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The girl’s body lies face up on the arid earth.

The ground is hard and parched and has been for so long that cracks create scars so dark they might lead down to hell itself. As night turns to day and a dawn breeze blows, a light coating of dust settles on the naked, pale skin that has been so carefully washed clean. Her empty eyes, still staring upward in the echo of surprise, begin to dry out, and the small stain of crimson at the back of her skull, tinting the fan of her hair, is thickly tacky, the moisture already sucked into the greedy land before the air can claim it, hungry for anything that might once again help the crops grow.

Despite the slow, thirsty death claiming this small Midwest farming town, by the time the sun creeps up over the horizon, away from the body in the barren field, the noise of life is returning. Trucks chug along the quiet roads and those residents who have remained, who have chained their short lives to this unpredictable place, stir and rise, pulling on their clothes and hoping for the scent of rain to finally hang in the air.

Soon, two things will happen at once. The first, a worried call to the sheriff’s office—a girl gone missing, not where she should be, she’s never done anything like this, she’s a good girl, all the things always said—will come through. The second, a farmer, downbeat and already broken by one more year of a terrible harvest, the drought not letting up, will find the girl’s body among the dry scraps that should be wheat. He won’t see the six-inch square on her lower back, her skin removed, red flesh and white bone now stuck to the land that’s like a leech or lamprey sucking what blood it can from her, but he will see the bruises from large hands around her neck, stagger backward, and shout out to his wife—who’s too far away to hear him, rummaging for any eggs the hens might have laid—to call the sheriff’s office, for all that’s holy, call the sheriff, and thus these two narrative strands will twine into a familiar story of horror, loss, and grief.

The town will come together, shocked and tearful. They will take each other’s hands.

They will look to the Lord for answers.

And they will pray.
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Anna’s eyes opened to darkness as the thunder woke her. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, bleary, her head thumping unpleasantly in the muggy heat before the unfamiliar lines of her new bedroom, packing boxes still stacked up against the wall, settled into shape in the gloom. Bright light flashed through the open window. There was the faintest hint of a breeze teasing the edges of the curtains, but the air was endlessly hot and heavy. No rain. No surprise.

Her mouth was dry and her throat raw with the kind of thirst that only ever comes after unexpected sleep. She groaned as she sat up, jeans and tee twisted around her, and hunted down the earbuds lost somewhere on her sheets. What time was it, anyway? After Mom had got Grandma settled and left for work, Anna had come upstairs and plugged herself into an old horror movie on Tubi and must have fallen asleep.

When had that been? Eight? What time was it now? She checked her phone. Nearly four a.m. The time she was normally drifting off these days rather than waking up. Shit. Caroline. Had her little sister looked in on Anna? Probably. She felt a momentary pang of guilt but dismissed it. Caroline was nearly a teenager. She was more than capable of getting herself together for school and bed.

Anna got up, shook her clothes back into place, and peered out at the night. Lightning flashed again, illuminating the old cemetery that sat between their house and the town, the gravestones beyond the old wire fence like uneven worn teeth jutting out from the receding dry earth. She sucked in the warm air, trying to wake up, and tasted the dust carried on the breeze. If there was rain anywhere, it wasn’t over this sorry excuse for a town.

Her head still pounding, she padded barefoot out into the hallway. It was dark, lit only by the silent lightning cutting the sky outside, and when the thunder bellowed, she was sure the house shook a little, the foundations loosening in the parched country earth.

God, she hated this house. It was big—too big for just the four of them—and had the lingering smell of a building probably left empty for years. An absent smell. That of a desiccated corpse, the soul long gone. It was oppressive, despite the size, and the way the wood creaked and the rooms were filled with shadows always gave the impression there was something or someone in the corner of her eye that she couldn’t quite see. The place totally creeped her out, like the home from those old Amityville movies.

She shivered despite the night warmth that snuck in through the old walls. Unnatural shapes formed in the shadows as she went downstairs, but she ignored them. A little fear was at least feeling something, and there were plenty who would call that progress in her post-trauma journey. For all her heart’s pounding, she knew there were no monsters and ghosts. She’d learned the hard way that it was living people who did the bad things.

It was cooler downstairs, and from the hallway she could hear the kitchen tap dripping into the deep ceramic sink like a clock marking out the seconds between the flashes of light outside and the cracks of thunder that followed. She took a glass from the cupboard and flinched as the pipes squealed unpleasantly when she turned the faucet to fill it. She’d been glad to leave college after everything and thought she’d be glad to leave their home in the city—running, running, keep running away from everything—but that was before they’d moved in here. Sure, the house was big and cheap, but, just like the rest of the town, behind the facade, it was tired and worn-out.

She screwed the faucet tight but the stubborn drip continued. Another thing to add to the list for Lucas, the handyman Mom had called in, who seemed to come every day and still the jobs didn’t get finished. When Anna had complained about him, Mom suggested Anna could do some of the repairs herself if she wasn’t happy. Something else for her to help out with when she wasn’t doing her shifts at the diner. Something else to get her back in the world. Another sign that everyone’s patience was wearing thin with Anna’s moods—the unspoken It was all kind of your own fault, after all.

She took her glass and headed out into the dark heart of the house. Her head throbbed slightly, not quite a headache anymore but almost, and she hoped that if she got back to sleep, it would be gone by the time she had to be at the diner for her shift.

“I didn’t faint.”

Anna almost dropped her water as she spun around, clutching the banister for balance. As lightning flashed outside once again, the speaker was momentarily illuminated in harsh bright white. Grandma was standing in front of the sitting room window, so close her nose almost grazed it: a frail old woman in a sleeveless pale nightdress, arms thin and age-marked, skin baggy on the bones.

“I didn’t faint,” she repeated as she lifted her veiny hands and pressed them against the glass before tapping against it with one finger as if trying to get the attention of someone outside. It was creepy to see her like that, ghostly and decrepit. She didn’t look like Grandma much, not anymore. Not during her “moments.” Anna watched as she tapped and paused and started to half hum, half whisper some song Anna vaguely recognized from one of Grandma’s old Barbra Streisand CDs she refused to put headphones on while listening to.

“Grandma?” Anna put her glass down on a side table and touched the old woman’s arm. The soft skin was freezing cold. How long had she been standing here?

The singing became a quiet keening that wheezed out of Grandma and she leaned her forehead against the window, oblivious to Anna. “Is that me?” the old woman whispered.

Oh, great. There had been some vacant moments from Grandma since they’d moved—forgotten words, moments of confusion—but this was the first truly weird episode while Mom was at work, and of course it had to be while Anna was up.

