s likely your father was presenting falsified information to the IRS.”
The knot in my stomach continued to tighten.
The man I’d called father—the one who’d tucked me in when I was small and had raised me with quiet strength and tender affection—was a criminal. A deceiver. A cheat.
“Who were the women?” I asked, voice raw as I struggled to adjust to the pain.
“Employees. Housekeeping, mostly.” Eric frowned. He set a hand on the folder in front of me. “We’ve prepared a duplicate of Mr. Hunt’s findings, taken from our archives. Information has been redacted, but what we removed you’d have no use for anyway.”
“Housekeeping?” I spoke the word without realizing it, and it emerged as a shallow, desperate gasp from my lips. I imagined my mother sitting in this same chair ten years ago, tears in her eyes as they broke the news. Their relationship had always seemed so strong but, now that I knew the truth, I began to see the cracks in its foundation.
The long hours apart. The constant pressure of living up to the McNair name. The rebellious teenage daughter whose outbursts had put strain on the love they had…
It was no wonder the relationship had gone wrong.
I opened the folder and leafed through the documents inside. There were photocopies of handwritten notes, likely taken directly from Gino Hunt’s observations. My mind raced too quickly to read all of it, but certain words caught my eye—names.
Flora Tonjes. Millie Carter. Rachel Harwood?
My eyes came to a stop on the last name as bile burned in my throat. Rachel Harwood. My father had been having an affair with Amanda’s mother? But she’d killed herself in 1997: ten years before my mother hired a private investigator to spy on my father. If what Gino’s notes suggested was accurate, my father had been cheating on my mother for almost as long as I’d been alive. Rachel Harwood had worked as our housekeeper until her suicide—almost ten years before my parents went missing.
“If you have any other questions, we’ll be happy to answer them,” Eric announced. The tone of his voice suggested he was working toward shutting down the conversation. “There’s not much more to it, I’m afraid. The divorce proceedings came to an abrupt end after Mrs. McNair disappeared, for reasons I hope are obvious.”
“I don’t have anything else to ask.” I closed the folder, then slid it off the table to clutch to my chest. My father must have known about Gino Hunt if he’d been recording his name in his agenda—maybe he was keeping track of when Gino was coming and going from the house. Maybe he was beginning to suspect my mother was having an affair.
Thinking about it hurt. On wobbling legs, I stood. Eric and David stood as well.
“Thank you for your time today,” I managed to say. The pain was outstanding, but at least I had answers. “I need to get going. I hope you understand.”
“Of course.”
“Again, we’re sorry for your situation.”
Both men showed me to the door. I followed them in a daze, unable to get over the sick feeling in my stomach. My father, the man I’d looked up to, had been rotten to the core. The man I’d thought was honest and hardworking was actually crooked and deceptive. And my mother?
Had she been going out that night, done up in lace and pearls, to serve my father papers? Had he found out after discovering Gino and decided to end it? I didn’t know what to think anymore. The facts were beginning to blur, obscured by my internal suffering.
The ones I thought I trusted, I couldn’t trust at all. It felt like I didn’t know my parents in the slightest—as if I’d been raised by actors all these years who’d played their roles so convincingly I’d believed them every step of the way.
The front door of the law firm appeared before I had time to collect my thoughts. One of the men opened the door for me. I didn’t even think to see who it was.
“If there’s anything else, don’t hesitate to contact us during regular business hours.” Eric’s voice rang through the otherwise silent reception area, vibrating through me. “Take care.”
“Thank you.” The words were numb. I stepped out onto the street.
Jerry knew. He’d known all along; I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t told me himself. But Jerry was loyal. That was why he’d warned me against looking for answers. He hadn’t said anything for fear this would happen to me—that I’d be rattled so deeply my understanding of the world would change—that’s what he had warned me against, and foolishly, I’d ignored him. As the door closed behind me and I faced the light of day, I realized what a mercy that had been. It was likely he hoped I’d give up the search and would move on, but now I knew…
I sucked in a deep breath and shook my head. Distraught, I made my way down the street. Some secrets weren’t meant to be revealed—Jerry was right.
But I knew I had to keep going. Until I learned for sure why my parents had disappeared and who had exhumed their bones—who killed them, and why—I needed to keep pushing.
I just hoped I didn’t push too far.
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Downtown Charlotte was glass high-rises and tree-lined sidewalks. I moved from shadow to shadow, walking quickly enough that my momentum helped keep me cool in the sun.
I moved among swarms of pedestrians, most heading in the opposite direction from my wanderings. The vague awareness I had of Charlotte was dimmed by the urgency of my recently discovered past; by the looks of the buildings towering overhead, I was headed into the business district. That suited me fine. As long as I was moving, I felt like I was doing something, even if that something wasn’t helpful. If I settled down, even for an instant, I knew negative thoughts could cloud my judgment and drive me to make rash decisions.
What I needed was some time to compose myself, then the presence of mind to sit down and make a plan. I needed more information, but my present leads had brought me to a dead-end. Eric and David wouldn’t give me anymore information than they had already, and without knowing what shady people my father was associated with, I would never know how—or if—they were still involved. And why? And why now? I’d been living in California for years and never had to watch out for myself. Never felt in danger.
People came and went. I crossed streets and made turns, reliant on instinct alone. No one here knew me, and that suited me just fine. The young woman with tears in her eyes and a distant, forlorn expression was just another face here, not a social pariah who was accused of killing her own family and covering up their deaths.
Traffic brought me to a stop. I waited at the red light, itching to keep going. A few other people joined me, and we stood on the curb together while we waited for the light to turn. Red turned to green. As I stepped down onto the road, I was pulled back. Someone had linked their arm around mine.
I was too startled to scream.
“Relax, McNair, it’s me,” a familiar, masculine voice said. I glimpsed him from the corner of my eye.
Gino Hunt.
Dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, he looked like an average guy instead of a private detective. Sun warmed his skin, so I knew he’d been outside for a while. He kept hold of my arm loosely; while I knew I could pull away at any time, I didn’t want to. He’d been quick to discard me the other day, after all.
“We need to keep walking. Smile. Pretend we’re old friends and I’m surprising you. I’m going to show you my phone in a second, and no matter what you see on the screen, you should laugh and pretend like I’m showing you something funny.”
“What’s going on?”
We crossed the street together and kept walking. Gino turned his head and grinned at me like I’d said something hilarious, then pulled his phone out of his pocket and loaded an image. On the screen was an image of a man with broad shoulders and dirty blond hair. He wore a loose T-shirt and a simple pair of jeans, but the expression on his face was less than casual. He looked furious.
I recognized him.
Blake Harwood—Amanda’s father.
I had no idea why Gino would want to show me his picture, but I laughed and bumped against his shoulder affectionately, pretending we were friends.
“I need you to look at another one,” Gino said. He flicked to the next picture. Blake Harwood’s image had been captured from behind this time, and what I saw chilled me from head to foot.
Blake was following me. I saw my messy hair and my cool gray tank top in the distance, close enough Blake could see where I was going, but far enough away I would never have noticed him had I turned around.
I laughed again, hoping it didn’t sound strained. Gino smiled at me like I’d done something particularly charming. The masks we both wore frightened me just as much as being followed.
“You know this guy?”
“Sort of.” I swallowed. I barely knew Blake Harwood. He’d lived with Rachel in one of the houses behind the McNair estate, but he’d seldom been in the main house. He’d worked at the factory, from what I remembered Amanda telling me; after Rachel’s suicide, he’d left in the middle of the night—without Amanda. We’d never heard from him again.
“He’s been following you since you left the office.” We crossed another street. Gino kept a hold on my arm, almost as if to make sure I kept my pace casual. “I was on my way in when you were on your way out, and I noticed him pick himself up from the wall and start to tail you.”
The black car with the tinted windows, the uncomfortable feeling that had been following me since I’d seen my parents’ remains, the paranoia…
I wasn’t crazy after all. There was someone after me.
And now I knew who.
“What am I going to do?” I asked. I’d left my car behind, and I couldn’t just turn around now I knew I was being followed. If I walked past Blake and locked eyes with him, I knew it would be over. He’d know I knew, and the covert operations he’d been staging would end.
He would strike.
“Here’s what you’re going to do.” Gino unlatched his arm from around mine but continued to walk casually at my side. “I’m going to hail you a taxi, and you’re going to get inside. Once you’re seated, you’re going to tell the taxi to get back to Rothford and Neuman’s as quickly as they can. Then you’re going to get in your car and drive. Go home. You’re going to want to make sure you have a plan for what to do if he follows you there. Get your things quick, and get out of the state.”
“I can’t do that.” Coming to Charlotte was already pushing the envelope—Detective Elkins didn’t want me to go far.
“Then you’re going to need to ditch your car, find a new vehicle, and lay low somewhere safe and unexpected for a few days—preferably with someone else around who can help you keep an eye open. You’re not going to want to be seen around town.” Gino lifted a hand and flagged down a taxi. “I thought you were making shit up when you said your life was in danger, but I’m starting to think maybe there was some truth to that statement. I didn’t get a good look, but I think whoever is following you is armed.”
The taxi came to a stop. Gino pulled open the back door and waved me in. I sank down into the back seat, heart hammering.
“Take care, doll,” Gino bade me. “I’ll be keeping an eye open for you. Don’t go sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
The car door closed. I watched Gino through the window as he stepped back from the curb and dusted off his hands. Not even a block away, Blake Harwood approached. Brows knit together, shoulders tense, drawn up to his full height, I found myself panicking over Gino’s safety. He’d painted a target on his back by associating with me.
I didn’t want him to suffer for his good deeds.
“Where to, ma’am?” the driver asked.
I pushed down the window button, but the window was locked in place. Gino nodded, then walked off. His fate was his own—unless I wanted to risk my life by stepping out of the taxi to follow him, there wasn’t anything I could do.
“I need to get to Rothford and Neuman’s, and I need to get there fast. It’s on Sycamore. Do you know it?”
Blake was close—within arm’s distance. I saw the blond hairs on his burly arms, and his corded muscles. The T-shirt he wore was stretched tight over developed pectorals. His neck was thick, and it swallowed his head in a thuggish way that didn’t let me forget his body was built for strength. The cold look in his eyes spoke of rage.
He closed in on the cab.
“Rothford and Neuman?” the driver asked.
Blake reached for the door, and my eyes widened. I jammed on the lock, but the whole back door panel was frozen.
“Go!” It was a breathless, panicked puff of breath. “Go!”
The taxi lurched away from the curb, taking advantage of a red light behind us to integrate with the flow of traffic. As my pulse beat a desperate rhythm in my ears and my heart threatened to burst from how quickly it pumped, I watched Blake disappear through the back windshield. He’d already resumed walking as if nothing had happened.
As if he hadn’t tried to get to me.
I imagined what would have happened if he had.
I’d thought the city meant safety, but I’d been wrong. The danger of Hickory Hills followed me wherever I went, and unless I fled North Carolina, I doubted I’d ever be free.
Was Amanda’s father involved in my father’s shady dealings? Did the McNair family owe him money? Was he the man who’d killed my parents? What had motivated him to abandon his nine-year-old daughter after her mother’s death?
There were too many questions; they were jumbled and incoherent—nothing made sense to me, and I had no answers.
But I knew a man who did. This time, when I left Jerry Appleton’s office, I wouldn’t leave without the truth. I would make him speak, if that was what it took. It wasn’t only my life at risk, but James’s, and now Gino’s, and whoever else dared side with me.
I could either live with the uncomfortable truth, or die in ignorance. Put like that, it wasn’t much of a choice at all.
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I was still shaking when I slammed the car door and stormed into Jerry Appleton’s office an hour and a half after my close encounter in Charlotte. The soles of my shoes clacked against the tile floor, and the young receptionist Jerry employed lifted her head, startled.
“Can I help y—”
“If Jerry’s in a meeting, you’d better call him right now and tell him to put it on hold.” I crossed the lobby with purpose, already familiar with the layout of Jerry’s office. I wasn’t going to be made to wait. What happened in Charlotte shook me, but it was only on the drive back I’d realized how close I’d come to a terrible fate.
Jerry owed me an explanation. I wasn’t going to wait for him to sort through my father’s files. I needed answers directly from his lips, and I needed them immediately.
“Um! I’m sorry, miss, but—”
I twisted the doorknob to Jerry’s office and wrenched the door open. He looked up from his desk, startled. Paperwork was spread across it. Form work for inheritance law, if I had to guess. After my parents’ disappearance, Jerry had branched out to practice several different categories of law, while remaining responsible for the assets held in trust in accordance with the McNair will. The receptionist at the front desk had been all too eager to tell me about it the last time I’d paid Jerry a visit.
“Clara?” Jerry stood. “What’s the meaning of this?”
“Mr. Appleton, I’m sorry!” the receptionist called. I heard her high heels click frantically as she tried to make it to the door ahead of me. “I told her she couldn’t—”
I stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind me. It latched with a firm metallic click that I duplicated by turning the lock. Jerry’s secretary wasn’t going to drag me out.
“You need to tell me everything you know about my father, and you need to do it now.” I stepped forward, letting my panic bleed into determination. I wasn’t the kind of woman who enjoyed being pushy, but if I didn’t push, I knew I wouldn’t get results. Sweet, motherly Clara McNair had no place here. The Clara from my teenage years resurfaced, and so too did the rush of adrenaline I got whenever I knew I was pushing too far. “Someone is after my life, Jerry. I don’t care if you want to spare my feelings or if you think I’m not ready to hear the truth—I’m a grown woman going on thirty with a son to care for. You will tell me what’s going on.”
Jerry’s kind eyes slanted with discomfort. He pursed his lips and looked down at his papers, collecting them one after the other before setting them aside. When his desk was clear, he gestured at the chair I’d sat in last time I’d seen him.
The secretary rattled on the doorknob.
“Penny, it’s okay.” Jerry met my eye, then looked over his shoulder at the door as I settled. “Go back to work. I’m more than happy to meet with Ms. McNair.”
“If you say so, Mr. Appleton.” Penny’s voice was muffled. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”
I heard the click of high heels distance themselves from the door. When they’d faded away completely, Jerry cleared his throat and stared at his hands. He grasped them together on the desk, one palm wrapped around his clenched fist.
If I was being truthful, I was anxious, too.
Anxious, scared, and upset. Simultaneously eager and terrified. The severity of the gesture of leaving the bones on the grounds of the McNair estate had never been clearer.
“Clara, are you okay?” The concern in Jerry’s voice shattered some of my resolve, and I found my will weakening. “You’re not hurt, are you?”
“No.” I struggled for words. “There was a moment where I thought I was about to be hurt, but the car pulled away from the curb just in time. If it hadn’t been for someone telling me I was being followed, I wouldn’t have been so lucky.”
Jerry shifted back and forth in his seat. He stared at his hands, visibly uncomfortable. Struggle turned his gaze murky, and when at last he lifted his head, I wasn’t sure if he saw me or not—it was like he was looking right through me. “I’m sorry I put you in harm’s way. I hope you understand it wasn’t my intention.”
“I know it wasn’t.” How was I supposed to stay angry when Jerry was so genuinely apologetic? I saw the hurt in his eyes. I’d overstepped my boundaries by flinging the door open and demanding he see me. “I just… it’s… I need to know what you know about my father. You two were friends, once, but-but he’s gone, and now it’s my life on the line.”
Jerry looked me over, his eyes coming into focus as they scanned my face. I waited for him to collect his thoughts and studied him in turn. All these years, had Jerry known the truth about my father? My mother? Their relationship? Had he stood up for a criminal?
Could I trust him?
I’d always thought my father a kindly man, but I’d obviously been wrong. Appearances could be deceptive. Maybe I was wrong about Jerry, too.
“Your father led a charmed life, on the surface but, beneath it all, he had… problems.” Jerry frowned and looked to the side. He tilted his chair back and rested into it, lifting his head so he could gaze at the ceiling while he spoke. Dark stubble lined the underside of his chin, scattered with gray. “There were choices he made I wasn’t proud he made, and choices he made he wasn’t proud he made. But that doesn’t mean your father was any less of a man.”
“You don’t need to cushion it. I already know.” I didn’t want to say it. Saying it would make it real, and I didn’t want to give the horrible things my father had done that kind of power. “I went to talk to Rothford and Neuman today, after discovering the name Gino Hunt in my father’s old Moleskin notebook.”
“God.” Jerry scrubbed at his eyes and shook his head. The chair straightened with a sharp clack. “Clara, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had anything of his that would have pointed you back to Rothford and Neuman. I didn’t think there was anything left from that time. I was trying to find a way to break the news to you gently—to give you back the boxes of your father’s belongings so you could sort through it all slowly and with an open mind.”
“How long was it going on?” I asked, pained. The emotions I’d held back in Charlotte were starting to bubble to the surface. Tears clustered in the corners of my eyes. “The affairs, the lying, the-the scandals that never broke the light of day.”
“For a long, long time.” Jerry frowned. “Your father knew what I thought of his affairs. I threatened to go to your mother directly about them, more than once, but your father was nothing if not persuasive, and I always kept my mouth shut. It’s a shame he went into business—he would have made a fantastic lawyer.”
I dropped my gaze to stare at the woodgrain of the desk. “Was he cheating on my mother before I was born?”
“Yes.”
The news tore me apart. I blinked away the tears that had formed, determined to get through this round of questioning. Jerry had the answers I needed. I didn’t want to walk away without knowing exactly what had happened all those years ago. “With how many women?”
“Six, I know of.” Jerry shook his head. “It was one of the darker things your father did. The addiction to the chase, the risk, and the reward. I offered him help, but he refused.”
“And when did my mother find out?”
“Seven months before she disappeared.” Jerry shook his head. “She was devastated. She came to me begging for help, but my hands were tied, and I pointed her to Rothford and Neuman.”
“Then Gino Hunt was your doing?” I lifted my head to search his expression, eager to see if his sincerity would waver. “My father knew about him. Did you tell him who Gino was? What he was doing?”
“Your father pieced it together himself and started tracking Gino’s comings and goings.” Jerry reached for a glass that wasn’t there. His fingers curled around nothing, then he drew his hand away. “He was on the verge of confronting your mother about it, and he was coming to me for advice on what to do. Of course, I didn’t have much to tell him. I’d been advising him to quit being unfaithful for years, but… no luck.”
Did I believe it? I searched Jerry’s face and couldn’t find anything to suggest he was lying. He looked just as sincere as he always did.
“What about Blake Harwood?” I asked. “I know my father was… seeing Rachel Harwood.”
“Blake Harwood?” Jerry cocked a brow. “What about him?”
“He was following me after I left Rothford and Neuman’s, and he was armed.”
Jerry leaned forward, suddenly much more engaged with the conversation. “Blake Harwood?”
“Yes. I’m certain.”
“He disappeared, must be almost twenty years ago. Are you sure it was him you saw? After all this time, I imagine he would have aged. He wouldn’t have been the same man you remember from your childhood.”
The short blond hair and the massive build were too similar to be coincidental. Blake Harwood had been in Charlotte, and he’d been following me. On a logical level, I knew what Jerry was saying was right—but apart from that? My heart told me there was no way I’d mistaken who I’d seen.
“I don’t know what to tell you other than I saw who I saw.” Convincing Jerry wasn’t important. I needed to get to the heart of the matter. “Even if it wasn’t Blake Harwood, is there anyone who would have wished my father ill? My mother? I know he had… shady dealings. Why would they come after me?”
“Ah.” Jerry sighed. The lines in his forehead grew bolder. “I was hoping Rothford and Neuman would keep their mouths shut on topics they don’t understand, but it seems as though that isn’t the case. That’s unfortunate.”
“You’re going to have to explain. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” All of it was coming on too fast; I was constantly shifting my understandings, trying to keep up with the revelations. “What did you mean when you said they don’t understand what they’re talking about?”
“They’re divorce lawyers. They have their noses so deeply buried in he-said-she-said they can’t see for all the lies and excuses. The things your father did weren’t exactly reputable, but their accusations were baseless. There were no deals made with disreputable people. How your father handled his money was questionable, but never once did he meddle in dirty money like that.”
“So, on that score, there shouldn’t be anyone out for me, then?” I licked my lips, nervous. “I mean, Blake Harwood—or whoever that was—wouldn’t have been a member in a gang, or a mob, or whatever else?”
“As far as I’m aware, your father had no connection to any organized criminal activity.”
Organized criminal activity. I almost laughed. That Jerry had to qualify criminal activity was telling.
“Then who would be after me, and why?” I met his eye, determined to seek the truth. “There’s got to be something… someone… a motive.”
“I don’t know, Clara.” Jerry sighed. He returned my gaze for a few minutes, then looked away. “The things your father did, he did to keep this town afloat. Every crooked practice was made with the heart of the community in mind. He didn’t want this town to fail, and he was well-loved for it. Those that were wronged along the way… I feel like they knew. There was animosity, but none of it was ever of the lethal kind. It’s not like in the movies where tempers boil over and bloodbaths begin. Largely, the arguments your father had were conducted through certified mail and passed from my hands to the hands of the lawyers employed by the distributors he worked with.”
“Then what?” I wanted to bury my head in my arms. Hopelessness and uselessness welled inside of me as one, and no matter how hard I fought to push it out, it held firm. I was running out of leads, and that meant I was running out of time. The threat was real, and if I didn’t take steps to protect myself against it, I shuddered to think what would happen.
“I don’t know. I’m sorry.” Jerry reached out and squeezed my arm. There was genuine sympathy in his eyes. “I wish I could help you more than this, but that’s really all I know. Your father may not have been the outstanding man you thought he was, but I know he loved you very much, and he loved this town enough to fight for it in whatever ways he could.”
“Thanks.”
So that was it, then. I’d found out an unfortunate truth about my family, but I was no closer to understanding who was after me or why. Blake Harwood, a ghost from my past, was back to haunt me, but I couldn’t explain his role in this. I was out of ideas, and I would be until I could get my head back on straight and reevaluate what I’d learned.
“If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know,” Jerry said softly. “Francine adores you as much as I do, and we’d be happy to have you in our home if you need somewhere to stay. We do still owe you that roast, after all.”
A smile crept onto my face. In this dark time, Jerry was a shining beacon. I didn’t know what I would have done without his support. “Thanks. Really. I promise we’ll get in touch soon.”
“I’ll hold you to that.” He smiled back. “Do you have somewhere to go right now? If you don’t feel safe, you can go home to Francine. I’m sure she’ll appreciate the company, and I know she’ll go gaga over your little boy.”
“No.” There was too much I needed to sort out before I could think of putting another person’s life at risk. I still had no idea what had happened to Gino after we’d parted ways. “I need some time to think and get back to myself. I’ll be okay. Gino gave me some advice about what to do, and now I need to figure out the best way to go about following it through.”
“You know where I live. The invitation always stands, even if it’s in the middle of the night.”
The kind man I’d known from childhood still lived in Jerry’s heart. The years had changed his body, but it would never change his spirit. He was the support I needed, and although I deeply regretted I’d been forced back into Hickory Hills, Jerry lessened some of that regret.
“I’ll be in touch soon,” I promised. “Thank you for being honest with me. If there’s anything else you think of, even if it seems trivial, can you call to let me know?”
“Of course.” Jerry got up and showed me to the door. Before he opened it, he laid a reassuring hand on my back. “Everything is going to be okay, Clara. You’re a smart young woman who has the world at her disposal, even if the people here don’t believe it. You’re going to rise above this and come out on top. I know it.”
“Thank you.”
“Now, you’d better get going.” Jerry patted my back, then dropped his hand. He opened the door.
The smile he’d woken in me grew, and before it had even bloomed, I swept Jerry into my arms and hugged him. He hugged me back.
“Take care of yourself, Clara,” he whispered in my ear. “Be safe. Be smart.”
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From Jerry’s tiny law office, I traveled directly to Chow’s, a family run greasy spoon, on the outskirts of Hickory Hills. My heart wanted to take me straight back to Amanda’s place, but my head told me that was a stupid idea. Leading trouble directly to James was the last thing I wanted to do. Besides, the thought of returning to the small house behind the McNair estate didn’t sit right with me—if anyone was looking for me, it would be the first place they’d check. Sitting at a restaurant booth wasn’t exactly laying low, but until I collected my thoughts and came up with a battle plan, it seemed like the smart thing to do was to stay somewhere public.
The parking lot outside of Chow’s wasn’t much of a parking lot at all. The lawn at its doors had been worn down by tire treads, leaving exposed dirt covered with a layer of fine, dried dust. Tufts of grass sprouted at random, despite the traffic that moved in and out of the area. Cars were lined up near the facade of the restaurant, but there were no designated spaces. People slotted in where they saw fit, and order was only enforced by conscientious drivers.
I parked off to the side a fair distance from the door. The walk wasn’t going to hurt. The summer sun meant scorching temperatures, but I’d lived in North Carolina for the first eighteen years of my life, and more recently in California. Hot wasn’t hot until I was dripping.
The door opened when I tugged on the handle, and a blast of air-conditioned air hit me like a wall of ice. I closed my eyes and stepped through the door, shivering. The smell of bacon overpowered the other meats on the grill. Lunch meant hamburgers and greasy chicken strips fresh from the deep fryer. Fat sizzled and hissed, joined by a dull but pleasant murmur of conversation from the restaurant’s patrons. Above it, was whatever country song played on the radio.
Chow’s always felt like home.
I chose to sit in a booth at the back of the restaurant, hoping to keep a low profile. As I passed other diners, they looked up from their meals or stopped their conversations. Set after set of eyes devoured me, and I did my best not to pay them any heed. I knew this would happen, but it didn’t make it any less miserable.
One day, I promised myself, they would know the truth.
I settled on the bench of the booth, the old, cracked vinyl groaning in protest as I sat. It squeaked beneath my thighs: the sound ripped straight from my childhood. I moved over until I was seated in the middle, then let out a sigh I’d been holding onto since my visit to Jerry’s office.
Blake Harwood was back, and he was after me in a way that had made a private investigator with no stake in my situation nervous enough that he’d put his life on the line to save me. My father wasn’t the man I’d thought he was. My mother had been planning a divorce, and my father knew about it. There may or may not have been dealings with disreputable individuals. There may or may not have been resentment toward my father from distributors he’d screwed over to try to keep McNair Furniture open.
Where was I supposed to start?
My idle hands grabbed the salt shaker, and I slid it palm to palm, watching the domed silver cap as it reflected light. Blake Harwood was the only piece I couldn’t explain. I didn’t remember very much from my childhood, but I knew Rachel Harwood had committed suicide, and he’d left town shortly after. There’d been no foul play, according to gossip at the time. As far as anyone could tell, Blake had packed his bags, drained his bank accounts, and fled in the middle of the night.
Grief, the housekeepers had all whispered, shaking their heads and talking behind their hands. I was nine at the time, Amanda just as young. While I lurked around the doorway and listened into their conversations, they’d talked liberally about Blake Harwood, and how he’d always felt grimy. It was the kind of dirty that couldn’t be cleaned, they’d said, laughing. The kind not even grief could scrub away.
Drugs. Alcohol. Sinful pleasures. With Amanda gone from the estate, I’d spent my days listening in on their conversations and learning everything I could. In the end, I only heard rumors. Blake Harwood was never seen again—his grief ate him whole.
But grief didn’t explain why he didn’t take Amanda along with him. She’d been forced to move in with her aunt. After all these years and despite my shoddy memory, I still recalled the anguish on her face and the times she’d cried on my shoulder.
Had Blake been spirited away like my parents, but pulled out of it somehow? Was he doing the bidding of a Hickory Hills serial killer in order to keep himself alive?
None of it was making sense, and the more I tried to fit the pieces together, the less satisfactory the final picture became.
There had to be something I was missing…
“Are you expecting anyone?”
I looked up from the salt shaker to find Detective Elkins leaning against the end of the bench. One arm curled over the top of the seat, his hip rested against the wooden frame, he looked more casual and approachable than I’d ever seen him.
“I’m not really in the habit of entertaining people who think I’m a criminal.” I placed the salt shaker back from where I’d plucked it, giving Detective Elkins a hard look. “I came here to get something to eat. You can sit here if you want, but I’m not going to tolerate you digging into me. I’ve told you the truth, and no amount of pushing is going to make me invent a story just to placate you.”
Detective Elkins sat across from me, then scooted over so we were directly across from one another. “You know you’re not supposed to be leaving town, McNair. I can’t help but wonder what was so important it took you away from our sleepy little community.”
“I found out some troubling things,” I admitted. “Things I didn’t think could be true.”
“Things like?” Detective Elkins arched a brow. He kept his elbows on the table, plucking the salt shaker from the table to tip it side to side between his fingers.
I frowned. “Things about my father.”
The song on the radio cut away, leaving the DJ to speak. I couldn’t make out his words over the sizzle of the grill, but the timbre of the DJ’s voice was similar to every other male radio personality I’d ever listened to—deep, and rolling, and never uncertain. As the DJ spoke, Detective Elkins stretched his back and rolled his shoulders. His elbows left the tabletop, then touched back down.
“Things about your father?” he asked as if it were nothing. “What kinds of things?”
“About his affairs.” I looked away. “When you wouldn’t tell me who Gino Hunt was, I did some investigating on my own.”
“Ah. Taking the law into your own hands, I see.” Detective Elkins chuckled, his delivery dry. “You do understand information is kept private for a reason, don’t you, McNair? It’s not because we want to deceive you, or because it’s part of some big conspiracy. I know it must be tempting to think that way when you’re looking for a convenient escape from the dark truth deep in your soul, but that’s just not how it works.”
“I wish you had told me. I wish someone had.” Detective Elkins was not my friend, and he never would be, but he wasn’t my enemy. At least, not like Blake. “There’s so much about my parents I don’t know, and I had no idea I didn’t know it. It bothers me.”
The salt shaker met the table with a click. Detective Elkins narrowed his eyes slightly, just enough I could read the hostility he’d kept carefully concealed. “As it should, but that’s life, isn’t it? Your son will never know all of the things you did in the past, will he?”
The nod to my history tightened my lips and sobered my attitude. I looked him in the eye, and he looked back with unflinching aplomb. There was no hiding the things I’d done, and I knew it. But I’d also grown in the years I’d been away. I’d left the darkness of my past behind me, and I’d come back a woman who knew what she wanted from life and how to get it.
“No.” I glanced up, hoping the waitress would stop by. The restaurant had quieted down, and I imagined the lunchtime rush had passed. “I hope he won’t.”
“And it’s the same for all of us. We all have masks we wear. The big question is, who are we hiding behind them?” Detective Elkins turned his head to look where I was looking. “Now where’s that damn waitress? My lunch break doesn’t last forever.”
The flame beneath the grill no longer sparked and popped. There was no sizzling fat. The DJ introduced the next song, and I heard the notes more clearly than before.
The restaurant was empty.
“What is it?” I looked to Detective Elkins, seeking answers, but his face was drawn and stern. Eyes narrowed slightly, body tense, he stood and gestured for me to do the same. I listened, no longer caring what harm he’d done me in the past.
Something was going on, and whatever it was it had Detective Elkins on guard.
“What is it?” I repeated in a whisper.
“Here’s what we’re going to do.” Detective Elkins kept his expression stoic. Not a hint of doubt shone through in his voice. “You’re going to leave the restaurant with me, and we’re going to get you into my car. You can ride in the front seat if you want—you’re not under arrest. But if the grills have stopped and everyone—even the waitress—is gone, then there’s something going on here we need to get figured out before I’ll feel safe letting you go.”
He nodded with his chin toward the front door. “Now, let’s walk nice and slow toward the entrance. Casual. There isn’t anything unusual going on.”
Saying it was a hell of a lot different than living it. As my fear escalated exponentially and my heart raced, I wasn’t sure I could respect his wishes. How was I supposed to act calm when the entire restaurant had quietly emptied out? When even the cooks had left?
Something was going to happen here; something bad.
“Detective?” I couldn’t hold back on the panic in my voice. It shook my words and rattled my resolve. I’d come back to end a nightmare, not live a new one. “This isn’t as bad as I think it is, right? This something I have to be nervous about?”
“As long as I’m here, you’re going to be fine. Should the law find you guilty, you’ll be dealt justice as it is warranted. I will not have you brought to justice here, no matter what anyone else in town believes.”
It felt like my heart skipped a beat only to take off flying. The weightless, uneasy feeling left me without anything to hold on to, like I’d stepped into an anti-gravity chamber. Maybe Blake hadn’t been acting on his own. Was it possible he had banded together with the town to do me in?
The thought made me sick.
“Let’s go, Clara.” Detective Elkins said. “We need to get you out.”
Casually, as though there was nothing wrong, Detective Elkins left the table to head for the door. I followed him, each step I took a small miracle in its own right. My knees felt like they’d buckle, and the way my muscles had tensed left them so solid they may as well have been made of stone. I fell behind Detective Elkins, walking at his right shoulder so he could follow me from the corner of his eye.
We crossed the eerily empty lobby and approached the front door together.
The jingle of the bell as Detective Elkins opened the door was ominous instead of cheerful. From what I could see, the parking lot had cleared out. Detective Elkins’s cruiser and my car remained.
“Let’s go.” He held the door for me; I noticed how he kept a watchful eye on what was going on.
I stepped into the heat. The sun beat down on my shoulders, oppressive. It hadn’t bothered me all that much before, but now I was on guard, every detail was so much crisper. Loose dirt swirled around my foot, pushed around by a breeze too gentle for me to detect. The smell of bacon leached from the kitchen, mixing with the scent of freshly cut grass and exhaust fumes.
A hand met my lower back, and I jumped. Detective Elkins came up behind me, a tall, unyielding wall of strength. With his hand to guide me, we crossed the parking lot to his cruiser. He unlocked the door for me and saw me in. As soon as I sank down onto the leather seat, I closed my eyes and thanked God.
The pop of gravel beneath heavy tires stole my relief, and I opened my eyes to find two monstrous trucks turn into the parking lot and creep by. Each held two men, burly and unruly. They glared at me as they passed, and I was sure I felt their eyes on me even after they’d come to park all the way at the other end of the parking lot.
Right next to my car.
Detective Elkins opened the driver’s door and lowered himself into the seat. He fitted the key into the ignition and turned on the car. The air conditioning was a welcome reprieve from the heat, and I leaned toward the cool jet of air and let it chill me. After what I’d been through, I felt like I needed it.
If Detective Elkins hadn’t alerted me to what was going on and so graciously offered me refuge in his car, I’d still be in the restaurant, blissfully unaware the place had emptied out, and four beefy men were on their way in to see me. I didn’t want to think about what would have happened.
“Aren’t you going to talk to them?” I asked.
Detective Elkins shook his head. “No. I’m going to take you to the station; then I’m going to go back there and find out what the hell is going on. I don’t take too kindly to men who think they can give justice with their own hands.”
Detective Elkins pulled out of the parking lot. As we picked up speed and continued down the street, I watched the men in the trucks in the wing mirror. None of them had moved. Every set of eyes was on me, gleaming with unchecked rage.
There was no doubt in my mind those men had meant me harm.
“Eyes on the road, face forward,” Detective Elkins said. “Don’t zone out on me now. I need you alert. I’m going to call in to see if some of the good old boys on the force can’t deploy to Chow’s while we’re on our way to the station. Once we get back, you’re going to need to report everything that happened exactly as you remember it. Cling to the details—they count.”
I snapped out of my stupor and looked forward. I’d dodged trouble, but I couldn’t foresee what other harrowing situations awaited me hours from now. Days? Weeks? The people of Hickory Hills had made it crystal clear what they thought of me and how far they were willing to go to get me to leave town. I was trapped between what I needed to do for James and what I needed to do for myself. And when it came down to it, reduced down to a single, simple statement, I knew what I needed to do.
No matter how terrified I was, I needed to see my time out in Hickory Hills. If I left the documentary, there was no realistic way I’d earn the money I needed.
Lay low, Gino had told me, and lay low I would—but I wasn’t giving up. They couldn’t strong-arm me into leaving. I owed it to James, but I also owed it to myself.
I was done with running.
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The smooth gray brickwork of Hickory Hills Police Department was understated and formal. The station stood on a corner lot on the outskirts of downtown, positioned perfectly to access the main streets and the narrow, residential roads. Detective Elkins pulled into the parking lot—there was no garage—and parked. As he took the keys from the ignition, he turned to look at me. His dark eyes assessed, not cruelly, but hinting at curiosity. He’d made the call in to the station on the way there.
“Are you going to be okay, McNair?”
Clara was gone, but I hadn’t expected it to last.
“I’m going to be okay. I’m tougher than that. But I need to know when I can get back my car.” I hadn’t seen James in well over twenty-four hours, and I needed to get his medication. And I knew Amanda was on a tight schedule. I didn’t want to make her late for whatever she had going on that night. “Am I able to wait in the station until one of the officers is available to drive me back to it? I don’t exactly feel safe walking the streets alone.”
Not anymore.
“That shouldn’t be a problem.” Detective Elkins unclipped his seatbelt and opened the door. “Let’s get you situated. Come on. I’ll find out from the front desk what’s happening.”
It was a short walk from the cruiser to the front doors of the police department, but it was long enough that I felt uncomfortable. The few pedestrians that passed by looked at me. I felt their eyes bore through my back as though to remind me I was supposed to have suffered a different fate. Was everyone in town in on the scheme? Word traveled fast in such a tightly knit community.
I was a person, too. No matter what crimes they accused me of or how much they wished I would leave town, I had thoughts, and feelings, and dreams. I lived and breathed and ate just as they did. Yet they wanted the worst for me. No one here was going to give me the benefit of the doubt.
Detective Elkins pulled open the door and held it for me as I stepped into the police department. Rows of chairs, unoccupied, took up the front of the reception area. A middle-aged woman sat behind the desk immediately across from the door, a phone pinched to her ear with her shoulder, her hand lifted up as she examined her acrylic nails. When she noticed Detective Elkins enter, she hung up the phone and sat a little straighter. Her eyes never wandered from him.
“Detective! I wasn’t sure you’d be coming back so soon. I was just talking with the boys I dispatched to Chow’s.”
“What did they say?” I asked.
The woman’s gaze turned to me. She narrowed her eyes and set her ruby lips.
“She’s fine, Frankie.” Detective Elkins waved her off. He strolled to the desk, brushing by me. “This is the young woman who was at the scene of the disturbance. She can document what happened, and I’ll corroborate her story if it matches up with what I witnessed.”
“Well, according to the boys, the men you saw are already gone. We can run vehicle details and plate numbers, if you have them, but there’s not much we can do. They didn’t actually cause any harm.”
“So my car’s okay?” Without it, I wouldn’t have a way out of town if things got bad. There wasn’t exactly a taxi service in a town so small, and Uber didn’t exist out in remote areas. I didn’t want to get into a car with any of the townsfolk, anyway. “It was on the lot at Chow’s; the only one there.”
“Oh.” The woman’s lips twitched. She looked between Detective Elkins and me, nervous. “Well. Maybe not, then. The boys we dispatched reported there was nothing there but a beat-up old junker. Windows bashed in, hood dented badly, tires flat…”
My stomach sank. I opened my mouth to speak, but Detective Elkins beat me to it. “Can you get them to phone in a description of the vehicle? Plate numbers? Even if it had been left there, it will need to be moved. Procedure is procedure.”
“I’ll get on it.” The dispatcher’s nose twitched, and she picked up the phone again and fixed me with a bored, muted look like the tedium in her life was all my fault.
In a way, I supposed it was—but, right at that moment, it didn’t matter. I needed a dependable vehicle so I could get around. Gino had advised me to ditch my own car for something else, and I wished I’d taken his advice. If the men who’d pulled in just as we were leaving had smashed my windshields and dented my hood, my car wouldn’t be operable for days—maybe weeks—until it was fixed.
“While she’s making the call, come sit down. I’m going to see if there’s anyone out back who can take your statement.”
“There isn’t,” the dispatcher said plainly as she held the phone to her ear. “Everyone is out on call dealing with this mess at Chow’s or making rounds.”
“Shit.” Detective Elkins met my eye. “We’re going to have to keep you a little longer, then. We’ll have you out the door as soon as we can.”
“I understand.” The police department was the one place I would be safe, ironically, after all Detective Elkins had done to get me to confess my alleged guilt. If it wasn’t that James was waiting for me at Amanda’s, I would have stayed there. “Thank you for stepping in when I needed it the most, detective. I know you’re not very fond of me.”
“Being fond of you is a personal matter. Protecting you as I would any citizen is my job. I like to think I can separate the two when it most matters.” Detective Elkins’s face was hard, but it wasn’t unkind. “Go take a seat, McNair. It won’t be much longer now.”
The dispatcher’s withering look followed me to one of the plastic chairs. Detective Elkins disappeared into the back rooms as I sat and, for a little while, I was alone. Without heart-hammering adrenaline to keep me wired, my emotions collapsed in on themselves, and tears began to bead in the corners of my eyes.
I’d almost been hurt. I could have died.
The town I’d grown up in—the one I’d called home until I was eighteen—had turned its back on me.
Worse, it wished me ill.
There were few things worse than knowing people hated me in such an extreme way. In that moment, if I hadn’t needed the documentary work so badly, I would have left and never returned. But I was stuck; I had to do what needed to be done. I couldn’t back out.
“Ma’am?” the dispatcher crowed.
I looked up to find her peering down at me from her desk. “Yes?”
“What’s your license plate number?”
“K0W 5GA.”
“Your car has been vandalized. You’ll need to tow it to a shop to get it fixed—it can’t stay in the parking lot.”
I winced. It was an expected outcome, but that didn’t mean it didn’t sting. That was money I definitely didn’t have, and an inconvenience I definitely didn’t need.
“I’ve got it, McNair.” Detective Elkins emerged from the back, a coffee in hand. “Do you have someone you can call to collect you while we get your car in to the shop?”
“I…” I took a breath. “Yes.”
“You got a phone?”
“Yes.” Luckily, I’d taken it from the car before going inside to eat. “I’ll give someone a call and have them collect me.”
Detective Elkins nodded. For a moment, he looked thoughtfully off to the side, then his gaze flicked back to meet mine. He reached into his inside pocket and handed me his card. “And if you ever feel threatened, you’re to call in to the station. Do you understand? We’ll take care of it, whatever it is, no matter how small. As long as you’re in Hickory Hills, you have the same rights as any other resident. No matter public perception, and no matter if you’re being investigated for murder, our job is to uphold the law.”
“Thank you.” I didn’t know how to express my gratitude anymore profoundly than that. Detective Elkins was my enemy, but this was a side to him I hadn’t expected. There was compassion in his soul—a devotion to justice I found admirable.
“Don’t worry about it.” He lifted his mug in parting, then left me to return to the back rooms of the station.
I watched him until he disappeared through a doorway. There were few people I could rely on in town; I needed them all. I sat back in my chair and started to plan my next course of action.

