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        Prologue

      
      Before

      We had pancakes for breakfast the day Mama killed Daddy.

      They were my favorite—made from scratch, with the blueberries Mama and me picked ourselves. They were in the shape of lopsided hearts, and so large that the pointy end hung off my plate.

      If I’d been older or wiser, maybe I’d have seen those pancakes for what they were. A harbinger of how everything was about to change, because Mama only made them for special occasions.

      Later, when the officer who talked to me at school asked if anything odd had happened that morning, I’d think of the pancakes but keep my mouth shut.

      The four of us sat around the table in our eat-in kitchen. Frances on her knees, chattering and mashing her breakfast into a sticky mess with the back of her fork, while Daddy read the Lundinville Record without looking up. From her place beside him, Mama watched, her coffee growing cold as her mechanical smile never quite reached her eyes. Everybody said Mama’s eyes were the prettiest they’d ever seen—two coal-dark pools that seemed to almost glow against her milky complexion—but the thing I remember about Mama’s eyes was how they could see all the way inside me. They absorbed every little thing I did, every shrug of my shoulders or curl of my lip.

      Those eyes saw when I rubbed the sore place on my upper arm.

      As Frances chattered, Mama sat quietly, never saying or doing anything to give away the fact that she’d finally had her fill. Her hair was pulled into its usual neat ponytail and her makeup was in place before she even came downstairs. The only evidence of what had happened after me and my little sister went to bed were the finger-sized bruises that wrapped Mama’s wrists like hateful bracelets. I’d learned to ignore these things, like the nights I had to pull my pillow over my head to muffle the yelling. By eight years old, I’d gotten good at ignoring.

      Until the bad feeling came.

      It started like fingernails tracing the length of my spine. A tickle. An awareness that froze me in place, bursting open somewhere behind my ribs, until I could feel it, an impending something. Sometimes it was a scream in my head or a whisper against my skin. It’s coming, it’s coming, it’s coming. The words kept rhythm with my heartbeat. I never knew what exactly was coming. It was different every time.

      Once, at school, I’d felt it right before the boy next to me, Camryn Jones, puked all over my friend. Another time, my chest had grown tight, and again there was that opening inside me, mere moments before my teacher Ms. Sibley’s phone rang. She stepped into the hallway to answer it. Ms. Sibley never came back to class, and we’d had a different teacher after that.

      When I’d told Mama about the feeling, she got real serious, cupping my face in her hands. “That’s nothing but anxiety. That’s all.” She’d looked nervously over her shoulder, toward the front door where Daddy had been due to appear any moment. “Best not to talk about it,” she’d said.

      Only, I wasn’t anxious. I didn’t care if Camryn Jones threw up, and I’d never liked Ms. Sibley, but something in Mama’s expression had told me to drop it. So I had.

      The night before the pancakes, it had happened again.

      I snuggled beneath my comforter in my dark bedroom, my eyes squeezed shut. Every time sleep found me, the rumble of Daddy’s voice would cut through the silence.

      As a loud thud reverberated down the hallway, the feeling slid over me, like slipping beneath the surface of a swimming pool. The overtaking was so seamless that I didn’t even realize what was happening until everything was muffled. And then that feeling inside, opening wider and harsher than it had before, like a door yanked from its hinges.

      My room faded, and for a moment, I thought, maybe I was dying. A friend at school had seen her grandpa die. She’d picked the pepperonis from her lunchroom pizza as she’d explained how he’d closed his eyes, then, after a few gasping, choked breaths, his chest stopped moving. As I slid deeper into myself, I thought maybe dying wouldn’t be so bad. To be gone.

      My mind flashed, and I was somewhere else. Lost inside myself.

      Something heavy and cold in my hands. A bright burst of red light. A sound that echoed. Fireworks! But why fireworks in September?

      I blinked, and whatever had opened inside me slammed shut. I was back in bed. Alone. Very much alive. Very much here.

      Only, was I here? It was like I’d seen a secret that wasn’t meant for me. I was breathing heavy. Is this more anxiety like Mama said?

      My heart stuttered, and I jumped out of bed and barreled from my room. I rubbed my free hand against my pajama pants, trying to erase the phantom coldness from my palm.

      “Mama,” I yelled, pausing outside my parents’ open bedroom door and sniffing back my tears just in time. Daddy didn’t like it when we cried. Stop crying, or I’ll give you something to cry about!

      “What’re you doing up?” Daddy grimaced and dropped Mama’s wrist, striding toward me.

      “Chris, no,” Mama said. “She’s had a nightmare.”

      I wanted to tell her she was wrong. It wasn’t a nightmare. It was real. I’d felt that coldness in my palm. Fireworks echoed in my head.

      “I—” I started, but Daddy’s fingers wrapped my arm.

      “That’s enough. You’re supposed to be asleep.” He yanked me into the hallway, his grip squeezing while I stumbled to keep up. When we got to my bedroom, he peered down at me. “Go to bed.” He slung me across my carpet. Without another word, I climbed back under my covers. That feeling—the muffled drowning—didn’t return.

      The next morning I woke up and pulled on my school uniform. When I whined that it was too hot for the long-sleeved shirt she’d laid out for me, Mama had told me to hush.

      Just that single word. Hush.

      I dressed, brushed my teeth, and sat at the table, eating my heart-shaped pancakes. At 7:15, Frances and I hugged Mama goodbye while Daddy started the car.

      Mama’s arms wrapped around me, and the memory of the banging door, the muffled drowning, flooded back. Heavy. Cold. Loud. So loud.

      “I want to stay home,” I whispered into her neck.

      “I know, baby.” Mama pressed her palm against my cheek. “But you can’t. Not today.”

      “Please, Mama.” Tears sprang to my eyes, but it was okay, because Daddy was already outside in the car. “My stomach hurts.”

      “I know. But you’ll be okay.” Mama stood, her eyes darting away from me. “And you’ll make sure your little sister is too. You’re a good girl, Milly.”

      From the driveway, the car horn beeped. Frances grabbed her Minnie Mouse lunchbox from the counter. “Bye, Mama,” she called as she walked out the front door.

      Mama nudged me to follow her. “Everything’s going to be fine. Now go on. Don’t keep Daddy waiting.”

      Sometimes when I think about that last hug, Mama kneeling with her arms around me in the kitchen, I imagine that she held on to me a little longer than usual.

      But I’m not sure.

      

      * * *

      My life changed forever later that afternoon.

      Summoned over the intercom during lunch hour, I marched toward the office to find my sister sitting on the bench outside the office doors, staring down at her feet that swung like pendulums on toothpick legs. “Frances?” I smoothed back the blond flyaways that had escaped her ponytail. “What’s going on?”

      She bit her bottom lip and shrugged. My gaze went from my sister to the office door and back.

      “Stay here.” I slung my book bag to the ground and stomped into the office, where our school secretary, Ms. Loeb, stood behind her desk. Only, Ms. Loeb didn’t wear the quick smile she gave all the students. Instead, her mascara trailed down her cheeks. The inky tracks fanned across her face like the map of tributaries I’d been forced to study in science class.

      Mr. Jansen, the headmaster, pulled his lips into a fake smile when he saw me, which, I knew, meant something was wrong. That wrongness catapulted me into the memory of last night: the cold in my hand, the bang in my ears. And the pancakes this morning.

      Then there was a policeman standing in the back. He introduced himself as Officer Gregors. Officer Gregors’s voice was deep but soft. Kind, like his eyes. “Milly, everything is going to be okay.”

      “Why are you saying that? What’s going on?” I looked into each of their faces, my cheeks growing hot as I remembered how Mama had said the same thing.

      This time, Mr. Jansen spoke. “We have something important to tell you, and I’m going to need you to be brave.”

      “All right,” I said, though nothing, in that moment, felt all right.

      Minutes later, I hated Officer Gregors and Headmaster Jansen and Ms. Loeb with her rivers of mascara tears. They were all liars.

      I thought of how Daddy said he loved us and how Mama had stacked pancakes on my plate then promised that everything would be okay. They were liars too. Because if they weren’t, and if everything was going to be okay, Mama would’ve let me stay home, and this wouldn’t be happening.

      I bolted for the hallway, to the bench where Frances still slumped like a rag doll, and I slid my arm over her shoulders. The truth was right there on my tongue: We are in trouble. But when she looked at me with our mama’s dark eyes, I heard myself repeat everything I’d just been told.

      “Everything’s okay, Frances. I promise. We have some aunts who want to meet us, that’s all.”

      I was no better than the grown-ups.

      I was a liar too.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 1

      
      Now

      Alabama sunshine streamed through the streaked window, lending a cheeriness to the worn dining room. But it did nothing for the smell.

      Huddle Hut stank of grease and desperation.

      I wasn’t judging. How could I, when desperation gnawed at my gut like a hunger? Desperation for secrets to stay buried. To rot like bones, decaying until there was nothing left of them.

      Too bad secrets didn’t work that way.

      As for the smell of grease? Well. Huddle Hut was a diner, after all. A run-down diner in a run-down beach town, where bacon popped and sizzled and seafood—shipped frozen on trucks despite the Gulf being across the street—was battered and deep-fried.

      The thing about Persimmon Key was that it collected misfits. The small town wasn’t an actual key at all, but a shoddy line of Alabama coast that, thanks to a chain of barrier islands, has muddy brown waters and no industry or tourist season to speak of, dooming it to be a liminal layover space where people came to lay low or hide out. But, like the diner, I couldn’t judge Persimmon Key too harshly. I mean, I’d landed here nearly a decade ago, hadn’t I?

      No, any judgment I held was reserved for bad tippers and men who hung metal testicles from the rear of their trucks.

      And also, I realized, peering down at the couple in front of me, people who played grab-ass instead of giving me their order. The man and woman in the booth were a tangle of sunburned arms and legs, chapped lips suctioned together, and crispy his-and-hers bleach jobs. They devoured each other, and I can say with full certainty that absolutely nothing about the Huddle Hut inspired that level of horniness.

      I breathed in, pushing my annoyance down deep—a talent, really—so it wouldn’t show on my face. Not that I was letting them off the hook: They were definitely getting the asshole tax (a 25 percent gratuity added to their check).

      Assuming they separated long enough to order.

      “What can I get for y’all?” I asked a second time, tapping my foot loudly and out of rhythm with the yacht rock that played over the speakers. It was only three in the afternoon, much too early in the day for this.

      This was night-shift bullshit.

      “Excuse me.” I tried a different approach, letting my East Tennessee drawl slip over my words. “Y’all ready to order?”

      Neither answered, but the man slid his palm over the woman’s thin purple tank top and cupped her breast. Dirt was caked beneath his nails, and when he lifted his other arm to grab the back of the booth, pit hair bristled from beneath his own tank top, complete with pilled clumps of deodorant, which was more of an attempt at hygiene than I expected from someone whose shirt read AMATEUR GYNECOLOGIST.

      “Mmm,” the woman moaned quietly.

      My nose wrinkled at the display, and I was glad I’d worked through lunch and had nothing in my stomach to come back up.

      I snapped my order pad closed. “Right.” I looked around the mostly empty restaurant. “I’ll check back in a minute, then.”

      Larry would have my back if I kicked them out—rounding second base in a restaurant had to be breaking at least a few health codes—but there was only an hour left in my shift, and I didn’t feel up to the drama of dealing with them.

      Never mind the twisting in my stomach warning me these weren’t good people. It was the kind of feeling most would ignore, but for me, the intuition had always proven right. Growing up, Aunt Ruth had sometimes called it my knowing, and whether it was somehow tied to our family’s gifts or not, well, neither she nor Aunt Hattie-May could say for certain.

      Didn’t really matter, though. Whether the customers were assholes or saints, my job was to smile and take orders.

      I sashayed across the restaurant, grabbing the coffeepot to top off my only other customer. Billy was a regular, and as always, was parked at a table reading a newspaper as if he were the father from a classic TV show instead of a six-and-a-half-foot bachelor stuffed into a Black Sabbath T-shirt, leather vest, and snakeskin boots.

      “Thanks, Milly girl.” He set the paper aside, nodding toward the couple across the diner. “They ain’t stopped since they got here.”

      “Might as well let them finish,” I joked, because it sounded better than telling him I didn’t get paid enough to deal with this shit.

      “Hm.” Billy pulled his steaming mug closer to him. “I wouldn’t want to wipe down that booth.” Billy sipped his coffee, then patted the newspaper. “Hey, you been keeping up with that story out of Mobile? About the missing college kids?”

      “Not really,” I admitted.

      Mobile, Alabama, was only an hour and some change north, and when two students from the University of South Alabama were reported missing a few weeks ago, it had been a big story.

      “They found one of ’em.”

      “I’m guessing he wasn’t off living his best life in a commune somewhere?”

      “No.” Billy frowned. “And not he. She. They found the girl… Well, they found her body.”

      “Shit. Where at?”

      “Up in Moss Grove—”

      “What?” Something stirred softly inside me like wind whistling beneath a closed door or the gentle rustle of wings. A whisper in my mind coaxing me to look, look, look.

      I bit my bottom lip. How long had it been since the last time the echo of my gift wafted over me? Three months? Six? Always triggered by a reminder of her. Cruel, if you asked me, considering it hadn’t been trustworthy for at least a decade.

      Still. Moss Grove?

      I forced a smile and shook my head, as if clearing cobwebs. “Sorry, I mean, where did you say?”

      “Moss Grove,” he repeated. “It’s a smaller town up in north Alabama, near Georgia. Mostly big houses and cow pastures. They say the governor has some property up there.” Billy tapped his fingers against the table. “Pretty country, not the kind of place you’d ever expect to find a body. But that’s where she was. Some kids playing in a creek stumbled across her arm sticking out of a shallow grave.” He shook his head and kept talking as the heat drained from my face. “Makes you wonder how she got there.”

      My hands were suddenly sweaty, and I clenched the coffeepot’s handle to keep from dropping it to the floor.

      Billy’s dark eyes narrowed. “You okay? You look like you saw a ghost.”

      “I’m fine. I…” I shook my head. “I’m, um. Yeah. I’m fine.”

      I wondered what he’d say if I told him the truth, that I knew Moss Grove well. Very well, in fact.

      How I’d never visited but was certain I could navigate its upscale homes and rolling green fields with my eyes closed. How years ago I’d spent countless hours searching Google Earth and scrolling through aerial views of each county road because I knew someone who lived there.

      Someone who pretended I didn’t exist. But it didn’t matter, because regardless of how far apart we strayed, an invisible tether always snapped us back together. This was proof, wasn’t it?

      Proof that when it came to Robbins women, where bloodlines begat secrets and intuition tangled like a vine through my family tree, it didn’t matter how far we scattered, we never escaped each other.

      Not me and my sister.

      And now, out of nowhere, her town, Moss Grove, announced itself. And further, the missing girl’s body had been found by a creek.

      A memory elbowed its way into my mind’s eye…another creek. This one with a rocky bank with tall trees stretching overhead. Girls playing mermaids and making potions with water and sand and leaves…

      No.

      The two aren’t connected.

      Yes, there’d been another creek. Another body. But in the South, creeks were common as fingerprints on a dirty window. It was a coincidence.

      Everything means something, if you know how to look. I could hear Aunt Ruth’s voice in my head again. It was a truth I’d cut my teeth on. But the problem was, I didn’t know how to look anymore.

      Or rather, the family gift refused to let me. It teased and taunted and begged, but whenever I tried to open that place within me, once trained and practiced and welcoming, it no longer spoke like it should. Except to whisper one thing. One cruel thing. Again and again whenever I dared peek, channeling into it my tea leaves. That is, if the internal door deigned to open for me at all.

      So I ignored its teasing call, except when desperation hit hardest. On those nights, when I dared peer into my fortune, I always regretted it.

      It had taken a lot, but I’d made peace with the fact that I wasn’t that girl anymore—the one who channeled the simmering Sight into a teacup, using tasseomancy to divine meaning. I wasn’t her, and I could never be her again.

      Now, I was only a waitress living in a nothing town scraping by as best I could.

      But Moss Grove?

      It felt sharp and intentional—a slap across the face, which had once been fate’s preferred method of getting my attention.

      Out of habit, I reached into my pocket and caressed the shard of bone tucked there, the one physical thing from my past I’d carried with me. My own morbid worry stone. As I ran my fingers along its smooth edge and sharp tip, it both soothed and shamed me.

      Moss Grove, a creek, a body—It was only a coincidence. There was no deeper meaning. No reason to spiral and connect dots that weren’t there. The ugly truth was, people were killed all the time. Didn’t I know that better than anyone?

      “They didn’t find the boy?” I asked, when I realized Billy was staring, waiting on me to say something. Prove I wasn’t about to pass out on the restaurant floor.

      “Not yet.” Billy shrugged. “Some think he might be responsible.”

      There. That was probably it. If true crime podcasts taught us anything, it was that it’s always the boyfriend.

      Billy continued eyeing me as a squeal erupted from the booth across the dining room at the same moment the phone rang.

      The shrill rrriiing! cut through the diner, and I had taken two steps toward the counter when the man in the make-out booth—who I’d mentally named Pit-Bush for obvious reasons—called out.

      “Hey waitress, you going to get our order or what?”

      I looked from him to the phone just as my boss pushed through the swinging kitchen door and scooped up the receiver. “Huddle Hut,” his deep voice boomed.

      Pit-Bush hollered again, louder. “Hey, waitress! You hear me?”

      “I’ll be right with you,” I answered, still trying for calm.

      “Milly, baby.” Larry sat the phone on the counter. “It’s for you.”

      “Who the hell is calling me at work?” I thought aloud. The only person who even texted me was my roommate, and Carla would never call the diner.

      “Hey, waitress…”

      Larry glanced toward Pit-Bush.

      “Take a message.” I gestured toward the back booth. “I’ll deal with this.”

      I pushed away all thoughts of Moss Grove and plastered on a smile that in a certain light could’ve been a snarl, the telling twist in my stomach tightening as I sashayed to their table. “What can I get you lovely folks today?”

      “’Bout damn time.” Pit-Bush’s beady green eyes crawled over me, and I wanted to pluck them out and smush them between my fingers like English peas. “It ain’t like your job’s that hard.”

      My jaw clenched. Maybe I didn’t need this tip after all. Carla said she didn’t care that I was behind on rent. Her mama owned our apartment. But I loathed owing anyone anything, and while I was fairly certain Carla wouldn’t kick me out, her mama was not as forgiving.

      I opened my mouth to respond when the woman-half of the duo piped up.

      “Now Ian, don’t be mean.” She petted his arm like it was a house cat as she spoke. “She might be special. You even consider that?” Her face split into a phony, sympathetic smile. “Bless her heart.”

      Bitch. The word flashed in my mind. One of the younger waitresses, Deja, had told me it was un-feminist to call another woman that, but I disagreed. Sometimes, it was the most accurate way to describe a person. Sometimes like now.

      “Sorry about that.” I beamed. “How about I get you and your brother started with some of our famous coffee? On the house?”

      “What?” The bitch sputtered. “He’s not my brother.”

      “Huh?” My eyes popped open in mock surprise.

      Pit-Bush’s cheeks flushed. “You think I’d be in here kissing my sister?”

      “Sorry. I thought, you know, you kind of look alike.” I smiled at the bitch, giving a small shrug. “Let me get that coffee for you, and I’ll take your order when I get back.”

      I scurried off to the coffee station before either could respond, grabbing two mugs and working up the perfect loogie. The wad of spit had splatted into the bottom of one of the mugs when a throat cleared behind me.

      “Jesus,” I gasped, spinning around to see my boss smirking. “Larry, I—”

      He held up a hand and winked. “I didn’t see anything.” Larry had been a constant in my life since I’d arrived in Persimmon Key tear-streaked and vibrating with rage a decade before, with no idea how to be an adult. He immediately clocked me for a runaway, letting me park my truck, which doubled as my bed, in the lot, knowing it was safe enough. Then, he offered me a job.

      On my second day, when a group of policemen sat in my section and I’d locked myself in the bathroom with a good old-fashioned panic attack, he hadn’t fired me. More importantly, he hadn’t asked questions. Instead, he’d served the table himself and told me to stick with it, that I’d eventually be okay. At serving or in general, he never clarified.

      “Here.” He passed me a slip of paper. “Your message.” Larry shook his head, and his gray braids bounced against his shoulders. “Some real weirdos out there.”

      I thanked him and set down the mugs. Pit-Bush and the bitch could wait. I looked down at the paper, the back side of a ticket.

      At first, the words didn’t register. But then…

      No. No this wasn’t possible.

      My chest tightened, constricting as if I were lodged in a vise. I reminded myself to breathe, but it was no use.

      My toes dug into the insoles of my Keds, and I was determined to keep my feet planted firmly in place. Pit-Bush yelled. Larry’s voice felt like an echo.

      Moss Grove and the body buried next to a creek could’ve been coincidences…but this? This was too much.

      I’d worked so hard. I’d given up everything. Everyone. I’d lain low in a transient town. I’d kept my nose clean just like I’d been told to do. Stay safe. Disappear. No matter what.

      But now? With one news story about one body in one town, one phone call speaking one name, it was obvious my sacrifice wasn’t enough.

      The bitch from the booth whined loudly, “What’s taking so long?”

      Their voices, the name, Larry’s hand reaching out to my shoulder, it all felt distant and suddenly too much.

      My heart continued to thud, and it was like I was watching a scene on television, like I wasn’t in the room.

      My gaze flicked down to the message clutched in my fingers.

      Long time no see, it read, in Larry’s scratchy cursive. And then the sender. That name.

      His name.

      The urge to scream built in me. I had to get out of there.

      I spun away from my boss as, across the restaurant, Pit-Bush stood, looking ready to pick a fight. “Larry… I need to go.”

      Before anyone could stop me, I stormed from the diner and kept going until I was behind the wheel of my ancient Chevy Malibu. It sputtered to life on the second try.

      As I drove away, I screamed.

      I screamed until my voice ached and was raw and there was nothing left in me.

      I screamed, because of all the names that could’ve been on that message, the one person I knew it couldn’t be was him.

      He could not call me.

      He was dead.

      I had made sure of that.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      
      Then

      The bruise on Mrs. Earline’s cheek was palm-shaped. It was fresh and looked painful and was the second one in as many months.

      Nobody deserved to get slapped like that, but it was particularly hard to imagine the older woman who sat at my table wearing her Sunday best taking one across the face. Her hair curled around her head in a silver cloud, still fresh from her weekly wash and set at the beauty shop, and her nails were painted a matronly plum that matched her lipstick. It was a pretty manicure but an unfortunate lipstick choice, as the deep shade coordinated with her healing injury, drawing even more attention to it.

      Which, on second thought, could’ve been the point. Mrs. Earline was a deaconess at her church and head of the Friends of the Library committee, and her quilts always placed—if they didn’t outright win—at the Puddle Creek fair each year. Always poised and put together, she was a woman who did not make mistakes with her appearance.

      That didn’t mean I was allowed to mention it.

      If a flicker of anything resembling pity crossed my face, Earline Baker would never darken our door again. Which was a shame for many reasons.

      My aunts liked the older woman because she lent an air of respectability to our family business. If Earline Baker was on our schedule, then the rumors about what those Robbins women get up to couldn’t be nearly as bad as they seemed. Her association with us made it okay for others in Puddle Creek to have their leaves read by me or Aunt Ruth or to purchase home remedies from Aunt Hattie-May, even if they did run their mouths the moment they left our house, downplaying what we did as only a bit of fun, or witchy nonsense, or (and I really hated this one) proclaiming their visit as nothing more than charity to keep those “troubled girls out of the system.” Mrs. Earline would never say anything like that.

      I liked Mrs. Earline because she was punctual, an easy read, and, okay, a great tipper. I was saving up for a homecoming dress, and I needed to look good. No. That’s not true. I needed to look hot. Casey would be at the homecoming dance, and I wanted him to finally notice me as something besides his best friend.

      The thought filled my chest with bees, a new occurrence when I thought of the boy who had been my partner in crime since third grade.

      “How’ve you been, Mrs. Earline?” Seemed a dumb question to ask, considering the bruise.

      “Can’t complain.” Mrs. Earline sat her handbag in an empty chair. “Weather’s been nice. Warm for fall, but I like it that way.”

      “Me too.” I nodded as I sat a white saucer and teacup in front of her. “You finish up that quilt yet?”

      “Oh, not yet.” Her lips parted into a smile, showing off too-white dentures. “Should be done soon. Those judges haven’t seen anything like it. Between you and me, I can’t wait to see the look on everyone’s face when I get the blue ribbon again this year.” Her eyes twinkled. “How about you, Milly? Senior year going well?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I smiled. That was another reason I liked her. She treated me like a normal Puddle Creek kid. Not some charity case with a dead piece-of-shit daddy and a jailed mama. Maybe that’s exactly who I was, but Mrs. Earline seemed to understand that it wasn’t all I was. “I’m on track to be salutatorian.”

      “That’s good. Grades are important.” Her voice held no surprise that I could graduate near the top of my class. My intelligence was often in the shadow of my sister’s genius, but Mrs. Earline always gave me my due, despite my reputation as “Witchy Milly,” the next in the line of strange Robbins women.

      Frances, my golden-haired baby bird of a sister, had dodged the reputation, and I was honestly thankful for that.

      While I didn’t think of me or the aunts as witchy—not really—it was hard to dispute the nickname when I read tea leaves for tips, divining simple futures for a college fund, while the fence post at the end of our driveway glinted with pearly, sun-bleached bones. The Robbins reputation went back generations. That didn’t mean that getting to a place of self-acceptance had come easy.

      When I arrived at Puddle Creek as a scared, hurting child, standing in front of my great-aunt’s house for the first time, with my back to the social worker’s car, I’d longed for understanding. To feel like the person I was before Mama had taken Daddy’s gun and freed herself once and for all.

      I’d harbored another wish too, one I hadn’t quite understood myself. A secret desperation to stop fearing that deep well, that door inside myself and the intensity it ushered in.

      I’d thought something was wrong with me. That I was bad. Or broken.

      Hattie-May, still a stranger, had blown through the front door, the long floral skirt of her housecoat swirling around her plump calves as she stepped onto the sagging porch, pausing only a moment before crossing the yard, her clogs kicking up dirt. I pushed Frances, always quiet and too young to fully grasp what was happening, behind me as I tried to summon something that resembled bravery. Hattie-May smiled sadly and knelt in front of us, comfort radiating from her.

      She’d smelled exactly the same as she did now. Tomato vines. Something sweet. Something thriving.

      “Breathe, honey,” she’d murmured.

      I’d wanted to, but my lungs wouldn’t listen, and I could sense the place inside me opening. That air-sucking feeling. That drowning. No, no not again. Not here. I’d whimpered, trying to push it away, to keep my head above water as it tugged me below choppy waves. It was no use. I’d had no control over it yet, and this strange new setting encouraged it. I’d grabbed Hattie-May’s arm in panic.

      It was the house.

      Long and narrow, with its sagging porch and peeling layers of paint, it was like a living thing. A snake with a full belly, a nesting doll with secrets, secrets, secrets.

      A terrifying foreboding slid over my skin and whispered in my eight-year-old ear. It’s going to eat me up. This place is going to swallow me, and I’ll never be the same.

      Tears slipped down my cheeks and I whispered, “I don’t want to be swallowed up.”

      Hattie-May had cupped my face gently in her old hands. “I promise you, Milly. I’m not going to let that happen.”

      Mrs. Earline tapped her hands on the table, jolting me from my memories. “Any plans after high school?”

      “Oh.” I startled. “Nursing school, I think.” I carried the kettle to the sink and turned on the tap. “I’m going to be an RN.”

      “How lovely. I wondered if you’d gotten some of your Aunt Hattie’s artistic talents.” She gestured to the walls, which were papered with fifty-something years of Aunt Hattie-May’s sketches. Some hung in frames, while others were tacked in place, their corners curling, showing the torn floral wallpaper beneath the artwork. My great-aunt drew all kinds of things, but mostly she drew the trees and plants that grew wild in our woods.

      Her favorite was a particular willow tree she’d seen as a child. It had curling branches weeping to the ground, and leaves so green they were almost black. She said it was called a mourning willow, and it was extremely rare. One of only nine trees protected by the Endangered Species Act.

      God, I’d been so afraid of that tree, once upon a time. Or at least the version I’d invented in my head. Hattie-May’s drawings were frenetic, and it was easy to imagine a dark, weeping tendril snaking through my bedroom window and curling around my ankle, pulling me from beneath my covers to be devoured.

      Frances and I had grown up nervously clutching our bedsheets, scaring each other by whispering stories of deep dark branches and hungry roots.

      When I’d first moved in and asked my great-aunt about the drawings of the creepy tree covering the walls, she’d spoken almost reverently, describing it as a thing of beauty. A weeping willow with near-black leaves and red seed pods. I’d been transfixed as she’d explained how it wasn’t like other willows, which were easy to grow. How the mourning willow required decomposition. How the tree grew from death after a seed found its way into a rotting animal’s carcass.

      She’d spoken as if it were the most natural process in the world, but what my eight-year-old ears had heard was a story about a bloodthirsty tree.

      At some point, I’d anointed the tree with a new name, rotting willow, and while Hattie-May longed to see one again, their numbers scarce and growing scarcer, I was glad I had never crossed one.

      Mrs. Earline paused thoughtfully over one of the larger drawings. She continued. “Thought maybe you were an artist too  and perhaps would go to school for that.”

      “No, ma’am.” I shrugged. “My sister can draw a little, but not me.”

      As if my thoughts had conjured her, the front door creaked open, and Aunt Hattie-May shuffled inside. The wicker basket she used to carry her sketch pad and pencils when she went on one of her nature walks was looped over her dimpled arm.

      “Earline?” Her voice carried like a song through the small room. “Thought that was your car in the yard. My ears are burning. You and Milly must be in here talking about me.”

      “Hi there, Hattie-May. Milly was telling me about her future nursing plans. You must be so proud.”

      “Couldn’t be prouder.” Aunt Hattie beamed and shut the door, then set her basket of art supplies on the coffee table. “How are you doing, honey?”

      “Oh, I’m all right. That elderberry syrup you gave me knocked the croup right out of my system, and I—”

      Hattie-May gasped, the sharp inhalation stopping the conversation like a kink in a garden hose. Her eyes narrowed on Mrs. Earline’s bruised cheek.

      Neither of my aunts ever looked away from life’s ugly parts, and Hattie-May, unfortunately, struggled to be subtle about it. Or maybe it wasn’t a struggle at all. Maybe, like most things with Hattie-May, it was a choice.

      I’d long ago trained myself not to react. Not to scowl nor act surprised at any of the questions that crossed clients’ lips. People came to me for answers, not judgment.

      The tiny lines feathering around Mrs. Earline’s mouth deepened as she pursed her lips.

      Great… I turned away and placed the kettle on the gas burner with a thunk. No one spoke. The only sound was the click of the stovetop’s igniter before the flame caught.

      If Mrs. Earline got upset and bolted, that was thirty-five dollars plus (generous) tip down the drain. I should’ve collected payment up front like Aunt Ruth always nagged me to do.

      “Well,” Hattie-May said finally, walking into the small kitchen and retrieving a water glass from the cabinet. “Glad to hear the syrup helped.”

      She smiled at Mrs. Earline, whose expression relaxed, before walking to the sink. As Hattie-May stood next to me to fill her glass from the tap, her scent enveloped me like one of her hugs. Suddenly I was back in that yard again, my small hand gripped on my aunt’s forearm. Tears filling my eyes, my sister peering around my body.

      Would this strange old lady yell about tears the same way Daddy had? I’d set my jaw, every muscle in my body going tense, ready to do battle if necessary.

      “I see you fighting something in there. Speak and let it out. Let me help.” The gentleness in Hattie-May’s voice had caught me by surprise. Maybe it was relief. Maybe I was just a little girl longing for someone to hear her. Maybe it was more than that, but as if my words had been summoned, I found myself answering her.

      “If I’d stayed home from school…”

      If I’d stayed home from school, everything would be different. If I’d been there. I could’ve stopped it.

      “Oh honey,” she soothed. “There’s nothing you could’ve done.”

      “Uh-huh,” I sniffed. “I saw—” I stopped myself, clamping my mouth closed. Don’t talk about that. Never ever.

      The old woman—Hattie-May—tilted her head. “You saw something?” It wasn’t a question. “Something in here?” She tapped my forehead.

      My brows knitted together. How could she know?

      Hattie-May had sighed. “Listen to me again, dearie. There’s nothing you could’ve done.”

      “But—”

      “Nothing,” she’d interrupted firmly. “None of this is your fault. What you experienced—the knowing, the seeing—it’s normal.”

      “No,” I whispered, shielding Frances further. “Mama said to hush.”

      She smiled sadly. “You can talk about it here. In fact, you should talk about it with me. As much as you want. It seems impossible now, but I promise you the Sight, that’s what we call it, is a good thing. When you learn to use it, it can be a gift.” Hattie-May had winced as she pushed to her feet. “And I have it too. So does your mama.”

      My mouth had dropped open. That piece of me desperate for understanding scrambled forward, feral in its urgency.

      “How do you know?” I asked. The door squeaked open, and another woman, who was as tall and slim and sharp as Hattie-May was soft, appeared on the porch, her boots clomping with each step.

      “The Sight’s been passed down through generations of Robbins women. I’m a Robbins woman. And this is your Aunt Ruth.” She gestured behind her, to the woman who was her physical opposite. “She’s your mama’s older sister. She’s a Robbins too. So is your mama. And you.”

      “Mama don’t have a sister. And my last name ain’t Robbins.” I’d shaken my head. Back home, nobody’s house looked as if it would writhe across the forest floor. Old women didn’t kneel in the dirt with long sleeves caked in gardening soil, and they didn’t know your secrets. They surely didn’t give you new last names. “My last name is Waters.”

      “Your mama absolutely has a sister. And Waters is your daddy’s name. But make no mistake, you’re a Robbins, just like her, through and through.” Hattie-May looked at my sister, who’d peeked around me, her thumb in her mouth. She patted Frances’s fuzzy hair. “Both of you are Robbins girls.”

      I learned later that it wasn’t unusual for one sister to receive the gift and the other not, and now I sometimes wondered if, even in that moment, Hattie-May had known that the Sight would skip Frances.

      It certainly hadn’t skipped me.

      That vision I’d had at eight years old, the one that had stopped me in my tracks just outside this same window, had been right. This place, this life, had swallowed me up. I’d fully become a Robbins.

      The teakettle whistled, and I looked up to find Hattie-May’s gaze on me, her expression curious. Daydreams often stole chunks of my time, and if we’d been alone, she’d have asked me where I’d gone off to and if I’d had a nice visit.

      I poured the water into the white ceramic cup.

      “Milly, I wonder,” Hattie-May chirped, sliding into one of the empty chairs at the table. “Could you give us a moment? I need to chat with Earline about that quilting competition. You know, I’ve been thinking about entering.”

      My gaze jerked toward Aunt Hattie. She hadn’t sewed anything a day in her life. Never mind the fact that if I interrupted one of Aunt Ruth’s readings, Ruth would go ballistic. In learning to channel my Sight, to wrestle intuition from the door inside, housed behind my rib cage, and direct it into the leaves, I had to practice again and again with both Ruth and Hattie-May. I listened to them. I spent hours watching them work. And there were rules. Like don’t interrupt a reading when homecoming dress money is on the line!

      “Aunt Hattie, I was just—”

      “I left my glasses in the greenhouse. Be a dear and grab them for me? You know I need them to drive, and I have to leave to pick up your sister here in a minute.” She leveled a stern gaze at me, forbidding any further excuses. I huffed and set the kettle on the table, leaving through the doorway to the front hall. I opened the old front door wide, waiting a moment before closing it again in front of me. If Aunt Hattie thought she could get rid of me that easily…

      I crept back to the kitchen entrance, not making a sound, straining my ears to listen as Hattie-May began to speak.

      “Earline, you know Joyce Miller, don’t you? Correct me if I’m wrong, but y’all go to church together?”

      This is why Hattie wanted me gone? To gossip?

      Rumor was Joyce’s husband was a mean drunk who liked to beat on her, but every time she left, he stopped drinking and she went back to him. Her daughter was in eleventh grade, a year between me and Frances, and had a fuck around and find out reputation.

      Earline cleared her throat, and while I didn’t risk a peek, I could picture her gaze fixed on the mug in front of her, her lips pursed. She was probably second-guessing why she’d ever come out to see us in the first place. “I know Joyce. Why do you ask?”

      Why indeed?

      “Joyce is a sweet lady,” Hattie-May continued quietly. “You know, her husband recently passed away. Tragic what happened to him, but I guess it’s no wonder his heart finally gave out, with all the smoking and drinking and carrying on.”

      “Yes. Tragic.”

      “Right before he died,” Hattie-May continued, “Joyce confided in me that she had a pest problem. She has a big field behind her house, same as you, I think?”

      “I do not have a pest prob—”

      “Well, dearie,” Hattie-May pressed on. “Pests were ruining her life. Just awful. She’d all but given up solving the problem. You see, she wanted them gone but didn’t want to use rat poison on account of how inhumane it is. Nasty stuff. She came to me for help.” I could hear the clink of a cup on table, the shuffle of feet. “I have just the thing to get rid of a pest painlessly. You know, I grow all kinds of plants in my greenhouse. Make all kinds of remedies.” There was a long pause, and I held my breath, waiting for them to continue. “Solve all kinds of problems.”

      My heart raced.

      Hattie-May, with her wiry white hair and love of floral housedresses, looked like anyone’s sweet mamaw. She made cakes and pies for shut-ins and sold home remedies for everything from gout to glaucoma. Pregnant women came and saw her for her knack of knowing a baby’s sex weeks before an ultrasound, and she gave away her all-natural nausea and pain remedy to anyone going through cancer treatment. Hattie-May had a heart for helping people.

      My aunts both helped in all kinds of ways. Pests one of them, it seemed.

      But no, I knew that Hattie-May wasn’t a killer just like I wasn’t a witch—not really. She couldn’t be. Witches knew spells, and killers made pancakes and sent their children off to school in the morning. I shook my head, forcing the thought away. I couldn’t think of Mama that way. Couldn’t blame her.

      “Why are you telling me this?” Earline asked.

      “I want you to know you have options, if you ever find yourself needing to get rid of a pest.”

      There was a silence in the kitchen, the substantial kind that filled spaces and echoed over long distances. It pressed against me in my hiding spot. My aunt had secrets. Maybe I didn’t understand all of them, but maybe I knew more than I’d allowed myself to believe.

      “Well, Earline.” The legs of Hattie-May’s chair scraped against the floor. “It was good talking with you, honey. But I’d best go find Milly and see what’s taking her so long in the greenhouse. Gotta find those glasses so I can pick up Frances from the library. You know she works over there as a tutor? Some of the kids she helps are older than her. Can you believe it? She’s such a bright girl.”

      “I see her there in the afternoons sometimes. She’s quite a beauty. She looks exactly like Lilibet.”

      My head snapped to attention. Hearing Mama’s first name would never not be a fist in my gut.

      “Yes, she does. Both of my girls are beautiful.” A hand tapped the table before Hattie-May spoke again. “I mean it, Earline. If you need me, you know where to find me.”

      My aunt’s footsteps snapped me out of my stupor, and I rushed back to the front door, opening it once again as if I was entering from the yard.

      “You have something for me?” Hattie-May stared at me, her eyes narrowing slightly as if she knew exactly what I’d been doing. I schooled my heartbeat, my breathing.

      “Ma’am?”

      Her sparse brows raised, wrinkling her forehead. “My glasses, dearie?”

      “Oh. Uh.” I tried for an innocent smile. “Couldn’t find them.”

      “Huh. I swore I left them out there. Did you check by the bookshelf?”

      “Uh. Yeah… Yes, ma’am.” The lie was sour on my tongue, and I had little doubt that Hattie-May knew I wasn’t being truthful. She let the fib slide.

      She sighed. “I’ll go check. You finish up Earline’s reading.” And then she passed by me, whistling an old hymn I recognized as one she often sang while working in her greenhouse.

      I come to the garden alone

      While the dew is still on the roses

      I listened to the fading sound as she shut the front door and walked into the yard. Then I did what I had to do. I pasted on a smile as if I’d heard nothing out of the ordinary and waltzed into the kitchen to begin my reading.

      Later, after Mrs. Earline had gone, I wondered over what Aunt Ruth often said. How fate was fickle and malleable. How people could technically change the path laid out for them, though they rarely do. I wondered about the pain I’d seen plainly in Mrs. Earline’s fortune, and about the rumors whispered about Hattie-May and how I could possibly reconcile all of these things.

      Then I turned on the tap, rinsed the old woman’s fortune down the drain, and prepared for my next client.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      
      Now

      My roommate, Carla, was gone for the evening, probably out with her boyfriend. Her absence felt like another kind of sign. And as I slipped into my comfiest pajamas and pulled a half-empty bottle of Two Buck Chuck from the fridge, I knew I was about to do a stupid thing.

      No. Not a stupid thing.

      The stupid thing.

      I pressed the bottle to my lips and took a deep swig.

      Long time, no see, the message had read. And then that name. That impossible name.

      I took another pull, grimacing as the sour burn slid down my throat. Getting buzzed off cheap, out-of-date wine gave me an excuse for reaching for the kettle. Everyone does dumb things when they’re tipsy, right? So what if I knew better than trying to read my own leaves? Who cares if in doing so, I was breaking my own heart? I’d chug the wine, then steep the tea, and conjure up my sister. Same old song.

      I paced tight loops in my tiny living room, while thoughts paced loops in my mind. Who’d left that message? Why’d they left it? Was it connected to the body in Moss Grove?

      How did they know where I was?

      I wasn’t impossible to find if someone knew how to look. And for years I’d existed in a state of limbo, constantly waiting for the cops to show up and haul me off.

      Time had muffled that fear. And now, a decade later, just as I’d made peace with my current life, the ghost of my past had finally caught up with me.

      I downed another gulp of wine.

      Then, I made myself a cup of tea.

      The Sight had sparked awake in me for the first time when I was a little girl, but it had taken an entire childhood of focused work to get to a place where I could use it at will. Anyone could drink tea and look up shapes on a tasseomancy book. Hell, there was probably an app for it.

      What we did—what I did—was more. What once felt like drowning, after Hattie-May and Ruth’s teachings, came as simple as breathing. Or it had, once upon a time.

      My aunts had taught me to ease open the internal door and focus the chaos of fate into a conduit. Some used cards or palms or roots or any number of things. But for the Robbins women, the conduit was tea. Always tea.

      Hattie-May liked to say it was because the tea was of the earth and nourished the body. Ruth would grumble that we used tea because it was four dollars a tin down at the market. I didn’t care so much why we’d used it. It only mattered that it worked.

      Or at least, it had worked, once upon a time.

      If something is happening, the leaves will show me. They must. I could hear the lie in my head but I pushed forward, working with frenzied fingers. The pomp and ceremony had fallen away a long time ago. On the surface, the process was simple. Boil water. Add leaves. Steep. Drink.

      Of course there was more than that. There were rules that had been drilled into me since before I’d lost all my baby teeth.

      The first was the easiest. Focus. Everything means something, but not everything means something to you. Fate is wild and connected, and you must focus your intention on the matter at hand, not get distracted by the rest. Pulling on loose threads that “could be” helped no one.

      The second was obvious. Consent. Or as Aunt Ruth said, Don’t put your nose where it ain’t welcome. Divining a future without consent is a violation, even graver if the other person doesn’t have the Sight themselves. Doing so is committing violence. And that is never okay.

      When I was a kid, Frances and I had gotten into an argument, and I’d threatened to read her leaves to prove her wrong. Ruth overheard and lost her shit. She warned me that if I crossed that line, she’d throw out every last bit of tea in our home and stop my teaching altogether.

      I didn’t know if she meant it, but I’d never made that threat again.

      The third and the most menacing is the curse. I remember sitting cross-legged at the shabby coffee table in the living room, my aunts perched on the sofa, hands folded. Frances playing on the front porch. Milly, we have to tell you something important, something you cannot ignore.

      And so they explained. Balance is delicate. Those gifted with the Sight are one step ahead of fate, and fate liked to even the score. Which meant there’s a price to pay. If a Robbins woman looks into the fate of her beloved, she will always, without question, see some impending doom. Aunt Ruth had smacked her palm against her thigh as she’d explained. “Once that train’s left the station, there’s no stopping it.”

      I asked if either of them had ever been dealt the curse, and they’d looked at each other somberly before telling me stories of how the Robbins line is riddled with stories of lost love and heartbreak. Of fates read. Of beloveds doomed to becoming cursed things. I didn’t realize until much later that they’d never actually answered my question. And thinking of this lesson now, knowing how I’d played fast and loose with the rules, made me sick.

      I shook off the memory and brought my favorite mug—thrifted, ceramic, and in the shape of Garfield—to the sofa and drained the brew. It was bitter, but no worse than the wine. The dregs clumped and scattered in the bottom of Garfield’s hollow body. The Sight, that awareness—that place, that thing—inside me seemed to cock its head, paying attention. And for a moment, as I always did, wine-drunk and staring into my own leaves, I allowed hope to slip in. Hope that the Sight hadn’t completely abandoned me when I abandoned Tennessee.

      With my eyes shut, I focused on reaching into that thrumming maw of everything, the tug guiding me to the internal door. I willed it to throw itself open with abandon and drown me, as it once had so willingly. I’d settle for a whisper. A scream. Anything. I could feel it there, in my chest. I just needed to access it.

      The noise of the world fell away and…

      Nothing.

      I tried again, focused harder. Still, no flash of vision, no new divination in my teacup. No thrum or surge or drowning. No ache.

      My eyes fluttered open and I raked a hand over my face, prepared for the inevitable shame. I’m an idiot. How could I truly think—hope believe wish—that after ten years, tonight would be different. Why would it?

      Inside my cup there were no new secrets. No new truths. Only the same thing—the same cruel thing—that appeared ever since I’d ran away.

      I sat Garfield on Carla’s Ikea coffee table hard enough to chip away part of his orange tail and leaned back into the sofa.

      Sister. That’s what the leaves said. Every single time since leaving Tennessee.

      Sister, sister, sister.

      Taunting me. Cursing from behind that still-shut door.

      Fine. I sat down on the sofa and waited for her to appear.

      Because we were tethered, and the leaves had a way of summoning her that I couldn’t understand.

      When I’d first seen sister in my fate, I’d grown teary-eyed. Two weeks after I’d ran away, I’d ripped open a tea bag I’d stolen from the diner, pouring the grainy leaves into a cup of tap water. The thing inside me barely stirred. There was no vision, no drowning, behind the internal door. Yet, I was so relieved to be shown the thing I missed most that I’d barely noticed.

      Sister.

      It would be impossible to explain the depth of soul-shattering hope I felt in that moment, thinking I’d be reunited with Frances soon.

      Later that evening I was bussing tables, practically humming, when I overheard some high school girls talking loudly with their parents about an upcoming tristate mathlete competition, nervous because they were up against a gifted school from Chattanooga, Tennessee, that was supposedly unbeatable. There’s this ringer, some genius girl, they’d said. My ears had perked up, but I hadn’t realized they were talking about Frances—my Frances—until later, because that would be too much of a coincidence, wouldn’t it?

      It kept happening. The internal door would barely crack. My leaves would whisper sister. News of Frances would cross my path.

      A random newspaper left in a corner booth featuring a story about Frances’s team taking second place in that same competition.

      Years later, an Auburn sorority stopping into the diner on their way to spring break in Destin, listing the freshmen who couldn’t come.

      More time passing and a social media post circulating about a girl missing from her college dorm. Frances’s butter-yellow hair in the background of the photo of the campus-wide candlelight vigil. And with each sighting I learned a little more.

      Frances had it all.

      Sorority. Career. Marriage. A whole life that, once upon a time, I’d dreamed of for the both of us. Now, out of reach for me except as a voyeur, when I dared peek into my teacup, or sometimes, my sister’s Instagram.

      It felt like a punishment. One that perhaps I deserved.

      My body buzzed with nervous energy. How would she appear this time? I didn’t have to wonder for long. The local news played on the television, and when the camera cut away from the newsroom, I got my answer.

      Sometimes fate was like that. So quick. So insistent.

      Frances. Sister.

      My breath caught in my chest.

      I rose, stepping over the coffee table, pausing a foot from the television screen.

      There was Frances, with her blond hair rippling around her shoulders like a sheet of banana taffy, wearing an expensive floral dress and heels, right at home next to her suit-clad husband. Her smile and posture were poised, perfect, but to me they rang hollow.

      The camera panned across the steps of a large building identified by the running script near the bottom of the screen as the Alabama State Capitol in Montgomery. A crowd watched as a plump, red-faced man accepted an award.

      “Earlier today, former Alabama governor Walsh ‘Washy’ Anderson accepted the Douglas Roberts Humanitarian Award for his work with foster youth.”

      As a reporter spoke, my eyes never strayed from my sister.

      “The former governor and First Lady of Alabama and their two sons and adult grand-kids gathered on the steps of the capitol building for the ceremony. What a good-looking family. Don’t you agree, Joe?”

      And it was true: They were a good-looking family, dressed in designer suits and dresses, not a highlighted hair out of place, with rows of bleached smiles. Expensive. Southern. Preppy.

      Frances was tucked close to her husband, as if she were made for this. As if she hadn’t been raised, same as me, feral and barefoot down a driveway hung with bones, by women who sold poison and dealt in divination. As if our mama wasn’t still in jail for shooting our daddy.

      No article I’d ever read about my sister and her well-to-do in-laws had ever brought that up. Not even the spread in Southern Living. The Andersons were the Alabama Kennedys, and I guess for them, everything was for sale, even the correct pedigree.

      The reporter droned on, and I stared at the screen, transfixed.

      Frances’s fingers twitched.

      Suddenly, I jolted, my mouth dry as sand. The hand signal was gentle and small, created to go unnoticed by anyone who wasn’t us. It was meant to deal with middle school bullies and prying Puddle Creek busybodies. A secret SOS, our sign for help. Back when she trusted me to keep her safe.

      I knelt, leaned forward, my nose almost touching the television screen. Frances’s fingers were still and straight. Her hand gently pressed to her side.

      Had I imagined it?

      I squinted, shoulders seized to my ears, breath held. Waiting.

      Waiting waiting waiting.

      There. Her fingers made the upside-down peace sign, curling in and out, in and out, as if she were scratching her upper thigh.

      Not my imagination.

      It would’ve been easy to convince myself I was being ridiculous. Delusional, even.

      Except for the body that was found in Moss Grove.

      Moss Grove, where my sister lived in a rambling farmhouse, penned in by pristine whitewashed fence.

      And what about that damned message?

      Could Frances have received the same?

      I inhaled slowly, but there was no calming my racing heart. It hammered against my chest.

      I squinted at the screen a moment longer, then sat back. No. The wine must’ve hit me harder than I realized, because I was being crazy. This was crazy. If my sister was in trouble, she would go to her well-connected husband.

      The camera zoomed in tighter to where the Anderson grandsons stood. First it focused on the twins, Barry and Brett, and their families, then it panned to the younger brother, Burt, with his wife, Frances. Perfect. Poised. Terrified.

      I gnawed at my bottom lip. There was no mistaking it.

      My little sister was spooked.

      No one else would notice, but she was my sister. No matter how she pretended otherwise, I knew her like no one else.

      Frances was afraid.

      And calling for me.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      
      Then

      As if my day couldn’t get any worse. Casey’s dirt bike was locked to a lamppost in the nearly empty parking lot of the Piggly Wiggly.

      Shit. I crumpled Aunt Hattie-May’s shopping list in my damp palm.

      It was too hot for October, and sweat prickled my upper lip as I ran through the schedule ingrained in my head. Today was Wednesday. Casey wasn’t supposed to be here on Wednesdays.

      He stocked shelves at the feedstore during the week. The Pig was his weekend job. He’d had the same schedule throughout high school, mixing in lawn work whenever he had free time.

      But today was definitely Wednesday, and that was definitely his bike. No one else tooled around our small town on a dirt bike, and besides, I’d recognize that cherry-red helmet strapped to the handlebars anywhere. If I were to walk to the other side, I’d see my name doodled in faded Sharpie, a remnant from the beginning of junior year, back when things between us were still easy. Milly+Casey BFF. Before senior year, I’d thought nothing of leaving my mark on any of his possessions: his notebooks, his book bag, the soles of his sneakers. From this angle I could see my most recent scribble. A lone wonky star near the helmet’s visor.

      Not even six months had passed since I’d drawn that star at the start of summer, but it felt like a lifetime. Because somehow, in that short time, everything had changed between me and my best friend.

      And now he was the last person I wanted to run into. Not while I was sweaty and red-faced from helping Aunt Hattie in her garden. God. Especially not after what happened at Jordan Clement’s party last weekend. I grimaced, replaying the moment in my head. Me standing outside the group of kids pressed around an empty wine bottle in the center of a folding table, still sticky from games of beer pong. Someone noticing me trying to slip away, grabbing my wrist, voices taunting me to spin spin spin. The way time stopped when the bottle pointed toward Casey. The catcalls and chanting of kiss him kiss him kiss him! How someone said I was too afraid to do it, so I’d charged forward, grabbed Casey’s cheeks, and kissed him. Sharp and awkward.

      And then his eyes. The complete surprise followed by my instant mortification. Me bolting, while everyone laughed, because somehow, I was always the butt of the joke.

      God. The bottle could’ve pointed at anybody else. It would’ve still been embarrassing, but not like this. Why hadn’t I laughed it off? The way I’d ran out of there had been humiliating, made worse when Casey hadn’t immediately followed.

      I’d only gone to that stupid party because Casey said he would be there. And okay. Maybe I’d hoped we would kiss before the night was over, but not like that.

      Spin the bottle was a stupid game played by middles schoolers. As a senior, it should’ve been harmless fun. Yet once again I’d embarrassed myself like the awkward loser everyone thought I was.

      I tilted my face to the cloudless sky and groaned. This was just great.

      I stared at his dirt bike, biting my bottom lip as I considered my options. There were none. Hattie-May was waiting for me. If I left without purchasing what she needed, she’d pester me until I confessed why. I wasn’t ready to admit to her or anyone else that maybe I’d developed the tiniest, most ridiculous crush on Casey. The same boy who, in ninth grade, had tackled me in our front yard and farted on me.

      Also, he was the only person outside of our family who’d never judged me even once. Not for the leaves. Not for my aunts. Not for being not quite as smart or beautiful as my sister. Not even for the circumstances that dumped me in Puddle Creek.

      Hell. He’d even been nice about the kiss, which somehow felt worse, because I suspected my embarrassment led him to pity-invite me to homecoming just after. As just friends, of course. The clarification ringing in my brain.

      Just friends.

      I’d been avoiding him ever since. I didn’t know what to do with the feelings left churning through me: humiliation mixed with yearning mixed with something else. Something new and exciting and terrifying. Something unnamable.

      God, I wished I could talk to Frances about it.

      But while I was avoiding Casey, my sister was avoiding me. All because Frances, with all her mathlete trophies and science fair wins, was finally being stupid.

      On Sunday, Hattie-May and Frances had bustled into the house, Hattie-May’s excitement whipping the room’s energy into a buzz as she spun about, the frayed hemline of her housedress fluttering around her ankles.

      “Well, spit it out,” Ruth had said, setting the dishes down for dinner. “What’s got you all worked up?”

      Hattie-May’s grin had grown so big that the apples of her cheeks nearly eclipsed her eyes. “We’ve got great news. Frances?”

      I’d tried to catch her eye, but Frances busied herself scooping mashed potatoes onto her plate. Things had been off between us for a few weeks, and I couldn’t figure out why. We’d always been close, and this new distance felt like a slap across the cheek.

      My sister shrugged. “I—”

      “She got in! Full scholarship!” Hattie-May had clapped her hands.

      She got in. The words still felt like relief. Frances getting into the prestigious Tennessee High School for Math and Science was the first step toward the future we’d always whispered about.

      We’d all burst into chatter. The only person not speaking was Frances.

      The feeling settled in. The dread. That place within me behind the door cocking its ear. A whisper in my head. Something bad.

      I’d turned to my sister, narrowing my eyes until she met my gaze. “What is it?”

      “Actually.” Frances had spoken carefully. “I’m thinking I might not go.”

      No. No no. Not only was getting into the gifted school an honor, something my sister had dreamed about since seventh grade, it was an essential part of our plan to leave Puddle Creek in our rearview mirror. I loved my aunts, but our life could not be in this town.

      How many collective hours had we spent together, daydreaming about escaping everything? About building something new? Living normal, boring lives where we decided who we were with no legacy or last name to make the decision for us.

      We’d both wanted it so desperately that we’d treated it as a done deal. Frances had picked up extra tutoring clients because she was saving up for a new lavender bedspread for her dorm. She wanted a mini-fridge and an oversized whiteboard. From our bunk beds we’d whispered back and forth into the night about how my salutatorian scholarship would pay for me to go to the nearby college, and she and I would meet up all the time.

      “I think,” she’d mumbled. “Maybe I’ll stay here. Graduate with my class in a few years.” She’d dropped her gaze then. “I’m thinking after that, I could go to the community college over in—”

      “No.” My fork clinked onto my plate. “Absolutely not. You’re going to the gifted school.”

      “I think—” Frances had begun again, still not looking at me.

      “No.” I’d shaken my head, not giving her a chance to talk. “Not going is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Graduate with your class? You don’t even like your class. And that community college? With your grades? Frances. Be for real.”

      She shook her head. “God, Milly. For once can’t you butt out of my life? I’ve thought about this a lot. I’m not a baby, okay?”

      “Girls,” Ruth had said, the word sharp with warning.

      We ignored her.

      My voice grew louder. “I don’t think you are. I just—”

      “People change,” Frances said. “I changed. You’d know that if you bothered to see me for who I am instead of who you want me to be.” She again shook her head, her face glowing like a red Christmas light. “I’m not some damned broken baby bird!”

      “Do you know how many people would kill for this?” I’d asked, my palms flat on the table. “God, do you realize how stupid you sound? You’re going to screw around and blow your chance!” Our chance.