“Evelyn!” Anna said sharply, using Grandma’s first name, and finally the old woman turned around, eyes wide and bewildered. “It’s me. Anna. You’re okay.”

Grandma stared at Anna for a long moment, and it was hard to dislike her for her vicious tongue when she looked so vulnerable. When there was no spite in her, Grandma just looked lost and afraid.

“What are we doing in here?” Grandma glanced from Anna to the window and then at Anna again.

“You tell me, Grandma.” Anna carefully led her back to her first- floor bedroom at the other end of the hall. “Because I sure as shit don’t know.”

“We shouldn’t be here. Don’t you remember?” Evelyn was still agitated. “We shouldn’t be here.”

“I think that every day,” Anna said quietly. “But you all thought moving to this place was a great idea. So here we are.”
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The kitchen was no more appealing with the lights on. The faucet continued to drip as Anna opened the Formica cupboards to look for the chocolate powder as milk heated in the microwave. Although there was nothing wrong with the room, there was something dated about it, no matter how clean and new the surfaces were. She ignored the notes stuck to everything. Kettle. Milk. Sugar.

Your grandmother’s sick. She’s going to have confused moments more and more often and we need to look after her. She may think you’re me when I was little. She may think you’re someone from the past. She may seem lost. It might be scary, but she’s still Grandma, and it’s scarier for her than it is for us, and we have to love her and look after her.

Loving her and looking after her would be easier if Grandma had been less judgmental about what happened with Anna. Mom claimed that the nastiness was the start of the disease taking her. Before she’d been diagnosed. Anna hadn’t been so convinced.

The microwave pinged and she checked that the milk was warm but not hot, in case Grandma spilled it or burned her mouth. Her care was less for Grandma—a year of Evelyn’s less-than-silent judgment and that’s what comes of dancing down the devil’s path comments hadn’t been wiped out by this sudden decline in her health—than the repercussions from Mom. The choice had been stark: Either Anna watched over Grandma and Caroline during her mom’s night shifts or they’d have to get a nurse in. That in turn would mean Anna doing more hours at the diner or a second job and there’d be a stranger in their house during the hours only Anna was usually awake, and she didn’t like the idea of that at all. This was the easiest option.

She stirred in two spoons of chocolate powder, then carried the cup through to Grandma, flicking off the kitchen light as she went, leaving the faucet dripping alone in the darkness.

Grandma was sitting up in bed, looking sideways out the window. “Why doesn’t it rain?” she said. No acknowledgment of the strange lost moment that just occurred. Her voice was back to normal. Brittle as dry summer twigs. “All this noise and light but no rain. What’s the point without the rain?”

“It’ll pass soon,” Anna said. “Drink your hot chocolate and go back to sleep.”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a child, girl.”

There she was. The Grandma Anna knew. “I’m just trying to help, Grandma.”

“Why are you calling me Grandma, Claire? What is the matter—” Her head snapped around, irritated, and she stopped mid-sentence. Claire was Anna’s mother’s name. The wrong person. A wrong moment. Anna stood there, awkward, as time settled back down around Evelyn. Maybe a nurse in the house wouldn’t be such a bad idea.

“Good night,” she said quietly.

She was pulling the door behind her when Grandma stopped her.

“Anna.”

Her own name, at least. Grandma was back in the building.

“Yes?”

Evelyn stared defiantly at her from the bed, all her formidable God-fearing rage and strength now housed in that diminished, breaking-down body and mind, but if the old woman was afraid, she wasn’t going to show it.

“Thank you for the hot chocolate,” she said eventually. “You’d best get some sleep. You want to be fresh for work tomorrow.” She picked up the cup, took a sip, and went back to staring out at the dry storm in the night. Anna took that as her cue to escape.

Found Grandma in the sitting room when getting water. She was pressed up against the window. Don’t know how long she was there for. Maybe ages. Her hands were freezing.

She sent the text to her mother, then once back in her own room, stripped down to her T-shirt and underwear and got into bed. She was unsettled. Much as Anna didn’t like Grandma, the idea of Evelyn getting out of bed and potentially hurting herself made her feel responsible, and she didn’t want to be responsible for anyone.
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The air was still like hot molasses, but the thunder faded as the dry storm moved on across the swaths of struggling farmland, leaving what was left of the night peaceful. Anna reached for her earbuds and was about to plug herself into a true-crime podcast when her bedroom door creaked open.

“Anna?”

Caroline stood in the doorway, her long hair messy down her back from sweaty sleep.

“What do you want?” What now? Why couldn’t people just leave her alone?

“I thought I heard something.” Her little sister hovered where she was, nervous to come in, nervous to stay outside, one bare foot pressing down awkwardly on the other. “Downstairs.” A few years earlier she would have just run and jumped into Anna’s bed, excited to be in the presence of that rare creature, her sophisticated and wild older sister. Those days were gone.

“I got up for water, that’s all,” Anna said. “Go back to sleep.”

Caroline glanced back over her shoulder into the gloom of the hallway and then over to Anna again. “Are you sure that’s all it was?”

“I’m sure.”

Caroline took a few steps into Anna’s room and leaned against the dresser. Her legs were long, colt-like, and she suddenly looked too old for her Disney nightshirt that now barely covered her panties. She was nearly thirteen, and that was starting to show. Anna didn’t like it. Not one bit.



“Holly says the Farmhand is coming. She says it’s been six years since Lila Clarke was murdered and three years since Bonnie Buchanan. So she says he’ll be coming again now. Been another three years.”

Holly Greenbough was the center of the seventh-grade social circle, from what Anna could make out, and since starting at St. Columbus Elementary and High two weeks ago, a nervous new girl arriving toward the end of the summer semester, Holly was all Caroline could talk about. “I thought they got the guy who killed those girls. Some traveling farmworker, right? Shot dead holding up a grocery store?” She’d heard bubbles of quiet gossip in the diner about the murdered girls, vague snippets rather than much that was concrete, but she’d been reassured to hear the killer was dead.

“Yeah.” Caroline shrugged. “But Holly says he didn’t do it. She says even though he had a bunch of sick stuff on his phone, no one really thinks he’s the killer. She says the Farmhand isn’t a man at all but some kind of monster. He strangles girls then cuts skin from their backs and eats it. Keeps him alive for three years at a time. That’s why he’s returning now. She said that if you say Farmhand in the mirror three times, it’ll be you who dies next.”

“Holly seems to say a lot.” Anna laughed, glad for so many reasons that she wasn’t that age again, not least because of the popular girls and all their bullshit. She knew what they were like. She’d been one, after all.

“It’s not funny.” Caroline flicked her hair, indignant. “She was daring people to do it, but no one would. I’m glad she didn’t dare me.”