A pair of police officers arrived half an hour later, and I was able to give my statement. Jerry Appleton and his wife, who I’d called while waiting for the officers to arrive, dropped off their second car for me to use while I was waiting for repairs. Francine had recently developed cataracts and wasn’t able to drive anymore, anyway, and Jerry insisted he was relieved someone was putting the vehicle to good use.

It was just before two o’clock when I showed up at Amanda’s door. In the short time it took to remove my finger from the doorbell, she’d already thrown the door open, all smiles.
“Clara!”
“I didn’t forget you.” I smiled even though I knew the gesture was weak. “Sorry I’m cutting it so close. I had a hell of a day.”
“You’re fine, you’re fine. It turns out I’ve actually got another hour before I need to be out the door, so you’re here just in time. I’m a little surprised, though. It’s a long time to be away from a sick child. James has been missing you.”
As if on cue, James burst out from behind Amanda and latched onto my leg. He buried his face and held me tight, and I couldn’t help but laugh. After everything I’d been through, it was good to be loved. A single look at him reminded me why I was putting us through this ordeal. I couldn’t see my bright, loving little boy wither away.
“Come in.” Amanda stepped onto the porch and gestured for me to follow. “I want to hear all about what happened.”
“I… you probably don’t, actually.” I bent down to pick James up, and he cried with delight as I lifted him high into the air. If he kept growing like this, it wouldn’t be long before I couldn’t pick him up anymore. He was starting to get heavy. “It was a nightmare.”
“Then tell me; get it off your chest.” Amanda led me into the living room across old carpet that was frayed at the edges and threadbare in high-traffic areas. The furniture in the room was mismatched but, unlike Mrs. Hendricks’s place, it clearly wasn’t from age but limited funds. Amanda settled on the old, sagging couch and patted the seat beside her. “If you keep everything bottled up, you’re going to explode one day. You don’t have to go into detail if you don’t want to, but I think it’d be good for you if you shared.”
I wasn’t sure if it would hurt or help me, but the temptation was certainly there. I sat beside her and made sure James was settled, then contemplated what I could say without risk of frightening my son.
“When I went to Charlotte, I thought I saw your father.”
Amanda’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “My father?”
“If it wasn’t him, it was someone who looked exactly like him. It was… it was eerie. He followed me after I finished my business, and he was armed. If I hadn’t ducked into a taxi when I did, I don’t know what would have happened. It looked like he was coming for me.”
“Clara, are you sure?” It was rare Amanda lost her chipper, cheerful tone, but her voice was marked with concern.
“I’m sure. I couldn’t believe it, but I remember him. I don’t know how to describe it.” I frowned, felt useless, like I would never get anyone to believe me. “When I came back here, there was a scene at Chow’s, and Detective Elkins ended up saving me from four burly men. They trashed my car when I had to leave it behind, and I hate to think what would have happened to me if Detective Elkins hadn’t been there.”
James slipped off my lap and crossed Amanda’s living room. There were toy blocks on the floor—likely inventory she kept for her CPS visits, I thought—which he sat in front of and began to stack.
“I’m so sorry.” Amanda shook her head. “I know Hickory Hills hasn’t exactly been singing your praises the last few years, but I didn’t realize it had gotten so bad. Do you have a plan? Are you leaving?”
“I can’t.” My head throbbed. I was confused at her switch away from talking about her father, but didn’t want to push her. The tug of war between staying and going was almost too much to bear. I knew the only way for the torment to end was to leave, but I couldn’t do that until the documentary was over. “If I leave, I won’t get paid, then I’ll never be able to afford the treatment James so urgently needs.”
“What about getting the money from somewhere else?” Amanda crossed a leg over her knee and leaned against the arm of the couch thoughtfully. “I mean, say what you’ve told me is true: that James needs urgent treatment; there are other ways to make money, right? You’ve got some big fancy degree in some kind of medical thing, don’t you? Why don’t you use it to get a job bringing in the big bucks?”
There were no easy answers to her probing questions. I swallowed the lump in my throat. Why had I come back here so willingly? There were reasons, I knew, but looking back into my reasoning was akin to trying to zero in on a target at the bottom of a lake on a moonless night. “It just… it wouldn’t work. I’ve gone over all the scenarios, and this is the only one that makes sense to me.”
“It seems like a pretty big jump to make, you know.” Amanda shrugged a single shoulder. “Coming all the way from California to here, giving up your life, uprooting your son and ending your relationship with all his doctors… I know it’s expensive out there, but is the documentary really paying you that well?”
“It’s paying well enough I can afford to pay for the treatment in cash. I wouldn’t have that anywhere else.”
“Cash? It sounds like something from a movie on drug dealing.”
“It means treatment can begin right away. I won’t need to wait for clearance or funding. We could jump straight to the front of the line.”
“Then I guess the choice is clear. If you want to stay, you’re going to need to arm yourself. Wait here.” Amanda left the room.
Distraught, I watched James stack blocks only to push them over again. He laughed.
Amanda returned not a minute later, a shoebox tucked under her arm. She held it out to me. I was surprised to find it heavy.
“What is this?” I asked, setting it on my knee.
“A revolver.” Amanda’s face was grave. “The cartridges are in there, too. If you feel you need more, it takes .38 specials.”
“Jesus!” I moved the box so that it was beside me on the settee, on edge. “A gun? Are you serious?” I’d always hated handguns. I thought Amanda would remember.
“Are you serious about keeping yourself safe?” Amanda looked me in the eye, and I no longer saw the playful, energetic woman I thought I knew. Behind her eyes was something darker and infinitely more worldly than my bubbleheaded friend. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, and if this… foolishness continues, then you’ve got to arm yourself. You can run all you want, but running isn’t going to stop bullets. You’ll either prepare yourself for the threat, or you’ll succumb to it.”
She was right, and I knew it, but it didn’t make the reality of the situation any less difficult. When I was younger and still in the town’s good graces, I’d gone hunting in the woods behind the estate with some of the kids I’d gone to school with. I knew how guns worked—I could handle a rifle—but I’d never owned a handgun. To have one for self-defense was a hell of a lot different than having one for deer season.
“You’re going to keep it near you at all times, if not for yourself, for James. If anything happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do.” Amanda shook her head. “Just… be safe, okay?”
“Okay.” I tightened my lips and nodded.
We parted ways not long after, Amanda shooing me out of the house so she could get ready for whatever appointment she had to keep. I left in a rush, the shoebox tucked under one arm and James holding the other hand. Amanda saw me out with a stern expression on her face. She was right to worry. I was scared out of my mind.

That night, well after James had fallen asleep, I sat up in the living room of the old house I knew I needed to leave with the revolver on my lap.
Waiting.
Listening.
Watching.
No sounds but the rapid thrum of my heartbeat; no one but shifting shadows.
Something had to change.





17

 Jerry and Francine took James for me the next morning, and pushed a travel mug of coffee into my hands even when I insisted I didn’t want it. It sat, steaming, in my cup holder on my way back to the McNair estate. The familiar scent of brewed coffee woke me, but nothing could shake the unrest in my soul.
The people I drove by on the streets—the parents of the children I’d gone to school with, and my grown classmates—wanted me out of town, hurt, or worse. The more I dwelt on it, the more real it became.
How was I supposed to deal with something like that?
There were people who didn’t like me. I could accept that. I’d done enough awful things during my teenage years I was used to the grown-ups looking down on me. But to hate me in such an extreme way? The volatility didn’t just sting—it threatened to render me into pieces, like each tiny impact created fault lines on my soul that would split under pressure.
And God, was I under pressure.
The drive back to my family home from the Appleton house was slow and melancholy and, when I arrived, I felt no better. Filming had wrapped up at the cemetery the day before, thankfully, but there was still footage to be shot at the original crime scene. The tiny shed out back where finger segments were discovered, and later found to have been severed from the hands of my mother and father, was to be included in the documentary. I was supposed to deliver a heartfelt monologue about the discovery, and what I’d felt at the time, but at that point I didn’t have much heart to put into anything.
I didn’t know what had happened to my mother and father. No one knew. The only trace the police had ever found, was the carnage in the shed—the severed finger segments and the blood. All that blood. It had turned my stomach then—it still does. Nausea didn’t begin to describe it. The twisted feeling of doom in my soul festered, putrid, in my stomach.
To imagine something like that would happen to me, too? That I could be subjected to the same torture, years later?
To think it might happen to James?
My parents hadn’t known what was coming until the second it happened—at least, I liked to think so.
But me? I knew what was coming. I knew the dangers I faced and the chances I took.
And I’d become shackled, tempting fate with each passing day.
I turned down the long driveway leading up to the silent house. The coffee sat, untouched, by my thigh. If we kept to schedule, there’d be a short spell of filming to deal with, and then I’d be free. We’d go to Boston and get James started on his treatments. I’d find a job and work to repay our bills while he got better and did the things normal children were supposed to do.
Ahead of me, around the back of the house, I saw the trailers and cars Samuel’s crew used. They’d parked there overnight. As I drew closer, I noticed the production crew were clustered around one vehicle instead of dispersed and scrambling to get ready for the heavy filming schedule Samuel had programmed.
I parked beside the old house and exited the car. As I approached, the sound of my footsteps alerted them to my presence, and Heidi, the makeup artist, looked over her shoulder in my direction. She frowned in a deep, uncomfortable way that instantly set me on edge.
Something had happened.
“Clara!” Samuel’s voice rang out a little too loudly. He ducked out from inside one of the trailers and cut me off before I could reach the ring of crewmen. “Good to see you this morning. It looks like we’re going to need to do a little more makeup than usual—did you sleep last night? Those dark bags beneath your eyes are terrible.”
“What’s going on?” I didn’t respond to Samuel’s obvious attempt to sidetrack me from the scene. “What’s everyone looking at?”
“I don’t know. Something unimportant. Now, let’s go get you in Heidi’s chair. The sooner we get started, the sooner—hey!”
I broke away from Samuel and shouldered my way through the crowd. It became clear to me immediately Samuel knew very well what was going on. The trailer everyone was gathered around belonged to him, after all.
Six distinct bullet holes marred the side of the trailer. Six uniform, round holes where the metal had given way. I looked at each of them, just as stunned to silence as the crew.
If there was a clearer sign someone didn’t want us here, I didn’t know what it was.
“Heidi, get Clara into your chair,” Samuel demanded. His voice was a little more terse than usual, and I took stock of it immediately. He was shaken, but holding himself together. “We need to get moving. Let’s get going, people! A few holes in a trailer don’t change the fact there’s filming to be done. We’ve got to get on this.”
The crew were sluggish to reply. Some hesitated, lingering gazes cast at the destruction on the trailer. Others slowly broke away from the ring to get back to their posts. Heidi caught my eye, sympathy was there, then she nodded her head toward her setup area. “Let’s go, Clara.”
I didn’t want to. The danger was escalating: not just for me, but for the people who were working with me. Samuel had to see that, didn’t he? If he was smart, I figured, he’d suspend production of the documentary until things were right again.
But right felt like it was going to be a long way away.
Heidi led me from the scene of the incident to her preparation area, and we settled in for another day of work.
“I wouldn’t let it get to you, honey,” Heidi murmured as she dabbed at my face with a beauty blender. “You’re going to be okay. All of us are going to be okay. I’ve been with Samuel through a few documentaries, and sometimes when you record very controversial or sensitive topics, things like this happen. People get… upset. It’s human. We’re all going to be okay.”
“Do you really think that?” I looked into Heidi’s eyes and already had my answer. The fear in them drew her brows a little closer together and worried her lips in subtle ways.
“Of course I do. It’s just another bump along the way—nothing to be worried about. Nothing at all.” She set the beauty blender down, then buried her gaze in powder palette to dodge my eye. “Besides, we’ll be finished with filming soon, then we’ll all be able to go about our lives. We can’t let one little incident slow us down, can we?”
Except it wasn’t just one little incident. Samuel and Heidi might not know, but I did.
I knew things were going to keep happening, and they were going to get worse the more time went on. The vile acts of hatred would continue to escalate until someone was hurt.
Until someone died.
And from there, who knew what floodgates would open.
“How much longer until she’s ready, Heidi?” Samuel asked as he swept by. “We’re going to film an impromptu segment by the trailer, getting Clara’s reaction and thoughts to what’s going on.”
“Ten more minutes, Mr. Lowery.”
“Samuel?” Heidi had stopped momentarily to respond to Samuel, and I saw my chance. “What are you going to do about this? You can’t pretend it didn’t happen. Six shots… that’s not an accident. This isn’t some hunting trip gone wrong, or a misfire. This was intentional.”
“We’ll increase security.” Samuel beamed at me, too-white teeth exposed. “I think we’ll be able to afford it. The documentary I had planned is dry compared to the live footage we’re getting from these incidents. People are going to be talking. The discovery of the bones, the bullet holes, the danger. This is turning into the Amanda Knox case, Clara. No one’s going to believe this is real, and that means they’re going to be talking about it for months and months. Think of the controversy… of the arguments. This very well might take North America by storm. And that could mean a big payday for me… and a big payday for you, too.”
“Someone could have been hurt.” I wasn’t going to let it go. Samuel needed to understand this wasn’t some game. “Our lives are in danger. Extra security isn’t going to help if someone shoots you through the back of the head. You need to call the police.”
“Extra security will keep the crazies away. No one is going to die.” Samuel laughed. “Relax—but not too much. We need some of that fear for the footage. We need your reactions to be as heartfelt and fearful as possible when we ask you about what’s been going on. But just between me and you? The police have been here already; they took the bullet casings and whatever other evidence they were able to find. They’re going to figure this out. Whether it is just townsfolk trying to make a point—like I think it is—or some fearsome murderer with a decade-old grudge, it’s not going to be an issue much longer. This time around, whoever’s responsible is being sloppy. We don’t have to worry about anything.”
The bottom dropped out of my stomach, and I swallowed hard. Creeping dread, like ivy slowly winding up the trunk of a tree, wrapped me tight.
Heidi touched my cheek gently, a silent sign she needed my attention again, but I wasn’t ready to end my conversation. I looked at Samuel directly. “All of this for what? For money?”
“Why not?” Samuel shrugged. “This is how I make my living, Clara. It’s how all these people make their livings. That’s why you’re here, too, isn’t it? For the money?” He arched a brow. “I’ve been in war zones and ghost towns before, and I’ve always come out unharmed. Small-town Hickory Hills isn’t going to get the best of me.”
“So you’ll risk your life, and the lives of those you work with, so you can walk out of here a little richer?”
“You’re not getting it through your head, are you?” Samuel sighed. “There’s more to this than making millions, you know. There are risks in any business. What matters most is risk versus reward. Is the danger worth the price?” Samuel gestured around the set. Heidi wasn’t the only one who stood nearby—cameramen, lighting crew, sound engineers, and even caterers were visible from where I stood. I knew beyond my line of sight there were others. “Yes, we’re making money and we’re delivering a form of entertainment, but when you look deeper than that? I’m providing jobs for people who would otherwise be out of work. I’m bolstering the economy of a town that, frankly, will probably be dead long before I am. Everywhere we go, we bring life. Hope. Excitement. So what if there are some people hung up on it? So what if there is some danger? Nothing worth doing in life is easy. So here we are, doing what others won’t so that we can provide for our own.”
I got it then. Listening to Samuel, I understood my father’s dilemma. The people on set needed me—needed this—to keep roofs over their heads and food on their tables. If I walked away, I would be depriving my son of his chance at a future—but I’d also be depriving families of rent money, or a hot meal.
“Then you’ll get that extra security, and we’ll wrap up this movie as quickly as I can deliver my lines.” I wasn’t proud, but then again, I didn’t feel I was caving to his demands; I got it. We were all doing the documentary for our own reasons. “And whatever you do, you will not try to provoke something like this just for the sake of footage.”
“Of course not.” Samuel waved his hand in a dismissive way that made no promises. “I’ll meet you by the trailer in ten minutes, and we’ll have a brief, candid interview before we go to film the segment in the shed. Don’t delay.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
The faster we got this done, the faster we could all get out.
So we filmed. We filmed until my words slurred and my brain refused to spit back the lines Samuel had me memorize.
And I did it all for him.
For them.
For us.

Shooting wrapped up at four that afternoon. Samuel had been satisfied with the work I’d done, and we’d moved along at a rapid pace. There was a little more urgency on set than there usually was—a kind of unspoken dread that kept everyone in line. No one lagged behind. Despite Heidi’s attempt at comfort, it was clear the crew was as rattled as I was.
No one wanted to stay here longer than they had to.
As the crew packed up for the night, I headed back to my car and sank into the driver’s seat. My handbag was tucked beneath the seat for safekeeping, and in it, my phone. I needed to call Francine to let her know I was on my way. With a yawn, I pulled my bag out from beneath the seat and found my phone.
I had a new voicemail.
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A voicemail wasn’t anything to be afraid of, I knew, but after everything that had gone on, I couldn’t get over the fear that something had happened. Worst-case scenarios flashed through my mind.
Francine, calling to tell me someone from town had come and taken James from her.
Francine, wailing as she struggled to explain that James had seized and choked.
Amanda, panicked and fearful because she’d seen her father, too, and the look in his eyes had been murderous.
I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to calm myself down. It was just a voicemail—a single voicemail. If something bad had happened, there would be multiple missed calls, and texts, and messages. I had nothing to worry about.
Summoning all of my courage, I tapped on the message and held the phone to my ear.
“Hello, Clara.” The voice was one I recognized right away—Jerry Appleton. “I’ve gone through my archives, and I’ve assembled some documents you might find interesting. You can stop by the office at any time during business hours to get them. Of course, if that doesn’t work for you, you could always call to arrange a dinner with myself and Francine. I’d gladly take you back to the office after hours if you wanted to stop by and catch up. Call me back as soon as you can, and we’ll set up a time to meet. Until then, take care.”
The anxiety knotted in my chest unfurled, and I sucked in a breath to relieve my lungs. I’d been right—there was nothing to be worried about. My day couldn’t get any worse. In fact, it was shaping up to be a hell of a lot better if Jerry had something worth sharing.
I called Jerry back, pinching the phone to my ear with my shoulder while I tucked my purse back into place on the floor to prepare for my drive. As I sat back up, the call connected. “Hello?”
“Hi, Jerry. It’s Clara.” I sat back in my seat and ran my hand along the top of the steering wheel. “I got your voicemail, and I’m calling back to set up some plans. Are you at the office right now?”
“I am.” Jerry chuckled. “I can’t convince you to come over for dinner? Not even with James over there?”
“Maybe later. I’m still trying to get my head on straight after everything that’s happened.”
“Fair enough. When can I expect you?”
“Fifteen minutes?” I wasn’t expecting there to be much traffic. “I’m already in the car. I just got off the set.”
“I’ll be ready for you. See you then.”
“See you soon.”
I took a second to collect myself, then started the car and backed out and down the long road leading back to the street.
At last, I thought, I’d have some answers.

A pale blue plastic tote the size of a shoebox sat on Jerry Appleton’s desk. In it, aged and dusty, were notebooks. Some, like the books I’d received from Mrs. Hendricks, were black Moleskin journals, their covers bent and their spines creased. Others broke from that pattern. There were spiral notebooks, tiny notepads, and even a collection of pages stapled together, tucked inside a protective plastic sheet.
I looked up from the tote to Jerry Appleton who sat on the other side. His hands were folded on the desk, his expression drawn. With finality, he nodded at the tote. “This is what I was able to gather.”
“All of these are my father’s?”
“All of them.” Jerry threaded his fingers together, somber. “When he disappeared, I made sure to keep what I could. Journals like these are… private. I let the police have your father’s business affairs, but these contain fragments of your father’s soul, and I didn’t want them exposed to the world.”
A shiver raced down my spine and buried itself in my lower back. I set my hands on the edges of Jerry’s desk and leaned forward, trying to make sense of what he was telling me. “You… kept information from the police?”
“I did what I had to do in order to protect your father’s memory.” Jerry wouldn’t meet my eye. “There are some bonds between friends that aren’t meant to be broken, even in death.”
Jerry’s loyalty was outstanding, but the implications of what he’d done got under my skin. What if the information in the journals could have led the police to my parents before they were killed? I had no idea how long they were tortured, how long they suffered before they were killed, how they died, or what conditions they were held in. There was a chance the journals held key evidence that could have helped the police to find them, or to assist with the murder investigation.
I pushed away from the desk and shook my head, trying the best I could not to let the revelation get to me. There was no changing the past. What was done was done. Jerry had made his choice, and I’d made mine—now we had to live with them.
“It wasn’t an easy decision.” Jerry pushed the tote toward me, but he didn’t rise from his desk. “I know you think very highly of your father, and I maintain that, although he didn’t always make the best choices, he always did what he did for the best reasons. As a mother, you should understand that the face he put on for his family and the man he really was weren’t always aligned.”
“I feel like I know less about my father the more I try to get to know him.” The invitation to take the tote was clear, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not yet. The journals were old and neglected, but there was power in them—a look into a world so close to my own; one I’d never been a part of.
“Knowing less is sometimes knowing more.” Jerry shook his head. Slowly, he rose from his desk. One hand on his back, showing his age, he straightened his posture. Then, once he was standing upright, he came around the desk to stand at my side. “I’m sorry. I really am. No daughter should have to learn these things about her father.”
“But here I am.” I gave Jerry a sad smile. A part of me harbored resentment toward him for keeping my father’s belongings from the police, but Jerry was a kind soul—one of the few I could depend on in this twisted town. “Thank you for helping me. I know you were close with my father, and it must have taken a lot for you to trust me with this last piece of him.”
“It’s not half as hard when I know you need them more than I do.” Jerry picked the tote up from his desk and held it toward me, and I accepted it from his hands directly. “Whatever you read, whatever you find out, know that your father loved you very much.”
“I know.” Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes, but didn’t grow large enough to fall. I blinked away the excess moisture. “Thank you.”
“There’s no need to thank me. I don’t say what I don’t mean.” Jerry lay a hand on my shoulder. If I hadn’t been holding the tote, I would have hugged him—the look in his eyes was serene; he demonstrated his total trust in me, and everything I was doing.
There were no more words.
I smiled at him, and he smiled back. It was a kind, mournful smile that spoke of understanding. The hand on my shoulder squeezed as if to tell me everything would be fine, then withdrew. Jerry showed me out of the office. We said small goodbyes in the doorway, and then I was on my own.
Back at the McNair estate, I’d tricked myself into thinking that recovering my father’s belongings from Jerry would somehow bolster my mood—that with the potential to make a discovery that would help me figure out what was going on, I’d be over the moon with excitement and relief. The truth was far removed from my expectations.
I was afraid.
There was a reason Jerry hadn’t released my father’s journals to the police, and there was a reason why Mrs. Hendricks had collected what she could and kept it away from the world. Like snakeskin snagged on branches, pieces of my father had rubbed off on the world and had been collected by those he was closest to; I was trying to assemble those pieces, not knowing if I’d find a garden snake or a king cobra.