      Because that was the thing: I couldn’t leave without her, and I had to get out of here as soon as I graduated or I’d suffocate.

      “Oh, so now I’m stupid?” Frances had scoffed. “News flash, sister: I’m not stupid, and maybe you should work harder on your own life and quit trying to control mine!”

      My mouth had hung open as my sister had pushed back from the table, standing so quickly her chair tipped to the ground.

      She’d given me the cold shoulder ever since.

      So yeah. Life was just peachy at the moment. With the way things were going, why wouldn’t I run into Casey on a random Wednesday?

      I sighed and marched toward the automatic door. It slid open, blasting me with icy, air-conditioned heaven, and I grabbed a buggy. The list wasn’t long. If I was careful, I could get in and out undetected.

      My buggy’s wheel squealed as I pushed it toward the back of the store, because of course it did. Of course I chose the cart that would draw attention. Everything is so screwed up.

      Besides Frances, Casey had been my best friend since second grade, when I’d punched a boy for calling him names and making him cry. We’d been inseparable ever since. He and I with Frances tagging along. And now I was skulking through the grocery store hiding from him, and Frances wasn’t talking to me.

      Why did he have to go and get…hot? It had kind of felt like a betrayal, the way he’d gone from being the person I confided in to the person that gave me butterflies.

      The first flutter in my chest happened the day after he’d gotten back from two months away as a summer camp counselor. He’d come over to watch a movie, something we’d done together hundreds of times. Only, I couldn’t stop staring at him: his broad shoulders, his ruddy, shaggy hair grown out from the at-home buzz cuts he usually wore. Suddenly, I was very aware of how close we sat on the sofa. Of how his chest moved when he breathed and how the sun had darkened the freckles over his nose. Of how our thighs brushed against each other.

      I’d done what any girl who developed a tiny, ridiculous, pointless crush on their best friend would do—I’d told him he needed to lay off the Axe body spray and bolted to Hattie-May’s recliner.

      After that things relaxed back to normal. Whatever insanity that had possessed me had given up.

      Or so I’d thought.

      Last month in biology lab, Casey’s hand accidentally touched mine, and I couldn’t help but notice the dusting of russet-colored hairs along his wrist and the way he kept his nails neat and trimmed. There was something about his slender fingers. The silver ring he always wore, the one with the engraved cross that his mama had given him before she left, had been too big for him, until now.

      What was wrong with me? It was a hand. A freaking hand.

      The same hand I used to grab for games of red rover, the same hand that used to expertly turn the other end of the jump rope while my sister took her turn jumping as we chanted, Rotting willow, Roots so deep, Searching for some rotting meat. If we die, that is fine, rotting willow’s roots will dine…

      It was the same hand that had given countless high fives and scooped dirt for mud pies and helped pull me into the branches of our favorite climbing tree in the woods behind my house. Only… it wasn’t the same hand, because this time, when his pinky brushed against mine, I’d wanted to lace our fingers together and never let go.

      But also the idea of touching him so freely terrified me. How had I spent my entire childhood doing it? When he caught me staring, I’d panicked, wrinkled my nose, and told him his ring looked dirty and God, could he wash his hands every once in a while?

      Then came that stupid game and that freaking kiss. And to make things even more confusing, the homecoming invitation.

      As friends.

      I’d said yes because I wanted to go. God, I wanted to go. Maybe he’d asked me because he felt sorry about how I’d embarrassed myself. Maybe I was his pity project, and I hated that. But I didn’t hate it as much as the idea that if I gave him the opportunity, he’d realize he’d made a mistake and take it all back.

      If I could keep that from happening—if I could avoid him until the dance—I could salvage us. I’d find the perfect dress, and he would notice me in it the way a man notices a woman. Then we could be okay. Better than okay.

      Which was why he absolutely could not see me right now. I was sweaty, and my hair frizzed like a mushroom from the recent hack job I’d given myself in an attempt to look sleek and mature.

      Even after Ruth’s girlfriend Bunny had evened out the back, the haircut was still a mess.

      I was still a mess.

      I glanced around the store, jogging through the aisles, tossing things into the cart. A bag of rice, a loaf of bread, some butter. I paused near a Jenga tower of tomato soup to read a label when there was hot breath on my neck, and someone spoke in my ear. “I thought that was you.”

      I jumped, spinning around. A camera snapped in my face. My arms flew upward, and it was as if it happened in slow motion. All the cans, every single one, crashed to the ground.

      Casey stood across from me, his hazel eyes wide, a disposable camera dangling from his fingers. Mentally, I scrambled for the correct reaction, but my thoughts bounced from what the hell to oh shit oh no oh shit.

      I glanced from his shocked face to the cans rolling around the floor to the camera clutched in his hand.

      “Oh my God, Milly!” Casey said. “I didn’t… I was just joking with you. I mean I guess I should’ve… Are you okay?”

      I wanted to play it cool. Say something like, Jesus, chill. It’s soup, not grenades. But it seemed I’d forgotten how to talk.

      When I didn’t speak up, Casey shook his head, raising his voice in mock alarm. “Okay. The soup is fine. Everyone, the soup is okay!”

      I forced an awkward laugh and stepped right onto a rolling can. I rocked off balance, tipping back before he grabbed my arm to steady me. My cheeks flushed, and suddenly I was hyperaware of my sweaty shirt and my frizzy hair and oh my God I felt like an idiot, even though I hadn’t been the one who’d startled another person into a tower of soup.

      And okay. Why was there even a tower of soup in the first place? There was no way the folks of Puddle Creek bought that much soup. Nobody on earth bought that much soup.

      And what’s with the camera?

      “That went well,” Casey said, tucking the camera into his apron pocket.

      I looked down to where the fingers of his other hand curled around my forearm, realizing I’d yet to say anything.

      “Um,” I mumbled. My stomach flipped, and not in that heebie-jeebies way. This was like being filled with a million moths, all flapping their wings toward the porch light. Casey’s gaze followed my own, then we both looked up at the same moment, our eyes locking.

      “Casey,” I began. Say something cool. “What the hell? Why do you have a disposable camera?”

      “Sorry. I thought it would be funny.” He dropped his grip. “It’s for this project I’m doing in art class. I’m taking pictures with different types of cameras.” He pushed his floppy auburn hair away from his forehead and blew out a breath. “God. I’m stupid. But in my defense, I had no idea that you’d…you know. Freak out.” He pressed his lips together to stifle a laugh.

      I couldn’t help it. His laughter had always been contagious, a gasping chuckle that sounded like it belonged to someone’s grandpa, not a seventeen-year-old. Soon, my shoulders shook with laughter, as I tripped toward full-on hysteria. God, it felt good. For a moment I thought, We’re back. This is us. The real us. Until his manager walked by, a scowl on his lined face. Casey’s posture snapped into a straight line, and I covered my mouth with my palm. Casey spoke in a deep customer service voice. “As long as you’re okay, ma’am, I’ll get this cleaned up.”

      The second the older man was out of sight, I snorted, and the laughter started over.

      “Come on,” Casey said eventually. “I’ll check you out.”

      I followed him to a register and he began scanning my items. It should’ve been nothing.

      Except, I felt him look at me. Then look away. On the third time, I couldn’t help it. “What’s up?”

      He sighed, his shoulders dropping in his uniform polo. “Nothing. Just. Are you mad at me?”

      “What?” The question caught me by surprise.

      “Did I do something? If I did, can you tell me? Because I think you’re pissed at me or something.” He scanned the can of soup that had fallen into my cart, then looked at me intently.

      My mind emptied.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m not mad at you. Why would you think that?”

      He shrugged. “Seems like we’ve been, I don’t know, off or something. If it’s about the kiss—”

      “Stop.” My entire body felt as if it might ignite. I kind of wished it would. Just burn me up in the middle of the Piggly Wiggly, because that would be infinitely better than listening to him talk about that mortifying party game. The urgent kiss with my teeth bumping against his before I ran. “I mean, no. Um. It’s not…not that.”

      “What is it, then? And don’t say ‘nothing.’”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I have a lot going on.” I scrambled for something to tell him, anything besides how I actually felt. I didn’t think telling him I wanted to grab his hand and never let go while standing in the middle of his workplace was the right move. “I think… It’s just, well, Frances,” I blurted out.

      “Frances?” He tilted his head to the side.

      “Yeah. She’s been acting weird lately. She’s been avoiding me, and it’s just this whole family drama thing, and, uh, oh God, I guess school is a mess.”

      “School? But you’re good at school.”

       “I know—but Mr. Fortenberry called me out in class today and I mean I get why everyone thinks he’s hot with his dark hair and…whatever, but I don’t know, he just gives me the creeps and…” I petered out, realizing I was rambling.

      Casey’s smile was almost cocky in its tilt. “Okay.” He nodded. “Good. I thought…” He sighed.

      “What?”

      “I thought you were mad at me for asking you to the dance after you were forced to kiss me at the party. For what it’s worth, I hate spin the bottle. Hated it in fifth grade. Hate it now.” The scanner beeped as he dragged my loaf of bread over the sensor. “I was going to tell you, if you are, upset with me, I mean, we don’t have to go together.”

      An alarm sounded in my head.

      “You don’t want to go with me?” I blinked quickly. If I cried, I swear to God I’d find the nearest cliff and walk right off it.

      Casey’s eyes widened. “No. No I do want to go with you. Mill, it’s all I want. But… I just meant… Forget it.”

      “Tell me,” I said.

      He bit his bottom lip. “I meant, if you’ve changed your mind, I’d rather you tell me and us be okay than for you to be upset.”

      “Casey. That’s…” Sweet. Kind. Mature. “That’s so dumb. Of course I want to go with you.”

      He heaved a sigh. “Okay. Good. There’s one more thing.”

      “Shoot.”

      “So… You know about the senior bonfire?”

      Of course I did. Everyone knew about the annual homecoming bonfire, but my stomach plummeted at the mention. The social scene in Puddle Creek revolved around bonfires and pasture parties. Pickups parked in random fields, a fire, and passing around whatever booze someone pilfered from their parent’s liquor cabinet. Sometimes a keg if someone’s older sibling felt charitable.

      After my humiliation at the last party, I didn’t care if I ever attended another one. But this was homecoming…not a bonfire. The bonfire. Still. I’d been planning on skipping.

      But Casey was bringing it up…

      “Yeah?” I looked down at my ratty cuticles and chipped polish.

      “You want to go? With me? I mean… I’d have to meet you there because, you know, all I have is my bike. But, you know what I mean.” His gaze dropped and I realized…the blushing, the fidgeting, the weird way he’s talking…

      This, this thing between us wasn’t one sided. A smile, wide and bright, spread over my face. “Of course. Yes. I’d love that.” I said “love.” Oh God.

      “Cool.” He grinned.

      I slid Hattie-May’s debit card into the machine, then waited as the register spit out my receipt, all while trying to remember how to be normal.

      “Casey?” a deep voice called out. We both looked in the direction of the soup aisle.

      “Well.” Casey grabbed a pack of cinnamon gum and slid it into my bag. The gesture was sweet. He thought it was my favorite because I’d chewed so much of it when preparing for our first, planned kiss in sixth grade, when we’d pressed our lips together to see what all the fuss was about, then declared kissing stupid. It sure didn’t feel stupid anymore.

      He said, “I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”

      “Casey! Here. Now.” The voice boomed again. Casey shrugged, and I watched as he walked away.

      Sometimes I think, even with Frances being all mad, even with everything feeling on uneven ground, that moment was the last time I was ever happy.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      
      Now

      Spying on my sister was a slippery slope, but it wasn’t hard. While I’d run away and disappeared, she’d stepped onto the world’s stage. And though it had been a while, I couldn’t say this was the first time I peeked into her life.

      I reactivated my incognito Instagram account.

      My little sister had quite the following. Mostly women who hoped if they imitated her skin care routine, wardrobe, or recipes, that they too could land a rich partner and a soft life. There were no posts about the things she’d loved once upon a time. No math jokes that no one would get or pictures of moss on trees or beetles on the sidewalk after the rain. Her grid was stylized, all bright and clean. Aesthetic.

      Years ago, I’d spent days—weeks—in the apartment, missing work, hiding behind fake profiles and staring at my sister’s life through photos, obsessing over how I didn’t fit into it.

      In her profile pic, Frances wore a linen sundress and lounged in a pale blue Adirondack chair, bathed in rosy evening sunlight as she stared into the middle distance. Burt stood behind her dressed like a Vineyard Vines ad, his hand resting lightly on her shoulder.

      Hard to believe a woman like that knew someone like me at all. I was probably nothing more than a wisp of childhood memory.

      But now? Something had changed. My sister had stood on the steps of the Alabama State Capitol and broadcast our distress signal. If whoever had given my boss that message had also contacted Frances, then maybe I was the only one who could help her, because I was the only one who could understand. Wasn’t like our childhood was typical. We were connected by more than blood. We were connected by secrets.

      There was no way it could all be a coincidence. Right? Because there was a body in a creek. A body. A creek! In Moss Grove, where Frances lived. And then that impossible name and then the signal and it’s like the universe was chanting in my ear, again again again!

      Frances beckoning to me in our secret way made me want to reach for that closed-off place inside. Jerk open the internal door.

      But it was useless. That place inside would whisper, it would rankle and tease, but it wouldn’t open. The leaves refused to speak, the Sight refused to intuit anything beyond the most basic warnings: a flip of the stomach or shudder up the spine. It wouldn’t answer questions. It wouldn’t even entertain them. I’d tried and tried and tried with my own leaves. It was always the same. Nothing but sister, sister, sister.

      But what if…no… It couldn’t work. Could it? An idea took shape, unfurling in my mind like the trumpet-shaped blooms of the jimsonweed that grew in the fields near the fields near our childhood home.

      Since running away not only from Puddle Creek but also from the girl I’d been, I’d not spoken a word to anyone about the Sight, or tea, or anything. I certainly hadn’t attempted to read another person, considering the trauma the Sight had laid at my feet. The very idea of it gave me chills.

      I’d only reached for the tea, for that space inside myself, to glimpse my own fate.

      This was different. My sister needed me. She was calling out to me. That stirring behind my ribs had been stronger this time. I’d not imagined it. Maybe it was a nudge. Perhaps I was supposed to do something…more.

      She’s calling to me, asking for help. She must want me to look into her fate…

      I felt cracked open by the thought.

      I clicked on Frances’s profile, my heart thumping. I had to be sure. If I was going to do this, I had to be invited in. I would not break one of the rules.

      I scrolled through her grid.

      It’s there. And there. And there.

      In the first three photos, curated and smiling and cheery, Frances’s hand was curled into the familiar sign.

      I scrolled back weeks, months. Every once in a while, the hand gesture would make an appearance. She’d been signaling to me, and I was only seeing it now, on the same night I’d gotten the message and learned about the bodies.

      That flutter at the internal door. The message at the diner. And now this: my sister asking for help. She had to feel it too—the pull on the invisible vine that bound us together.  Fate demanding our attention. Giving the signal was her giving consent for me to peer into her fortune. Right?

      I told myself yes. Yes, it felt right.

      My sister and I hadn’t spoken in years, but I knew her, I knew her heart. I wouldn’t let her down. Not again.

      Everything was lining up. The universe was nudging me forward. The Sight would come through. It had to.

      Reading from afar wasn’t ideal, but neither was it impossible. All it would take was something of Frances’s to act as a tether and a fresh cup of tea.

      Hope grew, that place inside stirring. If only it will help.

      I ran to my room and dug into the bottom drawer of my nightstand, pulling out the plastic bag that held my only physical link to my sister. My childhood. My past.

      Okay, sure, it might be weird to keep your estranged sister’s childhood hairbrush in your drawer. But she’d left it in my truck, and it was all I had of her. Maybe I’m odd, but the hairbrush felt special. The only thing I had from my past, from the girls we were.

      And maybe a part of me, a small part that would never admit it, had been waiting for this moment.

      Only a few strands of hair were tangled in the bristles, and those yellow threads were more precious to me than gold. Once they were gone, that was it. Without a tether, it wouldn’t matter how much my sister beckoned from afar. This path into my sister’s life would be closed for good.

      I carefully extracted one of the delicate blond strands and brought it to the kitchen, where I laid it over a saucer. My heart pounded, and I reminded myself I wasn’t breaking a rule. She’s asking for help. And this is how I help.

      Within a few minutes, the water was boiling. I poured it over the leaves, threading the hair through my fingers. I breathed in the steam and focused on that place inside, directing whatever force had chosen the women in my family as a conduit into the direction I wanted it to go.

      As a kid, after learning that I wasn’t broken or alone, I’d delighted in being a part of something, in being linked to so many women in my family. My aunts had called it the family gift, and the fact that my little sister—beautiful and whip-smart and so, so perfect—didn’t possess the Sight had secretly made it even sweeter.

      Now I knew better. The Sight was a trauma passed to me from generations of Robbins women.

      My sister was the lucky one.

      Always had been. Always would be.

      Until now, it seemed.

      I focused my thoughts on Frances, on our good times: Running barefoot down the path to Aunt Hattie-May’s greenhouse, the soles of our feet tough as leather and our shins littered with bugbites. Hiking down the wooded path to the small creek. We’d dig in the dirt and splash in the water and chase frogs and water beetles. Skipping rope, chanting rhymes about the hungry old willow that haunted our dreams.

      I thought of our bad times too. Of overhearing whispers about Mama, of living in a town that visited our home on Saturday and preached us into hell on Sunday.

      Of sitting with Frances on the hard bench outside our principal’s office at St. Mary’s and whispering that I’d always protect her. Of collapsing together in a teary heap, our cheeks sticky with blood, in the moment not sure if I’d kept or broken that promise.

      The tea was bitter, but I drained every last drop, then peered into the dregs settled in the cup. At first, nothing. I focused, reaching for the internal door, dipping my fingers into the well of power, begging it to help. For intuition to pour out.

      Nothing.

      Of course nothing. Always nothing.

      Tears stung my eyes as I walked to the kitchen to drop my mug into the sink, angry at myself for allowing so much hope, when I felt it. Faint and sluggish. An atrophied muscle. I coaxed the door open, caressed that skittish thing inside until everything else fell away.

      Finally. I could see again. But peering into my sister’s fate was like squinting through a grimy window, something both familiar and distorted. And then a certainty.

      A menacing laugh, a blooming tear of skin, and a cold metal weighing all too familiar in my hand.

      I gasped, the teacup clattering into the sink.

      I wasn’t sure what this meant, except for one thing.

      Frances, my once-upon-a-time baby bird, needed me.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      
      Then

      The Rust Bucket bounced down the country lane past the service station where Ruth worked part-time. I honked at the old men who sat on the bench in front of the ramshackle store with its ancient gas pumps and a sign that hadn’t been updated since I’d been old enough to notice. Most of them waved without looking up from their conversations, identical in their trucker hats and overalls and paunches.

      The corkboard full of faded photographs that hung over the old men’s bench had been the first place I’d laid eyes on Aunt Ruth, though at the time, I hadn’t known it. The social worker who delivered us to our new lives had stopped for gas, and from the back seat of her sedan, I’d studied the images. Men holding fish as if presenting an award. A dead hog that had made me sad. Deer and turkeys and men in camo with crossbows and shotguns. Some of the photos were faded to nothing.

      Ruth had stood out as one of the only women on the board. She’d clutched the antlers of a deer, its black eyes blank and tongue lolling from a mouth that trickled blood, while she grimaced into the camera as if daring someone to tell her to smile. I’d never seen anything like it and couldn’t decide if the woman terrified me or if I wanted to be just like her.

      Honestly, that was still a pretty accurate description of my feelings for Aunt Ruth.

      I punched the gas, Frances doggedly silent beside me, as we sailed over the short bridge near our place before sliding into our driveway. The fence posts marking our property were adorned with bones, appearing like giant tusks sprouting from the ground. Ruth changed them out regularly, and if there was a rhyme or reason, I didn’t understand it. Rib cages that once belonged to small animals were now split open and tethered to the femur of something larger, all held in place by fishing line. Sometimes a spine. Always a skull. Never antlers, because people would actually pay money for them.

      Maybe the bone-laden posts should’ve given me the creeps, but it’s funny what can feel like home given enough time.

      Once, when I was little and still frightened of the posts, teased relentlessly at school about how creepy they were, Ruth had told me the bones were there for protection. Wards against the uninvited. And the way she said it made me feel a little better, even if I didn’t fully believe her.

      I pestered her, asking what she meant by protection. How could some old bones keep bad people out? Aunt Ruth never had patience for our questioning her methods. It didn’t matter how those methods affected me. As a little girl, a favorite playground taunt had been Witchy Milly, all alone, living in a house of bone! Never mind I’d never been alone in my life or that there were no bones on the actual house. It was catchy, it rhymed, and it hurt.

      “I don’t understand. What do you mean?” I’d whined one too many times.

      When Ruth threatened, “If you don’t leave me alone about those goddang bones I’ll make you come with me to change them out each month!” I’d finally snapped my mouth shut and moved on to Hattie-May for answers.

      “Well. I’ll tell it to you plainly, honey. We have no control over the people who are hell-bent on hating us. But if they’re determined to hate us, then by God, let them fear us too.”

      I’d understood, then. Why the aunts never fought back against the rumors. Why they never tried to ingratiate themselves to the small town, instead leaning into what everyone had already determined they were, despite the good deeds they performed.

      Why Ruth hung the bones.

      Those bones had no magic for us, but in their own way, they kept us safe. Because only witches would dare decorate their property like that, and no one messed with witches.

      I pulled the truck into the front yard just as Bunny was getting out of her prized powder blue Camaro, a bucket of chicken tucked under her arm.

      “Oh look.” I smiled at my sister, dumbly trying to break the tension. “Bunny brought your favorite.”

      Frances shot me a scathing look before swinging open the passenger door and storming across the yard and around the corner of the house. Probably to the woods. To our place by the creek, I imagined. I sighed before sliding out of the vehicle, Bunny’s eyes trained on me. Her hot-pink lips curled into a grin. “I thought that was you behind me. Frances still pissed?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      “Eh. Don’t worry. She’ll come around. Always does.” Bunny tottered toward the porch, the spiked heels of her fuchsia peep-toes sinking into the ground with each step. She held up the bucket of chicken and joked, “Anyway, thought I’d cook for everybody. Why don’t you help me set the table? Your aunts will both be home soon enough.”

      “Sure.” I smiled. I’d met Bunny the same day social services had dropped us off, and often turned to her for advice when I thought gruff Aunt Ruth or old-fashioned Aunt Hattie couldn’t understand. In that moment, faced with Bunny’s lighthearted smile and the sense of ease that seemed to roll off her in waves, I wanted nothing more than to blurt out all my problems: Casey, the kiss, homecoming, even how my attempt at the chin-length bob had been a horrible mushroom-shaped mistake. She must’ve sensed it.

      Her brows arched. “You got something you need to get off your chest?”

      “Uh, well,” I stammered. “I just…”

      Bunny and Ruth were opposites. Aunt Ruth was all sharp angles and lived in Wrangler jeans and flannel shirts. She kept her dark hair cut short, which suited her cheekbones and wide-set brown eyes. Meanwhile, Bunny was infamous around Puddle Creek for her curve-hugging, electric-hued outfits and talon-length nails. Aunt Ruth had a temper, sure, but was also quiet, reserved. The only thing bigger than Bunny’s hair was her personality. And possibly her boobs. The women made no sense on paper, but they were the best example I’d ever had of a healthy relationship. Which is why the words died in my mouth.

      Bunny and Ruth didn’t keep secrets from each other, and the very idea of Bunny later talking over my personal problems with Aunt Ruth—specifically Ruth hearing I’d kissed Casey—made my cheeks burn with embarrassment.

      “No,” I said finally. “I’m good.”

      “You got that thinking look on your face.”

      I scratched a bugbite on my arm, glancing away. “It’s nothing.”

      “If you say so.” Bunny shrugged, and I followed her into the house, the screen door banging shut behind me.

      That thinking look. It’s what she said when she caught me daydreaming.

      I hadn’t been daydreaming this time, but it wasn’t a rare occurrence. My mind often drifted away to scenes of what life could’ve been, if everything had turned out differently. Me and Frances in our own bedrooms, in our old home in Lundinville. Family portraits hanging on the walls, scented candles burning on the counters. Instead of this drafty snake-of-a-house, with its hidden nooks and creaky floors and walls covered in sketches of flowers and bloodthirsty trees. I pictured Frances, Mama, and me sitting down around the table to eat dinner, Wheel of Fortune playing in the background, talking about something boring. I pictured never knowing about the Sight and what that might all mean. It was all so…normal.

      But would I trade the Sight for that dream? If it meant having Mama back, would I give up being able to recognize that gaping thing inside me without being afraid? For opening that door, seeing seeing seeing, and not feeling so alone? The answer always pained me, because it wasn’t so clear cut, and depended on when the question wormed its way through my mind.

      Because I missed my mama every single day. God, I missed her. I’d never been angry at her over Daddy’s death. She must’ve felt so desperate, so alone, to go so far as to take his gun and end his life. It hurt me deeply, the way she refused to allow us to visit or write, and I told myself it was because she wanted to spare us the knowledge of what her life had become. But on the darkest nights, when I lay in bed thinking of her and us and how our life could’ve been, her refusal to see us stung like a fresh abandonment.

      And other times, when I was especially low, I remembered that flash of intuition, the fireworks, the metal in my palm, and I worried that maybe the whole thing was my fault. If I’d refused to go to school, if I’d made Mama understand, then everything would be different.

      And on those nights? Yes. I’d make that trade. I’d give everything back, I’d take the heartache and worry and fear and never knowing myself, just to have Mama and the life that should’ve been ours.

      But other times? Well. I felt guilty even admitting it, but the thing is, the Sight is…invigorating. What once felt like trying to claw my way out of a deep pit now was like a phantom ache in my molars when I thought of something sweet. It was the scent of rain days before a storm blew in. It was plunging beneath waves, knowing that because of my aunts, I had the strength to kick my way back to the surface. It was feeling myself whole and complete.

      I didn’t have Mama, but I had family. My aunts and Bunny loved me and Frances, and I’d been raised to be strong, with none of the delusions of the world being a kind place, at least not for us. And it wasn’t like a normal life was forever out of reach.

      If we followed our plan, Frances and I would both go on to bigger and better things, to the life in my daydreams, outside of Puddle Creek, and maybe one day Mama would be free and could join us.

      But not if Frances doesn’t follow the damn plan. Not if she messes around and gets us both stuck here forever. It was complicated both being proud of my family and wanting so much more for myself.

      I pulled a stack of mismatched plates from a kitchen cabinet and sat them on the table, next to where Bunny had deposited the containers of fried chicken and mashed potatoes.

      “Can I get you to read for me when you have a chance?” Bunny walked to the kitchen sink to wash her hands.

      “Sure,” I said. An open newspaper sat on the kitchen counter. I mindlessly flipped the page. “Everything okay?”

      “Oh, everything’s fine. Just got to do some hiring at the Lickety Split, that’s all. I’m thinking that…”

      My eyes caught on one of the newspaper articles, and Bunny’s voice faded away.

      Archie Baker, beloved husband, grandfather, and great-grandfather, passed away in his sleep in his South Puddle Creek home. He is survived by his wife, Earline Baker…

      The words hit me like a freight train. Front and center, in a black-and-white picture twice as large as the rest, was an old man with a bald head and wire glasses. Next to him the wife I knew well.

      “Shit,” I whispered, scanning the rest of the obituary.

      She’d done it, then. Earline Baker had seen Hattie-May about her pest problem.

      “Milly?” Bunny appeared next to me and bumped my hip with her own. She glanced at the paper in my hands and rolled her eyes. “Oh lord. Hattie-May is reading the obits again. She’s the only person I know that buys a paper just to see who died.”

      I stuffed the newspaper in the trash and thought about what it meant.

      There must be truth to at least some of the rumors.

      I thought of Mama pulling the trigger and the light fading from Daddy’s cruel eyes. I thought of Aunt Ruth and her bones on the fence, pulled from inside animal carcasses and hung like ornaments on a Christmas tree. So many deaths at her hands. And now Hattie-May. Maybe she was helping those women. Maybe the men who meet their end truly were pests—vermin.

      I loved my family. Nothing could change that. But the reality of who they were slid over me. Because I’d been raised knowing I’d inherited a legacy. But maybe that legacy was more than the Sight.

      My mouth went dry, and I grew lightheaded. Because this—this legacy of death—was not one I wanted any part of. Whatever was going on with my sister, she had to get it together, because we had to stick to the plan and get out. We could not become our aunts.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      
      Now

      “It was definitely the boyfriend. What’s his name? Blake Willis? Probably had a fight, he killed her and panicked.”

      The telltale knot in my stomach twisted, and I didn’t know if it was because the table was filled with cops or bad people or both.

      I gritted my teeth into something resembling a smile and topped off each of their mugs. “Your food shouldn’t be too much longer.”

      The cop’s statement was the general consensus around town. Local news outlets had begun plastering the boy’s photo everywhere, listing him as a person of interest. At first I thought there was something vaguely familiar about him, so I’d done a quick Google search, which turned up no reason I’d know his name. I wasn’t surprised, honestly. Lots of people appeared familiar to me. When you work in a pass-through town, you learn everyone has look-alikes and there’s not a unique face on this planet.

      Blake was young, a typical baby-faced college kid. Honestly, kind of cute. Shining big blue eyes. Dark blond hair that would’ve been curly with a little TLC. He didn’t look like a murderer. But didn’t I know better than anyone that looks didn’t mean much?

      Something was definitely going on: the message, my sister sending me the sign, the Sight. But no way this poofy-haired kid with big familiar eyes was a mastermind who’d killed his girlfriend to send some kind of twisted message to me and Frances.

      No way he knew what happened that horrible night. We’d been so careful. Covered our tracks. And Blake would’ve only been a little boy back then.

      It did seem likely that he was the culprit behind Andrea’s murder. It was always the boyfriend. But no matter which way I turned it over in my mind, I could find no connection between this college kid and my past.

      Yet…

      The body. The creek. Our secret message. That impossible name. That long-dormant stirring behind my ribs, warning me…

      I refilled glasses of sweet tea and Diet Coke and water, a smile on my face as my mind reeled.

      Just because it’s always the boyfriend doesn’t mean it’s always the boyfriend...does it? But if not Blake, then who?

      I passed out plates of eggs over easy and smothered hash browns and biscuits and gravy.

      I’m missing something important.

      I brewed another pot of coffee.

      Is it possible these events aren’t related at all?

      “Order up!” Larry called from the hatch. Even though I was closest and caught up with my tables, I made no move to run the plate. The hustle and bustle of the diner moved around me as I stood still, turning an idea over in my head.

      Could all of this truly be some kind of unconnected, horrible coincidence? A case of the worst timing on the planet: a body turning up in a creek in Moss Grove the same time I received a menacing and impossible message miles away?

      I frowned.

      Is it possible I’m making connections that aren’t there? That this was nothing but happenstance and that in some sick way I’d knitted together a diabolical relation so I could reconnect with Frances? I missed my sister. Missed our connection…

      No.

      No. She reached out to me. She did our signal.

      I needed to think.

      The Huddle Hut was packed, and I checked on my tables before pushing through the swinging door into the kitchen. “I’m taking a quick break.”

      “Not a good time.” Larry’s dark brows steepled. “Barb’s having a smoke. She’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      “Deja’s got it covered,” I said, annoyed. I never took breaks. Well, not usually. But I needed to check on something or I would lose my mind, and it was too busy in the restaurant to focus.

      “No. Deja’s brand-new and we’re slammed.”

      “She’s got it covered. I won’t be long. Less than a minute.”

      Before he could answer, I spun on the heels of my sneakers and rushed back through the door and around the side of the building.

      Barb stood near the green dumpster, the unofficial cigarette zone, her chin tilted up as she blew a stream of smoke into the sky. Even with the stink of hot trash wafting from nearby, I couldn’t resist inhaling a deep breath. Barb’s menthols reminded me of a good part of my childhood. Aunt Ruth and Bunny would sit on the front porch nursing sweating glasses of iced tea while Bunny chain-smoked and I eavesdropped.

      “You can’t be out here,” Barb said, but her tone was playful.

      “It’s fine. Deja’s got us covered.”

      “Sure.” Barb snorted, because while we both liked Deja, Larry was right. Deja was new, and a weekend breakfast shift at Huddle Hut was a baptism by fire.

      Barb’s liner-rimmed eyes narrowed on me. She held out a pack of Marlboros.

      “No thanks.” I pulled my phone from my back pocket.

      She shrugged and took another pull. “You’re on the phone a lot today. You got you a boyfriend?”

      “No.” I entered my passcode and tabbed over to my recent apps.

      “Girlfriend?” Barb asked.

      “No. I don’t date.”

      “What?” Barb sounded as if I’d personally insulted her. “A pretty young woman like you? Why the hell not?”

      A flash of russet hair, a dusting of freckles. I shook my head and shrugged. “Dating never ends well for me.”

      I clicked open Instagram, pulling up my recent searches.

      I thumbed to Frances’s profile. I needed to see it once more. How she’d signaled for me.

      Only. “The fuck?”

      Her grid was still pristine. Curated. Exactly the same, except every photo where she flashed our signal was gone. Deleted.

      They’d been there. I hadn’t imagined them. No way.

      There had to be a reason for this. I scrolled deeper into her grid.

      Frances must’ve deleted them. She knew I was looking, but must’ve feared someone else was too. Maybe whoever had sent that message to me…whoever had her freaked out enough to send our signal in the first place…

      Unease prickled the hairs on my neck, and I opened the search engine and once again entered Blake Willis. What was I missing? Before I could scroll through the links, the back door swung open, and one of the dishwashers stuck his head out. “Hey Milly, Larry says you’d better get in here. The hatch is backed up, and he’s about to lose it.”

      Shit. I needed answers, but I also needed my job.

      “Fine. I’m coming,” I said, voice shaky as I slid my phone into my apron pocket.

      I did my best to push past the growing anxiousness, and for the next thirty minutes, I hustled, pouring coffee and dropping off food and entering orders. I smiled at jokes that weren’t funny, flirted with men who turned my stomach, complimented women’s purses and babies, but no matter how busy I was, I failed to shake the dread creeping in.

      It had started as nothing but a flicker of worried recognition but now was undeniable. Like when the sky darkens, but there’s no report of rain, much less a storm. Then you notice the birds flying low, and you wonder how worried you should be.

      I had just set down the coffeepot when the phone rang. A twisting in my stomach. A flutter behind my ribs.

      I reached for the receiver.

      “Diner,” I said, clicking open a pen.

      Only silence on the line. I scratched my ear, then repeated, “Diner. What can I get you?”

      A deep laugh sounded, forced and male, breathy enough to trick my ear into feeling wet. I lowered my voice, my heart pounding. My stomach twisting ever sharper.

      “Who is this?”

      A beat passed. “Oh. You don’t know who this is?”

      “No, I don’t. Stop screwing around. It’s not funny.”

      More laughter, gravelly. The pitch somewhat off, like the caller was trying to disguise their voice.

      I inhaled, ignoring the tremble in my hands, ignoring how that place inside me had perked up and was paying attention. Calm the hell down, I mentally ordered. Prank calls happen all the time.

      I was about to hang up when the voice said, “I think it’s quite funny, Millicent Waters.”

      Millicent. No one here in Persimmon Key knew me as Millicent. The name had only ever been dragged out by the aunts when I was in trouble or by the occasional schoolteacher. I’d left the name behind in Tennessee.

      Around me, the noise of the breakfast rush faded. I leaned against the counter, and when I spoke, anxiety strangled my words. “Tell me who you are.”

      “You know who I am,” the voice said. “And I know what you did. What you both did.”

      Later, I’d think I should’ve kept him on the line. Figured out who he was. The caller ID said Blocked Caller, but there had to be a way to learn who was on the other end. But in that moment I panicked and slammed the phone down. My ears roared with the sound of my blood. Of my heart and lungs pumping, thrwmp thrwm thrwmp.

      The name from yesterday, the one scribbled on a message pad. I could see it again, scrawled in Larry’s handwriting. The curve of the S. The way the e hooked, sharp and spiky. Like the edge of a scythe.

      Shane.

      But that was impossible.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and I flinched.

      “You okay?” Barb asked. “You’re shaking.”

      “Yeah.” I sniffed, her menthol scent grounding me. With forced cheer, I added, “I’m fine. Just another stupid prank call, that’s all.”

      I turned away, blinking back tears. Falling apart wouldn’t do me any good. I needed to figure this out. Figure it out and stop it. Because it was now clear that whoever was behind these calls knew secrets I’d buried a long time ago, back in Puddle Creek. The kind of secrets that I could never let come out. And if they were connected to the body found in the Moss Grove creek, they were also dangerous.

      I grabbed the coffeepot from the warmer and took it to a table in my section. The police officers were the last people I wanted to talk to but possibly the only ones who could give me any new information.

      They were still discussing the death of the university student. No surprise there. Cops loved talking about dead girls and what they’d do to find them, how they’d have the case solved by now. I refilled their mugs and asked if they needed anything.

      “Only the check, darlin’.” The balding cop smiled beneath his mustache, then turned back to the others.

      I drummed up courage and waited for a break in the conversation, then asked as nonchalantly as I could manage, “Everyone’s saying it’s the boyfriend, but how can you be sure?” I offered a saccharine smile. “I guess what I don’t get is, why Moss Grove? Seems out of the way from their school.”

      “It’s always the boyfriend. And as for Moss Grove… Who knows?” The balding cop gave a small shrug. “Usually these places are chosen for a reason. They always mean something, but we can only guess at what.” He raised his bushy brows at another cop at the table, as if confirming the fact. “But I can tell you one thing: Getting evidence is going to be a whole hell of a problem. That creek is low ground, and it looks like it floods. Probably washes everything away. This kid might have known what he was doing.”

      The other cop rolled her dark eyes. “Here we go again. He didn’t know what he was doing, or he wouldn’t have dumped her so out in the open…”

      The two continued to bicker as I walked away, while those words—always mean something—stuck in my mind. It reminded me of one of the rules of Sight. Everything means something… Not everything means something to me…

      The Sight had gone quiet on my future when I left Puddle Creek. No matter how often I poured and steeped and drank, it only showed me Frances. But looking into Frances’s leaves, it hinted at something coming. That my sister needed me.

      And now all of this felt like fate demanding my attention. Pointing me toward the past I’d run so hard from.

      But why?

      And why now? The phone calls, the body, my sister: It was a web, connected—it must be connected!—and if I wasn’t careful I’d get tangled up. Hell. I already was.

      As I walked back from printing out the cops’ check, I realized…the college students…the boyfriend. I knew who he looked like. It was a stretch but not impossible. The photos blasted across social media and in the newspaper, the missing persons posters everywhere… those eyes that had always stood out. The damn phone call saying I knew who it was. Saying the name of the one person it could never be.

      Oh, fuck.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 8

      
      Then

      The surprise would be ruined if Frances didn’t get the hell out here soon. It had been over forty minutes since the last bell rang and a good fifteen, at least, since the last student straggled out.

      What was taking her so long? Arms aching, I shifted my weight to my other foot. It was fine. It would be worth it, in the end.

      After last night, I’d decided enough was enough. It was up to me to fix things between us. She didn’t inherit Ruth’s sharp tongue, but Frances was as stubborn as our aunt. There was no reasoning with her when she was angry.

      I figured a few days would cool things off, she’d come to her senses, then off to her fancy school she’d go, with me following after graduation. We’d settle into our shiny new roles in our shiny new lives, destined to become the shiny new women I knew we were meant to be.

      But last night had been a wake-up call, a slap in the face. The faint snores drifting up from her bed after I’d climbed into my bunk had initially put me at ease. We couldn’t be that out of whack if she was so unbothered.

      I’d let myself believe this was no different from any other dumb fight. Like when I’d forgotten to pick her up from the library, and she’d been stranded once it closed. She’d froze me out for a week after, but now we laughed about it.

      That’s where I’d thought we were now, in the freeze before the thaw. I’d lain in bed, imagining the heart-to-heart we’d finally have the next morning.

      Until I jolted awake hours later—wake up she’s gone she’s gone—aware that something was off. I whispered, “Sister?” She didn’t answer.

      I’d slid from my bunk to check first her bed. Empty. Then I tiptoed through our silent house. She was nowhere to be found. Not in the bathroom. Nor the kitchen. Not outside on the porch. My rule-loving sister had snuck out, and even now I had no idea where she’d gone. Only those words Frances had yelled at me over the dinner table had kept me from waking up Ruth.

      You should work harder on your own life and quit trying to control mine.

      It was idiotic that Frances was even considering not going to the Tennessee Math & Science School, but I should have approached the situation differently. Kinder. With patience. I was her big sister, after all. Her protector. Truth was, over the past year, I could feel her pulling away from me, but the thought of losing her now, when we were so close to the life we’d always dreamed of? That couldn’t happen. I couldn’t let it.

      I’d crawled back into bed and stared at the dark ceiling until she’d returned, hours later. The words had been right there on the tip of my tongue, ready to confront her, but I swallowed them.

      Frances thought I was overbearing. Lashing out would only push her further away. She’d wanted space and had probably snuck out to the greenhouse or to the creek. Hadn’t I often done the same thing?

      I understood the need to escape, it was just…the thought of her needing to escape me? Well, that broke something inside.

      But I would fix us. No matter what.

      Now, I stood in the bed of the Rust Bucket holding a new lavender bedspread over my head like some idiot in an old rom-com, gripping an ancient boombox, all so it would be the first thing Frances saw when she pushed through the school doors.

      The idea of the perfect peace offering had come to me in first period, so I’d snuck away at lunch and bought it. It cost most of my homecoming dress money, but if it brought my sister back to me and helped me convince her that nothing was as important as our future together, it would be completely worth it.

      If only she wasn’t over forty minutes late.

      Ow! A cramp bit down between my shoulder blades. Enough was enough. I balled up the comforter and shoved it through the back window of my truck, careful not to get it dirty, before hopping down from the Rust Bucket. Sometimes Frances lost track of time chatting with teachers, and this wouldn’t be the first time I’d hunted her down so we could leave.

      Though, she’d never kept me waiting this long before.

      Probably because of our fight.

      I pushed through the double doors into the hallway. Puddle Creek High was almost eerie in its emptiness, as I jogged toward the mathletes room, peeking in each classroom door’s window as I passed. No Frances.

      Worry crept in. The bullies who’d plagued me throughout junior high and early high school hadn’t been an issue in years. But what if a fresh crop of assholes had zeroed in on my sister? And with us fighting, maybe she was struggling to handle it herself.

      But if that were happening, wouldn’t she want to move away?

      I frowned, my steps keeping pace as my heart picked up.

      And then it reared. That intuition that something was wrong. The place inside me unfurling.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry, the whisper inside urged.

      The bang of a shutting door echoed, and my rubber soles squeaked as I picked up the pace toward the sound.

      The senior wing. Why would Frances even be here? I kept pushing around the corner and down another hallway, peering into each classroom.

      I found her in the last one.

      What’s she doing in Mr. Fortenberry’s class?

      What a stupid thought. It was obvious what she was doing, yet the scene playing out through the sliver of window did not compute.

      She looked the same as she did every day; her blond hair slipping from the ponytail, her favorite baggy T-shirt—the one that read WITHOUT GEOMETRY, LIFE IS POINTLESS! across the chest—hanging to the middle of her thighs, her pale cheeks flushed.

      It was all so normal.

      Except for one thing.

      My stomach twisted harder than it ever had.

      No.

      Her toothpick arms were around my English teacher’s neck, as his grown-man lips found hers. It was only a peck, but the familiarity between them, the lingering look and trailing fingers, said this wasn’t their first kiss. And even if it was? It still wasn’t okay.

      The aching pressure behind my ribs grew until it felt alive, like something with tentacles trying to burst free. I worked for each breath.

      My sister…my little sister. My baby bird. This couldn’t happen.

      I ducked away from the door, pressing my back against the wall.

      What should I do?

      Burst in there? Scream? Tell Mr. Fortenberry to back the fuck off?

      Vice Principal Williams! I’d seen him earlier in the parking lot. Maybe he was still there.

      No, I remembered. No, he drove off in his hatchback.

      Besides. There was something I understood without needing to be told. Something I knew as if it were carved in my bones.

      Without proof, anything I said wouldn’t stand a chance against the word of Puddle Creek High’s favorite teacher.

      He was handsome and charming and coached girl’s JV softball and was the teacher in charge of the Shakespeare Club. And though I had great grades and had never been in any real trouble since fighting in middle school, I was a Robbins woman. A loner with a bad reputation. My mama was in prison for murder. The gossip surrounding my family was never-ending. For fuck’s sake, my nickname was Witchy Milly.

      And Frances? She was a shy sophomore, smaller and a full year younger than all her classmates, since she’d skipped third grade. People would crucify her if word got out.

      Oh God. She could lose her place at the Tennessee Math & Science School.

      A scandal could—no, would—ruin everything. Even if it was unequivocally not her fault.

      I peeked back through the window. Mr. Fortenberry cupped Frances’s cheek, their foreheads pressed together. She looked so young.

      She was so young.

      Bile burned the back of my throat. I turned and sprinted.

      I rounded the corner, screeching to a stop to bend over a trash can. When there was nothing left in my stomach, I spit and wiped my mouth, then sucked in deep breaths, trying to stave off the impending panic attack. Emotions welled until the physical ache was almost too much. It felt like that place inside of me—the internal door, the pit—trying to rattle open and pour out. I sucked in another shaky breath and leaned against the wall, determined not to cry. Not to lose authority over myself. Control control control.

      I had to think.

      If we told, I knew exactly how things would go.

      My own mama had tried to leave her abuser, and there was no help to be found. When she’d taken matters into her own hands, they had locked her away.

      Because society doesn’t care about women.

      Especially not teen girls.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      
      Now

      My car never felt more claustrophobic as I struggled to breathe, parked on the roadside and tapping open my phone’s web browser. The remainder of my shift had passed in a blur of panic, of second-guessing my sanity, of my intuition pinging with some unnamed horror, until finally Larry, with a swat of his towel against the countertop, ordered me to go home and get it together.

      Usually this would piss me off. Leaving early was for people with savings accounts, but what I was dealing with was more important than money.

      I didn’t even make it around the corner before I pulled over, desperate to know if my hunch was right.

      My search from earlier—Blake Willis—pulled up and I clicked on the first story, a recent news article updated since my last search, the night I read Frances’s leaves.

      
        University of South Alabama softball player Andrea Conway, who was reported missing earlier this month, has been confirmed dead. Her body was discovered in the Northern Alabama hamlet of Moss Grove. Sources say she was traveling with boyfriend Blake Willis, who is still missing and is named as a person of interest. Anyone with news of Blake Willis’s whereabouts is encouraged to…

      

      Nothing new here.

      My hunch felt impossible—another grasp at connection…yet those eyes. So much time had passed since I’d last seen them. And even then, I’d not paid much attention. Only remembering because they were so blue and so bright. Lashes so thick on a little kid.

      I almost wished I was wrong, and a big part of me thought I probably was.

      I clicked back to the search results and scrolled through the links, mind swimming. It’s probably nothing. Just panic connecting the dots. Not memory or logic. No way. No freaking way.

      Most links were the same news story regurgitated—Blake’s picture, his name, USA student, boyfriend, possible person of interest. I scanned each one, feeling like maybe I was indeed losing it.

      I clicked an older article. My heart sank.

      The report still referred to Andrea and Blake as missing, with no mention of Andrea’s body or of Blake being a suspect. The students’ parents made statements, begging for information.

      Blake’s father wasn’t mentioned, but there was a photo of his mother standing behind a press conference podium, hands pleading. There was a stutter in my chest, because I’d seen this woman before.

      Like her son, she was familiar, though less changed than Blake since I’d last seen them both ten years ago, when she’d attend high school football games with her husband. No, no, no, no.

      The photo was captioned with a name. Allison Willis Fortenberry.

      The wife of Shane Fortenberry. My English teacher.

      Blake Willis was Mr. Fortenberry’s stepson. That was why he looked familiar. He’d been at plenty of school events, plenty of ball games, back in Puddle Creek, following his stepdad around. Talking to the older kids. His face had changed so much in ten years, but those bright eyes still shone like beacons, same as they had when Puddle Creek High girls fussed over him to win favor with his beloved stepdad.

      I spiraled, hands trembling.

      Does Blake know what we did? Is he baiting us, burying his girlfriend near a creek? Near my sister? Is he the one calling me at the Huddle Hut? Taunting me. Teasing me.

      Then, a punch in my gut. Is Frances in danger?

      Is he coming for her next?

      Could my sister somehow feel him getting closer? Was that why she’d given our signal?

      Because she had given our signal, dammit. It didn’t matter that the photos had been deleted from Instagram. I know what I saw.

      My mind felt fried, unhinged. Forging theories faster than I could make sense of them.

      I needed to see Frances. Now. My baby bird was always the smartest in the room. Always able to connect dots and set her emotions aside to solve a problem.

      Yes, I needed to make sure she was okay, to be there for her, but the truth was I needed her help in figuring this out.

      She’d blocked my number years ago, and I couldn’t risk her ignoring a social media DM. The only option was to go to her. Now.

      Though she’d never given it to me, I knew my sister’s address by heart. It wasn’t hard to find. She was married to an Alabama Anderson, after all.

      I’d spent countless hours on Google Earth, zooming in on her house and property. Imagining walking down her long driveway, having coffee on her front porch as we reminisced about old times.

      Now I’d see it all in person. The thought made me dizzy.

      I punched the address into my maps app.

      With the windows down, the wind whipping stray hairs from my ponytail, I merged onto the causeway, blasting the radio as loud as it would go. It was no use. Even Stevie Nicks couldn’t distract me from the urgent warning in my chest. Go go go.

      Eventually, the salt air gave way to the scent of pine, and that place behind my ribs, inside the internal door, still thrummed and thrashed and yelled for me to hurry. It had been yelling a lot, after years of silence.

      I pressed harder on the gas, my old Malibu whining with effort as I rolled through small cities, then it was highways and backroads through one tiny town after another. At some point, hours later, the sun dipped low, and the burning pink and orange sky melted into a bruising purple.

      Moss Grove really was out of the way but just as nice as it appeared online. Definitely not the kind of place you stumbled into accidentally. The cops from the diner were right. That girl’s body—Andrea, her name was Andrea—could not have been dumped here randomly.

      I slowed, gaping at the gorgeous houses in the dimming light. I’d always known my sister and I lived different lives, but seeing it in person made it real in a way a photo never could.

      What am I doing here? It hit me how I looked in my stained work tee and denim shorts. I didn’t smell much better, like sausage grease with a whiff of Barb’s cigarette. Charging off without a plan was a mistake. I looked crazy. Hell. Driving hours on a panicked whim? Maybe I was crazy.

      Yes, I needed to see my sister. Needed to make sure she was okay. Needed the help of her big brain to figure out what was going on. But I likely had one shot to get through to her.

      I should go home. Make a plan.

      I’d have whipped a U-turn, but there was no shoulder along the winding road, so I kept going, telling myself I’d pull into the next gas station and fill up my car and my coffee cup before heading back to Persimmon Key.

      But then I crossed over a small bridge.

      It was the sandy banks that hugged each side of the water that changed my mind. Was this where they found her?

      So close to where my baby bird lived, where she started a new life?

      As if on cue, the app dinged, announcing my next turn, and then my destination would be ahead on the right. Less than ten minutes away.

      The body. Her town. The signal. Our secret. A warning.

      Blake.

      The hole in my muffler coughed as I accelerated. Frances needed me. We needed each other.

      And there was nothing I wouldn’t do to keep us safe.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      
      Then

      The sound of a closing door bounced against the concrete walls of the hallway, followed by whisper-light footsteps.

      Sister.

      One more breath, in and out, then I steeled my spine and opened my eyes.

      Frances walked past and I shot out my hand, clamping onto her arm.

      She yelped.

      “Shh.” The sound hissed out as I pulled her around the corner, dragging her down another hallway.

      “Milly?” she squeaked. “What are you doing?”

      Frances twisted her arm back and forth, attempting to break free, but my fingers dug in. I didn’t let go until we were safely inside the girls’ bathroom.

      “Milly? What the hell?”

      I ignored her as I checked each stall.

      All empty.

      “What…” Frances’s fingers twitched at her side. “What are you doing?”

      The chilly tone she’d adopted since our fight at the dinner table melted away at the look on my face.

      “What am I doing?” I stepped close, inches from her. “I should ask you that.”

      Realization flashed across her face and her eyes narrowed to slits. “Did you read my leaves? You know what Ruth said and—”

      “No.” I held up a hand. “I didn’t read your leaves. I saw you through the damn window in Mr. Fortenberry’s door. Anyone could’ve seen you.” My hands flailed. My heart thudded faster. Harder. “You want to threaten me with what Ruth said about breaking the Sighted rules? Well, sister, what do you think she would say about this? For fuck’s sake. I thought you’re supposed to be the smart one. The genius. How could you do something so stupid?”

      “That’s the second time you’ve called me stupid.” Tears glistened in her eyes, hitting me in the heart like arrows. Frances never cried. “And yeah. Right. Genius,” she said in a mocking tone. “You mean freak.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, I thought you knew?” She glared. “That’s what everyone calls me. Not to my face—oh no. Nobody would risk pissing off my guard dog.” Her voice cracked. “I even tried, you know. I tried to be like everybody else and to hang out with other kids. To not fall for him. Shane wanted me to try—”

      “Shane? You mean Mr. Fortenberry? Our teacher?”

      Frances shook her head, her ponytail whipping across her face. “You don’t understand. I even went out with this boy, Nathan Clark, like he said I should. You know what happened? After I let Nathan kiss me, the next day in homeroom, the prick laughed and told everyone it had been a dare. Take out one of the freak Robbins girls and his brother would buy him a case of beer.” Her tears fell freely now.

      “Frances.” I held my hands out in defeat. “I knew you were having some problems this year, but I didn’t know it was so bad… I … You never did the signal.” The excuse was weak. It had been years since she’d used it, which I’d taken to mean that it had been years since she’d needed it.

      “The signal?” Frances blew out a breath and buried her face in her palms. “Oh my God, Milly. You don’t get it.”

      I watched my sister, her jaw set in defiance, a pleading look in her eyes, and everything began snapping into place all at once. This…this thing with our teacher had been happening for a while.

      The way she’d been distant. Her sudden change of opinion about the Math & Science school. If it had been a boy? Fine. I’d have been annoyed but could’ve at least understood. But this? Mr. Fortenberry?

      She was going to throw her entire life away because of him.

      I took a breath.

      “I’m sorry you’re having trouble, I really am. And I’ll help you figure it out, I promise. But Frances, you can’t do this. Whatever he said to you, however it started, it doesn’t matter. He’s a teacher. He’s old.”

      “He’s not. He’s only thirty and—”

      “Jesus. You’re fifteen.”

      “Can you at least try to understand?” She wiped at her eyes and sniffed. “He’s the only person who gets me. He sees me, really sees me. Not as some weirdo math girl. Not as something he needs to protect. But as a person.” She paused, her pale cheeks blotchy and red. “I…I don’t have anything. Let me have this.”

      The plea stung. Because what was I if not someone who got Frances? And how could she say she didn’t have anything when she was beautiful and brilliant without even trying?

      My gaze narrowed. “Let you have this? Are you kidding? You don’t have this. You don’t have him. You understand that? You don’t. He has you. You’re the one who should try to understand.” I grabbed her hands. “You know he’s married, right? I’ve seen his wife.”

      Frances shook her head. “He doesn’t love her.”

      “What about his son?”

      “You mean stepson.”

      “Frances,” I pressed. “We can get you out of this. We have to tell someone. The aunts will know what to do. They’ll help us fix this and—”

      “No,” Frances almost yelled. Then, quieter. “No. Please. You can’t tell anyone. I won’t ruin his life. All he’s done is love me.”

      My mouth gaped open, my hands falling to my side at the word. Love. I stared at her for a hard moment.

      She reached for me.

      “Milly. Please. If this gets out, it’ll be exactly like Shane said. No one will understand. He’ll get in trouble, but also—” Her voice cracked. “Also everyone will talk about me even worse than they already do.”

      My heart broke open, because I knew what she meant. It had been my original concern too.

      I squeezed my eyes closed, a hissing breath escaping between my teeth.

      She was right. Of course I couldn’t tell. If this got out, Frances would suffer the most. All she’d ever be was the girl who got caught with a teacher. The echo of the scandal would follow her forever.

      Her scholarship to the gifted school would disappear.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      But neither could I let things continue. Even if Frances couldn’t see it was wrong.

      “Fine,” I croaked. “I won’t tell.”

      “Thank you, I promise—”

      I held up my hand. “Under one condition. You end it. This isn’t happening anymore. You understand? You tell him that if he doesn’t leave you alone, I’m going to make sure everyone knows he’s a disgusting pervert.”

      “He’s not. He’s—”

      “Frances. I mean it. You tell him that tomorrow. Do it, or I’ll take matters into my own hands. I’m not playing around.”

      Frances sniffed and wiped her tears on the back of her arm. “Fine.”

      “Fine,” I echoed.

      My sister stormed out of the bathroom.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      
      Now

      It was dark when I pulled up to the driveway, the sky an inkblot with no stars.

      There was no gate. No intercom with a button for me to press and beg to be let inside. In Moss Grove, why would there be? Out here, there’s no one for rich people to hide away from.

      The long driveway looped through a canopy of oak trees before opening up to a circular drive in front of a white brick farmhouse with a sprawling porch. In the glowing porchlight, I took in the oversized ferns hanging in evenly spaced rows, while flowers bloomed in ornate planters.

      Even at night, it was easy to tell my sister’s home was magazine ready. A part of me had hoped that wouldn’t be the case. That maybe in person, I’d see wear and tear. Hidden patches of moss growing in the crevices or weeds sprouting between the blooms. Something to indicate that maybe her life wasn’t quite so perfect without me in it. Should’ve known better.

      I shifted to park and cut my engine.

      I walked up the front steps onto the porch, my shoulders held straight. The call of crickets serenaded me as I stood in front of the door, wiping my damp palms on my shorts.

      Now or never.

      I rang the bell.