“You know that mirror thing is just every urban legend ever told, right? Candyman? Bloody Mary? If she was making something up to scare you, she could have come out with something better.”

“She didn’t make it up! She believes it too.” Caroline was so earnest she looked like a child again rather than some half woman. “When I heard the storm I thought maybe he was coming to get me. Holly said it was a dry storm when the other girls died. She said it didn’t rain all year until they were found. Then it was like God was crying.” She glanced at the window. “And now it’s a drought and it’s been another three years. He’s coming, I just know it.”

Anna felt pretty ready to turn Farmhand and strangle Holly Greenbough herself. This was obviously a trick being played on the new girl, and Caroline was so eager to fit in she’d totally fallen for it. Anna hadn’t realized her sister was this gullible.

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered and got up from the bed, going to stand by her sister at the dresser mirror. The ten-year age gap was too big for them to be friends, and before she’d gone off to college, Anna had enjoyed Caroline’s adoration but also found her clingy, always wanting to know what their dad was like and if he’d loved them, and she’d ended up making shit up, because what the hell did Anna know, really? He’d left when Caroline was born, and Anna had been a kid herself. But now Caroline was growing up too—a changeling, a butterfly half-trapped in a childish cocoon.

“There are no such thing as monsters, Callie. And urban legends are bullshit. Look.” She turned to face the mirror. “Farmhand…” She dropped her voice low as if summoning a devil.

“No, don’t, Anna!” Caroline grabbed her arm. “It’s not funny.”

“Farmhand,” she said again, ignoring her sister’s panicked protest, and then, more loudly, she said it for the third time. “Farmhand.”

Caroline gasped. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Well, if he’s going to come for anyone now, it will be me.” Anna turned back toward her bed. “But he won’t because this is just childish bullshit. It’s not even original childish bullshit. Okay? I mean, come on. Maybe they buy into all that out here in the sticks, but you’re a Boston kid. You know better, right?”

Caroline nodded, and although she didn’t look entirely convinced, her trust in Anna was such that she was more reassured. “Maybe it’s this house,” she said quietly. “I like my new school. I like my new friends. But this house scares me.”

Anna couldn’t argue with that. She felt it too, even if she refused to be cowed by the creaks and shadows and sense of emptiness the walls housed.

“I wish Mom didn’t have to do these night shifts.” Caroline’s face was tired and furrowed. “I like it better when she’s on days.” Callie had always been the one to have nightmares, and she hadn’t been sleeping well here. When she was small, their mother would let her in bed with her, a joy she’d never allowed Anna when their dad was around. But then their mother had poured all her love into her second child. Maybe it was to make up for Caroline never knowing their dad, but to Anna it always felt like she was left out in the cold. That Caroline was the special girl, the golden child. That maybe if she’d been the first, their father would never have vanished.

“Mom’ll be home soon enough,” Anna said. “Now go back to bed, I want to listen to a podcast.”

“You’re not going to sleep yet?” Caroline looked hopeful. “Really?” Her eyes glanced at Anna’s bed.

“You can’t sleep in here with me.” Anna cut off her question before she’d had a chance to ask it. “It’s too hot.” Caroline’s shoulders slumped. She looked small and dejected, and for a moment, Anna’s heart softened.

“Okay, I won’t listen to anything,” she said, relenting slightly and putting her earbuds on the side table. “Just in case of any noises. Not that there’ll be any. And if the Farmhand comes, I’ll deal with him. Explain why he should get out of this shithole town and go haunt girls someplace else.”

“This place isn’t so bad.” Caroline gave her a shy smile.

“Then I’ll tell him he can have the spare room. As long as he fixes the plumbing. And looks after Grandma. Maybe I’ll tell him he has to share her room. We’ll see who’s scared then.”

That was the Anna Caroline knew and loved. Irreverent Anna. Devil-may-care Anna. Not moody, sullen Anna, who dropped out of college in shame. Still, like the title of that old Stones song, you can’t always get what you want. Moody, closed-off Anna was pretty much all that was left.

“You promise you’ll listen out?” Caroline said.

“I promise.” Anna winked at her sister. “Now shoo.”

Caroline darted over and kissed her cheek. Anna barely had time to feel the brush of her silky hair on her skin and then she was gone, just footfalls in the corridor as she ran back to her own bed.

Anna lay there for a moment in the silence before turning out her bedside light and reaching for her earbuds. She scanned through various podcasts, focusing on those where the perpetrator got caught, but couldn’t find one to suit her mood, instead clicking through to the New York Times web page and staring at the competition for the zillionth time since she’d seen it. The challenge was to write a longform piece about where you live in America that evoked place as well as showed investigative and emotive skills. Anna hadn’t written anything since what happened in college, and she hadn’t done much there. She chewed her bottom lip. There were still six weeks until the deadline, but what would she write about anyway? Serving breakfasts in a small-town diner?

She closed it down and opted for music rather than a podcast, Nine Inch Nails loud and angry in her ears. So what if she’d promised Caroline she’d listen out for anything strange? Caroline needed to learn that people weren’t reliable. They didn’t keep promises and they never kept you safe. People were shit.

She turned the music up loud enough to hurt her ears and drown out any attempt at thinking her mind might do and closed her eyes, her headache finally gone.
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It was around a thirty-minute easy walk into town, but as the sun grew hotter and the cheap fabric of Anna’s uniform began to cling to her skin, sweat curling the loose hair at the base of her dark ponytail, she wished Grandma had lent her some of her nest egg to buy a car instead of telling her how good walking was for the soul.

Maybe the walking thing was true, but not in this heat when Anna had an eight-hour shift coming up. All Grandma ever cared about was the soul—how to be your best person for the next life, as if this one didn’t warrant a little attention too.

Harper’s Creek was Grandma’s hometown and she claimed to have had a happy childhood here, but as Anna walked the length of Main Street to get to Jeannie’s Diner, she reached the same conclusion she had every time. The place was a dump. After growing up in Boston and then having her year at Columbia in New York, this rural town was alien. There were some crops in the distance, but the majority of the fields she passed were hardly lush and full as they should be at this time of year. She knew from what she’d heard in the diner that more and more farmers were weighed down with debts and no chance of paying them off because even when they’d had good years, they didn’t make enough, and then the drought returned. She didn’t understand why they didn’t all cut their losses and move somewhere with jobs. And hope.

At the edge of town she passed the first couple of too many closed stores with faded For Lease signs in their windows. The first was a boutique, Rags to Riches, and the other, Party Time!, had grime coating the inside windowsills where a mannequin in a cheap nurse’s outfit leaned heavily to one side, staring out, woefully forgotten. The quiet sidewalks were cracked and uneven, dry dirt filling the gaps. America’s breadbasket now a dust bowl. Struggling to stay alive but dying all the same. The noise and wealth of the city—the constant energy of it—was a different universe. The quiet was the only thing she liked about it here. It made her feel almost safe. Out of time.