I returned to the car I’d borrowed from Jerry and set the tote on the passenger seat. What I needed was a plan, not only so I could most effectively search for relevant information, but so that I could steel myself against what I would potentially uncover. The trust I had in my father was gone. He wasn’t the man I thought he was, and I needed to accept that in order to keep digging into his past. But how could I set the past aside when I lived with the consequences of it every day? To admit that I didn’t know felt like failure, like I’d fought so hard against nothing at all… and my mother?
I had a feeling my mother was the same way.
The journals were silent company. Their pages, yet to be uncovered, mocked me from where I sat. Inside, I would either discover that all my fears were baseless, and my father’s affairs and shady business dealings were where the corruption ended, or I would discover the world was a darker place than I knew.
Heart in my throat, I took the topmost journal and flipped to the front page. Luckily, the entries were dated. Book by book, I assembled a chronological journey into the part of my father he kept secret from everyone else. When I was done, the contents of the tote had been reorganized, the most recent journal on the top.
Names caught my eye as I flipped through and, as I overlooked the task before me, they haunted my memory. Rachel Harwood, Amanda’s mother, who’d killed herself at the McNair estate. Gino Hunt, who I knew had tracked my father on my mother’s behalf as she prepared for their divorce. Jerry Appleton, whom I trusted with my life. And Clara, the girl who’d grown up year by year from an innocent young child into a rebellious young woman with a chip on her shoulder the size of the Blue Ridge Mountains.
I didn’t think I’d like learning what my father had thought of me in the days before he died. I hadn’t been a perfect daughter, and it pained me that I’d spent my youth causing him as many problems as I could.
Even if he was the bad man Gino led me to believe he was, he hadn’t deserved that—and neither had my mother.
There were still a few hours to go before nightfall, and that meant I had time to sit outside and pour through the first journals, looking for clues about what had gone wrong in my father’s life, and who might be responsible for his death.
But I couldn’t wait until I got home. I knew I’d be distracted getting James ready for bed; passing pleasantries with Francine as she told me about his day; preparing our evening meal.
So, sitting in the quiet parking lot, sick to my stomach, I let go my fears. Steeling myself against what I might find, I selected the first journal off the stack. I cracked the cover and smoothed the first page out, intending to skim unless I found something that snagged me.





19

May 1, 2007
There’s a special place in hell for men like Al Miller and his band of cronies. What kind of man storms another man’s company and stops production because his invoices haven’t been paid in full? I should get Appleton to throw his ass in jail, sue him for every goddamn penny he’s worth. It’s not like I didn’t pay the bill. I had Vincelli pay him enough of it to keep him happy. The rest would have hit his account sometime if he’d just given me the chance to get it sorted. Vincelli’s good with the account details. He’s a goddamn good accountant, and Miller knows it.
Doesn’t he know how many people are calling me? How many invoices I receive in a day? We’re big leagues, but the economy is shot and we’re having to pinch pennies, too. You’d think another businessman would understand that.
Obviously not.
If Appleton doesn’t do something about this, I’m going to have to take matters into my own hands. This is ridiculous. I’m not running this business to play games, and I won’t entertain children who think they can barge into my company and make demands like schoolyard bullies.
No more.
I don’t care if I haven’t paid their invoices. I don’t care how many phone calls or letters I get. I’m doing everything in my power to make as many people happy as I can, and it’s about time I started trying to make myself happy, too.

May 19, 2007
She’s grounded. She will never not be grounded again. I don’t care if it makes me a horrible father, or if she hates me for the rest of her life. I’ve tried too hard to set her up for a future of success, and she’s fought me every step of the way.
I’m tired of it.
I won’t let anyone take that away from her. I fought too long and gave up too much to have it end like this. I know she’s damaged, but I’m done making excuses for her. It’s been ten years, now. Ten years. She needs to grow up. She needs to move on. She needs to pull her act together and stop sneaking out behind my back. If she only knew the things I did for her. If she could only see behind her own selfish motives.
So, until she sees, she’s staying in her room. She won’t go out. She won’t do anything unless I know where she’s going, who she’s with, and when she’ll be back.
I won’t lose her. Not after everything I went through for her.
I wish she could understand.

May 29, 2007
If I never hear the name Gino Hunt again, it’ll be too soon. The man is a loon. I’ve been tracking his comings and goings, recording them in my schedule, just to see how often he’s tailing me. I can’t believe I’ve been reduced to this. It feels like I’m a deer during open season. What the hell has gotten into her head?
But no deer does what I do. No deer holds this town together. No deer is the glue that keeps this godawful small-town economy from spiraling down the drain. She’s after blood, but what am I supposed to do? I’m a busy man, and I don’t have time for games. I don’t have time for anything at all.
Something’s got to give. I can’t keep going on like this, tracked like a goddamn animal by my own wife.

June 4, 2007
Glenda served me divorce papers today. I ripped them up in front of her; let them fall to the floor for Flora to clean up like the trash they are. Who does she think she is, serving me divorce papers? I don’t have time for a divorce. Court, legal office visits, a move, the issue of our adult daughter… all of it is too much. There’s no way she can expect I’m going to let her divorce me when we have an empire at stake. The McNair business takes every inch of my heart and soul. She knew that when she married me. If she doesn’t like it, that’s too bad.
I should have had her sign the prenup like my dad said. What the hell was I thinking?

June 17, 2007
Clara has gone off the deep end, because I didn’t already have enough stress in my life. The police brought her home last night after she was caught engaging indecently with Gary Kilvar in the park after hours. If they catch her doing it one more time, they told me she’ll be arrested. When they said it, she didn’t even flinch. She looked at me with those dead eyes of hers like all of it is my fault.
All of it is my fault.
I hate what I’ve done to her. I hate myself. Why the hell did it have to turn out like this? She spends all of her time sneaking out to have sex with married men, thinking I don’t know, but what am I supposed to do? This is the monster I created, and it’s time for me to face the facts and accept she will be my undoing. Not even visiting with Flora helps anymore.
I swear to god, that girl is going to kill me.

On June 19, 2007, my parents disappeared while I was out meeting Gary Kilvar, already a distant memory. The journal fell from my fingers and landed in my lap. I lay my head against the headrest and stared at the ceiling of the car for a long while, digesting what I’d just read.
Earlier journals, spanning back to the time I was little, hadn’t given me much insight into my father’s life. Apart from details about the women he was seeing behind my mother’s back, there was little there I found important. I’d skipped those earliest journals to focus on the ones closest to the time he disappeared. But there was nothing. Al Miller’s name had come up but, by the sounds of it, Al had gotten what he wanted, and there wouldn’t have been enough time for Jerry to serve him any papers before my father’s disappearance. All the other entries were standard.
Work, my father’s failing marriage and his numerous affairs, and my teenage behavior.
All of it had driven a man trying his best to hold his hometown together to the end of his rope. And then, as everything in his life was falling apart all at once, it had ended abruptly. Part of me wanted to dismiss my parents’ disappearance as self-inflicted. If my father was that strung out, wouldn’t it make sense? If my mother had served him divorce papers two weeks before, there was no way she would have dressed up to go out on a date with him. Had he found her ready to leave the house to see another man and flipped?
No.
It was a convenient excuse, and it was tempting to fall back on, if only so I could have some closure, but that couldn’t have been it. According to the original police investigation, my father’s fingertips had been sliced off. There was a chance he could have done it himself, but the blood splatter patterns indicated he’d been bound, just like my mother had been.
Bound. Tortured. Killed.
No matter how much my father resented my mother for trying to end their marriage, he wouldn’t have done that. He was a bad man, but he wasn’t insane. At least, I didn’t think so.
Someone else had been involved—someone else who’d been involved in my father’s life. Maybe one of the contractors he’d gypped, or someone from town who’d been fired and was angry about it. It had to be someone who’d lived in Hickory Hills all their life, or else why would the murderer have left their possessions with them? The dress, the cufflinks, the hairpiece… all of those items were valuable to my parents in some way, and they all meant something to me. Whoever it was had to have working knowledge of the family—years of insider information that would have revealed to him the importance of those small objects in our lives.
My father wasn’t responsible for the disappearances—someone with a grudge against our family was.
I tried not to linger on it for too long. Skimming the journals had taken a lot out of me, with not much to show for it. All of the same questions remained unanswered, and I had no more leads than I had when I’d started reading.
Frustrated, I lay the journal back in the tote. I had to keep doing what I’d planned to do in the first place—stay alert.
The sun was starting to set when I picked up the tote and moved it into the trunk. Not only would it be safe from prying eyes back there, but I wouldn’t have to look at it, either. The less I did, the less I’d worry. I needed to stay grounded. James depended on my stability.
It was time to swap out the Clara McNair trying desperately to solve the mysteries of her past and get back to the Clara McNair who was a mother to the sweetest boy in Hickory Hills.

On my way back to the Appleton household to pick up James, I stopped at the grocery store to find something for dinner. No matter what Gino had advised me, I needed to eat. There was a hot bar at the back, serving rotisserie chicken and overcooked sausage and, although the woman behind the counter glared at me like I’d directly offended her, she served me what I asked for.
I checked out at the front. The line was short, and the teenage cashier who rang up my purchase was either too apathetic or too young to care about who I was. She bagged my items and spun the bag holder around so I could claim them.
“Have a super day,” she said, totally deadpan as I took the package, burning my hands on the bottom of the plastic container of my prepared white meat dinner. It was one of the nicest things a stranger had said to me since I’d returned, and I couldn’t help but laugh. The teenager rolled her eyes and picked up the divider blocking her cash’s conveyor belt from moving, then began to ring up the next customer. The steady beep of the scanner was reassurance I’d already been forgotten.
Not everyone here was out to get me, I realized. I had to keep reminding myself that no matter how scary the situation felt, the truth was there were people here who knew I was just as human as they were. The vocal minority who actively wished me harm didn’t represent everyone in Hickory Hills. Gino’s job was to be on alert, and I’d let him scare me into thinking I was in trouble from everyone I met.
Tonight, I decided, once I’d had a good meal and curled up on Amanda’s couch for the night, my paranoia would subside. I’d come down from the terrors I’d encountered and come to understand that brute force tactics like these were meant to shock me so that I’d leave. All that stood in my way to what I wanted was my nerves. I’d been threatened and followed, but I’d never once been hurt. I wouldn’t let a group of close-minded, spiteful individuals stop me from getting my son the treatment he needed.
I wouldn’t.
And as I left the grocery store to return to my borrowed car, I told myself everything was going to be okay. I’d lay low with Amanda for the duration of my stay, if Amanda would have me, I figured, and that would be that. Even if I couldn’t find who killed my parents and left their remains on the estate, I’d get what I’d come for—and when Detective Elkins’s investigation failed to dig up any dirt on me, I’d be free of this place for good.
More confident than I’d been since my return to Hickory Hills, I sat in the driver’s seat and laid the bag of groceries on the floor of the seat beside me. If I was going to go back to Amanda’s place after picking up James from Francine, I didn’t want to open the trunk—there were some journal entries in my father’s collection dating back to when her mother was still alive, and I didn’t want to stir up any bad feelings. Amanda had been kind enough to take me in, after all. I wasn’t going to bring up her past just because I was looking through mine. Her generosity and her huge heart deserved to be protected. Without her, I wouldn’t have made it this long.
I bent over at the waist to lay the grocery bag on the floor, not wanting my container to spill onto its side, and by the time I’d straightened up, something had changed. A blue Dodge Ram had come to a stop just behind my car. That in itself wasn’t surprising, since the parking lot was tiny and locals loved to stop their vehicles in inconvenient places to chitchat, but it was inconvenient in the worst way. Francine was waiting for me to pick up James who, I was sure, would be starting to get fussy. I couldn’t see through the truck’s tinted windows but, by the looks of it, the human-shaped blob on the inside didn’t look like they planned to move. The situation left me with no choice but to speak to the driver blocking me in. Once he knew he was blocking traffic, he’d probably move.
Out of habit, I closed the car door with my hip and approached the truck. I’d barely cleared the taillights of Francine’s car when the truck door swung open, and the driver stepped out. I opened my mouth to greet him, but the “hello” jammed in my throat. I could tell just by looking at him he meant trouble.
The black hood of his too-big sweater was drawn up over his head, the pull-strings tightened so it wouldn’t fall. It was paired with a white plastic mask, a cheap one from a discount store selling last year’s Halloween stock. Black fabric stretched across the eyes: thin enough he could see out of it, but solid enough I couldn’t see in. The cheeks of the mask were rosy, and there was a little curl of brown hair at the top—a baby face on a six-foot monster.
My words weren’t the only thing jamming my throat anymore—my heart had leapt in, and it pounded a sickening rhythm in my ears. The man lifted his head and looked right at me, then took his first step forward.
I couldn’t move.
Fear had frozen my legs and sent my brain in a panicked downward spiral. No one hid their face like that if they didn’t mean to do someone harm. Whoever it was, and whatever he wanted, it wasn’t good.
The man took another step forward. Time had slowed, and each small detail was vivid. I saw his baggy sweatpants rustle as he lifted his leg, and I heard the heavy clunk of his boot as it met the pavement. The purr of the truck’s engine and the rhythmic beep the dashboard made to let him know he’d left his keys in the ignition marked the seconds. My heart struggled to drown them out, rushing in my ears like the sound of the ocean.
And then, all at once, fear sharpened into instinct, and my legs were free.
I ran for the car, frantically clawing at the door handle to try to wrench it open. My fingers curled around the handle. I pulled. The door opened.
I didn’t make it inside.
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Hands locked around my arm and spun me around so fast all I saw was the black blur of my assailant’s sweater, the stark white streak that was his mask. When my vision focused, I tried to brace myself against the car only to find my attacker wasn’t interested in letting me get the upper hand. Something firm lodged itself behind my knees and, with a sharp pull, they buckled. I collapsed, the air leaving my lungs—the scream that escaped my lips was muted, like I was living in a nightmare where all I wanted to do was call for help, but couldn’t make a sound.
My hands clawed at him on my way down, and I snagged the baggy sweater he wore. While I held my weight with one hand, I used the other to swipe at the man’s face. My attempt was made clumsy by fear, and my survival instinct overtook my rational thoughts. All I could focus on was getting away, no matter what the cost.
The man grabbed my wrist as my fingernails skidded harmlessly across his plastic mask. He lifted my arm up over my head like I was a rag doll, squeezing my wrist so hard I heard something pop. Incredible, piercing pain shot down my arm, and this time I did scream. The sound of my voice was hollow and primal, like a dog who’d yelped because her paw had just been stepped on. He held my arm so far up that my shoulder popped.
So I did all I could think to do.
Deprived of my arms, I lashed out with my feet. As I dangled, unable to regain my balance after he’d knocked my knees out from beneath me, I slammed the sole of my shoe into his groin. The man bellowed and threw me back as he recoiled, and I hit the side of the car and crumpled to a pile on the ground.
My wrist ached, and I clutched it to my chest even as I scrambled to get back to the car door—salvation. If I could get in, I could lock the door, then—
Out of nowhere, his thick hand flooded my field of vision, and I staggered backward from the force of an impact I didn’t feel. I knew he’d punched me. There’d been a crunch, an ungodly crunch, and I reeled from the impact of it. But there was no pain. I was too stunned to feel anything.
“Bitch!” His voice was muffled by the mask and further distorted by the hammering of my pulse. “Fuck you!”
I screamed again, but the sound was kitten-weak. Mad with terror, I tried to duck beneath him and run, but he grabbed me by the shoulders and shoved me up against the car.
Why wasn’t anyone helping?
My head hit the window, leaving the back of my head wet. Was I bleeding? I couldn’t tell. I could barely bring my eyes to focus on the monster right in front of me. But when he leaned close, his putrid breath escaping through the small slit holes of the mask, I was able to bring myself to focus. Each curled, rasped breath was marked with unyielding anger. All I could do was pray he’d back off, and I’d have another chance at escape.
“Never do that again,” he hissed in my ear. The heat of his breath leached through the slits of his mask, and I shuddered in revulsion as it rolled over my earlobe and across my neck. The man in the mask released my shoulder. “And if you ever—”
I bolted. Panic and my instinctual drive to survive blended into one, and my muscles sprang into action before my mind could tell them not to. The surprising burst of energy caught the man off guard, and I was able to escape out from between him and the car. This time, I didn’t run for the door. Somewhere out there, someone had to help me. A whole town couldn’t turn the other cheek while I was beaten, could they?
But as I ran, all I could think was what had happened at Chow’s. The entire diner had emptied out, staff and all, so those men could—
My leg refused to move forward, and I plummeted to the ground face first. My palms skinned on the pavement, and I cried out as the fiery pain of ripped skin consumed my hands. Like a dam had burst, the pain I hadn’t felt before hit me with full force. My face, particularly my nose, throbbed, and the back of my head felt as though it had been split open.
I didn’t have long to suffer. The thing that had stopped my leg from moving forward tugged, and I was dragged across the parking lot until I was back beside my car.
There was no way to escape the nightmare. I’d done my best for my son, but I was going to be killed for a crime I didn’t commit—for a sin that wasn’t my own. I sobbed bitterly and grabbed at the tire as I was dragged past it. My nails bent as I slotted them into the tire grooves, hoping desperately that if I could only hold on long enough, someone would see what was going on and call 911. The cashier inside, a customer, anyone.
Another forceful tug at my leg forced me free of the tire. I screamed and cried at the same time, my wail of agony echoing through the empty lot.
Why would no one help? Were they really all so heartless?
The man rolled me over so my shoulder blades were planted on the pavement. I stared up at the sky, the dark blues of night contrasted with the dreamy pinks of sunset. Stars shone, unwilling to be eclipsed by the sun’s final rays.
The night sky was my goodbye, a reminder of the beauty I was leaving behind.
I drew a shuddering breath that resulted in a pathetic sob and let go of the last of my hope. No one was coming to help. This was it.
The man invaded my line of view. He looked down at me, the white, rosy-cheeked baby face mask mocking me. Then he dropped to his knees and showed me the fat-handled switchblade in his hand. The blade was out, and it glinted in the day’s last light.
I sobbed again.
“Do you see this?” he asked through the mask. The words were muffled, but my senses were hyper-focused, and I heard every syllable. “Do you see it?”
“Yes.” At least, that’s what I tried to say. I wasn’t sure if the word made sense, as jumbled as it was by how I sobbed.
“This? This was bought just for you.” The man lowered the blade toward my face.
My eyes widened; I squeezed them shut and pinched my lips together. I couldn’t watch while he maimed me. I couldn’t.
“She’s pretty, and she’s got a nice, sharp carving edge. Do you want to feel it?”
I couldn’t stop sobbing, but I kept my lips shut so the sound warbled in my throat.
“I think that sounds like a yes,” he said with a chuckle. A cold sliver of metal met my cheek, and try as I might to pull away, there was nowhere to go. I knew if I squirmed, I’d end up hurting myself. As long as I stayed still, the blade would only rest on my cheek. “Do you like her?”
How could I reply?
He traced the blade down my face, then over my lips. Tears squeezed out from behind my closed eyelids, sliding down the sides of my face. Saline pooled in my right ear, and I wanted nothing more than to shake it away, but I couldn’t move.
“If you don’t get the hell out of this town, she’s going to like you even more. She’s going to want to take it to the next level. Maybe, if she likes you enough, she might want your kid, too.”
James. My lips parted, and I sobbed. The blade bit against my cheek, and I pushed my head as close as I could to the pavement to get away from it.
“So, if you don’t want her to get to like you any better, you’d best get going. Do you get what I’m saying?”
“Yes!” I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. My heart was set to burst. I couldn’t take the fear and the stress. “I understand.”
“Good. Good girl. Maybe you’re not as dumb as you look.”
The blade left my cheek, and I gasped in relief.
“Go.”
I felt him stand up, and I started to cry in earnest.
“You get the hell out, then you won’t have to get comfortable with your new friend here.”
Fat tears rolled down the sides of my face, soaking into my hair. Still, I refused to open my eyes. I figured, if he was taunting me, trying to lure me into a false sense of security so he could make my death that much more painful, I wasn’t going to fall for it. I wasn’t going to give him that pleasure.
“Get out.”
I heard footsteps. Casual footsteps. A car door slammed. Then, so close to my head I was sure I was about to be run over, I heard the heavy tires of the Dodge Ram roll by, crunching against the parking lot. It was only then that I opened my eyes.
The truck was gone.
I was alone.
For a while, I remained where I was. My body ached, and my heart refused to calm down. The sound of my pulse in my ear was my sole focus.
I was empty.
A minute passed, then a second. I sucked in a breath and slowly lifted myself up until I was sitting. My palms protested, and my back ached, but I couldn’t lie there, broken, all night.
James needed me.
James.
Tears beaded in my eyes all over again, and I wiped them away with the back of my hand. If I stayed, James was in danger, too. The man in the mask had threatened him directly. How could someone be so cruel?
I laid a hand on my car and slowly stood. My brain wasn’t ready for it, and I stumbled from dizziness, but I braced myself against the vehicle and took a few strained breaths. One step at a time, I resolved, I would get through this. The first step had been getting back on my feet. The second step was getting into my car. The step after that? I wasn’t sure, and I wouldn’t be sure until I got there.
Was I to get James and disappear into the night? Was I to report the crime and hope I wouldn’t suffer retaliation? Was I to go on like nothing had happened?
Once I’d regained my breath, I opened the car door and sank into the seat. The locks popped, and once I was safely sealed inside, I choked out another sob and let it all out. I’d survived. I’d lived when I was sure I was going to die.
And I knew, then, I needed to act, or I might not get that lucky again.
I couldn’t go back to the Appleton house as shaken as I was, and I couldn’t bring myself to stay in the parking lot, so I started the car and reversed from the parking space. Not far from the grocery store was a church, now deserted. Out of anywhere I could think of in town, it was the safest place to be, so I didn’t hesitate when I pulled into the parking lot and brought the vehicle to a stop.
My hands trembled against the steering wheel, and I wasn’t sure my heart would ever stop racing. I’d never been so certain I was going to die in my life—and I’d been up to some pretty dangerous antics as a teenager. Breaking into buildings in the dead of night, sneaking around behind my parents’ backs to see men more than twice my age, hitchhiking, hard nights of alcohol and drugs… but this? It was unlike anything I’d been through before.
Who would help me?
I didn’t want to frighten Jerry and Francine, who’d been nothing but nice to me since I arrived.
The revelation hit me hard, and for a second I considered not following it through, but I knew I had no other choice.
I called Detective Elkins.

The phone rang, and I closed my eyes as I held it to my ear. I hated that the man who unjustly held me responsible for killing my parents was the one person I could turn to.
But as much as he hated me, he’d stepped in at Chow’s, so I knew I could count on him.
The call connected.
“Hello?” Detective Elkins’s voice broke like he’d just woken up from a nap.
“Hi. Um. It’s Clara. McNair.”
“What an unexpected surprise.” Detective Elkins cleared his throat. “What brings you to call me?”
I thought I was over my tears, but his question struck a nerve, and I choked back a sob.
“Hey, hey, McNair, calm down. What’s wrong?” Concern edged Detective Elkins’s words. “Are you okay?”
“I’m okay now.”
“What happened?”
Once I started to speak, I couldn’t stop. I told him about the truck blocking my way, and the masked man with the drawn hood who’d jumped out to assault me. I told him I’d been beaten and dragged back to the spot beside the car, then threatened with a switchblade. I told him the man had threatened James, too. When I was done, I pulled in a deep breath through my nostrils and closed my eyes all over again.
It was too much.
“What do you think I should do?” I asked, broken. “I need to… I need to finish filming the documentary. But what am I supposed to do when the townspeople are acting like this? When they’re so eager to take their so-called justice into their own hands?”
There was silence. I thought the call had been disconnected, but right as I was about to take the phone away from my ear to check, I heard Detective Elkins sigh.
“Clara? I know you’re frightened, and we both know what happened to you isn’t legal and should be stopped. We’re prepared to help you, but we can’t be on you at all hours of the day. Not with the limited manpower we currently have available. Not with an active double murder investigation. Realistically, the best we can do right now is take scrapings from beneath your fingernails for DNA testing, to see if you got any of his skin, but the time it takes to get results back? It’s not going to make a damn bit of difference to what’s happening to you around town. You didn’t get his license plate number, did you?”
“No. I couldn’t even bring myself to get up off the ground I was so afraid.”
“So you have no physical description, other than he was tall. You’ve potentially got DNA evidence, but that’s going to take more time than you’re going to be around to investigate. There might be security cameras at the grocery store, but if he’s as well masked as you say he was, I’m not sure it’s going to make a difference. Even if we get the plate, there’s no telling who the vehicle actually belonged to. The investigation is going to drag, and all of our resources are focused on figuring out who killed your parents, and who dug them up after all this time.”
What he meant to say was that he was investigating me. I knew where Detective Elkins’s beliefs lay, and that there was no way to change his mind. But I was angry. “You told me to call if I felt threatened.”
He surprised me with a change of tone; his voice was softer. “It sounds harsh, but I’m being realistic. We can open an investigation, but it’s not going to offer you the protection you need right now. The best advice I can give you is to take his advice. I know I told you to stay close, but I’m releasing you as far as Charlotte; head over there; I can send you addresses of some safe boarding houses. You could commute every day until you finish filming. Lowery has security; they could keep an eye out. The drive is a bitch, especially on those curved roads, so make sure you leave early and take it slow. I wish I could help you more.”
“I understand.” I croaked the response, close to tears again. I didn’t want to be chased out. Even if Hickory Hills was small and close-minded, it was my hometown. I’d grown up here. There were people who’d once been stable parts of my life. But now? Now I suffered their wrath. “Thank you.”
“Do you need to go to the emergency room?”
“No.” My torn nail beds stung, and the dull ache in my shoulders that crept down my spine wasn’t likely to abate soon, but I was fine. Terrified, but still in one piece.
“If anything else happens, call me. Call the police if you feel threatened. We’re here to help.”
“Thanks.”
I couldn’t have called for help if I’d wanted to—the man in the mask was too quick; he hadn’t given me the chance. I knew if I was attacked again, there was no guarantee I’d be able to get through to the police in time—and from what Elkins had told me, no guarantee that anyone would come.
I had to be more careful.
Gino was right.
I wouldn’t run, but I needed to be careful. I needed to make sure I kept a low profile.
Step three was simple when I thought of it like that—get through the night.
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The extra-large box of pizza was left open on the coffee table, the white plastic wedge once sunk into its center now discarded to the side. James, totally silent, ate pizza while he did his best to stay awake. Trans fats weren’t good for him but, that night, I was willing to make an exception. One night wouldn’t make a difference. If he could stay awake long enough to eat a meal with such a high caloric content, I was willing to let his diet slip a little. In the morning we’d go back to the same old routine. At that moment, though, I could barely function.
Amanda ate a little more thoughtfully, her eyes on me as if she could read my thoughts and knew exactly what I’d been through. When she finished her slice, she wiped her hands on a paper towel from the kitchen, then turned her attention to James.
“So, little man, isn’t it time for the television show you like?”
James’s face brightened. A slice of pizza dangling from one hand, its toppings likely five seconds from sliding off and falling on the floor, he jumped off the couch and waddled toward the television like he was in a trance. Amanda laughed and used the remote to turn on the screen and, soon enough, James was planted in front of the television, mesmerized, as his show played.
Amanda sat beside me, tucked her knees to her chest, and rested her chin atop them. She gave me a long stare, then sighed and ran her hands down her jeans. “Something happened.”
“It’s… okay. I’m dealing with it.”
“That look in your eyes isn’t saying the same thing. It looks like you’re barely holding it together.” Amanda frowned. “I know things aren’t great right now, but we’re friends, Clara. You can tell me what’s bothering you. I’m not like the rest of them, you know. We’ve been through shit together, and I know you. I know there’s no way you could have done something like that to your parents, and your father’s company falling apart wasn’t your fault. You did what you had to do. It wasn’t an easy choice.”
The validation felt good. I managed a smile. “I feel like my world is falling apart, you know? I thought I had life figured out, and I had faith in people, but then I came back here and I feel like I don’t know anything anymore.”
“What do you mean?”
I didn’t want to tell her what had happened at the grocery store. When I’d returned to her place, I’d stowed the chicken in the fridge and tried to forget the attack even happened. With James around, I couldn’t let myself be triggered. I needed to be strong for him.
And that meant, until he was safely asleep, I wouldn’t say a peep to my best friend. I couldn’t be certain I wouldn’t break down and start crying all over again.
“I’ve been finding out things about my father I rather wouldn’t know.” That was safe. I didn’t want to drag up the past too much, especially since Amanda had been so emotionally devastated by it, but I also knew she wouldn’t leave me alone until she had her answer. It seemed a fair compromise.
Amanda sighed. “Oh.”
“I guess all of us have a perception of our parents warped by our upbringing, right?” I couldn’t bring myself to look at her—I knew the subject was sensitive. “All this time I thought he was a good, virtuous man, but I’m starting to think maybe the apple didn’t fall so far from the tree.”
Amanda snorted. “What, your dad was boy crazy?”
“No.” I glared at her playfully. It was just like her to make me feel better, even when it came to the most serious topics. “I mean, he wasn’t… he wasn’t faithful to my mother, and I had no idea. I always thought they were a perfect family and I was the black sheep, but I guess that wasn’t really the case.”
“It’s honestly a little gross, thinking about it.” Amanda sighed. “I knew your dad was kind of… weird, I guess… but looking back, it’s a little creepy. I remember him hanging around my mom. You don’t think your dad and my mom were… you know?”
I didn’t want to tell her. I ducked my gaze. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Imagine if all this time we were actually sisters?” Amanda wrinkled her nose, then laughed. “God. I guess it would explain why we get along so well, and why our lives are kind of shaping up to be the same. We were both rebels in our teenage years, then we mellowed out after high school and went on to get degrees… coincidence? I think not.”
“I don’t think you’re my sister.” I laughed, too. “You’re kind of pushing things. I mean, didn’t your mom only start working for my dad after you were born?”
“Details, details.” Amanda fanned a hand at me, then let go of her legs and sat properly on the couch. “You know, even if we’re not actually sisters, you still mean a lot to me. Now that you’re back in my life, I’m never letting you go.”
“I know.”
“So as your sort-of sister, I know when you’re keeping things from me.”
I bit down on my lip and lifted my gaze to look at Amanda. She had an eyebrow raised expectantly.
“Word was going around on Facebook after what happened this afternoon, and it’s kind of hard to hide the fact your face is starting to bruise.”
I lifted a hand to cover my face. Before I’d pulled out of the church parking lot, I’d taken a second to inspect my injuries, and I hadn’t thought they were that bad. The back of my head hadn’t split open, even though it felt wet, and my palms were raw and red, but they would heal. Even my face was in good shape—my nose wasn’t broken, and I hadn’t so much as split a lip.
I hadn’t stopped to think bruising would show.
“No one knows who did it, before you ask, but some people saw and were talking about it.” Amanda pushed her lips to the side. “You weren’t carrying that gun I gave you, were you? If you’d pulled it on him, whoever he was, he would have gotten the message real quick.”
“I haven’t been keeping it on me,” I admitted. The revolver was back in the staff house at the McNair estate. It made me nervous to carry it around, especially with James nearby.
“Girl, why did you think I gave it to you in the first place?” Amanda sighed. “Listen… I know this is our hometown, but if people are going to go around doing that to you, then you need to make sure you’re prepared for them. It doesn’t matter who it is, or if they were kind to you in the past. If someone is threatening you, you need to push back. You need to prove to them you’re not some weak-willed pushover who’s going to let herself be taken advantage of.”
“You think they care?” I asked. The bottom of my stomach had dropped out, and I felt hollow on the inside.
Amanda narrowed her eyes. “I know they care. You’re a pretty girl, Clara. Long, shiny brown hair and a killer bod don’t really scream intimidating. People know they can push you around because you’re pretty, and yeah, it’s sexist to say, but that’s the truth. This whole town? It’s so deeply rooted in tradition that you know half of them think women are inferior.”
I glanced at James, but he was so enthralled by his show I doubted he heard anything.
“Every macho guy in Hickory Hills is going to try to push you around, to intimidate you, and to get you to leave, to prove he’s tough stuff. They want to be the hero. Some of them are going to get rough. Some of them might hurt you. So, before that happens, you need to prove you’re not going to let them jerk you around. You can ask nicely for them to leave you alone, but guys don’t work that way. Unless you give them a reason to back the hell off, they’re not going to.”
“And you think the gun is going to cut it? What happened to ‘let love into your heart’?” I couldn’t help the sarcasm; I was so rattled.
“I know the gun is going to cut it.” Amanda’s expression turned serious. “Listen, I know you don’t like guns, and it’s scary to be armed all the time, but you’re at a place in your life now where you need that protection. After the movie is done, you can leave here and never have to worry about carrying a gun again. But until then, I value you too much to have you die because some dickwad thought he could take justice into his own hands. Your life has a deeper purpose than to end up as some hillbilly’s way to prove to the girl he likes he’s a goddamn hero.”
I knew there was truth in what Amanda said, but acknowledging it was hard. All I wanted was to be treated fairly, but it was clear that wasn’t going to happen.
“So start carrying it, okay? Wear it openly or whatever. It’s legal to open carry in North Carolina, so you’re not going to be stopped from wearing it at your hip. Just don’t conceal it. Concealed weapons are an offense.”
“Thank you.” It was hard to hear, but it was the dose of reality I needed. If I stood up to the horrible things that were happening to me, then they would stop. What I needed was courage, not an escape plan. I had to prove to all of them I wasn’t afraid of their threats, and that I would protect myself.
Amanda reached out and squeezed my arm. “Hey, I want what’s best for you. I’m not letting you die that easily, okay?”
I laughed. “Gee, thanks.”
“Hey, I mean it.” She smiled. “We’re going to get you through this. All this bullying crap going on with the town? That’s not what you need to focus on. What you need to focus on is right here in this room.”
My gaze turned to James who lay on his stomach by the television. His knees were bent, and he kicked his legs back and forth slowly. His chin was rested on his folded arms, and he looked up at the television with awe.
“You’re right,” I murmured. “Why do you have to be so right all the time?”
“One of us has to be.” Amanda stuck out her tongue. “So what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to arm myself,” I said.
“And?”
“And I’m going to prove I can’t be intimidated.” I sat a little straighter and stiffened my shoulders, like I could take on the whole world if I needed to. “I’m going to let them know I can’t be chased out of town, no matter what they do to me. I’m going to let them know I’m not afraid to fight back if provoked.”
“That’s the girl I know and adore.” Amanda stretched and leaned back against the couch, settling in. “So, you want to help me eat the rest of this pizza? I feel like we’re teenagers again. I thought for sure we could take on this monster, but I may have forgotten James was small, and my metabolism isn’t as quick as it used to be.”
“How about I take half for the road?” I asked.
Amanda hitched an eyebrow. “Hmm? Where are you going?”
“Back to the staff house.” I was determined. They could knock me down, but they were never going to get me to back off. I was made of tougher stuff, and Amanda had helped me realize it. “It’s where the gun is but, more than that, it’s going to make a statement. It’s going to tell them in simple terms I’m not going to be going anywhere until I’m ready to leave.”
“I’m so proud of you, Clara.” Amanda’s smile was docile, like the kind a mother might give to her child for doing a good deed without being asked. “You get out there and you show the world you aren’t afraid. No one’s going to keep you down.”
“No one,” I promised, and I meant it.