      On the other side of the front door, over the bell’s melodic chime, something scraped across the floor. There was a thump followed by the sound of footsteps. No one answered.

      The urge to run bubbled up, followed by a whisper of insecurities. You’re not good enough. Look at her nice house. She doesn’t need you. She cut you from her life like the cancer you are. You always bring destruction. Always ruin everything…

      I clenched my jaw, ignoring the poisonous thoughts. My sister did need me. She needed me more than ever.

      I knocked, followed by one final ring.

      The door swung open to Mama’s ghost.

      Only Mama wasn’t dead, and I’d never believed in spirits.

      Jesus. I blinked. Through the years, I’d spent hours memorizing my sister’s face, but the photos didn’t do her justice.

      Here she was, in the flesh, with her hair twisted into a topknot and face scrubbed clean, her lips unlined and her eyelashes blond and fluttery. She looked exactly like Mama from my memories.

      “Milly.” Frances’s eyes widened, and the smile on her face suddenly appeared as awkward as mine felt. She glanced over her shoulder before stepping outside and pulling the door closed behind her. Her voice was tight. “What a surprise. Um.” She looked me over from head to toe. “What are you doing here?”

      My brow furrowed, taking in every detail of her. I hadn’t noticed immediately, but scarlet droplets flecked her forehead like red freckles, almost hidden by her hairline.

      “You’re bleeding,” I blurted, and without thinking, reached toward her.

      Frances recoiled. She wiped her forehead with the sleeve of her Auburn University sweatshirt. “What?” She rolled her eyes. “No, that’s paint. Why on earth would you think… You know what? Never mind. Answer my question, please. What are you doing here?”

      My hand dropped to my side. “What am I doing here?” I repeated like an idiot. Jesus. I shouldn’t be nervous. I knew that. This was my sister. Yet my heart pounded.

      Once upon a time, we were girls who would’ve thrown their arms around each other. I could describe how the top of her head smelled when she was six, or imitate the soft snoring that had drifted up to my bunk our entire childhood. I knew she hated fish but loved shrimp, and though she was a math genius, she hadn’t memorized her multiplication tables until high school but got away with it because she could add numbers lightning fast. Yet this version of my sister, with her accentless way of speaking and perfect posture, was a stranger.

      She’s still my Frances. Strip all of this away, and she’s my baby bird. Nothing can change that. “I’m here because...” I paused, inhaled a breath. “I’m here because I’m worried about you.”

      “Worried?” The corners of her mouth twitched, and she shifted her weight from one slippered foot to the other. “You are worried about me? I really wish you’d called first. Now isn’t a good time. A terrible time, actually.” She again glanced over her shoulder, at the front door.

      “You blocked my number.”

      “Oh, right.” She pressed her lips together. “Well. It’s not like you gave me a choice, sister.” Her words were even and emotionless, and somehow this made them sting even more. “You can’t do that. You can’t just call someone over and over.”

      Heavy footsteps clomped inside the house, and Frances ushered us farther away from the door.

      “Is that Burt?” I asked.

      I’d never liked Burt. Scrolling through his photos, I’d understood exactly who he was—the kind of man who’d never been forced to do without a day in his life.

      Maybe it wasn’t fair to make such a judgment based on a douchey haircut, last name, and shoes that cost more than six months of my rent, but that didn’t mean my assessment was wrong.

      But that sprinkle of blood on her hairline—because I didn’t for a minute believe it was paint—and the twitchy look on her face as she shooed me farther from the door, a look I’d seen more than a few times on Mama’s face…

      If Burt is hurting her…

      My brain leapt, and I couldn’t take it back. I’d been so focused on our past, I hadn’t considered that maybe there was another reason she’d flash the signal, more like our mama than I’d even realized.

      “Frances. Is Burt… Are you okay? You can leave…with me. Right now.”

      “Leave with you?” Her mouth dropped open, aghast. “What the hell are you talking about? Why would I leave with you?”

      “I…I mean—” I stammered. “If you need help.”

      She shook her head as she leaned in, then spoke with authority. “Look, you shouldn’t have come here. I don’t know what this is about, but Milly… We don’t know each other. Not anymore. I’m completely happy in my life, but if I were in some kind of trouble—which I’m definitely not—it’s absurd you’d think you could help me. You cut me out of your life first, remember? You don’t get to decide to show up again.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I said. “I had to leave. It was for your own good—”

      “For my own good? Really? It’s not up to you to decide what’s good for me. Milly, how many times have I told you that? You’re a wreck. You’ve been a wreck.” She gestured to me. “This entire conversation is… It’s wild. You show up, literally out of nowhere, and ask me if I want to leave with you?”

      A bump sounded from inside. Frances startled and took a step back, toward the door. “Just go. Okay?”

      Before she could leave, I reached out and grabbed her shoulder. “I drove hours to see you.”

      She looked at my hand, then at me, her gaze narrowed. “Do you…” She lowered her voice. “Do you need money or something?”

      My cheeks flushed.

      “No. I don’t need money. Christ, Frances.” Anger rose in my chest. “You know why I’m here? I saw you. On TV I saw your hand signal.”

      “What are you talking about? What hand signal?”

      My palms splayed desperately in front of me. “Don’t you dare pretend like you don’t remember. The one we—”

      “Stop.” She cut me off. “Just stop, okay? Burt’s family is on television all the time. Do you really think I’d what? Flash a secret signal from childhood? Listen to yourself.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, the ruddy color rising in her cheeks clashing with the orange of her sweatshirt.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but I know what I saw. And…and you know the girl they found? The college student? Do you know who her boyfriend is? He’s Shane’s stepson! Remember his kid with the bright eyes? He was always around at—”

      Frances held up a hand for me to stop talking. “Hush, Milly. We aren’t talking about that here.”

      That’s when the sleeve of her sweatshirt slid up her arm. It was only the slightest moment, but it was enough. Finger-sized bruises circled her wrists. I stared.

      “Sister.” It was all I could say as I grabbed for her hand, determined to push up her sleeve. She stepped away quickly, but it was clear she understood what I saw.

      Her brow furrowed and something flickered over her expression. Was it fear? Frances shook her head.

      “Don’t touch me.” She gestured for me to keep back, careful to keep her arm concealed. “I don’t know what story you’re inventing in your head right now, but you need to leave.”

      My panic rose, the words desperate to get out as she stepped closer to the door, threatening to shut me out for good. “I know you’re not okay! I know you’re afraid. I saw the signal, and I read your leaves, Frances! Just like you wanted me to!”

      She stilled.

      “Like I wanted you to?” Her voice was seething. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you fucking dare.”

      I flinched as she clenched her fists, betrayal written across her face.

      “Stay out of my life, Milly. You hear me? I don’t want you at my home or in my fate.” She stepped closer, her nostrils flared. “You have no right.”

      I glanced again at her wrist, still covered. “Frances…”

      We stared at each other for an eternity. I worried she’d stomp into her house and that would be the final end of us. “Don’t you think it’s strange that the girl who was killed was buried right by you? And that she was dating Shane Fortenberry’s son?”

      “A girl is dead, and you’re making it about us?” Frances turned away. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I think it is about us.”

      “It’s not. How could it be? What happened—what we did—you have to move past it.”

      “But—”

      “Listen.” She lowered her voice. “You ran away and disappeared, but I’ve kept an eye on things.”

      She touched my arm lightly, looking into my eyes. It was a simple gesture, but in that moment, we were us again.

      “You did?” I whispered.

      “Yeah. I don’t know… I guess partly to cover our asses, but also, maybe part of me felt guilty.” She shrugged. “Allison—Shane’s wife—has family in the next town over. After Shane went missing, she took her son and moved back there. And Blake, Shane’s stepson?” My sister pressed her lips together and shifted her weight. “He never… He hasn’t been okay for a while. He’s been troubled, so I’m not surprised something like this happened.”

      “But what about—”

      “But nothing.” She cut me off, and any hint at tenderness I’d felt from her hardened in an instant. “God, I forgot how exhausting you can be.”

      This time, as she walked away, I knew she meant it. She called over her shoulder,  “You’ve clearly lost it. Don’t come here again.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 12

      
      Then

      I didn’t think of calling Casey. I just kind of did it. Autopilot, I guess, from years of him being the person I took everything too.

      If I hadn’t been in that miserable fugue state, if I’d had even an ounce of forethought, I’d have remembered the moths in my chest and that topsy-turvy sloshing in my stomach or that teeth-knocking kiss and falling cans of tomato soup.

      But I didn’t think. I only dialed, punching the number into Hattie-May’s relic of a house phone, wanting nothing more than the boy I used to boss around in my backyard.

      I’d promised Frances I wouldn’t tell the aunts or anyone else her secret, as long as she ended things with Mr. Fortenberry. And I always kept my promises.

      My lips were sealed. I wasn’t going to confide in Casey, I just wanted—no, needed—a moment to sink away into something good, something easy. For most of my life, Casey had been just that.

      “Hey,” I said when he picked up on the first ring.

      “Milly.” A slight hitch, then, “Is everything okay?”

      Shit. He’d always read me like a book, but how could he know from one word that I was miserable?

      I twisted the phone’s spiral cord around my wrist as I assured him I was fine. Great. Perfect, even. It didn’t matter if he believed me or not, as long as he agreed to meet me at our spot an hour before curfew. I breathed easier when he said okay.

      I sat on a sandy patch of earth yards away from the creek, my knees pulled into my chest, staring toward the sound of trickling water, when the crunch of boots on leaves told me he was near.

      “Hey,” I said, without turning around.

      “Hay’s for horses.”

      I groaned, rolling my eyes as I shifted to face him. There was a click. A burst of light.

      “Dammit.” Spots danced in my vision. “You and that damned camera.”

      “Couldn’t help it.” There was a grin in his voice. “You looked so thoughtful.”

      “How would you know how I looked? It’s pitch dark out here.”

      “I just knew.”

      I tried to think of something witty to say, but all that came to me was, “Yeah. Well.”

      There was another click, and I stuck up my middle finger just as the flash went off.

      “Are you done now?” I tried to sound the way I used to sound when we bantered, but my words held too much bite, overcompensating for the butterflies in my stomach.

      “I think so,” he said. There was a rustle of fabric as he shoved the camera into the pocket of his baggy army surplus coat.

      I turned back to the sound of the creek, hoping he’d sit next to me, maybe we could prop against each other the way we used to.

      “Come on.” Casey nudged my back with his leg. “Get up.”

      “I don’t wanna.”

      “Too bad. I didn’t drive over here to watch you sit and mope.” Another rustle of fabric, then a small beam of light sliced through the darkness.

      Of course he’d have a flashlight. Casey should’ve been a Boy Scout. He was always prepared.

      “Let’s go.” He walked past me, through the trees.

      “Fine.” I pushed to my feet and followed him through the brush, to the edge of the shallow creek.

      “Remember when we used to skip rocks?” He bent and picked up a stone.

      “Yeah.” I remembered when I skipped stones and Casey threw rocks at the water, never quite able to get the hang of it. I kept this to myself.

      He reared back and sent the stone flying. It landed with a splunk, sinking immediately. Guess some things never changed. “So.” He shined the flashlight over the creek bank. “You going to tell me what’s got you upset, or…?”

      Light glinted off the perfect skipping stone. It was thin and flat, wide but not too heavy. I picked it up.

      “Nothing. I told you I’m fine.” I cocked my arm and sent my rock sailing. Casey pointed the flashlight, and we watched as my stone arced over the water before skittering across the surface and finally disappearing.

      “Still got it,” he said, and I smiled. For a moment, my life wasn’t falling apart.

      We silently tossed a few more, mine skittering gracefully, his plopping. “Milly, come on. I know you. Talk to me.”

      “It’s nothing. Just stupid family drama.”

      “You mentioned that the other day, about Frances. What’s going on?”

      I frowned.

      “It’s just…” Maybe it was okay to tell him part of it without breaking my promise. Wouldn’t it feel good to get at least some of it off my chest, like letting air out of a balloon before it burst? “Frances said she might not go to the Tennessee Math & Science School.”

      “What?” His arm fell to the side, taking the light with it. “What do you mean? She’s gotta go. It’s all she’s talked about for years.”

      “That’s what I said. But she won’t listen.”

      He swept the light across the ground as he spoke. “I wouldn’t worry. You know what an introvert she is. It’s probably nerves.” Casey stopped, suddenly. He bent his knees, squatting to the ground. “What the hell?”

      I watched as he stood, the flashlight tucked under his arm, something cradled in his hands. “Take the light,” he said. “Shine it over here so I can get a better look.”

      I did as he asked and before I knew it, he was holding up a baby turtle. It was no bigger than the first stone I’d skipped, and it was tangled in fishing line, trapped in a knot of sticks and leaves. The little creature’s eyes stared blankly, and for a horrified second I worried it was dead, relieved when its front legs twitched.

      “Poor thing.” Casey pulled a pocketknife from his coat, the same knife he’d pilfered from his dad years ago and used to carve our initials into the climbing tree. I held the light as he carefully cut away the fishing line, then sat the tiny turtle on the ground. Silent minutes stretched out as we watched the little turtle, unmoving near the water’s edge, each of us letting out a deep breath when it finally scurried away.

      Casey looked at me. I could feel it. His stare always had weight to it.

      “What?” I faced him.

      “You’re beautiful when you smile like that, you know,” he said, dipping his chin.

      Am I smiling? Yes, grinning like an idiot. Over a turtle. But I couldn’t help it. “Casey—”

      I wondered if he felt it then, the way the air grew heavy and charged.

      “Yeah?”

      My heart thumped. I opened my mouth, unsure what to say, but wanting to say so much.

      “Shut up.” I flinched at my own voice, shaking me out of the warm daze.

      “Huh?”

      “Um. Nothing. It’s past curfew.” I turned away from him, toward the path, thankful for the darkness because I could feel my cheeks flaming. “I gotta go.”

      It was a bullshit excuse, and we both knew it. I was nearly eighteen, and the aunts didn’t care if I stayed out a little late. Especially not with Casey and especially not on our own property.

      He didn’t object, only followed me from the forest, then up the greenhouse path back to the house. I watched as he strapped on his helmet and disappeared down our driveway.

      Shut up?

      He called me beautiful and I told him to shut up?

      My hair was puffy and my chin was broken out from stress. Why had he called me beautiful? Was he teasing me?

      I was still pondering this as I crept into the house and eased the front door silently closed.

      I stood for a moment in the entryway, mind still buzzing as my eyes flitted across Aunt Hattie’s drawings tacked to the papered walls: endless blooms and trees, roots burrowing into the ground. Branches yawning.

      Frances startled me, appearing silently across the living room, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, sneakers in hand.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded in a whisper.

      “Shit.” Her hand clutching the keys, went to her chest. She whispered, “You scared me.”

      “Answer me.” Any lingering giddiness Casey lent me drained away. My anger flared. “What the hell is going on?”

      “You said I had to break up with him. That’s what I’m going to do.” She blinked innocently.

      “First off, that’s not what I said. This isn’t a breakup. He’s not your boyfriend. And second, I said to tell him he can’t see you anymore or I’ll tell on him. Do it tomorrow. At school.” I shook my head, thinking back to another night when Frances wasn’t in her bed. When I’d assumed she was just taking some space away from me. “This is why you’ve been sneaking out? To meet him.”

      “You know about me sneaking out?”

      Instead of answering, I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Fine. Yes. Sometimes we meet up. And I have to go. This was already planned. If I’m not at the end of the driveway in ten minutes, he’ll think—”

      “I don’t give a shit what he thinks.” I narrowed my gaze. “Go back to bed, Frances. Before you wake everybody up.”

      As if I’d conjured her, Ruth’s groggy voice came from behind her closed door down the hallway. “Girls? Is that you?”

      I raised my brows. “Or don’t. We can get Ruth or Aunt Hattie in here right now and explain everything.”

      “Fine,” Frances seethed. “But Milly? I’ll never forgive you for this.” She stormed back to our bedroom, no longer bothering to be quiet.

      I stared at the place where she’d stood, my chest constricting. She doesn’t mean it. She’s just angry.

      “Milly? Frances?” Ruth called out a second time.

      “Just me, Aunt Ruth, grabbing a glass of water,” I replied. I crossed the living room into the kitchen, planning to make my lie true.

      She doesn’t hate me. I assured myself, but it was hollow. I could feel that pit calling to me, a rattle at the internal door.

      Look, look, look, it urged, my whir of emotions amplifying its summons.

      Fine. I’d look. Reading my own leaves wasn’t technically against any of the real rules. Ruth just didn’t like it much.

      I pulled a cup from the cabinet and scooped the tea, then filled the kettle and put it to boil.

      A faint wave of guilt washed over me. I knew I shouldn’t turn to my own fate to solve this. Ruth’s warning echoed in my head.

      You gotta face your life head on, Milly girl.

      Part of me secretly thought Ruth overstated the risks of searching for my own fortune in the bottom of my cup. It wasn’t far-fetched to think my frugal aunt’s true concern was me wasting the tea on myself. I snuck glimpses of my own fate all the time, usually over some silly nonproblem. Other times because I was bored.

      But this time wasn’t like that. This time it was desperation that drove me to look. Desperation to know that everything would be okay. That place inside—the Sight—urging me toward the conduit.

      When the water was warm enough, I pulled the kettle from the burner before it could whistle, then filled my cup. As it steeped, I thought of my sister and Mr. Fortenberry. I thought of my promise to always protect her. I downed the tea and eased open the internal door. The Sight uncurling in my chest, welcomed me. It was just beginning to show me something—a weight in my hand, a vibration up my arm, fear and relief and forest sounds—

      “What are you doing?” Aunt Ruth’s voice, thick with sleep, startled me, and I almost dropped the teacup.

      “Uh,” I said. “I was…I was having some tea. To help me rest.”

      It was a weak excuse.

      Aunt Ruth crossed the room in two strides and took the cup from my hands. Without a word, she took it to the sink and filled it with water, washing away the link.

      “Milly. I don’t know what’s going on with you and your sister, but this ain’t the answer. You know better. I’ve told you time and again. Reading your own fate’s a slippery slope. At best you’ll waste your life peering into the leaves. At worst… Well, I’ve told you the stories about Robbins women unable to face their own futures without first consulting the Sight. Ain’t no way to live, always curled over a teacup in fear.”

      There was nothing I could say. I could’ve argued that I’d read my leaves off and on for years and I was just fine. Or even admit how once I’d secretly witnessed her do the very thing she was fussing about, and since she always kept the rules like they were her sacrament, deciphering our own fate must not be that big of a deal.

      There was a lot I could’ve said. If I’d have had it in me.

      But in the moment I could hardly breathe.

      “Go to bed,” Aunt Ruth groused. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I mumbled, heading toward my room.

      Later, I lay in my bunk staring at the ceiling until pink morning light glowed through my window blinds.

      The leaves had spoken to me. I’d glimpsed them, if only for a moment.

      I’d been thinking of my sister as I drained the tea. My baby bird who I’d do anything for.

      Tears born of stress stung my eyes.

      Because when you see death in a teacup, it’s not always literal, but it’s rarely good.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 13

      
      Now

      My hands shook so badly, it took three tries to stab my house key into the lock of my apartment door.

      The adrenaline that had powered me through the journey to Moss Grove had faded, and halfway home, the lines of the highway had started to blur.

      Except, as tired as I’d been, I couldn’t stop. My brain wouldn’t let me. The argument with Frances playing on repeat. The anger in her voice, the accusations. The bruises on her wrist. Her ordering me to leave.

      God. Had I really driven nearly six hours for a twenty-minute conversation, only to turn around with nothing to show for it? At least I’d had the sense to scratch my number on a slip of paper from my car and slip it under her doormat before I left. The only proof that I’d been there at all.

      The tears could’ve been chalked up to exhaustion, because twelve hours of driving in a single night was brutal, especially after a shift. But the truth was, my sister’s words had cut me deeper than I cared to admit. It’s like she didn’t even remember who we used to be. How we shared an entire childhood.

      There were the normal parts. Running barefoot in the summer while learning how to avoid patches of stickers. Playing mermaids in the creek and princesses on the forest paths. Having Popsicles on the porch when it was hot and cocoa when it was cold. And each night, after we were clean and tucked into bed, clutching each other tightly while making up stories about Aunt Hattie’s creepy willow tree.

      But there were other parts too. Experiences that belonged to us alone.

      There was no one else who understood the countless hours we spent poring through the books hidden away in the greenhouse. The not-so-old ones with colorful covers and pages of glossy pictures and their faded, worn counterparts. We taught each other how to identify the plants growing wild on the property. We learned which ones hurt and which helped, and even the lore that likely existed only in the minds of the authors. We devoured stories of divination and fate. We scoured page after page, first out of curiosity and wonder, and eventually out of desperation for something that could tell us how Frances could obtain the Sight too. The pain of eventually giving up when it became clear the internal door wasn’t going to open for my sister.

      Our sisterhood was more than the sum of a single bloody night. We were a multitude of experiences. Experiences I could never forget.

      I’d always thought, no matter what happened, that my sister, on some level, felt the same. Tonight, I’d faced the possibility that maybe she didn’t. I’d run away from what we’d done. Maybe Frances ran away from who we were.

      And what’s more, maybe she was right about all my worries. I had considered the same possibility, telling myself that everything that was happening could be some sort of fixation, my brain linking together events that were otherwise unalike and had nothing to do with us at all.

      Except the call was real. Shane’s name was real.

      And Frances’s leaves too. I know what I saw…

      I’d seen her signal, her cry for help, and believed she was calling to me. That she’d signaled me knowing I’d do whatever it took to help her. That she was inviting me to read her leaves, to open my door and peer into her fate. But if she was speaking the truth, if she’d not given permission and I’d read without consent, that was akin to violence. Especially since Frances herself didn’t have the Sight. It made me sick to think I’d hurt my sister, even unintentionally. The Sight was ebb and flow. Give and take. If I’d truly broken a rule, there’d be a consequence.

      The last time I broke a rule… No. I pushed the image away. The smell of soil. The taste of my own tears. The sound of cicadas and bullfrogs and running water.

      That was different, though it haunted me constantly. The memory my penance.

      I paused, one hand on the doorknob, inhaling a deep breath then letting it out slowly. My thoughts were jumbled, barely making sense.

      Frances had said I that I was a mess.

      Maybe I was. That night so long ago had changed me. How could it not?

      Here’s a secret. The dark part I’d never admitted.

      Mostly I hated it, the frenzied memory of standing in the forest, his warm blood drying on my cheeks and hands, each of my breaths as sharp as knives, my nerve endings sparking like frayed wires. But sometimes…

      Sometimes the memory was a welcome reminder. Because that moment when I’d looked down at the body, at the blood on my hands, and realized what I’d done, I’d felt both terrible and also—for the first and maybe the only time in my life—powerful.

      My life now, taking orders and fetching coffee, didn’t afford me much power.

      But once upon a time, I’d done what was necessary. I’d kept the promise I’d made when we were little girls. I’d kept Frances safe.

      And I couldn’t stop looking out for my sister now just because she refused to see the danger lurking nearby. I refused to believe she didn’t want my help, and I refused to believe she hadn’t asked for it.

      I pushed the apartment door open and stepped inside.

      Thank God it was empty, because Carla was nosy, and my brain was too frazzled to think of an acceptable excuse for why I was still wearing my work clothes from yesterday.

      I dropped my keys on the counter. My bed was calling me, but first I needed a shower, hot water to wash away all the embarrassment and hurt. I grabbed a fresh T-shirt and pajama shorts from my bedroom. I yanked open my bedside drawer to get my phone charger, but instead of grabbing the cord to plug in, I was met with the clear bag holding my sister’s hairbrush. I stared at it, those blond threads tangled through the bristles. I yanked it from the drawer, finally doing what I should’ve long ago.

      I stomped to the bathroom with the brush, ripping away the blond hairs. Each snap and tear of my sister’s fine strands was satisfying. You want me out of your life? Fine. I dropped the hairs into the toilet. When there wasn’t a single strand left, I flushed and watched the only physical tether to my sister’s fate swirl and disappear, trying to pretend like I was happy about it.

      I threw the brush at the wastebasket and missed. It slid behind the toilet as I sank to the floor. I leaned my head back against the Sheetrock of the bathroom wall. I was so tired. So damn tired.

      Yet that place inside rippled. A dark feeling, a swell of dread. Its whisper the last thing I remembered.

      It’s coming, it’s coming, it’s coming.

      

      * * *

      When I opened my eyes, it was to the muffled sound of my phone ringing. My cheek was pressed against the cool tile of the floor, a line of drool hanging from my lips. What time is it? I wiped my mouth and pushed to my feet, groaning and rolling my head from side to side.

      I shuffled to my room, scooping my phone from where I’d left it on the nightstand.

      If I’d been coherent, I’d have sent it to voicemail and tumbled into bed, but instead I answered, my eyes at half-mast and voice thick with sleep. “Hello?”

      It should’ve been Larry or maybe Carla.

      For a flicker of a second, I’d hoped it could be Frances.

      Instead, an authoritative male voice poured into my ear. “Good morning, this is Detective Jackson from the Puddle Creek Police Department. Am I speaking with Millicent Waters?”

      “Huh?” My eyes blinked open wide, and I scraped a palm through my bangs. For a moment, it was as if the room shifted, tossing me off kilter.

      I’d spent a decade dreading this call. A decade running. I remembered the internal whisper—It’s coming, it’s coming, it’s coming—before I drifted off.

      Was this what was coming for me?

      “Hello? Ma’am?”

      “Sorry.” I cleared my throat. “Yes. This is Milly Waters. Why are you calling?”

      I braced myself, preparing for the worst.

      “Ms. Waters, I’m calling about a lead we’ve recently uncovered on a cold case that you may be able to help me with. Do you remember a boy named Casey Montgomery?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 14

      
      Now

      Casey?

      My chest constricted. “Um. Yes. We…we were friends. A long time ago.”

      More than friends. He’d loved me.

      “Can you tell me about the last time you spoke with him?”

      My brow furrowed. Something was off with the detective’s voice. It set my teeth on edge. It was too even. Too perfect. Like when you call the pharmacy and get an AI chatbot that keeps asking how it can help.

      “Ms. Waters? Are you there?”

      “Yeah. Sorry.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. I was not awake enough nor prepared for this conversation. “What was the question?”

      “I asked if you could tell me about the last time you spoke with Casey Montgomery?”

      “Um. Sure.” I took a breath. I have to be careful. Get this right. “I guess…the last time I talked to Casey was maybe a decade ago? We were friends, but I haven’t heard from him since he ran away.” I squeezed my hand into a fist until the nubs of my nails bit my palm. “I don’t understand why you’re calling me. Did…did, um, something happen?”

      There was a pause. A heavy breath.

      The back of my neck prickled.

      “We have reason to believe Casey Montgomery didn’t run away. We’ve been reaching out to everyone who knew him.”

      “Wait.” I paused, absorbing his words. “What do you mean you think he didn’t run away?” My heart pounded, and I let my fear slip over my words. “You think something happened to him?”

      “That’s right.”

      I waited for the detective to say more. He didn’t.

      “I…” Be careful. Watch what you say. “I guess I don’t understand. Why… Who told you to contact me?”

      “Your name came up quite a lot. We talked to your aunt, a Ms. Ruth Robbins, and—”

      Aunt Ruth? Ruth would never talk to a cop.

      Me and my aunts had only spoken once since I’d ran away. I’d borrowed a stranger’s cell and called home and told Aunt Ruth I was okay. I told her I wasn’t missing, but that I had to disappear for a bit. She’d been quiet, then assured me she understood.

      Her words had been an arrow in my heart, because I’d known she couldn’t understand. Not when she didn’t know the truth of what I’d done.

      Even then, she wouldn’t have talked to the cops. Not about me. Not about family.

      The sound of the apartment door opening and shutting cut into my thoughts. “Mill? You home, babe?”

      Shit.

      I stepped into the hallway and held up a finger. Mouthed, one sec.

      Carla looked me over and wrinkled her nose. “What in the world?”

      I peered down at my clothes. Oh. I’d never made it to the shower and looked like someone who’d spent the night sleeping next to a toilet after nearly twelve hours of driving. It’s certainly how I felt.

      I ignored the question on my roommate’s face and disappeared back into my bedroom.

      On the phone, the cop was still talking “…and so if you remember—”

      “I’m sorry, I missed that,” I interrupted, keeping my voice down. “What did you say?”

      He sighed a wet, heavy breath, followed by another beat of silence before speaking in his perfect voice, “No problem, ma’am. I was saying, why don’t you give me a call back if you remember anything? I’d like to go over all the details from that night.”

      That night?

      It was a strange way to put it. Unless someone told him about Casey and me at the bonfire. No. No, that was absurd. No one remembered details from a random high school party a decade ago.

      “Of course,” I lied. Everything about this call set me on edge. “Whatever you need.”

      The call ended and for a long moment, I stared at the phone, my senses shot.

      I raked a hand over my face and blew out a sour breath. Like it or not, I knew what I needed to do. Ruth hadn’t talked to the police, but perhaps she knew why a cop would lie and say she had.

      Aunt Ruth never cared for change. There wasn’t a doubt in my head that she still wore the same jeans, got the same haircut, smoked the same brand of cigarettes that she had for as long as I could remember. I had to believe that her cell number was the same one I’d memorized in high school, when she’d finally broken down and purchased a cheap flip phone that she insisted was only for emergencies, girls!

      Even though I felt like a wrung-out washcloth, I couldn’t help the half smile that curled over my lips as my thumbs hovered over the keypad. Well, Aunt Ruth, I think this qualifies as an emergency…

      I opened a new message.

      
        It’s Milly. Puddle Creek detective called me. What’s going on?

      

      Short and sweet. I decided. Blunt like Ruth.

      Send.

      My cell rang almost immediately.

      “Aunt Ruth!” The name pushed out of me like a prayer.

      “What’s this about a cop calling you?” Ruth got straight to the point, a decade of silence erased in an instant. “Are you okay?”

      “Hey. Yeah. I’m fine.” There was no hiding the lie. Even without the call from the cop, I hadn’t been fine for quite a while.

      A cabinet door banged closed in the apartment’s kitchen, reminding me I wasn’t alone.

      I lowered my voice. “This cop—” I considered how much to tell her. “He’s a detective from Puddle Creek. He said he spoke with you, and…” My voice came out scared. Nervous. Like the girl I’d been ten years ago.

      “Hold on a damn minute.” Ruth’s words were always razor sharp but rarely unkind. “You’re saying a Puddle Creek cop called you? When?”

      “Just now,” I said. “He wasn’t, I don’t know… It was weird. He wanted to ask some questions. Said he talked to you and made it sound like you gave him my number…” All the emotions I’d pushed down came flooding back, and I squeezed my eyes shut as I crumpled my hand in the bedsheets.

      “He said he talked to me? That I gave him your number? Shit… You know I don’t talk to cops, and I don’t even have your number, child.” Ruth sucked in a deep breath, and when she spoke, I could tell she was working hard to sound gentle. “Did you tell him anything?”

      “No, Aunt Ruth, nothing. I got off the phone with him as quickly as I could. The whole thing just… It freaked me out.”

      “I bet it did.” Ruth paused, as if collecting her words. “Listen to me, Milly. I don’t know what’s going on, but no cop talked to me or Aunt Hattie. And as far as I know, there ain’t no investigation, new or otherwise.”

      Her screen door squeaked open then slammed shut. I pictured her, phone pressed to her ear, walking laps around the sagging front porch. Maybe a cigarette in her other hand, or maybe a cold drink.

      “It was pretty well accepted that Shane Fortenberry ran out on his family. Lots of bad stuff came out after he disappeared. Became crystal clear what kind of man he was.” She blew out a steady stream of air. Cigarette then. Menthol filled my nose like the ache from a phantom limb. “Gossip got so bad his wife left town.”

      Frances had said the same thing.

      My mind flashed to the photos of Blake. To the phone call at the diner. To the body in Moss Grove. I pressed my mouth closed, teeth clenched to keep anything from spilling out.

      Ruth lowered her voice. “No one knows you ran away. Everyone who knew you could tell how miserable you were. You’d talked nonstop about getting away, so when we told everyone you went off on your own, no one batted an eye about it. And Frances’s boarding school was already in the works. No reason for anyone to suspect a thing.” Another drag from her cigarette, a sharp exhale. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t like it. You got the number he called you from?”

      Did I? It should’ve been the first thing I checked, but my thoughts felt sluggish. I pulled up the call log.

      The number was unfamiliar, but the area code was correct.

      I opened my mouth to tell Ruth, but paused. If I gave it to her, she’d go digging. And as helpful as she was, she didn’t have all the information. The call hadn’t been about Shane.

      The caller hadn’t even mentioned my old teacher. He only asked about Casey.

      I again squeezed my eyes shut. I should’ve thought this through before calling her.

      “No,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t sense the lie. “It’s blocked.”

      Silence filled the line. Then, “Milly. I don’t know who called you, but I don’t think it was a cop.”

      I licked my chapped lips and sat with my aunt’s words, because part of me had feared the same thing.

      “Milly? You there?”

      “Yes ma’am. Sorry. I just…” The call played in my mind. I’d talked to a lot of cops as a waitress. They had a certain way of speaking, a certain authority and manner, and it wasn’t in the too-perfect cadence of whoever had been on the other end of my call. “I think you’re right.”

      “Do you have any idea who it could be? Think hard. Anyone who’d know…anything?”

      “No.” I crossed my fingers, hoping, yet again, that she couldn’t sense the lie. And that if she could that she’d let it go. Because if it wasn’t a cop, there was only one person it could be. But he doesn’t know about Casey.

      Nobody knows about Casey.

      Except someone clearly did.

      “Milly?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “I got an idea,” Ruth said. “How about you let me take a look at interpreting your fate? Just hear me out. I know you don’t like being read, but this situation’s concerning. You call out of the blue after ten years and, frankly, you sound like shit. Your leaves might—”

      “No,” I interrupted curtly. “Absolutely not. I know you want to help, but you can’t read me.”

      I’d revoked her access to my fortune when I left Puddle Creek. It was the first time I’d had secrets I couldn’t risk having spelled out in a teacup.

      Ruth must’ve known, but to her credit, after her initial surprise she hadn’t pressed. The rules were the closest thing she had to a religion, and she took them seriously.

      Aunt Ruth sighed. “Have it your way.” She mumbled, “Hardhead. Always making things ten times worse on yourself.” Looking at my life through her eyes, she wasn’t wrong. “Oh. Shit. My appointment’s here.”

      She lowered the phone to greet her client. “How you doing, Mabel?” Then back to me, “I gotta go, but listen. Call me if it happens again, and say nothing to anyone, you understand? I’m going to see what I can find out.” There was the sound of her spitting from the side of the porch. “And, Milly?”

      “Ma’am?”

      “This is going to be okay. You’re going to be okay. And…and I’m glad…well… It’s so good to hear from you. I’m saving your number. We’ll talk real soon.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said, again smiling into the phone despite the anxiety pumping through my system. “Bye, Aunt Ruth.”

      I ended the call and stared blankly at the wall. Ruth was right. I’d known in my gut that whoever called me wasn’t a cop.

      Okay. Then who?

      But I knew. There was only one person who it could be. The same person who’d called the diner. Blake Willis.

      How did he get my number?

      Why did he lie about being a cop? About Aunt Ruth? He had to know I’d find out the truth. Unless he wasn’t worried about me finding out and was only calling to fuck with me.

      But the biggest question was how he knew about Casey.

      I’d lied to Ruth when I told her the number was blocked. It wasn’t.

      Almost like he hoped I’d contact him back.

      He was going to get his wish, but not until I did a quick search. I opened the call log and copied the number then pasted it into the search engine.

      Nothing.

      No list of names belonging to the number. Not even a warning saying the number was associated with spam callers. A burner phone, then.

      I clutched my cell, typing in a new message.

      
        Who is this?

      

      Immediately, dots bounced across the screen.

      
        Officer Jackson.

        No. You’re not. Tell me your name. Tell me what you want.

      

      More dots. Then:

      
        I want you to tell the truth. Every sordid detail.

      

      I stared at the screen. This person was sick. I wanted to scream. To curse. But Carla was in the other room and the apartment walls were thin.

      
        Blake? Are you Blake? Why are you doing this?

      

      He replied.

      
        No. Not Blake. You know who I am.

      

      But I didn’t. I couldn’t.

      
        Tell me why you’re doing this.

      

      This time, there was no delay.

      
        You first. Where is Casey?

      

      I clamped a hand over my mouth and swallowed a sob. Seeing those words—Where is Casey?—so plainly, so out in the open, it was a knife at my throat.

      I didn’t answer. There was nothing I could say. Soon enough the dots appeared again.

      
        Okay. I’ll tell you my name.

      

      My breathing hitched as my stomach knotted, almost doubling me over.

      
        This is…

      

      I hunched forward, holding the screen inches from my face.

      
        Shane.

      

      A breath whooshed out of me, and the tears I’d been holding back slipped down my cheeks. I blocked the number and threw my phone across the room.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 15

      
      Then

      Frances didn’t speak to me on the drive to school the next morning, but I was so lost in my thoughts I barely noticed.

      I’d glimpsed death in my teacup. But whose? And in what context?

      Seeing death wasn’t some kind of harbinger of doom. It didn’t necessarily signal the physical death of a person. In fact, it usually meant something different. Something symbolic.

      Death could mean lots of things. There was often death in Aunt Ruth’s fortune, especially around September, when deer hunting season was kicking off.

      For someone asking about their career, it could signal the end of a job.

      It could foreshadow the end of a marriage or even the death of an idea or sense of self.

      I understood these things.

      But when I’d set my intentions, when I opened the door and welcomed the Sight, I wasn’t thinking of a career or hunting. I was thinking of myself and my sister.

      And what I saw was an ending. The feelings that had washed over me? Without a deeper look, without sifting through the images and keeping the door open as I peered in for more, I had no way of knowing what that ending would be.

      I honked as we passed the gas station, glancing at my sister, who waved at the old men. I smiled. She looked so young. So innocent.

      How could Mr. Fortenberry do this to her?

      Once Frances ended things with him I’d feel better. About everything.

      Maybe that was it. Maybe seeing death was good thing. Perhaps it was the death of her abuse.

      Except it was my fortune and not hers. There had to be more to the message, something that would’ve been revealed if given more time. Something for me specifically.

      We drove in silence until I turned into the school and parked the Rust Bucket in my assigned space. Frances reached for the door, but I leaned across the ripped bench seat and touched her shoulder.

      “Don’t forget,” I said. “It has to be today.”

      She pressed her lips into a thin line, once again looking so young, and nodded.

      Then, she pushed open her door and was gone.

      I didn’t see her again until after third period, as she marched through the hallway. She’d been avoiding me for weeks, but now she walked right up to me, jaw set in defiance, her eyes bloodshot. I hated seeing her this way. She looked so much like my sad baby bird slumped on the bench at St. Mary’s.

      I reached for her, but she shrugged me off.

      “I did it,” she said. “Now leave me alone.”

      She pushed past me and stormed away.

      “Frances!” I called after her in the crowded hall, but she didn’t turn around.

      And that’s when it finally hit me.

      What if the death I’d seen in my fortune was the death of us?

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 16

      
      Now

      “Milly?” Carla called out from the hallway. “Can we talk?”

      I pressed the pillow hard against my face until I could barely breathe, desperate to smother the uncontrollable feeling. I held it there until my lungs burned. Until there was no sound left in me. Until spots danced behind my eyelids.

      Until my bedroom door opened.

      “Milly? Oh my God, are you okay?” Carla’s hand landed on my arm, and all my strength left me. The pillow fell to the ground. “What’s going on with you? You…don’t look so great.”

      “I—” I sniffed, unsure what to say. “I don’t feel so great.”

      “You poor thing. Flu’s everywhere right now. We had three nurses out with it yesterday.” Carla pushed a stray piece of hair from my face. I was painfully aware of how grimy I was. “I’ve been worried about you. Did you call into work?”

      Work? Shit. “What time is it?”

      “A little after ten,” Carla said.

      I was supposed to be at the diner for the after-lunch shift. I didn’t have the flu, but I was in no shape to deal with the Huddle Hut. “I think I’m going to.”

      “Good.” Carla grabbed my hands. “Come on.” She looked around my messy room and wrinkled her nose. “Let’s get you out of here and tucked onto the couch. You need to rest and to binge reality TV. Something super trashy.”

      I didn’t feel like moving, but I let my roommate lead me to our small, tidy living room and deposit me on the sofa. She grabbed a bottle of Advil and some Pepto from the cabinet, then set both on the coffee table.

      “I wish I could stay with you, but Cameron and I have had these plans to get away to New Orleans for a while. You know he never gets a day off.” She frowned. “But if you need anything, you can call me no matter what.”

      I nodded. My eyelids were heavy and my life was shit, and I wanted to sleep for a year.

      Carla darted around the apartment, pulling her bag to the front door, a pillow behind my shoulders, her shoes near the table, the remote in my hand. Finally, once I was settled and she was ready to depart, she chirped, “Oh, almost forgot.” She disappeared into the kitchen, reappearing a moment later with my Garfield mug filled with ice water and a sleeve of crackers. She sat both on the coffee table next to the medicine. “Now you should be all set. Seriously, Milly, call me if you need me.”

      I forced a smile. I’d never drank anything but tea from the Garfield mug, but of course Carla didn’t know that. Why would she choose that mug? What does that mean? Because it must mean something…right?

      “Thanks,” I muttered, cocking my head at the hazy thought.

      Carla tucked her fuzzy pink blanket around my shoulders and sniffed. “You should think about a shower.” With those words, she grabbed her weekender bag from near the door and was gone.

      The silence was deafening.

       I stared at Garfield. He stared back.

      Maybe…maybe this was a sign?

      Yes, I was exhausted, but I couldn’t ignore the rustle in my chest. The whisper of look, look. Garfield—my preferred tea mug—watching me. Daring me.

      The pink blanket fell to the ground as I pushed to my feet and walked to the kitchen. I filled the kettle. I poured the ice water down the drain, then scooped loose tea into Garfield’s hollow belly.

      Frances once told me Einstein defined insanity as doing the same thing again and again and expecting different results. If that were true, then maybe my sister was right. Maybe I was crazy. Or perhaps I was teetering along the slippery slope Aunt Ruth had warned me about whenever she caught me peering into my own teacup.

      Either way, action was better than inaction, and if there was even a minuscule chance things could be different this time, that Carla handing me my mug was a sign, then it was a chance I had to take.

      Once, when we were girls, I’d explained the Sight to Frances as this place that stayed closed up inside of me until it didn’t. Until I eased open the door and it unfurled like one of Hattie-May’s blooms in my chest. That was a pretty way to explain the Sight, but it wasn’t always true, because the Sight rarely felt exactly the same way twice. Sometimes it was a whisper. Sometimes a scream. Sometimes a thing with a cocked head.

      Sometimes it was a flower unfurling or dipping my head underwater. Other times it was like swimming through choppy waves when something grabbed my ankle and yanked me below the surface.

      Though I’d managed it, had learned to finesse it and channel it and not freak out, I still never knew how the Sight would come upon me once I opened that door.

      I felt it stir in me all the time, paying attention, whispering. Didn’t mean it would help. Especially now with this block in me. Fate’s a fickle bitch.

      The water boiled. I poured. I downed the tea, then stared into Garfield’s belly.

      I waited.

      And waited.

      And…a whisper. Sister sister sister…

      I closed my eyes and reached for the door, pulled at it. I could feel it stirring, growing. Yawning. That place—that thing—alive inside me.

      I focused into the conduit, blowing on the ember, hoping it would catch.

      Nothing.

      “Use me, dammit!” The words were desperate, riding a wave of sorrow as they spilled from my mouth. “Use me! Please. Show me something important! Haven’t I, more than anyone else in my family, paid the price? Give me something.” I sniffed. “Work for me.”

      Pathetic. I was utterly pathetic.

      I’d abandoned my old life out of necessity, but it felt like the Sight abandoned me out of spite.

      It would’ve been better if it had completely removed itself from my life, but I couldn’t tolerate this small, continuous betrayal. Sister sister sister.

      I leaned against the counter, utterly defeated. Another scream rose in my chest, but if I screamed now, I may never stop.

      Sister sister sister. The whisper. The leaves. Nothing changed. When it came to my fate, it was all her and only her.

      The mug dangled from my fingers. Maybe I should throw it, watch it shatter against the wall. My eyes darted down, as if weighing the thought. And then.

      My breathing hitched.

      A stirring. A stretching. The leaves—sister sister sister—remained, but I closed my eyes, hand on the internal door, yes, easing it open.

      Suddenly it burst against its hinges, unhinged its endless maw.

      And swallowed me.

      The briefest flash of something. But no. I shook my head, opening my eyes. Peered at the leaves. No, that’s a memory. I’ve seen it before…

      I gasped.

      Garfield tumbled from my fingers and shattered against the tile floor.

      No. Not that. Not again.

      I’d begged for the Sight to use me, and how quickly I regretted that plea.

      Because the last time I saw death in my teacup, the night had ended with blood on my hands.

      Later, I couldn’t shake the image as I showered, hot water cleaning the grime from my body. Nor could I shake it as I dressed in a fresh pair of running shorts and cotton V-neck, combing my hair with my fingers. A sick part of me wondering if any strands of hair remained my sister’s old brush, still dropped behind the toilet. If I should use it just one more time.

      And I couldn’t shake the image still when, as if I knew it was to be, a knock sounded at my front door.

      Because even with death taking center stage, there was the constant whisper. Sister sister sister.

      I stepped forward slowly. Wrecked, wrung dry.

      Not again.

      “Milly. It’s me. Let me in.”

      Another burst of knocking.

      “Sister? Please. You’re right. I need your help.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 17

      
      Then

      “I know you’re pissed at me.” I cut the engine to the Rust Bucket and turned to my sister. “But I’m happy you came.”

      “Not like I had a choice.” Frances scowled.

      I was getting ready for the bonfire when Hattie-May stuck her head in our bedroom and announced that Frances was going with me.

      “No,” Frances had groaned from her bed, where she’d been reading a paperback and pointedly ignoring me. “It’s the senior bonfire! It’s only for seniors.”

      Hattie-May smiled. “The seniors and you, dearie.”

      My elderly aunt wasn’t one to make demands, but when she did, there was no arguing. Hattie-May Robbins always got her way.

      Secretly, I’d been glad. Even though I was looking forward to spending the evening with Casey, had thought about it relentlessly, in fact, if Frances was with me, she couldn’t get into trouble.

      A month ago if you’d asked me about my sister finding trouble, I’d have laughed in your face. But maybe that was the problem.

      Maybe I’d shoved her into a box she’d outgrown a long time ago.

      This time together was another chance set things right between us. I thought of how excited I’d been to buy her that lavender bedspread, and how it was still crumpled in the tiny back seat of the Rust Bucket. I’d been so sure I was about to fix us. I had no way of knowing that things were about to get so much worse.

      But now? Frances couldn’t ignore me all night. No one wants to stand around by themselves while everyone else has a good time.

      My sister hopped out of the truck and slammed the door. I dropped the key into the cupholder, a lesson all the students had learned after a different party where a girl in my grade lost her keys in the pasture grass and had to call her dad to come pick her up.

      If I had to borrow a phone and call Aunt Ruth to come and get me I’d melt into a puddle from embarrassment. I didn’t need the Sight to know how it would play out; Ruth and Bunny rolling up with nineties pop blasting from Bunny’s Camaro. Bunny, who’d think it all hilarious, would probably dance by the fire while Ruth gave me a talking-to in front of everyone. I cringed. No thanks.

      Frances walked quickly ahead. Somewhere a radio blasted country music. When I caught up, she walked even faster, until we were both almost jogging.

      “Look,” I stopped and called after her. “I know you’re mad at me but—”

      “But nothing.” She whirled around. “I was happy. For maybe the first time in my entire life.”

      “I know you think that,” I said. “But—”

      “But. Nothing.”

      “Frances, you know it wasn’t right. And you know I’d never hurt you on purpose.”

      Her hands went to her hips. “Do you think I care if it’s on purpose or not? You ruined everything. Everything. We were going to be together. As soon as I was old enough, we were going to be together like a real couple.”

      “For God’s sake, he’s married.” Meanwhile, she’d just gotten her braces off this year.

      “So what?” Frances’s face contorted, thready blue veins popping from her temples. “He doesn’t love her—not like he loves me.”

      “Did he tell you that?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “If he loves you so much, why does he want you to pass on the scholarship and miss out on the Tennessee Math & Science School? If he loves you, wouldn’t he want what’s best for you?”

      My sister’s pale complexion reddened. “He wanted me to go. I’m the one who wants to stay.”

      I’d never seen my sister so angry, and it should’ve been my cue to shut up. But how could she not understand?

      “Okay. That makes sense. He wants you to go away to school because you’re getting too old for him. He probably has a middle schooler in mind to take your place.”

      “I hate you,” Frances said, quietly, intently. “I hate you, and I know I’ve said it before, but I’m dead serious. I’ll never forgive you, Milly.” She spun and stomped down the path toward the music.

      The words stunned me.

      “You don’t mean that,” I called to her back.

      She said nothing. I followed behind. “Frances. Please. Say you don’t mean it. I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just so angry.”

      Frances stopped abruptly.

      “Sister,” I pleaded with her back. “You have to believe that I never wanted to hurt you. I love you, okay? You’re my baby bird, the most important thing to me. I’d do anything for you, Frances. Anything.”

      She tilted her head, like she was listening, weighing my words, then straightened her shoulders and marched away toward the sounds of the party.

      My heart ached like someone had gripped it in their fist. Like it was being yanked from my chest. My hands flew to my sternum and I gasped.

      Is this the death I saw? Am I dying now, right here? I forced a deep breath. Another. I kept forcing air into my lungs until the pain was behind me.

      I could survive this. We could survive this.

      When I got to the field, the senior class sprawled before me. Someone had driven their truck out, and a group danced in its bed to the music blasting from the cab, swaying red plastic cups filled with cheap beer over their heads. Foam sloshed down their hands and wrists.

      The volleyball team was tangled together on a blanket, passing around a bottle of something harder. The scent of weed lingered in the air, immediately making me think of Hattie-May’s greenhouse.

      In the middle of everything was the skeleton of the bonfire, wooden poles waiting to be lit once the sun sank below the horizon. It was early evening, and there was the smallest taste of chill in the air.

      Still, it was too warm for such a massive fire. We were all going to sweat our asses off.

      I searched for Frances and found her standing alone, staring at the unlit branches. She looked so pitiful, hunched forward, chin jutting.

      When I turned around, Casey stood behind me, his disposable camera shoved in my face. Click. He snapped a photo. “I was wondering when you’d get here.”

      “I’ll take that.” I snatched the camera from his hand.

      “Hey,” he laughed. “No fair.”

      He swiped for it, but I stuffed the camera in the pocket of my hoodie.

      “You going to give that back or am I going to fail my project?”

      “Don’t act like I didn’t warn you.”

      He touched my arm, and suddenly I was aware of exactly how close we stood. For a sweet moment, all thoughts of my sister and my bad mood and even what I’d seen in the teacup were erased.

      “You seem better.” His eyes searched my face, his breath minty. “Did you and Frances make up?”

      “No.” I shrugged. “I guess…I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Oh, you mean you aren’t going to tell me to shut up?”

      “The night is young,” I said.

      His smiled. His kiss would taste like peppermint…

      The realization sent a wave of heat prickling up my neck, and experience said my face would soon blush the color of one of my aunt’s hothouse tomatoes if I didn’t cool it. Jesus. Get a grip. Don’t stare at his mouth. I looked away, eyes darting around the party—at the baseball seniors roughhousing near the keg, some theater girls line-dancing, the stoners lounging—looking anywhere but at Casey. Eventually my gaze drifted to my sister, who was still alone, now staring down at her shoes.

      Casey followed my gaze. “Speaking of Frances, what’s she doing here?”

      “Hattie-May made her come with me.” I sighed. “I think she’s hoping time together will fix us.”

      “Maybe Aunt Hattie is right. By the end of the night, I bet y’all are back to normal.”

      “I don’t know. She’s so pissed at me.”

      “Hey.” Casey pulled me even closer, wrapping me in a hug. Last year, it would’ve meant nothing, but tonight, I longed for it to mean everything. “Is she still being weird about her new school?”

      I shrugged.

      “Y’all will work it out. Whatever happened, y’all are sisters. She loves you.”

      I looked at where Frances was standing alone, then back at Casey. “I just want to forget about it all for a little while.”

      “Okay.” Casey leaned close, and his lips found my cheek, leaving behind a featherlight kiss. I’d thought every nerve ending in my body had already come alive when Casey’s arms had wrapped around me, but I’d been wrong. When his lips touched my skin, I ignited like a human firecracker.

      I peered into his eyes, our noses touching. Warmth spread up my neck, reddening my cheeks, only now I didn’t care.

      I wanted to kiss him more than I’d wanted anything, but the memory of our teeth bumping and everyone laughing… I was unable to move.

      This felt different than last time. Like the stakes were somehow higher.

      It felt important, like something you didn’t come back from. Not a kiss for spin the bottle. This felt real.

      We’d been strained, but this…this could change everything for the better.

      My heart pounded out the seconds. Everything was so messed up between me and Frances, but this—with Casey—it could be good if I let it. If I stopped running away and dodging it out of fear. It could be freeing and easy. And dammit, I wanted something easy.

      Screw it. I leaned forward and brushed my lips against his. It was sweet, simple. Nice.

      Then.

      It happened.

      The internal door opened and I was falling, falling, falling.

      The smell of soil. The itch of leaves.

      Chills erupted over my body. I’d never felt so cold in my life.

      I gasped, pulling away. It had been so long since I’d lost control. Had it always felt this way? Equal parts wonderful and terrible.

      Casey’s eyes popped open. “I’m sorry. I…I hope I didn’t—”

      “No.” I shook my head emphatically. “No, you didn’t do anything… I…”

      Casey’s brows arched.

      “I got lightheaded for a minute,” I lied.

      “Makes sense.” Concern flickered over his face. “I’ve been told I have that effect on people.”

      When I didn’t respond, his eyes widened.

      “Oh God. You know I’m teasing, right?”

      “Yeah.” I forced out a laugh. “Yeah, of course, I…” My voice trailed off as I tried to make sense of what happened.

      Casey stepped back, his hands finding mine. “You sure you’re okay?”

      For all our years of friendship, I’d never explained to Casey about the door. Never talked to anyone about it but my aunts, and my sister, back when she’d still hoped that she’d possess the family gift.

      Casey knew about tea leaves and how Hattie-May sold medicines and salves and, okay, occasionally weed to other old people, and I’m sure he’d heard the rumors. Everyone had. But that was it.

      There was no way to explain to him what had just happened. I wasn’t even sure I understood it myself. “I’m fine. Really.”

      Casey glanced around the pasture. “Good. I mean. I want to kiss you, but you know, only if you want me to.” His eyes locked on mine.

      I smiled. Okay. Yes. We’d just kissed, but there was something about hearing him say it—he wants to kiss me!—that made everything else seem less important.

      Whatever had just happened was odd, sure, but Aunt Ruth would have an answer for it. One of my first lessons was not to fear the Sight. There was no reason to run home afraid. Not with Casey’s hands and eyes on mine.

      “So,” he urged. “Can I? Kiss you again?”

      I nodded and he leaned close and pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was minty and sweet and perfect. The Sight stayed firmly tucked away.

      I leaned into him as our lips parted into new territory.

      Someone stumbled into my back, pitching me off balance, and for the second time in my life, my teeth scraped against Casey’s. I spun around and glared, pinning one of the volleyball girls with my eyes.

      “S-sorry,” she slurred, then tripped, sloshing beer onto my legs and shoes. “Oops.” She looked from me to Casey before shrugging and swaying back to her friends.

      The spell was broken. I wiped at the beer running down my shins.

      “I hate drunk people,” Casey mumbled, and I remembered what he dealt with at home. He pulled off his army jacket and handed it to me. “Here. Use this. It’s too hot, anyway.”

      I mopped at my legs. When I looked up, Casey was eyeing me sheepishly. “You want to find somewhere we can be alone? It’s okay if you don’t. I get it, and—”

      “Sure,” I said, meaning it with everything I had. “I have my truck.”

      He smiled and this time I didn’t look away, transfixed by his perfect lips.

      “Okay.” He tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear.

      I looked around. Everyone had laughed when I’d bolted away from Casey at the last party. I didn’t want taunts or catcalling or even good-natured teasing. This moment was for us and only us.

      “I’m going to my truck. You wait a few minutes, then slip away. I’ll be lying down in the bed so no one can see.”

      “Did I ever tell you that you have the best ideas of anyone I know?” Casey dropped another kiss on my cheek and gave my hand a squeeze. We’d been so awkward with each other over the last three months. But this? This felt so right.

      Casey walked away toward the keg, and I waited a moment, then slipped onto the shadowy path toward my truck.

      I reached the Rust Bucket, and once I was sure the coast was clear, I climbed into the back, anticipation thrumming. I hadn’t cleaned out the truck bed, well, ever, but it was worse than usual since helping Aunt Hattie with a landscaping project.

      I pushed aside a rusty old shovel and a rake, as well as some gardening gloves, one rubber boot, and a half-full bag of soil before lying down. Now that I was alone, doubts crept in. Is this crazy? A mistake? It didn’t feel like it. In some ways it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

      So many times we’d laid on a blanket in my backyard—me and Casey and usually Frances too—looking up at the stars and telling stories. We’d been physically close hundreds of times, yet tonight felt new.

      Is this how Frances felt? Even misguided, so wrong, is this what she was wrestling with? What she thought I was taking from her?

      I pushed away the thought. No, it’s fine. Frances will be fine and better for being away from that scum.

      Enjoying myself wasn’t a betrayal of my sister.

      Soon she’d go away to her new smart-kid school and meet a genius boy and realize how much better off she was. Hell, she’d probably even thank me for not letting her screw up her life with our old-ass teacher.

      Everything would work out. For now, I got to be with Casey.

      Minutes later, footsteps approached, and I bit my lip as I waited. I didn’t risk sitting up.

      I held my breath as the footsteps continued past the truck bed. Not Casey.