On Main, she passed the small supermarket and the hardware store and heard the strains of a hymn. A congregation in full voice filled the air even though the church doors were closed and it was a Saturday.


You teach us through the growing grain, the price of life eternal, plain

No paradise built by idle hands, no love without some pain

Where fear has scarred the land, let his word be our decree

We shall be called to bleed ourselves, that others might be free.



She tried to zone out the singing. There wasn’t much evidence of grain growing in this small town. Still, the voices inside swelled, a wave of sound in the quiet. A farmers’ service, that’s what the board said was happening inside. Maybe prayer was all they had left.
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There were three social hubs in town: the church, The Shamrock—a bar that had no visible links to Ireland, so far as Anna could tell—and Jeannie’s Diner. Of the three, Jeannie’s was the most consistently busy. The pay was shit and the hours erratic, but at least the job didn’t involve getting a bus into Kearney, which would add an hour each way, and the time drifted by quickly enough with a steady stream of customers to serve.

Jeannie and her husband, Miles, had opened the place thirty years before when they were young—as framed photographs on the walls attested—and while Miles, who spent his time in the kitchen or doing the books, had happily spread to fat and gone bald, Jeannie’s hair was the same harsh red as back then, and she kept it in the same fifties style that had been retro in the nineties, let alone now.

Her figure was trim and her lipstick still a crimson that didn’t suit her hair, but Anna doubted anyone had ever been brave enough to tell her. Jeannie was a bless your heart kind of woman. Sugar on the surface but sour and salt underneath, every compliment wrapped in a barb.

“Jeannie.” A well-dressed ruddy-faced man who’d been eating with his family came to the counter from their booth. “I’ll settle up.” He nodded over to the corner. “And give me the Millers’ check too.”

Anna knew the Millers were the foursome in the far corner where the parents had the smallest items on the menu so their kids could have burgers and fries. She’d worked here three Saturdays so far and they’d come in on each one, the event maybe a family treat that the parents didn’t want to give up.

“That’s very kind of you, William McArthur.” Jeannie’s painted fingernails flew across the keys of the old register, ringing up the items and getting his change.

“They’re hardworking folks. Won’t find a better farmer in the state. Their luck will turn soon.”

“I’ll be praying for it.” Jeannie nodded her head sagely.

“Amen to that.” McArthur slapped his large hand down on the counter hard, as if making a judgment, before picking up his hat and tipping it at the waitresses, and ushering his wife and children out.

“Take some ice cream sundaes over to those kids, will you, Suzy?” Miles said through the hatch. “Oh hell, for the parents too.”

“Really?” Jeannie turned to face her husband. One of her thin penciled-in brows rose to a sharp arch. “No wonder we’ll never retire rich, Miles Brannigan.”

“You’re a real pushover, Uncle Miles.” Suzy leaned through the hatch and kissed him on the cheek before starting at the ice cream station. Suzy, dressed in the same Jeannie’s uniform as Anna, albeit one that stopped mid-thigh, was around the same age as Anna but Anna wasn’t sure she liked her much. She was pretty, and her short uniform clung in all the right places, but like her aunt Jeannie, sometimes there was a streak of meanness under her soft exterior.

“Their farm struggling?” Anna asked Miles, watching the Mil-lers’ surprise and relief at their check being paid. “Nice that people are looking out for them.”

Miles snorted. “Some fancy city company out of Omaha is buying up a lot of the land around here. All across the state. If the bank forecloses on that farm, we have no control who they sell to. Better to keep the Millers afloat ourselves than get eaten up by soulless corporations that don’t understand us.”

“Mormons are buying land too. I saw a crazy documentary about them on Netflix.” Suzy squirted cream high on top of the sundaes before adding cherries and sprinkles. “One woman had fifty brothers, turned out. And they were all killing each other to take charge. Blood atonement, they called it. Like these people had to be sacrificed to God or whatever for their sins. They caught them, though. Locked them up, and the women, who hadn’t been allowed to do anything but marry old men and have children, ran away. Don’t want that craziness here either.”

“Something tells me that’s not all Mormons, Suzy.” Miles looked at her, amused, and she shrugged, taking the tray of desserts.

“Better safe than sorry.”

Anna watched her wiggle over to the Millers, the small, thin kids’ eyes wide with delight as she put the ice cream down. That was people all over, she thought, thinking about the fuss being made over the Millers while making a note to find the documentary and see if there was a podcast of it. Even kindness was invariably selfish.
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It was six o’clock, and Anna only had an hour of her shift left when Sheriff Adams stormed in, his weathered face like thunder as he pulled off his hat to reveal thick, unkempt black hair that was taking every direction out of town at once. He sat heavily on a stool and sighed, aggrieved, before unfolding a sheet of paper on the counter.

“Someone’s put these up all over. You heard anyone talking about it?”

Jeannie and Suzy got closer to take a look, and Anna found herself curious too. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t the pair of smiling faces in front of her. Lila Clarke and Bonnie Buchanan. The two dead girls. Lila was the youngest, sixteen when she died, and Anna figured Bonnie had been maybe twenty. They were both pretty, Lila blond, and Bonnie dark like Anna. Both full of life in the reproduced photos.

Seeing their faces was like looking at Insta or Snapchat photos of herself before. They glowed with the thrill of so many years still to be lived. All that excitement for whatever fate had in store for them, not realizing that fate had a cruel sense of humor. She felt a pang of solidarity. Something bad had happened to her, yes, even if Grandma—and Mom sometimes—not so quietly thought it was probably her own fault. But what happened to these two girls was so much worse. So final. Underneath their pictures, printed large in a shaky hand, loud and accusatory, were the words:


6 YEARS SINCE LILA, 3 YEARS SINCE BONNIE.WHO WILL BE NEXT?



“People are struggling enough right now without this kind of paranoia. This is a closed case.” Sheriff Adams looked over at a smartly dressed old man who’d been reading in a corner for an hour or so and was now getting up to leave. “You seen any of these up by your surgery, Doc?”

The old man shook his head. “I don’t see much past a few feet unless I switch my glasses over.” His voice was gravelly, and his words reassuringly slow, as if he thought about each one before speaking. He looked down at the posters, sorrowful. “Guess it’s no surprise. It’s that time, after all.”

“Michael Cairns was shot barely twenty miles from here five days after Bonnie’s murder. He’d been spying on teenagers around this town every year he worked here. His phone was full of Peeping Tom photos of girls getting undressed—including both Lila and Bonnie. State police called it over and done. What more do people want? Michael Cairns killed those girls.”