James fell asleep on the drive back to the house. It was a small blessing because I didn’t want him to know how nervous I was. Amanda’s encouragement was a distant memory. I knew that as long as I stuck to what we’d talked about, I’d be fine, but acting on that was a lot harder than thinking it.
We arrived at the staff house under the cover of night. Before I turned the headlights off, I turned on the flashlight on my cellphone. Without streetlights, I was working in close to total darkness. Unbuckling James from his car seat was a job and a half, and carrying him while I balanced keys and my phone was even more of a challenge, but I did it. I got the tote containing my father’s journals, the pizza, and the chicken I hadn’t had the stomach to eat on my second trip out after tucking him into bed.
Then, even though I was exhausted, I went and found the revolver.
The shoebox had fit nicely on the top shelf of the closet, well out of the reach of a curious two-year-old. I looked down at it, then sucked in a breath and took it from the box. It was heavy in my hand, weightier than I expected it to be, and cold. I didn’t know what I thought it would feel like; compared to the rifle I’d used on the few times I’d been out with my friends on hunting trips, it was different.
I laid the revolver back in the box and took the whole thing with me to the living room. There, I set it on the coffee table and rooted through the tote to find my father’s earliest journals. I knew he had been involved with Amanda’s mother, but talking with Amanda tonight had stirred my curiosity—I needed to know what happened all those years ago; why Rachel Harwood took her own life, and I felt my father’s journals might be a good place to start.
Even if I couldn’t find closure for myself, I might be able to find some for Amanda.
The earliest journal was from 1995, two years before Rachel’s death. I tracked through the journals until I came across writing dated 1997.
Then I sat back and started to read.
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 January 15, 1997
I slept with her. I know I said I wouldn’t, but I did. She came into my office, all red lips and short skirts, and I bent her over my desk and fucked her until she was too weak to even whisper my name. If anyone found out, it would be a disaster. Clara would never forgive me if news leaked and she moved out. I’ve got to figure out a way to make sure no one knows. I’ve got to—

January 17, 1997
Clara came into the office while I was writing. I need to figure out a way to keep this a secret. No one can find out. I’ve already pissed off enough people. I don’t need Blake Harwood coming after me. Lord knows he’d probably have a small army helping him.
How is it my fault his wife comes to me instead of him?

March 26, 1997
She wants me to end things with Glenda so we can be together. That’s not how this is supposed to be. She knows I’m not in love with her. She scratches an itch, nothing more. What the hell am I going to do?
I’ve got some time to figure this out before it all goes up in smoke. If I let this go on for too long, or if I don’t handle it in the right way, she might end up talking to Glenda. I can’t have that. What we have is temporary and physical, not anything more. I’ve been very clear.
I swear, if Dr. Thatcher didn’t insist I write these things down, I’d explode. There’s only so much one man can handle. Don’t they understand? I’m human. I have human needs. Being worked like this isn’t healthy, and I’m looking for relief. That’s all. Not love, not commitment, not a new life, not anything.
It’s infuriating beyond words that every good thing in my life ends up turning out so wrong. Why is it everything sours? Why can’t I have one goddamn break?

March 30, 1997
Rachel keeps pushing. She won’t leave me alone. What am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to get through this when I’m already pushed to my limits? I’m not a goddamn superhero. I don’t have time to put up with this shit.
I’m going to have to find a way to end it. There are other women who understand what I need and who won’t give me problems like this. Getting involved with her was a mistake. I should have known it from the look in her eyes.
I’m so goddamn stupid.

April 2, 1997
She’s dead.

My hand shook as I went to turn the page. Was I jumping to conclusions? I had to be. It wasn’t a confession of guilt. It wasn’t. But no matter what it was, it made me want to slam the book closed and never open it again.
I turned the page anyway.

April 5, 1997
I can’t do this anymore. I can’t do any of it. Why the hell does it always have to be so hard?

May 20, 1997
Blake Harwood has gone. Amanda Harwood has left. There’s nothing now but her, and the guilt of knowing what I’ve done. How the hell am I supposed to keep it together when every day I feel like I’m falling apart? Dr. Thatcher suggested I keep these journals as a way to mitigate my stress, but all they’re doing is making things worse. Why is it that putting paper to ink makes me cry like this? This wasn’t my fault, damn it. None of it is. And yet here I am, busy pulling things back together with no one else to help. My world is falling apart, and I’m the only one who can keep it together.
I’m so damn tired of trying.
I need a break. I need a miracle. I need anything to keep the spotlight off my family. Right now, we’re grieving the loss of an employee and a friend, and I need to make sure that every nosy journalist and rubbernecker knows it. No one will know. No one will come close to knowing. What happened will remain unspoken forever. I can’t handle anything else.
What else can I do but throw myself back into work and keep this town united through this loss? Clara doesn’t sleep anymore. Glenda put her on Xanax, just to try to get her to close her eyes. She doesn’t talk.
I fucking knew this would happen. I knew it.
I knew it from the first moment she came into my office with fire in her eyes.
Now here I am. Guilty, stunted, and struggling. Things will never be the same.
And I have no one to blame but myself.

The rest of the pages were torn out of the notebook, but I didn’t care. I’d read enough. The book fell onto my lap, and I covered my mouth with my scraped palm to hold back a scream that died in my stomach. Nausea hit, and it hit hard.
The book tumbled from my lap as I staggered to my feet and lurched for the bathroom. I barely made it to the toilet before the bile rose up my throat, and as I clutched the porcelain so tightly my knuckles turned white, I was violently ill. The bitter, stinging taste gave me no solace.
Rachel Harwood hadn’t killed herself.
My father had killed her to save his reputation.
She was murdered.
For a while, I sat on the bathroom floor and clutched the toilet seat. I couldn’t bring myself to get up. It felt like if I moved, my stomach would twist into knots and void itself all over again. The last time I’d been so sickened by life, I’d just found out my son had months to live.
How could my father have done that? What kind of cruel, heartless monster raised me?
After what felt like an eternity, I found the strength to get up from the bathroom floor. Knees close to buckling, I anchored myself on the sink and ran the water.
Did my mother know?
Did Jerry know?
The question haunted me; after I’d rinsed out my mouth, and cleaned my nose as best I could, I sank onto the toilet and tried to figure it out. Had he been keeping a murderer safe all these years? Or, like me, had he only gone through the journals closest to my father’s disappearance in an attempt to figure out what was going on in 2007?
I didn’t know.
I couldn’t know.
I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.
Why was Rachel Harwood’s death ruled a suicide? Had my father paid off the coroner? How had he made it look like it was an intentional act instead of an attack?
There was so much more to know, and so much I knew I’d never find out. The mystery was opening out, starting to unravel, but I knew I needed to keep tugging at the loose ends until I figured it out.
My father was a bad, bad man. I didn’t doubt it any longer.
But just how dark was his soul?
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There was no filming the next morning. I arrived at the set to find Samuel in an uproar—overnight, someone had broken into one of the trailers and smashed the recording equipment. None of the footage had been damaged, which meant we hadn’t lost any of the shots already taken, but there was no way to record anything new until the interns came back from Charlotte with new equipment.
It meant I had the day off, and after what I’d been through the previous night, I needed it.
Heidi handed me a cup of coffee and squeezed my shoulder reassuringly as I headed back to my car. She said nothing, but her kindness was unmistakable, and it gave me the courage to keep going.
I had some phone calls to make.
Too sick to my stomach to sleep, I’d been up all night thinking about what I’d read, and how best to process what I was feeling. I’d come to the conclusion I could never let it go without making an attempt to make things right. If it meant dragging my name through the mud, that was fine. My reputation couldn’t exactly sink any lower. My father didn’t deserve to be thought of as a hero—an unwitting victim to a crime he didn’t deserve. The victims were my mother, who hadn’t asked for a husband who was unfaithful, and Rachel Harwood, who’d been killed because she was set to reveal what a treacherous man my father was.
Rachel deserved justice. If I couldn’t bring my mother’s killer to justice, I could at least bring hers.
I needed to call the coroner.
It was unlikely anyone who’d worked on Rachel’s case would still be working at the county office—at least, I hoped not. As I sat in my car with the doors locked in a fast food parking lot half an hour away from town, phone to my ear, I said a silent prayer that if I poked at the case enough, one of the new coroners would find details that had been glossed over in the records that would shade the circumstances of her death in doubt.
The call connected, and a young man spoke. “Buncombe County Coroner’s Office, Jeff speaking. How may I assist you?”
“Hi, Jeff. I’m hoping you can help me with some records.”
In North Carolina, the text and findings of death records were part of the public record. Images, video, and other such detail could be revealed at the coroner’s discretion, but I hoped all I needed would be the text transcripts.
“Sure. Which records are you looking for?”
“I’m looking for the records of a woman by the name of Rachel Harwood, date of death, April 2nd, 1997.”
“1997!” Jeff whistled low. “Ma’am, we keep ten years of records on hand. I’m afraid the records from 1997 have already been sent to the archives. If you like, I can fill out a request to have them retrieved, but it’s going to take a while.”
“Please do. I’d really like to see them.”
“Certainly.” I heard typing from the other end. “I’ll need to take your information. Someone from the office will get back in touch once the information has been recovered from storage.”
The request was going better than I’d anticipated—a small stroke of good luck in an otherwise trying time. I gave Jeff my information, then asked him: “Will I be receiving the text transcripts only, or will any accompanying resources be included?”
“Most of the time, the office keeps supporting documents out of the public eye, but a case this old? I don’t see the harm in sharing the whole thing, if you’re interested.”
Jeff was an angel. He had to be. After my hostile reception in Hickory Hills, it was good to have a conversation with a man who didn’t think I was the devil incarnate or the scum of the earth.
“Thank you so much.” My smile shone through in my voice.
“Is there anything else I can do for you, ma’am?”
“No. That’s it.”
“Well, I’m going to let you go, then.” I heard the smile in Jeff’s voice, too. “Thank you for your inquiry. You’ll hear back from us in several business days.”
“You’re a star. Thank you. Have a fantastic day.”
“You too, ma’am.”
I beamed, feeling like I was one step closer to shaking loose the nauseating guilt in my soul.
With that call out of the way, I prepared for my second order of business. After reading my father’s journals, I realized there was still an avenue left unexplored. Lucian Vincelli, the accountant mentioned in my father’s recollections, had dealt with the McNair Furniture accounts payable for years. There was a chance he still had company records and, if he did, I hoped I could delve into them further to figure out what key players my father had worked with, and which ones he’d pissed off the most. If I could trace spending, I could figure out names, and from there I could investigate who was still in the area, and who might still have a grudge on the McNair family after all these years. It would solve one of my two problems, at least. Removing the murderer’s power over me meant I’d have some semblance of safety. Diffusing the threat from the townsfolk would take more time and energy, I reasoned, but proving my innocence may convince them I wasn’t the evil force they made me out to be.
After finding out about the way my father ran his business, and the criminal ways he was willing to deal with Rachel Harwood, there was no longer any doubt in my mind that he’d been dealing with the wrong kind of people. I just needed to figure out who.

The drive to Vincelli & Associates was lengthy, but only because I’d gone out of my way to get out of town. I was bold, but I wasn’t bold enough to tempt fate again, even if I was armed. My car doors stayed locked, and if I could leave town limits, I did so. Amanda’s pep talk had infused me with the courage I needed to continue on with filming, but no matter how confident I felt, I knew there was resentment toward me that wouldn’t go away. Keeping a distance was the safest.
But finding out what Vincelli & Associates had to say was even more important.
The ramshackle buildings along the street gave way to the carefully maintained facade of Vincelli & Associates. I pulled into the parking lot and parked, then observed the building from the safety of my locked car. I’d never had the chance to visit the actual building—after my father’s death, Vincelli had split from McNair Furniture in order to open his own firm. By the looks of it, he’d branched out and done quite well.
If he had associates, I imagined there was quite a demand for accounting services. He must have found an underserved niche. Tiny, rural businesses in our backwoods back of North Carolina needed assistance, too, I guessed. Driving to the city to do business wasn’t feasible.
After a long look, deciding there was no immediate danger, I unbuckled and left the car. The revolver Amanda had given me was strapped to my hip, a silent symbol that I was not going to sit idly by anymore. The weight of it was foreign on my thigh, but it was reassurance—I finally had my life under control.
I wasn’t going to let anyone intimidate me anymore.
A bell rang when I opened the door to Vincelli’s lobby. A slender, middle-age woman looked up from the desk and smiled at me. Her face was unfamiliar, and her smile was genuine. She must have been a transplant, come to work for the Vincelli office from elsewhere, because I didn’t feel any hostility from her at all.
“Welcome to Vincelli & Associates. How might I help you today?”
“I’m hoping to speak briefly with Lucian Vincelli. Is he in?” I knew it was a long shot, but I had to try.
The woman worried her bottom lip, then looked down at a spiral notebook on her desk. With a click of her tongue she leafed back a few pages, squinted at the page, then looked back up. “Mr. Vincelli is available this morning. He should be arriving in—”
The bell over the door rang, and I looked over my shoulder to find a short, rotund man on his way through the door. The tip of his bulbous nose was red, and his face was flushed from the summer heat. He wore a button-down shirt and tie, but no suit jacket. Long, wispy hair was combed over an otherwise bald head.
“Good morning, Mr. Vincelli,” the woman at the front desk said. “This young lady is here to see you. Do you think you can take a second to speak to her in your office?”
Lucian Vincelli looked me over. His eyes were round, and I wasn’t sure if it was the heaviness of his brow or the roundness of his cheeks that made them stand out so much. With a sigh, Lucian waved a hand in a manner that suggested I was to follow him, then trudged across the lobby and down a short hallway. I nodded to the woman at the desk in parting as I followed him. She nodded back.
“So,” Lucian said as he fitted a key in the doorknob of one of the hallway doors. The door opened, and he pushed his way inside. “I don’t think I have your appointment written down in my calendar. What is it you need from me?”
I followed him through the door and eased it shut behind me, suddenly tongue-tied. I knew there was nothing to be nervous about, but a feeling of dread settled in my bones and left me restless. I shifted my shoulders back and forth to try to work out some of my discomfort, then closed the space between the door and Lucian’s desk and sat at the chair he left out for clients. “I need to ask you some questions about an old account of yours.”
“An old account?” Lucian raised an eyebrow. The red on his cheeks seemed to glow. “Accounts are strictly confidential, miss.”
“I know, but… I’m the inheritor. I need to look into the McNair Furniture accounts.”
Lucian’s round eyes widened. He leaned forward on his elbows and squinted at me as if he was seeing me for the first time. “Clara?”
“Clara McNair,” I confirmed with a sad smile. “I’d really appreciate it if you could help me look into the account, especially any instances where large balances were left unpaid.”
Lucian whistled low under his breath and sat back in his chair. He rocked back and forth slowly, folding his hands over his stomach. “I can’t believe it. Clara McNair. The little girl I saw from time to time in the picture on your father’s desk has grown up.”
“Can you help me with the account or not?” I asked. “I’m sorry to be short, but I’ve got a lot going on, and not a lot of time to do it in.”
Lucian waved a hand dismissively. He rose from his chair, and it creaked in protest. Then, in no rush, he wandered over to a filing cabinet and fitted a key into its lock. “You know, if it wasn’t for your father, I would never have come to Hickory Hills. Now look. I’ve got my own business here, grown from the roots up. It’s a nice town. Disparaged, sure, but perfectly situated to hit all the small towns in the Buncombe county area, not to mention all the other mountain towns in close proximity. Perfectly located. And beautiful. The fall weather? I can’t get enough.”
I listened as Lucian rattled on about nothing in particular. His chubby fingers sorted through document after document, until at last he lifted a fat folder from the cabinet and carried it to the desk. It hit the desk with a thunk, and I looked up at Lucian, looking for guidance. There was no way I could go through the whole thing in one day.
“These are the records I have on hand for McNair Furniture,” Lucian said. He settled back into his chair, and it groaned and creaked. “Many of the older records were destroyed, but since the ten-year anniversary is this year, I’ve still got some data left.”
“Right.” I sucked in a breath. “Is there any way you can help me get through it, or maybe point me in the right direction?”
“It depends on what you’re looking for.” Lucian opened the folder, exposing the first few documents. I had no idea what I was looking at. “Ask, and I’ll see what I can do.”
It was a risk to ask a man responsible for my father’s accounts to direct me to any inconsistencies—I realized—but, at that point, it was a risk I was willing to take. If Lucian did have ties to any criminal activity, he’d know what I was setting out to do sooner or later—I’d rather he know sooner, so I could nip any nastiness before it could nip me. “In addition to outstanding balances, I’m looking for inconsistencies—weird money going out, or coming in. Is that something you remember?”
Lucian snorted. “Well, I can tell you right away there was one thing your father did with his money I could never understand.”
“What was it?”
Lucian flipped through the stack of papers and eased out an invoice spanning the course of 2004. He laid it flat in front of me. “This, for example. Three thousand dollars a month to the family of an employee who killed herself on his property. I told him there was no way he’d be facing a lawsuit over a suicide; but he insisted, out of the kindness of his own heart, he’d send the guardian of her next-of-kin a stipend each month until the child turned eighteen. It was a kind thing to do, but it was a stupid move. That money would have been much better invested elsewhere.”
There was no need to check the name of the recipient on the invoice—I already knew who Lucian was talking about. After Rachel Harwood died, and Blake Harwood left town, Amanda had gone to live with her much older aunt, Susan.
The money only confirmed what I already understood to be the truth—my father was guilty; he killed Rachel, and he was trying to absolve himself by sending Amanda’s family money.
It made me sick.
“What about the outstanding balances?” I asked.
“We paid them all off in May of 2007.” Lucian shrugged. He tucked the invoice back into the stack and closed the folder. “There were numerous accounts in the red that I chipped away at over the course of the year and, in 2007, thanks to a rural development grant, we were able to pay off the remaining balances and pop back into the black for the first time in years.”
“Wait.” My mouth went dry. “You’re saying there were no outstanding balances at the time of my father’s disappearance?”
“None that I knew of, at least.” Lucian chuckled. “God, I remember how good it felt to clear out the last of our debts. It’d been a long time since that had happened, with the economy in a tailspin, you know. According to my projections, we should have had a fiscally luscious 2007, had your father not disappeared midway through it.”
No, that couldn’t be right. I glanced down at the thick stack of papers, looking for answers. There had to be something else going on—something I wasn’t getting. If there weren’t any large outstanding balances in June, who had taken my parents? Who’d killed them? And why?
And who was still angry? The bones had been too deliberately placed; the time deliberately chosen to coincide with my return.
“There isn’t any other irregularity you can think of?” I asked, grasping at straws I wasn’t sure were there. “No large sums of money disappearing, or-or any appearing in the accounts without a source?”
“Nope. I kept the accounts clean.”
“What about my father’s personal accounts?”
Lucian’s chuckle turned to a laugh. He shook his head. “Your father’s personal accounts were his own. I can’t help you there.”
Miserable, I thinned my lips and tried not to let the revelation get the best of me. The last loose thread I’d hoped would unravel the mystery had pulled itself clean of the tapestry of my father’s past. All I knew was that my father was a murderer, and he’d had a guilty conscience.
What good did that do me?
“Would you like to take the files?” Lucian asked. “I’ll be disposing of them at the end of the year, anyway, unless you’d like to sign a release and take them into your custody.”
Mutely, I nodded. I could comb through the records on the off-chance there was something Lucian had forgotten, but my hopes weren’t very high that I’d find any answers. As Lucian slid some papers out from a drawer in his desk and highlighted where I was to sign and initial, I let my mind wander.
There had to be something I was missing—some dark trail my eyes couldn’t see through the shadows. Maybe it was time I started to explore other possibilities. Susan, who’d received money from my father for years following Rachel’s death, might know more.
While I initialed and signed to make my father’s old records mine, I decided it was time to pay her a visit.
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Susan Yates lived in the same house I remembered from my childhood. The A-shaped roof with the white trimming reminded me of a dollhouse, and the cheerful gardens out front did little to dispel that illusion. I parked my car in the long driveway and crossed the flat-stone path leading to the front door. The doorbell was bright white, and when I pushed it, a cheerful series of bells rang inside the house.
“I’m coming!” a voice exclaimed.
Moments later, the door opened, and I found myself face-to-face with Susan Yates for the first time since my early teenage years.
She’d aged. Well into her seventies, her hair had gone white and soft, and her skin had lost elasticity. Her cheeks sagged, and her chin hung, while in other places she was so slender her skin seemed to cling to bone itself. She adjusted round glasses to look at me, then smiled. “Well, if it isn’t Clara McNair.”
“Hello, Mrs. Yates.” I bowed my head respectfully. “I’m sorry to stop by unannounced. I was just wondering if I could have a few minutes of your time.”
“You’re not selling vacuums, are you?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Then come on in.” She stepped back from the door to grant me entrance, and I entered cautiously. “I’ve heard from around town there are some individuals not too happy you’re back home. Such a pity everyone here seems to think a girl like you could be responsible for a crime like that. A real shame.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“And none of that ma’am business.” Susan pulled a dish cloth from where she’d tucked it beneath her arm and smacked me with it. It didn’t hurt, but it served its purpose. “Susan, please. I know I’m old, but I’m not that old.”
“Thank you, Susan.”
Susan led me into the house and right for the kitchen, where she had me sit at the table as she fussed with a tea kettle. I watched as she worked, but just as I was getting ready to offer my help, she held up a finger. “No. I’ve got this.”
“I didn’t say anything!”
“But I saw the look in your eyes.” Susan wagged her finger at me. “You can forget it. This is my house, and my kitchen, and I won’t have my guests lifting a finger.”
I couldn’t argue with that. Susan had always been a rock, and it looked like that hadn’t changed over the last decade.
“So, tell me what’s happened since the last time I saw you,” Susan said as she set water on to boil and prepared teacups. “The last I heard, you were off to Europe to go to university and to get out of here until things blew over, but then you never came back.”
“I got my degree and was accepted into a master’s program in California, so I spent the last several years on the west coast.” Porcelain clinked against the counter. A silver spoon lifted sugar from a sugar dish. “While I was out there, I met a man I thought I’d marry, and we had a son. The man ended up not being a good fit for me, but now I have a new little man in my life, and he’s become my whole world.”
Susan looked over her shoulder at me, her eyes alight with joy. “I knew you’d shake those rough teenage years of yours. Just ask Amanda—all through high school I told her the two of you were going to get over your wildness and settle down. I’d always said you would be a good mother once you got your head on straight.”
I scratched the back of my head, unsure whether to take the compliment, or be insulted by the thinly veiled insult. At last, I laughed it off. I had been wild. “Thanks.”
“And look at you now, so beautiful and sophisticated. It looks so much better on you than those skintight clothes you and Amanda used to wear. You look like such a respectable young woman. What did you get your degree in, dear?”
“Neuropsychology.”
“Goodness, that sounds complicated. Are you a doctor?”
I laughed. “No, not yet. Maybe one day.”
“Well, I’ll be.” Susan fixed our tea, then brought both cups back to the table. She placed mine before me, then sat slowly, careful of her hips. “I was right. I always knew you girls had big brains. Look at you, accomplishing what so many others can’t.”
I set my hands around the teacup and let it warm my sore palms. “I know it must be hard to believe. I was a different person.”
“But you were still a good person.” Susan lifted her tea and sipped despite the heat. “I’m proud. And now you’re back in Hickory Hills doing what, exactly? There’s so much grumbling around town that I don’t trust rumors anymore. I want to hear it from your mouth.”
“I’m filming a documentary about my parents’ disappearance, actually.”
She raised her eyebrows, and I rushed to defend myself, to keep her good opinion. I don’t know why it mattered, but it did. “I need the money. My son is sick, and I can’t afford the treatment that might save his life.”
“My goodness, dealing with adult problems so young.” Susan frowned. She set her cup back down on the table. “If you’re here looking for financial help, I’m afraid I don’t have anything to give you. Since Amanda’s hours were slashed, I’ve been helping her get by, and I’m stretched too thin.”
“Oh, no, that isn’t it at all. Don’t worry.” I traced the top of my teacup with my fingertip. “I was in the neighborhood, going through some of my father’s old things, and I wanted to ask you a question about him… was it true he sent you money every month?”
“What a generous man Mr. McNair was,” Susan reminisced. “After Amanda came to live with me, he showed up on my doorstep and told me he would be sending me money every month to help with Amanda’s care. I told him it wasn’t necessary, but he insisted; then, every month after that a check showed up in my mailbox without fail.”
“So he did send you money.” My stomach tightened. There’d been a tiny speck of hope in my heart that maybe it was all a sham, and the money he’d paid out to Susan each month had been secretly going to another cause. But if Susan had received the sum in full, then… “I was just curious about it. I never knew that about him. My father kept his finances a secret from me.”
“Your father was a kind, kind man.” Susan reached across the table to pat my arm, and my stomach twisted into knots. She didn’t know what I knew. If she did, she wouldn’t have been singing his praises. “You’re growing up into a kind young woman, too, Clara. I can see the love for your son in your eyes. What a wonderful little family you must make. His health and well-being will be in my prayers tonight.”
I wished I had more enthusiasm, but the revelation left me drained. My father was not a kind man. The things he’d done were abominable. The man I thought I knew was a mask, concealing the true villain. It was no surprise someone wanted him dead. If he hadn’t hesitated to kill Rachel for threatening to reveal his secrets, what other crimes had he committed? Who else had he crossed, maimed, or killed?
It was too much.
I finished my tea and listened to Susan as she rattled on about how Amanda had done so well in college, and how she’d turned her life around, just like I had. Every now and then I chimed in with a small question or a hum of agreement to let her know I was listening, but for the most part, she directed the conversation on her own.
I was too gutted to talk much.
The past was the past, but now I knew what had happened, I couldn’t keep it a secret forever. As teenagers, behind the safety of closed bedroom doors and over one too many pilfered beers, Amanda had confessed to me how inadequate she felt since her mother’s suicide. I remembered the times she’d sobbed onto my shoulder about not being enough to keep her mother happy, and how it was obvious she’d never been loved by her mother or her father. Why else would they leave her?
Now I knew.
It was too late to salvage teenage-Amanda’s spirits, but adult-Amanda deserved to know the truth. I knew it would put our relationship in jeopardy, but I couldn’t keep information like that from her. She had a right to know what really happened.
Everyone did.
“So,” Susan said, “now you’re back in town, are you planning on seeing Amanda? I ask her about you all the time, and she’s always telling me you don’t keep in touch too much anymore. I’m hoping that will change?”
“It will. In fact, I think I’m going to go see her right after I’m done talking with you.” I offered Susan a smile, hoping it masked the tumultuous emotions roiling in my gut. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
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I spent the rest of the day with James while Amanda was at work. We visited a park not far from the McNair estate, and he spent the afternoon seated, near dozing, in the sandbox as other mothers shot me dirty looks from across the park. I couldn’t be sure anymore if it was because they knew of me from town gossip or if it was because I was now openly carrying a weapon. In the end, it didn’t matter. I was becoming used to their disdain, and as long as James didn’t notice it, I was happy.
Since we’d come back to Hickory Hills, James had spent more time with his babysitters than he had with me, and it broke my heart. We’d never been apart for any length of time, but the situation necessitated it. I didn’t want to drag him into what I was going through, and I knew he’d be safer with others than he would be with me. Spending the day together was selfish on my part, but it was cathartic. For a little while, I was able to forget the hard conversation I was going to have later that night.
It was easy to forget there was anything wrong when James lit up my world with a single smile.
A picnic lunch gave way to an afternoon with James seated passively on a swing. I pushed him gently, just enough to rock him back and forth, never sending him too high. I kept careful watch on how his head lolled forward and how his body loosened as sleep tried to drag him back into its clutches. When the sun began to set, I tucked him against my chest and carried him back to the car. The smell of the sun stuck to his hair, and its heat radiated off him to seep through me. I hoped these wouldn’t be our last few happy moments together, but I knew there were too many variables to know for sure. Between James’s health and a killer stalking me, the future wasn’t exactly hopeful.
I clung to hope regardless.

James nodded off in his car seat, and the drive to the Appleton household was quiet. Francine was there to receive James when I arrived, and she fussed over him as he woke from his slumber to clutch at her shirt.
“Looks like someone’s going right to bed.” Francine rocked him in her arms, lulling James back to sleep. “You have fun tonight, all right, Clara? Don’t worry if you want to stay out. Unless you call to tell me otherwise, I won’t expect you to come pick him up tonight.”
“That’s kind of you. Thanks. I should be back, though.”
Francine winked. “Just give me a call. You’re still young. There’s a lot going on in your life, but that doesn’t mean you should be shackled to responsibility all the time. Go have some fun and let us take care of your little man while you’re out.”
I thanked her again, but I was reeling. It wasn’t going to be fun, and nothing Francine said could convince me otherwise.