      My breath escaped in a whoosh.

      That’s when the driver’s side door opened, and the Rust Bucket rumbled to life.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 18

      
      Now

      “Milly? Open up.”

      A day ago she’d ordered me out of her life. Now she was begging to be let in.

      As I listened to her knock, there was a whisper against the internal door. Sister, sister, sister. A gentle rattling of hinges. An uncurling. A yawn.

      “Please, Milly. I can’t blame you for being mad at me, but I can explain!”

      I shook my head, clearing away the overwhelm. I unlocked the apartment door and swung it open.

      “Milly,” Frances gasped. “Oh thank God I have the right place. Let me in.” Frances glanced over her shoulder. “Please.”

      I shuffled backward, and Frances stumbled past me into the living room.

      “Close it. Please.” Her eyes were frantic. “Lock it.” She looked around, and I saw it, the slightest flicker of her judgment before she wiped it from her face.

      I did as she asked and locked the door, then faced her. “What are you doing here?” I asked at the same moment she said, “Why did you ask me about Blake? About the girl?”

      We studied each other a moment. This woman was a far cry from the perfect country-club housewife I stalked on social media, the woman who, only yesterday, stood on the front porch of her farmhouse McMansion in two-hundred-dollar leggings and laughed in my face when I suggested she come with me. Who’d ordered me out of her life and out of her fate.

      The version of Frances who stood before me now wore a frizzy ponytail and a cut along her lip. Her cheeks were tear-streaked, and her collarbones jutted like knives from the scooped neck of her linen blouse. My sister looked both expensive and pitiful.

      “You first,” she said, as if she weren’t standing in my living room after begging to be let inside. But her voice packed so much confidence that I found myself talking.

      “I tried to tell you yesterday.” I shook my head, scraping a hand down my face. “You wouldn’t listen.”

      “I know. I wanted to. I promise I did. Tell me now, okay?” She bit her bottom lip. “Please?”

      I swallowed. Nodded. “I’ve been getting calls saying things—pretending to be Shane, and—”

      “Pretending to be Shane?” Frances’s watery eyes widened. “What do you mean? How?”

      “Like, calling the diner where I work, saying crazy things…saying he knows everything.” I shook my head as Frances’s pale face slackened.

      “Fuck,” she whispered.

      “It gets worse. The first time it happened was the same day I heard about the body found near you in Moss Grove. Then I made the connection between Blake and our past. How he’s Shane’s stepson.”

      “This is bad.” She stared into the space between us.

      Her words from last night—crazy, wreck, a mess—echoed through my mind and I narrowed my gaze. “I told you this at your house, and you didn’t want to hear it.”

      “I know. I know and I’m sorry. And you’re right,” she whispered. “It’s all connected. But just… Can you finish? Tell me everything you know…all of it.”

      I’d been so desperate to warn her, to make sure she was safe. But also for her help. Frances had always been better at me than puzzles. I couldn’t turn away that help now over hurt feelings.

      “Fine,” I said. “I knew the moment I saw you on television giving the signal, our signal, that something was happening, that you needed help.”

      “I told you I didn’t do that on purpose.” She shook her head, the purple shadows beneath her eyes making her look haunted.

      I still didn’t believe her, but I continued. “I thought… I think somehow Blake knows what we did. I think he killed that poor girl to get our attention. Why else would he choose Moss Grove? And right there, where she’d obviously be found. When I saw your photos on Instagram where you flashed the sign…” I insisted, “I thought you were signaling me for—”

       Frances shook her head, but I ignored her.

      “I thought you were doing it because we were in trouble. Then, later when I checked again, they were gone. I panicked…” I inhaled a breath and pushed forward. “I don’t understand that part. I’ve tried to make it make sense, but it just doesn’t.”

      “Milly, I swear to you, I didn’t know I was giving the signal.” She shook her head. “And I haven’t been in charge of my social media for over a year.” Frances didn’t blink. Her frown pulled at the angry cut and for a moment, when I looked at her, I saw our mama.

      I clasped and unclasped my hands. “I thought you needed me. And the Sight, it showed me these flashes when I read your leaves. With the phone call and the body, that made me scared.”

      Frances crossed her arms over her chest, but I didn’t give her the chance to interrupt. “If I’m being honest, the leaves haven’t been my friend since I left home. When I try to read myself, all they ever show me is you.”

      “Me?”

      I nodded. “They say ‘sister.’ And that’s it. That’s all I ever see.”

      Her eyes widened. When she said nothing, I continued. “But then I got a call from someone pretending to be a cop from Puddle Creek. Said they got my number from Ruth. I called Ruth, and she didn’t know what I was talking about.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she opened her mouth, but once again I cut her off, determined to get the entire story out in the open.

      “I read my own leaves again—or I tried to—right before you showed up. Frances, it came back to me again, like it used to.” I paused. “Well. Not exactly like it used to, but it was so much more than it has been. So urgent. So present.”

      Frances raised her gaze to my own. “That’s good, right?”

      “Death,” I whispered. “They showed me death, just like before.”

      “Oh.” Frances paled. “That’s… Can I sit down?”

      I moved aside and she walked to the sofa, sinking into its cushions.

      “I—” Her phone buzzed in her purse, and she fumbled inside and turned it off. “When you showed up out of nowhere, I had to make you leave. I…he—Burt—was there. I couldn’t plant you in his crosshairs. He’s mean. No, that word doesn’t do him justice. My husband is a sadistic son of a bitch.” Her fingers traced the cut on her lip as she spoke. “You were right about the bruises.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “He was not happy you knocked on our door. Believe me, I wanted to hug your neck. To hop in your car and drive away, but…” She shrugged. “It was impossible. Then when you mentioned Blake and that poor girl’s body, I had to get you to stop talking. You had to go.”

      The dead girl had been what sent me barreling toward Moss Grove to begin with. “Why?”

      “Because.” Frances sniffed. Her hands trembled. “I think Burt killed her. And, I know I don’t have the family gift, but I think the leaves are telling you I’m next.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 19

      
      Then

      Dammit.

      Someone saw me get in the truck bed and thought it would be funny to take me on a joyride. I hoped to hell they weren’t drunk. I’d only glimpsed my fate briefly before Ruth took my cup, but surely this couldn’t be my ending.

      We crossed over the cattle gate too fast, and my head bumped against the metal floor hard enough to chatter my teeth.

      I sat up, turning to pound on the glass and demand the driver pull over, ready to throw in some of my most colorful cusses.

      Instead, I was shocked into silence.

      My sister’s fuzzy blond head was behind the wheel. I froze, my knuckles inches from the glass as she pushed the pedal down, hunched forward in the seat. We took a pothole going full speed, and my face almost smacked the rear window. It was dumb luck that I fell backward onto my butt instead of lurching forward.

      I laid down, at war with myself. Stranding me at a party because we were in a fight and she was pissed at me was a jerk move. I wanted to bang on the window and call her on it.

      But my gut told me no. That place inside seemed to whisper, wait and see.

      A month ago, I wouldn’t believe Frances would do any of this. If someone had told me they’d seen her and Mr. Fortenberry I’d have called them a liar. Depending on who it was, I’d have tried to knock their teeth in. If they told me she’d steal my truck and drive off into the night, I might’ve even laughed at the ridiculousness. But now?

      My head bumped and my body slid from one side to the other as Frances rounded turns too fast. She didn’t have her license yet, but Ruth had taught us both to drive at the same time, and she’d been traveling the country roads for years. It didn’t mean she was good at it, and as I braced myself in the back of the Rust Bucket, I couldn’t help but think how, if she crashed, I was toast, the Sight fulfilled.

      I stared at the pink and orange sky as we turned first onto the highway and then off the main road and eventually onto another bumpy back road until the tree canopy over me felt familiar. We weren’t far from home.

      I waited for us to pass the service station where Ruth worked, thinking I’d be able to see the sign from my hiding spot, but it never came. The familiar canopy thinned, and soon we were turning yet again. Frances slowed to a crawl, and the branches overhead were closer than they should’ve been. Limbs scraped the sides of the truck in a way that was certainly scratching the paint.

      We lurched to a stop.

      My lips pressed together. Wait and see echoing in my head. The truck door opened.

      A slice of light cut through the evening haze and bounced over the tree line.

      If Frances had a flashlight, then she’d planned this. Anger clashed with curiosity and concern. What did she think she was doing? Then, no, this can’t be what I think it is.

      Leaves crunched underfoot as she passed and I sat up quietly, right in time to see her disappear into the trees. It wasn’t dark yet. The sky burned pink, but it wouldn’t be long before the sun was swallowed up by the horizon.

      Somewhere an owl called out. Soon they’d be lighting the bonfire at the party. Casey would think I’d left him without saying goodbye.

      I couldn’t worry about that right now. This was about me and my sister.

      The faintest beam of light floated through the trees. If I was following her, I needed to move.

      I jumped to my feet, flung them over the side of the truck. It wasn’t until I landed on the ground that I noticed the car parked nearby. The vehicle was familiar, though part of me still refused to accept what I was seeing. I turned to race after my sister, then paused.

      These woods were dark and deep. Ruth was superstitious, and I grew up hearing her stories of how you don’t ever go into strange forest at night. But not following my sister wasn’t an option. Frances hadn’t seemed afraid.

      But still.

      No one knew I was here. If I went missing, how long before anyone would look for me?

      Doesn’t matter. Not right now.

      I wished I always carried a knife like Aunt Ruth but settled for the shovel, grabbing it from the back of the truck—better than nothing—then jogged toward the trees.

      It wasn’t long before I lost sight of the flashlight’s glow. The outdoors didn’t scare me, but standing alone in unfamiliar woods at dusk, while the night song sang its opening chorus, was unsettling. Ruth’s stories of the wampus cat with its giant teeth and fearful screech as well as the other creatures that called the deep woods home mingled in my head with very real accounts of girls disappearing from campsites without a trace. I wiped away the pinpricks of sweat on my upper lip.

      My eyes adjusted to the dimming light until I could see the forest scrub spread around me. There was a small path winding through the underbrush. Puddle Creek was littered with overgrown old hiking trails. That had to be what this was.

      Slowly, I picked my way through, holding the shovel in front of me to help find briars before they could cut, until I stepped into a meadow. Across the field, near the tree line, I could make out the outline of two people silhouetted in gray light.

      The beam from the flashlight was gone, but it had to be my sister.

      And the tall man, hunched forward with his arms wrapped around her…

      Mr. Fortenberry.

      When I blinked, I saw them together in his classroom, his grown hands cupping the back of her head beneath the fluorescent high school lights. When I thought of the things they’d have done out here alone, bile erupted in my throat. Oh Frances. How did this happen?

      But I knew. I was barely thirteen the first time I got hit on by a grown man. It’s like creeps can smell innocence, especially on girls often ignored, hungry for validation. That combination draws them like a feline to catnip. I’d told the man to go fuck himself, but Frances wasn’t me.

      As a teacher, Mr. Fortenberry would’ve seen it. He’d have also known how people talked about us and treated us. How desperate she’d have been for acceptance. For understanding.

      It was one thing to know this and another to see it play out. Rage consumed me.

      This man was taking advantage of my sister. He was hurting her and coming between us, ruining us.

      I’d promised Frances that if she ended it, I wouldn’t tell. That had been a mistake. I should’ve gotten someone the moment I witnessed what was happening, but I hadn’t wanted to hurt my sister. Maybe I was too afraid of confronting it head on, of making this all more real.

      But this wasn’t going to end unless I did something.

      I crouched down to stop myself from being observed before I figured out my move.

      Now, telling on him wouldn’t be enough. No one would listen to me, not over him. Especially not if Frances saw me as the bad guy. Oh God. She’ll back up his story. The realization that she’d choose him over me hurt more than anything. Maybe the accusation would fluster him enough to make him stop.

      But maybe not. I wouldn’t risk it.

      I needed proof. A way to make Mr. Fortenberry listen, to make him stop. I squeezed the shovel handle in one hand. With the other, I pulled the bottom of my hoodie down over my knees to try and cover my bare legs from the gnats that appeared with the setting sun. That’s when I felt it against my stomach, in the pocket of my hoodie. Casey’s disposable camera. Yes. Okay. For the first time, I was hopeful. This could offer indisputable proof, a bargaining chip.

      If I could’ve peered into my leaves for longer before Ruth had taken the cup from me, would I have known this moment was coming? Would I have seen the flash of a camera, four shocked eyes? There was no way of knowing, but one thing was becoming clear. That death I saw? That was me, putting this situation to rest.

      With photographic evidence, Mr. Fortenberry couldn’t continue with my sister. Hell, I’d run him out of Puddle Creek for good.

      I stayed low in the tall grass, approaching slowly, camera out and flash on. I didn’t want them to see me too soon, to spook and dart apart. As I crept, I considered what I should say. “Get away from my sister?” “Go fuck yourself, pedo?” I had just settled on “Say cheese, motherfucker” when Mr. Fortenberry pulled Frances closer, his arms twisted around her as she giggled, chin tilted up.

      My anger flared. That place in me behind the internal door gnawing. Emotions swirled, and it was like my vision tunneled. Suddenly, the door flung open for the second time unbidden.

      Dark eyes, wide in shock. Frances. I was inundated with fear, the feeling coming from myself or from my future, I couldn’t say. And then a sly satisfied something crept in, and it surprised me just enough to wrench the door closed again, breaths heaving.

      I stood frozen. What was happening to me? After a childhood of methodical practice, how did I keep losing control? But a deep voice pulled me from my questions, as Mr. Fortenberry panted my sister’s name.

      “Frances.”

      That. Fuck.

      I was close enough now, the shot framed perfectly. I rose to my feet. Neither noticed me only feet away, the both of them so absorbed in each other. My words frozen in my throat. I held the camera up and snapped.

      The flash was bright, and Mr. Fortenberry jerked away from my sister so fast he almost knocked her to the ground.

      I stared as they blinked at me, recognition slowly dawning in the evening dark.

      “What’s going on here?” Mr. Fortenberry demanded, having the nerve to look hurt as his gaze darted from me to my sister. “Frances? What is this?”

      My mind roared with, “Don’t look at her, look at me you creep!” and “This is me keeping you away from my sister!” But in reality, no words came. My heart pounded. My hands trembled. I pressed the camera button again, out of panic that I needed more proof, but nothing happened.

      “Milly?” Frances pleaded. “What are you doing?”

      I pressed the button harder.

      Shit. I hadn’t used a disposable camera since elementary school and forgot you had to wind the film.

      As I moved my thumb over the wheel to advance the film for another photo, Mr. Fortenberry turned to Frances.

      He shook his head, panic rolling off him. Frances scrambled near him, but he shoved her away. “Did you know about this? Frances, what are y’all up to? Is this about leaving Allison? I told you. She can’t know about us yet. Goddammit, what did you do?”

      “What?” Frances asked, her voice sounding so small, her eyes watching as his hands raked through his hair and his own eyes turned wild.

      “I swear to God, Frances, if you think taking a picture of us is going to force me to do something I’m not ready to do, it’s not.” Mr. Fortenberry’s voice was sharp with a panicked edge. I could hear how hard he was working not to yell. “I thought you knew better. I thought you were mature enough to understand. Hell, I thought you loved me.”

      Even in the dim light, my sister wore her hurt plainly. Her brows drew together. Her mouth pinched, bottom lip poked out. She made a hiccupping sound.

      It broke me.

      “Leave her alone,” I demanded. “I mean it.”

      Frances spun to me, tugging her fine hair with both hands. “Milly, dammit, what are you even doing here?” Her voice was desperate.

      I held up the camera, staring down Mr. Fortenberry. His eyes darted to it.

      His face flushed red. I imagined his entire life as he knew it flashing before his eyes. He thought he’d picked a safe girl, one nobody would care about. He’d been so wrong.

      “Milly,” he said sternly. “Give me the camera. I know this looks bad, but the thing is, it’s all a misunderstanding. We—”

      “There’s no misunderstanding. You touch my sister again and I’ll ruin you. I’ll show these pictures to everyone.”

      “Ruin me?” He inhaled a deep breath. “Jesus,” he whispered. “Look. There’s no need to be so dramatic. You’re a senior. Give me that camera, and I’ll write whatever letter you need for whatever college. I can help, I have connections. I could make it so you graduate with honors.” He sounded pathetic.

      He is pathetic.

      “I’m salutatorian, you piece of shit.”

      I turned to my sister. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. Now.” I reached out, gesturing for her to come to me, but she stayed put, a doe caught in headlights.

      “Shane.” She looked up at Mr. Fortenberry, touched the side of his face in a way that made my stomach roll. “It’s okay. Milly doesn’t understand, that’s all. She will, though.” Her tone shifted. “Milly, I know you will. Please. I love him. He loves me. Please don’t do this.”

      Mr. Fortenberry flinched away from Frances. He peered down at her as if she were disgusting. “Don’t touch me.” Then to me, “I can’t help it if a student has a crush on me. It happens sometimes. It doesn’t mean any lines were crossed. She lured me out here, she made a move. This is all a setup.”

      My mouth dropped open. That place inside screaming, bad man, bad man.

      “Come on, Frances,” I said, urgency creeping in. “I mean it. Let’s—”

      “Give me that, you little bitch!” Mr. Fortenberry yelled, and swiped for the camera, but I moved it out of the way.

      Frances grabbed his arm. “Shane, no—”

      He grabbed a handful of my sister’s hair, jerking her against him. Her mouth snapped closed in a whimper.

      “Give me the camera,” Mr. Fortenberry demanded. “I won’t ask again.”

      When I didn’t move, he snorted. “What is it you think you’re going to do, exactly? You can’t ruin me. I know who you are. I know what your mama did and what your aunts get up to in that shack.”

      I looked from Mr. Fortenberry, with his flared nostrils and wild eyes, to my sister, whose mouth was drawn and brow furrowed. Afraid.

      Mr. Fortenberry shook Frances. “Give it here, or I swear I’ll break her neck. Nobody will even miss her.”

      Frances’s hands flew to her scalp and a high-pitched whine escaped her lips. One of his hands moved to her neck, his fingers squeezing her windpipe.

      My heart pounded.

      If he got the camera, then he won. Without proof, no one would believe us.

      Frances gasped an awful gurgling sound. She grasped at Mr. Fortenberry’s grip, her fingers working and failing to unwind his.

      “You give me that goddamn camera.”

      Death. Death in my leaves.

      Her wide, wide eyes.

      I needed to move. To run at him. To do something. Anything.

      But it was as if I’d grown roots like the tree from the stories we’d once whispered after light’s out. The rotting willow, sick and twisted, waiting for a spill of blood.

      No. I won’t let him hurt her.

      Another choking gasp rattled from my sister.

      The sound unleashed something in me, and the idea came in a flash.

      Toss the camera.

      We’d have no proof of what he’d done, and now he was our enemy. It chilled me to think what this man was capable of.

      How long before he hurt somebody else?

      Frances’s lips moved, silently mouthing words she couldn’t form. I’m sorry.

      Her fingers dropped from her throat, twitching into the sign we’d created long ago. Two fingers, pointed down, and a scratch, scratch, scratch.

      I’d promised her I’d always come when she needed me. All she had to do was give the sign.

      I couldn’t let her down. I threw the camera.

      It arced in the air and Mr. Fortenberry lunged for it, releasing my sister’s neck. She inhaled sharply.

      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Her hands reaching for me, his hands snatching the camera from the air, and then the feeling. The cold weight, my muscles contracting, lifting, lifting.

      I took the shovel in both hands and swung. Hard.

      The impact from the blow vibrated up the handle and into my arms, my chest. I swung again. There was a crunch. A spray of blood.

      The world around me faded to darkness.

      My baby bird was safe.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 20

      
      Now

      “It’s not Blake fucking with us, Milly. It’s Burt. He knows.”

      The words landed like bomb.

      “What do you mean he knows?” I shook my head. “Why…”

      “It’s all my fault.” Frances’s gaze dropped to the empty space between us. “I was in denial about how bad it had gotten. In the beginning Burt was amazing. He was bold and exciting and, God, he was just so all-encompassing. I wasn’t used to someone looking at me like I was the center of their world.”

      I felt my whole body constrict. Frances offered a placating smile.

      “Everyone loved him, Milly, and he chose me. It was like I’d been invisible my whole life, and suddenly people could see me. Believe me. I had no idea he’d become this.” Frances’s lip curled, and she rubbed away the goose bumps that sprung up her forearms. “I thought he loved me and I know I loved him, so I thought it was okay to…”

      “To what?” I had a terrible feeling about where this was going. “You thought it was okay to what?”

      She lifted her chin and looked me in the eye. “I told him about Shane. One night, after we were married. That secret had been eating me alive, and I had to tell someone. I trusted him. He—”

      The room swirled in the edges of my vision. I felt faint, pressing my hand against the wall to steady myself. “How could you?”

      “I’m sorry, Milly.” Frances shook her head. “But it’s my secret too, and I’ve never been as strong as you.”

      Her secret too?

      While she disappeared into a new school with a full scholarship, then college—the kind of life depicted on a Netflix series—I’d disappeared in a rusty truck for good. Living alone with no support and no diploma and no skills. No idea how to be an adult.

      But somehow I’d done it. I’d gotten through. And I’d never, not once, let the secret slip, even when it hollowed me out and turned me into someone I barely recognized.

      Meanwhile, Frances, my sister who managed to get the life I always dreamed of, told the first boy who called her pretty.

      If it was her secret too, how come she hadn’t had to suffer for it?

      Her eyes widened, and this time it was she who reached for me, taking my hands in hers. “It was festering in me, and I believed Burt was my soul mate. I thought he’d understand, because Shane was a bad man. He groomed me.”

      With that sentence, my anger deflated, because when she said it like that, part of me did understand. And the dark moons of her eye sockets and busted lip proved I was wrong about being the only one who’d suffered. Frances suffered plenty.

      “What happened?” I asked softly.

      “Well.” She glanced away. “The thing is that Burt did seem to understand. He didn’t freak out. Maybe that should’ve been a red flag, because if anything, he became more attentive after he knew. And not in like a helpful way. But like…it turned him on.”

      “What?” My brows steepled. “That’s—”

      “Disgusting. I know. He’d make me tell him the story right before we…” She shook her head, closing her eyes. “Then it was like we finally moved past it and everything was normal until one day…well.”

      “What?”

      “Well. He started dissecting everything about that night. It was like he became obsessed…” Her gaze dropped. “With you.”

      This confession hit me like a slap across the face. “What?”

      “Not like…oh God. Just. Okay. Let me finish.” The words rushed out of her. “Not in a sexual way.”

      I stared, openmouthed.

      “Burt said you’d protected me. That you’d killed for me. It was like, a fascination. He’d ask me exactly how you did it, he’d praise you for it. I convinced myself it was kind of sweet…” Her voice petered out, and she seemed to disappear into her own thoughts for a moment.

      I nodded to the bruises on her wrists. “When did he start, you know…”

      “Abusing me?” She frowned. “I think…I think it probably began in the bedroom. Sex became rougher and rougher, and I told myself it was okay. That I liked it, even though I really didn’t. Then he went too far.” Her face crumpled, and she swiped at her eyes. “Choking me until I blacked out. Laughing when I said never again. Hitting me, but always where it wouldn’t show. I had to be camera perfect for the Anderson family.” She scowled, then ran her tongue over the healing cut near her lip. “He took over my social media. Took my keys. It happened slowly…until I was a prisoner.”

      She grabbed my hand, laced her fingers through mine, and for a split second, we were five and eight, holding hands in bed at our aunts’ house, the first night we arrived.

      Frances continued. “A few years ago he started not coming home. He’d stay away later and later. Then overnight. That’s when I began noticing things. There’d be a tiny dot of blood on his shirt or a stain on  the knee of his slacks. He didn’t give a shit if I saw, because, Milly, he’s untouchable. An Anderson, after all.” She spat the words like a curse.

      “It’s embarrassing how I lied to myself. Refused to see what was in front of me. I told myself he was hunting. Or maybe fighting. I realize both of those excuses sound dumb, but who thinks the person they once loved is capable of murder?”

      Her words stung, because hadn’t I proven I was capable of murder?

      “Then I figured he was having an affair. He’d come home from one conference or another, smelling like another woman, and I’d find things tucked away in his suitcase. On his nightstand or closet or office—pieces of jewelry or a hairclip. Once a lacy thong. I thought...” She heaved a sigh. “God, I’m not proud of this, but I thought those spots of blood meant he was hitting his mistress. A tiny part of me was relieved, because if I wasn’t the only one he was hitting, it meant I wasn’t the problem, he was.”

      “Frances—”

      “Please. Let me finish.” She pulled her hand free of mine and reached into her purse. “It wasn’t until I found this that I understood he was even more dangerous than I could’ve known.”

      She inhaled a deep breath and held out the two plastic cards she’d pulled from her purse. “This is why I had to come. When you mentioned the missing college kids—Blake and Andrea—it all clicked together. Burt left for a men’s prayer conference in Atlanta early this morning. He always takes my car keys with him when he travels, but this time they were in his desk drawer. I…I know I don’t have the family gifts, but it was like everything worked out: finding these, you coming by, Burt making a mistake. It was like the universe was telling me to run.”

      I took the cards and examined them. My stomach sank. They were driver’s licenses. One with a smiling redheaded girl whose photo had been all over the news for weeks. The other was a solemn-faced college boy with the same bright eyes as the little kid who used to tag along with his stepdad to ball games. The eyes I’d recognized when his picture was splashed across the local media. I covered my mouth.

      “Burt had these?” It was a stupid question, but in that moment I didn’t trust my own reasoning. It was too much. The threatening phone calls. The body in Moss Grove. Frances showing up.

      “I think he killed them,” Frances said. “I…I know he did.”

      “But how? Why?”

      “That’s what I keep asking myself.” She shook her head, brow furrowed. “When I think back to everything I found in his things each time he came home from being away—a clip with hair in it, a woman’s tank top—I…I think… No, I’m sure he’s killed before. Probably does it for the same reason he hits me: He likes control. He likes hurting people.”

      “That’s terrible.” Terrible wasn’t the right word, not by a long shot. I raked a hand down my face. I’d always figured Burt was probably a rich prick, but what my sister was describing was sadistic. It was evil. “Why them? Why did he kill someone with a close connection to our past?” I studied Blake’s driver’s license. Only Andrea’s body had been found. “Do you think he killed Blake too?”

      “I think so. The news says the police are blaming Blake for the murder. I don’t think they’ll ever find his body. He’s the perfect scapegoat. As far as why them… I think it’s to torture me,” she said. “And you. He knows how much I regret telling him our secret, and he takes every opportunity to remind me the power he holds. God. Who knows how long he planned this or how he tracked those poor kids down? Burt loves a game. He loves being the smartest guy in the room. Those calls… I’m sure he wanted to make sure you didn’t miss the connection. Wanted you to be as freaked out as he knew I’d be.” Frances shook her head. “I can’t stop thinking how their death is my fault. If I’d never told him about what happened…”

      “Then he’d have killed someone else. And if he’s doing it to torture you, then who knows who he’d have gone after?” I looked over the other license, at Andrea’s smiling, freckled face. She was so young. They both were. “Frances. If he knows what I did, if he wants to hurt you by hurting me, why hasn’t he told?”

      “I’ve thought about that a lot,” she said. “Maybe because there’s no body? No way for him to back up his claims? Aunt Hattie and Ruth knew what they were doing, not telling us what they did with Shane.” She paused. “Or…”

      “Or what?”

      “Or maybe he’s biding his time. Seeing how far you’ll bend before he breaks you, because I think that’s what he wants. To break both of us.”

      I shook my head, words leaving me. It had been Burt, my sister’s husband. Burt all along. Weaving this web, tangling me in it.

      Except there was one thing that still didn’t make sense.

      Frances said it had to be Burt who made the harassing calls.

      But that was the problem. The phone calls hadn’t been only about Shane. And no one—not even Frances—knew about Casey.

      Frances’s purse buzzed.

      “You still have your cell.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “Yeah. He couldn’t take it away. How would that look when ladies at the club or Mama Anderson wanted to get in touch?” She rolled her eyes. “Appearances are everything.”

      “But don’t you think he’s using your phone to track you?” Likely another reason he hadn’t taken it. One my sister, who was always better than me at puzzles, wouldn’t miss.

      “I can’t hide, Milly. Burt Anderson would find me even if I tried. Even if I ditched this damn phone. He has a standing tee time with the chief of police, not to mention his daddy practically funds the entire force.”

      “Shit,” I said. “You didn’t have to bring it here and lead him straight to my doorstep.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be out of here soon. I’m not staying. I won’t give him a reason to visit.”

      “If you’re not staying and you’re not hiding, then why did you come?”

      “I…” Frances paused, lips rolled inward, her fingers clenching and unclenching in her lap. “I need you to read me.” She held up her hand as if expecting me to protest. I wasn’t going to. “I know what I said about you looking at my future without my consent, Milly. I know I sounded like a bitch. And I stand by what I said. I never intentionally made our signal. But maybe, I don’t know. Maybe I did unintentionally. If you’re saying I gave the signal, perhaps on some level I was calling out to you. Crying out for help. Even if I didn’t realize it.” Her eyes widened. “I know that sounds absolutely insane.”

      “No,” I whispered. “No, it’s no crazier than anything else.”

      Her shoulders relaxed, sagging forward. “I think peering into my fate is the only way I can get ahead of him.”

      I nod. “Of course.”

      Then I remembered what was revealed in my own tea.

      Death.

      Her death? A death? An echo. Something we’ve tread over before. I thought of everything Frances had revealed: her husband not only capable of murder but longing to cause it. A chill threaded my bones.

      “I’ve squirreled away a little cash. Once you read for me and I know what to expect, I can make a plan. It’s not much, but it’s the only chance I have.”

      “Sister, I’m glad you’re here, and of course I’ll read you. I’ll do anything to help. Burt doesn’t get away with hurting you. But if the only reason you came was for a reading, why not go to Puddle Creek? It’s closer to you. Ruth could’ve read you…”

      “I can’t go to Tennessee and risk putting the aunts in danger.”

      “But you’ll put me in danger.”

      “We’re sisters,” she said. “Besides. You came to me first.”

      She had a point, because when she looked at me with fear in her wide eyes, suddenly I was eight and she was five and we were in the back seat of that awful social worker’s car, her bony fingers clasped in my pudgy hand. I was twelve and she was nine, and I was getting detention for punching a girl who made fun of her hair. We were teenagers, staring down at a corpse, his blood splattered on our cheeks, and I was telling her not to worry, that I’d handle it.

      That I’d always handle it.

      Only I hadn’t. Had I?

      Because if I’d handled it—handled everything—she wouldn’t be here now, in this situation.

      “Fine,” I said. “Let me get the tea.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 21

      
      Then

      Standing in that meadow, covered in blood, was the first time I truly understood power.

      Euphoric power.

      In those precious seconds, propped up by a cocktail of adrenaline and long-simmering rage, I knew with perfect clarity why people would do the unspeakable to achieve this feeling and even worse things to keep it. No one could hurt me. I felt strong.

      I felt whole.

      Then I opened my eyes to a spinning world and retched on my sneakers.

      “Milly? Milly!” Frances grabbed my shoulders, pulling me upright, inches from my face. “Come on, Milly!”

      She slapped my cheek, and I blinked rapidly, reality coming into view.

      We were still in the woods. In the clearing. I knew that.

      The lavender light was fading, darkening the paint that smeared my sister’s face.

      No. Not paint.

      But I knew that too.

      Frances slapped my cheek once more, this time hard.

      The night rushed back. Riding in the back of the truck, sneaking through the forest, Mr. Fortenberry’s hands tenderly on my sister’s cheek, then wrapped around her throat. The camera.

      The vibration of shovel against skull.

      Behind my sister was the bleeding heap that was my English teacher. Had been my English teacher.

      “Oh God.” I covered my mouth with my palm, the smell of my vomit mingling with the copper scent of blood as reality drained the euphoria away like pus from a blister. What had I done?

      My sister and I stumbled to the ground. I ran my tongue over my sticky lips.

      For a long time, we lay in the grass, feet from the man I’d killed, tangled together like when we were little girls and Daddy’s voice tore through our Lundinville home.

      “I’m so sorry,” I murmured. “Frances, I’m so sorry.”

      “Shh. Hush.” She pushed a sticky strand of hair from my face.

      “He’s dead?” I whispered.

      “Yeah.” Frances’s voice was now crisp. “Hopefully.”

      I whimpered. “Oh God. I…I hit him with the shovel and…” This wasn’t power, not really. I’d stopped Mr. Fortenberry, but now my life was in his cold, dead hands.

      People adored Mr. Fortenberry. He was voted favorite teacher two years in a row. Students crushed on him. He had a beautiful wife, and we’d all seen how he doted on his stepson at school events. He’d even befriended old Mrs. Green, our crabby world history teacher, and she hated everybody.

      Who would believe a man like that attacked my sister? That he’d sought her out?

      Everyone knew about Mama. They heard (and spread) rumors about my aunts.

      I thought of Daddy. Of Mr. Baker. Of all the Robbins women who came before me, of the death left in their wake. I was just like them. I’d thought I could outrun our family’s legacy, but I’d been wrong. It was carved on the door inside my chest. Why should I be any different from any other woman in my line? One way or another, this was my fate.

      I’m going to prison. Like mama, like daughter. An ugly sob contorted my face and tears cut paths through the blood and grime on my cheeks.

      “Shh. Milly, it’s okay.”

      “No. It’s not.” Shallow, panting breaths set my lungs on fire.

      “Milly. Breathe. Slowly.”

      “We’re going to jail,” I rasped. Sniffed. “I’m going to jail like Mama.”

      “No, you’re not,” Frances said. “He was going to kill me. You saved my life. You had to do it. I’m so sorry. I should’ve listened to you, I…I just wanted to believe him so bad. I thought he was my person.”

      I sat up. Mr. Fortenberry’s swollen lips were parted, and his tongue peeked out.

      The shovel lay a few feet away. And the blood.

      So much blood. The spray fanning out all around.

      “What are we going to do?”

      Frances held my hands in her own as she chewed her bottom lip. “We get rid of him.”

      “What?”

      “No one knew about us.”

      “How can you be sure? I found out, and I wasn’t exactly snooping.” It came out sharper than I intended.

      “What do you want me to say?” She drew back. “I said I’m sorry. Milly, I—”

      “You’re right,” I interrupted. “It’s okay. It’s his fault, not yours. I just… I don’t want to go to prison.”

      “You won’t. I keep telling you that no one knew about us.” She stood and walked to the body. “If we get rid of…” She gestured to the corpse. “We dump him somewhere far away, then no one will ever suspect you and me.”

      She made it sound so simple. Too simple.

      And she was so damn calm. I’d killed the person she’d thought she loved. And she seemed unbothered, as if this were another equation to solve in mathletes.

      Meanwhile, I might rip apart at any moment, right down the middle. I shook my head. “Where would we take him?”

      Frances leaned forward and grabbed his blood-slick arms. “You get his feet. We get him to the truck, and go from there.”

      “What about his car?”

      She shrugged. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Mr. Fortenberry was at least six three and had the body of a former college athlete gone soft. “I don’t think we can move him.”

      “We have to try.” Her eyes widened. “I won’t let you get in trouble for this. I won’t get in trouble for this. Come on.”

      My mind couldn’t cobble together a better plan, so I grabbed my dead teacher’s legs and heaved. We managed to get him a few inches from the ground and walked two steps before Frances lost her grip.

      “Shit.” She bent forward, examining her sneakers. “Okay, good.”

      “What?”

      “My shoes. They’re new. I had to save up my own money to buy them, and I’ve only worn them a week.” She dusted herself off, as if this were the most normal reasoning on earth. Can’t get this dead man’s blood on my new yellow Converse!

      My heart thudded.

      Everything about this was wrong. I knew what we had to do.

      “We have to tell the aunts,” I said, dropping Mr. Fortenberry’s legs.

      “What?” Frances shook her head. “No. They’ll be so angry, so ashamed of me. I don’t want them to know that I…that he…” She gestured to the corpse.

      “We have to, Frances.”

      “What if they want to call the police? What then?”

      I thought of Mrs. Earline sitting in our kitchen with a purple handprint on her cheek. Of her husband’s obituary a week later. Of Hattie-May helping women with their pest problems.

      “They won’t.” Nervous tears sprung to my eyes because I wasn’t sure if I was telling the truth or not.

      Frances blinked. “They’re going to be so upset with me.”

      “No, they’re not.” Somewhere an owl screeched. The evening had grown darker, and all this blood reminded of the bedtime stories we used to whisper to each other in the dark. The ones about the Hattie-May’s tree, the rotting willow. I wanted out of the forest. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Without a word, I looped an arm around Frances’s waist and we clung together as we walked across the clearing, toward the overgrown path, back to the truck.

      As we drove home, I stole a glance at my sister, who stared straight ahead, through the windshield. There was faint bruising around her neck.

      If I hadn’t been in the back of the truck. If I hadn’t followed my sister into the clearing…

      “I was so wrong,” Frances said quietly as I drove us down the back roads. “I thought Shane cared about me. I thought he was my person. He wasn’t.” She shook her head. “Milly,promise me you’ll never leave me.”

      “Of course I’ll never leave you,” I said.

      I reached for Frances’s hand as the Rust Bucket bounced past the bones and down the driveway. It wasn’t until I pulled to a stop in the yard and shifted to park that I thought of the leaves.

      They’d been right.

      Death had come.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 22

      
      Now

      Frances settled herself on the lone barstool as I filled the kettle. A bridal magazine sat on the counter in a stack of mail. My sister’s nose wrinkled as she picked it up and thumbed its pages. “Are congratulations in order?”

      “What? No. Never.” I popped the kettle onto the stove and cranked the burner to high. “That’s my roommate’s. I think she’s expecting her boyfriend to pop the question soon.” I pulled a saucer and mug from the cupboard and scooped tea into it, then slid them in from of Frances.

      A moment later, the kettle whistled, and I filled the mug with water. Across the small counter, we held hands.

      Anticipation crackled like static across my skin as I centered my mind on Frances. Burt. Moss Grove.

      There was a rustling from behind the door, like wind was blowing beneath it. I closed my eyes and reached, hoping it would once again heed my call.

      The Sight could be present and distant. Two things at once: a yawning flower and drowning beneath waves. A closed door, and a thing reared on its haunches, eager to bite.

      Come on. I imagined sliding my fingers along its seal, looking for a place to coax it open just enough to take what I needed.

      Frances chugged the tea, then tipped the mug onto the saucer to allow the last droplets to drain away before righting the cup and sliding it to me.

      We stared at it.

      The air was thick. I focused.

      Suddenly, I stumbled back, caught in the swell of euphoria, the gift returning to me like a lost friend, before panic tried to settle in. Choppy waves. The Sight yanking me down down down.

      Without warning, the door opened too wide. The possibilities slammed into me. I breathed deep and gave in to the sensation.

      A hand clenching my throat, closing my windpipe. Intense fear. My eyes popped open. I focused on the tea, forcing my gift into the conduit.

      Loathing. Hattie-May’s drawings, those hungry roots. The swell of Frances’s cheek. The smell of metal. No. Not copper. Blood.

      And that weight in my hands.

      That weight.

      That weight.

      I was eight again, running into my mama’s room. I was eating blueberry pancakes. I was being sent off to school. I was alone.

      My chest grew tight.

      Mr. Fortenberry lay in the meadow, his blood sprayed around him like angel wings. Like a halo. Frances’s smile. Our hands clasping.

      “Milly?” My sister’s voice. “Milly. Wake up.”

      Frances in the forest. Frances with a bloody halo. Frances’s dark eyes hollow…

      No. I had to close the door. To stop the flow. Too much. It was all too much. I was going to be sucked under. Swallowed whole.

      “Milly?” Pain ignited across my cheek.

      I blinked, and the sunbursts faded and Frances was across from me, one hand clamped over my shoulder, concern lining her face. I inhaled slowly then looked at the leaves, the smell of blood lingering in my nose.

      The Sight was back. Full force. No more dirty windows or vague nudges.

      And what I was seeing…

      I peered into my sister’s cup. The shapes. The story.

      “What is it?” Frances demanded. “Tell me.”

      For years there’d been nothing but sister sister sister… I’d taken it as a cruelty. A punishment for running away from my family and my legacy. Maybe even for breaking the most important rule.

      But now I saw. It wasn’t a taunt but a warning. I’d saved my sister once, and now, she needed me again.

      “Well?” Frances asked.

      “We need to make a plan,” I said. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll—”

      “Milly, save the sales pitch.” She paused. “It’s bad, then.”

      “Feels that way. Of course, things can change but…” I gave the smallest shrug.

      She bit her lip. “Just tell me.”

      I gestured toward the cup, to the dregs settled within. “There’s Puddle Creek. And you, I felt you there. Then, separately, Burt, I believe. And there’s death. But not like before—it’s a statement, not a hint. A scream.”

      Frances paled.

      “I think there will be an end for one of you.” I looked into her eyes. “Burt will die or you will. It doesn’t say exactly who. Or how.”

      “He dies or I die,” she whispered. Her gaze switched from mine to the teacup, back to mine. “We have to kill him, then.” She propped her elbows on the bar and cradled her chin in her palms. She spoke as if she were ticking things off a to-do list. Get the oil changed in the car. Make a dentist’s appointment. Kill my husband. “I thought I might, but this proves it.”

      “Kill him? You thought you might have to… What are you talking about?”

      “Milly, I don’t want to die.” She sat up, voice pleading. “I’ve thought for a while that he would kill me. It’s why I wanted you to read me. And that’s what the leaves said, right? It’s me or him?”

      “That’s not going to happen. I won’t let it.” I meant what I said. I meant it more than I’d ever meant anything. “But there’s a big difference between Burt dying and us killing him.”

      “But the leaves say he’s going to kill me.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “They say either you’ll die or Burt will die. Let’s think about this for a moment, okay? Just calm down.”

      “Calm down?” Frances snorted. “You want me to calm down? Oh. I’m sorry. Excuse me for being worked up because my husband—who has killed before—is going to kill me if we don’t take care of him first.” She raked a hand over her face. “You’re saying that it could mean something else—well do tell, sister dear. What could they possibly be saying? I may not have the Sight, but it sounds pretty fucking clear to me. Jesus.” She held her palms up in a halting motion. “Excuse me if I don’t want to wait around and be his next victim.”

      Her wrists were bruised. Her lip cut. Then there was Blake’s dead girlfriend. And the things my sister had found, Burt’s trophies.

      The world would be better without Burt Anderson in it, I wouldn’t argue against that.

      But he wasn’t some small-town teacher. He was an Alabama Anderson. There’d be no leaving this earth quietly for him.

      Having blood on my hands had almost undone me. I wasn’t sure I could do it again. Not unless there was no other way.

      There was a flash of memory: the feeling of the shovel in my hand and the vibration that rang through me when it connected with Shane Fortenberry’s skull. There was a small whisper. I could do it again. I was powerful in that moment. I pushed the thought away, afraid of the sliver of truth in it.

      I’d visited Mama in prison exactly once, but it had been enough to know that I wouldn’t allow that to become my fate. Life had been hard, but at least I had choices. “No way,” I said.

      “What other options could I possibly have, Milly? It’s not like I can report him to anyone. I told you the police are his buddies.”

      I turned and walked a tight circle around the dining area. “Frances, God, do you hear yourself? You sound eager—like you want to do it.”

      “Don’t sit there and pretend to understand. This is a man who’s hurt me. Who’s killed. If the only way to ensure I get to live is to get him first, then yeah. I absolutely want to do it.” She paused, leveling a stony gaze at me. “And we’re sisters. You should help me.”

      “Frances, no—”

      “We can get him back to Puddle Creek, like the leaves say. We can do it there. The aunts can help us figure out a plan and then get rid of his body.”

      His body. As if it were a done deal.

      I shook my head. “The leaves aren’t always clear.” Hell, lately they’ve been anything but clear.

      I wanted to tell her we couldn’t do this, couldn’t take a life and risk our freedom because of what I saw in a teacup, but then I thought of Hattie-May. Of the women she’d been rumored to help. How was this any different? I whispered, “What if I’m wrong?”

      “Witchy Milly is never wrong.” Frances smiled when she said my old nickname, but there was desperation hiding in the sound.

      “There has to be another solution. One we’re missing.” I shut my eyes for a moment and took a bracing breath, letting the charge of my emotions settle. “I’m not saying he shouldn’t die. But we can’t kill. Not again. What if we keep you safe until he dies, keep him far away from you? Then this all goes away.”

      I picked Andrea’s license up from the counter. Burt had already done enough to be sent away for a long, long time. Frances said his family owned their local police, and the public loved them, but that’s the thing about public opinion: It could change on a dime.

      And the public also loved dead girls. If anyone had a chance in hell at turning Burt Anderson from Alabama’s favorite golden boy into a monster—it was Andrea.

      We needed Burt to be locked away for what he’d already done. If Burt was in prison, he couldn’t kill my sister. She could disappear and live the life she deserved.

      “You said Burt’s at a conference. When does he get home?”

      “Yes. He’s at a men’s prayer conference in Atlanta. His flight lands tomorrow.”

      “I have an idea.” I tapped Andrea’s license against the counter, more pieces sliding into place. “We need something that is linked to him without question. Something that could get lost.”

      “Why? What are you thinking?”

      I grabbed my keys from the bowl on the counter, hardly able to believe what I was about to suggest. “I’ll tell you all about it on the way to your house.”

      “Wait. You want me to go back there? Milly. No.”

      “Only to grab a few things. We won’t stay.”

      “What if—” Frances wrung her hands. “What if Burt’s already back? What if I can’t leave again?”

      “You’ll have me, and I’m not letting him keep you. No matter what.”

      When she looked at me, she was the little girl waiting on the bench outside the principal’s office again. I remembered something Aunt Hattie used to always say. “Neither hell nor high water will keep me away.”

      Frances smirked. “Maybe bring a shovel.”

      I narrowed my gaze at my sister. “Not cool.” But for the first time in a long time, I smiled my real smile.

      Because in a messed-up way, it was actually kind of funny.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 23

      
      Then

      The Rust Bucket kicked up dust when I punched the brake, sliding to a stop a few yards from the porch, where Bunny’s arms were draped over Ruth’s shoulders as if slow dancing to the crickets and whippoorwills that sang from dusk to dawn.

      I was still clutching the gearshift when Frances threw open her door and toppled out.

      Horror replaced the previous calm as Ruth took in Frances running across the yard, stepping beneath the porch light, sprayed in blood. Her hand flew to her mouth when she saw my sister’s neck, where the bruise stood out against her fair skin.

      I cut the engine and stepped out of the truck.

      “Hattie-May?” Ruth called out, turning to the screen door. “Hattie-May, come on. We got an emergency to deal with.”

      Hattie-May scuttled out of the house, a damp ring circling the neck of her peach housedress. “What you mean an emergency? What is it, Ruthie?”

      When she saw us, she gasped. “Lord have mercy.”

      Everything stopped. The silence was deafening. Bunny’s nails dug into Ruth’s arm as if trying to hold her back. Hattie-May’s lips parted, her sparse brows pushed together, her hand at her chest. She stared at something the rest of us couldn’t see.

      Then, Frances began to speak, the entire sordid story pouring from her blood-speckled lips. Me discovering her, our fight, sneaking away. What came after.

      The hands at her throat, the swing of the shovel. Shaking me awake.

      As she spoke, I relived the crunch of bone. The shock waves through my arms. The euphoria. The relief. The overwhelming terror.

      When Frances finished the story, Ruth bit out, “We need to go. Right now.”

      Hattie-May stared a moment before setting her jaw and nodding curtly. She shoved her feet into her clogs and mumbled something I couldn’t quite make out, something about fate finding the Robbins women. Perhaps that’s where her gaze had been—on all the Robbinses who had come before, saddled with this legacy.

      I broke every speed limit rushing toward the logging road as Frances pointed out the turns. Hattie-May was squeezed into the Rust Bucket with us while Ruth and Bunny followed in Ruth’s truck.

      “I don’t understand.” Hattie-May shook her head. “How could this happen?”

      I felt numb.

      “Milly saved me,” Frances said plainly. “He deserved it.”

      I focused on the road but caught glances of Hattie-May from the corner of my eye. She nodded so slightly I almost missed it.

      “I see.” The simple phrase was laced with poison.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I should’ve told. I should’ve—”

      “Hush now, honey,” Aunt Hattie said, and I snapped my mouth closed. “There is only one person at fault here.” She was quiet a moment, before adding, “He brought Frances to the woods alone? I hope to God he’s still alive.”

      I pressed my lips together, hating the tears that stung my eyes. “I know. I—”

      “I hope he’s alive so I can kill him myself.” The air whooshed from my lungs. My great-aunt reached across my sister and squeezed my knee. “Dearie, you did the right thing.” She paused and added, “It was the only thing you could’ve done in the moment.”

      I stopped the truck next to Shane’s car and we got out. Ruth parked next to me and pulled two flashlights from behind her seat. She handed one to Frances.

      “Okay.” Ruth clicked her’s on and swung the beam of light around. “Where’s the son of a bitch?”

      I nodded toward the tree line. Ruth mumbled something under her breath and handed her flashlight to Aunt Hattie. Walking back to her truck, she opened the tailgate and pulled out a collapsible cart with big rubber wheels.

      “What?” Ruth asked when she saw the look on my face. “It’s for hauling deer out of the woods. D’you think Hattie-May is going to grab his wrists and I’m going to take his ankles?”

      Frances and I glanced at each other but said nothing.

      “Now let’s get going. Y’all know being in the forest long after dark gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “Follow me,” Frances said, leading the way toward the trees.

      The flashlight bobbed in Hattie-May’s hands and illuminated the back of Shane’s car.

      “Hey, one second.” Bunny stopped. “Shine that light back over here, will you?”

      Aunt Hattie obliged.

      “I know this car.” Bunny tapped the glass with her lime green acrylic. “Dark hair and green eyes?”

      I nodded.

      “Yep,” Bunny continued. “This creep is always at the Lickety Split.”

      “No,” Frances said. “No way. Shane didn’t like places like that. He didn’t even like me wearing shorts to school.”

      “Sweetie, I’d never lie to you. You know that.” Bunny licked her plump lips. “This car is in the parking lot at the club all the time.”

      “You sure?” Ruth grimaced.

      Bunny shrugged. “We get all types at the Split, and we withhold judgment as long as the patrons are willing to pay to play and mind their manners. But when a car with an honor roll bumper sticker and a stick family in the back window spends that much time in our parking lot, it doesn’t go unnoticed.” I shot Bunny a what the hell? look. She added, “I’m sorry, Frances, honey. It’s true.”

      “It’s fine.” My sister’s face was a blank wall as she again marched toward the path, leading the way into the trees, stomping sticks and grass and brambles underfoot. “He tried to kill me. Why do I care if he wanted to look at naked girls?”

      We filed behind Frances, walking quietly to the clearing as Hattie-May shined the light ahead. Once there, we circled Mr. Fortenberry’s body.

      Hattie-May aimed her flashlight at his face. Red and black fire ants marched in and out of Mr. Fortenberry’s smashed nostrils and between his bloated lips. In the short hour we’d been gone, something had bitten a chunk from his earlobe. Or maybe it had been sliced off by the edge of the shovel.

      I stared down at the mess of a man until I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Yep.” Bunny snapped her gum. “This guy was a regular. Practically part of the furniture.” She cocked back her leg and kicked him hard in the ribs. “Piece-of-shit child molester.”

      Her signature heels had been traded for the spare rubber boots Ruth kept in the back of her truck.

      “Frances?” Hattie-May’s gaze narrowed on my sister, who stood next to me. Frances’s lips were drawn and her eyes strangely serene as she stared down at the body.

      Was she traumatized? Had I swung that shovel and broken my sister?

      “You okay over there, dearie?” Hattie-May asked.

      “Huh?” Frances said. “Yeah. I’m fine. Glad he’s dead. That’s all.”

      The image of Mr. Fortenberry’s hands around Frances’s throat flashed through my mind. Desperation and panic on each of their faces. Her fingers curling at her side, stretching out in our secret SOS as the light in her eyes dimmed.

      I bumped my shoulder against hers, reminding her I was there and that she’d always have me.

      Hattie-May rubbed her chin. “You said you hit him with a shovel?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said. “I snapped his picture, and he freaked out. Started choking Frances. I threw the camera, and when he went for it—I smacked him… I don’t remember what happened next.”

      “We’ll need the shovel.” Hattie-May tapped her chin with her index finger as she spoke. She made the same gesture when dictating our weekly shopping list. “And the camera. We can’t leave anything behind out here. And we’ll have to cross our fingers for a good rainstorm.”

      “I have the camera.” I pointed to where the shovel lay in the grass, a few feet away. “And the shovel’s over there.”

      Ruth began snapping her cart open. “Let’s get to it, then.”

      “His car,” Hattie-May said as she carefully knelt next to the body, propping the flashlight against him. “I’m afraid that’s the thing that’s going to be a problem.”

      I looked around the circle, from one face to another. That was the problem?

      Everyone, even my sister, was so calm.

      Meanwhile, I struggled not to disintegrate. How could I feel sick over hurting someone I was glad was dead? Who I’d kill again a million times if it meant saving my sister? How could I hate myself and be proud of what I’d done?

      “Milly?” Hattie-May’s forehead wrinkled.

      Hearing my name snapped me back into myself. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “You and Frances don’t need to watch this—you’ve been through enough.”

      “No,” Frances said before I could say okay, that I’d rather be anywhere else. “We’re staying.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise, honey,” Hattie-May insisted.

      Ruth shrugged, struggling with the buttons of Shane’s shirt. “Let ’em stay if they want, Hattie. This ain’t nothing compared to what they’ve been through already.”

      Hattie-May sighed. “I reckon you’re right.”

      I stared at the side of my sister’s face. She didn’t take her eyes off Shane as Ruth undressed the corpse, giving up on the buttons and pulling her knife from her belt and slicing the fabric down the middle.

      “About the car,” Bunny said as she untied Mr. Fortenberry’s shoes—the kind of sneakers old guys wore when they wanted to look cool. “I know someone.”

      “No,” Hattie-May said. “No one else can know about this. Bunny, dearie—”

      “Just hear me out, Hattie-May. It’s a good idea,” Bunny interrupted.

      Aunt Hattie glanced from Bunny to Ruth, who shrugged. Finally, she nodded. “Okay.”

      “I told you this man was at the club often.” Bunny scrunched her face. “Tonight’s dollar dances. It’ll be crowded… It’d be completely normal for him to slip in and slink into the background.”

      Bunny pulled Mr. Fortenberry’s left sock off, then began working on his right. “I’ll park his car at the edge of the lot. There’s no security cameras outside the club—can you even imagine? Cameras would cut our business in half.” She snorted. “We’d lose the church crowd if there was any sort of video evidence and—”

      “Bun, sweetie. The point?” Ruth said gently.

      “Right,” Bunny said. “Anyway, I’ll park and sneak in the back entrance. The car will be noticed. Someone’s bound to report seeing it. Probably my girls will even say they saw him inside. Memories are weird like that. Then…” She paused, smiling, palms and fingers splayed in front of her as if she was about to share the best news of her life. “My cousin—technically he’s my third cousin—but he owes me a favor. A big one.”

      “I’m scared to ask what kind of favor could help us with our current predicament.” Ruth stood and wiped her hands down the front of her Wranglers.

      “Thing is, he’s got a garage—but really it’s a chop shop,” Bunny said “Once folks notice the car, I’ll call him and tell him to come grab it. He’ll take it to his shop. Chop it up, sell it off. And you ain’t gotta worry. He’s not the type of man who’s volunteering information to the cops.”

      “The cops?” I whispered, my knees going weak.

      “You let us worry about that, Milly dear,” Hattie-May said, grunting as she reached to pick up the shirt and socks, then took Shane’s belt from Ruth. She dropped them into the bottom of Aunt Ruth’s cart. “In fact, you need to go now. You girls need an alibi. An unimpeachable one. Ruthie, what do you think?”

      “All right.” Ruth’s dark eyes narrowed as she thought. “Y’all run home—quickly—and wash up. Don’t dawdle. Put on clean shirts. Frances, wear something to cover your neck. I know you’re probably hurting, but the both of you have to get back to that bonfire. Talk with friends, and act as if you’ve been there the whole time. If those parties are like I remember, no one’s going to be sober enough to contradict you.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You want us to go back?” It seemed impossible—going back to something so normal after life had taken such a sharp turn.

      “No,” Aunt Ruth said. “I’m telling you that you have to.” She put a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll finish up here. You don’t need to know what happens next. Now go on. Both of you.”

      I looked from my sister, then down at the corpse I’d made. His pale chest was waxy in the moonlight.

      I froze.

      The smallest movement—so minuscule, so shallow, it could’ve been a trick of the light, but I didn’t think so. Mr. Fortenberry’s chest rose as if with the slightest breath.

      “He’s not dead.” I dropped to the ground next to my English teacher and reached for his arm, pressing my fingers to his clammy skin. Maybe he had a pulse. Maybe I wasn’t a murderer. Maybe we could take him to the hospital, and he’d live and get arrested for what he’d done to my sister. I didn’t care what anyone thought about us—if they said horrible things. I didn’t even care if he went free. At least I wouldn’t have blood on my hands.

      We could get back to our normal life—back to our plan. Frances would go to the boarding school. I’d get the salutatorian scholarships and go to college. We’d pretend this never happened.

      I hadn’t realized that I’d wanted this until it was a possibility.

      I pressed Mr. Fortenberry’s wrist harder, desperate to feel a twitch or thump or anything.

      “Milly, stop.” Hattie-May’s voice was stern with a thrum of panic at the edge. She pulled me backward, surprisingly strong. Aunt Ruth grabbed me around the middle.

      “I heard something,” I cried, sounding desperate even to my own ears.

      “No you didn’t, dearie,” Hattie-May insisted. “You have to go now.”

      I jerked at Ruth, but she held tight. “Milly, stop fighting.”

      “He’s not dead.”

      Ruth released me, and I fell forward.

      I looked around the circle, at the faces hollowed by shadows, the tight set of jaws.