“You know that and I know that,” the doctor answered. “But there’s no convincing everyone. If I see any posters, I’ll take them down. You’re right. The town doesn’t need this dragging out again. Not fair for Bonnie’s family either.”

“Shame there was no hard evidence,” Miles muttered. Anna heard him even if the sheriff didn’t. Her stomach turned. Seemed Holly Greenbough wasn’t the only person who thought the murders were far from solved.

“It’ll be forgotten again in a month.” The doctor squeezed the sheriff’s shoulder as he passed him to leave.

“Let’s hope so,” Sheriff Adams said with a sigh as a young deputy came alongside. “I need the restroom. Damn prostate. Order for us.”

“Sure.” The deputy was good-looking in a clean-cut way, and Anna noticed Suzy standing a little taller than she had been.

“I’m going out of town that weekend anyway,” Suzy said. “Just in case.” She glanced at Anna. “You might want to think about it too. We’re the kind of girls he’d go for. Young. Pretty.”

“This town and its superstitions.” The deputy smiled. “No one’s getting murdered, Suzy, you know that.”

“If you say so.” Suzy didn’t look convinced. “You’d better promise to keep us safe.”

“I’ll do my best.” He leaned forward to look through the hatch. “Two double cheeseburgers, hold the pickles on one, and two coffees, cream and sugar, to go, please, Miles.”

As he glanced across at Anna, something close to recognition flickered in his hazel eyes. “Hi, I’m Todd Greenbough. You must be Anna.”

Anna stared at him, heart thrumming. How did he know who she was? Her wariness must have showed because he quickly clarified.

“Your name’s on your badge. And I think your kid sister, Caroline, is in the same class as mine. Holly?”

“Oh yeah, I think they’re friends.” She didn’t elaborate, not wanting to encourage conversation or friendship, but Todd grinned.

“It’s strange having a sibling so much younger, isn’t it? No one gets it. It’s like half being a parent.”

Anna shrugged. “I guess.” He was right, though. It was odd to be so much older with no other brothers or sisters in between. Sometimes she felt close to Caroline, and other times they were like strangers. No cultural reference points to share and constantly resenting being left in charge like an unpaid nanny.

Suzy stepped in front of Anna, blocking her, to put down the to-go coffee cups. “You coming to The Shamrock tonight, Todd? I’m doing a couple of hours bartending, but I get off at ten thirty. Killing Time is playing. Could be fun.”

“I’ll see how I feel when my shift ends.”

“I’ll look out for you. Maybe you could see me home.”

“Still getting wet for Todd Greenbough while he brushes you off, huh, Suzy?”

The voice was loud, and then there was the click of a lighter and the acrid scent of cigarette smoke, and they all turned to looked at the speaker. “Nothing changes in this town.”

Anna hadn’t noticed the girl come in, and she hadn’t ordered anything but was standing and smoking by the jukebox, making her selection.

Todd flushed, and Suzy looked slapped. “You’re such a bitch, Melissa.”

The jukebox burst into life, some country remix of “Three Cigarettes in an Ashtray” playing, and this young woman, maybe Anna’s age, swayed to the music, her own cigarette hanging from her lips. She was wearing denim overalls with only a bra top underneath and had a slim armful of brightly colored plastic bangles that clacked together as she moved, and her eyes were lined with thick smudged kohl. Her hair, darker even than Anna’s, was high on her head in a scruffy ponytail. It wasn’t so much how she looked that fascinated Anna, but the way she unsettled everyone around her. The air fizzed with a new tension.

“Cool it, Melissa.” Sheriff Adams, out of the restroom, joined his young deputy at the counter. He took the lid off his coffee and sipped it. “And you know smoking inside’s against the law.” He didn’t look at her, but his voice was no-nonsense, the patient tone of an exasperated father.

“I’m going anyway, Uncle Zach.” She took a long drag of the cigarette as the rest of the diner watched, then sauntered past the sheriff, a smile on her face, flicking her ash in his coffee and blowing the smoke in Todd’s direction.

Anna watched, smiling herself, until the diner door swung shut. The sheriff shook his head, pushing his cup away as Jeannie put a fresh coffee down in front of him. “Family or not, you shouldn’t let her behave like that to you. It’s disrespectful,” she said.

Sheriff Adams waved away her concern. “She doesn’t mean it. Bad time of year for her, you know that. She loved Lila.”

Miles came out of the kitchen with the burgers wrapped in foil. “That’s the no-pickle. Gave you extra cheese.”

“You’re a good man, Miles Brannigan. I won’t hear a word said against you.” He got to his feet. “Come on, Todd, we can eat in the car. Those new speed cameras won’t check themselves.” Todd Greenbough paused as he followed and looked back at Anna.

“You should come to The Shamrock sometime. Can be a good night.”

Anna gave the slightest tilt of her head—a completely noncommittal, disinterested nod—and he flushed again, embarrassed, and followed his boss out. Anna wiped away a few drops of spilled coffee, scrubbing much harder than necessary. She’d go to The Shamrock when hell froze over.
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Anna ended up working an extra hour after a group of truckers had come in, and in the main she’d put her unease around the dead girls out of her mind. She would believe the sheriff over paranoid townspeople. If the state police had closed the case, then surely Harper’s Creek was safe. It was easier said than done to keep believing that when she left the diner to head home, however. Whoever was putting the posters up had been busy, and the thin photocopied sheets were pinned or taped to posts and walls and empty store windows, some flapping in the hot evening breeze as if the town was keen to shake them away, sticky paper on fingertips.

She felt the girls’ eyes on her, demanding her attention, and in her imagination they were sending a warning. Take care, Anna, don’t let it be you next.

She walked faster, nervous, this small town suddenly very much unsafe. She was being ridiculous. The Farmhand, or at least the real man who inspired the stupid boogeyman story, was dead, and the murders happened long before she got here. She didn’t know the murdered girls. She had shit of her own to deal with. But still, she couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling. Shame there was no hard evidence. That’s what Miles had said. But surely if the killer had been someone else, someone who lived here in Harper’s Creek, they’d have given themselves away by now. Even as she thought it, she knew that wasn’t true. She’d listened to enough podcasts and watched enough documentaries on serial killers to know they could go undiscovered for years. It didn’t make her feel any better. She glanced behind and around, picking up her pace.

With the evening air cooler, the promises held by a Saturday night were coming alive in Harper’s Creek. Music was playing in The Shamrock, pumping down the quiet of Main Street—and several trucks kicked up dust as they drove toward it, as if answering the call.