Amanda had wanted to meet at High Fliers, a bar in downtown Hickory Hills that thrived the more the town fell to ruin. No matter how hard I’d begged her to meet in private, at her house, she had refused; she’d said I didn’t need to hide away, and I’d realized I wouldn’t be able to change her mind. So, in the end, I agreed.
When I walked through the door and into the dimly lit bar, I knew right away I’d made a mistake.
Young people, my age or younger yet, occupied the booths and clustered the bar area. There were people I’d grown up with—faces I recognized from my high school days. Some of them narrowed their eyes. Others nudged their friends and pointed. Cheeks burning, I crossed the bar floor in search of Amanda. A hand sealed around my wrist and tugged me to the side, and I screamed as I was dragged down onto a booth bench.
“Hey! Hey! It’s me!” Amanda called over the music. My hand had already found its way to the revolver holstered to my thigh, and my heart was beating a primal rhythm. “Calm down, girl. It’s me. You’re okay. No one’s going to hurt you here. Everyone might know you, but they also know better than to get up in your face over something they can’t prove.”
Amanda was dressed like she was out to party, her halter top plunging low to reveal her cleavage and her jeans form-fitting. Suddenly, I felt under-dressed. I’d arrived at the bar after a day of playing mommy to my son—a simple V-neck T-shirt and standard jeans were out of place.
“You look like you could use a drink,” Amanda said. “Let me get you one. You want some shots? Let’s do shots!”
“Amanda—no.” I tried to stop her, but Amanda leaned across me to flag down one of the waitresses. She made a hand gesture, the waitress flashed back a thumbs-up, and the deal was done. There was no way I could have shut it down. “You really didn’t have to. I can’t drink all that much—I’m driving tonight.”
“It’s Hickory Hills.” Amanda waved a hand dismissively. “Doesn’t matter if you’re drunk or not. Not like there’s much traffic. As long as you go slow, you’ll be fine.”
“Amanda!”
“What?” Amanda laughed. “We used to do it all the time when we were younger. I’d like to assume you’re a better driver than you were then, right? So, it should be a piece of cake.”
The troubled days of my past had been laid to rest when I left the country to continue my education. Nights spent partying and hooking up wasn’t who I was anymore, and it was jarring to find that, despite her position as a social worker, Amanda was still involved in that scene. I’d never felt the difference between us more than at that moment, and I wished I had pushed harder to get her to meet me at her home.
“Clara?” Amanda asked. My drink arrived—red and fruity-looking—and Amanda slid it across the table toward me. “C’mon, you don’t have to be an adult all the time. Plenty of our old high school friends had kids and they still go out to party from time to time.”
“It’s…” How was I supposed to tell her? “I just wish we could have met at your house, like I asked.”
“And miss this?” Amanda pointed across the bar to the small stage. Equipment was being set up. “The Rockets are playing tonight. You remember them from high school, right? Jimmy Klaus and Jack Tilman? They went on tour recently with some big band—I forget who—and now they’re back and they’re famous and they’re going to play here tonight.”
It was dazzling, sure, but it didn’t help me any. I’d been gone from Hickory Hills for so long it didn’t feel like it was a part of me anymore. “Amanda, I just… we need to talk, okay?”
“Down your drink first.” Amanda winked. “You’re going to feel better about yourself once you’ve got something sweet in you. What do you say?”
I wanted to say no, but it didn’t look like that was going to be an option. With a sigh, I lifted the glass and tilted the drink to my lips. The taste was familiar and, as I sipped, I figured it was probably something I used to love back in high school when Amanda and I would sneak into my parents’ liquor cabinet.
“That’s the girl I know!” Amanda cheered. Her enthusiasm led me to believe she’d already started drinking. “Finish that thing off and we’ll get you set up with another one. Once you’ve got your second drink, we can talk.”
It was absurd, but it was Amanda, so I did as she asked. When at last I set the drink down, another one arrived. Amanda wasn’t wasting any time.
“So,” Amanda said. She had a drink of her own, and she twisted its straw between her fingers as she looked at me. “You said you wanted to talk?”
“Yeah…” Maybe it was better this way. With a few drinks in her, and in a familiar public setting, maybe the news wouldn’t hit her as hard. “I found out some things the other day that—”
Amanda’s head jerked to the side, and she stood up so abruptly I jumped back in fear. She shouted out cheerfully to someone across the bar and waved high over her head. It pained me I was so jumpy that every sudden outburst scared me, but after what I’d been through, anyone would have reacted the same. It was a somber reminder about just how unfair my circumstances were. I should have been more like Amanda—eager to meet up with old friends and excited for a night to myself.
But I was never alone. Fear and guilt traveled with me wherever I went, and they never left me a minute to myself.
Amanda settled back down and turned to face me, all smiles. She pointed at my drink. “You’re going to fall behind if you don’t start drinking. One is nowhere near enough. We’re about to sit in for a world class rock experience for free. In Hickory Hills, of all places. Can you believe it?”
“Amanda, I…” I trailed off. The news I’d so desperately wanted to share wasn’t suited for Amanda’s world—at least, not then, not there. Maybe in the morning, I decided, when she’d come down from the excitement and the alcohol fogging her mind had run its course—maybe then, I could tell her. At that moment, though, it was pointless.
She wouldn’t listen to me.
“What?” Amanda beamed. “You’re not going to tell me after all this time you finally realized you have a crush on me, are you? I don’t want to have to break your heart.”
“No.”
She wanted me to laugh and joke back, but humor was the furthest thing from my mind. The life I led wasn’t one that allowed me to kick back and have good times—not at that moment. There was too much on the line, and too much I still had to worry about.
“God, Clara, you’re a wet diaper tonight.” Amanda scrunched up her nose and sighed. “Maybe you just need to get laid. I heard Jack’s single. You guys hooked up once in senior year, right? You should try talking to him, see if he wants to get down and dirty with you after the show. You could land a rock star.”
I couldn’t remember if I’d hooked up with Jack or not. My time in Hickory Hills was a distant memory, made fuzzy by time and obscured by a want to forget. The nightmares, the hurt, and the need to get away were rooted in the town. I felt like I understood it. Maybe, subconsciously, I’d known all along the kind of man my father was. I’d never been able to explain where the darkness in me had come from, or why my need to rebel and act out spoke louder than my rational mind. But living with a murderer was enough to curse even the most charmed of existences.
What I needed wasn’t to hook up with Jack—what I needed was to get out before my old life swallowed me whole.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I admitted. “Listen, tonight really isn’t working so well for me, so I think I’ll just go home, okay?”
“Home?” Amanda grimaced. “You just got here. Don’t go home yet! My best friend is back in town, and that’s reason enough to celebrate! Besides, look who’s here! Maybe you two can finally start getting along.”
I was surprised when Detective Elkins set a palm on our table and leaned forward. He was dressed in civilian clothes, and clutched a pint of beer; despite his informality, his steely gaze was as unyielding as ever. “McNair.”
“D-Detective Elkins.” Heat burned my cheeks. I looked to Amanda. She winked at me. I wanted to get through to her, to the mature social worker I’d met when I returned, but it looked like the old Amanda was here for the night.
“Is this,” Detective Elkins gestured with his pint toward the drink on the table, and his gaze dipped to settle on my holster, “what you consider a threat these days?”
The heat spread, burning down my face to light my neck on fire. My skin felt clammy; I shifted uncomfortably. “I needed to talk to Amanda, and this was where she wanted us to meet.”
“I sure as hell hope that little boy you’ve been caring for isn’t on his own tonight.” Amanda scooted over, and Detective Elkins took the seat beside her. “Or is he used to an empty house, taking care of all this danger on his own?”
Amanda giggled. “You’re being mean, Tony. Clara is a good mother. Ask me how I know.”
“I’m not falling for this one again.”
I looked between them, from Amanda’s lust-lidded eyes to Detective Elkins’ posturing. The evening hadn’t gone as I’d planned, and I needed to get out before I could dig my grave any deeper. I could talk to Amanda another time.
“I should go. Detective Elkins is right—I’ve got James to worry about. I’m sorry, Amanda.”
“Isn’t he with a sitter?” Amanda slid my drink closer to me. “C’mon, Clara. For old times’ sake? One night isn’t going to kill you.”
I was afraid that was exactly what it was going to do.
If I let myself drink, I knew I’d get sloppy. The less in tune with my surroundings I was, the more likely it was someone would notice and take advantage of the situation, especially once I parted ways from the protection Detective Elkins imparted to the table. I couldn’t afford to be surprised again.
“I already had a drink. That’s it for me.” I smiled at her. “I’m actually feeling kind of buzzed already. I stopped drinking after I left here, so I’m not used to it.”
“Really?” Amanda’s eyes widened, then she laughed. “God, you’re a cheap date. Okay, well that’s fine, then.”
It was a small lie, but I was glad it got Amanda off my back. “I really need to go home, get James, and get to bed. I drank that way too fast.”
I laid it on thick, playing up the tingling in the back of my mind to make it seem like something much more. Driving wasn’t going to be an issue, and I was still alert, but Amanda didn’t need to know.
“You better not be driving, McNair,” Detective Elkins warned. “I’m off-duty, but I won’t hesitate to arrest your ass if you’re drinking and driving.”
“You gonna pass out already?” Amanda laughed again. “Oh my god. Remind me if you’re around for one of our birthdays I don’t have to worry about spending much money on you to get you hammered.”
“Yeah.” I slid out from the bench and stood, wobbling on purpose. If they thought I was drunk, I figured they were more likely to let me go without a fight. “Listen… we should meet up tomorrow, okay?”
“Whatever you say. I’m bummed you’re not going to stay tonight, but I guess I can’t chain you down. I don’t want you passing out on me.” Amanda winked. “Get your ass to bed and sleep it off, okay? It’ll all be over in the morning.”
“Night.” I waved to her, putting on a far-too-cheery smile I hoped came across as drunk. I felt bad lying, and I felt worse that I was leaving without telling Amanda what I’d found out, but there was no helping it. What she needed and what I needed weren’t the same thing, and until we could find common ground, I wasn’t going to force the revelation.
On my way to the door, a crowd destined for the bar blocked my way, and when they’d cleared, I was no longer alone. Two men I vaguely recognized from high school stood between me and the door.
I didn’t have time for their nonsense.
“Excuse me.” My voice barely made it over the music coming from the bar’s speakers. “I’m just passing through.”
“Off to ride some dick?” One of them—Ryan?—asked. “Bet the married men of Hickory Hills are living it up now you’re back in town.”
“All the men,” the second man said with a cruel laugh. “Ryan and I were wondering if you could make our night that much more special. Come home with us.”
It was a demand, not a request. I took a step back. “No, thank you.”
“What’s wrong, Clara?” Ryan smirked. “Are we not old enough for you? Or maybe you only sleep with men whose homes you can wreck?”
“Guys, cut it out.” My hand twitched, inches away from my revolver, and it drew Ryan’s eye. He nudged his friend in the ribs and gestured, and that was all it took to have both of them back off. “I’m not the same Clara I was when I was a teenager, okay? Please leave me alone. We’re not stupid kids anymore.”
“Crazy bitch,” Ryan’s friend mumbled. “What they say about you is true, isn’t it? You’re psychotic.”
I hadn’t gone to the bar to be hit on and degraded by drunk high school classmates I couldn’t give a damn about. Ignoring the rude comment, I stepped around them and headed for the door. There was only one man I needed, and he was waiting for me at the Appleton house.
I resolved that no matter what they said, no matter what they did, and no matter how badly they wanted me gone, I would not give in to them.
Hickory Hills wouldn’t get the best of me.
I wouldn’t let it.
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Darkness. Unending, eternal darkness.
I knew there was shape, and form, and light, but no matter how I tried to focus, I couldn’t make it out. It was like I was seeing through the tightly knit fibers of a face mask, stealing glimpses of reality while most of the world was blotted out.
All of it was so familiar. I’d been here before.
The sensation of hardwood beneath my feet. The smell of ozone on the air. The weight of something in my hands. The vibrations.
I couldn’t stop shaking.
No matter what I did, I couldn’t move my feet. The hardwood rose up around them, slatting across them like shoelaces until I wasn’t just standing there—I was a part of the floor.
I screamed, but there was no sound.
“Mommy?” I heard James wailing in the distance, and I felt him tugging at my shoulder. “Mommy!”
The darkness wouldn’t budge. I couldn’t see. I screamed again, tears welling in my eyes. What was happening to me? This unending, sluggish darkness wouldn’t let me be.

“Mommy!”
My eyes shot open. James was straddling my chest, snot running clear from his nose as he shook me. His little face was so scrunched up and red from crying I had a hard time telling if he was hurt, or if he was afraid. It didn’t matter—maternal instinct took over, and I took him into my arms and eased him down across my chest. He sobbed against my shoulder, his small body shaking.
“It’s okay, baby.” My voice was hoarse. I really had been screaming. “It’s okay. Mommy had a bad dream. She’s not hurt.”
James sobbed uncontrollably, like I’d hurt him. It broke my heart.
“I promise it’s okay, baby.” My arms tightened, and I squeezed my eyes shut as I held James to me. “I’m so sorry. Everyone has bad dreams sometimes, even mommies.”
“Mommy,” James whimpered. He wouldn’t lift his head. “Mommy…”
“I know, baby, I know.” Another nightmare. Another swirling, nebulous darkness my mind couldn’t escape. I held James close as the panic subsided and my pulse returned to normal.
Time passed. James’s sobs quieted down, and eventually turned into shuddering sighs. When he had nothing left in him, he curled up beside me and fell asleep holding my arm like a teddy bear. For a while, I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling through the dark.
In California, the nightmares had almost gone away completely. There were still stretches of time where they flared up and bothered me—especially when the seasons shifted from winter to spring. Not even my degree in neuropsychology offered me insight into what caused them. There was a part of my brain so deeply infused with darkness I couldn’t see through it, and it frightened me. And now they were coming closer together.
My father, a murderer.
It was no wonder why sometimes the nightmares were all I knew.
Time passed me by. James let go of my arm and rolled over. His hitched sounds of sleep relaxed me and brought me back into the present.
I wasn’t stuck in the McNair house anymore. I wasn’t chained to a too-perfect family. I wasn’t a teenager with an undying need to rebel.
I was a mother. A warrior.

Right as I’d found peace of mind and closed my eyes to drift back off to sleep, there was a noise outside—like a heavy bucket falling on its side and hitting the siding of the house. My eyes opened, and I stared into the darkness, overly aware of the gun I’d left on top of the bookcase no more than a foot away from the bed. If I needed to, I could access it in a few seconds, but was I worried over nothing? The town was developed, and large wildlife didn’t bother us much, though there were possums, and foxes, and stray dogs that could have made that noise. The McNair estate was secluded enough it was very possible it was an animal.
This town really was starting to get to me. I released the air in my lungs slowly, pushing it between my teeth as I decompressed. The sooner we got filming wrapped up, the better. If the townspeople and the murderer weren’t going to get me, the paranoia would.
Still, I couldn’t sleep. My ears strained to pick up noise, but I heard none.
I couldn’t understand why I couldn’t shake the feeling. I knew it was anxiety, come back to bite me, but none of my techniques to calm myself down worked. At last, I got out of bed and left the room to get a glass of water. If I couldn’t calm down, I thought, I might as well be protected.
On my way out of the room, I grabbed the revolver from on top of the bookcase and took it along, just in case something untoward was happening outside.
In the dark, I made my way to the kitchen and opened the cabinet. Water ran. I passed a hand under it to test if it was cold, then filled the glass. The gun rested on the kitchen counter, gunmetal gleaming in pale moonlight.
I leaned against the counter and tilted the glass to my lips. The more I thought about it, the more I wondered if the cosmos wasn’t punishing me for my father’s evil—a karmic debt passed on through generations. All my life, it had been one horrible situation after another. My only reprieve had been university but, even then, that period of peace had been short-lived.
Would I ever be able to atone for what my family had done?
Another noise jolted me from my thoughts, and I propped myself off the counter and turned toward the window. The moonlight didn’t reveal much—just wooded backyard.
This wasn’t California. There were noises at night. I knew it, and the sooner I got it through my head the better.
I sighed, but when I went to draw in more breath, something wasn’t right. I narrowed my eyes and breathed in deep again, trying to figure out if I was imagining what I smelled, or if it was real.
Rotten eggs. Skunk spray. Decay.
I gagged. The smell was horrendous, and not even pushing a clean dish towel against my nose helped. I definitely wasn’t imagining it. What the hell was it? A septic backup?
I grabbed the revolver from the kitchen counter and made my way to the bathroom. The smell didn’t seem to be originating from the kitchen sink, so it had to be coming from somewhere else. I flicked on the light to check the toilet, bathtub, and sink, only to find that the light wouldn’t turn on.
Weird.
I distinctly remembered the bulb was bright earlier that evening. It hadn’t flickered or dimmed since I’d replaced it after we’d arrived. Not even the small nightlight plugged into the wall was working. Was the power out?
A chill swept through me. I stepped into the hall and tested the light, but it was out, too.
What the hell was happening? The estate ran itself, so the electricity never shut off. If there was a power failure, it had certainly picked a conveniently terrifying time to manifest.
The smell didn’t go away—it got worse.
Grimacing behind the dish towel, I noticed a new smell among the putrid odor.
Smoke.
There was no more time to wonder or second-guess myself. Without thinking, I ran from the bedroom, flung open the door, and threw the revolver aside so I could grab James. The gun hit the wall and fell to the floor, the sound loud enough that James woke up. It didn’t matter. I didn’t have time for apologies. As he stirred, I pushed the dish cloth to his face, swept him into my arms, and bolted from the room. I was barely out the front door when a blast of hot air pushed against my back and propelled me out of the house.
The first explosion shook the ground and rattled the windowpanes. The second hit so hard the glass shattered. I landed on my back outside the house, James in my arms, and instinctively rolled over so that I cushioned him against whatever might rain down on us. Fire crackled up the side of the house, feasting on whatever it could. It turned the night red and perfumed the air with acrid smoke.
James sobbed and clutched at me, but I couldn’t speak, not even to calm him down. The beating of my heart and the adrenaline coursing through my veins paralyzed me. It felt like if I moved I’d explode.
Just like the house.
“Mommy!” James cried. He clutched the front of my shirt and dragged it down until it bit into the back of my neck. “Mommy!”
I wanted to tell him everything was going to be all right, but it would have been a lie. Nothing was going to be all right. Not anymore. Not ever.
The rotten smell of decay? Gas. I’d been too addled to recognize it in the moment.
The noise outside? I didn’t think it was an animal anymore. It was no coincidence the power had been cut when a gas leak had started.
Someone had tried to kill us—to catch us when we were sleeping so we couldn’t escape. The realization hit me hard. I clutched James to my chest and rose, bleary-eyed, to trudge to the car. The doors were locked, and everything I owned was inside the house. My keys, my ID, my cellphone, my money…
I set James on the hood and tried my best to hold myself together, but it was no use. Tears welled fat in the corners of my eyes, then fell down my cheeks silently. I was doing everything I could to hold my family together, but it wasn’t enough.
My fist slammed into the window before I realized what I was doing. My knuckles cracked against the glass, but I felt no pain. Another crack rang out through the night, but the window held.
All I wanted was a safe place for James. A place we could sit, where we could recover. Why weren’t we allowed that? It was such a simple human need.
Another crack.
James cried harder when he saw I was crying, and it broke down the last of my willpower. I started to sob, too, and hugged him tight as we cried together. I knew it was wrong, and I should have done my best to shield him from my fear, but they weren’t ordinary circumstances. I hadn’t just lost a job, or a friend, or a pet… I’d almost lost my life, and somewhere out there, someone was actively looking to harm us.
And now, without my revolver, we were defenseless.
Whoever had made the noise outside was still lurking around. It wouldn’t take any effort at all for them to do us in. I was in my pajamas, disheveled, and James was too young to take care of himself or to put up a fight.
We were done for.
I held him close and breathed in the scent of his baby shampoo and the fresh linen smell from his new pajamas. I memorized the size of his small fists and the mighty force of his grip. I let my hand trace across the back of his head to feel the soft hairs there and to internalize the size and shape of his skull. There might never be a time where I could do those things again.
“I’m so sorry, baby,” I whispered. “I’m so, so sorry.”
He wailed.
We stood in the night for what felt like an eternity as the house burned and smaller explosions rattled the ground. I couldn’t call anyone. I couldn’t drive anywhere. I wasn’t wearing shoes, so walking anywhere would be a hazard. They’d finally done it—they’d cornered us.
We waited for death to arrive.

Sirens.
Flashing reds and blues were making their way down the private road to the staff houses.
James lifted his head to stare at the lights. He dragged his hand below his eyes to wipe away his tears, then sobbed one last time before he sucked in a breath and pulled himself together. I braced him as he sat on the hood and watched as the police rolled in and came to a stop a short distance away. Car doors opened, then slammed shut. In the flashing blue and red lights, I watched officers approach.
“Are you injured, ma’am?” the first officer to approach asked. He stood beside me. There was a name plate pinned to his uniform, but I couldn’t read it in the dark.
“No.”
“And your boy?”
“He’s fine, too. We got out before the explosion.”
Sort of. To be honest, my back stung; the heat radiating off my skin. I was still damaged from the encounter with the man in the mask, and with another fall now plaguing my body, I felt as frail as a ninety-year-old.
“Can you tell us what happened?” the officer asked. As he did, his partner joined him.
“I’ll tell you everything I can.”
So I did.
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I sat by the tree on the front lawn as the police were joined by firefighters, and together got to work. Someone from emergency services had been thoughtful enough to give me a heavy blanket, and I’d draped it around my shoulders—not for warmth, but to give myself some semblance of comfort.
Somewhere along the way, someone had pressed a water bottle into my hands and urged me to drink. I held it in both hands now, pushing into the thin plastic grooves and listening to the bottle crinkle. The fire had been brought under control, but it wasn’t extinguished yet. Red embers glowed against the sunrise. I don’t think I will ever forget the sight of it.
Jerry Appleton had come with Francine to pick up James. I assumed word had got around town, because I still had no cellphone. We’d exchanged a few words but, otherwise, I hadn’t said a lot. I was in too much shock to hold a conversation.
There was a distinct difference between being brutalized in a parking lot and being the victim of a crime like this. Someone had tried to kill me in the middle of the night, not caring that a little boy lived in the house with me. I knew the masked man had brought up James’s well-being as a way to intimidate me, but to see it through? To know they were willing to go this far?
I could only imagine what would have happened if I’d decided to stay at Amanda’s house. What if she’d died? It was clear whoever it was would stop at nothing to see me removed from Hickory Hills, whether that meant by my own volition, or in a body bag.
It had to stop.

In another few hours, and after courageous efforts on the part of the fire department, the final embers were extinguished. I watched from where I sat, numb to what was going on around me. Nothing felt real anymore—or maybe it was that life felt too real, like I’d been walking through a fog all my life, and suddenly there was nothing but clear skies for miles and miles.
The world was evil. The world was cruel. There was no kindness. Men took what they wanted regardless of what others thought, or felt, or needed. My father, the townspeople, the murderer…
Was that same evil inside me, too?
I thought of James, and the time we’d spent apart since I’d got back. Did he think the same way of me that I thought of my mother? Loving, tender. Or like my father? Distant. Uncaring. Too busy to notice. When I found out I was pregnant, I’d sworn I would respect my child in the way I felt like my father had never respected me. I worried I was breaking that promise.
Firefighters moved into the house methodically. I watched them work without paying much attention, lost in my own thoughts. They came and went like heavily suited ants, carrying out debris and establishing clear, safe passage into their ant hill. The damage looked bad. If anything had survived the blaze, the smoke would be so deeply ingrained it would have to be thrown out. James and I already didn’t own much, but to know we’d lost the rest of our few possessions was a blow I wasn’t prepared to deal with.
I wanted to curl up and forget I existed.