      “You didn’t hear anything,” Aunt Ruth said. “Not a damn thing. It’s these woods. Weird shit happens out here at night.” She looked over her shoulders into the dark forest. “Which is why you need to leave.”

      “No,” I insisted.

      “Milly, that’s enough.” Hattie-May stepped close and looked down at me. “He’s dead. He was dead the moment he laid a hand on Frances. You understand?” She struggled to her feet and stepped close to me, bending forward and clasping my chin in her arthritic fingers. “He’s dead, because if he’s not, we have more trouble than he’s worth. He dug his own grave the moment he brought your sister here.”

      With those words the fight left me. I rose slowly and took Frances’s hand, and, for the last time, we left that haunted clearing.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 24

      
      Now

      Moss Grove was almost six hours away, and the thought of returning so soon was daunting. We were both exhausted, me from lack of sleep and Frances from driving.

      But it didn’t matter. We had to act before Burt returned from his conference.

      We took my Malibu and left Frances’s BMW in the Publix parking lot. If he was as crazy as Frances said, he was likely tracking Frances’s car, not only her cell. We didn’t need him knowing our every move. My sister would ditch her phone soon enough, and by the time Burt arrived back home, we’d be long gone, and our setup would be complete.

      We sped down the causeway and exited the interstate for the middle of nowhere, highways turning to backroads and then back to highways. We fell into conversation, telling childhood stories. Remember how butterflies always landed on you, but I had to chase them because they didn’t like me? Remember jumping rope for hours in the front yard? Can you still say the rhyme? Remember the mud pies? Being mermaids in the creek? Remember helping in the greenhouse? All those plants! All those old books! I didn’t know Hattie-May grew pot until college and realized—I knew that smell! It made me homesick…

      Of course, we avoided certain memories, taking cues from each other when we veered too close. It seemed as if the tales would never run out, but eventually we found ourselves sitting in silence—albeit a happy one.

      After ten minutes of listening to random radio stations, Frances sighed. “You know. I don’t know what I’m going to do after all this. I’ll finally be free again.”

      I smiled as dense pine forest whipped past the window. “Probably anything you want.”

      “I’m serious,” she said. “If your plan works, and Burt is arrested, then I’ll have to move. No way I could stay here. God, I can’t even imagine dealing with his family. I’ll need to disappear for a while. Maybe forever.”

      “Shouldn’t be hard,” I said. “You’ll have money.” The subtext was clear—if I could do it with nothing, she could easily do it with a padded bank account.

      “Yeah. That doesn’t hurt things.” Frances turned to the window as she spoke. “I’ll sell the house and land. I figure his brothers will buy it all. It’s family property, and they’ll want to keep it that way.” She drummed her fingers on the dash. “I have no idea what our accounts look like, or if I’ll even have access to it after everything comes out. I have some cash saved, and some of my jewelry is in a safe-deposit box—I can sell that. I’d love to get a job. You know I’ve never had a real career? All that education and for what?”

      “Poor thing. Never had to work a day in your life.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I had a GED and a year and half of community college under my belt, but something always got in the way of me finishing. That diploma would change my life. If I ever was able to graduate, I’d never pour a cup of coffee or deal with anyone like Pit-Bush again.

      “Don’t say that. I’m not some poor little rich girl. I had no choices, Milly. Maybe I didn’t struggle like you, but that doesn’t mean what I went through wasn’t just as bad.”

      “Just as bad?” I tried not to scoff. “The abuse and Burt—yeah. That part is horrible, and I’m sorry that happened. I’ll do anything to get you out of it.” I bit my lip, wishing I’d have kept my mouth shut, just this once.

      “But?”

      “But the rest of it? While you were at college, I was busting my ass trying to get by. You have no idea.” I shuddered, remembering the nights in the Rust Bucket, then the carousel of roommates and roach motels before finding Carla. “I’m sorry, Frances. I love you, and like I said, I’ll do everything in my power to help you, always. But, in some ways at least, I can’t feel sorry for you.”

      Outside the window, a yellow sign warned of deer crossing, then another told us the bridges we drove over could ice in cold weather. Another, this one black-and-white and tilted dangerously on its side, ordered us to repent or face hellfire.

      “I don’t want your pity,” she said. “That wasn’t my point.”

      I felt her gaze on me as we coasted past a farmers’ co-op with darkened windows and slowed as we entered what constituted the village of Moss Grove. At the only red light, I shifted in my seat.

      My sister, always beautiful, even with the scabbed-over cuts and tired eyes. With her unnaturally smooth forehead and professionally plumped lips, who somehow had skin but no pores. Meanwhile I hadn’t been to a doctor in years and was pretty sure I needed at least two fillings in my teeth. But sure. She had it worse than me.

      “What?” I asked, when she didn’t speak.

      She nodded out the windshield. “It’s green.”

      I pressed the gas. Clouds rolled across the star-littered sky as we passed a twenty-four-hour gas station that was nicer than you’d expect in such a rural town.

      “What are you going to do?” she eventually asked me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw the bridal magazines. Your roommate’s getting married. That means you’ll have to move, I’m guessing?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Carla’s mom would likely sell the apartment, and my last Zillow search told me rent had skyrocketed in the Key—made sense, I guess. A crappy beach town was still a beach town.

      It was looking like I’d have to move farther inland, which meant I’d have to find a new job. Shouldn’t be a big deal, because waitressing jobs aren’t hard to get. Thing was, when it came to being a server, I liked Huddle Hut and its sticky floors and sometimes crazy (but mostly harmless) customers. I knew what to expect, and when your life is cloaked in chaos, that goes a long way.

      “Earth to Milly,” Frances said. “You there? I don’t want to die in a car crash, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I was thinking.”

      “And?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what I’m going to do, yet. I have some time, though.” I glanced at her. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you asking me that?” I hated the suspicious edge to my tone. It wasn’t fair to Frances.

      “I don’t know. Small talk, I guess?” she said. “I’ve missed you.”

      I smiled. “I missed you too.”

      “You know, maybe we could be roommates.”

      I blinked. “You’d want to live with me?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “If you’re open to it. I don’t want to lose you again.”

      “I don’t know.” My brakes squeaked as we approached the pristine fenced-in pastureland. My sister’s house wasn’t far. “I mean. Yeah. I think I’d like that. But…”

      “But what? You don’t sound like you think it’s a good idea.”

      We crossed the bridge over the creek.

      “Where would we live?” I couldn’t picture my sister staying a single night in Persimmon Key, much less moving there. I certainly couldn’t afford to pay half the rent on anything like she was used to. “In case it’s not obvious, I’m kind of broke.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I don’t care about that. We can live wherever. If I buy a place, then you could move in. Go to work. Back to school. Do whatever.”

      I ran my tongue over my teeth. This would change everything for me. “I’m not sure you mean it,” I said.

      “Oh, I mean it. We have a decade to make up for, and I don’t want to waste any of it.” She pointed to her driveway. “Turn here.”

      I wheeled in, not bothering with my blinker.

      As we made our way down the long driveway, passing under the wrought iron lamps, Frances’s face morphed into the haunted woman I’d seen on TV, standing on the steps of the Alabama capitol.

      We crept along silently until the road was no longer visible behind us, and we reached the house, with its rambling porch and planters overflowing with flowers and greenery. It was as majestic as it had been the day before. It hit me, as it had yesterday when I’d made this same trek, exactly how much our lives had diverged.

      I slowed and shifted to park. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      Frances was dead still and moonlight pale.

      “Come on. We need to hurry.” I touched her hand. “It’s going to be okay. I’m here.”

      She nodded.

      I pushed open my car door and stepped onto the circular drive and waited for Frances to do the same.

      “Remember,” I said, a shiver lacing my spine. “We get in and get out. The sooner we finish the plan, the sooner we can dump your phone and crash in a hotel somewhere.”

      Another silent nod.

      I’d expected Frances to punch a number into a security keypad or some other high-tech, expensive home security system, but she pulled an old key from her purse and slid it into the lock.

      “You’re sure there’s no cameras?” I knew there weren’t—we’d already discussed it, as I’d hashed out the plan. My nerves needed to hear it again.

      “No,” Frances said. “Burt hates them. He wants nothing that could be hacked or record his comings and goings. When we built the place, I’d thought it was a quirk, maybe from growing up in such a well-known family with his image splashed all over the internet. Now, I worry he has other reasons.”

      “Right.” The door clicked open, and I followed Frances inside, where the light flipped on and a peachy glow fell over the foyer. I rubbed the goose bumps from my forearms. There was something cold about this entire place. It was a beautiful home, yet it made my skin crawl.

      “Wow.” The word escaped in a whisper. I’d seen the room before in photos, but that didn’t do the space justice. Rich hardwood floors flowed beneath our feet, so pristine that under other circumstances I’d have felt guilty keeping my shoes on. High ceilings were propped up with walls painted a muted lavender.

      The paint color reminded of the lavender comforter I’d bought Frances as a peace offering so long ago. I’d never actually given it to her, and when I ran away, it had still been in the back seat of my old truck. I’d slept with it until it was nothing but a tattered rag.

      There were hints of the girl I’d once known, the old version of Frances. The oil paintings that hung in thick frames were all of nature. Moths and butterflies and luscious, green weeping willows. One painting of a dogwood raining white flowers reminded me of home, of the trees in our Puddle Creek yard and a favorite sketch of Aunt Hattie’s that hung in the living room.

      “Come on.” Frances tugged me toward the staircase. We passed a side table that held two bronze candlesticks that on closer inspection depicted lizards crawling the length of them. Sitting between the candlesticks was a coffee-table book with colorful geometry illustrations on the cover, titled Elements of Euclid.

      I smiled because this house was proof. My sister as I’d once known her still existed.

      At the top of the stairs, Frances turned, a nervous look in her eyes. “Burt has this wristwatch that he’s worn in several photo shoots. I was thinking it would make sense for it to fall off at a crime scene if he was digging or burying a body, right?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe? Seems like it would be easy enough to say it’s not his. We need something undeniable.”

      “His name is engraved on the back. It was a gift,” Frances said. “I’ll get it from his case in his closet.” She glanced around. “His office is at the end of the hall. You can look around in there and see if you come across something better. Just, you know, he’s particular and will notice if things have been rifled through.”

      Nodding, I said, “I’ll leave it exactly as I find it.”

      Frances walked toward what I assumed was their bedroom, and I headed toward Burt’s office.

      “Milly?”

      I stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

      “Thank you. For believing me.”

      “I’ll always believe you,” I said.

      The hallway felt like a cavern. The same, uneasy feeling still danced along my skin, reminding me to hurry.

      Burt’s office held none of my sister’s touches. One side of the room was covered in floor-to-ceiling built-ins made of a dark, expensive-looking wood that matched his oversize desk. Brown leather chairs sat around a cowhide rug while framed football paraphernalia hung from the walls. The room smelled like furniture polish and cut tobacco.

      I looked around, unsure where to start or even what I was looking for. If Burt wasn’t wearing the watch Frances mentioned, it would be the perfect piece of evidence to plant, but maybe there was something else too. A backup plan. His shelves held the kind of leather-bound books that were never read and knickknacks that probably made sense to someone, but not to me. I sat down in his desk chair and began opening his drawers.

      The top one held pens and paper clips. In another I found much of the same, but also photographs depicting Burt and my sister dressed in Auburn University sweatshirts with eye black on their cheekbones. They held foam fingers and grinned widely at the camera. I kept digging. The back of the drawer held jewelry: some rings, an earring missing its back, a necklace with a broken clasp. My breathing hitched. Frances had mentioned Burt’s trophies. Who had these belonged to? Were their owners lying in holes somewhere, with no one looking for them?

      The big drawer on the left held a mostly empty filing system, so I moved to the last drawer on the right. Unlike the other, it had a lock, and I was surprised when it slid halfway open with ease.

      My anticipation was thrumming.

      A voice startled me out of my focus. “Boo.” Frances appeared in the doorway.

      I inhaled deep breaths, trying and failing to steady my racing heart.

      “You look spooked,” she said, smirking a bit.

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “You found it?”

      She nodded, holding the wristwatch up by its golden band. “Yeah. Now, let’s get out of here.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” I jumped to my feet. My leg bumped against the still-open desk drawer. I bent to nudge it closed, then froze, feeling sick.

      “Milly?” Frances stepped toward the desk. “What’s wrong?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but quickly shut it, suddenly unsure how to form words. The chill that had wound its way around my spine now shot icy daggers through my body, and bile gurgled up my esophagus.

      I shook my head and reached down.

      No. No this couldn’t be what I thought.

      There’s no way it could be here.

      It made no sense.

      I pulled the helmet free and held it up, locking eyes with my sister.

      “How?” was all I managed to say.

      Because this wasn’t just some helmet. The stickers that covered it were long worn off, and the Sharpie marks were faded—but there was my name.

      Milly+Casey BFF.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 25

      
      Then

      Everything passed in a blur—returning home, scrubbing in the sink until we were raw, changing clothes, then driving back to the bonfire as quickly as we could.

      The music thumped loudly as I parked in the grove next to the other vehicles. More students had arrived since we’d left, and the party had picked up. Good. It would be easier to slip in undetected.

      Casey’s dirt bike was still propped near the same tree. He hadn’t left. My nerves rattled at the thought of seeing him. It seemed a lifetime ago that I’d kissed him, seen his shy smile, accepted his invitation to be alone. And now…

      And now everything was different.

      I was different.

      Frances and I walked silently toward the party, not speaking until we crossed into the pasture, where students stood in groups, laughing and drinking and dancing on wobbly legs.

      There was a chill in the night air, but it was too warm for a fire. “You know what to do?”

      Frances nodded, dressed in shorts and an oversize hoodie pulled almost to her chin. “Just walk around. Hold a cup. Make sure people see me.”

      “Yeah. But don’t, you know, talk about anything. If anyone asks where you’ve been, tell them here. Around. We’ll leave as soon as we can.”

      “No one’s going to ask where I’ve been.” Frances frowned. “I can promise you that.” She stalked away, disappearing into a tangle of our peers.

      I walked toward the bonfire, not stopping until its heat was too much. It had been burning for over an hour and was still going strong, its orange flames glowing almost fluorescent as they licked the night sky.

      The party had backed away from the heat, and anyone with a layer or two to shed had done so. The ground was littered with hoodies and flannels and Carhartts.

      I stared at the fire, with burning cheeks and sweat pooling in my armpits. Maybe I should just walk right into the blaze. I was a killer. Maybe I deserved it.

      You’d think having grown up hearing gossip about how my mama was a murdering bitch or how my aunt may or may not be a witch, or hell, even Ruth’s bones, would desensitize me to the idea of killing. But it hadn’t. Somehow it made it worse. I’d joined the family ranks.

      Behind me, someone whooped, and I turned to see a girl from my AP Bio class—Jenny, I think?—executing a keg stand, her tan legs stretched into the air as two boys from the baseball team held her up. It was unsettling, how silly little things like parties and bonfires continued on while I felt fundamentally changed.

      That was the problem. I felt. Ruth always said I felt things too deeply. And right now, I didn’t want to feel anything.

      Maybe Jenny was on to something.

      I knew it was a bad idea, but that didn’t stop me from walking toward the keg. I grabbed one of the red plastic cups that littered the ground nearby, and the second Jenny dismounted with all the grace of a drunk gymnast, I filled that cup to the brim and chugged.

      “Fuck yeah! I didn’t know Witchy Milly liked to party!” I wasn’t sure which boy said it, and never lowered my cup to see as I flipped my middle finger in the air and spun it in each direction.

      Cheers and laughter broke out around me. I wiped my mouth on the back of my arm, then immediately went for another. This time as I drained my beer, one of the girls started chanting “chug, chug, chug.”

      Whoever had said I liked to party was wrong. But tonight was different. Tonight was about running from the guilty ache in my chest and silencing that whisper in my head, the one that softly said over and over: murderer murderer.

      After my third beer, the small group that had cheered me on had moved on to something else. I didn’t care.

      I pumped the keg, then squirted a foamy beer into my cup for the fourth time, annoyed that it was taking so long to dull my feelings.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up.

      Casey. Shit.

      “Hey,” I said, dropping my eyes to my cup. I blinked away tears, not sure why I suddenly wanted to cry.

      “What happened?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Milly.” There was a world of hurt in the way he said my name. “Come on. You told me to meet you, but you left. Did I do something? I thought maybe you had an emergency, because I couldn’t find Frances either, but here you—”

      “Shut up.” I jerked my gaze to his face, my eyes wide and wet. There was a glass bottle abandoned on a nearby blanket, and I grabbed it and tossed my beer aside as I walked away from my lingering classmates.

      “Stop telling me to shut up,” Casey said.

      Lowering my voice, I said, “I never left. We were here the entire time. Both Frances and me.”

      When we were out of earshot, I spun toward Casey, stumbling. He grabbed my shoulders and steadied me. I repeated myself, waving the bottle around as I spoke. “I’ve been here the entire time.”

      I tipped the bottle to my lips and drained the last few swallows and coughed against the burn in the back of my throat.

      “No.” Casey grabbed the bottle, pulling it from me. “No, you haven’t. I saw you tear out of here. And—Christ—what happened? Because, I’m sorry, you look… You don’t look great. And you never do this.” He shook the empty bottle. “I mean—you can do whatever you want. Obviously. But Milly, what’s going on? I know things have been weird, but this—”

      My face crumpled. “I can’t talk about it.”

      He pulled me close. “You can talk to me about anything. You’re my best friend. You know I’d do anything for you.”

      My tears wet the collar of his shirt. I sniffed. “I really can’t.”

      Each time I blinked, Mr. Fortenberry’s pulpy face was waiting behind my eyelids. Chunk of earlobe missing. Ants crawling out of his nose.

      Casey touched my cheek near my ear, then looked down at his fingers. “Are you bleeding?” His voice tightened, and he looked back toward the crowd of students. “Milly, for real. Did someone hurt you? Are you okay?”

      “No. I mean yes, I’m okay,” I lied.

      I stepped back, the alcohol sloshed in my stomach while the world tilted. “I’m fine. It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing if you’re bleeding.” His voice was soft, but his hand clenched at his side.

      “I’m not!”

      “Well then talk to me, dammit.”

      I shook my head, tears sliding down my cheeks. “Not here.”

      “What do you mean not here? Look. If someone hurt you, and you don’t want to tell me, that’s okay. I can go with you to talk to someone if that’s—”

      “No. It’s nothing like that. I just want to go home.” Hadn’t I been here long enough? Everyone had seen me.

      Suddenly, all I wanted was the safety of my house. Of the women who cared for me.

      Casey’s rust-colored brows arched, his face now inches from mine. The memory hit me, the smell of cinnamon on his breath, and how his lips had tasted. I leaned closer slowly, but when my lips brushed his, he pulled away.

      A sob escaped. Casey hates me.

      Why does everyone hate me?

      Why is the world spinning so fast?

      “Shh…” He patted the back of my head.

      “You don’t like me,” I cried.

      “Yes, I do. I like you so much. More than that, even. But you’re drunk.”

      Was I? Then why didn’t I feel better?

      He sighed. “You’re drunk, and I’m going to get you home. We can put my bike in the back of your truck. I’ll drive y’all.”

      Yes. I nodded. Yes that sounds great. Take me home. But still, something in me wanted more.

      “Come over tonight. Please,” I begged. He looked at me closely before nodding and pulling me away.

      Casey continued talking, saying something I didn’t hear, because my skin prickled with the feeling of being watched. I looked over his shoulder. Frances stood near the bonfire, staring at me.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 26

      
      Now

      My hands trembled as I clutched the worn hunk of plastic and foam to my chest and swallowed a sob.

      The cherry-red paint had faded, and chunks of the lining had crumbled on the inside. As I traced our names with my fingertips, the helmet took me back to that night. The last night I’d seen him.

      Muffled moonlight had bathed his features, highlighting his high cheekbones and pointy chin while hollowing his deep eyes as we sat with our backs pressed against the greenhouse. Tears slipped down my cheeks while Casey listened and sweetly shhhed. I’d confessed everything to him—how I was a murderer, how it had made me feel—and he’d listened without judgment.

      The helmet—this helmet—had sat on the ground between us. Hadn’t it?

      It didn’t really matter, because wherever it had been that night couldn’t explain how it had found its way to Burt’s office.

      I thought of the phone call asking about the last night I’d seen Casey. He’d known the entire time…

      How?

      It didn’t make sense.

      Nothing about this made sense.

      My words were thick in my mouth, but I finally spat them out. “How does he have this? Frances? Tell me how Burt has Casey’s helmet.”

      Frances’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes widening. “Where did you find that?”

      I blinked and focused on my sister’s face. Was that fear—that concern—she wore, was it real? Or a mask? Because no one knew this secret. Hell. I barely could admit it to myself.

      “Milly.” Frances’s voice was frantic. “Sister, answer me. Where did you find that?”

      My lips pressed into a line. That place inside whispered focus focus focus.

      This reaction—this big, freaked-out reaction—told me something, didn’t it?

      It would be strange to find something from our teen years in her home. Downright creepy in fact. But would she even remember something like an old helmet unless it held some sort of significance?

      Unless she knew.

      Frances was keeping something from me. Lines of fear etched over her face. The tight set of her jaw. The way her shoulders pulled toward her earlobes.

      “Frances. Tell me.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” Her voice squeaked as she turned away. “Please.”

      I shook my head. “No. No, you tell me what’s going on.” I held the helmet up. “You know what this is?”

      “Of course I do. That’s Casey Montgomery’s. He wore it everywhere back when he was in love with you in high school.”

      I nodded. Swallowed. “Why…why do you seem so…so unmoored by it?”

      “Unmoored?” She snorted and shook her head, spinning back to face me. “Why do I seem fucking unmoored? I don’t know. Maybe because my sister finding a dead boy’s helmet in my husband’s office is pretty fucking ‘unmooring.’”

      Those words—dead boy—flew from her mouth and into my sternum like a punch.

      “What did you say?” I asked. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t blink.

      Frances said nothing. We stared at each other, me clutching the helmet, her clutching the wristwatch.

      “Frances. I’m going to need to you to be very honest with me, you understand?” My heart pounded and I leaned against the desk, using its support to remain upright because, dammit, I was losing it. “You called Casey a dead boy. Why?”

      My lungs burned. Breathe.

      Inhale. Slow exhale.

      Frances swiped at the tears glistening like small diamonds down her cheeks. “I’ll tell you, but you’re going to hate me forever.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 27

      
      Then

      In the end, Casey didn’t drive us home. It was Frances who took the keys from him. Frances who told Casey she had it from here before getting behind the wheel and leaving him behind. She parked in our yard next to Ruth’s truck and cut the engine.

      “I’m going to take a shower.” She opened her door without looking at me. “Do you think dish soap would help get the stains out?”

      “Huh?” I looked at her, bewildered.

      “Of my Converse.” She shook her head exasperated. “Forget it. You’re drunk.” She slammed the truck door. I watched her disappear into the house.

      For a long time, I stood alone in the yard, listening. Transfixed. The whirring sound was faint but unmistakable. Ruth’s bone grinder. I’d never had the stomach for helping Aunt Ruth process game, but if the grinder was whirring tonight, if my aunts were in that shed—it could only mean one thing.

      I walked toward the sound like it was the sirens’ call, reverent dread building in my chest, the ground unsteady beneath my feet. The melodic whir of the bone grinder cut through the night sounds like music of a steady, terrible murder ballad.

      The idea of Mr. Fortenberry’s limp body hanging from the gambrel in Aunt Ruth’s game shed, slit from clavicle to crotch, the bucket filling beneath him—stopped me in my tracks. I retched violently onto the ground, then spit, wiped my nose on the back of my hand.

      In the dark, with the everything swaying, I bumped into the sawhorse-table that Ruth kept in front of the shop, knocking her most recent collection of bones to the ground.

      Always bones. Bleaching, drying in the sun, waiting for their purpose. I left them in the grass and dirt.

      My hand was on the doorknob of Ruth’s shop, but before I could twist it, Hattie-May cracked it open as if sensing me.

      “No dearie. You can’t come in here. Go get some rest. Be with your sister.” She touched the side of my face, and if she could tell I’d been drinking, if she could smell the vomit on my breath, she kept it to herself.

      My lip trembled, and I opened my mouth to speak but a pitiful mewling sound escaped. And instead of pulling me forward, instead of dragging me into her warm embrace, Hattie-May grabbed my shoulders, and anger laced her tone. “Now, that’s enough. I’m sorry—but this won’t serve you.”

      I sniffed back the last of my tears, longing for her scent of tomato vines and comfort to envelop me. I wiped my eyes with the heels of my palms and nodded.

      Stop crying or I’ll give you something to cry about!

      No. No, my great-aunt wasn’t Daddy. If she told me to stop crying—she had a good reason.

      “You must be tough. You must be careful. You understand? You’re not a kid anymore. Not after tonight—no matter how unfair that may be.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t felt like a kid in a long time. Not since that morning in the kitchen with Mama.

      “Ruthie and I were talking,” she said. “When your teacher is reported missing, y’all don’t need to be at that school. You know how this town is. Everyone will be talking, throwing around theories. It would be a lot of pressure for anyone. Especially you and your sister.”

      Girls whose mama was in jail and whose aunts were a bit witchy while living in the Bible Belt. Girls who’d dared to fight back.

      “What are we going to do?” I heard myself ask.

      “Your sister’s going to start her new school earlier than we planned. And we think it would be a good idea if you finished up at home. Maybe homeschool. Get your GED—go ahead and start college next semester.”

      “How?” I asked. “I need the salutatorian scholarship to be able to afford it. Even if I get grants and student loans, it’ll be too much by the time I pay room and board and books.” I’d already done the math many times over, ready to be done with Puddle Creek High. If there was an option that allowed me to leave early, I’d have known about it, even if I’d never have left Frances behind.

      Aunt Hattie-May nodded. “I see. Well, don’t worry about it tonight. We’ll figure it out.”

      The buzzing of the grinder stopped abruptly.

      “Aunt Hattie, I need some help in here,” Ruth’s voice echoed from inside the shop.

      Hattie-May shrugged, then gave me a gentle hug. “Milly, we love you. We’ll get through this together. Now, go get cleaned up and get some rest.”

      So that’s what I did.

      After the world’s hottest shower, I curled next to Frances on the bottom bunk, the way I’d done when we were little, on our first night in our strange new home.

      The way I’d done in the meadow.

      Each time my eyes closed, Mr. Fortenberry was there, waiting. Sometimes in the forest. Sometimes hanging in Aunt Ruth’s shed. Sometimes lecturing in his classroom, or with his arms around my sister.

      My eyes sprung open. I pushed up and gasped.

      Casey was coming here.

      The alcohol had worn off enough for me to think and the memory of him promising again to come by tonight, right before Frances took the keys to drive us home.

      I’d told him when to meet me. Where. Shit.

      I couldn’t have him stumbling into something he should have no part of.

      The glowing numbers of my alarm clock said it was not quite two.

      There was still time. I crawled out of bed, grabbed my shoes, and tiptoed out of the room.

      I waited on the front porch until Casey appeared at the edge of the yard, pushing his bike. He sat it gently on its side, then jogged toward me. Before he could open his mouth, I held an index finger over my lips and shook my head. Not here.

      I took his hand and led him to the backyard, to the greenhouse path. The moon was full, but I had followed the trail many times in total darkness. Both my feet and my heart knew the way. We didn’t stop until we were sitting in the grass, propped against the building, the aluminum and glass biting into our backs.

      We sat close to each other, fingers twined together, his silver ring pressing into my finger like a heartbeat. Even with him so close, I felt alone. I couldn’t imagine ever not feeling alone. “Now will you talk to me?” he whispered.

      Instead of the warmth that usually spread through me whenever we were together, I felt…empty. I rested my head on his shoulder, as his thumb stroked the side of my hand.

      In that moment we were the only two people who existed. I could feel the secret bubbling up, ready to escape, but I wanted it keep it in, I swear I did. When he kissed the top of my head, when he told me it was okay if I didn’t want to talk, that we could still sit together, I opened my mouth, and the entire story spilled out.

      I hadn’t meant to tell.

      But I can’t lie and say it didn’t feel good.

      Casey didn’t say a word until I finished.

      He whispered, “I thought Mr. Fortenberry was a good guy. He tutored me during lunchtime all last year when my grades dropped because I was working so much.”

      “Yeah, well, he wasn’t good,” I said. “But I didn’t mean to kill him. I only wanted him to stop.”

      Except he had stopped. When I threw the camera to the ground, he’d let her go. That’s when I swung. Maybe I’m a liar. Maybe I’d wanted to do it all along…

      “You did what anyone would’ve done.” Casey leaned toward me, and I think he wanted to kiss my cheek, but he missed and kissed the side of my head. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” His voice was thin, as if he was trying to convince himself, and that hurt more than anything else.

      I sat there, my heart an open wound. My soul raw and ready for judgment. Instead, Casey turned into me, his eyes open, wide. Imploring.

      “It’s okay, Milly. You know, I shot a man one time.”

      “What?” I froze. “When?”

      “In seventh grade. I had stayed home sick from school, and I heard someone in the house. This creep had broken in, was turning everything upside down. I think he was on something, because it took him a while to notice me. He said Dad owed him money.”

      “Did you… Is he dead?”

      “No.” Casey shook his head. “It was only with my pellet gun, but I got him in the cheek. He’s lucky, because I was aiming for his eye. He ran out, and I locked the door and pushed the couch in front of it.” Casey sighed. “When Daddy got home, he backhanded me for it. Said I’d caused him all kinds of trouble.”

      I wanted to tell him that was awful, that his dad was a piece of shit. I wanted to tell him I was sorry that happened, but I didn’t have it in me to comfort anyone. Besides, it wasn’t the same. Casey had never looked into the flat, lifeless gaze of another person after he took their life.

      He’d never felt that thrill, nor that loathing.

      I moved to face him on my knees. “Casey?”

      “Yeah?”

      He was pale in the moonlight. Ghostly.

      “I…feel…I mean…I feel numb. Like, kind of, I don’t know, like nothing. I just…I want to feel something. Anything. Please?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.” And I was sure. Instinctively I understood feeling okay was too big an ask. That maybe I’d never feel okay again. But I’d have settled for feeling anything at all.

      “Will you kiss me?” I asked as I slid my hand to the back of his neck, pressing my fingers against his warm skin. Waiting for the buzz. The electric charge. The beating of moth wings in my chest. When they didn’t appear, I blinked away the tears that sprung to my eyes before Casey knew they were there. He wouldn’t kiss me if I was upset, and I needed him to.

      “Okay.” He cupped the side of my face. When his lips found mine, this time I tried not to think of Mr. Fortenberry—I tried so hard.

      I kissed him back, hoping to banish the unwelcome thoughts. My lips pressed into his and I wrapped my arms around him, as his own circled my waist. The kiss deepened, but the horrible images still lived behind my eyes. A sob escaped while Casey’s lips were still on mine.

      He jolted away.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I said.

      “No. Don’t be sorry. I…I only wanted to make sure that you still wanted me to kiss you. I—”

      “No. I did. But… I’m sorry.” He put an arm around me. “Shh… It’s okay. I’ll stay with you as long as you need me to, and we’ll get through this. You’ll get through this.”

      I looked at him then, with pleading eyes. “Casey, I’m so scared.”

      He peered at me, deep eyes, auburn hair almost black in the nighttime, his finger running over my hands. Then he pulled his hand away, twisting the ring from his finger. The gift from his mama their last Christmas before she left. The silver ring he’d always worn, like a part of him.

      “Here. Take this.” He slid it on my index finger, curled my hand into a fist. “Keep it, and every time you get scared, hold it and remember that I’m here.”

      “I can’t—your mama gave it to you and—”

      “Yes. You can.” He lifted my fist to his lips, kissing my fingers. “Say you’ll take it.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “Will you hold me? For a little longer?”

      “I’ll hold you forever,” he said. He pulled me close, and we fell to the soft grass, nestled together. Tears slid down my cheeks as Casey, my once best friend and now something more, rubbed my back and whispered over and over that it was all going to be okay.

      After a while, I thought I might believe him.

      

      * * *

      Casey was still with me when I awoke in the pink light of morning. We were no longer tangled together, but I faced him as he slept. He appeared so peaceful.

      Out here, with only the two of us, maybe I could believe him. Maybe it would all be okay. Maybe everything had only gotten twisted up, but as long as only bad people got hurt, it didn’t matter. I reached to cup his cheek in my palm, when somewhere on the path, the snap of a twig jolted me upright.

      I held my breath as I waited for one of my aunts to appear around the corner and yank me to my feet. Would they be able to look at me and know I’d already broken the promise? That it took less than a day for me to tell our secret?

      My breathing hitched.

      A moment passed, and nothing. Whatever I’d heard, it wasn’t my family.

      “Casey,” I whispered, realizing that in the fugue of last night, there was something we hadn’t considered. His bike.

      He had to wake up and move it before Ruth saw it. Or Hattie-May—her quiet brand of disappointment was even worse, and she was the early riser.

      Casey could push the bike to the end of the driveway and ride it back to the house. Say he was coming over for breakfast.

      It’s not like it would be the first time he’d done this. More than once, he’d escaped his daddy’s wrath by sleeping in our front porch swing, showing up after the aunts were in bed and disappearing before they woke. But it had been a while—years—since his last sleepover. And back then, I wasn’t harboring a secret that could send all of us to prison.

      “Casey?” He was so handsome, sleeping in the grass. I gave him another gentle shake, and forced a lightness I didn’t feel into to my voice. “Hey. Wake up—we’re going to get busted.”

      Casey didn’t stir. I pushed his shoulder, shaking him harder. “Casey, wake up.”

      There was something weird about how he moved. “Casey?” My voice cracked as I said his name, panic blooming inside.

      A new feeling took hold—worse than dread. Worse than sadness or despair. It was as if I’d been ripped open and hollowed out.

      Reality seized me. How had I not noticed the blue tinge of his lips?

      “Casey!” I grabbed each of his shoulders and shook him again, this time violently. Nothing.

      “No.” My face crumpled, but there were no tears left in me. “Please. Please no.”

      I pressed my palms to each of his cheeks.

      He was so clammy.

      So cold. How had I not noticed?

      I remembered then—our kiss at the bonfire. The flash of Sight that had come out of nowhere. The unearthly chill that came over me. So, so cold.

      No. This couldn’t be because of that. This wasn’t fair.

      I hadn’t meant it. I wasn’t peering into his timeline. Not on purpose. No. I’d never read the person I loved. I’d never doom Casey to be my cursed thing.

      I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. No wail or sob, just a silent plea that I was wrong.

      Because this was my fault, and I couldn’t bear it.

      Casey was dead.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 28

      
      Now

      Fifteen silent minutes later, we were parked at a table at the twenty-four-hour truck stop we’d passed off the main highway.

      It wasn’t the smartest thing—leaving a record of our night on a security camera—but in the moment, I didn’t care. Casey’s helmet should’ve been next to him in his grave, or perhaps rotting next to his dirt bike, under the cover of kudzu.

      Not in Burt’s desk drawer.

      We each cradled a Styrofoam cup of sludge that probably would’ve passed for bad coffee hours ago. I sipped it, ignoring the bitter burn, because caffeine was necessary. My night was only beginning.

      Over the gas station’s speakers, Johnny Cash sang about hurting himself, while across from me, Frances tangled and untangled her hair around her manicured fingers.

      “Tell me now, or I’m going home. How do you have Casey’s helmet? How did you know he died?”

      Frances lowered her voice. “Look. I know I should’ve been honest before I let you bring me back here.”

      “You think?” I snapped.

      “I didn’t… I didn’t think it mattered, and I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t want to hurt me?” I snorted. “Save it.”

      “It’s true.” She looked up, her eyes scraping over me. “The night I told Burt about Shane, we’d had a few drinks. The whole story—the whole night poured out of me. I thought…I thought he loved me. I—”

      “Wait.” I held up a hand. What she was saying made no sense.

      I’d been alone. I’d woken up to Casey alone. I’d handled it alone. “What are you telling me right now?”

      “I…I know what you did with Casey.” Her dark eyes pierced me, and I squirmed as if I were the one who’d been caught. She continued. “I saw you. That morning.”

      “What?” The word was almost a gasp, because saying it was painful. Talking about Casey at all was like ripping a dried scab off a festering wound. My fingernails bit into my palms. “How?”

      “That night I followed you and I overheard Hattie-May tell you her plan, how I’d go to the boarding school and you’d finish the year at home. She said something like worst-case scenario, you’d need to leave town. The aunts always babied me. We’re only three years apart, but they acted like I was ten years younger.”

      She tore a piece of Styrofoam from the rim of her half-filled coffee cup. “That night, I’d fallen asleep holding your hand, like when we were kids, but when I woke up, you were gone. I was furious. You’d promised you’d never leave me, but I thought the plan had changed and you’d been sent away without even saying goodbye.” Frances pulled a brown paper napkin from the table dispenser and started ripping it up. “Until I realized the aunts weren’t awake yet.”

      She shook her head. “Your truck was still in the yard, so I went looking for you—I called out as I ran down the path to the greenhouse, but you didn’t answer. When I got there, I saw you pulling Casey into the woods, to the little path we used to follow to the creek. You had his ankles and you were crying. You kept making this awful choking sound. I wanted to help, but you always got angry if anyone saw you cry, and I was worried. I thought…” She grew quiet.

      “You thought what?”

      “I was young, Milly. And maybe I still don’t know what happened—but back then I thought, if you killed him you must’ve had a good reason. I remembered how the shovel came down on Shane’s head. How you’d hit him so we could escape. I figured if you killed Casey, it must’ve been something similar. I couldn’t blame you for it.”

      “I didn’t kill him.” The words were sharp enough to draw blood. I took a breath, then repeated, calmer, “I didn’t kill Casey.” But it still tasted like a lie. “I mean, it’s my fault he died. I didn’t murder him, though.” I covered my crumpling face with my palms. “He fell asleep next to me and never woke up.”

      Imagining what Casey’s life would look like if he’d had a crush on anyone besides me was one of my go-to punishments. Would he have stayed in Puddle Creek or gotten out? What would his job look like? His kids? No matter what I dreamed for him, I always came back to the body I’d awoken to that morning.

      “What do you mean?” Frances asked. “If you didn’t kill him, how’s it your fault?”

      “I think…” I’d never said this out loud before. “I think it was the curse. I broke a rule, Frances, I accidentally broke a rule—the big one, the curse—and—”

      “What?” Her head cocked slightly.

      I pushed on before my nerve abandoned me. “I can’t explain it unless you’ve experienced it, but I should’ve realized what it was. I should’ve done a better job controlling the Sight.”

      “But Ruth always preached that the curse is brought by reading the fate of your true love, dooming them to become your cursed thing. You read Casey? You think he was your one true love? A boy you knew in high school?”

      “No, I didn’t read him on purpose, exactly, but he kissed me once, and I felt it. There was this flash of seeing. And don’t downplay what we had—he loved me. I know that now.” Again my face contorted “Casey loved me, and because I couldn’t control my power, I doomed him.”

      Frances’s eyes widened, as her hand snaked across the table, her fingers weaving through mine. “No. That’s not… The curse isn’t real.”

      I shook my head “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Of course it’s real.”

      “There’s no way,” she said. “And even if it was… Casey was a boy you liked—that’s all. Y’all were kids.”

      “How can you know that? You’re saying you don’t believe me. You still think I…I hurt him.”

      “No. That’s not what I’m saying at all.”

      “Then how can you say it’s not real?” I sniffed. “I mean hell, look at our family’s legacy—all the death… Shit, look at Mama and Daddy.”

      Frances sighed. “Good people die, and bad men do bad things all the time. Hell, if that’s a curse then every woman in the world is cursed. ”

      “Stop minimizing what I did, Frances.”

      “Let me say this,” she continued. “We know what happened to Daddy—may he rot in hell. Are you really saying that he died and that Mama’s in jail because she read his fortune and fate made her pay?” She scoffed. “Doesn’t that seem a little, I don’t know, fucked up to you? Because I know what I think. Daddy wasn’t Mama’s ‘cursed thing,’ he was just a curse on his own. And as for the women and the death in our family?” Frances leaned forward slightly, her brows arched. “You know what happened to Hattie-May’s brother-in-law, our grandpa, who married off Aunt Ruth when she was just a girl?”

      “He had a heart attack,” I said.

      “Yeah. He had a heart attack, but you and I both know what all Hattie-May grew in that greenhouse of hers and we know how some of the women who visited her were often later listed in obituaries as the widows of men who had heart attacks.”

      “You’re saying—”

      “Let me finish.” Her voice was sharp. “And the old man that teenage Aunt Ruth was forced to marry? He died in a hunting accident.” She rolled her eyes. “Did you ever hear that entire story? Because I did. The ‘hunting accident’?” Frances curled her fingers in air quotes. “He didn’t fall out of a deer stand—that perv was shot.”

      “What?”

      “Yep. Grew up hunting, but somehow accidentally shot himself with a rifle.” She leveled her gaze at me. “I heard someone say that Ruth was the one who found him.” She shrugged. “So. There’s no curse activated by reading the fortune of our so-called beloved. These men were nobody’s ‘cursed things.’ We just happen to be women who, when wronged, fight back.” She paused. “Do you really think fate would be so misogynistic? To trap us, then punish us for it?”

      “It doesn’t work that way.” I shook my head. “What about Hattie-May’s husband? She always talked about he was a good man—they were in real love. He wasn’t like the others you listed—he was her person. Then, he was sent to war and—”

      “A lot of boys from Puddle Creek died in Vietnam. You know that. It wasn’t because of anything Hattie-May did. Besides. Do you really think she’d break one of their beloved rules?”

      I didn’t love the scoff in her tone, but I ignored it.

      I drummed my fingers against the table. “It doesn’t prove the curse isn’t real.”

      The door buzzed and we both froze, watching as a middle-aged couple staggered in. Neither of us spoke again until they paid for their energy drinks and left.

      “Maybe not,” Frances said. “But you can’t prove it’s real either.”

      “Except Casey didn’t do anything wrong. How could he die like that if it wasn’t the curse?”

      “I don’t know,” Frances said, gently. “You slept outside near the woods, in overgrown grass. Could’ve been a snakebite. Or a spider—though I’m not sure that would kill someone so quickly. He could’ve had an allergic reaction to an insect or something. And God knows what plants of Hattie-May’s were seeded nearby. It could’ve been literally anything. But whatever it was, unless you actively killed him, it wasn’t your fault. He was not your cursed thing.”

      I closed my eyes and saw Casey, pale and lifeless. I shook away the image. “He was buried without a funeral, without a gravestone, without anyone celebrating his life, because of me. I should’ve told someone. Instead I…” I yanked napkins from the dispenser in a giant wad and pressed it against my eyes. “Maybe I was the curse.”

      “No.” She gently touched my hands. “You were a traumatized kid who’d just gone through something horrible. You were scared. And maybe I sound like a bitch, but no one could bring Casey back to life, and I’m not sure that trashy family of his would’ve spent money on a funeral anyway.”

      The steam had stopped rising from my coffee, and it tasted even worse cold.

      “Maybe.” I wasn’t going to shake a decade of guilt in one conversation. “I can’t believe you’ve known all this time. What did you do after you watched me move him?”

      “I crawled back into bed. I thought you’d wake me up and tell me what happened. Get the aunts to help. If I’d known it would be the last time I’d see you, I’d have sprinted into the woods and helped you dig the grave.”

      “I had to leave; I was so ashamed. The idea of facing anyone was too much.” I gnawed at a chapped piece of skin on my bottom lip. “Casey was dead, and I thought no one would believe it was an accident, not after what I’d done to Shane.”

      “You saved me. That’s what you did,” Frances said.

      I looked out the giant window to the parking lot, where my car sat, then remembered what was inside. Why we were here. “But what about the helmet?”

      “Well,” Frances said. “You were gone. The aunts didn’t know I’d overheard Hattie-May telling you the plan. They certainly didn’t know about Casey—”

      “Did you tell them?”

      “No,” she said. “I didn’t tell them anything, and then a few days later, I was in a dorm room in Chattanooga, where I was expected to be the smart, excited girl I’d presented myself as when I’d interviewed for the damn school. I couldn’t tell anyone what I’d gone through, and I didn’t have my sister anymore.

      “I held it together pretty well…until I got to college. My roommate… You might have read about it—it was a big story—she disappeared.” I remembered the newspaper clipping that I’d seen at the diner. The candlelight vigil, Frances in the background. I nodded.

      “They never did find her. Something about that—I don’t know, I kind of snapped. I met Burt soon after and then we were married, and it all spilled out. All of it.” She shrugged. “You have to believe me: Back then I had no idea he had this hatefulness in him.”

      The thing was, I did believe her.

      When Andrea’s body was found near a creek, it had felt like a message meant for me alone. I’d known that whoever was behind the deaths and phone calls had known my darkest secret, though I hadn’t understood how. Hearing that it was Frances, my sister, my baby bird, who’d spilled my shameful secret, it hurt. Bad.

      But didn’t I understand being a terrified girl desperate for connection? It wasn’t fair for me to be angry when I’d told Casey about Shane.

      “I still don’t understand how Burt got the helmet. I…I don’t even remember what I did with it,” I admitted.

      “You buried it,” Frances said, not missing a beat. “Or at least I figured you did. What I saw that morning is imprinted in my mind, and you were pulling Casey and that helmet was strapped to his head.”

      Had it been? I couldn’t remember. I was almost certain it had been on the ground next to us as we sat against the greenhouse.

      Had I, for some reason, taken the time to put his helmet on him before pulling him through the woods? Finding him dead had sent me into a state of shock, all those moments and decisions lost to me now, so maybe it had made sense to me at the time, in some strange way. Maybe I’d wanted to keep him from bumping his head against tree roots as I yanked him across the ground. I only had patches of the memory of pulling him toward the sandy spot near the creek. Digging his grave.

      “I’m racking my brain on how Burt could’ve gotten it, and there’s only one thing I can think of,” she said. “He came with me to Puddle Creek—only once. It was right after we were married, before Burt forced me to go no-contact. We stayed with them at the house and everything.”

      “Burt stayed at the house?” I couldn’t imagine it. Burt didn’t fit into my past among the small rooms and papered walls. Among the books and nooks and quilts and crannies that made up home.

      “Yeah. It was the first time I wondered if I actually knew him.” She chipped off yet another piece of her cup, which now stood at half its original height. “Burt took one look at the old house and he didn’t have to say a word. I knew what he thought. I knew because—suddenly I saw it too, the shedding paint and sagging porch. The house wasn’t beautiful or magical. It was just old. Raggedy. I’m ashamed to say I was embarrassed.”

      She looked intently at her fingers as they crumbled the tiny mountain of foam into smaller and smaller pieces. It littered the table like a miniature snow flurry. “We were supposed to stay two nights. The first night, I woke up and Burt wasn’t in the bed with me. I figured he was in the bathroom, so I rolled over and went back to sleep. The next morning he was back, but instead of us getting breakfast with the aunts as we’d planned, Burt insisted we leave. He said his dad called and needed his help with something.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then nothing. We left.” Her face flushed. “Didn’t even wait for the aunts to wake up. The thing is, I remember looking over at him gripping the steering wheel, and I noticed he had dirt under his fingernails. And I thought, ‘Well isn’t that odd?’ My husband isn’t the type to get his hands dirty if he can help it.” She sighed. “It always stuck with me, and now I know why.”

      I stared at my sister. “That’s it? He was gone during the night and had dirty fingernails? You think, what? That he went into the woods on his own, managed to find the greenhouse, then the creek path and body and dug it up and took the helmet? Frances, that sounds impossible.”

      Frances crossed her arms over her chest. “Sounds impossible until you consider he had the helmet.”

      She had a point.

      “Why though?”

      “I’ve told you. Milly, he’s obsessed with you. I think he wanted to see where you did it. I never imagined he would have taken something, though.” She sighed. “I guess in a way it makes sense. Burt was always plotting, always keeping things interesting for himself. Maybe even back then he thought it would come in useful. Who knows how long he’s been planning this? There’s no doubt in my mind that my husband would’ve grown bored with me a long time ago if it weren’t for what you did that night to protect me. At least part of his twisted game is about breaking you.”

      “Fuck,” I said.

      “Yeah, fuck,” Frances said. “I don’t blame you if you want to take me to get my car and pretend like this never happened. I shouldn’t have pulled you further into any of it.”

      “You didn’t,” I said. “He took the helmet. He made the calls. Killed those kids and buried the body where it would get my attention. If this is about breaking me, nothing would break me more than losing you for good, Frances.”

      She reached over and squeezed my hand. “You see? You see why it’s too dangerous to let him live? He’s evil—we need to kill him.”

      “Wait.” I shook my head. “No. I’m not… We aren’t…” I looked over my shoulder, then back at Frances. My leg squeaked against the plastic chair. I whispered, “We aren’t murdering Burt. We’re following through with the plan.”

      Frances’s face hardened. “But Milly, it won’t work. If he gets arrested, he’ll tell everything. If nothing else, the helmet proves how dangerous he is! We’ll never know where Shane is buried, but Burt could lead the police to Casey’s body. And who knows what other secrets he has hidden?” She smacked the table. “He has to die.”

      “No,” I hissed. “I’m not discussing this anymore. As the only one out of the two of us who has had to live with blood on her hands, I’m asking you to trust me. Killing him is not the solution. You made me a murderer once. I’m not doing it again.”

      Frances’s mouth dropped open, and hurt flickered over her face.

      Our mother was a killer; there was no disputing that. Hattie-May killed bad men, and Frances believed the rumors that when Ruth was a teenager, she’d killed a man too. I’d killed Shane. No wonder it was easy for her to imagine I’d be okay with murdering Burt. He deserved it, after all.

      But I couldn’t. Something inside me—something even deeper than the Sight—told me if I killed again, I wouldn’t come back from it.

      I heaved a sigh. “Let’s stick with the plan. We have everything we need now. We might as well see it through and put him behind bars. Whatever happens next, we deal with.”

      “It’s not going to work,” she repeated again, quietly. “You’ll see. You’ll see, but it’ll be too late.”

      “We have to try.” I remembered the hollow expression she’d worn as we’d walked into her home. “Then, we have to drive to Puddle Creek.”

      “I thought we were getting a hotel to recuperate?”

      “Yeah well, the leaves never lie,” I said, remembering the reading I gave her in my apartment. How the leaves had shown me Puddle Creek. “We are going to Tennessee.”

      Burt knew too much. Frances said he loved games, so I had to take away one of his moves.

      I had to move Casey’s body.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 29

      
      Now

      The storm blew in from nowhere.

      A flash of lightning. A crack of thunder. Then the first raindrops pelted the windshield as we slowed to a crawl, crossing the bridge over the creek where Burt had buried Andrea’s body in a shallow grave. In the seconds it took to reach the other side, the bottom had fallen out of the sky in a soupy downpour.

      “I don’t know about this,” Frances said, as I pulled to the side of the road, rain pelting the windows like sticks on a snare drum. She bit her bottom lip. “What if it just pisses him off? You don’t understand—he will find me. And it won’t be good.”

      “It’ll work.” It had to work. I forced more confidence into my voice than I felt. “You have everything?”

      She nodded, holding up the engraved wristwatch and Blake’s and Andrea’s driver’s licenses.

      We were going to plant everything where it couldn’t be missed.

      Another streak of lightning illuminated the sky, followed by a rip of thunder.

      If the rain doesn’t ruin everything and wash it away.

      I pushed the thought aside. There was no going back.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” Frances replied.

      Neither of us moved.

      We both stared out the windshield silently.

      The road stretched out in both directions, hugged on either side by ditches and tall pines. I imagined Burt bringing Andrea’s body to this same creek, late one night, dragging her down the embankment toward the water, while less than ten miles away Frances slept in their bed, oblivious.

      Afterward, had he gone home and climbed under the covers next to my sister, giddy with anticipation? How long had it taken him to plan it? Had he watched Blake ever since getting the helmet—or perhaps after Frances first told him the story? Or were Blake and Andrea simply unlucky enough to be the wrong people at the wrong place, wrong time, their connection to Frances too much for Burt to resist?

      My hand was on the door handle when Frances grabbed my arm.

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “The cops already combed this area, and suddenly there’s a tip to look again? Then they find not only the driver’s licenses of the dead girl and missing boy but also Burt’s watch? It’s too convenient. And Burt is… He’s Burt. I keep telling you how the local cops love him, but I don’t think you understand. I don’t doubt they’d make everything disappear, and the state police won’t ever even know about it.”

      “First off, police miss stuff all the time, right?” My knowledge of what police did or did not miss mostly came from Law & Order and Criminal Minds, except there’d been that conversation with the cops at the Huddle Hut. Something they’d said. How the creek would make it harder to find evidence—how it could flood and wash it downstream. That could explain why certain things—like a watch and licenses—weren’t discovered until later. “Besides,” I continued. “We aren’t only calling the police tip line. We’re also calling the media.”

      “The media loves Burt’s family too,” she said.

      “Yeah, but they love a story more. And this will be the story. A son from Alabama’s favorite family turns out to be a murderer? The next political dynasty toppled by one bad seed? They’ll be frothing at the mouth for this.” I hoped I was right.

      Girls went missing all the time. Sometimes they were even found. Most vanished into obscurity, but this girl was young, pretty, and upper middle class. She was found in a wealthy rural area with no crime rate to speak of. If she was linked to one of the state’s golden boys, news stations across the country would salivate to run the story, never mind all the true crime armchair experts across social media.

      All we had to do was call it into the tip line set up by one of the local news channels and let the ensuing frenzy do the rest.

      “Come on. Let’s get this over with.” Without waiting for an answer, I pushed open my door and stepped into the pouring rain. Once Frances was next to me, we made our way down the embankment toward the creek. We moved slowly, careful not to slip on the wet ground.

      Frances was quiet as we stepped. The ground was soft, but grassy. I looked back to see if we were leaving footprints, but in the dark, rainy night, I couldn’t tell.

      When we got to the bottom, right before the earth grew sandy, I turned to my sister. “I think right here is good. Not too close to the water, in case it rises.”

      My sister wiped the watch down with the tail of her blouse. I’d pieced the plan together, but somehow forgot we’d need gloves, so Frances used her shirtsleeves to cover her hands as she pressed it into the ground. She did the same with the driver’s licenses.

      Maybe putting my faith in a couple of well-placed tokens wasn’t the best plan, but here’s the thing I couldn’t tell my sister. When I thought of Burt and everything he’d done, I wanted to kill him. And if I hadn’t killed before, perhaps I’d have been easily persuaded, maybe even excited to dig a grave and be done with it.

      I wasn’t talking nonsense when I told Frances I couldn’t go down that road again. Sometimes I felt as if my humanity was hanging on by a thread. If I killed again, it would be like taking a pair of scissors and snipping it loose. This plan had to work.

      “Come on.” I grabbed her hand, and we made our way back to our vehicle.

      A car whizzed by, traveling in our same direction.

      “Fuck!” Frances yelled over the weather. “Was that a cop car?”

      I squinted through the rain. “No. No way.” I had no idea. The car had been moving fast, and the night was dark. “Let’s get out of here.”

      We slid into our seats and slammed the doors, both drenched to the bone, our hair plastered to our heads.

      I cranked it and slammed the gas. My tires slid against the wet ground as I steered onto the road, where they found purchase on the asphalt, and we lurched forward and took off.

      “Should I make the call now?” Frances turned around, leaned into the back seat, and rifled through her bag for her phone.

      Originally, I’d thought we would go to the Walmart in the next town and purchase a burner phone, but my sister assured me she knew how to block her number and said there were apps she could download to change her voice to not be recognized. After she made the calls, we’d factory reset her phone and toss it into the next body of water we passed.

      Before I could answer, blue lights flashed from the roadside. I ordered my racing heart to calm down.

      Frances sat back in her seat and clicked her seatbelt as the cop car flashed its siren in a quick blip blip and pulled onto the road behind us, following close.

      “I knew that was a cop,” she said. “I freaking knew.”

      “What do I do?” I asked. The cop had only flashed their siren once before pulling from the roadside and following on our bumper. It followed us, but with its siren and police lights off. “What’s he doing?”

      Frances sat deathly still next to me. “This is bad,” she whispered. “This is so bad.”

      “Frances?”

      My gaze bounced from the black pavement ahead of us, to the rearview mirror, to my sister next to me. She shook her head slightly.

      “He…he can’t see me in here. He’ll tell Burt…” Her voice trailed away. “God. I knew we should’ve just figured out how to kill him. Milly. I can’t go back. I can’t.”

      “You won’t have to.” I resisted the impulse to punch the gas. “He’ll stop. We aren’t doing anything wrong.”

      I stayed five under the speed limit. The cop remained on my tail.

      “If he pulls us over, lay against the window and pretend you’re asleep. We’re on a road trip—that’s all. I got a little turned around and am looking for the interstate.”

      “Do you think that cop saw what we were doing?”

      “No. We were only—” I glanced to the empty fast-food cups and soda bottles on the floorboards at Frances’s feet and for once in my life, was thankful I was a car slob. “We were only stopping so I could pop a squat and pee. It was an emergency.”

      I again looked into the rearview mirror.

      “In this storm?” Frances asked.

      I shrugged. “When you gotta go, you gotta go.”

      “That’s stupid,” Frances said.

      Tension crackled between us.

      “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears,” I snapped.

      The rain fell in thick, opaque sheets. Normally, I’d have pulled over and flipped on my hazard lights, and waited for the weather to pass—but no way I was stopping now.

      I leaned forward in my seat and squinted. The pulse in my neck felt like a living thing trying to escape, pounding against my skin. My mind sprinted.

      “Milly,” Frances said. “If we get pulled over, we have to abandon the plan. If a cop could put us here at the same time an anonymous tip about my husband came through, that wouldn’t be good for me.”

      The metallic taste of blood hit my tongue, and I realized I was biting my lip.

      “Milly, you understand that, right? If Burt finds out what we’re trying to do…”

      I nodded. “He won’t find out.”

      I eased on the gas, speeding up, doing my best to follow the white line that marked the side of the road. The cop followed, still on my tail. Still no siren. Still no lights.

      The asshole was screwing with us, and I hated him for it. A bored cop from a Podunk town held my sister’s fate in his good-old-boy hands.