The deep bass throbbed as a country-rock number started, and Anna was reminded of the church hymn she’d heard earlier, on her way into work. This was the flip side to that—a beacon of danger in the night, drawing the wild and reckless, promising drinking and dancing and a good time. She of before would have loved it, but now she hurried in the opposite direction.

As she passed the church board, she saw that a poster of the girls had been tacked up there too. Their faces had washed in gray as night fell, as if they were truly ghosts looking back at her. Anna stared, and when the church’s rear door opened unexpectedly, she froze, as if caught mid-crime. A tall figure, a black shadow against the pale yellow light pooling out from inside, emerged.

Pastor Keene paused, and as he smiled his white teeth glinted. “Anna, isn’t it?” The security light clicked on as he closed and locked the church behind him. “What brings you to my door?”

He was tall, well over six feet, his body sinewy lean, hair thick and still dark despite him being in his fifties, and as he stepped out of the shadows, his blue eyes sharp and shining, there was something almost predatory about him. Masculine. Anna’s skin hummed like a rabbit’s would, suddenly aware of a fox. “How do you know my name?” The second man today to know who she was, and it made her feel vulnerable.

“It’s my job to know my flock.” He joined her on the sidewalk. “And as I’m sure you’ve realized by now, Harper’s Creek is a small town. I know most faces. Process of elimination. And the uniform”—he nodded to her dress with Jeannie’s on it—“tells me you must be Anna Maybourne. Evelyn Maybourne’s granddaughter?” A flash of those white teeth again. “Welcome to town. Always good to have a family return to the fold. I’ve seen you in church too.”

“We only go for Grandma’s sake.” She lifted her chin high, refusing to show any sign that her heart was beating so fast in her chest she thought she might pass out. “I believe in science, I don’t believe in God.”

“Is that so?” He was amused as he opened the door to his Mercedes, pristine and dust-free despite being from the eighties at least, its lines low and hard. “Well, that doesn’t mean that God doesn’t believe in you, Anna Maybourne.” He tossed his soft leather briefcase onto the back seat. “Can I give you a ride home?”

“I’m good to walk.” Staring at the darkness, she wanted nothing better than to be home as quickly as possible, but she’d take her chances in the night a hundred times over rather than get in that old car with a strange man.

“Then take care.” He looked at her thoughtfully. “Phone signal’s patchy at best since those two towers went down. And when it gets dark out beyond the edge of town, there’s no streetlights to guide you.”

“I know,” she said, defensive. “Like I said, I’m good.” They stood a moment longer, watching each other, before Anna realized that he wasn’t going anywhere until she left, so she walked past him, her hips stiff and legs feeling like they were moving all wrong under his gaze. A minute or so later the car coughed loud as his ignition fired up, but he must have turned to head the other way, because he didn’t come past. As she walked into the suffocating night, her heart finally slowing down to somewhere close to normal, she resisted the urge to look back.
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Pastor Keene hadn’t been wrong about the darkness away from town. The narrow white beam from the flashlight on Anna’s phone barely reached her feet, and when she held it out ahead of her the ocean of darkness greedily ate it up. She walked fast but not too fast, knowing that she was only a skip away from a panicked run. She took deep breaths to calm herself.

There was no one out here. No killer lying in wait. No demon Farmhand coming to murder her because she’d summoned him so cynically the night before. She gripped her keys tight, sharp edges pointing outward between fingers. Even if someone did attack her, she was ready. Elbow to the throat. Key in the eye. Run.

Occasionally, as her sneaker scuffed along the edge of the asphalt, she thought she heard the throaty growl of an old car engine somewhere behind, but no headlights broke into the night, and no car overtook her.

She paused, looking back, but could see nothing. Surely Pastor Keene wasn’t following her home, crawling along somewhere back there with his headlights off. Was he? Her stomach jittered. Six years since Lila Clarke and three years since Bonnie Buchanan. He’ll be coming again now. That’s what Caroline had said last night. Was there a creep out here waiting for his three-year murder fix?

She was being ridiculous. It wasn’t even that late. Nine, maybe. There were still a few hours’ drinking time at The Shamrock, and why would anyone risk murdering a girl in a field when a pickup could come by any minute and hear her screams? The dark and the quiet were freaking her out, that was all. She wasn’t used to it. Standing tall, she kept on walking, focusing on the steady rhythm of her feet. She’d be home before she knew it.

She wasn’t sure what came first, the glow of light or the low strains of music. It wasn’t a truck coming toward her, though—this light was static—and as she moved forward, she realized both were coming from the cemetery up ahead. She got closer, her footfalls whispering carefully, and stayed in the shadows. The light was thick, an industrial flashlight, maybe, strong enough to beat back the night, and it cast its beam across the headstones, making them a gaping maw. In the brightness Anna could see a figure dancing among the dead.

She stayed in the shadows, watching. Who was that? As the tune wafted toward her on the warm night air and she recognized the lyrics, she realized it was the same song the rebellious young woman in the diner, Melissa, had played on the jukebox. That must be her dancing, alone in the cemetery at night.

Anna was tempted to squeeze through the gap in the fence and say hi, to see if she could dance too, anything to feel free of herself. Maybe even make a friend, tragic as that sounded. Someone who wouldn’t judge her. Someone who didn’t know. Someone maybe as fucked-up and angry as she was.

She had almost built up the courage to do it when suddenly there were headlights on the road behind her, coming out of nowhere as if the driver had been there all along but only just switched them on. The growl of an old gas-guzzling engine revving faster. Was that Pastor Keene’s car?

She hesitated, considering standing her ground and facing whoever it was, momentarily braver in Melissa’s proximity, but then an owl screeched overhead, startling her, and, knowing the house was only a few hundred yards ahead, she turned and marched toward home. She didn’t want to run, a run would be admitting panic, but her breathless stride was as close to a jog as she’d come in a long time.

Once she reached the porch, she looked back, panting. The car hadn’t followed her at all but instead stopped by the cemetery. The headlights glowed in the night like a wild animal’s eyes, but she couldn’t tell if the flashlight was still on. From here, she couldn’t hear whether the music was still playing either.

Had the pastor been following her home and then heard the music and gone to check out the cemetery? That made the most sense, even if it was weird. Maybe he’d followed to make sure she got back safely, but the idea of his car crawling along behind her with the lights off was creepy as fuck, and she was glad to be home.

She let herself inside and made sure the front door was locked. She glanced sideways, but there was no Grandma muttering in the sitting room, and the kitchen light was on, dispelling any shadows. Mom would have left only a little while before, knowing Anna was on her way, and she must have gotten Grandma settled in her room and Caroline put to bed before she left.