More time passed. I didn’t know how long, but the dawn had given way to daylight. Emergency vehicles came and went from the scene, cycling in new responders. I noticed Detective Elkins among them. Although he nodded to me in passing, he didn’t stop to chat. Instead, he was escorted by a firefighter into the ruins of the house. I zoned out and closed my eyes, only opening them again when a hand grabbed my shoulder.
I shrieked and automatically went for the revolver I once kept holstered on my thigh, but my hand closed around air. When the panic cleared, I realized I wasn’t in danger—Detective Elkins was standing over me, his face blank. “McNair?”
“I’m awake.” I pressed a hand over my heart to try to calm it down. “I’m sorry. I must have fallen asleep.”
“I have a few questions to ask you. Are you lucid enough to talk?”
“Yes.” That I didn’t want to talk didn’t make a difference. I knew Detective Elkins wasn’t going to let me go until I gave him what he wanted. Besides, it wasn’t like I had anywhere I could go, even if I’d wanted to.
“This was the house you were living in with your son, correct?”
“Yes.” I let my head fall back against the tree. “This is the house we were staying in.”
“And no one else has been staying in your house with you?”
I noticed there was another officer standing beside Detective Elkins, likely there as a secondary source to confirm whatever report they were going to have to file. I didn’t know the ins and outs of being an officer, but it made sense to me there should be another witness to our conversation. “No one.”
“Have you had guests in the house at any time since you moved in?”
I blinked, trying to remember. When I looked back, there was that fog—billowing, thick, and impenetrable. “No. No one’s come to visit.”
“And your son is how old?”
“Two.” I closed my eyes again. “Jerry Appleton came to pick him up. He’s at the Appleton house now, safe.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” I heard the sound of ruffled fabric—Detective Elkins had put his hands in his pockets, probably. “The arson investigators have determined the source of the fire was criminal. There were several propane tanks discovered around the property—one even inside the house.”
I lifted my head and opened my eyes, confused. “Inside the house?”
Detective Elkins nodded. His face betrayed nothing. “There were also buckets thought to once contain gasoline left by the back door. This was no accident.”
I didn’t need a detective to figure that one out. Nothing since I’d arrived in town had been an accident.
But I couldn’t figure out why someone would sneak a propane tank into my house without coming to kill me in my sleep. It was obvious this was a crime, so why not take it to the next level and kill me?
There was a piece I was missing—something that niggled me in subtle ways and refused to be silenced.
Detective Elkins drove it home. “Why did you start the fire, Clara?”
My eyes widened as my gaze locked on his face. “What do you mean?”
“Why did you start the fire?” Detective Elkins asked again, voice stern and unwavering.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Were you trying to get rid of the evidence?” If Detective Elkins wanted a confession, he was in for a long wait. I had nothing to confess. I hadn’t started the fire, and there was no evidence. He had to be confused.
When I said nothing, Detective Elkins shook his head. “You’re in hot water, McNair. The evidence is stacking up against you.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I held firm. “Can you please tell me what’s going on?”
The glint in Detective Elkins’s eyes was bitter, but he did as I asked. “The garden shears? The ring? The gun?”
“What?”
“We’ve got the forensics team identifying them now, but having all three of them in the same place? There are coincidences, sure, but three missing items in the same location in the possession of one of the primary suspects?”
My throat went dry. I still had no idea what Detective Elkins was talking about, but I knew whatever it was, it was bad. What else could go wrong? I’d tried my hardest to stand tall and proud, but I couldn’t stop falling on my face. “What missing items?”
“A set of garden shears was found in the living room, propped casually against the wall; they were branded with the McNair name; forensic testing in 2007 determined it was likely an implement like garden shears was used to cut off the fingertips of Richard and Glenda McNair.” There was no more kindness in Detective Elkins’s eyes. “The platinum ring—black opal and diamond—which was seen on Glenda McNair’s ring finger in every photograph of her following her engagement to Richard McNair—a ring which she undoubtedly wore on the night she vanished.” Each word clamped down harder on my throat like I’d been locked in a vice. “The gun—a revolver taking .38 specials—the same kind that killed Rachel Harwood on McNair grounds ten years before your parents disappeared. Surprisingly, also the same kind the forensic team suggests killed your parents, after they were tortured in the shed. That’s a lot of coincidences, don’t you think?”
I opened my mouth, then shut it again. Garden shears? My mother’s ring? I hadn’t been in possession of either. “Can you show me?”
Detective Elkins shook his head. “Civilians aren’t permitted to enter an unstable structure. It’s too dangerous. Not that you’d need to see them, anyway. You see, Clara, when you have a murderer, they—”
“I am not a murderer!” I’d lost so much of my spirit to the fire that the intensity of my words shocked me. I crushed the water bottle in my fist. What little water was left splashed over my fingers. “If you want to throw allegations around, you can do it elsewhere. Unless you arrest me, I’m still a free woman, and I will fight until the end to prove I’m innocent! You had nothing on me ten years ago, and you have nothing on me now, because I didn’t do it!”
“There’s nothing keeping you here for now.” Detective Elkins took a set of keys from his pocket and tossed them beside me—they belonged to the car I’d borrowed from Jerry. My wallet, smelling badly of smoke, landed beside them. “You’re still a free woman while the investigation continues, but if you leave town there will be consequences. I counseled you before to go to Charlotte, but I retract that invitation. Until we know beyond the shadow of a doubt you didn’t have anything to do with the items we just recovered? You’re here to stay. We will issue a warrant for your arrest if you leave town.”
“I did nothing!”
“If you did nothing then the fingerprints we recovered from the shears should reveal you never touched them, or that they weren’t used in the torture of your mother and father, and you’ll have absolutely nothing to worry about.” Detective Elkins took a step back. “If it turns out that’s not the case—if it turns out you were attempting to burn the evidence, the little shrine to your victims—then we’ll be talking again.”
Whatever kindness and trust I’d earned from Detective Elkins was gone. He turned and walked away, leaving me with my thoughts.
Amanda gave me the gun. The garden shears I couldn’t explain; I remembered using a similar set at Amanda’s place. But I couldn’t understand how they could have gotten into the house.
I wasn’t going to find out anything sitting by the tree, watching firemen flit in and out of the staff house like clownfish through anemone. There had to be a rational explanation for what was going on and, with any luck, the person linked to two of the three items recovered by Detective Elkins would help me find it.
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Amanda’s car was parked outside her townhouse, but it took her a few minutes to answer the door. She was in workout clothes, her hair twisted atop her head in a tight bun, her makeup yet to be done. When she saw me, she hesitated, and her lips twitched. “Clara?”
“I…” I looked down at myself. I was in my pajamas, barefoot on the stoop. I knew I was a mess, but I didn’t have the resources available to be anything more than that. “I need to talk to you. I’m sorry I’m here unannounced, and looking like this, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”
“You smell like smoke.” Amanda stepped back from the door. “Why don’t you come inside? I’ve got some clothes I was going to donate that you can have. We’re about the same size.”
“I… thanks.” I bowed my head and stepped into the house, following her through the living room to her bedroom. While Amanda rooted through her dresser drawer, I stood awkwardly by her bed with my arms crossed. I didn’t want to sit out of fear the smoky smell would leach from my clothes and infuse her bedsheets.
Amanda tossed me an old sports bra and a pair of worn jeans. She slid a battered shoebox with some old but seemingly sanitized canvas shoes across the floor in my direction, then tossed me a pair of socks. As she kept rummaging, I dressed. Tossing aside my pajamas was satisfying in a way I’d never thought it would be, and when at last she handed me a faded T-shirt, I felt like everything was going to be okay. Amanda was there for me, and she was going to help me see this through. With a little bit of laughter and a few quirky statements, I’d regain my confidence.
But Amanda wasn’t laughing.
She looked me over gravely, then shook her head in sympathy. “Do you want something to drink?”
“I’m actually okay. Right now, the thought of putting anything in my stomach is making me sick.” I tugged the T-shirt down over my shoulders, feeling a little bit more like myself just for being dressed. “My house burned down last night. Someone set it on fire.”
“Are you sure you didn’t do it?” Amanda asked casually. I balked, surprised she could even suggest such a thing. “You were pretty drunk last night. Are you sure you didn’t leave a candle lit, or get up to something ridiculous because you weren’t in your proper state of mind?”
I couldn’t believe the accusation. “Really, Amanda? You think I’d burn down my own house?”
She shrugged. “I mean, probably. You know how they say if everybody you meet is an asshole, that maybe you’re the problem? Trouble follows you wherever you go. If you think about it that way, why is it such a stretch to think you’re the one who set fire to her own house? You’re a walking disaster. How many people have died around you? How many attacks have you survived?”
Was I dreaming, I wondered? Amanda had been nothing but supportive since I’d come back to town, but the woman I was speaking with was totally different from the one I’d met the night before—the fun girl at High Fliers. I stared at her, trying to figure her out, when Amanda rolled her eyes skyward and huffed like she was annoyed at me.
“If this is your attempt at humor, it’s falling a little flat today.” I offered her a worried smile. “Did everything go okay last night at the bar? Was the performance good?”
“You really are dumb, aren’t you?” Amanda asked bitterly. “I guess a solid education doesn’t fix stupid. If you have enough money to throw at diplomas, who needs actual intelligence? That’s how you’ve always lived your life—how you’ve always lived your life.”
“I… no?” I pushed my lips together, feeling more nervous by the minute. “Amanda, are you okay? Did someone slip something in your drink? You’re not yourself.”
“No. The only thing wrong with me this morning is you.”
This was getting out of hand. “If this is a prank or something, you got me, okay? I don’t really want to be a part of it anymore. I’ve had a hard enough time trying to get along with everyone in town…”
Amanda looked me dead in the eye. “I should have put the propane tank inside your goddamn bedroom.”
My heart stopped. I stared at Amanda in disbelief, and Amanda looked back in a cool, impartial way that hurt me deeper than contempt would have. “What?”
“The propane tanks?” Amanda sighed. “You know, the white tanks filled with volatile gas? The ones littered around your house and yard? I should have put one in your bedroom.”
My eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”
“Clara, you really are a goddamn stupid cow, aren’t you?” Amanda shook her head and rolled her eyes skyward again. “Here I am, confessing to what I did last night, and you’re standing there gawking at me like I’m speaking Chinese.”
“Because I don’t understand why you’d do such a thing!” In my heart, I still didn’t believe her. Word had undoubtedly spread around town about the explosion, and some of the first responders might have let information leak to the public. There was a chance Amanda was pulling my leg and leading me on.
But the dead look in her eye said otherwise.
I couldn’t understand why my once best friend would do something like that to me. I hadn’t had a chance to tell her about my father’s crime, and no one had ever thought to doubt Rachel’s death was suicide… so what was going on? If she really had set fire to my house, what was propelling her hatred?
Did she think I’d killed my parents, just like everyone else in town?
“You don’t understand why I’d do something like that?” Amanda clicked her tongue three times. “Well, I know why I’d do something like that, and that’s enough, isn’t it? It doesn’t matter what you think. I’ve made that pretty clear, you know, by trying to kill you. If I cared what you thought, maybe I’d hold off.”
“Stop joking.” My voice rose a pitch and warbled. “Is it the townsfolk who are doing this to you? Are they putting you up to it? You’re my best friend, Amanda, you—”
“If I didn’t have wall-to-wall carpeting and a lease, I’d kill you right now just to get you to shut the hell up.” Amanda looked me over from head to foot disparagingly. “Ever since you got back, all you’ve done is whine and complain. You think your life is so tragic? You think you don’t deserve every single horrible thing coming your way? All the death threats, your son’s health, your parents’ murder… you know, if you look at all the tragedies you’ve suffered in life, it’s pretty obvious someone up there hates you.” Amanda’s lips curled with disapproval. “And it should come as no shock that a lot of people here hate you, too.”
The image of Amanda in my mind and the things she was saying didn’t match up. It was like watching a movie where the audio track had fallen out of sync with the image.
“It would have been easier if you’d died of smoke inhalation. I thought I was being merciful.” Amanda turned and went to leave the room while I watched in disbelief. “I thought it would be better for your little boy, but I guess that hasn’t quite gone according to plan.”
“Are you insane?” My mouth found the words before my brain did. “What is your problem?”
I was stuck between wanting to chase after Amanda to demand answers and staying the hell away. Was she serious? I couldn’t tell. No matter how severe her tone and how dead her eyes, my mind refused to connect my childhood best friend with the person who’d tried to kill me in the middle of the night. Instinct brought me to follow her, although at a distance. When she entered the kitchen, I stopped in the doorway.
Kitchens meant knives, and I wasn’t willing to risk my life on the tile floor instead of the carpet she’d lamented before.
“You know,” Amanda said. She opened a drawer and drew a carving knife from inside, then held it up as she leaned against the counter as if to examine the blade. “I thought when you went away I could handle not killing you, too.”
My hand gripped the doorframe. I said nothing.
“I thought maybe if you kept your distance and stayed out of Hickory Hills I could live the rest of my life satisfied that justice had been served, and someone else felt my pain.”
She was deranged. She had to be. The dead look in her eyes had darkened with aggression, and when her gaze flicked to me, hatred burned there. Was it a possession? I didn’t believe in the paranormal, but how else was I to explain Blake Harwood stalking me after twenty years missing and the uncharacteristic hatred in Amanda’s eyes? It wasn’t normal.
“But now you’re back, all chipper and adjusted, crying on camera for money about how much you miss good old Mom and Dad, while everyone on set fawns over you, I’ve changed my mind. You haven’t suffered. You haven’t suffered nearly enough.”
“You’re insane.” I was confused. I couldn’t be the crazy one, could I? I wasn’t seeing this through the wrong lens, missing the punchline? “Amanda, can you please tell me what the hell is going on? Why are you acting this way? You weren’t like this yesterday.”
Amanda sighed. She set the knife on the counter and took a few steps toward me.
Instinctively, I jumped back.
“Are you sure about that?”
“Yes!” I backed across her living room as she kept approaching, glad I was on the way to the front door. “You babysat James while I was busy with my shoot. You went out of your way to help me when I needed it the most! Something must have happened. Did someone threaten you? Is something else going on?”
Amanda stopped six feet from the door. My hand was on the doorknob, and I was ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. It was an eerie thing to not recognize my childhood friend. The hate in Amanda’s expression had changed her.
“Clara?” she asked softly, “I need you to listen. I don’t need you to speak, or react, or do anything other than understand me. You need to listen carefully, because I’m not going to repeat myself again.”
The way she spoke was calm and calculating, like she’d been waiting to say what she had to say for a long time. It didn’t make sense. It couldn’t be right—someone had to have invented the narrative and fed it to her. She’d been so welcoming…
“Ten years ago?” Amanda arched an eyebrow. “I killed your parents. I cut off their fingers, tortured them, made them beg for forgiveness, and then I shot them dead. I killed your mother first because she wouldn’t shut her goddamn mouth. I think you and she have that in common, wouldn’t you say?”
It was as if the nightmarish hellscape I so often found myself plunged into was manifested, more vivid than ever before. There was no way it was real. I thought perhaps the darkness from the previous night, from the fire, had come back to consume me.
“But then again, maybe you have more in common with your father.” Amanda looked to the side as if she were reminiscing. “The way he threw money at his problems to make them disappear? The vile things he did with money that fell into his lap? The way he drew others in and fed off their kindness until they had nothing left but empty hearts and exhausted spirits? That sounds an awful lot like you, too.”
I knew I wasn’t a saint. I’d done things in the past I regretted, and I’d torn families apart willingly because I couldn’t care less—but those days were over. I’d escaped my past.
But not Amanda.
The darkness inside Amanda had festered and intensified, and I witnessed it dragging her down. I’d had a glimpse of the old Amanda at the bar the night before, but now? Now that I could see behind the masks she wore and into the truth in her heart? I knew I’d never really known her.
The little girl I’d been best friends with during childhood, our days spent together in the McNair house while her mother worked and my mother took care of other affairs—when had she changed? When had she let go of that innocence to embrace hatred?
I twisted the doorknob, but Amanda made a hissing noise through her teeth that made me stop.
“My mother deserved better than your family,” she told me. Her voice had started to crack, her words trembling. “My mother deserved so much more. She shouldn’t have died. And you know what? You probably think the same thing. Doesn’t mean it’s not going to happen, though. That’s the sad thing about life—you never get to call the shots.”
I couldn’t stay here. Not any longer. Fearful, I twisted the doorknob and bolted through the front door. It was a short sprint to my car but, by the time I arrived, I was out of breath. My hands shook as I tugged at the door handle and dove inside. Even after the locks were engaged, I couldn’t let go of the terror welling inside.
Amanda?
Of all people, it was Amanda.
I gripped the steering wheel and dared look back at the house. Amanda stood in the doorway casually and, as I lifted my gaze, she raised a hand as if to wave. What would have been friendly was now so sinister I couldn’t help but tremble.
Amanda, somehow, had found out what my father had done, and she’d taken justice into her own hands. For the last ten years she’d been lying in wait, wondering if I’d ever come home again so she could exact her final justice against the family of the man who’d murdered her mother.
And I’d given her the perfect chance.
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The interrogation room in Hickory Hills Police Department was claustrophobic. The small, slate gray room had a single table that could sit six, though the table occupied so much of the room there was hardly space to move around it. But there were only two wooden chairs. The rest of the table was left empty and, for some reason, seeing so much blank space made me nervous—like I would be expected to fill it with the information I was about to share.
There was no clock. There were no windows. If there was a two-way mirror, like I saw so often in movies, it was expertly concealed. Apart from the door, I saw no way anyone could look into this room. There wasn’t even a security camera.
I was well and truly alone.
I sat for what felt like hours. My cellphone was back in the wreckage of the staff house; even if I had it on my person, it would have been confiscated. An officer had patted me down before I so much as stepped foot beyond the limits of the lobby, and I’d been guided directly to the door and dropped off. Hickory Hills was a backwater town isolated from modern civilization, but it was reassuring to see that the officers who worked here were serious about their duties.
Or maybe it was because I was the prime suspect in a double murder, and they were worried I’d try to kill again.
If only they knew.
While I waited, I picked at the side of the table. The wood was sanded smooth, but imperfections gave me grooves to work at, and I was glad for the busywork, even if it was pointless. I couldn’t keep my hands still, and I bounced my leg as I waited, to try to work out my nervous energy.
She’d looked after James for me.
Why didn’t she kill us? Why wait? I didn’t buy her story about the cleanup it would take to make sure no one knew she’d killed us at her home. If she had so much hate in her heart, why hadn’t she acted on it sooner?
She’d let me escape, even after confessing to her alleged crimes.
The door opened. I looked up from where I’d been picking at the table to find Detective Elkins entering the room. There was an electronic device in his hand which I was fairly sure was an audio recorder. He wore a shirt and tie, his jacket thrown over his shoulder like he’d come in a rush, though his gait didn’t speak of urgency. He closed the door behind him, then pulled the vacant chair out from the table and sat. The device was placed on the table. He pushed a button on it, and a red light came on.
We said nothing.
Detective Elkins folded his arms on the table and craned his neck from side to side. Through body language alone, he made it clear to me he was in no hurry, and he wasn’t about to rush this meeting. It was simultaneously a relief and terrifying.
I had to believe the truth would come to light. No matter his prejudice, I had the facts on my side. I’d heard Amanda’s confession myself, and I knew what she’d done.
I wasn’t guilty.
“So.” Detective Elkins cleared his throat and laced his fingers together. “I’ll be recording this conversation, as is standard with all interrogations conducted in this county. Do you consent to being recorded?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s get down to business… you’re stepping forward with information that is relevant to the McNair case?”
“Yes.” I sat up a little straighter and met Detective Elkins’s eye. “I know who killed my parents.”
Detective Elkins chuckled, then cleared his throat again and drew himself together. “Sure. Okay. So after your house burns down, and evidence is found that incriminates you, you mysteriously discover who committed the crime. But I digress. I’ll bite. Who is he, McNair, and how do you know it was him?”
My blood boiled, but anger wouldn’t help. Difficult as it was, I bit back on the scathing reply I had and played nice. “It’s not him—it’s her.”
“Color me intrigued. Okay. Who is she, and how do you know she did it?”
I refused to be intimidated by his snide remarks. “Amanda Harwood confessed to me this morning.”
Detective Elkins sat back in his chair. He ran his tongue over his upper teeth and looked skyward as though lost in thought. Was he really considering what I’d said? My heart skipped a beat, this time with excitement rather than fear. If he was willing to believe me, it meant I had a chance.
“Tell me a little more about what Amanda confessed to,” Detective Elkins said at last. He kept his head angled upward, his eyes set on a spot on the ceiling. “I’m interested to know what crimes she is, and is not, responsible for.”
I tried to recall what Amanda had revealed to me, and the order she’d revealed it. The small details were obscured by panic, and I was scrambling to reclaim them.
“Well…” I hesitated. “I arrived at Amanda’s house immediately after leaving the wreckage of the staff house on the McNair estate. She answered the door and gave me some of her old clothes to get dressed in, since I’d arrived in pajamas smelling of smoke.”
“What is your relationship to Amanda that you’d be comfortable arriving unannounced, and in your nightclothes?” Detective Elkins asked.
It was a fair question. “Amanda and I have been best friends since we were young. Her mother came to work at the McNair estate as a housekeeper in the main house, and she’d often come along with her mother for work because her father was away during the day. We grew up together until she moved away.”
“After her mother’s death, twenty years ago,” Detective Elkins added.
“Yes. That’s right. She went to live with her Aunt Susan, but we still saw each other at school every day, and we spent most weekends together after she came to terms with her mother’s death.”
“Continue.”
“So Amanda’s been my best friend almost all my life, and when she found out I was back in Hickory Hills, she went out of her way to help me. She babysat James, and she even made us food. After losing everything in a fire, it was natural to want to see her. That, and… well…” I wasn’t sure if I should say anything, but I knew holding anything back would only get me in trouble later on. No matter how far-fetched it seemed, I needed to tell Detective Elkins everything I’d uncovered in my recent search. “I also needed to see her because I wanted her to know something I’d found out about her mother’s death.”
“Do tell.”
“While I was investigating what happened ten years ago, trying to find out who might hold a grudge against my family that they’d want me dead, too, I uncovered some details in old journals my father wrote that your investigative team never had access to. According to the journals, my father was having an affair with Rachel Harwood—Amanda’s mother—and after she demanded he divorce my mother or she’d come clean about what they’d been doing, he killed her. It wasn’t suicide, as is on the report. I needed to tell Amanda; all this time she’d been beating herself up because she felt she wasn’t enough to keep her mother alive.”
Was that true? It struck me that, at eight years old, probably, but as a teenager? When had Amanda turned against me?
Had she turned against me at all?
I wasn’t entirely convinced someone hadn’t put her up to it, but I couldn’t ignore the insider knowledge she had about the fire, or how I could connect two of the three objects recovered from the wreckage back to her.
Detective Elkins rubbed at his eyes, his palm resting upon the bridge of his nose. “All right. So. Apparently you’ve solved two murder cases—one which was ruled a suicide a long, long time ago.”
“I wish I were lying. I really do. It made me sick to think my father was a murderer.”
“Of course.”
Frustration throbbed in my temple, but I couldn’t let it win. I had to deliver what I knew in a calm and measured way, no matter how hard Detective Elkins tried to press my buttons. I knew he was trying to gain a psychological advantage over me—to make me so angry I couldn’t keep my lies straight, so cracks would begin to appear in my story. It was too bad for him nothing of the sort was going to happen. There were no lies to be rooted out and no cracks to open up. I was innocent.
“So, I went to tell her. I tried to tell her last night—”
“When did you find out your father was a murderer?” Detective Elkins mused. “Just for curiosity’s sake.”
“Yesterday; two days ago.” I was confused. Time was distorted. “I asked to see her, and she told me to meet her at High Fliers. I went, but it was too noisy and she was in too celebratory a mindset to hear what I had to say, so I decided I needed to tell her this morning instead.”
“And then your house burned down.”
I squeezed my eyes shut in irritation. “And then someone burned down my house.”
“So you ran to Amanda Harwood’s place in your sooty pajamas with just your keys and your wallet in your possession so you could confess to her that your father killed her mother, even though the death was ruled a suicide. Is that about right?”
I wanted to shake him and tell him to listen, but I didn’t. Instead, I curled my hands into fists. They were on my thighs beneath the table, so I didn’t worry about Detective Elkins calling me on hostile behavior. “That’s right. And also because Amanda was my best friend, and I figured she might be able to help.”
“I’m following.” Detective Elkins nodded. “I guess my only question at this point is why haven’t you applied to be a member of our investigative force? We could use a detective like you on the team, if you can catch a murderer a day.”
“You can’t trip me up by goading me. I know what happened.”
No matter how much he made fun of me in his dry, sarcastic, grating way, I would not lose my temper like I knew he wanted me to.
“I’m sure. But you know, McNair, it’s been the same thing for years now. The first time we met, way back when this whole thing started, I heard all the same things from you. The refusal to acknowledge the truth. The obvious guilt. The stories…” Detective Elkins shook his head slowly, and I saw in his eyes not the immovable detective I’d always thought him to be, but a man who was fed up with his circumstances—tired of the bullshit he heard day in and day out. “You can’t blame me for not believing you. It’s always someone else’s fault. You can’t expect me to believe you’re innocent after every desperate move you’ve made to cover your tracks.”
My gaze fell. After everything I’d done, how could I expect anyone to believe me? I could barely believe myself. “You have to at least listen, even if you don’t believe me. Please.”
“I’m listening. If I weren’t, I wouldn’t be entertaining you right now.” Detective Elkins rolled his shoulders back and craned his neck to the side. “Tell me more. I’ll hear it, but I don’t guarantee I’ll buy it.”
It was all I could ask for. “After I made my way to Amanda’s place, I told her someone set fire to my house last night; she asked me if I wasn’t the one who’d done it.”
Detective Elkins arched a brow.
“I told her of course not, and from there, she started slinging accusations at me. She told me that if everyone you meet is an asshole, then it’s likely you’re the problem, and the same principle was true about all the tragedy I’d suffered in life. Her mother’s death, my parents’ disappearance, and now the house? She told me I was the problem. She snapped. She told me I was stupid, and she wished she had planted the propane tank in my bedroom. She said I should have died from smoke inhalation, and it would have been easier and more merciful that way.”
Detective Elkins studied my face. I couldn’t get a good read on his expression—was it curiosity? Amusement? Doubtfulness?
“When I asked her why she’d do such a thing, she said she thought killing my parents might be enough to avenge her mother’s death, but since I’d come back to town, she’d realized she was mistaken, and she needed to kill me, too.”
“So you’re claiming Amanda Harwood came to your house last night and lit it on fire? That she planted the propane tanks and doused the place in gasoline?”
“Yes. And she was also responsible for the death of my parents ten years ago. She admitted to it.”
“And all of this happened this morning?” Detective Elkins asked. “Late this morning, after you left the scene of the arson?”
“Yes.”
“Interesting.” Detective Elkins shook his head. “It looks like Amanda had a very busy night.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You believe me?”
He kicked back in his chair. “Amanda spent last night with me. She left this morning, probably around eight, after I made breakfast. I am an incredibly light sleeper, McNair. She must have astral projected to your house to set up the propane tanks, douse it in gasoline, and burn it down.”
My mouth fell open. There was no way that was true. Amanda had confessed to it. The dead look in her eyes, and the malice in her voice…
“Then it was Blake Harwood.” The logical jump came to me all at once, and I was glad for it. “I saw him following me not all that long ago. He must have come in her place to do it. They must be working together.”
“More astral projecting, I see.” Detective Elkins laughed. “Or would this be summoning? Invocation? I don’t know. I guess we’ll have to call in a psychic.”
I couldn’t take it anymore. Frustration bled into my words. “What are you talking about? I saw Blake Harwood. You can ask Gino Hunt if you don’t believe me.”
“McNair?” Detective Elkins sighed. “Blake Harwood is dead, and has been dead for years. He died in the streets of Charlotte years ago from liver and kidney problems brought on by alcoholism and a drug habit. His body was identified via dental records, and the missing person’s case was closed.”
I gaped. I saw Blake Harwood.
Was I crazy? Was I seeing things? Hallucinating conversations? Setting fire to my own house while I was asleep?
“So.” Detective Elkins drummed his fingers on the table and looked at me expectantly. “Can you tell us why you started the fire, McNair? Or maybe we can back it up, and you can tell me what was running through your mind when you tortured your parents, killed them, then buried their bodies?”
I couldn’t take it. Not anymore.
“I don’t have anything to say,” I murmured. “If you want to talk to me from now on, you’re going to have to go through my attorney. I have no further comment.”
Not to mention no clue who to turn to when every piece of information I could get my hands on only served to incriminate me further, and my best friend was now my enemy.
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I fled to Jerry Appleton’s house. There was nowhere else I could go. The staff house was unsafe, Amanda’s house was out of the question, and I had no other lifelines left. But could I trust Jerry? At that point, I honestly couldn’t be sure.
Hickory Hills had taken more than my parents from me—it had consumed my past, and now it had begun to infect my future. I’d never felt so alone.
Francine answered the door bell, and she went from overjoyed to see me to nervous. I noticed her hair was a shiny shade of chestnut brown left lightly curled—she’d gone to get it dyed—but I couldn’t bring myself to compliment her. I couldn’t bring myself to say anything.
“Clara, dear?” Francine asked. “Are you okay?”
I had no words. Instead, I burst out crying.
This town was going to take everything from me. The longer I stayed here, the worse it got. The more I tried to fight the injustice, the deeper into trouble I sank. Between the evidence planted in the staff house and the confession I’d just given Detective Elkins, I felt like I had no hope left.
Hickory Hills had killed my mother and father, and now it was going to kill my son, too. If I wasn’t killed, I’d be thrown into jail and left to rot for a crime I hadn’t committed.
“Oh, Clara,” Francine murmured. She swept me into her arms and held me close. “Come inside. Come sit down. James is sleeping right now. Why don’t I make you something to drink? It’ll help calm your nerves.”
I nodded and followed her into the house. Francine directed me by the hand like I was a small child. At that point, I was starting to think it wasn’t so far from the truth. There were so many wrongs in my life that I didn’t know how to make things right. I was an adult, but I felt like a toddler.
Francine directed me to the couch and made sure I sat. She pulled a crocheted blanket from the back of the couch and covered me in it, then patted my hair like I was her daughter and hurried from the room to clatter around in the kitchen. As I waited for her to return, I toyed with the open spaces in the granny square blanket. It was a small distraction from the war zone going on in my head.
What was going to happen now Detective Elkins had me on record, seemingly lying in order to incriminate someone who had an alibi? Amanda had led me to believe she had set the fire last night, but that couldn’t be the case if she’d spent it with Detective Elkins.
I’d dug my own grave. She’d set me up to fail, and I’d fallen right into her trap. It no longer felt like Amanda was being manipulated into acting out against me—everything she’d said while I was with her was meant to trick me into making inferences that would make it look like I had something to hide.
I twisted the knot of yarn between my fingers, back and forth, my index finger moving slowly so best to feel the weave of the fibers.
Francine re-entered the room. I’d expected her to come back with coffee or tea, but she carried a lowball glass of amber liquid. I reached out from beneath the blanket to take the glass, but before she let it go, she held my gaze. “After the day you’ve had? You need this.”
She didn’t know how right she was.
Once she let it go, I took it back beneath the blanket and cradled it in both palms. It wasn’t until Francine left the room that I took it back out and smelled it. As far as I could tell, it smelled like alcohol—rum or whiskey, I couldn’t tell which—but I knew from my nights on the town that date rape drugs were colorless, odorless, and tasteless. If Amanda had turned against me, could I trust the Appletons? There was no way to tell anymore.
I set the glass on the coffee table behind a lamp. If it was out of sight, Francine might forget about it.
There was noise upstairs, followed by descending footsteps. Jerry rounded the corner first, Francine just behind him. The corners of his lips were pushed inward, and concern furrowed his brow. “Clara, I’m glad they came to their senses and let you leave. In front of a burning house is no place for a young woman.”
“I chose to stay,” I murmured. My throat was froggy from crying, so I coughed to clear it and tried again. “I needed to make sure I was there. All of my belongings were inside. I’m glad they gave me the keys back. I don’t know what I would have done if they hadn’t.”
“Our car isn’t more important than your well-being.”
“I don’t know how I could have paid you back. It’s just… it’s a mess.” I hadn’t even thought of filming until that moment, but I was sure I had at least fifty angry voicemails from Samuel, demanding to know where I was. “But I got it back. I can pay to have the inside detailed if it smells too much of smoke.”
Jerry set a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Stop. You almost lost your life to a house fire. The last thing you need to worry about is paying to detail my car.”
Tears welled in my eyes all over again, and I nearly lost control. Jerry and Francine had no idea what had happened, or what I’d just done at the station. “It’s not just that.”
“What do you mean?” Jerry asked. He took his hand away, but remained standing before me. “What else?”
“It was…” I glanced at Francine who hovered in the doorway. It was clear she was concerned, but I had no idea whether or not that concern was genuine. I didn’t know anything anymore. I’d never been so lost. “I need to speak to you as a lawyer. Is that… is that okay?”
Jerry nodded. He didn’t look toward Francine, but I noticed his body language shift subtly. “Let’s go talk in my office. Are you well enough to stand?”
I nodded. My head wasn’t right, but I could stand. I could carry on. I had to: I knew that if I stopped, I’d be admitting defeat.
I folded the blanket in half, then in half again and laid it on the couch. I followed Jerry back to the stairs. Francine stood in the doorway until we’d passed. The sight of her tensed shoulders and uncomfortable posture gave me hope she was still on my side. But then I wondered if I was reading her wrong: Was she nervous for another reason?
Plush carpet cushioned our feet at the top of the stairs, so clean I regretted I was still wearing shoes. It lined the hall, and we followed it to the second to last door. The tiny room Jerry revealed beyond the door was big enough for a twin-sized bed and a few pieces of accompanying furniture; for a home office, it worked great. Jerry whisked me inside, and once we were both through the door, he locked us in. The way he twisted the lock on the handle so quickly made me nervous, but then Jerry met my eye and allowed his expression to fall.
“I’ve never seen you this upset. What has happened?”
There was a moment when I didn’t know if I could tell him. I’d gone ahead and told Detective Elkins, and it had only made my life more complicated. But even as I gave up hope, the words began to tumble from my mouth. “They’re going to throw me in jail.”
“Explain.”
And so I did. The details came fast and free, and by the time I was done, I was breathless. Jerry stood, arms crossed, as it sank in.
“I’m not a criminal defense attorney…,” he said at last, but the way he let his words trail off, I knew there was something more he wanted to say.
“But?”
“But I have been around long enough to know a thing or two about law. It’s going to be okay, Clara. We’re going to find a way out of this, even if it doesn’t feel like it. The worst they can do is lock you away, but with the ongoing threats against your life, perhaps that isn’t such a bad thing.”
It hurt to think prison was the safest place for me—I would be freest with my liberty taken away. I squeezed my eyes shut to chase away tears. James started to cry down the hall. I recognized the pitch of his wailing—he’d had a bad dream, and he needed reassurance. I started to move toward the sound, but Jerry stopped me. I’d barely noticed I was moving until I ran into his palm and was brought to an abrupt halt. My body was on autopilot.
But it was the jolt I needed. Of course I couldn’t give in. The tumors were coming back—I’d witnessed the creeping return of his symptoms. The good health he enjoyed was temporary.
He would die alone and scared.
I couldn’t let that happen.
“I can’t go to jail. I can’t leave James.” I looked at Jerry, resolute. “The things that were recorded in the interrogation room together with the evidence found at the house mean I’m in a lot of trouble. I need help before it’s too late.”
If it wasn’t too late already. Not even the best attorney could save me from being arrested.
“Take a deep breath. You’ve got to approach this from a calm and rational angle. I know you’re scared, but acting out of fear will not help your case.”
The reassurance grounded me, and I nodded to show I was listening. Amanda had set me up to fail in the most malicious way she could—calming down was another matter entirely, but I did my best to take Jerry’s advice. I still had my freedom. I was innocent.
Jerry pointed to his desk. We’d been standing while I told him my side of the story, both of us too wired to sit. Along the hall, I heard Francine opening a door, and James quieted down.
“I’m going to start pulling up some resources, and you’re going to sit here with me and transcribe everything you remember happening with Amanda Harwood, even the smallest details. Be as accurate and as thorough as possible.”
I nodded, too numb to question him.
As my world fell to pieces, we sat down and got to work.

We didn’t stay at the Appleton house that night. I couldn’t bring myself to do it, no matter how terrified I was. Jerry and Francine both pleaded with me to change my mind, but I held firm.
I couldn’t risk putting them in danger. I wouldn’t let anyone else around me be hurt by the sins of my inheritance.
We couldn’t go back to the staff house, nor any of its derelict cousins. The money in my wallet wasn’t going to stretch to cover a prolonged motel stay, not to mention I didn’t trust any place in Hickory Hills.
There was only one option left.
After saying our goodbyes to Jerry and Francine, James and I returned to the McNair house.
A skeleton staff kept the house spotless. My father’s trust kept the electricity paid and the heating and cooling on. But it wasn’t home.
Not anymore.
James walked beside me as we entered through the doors, holding onto my hand loosely. I could tell from the clumsy way he walked he was tired, but the bright expression on his face did away with that exhaustion. He was wired, astonished a place this big could exist.
To me, it was nothing out of the ordinary. The cramped apartment we shared in Los Angeles was the anomaly—wide-open spaces and more rooms than I knew what to do with were par for the course.
I understood Amanda’s resentment toward me, though. Compared to her home life, this house had to have been a slap in the face—an even harder slap, knowing my family had taken from her family without reserve.
James let go of my hand and staggered forward. The soles of his shoes squeaked against the polished floor, and he spun in a slow circle, the grin on his face big enough to fill up the entire front room. There was nothing here to remark upon other than the double staircases leading to the second floor, but it was enough. James was in awe.
“Welcome home, baby,” I murmured.
Except home felt less like home than it ever had before.