      We drove in silence, except for heavy breaths and the pelting of raindrops. After what felt like forever, the downpour eased. A flash of blue light shone through the cab of my car, and my stomach clenched, but before I could even think to give my signal and pull to the side of the road, the cop car accelerated around us and shot off into the night.

      Another minute passed before I could speak. “That was close.”

      “Yeah, too close,” Frances agreed. “Like an omen.” She let out a heaving breath. “Made me think of another reason we should call it off. Figure something else out.”

      I knew what she meant by something else.

      “Look,” I said. “I’m rattled too. But this changes nothing. The plan will work.”

      “No. You’re not understanding me. You said once the story is splashed everywhere the police will have to take it seriously. The thing is, Milly—the big fucking thing—is that I’m an Anderson too. Even if everything goes according to plan—if the story takes off and the police investigate—there’s no way I’m getting out of this unscathed. Burt’s going to throw me under the bus. His family will close ranks and—”

      “Frances,” I interrupted. “I don’t care what his last name is. He doesn’t win, okay?”

      “I don’t think you fully grasp who he—”

      “Look. You keep saying that, but I know exactly who he is. Maybe I didn’t go to a fancy school, but I know a rich-boy asshole when I see one. This one grew up and happens to enjoy hurting people. Fuck him and the family that created him.”

      “Easy for you to say. You have nothing to lose.”

      “That’s not true. I could lose you,” I said. “And I’ve thought about this. It seems like Burt’s worked hard to keep your, uh, colorful family history out of the spotlight. I’m your sister. I know where we come from. Even I couldn’t find anything online to suggest you are anything but a picture-perfect Southern WASPy wife.”

      “So?”

      “So if he tries to drag you into this, we blow that image up. You’re the poor girl from rural Tennessee who was pulled into the dark web of a wealthy family, forced to lead a double life. Reporters will love you.” I said all of this as if I had any clue what I was talking about. The only thing I knew for certain was that I meant it when I said Burt didn’t get to win. I nodded to the phone clutched in her hand. “Make the call. Media first.”

      As my sister entered the number for the news tip line, I mentally cycled through every hole in our plan. I knew it wasn’t perfect. What if the cop wrote down my license plate number? What if, when the story broke, he remembered seeing our car and ran my plate? I swallowed these fears, not because they weren’t warranted, but because I didn’t know what else to do.

      Frances spoke into the phone. “There’s something you don’t want to miss—” she began, and gave the information. Just past the Warren Creek Bridge, the north side. She said she was calling the police, so if they wanted to scoop the story, they’d better hurry—she didn’t trust the police not to get rid of the evidence. She hung up.

      Was it suspicious as hell? Yeah. And a credible journalist might have reservations, but I wasn’t sure that was a problem with local reporters. I hoped to hell it wasn’t.

      She called the police and gave them another version. How she was on a road trip and had stopped to relieve herself, when she saw something that they’d probably be interested in. It was about the dead girl and missing boy. Again, she hung up.

      When we crossed the Tennessee River, she lowered her window and tossed out the phone. I thought I would feel better at this point, but the opposite was true. Probably because part of me believed my sister. This plan of mine couldn’t work.

      And what if it didn’t?

      Was I gambling with my sister’s life by not listening to her? By not consulting with my aunts on the best way to get rid of Burt permanently? After all, they’d made Shane’s body disappear.

      I continued driving until my eyelids grew heavy and my mind foggy. My front right tire bounced off the road, the bump jarring me awake. I jerked the wheel to correct, swerving into the other lane. “Shit.” I hit the brakes, slowing. “Sorry,” I said.

      “Why don’t you rest and let me drive?” Frances said. We had about two hours until we reached Puddle Creek.

      I wanted to say no. But it was either stop for the night, risk having a car accident, or let her drive. We pulled over and switched places. I laid my head against the window, each bump jarring me a little. I thought there was no way I’d fall asleep, but my eyes drifted closed.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 30

      
      Then

      My mind abandoned me, leaving me untethered, sitting against the hard wall behind me. The greenhouse. The creek. This land that was all ours.

      The Robbins women and their legacy. A legacy that found me before I could run.

      Somewhere, someone laughed at me. No. No, the laughter was mine. My mouth snapped shut. Now was not a time to laugh. It was only time to dig.

      Dig, dig, dig.

      Where?

      I jumped to my feet as if being summoned and bolted into the forest, legs pumping, sharp breath scraping against my lungs, until I found it and dropped to my knees.

      As my hands found earth, the song crept to me. A hymn sang in Aunt Hattie’s haunting alto.

      I come to the garden alone

      While the dew is still on the roses.

      In the same moment, I could almost hear feet tapping against packed earth, the swish of the rope brushing the ground. A jump. A jump. Another. Little girls chanting.

      Rotting willow

      Roots so deep

      Searching for some rotting meat.

      If we die

      That is fine

      The rotting willow’s

      Roots will dine.

      Ashes to ashes

      Nourish and live

      How many years

      Will my corpse give?

      One. Two. Three. Four…

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 31

      
      Now

      I’d never loved Puddle Creek in that misty-eyed way that songwriters and poets waxed lyrical about “home.” But there was something to be said about the place where the people who loved me lived. Where the soil held the secrets and bodies of generations of women in my family.

      Something dark, perhaps. But something nonetheless.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Frances said.

      I yawned, wiped drool from the corners of my mouth, and looked out the window.

      “Looks like the old gas station burned down.” Frances pointed to the old store where Ruth had worked part-time, slowing almost to a stop, as the headlights illuminated the once familiar place.

      Sure enough, the store now sat in a jumbled, charred mess. Yellow tape wrapped around the structure, seeming to serve as both a warning and holding it together. Someone had spray painted KEEP OUT on a piece of plywood and propped it near where the gas pumps had once stood. The fire that had claimed the building could’ve been recent or years old. In Puddle Creek, empty buildings became landmarks.

      Frances swiped at her eyes.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes. It’s so stupid—after everything this is what I get emotional over?” Her voice cracked on the last word. “I always liked the old store. When were little and Hattie-May would take us to visit Ruth at work, the men who sat on the outdoor bench would always call out multiplication problems to me, then act amazed and clap when I got them right,” she said. “I know it’s silly, but it was a happy part of my childhood.”

      I understood completely.

      “You remember what Hattie-May used to call that outdoor bench where all those old men sat and drank coffee?” she asked.

      “The dead-dick bench. How could I forget?” I said. “I thought it was called that because some guy named Dick had died there or something until my fourth-grade teacher threatened to give me detention if I said it again.” I turned and grinned at my sister. “Aunt Ruth explaining what a dick was might still be the most embarrassing moment of my life—even worse than getting the birds-and-the-bees talk from Bunny.”

      “Bunny gave you the talk?” Frances asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Who gave it to you?”

      Frances giggled. “Hattie-May.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Yeah. She used words like pollinating and blossoming into womanhood. I had no idea what she was talking about, so I nodded along and then got a book at the library.”

      “Ha,” I said, thinking maybe I got off easy. Bunny was very matter-of-fact. I remember her slapping her pack of Virginia Slims against the heel of her palm, while telling me vagina isn’t a dirty word and that sex is a regular part of life. I’d wanted to melt into the porch as she blew a steady stream of smoke from the side of her mouth.

      When we pulled onto our road, the clouds had parted, and a full moon hung in the sky like a yellow thumbprint. Hills pressed on both sides, and it was almost like I’d never left. Ten years was nothing to a mountain.

      Our headlights bounced over the fence posts at the end of my aunts’ long driveway, the beams illuminating sun-bleached bone. Ruth’s wards. Instinctively my hand reached into the pocket of my shorts, and my fingers curled around the slice of bone that hadn’t left my side in ten years.

      There was something comforting, nostalgic maybe, in seeing that Ruth remained faithful in changing out the bones. Throughout childhood, everything from hog jaws to chicken skulls had stood sentinel over the property.

      This reminded me of other bones, of the grinder whirring in Ruth’s workshop on my last night at home. Of being told in no uncertain terms that there’d be no questions about Shane’s corpse, being assured it would never be found. I hoped my aunts were right.

      We were both lost in thought as Frances pulled to the end of the drive and parked in the yard.

      In the glow of the porch light, the old house remained unchanged. Its peeling paint, the tangle of flowers from old window boxes and pots, and without seeing it, I knew the tin roof was still dotted with patches of rust that had once reminded me of the orange spots on a calico cat.

      It was late—almost morning—and I hadn’t told the aunts we were coming. I’d figured their onslaught of questions was best fielded in person.

      I’d expected them to be asleep, but the front door opened, and Ruth, tall and angular, stomped onto the porch. Her hair was still cut short, and even in the dim light, I could see her face bore new and deeper wrinkles. Her skin hung a bit looser, but the pissed-off expression was familiar.

      Frances hopped out of the car and ran across the yard to Ruth, and the two embraced. I followed, more cautious. My heart thumping against my ribs.

      Would they pull me in for a hug? Was I forgiven for leaving without a word? It had seemed that way on the phone, but perhaps I’d mistaken.

      The same moment I stepped onto the porch, Hattie-May shuffled outside. A clear oxygen tube looped from behind her ears and into her nose, and she pulled a small wheeled tank behind her. She smiled for a moment, and it was if she was looking through me.

      “Hattie-May?” I said her name softly and she blinked. Wherever she’d gone in her mind, she was back.

      She reached up and lightly touched my cheek. “Milly, you’re all grown up.”

      I felt the sob break free as I hugged her neck. She smelled the same—thriving things and tomato vines, faintly sweet—and it undid me.

      When I’d left home, I thought I’d never return, but at seventeen I hadn’t understood how long forever was. As months turned to years, it sank in. Hattie-May was my great-aunt, the older sister to a grandmother I’d never known. She’d been old when I’d been sent to live with her as a child. I’d feared she’d die without me ever hugging her again.

      “Goodness.” She rubbed her hands over my upper arms. “You’re plumb damp.”

      I whispered into her cloud of white hair, “I’m surprised y’all are awake.”

      She stepped back and gripped my hands in hers. “Of course we are, honey. Ruthie knew y’all would be here. Now come on inside. Bunny’s warming up leftovers from dinner. Y’all must be starving after that drive.” Aunt Hattie turned toward the door, pulling her little oxygen tank behind her. “Come along, now.”

      Frances followed, but Ruth hung back, catching my eye. The screen door snapped shut and only she and I remained on the porch.

      “Aunt Hattie said you knew we were coming.” I asked, “How?”

      The rules were Ruth’s religion, and she’d never break them. On our phone call, she’d asked to read me. Had called me hardheaded for not allowing it. But I knew she hadn’t done it, and I knew better than to ask.

      “Good to see you too,” Ruth snarked, but there was no malice in it. She sighed. “I told Aunt Hattie I’d talked to you—that after we got off the phone I read my own leaves and they said to gather my family. Though I’m a bit fuzzy on what I’m gathering for.”

      “I’m surprised you read your own leaves.”

      “Yeah, well.” She shrugged. “I don’t make a habit of it, but your phone call made me uneasy. I’d have asked Aunt Hattie-May to read me, but she was having one of her spells, and I didn’t think she’d be up to it.” Ruth rocked back on the heels of her boots. “I didn’t know you were coming at all, much less tonight—but Hattie-May got that in her head, and you can’t convince her any different. She woke up an hour ago, and I worried she’d take to wandering. She does that sometimes. Mostly it’s fine—but she can get outside.”

      “Aunt Hattie wanders outside at night?”

      “Yeah. Sometimes.” Ruth scraped her palm over her short salt-and-pepper hair and let out a breath. “Gets madder than a wet hen if you so much as suggest she’s not in charge of her faculties, though.” Her lips pressed into a small smile, and she shoved her hands into her pockets. “She seemed fine, but I didn’t want to chance it, so I went ahead and got up. Hattie-May started tidying up the house and putting fresh blankets in y’alls’ old room, talking about y’all coming as if it were planned. It was easier to let her run with it than to convince her to go back to bed. Imagine my surprise when you two pulled into the yard.”

      I could imagine it—Ruth jumping to her feet and running to the window while Hattie-May continued dusting and sweeping, unbothered, pulling her little oxygen tank along like a pet. I didn’t like the wandering, though. “But Aunt Hattie’s okay, right?”

      “Hattie-May’s good as anyone her age could hope for. Her memory slips. She gets confused occasionally. Otherwise—she’s the same nosy old busybody.” She smiled. “You know she’s always had that sense that told her when visitors were on their way.”

      It was true, Hattie-May had always seemed to know when someone would come bumping down the driveway, though usually only a minute or two before they showed up.

      I looked toward the powder blue El Camino parked next to Ruth’s white pickup.

      “Bunny lives here now?” It was about damned time.

      “Naw,” Ruth said. “She stays over a bit, but we like our space. She has the club and her apartment. And I can’t leave Aunt Hattie. Besides. I have it on good authority I ain’t the easiest person to live with.”

      I snorted.

      “Come on,” she said. “If y’all both came home together, I suspect we have a lot to talk about. I didn’t know you and your sister were in touch.”

      “We weren’t,” I said. “You remember the phone call I got? Well, let’s just say Frances’s husband is no good, and he knows more than he should about certain things.”

      “Is that so?” Ruth’s words were sharp enough to flay skin.

      “I’ll tell you everything. But first, Aunt Hattie-May said something about leftovers.”

      I turned to walk inside, but my aunt caught my arm. “Why don’t you tell me now? At least the short and sweet of it?”

      I looked to where her fingers gripped my arm like talons, and then to her eyes, which held something I wasn’t used to seeing on my aunt. There was always some bit of power simmering behind her irises, but now there was also fear. I sighed and started at the beginning. I told her everything except about Casey. I wasn’t ready to admit to it. Not to Ruth and Hattie-May.

      “That Anderson family always gave me a weird feeling. Anyone who appears that damn perfect usually has secrets.” Ruth paused. “This is bad.”

      “I know. He’s a piece of shit, but I’m telling you—I made a plan. Burt’s handled. He shouldn’t be a problem.” I hoped to hell it was true.

      I needed it to be true.

      Ruth went still. “What do you mean Burt’s handled? Milly, if you did, I need you to walk me through everyth—”

      “No,” I interrupted, eyebrows shooting upward. “No, nothing like that. We just… We figured out how to get him out of the picture. Have you heard about that girl missing from South Alabama?”

      She nodded. “I keep up with the news around where you girls live.”

      “Burt’s who killed her, and we had proof. So we planted the evidence, we called the authorities. Any hour now, news will break that Burt is going away for a long time.”

      Aunt Ruth’s brow furrowed.

      “You think that fixed things?” She scoffed. “If that man ain’t dead, then he’s a problem. Men like that…” She shook her head and for a moment squeezed her eyes closed. When she opened them, she pointed at me. “You know that, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      I couldn’t tell her that though the leaves ordered us home—it wasn’t because of Shane. That I believed they’d sent me here for another body.

      Maybe it was silly to want to keep Casey a secret—maybe she would’ve helped me move him.

      Frances insisted Casey’s death wasn’t my fault, but the idea of my aunts—of anyone—knowing about him, of knowing the horrible way I’d buried him and didn’t tell a soul, filled me with shame. Heart-wrenching shame. Being back here made it worse.

      I couldn’t tell her any of that, so instead I said, “The leaves aren’t infallible. It’s one of the first things you taught me, that we can change our fate. When Burt is arrested—”

      “If,” Ruth interrupted. “You mean if he’s arrested.”

      I ignored her. “When he’s arrested, if you still think he’s a problem, we can hide Frances.”

      Ruth tossed her hands up as she spoke. “Jesus.”

      “What’s wrong with hiding? I did it.”

      “It was easy for you, Milly. Your sister? No.”

      “I made it work,” I said, not ready to give in. “How come being a waitress is good enough for me, but you can’t fathom Frances doing it?”

      “You’re right,” Ruth said. “You made it work—but no one was looking for a teenage runaway from Puddle Creek. And honestly, it worked because in the end, no one went looking for Shane. If they had…” She shrugged. “If Frances were to disappear, her face would be plastered all over the place. And if your plan doesn’t work—if Burt isn’t arrested and was to go looking for her…” She sighed.

      “It’s going to work. He’ll be in jail. Frances will be safe. Maybe it’s not perfect, but I can’t believe everyone is okay with us murdering someone.”

      “No. Not someone.” Aunt Ruth’s eyes narrowed and she shook her finger. “Not murder. Don’t do that. It ain’t murder if you’re fighting for survival. Not if it’s him or you.”

      “Tell that to the court who convicted Mama.”

      Ruth began to respond when the door opened and Bunny stuck her head out.

      “Y’all coming inside or what?”

      Bunny looked the same, though her face was scrubbed clean, save for the thick lash extensions lining her eyes. The familiar scent of hairspray and menthol wafted off her.

      “One minute, Bun,” Aunt Ruth said. “We’re finishing up.”

      “Hurry it up—I want to see Milly too.” Bunny wiggled her manicured fingers at me. “How you doing, honey?”

      “I’m good.” A sigh escaped from deep inside me at seeing her familiar face. As if this were a friendly visit. As if me and my estranged aunt weren’t arguing on what was the best way to save my sister’s life.

      As if I weren’t here so I could sneak away and move a corpse.

      Bunny winked at me and disappeared back into the house, the door snapping closed.

      “I don’t want to lose your sister either. Not to prison nor the grave,” Ruth said the moment we were alone. “But Milly.”

      “What?”

      “I hope your plan works. I really do. I hope Burt gets sent away and Frances can be free. But if it doesn’t? We do what we have to do. Tonight, we’ll check her leaves—”

      “I already did,” I insisted.

      “Then you won’t mind us checking them again—to see if anything’s changed,” she said matter-of-factly. “Then we’ll figure out a backup plan. Just in case. Because you’re right about one thing—getting rid of Burt won’t be easy and—ouch! Dammit!”

      Aunt Ruth shook her leg, where a tortoiseshell tabby was stuck like Velcro on the calves of my aunt’s Wranglers.

      “Y’all have a cat?” I watched as Ruth pulled the feline free. It blinked up at us smugly.

      “That mean piece of gristle technically belongs to your sister,” Ruth groused. “Showed up on our porch as a kitten when Frances was home for Christmas her first year at college. You’d think a cat this age would’ve chilled out by now, but I swear Sarge the Second gets more ornery every day.”

      “His name is Sarge the Second?” I shook my head. “Why?”

      “That evil thing is a she.” Ruth shrugged. “And you’ll have to ask Frances—she named her. But between us, Lucifer would’ve been more fitting. I was surprised she remembered the first Sarge. She was so little when y’all came to live with us, and the first Sarge ran off not long after.” I bent to pet Sarge the Second’s head but yanked my hand away when she tried to bite my fingers.

      “I’m waiting for her to die, but she’s too mean for heaven and the devil won’t take her,” Ruth said. I didn’t believe my aunt for a second. She always talked shit about animals, but she was secretly a softie.

      The cat gave a gravel-filled reowr and leapt from the side of the porch. We watched her run off into the night. Ruth said, “Let’s get inside. There’s much to do.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 32

      
      Now

      While I was in Persimmon Key, Frances’s life had continued in Puddle Creek. I’d known this, but seeing the evidence was jarring.

      My sister was sent away to boarding school, then received a full ride to Auburn, but she’d come home for holidays and summer breaks. Her years were showcased in mismatched frames on top of the wooden box television that Aunt Hattie had used as a knickknack shelf since before I’d ever called this place home.

      They began with blurry-edged pictures of the both of us together, feral girls barefoot and covered in dirt, arms around each other. The photos of my sister were like a timeline of a girl growing into an adult. A snapshot of Frances at junior prom. Portraits of my sister in her cap and gown—both high school and college. Even a photo of Frances in her elegant wedding dress standing alone in front of a stained-glass window. I knew from Frances’s Instagram that they’d not been at her wedding and wondered if she’d had the photo sent to the aunts without Burt knowing.

      The photos of me ended when I was seventeen. In the most recent one, I lay on an old quilt in the backyard, wearing cutoff shorts and a yellow bikini top, sticking my tongue out at the camera. It was a regular, random day commemorated for no reason at all. And then… that’s it.

      It was like I’d died.

      My gaze flickered over each photo before landing on one I’d forgotten about. A lump formed in my throat.

      “You okay?” Frances sidled up next to me and followed my gaze.

      “Yeah,” I said, unable to look away. The photo was of me in middle school, my arm draped over the shoulders of a boy with rust-colored hair. It was the year before Casey shot up like a weed, when we were still the same height. It was four years before I’d pull him by his ankles to a sandy patch of dirt and leave him there.

      “Yeah,” I repeated. “Just strange being back.”

      Frances slid her hand into mine and gave it a squeeze, then silently set the picture of me and Casey face down on the shelf.

      “Come eat,” Bunny called from the tiny kitchen, setting two plates down for me and Frances at the table. She’d microwaved leftover pot roast and made sandwiches. After we inhaled them, it was time to get down to business.

      “I know your sister read you, but I think we should have another look. Just to be sure.” Ruth took a saucer and cup from the shelf and sat them in front of my sister.

      Frances looked at me, brows steepled. “Okay. Can’t hurt, I guess.”

      “If it’ll give you some peace of mind,” I said with a shrug. Then to Aunt Ruth, “You want me to put the kettle on?”

      “Get with the times, dearie,” Hattie-May piped up. “We don’t do that anymore.”

      “Oh?”

      “We got us an electric kettle.” She pointed to where the appliance sat on the counter. Ruth flipped the switch at its base, and it gurgled to life. “Best thing ever. Cuts down on appointment times.”

      “Speaking of—how is business?” Frances asked. She ran her index finger over the white saucer.

      “I’m sure you saw the store burned down,” Aunt Ruth said, plunking a ceramic container of tea onto the table.

      “Yeah. I hated to see that,” Frances said. “What happened?”

      “Lightning hit a utility pole. Happened last year.” Ruth gave a little shrug. “I miss visiting with the old folks. Otherwise, things have been about the same.”

      “Still lots of clients?” I asked.

      “Mmm. Yeah. Ebbs and flows, like everything else.”

      “She’s being modest,” Bunny said, shooting Aunt Ruth a sly look. “Ruth’s been doing a lot of wild game processing—she’s had to expand her shop.”

      I thought of Shane. Of the whirring bone grinder. My shiver laced my spine.

      “And your Aunt Hattie-May does holiday orders for baked goods.” Bunny patted Aunt Hattie-May’s hand. “People scramble to buy from her—feuds have broken out in the Puddle Creek Rants and Raves group on Facebook. Whole families torn apart.”

      “Not as dramatic as all that,” Hattie-May said, the smallest smile tugging at her mouth.

      “That’s great,” I said, meaning it.

      “What about the greenhouse?” my sister asked.

      “Oh it’s still out there—though a bit neglected. I grow a few things here and there,” Aunt Hattie said. “Not nearly as much as I used to.”

      Ruth sat the kettle on the table, then held out the tea scooper. “Milly, why don’t you do the honors?”

      “Okay.” The smell of Ruth’s favorite blend of tea, earthy and sweet, was like a time machine as I scooped it into the cup.

      Frances closed her eyes. I hoped what the Sight showed us would bring peace. That when I opened the door, a feeling of security would float from that place inside, whispering assurance that we’d defended my sister’s fate. That her leaves would show a plan put into motion, one that brought safety. That we could put to bed all the talk of killing, once and for all.

      I poured water over the tea leaves.

      Aunt Ruth leaned forward, lips parted in anticipation, and Bunny and Hattie-May hushed their whispering. The three women watched as I grabbed Frances’s hands. Their faces wore the kind of reverence churchgoers reserved for Sundays, and I couldn’t blame them—being back in this kitchen, with these cups and this tea, surrounded by these women—it felt spiritual.

      “Focus,” I instructed my sister, and I did the same.

      Show that my plan worked. That Burt is no longer a threat—or at least a threat contained. That he’ll die years from now locked away in a cell.

      A gentle pressure hummed through me, and I beckoned it to build. God. I’d missed it. Reading my own leaves and reading Frances from far away, I’d clawed and scraped and begged the Sight. Then, in a hurry in my Persimmon Key apartment, the door had thrown open, the Sight slamming into me.

      Neither time had felt like this. It couldn’t feel like this. Nothing could. Being next to Ruth and Hattie-May, clasping my sister’s hands as that place inside me stirred as if giving approval: In that moment I was my true self. A Robbins woman.

      Power built until it thrummed through me as I beckoned the Sight to open, open, open. This power, for a few seconds, was uniquely mine. Power in a world that said I didn’t deserve any.

      I thought of the decade of seeing nothing but sister in my teacup. Of feeling linked to Frances, despite our distance.

      Our fates were always tangled. Tethered together. Tethered to this place.

      The Sight pulsed through me like a second heartbeat.

      It didn’t matter why I was called back to Tennessee, to Puddle Creek, to this table. Didn’t matter if it was to plan a murder or move a body. This was where I needed to be, right now, with these women.

      When I could no longer stand it—the pressure the power the stirring—I opened the door. This time, I didn’t pry, nor did it push me out of the way and flood my senses. The fate opened simply, as if I need only ask.

      My sister drank. I lifted the cup and peered into my sister’s fortune. The leaves swirled around the cup’s belly, the pattern like the design of an intricate quilt. No. I frowned. No no no.

      I again closed my eyes. Show me.

      Then.

      An aching dread.

      That hand, my throat closing. Burt. The sound, oh that loud sound. And then there was Frances and blood.

      That weight and that blood.

      I pushed the Sight into the cup, urging it to unlock what I was seeing into something different. Something better.

      I hoped there was something I was missing. I’d never wanted to be wrong before. I looked up at my sister and frowned.

      “What?” she asked.

      I slumped forward and peered once more into the cup and shook my head. “Nothing’s changed.”

      “Oh.” Frances wilted.

      I felt defeated, like my path had narrowed to one dangerous point, and I reached inside to ease the door closed, but stopped.

      Wait.

      The thing inside twisted. A whisper. A scream.

      Another flash of emotion, a wrenching feeling. This time faster.

      I stared for a long moment, reality muffled around me. Fear nipping at my heels. Dread intensifying. Anxiety swelling. All three nesting in my chest.

      “Milly? Are you okay?” Bunny touched my arm. I flinched. “What is it you see?”

      I blinked.

      There was an urgency in the tea that hadn’t appeared before.

      “Let me see.” Aunt Ruth hunched forward over the table and peered down. Though Frances didn’t have a lick of the Sight, she stared at the cup too, palms splayed on the table as if ready to push away and bolt at a moment’s notice. Maybe she should.

      “What’s changed?” she demanded. “Tell me.”

      “I know you girls think you handled it,” Ruth said. “But we got to kill him for Frances to live.”

      “No. He must die.” I shook my head. “But it doesn’t say kill. It doesn’t say murder, not directly, and—”

      “Sister.” Frances grabbed my arm. “I don’t want to die. Not because of him.”

      We locked eyes. I didn’t want that either.

      “Milly?” Frances asked. “What else?”

      “There’s a new urgency. Whatever’s happening, is happening soon,” I said.

      “Real soon,” Ruth echoed.

      “But it doesn’t mean we have to kill,” I said again, desperate. “This doesn’t mean—”

      “My god, girl. There is no time to wait and see. There is only time to act,” Ruth said.

      “Milly, dear.” Hattie-May spoke softly. “Even I can see it. He must die, and we must help it along. And soon.”

      I’d hoped to see an indication that my plan had begun. Something to bolster my belief that a reporter would find the evidence we planted. That we could save my sister and get rid of Burt without spilling blood. That I could move Casey, and we could never talk about bodies or death or murder again. That I’d paid my dues as a Robbins woman.

      But that wasn’t to be.

      “What’s next?” Frances whispered.

      I looked around the small kitchen at the open faces of the women who’d raised me. “Do you think he’ll come straight here when he gets home?”

      Frances shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. How could he? I’m sure he tracked my phone and it showed me going back to Moss Grove, but if he’s tracking my car, it’s still in Persimmon Key. Maybe he’ll go there first. But…”

      “But what, dearie?” Hattie-May asked.

      “But when I’m not there… It makes sense that he’d come here eventually.”

      “Okay.” I considered what this meant. “Maybe…maybe we can play into that and buy us a little time to figure things out.” My biggest concern was the urgency in the leaves. They didn’t read exactly like a clock, but we didn’t have long. Maybe a few days. “Do you still have access to your Instagram? You said he took control of it, but can you sign in on my phone?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “He never changed the password. Never had to. It was a control thing, to see if I would break his rules. Everything was a test.”

      “That’s…” That’s fucked up. “That’s good. What if you use my phone to sign into your account and post a picture of the beach? Say something about being with your sister. He’d have to check it out, right?”

      “I don’t know.” Frances shook her head. “It feels obvious. He knows I’m not that stupid.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “We aren’t trying to hide you forever, just trying to buy a little more time. Worst-case scenario, he doesn’t fall for it.”

      “He won’t,” Frances said.

      “Look. I’m open to better ideas,” I said, handing my sister my phone. “But in the meantime, post the photo.”

      “Use mine,” Bunny said. She pulled her phone from her purse, beneath the table. The chunky case was bedazzled in pink and white rhinestones. “It’s got a VPN. Those social media apps track your location, did you know that? Best we don’t leave a trail of where you girls are, considering…” She unlocked it and handed it to my sister.

      “Why in the world do you need a VPN, Bun?” Frances asked.

      Bunny smirked. “My side hustle. I haven’t danced in twenty years, but I do a little work online from time to time.”

      “Oh?” Frances said. “What kind of work?”

      “The kind that only my fans know about. Last thing I need is some parasocial crazy figuring out where I live.”

      “You have an online job, Bunny?” Hattie-May asked. “I didn’t know that. You have one of those blogs or something?”

      I covered my mouth with my hand and wondered if I was about to witness my great-aunt’s introduction to OnlyFans.

      “Never mind all that right now,” Ruth said, flustered.

      Frances caught my eye, and despite everything, we were twelve and nine years old again, choking back laughter to keep from getting in trouble.

      My gaze dropped once more to my sister’s teacup, and I was immediately sobered.

      It was a flash. Just a flash. Just for me.

      But there was no mistaking it.

      My eyebrows drew together. There she was. Tucked tightly into the background of everything befalling us. A feeling of longing. Of desperation. Of love.

      “Why are the leaves showing me Mama?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 33

      
      Now

      My aunt and great-aunt stared at each other across the table, a silent conversation playing between them. Finally, Ruth spoke. “Lilibet’s been released on good behavior to a halfway house in Alabama. Been there for about a week.” Her voice softened. “She’s wanted us to come and see her.”

      Wanted them to come and see her…

      The beginnings of a headache throbbed in my temples. “Mama’s out of prison, and no one was going to tell us?” I hadn’t seen Mama since the day I’d ran away, when she’d warned me to leave my old life behind.

      “It’s not like that,” Ruth insisted. “The terms of her parole are intense. She wants to see you and Frances, but she wants to make sure everything’s perfect first.” Aunt Ruth leaned forward, her arms on the table, her voice growing soft. “She’s been gone a long time. The world’s not the same place it was when she was arrested. She’s not the same person.”

      “Okay.” I massaged my temples in small circles. “Okay…”

      Frances frowned. “What you’re saying is, when we were kids, Mama never let us visit her, not once, but she wants to see us now? Now. Not when I was a little girl sending her letter after letter, begging her to let me visit? Not when I secretly tried calling her over and over?” My sister inhaled sharply. “When I found myself tied to an abusive prick and thought maybe, just maybe, my mother could understand.”

      “Oh child,” Hattie-May said tenderly. “She was doing what she thought was right. She—”

      “Stop.” Ruth held up her hand, cutting off Aunt Hattie. She spoke calmly. “I’ll say this once. I know you’re hurting, Frances, and you have every right to that hurt, but watch your tone. That’s your mama, but Lilibet is my little sister.”

      Bunny walked around the table and slid an arm over Ruth’s shoulder.

      The wooden legs of my chair screeched against the floor as I stood, doing my best to ignore the dull throbbing behind my eyes. Frances didn’t know I’d visited Mama the day I ran, and I wasn’t sure if my aunts did or not. The thing I did know was that feelings are complicated and when it came to Mama, mine were a minefield.

      “I want to see her.” Frances let out a deep breath, her shoulder’s slumping. “When all of this is done.”

      “Of course,” Hattie-May said.

      “Frances, did you post the photo?” I asked, pointedly changing the subject. “Let’s stay on task here. The sun will be up soon, and we have a lot to do.”

      “Yeah. It’s posted.” Frances nodded and held up Bunny’s phone. I held out my hand, and she passed it to me.

      The picture of shoreline she’d grabbed from the internet and captioned A little r&r with my big sis! already had sixty-five hearts and a few comments demanding to know where the photo was taken so the posters could plan their own vacations. I refreshed the screen and there were a hundred hearts.

      And a direct message notification.

      Burt had taken the bait.

      I scrolled through the DMs.

      
        Where are you?

        Baby?

        Call me.

        Answer your phone.

        Dammit, Frances, this isn’t funny—you can’t do this to me.

        You won’t get away with this. No one will believe you.

        There’s no way you’ll get away with this. Baby go home and I’ll forgive you. We’ll talk when I get back.

        You’ll pay for this.

        You won’t get away with this.

        Baby?

        Baby.

        I love you.

        Fuck you. You think you can do this to me? You’re nothing. Less than nothing.

        Frances. I love you. Please come home.

      

      And then the last one, possibly the most chilling.

      
        You can never get away from me.

      

      “Shit,” I breathed and passed the phone back to my sister.

      “Yeah,” Frances said. “Welcome to my life.”

      “Did you change your password?” I asked.

      “Of course.” She gave the phone to Bunny, who put it away.

      Frances bounced her hands on the table. “What do we do now?”

      “I’m going to get us a sweet treat.” Hattie-May pushed up from the table and un-looped her oxygen tube from her face. “We deserve it.” She shuffled to the pie safe in the corner of the room and retrieved a coffee cake. She brought it to the counter and began cutting and plating it as if we were having Sunday lunch.

      A confused quiet settled over the group, not wanting to interrupt Hattie-May. I shot a questioning look at Ruth, who shook her head and mouthed, It’s fine, before catching Frances’s eye, my lips almost wanting to quirk.

      “The Instagram post has me thinking.” I took a saucer of cake and a fork from Hattie-May and poked at it. It was moist, with a crumbly topping of brown sugar and pecans.

      “If it looks like Frances is staying with me in Persimmon Key, and assuming my original plan doesn’t work—”

      “Oh honey. It’s not going to work.” Hattie-May shook her head sadly, sliding a saucer in front of Frances. I ignored her.

      “If  it doesn’t work, then we can decide where we want to…to lure Burt. If we, you know, have to do this, then we must be smart about where and when. Plan it all. And if it looks like me and Frances are together at the beach, then we’ll have a built-in alibi, right?”

      “What are you saying, dear?” Aunt Hattie paused, cake knife in hand. “You want to bring him here, to Puddle Creek and—”

      “God no. Not here.” I drummed my fingers against the table and glanced around my aunts’ home. The room was clean but cluttered. The kitchen counters were littered with canisters of sugar and flour, jars of pickled things like beets, quail eggs, lumpy pink pig feet, and, of course containers of tea. Tidy stacks of Hattie-May’s sketchbooks were everywhere, and every inch of wall space held one of her drawings, the most recent additions frenetic and messy. “No. Definitely not here.”

      This wasn’t a place where people came to die. It was an old person’s house, full of strange smells and a lifetime’s worth of memories. “It should happen somewhere random. Somewhere we have no ties or connection to.”

      “Like a motel,” Bunny said, nodding. “Men get up to some sketchy shit in roadside motels.” Her tone held the kind of authority you couldn’t fake, the kind that only came from experience. “Specifically,” she continued, “the kind of stuff that leads to overdosing and not being found until the next morning.”

      We hadn’t spoken on how we would kill Burt, but Bunny’s idea proved we were on the same page. If this death were going to happen, there was only one way. Poison.

      Of course it would be poison. Hattie-May had spent her life getting rid of pests for others. Now she’d do the same for Frances.

      “Yeah, a motel.” Frances nodded eagerly. “Do you know a place?”

      “Matter of fact, I do.” Bunny took a slice of cake from the counter and brought it back to the table. She sat down and dug in. “Across state lines. In Alabama. The type of place nobody notices unless they go looking for it.”

      “That sounds perfect,” Frances said excitedly, and I wondered where the haunted, pale woman had disappeared to. “There’s one thing I’m not sure about.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s only…the poison. Seems risky. What if he survives?”

      Hattie-May chuckled as if my sister had said something funny.

      “No. Poison’s least risky.” Bunny spoke evenly and unbothered, as if she were deciding on where to grab dinner. “Shooting him or stabbing him would be the wrong move. It would be messy and would be immediately investigated as a homicide the moment the body was discovered.” She forked another bite of cake and chewed thoughtfully.

      “Couldn’t we make it look like, I don’t know, a drug deal gone bad or something?” Frances asked.

      I blinked, and for a second, I was back in the clearing, shovel in hand. Terror and power swirling together inside me.

      “No,” I said, not believing what my sister was saying. “That’s dangerous. What if he got the weapon away from you? Guns are traceable, and honestly, do you think you’d be able to go through with stabbing him?”

      Frances shrugged. “Let someone pin you down and slap you across the face, then come back and ask me that.”

      She had a point.

      “Seems to me like poisoning him will be easier to conceal, and like Bunny said, won’t immediately be ruled as a homicide, as long as we, you know, make it look right.”

      “That won’t be a problem, honey,” Hattie-May said. She gathered the empty cake saucers and carried them to the sink. “I know just the thing. Have it already bottled, stored. Of course”—she turned on the faucet to rinse the plates—“I could brew up something new. I believe I have some rosary pea in the greenhouse.”

      I watch my great-aunt, openmouthed, as she began humming her favorite hymn and squirted detergent into the sink. From death to dishes, just that quickly.

      “What if…” Frances ignored Hattie-May, her eyes darting around the room. “What if we did bring him here? I’m sorry Aunt Hattie, but listen real quick. We lure him out here, where no one would ever think to look for him, at least not for a long time. I think that makes the most sense. Then we could…I don’t know…make sure he’s dead. Get rid of the body, just like—”

      “Like what?” I asked, surprised at the hint of venom in my voice. “Like last time?”

      “Well, yeah,” Frances said. “Then I could ‘come home from my beach trip’ and report my husband missing.”

      “No.” Bunny shook her head. “Nuh-uh. When Burt was traced back here—and he absolutely would be—it’d put your aunts under a lot of scrutiny, and we ain’t doing that.”

      “But I think—” Frances began, but this time Ruth interrupted.

      “Frances, hon. That’s too much.” Ruth’s expression was pained. “Burt’s not gonna get away with everything he’s done, but we gotta do this exactly right.”

      My sister fidgeted with her necklace, her eyes going vacant, but she nodded. “Fine. As long as he’s good and dead before we leave.”

      “Don’t you worry, baby,” Aunt Hattie-May said, hands going to her ample hips. “He’s not getting out of this alive.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 34

      
      Now

      The darkness outside had softened with the beginnings of morning by the time we cobbled together our plan. The aunts and Bunny headed to their beds to grab a few hours of sleep, while my sister took a shower.

      There’d be no rest for me. Not until everyone was down for the night and I could sneak out and take care of Casey.

      In the meantime, I waited in my old bedroom.

      It surprised me how unchanged it was. It was a time capsule.

      The bunk beds—a twin over full—were still pushed against the far wall. I ran my fingers over their wood, once stained a neutral color now faded to an orangey-brown. Remnants of stickers we’d stuck to the boards a lifetime ago remained, as did the letter M I’d carved near the ladder. The bedding was new.

      Our old chest of drawers sat next to the closet. However, the vanity, which was cream with lavender glass knobs, was a new addition, sitting in the spot that had once belonged to a dresser. It was dainty and feminine and out of place. When had it been added? Perhaps a Christmas gift for my sister, while I was spending the holiday sad and alone.

      Stop. I chastised myself. I was almost twenty-eight years old, too old for petty feelings toward Frances over something like childhood furniture.

      I sat down on the vanity’s delicate stool. This felt a little like snooping, which was silly. Frances hadn’t been back here, to this house, to this room, in years. If there was anything she didn’t want prying eyes to see, she’d have taken it with her when she moved out.

      Honestly, it was surprising the aunts had left the room intact. Certainly, they could’ve used the space, yet the bedroom was a shrine to our girlhood. My One Direction poster still hung on the wall next to Frances’s picture of Einstein sticking out his tongue. Even the sketch Aunt Hattie had made of two little girls—a blond and a brunette—playing beneath a willow tree with near-black leaves was still taped to our closet door, the corners of the drawing beginning to curl, the colors faded.

      Still. I listened for my sister. The sound of the water told me I had a few minutes.

      God, I need a shower too. The spray of scalding-hot water on my skin would feel amazing, but there was no point in getting clean. Not yet.

      I looked at the photographs taped to the vanity’s mirror. Frances smiling in a red cap and gown, laughing with classmates. Frances with a group of girls wearing sweats and cat ears, their noses painted black. Frances next to a boy with brooding eyes and a serious mouth.

      The shiny blond girl with happy eyes in these pictures was so different from the quiet girl I’d spent my youth protecting and the broken woman who’d showed up on my doorstep yesterday.

      In another photo, Frances wore an oversize sweater and ratty ponytail, grinning with her arm around a short girl with shiny dark hair and a wide, toothy smile.

      In the next photo, Frances held one side of a collegiate mathlete trophy, and that same girl held the other. I plucked it from the mirror and looked closer, then frowning, I set it aside and picked up a stack of photos and cards and folded pieces of notebook paper.

      I flipped through the stack. Blurry pictures of my sister at a dance. Birthday cards from friends. Notes with doodles and inside jokes.

      These were the kinds of experiences I’d never really had. They’d always seemed just out of reach, even when I was in high school.

      The only best friend I’d ever had besides my sister was Casey.

      Thinking of him while sitting in this house almost undid me. In middle school, Casey and I had often done homework in this very room, with Ruth yelling from the living room for us to keep the door open, even though at thirteen, we’d had zero interest in each other in that way. Not yet. I’d been the shortest girl in our grade, but Casey had been the shortest person. It hadn’t yet occurred to me that he’d grow, sprouting into someone cute. That even if he hadn’t, there were more important things for a boyfriend to be. He was simply Casey. My friend.

      And if he hadn’t been, he’d still be alive.

      I pushed the thought away. I’d be unable to do what I had to do if I allowed my mind to linger here. Ghosts weren’t real, but memories could be just as haunting.

      I opened a folded newspaper clipping. There in black and white was a photo of the girl with shiny dark hair.

      The candlelight vigil for Matilda Cook will be held Friday, April 2 at 6:00 p.m. on Cater Lawn. At 6:30, attendees will light their candles, followed by a prayer from Pastor Eric Moore of University Christian Church.

      It clicked. That’s where I’d seen this girl—this Matilda Cook—before. Matilda was Frances’s college roommate, until she’d gone missing from a bar near campus.

      Frances told me it was right after that when she met Burt.

      Any lingering envy of my sister I had been harboring was replaced by guilt. I should’ve tried harder to reach out to her. If I’d been there when she needed me, Burt wouldn’t have stood a chance.

      While I’d struggled to keep my own life together, my sister had bounced from tragedy to tragedy until she was scooped up by someone with dimples, the right last name, and a hunger for hurt.

      I set the newspaper clipping aside and pulled open one of the vanity’s two small drawers. Inside were more papers, some trinkets, and a silver ring with a cross etched onto the band. I scooped it up.

      No.

      No, this couldn’t be the same one.

      But it was. It fit perfectly on my index finger. Casey’s ring. The one I’d buried with him.

      He’d given it to me when I was hurting, but guilt and shame had kept me from keeping it. Right? Suddenly, I wasn’t sure.

      I closed my eyes and tried to remember, but the moments after discovering Casey was dead were distorted, like photographs left in the sun or rain. Think, Milly. I’d pulled the ring from my own finger and slid it back onto his. Hadn’t I?

      But if it’s here, I must be remembering wrong. My breathing hitched.

      “Whatcha doin?” Frances’s voice came from behind me. I startled and caught her eye in the mirror. She was wrapped in one of Hattie-May’s old-lady floral housecoats, with her hair twisted into a towel.

      When had the shower turned off?

      “You scared me,” I said.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to.” Frances’s gaze traveled from the open drawer to the ring in my hand, her smile tightening in a way no one but me would’ve noticed. She nudged the drawer closed nonchalantly and nodded to the ring. “What’s that?”

      “I found it in your vanity.” Through the mirror, I looked into my sister’s questioning face. “Where’d you get it?”

      Her brows steepled, and I turned on the stool to face her.

      “I don’t know. Let me see.” She held out her hand.

      I considered not giving it to her, but that was ridiculous. There was an explanation here that would make sense. Besides, Casey’s ring had sat in this vanity for a decade without me ever knowing. I dropped it into her palm.

      She examined the silver piece of jewelry. “Oh. The cross ring. I forgot about this. I found it.”

      “Where?”

      She shrugged and held it back to me. “You know, I don’t remember. Maybe outside somewhere?” Her eyes rolled upward, as if she were thinking. “Why do you ask?”

      I exhaled. That made sense, didn’t it? It could’ve come off when I was moving him. And anyway, why was my heart pounding? What had I expected her to say? That she’d pulled it from Casey’s hand? That was idiotic.

      In my mind, there’s an image. A moment. A flash of silver on my finger as I gripped Casey’s ankles. But that can’t be right. Any thoughts from that time are all jumbled, filled with blank spots and pain and ten years of trying so desperately to forget. It’s not only possible, but likely, the moment I imagined is more dream than memory.

      Still. I couldn’t shake the image of Casey’s helmet in that desk drawer in Frances’s home. And now here was the ring.

      She watched me and I realized I hadn’t answered the question. Why did I ask? “I don’t know.” I shrugged as if I weren’t mentally spiraling. “It reminded me of something. From high school. It’s pretty.”

      Why did I lie?

      Frances’s smile eased. “Yeah. I guess so. Here.” She tossed the ring to me, and it bounced against my hands, juggling through the air before I caught it. “Keep it.” She picked up the photo I’d set aside, the one I’d plucked from the vanity mirror of her and her old roommate. Her expression grew wistful. “I haven’t thought about Matilda in ages. Breaks my heart too much. You know, she introduced me to Burt?”

      “I thought you said you met him after she disappeared?”

      “No.” She frowned and shook her head. “We didn’t get close until after. But Matilda introduced us. She had a huge crush on him. I should’ve let her have him. Then I wouldn’t be in this mess. And maybe she would’ve been on a date with Burt instead of at that seedy bar the night she disappeared.”

      I frowned.

      She set the photo down. “Shower’s all yours.”

      “Thanks. But I have something to do first.”

      Frances’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. Tonight?”

      I nodded. “The aunts can’t know. And it has to be taken care of, it takes away any leverage Burt might have if my plan works and he’s caught.”

      “Do you, uh, do you want me to help you?”

      I wanted to say yes. It had been a decade since I’d buried my best friend in an unmarked grave. One Burt had somehow found years later, without a problem.

      “No. That’s okay. I know what I’m going to do.” It was sort of the truth.

      Frances crossed the small room and slid into the bottom bunk. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

      It annoyed me that she didn’t try to insist.

      “I’m going to get some sleep. If you change your mind, wake me up. Will you get the light?”

      “Okay,” I said. I turned off the bedroom light and climbed to the top bunk and lay on top of the covers. I’d wait a few minutes to be sure everyone was down for the night—I couldn’t risk the aunts asking where I was going—then I’d sneak away.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 35

      
      Then

      Casey’s ankles were bony, even thinner than I’d have thought. I should’ve known, though. One Halloween we’d thrifted together Jack Skellington and Sally costumes.

      He has Jack Skellington’s ankles.

      It was a weird thought to have as I pulled him toward the trees, but what wasn’t weird when burying your crush?

      The boy who liked me—my only friend—was dead.

      It was my fault. My fault my fault.

      Rotting willow

      Roots so deep

      Searching for some rotting meat.

      I come to the garden alone.

      My fault. My fault. My fault.

      My mind somersaulted. My arms and shoulders screamed as I tugged Casey through the dirt and grass, his head bouncing over tree roots and rocks.

      I’d told him to come. I’d told him my secret. And now he was dead.

      There’d been that flash of Sight.

      Your beloved doomed to become your cursed thing.

      And I’d loved Casey. Why hadn’t I told him I loved him?

      Did I ever? Did I once?

      My face crumpled, and I felt hate course through me. I hate you, Milly Waters, I said.

      Somewhere far away, through the woods toward the house, I thought I heard the screen door slam.

      If we die

      That is fine

      I grabbed Casey’s ankles and again began pulling him along the creek trail. I tried not to look at his face. But maybe I could just count his freckles? Like soot flecked on a bed of snow. Blue ringed his lips. Still pretty, my best friend.

      I pulled him between two trees, toward the place I’d prepared. The place whose sandy earth was beneath my fingernails.

      Casey’s head got stuck among the roots. Inhaling, I let loose a growl and yanked so hard I tumbled backward. His head dislodged from the tight spot, and his body slid as I fell.

      The ground that caught me was soft.

      This was the place. Not far from the burbling creek. A place he loved. I was once a mermaid here. He was a dragon. Remember that, Casey? How you refused to be a mermaid?

      Frances and I’d spent hours in this place, carrying water from the creek to stir up soups and potions in a pilfered soup pot that had been our cauldron. I’d bullied Casey into tasting our potion.

      Now here you’ll be forever, Casey. You hadn’t known it was a sleeping potion. Now you’re tucked away for a long, long rest.

      It’s nice here, Casey. Don’t you want to rest somewhere nice?

      I dropped his legs, and they landed with a thump. My thoughts swam and dove and leapt and refused to line up into something making sense. They were muddy soup in my head. Like mine and Frances’s creek water potion, slipping and slurping and turning everything to fizz.

      I squeezed my hands and felt it. The ring. This isn’t mine? Silver like the moon and so cold cold cold.

      Cold like a knife in my gut. Someone had whispered, Take this. Keep it.

      I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.

      Casey gave it to me—I loved him, a flash of something cold—but I can’t because now he’s gone.

      Cold belongs with cold. A cold metal against a cold finger. I slipped it from my knuckle. Sleep well.

      What next?

      His dirt bike.

      I need my aunts.

      No.

      Ashes to ashes

      Nourish and live

      How many years

      Will my corpse give?

      What to do what to do what to do first…

      Bury him or move his bike?

      Casey was hidden from view, but if Aunt Hattie woke up and saw the bike, I’d have to explain. I can’t I can’t can’t.

      She’d think something was wrong with me. Maybe she’d send me away.

      Something is wrong with me. I should be sent away.

      I raced to the yard. To his bike.

      The sky still glowed a hazy pink. What time is it?

      I pushed it down our long, twisting driveway, past Ruth’s wards. Useless wards. Useless bones.

      Useless death.

      One of the bones—a tiny femur, maybe?—had come loose and fallen to the ground. Without thinking, I bent and scooped it up, shoving it in my pocket.

      I pushed the bike to the bend in our road, not far from the house. There was a drop-off where kudzu devoured everything below. As I shoved the bike over the edge and watched it get swallowed up, there was a blink of clarity. Oh, how Casey loves that bike! He’d worked so hard that summer at the feedstore. Saved every penny, hid his money in a jar at my house so no one at his could drink it away.

      Now it’s gone.

      The front door was shut tight when I made it back to the house: No Hattie-May sitting on the porch with her morning coffee. No Ruth walking to her truck to go to work at the gas station. Would they do those normal things?

      Will they come make potions at the creek? Will Frances?

      Will Casey join?

      No. Casey is asleep, asleep, asleep.

      I wiped my nose on my sleeve and kept going.

      A shovel was propped against Ruth’s shed. Dark, rust-colored stains covered its tip and part of the handle.

      I grabbed it, ignoring the dried blood. Ignoring the familiar way it fit in my hand and the phantom pain that shot up my arm.

      The memory of that unnerving zap of power shocked me back into myself.

      Then, excruciating, painful lucidity.

      Oh God, what had I done? A scream pushed against my ribs, and I thought for a moment that if I didn’t let it out it would burst through me. I couldn’t, though. Couldn’t draw attention. I shoved my fist against my mouth and bit down, swallowing the eruption of pain.

      Tears slid down my cheek as I buried my best friend in a shallow, unmarked grave in the woods behind my house. When I was done, I put the shovel back where I’d found it and knew I was completely alone.

      I was walking down the greenhouse path when it hit me.

      There was someone who could understand. In that moment, I was a kid, and wanted nothing more than what any kid wants when their world is turned upside down. I wanted my mama.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 36

      
      Now

      I opened my eyes. Shit. I blinked away sleep and grabbed my phone from beneath my pillow to check the time. Shit shit shit.

      Almost eight fifteen. I wasn’t supposed to sleep until after I’d finished with Casey, but the driving and late night had hit harder than I’d expected. I frantically opened the news app and scrolled to see if there was anything about the arrest of the great grandson of a particular former governor. Anything that would prove I was right when I said we didn’t have to go through with the killing.

      Nothing.

      A quick internet search confirmed that Burt remained Alabama’s golden boy. My last bit of delusional hope evaporated. We—Frances, Bunny, and I—would have to leave soon for the motel.

      Hattie-May claimed she had just the concoction to get the job done: a tincture made of select ingredients that would never show in a toxicology report, unless they were tested for specifically. Bunny had assured us she knew the perfect location for Burt’s “overdose” to take place. “The kind of place where nobody sees anything or remembers anyone,” she’d promised.

      We couldn’t be late. Burt’s plane landed at eleven, and we didn’t want to give him a chance to come looking for Frances.

      As soon as he got service, there’d be a message from my sister on his voicemail, explaining where she was and how she desperately needed him to come get her. And there we’d be, waiting.

      This did not allow me much time.

      I scrambled down from the top bunk, somehow (thank you muscle memory) not waking my sister. I grabbed my shoes and sock-footed it to the front door, pausing in the living room long enough to listen for sounds of life. The late night had done a number on everyone, it seemed, because not even Hattie-May, who’d never slept in during my entire childhood, was awake.

      I took Hattie-May’s keys from their hook, and on the porch, stuffed my feet into my sneakers and hurried around the house to the backyard.

      A shovel was propped against the back of the house. I grabbed it, pausing for only a second, flooded with memories—the heft of the smooth wooden handle in my hand, the vibration of metal against skull, the way the tip sliced through soft earth like a hot knife through butter—before shaking away the intrusive thoughts and jogging toward the edge of the woods.

      It didn’t take long to circle the backyard’s perimeter and find the narrow path to the greenhouse.

      The path was a bit overgrown. Briars scraped at my legs as I dodged branches and roots.

      I thought I’d never again return to these woods, to this path. I hated the reason that brought me, but when I inhaled the scent of damp pine, I was seven years old again, running wild toward the greenhouse. I was ten and catching tadpoles in the creek. I was thirteen and climbing trees in the woods. I was fifteen and shooting Ruth’s crossbow at a target in the backyard.

      My toe hit a root and pitched me forward and out of my daydream. I caught myself, but the shovel flew into a briar patch that scratched my arms to hell when I pulled it free. As I made my way down the rest of the path, I moved a little more carefully.

      Made me wonder, though.

      Frances suspected that Burt had found the body. That he’d slipped away at night and stolen the helmet. The next day he had dirt under his nails. I’d convinced myself it was plausible, but now that I was here again?

      How could Burt have found his way to the greenhouse, much less Casey’s grave? And in the dark?

      Frances insisted Burt was smart and loved a game. If someone was determined to find the path, I guess it wasn’t impossible. But neither was it easy, or even likely. There was nothing marking your way, outside of the narrow trail worn from decades of foot traffic.

      And how had he found Casey? Frances had watched me tug him into the forest, but hadn’t seen where I’d buried him.

      It didn’t make sense.

      Yet. There was the helmet…

      The path ended and forest opened to the small field. The greenhouse sat in the middle.

      The small lean-to attached to the end of the structure still held a push-mower and gas can, as well as bags of potting soil and random gardening equipment. Hattie-May had always kept a roll of giant plastic bags for when she needed to clean up her space. I rifled through the shelves in the lean-to. No bags.

      Inside, then.

      While outside the greenhouse was unchanged, inside was a different story. Once upon a time there’d been tidy rows of healthy plants. Everything labeled and orderly. This place had been precious to Hattie-May. Lush and green and flowering. It had been her church. Her altar.

      The room was now a dying jungle. A few plants I didn’t recognize thrived, vining up the walls and hanging from posts. Most, however, were shriveled stalks. A shelf that had once held rows of leather-bound books, histories of the Sight and tasseomancy—books I’d devoured on lazy summer evenings while lounging next to the creek—were now empty. I swiped my index finger through the thick layer of dust and frowned.

      Hattie-May would’ve never let her greenhouse fall into such a state if she could help it. Ruth’s domain was behind a teacup, and certainly Hattie-May could also divine leaves in a pinch, but this greenhouse was where Hattie-May worked her magic. Where she made a difference, helping those who couldn’t find it elsewhere.

      Whatever happened with Burt, things couldn’t go back to how they were. If I spent another ten years away, when I came back next time, my great-aunt wouldn’t be here.

      Aunt Hattie held an important role in our plan, but seeing the state of her greenhouse, I wondered if enough of the old Hattie-May existed within her foggy memory to brew a poison that could kill undetected. What if the mixture she had in mind wasn’t as perfect as she said?

      Last night as we’d sat around the kitchen table and pieced together the plan, Aunt Hattie mentioned rosary pea, but when I walked the rows of the greenhouse and found the toxic plant, it was a dried husk, its leaves brown and the pods of red berries long gone.

      We were putting our faith in my aging aunt, who wandered at night and lost slips of time.

      Was the woman who’d always driven her own fate still here? Did that spark of magic still exist in her?

      It must. I ran my hand over the skeleton of a long-dead oleander, a pang of sadness stabbing my chest. It must, and that’s that.

      I got back to work, my cheeks damp as I picked through the clutter. I found shelves of tiny dark blue bottles, each filled and labeled and covered with dust. How long had they been here, waiting to rid the world of a pest?