Grandma’s TV was loud coming from her ground-floor bedroom, but Anna didn’t go talk to her, instead heading straight upstairs. The less time she spent with Grandma, the better. Grandma had made it absolutely clear who she blamed for what happened in college, and it wasn’t the boys. Anna didn’t owe her anything.

She left the light off and went to her bedroom window to look out. There was nothing to see. Only darkness. Whatever had been going on at the cemetery, it had stopped. She watched for a few minutes longer, but the night remained empty, and so she flopped onto her bed and turned on the bedside lamp.

She pulled the folded piece of paper out of her jacket pocket—one she’d just taken down from the noticeboard when the pastor came out of the church, startling her—and carefully opened it up. The two dead girls smiled at her.


WHO WILL BE NEXT?



The paper felt like a totem and she didn’t know why she’d taken it.

Thinking of the pitch-black night and the long stretches of lonely barren fields, Anna shivered. How shitty it must have been to die and be left out there. Poor Lila and Bonnie. She touched each of their faces, then slid the paper carefully into her bedside table drawer and turned off the lamp. She lay, thinking, in the silence of the darkness, before eventually, hours later, just as Mom’s car pulled up outside, her eyes closed and she drifted into sleep, where the thing that once happened to her tried to resurface—hands, heat, confused panic—but was pushed back down, the empty space still needed, required, insistent that the memory could wait. It could wait again and again and again, night after night.
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“I’m going to put them on the top-shelf kitchen cupboard left side of the stove. Neither she nor Caroline can reach that high.” Mom spoke quietly. “Give Grandma one at night and she should sleep right through.”

Anna looked down at the pill packet with some long name on it she couldn’t begin to pronounce. She was foggy, not even dressed yet, having not fallen asleep until dawn. “What if she doesn’t want to take them?”

“Don’t tell her. Just put one in a hot chocolate. She likes that and it’ll cover any taste.”

“You want me to put drugs in her drink?” Anna stared at her. “Wow, Mom. Really? After what happened to me?”

“Jesus, Anna, this is different.” Her mom’s face flushed with the realization of the suggestion, and Anna felt a stab of satisfaction at her discomfort. All their lives moved on, forgetting, but Anna was stuck in that night, waiting to remember.

“It’s for her own good.” Mom shoved the pills in her pocket. “And yours. You don’t want to be up with her when I’m on nights, worrying she’s going to set herself on fire or something, do you?”

She was right. Anna did not. “Okay, okay, I’ll do it.”

“Good.”

“Hey, Claire?”

A male voice called up the stairs, and her mom hurried to the door and called down. “One minute!”

“He’s here again? Maybe he’ll actually finish one of the jobs he’s started.”

“Lucas is doing things thoroughly, that’s all. Now get dressed. We have to leave for church in twenty minutes. And no jeans. Pants if you have to, but not jeans.”

“I’m twenty-two, Mom. I don’t see why I have to go if I don’t want to, and if I do go, why I can’t wear what I want.”

“You’ll go because we want to fit in here and it makes Grandma happy, which makes my life easier, and you’ll dress appropriately precisely because you are an adult.”

Anna didn’t have an answer for that, and at least Mom hadn’t used the While you’re under my roof line that had been her go-to comment on everything during the angry months when Anna first came home. She washed quickly—there was no way she was showering while the workman was in the house—and pulled on some summer-blue cotton pants and a blouse before running a brush through her hair and pulling it into a tight ponytail.

With no makeup it made her look severe, but she was fine with that. She sometimes wore light makeup for her diner shifts, but that was only because Jeannie insisted on it—the customers like to look at a pretty face—and Anna didn’t want to lose her job, even though she also wanted to point out that it was a diner, not a strip club, and that maybe it was against employment regulations to insist on lip gloss.

Grandma was in the hall putting a ribbon in Caroline’s hair, but as Anna came downstairs, what got her attention was her mother’s laughter coming from the kitchen. It was almost a giggle. Mom barely smiled these days, and she sure as shit didn’t giggle.

From the doorway, she looked in. Lucas, recognizable from his thick sandy hair, was crouching by the sink, taking a look at the old pipework in the cupboard as he talked.

“If I’d known the house had been sold, I’d have got all this stuff mended before you moved in. But I’ve been working over in Grand Island for the past six months and no one told me. I was surprised. Figured this place would be empty forever.”

“Sorry for disappointing you.” Mom’s voice was light, with more humor in it than Anna was used to these days.

“Oh, I can live with it.” Lucas stood up and grinned at her, his T-shirt and battered jeans fitting him well, tanned arms showing hints of tattoos poking out from the sleeves. Mom flicked her hair and tucked a strand behind her ear. Jesus, was she flirting?

“Mom? We going?”

“Oh, you were quick.” Again with the hair-tucking. She was definitely flirting. Anna knew on some level that she should be happy for her, Mom had been on her own a long time, but instead she found it gross. Terrifying. Disgusting. Emotions attached to lost memories.

“We should get to church.” She grabbed her gray cardigan from the back of a kitchen chair and turned to go to the hall, but not before seeing Mom’s irritation.

“Don’t mind her,” Mom said quietly, but not so quietly Anna couldn’t hear her. “She’s had some problems. Mental health, you know how it is.”

Some problems. That was one way of putting it. And mental health had become the catchall way of dealing with what happened to Anna. She’s taking a break from college because of some mental health problems. How many times had she heard that now?

“It’s fine,” Lucas said, the amusement in his tone prickling Anna, no pretense at quiet from him. “And she’s right, if you want to get there in time for service, you should be making a move. Don’t want to make the great and beloved Pastor Ezekiel Keene mad. I’ll text you a price for each job and a total. Then you can decide.”

Pastor Ezekiel Keene. Had he followed her home last night just because she’d refused a lift? Maybe it was a nice gesture, but it was also creepy as hell. In the hallway, Caroline, in a neat summer dress, hair ribbon a perfect bow, did a twirl for Grandma. “Do I look okay?”

“Such a peach.” Grandma nodded approvingly. “Pretty and demure. Perfect.” She didn’t look at Anna or comment, which was comment enough. But then Caroline was still moldable into a good little Christian country girl like Grandma had been. Anna was a sullied lost cause.

“Let’s go.” She was already at the door. No reason for them to stand around for the handyman to leave, although Anna wondered what Grandma would make of Mom’s gushing over him. She must have sounded firm, because Grandma and Caroline followed her out and by the time Mom left the house a few minutes later, they were all three starting to sweat against the hot fabric of the car seats.