After running laps around the house in typical two-year-old style, James curled up on one of the couches in the parlor and fell asleep. For a while I sat beside him, listening to the way he breathed and observing the dark as it stretched across the room. How eerie it was to be back in this place after so long to find it unchanged. Nothing had been moved. Nothing had been replaced. It was as though I’d walked into the same house I’d walked out of when I was eighteen, as though I’d stepped back through time.
But, this time, I couldn’t run off to Europe to bury my head in books. I’d run away from my problems, hoping to escape them forever, but they’d dragged me back and refused to relinquish their hold on me.
When I was sure James was deeply asleep, I lifted him carefully from the couch and carried him up the stairs to my old bedroom. It was the same as I remembered it—even the clutter on my dresser. From the Jonas Brothers posters on the walls to the dried-up stubs of Delia lipstick and Lancome Juicy Tubes lip gloss in seven shades of shine scattered across my vanity, Clara, at eighteen, would have felt right at home. The room had been dusted and the sheets were freshly washed, but no one on staff had bothered to tidy up my mess, as if they expected me to come back home.
I guess, in the end, they were right.
I lay James on the bed and tucked him in, then plugged the micro USB charger from Jerry into the wall and charged the prepaid phone Francine had gone to pick up for me while Jerry and I worked. While the phone charged, I crossed the room to search my dresser for clothes. My pajamas were in the same drawer I’d left them in all those years ago. I pulled on one of my looser pairs to discover it still fit, even if it wasn’t as baggy as it had been when I was eighteen.
In my pajamas, I returned to bed and climbed in beside James. He sucked in a little breath and rolled over, but otherwise stayed asleep. I wished I could drift off so easily, but my mind was still racing, and I needed to find a way to shut it down.
I booted up my prepaid phone. There were sixteen notifications from Facebook waiting in my inbox. I clicked over to them. Most times, I was lucky to have one or two notifications. Curious, I accessed the list and tried to make sense of what I saw. All were from a group I’d never joined: “Hickory Hills Chronicle.”
I scrolled through my notifications and arrived at the first one.
Amanda Harwood has added you to the group Hickory Hills Chronicle.
“What the hell?” I muttered, then pushed the notification to see what was going on.
If the “Hickory Hills Chronicle” had ever been anything but a gossip group, I couldn’t tell. As far back as I could scroll, all the posts dealt with the same subject matter.
Me.
Names I recognized dragged my name through the mud, using hatred and fear rather than facts to incite others in the group to do the same. Amanda, all the while, posted my schedule online. I looked in horror, scrolling through as she detailed my location and the hours I was supposed to keep there.
The She-Devil is back. Saw her last night at High Fliers, probably trying to get with a new victim. Is there anyone she won’t sleep with?
Amanda had responded to her own post: one response among a dozen others from names I recognized.
She got drunk last night, stumbling around, slurring her words, hitting on anything that moved. I’ve been trying to keep her the hell away from everyone in town, but she just won’t change her ways. Once a murderous slut, always a murderous slut. Right? lol
I’d entrusted her with James while I was on the set, and I’d given her that information in confidence so she’d know when to expect me back. I hadn’t realized that all of Hickory Hills knew where I was at all times.
Amanda had posted the address of the staff house I stayed in. She had posted pictures of my car—and Francine Appleton’s car, after mine had been vandalized. There were pictures of my smashed windshield outside of Chow’s, posted from dummy accounts with no profile pictures and obviously fake names, and in the comments, people celebrated the destruction, claiming I’d got what was coming to me, and I’d keep getting it until I left town.
My heart ached.
The further back I scrolled, the more it became clear that, all this time, Amanda had been using social media to orchestrate the town’s resentment toward me. There were even photos posted of me from my teenage years—photos I’d taken drunk with Amanda when we met and fell into bed with much older, married men. She used our history to paint me as a harlot. The more I read, the more I started to hate myself, until I had to turn off the browser and put the phone away.
No one here wanted what was best for me. No one here cared if I lived or died. They saw the troubled teenager I used to be, and they saw me as the criminal responsible for killing my parents, and for killing McNair Furniture—they would never let it go. Not unless I could prove my innocence, and the real killer was brought to justice… and after what had happened in the interrogation room, that seemed highly unlikely.
I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to push all the stress and negativity as far away from me as I could. I remembered why I came back. I was here for James. I wasn’t just Clara McNair anymore—I was a mom. The selfish, teenage girl who’d left Hickory Hills had returned a young, accomplished woman with more love in her heart than she knew what to do with.
I wouldn’t let them stop me. I was here for James, not for anyone else.
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I screamed when I woke up. It wasn’t a nightmare. Someone was pounding on the front door. Heart racing, I sat up in bed and tossed the blankets aside. James woke and looked at me in the half-light with big, round eyes.
“It’s okay, baby,” I told him. I took a second to tuck the blankets around him, then kissed his forehead. “I just need to go see who’s at the door. You stay here and go back to sleep. I’ll be right back to bed with you.”
James sighed and closed his eyes, and when I was sure he was comfortable, I left the room and quickly headed down the hall. The pounding continued, and I picked up the pace until I’d arrived and was able to pull the door open.
The police were on the doorstep and, behind them, lighting up the night, was Samuel and the film crew. I squinted against the artificial lighting and raised a hand to shield my eyes.
“Clara McNair?” the officer asked. “We’re here on behalf of social services. Several reports have been filed and assessed, and in interest of the safety of one James McNair, the state will be taking custody of your child.”
The words crashed into me like a truck. My body reacted before my head could, my arms bracing on either side of the doorway, as if stretching myself across it would keep my unwelcome visitors out.
They couldn’t take James from me. They couldn’t. He was sick. He needed me.
“We’re asking you kindly to move.” The officer stepped forward. “The custody arrangement has been approved at the state level. The child in your house is no longer in your possession, and keeping him away from law enforcement and social services is a crime.”
I couldn’t move. My arms shook as I braced myself in the doorway, barricading the way. All this time I’d been fighting for James, and I couldn’t accept I would lose him now.
“I’m his mother.” I squinted through the lights, trying to meet the officer’s eye. “He’s terminally ill. You can’t take him away from me. No one else will know how to take care of him, or what he needs if his symptoms start coming back.”
“Social services is prepared to care for sick children. There are plenty already in the system. Yours will be no different.”
“He’ll die,” I hissed. Desperation was starting to set in, and hot tears built behind my eyes. Irritation and fear came together as one, leading to a rage-inducing sorrow I knew was dangerous. “He’ll die if he isn’t taken care of properly. He’s very sick. He needs me to take care of him. You can’t take him away.”
“Ma’am,” the other officer said. “We need you to step aside. This is your last warning.”
My gaze flicked from one officer to the other, the light from the camera crew blinding me. I didn’t care I was in my pajamas, or my hair was pushed in all directions, or I probably looked like a vampire squinting against the light flooding in from just beyond the stoop. All I cared about was the little boy in the bedroom upstairs—the one to whom I’d made a promise to be right back.
They can’t do this. They can’t.
The second officer stepped forward and set a hand at my shoulder, pushing me aside. I stumbled backward, and the mama bear inside woke.
“You can’t!” I shrieked. All of my fear manifested as hysterical helplessness. “He needs me! He’s my son!”
“Check the bedrooms,” the second officer told the first. “Watch your back. You know what Harwood’s report stated.”
“Harwood?” The name choked me, and it fumbled across my tongue to clumsily escape my lips. “Amanda Harwood? She’s the one doing this?”
The first officer headed for the staircase on the right side of the room while the second officer crowded me to the left. Samuel and his film crew flooded in through the door, recording every second of my shame.
“If you refuse to comply with state mandates, you will be arrested,” the officer stated. “Right now, you need to remain calm and quiet while we do our job.”
Amanda. This wasn’t the work of someone being blackmailed or manipulated into smearing my name—this was genuinely hateful behavior that required premeditation and follow-through.
My back hit the wall. The impact shocked me, and it jogged free a new, terrifying thought from somewhere deep in my psyche. Was Amanda taking custody of James?
“You can’t let her have him.” My mouth was dry and my lips were numb, but I couldn’t stop. If Amanda took James, what terrible things would she do to him? She’d already tortured and killed my parents, and she’d made it clear she was after my life, too. James, defenseless and innocent, wouldn’t stand a chance.
Amanda knew how to hurt me the most, and she was taking full advantage.
“Ma’am, you need to calm down. You’re not under arrest yet. You can contest the ruling, but we are under command not to allow the child to remain in your custody for now.”
“You can’t let her have him,” I repeated, begging. “You can’t. She’s going to kill him. She’s going to torture and kill my son!”
“Ma’am.”
“Please.” I wasn’t above begging. Not anymore. I knew there was no way I could fight an officer—I couldn’t even defend myself against a masked man on the streets. “Please don’t let her take him. I’ll do anything. H-he can go to anyone else. Anyone. Just not her.”
“Ma’am, we have reason to believe James McNair is unsafe in your care. He has special medical needs, a special diet—we’re aware of his situation. He won’t be getting pizza, if that’s what’s worrying you. Social services know how to care for sick children.”
“Please.” I dropped to my knees and bowed my head. “You don’t know what she’ll do to him. You don’t know the things she’s already done. If he goes to her, if you leave him alone with her, he’ll… please.”
James screamed. The shrill cry echoed through the house and cleaved me in half. I could imagine the vile things Amanda would do to him, and how he’d scream just like that as she broke his fragile body in order to get back at me.
The screaming grew louder. There were footsteps upstairs. The more I heard, the more I broke down. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks and dotted the thighs of my pajama bottoms as they fell from my jaw.
I heard heavy boots make their way down the stairs as James’s wailing came closer. The officer was on his way back, my son nestling into the rough material of his outdoor uniform.
“Mommy!” James shrieked.
“It’s okay, baby,” I promised, straining against the officer holding me back to reach him. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. Mommy’s going to make it better. All you have to do is be strong for just a little while. Just hold on a little while for me, okay?”
James shrieked and sobbed, and held out his arms to me.
“Be strong, baby,” I pleaded. “You’re okay. Mommy loves you. She loves you so much.”
The officer holding James stepped out through the front door. Half of the camera crew followed him while the other half remained inside, filming my breakdown. Why had the police allowed them to enter? Wasn’t this a private moment?
“Thank you for your cooperation, ma’am. You can contest the decision with social services, and if it’s determined you can provide a safe, stable environment for your child, the decision will be revoked and custody will return to you.”
I sobbed, my despair bitter. It was a lost cause. No one in their right mind would return custody to me if they looked into my situation. The police were ready to arrest me for a crime I didn’t commit; my house had burned to the ground—it wasn’t prime environment for a young child.
Amanda knew she had me, and she was going to milk my suffering for everything she could.
“Our business here is done,” the officer said. “Goodnight.”
The camera crew closed in. Footsteps, frantic, surrounded me on all sides. The lighting angles changed, lenses crowded me, and a boom mic lowered itself above me, just out of the shot.
“In a surprising turn of events, your son has been taken from you. Clara, can you tell us what’s been happening to warrant such serious action?”
Samuel towered over me, as arrogant as ever. I clenched my fists and clenched my teeth. How could he even think about turning something so tragic into a spectator’s sport? How could he expect me to do a Q&A in the wake of such a tragedy?
“Fuck off, Samuel.”
“Your young son, James, has some type of childhood cancer, isn’t that right? Can you tell us more about his life-threatening condition?”
“Get the hell out of my house!” In a fit of rage, I pushed off the ground and staggered to my feet. Samuel jumped back, and the film crew scurried back from me like I was the stone dropped into a pond, and they were the ripples. “Get the hell out right now before I call the cops back in here to arrest every one of you for trespassing! This is private property!”
“You invited us to set up on the McNair estate.” Samuel remained the closest out of any of the crew, and I focused the bulk of my rage on him. “We’re not trespassing if—”
“GET THE HELL OUT!”
I’d never screamed so loud in my life. The hate in my words propelled Samuel backward, and I saw fear cloud his eyes. He nodded toward the door, and the camera crew left as a single entity. I watched every one of them leave: If I’d had that revolver in my hand I’d have shot him in the back. I slammed the door shut behind him.
Alone, I collapsed against the door, sobbing.
Amanda had taken my parents, and now she’d taken my son, too—my son, who was sick, and who had nothing to do with what had happened to her mother twenty years ago.
I would not let her harm James. I’d come to Hickory Hills in the belief I could give him the future he deserved. I’d lived my life, gone to school, traveled, and fallen in love, but James? James had his life ahead of him, and I wasn’t about to abandon him, just to save myself. Even if I had to die, I would make sure he survived.
Everything I did was for him, and only him. I would never give up on James. Amanda had her bait; I had no choice but to bite, not even if doing so meant I’d have to draw my last breath.
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Shadows shifted across the darkened bedroom floor, marking the passage of the moon through the sky and the rise of the sun on the horizon, but my eyes refused to close, and my head refused to stop thinking in dangerous, cyclical patterns.
I was to blame.
I’d dragged my son across the country in the hopes I could save him, knowing Hickory Hills had been hostile to me in the past, and that its people held grudges. I’d taken a chance, and now he was paying for it.
It was all my fault.
At seven, I got out of bed and dressed in clothes I’d last worn a decade before. Jeans with fashionably ripped legs, and shirts that showed off too much cleavage weren’t my style anymore, but I had little choice. In the end, I found the least revealing shirt I could and paired it with a torn set of jeans, then headed out the door.
There would be no filming today. I needed to focus on James’s well-being and nothing else.

The drive through town was quiet at seven in the morning. Fog swirled in eddies as I drove through it. I took the roads slowly, and arrived outside the Appleton house no later than half past seven. When I rang the bell, Jerry answered. His tie was undone but, otherwise, he looked like he was about to step out the door to head to the office.
“Good morning, Clara.” Jerry stepped back from the door to let me in. “Where’s James this morning?”
There were no more tears left to cry. I was numb. “They took him.”
He looked back into the house—I assumed to check for Francine—then nodded toward his parked car. “I’m about to head in to work. Meet me at the office. I’ll clear my schedule out, and we can go over everything that happened with a fine-tooth comb. This isn’t where it ends. I know I’m not properly qualified to represent you in court, but I will fight for you in every way I can. You’re not alone, Clara.”
They were pretty words, but I wasn’t sure I believed them.

By eight, we were seated in Jerry’s office. He had documents laid out across his desk, and I looked over them listlessly. My eyes wouldn’t focus to read.
“The best way you’ll have a chance at regaining custody of James is if you can prove you have a stable home environment to bring him back into,” Jerry stated. He chewed his lip as he examined the papers, and my gaze shifted from the ink on the page to Jerry’s reactions. Although he did his best to hide it, I could tell he didn’t think I had much of a shot. “According to the statements you made yesterday, and the evidence recovered by the police from the staff house, I’m not sure how we’d go about doing that while you’re the main suspect in a double murder investigation.”
“Amanda has confessed. If I could prove she murdered my parents… But what motive would she have to kill them?”
I closed my eyes. Amanda had planned this out, and I’d wandered into her trap unaware. Higher ground was hers, and I was fighting a losing battle trying to gain an advantage. Every time I thought I’d found a helpful lead, I’d dug myself deeper into trouble.
Jerry tapped a pen against one of the documents, eyes narrowed slightly in concentration. “There’s also your track record as a teenager. Witnesses have attested to your rebellious, sometimes dangerous behavior. The erratic choices you made back then, and your hostility toward home life, will leave others more likely to testify against you based on the past.”
I hung my head. I wasn’t proud of who I’d been, and I’d done my best to change from the disturbed young woman who’d once lashed out at the world. Amanda, who had a similar track record, had stayed in town. The townsfolk had watched her get her degree, then start a job in a respectable field. She’d redeemed herself in their eyes.
Me?
I’d run away to Europe. Even though I’d come back to town as a mother, dressed in respectable clothing and with two degrees under my belt, no one was willing to change their perception of me because they hadn’t seen me grow.
“The physical evidence found in the home after the fire is damning.” Jerry pushed air through his teeth, then shook his head and sighed. “The shears could be explained away, since the staff house is on the McNair estate, but that they were left in the living room in plain sight? And they were recovered along with a revolver and your mother’s ring?”
“I know,” I murmured. “But I swear, I didn’t put them there. I had nothing to do with it. Someone must have…” I trailed off, my mind pulled elsewhere. I remembered on the night I was in Charlotte, I’d told Amanda where to find the spare key to the staff house so she could get clothes for James. Remembering the way she’d parroted back the information gave me chills.
Blue plastic pot by the side door of Mr. Field’s house … Got it.
I’d given her everything she needed in order to set me up, and I’d done it gladly.
I wanted to be sick.
“Clara?” Jerry asked.
“I’m okay.” I blinked rapidly and shook my head to try to drive my nausea away. “I was just remembering how I’d given Amanda directions on where to find the spare key to the house. She must have asked someone in town to break in and plant the items on me—and to set up the propane tanks. That’s why I never heard anyone breaking in, and probably why the police suspect it was me who set the fire. There was no sign of forced entry.”
“Are you saying someone else in town knows Amanda is the murderer?” Jerry asked.
“I don’t know. But she must have had help.” I didn’t know anything anymore. The longer I spent in Hickory Hills, the more I realized it was true. “According to Detective Elkins, she spent last night with him. Someone else had to be involved. Unless they’re working together.”
“Elkins? You think Tony Elkins set fire to your house to help Amanda?” Jerry narrowed his eyes and cocked his head to the side as he looked at me. He reached out across the table and squeezed my hand. Even though my lips trembled, I smiled for him.
“There is no perfect crime,” he said. “But proving someone else is responsible is a job for the police. We need to focus on convincing the courts to grant custody to you.”
“But if we knew what was driving Amanda? Why she killed my parents—wouldn’t that help? Maybe it’s connected to her mother’s suicide—”
“Two large problems with that,” Jerry cut in. “The first is Amanda’s disconnection from the crime—twenty years is a long time to hold a grudge, especially since twenty years ago Amanda was just eight years old. Even if we go back ten years, to when Amanda was eighteen, it seems like that’s a long time to wait to get revenge.”
“But I already called the coroner’s office asking for the documents on Rachel Harwood’s suicide to be brought out of storage. I never had a call back, but the request might have been processed by now.” For the first time in this mangled mess, I felt like I’d done something right. Jerry soon squashed that idea, though.
“No.” He was practically shouting. “Forget Rachel Harwood. We need to focus on James; we need to bring him home. We’re working against the clock now. Every second counts. Leave the police to clear your name.”

No one at the coroner’s office answered my call, so I took matters into my own hands and drove there to see if I could speak to someone in person. If I needed to, I was prepared to drive to the archives myself in order to retrieve the documentation. Jerry was right: no court was going to grant me custody while I was a suspect. But he was wrong, too. If I could prove Amanda had a motive for killing my parents, I’d open out the case, and could begin to clear my name and get James back.
But no one was going to believe Amanda had anything to do with killing my parents if her mother’s death was still considered a suicide. I needed to get that coroner’s report on Rachel Harwood.
When I arrived at the small building, nestled away in what felt like the middle of nowhere, I found the lights were turned off and the front door was locked. A small, printed sign had been adhered to the front door.
Office closed. For emergencies, please contact your local PD.
My local police department wasn’t going to help. I looked from the sign to the building, then weighed my options. There was a chance the documents I wanted were already inside, waiting for me. There was a chance they weren’t. I figured I could wait until the office opened again, but who was to say when that would be? Tomorrow? Next week? Time was running out. The longer James was out of my care, the less chance I had of getting him back. Meantime, Amanda could do terrible things to him.
I couldn’t allow that to happen.
I didn’t hesitate—it was time to get back in touch with the Clara I’d been ten years before—I broke in.





33

The coroner’s office was small, but it was a government building, and I was aware of the risks. As far as I could tell, there were no exterior security cameras. I checked as casually as I could, looking for the familiar shimmer of a lens hidden in darkness, or the small red light sometimes visible in sloppy installations, but there was nothing. If there was security, it was far more advanced than I gave a rural office credit for.
I circled the building to look for points of entry. As a teenager, I’d sometimes sneaked into run-down buildings with Amanda to party—and, at times, we’d broken into private property after one high or another. I was older, and less agile, but I was still in shape, and I hoped what I remembered from my wild teenage years would serve me well.
Around the back, facing the woods and the dark looming mountains, well out of sight of the street and any passing traffic, was a double-hung window. It was above my reach. The hill the office was built into tapered down toward the back and partially exposed the building’s foundation, meaning while I could go in through the front windows without worry, I’d need to climb to get in from the back. Luckily, there was a dumpster nearby that I hoisted myself up onto in order to get a better view.
Through the double-hung window was a desk with neatly stacked papers, a few filing cabinets, and various office supplies. Judging by the size of the building and the limited demand of the area, I was willing to bet it was one of the only offices on the premises. A smaller staff would also explain the sign on the door—if an emergency came up and no one was available to work, closure was necessary. It was a long shot, but I was willing to take my chances. At that point, I couldn’t afford not to.
Crouching as best I could atop the closed dumpster, I flattened my palms against the bottom pane of the window and pushed upward. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my jaw. The exertion made my arms shake and taxed my core as I struggled to keep my balance, but I couldn’t give up. If this window didn’t open, I didn’t know what I’d do.
The bottom of the window was fitted well into the frame, and my first attempt was unsuccessful. I stopped pushing upward and gasped for breath, already hot around the collar and at the nape of my neck. It was still morning, but the sun scorched my shoulders. I filled my lungs and tried again, pushing with everything I had. The window stuck.
Then it lurched upward.
With a startled cry of victory, I pushed it up the rest of the way and braced my hands against the windowsill.
“Feet first, Clara,” I reminded myself under my breath as I readjusted my position. It was tricky maneuvering to reach the open window from my position on the dumpster, but with a little patience and the hope I wouldn’t land on something I would break, I got my calves through the window and shoved off the dumpster to fall the rest of the way. Luckily, my feet met carpet. I took a second to shake off the adrenaline, then forged forward in my search. Unless they were silent, I hadn’t tripped any alarms, so I was hopeful I wouldn’t be interrupted.
I went immediately for the desk.
The papers I’d noticed from the window were unrelated to Rachel Harwood. I worked quickly but with attention to detail, to sort through each stack—to no result. When the top of the desk had been scoured, I pulled open each of the drawers in turn, searching. I had no luck there, either.
The filing cabinets in the room were locked. Given the right tools, I could have tried to jimmy the lock open, but it was so tiny I knew it wouldn’t be easy. Before I wasted time trying to break into something I might not be able to open, I decided to search the rest of the room to make sure Rachel Harwood’s files hadn’t been left elsewhere.
When I’d called the coroner’s office, I’d assumed the archived information would be sent via courier. It made the most sense to me, as there was likely film footage of the autopsy included in the file, as well as whatever relevant objects were found with the body and tied to the case. But the more I thought about it, the less sure I was. Video files could be digitized, and it was unlikely the archives would send actual evidence to the coroner’s office so a stranger could claim it. The information could have been sent as an email attachment, or…
I scanned the room, examining the setup. There was a desktop computer with a printer, though the printing tray lacked any printed content. But across the room, hidden from sight of the window, was an old fax machine that looked almost as old as I was. Papers had been left in the tray.
I crossed the room and took the papers from where they’d been spat out by the machine.
Autopsy Report. Harwood, Rachel. 1997–0672.
My hands trembled, and I rifled through the papers to make sure I hadn’t grabbed anything unrelated to Rachel’s case. All of the documents—the findings, the body map, the autopsy notes—were there.
I moved from the desk to the window, using the light streaming through to read instead of flicking on the overhead light. Autopsy records weren’t my area of expertise, but there was a cover letter attached from the archive center that made my heart skip a beat.
J—
Found the archived files you were looking for. Emailed you the mp3. However, while I was preparing to fax the paper documents over, I noticed several jarring things about the report. The first thing that caught my eye was that there was only one witness signature. Some Jerry Appleton, a local, according to a quick search. The other field was left blank. What gives?
Then, when I decided to look through the rest of the report, there were a lot of facts casually ignored that I feel would drastically alter the ruling. The bullet trajectory is all wrong for a suicide. Would’ve been the strangest suicide I’ve ever seen. No stippling, either. It doesn’t make sense to me.
Can you look it over, please? Especially the angle of the trajectory and the estimations about height. I know you’re busy, but I trust your judgment.
Also, maybe look into why this Clara McNair person is looking for info on this case. Maybe she knows something we don’t. Might want to get in touch with the PD, too.
Have a good Monday. Talk soon.
—R
I picked up the cover letter and held it in my trembling hands, astounded I’d found a piece of information so valuable. I knew I couldn’t take it from the office, but if the police came after me, I finally had someone in my corner—someone who could vouch that there was something more to Rachel Harwood’s death.
I set the cover letter back on top of the stack of papers but, as I did, I noticed something in the notes at the bottom of the examiner’s report. Whoever had sent the cover letter had mentioned the bizarre trajectory, but it didn’t hit me how bizarre it was until I read it in detail.
Trajectory of bullet indicates the shooter would have been on his knees, or approximately four feet tall.
On his knees? Had there been an altercation?
Maybe my father hadn’t slaughtered Rachel Harwood in cold blood—maybe she’d been in the process of attacking him, and he’d been on the ground before he knew he had no choice but to retaliate in order to protect himself.
And Jerry had signed the report; it meant he had more answers than he was letting on. It looked as if he was as implicated as my father. It struck me that it was probably why he was so adamant Rachel Harwood’s suicide had nothing to do with Amanda killing my parents. The report showed he had everything to do with it. I wouldn’t let him keep his silence any longer.
A door slammed in the distance. I jumped and hit the table, rattling the fax machine. Hissing through the pain, I abandoned the report and bolted for the open window. The drop was going to be brutal, but there was no way around it—I didn’t have time to maneuver myself onto the dumpster and carefully drop down from there.
I went face first through the window, bracing my palms on the wall as I went. If I could stick the landing, I wouldn’t break any bones. If I could stick the landing.
I wasn’t eighteen anymore, and it had been a long time since I’d broken into somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be.
The ground came on faster than I’d hoped, and I landed hard on my arm. Concrete made quick work of my top layer of skin, and I hissed in pain and recoiled quickly so I had my back pressed against the building. There was noise in the office, then the sound of the window sliding shut. Still, I remained where I was, nervous that whoever had closed the window was still overlooking the back lot.
A minute passed. Then two. When I was sure that whoever was in the office had lost interest, I slunk around the side of the building, keeping close to the walls to dodge detection from any outward facing windows. When I arrived at the front of the building, my car was still the only one in the parking lot.
Whoever was inside had been there the whole time.
Heart pounding from the thrill of escaping without being caught, I sank back into the driver’s seat. I needed to get back to Jerry’s office.
It was time I found out the truth.
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I need to know what happened.” There wasn’t time for courtesy. After all, hadn’t Jerry been the one to tell me every second mattered? He’d withheld the truth from me and put into jeopardy my standing with the law, and for what? To protect my father?
Jerry looked up from his notes, his lips thinned. He set down his pen, then sighed and gestured to the vacant chair.
“You read the autopsy report.” It was a statement.
“You signed it; the only witness. What the hell was going on? The examiner’s notes state the gun was shot from about four feet off the ground. Was Rachel Harwood attacking my father before he killed her?”
I crossed the room, still on edge from my escape from the coroner’s office. With so much nervous energy, I couldn’t bring myself to sit, so I stood behind the chair and gripped the back for support.
Jerry rubbed his mouth, then worked his hand across his short stubble. “I’d hoped it wouldn’t come up, to be honest.”
“How could you say something like that?” The statement stung, and I fought against my impulse to lash back. “My son’s life is on the line. My life is on the line. Why would you keep something like this from me?”
“Because I made a vow to your father.”
“Bullshit!” My face was burning. Jerry couldn’t be serious. “My father is dead. I know you were loyal to him but Amanda thinks he’s a murderer, and she killed him because of it. If Rachel was killed in self-defense, that changes the circumstances! All this time I thought he was a monster!”
Jerry shook his head. “It wasn’t self-defense. Rachel Harwood was killed.”
“So… what? He shot her from his knees, like the report said?” It didn’t make sense. “You need to tell me the truth, Jerry. I need to know. James’s life is in danger, and mine isn’t in much better shape. I need to know the truth so I can make things right.”
The silence that stretched between us was strained. At last, Jerry lifted his gaze and looked at me with sad, tired eyes. “Your father didn’t kill Rachel Harwood, Clara.”
“Then who killed her?”
“You did.”
I’d been a fraction of a second away from speaking, but what I’d wanted to say never made it to my lips. I stared at Jerry, searching for meaning in his face, but I only found regret.
“I promised your father I’d never tell you what happened. I swore it. He preferred to take the blame than let you know the truth.”
“What?” A whisper. I couldn’t bring myself to speak any louder.
I killed Rachel Harwood? How was that possible? When she died, I was only eight years old. My memories from my childhood were foggy, at best, but could I have murdered Amanda’s mother?
“It was an accident, of course,” Jerry reassured me. He wouldn’t meet my eye anymore. “I wasn’t there in person. Your father called me after the fact in a panic, and I heard the story through him. Apparently, you’d discovered your father’s revolver, and you’d decided you were old enough to play with it.”
The weight in my hands. The nightmares.
The grip. The heft. The resistance of the trigger.
How much force would it take to shoot a gun like that? I remembered, in my curiosity, staring down the barrel of the gun, looking through that dark hole so I could imagine its inner workings.
“Your father didn’t know what happened; Rachel Harwood screamed, and in the next second a shot was fired. By the time he entered the room, she was dead, and you were standing in front of her, mute, and holding the revolver.”
As I tested the trigger, trying to see if I could make out any of the gun’s inner parts moving before it fired, I remembered that piercing shriek. I’d been so startled I’d jumped, and my fingers had tightened around the trigger as I swung the gun outward and away from me in shock.
The thump of her body as it hit the floor. The split-second pop of a fired bullet ringing in my ears.
My feet, rooted to the floor in shock. I’d felt so heavy that I couldn’t move. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t even cry.
“Your father and I worked quickly to mask the event to make it look like a suicide. He forged a suicide letter and taped it to the inside of Rachel’s locker. I took care of making the small, incriminating details disappear when it came to the autopsy report.”
My tongue was swollen, like it was meant for a mouth far larger than mine. Nausea flooded me in waves, and I entrusted the chair with the bulk of my weight as my knees went weak.
From the time I was eight years old, I’d had behavioral issues. I’d acted out. I’d disobeyed my parents. When I got older, I started smoking and drinking. I’d looked for attention in all the wrong places, including the beds of married men. When I’d left Hickory Hills to pursue my education and get the hell out of Detective Elkins’s way, I’d taken a hard look at myself and decided to study neuropsychology to figure out why I did the things I did, but I’d never been able to figure it out.
Now I knew.
I’d repressed the memories so deeply I couldn’t even dream about them in detail. My mind allowed only sensations and vague feelings to seep through into my subconscious.
Terror. Panic. Guilt.
How many times had I woken, screaming, during the night, not understanding why? Now I knew.
My father wasn’t the monster—I was.
“I’m sorry, Clara. You were never supposed to find out.” Jerry frowned. “Your father and I worked very hard to make sure you’d never be hurt by what happened.”
“And you’ve been invested in my well-being ever since,” I murmured. “All this time, you’ve been trying to look out for me.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”
I understood where Jerry was coming from, but that didn’t make it any easier to accept. I realized if he’d told me the truth from the beginning, I wouldn’t be in the position I was, and James would be safe.
“I remember fragments of that night, like peeping through the keyhole of a door to see what’s on the other side.” If I’d been standing, my knees would have buckled. I sucked in a breath and tried to hold myself together. “I remember how the gun felt, and the way my feet were rooted to the floor. I remember the chaos. I remember the smell in the air. I remember the fear.”
“You didn’t talk for three days afterward,” Jerry said. “Your father and I were discussing treatment options when you snapped out of it, and from then on, you never mentioned it again. We didn’t mean to hurt you by keeping the truth from you, but we figured your mind had done what it needed to do in order to move on.
“I know you’ve learned some difficult truths, but I promise you, your parents loved you, and they tried to do the best they could for you. No matter what you think of them, they had your best interest at heart. It was the best solution for everyone.”
“But it wasn’t the best solution for Amanda.” I pressed my tongue against the roof of my mouth, trying to find a place where it didn’t feel too big and clunky. My heart ached for Amanda as my friend in the same beat as it burned with hatred for her as my enemy. “She spent her whole childhood thinking she wasn’t loved. I found out her father started drinking and doing drugs, then left home when it got to be too much. He destroyed himself over Rachel’s loss, and their loss destroyed Amanda.”
Orphaned before she was ten, all the while under the impression she was unlovable.
When I considered all that had happened, was it really a surprise we’d acted out as teenagers? Both of us hurting, we did all we could in order to get through the pain.
And Amanda, heart still raw from her troubled childhood, was still acting out. She’d learned the source of her pain was my father, and she’d been doing everything in her power to strip that pain from her soul.
That meant killing me.
I understood. It hurt me to know it, but I sympathized. We weren’t all that different. If she’d been able to get out of this small town, if she’d been able to find a better outlet for her frustrations, if she’d been able to find someone to love her unconditionally like I’d found in James…
“I need to talk to her,” I said. It was so clear to me. I knew it would end badly, but she deserved to know. She was hurting just like I was and, if I told her I knew, if I offered to help her through it, then there was a chance no one had to die. The violence could stop. “I need to do my best to make this right.”
“You’re a good girl, Clara.” Jerry’s frown tightened. “I see a lot of your father in you, and he was a man I admired very much.”
“Thank you.” I swallowed hard and nodded.
The unspoken understanding that this may very well be the last time we’d ever see each other passed between us. The air was thick, and I resisted the urge to cry. If I was going to die, I wanted Jerry to remember me as the young, stoic woman who’d given it her all selflessly, not the coward who’d barely managed to pull herself together before she succumbed.
When I left his office, I did so with my head held high and my gait confident.
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The dial tone taunted me, each drawn-out ring spiking my anxiety as I waited for it to be cut short as the call connected—or if Amanda declined the call. My new cellphone was unregistered, so there was a chance she wouldn’t pick up at all.
I hoped she knew better. She had me right where she wanted me, and if she were smart, she’d at least let me talk.
But the phone rang and rang.
Right before I was about to give up hope, the dial tone stopped. There was static on the other end. Then Amanda spoke.
“Hello?”
“It’s Clara.” I hadn’t planned what to say. All I knew was I had to say it from my heart. “Please, don’t hang up. I want to talk.”
Amanda snorted. “You wouldn’t call if you didn’t.”
I glanced in the rearview mirror. With the doors locked and the keys in the ignition, I felt safe. “I wanted to tell you I’m sorry for what happened. I-I found out the truth.”
“You found out the truth?” Amanda was unimpressed. “Why don’t you tell me what it is, then? Because I’d love to hear how you’ve twisted the facts around this time.”
I had a hard time processing the sound of the voice I knew so well paired with unadulterated hatred. “Your mother didn’t kill herself. Her death wasn’t suicide.”
“And?”
I winced. “My father didn’t kill her.”
“I’m impressed.”
The sarcasm was meant to hurt me. I accepted the blow. All of the pain inside of her needed to come out somehow, and if I had to be her whipping boy, I was ready. As long as James came home safe, I’d do anything.
“So, who was it?”
“It was… it was me.” I bit down on my lower lip and let my breath out slowly through my mouth. It wasn’t quite a shuddering sigh, but it came close. “I read the coroner’s report. And I remember what happened. I’d repressed it for years, but after I heard the details, I knew.”
“You repressed it? Oh my god.” Amanda laughed. “Do you really think I’m going to buy into a story like that? You don’t forget murdering someone, Clara. Ask me how I know.”
I didn’t need to ask. I already knew.
“But you know, let’s go ahead and say you really had no clue. I can play that game. So, what should I do? Should I reward you for coming forward, for admitting you took the life of an innocent woman? Do you expect me to put you on a pedestal and shout your praises from the rooftops because you’re so virtuous and pure to admit you murdered my mother?”
“It was an accident.”
“Bullshit, it was an accident!” Amanda snarled. “You were eight years old. Eight fucking years old. Do you know what eight-year-olds do? Eight-year-olds read at a third-grade level. They can write. They can reason. They can be persuasive and informative. They’re skilled and can be athletic. They can do simple algebra, Clara. Are you telling me you were old enough to reason, yet firing the gun and killing my mother was an accident?”
My childhood was too foggy for me to remember anything of value. I didn’t know why I’d thought playing with the gun was a good idea, or why I’d wanted to see how it worked so badly—and that meant I couldn’t give Amanda the closure she wanted. “I was a dumb kid.”
“And you’re a goddamn idiot of an adult, too.”
The criticism was deserved. But my stupidity didn’t matter—what mattered was my son. “I want to make things right. I want to meet you so we can finish this. But you have to agree to let James go. He’s not involved; he’s innocent.”
“And so was my mother,” Amanda seethed. “Do you think she had a choice?”
“You killed my parents, and I’m willing to meet you right now if you let James go. Isn’t that enough? You know he won’t live long without me, anyway. Without the experimental treatment, he only has a few months left.” If I dangled the carrot right, I hoped she’d bite. “Please, just… just let me do this. You don’t need the blood of another innocent. I took one life from you—isn’t taking three compensation enough?”
Amanda didn’t answer. I imagined her eyes narrowed in thought and her lips thinned as she considered what I’d said. She was the one with the power. The police were suspicious of me, not her, and they might never be. What Amanda wanted, she would get.
“Here’s the deal,” Amanda said after a long pause. “I’ll meet you with James, but it’s going to be on my time, and on my turf. If you don’t follow my conditions, I will kill him right there in front of you.”
“Okay.” I tilted the dashboard vent in my direction, channeling the air conditioning my way. The sun made the inside of the car sweltering hot, and not even the blasting air was helping me stay cool. My nerves were fried. “Where, when, and what are the conditions?”
“Where? The old McNair Furniture plant. When? Three hours from now. I’ll give you a whole hour to show up before I decide you’re a no-show. If you don’t come, I’ll kill James, anyway. Might as well put him out of his misery if he’s going to live the rest of his life in pain, isn’t that right?”
“I understand.” My words were hollow. I was too drained to commit to feeling. What little energy I had left, I needed to save for our last encounter. “I’ll be there.”
“You know if you cause a scene, if you bring the police, if you do anything I feel might degrade the sanctity of our little get-together, I’m not going to let him live, either, don’t you?”
“I know.” I couldn’t expect anything less. Amanda wasn’t dumb. She’d been planning for this day for a long time, and I’d been dropped into the middle of it in the dark and without a flashlight. I could only agree to go along with what she said. “I won’t do anything that might offend you.”
“Good.” Amanda’s voice brightened. “You know, Clara, it’s always so nice talking to you. It’s really a shame you didn’t come back to town sooner.”
The chipper words didn’t suit the sinister point of the message. My stomach churned. “All I ask is that you keep him safe. He’s just a little boy. He can’t take care of himself.”
“I deal with children day in and day out. You don’t have to worry about me.” Amanda chuckled. “See you in three hours. Don’t forget what we talked about today.”
“I won’t.”
Three hours didn’t give me a lot of time, but it would have to do. No matter what Amanda wanted, I wasn’t about to walk into the old McNair Furniture plant unprepared. The police weren’t on my side, and I knew Amanda had the upper hand, but I needed something to keep me going. I refused to go down without a fight.
No matter what it took, I would be there for James. My little boy needed me. I wasn’t going to fail him.
I started the engine and made the drive back to where it all began.