      I kept digging through the shelves and tables containing random stacks of even more random items. There was no roll of bags to be found.

      Time was ticking.

      Fine. I’d find Casey first, then figure out how to move him.

      I locked the greenhouse behind me, grabbing the shovel from where I’d propped it nearby before walking around to the back of the building, careful to keep my eyes straight ahead, avoiding the spot where Casey and I had spent our last moments together.

      How are you going to move him, if you can’t stomach looking at the last place you saw him alive?

      I’d do it because I had to. Because Burt wasn’t giving me a choice.

      If the path to the greenhouse was overgrown, then the path to the creek was nonexistent. It took twice as long as I remembered, but I finally found it and picked my way through the trees toward the sound of the trickling water.

      The creek itself was small, its banks rocky. But yards away, there’d always been a flat area of smooth, sandy earth.

      That patch of soft terrain was unchanged, though it had seemed to be tucked farther away when I was a kid. The morning I’d pulled Casey through the forest by his ankles, it had seemed to take an hour to get there, my brain coming and going in bursts and gasps. He’d been reed thin—all sharp angles—but yanking him through the underbrush had left me sore for a week.

      I was overcome with emotion as I got to work. Every slice of the shovel uncovering a memory: us at the movies, in study hall, at parties, our teeth bumping together. I dug and dug.

      No Casey.

      I repeated the process again and again, digging deeper than I had that day. I’d been weak with grief and shaking with fear. His grave had been a shallow one.

      Now, I dug deep and wide, each stab of the shovel growing more erratic.

      By the third attempt it was clear. Casey wasn’t here.

      A cry clawed at my throat.

      His grave was empty.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 37

      
      Now

      I threw the shovel aside and sank to my knees, plunging my fingers into the dirt like a crazed animal, digging and sifting.

      Casey wasn’t here. No part of him. No skeleton. Not even fragments of bone or torn pieces of clothing.

      Impossible.

      Sandy earth caked under my nails. Under Casey’s ring that was still shoved on my index finger.

      Where was he?

      Burt had taken Casey’s helmet. Could he have moved Casey’s body?

      I tried to piece it together, while my anger flared at the notion of him laying a hand on my friend. It seemed barbaric. Evil.

      I pressed my palms against the cool dirt. Calm down.

      Of course Burt hadn’t moved Casey. That was nuts.

      More nuts than anything else?

      More nuts than killing an innocent girl to get my attention?

      More nuts than sneaking out in the middle of the night and finding Casey based on a story Frances had told him?

      More nuts than taking his helmet? More nuts than keeping it for years, waiting for the right time to use it against me, to hurt my sister?

      But mostly… If it was so nuts, then where was Casey?

      What the hell am I missing?

      Somewhere nearby, there was a rustle of footsteps. My thoughts froze in my head.

      “Hello?” I croaked. I jumped to my feet and picked my way carefully back to the path, forgetting the shovel and pausing to listen every few steps. My hand instinctively reached into my pocket, fingers curling around the ever-present sliver of bone.

      My heart thundered in my ears, but there was no warning in my gut. No whisper to run or pay attention.

      “Dearie? Are you out here?”

      Hattie-May.

      What was she doing here?

      This was once her domain. Aunt Hattie had been the one to introduce me and Frances to the shallow creek. We’d walk its banks while she pointed out different rocks and taught us to look for fossils.

      But the frail lady who’d greeted me last night with a warm hug, then sliced up coffee cake as we plotted murder wasn’t the same Hattie-May as the robust woman who’d raised me.

      “Milly?”

      She sounded close. In the forest. I jogged toward her voice, hopping over fallen branches, pushing vines out of my way, as I dodged briars.

      It would be so easy for her shuffling steps to catch a root or hole. “Over here, Aunt Hattie. Stay put. I’ll come to you.”

      I found her near the forest’s edge.

      “There you are,” she said. Her old eyes traveled over me from behind her glasses, and she wrinkled her nose. “I was going to get the mixture from the greenhouse, but my key wasn’t on the hook. Figured you were already out here and that I’d join you, then I heard you in the woods.” She grimaced. “Lord have mercy! What were you doing, child? You’re filthy.”

      “Uh…” I swiped a leaf from my hair and shrugged, mentally reaching for an explanation that made sense. The truth sure as hell didn’t. “I wanted to see the creek.”

      “The creek?” Hattie-May’s sparse brows pushed together. Her tone was questioning. “Why’d you want to see the creek?”

      I shrugged. “I guess, you know, I’ve always loved it. It made me happy.”

      “You did love it, didn’t you?” She paused. “There were some good parts about growing up out here, wasn’t there, honey?” Her voice was huskier than usual. “It wasn’t all hard, was it?”

      “What wasn’t all hard?”

      “Your childhood.”

      “Of course not.” I slid my hand into hers. “Hattie-May, there was plenty of good.”

      It was true. Weekends spent running wild in the forest with my sister. Frances standing still as moths and butterflies circled her while I tried to scoop them up. Searching for locust shells. Reading for customers, the Sight making me feel connected to something bigger. If there hadn’t been good parts, leaving wouldn’t have hurt so bad.

      “You know I regret it, every day.” Hattie-May’s voice was pinched. “Not coming and getting you after you called home that time. We thought…” She wiped at her eyes. “We thought it was best to let you disappear. But, Milly, don’t think we didn’t suffer for it. It hurt me every day.”

      “I know. It wasn’t all you and Ruth. I’m an adult. I could’ve come back any time.”

      Hattie-May shook her head. “After things cooled down and it was safe, I should’ve driven to the coast myself and dragged you home. I…well…I guess I thought maybe you were doing better. You never seemed very happy here. Always looking forward to leaving.”

      “Oh, Aunt Hattie, don’t feel bad.” I squeezed her plump hand and lied. “You’re right. I did just fine.”

      Somewhere, a crow called out, and suddenly, standing in the edge of the forest with trees towering over us, one hand tucked inside the hand of the woman who’d raised me, the other curled around the bone in my pocket, I felt very small. “Aunt Hattie? Did you check the news?”

      “I did,” she said.

      “Was there anything about, you know?”

      She sighed. “Afraid not, dearie.”

      “Oh.” I bit the inside of my cheek. “What if we don’t pull this off?” The possibility chewed at my stomach. “What if he wins? I can’t lose Frances. I just got her back.”

      Instead of answering, she squeezed my hand. “Come on. I want to show you something.”

      Hattie-May led me around one side of the greenhouse, past the lean-to, to the other end of the structure, tucked near the opposite edge of the forest. She stumbled, but caught herself and held on to me a little tighter.

      “Is it a good idea for you to come out here alone?” I asked. “What about your oxygen tank?”

      “Oh hush. You sound like Ruthie,” she said. “I always take a morning walk without it. This is my greenhouse. These are my woods. I could probably walk through them with my eyes closed, though I don’t reckon I’ll try.”

      She gestured to the forest’s edge. Her lips pressed into an expectant smile, lines erupting around her eyes.

      “Um,” I said, not sure what she was showing me.

      “You don’t recognize it, honey?”

      “Recognize what?”

      She leaned forward slightly, and I was hit with a wave of concern. Ruth said Aunt Hattie mentally slipped away sometimes. Was she here with me, in the moment, or was my great-aunt’s mind in another time or place all together? Was she showing me something that no longer existed?

      I peered into her small, dark eyes behind her glasses. “Are you okay Aunt Hattie?”

      Instead of answering, Hattie-May puckered her lips and whistled. The tune was an earworm from my childhood.

      Rotting Willow

      Roots so deep

      Searching for some rotting meat.

      “No,” I said. “No, that’s impossible.” I looked closer. There was a willow nestled among the other trees in front of me, but it didn’t look so different from the weeping willow that had once grown our front yard, the one whose branches I’d grown up playing under. No way this was the tree from the drawings.

      In sixth grade, I’d used a school computer and searched online for information about Aunt Hattie’s willow. There’d not been much there beyond a listing on the US Forest Service’s website naming it as an endangered and protected species. After scrolling through pages and pages of useless search results, I’d landed on an outdated blog discussing rare Tennessee flora. It told the same stories I’d heard from Aunt Hattie and posted a few blurry black-and-white photos. It had been impossible to know what the tree actually looked like.

      Aunt Hattie’s sketches were frenetic and unsettling. Even as she’d insisted the tree was good, her drawings, with their deep shading and slashing strokes, had depicted a willow with branches that seemed to want to strangle the world. Roots that were hungry. Pictures that inspired little girls to create deep-reaching lore and scare each other once the lights were out.

      The tree in front of me did not have the green-black leaves or crimson seed pods Aunt Hattie reported seeing as a child. This could not be the tree she’d dedicated her life to finding. It was too plain. Not worth the years she’d given it.

      Looking closer, yes, the leaves were a deeper green. And maybe the roots were a little more jumbled, a little more risen. Nothing I’d have ever looked twice at.

      “How can this be the rotting willow?” The childhood name slipped out.

      Hattie-May wrinkled her nose. “Mourning willow, dearie. The rotting willow was you girls’ creation.”

      “But this—”

      “This is real.” She smiled. “Real and beautiful.”

      I frowned. “How can you know? I mean, it’s not so different from any other weeping willow. And where did you find it? I thought there were no more.” I struggled to string together my thoughts, which was ridiculous, all things considered. It was only a tree, and out of everything I’d been through lately, a tree shouldn’t have left me speechless.

      But the rotting willow had been such a mythical part of my childhood, I might as well have been standing in front of one of the cryptids Aunt Ruth claimed lived in the deep woods.

      I blinked. Maybe Aunt Hattie was slipping.

      What was I supposed to do? Go along with whatever she said? The last thing I ever wanted was to hurt my great-aunt.

      “I always knew I’d see it again,” she said. “Felt it deep inside, a whisper from beneath the internal door urging me to keep looking looking looking.”

      She patted my hand. “So that’s what I did. I kept looking for years. A lifetime. And then”—she shrugged—“the forest has a way of providing right on time.”

      Right on time?

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      Hattie-May chuckled. “It’s endangered, as you know. One of nine trees that are protected.” She paused, and when I said nothing, she pressed on. “A person can get in a whole lot of trouble if they dig it up or disturb the roots. Even the police would require special permission.”

      “I am…I…” I shook my head, my fingers going to my temples. “I’m sorry. It’s been a wild twenty-four hours. Where did you find it?”

      Hattie-May chuckled, then shrugged. “Out yonder ways.” She pointed in the direction from which we’d come. “Found it on one of my walks. It was only a hardheaded little sprout. Barely a stick with leaves, fighting its way through the dirt, about yea big.” She held the index fingers on each hand about four inches apart. “And like I said, it arrived right when it was needed.”

      “What do you mean?” I still wasn’t following.

      “Like I said. Not even the police can move it. Can you imagine? This tree’s above the law. The cops can’t dig it up.” My aunt’s gaze bored into me. “They can’t check its roots for secrets.”

      My mouth turned to sandpaper. “This tree—this rotting willow—you said it arrived right on time. You found it…when?”

      “Right after you left, dearie. One desperate sapling departs, another desperate sapling arrives.”

      I blinked, and it was the night that changed my life. I could hear, in my mind, the whirring of the bone grinder cutting through the crickets and cicadas.

      I’d always suspected they—Ruth and Hattie-May—had ground Shane to bits. I hadn’t been allowed to know what happened after. I’d figured they’d dumped him somewhere far away, but it was possible they’d buried him here, close to home. Was this tree his gravestone?

      “Hattie-May…”

      “Hush, dearie.” She pressed an arthritic finger over my lips. “We all have secrets. Secrets must stay buried.”

      My heart sped. Aunt Hattie was often cryptic with her words, but usually not with me. “Why are you showing me this?”

      “To remind you. Whatever happens, we’ll get through it. It’s what we do. This tree isn’t supposed to exist, but despite that, it’s thriving. All it needed was a little help.” She grinned.

      I wasn’t sure if this was a real mourning willow, but I was certain my great-aunt believed it was, and that the Sight had delivered her to it after a lifetime of searching.

      Before I could dwell on this, there was the sound of someone crashing down the path from the house.

      Hattie-May sighed. “Come along. I reckon it’s time to get back.”

      We rounded the corner of the greenhouse at the same moment Frances burst into the clearing. She ran toward us, and as she got closer, I saw the tears. All thoughts of the rotting willow, and even Casey, left my mind.

      Frances sniffed and wiped her eyes on the back of her hands.

      “It’s time,” she said.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 38

      
      Now

      Frances stood in front of me, her eyes wet and cheeks ruddy. Aunt Hattie reached to brush away her tears, but she winced.

      I asked, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Frances sniffed. “I made the calls and left the messages, like we planned. I—” She pressed her lips together and swallowed a sob. “I’m fine,” she repeated. “Ruth and Bunny are waiting. It’s time.”

      Hattie-May said nothing, but her lips puckered into a frown, concern etching onto her face. “Let me grab the mixture from the greenhouse. Will only take a second.”

      I handed her the key and watched as she slipped it into the lock and disappeared inside.

      “Sister,” I said. “Are you sure you can do this?”

      “Of course I’m sure. It’s my life that depends on his death, remember?”

      I ignored her bitchy tone. She’d always had an attitude when she was upset.

      “Yes. I know. It’s only, this isn’t going to work if you can’t keep it together. Burt has to believe you’re happy to see him.” I held her hands between us, my gaze searching her face for something that would tell me if this was only nerves or a real problem.

      Frances opened her mouth to speak, but Hattie-May appeared through the greenhouse’s doorway. My sister snapped her mouth shut and blinked quickly, sniffing every so often as my aunt tottered over. I dropped her hands.

      Hattie-May pressed a cobalt blue vial into my palm. “Come along now, girls,” she said, and led the way toward the path home. “This will all be over by dinner.”

      As we trudged back to the house, moving at Hattie-May’s slow, steady pace, I snuck glances at my sister, who was doing her best to hold back tears. She took deep breaths, her face contorting every so often, before going blank, and then the cycle would repeat. This didn’t feel like nerves. This felt bigger.

      Who could blame my sister for being emotional about killing the man she’d thought she loved, even if he deserved it? But where were these tears yesterday as we hammered out the plan and had time to take her emotional state into consideration? Because now? Now, we definitely did not have time.

      And our plan hinged on Frances.

      It was straightforward. This morning, Frances called Burt while he was on his flight home and left voicemail messages explaining how she’d planned on leaving him. She’d ran away to my house to figure things out.

      But she’d had a change of heart.

      The time away from him cleared her head of any silly ideas. What would she do without her husband?

      The message to Burt would detail how, after visiting me in Persimmon Key, Frances realized she was done with her marriage after finding something on her car that the internet said was a tracking device. She pulled it off and dumped it in a trash can, then in a fit of emotion, she decided to go to her aunts in Tennessee for a while to clear her head and lick her wounds. On her way she got overzealous and threw her phone out the window, knowing that Burt could track her through it too.

      Then she’d explain how soon after, the radio played their song, cracking her heart wide open. I know you only keep up with my whereabouts, are so strict only because you care so much! When she turned around to go home, karma came calling, and her car broke down. My own fault for ever leaving you, Burty!

      The closest business around was a motel. It’s sketchy—come and get me and please hurry! She’d lay it on thick: It was a mistake—all of it. Please come, Burt.

      It wasn’t a perfect plan, but all that mattered was that Burt showed up to the motel. Which, last night, a fully confident version of Frances had assured us, he would. “Like all devils, he has one hell of a God complex and can’t resist playing the hero.”

      She knew her husband well and said there was no way he wouldn’t take full advantage of having Frances alone in a sketchy motel room.

      There would be bottles of water. Tiny bottles of booze. Glasses. (All placed in the space ahead of time by us, since Bunny said it wasn’t exactly the kind of place that came with a minibar.) Frances would get the poison into Burt’s drink one way or another, while Bunny and I waited out of sight nearby in case things went sideways. I’d insisted on this.

      Once he was dead, we’d make it look like an overdose. Frances would wipe the voicemail from his phone. And to anyone on the outside looking in, it would appear that Frances was still in Persimmon Key visiting me. Since my roommate was on a trip with her boyfriend, there wasn’t anyone who’d say otherwise.

      But if Frances was losing it already, how could she remain cool once Burt showed up? If she answered the hotel door a terrified stammering mess, Burt would know something was wrong.

      I kept quiet as we walked from the path and across the backyard. I again took my sister’s hand in mine. Her eyes were bleary and red. She let out a hiccupping sob.

      She can’t do it. No matter what she said or what she wanted, she wasn’t up to pulling this off.

      I should’ve known last night when she’d stood outside her house, terrified and moonlight pale, that when it came down to killing Burt, she was all talk. But she’d insisted and hadn’t even wanted to try my plan.

      Maybe it should’ve pissed me off that now everything was in jeopardy when the stakes were at their highest, but I didn’t have it in me to be angry. This only proved my sister was no different than me: She didn’t want to hurt anyone.

      All she wanted was to be free. To live her life without fear.

      It wasn’t fair she had to kill for it.

      As I watched Frances cycle through attempting to hold it together—sniffing tears, face scrunching, blank stare—I knew what I had to do. And it wouldn’t go over well.

      We joined Ruth and Bunny on the porch, and I turned to my sister. “You can’t come.”

      “What?” Ruth asked, brows steepling, forehead wrinkles deepening. “The plan only works if Frances is there.”

      “Naw.” Bunny inhaled her cigarette and blew out a stream of smoke. She nodded at Frances. “Look at ’er. Milly’s right.”

      “No.” Frances sniffed. “I’m fine. This is my problem, and I’ll see it through.” Her voice cracked.

      Hattie-May put an arm around my sister, and Ruth blew out a breath. “Well shit. What do we do, then? We don’t have much time. We have to be on the road before Burt’s plane lands and he gets that message.”

      “I think…” I bit my bottom lip. “I think we should still go. Ruth, you come with me and Bunny. Frances can stay here with Hattie-May.”

      “And what exactly are we going to do when he shows up?” Ruth nervously plucked Bunny’s cigarette from Bunny’s fingers and took a drag. “I don’t see that going over too good.”

      Frances’s face crumpled, “Of course I’m going and—”

      “No,” I said firmly. My gaze drifted from my sister, to Ruth, to Bunny. “Showing up without Frances is a risk, but I think taking her like this is a bigger risk.” I looked at my sister. “You said Burt’s obsessed with me.”

      “What?” Ruth asked.

      “It’s true,” Frances said, giving me a knowing glance, pleading with me not to tell her secret. That she’d broken her word and told someone about Shane.

      “Well, this keeps getting better and better.” Aunt Ruth’s voice was pure petulance, but she let me finish.

      “If he’s obsessed with me, maybe we can use that. When he shows up, I’ll tell him I know where you are. I’ll explain everything, but we have to talk first. Say whatever it takes to get him into the room.”

      “Won’t he just turn and leave?” Ruth asked.

      “No.” Frances’s cycle of tears and face-scrunching was interrupted with a look of thoughtfulness. “It could work. He’d be intrigued.”

      “Yeah. You said he loves a game,” I said.

      “Won’t he be suspicious?” This question from Bunny.

      “Maybe. Burt’s always suspicious of everyone all the time. But the thing about my dear husband is, he never sees anyone as a real threat. He’ll play until he’s bored.”

      Ruth rocked on the heels of her boots and thumped the cigarette into the yard. “How the hell are we supposed to get the poison in him? Jesus, this feels like a clusterfu—”

      “Language, Ruthie,” Hattie-May interjected.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we will because we don’t have a choice.”

      “Could we put it in a syringe?” Ruth asked Hattie-May, who shrugged.

      “Oh, I don’t know, dearie.” Hattie-May shook her head. “I’ve never done that. But it won’t take much. If it crosses his lips, he’ll go down like that.” She snapped her fingers. Her expression grew serious. “It’s potent. Mind you don’t ingest any yourself or get it in your eye.”

      “Maybe.” Bunny appeared thoughtful. “We are setting this up as a drug overdose. Guess it won’t matter if an autopsy finds the injection site. But either of you have a syringe lying around?”

      “Good point. That’s out, then,” Ruth said. “We have to figure this out. I don’t like winging it.”

      “This means you’re coming?” I asked Ruth.

      “Well of course I’m coming. I’m not sending you two off on your own with a half-cooked scheme.”

      “Good.” I looked at Bunny. “Were you able to get everything we need? To make it look legit?”

      Last night, Frances had told us that in college and right after, Burt had gotten in trouble several times with cocaine and once with ketamine. Being an Anderson, his grandpa made it disappear.

      “The Anderson family motto is basically ‘Avoid scandal at all costs,’” she’d said, and assured us that as long as Bert’s death looked like a believable bender, his family likely wouldn’t use their resources to dig deeper. They’d want it over and done with and out of the public eye as quickly as possible so it didn’t cast a shadow over his brother’s political prospects.

      The Andersons sounded like a lovely bunch.

      “Yeah, I got it.” Bunny nodded. “It’s in the car. Which is why we need to leave right now. Speeding ain’t an option. I can’t get pulled over with that shit.”

      “I was planning on driving my car,” I said.

      “Oh you were?” Bunny smirked. “Better make another plan, because we’re taking the Camaro. It’s reliable and fast. And I’m driving.”

      “Fine.” I sighed. It was dumb how, out of everything that would be happening over the next twenty-four hours, the idea of not having my own car sent flurries of anxiety through my chest, but Bunny was the only person who I’d ever seen out-argue Aunt Ruth. I let it go. “Let’s hit the road, then.”

      Frances squeezed me in a hug and whispered in my ear. “Sister, you’re saving me once again.”

      I hugged her back, then walked to the car and folded all five foot, two inches of myself into the cramped back seat.

      We were silent as we made our way down the driveway, until Bunny turned on some music.

      Ruth stared out the window, Bunny lit a cigarette, and the first bars of Britney Spears’s “Gimme More” blasted through the speakers. For the second time in my life, I was on my way to kill for my little sister.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 39

      
      Now

      We’d traveled down a rural stretch of highway, past trailer parks and Dollar Generals and the occasional bar that would fit right into a true crime documentary. Britney’s entire Blackout album had played through twice before Aunt Ruth threatened to open her car door and hurl herself to the side of the road if Bunny didn’t put on something different.

      Bunny had smiled and said, “Aw, Ruthie. You knew when we started dating that there would always be three of us in this relationship. You. Me. And Brit.” Ruth gripped the door handle like she might follow through on her threat, and Bunny had switched to her Y2K playlist.

      An hour later, the Chicks were singing “Goodbye Earl” when Aunt Ruth turned down the volume and said, “Let’s run through it again. One more time.”

      Bunny groaned, and I agreed. We’d beat this dead horse too many times. The plan wasn’t great, but it was the best the three of us could do, and there was nothing else to discuss.

      “Please?” Ruth asked, and that one word sounded like it cost her something. She’d always been human barbed wire, tough and sharp. Catching this rare wisp of vulnerability in her voice meant I would’ve done anything she asked.

      “Sure,” I said. “From the top. We’ll coat the rims of the glasses in the poison. Then we’ll put the rest of it on a rag.”

      “I’ll take the rag and hide with Bunny,” Ruth said.

      I leaned forward in my cramped seat, until I was between the two women. “I’ll get Burt to come into the room.”

      Everything hinged on this. I was putting all my faith in my sister’s certainty that Burt wouldn’t be able to resist a plot twist in his game.

      “Once he’s inside, he’ll sit down so we can talk. I’ll make him a drink. That should be that. But, if he doesn’t drink, that’s where you two come in.”

      “I’ll cover the door,” Bunny said. “Ruth will catch him from behind and stick the rag in his mouth.”

      Hearing it, the plan sounded almost cartoonishly simple. But that didn’t mean it wouldn’t work.

      “That’s right,” I said. “He can’t leave that room. No matter what, we can’t let that happen. If Burt leaves the room he’ll go straight to Puddle Creek, then Frances and Hattie-May are both in danger.”

      “Fight like a hellcat,” Bunny said as she accelerated into a curve. “Got it.”

      “If things get noisy, are you sure no one will call the police?” I asked, not for the first or second time. I figured if it was okay for Ruth to ask to hear the plan yet again, then it was okay for me to fish for reassurance. Last thing we needed were cops. Not out here.

      “Babe,” Bunny said. “Nobody in this place is gonna hear a damn thing. You can trust that.”

      Two turns later, and we rolled into the parking lot.

      The desolate motel was made up of cement blocks painted a sickly pale yellow, with a door to what I assumed was the office. Next to it, ten faded red doors—each with their own dents and holes—stretched out in a row.

      The nearly empty parking lot was littered with potholes like chickenpox on a sick kid, and there was a squat sign that had seen better days. It was the kind with removeable letters and said simply, B DGET RO MS.

      “B-d-get Roms,” I said. “Nice.”

      Bunny and Ruth ignored me.

      During my years on my own, I’d lived in some sketchy places, but nothing as bad as this. As we rolled across the lot, despair seemed to rise up from the concrete like steam after a summer rain. But as ugly and scary as this motel was, it suited our needs perfectly. I tried to imagine Burt’s shiny, put-together version of my sister stepping foot in a place like this and couldn’t. To be fair, I couldn’t imagine anyone willingly staying here.

      The idea of actually breaking down and having to walk to somewhere like this was chilling, but Bunny seemed unbothered as she pulled behind the building and shifted to park.

      “Bun.” I unclicked my seatbelt. “How do you know about this place?”

      Bunny fluffed her blond hair, then leveled a serious look at me. “You ain’t the only one who had a tough time in their youth, Milly.”

      “Easy,” Ruth said, her hand lightly landing on Bunny’s arm. “It was only a question.”

      Silence lingered until, finally, Bunny nodded. “I’m going to get our keys. I called last night. We’re in room seven. Wait here.”

      When Bunny was out of the car, Ruth turned in her seat. “Coming back to a place like this… It ain’t easy for her.”

      I waited for Ruth to say more, but the conversation dropped away. When Bunny reappeared from around the side of the building, we grabbed the leather purse holding the drugs and booze and poison and hurried inside, locking the door behind us.

      We got to work in the tiny room that smelled like piss and something else I didn’t want to think too much about. The walls were the same sad almost-yellow as the outside of the motel and clashed with the burnt orange blanket that covered the lumpy bed. The thick curtains blocked the sunlight and kept prying eyes at bay as Bunny sat out the tiny bottles of booze and hid the drugs in the nightstand.

      I grabbed a washcloth from the bathroom, and a roach fell from the top of it, landing on my wrist. I screamed as it scurried up my arm, then took flight.

      “Well,” Bunny said. “Guess that’s a good way to check and make sure I was right about nobody hearing anything.”

      “Sorry.” I rubbed where the roach had touched my skin.

      Bunny shrugged.

      We worked in silence, ignoring the bugs (spiders nesting in corners and silverfish in the sink) as well as the stains. The worst was the rust-hued flecks that fanned over the ceiling above the bed. I assured myself it was from a leak, but the heavy twist in my gut told me I was lying to myself. Being here to end a life didn’t mean I wanted reminders that it was likely this room had known death before.

      I’d finished coating the drinking glass with poison when Ruth said, “Let’s run through it again.”

      “There’s no reason,” I said. “You know what to do.” I poured poison on a rag and handed it to her carefully.

      “I’d feel better if—”

      There was a knock at the door.

      We froze. Listened.

      Another knock.

      We looked at each other. Was it time already? It seemed too early.

      Unless Burt had caught an earlier flight, enraged after the Instagram post.

      As we stood, it was like time stopped and we were locked in a moment with every hole in our plan now obvious. Of course Burt could catch an earlier flight. He was an angry rich man. He could do whatever he wanted. What if the tracker we assumed was on my sister’s car was more sophisticated than we could imagine? Everything I knew about the technological capabilities of a tracker was learned via five minutes on Google while standing in my kitchen. Or maybe there wasn’t even a tracker in the car, and when Frances mentioned finding one, it tipped him off that something was fishy.

      God. For maybe the first time in my life, I wished I had a gun. A weapon of any kind. I reached into my pocket, fingers wrapping around the bone. I caressed it with my thumb and exhaled a tight breath.

      I looked at Ruth. Knowing my aunt, she had at least one knife on her somewhere.

      Bunny stood next to the window and peeked out the dusty curtains.

      “Is he here?” I whispered.

      Bunny looked at me with wide eyes, her bubblegum pink lips parted.

      My heart thudded. Nothing shocked Bunny. What was Burt doing on the other side of the door that had her rattled?

      Another knock.

      Sunlight beamed through a tiny hole near the top of the door, like the laser sight from a sniper’s rifle.

      “Okay,” I said. “Y’all know what to do.”

      Instead of moving to hide in the bathroom, Bunny stepped in front of the door. “Ruth,” she said. “You should answer it.”

      “What?” I shook my head. “No. We stick to the plan.”

      Bunny looked past me, locking eyes with my aunt. “Really. Ruth. Trust me.”

      Ruth’s gaze jumped from Bunny to me, her face a question mark.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded.

      Ruth said nothing as she moved around me, still clutching the rag.

      “And give me that.” Bunny plucked the washcloth with two fingers. She dropped it onto the shabby corner table.

      Another round of knocking, but this time, Aunt Ruth pulled open the door.

      “Ruthie?” a woman’s voice said.

      My heart grew heavy as a stone.

      I glanced at Bunny whose eyes were still wide in disbelief.

      “Oh Ruthie. I’m so happy to see you!” the woman’s voice said.

      And it wasn’t just any voice. This was the voice that I heard in my sleep. This was the voice I clung to, afraid that one day, I’d forget it altogether.

      It was the voice that had told me to run.

      Ruth, shocked to silence, pulled the door open a little wider, so I could see the woman on the other side.

      “Milly,” she said. “Oh Milly.”

      I took a breath, trying to reclaim the oxygen that had been knocked from my lungs.

      Finally, I replied, “Hey there, Mama.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 40

      
      Then

      I cursed, wishing not for the first time I had a cell phone or navigation system.

      Anything would be better than the atlas spread over the steering wheel. I’d purchased it at a Texaco as soon as I crossed the state line into Alabama. It was a confusing bundle of squiggly lines threaded over an outline of the state. I frowned, tracing the line that represented the path I needed to take.

      When I finally made sense of where I was and where I was heading, I pulled out of the rest area and backtracked almost an hour before correcting my wrong turns and arriving at the correctional facility where Mama had lived for the past decade. It was only a few hours from Puddle Creek, and it hit me for the first time how close she’d been all these years. The fact that she’d never, not once, allowed us to call or visit or even written us back felt like even more of a slap in the face. She’d been right here all along.

      There was a guard at the gatehouse, an older Black lady whose curly brown hair was streaked with threads of silver. Her round eyes were kind, but serious. I rolled down my window.

      She asked, “You visiting?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said. “My mama.”

      “You have an appointment?”

      I paused, unsure of what to say. They had to let me in. “Uh, yes ma’am.”

      The guard stared at me for a moment, and I knew—I knew—she didn’t believe me.

      “Your mama, huh?” She pursed her lips.

      “Yes ma’am,” I said. “Um. Sorry, I’m nervous. This is my first time.”

      The guard nodded slowly and sighed. “Any firearms, knives, weapons, drugs, or alcohol in the vehicle?”

      “Uh.” My voice shook. “I’m sorry?”

      “You can’t have weapons, drugs, or alcohol on prison property. Do you have anything that could be considered a weapon in your vehicle?”

      “Um. No, ma’am,” I said.

      “Pull up, cut the engine.”

      “Ma’am?”

      The guard smiled. “It’s procedure. Calm down and take a breath. Pull up, put it in park, cut your engine. I need to look in the back of the truck. I’ll do the same thing when you leave. I do it to every car that visits.” She paused. “Not everyone has to turn off their engine, but you look young, and I don’t want you to back over me because of nerves.” She chuckled as if she’d made a joke.

      I did as she asked. She circled the truck and pointed toward a parking lot. “You’ll park in that lot. Go in that building there, tell them you have a visiting appointment. They’ll walk you through the rest. And baby?”

      “Yes ma’am?”

      “Breathe. It’s going to be okay. You’re going to see your mama.”

      I smiled. She was right. Not about everything being okay, but about Mama. The idea of seeing her now, when I needed her most, made everything…not right, but better. Like I might survive this after all.

      As long as I never shut my eyes or blink or think of Casey…

      Inside, the room was small, with another guard at a desk behind a plexiglass window. A woman and a man were in line. I stood behind them, listening in to their conversations. They were visiting their daughter, who they hoped would be out soon, even though the idea of having her back was exhausting. There was a buzzing sound, and another door opened. A guard ushered them through.

      “Next?” the guard behind the window called. He was white with ruddy skin and sandy hair buzzed short, making his bushy brows and mustache stand out that much more. “Have your identification ready.”

      I stepped up and slid my driver’s license through the slit in the bottom of the glass.

      “Who are you here to see?”

      “My mother,” I said.

      The guard raised his brows. “What’s her name, sweetheart?”

      “Oh.” The telltale warmth of a blush crept up my cheeks. “Uh, sorry. Lilibet Waters.” Mama’s name was awkward on my lips.

      The guard pecked something into the computer and grimaced. He looked closer at my ID. “No one’s scheduled to see Lilibet Waters,” he said. Then, “In fact, she’s never had a visitor.” He stared at me, waiting for me to explain.

      “I…I haven’t had the opportunity. I live with my great-aunt and, well.” I stopped talking, my voice going squeaky. I coughed and blinked, afraid that hot tears would spring into my eyes and embarrass me even more. “It’s only… I really need to see my mama, you know? And—”

      “So you don’t have an appointment?”

      I sighed. “Um, no. But…I really need—”

      He held up his hand, then squinted at my ID once again. “And you’re seventeen? Christ, you can’t be here without a guardian and—”

      A choked sob escaped. I’d come so far. I had to see her. Mama was right there. “You don’t understand. No one will bring me, and I really, I…I need her. Please. I know you can help me.”

      The guard rolled his eyes. “Look, kid. I’m sorry. I am. There’s nothing I can do. Are you even on her visitation list?”

      I said nothing.

      He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, then tapped the keyboard again. He shook his head. “Nope. Not on the list. I can’t—”

      “Please?” I pressed one hand against the plexiglass, horrified at the whining pitch of my voice. “Tell her I’m here. She’ll want to see me… She’ll add me to the list and—”

      “Doesn’t work that way, kid.”

      My shoulders slumped, and all of the exhaustion and fear and shame of the last twenty-four hours poured out.

      The man stared, then leaned toward the window. “Okay. Listen. Christ, I’m going to regret this, but you look like you could use a break. I know about your mama. Everyone does… She’s a sweet lady who got a raw deal.” He paused, looking as if he already regretted what he was about to say. “I’m going to see what I can do.”

      “Yes, sir.” I nodded, hope rising in my chest. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. First, I’m going to get someone to track her down and see if she’ll add you to her list, then I’ll see if we can fast-track the visit. If not, well, kid, that’s that. You understand?”

      I nodded.

      “But right now, go plant it over there. This might take a while.” He pointed to a row of moldy-looking chairs bolted to the floor.

      I chose the least-stained seat and sank into it.

      Minutes past. An hour. Two hours. I drifted off, then awoke with a start. The guard caught me looking at him and shrugged.

      I waited. There were no magazines like at the dentist. No books. No people to watch. Nothing. I sat, hands clasped in my lap and let my mind wander.

      Finally, he motioned for me to come back.

      “You get five minutes, you understand? Next time, you arrange it first, have a guardian sign some forms, and you can have longer. But I had to go to bat for you on this.” He sighed. “You remind me of my daughter a little. Same poufy haircut.”

      My hand went to the back of my hair. A week ago, the bad haircut had seemed like a huge deal. Now, I couldn’t care less.

      “Don’t make me regret this, okay?”

      “Okay.” My eyes widened. I was going to see her. This was happening.

      The guard hit a button, and a heavy door buzzed open. Another guard—a woman with brown, acne-scarred skin and a shiny, slick bun—led me back. My keys were confiscated, and I walked through a scanner. When it didn’t alert, I was shown to a room lit with buzzing fluorescent lights. The cinder block walls were painted a dirty white, and the air was heavy with despair.

      At a small table, in the middle of all of it, sat Mama.

      Her blond hair hung down her back in a tight braid, and her hands were cuffed in front of her, resting on the table. Seeing her, even so changed, unearthed long-buried memories that bombarded me all at once: her exact scent, like rain and lemon furniture polish. How cool her palms had felt when she’d cupped my cheek to check for a fever or rubbed my back when I was sick or held my hand while we watched a movie.

      In my mind, I could hear her sing along with the radio as she cleaned house.

      I’d forgotten, but suddenly remembered with certain clarity, the cadence and carry of her voice, and all the little things I’d collected from her over our eight short years together. The sayings and laughter. The way she’d press her lips into a firm line whenever she was lost in thought. How she always giggled at my jokes, even though at only eight years old I’d known they weren’t that funny.

      I bit my lip hard enough to hurt and ordered my feet not to run. The guard led the way, and the moment we were close enough, I couldn’t stop myself.

      “Mama,” I gasped. I opened my arms to hug her, but the guard stepped between us.

      “No touching.” Her expression was sympathetic, and she looked pointedly at the corners of the room. Security cameras.

      Mama smiled, but it wasn’t the grin from my memories. This was the smile of someone who was bone-weary.

      “Milly,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

      It wasn’t what I expected. I sat down in the metal chair across the table from her. “Why does something have to be wrong?”

      Mama scratched the back of her head and sighed. “We have five minutes. I wish more than anything we had time to dance around each other, but you’re here because you need something. That’s why I told them I’d see you. Are you in trouble?” Her words were blunt, but she wasn’t wrong. And the way she looked at me was familiar. She was still my mama.

      “I, um, I did something. And I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “So you came to see me.” Mama nodded slowly, squinting. She nodded at the cameras mounted in the corner, then nodded toward the nearby guard. “There’s no privacy here. Everything is recorded. Just so you know.”

      I swallowed, unsure of what to say. Of course there were cameras and guards. This was a prison. Was I really so stupid? Had I really thought I’d be able to spill my guts and let her comfort me, telling me it would be okay?

      Would she even do that if she could?

      “You can tell me what you need, but be careful,” Mama instructed.

      “Something…big happened.” I thought carefully of how to say what I meant, but my thoughts were jumbled. There was so much to explain and here was Mama. Right here, in front of me.

      “Milly. We only have a few minutes.”

      “I know.” I nodded again. “Something happened and I can’t talk to anyone about it, but it’s something that maybe you could understand.”

      “Something I’d understand?” She went still. “Do your aunts know? Do they know you’re here?”

      I shook my head.

      “Right,” she said. “Shit.”

      Mama heaved a sigh, emotional roulette playing across her face. Sadness, anger, worry. “Milly. You’re young. You have an entire life to live, and, dammit, I want you to live it. Do whatever you have to to make that happen.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, if you can’t tell your aunts—if it’s that serious—then you can’t tell anyone. In fact, you should go away. Disappear. At least until you know you’re safe.”

      “One minute left,” the guard said.

      “I can’t.” My face fell.

      “Yes, you can. Don’t end up somewhere like this, Milly. Please. You can’t end up here.”

      I sniffed. “Mama. Am I…am I a bad person?”

      “No.” She didn’t hesitate. “No, you could never be bad.” She reached across the table, her wrists still shackled together, her fingers stretching for my hand.

      “No touching,” the guard said again.

      “You’re a good girl, Millicent Marie. Always have been.”

      I swiped at the tears that collected in the corners of my eyes. My entire life I’d never been a crier, but the last few days had wrung me out.

      “Time’s up,” the guard said, not unkindly.

      “I’ll call you, Mama. I’ll send you letters.”

      “No,” she said. “No, don’t do that. Don’t visit me. Don’t send me anything. You go and start over. Disappear and don’t tell anyone what happened. You want to help me? Go live your life. And one day, maybe I’ll get out of here. I’ll find you, and then we can tell each other everything.”

      There was another buzzing sound, and the door on the other side of the room opened. A new guard walked in and gathered Mama.

      Ten years. That’s how long it had been since I’d seen her. And now, after five minutes, she was gone again.

      I didn’t feel better. I felt worse.

      Worse than I ever thought possible.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 41

      
      Now

      Mama wore a pair of baggy jeans slung low on her narrow hips, and her white cotton undershirt was loose on her slender frame. Her hair, once long and golden, was now streaked with gray and cropped to her chin.

      She looked older, with fine lines fanning around her mouth, but I’d recognize those eyes anywhere. They were clear and dark. They were Ruth’s eyes. Frances’s eyes. They were mine too.

      Ruth pulled Mama into the room and shut the door. She twisted the dead bolt, and in those seconds, my Aunt Ruth was someone I didn’t recognize.

      A sister.

      “Lilibet!” She threw her arms around Mama while I watched, unable to make myself move. “Oh my God. I can’t believe it’s you. What are you doing here?” Her voice cracked.

      Bunny stood silently near the corner watching, her brow furrowed. The expression on her face puzzled between tenderness and concern.

      Ruth released Mama, but the two women still gripped each other’s arms.

      “I came to see you and Aunt Hattie.” She angled toward me. “And my girls.”

      Ruth’s face fell, and I watched as she locked eyes with Bunny.

      “Milly. My Millicent Marie.” Mama stepped past Ruth in my direction with her arms outstretched.

      When I’d left Mama in that prison a decade ago, she’d said that one day she’d get out and find me. I hadn’t believed her, not really. But sometimes, late at night when I couldn’t sleep, I’d let thoughts of her creep in. I’d imagine what our reunion could look like.

      In every daydream I’d ever conjured, it had never gone like this.

      Mama’s arms slid around me, and for a while I stood, straight and still and awkward, before crumpling into her embrace. I had questions. There was no time to fall apart, but I hadn’t touched my mama in twenty years, and nothing could’ve prepared me for the strength of the emotions that funneled through me: love, fierce and blinding, followed by sadness. No, “sadness” doesn’t do justice to the endless, dark pit of grief that seemed to open in my gut when Mama hugged me.

      Questions swarmed in my mind like bees, but before I could sort out what to do or say, or shit, how to be, Ruth interjected. “Lilibet, how are you here?” She shook her head as the shock of the moment wore off.

      Mama’s face fell. “You’re not happy to see me?”

      “It’s not that.” Ruth’s voice cracked. “It’s not safe right now.”

      Bunny, who’d stood silently aside, said, “Burt brought you.”

      Mama looked at Bunny as if seeing her for the first time. “Yes. That’s right.” She turned back to Ruth. “He picked me up and told me y’all were having this get-together. Said he took care of everything.”

      My heart broke at the pride in her voice. Everyone in Alabama knew of the Andersons. The relief Mama must’ve felt when she’d heard her daughter had married into that family. She’d had one daughter who’d to run away, but at least Frances would never have to worry about anything.

      “Honestly.” Mama laughed. “I know I’m the last person who should say anything, but…” She looked around the dismal room. “Is everything okay? This seems like an, uh, interesting choice for a reunion.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Bunny said, spinning on her heels and walking a tight circle. “Son of a bitch. How did he know? How did he know?”

      Mama’s blond eyebrows shot upward. “What’s the matter?”

      I opened my mouth, but Ruth spoke first. “Burt, he told you we were having a get-together?”

      “That’s right.” Mama nodded, unease seeping into her voice. “He said y’all had gotten a place in Alabama where we could visit, since I can’t leave the state on account of my parole.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Bunny said again.

      Mama frowned. “I wondered why we didn’t all go to Frances’s house, but he said that couldn’t happen right now. Something about the media watching his family because his brother might make a bid to run for something or the other.” Mama shrugged. “Sounded like snobby bullshit to me, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “Burt was here? You were with him?” I croaked.

      “That’s right,” Mama said. The last remnants of her smile fell from her face. “Why are y’all so spooked?”

      “I’m sorry, Lily,” Ruth said again. “But this wasn’t a planned reunion. I can explain later, but right now, can you tell me exactly what Burt said? Where was he going? Did he tell you?”

      “Yeah.” Mama narrowed her gaze. “He said he had to go get Frances.” She paused. “Where’s Aunt Hattie?”

      Fear tightened my throat. “Did he say anything about how he knew Frances wouldn’t be here?”

      “No.” Mama’s head swiveled, taking in each of us. “What the hell’s going on?”

      What was going on?

      Frances had warned that Burt couldn’t resist a game, and she wasn’t lying because this felt like check fucking mate. And maybe I was a few moves behind, but I knew one thing.

      “We have to go. Now,” I said. “Otherwise, Burt wins.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 42

      
      Now

      Leaving Alabama was a violation of Mama’s parole. If Mama were caught across state lines, she’d go back to prison, no exceptions. We sped down the highway, the trees blurring by, tangled together in a backseat that was not built for two adults. I pleaded with her, “Let us drop you somewhere—a McDonald’s, a Target, anywhere to kill time. We can call you a car to take you back. You don’t have to do this.”

      “No.” She set her jaw. “He’s after my girls. My girls. He brought me here because he knew it would hurt y’all.” Mama shook her head. “I’m going to make sure he regrets that. I’m helping see this through.”

      There was no changing her mind, so as Bunny gunned it, I gave Mama the condensed version of everything that lead us here, while Ruth frantically called Hattie-May’s house phone. It beeped over and over with a busy signal.

      “Dammit. Phone’s off the hook,” Ruth said, immediately calling again. “I can’t believe we didn’t leave them with a cell.” Aunt Hattie only had the house phone, and Frances’s phone was at the bottom of the Tennessee River.

      Bunny pressed harder on the gas, while I was seized by a feeling of dread that I was overlooking something that could cost us dearly.

      When we crossed into Tennessee, I didn’t miss the look of worry that spread over Mama’s face. How she paled. How her breathing sped. She acted tough, but this wasn’t easy for her. Seeing her like this threw gasoline on the rage sparking inside me. I hated Burt like I’d never hated anyone before.

      By the time we passed Ruth’s bones, I felt like I would combust. Like my anger would burn me up from the inside out, cooled only by the arctic pit of dread pooling in my stomach.

      The house appeared in front of us.

      Bunny jerked the wheel and punched the brake as we all rushed out of the car, our eyes pinned on the scene before us.

      The flower pots tipped over in disarray. Frances gripped tightly by the upper arm, panting hard. Hattie-May, crumpled on the ground, unmoving. “Well look who it is, sweets.” Burt’s words were one big smirk. “The gang’s all here.”

      “You asshole!” Ruth screamed, darting toward them, Bunny, Mama, and me following in her wake.

      “Stop right there,” Burt ordered, his hand tightening around Frances’ arm. His fingers dug into my sister as he jerked her around to completely face us. He didn’t say it, but he didn’t have to. If we didn’t do as he said, Frances would pay for it.

      He’d enjoy it.

      Burt’s brown hair was combed back from an angular face, with brows perfectly arched over bloodshot, honey-toned eyes.

      People talked about how good-looking he was, but seeing him up close, I saw that it was all smoke and mirrors. Burt Anderson was a regular, cruel man with enough money and attitude to convince the public he was special.

      Fuck him. I dared another step closer.

      “I said stop.” He yanked my sister violently, emphasizing his words.

      Burt took the porch steps down to the lawn, passing Hattie-May’s body as if it were nothing. I stared at my great-aunt, praying for a gasp or a sudden rise and fall of her chest, but I saw nothing. The idea of Aunt Hattie, a woman so warm, so giving, who’d loved and raised two generations of Robbins girls, now dying in the dirt and grass while we all stood by stoked the rage and fear churning through me. I needed her to be okay. Needed everyone to be okay, but when I reached inside, rattled the internal door on its hinges, pressed my ear against its planks and begged for some clue, it was silent once again.

      A sob escaped Ruth. She reared forward, toward Aunt Hattie.

      “I said stay where you fucking are.” Burt’s grip slid from Frances’s arm to her throat. “We don’t want our baby bird to get hurt, do we?”

      Bunny grabbed Ruth’s shoulder, urging her back as Mama and I froze, hands flying in front of us as if in surrender. For a moment, I was back in that meadow, watching my English teacher choke the life from my sister.

      “What did you do to her?” Ruth’s voice wavered. “Why hurt Hattie-May? She’s an old woman.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Burt said. “You all will, if you don’t try anything. I’m here for my wife and that’s all.” His eyes gleamed, tipping toward Mama’s panicked face. “How are you enjoying the reunion, mother-in-law? It everything you hoped for?”

      Mama glared at Burt before her eyes again drifted toward Hattie, the woman still prone on the floor. I could feel Ruth, steady Ruth, trembling beside me, Bunny whispering to calm down. To think.

      “Why are you doing this?” I pleaded. That place inside me—that pit or flower or something else altogether—had been still all day. But now it was paying attention. Alert. Whispering, get ready.

      “Let her go,” I said, my voice forced into calm. “We’re all here—I’m here—just like you wanted.”

      Burt shook his head slowly, confusion striking across his face. He looked down at Frances, little more than a rag doll with wild eyes. “What the hell do you mean, like I wanted? You think I wanted you?” He laughed, understanding dawning across his face.

      Burt leaned close to Frances and inhaled the space of her neck, below her jaw. His voice was a low growl, but loud enough for all to hear. “God, I love how your mind works.” He sighed. “Took me a while to figure it out, but once I did… Your brain is such a turn-on, my little monster.” He paused, dropping a kiss lightly on her jaw. “This”—he gestured around the yard—“was genius. If there was a chance you’d get away from me, I have to say, this was it. But come on… Did you really think I wouldn’t figure it all out?”

      Figure what out? I shook my head. “Frances?” I asked. “What’s he talking about?”

      Burt laughed again. “Oh, you don’t know, yet? Let me give you a hint: Your sister is no one’s baby bird.”

      “Frances?”

      Her voice came out in a rasp. “Don’t listen to him, Milly. It’s always a game. He’s playing with your head.”

      Deep, chuckling laughter poured from my brother-in-law.

      Hattie-May moaned.

      She’s alive. The relief was almost crippling.

      “Please,” Ruth said, her voice desperate, her body tilting toward her as Bunny gripped her back, her hand now laced with Mama’s. “Let me see about her.”

      “No.” The single word erupted from Burt. He cleared his throat, inhaled, and said in a lower tone, “You can check on her after we’re gone.”

      Sarge the Second stalked across the porch and curled up next to Aunt Hattie. She didn’t move.

      My sister’s eyes rolled wildly. At her side, her fingers twitched with our signal.

      “Let her go,” I said again. “Please. You can have anything you want. Why keep someone who doesn’t want to be with you?”

      “That’s what it seems like, huh?” Burt’s hand moved from Frances’s throat, to her hair, and he tugged her closer. “But your sister’s never leaving me.” His lips curled into a mean smile. “We know each other’s secrets. And we’ve made a few together too. Besides. She doesn’t want me to let her go, do you, monster? Not really. You’re only bored, that’s all.”

      Frances blinked up at him, her bottom lip trembling.

      A gurgling breath came from Hattie-May.

      “Hang on, Aunt Hattie. Just hang on. It’s going to be okay.” Ruth bent forward, hands on her knees, leaning as close as she could toward Hattie-May without taking a step. I assessed the scene. Ruth desperate to get to Hattie. Mama with venom in her eyes, flicking from Burt to her daughter. And then Bunny, pulling Ruth’s shirt back, an unspoken order to stay still.

      That’s when I saw it.

      As the tail of Ruth’s shirt rode up. The sheath of a hunting knife fixed to the back of her belt. Of course.

      Ruth always had a knife.

      I tried to catch Bunny’s eye, but she was still whispering to Ruth, trying to calm her down.

      We could rush him. With the knife we stand a chance.

      There were four of us, me and Ruth and Bunny and Mama.

      The leaves said my sister could die, and with the stakes that high, there was no room for mistake.

      I breathed deep, forcing myself to focus. To think. Could we pull it off? Mama seemed desperate and frail. She was also a stranger, and I had no idea what to expect from her. Bunny was tough as nails, but also skinny as a twig. Ruth was so consumed with Hattie-May’s injuries I wasn’t sure she even saw the rest of us anymore.

      Meanwhile, Burt’s slender fingers curled around my sister’s throat.

      Burt loves a game, Frances had warned.

      The ghost of a smile lingered on his face. He’s drawing things out, I realized. The bastard’s enjoying this.

      If this was his game, that meant as chaotic as it seemed, he was prepared.

      If I were to act, there’d be no room for error.

      I caught eyes with Frances, dipping my chin. My own fingers curling to make the signal in response. To let her know I was going to do something.

      Before my fingers even uncurled, Frances screamed.

      She screamed, and she didn’t stop.

      Her shriek rang out in the yard, echoing through the trees surrounding the Robbins home. Bunny, Mama, and Ruth all leaping in surprise.

      Everyone but me.

      “What the fuck, sweets!” Burt moved his hand to cover her gaping mouth.

      And then he yelped, dropping his hold on my sister. “Damn it.”

      Blood dripped over his palm. Frances smiled, crimson smeared over her lips and teeth.

      Burt brought his hand across Frances’s cheek with a loud smack, sending her hurtling to the ground. He cocked his arm back to strike her again, and before I could move, a primal scream tore from Mama.

      “Don’t you fucking touch her.” I could see it in her before she moved, her stance shifting, her face contorting. I wanted to yell at her, no. Wait. We have to get it exactly right.

      But before I could stop her, Mama lunged at Burt, sprinting across the yard. He grabbed her arm in a single motion and twisted it at a sickening angle until it popped like a chicken bone. Mama screamed, her legs going limp as he pushed her away. She stumbled to the ground, her arm hanging wrong. She sucked in gasping breaths, gathering it close. Howling in pain.

      “Mama!” Frances cried. Her husband’s blood was smeared over her mouth, taking me again to that evening in the meadow, when both our faces were flecked with scarlet.

      Burt grabbed Frances’s long hair and hauled her back to her feet. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      There would be no exactly right moment, I realized. It was now or never, just like that night so long ago, when we’d been faced with another bad man. I sprinted toward Aunt Ruth and pulled the knife from her belt right as she rushed toward Hattie-May’s side, dropping down next to her. Bunny darted toward Mama and pulled her head into her lap, soothing as she checked over Mama’s arm.

      It was chaos and cries, panting breaths and Burt laughing that horrible chuckling laugh, like a kid who enjoyed pulling wings off butterflies or burning ants with a magnifying glass.

      I held the knife in the air. “Everyone, stop. Just. Fucking stop.”

      Burt wiped his eyes, glee written across his face. “Oh my God. Really? How cute is this? Big sister has a knife.” He looked at Frances. “Don’t get too excited, sweets. I still don’t think your little plan is going to work. Do you truly she’s capable of—”

      “Shut up,” I screamed, waving the hunting knife. My vision tunneled, and I blinked against the yellow spots. “Let her go. Now.”

      “Okay, Milly.” Burt laughed. “Let’s see what you can do.” He dropped his hold on my sister pushing her away as he stepped toward me, smirking. God, he’s always smirking.

      “You going to stab me? Cut my throat? Should I be afraid of you, because you’re a big bad murderer?” Burt looked around. “I’m supposed to believe a timid little bitch like you killed a man to protect my wife? My wife?” Burt shook his head. “Nah. I don’t think so.”

      He looked once more at Frances. His lips curling into an oil-slick smile. “That’s why your little plan could never work. Your sister’s gutless. Not like you, sweets.”

      Frances stood wide-eyed, watching everything unfold.

      My heart pounded. I didn’t know what this was or what Burt was trying to pull. I looked past him, to where Ruth bent over Aunt Hattie, caressing her cheek. And at Mama silently heaving in pain, her arm held close while Bunny tore off her sweatshirt and worked at fashioning a sling.

      “You know what?” Burt said.

      My gaze snapped back to him.

      “Maybe I’m not being fair to our Milly, here.” He walked toward me.

      My grip on the knife tightened so much my hand trembled. I can do this. I can kill him. I’ve done it before.

      I could feel my panic rise. My brain faltering as my palm sweated around the handle. Before I understood what was happening, Burt struck. He grabbed and squeezed my fisted hand. Pain shot up my arm. “I’ll tell you what. You want to kill me?” He scoffed. “Now’s your chance. Go on. Prove your sister right.”

      He tenderly moved my arm, positioning the sharp edge of the knife to the fleshy part of his throat. “Now,” he said, leaning into the blade. “All you have to do is push. There’s an artery. A windpipe. All kinds of nasty stuff that keeps me upright. If you’re the killer your sister claims you are, this should be easy for you.” He released my hand. “Go ahead. Be the hero.”

      I glared at him, then pressed the knife hard against his neck as that place behind the internal door whispered, do it now now, now.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 43

      
      Now

      I should’ve listened. I should’ve done it without thinking. Just shoved it in.

      God, I hated the doubt. The fear. The way my heart pounded in my ears. The cold sweat breaking across temple, my upper lip, my spine. The way I paused, reasoning over each and every possible outcome. I didn’t want to lose my sister. I didn’t want to go to prison. I didn’t want to die.

      This man deserved a knife across his throat.

      Hattie-May was curled in the dirt, possibly dying. Mama’s arm was broken, and she could be sent back to prison. My sister had been a prisoner in her own life.

      All because of him.

      I’d been wrong, yesterday, when I’d been the one person arguing against killing Burt. He needed to die. Now. Surrounded by people who hated him.

      Anything else was too good.

      My palms were sweaty around the knife’s hilt, and I sucked in a breath, psyching myself up to do what needed to be done.

      His brows pushed together, and I swear to God there was a twinkle in his eye.

      Burt didn’t think for a moment I’d do it, and that pissed me off even more. Timid little bitch? Me? Bitch, okay. Sure. But timid? No sir.

      I gripped the knife harder, pressing against his fleshy throat, and tried to remember the power I’d felt standing over Shane, covered in blood. To pull that memory around me like a shroud.

      I’d feel that power again… Something in me knew I would. Something in me wanted it.

      Instead, angry, embarrassing tears sprung up. Why couldn’t I simply pop his throat like a pimple and save us all?

      “Uh-oh,” Burt said. “Look out! She might break skin.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he spoke. It was so close I could spear it like an olive on a toothpick. “Any moment now, Milly. There’s an expiration date on this offer.”

      All I had to do was move my hand.

      Do it. Just fucking do it.

      Burt was bad. More than bad: He was evil. He’d killed and abused and who knows what else.

      He was also wrong. I’d killed Shane. Not Frances. “Do it, Milly, please,” Frances called out, desperation seeping from her tone. “Kill him.”

      “Listen to your sister. This is what she wants more than anything,” he said. Then quieter, where only I could hear him. “That’s been her plan all along, you know?”

      “What?” I croaked.

      “It’s why she chose those two kids as our last victims, even though it’s against our rules to pick someone connected to our real life.”

      My eyes widened and Burt hummed.

      “Oh, you didn’t know? Your baby bird has claws. She’s a killer, Milly. She wouldn’t hesitate in your shoes.”

      “No,” I said, the knife faltering just so. “You’re lying.”

      “It’s true. I thought when she picked those two kids it was to heal some sort of, I don’t know, childhood trauma or some other psychobabble bullshit. But when she wanted to bury the girl in such an obvious place, I knew she had a different plan. I knew someone would be in her crosshairs. I didn’t realize she hoped it would be me, not until she ran to you with a sob story.”

      “What?” The word escaped before I could stop it.

      “It’s true,” Burt said, eyes never leaving mine. “I even found the phony journals she planted in case there was an investigation.”

      “No. You’re lying.” I shook my head. “Shut up.”

      He was trying to get in my head. Frances wasn’t a killer. I was.

      I was a killer who couldn’t remember killing. It was blurred from my mind, blacked out. There was right before. The heft of the shovel in my hands. The ache in my shoulders as I swung. There was after, when I came to, Frances shaking me co consciousness.

      I should be able to do this again. I should protect my family.

      I should.

      “I knew she was bored, but I had no idea she wanted to kill me.” There was joy in his voice. Pride lacing his words.

      This is part of the game, I repeated in my head. He’s lying. Seeing if he can turn me against her.

      “The thing is,” he continued. “She couldn’t do it herself, because, well, they always suspect the spouse when murder’s involved, don’t they? Good thing she has a big, strong killer sister to avenge her.” His gaze narrowed. “I bet she knew exactly what to say, what wound to press to make you want to protect her.”

      “Shut up,” I repeated, this time louder.

      “Better do it. Be that big sister she wants you to be. Kill her evil husband like she planned. Tell me. How did she convince you? Did she cry?”

      I closed my eyes, my hand trembling as I pressed the knife harder.

      “She did, didn’t she? God, she’s good.” He paused, then whispered, “Now ask yourself this: Have you ever seen her cry before?”

      “Stop lying.” My voice quavered.

      “If I’m lying,” he breathed. “How did I know to show up here?”

      My eyes popped open at the same moment Burt’s meaty fist shot out and knocked the knife from my hand. “Time’s up,” he said and grabbed my hair, yanking my face close to his mouth. “I knew you didn’t have it in you.”

      My stomach sank. I was a coward. If he hurt anyone now, it would be my fault.

      “You’re not like her.” Burt’s hot breath was moist in my ear. “She wouldn’t have hesitated. Not even a moment.” I could hear the smile in his voice.

      I tried to twist away, but the tiny hairs on the nape of my neck tore. His grip tightened, sending stars dancing across my vision.

      There was scuffling somewhere near. Burt looked up and said, “I love you, sweets. But if you come closer to that knife, I’ll break her neck while you watch. Then where will that leave you, hm?”

      Burt again brought his lips close to my ear. “Where were we? Oh. That’s right…the truth about your sister.” He breathed deep, and goose bumps broke across my forearms. “Do you know when she told me your little secret?”

      “Yes,” I said, hoping my answer would catch him by surprise.

      “What’s he saying? Milly? What’s he telling you?” Frances called.

      Burt tightened his grip. “She told me when I was inside her. How does that make you feel? Knowing that when she described to me how you brought down the shovel on your teacher’s head and how watching the light drain from his eyes made her feel more alive than she’d ever felt, I was fucking her with her hands around my throat.”

      This couldn’t be true. Frances had confessed to him in a moment of desperation. It came from loneliness and a need for connection. Not in some, what? Twisted dirty talk? The idea made me sick.

      “You don’t have to believe me.” Burt shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me either way. Just thought you might want to know who you’re ‘protecting.’”

      Frances called out once more, her voice calm. “He’s a liar, Milly. Whatever he’s saying to you, it’s not true. This is what he does.”

      Hattie-May groaned again, this time softer, and I could hear Ruth and Bunny exchanging concerned words over their charges.

      I pulled away, but Burt yanked my hair. “You only go where I let you,” he snarled. “And you’ll listen until I say we’re done.” He grabbed my chin and twisted my face toward Frances. “Look at her. You don’t deserve her, you know that? Your sister told me how you were going to ruin everything by telling on yourself to that boy.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but he twisted his fist, pulling my hair. A whimper escaped my lips.

      “Maybe I should let her tell you that story. She sure enjoyed telling me. How she was repaying you by getting rid of the boy who’d have turned you and your entire family in.”

      “He’s a liar, Milly! Burt, please. Burt, stop,” Frances yelled.

      “What?” The word grated out of me. I tried to remain calm, to think of a way out, but it was as if my body was turning loose and liquid. Like I might melt away.

      Hearing him talk about that night…the worst night.

      “Your precious boyfriend. Cade? Caleb?”

      “Casey,” I whispered.

      “Yeah. She killed Casey for you, and what did you do? You broke your promise and fucking left her. Didn’t even say goodbye.”

      “No.” My knees buckled, and it was like the air had been sucked from my lungs. I sagged against this man I hated. “That’s not true.”

      Burt laughed. He’d gotten his reaction. “She was proud of how she did it, a little poison on his lips while he slept.” He twisted us around to where I could see Aunt Hattie still and pale on the ground, yards away, Ruth trying to staunch a wound on the back of her head, her eyes panicking. Unable to leave her side as she called to Bunny, beckoning her over. “She was following in her great-aunt’s footsteps. The family business, she said. When she told me that, I knew she was special. That we’d have so much fun together.”

      No. Frances would never hurt me this way.

      Burt was still talking, but his words grew muffled in my head, and I thought of Casey. Of the helmet. Of the dirt Frances saw beneath Burt’s nails.

      Of this man—this liar—in the forest, digging up Casey’s remains.

      Desecrating him.

      “What did you do with him?” I demanded. “Where the fuck did you take him? Where is he? Tell me what you did with Casey.” Emotions—guilt, shame, anger—surged. One hand was on Burt’s, trying to loosen his grip. The other slid into my pocket and wrapped around the bone. Smooth and small and sharp, but far from deadly.

      “Tell me where he is. Where did you put him? He deserves…” Guilt wouldn’t let me finish the sentence, because curse or no curse, Casey had always deserved more than I’d given him.

      Burt shook his head. “What are you talking about? What I did with that boy?” He grimaced.

      “He’s lying,” Frances repeated once again, her voice losing its conviction.

      “Okay. This isn’t fun anymore.” Burt relaxed his grip, and without thinking, I turned and pushed against him. He stepped back, his foot landing on Sarge’s tail.

      The cat hissed and latched on to Burt’s calf.

      “What the—” Burt yelped, his hand falling away from me.

      There was no hesitation. No thought at all as I jerked the piece of bone from my pocket—the tiny piece of home that had traveled with me everywhere—and plunged it into Burt’s neck, the way I should have with the knife.

      “Fuck!” he roared, eyes flaring. He grabbed for me, but he was too slow, and I spun away.

      The bone fell to the ground. It hadn’t been lodged deep enough to stick, but blood leaked from the wound.

      “You little bitch. It didn’t have to be bad for you—”

      “Burt, no,” Frances shrieked. “It’s okay. It’s my fault. Don’t—”

      “Don’t what?” Burt roared, spinning toward Frances. “Say it. Don’t what?”

      I froze. If I was going to do anything, the moment was now. But I had no weapon. No plan.

      “I said finish your sentence, sweets. Don’t. What?”

      Frances’s eyes were pleading. “Don’t kill her.”

      “Is she off-limits? If she’s off-limits, you have to say it. Loud. Where everyone can hear.”

      “She’s off-limits,” Frances yelled, her face contorting.

      “Okay.” Burt sucked in a loud breath and held up his hands, his voice going light. He turned off his rage like turning off a faucet, even as blood dripped down his neck and over his navy coat.

      Frances’s brows pinched together.

      Burt stepped back. “Okay, fine. Unlike you, sweet monster, I follow the rules.” He touched the wound on his neck, and then looked at his wet, red fingers. “However, I’m about sick of all of”—he gestured over the porch—“whatever the hell this is.”

      In a single motion, Burt pulled a shiny black gun from his back waistband beneath his navy blazer and held it in the air.

      I’d been right when I’d thought he was playing with us. He’d had a weapon this entire time. He could’ve grabbed my sister, pulled the gun, and left.

      Instead he’d had his game.

      A game that might’ve cost the life of someone I loved dearly. My eyes went to Aunt Hattie, before my gaze locked with Ruth’s.

      Her eyes narrowed. She gave an almost imperceptible nod.

      Ruth, my strong, pissed-off, incredible Aunt Ruth, jumped to her feet and charged, tackling Burt at the stomach. The gun skittered away.

      Right toward me.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 44

      
      Now

      For a moment, everyone froze.

      “Milly, grab it,” Frances yelled as she scrambled my way. I dove for the gun and scooped it up as Burt punched Ruth, knocking her to the ground. Bunny screamed, stumbling to her feet and toward Ruth’s side. Ruth didn’t move.

      She’s out, I realized. He knocked her unconscious.

      “Stop!” I yelled.

      Burt would happily take everything from me. My sister. My aunts. Mama. I aimed the gun at his chest.

      “Didn’t we already go through this? You’re not going to shoot me, so can we cut the shit already? We know how this ends. Give me the gun, so Frances and I can be on our way. This has gotten boring.”

      Bunny cupped Aunt Ruth’s cheek. She glared at Burt. “You better hope she kills you.” Her voice cracked. “If she don’t, I can think of a few things worse than dying, and I’d love to teach you about them.”

      “Oh, everyone listen to Hard-Times Barbie over here. I’m terrified. Truly.” Burt rolled his eyes, then said to Frances, “Come on, sweets. This is boring, it’s time to hit the road.” He smiled. “We can get ice cream if you want.”

      “Shoot him,” Frances hissed at me. “Do it now.” Suddenly she was next to me. My sister’s body pressed against my side, same as she had when we were girls and she was nervous. Same as she had in the meadow, while Shane’s blood dried on our cheeks.

      “Do it,” Frances whispered. “End this.”

      Something touched my hand, and I flinched.

      It was Frances. She wrapped her fingers over mine, both of us covering the trigger.

      “Sister?” I asked.

      She spoke softly. “I didn’t plan this. Not any of it. I’d never do what he’s saying. Not to Ruth or Bunny and especially not Aunt Hattie.” Her fingers tightened around mine. “The leaves never lie. If he doesn’t die, I will.” Her grip tightened around mine. “Let’s do it together.”

      I don’t know if the yard went quiet, or if it was only my senses failing, but for a moment—an eternity—everything was silent. Ruth lay motionless on the grass. Hattie-May’s chest barely rising. Bunny crouching over Ruth, wide-eyed as she cupped her cheek and whispered. Mama, pale and waxy from pain, her arm tied close to her torso with Bunny’s overshirt.

      And Burt inching toward his truck.

      I stared at my sister and she at me.

      She has claws. She’s no one’s baby bird.

      Frances had skipped grades as a child. She’d finished her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in record time. She’d finished her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in record time. She’d risen from our lot and blended seamlessly into one of the most celebrated families in Alabama. She was smart and capable and cunning, yet I’d always pushed her into a box. A girl who needed protecting. Maybe in a way Burt was right. She was so much more than that.

      “Come on, Milly. With Burt gone, we can be sisters again.” Frances stood next to me, her hand covering my own.

      Only. Something Burt said stuck in my head.

      How did Burt know Frances was here and not at the motel? Last night, when we were planning, Frances had wanted Burt to come to Puddle Creek from the beginning. She hadn’t wanted to use poison.

      And now, here we were in the front yard holding a gun.

      I looked from the gun to my sister.

      “Sister?” Frances looked at me.

      My stomach clenched. Maybe for the first time, when I looked back at Frances, I really saw her. Burt was right. She was a stranger. A woman capable of great and terrible things.

      Perhaps she hadn’t missed me. Perhaps Burt was telling the truth, and she needed someone to kill her husband. And she’d set out to make it happen. Had even called him and told him to come.

      And so what?

      Even if this was some kind of grand manipulation, did it change anything?

      She may not be the breakable, delicate girl I’d known, but she was no monster either. Who she was—who she really was—was a woman always a step ahead who was good at getting what she wanted.

      What she wanted now was out of this horrible, abusive marriage.

      The gun had begun to grow heavy, sagging in our grip, but I lifted it, pointed it directly at Burt’s face.

      My finger was ready to squeeze the trigger and end the life of a terrible man when a voice behind me spoke.

      “Girls,” she rasped. “Give me the gun.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 45

      
      Now

      Mama.

      Mama, who had been thrown to the ground. Who’s arm was mangled, but had been silently watching. She now stood next to us. Bunny’s shirt bundled her injured left arm close to her body, and her right hand was outstretched.

      “Y’all don’t have to do this,” she said.

      I snuck a look over my shoulder.

      The sun was now directly overhead and shined brightly, catching the silver in her blond hair. Hair like Frances’s.

      “You can give me the gun. He’s an Anderson. If you kill him, somebody has to pay for it. He’s not one of Aunt Hattie-May’s pests.”

       “Listen to your mama,” Burt sneered, but his tone once again teased playfulness. “Y’all know what’ll happen if you kill me. Prison might be an upgrade for Milly, but, Frances, there are no bamboo sheets or facial Fridays in the cellblock.”

      I’d wanted a way out of this. Because, to my great shame, Burt was right about me. I didn’t have it in me. Not anymore. If I had, wouldn’t I have pulled the trigger by now?

      And here was Mama, hurting and weary and offering me a life raft.

      “Give me the gun,” Mama repeated. “We’ll figure this out. You girls can’t give your futures to this man.”

      “No.” Frances’s voice rose. “We have to—”

      “Frances,” I said. “Please. I…I can’t.”

      “You mean you won’t,” she said. She blinked and bit her bottom lip, then, defeated, her hand fell away from mine.

      I placed the gun in Mama’s good hand. And maybe I did feel like a failure, but I mostly felt relieved.

      Burt laughed.

      He laughed until tears sprang to his eyes and slid down his cheeks.

      “Good.” Mama took the gun and held it at her side. “He hit you? Often?”

      Frances nodded.

      Before anyone could realize what was happening, Mama slid her mangled arm from the makeshift sling, crying out in pain as she racked the pistol. She took three steps toward Burt, until she could’ve reached out and touched him, and emptied the clip into his head. He fell to the ground, his laughter still aloft in the air.

      I’d never seen human brains before, and I hoped I never did again.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 46

      
      Now

      Bile rose in my throat as my knees wobbled, and I fell to the ground. I retched. A piercing whine filled my ears. Someone sank to the ground next to me and pulled me close.

      My first thought was Frances. But it wasn’t her.

      It was Mama.

      Mama wrapped her good arm around me. Together, we stood and walked toward the porch. She’d abandoned the gun, and my sister pressed close to her other side. We left behind the body lying spread-eagle, missing most of his head.

      Mama paused near Bunny, who crouched over Aunt Ruth, whose eyelids fluttered. That small movement on my aunt’s face released a knot that had gathered in my stomach.

      “She’s alive,” I whispered. The idea of tough-as-nails Aunt Ruth not surviving was both unfathomable and terrifying.

      Bunny nodded. “She’s out of it. I need to get her to a hospital.” She looked to where Aunt Hattie was curled nearby, her eyes shut and face caught in a constant wince. Someone—Bunny? Mama before she’d rescued us?—had pulled her oxygen tank outside and looped the tube around her face. “I need to get both of them to a doctor. And soon.”

      Mama nodded gravely and tugged me and Frances toward the porch, where she deposited us next to each other in Bunny and Ruth’s rocking chairs. She disappeared into the house and came back holding a bag of frozen peas. She gave it to Bunny, who held it over Ruth’s swelling temple, then knelt next to Aunt Hattie.

      “When I checked Hattie-May over,” Bunny said to Mama. “I couldn’t tell if anything was broken. There was a gash on the back of her head, but it’s stopped bleeding. And her breathing is shallow but steady.”

      “And Ruthie?” Mama asked.

      “She’s definitely got a concussion.” Bunny bit her lip, rare vulnerability flickering over her face. “Maybe worse. How about you? How are you holding up?”

      “Never better,” Mama said. Her breaths were sharp and short and sweat dripped from her face. “Are you a nurse?” Mama asked Bunny. It hit me then that they’d never really met before. We’d spent hours together in the car, driving back from the motel, but they’d not had a personal conversation.

      “Me?” Bunny said. “No. I run a strip club. I’ve seen my share of fights.” Bunny lifted the bag of peas and gently traced Ruth’s swollen face with her fingertip. She frowned.

      As I watched everything unfold, my head felt disconnected from my body, like it was floating above me like a helium balloon.

      “Let’s get them into your car. It’s low to the ground. It should be easiest,” Mama said to Bunny. “You take them to the hospital, next town over. Hell, even farther if you think there’s time. Don’t come back here for a while. Not until tomorrow at least.”

      “Okay.” Bunny shook her head. “But what are we going to do? There’s a body in the yard missing half his head. I can’t let Ruth or Aunt Hattie get in trouble for that.”

      “They won’t. That’s why you need to stay away for a bit,” Mama said. The two women locked eyes, watching each other for a silent moment.

      Finally, Bunny gave her a knowing look. Mama cleared her throat. “Milly. Frances. Are you girls okay?”

      “Yeah,” Frances said, at the same moment I replied, “No.”

      Mama touched Aunt Hattie’s cheek once more, dropped a kiss on her forehead, then pushed to her feet and walked up the few steps onto the porch. She stood in front of me and Frances, her expression unreadable.

      “What are we going to do?” I whispered, shock waning. Mama was right. Burt wasn’t a small-town nobody who could disappear unnoticed beneath the roots of Hattie-May’s mourning willow.

      “Listen to me.” Mama stood, walking over and resting her good hand beneath my chin, lifting my gaze to meet her own. “You’re going to be fine.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about.”

      She inhaled a shaky breath and nodded. “I’m going to be okay. I promise.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      Frances silently watched us. Burt had tried his damnedest to come between us—forcing us into his game, then shifting the blame to Frances.

      He’d insisted this was what my sister wanted all along. Him dead and her hands clean. He’d said she was responsible for lots of deaths, including Blake’s and Andrea’s and Casey’s.

      Now, without him twisting my thoughts, I realized it was crazy talk. My sister—my baby bird—had done nothing but run away from an abusive man and listen to the leaves when they suggested there was only one way out. Even if she called him and told him where to find her, it had been a means to this end.

      “You two have to get out of here,” Mama insisted. “You’ll need to help Bunny get your aunts in the car for the hospital, then y’all can follow her out. You can’t be here when the police come.”

      “What?” I asked. “We aren’t calling the police. We can figure this out.”

      “No.” Mama shook her head. “I’d already decided before I even came over and took the gun that I wasn’t letting either of my girls lose their lives to that monster.”

      “I don’t understand.” I shook my head.

      “If you or Frances had been the one to squeeze the trigger, I wasn’t letting you take the blame. You deserve a real life. One that you want.”

      “Mama,” I said. “So do you.”

      “I know I do,” she whispered. “But sometimes, this is how it goes. Bad men create a violent world, and we’re punished for surviving in it. But there’s no other way out of this. No jury will believe self-defense. I emptied the clip from point blank range. And if we hide his body, there’ll be an investigation. Eventually, someone would be charged. Not to mention the other reasons we can’t have the police snooping around Hattie-May’s property looking for secrets.” She sighed. “Having a clean-cut answer to why there’s a dead man in the yard is the only way we can control the situation, the only way I can keep you and Frances safe.” She sighed and stared into the space between us. “I hope Ruthie and Aunt Hattie aren’t dragged into it, but if they are, we’ll handle that trouble as it arises. I won’t let anything bad happen to them.”

      Her words took me back to childhood, to the promises I’d made over and over again to my sister. I’d spent my childhood in the role of protector. I’d done a shit job at it.

      Frances continued to stare over the yard.

      “Mama, if you do this, there’s no coming back.”

      “I know. I did a decade in prison for manslaughter. I’ll likely spend the remainder of my life there,” she said. “But what else is there? I’ve never been able to give you girls anything. But I can give you this. I wasn’t there for your past, but I can give you your future.”

      “Can…” The word came out squeaky. I sniffed back tears. “Can I give you anything?”

      Mama pressed her lips into a thin line and reached for my hand. I clasped it. “Will you read for me?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 47

      
      Now

      Mama sat at the table with a steaming cup of tea in front of her.

      It was only the three of us: her and me and Frances.

      Mama had searched for pain medicine while Frances and I worked with Bunny to maneuver my aunts into Bunny’s vehicle. Ruth had woken up, and though she was a long way from okay, we’d been able to get her curled into the tight back seat of the Camaro. Hattie-May lay in the front.

      Mama wept openly as she leaned into the car and said her goodbyes before they left. She reached through the car window with her good arm and clasped Aunt Ruth’s hand in a way that felt desperate and unfair. They’d gotten to be sisters again for less than a day.

      She buried her face in Aunt Hattie-May’s shoulder, hugging her the same way I had as a little girl when my life was falling apart. When it was time, she’d wordlessly let go and walked into the house without looking back.

      Frances and I had watched the powder blue Camaro disappear down the drive, then turned and followed Mama’s footsteps into the house. It killed me a little not to go with my aunts when they were hurting, but right now Mama needed me more.

      Mama would be the only one here whenever she called the cops and explained how her son-in-law picked her up from the halfway house and forced her over state lines. How he was crazy with anger over his wife leaving him and thought Mama was lying about knowing where she was. She’d claim she shot him in self-defense after he broke her arm, but we had no delusions of that mattering, especially since Burt was shot in the face multiple times.

      Frances had already wiped the voicemails from Burt’s phone.

      Now, the three of us sat around the table as Mama set her intentions, then she threw back the tea, knocked on the counter three times, and turned her cup upside down onto a saucer to drain the excess liquid.

      Of course I’d never properly read for her before. The closest had been that morning so long ago, when the internal door had opened and bathed me in fear and coldness and I’d begged to stay home from school. I’d spent my childhood feeling sick with guilt over something I now knew was beyond of my control.

      I closed my eyes and coaxed open the door, letting fate flow out as I dipped my fingers into that place inside, funneling intuition into the conduit. Show me something useful. Ebb and flow through me. Show me something for Mama. The Sight felt different. The place inside me was almost languid. Hesitant but sure.

      Confinement stealing my breath. Sadness. Anger. Eyes everywhere all the time. Loneliness. Intense. Bitter. Loneliness.

      I opened my eyes and sucked in a breath. Mama’s gaze was trained on my face, but neither she nor Frances spoke as I flipped over the cup. We all stared at the fortune in front of us.

      Frances could see nothing but a nest of leaves, but I wondered what Mama saw. I hoped it was something different. For the second time in so many days, I hoped I was wrong.

      “Well?” Mama said after a moment. The weight held in that one word told me she saw it for herself. “What do you see, baby?”

      The shape was obvious, the future set. My words come out in barely a whisper. “A cage.”

      Mama inhaled sharply through her nose and nodded. “Yes. That’s what I thought. Makes sense, I suppose. It’s always been a cage my whole life. Why would it change now?”

      I blinked but didn’t trust myself to speak, not when the sorrow in the room was heavy enough to drown.

      It was a problem my sister didn’t share. She asked, “Your fate’s always been a cage, Mama?”

      Mama nodded. “My whole damn life. It’d change shape and size, but a cage is a cage is a cage. I waited my entire childhood to see what it meant, always worried. Always a little sick over it.

      “When I married your father, and his true colors made their appearance, I’d thought, ‘So this is it.’ My cage was being shackled to a man who beat on me. Of course then I landed in a literal cage. And now…” In her weathered face, lit by the golden light filtering through the kitchen blinds, I glimpsed the mama she’d been when I’d known her. The soft woman was there, buried beneath a world of troubles.

      “And now here we are, sending you back,” I said.

      “No. No you’re not.” She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. “You’re not sending me anywhere. If you have to blame somebody, blame Burt. He was dead the moment he showed up here, the moment he hurt Frances.”

      Her words echoed what Hattie-May had said so long ago in that clearing. He was dead the moment he touched your sister.

      “Can you tell us about what happened?” I asked. “That morning with Daddy. If you don’t want to, I understand,” I asked.

      She pulled her arm close and breathed deep. I regretted asking her to revisit such a dark place.

      “Your daddy started getting rough with y’all. Especially you, Milly. Let him hit me, but I couldn’t abide him putting his hands on you girls. I was going to get us away from him. We were going to be free. I planned it all out. I was going to use foxglove.

      When I was young, I’d overheard Aunt Hattie tell one of her clients about it.” As she spoke, she looked at the wall across from us, covered in Hattie-May’s drawings. Pencil sketches of belladonna, daffodils, oleander, wolfsbane, and lily of the valley overlapped in a paper patchwork quilt. There was rosary pea and of course the mourning willow with its weeping branches and gnarled roots. A darker incarnation of the tree behind the greenhouse, which wasn’t scary at all.

      Mama continued. “I worked for months, growing the pretty flowers from seeds in our back flowerbeds.” She smiled. “I do not have Aunt Hattie’s green thumb, but I tended to it and it thrived. Like nature herself wanted me to succeed. Then when it was ready, I followed instructions I found online, blending it to a pulp.”

      “We were going to poison Burt, originally,” I said.

      “Poison’s how most women do it.” Mama’s gaze drifted from Hattie-May’s artwork into the past. “Can you believe I hung all my hopes on a teenage memory? But that’s what desperation will do to you. Foxglove can trigger a heart attack, and I convinced myself with your daddy’s drinking and smoking and carrying on, no one would suspect a thing, that I was like Aunt Hattie getting rid of pests. I’m not ashamed to say I was excited when I stirred it into his coffee. I remember thinking, ‘This is it. Today I’ll get my life back. Today I’ll save my girls.’ I don’t know if you remember, but I made y’all a special breakfast. It was going to be the first day of the rest of our lives.”

      My breathing hitched. The pancakes were blueberry and shaped like hearts.

      My chair squeaked as I shifted my weight and stole a look at my sister, who watched Mama reverently.

      “But…I don’t know how he knew, or even if he really did. Your daddy didn’t drink his coffee that morning. Three cups a day with breakfast the entire time we’d been married, and that morning he didn’t drink a drop. He loaded you girls up for school, and I was so scared that I could barely breathe. Milly, I think you could sense something was wrong because you tried your darndest to stay home, but I couldn’t let you.” She shook her head. “When he kissed me goodbye there was pure hate in his eyes.”

      She paused, taking a deep breath, and I remembered that feeling: the coldness. The metal in my palm. The explosion. Death foretold before I was old enough to understand.

      “Once he was gone, I took his revolver from where he kept it locked in our nightstand. He dropped you at school then came right back, eager to waste no time. So, when he opened the door, I pulled the pistol from my dress pocket and shot him.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 48

      
      Now

      The sky was dusky and the mosquitoes were out in full force by the time we left that evening.

      While Mama took one of Hattie-May’s pain tinctures and lay down to rest, Frances and I checked the house over and scrubbed away all traces of the two of us, then we got in the car and drove away.

      At the end of the driveway, I slammed on the brakes and hopped out. My sister didn’t follow as I jogged to the fence post. The bones hung in the pink evening light, and I pulled one free from the twine. And then another. And then the rest.

      For a moment, I considered bringing them with us, a replacement for the one that had traveled in my pocket for the past decade. In the end, I threw Ruth’s wards into the woods that ran along the roadside.

      Frances was confident her in-laws would bury any impending news story concerning Burt’s death, but I wasn’t so sure. He was an Anderson shot dead, missing half his skull. That was news.

      When reporters showed up to the property, having bones hanging on the fence would only fuel the media frenzy. I hated to think of what would be said about my aunts’ house. The bones would make it worse. Hattie-May and Ruth didn’t deserve that.

      Frances watched from the car window. When I slid back into the driver’s seat, she said, “Guess the wards were useless in the end.”

      “Guess so,” I said, though when I considered my sliver of bone I’d used to stab Burt, itself a stolen ward, I wasn’t so sure.

      We drove in silence, and were at the last stop sign on the edge of town when four cop cars whizzed by, sirens blaring. I stole a glance at my sister, who stared at me, her expression unreadable.

      Two hours later, on the interstate, I got up the resolve to ask my sister about something that bothered me. I’d worked it all out in my head, and almost everything made sense except for one thing.

      Burt had manipulated us, had shown up and boasted this whole story to get us to turn on each other. It hadn’t worked. Except he’d taken one secret with him to the grave.

      “Do you think he was telling the truth?” I asked. “About Casey, I mean. Do you think he truly never moved his body?”

      Frances bit her bottom lip. “To be honest, I don’t think he did. Burt was cruel, but he had his limits. He took the helmet, but no way he’d have transported a decaying corpse.”

      “I looked everywhere for Casey.” I tapped my fingers against the steering wheel. “He wasn’t there. None of him.”

      “You must’ve been in the wrong place. Or maybe scavengers got him. I was in the car with Burt when we left that morning. Yeah, his nails were dirty, but I feel like there’d have been a smell or something if he’d, I don’t know, put Casey in the trunk.”

      I nodded but said nothing, only stared out the windshield. I hated the flippant way she talked about Casey. I’d spent half my life feeling bad for abandoning him in the forest, but this—not knowing where he was—was worse.

      “Oh, hey.” Frances grabbed my arm and pointed at a sign. “That place has good bathrooms, and I have to pee.”

      I gave my signal and exited.

      We pulled into the gas station and parked. Frances opened her door. “You coming in?”

      “Go on ahead,” I said. “I need a minute.”

      Frances shrugged.

      Finally alone, I let tears slide freely down my cheeks. After this week, if I ever cried again it would be too soon.

      Inhaling deep breaths, I tried to clear my mind, pushing away images of my great-aunt gasping on the ground. Of Ruth’s fluttering eyelids and Mama’s mangled arm. Of Burt’s body toppling, his mouth open in delight. Of his brains.

      I rubbed at my face with my fingers and searched the glove box for a tissue to wipe my nose. There wasn’t one.

      Frances’s tote still sat on the back seat. I pulled it into my lap and dug inside for a pack.

      I didn’t find tissues.

      Her wallet. A lip gloss. A pack of hair ties.

      Then…

      Driver’s licenses. Andrea’s and Blake’s. One of Burt’s IDs. His engraved wristwatch.

      All the things that Frances said she’d planted near the creek. She hadn’t done it.

      She’d lied to me.

      But I’d been there. I’d watched her.

      Except it had been dark and raining. I’d followed her down the bank, but had I seen if she’d left anything behind? I couldn’t remember. But this was proof she hadn’t.

      I shoved my hand deeper into the bag until I felt something hard.

      I pulled them out. Phones. Cheap, clunky plastic. The kind used as burners.

      Why would Frances have two burner phones? But…I knew why.

      I knew why, though I didn’t want to believe it.

      To be sure, I opened my own cell and scrolled through my call log until I got to the number for the phony Puddle Creek detective. I pressed call.

      The burner in my hand immediately began vibrating silently, and I remembered that too-perfect, artificial voice that had come from other end of the calls. I’d bet anything the other phone’s number was blocked.

      Burt’s accusations played through my mind. Their little games. How Frances had chosen Blake and Andrea. How she had orchestrated everything. His little monster…

      Then I remembered the other thing he’d said. How I’d been so ungrateful after she’d done me a favor and killed Casey.

      My chest constricted, that flutter, that familiar stabbing pain grinding against my sternum. Burt was a liar. It couldn’t be true.

      Except.

      The helmet, Casey’s ring. No body…

      What else… The whisper in my mind was soft but undeniable, words slipped beneath a door. What else? What else?

      At first, I didn’t understand. But then clarity: Frances worried about her shoes while the corpse we made lay mere feet away. Frances’s college roommate missing, never to be seen again. And even my aunts’ old cat, the original Sarge, disappearing not long after we arrived. That cat had a habit of scratching my sister…was it possible that she…

      No. This meant nothing. She’d been so young. A traumatized teenager. A distraught college kid. A scared little girl.

      Except, what if it did? As singular moments, each on their own, excuses could be made, but stitched together, they told a story. Sister sister sister.

      These licenses in my hand. These burner phones.

      Frances not wanting poison. Her wanting Burt in Puddle Creek. Burt knowing we weren’t at the motel.

      Sister sister sister… Was it a cry, a call, or a warning?

      The gas station door opened, pulling me back into the moment. Quickly, I shoved everything back to the bottom of Frances’s bag and tossed it in the back seat.

      And there was Frances stepping onto the sidewalk, always beautiful, even now under the sallow gas station lights.

      The passenger door opened and my sister—my baby bird with claws—slid into her seat. I stared at her, unable to form words.

      “Hey.” She tossed me a pack of peanut M&M’s and grinned. “Ready to go?”

      I looked at the candy in my hand, then back at her.

      “You’re being weird.” Frances frowned, and said as if she were joking, “What’s wrong with you?”

      What’s wrong with me?

      Everyone I cared about was hurting. Hattie-May couldn’t walk on her own. Her leg might be broken. Possibly, Bunny had said, her hip and a rib too. Elderly people died from less. Ruth, always boisterous, had been unnaturally quiet, her rough edges buffed away in one afternoon. She’d said nothing, blinking rapidly, staring into space even as Mama embraced her for the last time. Her head had lolled back into the headrest. Bunny held back tears as she’d fastened her seatbelt, and Bunny never cried. Ever.

      And Mama…

      Mama who’d gotten her life back and was already going back to prison and, fuck, I’d not allowed my mind to go there when we’d sat across from each other at Hattie-May’s table, but Tennessee was a death penalty state.

      This was all the fault of an evil man. A man Frances had brought into our lives.

      How did I know to show up here? Burt had asked. I’d not wanted to believe it, but there was no denying now Frances had told him to come. She’d orchestrated the entire thing, just as he’d claimed. He was evil…but what did that make her?

      Because she wasn’t acting like a desperate woman who’d made a plan to save her own life, and that plan had gotten away from her. There’d been no remorse in her words or face.

      My brow furrowed. My sister had asked what was wrong with me?

      The answer, everything. Everything was wrong with me.

      The bigger question, the important question, was why the hell was nothing wrong with her?

      You’re ready to kill for her and you don’t even know her. Burt had said it with pride, but now his words echoed like a warning.

      “Seriously, Milly. You’re kind of freaking me out,” Frances said, twisting the top off a bottle of water.

      “I’m—” Screaming inside, terrified, don’t understand anything anymore… “I’m fine.” The lie was stubborn on my tongue, but I forced a smile.

      “Good.” Frances reached across the middle console and gave my forearm a squeeze. “You know, you probably don’t remember, but that night, after you killed Shane, you made me a promise.”

      She waited for me to say something, but I only nodded, not trusting my words, though I did remember that promise. Had always blamed myself for breaking it and thought it was why Frances had locked me out of her life for so long.

      “You promised you’d never leave me. I’d been so upset when you disappeared that morning without me,” she said.

      That morning after Casey died…or possibly that morning she killed him…

      “But I understood,” Frances continued. “Eventually.”

      I cranked my car and pulled us back onto the highway.

      “Part of me always knew we’d end up back together like this. It’s all I’ve wanted for so long. I was such an idiot. You know, I really believed Shane was my forever person?”

      “No.” I pushed my brows together. “No. You weren’t an idiot. You were a child. He was a predator.” Of all the things my sister was, no matter what she’d done or become, this at least, was still true.

      She shrugged. “Yeah. But I really thought he was my soul mate. Then, I was convinced it was Burt.” Frances snorted. Drummed her nails against the middle console between us. “I know better now, sister.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, but I was afraid I understood, because the entire time she was speaking, there’d been another whisper sliding from beneath the internal door. A flutter of wings behind my ribcage. Sister, sister, sister…

      I glanced at Frances. She grinned brightly, a show of joy I wasn’t sure I could ever feel again.

      “You,” she said, her voice full of conviction. “It’s always been you. I used to think that there was no love like romantic love, but that’s bullshit we’re fed from the moment we’re old enough to know about such things. The real truth is, there’s no love like sisterhood. You’re my soul mate. And I’m yours. And now we will be together forever and always. No matter what.”

      No matter what. No matter the death left in her wake.

      Once, these words from her lips would’ve been everything to me. Are they still?

      The fluttering wings in my chest hardened to something like claws.

      This was my baby bird. My sister. The person I’d sworn to protect. A woman capable of, and who’d done, terrible things. A person I’d loved unconditionally since the moment our parents brought her home from the hospital. Burt’s monster.

      A cold-blooded murderer.

      But also, if there was an ounce of truth to my sister’s words, then she was so much more than all of those things.

      To read the fate of the person you loved most was to doom them to become your cursed thing. A fate never to be looked up from. The curse can manifest in many ways, and I’d thought it was the curse that doomed Casey. Yes, I loved him, but Frances was right. I’d not loved him most of all.

      The leaves had been telling me all this time. Sister, sister, sister…

      Those words, that whisper. No. They weren’t a cry, call, nor warning. They were an order. My sister was my responsibility, and it was my duty to spend the rest of my life making sure she’d never go unleashed again.

      Frances said that now we would be together forever and always, no matter what. And we would.

      Because Frances? She was my baby bird. A monster. And my true love.

      But most of all, she was my cursed thing.

    
  
    
      
        
          Chapter 49
          Frances
        

      
      Then

      Frances and Milly huddled together, their arms around each other’s shoulders as they stumbled down the darkened forest path, neither of them leading the way. Briars scratched at Frances’s legs, and Milly’s foot caught a root, pitching her off balance. Frances steadied the both of them before they could crash to the ground. They didn’t slow their steps.

      Milly wept openly, her gut-wrenching sobs chasing them through the woods.

      She hardly ever cried. It shocked Frances at first, but mostly left her wondering why she herself wasn’t more upset. Why wasn’t she terrified? Or heartbroken? Or even, honestly, that worried?

      If anyone should’ve been crying, it should’ve been her, right?

      Shane’s hands had once roamed her body as he whispered how much he loved her, told her how smart she was and how special. Tonight, those same hands had found their way to her throat, cutting off her oxygen. He’d have killed her, and then her sister. Frances had understood this the moment she registered the wild panic in his eyes.

      Panicked animals were always violent. Why should he be any different?

      When Frances was little, she’d stumbled across an injured indigo bunting and scooped up the little songbird in her dainty, seven-year-old palms. She’d wondered what the pitiful thing would look like without its shiny blue feathers, but the moment she began plucking them, the injured bird fought like a hawk, its beady eyes gone wild.

      It scratched and pecked and beat its wings, but Frances hadn’t dropped it until Milly ran outside and yelled for Aunt Hattie to come help, assuming Frances was trying to save the injured bird.

      Aunt Hattie-May had lined a shoebox with pine straw and grass, making a temporary home for the bunting while she and Milly tried to nurse it back to health.

      Frances had been silently disappointed at not finishing her experiment, but somehow, even at seven, understood she couldn’t tell Milly what she’d really been doing.

      That’s how Shane had looked tonight, his eyes wild and his limbs flailing like a bird caught by a girl who didn’t care if she hurt him. Only he’d been the one doing the hurting.

      Frances had been humiliated when his fingers caught her throat.

      Humiliated that she’d fallen for it. Because in that moment when the flash went off on Milly’s camera—the moment Shane’s response had been to hurt her—all the lies had fallen away, and Frances understood the situation for what it was.

      He hadn’t loved her. Hadn’t thought she was wise beyond her years or would do great things. He hadn’t seen her for who he said she truly was, an old soul. Someone brilliant.

      Lies. It had all been lies.

      Lies that she’d been all too happy to believe.

      He’d never seen her as anything but desperate. A little off, just like some of the older kids whispered when she walked by.

      But Frances had gotten the last word, hadn’t she?

      The path seemed so much longer than it ever had before. Just when Frances was sure they’d gotten lost, it opened at the end of the abandoned logging road, where the vehicles were parked. Their truck and Shane’s four-door family sedan. Jesus. Men who were unhappy and planning on leaving their families to start something new didn’t drive around with decals on their back windows of stick-figure families. Daddy. Mommy. Son.

      Love had blinded her. No more. The scales had fallen from her eyes, as Aunt Hattie would say.

      Milly walked ahead, toward the truck, breath quickening, panic coming off her in waves.

      Frances grinned at her sister’s back. She loved Milly so much. Milly had saved her. Had killed for her. Or, at least Milly thought she had, anyway, and that was good enough for Frances. She would never let anything come between them ever again. No matter what.

      Frances put her hands firmly on her sister’s shoulders. “Breathe, Milly. Like this.” She inhaled deeply and out slowly.

      When her sister had calmed down, Frances asked, “What’s wrong?”

      Milly chomped on her bottom lip and shook her head, a fresh batch of tears sparkling in her eyes. “The camera,” she repeated. “I must’ve left it. I…I have to go back.”

      “No.” Frances shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ll get it. You go ahead and start the Rust Bucket. The key’s in the cupholder.”

      Milly opened her mouth to object, but Frances stopped her. “I’ll be back in two seconds. Promise.”

      She darted off.

      Frances couldn’t remember her older sister ever taking orders from her, but she couldn’t ever remember her sister this upset, either. She’d always suspected Milly wasn’t as hard as she pretended to be, that the stony, strong face she gave to the rest of the world was fake.

      Milly had hit Shane in the head once, twice, then froze. Frances had tried to yell at her to keep swinging, but she’d been unable to get the words out. Wouldn’t have mattered anyway, because Milly got a dazed look on her face and kind of disappeared into herself.

      The decision occupied only a split second, but that second seemed to reach for eternity. Frances looked from Milly to Shane, who cradled the side of his bleeding head, yelling obscenities. It was her chance—maybe her only chance—so she’d taken it. Frances wrenched the shovel from her sister’s hands and swung, landing a third blow. The shovel’s blade crunched against Shane’s temple.

      He fell. She swung again.

      Again.

      Then again.

      His blood sprayed shockingly red, like the time Aunt Ruth had dropped a jar of canned tomatoes and they’d exploded over the kitchen cabinets.

      Except this wasn’t tomatoes. This was the stuff that gave Shane life.

      God, had she ever felt so alive? So important? Milly had been the judge, her sentence given with those first swings, but it was Frances who was the executioner.

      Once Shane stopped moving, Frances tossed the shovel to the ground and shook her sister. She’d read about going into shock in her health textbook last year and was starting to wonder how she’d get Milly out of the forest when her sister came to. It was like flipping through static radio stations in their ancient truck before landing on something clear.

      Milly blinked. She puked.

      She looked at Shane. At the shovel. At her sister.

      Frances watched as Milly mentally put the puzzle together, then remained silent when Milly broke into tears and began apologizing. They fell into each other’s arms and crumpled to the ground. Milly thought she’d been the one to kill Shane. The secret part of Frances warned her not to correct her sister now.

      The evening light had faded from scalding pink to cool almost-purple by the time Frances made it back to the clearing where they’d left Shane’s body. A bright moon was already rising, pouring toward the forest floor from a cloudless sky that would later be shot through with stars. Frances didn’t worry about the encroaching night, even though she’d dropped her flashlight when Shane had kissed her. Frances wasn’t afraid of the dark. If you asked her, and she was honest, she’d admit she wasn’t truly afraid of anything. She didn’t really understand fear.

      Frances marched toward where they’d left the body. It didn’t take long to find the camera. It was in the same place where it had landed when Milly had tossed it to deliver the first blow.

      Shane, however, was not in the same place.

      He’d rolled to his belly. Frances thought she heard a whistling intake of breath over the crickets chirping and the katydids singing their night song. She picked up the camera and stuffed it into the pocket of her athletic shorts, then walked to where Shane lay.

      She watched as his back seemed to rise and fall, but it was probably a trick of the shadows.

      Then he gasped.

      “Help me.” It was raspy and sounded wet.

      Frances squatted next to him and placed her palm on what was once a handsome cheek, but now was pulpy like the potted meat Aunt Hattie scraped onto saltines for a midnight snack.

      Beneath the slick of his blood, his skin was still warm. What was the right thing to do?

      Once, when Frances was a girl, the day her mama had taken their daddy’s gun and changed the trajectory of their lives forever, her sister had sat next to her on the bench outside the principal’s office at St. Mary’s Academy in Lundinville, Alabama. Milly had put her bony arm around her and whispered in her ear. “Frances, I promise everything will be okay.”

      Milly hadn’t known it, but it had been a lie. Nothing from that moment forward had ever been okay.

      Frances petted Shane’s slick hair.

      Frances stood and cocked back her foot but changed her mind. It had taken her months to save up enough buy her Converse. Right now, they could still be salvaged. But if she kicked Shane’s potted-meat head? There’d be no hope.

      Instead, with one hand, she squeezed his nostrils closed, and with the other, tightly covered his swollen lips. She stayed there until her legs burned and her arms felt heavy. He twitched only a little. When Frances stood back up, he was dead.

      Good.

      Carefully, she rolled him onto his back.

      Then.

      Frances smiled as she walked away.

    
  
    
      
        
          Chapter 50
          Hattie-May
        

      
      Then

      Hattie-May couldn’t believe this was happening again.

      Her leaves had warned her a long time ago that while her life would be a happy one, it would also be plagued with loss. Once upon a time, she’d thought Ben dying in the war and her sister in childbirth would be the end of it. What more would life dare take from her? What loss could compare to the loss of true love or a sister?

      But that was the thing about the leaves. They weren’t a prophecy a person could fulfill and move past. They were a hint at things to come.

      Still. When she’d lost Lilibet—not once but twice—it had nearly undone her. Probably would have if she’d had any other choice but to pull herself together for the girls.

      Falling apart was a luxury she didn’t have. What oldest daughter did? Her job was to hold her family together, be steadfast as an ancient hemlock in a thunderstorm.

      So she was. For everyone.

      But now?

      How could she possibly do it again?

      This wasn’t fair. It was too much.

      Her sweet girls.

      Milly was already gone like a thief in the night over a week ago. Ruthie was taking Frances to her new school on Monday. Already, the house had grown too quiet.

      Sadness overwhelmed Hattie’s tired bones, but she forced herself up and out of bed and gathered her sketch pad and pencils, as well as her little garden trowel, and tucked it all into her favorite wicker basket, then headed for the forest, whistling an old hymn her mother had loved.

      I come to the garden alone—while the dew is still on the roses…

      She wasn’t religious—the women in her family seldom were—but something about this verse in particular had always spoken to her. Being alone in a garden was as close to God as she could imagine.

      Walking the woods and spending time with trees whose roots curled deep into the earth, with wildflowers who seemed to whisper her name, and among the hills that were older than the continent as it now stood, always granted Hattie…not serenity exactly, but perspective.

      A way to recalibrate.

      Hattie would find a nice spot, slide off her shoes so that she could feel the dirt and damp leaves and pine needles beneath her feet, then take a seat on the ground. Yes, she could get up and down on her own, thank you very much. Her knees and hips weren’t what they used to be, but she was quick to tell anyone who’d listen how she could still place her hands flat on the floor in front of her without bending her knees, no problem. Neither Ruthie nor the girls could say the same.

      Of course, at barely five foot, the ground wasn’t that far away. Not for Hattie-May.

      There was a break in the trees, and enough sunlight dappled through the canopy to give a patch of wildflowers a fighting chance. Her old friend snakeroot was blooming white and frothy, as was frostweed. Hattie-May named each flower out loud as she passed. Golden aster. Swamp thistle. She smiled at the small crop of ghost pipes. When they were children, her late sister (Ruthie and Lilibet’s mama) had sworn the long pink-and-white flower resembled a penis. Even though Hattie’d known better for quite a long time, she still giggled like a schoolgirl whenever they made their seasonal appearance.

      The forest always rewarded her, usually with a good memory and a laugh.

      Without meaning to and with no forethought, she walked toward the sound of the creek. So many happy memories near here! The girls splashing ankle deep, catching tadpoles in old Cool Whip containers. Pretending to be mountain mermaids.

      Hattie was so lost in her own thoughts, she almost missed it.

      Would’ve missed it, if she hadn’t walked directly upon it. Perhaps if the whisper hadn’t been so urgent. Look look look. The words coming from her head. Her heart. From her bones.

      When she saw the feckless thing struggling in the sandy dirt, she gasped. It couldn’t be—not here—not so close. Not when she’d spent a good part of her younger years foraging through miles of forest trails in search of one. She’d wanted it to be real so badly that she’d refused to give up, to believe that it was an old wives’ tale.

      A fable.

      She’d thought she saw one as a little girl, but there were times she doubted the memory.

      It was during these moments when the internal door seemed to shake on its hinges and the whisper ordered her into the forest. Keep searching searching searching…

      For a long moment she stood still as a garden statue, like a fearful worshipper who’d stumbled across their god.

      She inched closer, as if she’d scare the tiny plant. It was too small to call a sapling. Her heart pounded as she approached. The mourning willow was sickly, curling forward, but she’d recognize it anywhere. Hattie used her trowel to scoop it from the earth. She held it inches from her face, unable to suppress a giddy smile.

      Yes, the forest rewarded her.

      She placed the baby tree in her basket, and turned to leave, before remembering the most important thing a mourning willow needed to survive. How could it slip her mind? Many thoughts had been slipping lately, like water through a sieve, but perhaps this particular moment could be chalked up to excitement. A mourning willow! Here! On her hill!

      Where there was a mourning willow, there was death.

      The little sapling would need sustenance. Hattie sank her trowel back into the earth, expecting to make contact with the remains of a forest creature. Perhaps one unlucky enough to cross paths with Frances. Hattie had known for a long time that Frances wasn’t like the other kids, but she hoped her quiet niece’s curiosity would lead her to the medical field. She was such a sweet girl, after all. So bright. She’d be a good surgeon, and it would be nice to have a doctor in the family.

      There was no forest creature.

      What Hattie-May found was a hand.

      Pale. Bony. Its skin peeling away. The nailbeds black with rot. A silver ring on one of its fingers.

      Without hesitating, she used her trowel to uncover the body. That was what she was doing: uncovering. Whoever the unlucky person was, they weren’t deep enough beneath the soil to call them buried nor could you call what Hattie-May was doing digging.

      She scraped away the layers of dirt, revealing what had fed the sapling.

      An arm. A torso.

      All eaten through with worms and worse. For maybe the first time, she was thankful her sense of smell wasn’t what it once was. When she uncovered the face, she stumbled back, landing hard on her butt. Oh no. Poor sweet boy.

      Then, once her thoughts arranged themselves into something making sense…

      Oh, Milly. What happened? Because whatever happened to Casey, Hattie-May was certain Milly knew about it.

      Whatever had transpired here, Hattie-May understood with conviction, Milly wouldn’t hurt anyone on purpose. Especially not Casey. She loved him, though Hattie-May wasn’t sure Milly even realized it yet.

      Whatever this was, it had been awful enough to scare her niece away.

      Well. Hattie-May steeled her backbone. She knew then that finding Casey would be her secret. She wouldn’t tell Ruth. Wouldn’t reach out to Milly for answers. No sense in making her relive it.

      She sighed and considered her options. Out in the open like this was no place for a body. How long before coyotes or a bear or buzzards found it? If scavengers dragged the body away, if remnants were discovered in another part of the forest by a hiker or backpacker, there’d be questions, and that wouldn’t do. Not with the secrets her family kept.

      In her old age, moving a body (even one as scrawny as this) wouldn’t be easy, but any big job could be broken down into manageable parts. When Ruthie and Frances left for Frances’s fancy new school, Hattie would get to work.

      Piece by piece, she’d take Casey apart and move him to somewhere she could keep an eye on him. He’d not go to waste. The mourning willow had claimed him. Who was she to take him away? Ashes to ashes and all that. Besides. There were worse fates after death than offering nourishment to a living thing. Give and take. Ebb and flow.

      Hattie-May pushed to her feet, then bent over the body and gently re-covered it with dirt.

      She dusted herself off, said a silent thank you to whatever gave the forest its heartbeat, and was almost back to the path when she realized her earlier thought had slipped.

      The mourning willow would still need to be fed. Ruthie may have something in her processing shed… But the sapling was pitiful. It might shock it to remove it from the only source of nourishment it had ever known. And if it died, what were the odds of her ever finding another mourning willow? It had taken her seventy years to set her eyes on this one…

      Leaving it to chance wouldn’t do.

      She sat her basket aside and took her garden trowel—she was getting her money’s worth from the handy little tool—and once again uncovered Casey’s hand. The silver of his ring glinted in the morning light. Gently, Hattie-May tugged it free and dropped it into the pocket of her housedress. One day, Milly would return, and she might want the keepsake.

      Humming, she lifted the sharp end of the garden tool then brought it down against the knuckle of Casey’s index finger. It crunched. She yanked. The pale digit came loose in her hand.

      There. That should work. The hungry little tree didn’t need much, only enough to last a few days. Hattie would be back for the entire body.

      Hattie-May scooped dirt over the hand, then dropped the finger into her basket. There was a perfect spot for the little tree, near the woodline by her greenhouse. She couldn’t wait to get to work.

      She whistled as she walked up the path. I come to the garden alone—while the dew is still on the roses…

      Bad times were inevitable. They couldn’t be avoided.

      But the forest would always reward her.

      The End

    
  
    
      
        Reading Group Guide

      
      
        	At the start of the novel, Milly has lost her ability to read tea leaves. How does this loss reflect her emotional state and her relationship to the past?

        	In the present day, Milly and Frances have spent years estranged. What do you think ultimately drove them apart after the events in the meadow? Could their separation have been avoided?

        	When Frances arrives with a cut lip and bruised wrists, Milly immediately chooses to help her despite their history. What does this reveal about how Milly sees their bond? Do you think Frances sees it the same way?

        	The Tennessee meadow holds both literal and symbolic meaning in the story. What do you think this place represents for each of the sisters?

        	Secrets play a central role throughout the novel. How do the secrets the sisters carry affect their identities and relationships?

        	Milly’s tea leaves finally show a clear warning. Do you interpret this as supernatural foresight, heightened intuition, or something else entirely?

        	Frances appears to have built a “perfect” new life before the story begins. How does the novel challenge the idea that someone can simply start over and leave the past behind?

        	The story raises questions about justice and accountability. Do you think the sisters’ actions can be morally justified? Why or why not?

        	In what ways do Milly and Frances cope differently with trauma and guilt?

        	How does returning to the meadow change the sisters’ understanding of what happened there years ago?

        	By the end of the novel, how has the relationship between Milly and Frances evolved?

        	What do you think the future might hold for the sisters after the events of the book?

      

    
  
    
      
        A Conversation with the Author

      
      
        The relationship between Milly and Frances is central to the novel. What interested you most about exploring a complicated sisterhood?

        When we hear the term “complicated relationship,” our minds often jump to romantic relationships; however, I believe there is no relationship more complicated than sisterhood. I am the oldest of three sisters and often think about how we were raised in the same home, have the same stories and history, and yet are so different—but still so much the same. We have inside jokes of murky origin that make zero sense—yet they persist and always crack us up. I’ll hold grudges for the rest of my life against the people who hurt my little sisters in high school and will always have their backs but also have to reckon with how hateful we could be to one another as kids. All of this made me want to dive into that sisterly relationship and dig around. Where are the lines? Where are the boundaries when we say “ride or die”?

        The story revolves around vivid settings like Puddle Creek and very Southern-rooted places. What attracts you to a Southern setting, and what role does that play in the emotional landscape of the book?

        The South is what I know. I’m originally from Mississippi, and my entire extended family still lives there (and has for generations). My immediate family (mom, dad, sisters) were the outliers. My dad always had the itch to travel and move. I’ve lived in Alabama, North Carolina, and Texas. I spent my high school years in Louisiana (and have called it home, mostly, ever since). As an adult, I find myself in Tennessee and Florida several times a year, those ancient Appalachian mountains and the ocean both calling to me in equal measure. I’ve never started a story and said, “I think I’ll write a Southern book.” It’s just what naturally pours out of me.

        People treat the South as if it is either all bad or all good. All sweet tea and “bless your heart,” or all hate and bigotry. The reality is, like most places, there is a duality to the South—a beauty and an ugliness. I think this is where stories live.

        The sisters are forced to consider morally complicated choices to survive. Were you interested in challenging readers’ ideas about right and wrong while writing this story?

        Honestly, not really. For me it was never about challenging what is right or wrong—but more of having a character who absolutely doesn’t want to do this thing—she doesn’t want to be someone capable of murder. Yet…she does. For me, I wanted to ask readers, what would it take for you to go all in on something that you absolutely are morally opposed to? Would you do it to save the life of someone you loved? What about if that person wasn’t who you thought them to be?

        How did you approach writing the history between the sisters and slowly revealing what happened in the past? What did your writing process look like?

        Oh my gosh, there is so much lore between Milly and Frances. The short answer is—I’m an over-writer and wrote way, way too many flashback scenes of the girls and then had to cut almost all of them. Spending time figuring out who Milly and Frances were as kids was one of my favorite parts of writing this book. Originally, their flashback scenes extended all the way to when they arrived in Puddle Creek on day one. We met them as little girls, then middle school students, and eventually as the high school kids we see in We Already Dug the Grave. This gave me such a complete picture of who the girls were and how everything they went through shaped them into the adults they became.

        What do you hope readers take away from Milly and Frances’s story?

        I hope the way you view the women from the beginning of the novel completely changes by the end of the novel. I hope you go from rolling your eyes at Milly and thinking she needs to get it together, to wanting to wrap her in a hug. I hope you have complicated feelings about Frances, to say the least. I hope you’re still thinking of the ending days later, because I guarantee that it’s not the ending you wanted…but perhaps you’ll come to see that it’s the only ending that made sense for Milly and Frances. There could be no tidy happily ever after because there was nothing tidy about their relationship.

        And…I hope you pick up the phone and call your sister and tell her about the twisted book you just devoured and let her know she should give it a read.
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