The McNair house was silent. The cleaning staff came by a few times a week but, if they were on duty, they were keeping a low profile. When I shut the heavy front door behind me, there was nothing but the thunk of the wood as it settled back into place and the sound of my footsteps.
I’d lost the revolver Amanda had given me in the staff house fire, but that didn’t mean I was defenseless. Attached to my father’s home office was a panic room, and inside were emergency supplies, including weaponry. If my memory served me right, he kept a revolver hidden in a small box behind several boxes of non-perishable food.
Amanda had warned me not to do anything that would discourage our tête-à-tête, but if she thought I was going to walk in there like a lamb to the slaughter, she was insane.
Maybe that went without saying.
I climbed the stairs and followed the hallway to my father’s office. Even after all these years, his office supplies were neatly set out on the table as if the cleaning staff expected him to come home to start working. It was melancholic and nostalgic, and I took a second to look at what I’d lost before I made my way to the door behind my father’s desk.
To anyone looking in without knowledge of the house, it was designed to look like a closet door. Made of simple wood that mimicked the rest of the closet doors on the second floor, it was inconspicuous. Just behind the door, however, was a reinforced steel door that locked from the inside only. I opened both doors and let myself inside the panic room to take a look around.
I’d only been in my father’s panic room a few times during my childhood. My father’s office was a place I wasn’t encouraged to be, and the panic room even less so. At sixteen, my father had taken me inside to show me the location of the revolver and the other weapons in the room, just in case I ever found myself in a situation where I needed to be prepared. In retrospect, I wondered if he feared retaliation from the Harwoods, and had installed the panic room as a means to escape potential attack.
Amanda had blindsided him. I had no idea how she’d discovered the truth, but it was clear my father hadn’t considered her much of a threat. If he had… I couldn’t bring myself to consider how different my life would have turned out if my parents were still alive.
The old cardboard boxes filled with canned foods and other rations were in good shape, and the room was surprisingly free of dust or musty smells. I assumed the cleaning staff came in to tidy it up regularly—the revolver might not be stored here.
I took my chances and searched anyway.
The small wooden box I remembered from twelve years before was tucked approximately where I’d last seen it. I pulled it out from behind the cardboard boxes of non-perishables and opened the top. Inside, in need of a cleaning, was my father’s revolver, a few cartridges, and the cleaning supplies I needed, including a small instruction pamphlet detailing what to do. The process wasn’t all that dissimilar from cleaning a hunting rifle, and with the help of the pamphlet, I wasted no time in preparing the weapon.
My teenage experiences meant I wasn’t totally clueless about guns—I knew enough to make sure it was unloaded before I started disassembling it. I settled at my father’s desk and laid out the supplies, then removed the rear cylinder and set it aside. The tiny bottle of cleaning solvent in the box was enough to coat the bore brush and, once it was prepared, I slid it into the barrel and let it twist as it followed the passage. When that was done and I’d slid the brush back out, I picked up a cleaning rod, attached a clean patch, and used some of the remaining cleaning solvent to lubricate it. The patch came back clean, so I discarded it and ran a few clean, dry patches into the barrel to get the solvent out. I cleaned the muzzle and the rear cylinder next and, when each piece was clean and dry, I assembled the revolver. There was only a little bit of gun oil left, so I used it sparingly and hoped it wouldn’t be an issue.
Then, heart heavy, I loaded the revolver and clicked the safety into place. I prayed I wouldn’t have to use it—that Amanda would come down from her crazed high and see the light—but I wasn’t naive enough to think that would be the case. There was a lot of evil in Amanda’s heart, rooted by years of internal anguish and perceived injustice, and I didn’t think I could strip it from her that easily.
I didn’t want to advertise that I had a revolver, so I resolved to slip it into my purse. None of the clothes I owned would be loose enough to conceal it, and wearing a sweater in the middle of summer would draw Amanda’s suspicion. I supposed a purse wasn’t much better but, with it, there was a chance Amanda wouldn’t think twice. With everything going on, distraction was a possibility.
I hoped, for my sake and for James’s, it would turn out that way.

On the way from my father’s office, someone started to pound on the front door. Only a few steps from the stairway leading to the front entrance I froze.
What now?
The door was flung open, and police hurried into the room. My eyes widened, and I stepped back.
“McNair?” Detective Elkins called. “Give it up. Video footage reveals you broke into a government building this morning. You’re coming in with us.”
Shit.
I’d swept the outside for cameras, but the inside? I hadn’t thought to look. And even if I had, I’d been in such a rush to leave there was nothing I could do.
I knew that if I was arrested, I’d miss the time slot Amanda had reserved for me. She would kill James.
And I couldn’t let that happen.
When I’d first returned, I’d resolved I wouldn’t run anymore—running had only complicated my life and postponed my problems. I’d resolved to make my time in Hickory Hills work, and to take proactive steps to make sure I was doing everything in my power to set things right. But facing my arrest and the subsequent death of my son, I had no other choice than to do what I’d tried so hard to avoid.
I ran.
Escaping the McNair house was an old pastime of mine—something I’d done so regularly as a teenager I didn’t have to scramble to plan my escape route. I darted into my old bedroom as boots pounded on the stairs in pursuit. Heart hammering, I crossed the room, snagging a purse from my bedside as I went. As the footsteps beat along the upstairs hallway, I flung open my bedroom window, kicked the screen out, and dove through. It was never fun landing in the carefully pruned bushes below my window, but I’d never significantly damaged myself by doing it. That day was no exception. Branches snapped to break my fall, and in seconds I was on my feet and running for the woods as the police stormed the house, looking for the woman they believed was hiding inside.
With no car, few allies, and the police on my tail, three hours would be cutting it close. I’d need to stick to the woods and the back roads. If any one of the townsfolk saw me, I knew word would spread, and the police would be there in a heartbeat.
So I ran.
I ran until my lungs were shriveled and my hamstrings ached. I ran until my mouth tasted like metal. I ran until sweat beaded in my eyelashes and slid down my face.
But at last, I arrived.
McNair Furniture, with its crooked, hanging C and grungy facade, loomed before me. Withered, too-tall weeds sprouted around the foundation. Cracked cement was colored orange with rust run down from the side of the building after years of neglect.
No one could be ready for something like this, but I didn’t hesitate as I stepped through the open front door. I’d get my son back, or I’d die trying.
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The front door leading into McNair Furniture opened to a vast workshop area where laborer’s stations had once been set up to assemble furniture. Only remnants of those stations remained—decrepit tables, some upright, some thrown aside, chairs missing their legs or cracked down the middle of their seats left haphazardly on the floor, and an assortment of rusted tools and other odds and ends I didn’t recognize. The pipes running across the high ceilings overhead were in a state of disrepair, and one of them had burst. Water had eroded some of the concrete flooring, leaving a shallow basin that now grew mold. The place smelled damp and musty, like a basement with a drainage issue.
The once proud factory had fallen into ruin, a ghost in a town that was dying in its absence.
Amanda stood in the center of the wreckage, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. Beside her, frighteningly tall, was her father—Blake Harwood.
“So glad you could make it, Clara,” Amanda called to me. Her voice echoed through the huge room. “We were starting to think you wouldn’t show. You haven’t met my Uncle Jake, have you? We got in touch a few years ago, and he’s been my favorite relative ever since.”
An uncle. I swallowed, stepping forward. So I hadn’t been seeing things—Amanda did have help. It must have been Jake who’d set fire to the staff house that night, giving Amanda the chance to form the perfect alibi with Detective Elkins while I dug my own grave and made baseless accusations.
“Where’s James?” I demanded. My voice shook from the physical exertion of getting to the factory, and from the fear of the unknown. “I want to see my son.”
“James is somewhere safe, for now. He’s in the building. First things first, we have to make sure you aren’t trying to pull a fast one on us. Come over here. I want to take a look in that purse.”
Damn it. I knew it was a gamble, but I had hoped the cards would fall in my favor. I should have known better. Hickory Hills had been one disaster after another, and the small amount of luck I’d come across was too sparse to be dependable.
Sick to my stomach, I crossed the room slowly, making sure not to move suddenly. Jake Harwood, a gorilla of a man, had a revolver trained on me. I wouldn’t give him reason to use it.
The closer I drew, the more I wanted to run away. Sunlight streamed down from above in strips, whether from windows or from tears in the roofing, I didn’t know. It shone across Amanda’s face in ribbon-like segments so I could see the unhinged glint in her eyes and the smug upward turn of her lips.
Jake Harwood wasn’t anymore pleasant to look at.
When I was within arm’s reach, Amanda held out a hand and made me stop. “Before I go looking in that purse of yours, do you have anything you want to tell me about? Am I going to find something naughty in there, Clara? You were always such a troubled young woman.”
The position of power over me excited her—I could see it in her eyes as clearly as I could hear it in her words. I didn’t want to admit to the weapon in my bag, but I knew I had no other choice. “There’s a revolver in there.”
Amanda arched a brow. “Oh, Clara. You poor, sweet, idiot.”
“Did you expect me to come here unarmed?”
“To be honest, I thought maybe you would.” Amanda shrugged. “It makes no difference. In fact, it’s going to make what I want easier. Uncle Jake, can you please tell her what to do?”
Jake looked me over, his face nothing but cooled wrath. “Take the gun out of the bag and hold it to your head.”
I looked between the two of them, stalling for time.
“Take the gun out of your purse, Clara,” Amanda hissed, “and put it against your head. Let it kiss your temple. You don’t have to take the safety off just yet. All I want is to see it.”
Hands trembling, I opened my purse and drew the revolver from inside. Jake kept his gun trained on me, and I knew if I tried anything, he would shoot.
“That’s it, Clara,” Amanda said, grinning. “Lift it up. Put it against your head.”
My elbow didn’t want to bend and my injured wrist from my encounter with Jake in the grocery store parking lot might as well have been cooked spaghetti, but despite the protestation of my body, I lifted the revolver and placed the muzzle against my temple. The kiss of metal made me want to scream, but all that emerged was a terrified whimper.
Amanda laughed. “Oh my god, do that again.”
I couldn’t. Just like in my nightmare, my feet were rooted to the floor, and my body was made of lead.
“Whatever. You’re such a spoilsport.” Amanda rolled her eyes. “But I guess it doesn’t matter. Once was enough. Now I’ve got you in position, I’m going to tell you exactly what I need you to do.”
I didn’t nod. I didn’t even breathe. The tension locked down my body and narrowed my focus. I could only listen to Amanda and scramble for ways to get out of this situation unscathed.
“If you want James to live, I want you to click off the safety and pull the trigger.”
Another scream emerged as a whimper, and I blinked back sudden tears. Amanda cackled. She shook her head and took a few steps back.
“What are you waiting for, Clara? Thinking twice about how much you value that little boy’s life? You know, if you don’t do it and I have to kill you, I’m going to let him see your body. I’m going to make sure he realizes you killed yourself, and you hated him so much that you felt you had to die.”
“No.” I was barely able to get the syllable out.
Amanda didn’t listen. “Then, once he knows you’re dead and it was all his fault, I’m going to make sure he gets assigned to an inner city foster program—the most underfunded, the roughest, the most brutal—and he’ll spend the rest of his very short life being beaten as his health worsens while you rot on your dead daddy’s factory floor.”
I knew she was trying to get into my head. It was working.
“What would your little boy think if he knew how helpless you looked now?” Amanda circled me, and I followed her with my eyes as my heart hammered. “He looks up to you, doesn’t he? He thinks you’re his world. But sometimes, our gods die, don’t they?”
“You don’t have to do this.” My nose was running, but I couldn’t lift my hand to stop it. “We can solve this another way. There has to be something else you want, something we could work together toward—”
“Really?” Amanda stopped circling and approached me head-on so quickly I was sure she was about to push me down. I braced myself for an impact that didn’t come. Instead, she brought her face so close to mine that the tips of our noses brushed. “You really think this is something we can just work out?”
A primal part of my mind parsed out the details before the logical part of my mind could. The way Amanda was standing blocked Jake’s line of fire, and Jake looked so smug with the situation that he wasn’t moving to correct course.
My window of time was limited. In a heartbeat, Amanda might move away. I had to take my chances when I could.
I sank my knee into Amanda’s gut, a feral cry parting from my lips. Amanda, unprepared for the violence, toppled backward and collided with Jake.
I dove away, but before I could get far, a shot went off. I thought for sure I was dead. I waited to lose consciousness, sure that by the time I hit the floor I’d feel the blood dripping from my temple, but instead, something heavy collapsed to the ground seconds after I met the unfinished concrete.
Jake Harwood.
What happened next went too quickly for me to process, so I gave in to instinct and let my body do what it would. I swung the gun up to point at Amanda, but she was already on the move. She’d snatched Jake’s revolver, and she dove behind a table.
“Get to cover, McNair,” a gruff, familiar voice barked at me from nearby. Stunned, I looked toward the source. Detective Elkins. While Amanda and Jake had been distracted, he’d sneaked through the warehouse in order to fire off the shot that had saved my life. “The police have this from here.”
“Like hell you do!” Amanda screeched. A shot went off, and I felt the bullet singe the air next to my face. With a startled gasp, I scrambled across the ground and dove for the nearest knocked over table. I took shelter as Amanda cussed. Another shot went off, but whether it belonged to Detective Elkins or Amanda, I didn’t know. I tried to count the pops of gunfire, but gave up before long. I had no idea how many rounds Detective Elkins had, or if Amanda’s revolver was fully loaded. Counting wouldn’t keep me safe. Action would.
I heard Amanda’s footsteps—much lighter than Detective Elkins’s—approach my table. Another gunshot went off, and I barely had time to scramble away before she encroached on my cover and opened fire. One pop went off. Then another.
Then, searing pain.
I shrieked and fell, my revolver skittering across the ground until it hit a chair six feet away. The pain was unbearable. The heat originated in my calf, and it burned up through my leg and infected my stomach almost instantly. More than anything, I wanted to curl up on the ground into a tight ball until the pain subsided, but I knew if I stopped moving I would die. So instead, I started to crawl, dragging my leg behind me.
Far in the distance, almost a whisper, I heard James shrieking.
I needed to get my gun back. I needed to end this.
“McNair!” Detective Elkins bellowed. A new sound had joined James’s shrieking—the distant wail of sirens.
Someone landed on top of me, crushing the back of my knees with their own. The pressure made my gunshot wound hurt a thousand times more, and the resulting howl of agony that escaped my lips was nearly inhuman. Arms locked around my chest and flipped me over so I was the one on top.
Amanda.
She sat up, pinning me to her chest. She still held her gun, but she hadn’t thought to point it at me yet.
“Try to shoot at me now, you bastard!” Amanda clutched me harder, using me as a human shield as Detective Elkins approached.
She was high from the fight and getting sloppy, and I saw my chance. My eyes met Detective Elkins’s for just a split second, hoping he’d see my intent, before I slammed my head backward and crushed Amanda’s face with my skull. The crunch was grotesque but satisfying, and her scream was all the sweeter when the revolver tumbled from her hand.
Detective Elkins sprinted for us, tore me off Amanda, and pinned her to the floor. I landed roughly to the side, sweaty, and panicked, and in so much pain my leg had started to go numb. But alive.
I was alive.
Police officers flooded the building. Amanda hissed and spat and screamed, but no matter how much of a fight she put up, Detective Elkins did not relinquish his hold. The world sharpened for a second, like I’d just turned on high definition streaming after living my life in low resolution, then faded out completely.
I hit the ground; far away, I heard a man shout for a paramedic. The world sounded like it was underwater, distant shouts muffled by the rushing in my ears. My mind struggled to swim through the same heavy waters that drowned out my auditory senses, thoughts coming in fragments I couldn’t quite put together.
James.
I needed to get to James.
Somewhere, he was waiting for me, safe for now, but certainly not safe forever.
“My son.” My voice cracked, and I was unsure if anyone could hear me, but I needed to do something. “He’s here. He needs me.”
Through the rushing in my ears, I heard him sobbing. The sound grew closer, and so did the footsteps of the officers who’d stormed the building.
There was nothing left to fear.
My last thoughts before I thought nothing at all were how glad I’d be to hold James once I woke up, and how good it would be to run my fingers through his hair without worrying it would be the last time I’d ever do it. We’d finish the documentary, be paid our wages, and get him into the hospital for treatment, no matter what it took. After what we’d just been through, it would be nothing at all to see out the filming.
I would walk to the end of the earth if it meant James would live, knowing that, when I arrived, we could walk back together.





EPILOGUE
I popped the plastic lid off the square piece of cake, then set it on my lap as I tore into the packaging containing the candle. The thin cardboard back tore easily, and the wax 4 tumbled onto my palm.
James watched, enchanted.
“Where should I put the candle, birthday boy?” I asked. Thick chocolate frosting would help it set wherever James wanted. “In the middle?”
James nodded, gaze latched onto the candle in my hand.
I worked the bottom of the candle down through the frosting and into the cake, then pulled a lighter from my pocket and flicked the striker. Flame burst to life, and I exposed it to the wick until it caught. Then, smiling, I set the lighter aside and held the slice of cake up for James to see.
“Happy birthday to you,” I sang, grinning. “Happy birthday to you.”
James looked up at me. The flame glistened in his eyes.
“Happy birthday, dear James, happy birthday to you.”
There was no one to clap but James didn’t care. He smiled at me, sweet, like only a four-year-old could be, then blew out the candle. I cheered, James cheered, then he settled down beside me on the picnic blanket and waited patiently for one of the plastic forks I’d brought outside just for the occasion.
A lot had happened in the past thirteen months. After a short hearing in court, Amanda had been found guilty and sentenced to fifty years to life in prison. There was a part of me wished I could get through to her and reverse the damage done, but I knew it wasn’t my place. My place was here, beside James, in front of the recently renovated McNair house.
I’d brought my own crime to the attention of the authorities and, after a brief investigation, I wasn’t charged. The cause of Rachel Harwood’s death was officially changed from suicide to accidental death. My status as a juvenile at the time of the accident, together with the fact any evidence that could be collected was long outdated, and all the witnesses were deceased, meant there was no case to answer.
It was behind me now. I passed James a plastic fork and removed the candle from the cake, and he dug right in. While he ate, I tilted my head back to watch the sky. After a lengthy stay in Boston, I’d forgotten how clear the air was here, and how bright blue the sky could be outside a big city. It hadn’t been an easy decision to come back, but it was the right one. I’d exorcized my demons, and I knew I couldn’t leave my hometown to languish. I would continue the good work my father had started.
“McNair.”
The Appletons were out of town, and I hadn’t expected anyone to show up for James’s birthday party, so his voice came as a pleasant surprise. I looked toward the driveway to find him on his way up the lawn, his cruiser parked not all that far away. “Hello, Detective Elkins.”
“Tony, please,” Detective Elkins said. “Not unless you plan on getting in trouble with the law any time soon.”
“I hope not.”
Tony chuckled. He had a box wrapped in reflective blue paper in one hand, which he passed to James, and a Manila envelope that he handed to me. James was too interested in cake to pay the present much notice. “I thought it was a rumor you were back in town. Thought I’d go check it out for myself.”
“We’re back,” I said with finality, setting down the envelope on the blanket next to me. “While we were at the hospital, I had crews in to renovate the house and fix up the staff houses in the back—guest houses, now.”
“I heard the rumblings around town that this place was being turned into a vacation spot. I didn’t know you’d be the one in charge.” Tony sat on the blanket a respectful distance from James and myself. He’d admitted his mistake and apologized, but I got the feeling there were still sore feelings between us. Coming to visit was a start. “The place looks nice.”
“Thanks. Royalties from the documentary surpassed what I’d expected. We’re turning the old house into a bed and breakfast. I can’t bring McNair Furniture back, but I thought maybe I could revive the economy a little by bringing in some tourism. So far, so good. We’re already booked for a full year.”
“Impressive.”
I smiled at him, letting him know things between us were okay. “I’ll be able to keep staff employed here at the McNair Resort, and I’m sure it will generate other jobs. Souvenir shops, restaurants… I’m hopeful it will spark the change in fortune Hickory Hills needs so badly.”
“I take it James is doing better, then?”
I looked in James’s direction, thrilled to be able to share the news at last—even if it was with a man who’d once been my enemy. “He took really well to the experimental treatment, and he didn’t have to go back for as many rounds as they initially believed he might need. According to every specialist he’s seen, the gliomas have vanished. He’s cured.”
James looked up from his cake, then went back to eating. It wouldn’t be long before he was finished with the slice.
“We need to have annual check-ups, but the outlook is good. The doctors think he’ll live a long, healthy life.”
“Glad to hear it.” Tony stretched, then slowly climbed to his feet. “It was a mistake to sit down. These old bones aren’t getting any younger.”
“You can stay for a while, if you’d like.” I left James where he sat, rising to stand beside Tony. “There isn’t much going on but, if you want a relaxing day, the McNair Resort’s probably the best place in Hickory Hills for it.”
Tony chuckled. “Me? Relax? Not in my vocabulary. Thank you for the offer, though. Know that if there’s ever anything going on, you can give me a call.”
“Thank you. I will.”
It was an olive branch. And, though there were still some hard sentiments, for the most part, the town’s attitude toward me was changing. Slowly. I knew there would always be resentment toward me for how I’d abandoned McNair Furniture in search of an education, but if the resort took off like I hoped it would, those hard feelings may improve with time.
I had hopes the town would understand I hadn’t meant to kill Rachel Harwood. Her death was an accident; a child’s tragic mistake. That child had grown into an adult eager to atone for her sins. I’d already filed the paperwork necessary to start a scholarship in Rachel’s honor, in the hope that, in her memory, I could help bring our town back to life. It was the only way I knew how to say sorry to a close-knit community I had torn apart.
It wasn’t perfect, but, slowly, my life was turning around.
A healthy son, a town I could live in peaceably and, most importantly, hope for the future. For our future.
I watched Tony cross the lawn and swing down into his cruiser. When he was gone, I picked up the envelope. It didn’t weigh much, but my fingers traced small, abnormal objects inside. I worked the flap open and emptied the contents onto my open palm.
Cufflinks and a ring glinted in the sun, the fire of a black opal shimmering in blues, greens, and reds.
James had finished his cake, and he’d started to bring the plastic container back toward the house to be recycled.
“Come on, mommy! Let’s go home!”
Home.
For the first time in a decade, I could call it that. Wherever life took us, and whatever obstacles we faced, I would never forget we’d made it ours together. We’d gone up against the worst and come out the other side—a little ruffled, but stronger than ever.
Beaming, I nodded and collected the picnic blanket. Then I did what I’d always hoped to do.
I followed James home.





THE END
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BLURB
Three months after life as she knows it was decimated, Megan Wolford has only one goal: protect her daughter, Caitlin, at any cost. When a mysterious illness strikes Caitlin down, Megan is forced to forage for medical supplies at a remote lodge. The last thing she wants is help from her fellow survivors when so many in her life have let her down—but soon she'll find herself with no other option.
Ex-Navy SEAL Wyatt Morris is doing everything he can to hold his family together after the tragic death of his prepper Dad, so when Megan enters their lands, he is mistrustful at first despite feeling drawn to her. He won't turn away an ill child though—no matter how deadly the world has become. The arrival of another stranger named Kyle soon gives them all a new reason to be suspicious. Wyatt knows he’ll have to forge alliances in order to keep his family safe, but trusting the wrong person could be a deadly mistake.
When Megan and Wyatt discover her daughter’s illness may be linked to Kyle’s arrival, it sets off a race to discover the truth before it’s too late to save Caitlin—and the rest of the Morris clan. Can they work together for survival . . . and something more?
Get your copy of Dark Retreat at www.GraceHamiltonBooks.com

EXCERPT
Megan Wolford stumbled over a rock and nearly dropped her daughter before she quickly regained her footing. The sight of a log cabin through the trees had given her a boost of adrenaline and she found she was practically running through the damp forest despite her heavy burden.
She’d fallen several times, bruising her knees and twisting her ankle. Her arms had deep cuts from tree branches that showed no mercy. There wasn’t exactly a trail to follow, which meant she was cutting through the heart of the forest and its unforgiving terrain. She was making her own way, as usual, which always seemed to be far harder than it had to be.
“Caitlin, hold on, baby. Hold on,” she whispered to the lifeless seven-year-old in her arms.
Megan was doing her best not to panic, but Caitlin had collapsed a couple miles back and she’d been carrying the sleeping child ever since. Carrying her where she didn’t know, but now that she saw what appeared to be a hunting lodge of some sort in front of her, she had a destination in mind. She had a goal.
It gave her something to focus on other than the agony that was tearing through her entire body. Another tree branch slapped her in the face, making her wince in pain. Her physical discomfort was nothing compared to the emotional anguish she felt at the thought of losing her daughter. Caitlin was the only thing she’d left in this world. She couldn’t lose her.
Her arms were burning and her lungs felt like they would collapse, but nothing would stop her from getting her daughter to what she hoped would be medicine. Without it, Megan knew her only child would die.
She didn’t have a clue what had made her so sick, but Caitlin was gravely ill. In the past twenty-four hours, her daughter went from bubbly and energetic to lethargic and weak. Megan had left their most recent camp in the hopes of finding something to help her. They’d walked through one small town yesterday and found nothing. Every single place she checked had been emptied already forcing them to travel for miles.
She was afraid to walk through the city streets overrun with looters. Megan knew it wasn’t safe for her and definitely not for Caitlin. It wasn’t as if she could leave her daughter alone while she went on a scavenging mission. She had to do it with Caitlin or not all. Common sense told her she didn’t have the strength to fight off the hundreds and thousands of other people vying for the same basic supplies. Instead, she’d decided to head out of town in the hopes of finding clinics, stores, and homes in more rural areas that weren’t as likely to be quite so dangerous.
Megan took long strides, slightly shifting her daughter, as she kept moving forward. Her sweaty hands were making it difficult for her to hold on to Caitlin. Gripping her hands together under her daughter’s backside, Megan pressed on.
She tried to protect her daughter’s head as best she could from the branches and sharp twigs that seemed to be jumping out and stabbing the intruders in the forest. Another branch hooked her sleeve, scratching painfully at the skin beneath and she could feel blood trickling down her arm, towards her fingers. She wanted to scream at the trees and order them to stop their assault.
Her back was killing her with the awkward posture of leaning back to keep her daughter secured against her chest. The weight of her pack helped pull her backwards, but also put more strain on her hips. She was grateful to have had an old hiking pack in the closet. The internal frame made it easier for Megan to carry it and allowed her to carry a lot more without much additional strain. She didn’t know if she would have been able to carry her daughter and her supplies without it. Right now, she was grateful the pushy salesman had persuaded her to spend the extra money on the pack.
Regardless, everything hurt. She could feel dried blood on her bare arms pulling the fine hairs whenever Caitlin’s body rubbed against the cuts, further adding to the misery. Each twist tore open the dried wounds, causing them to start bleeding again.
She’d fallen several times, catching herself with one arm and holding her daughter with the other. She could tell her left knee was swollen. It was stiff and difficult to bend. It didn’t matter. Her daughter’s life was all that mattered.
“A few more steps,” Megan chanted more for her own benefit than her unconscious daughter.
She was thankful the weather had been mild. It was early spring in the northwest, but there were still little piles of snow in the shady areas. Climbing steadily uphill, her overused muscles screamed at her to take a break but she knew if she did, she wouldn’t be able to get back up again. The cabin ahead was growing steadily larger as her strides ate up the distance. Because of the harsh winter storms, mountain residents were prepared to outlast storms for weeks at a time, which meant they would have supplies, including medicine.
If it’d been more than the mild seventy degrees that it currently was, Megan wasn’t sure she could’ve walked as far as she did. As it was, she was sweating and the growing fatigue was partly dehydration. Her daughter’s feverish body was like carrying a giant lava rock. In addition to finding shelter and medicine, they needed water. The little water she had wouldn’t last long; especially if Caitlin woke and needed it.
She’d eaten the last of the food she’d managed to scrounge up at an abandoned home earlier that morning. Megan was now running on empty and knew her collapse would mean her daughter’s life. Push, Megan. Push.
When she got within three hundred feet of the cabin, she stopped to survey the property, staying partially hidden in the surrounding trees. If someone was here, it could go either way. Unfortunately, the new world was not kind. You didn’t simply knock on a stranger’s door to beg for food and water.
Not now.
Not after the EMP had plunged the world into the biggest blackout, humankind had ever experienced.
At least those who’d grown up with electricity. Pioneers would do okay in this world, but for those who’d never learned how to work with their hands or hunt for food, this was a form of population control that no one wanted to face. Those who didn’t know how to perform some of the most basic skills were suffering.
Megan had seen more dead in the past few weeks than the living. After the first dozen or so, she thought she’d grow immune to the horror of death and could simply move quickly past but the smell reminded her of what it meant to be alive as her gag reflex kicked in.
This new world meant that only the fittest, strongest and most prepared would survive.
Get your copy of Dark Retreat at www.GraceHamiltonBooks.com
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