Anna watched as Lucas smiled his goodbyes and got into his van and Mom waved him off, her eyes lingering on him just a moment too long for comfort. Anna knew that feeling. She remembered it. A yearning to see someone again. A spark of attraction. Memories of another Anna from what felt like a long time ago. It was strange to see her mother looking at a man like that. It terrified Anna. Mom drove her mad, but she didn’t want her getting hurt. Still, Mom was decidedly more cheerful when she got into the car than she had been while telling Anna to drug her grandmother barely half an hour earlier.

“About time,” Grandma sniffed. Even though it was another endlessly hot day, she wore a high-neck dress, white gloves, and a hat, her handbag clutched tightly in front of her in the passenger seat. It was all a little too much, making her a caricature of a faded Southern belle. Her lipstick—too dark a shade—had already started to leak into the deep creases around her mouth, red-river trickles, like blood on an aging vampire. “Caroline should have been at Sunday school with the other children,” Grandma muttered, looking out at the empty fields bordering the road.

“Well, I didn’t get home until five this morning, Mom, and I’ve only had four hours’ sleep. I’m sure the good Lord will understand.” Mom’s momentary cheer from attractive male company had returned to irritation.

From the back seat, all Anna could see of her mother were her tense shoulders and her eyes glancing into the rearview mirror. She looked worn-out. And older than her forty-four years, more lines on her face than there had been even a year or so ago. Maybe that was Anna’s fault too. Mom had given birth to Anna at twenty-two, her own age now, and that felt weird enough. Married out of high school. Fat lot of good that had done her. No wonder she was ready to throw herself at the first half-good-looking man who paid her any attention.

What a household they were, Anna thought as they drove toward town, the bright sun burning the hard skin of the dead fields around them. Three screwed-up women and a little girl bound together by blood and each no doubt wondering how in hell they’d ended up like this.
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As Anna reluctantly took her place in the pews between Caroline and Grandma, the warmth of the busy church made her ache with lingering tiredness. At least it was an hour or so when she could just zone out.

“I’ve got ten dollars for the plate,” Grandma said quietly. “Have you got yours, Claire?”

“No, Mom, not this week. And ten is too much anyway. We need every cent right now.”

“He helps us in our hours of need.”

“Yeah, well, I feel like I’m in my hour of need right now, so if he could work a lottery win, that would be great.”

Caroline’s sharp elbow nudged Anna, and when she looked across, her little sister rolled her eyes and grinned, finding it funny, Mom being treated like a kid again. Anna smiled back, a rare moment of sisterhood. Maybe they were getting closer, being in the house together again. This time Anna had no social life distractions, no eagerness to spend all her free time out in the world having fun, and Caroline was nearly a teenager herself.

As the organist began to play, the full congregation fell into an expectant hush, and then Pastor Keene appeared from the back of the church and took his place center stage, holding up his hands as if lifting something and greeting them all with a benevolent smile.

“O God, our resurrection and life, the promise of your new life in Christ is like a breath of fresh air in a dry and thirsty land. We have gathered as believers, and as those who are honestly seeking the truth. Guide our worship in this hour.”

A streak of sunlight cut through the high windows like a spotlight on a superstar, and his dark hair shone and his eyes sparkled against his pale skin. His gaze moved around the room, taking them all in—it’s my job to know my flock—and as his eyes landed on Anna she was sure she saw an extra twitch of a secret smile at the corner of his mouth. Was that an acknowledgment of their meeting last night, or because he’d followed her home, lights out in the dark?

She glanced around. With perhaps the exception of Mom, who looked like she might fall asleep where she sat, the rest of the congregation was alert and focused on the pastor, almost rapt. It wouldn’t be going too far to say that some among them stared at him with something close to adoration. It was weird. Surely most people went to church out of a sense of duty, a habit, because their folks had, because it was part of the community, not because they were full of belief.

As the organ music rose and Pastor Keene flicked his hands as a signal for them to stand for a hymn, Anna reluctantly got to her feet. She didn’t sing, just moved her mouth in pretense. Not that it mattered. Grandma was loud enough for everybody, her head high, no songbook needed for her. She knew all the words. She could remember those well enough.


Have you been to Jesus for the cleansing power?

Are you washed in the blood of the lamb?

Are you fully trusting in His grace this hour?

Are you washed in the blood of the lamb?



As she mouthed silent nothings, Anna looked around her, picking out the people she was starting to know.

Jeannie and Miles in their Sunday best, Jeannie’s hair frozen into place with half a can of hair spray as she held her head high. Both she and Miles singing their hearts out. The Millers and the McArthurs, the two families who’d been in the diner the previous day, were next to each other, the Millers’ carefully mended thrift store clothes faded next to the bright crisp colors of the McArthurs’ expensive outfits. William McArthur’s silver belt buckle was large and garish, his initials stamped in it in gold, but he’d paid for the Miller family’s food and not made a big deal out of it, so Anna gave him a pass on its ostentation.

To her left and farther forward was the tall figure of Todd Greenbough next to the sheriff, both men in their uniforms. A woman with a sleek bun was beside the sheriff and must have been his wife, given that the two teenagers sitting with her had the same unruly dark hair as he did.

Todd’s little sister, Holly, Caroline’s friend, probably the only one of Caroline’s new friends Anna recognized, was up in the choir, which was a mixture of children and adults. She was front and center, a perfect angel of prettiness. No wonder Caroline was so keen to hang out with her. Anna would bet money that she was the most popular kid in the class. Her brother had probably been too.

She looked again at the back of Todd Greenbough’s undeniably handsome head and broad shoulders. She was glad she wasn’t in his sight line. Suzy, over near Jeannie and Miles and with a woman who looked so much like Jeannie she had to be Suzy’s mother, was snatching hungry glances at Todd as she sang. Anna had no intention of getting on her bad side over a man she herself had no interest in.

When the hymn ended, the pastor talked about entering some charity prize draw gifted by the sheriff’s office for a five-day city break in Omaha—which got even the teenagers paying attention—and then started delivering his sermon.

It was something about farming and community, as if God was going to hear him and make it rain. Sitting there in the sweaty warmth, Anna couldn’t imagine it ever raining again. She zoned out as her eyelids grew heavier. She hadn’t had enough sleep. She felt like she hadn’t slept properly since the thing, and as the pastor continued his long and tedious sermon, Anna slid a little down in the pew and bowed her head, letting her hair fall across her face, hiding it. She closed her eyes, immediately feeling better. Ten minutes dozing, that was all she needed. She’d be awake before the next hymn. A catnap. No one would notice. The warmth seeped into her bones, and she tumbled into the void of half dreams before the thought was even finished.
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She was lost in blackness, snared in the threads of an anxiety dream, where there were hands around her neck and she couldn’t breathe, and as panic engulfed her she jolted suddenly back to consciousness, letting out a small startled noise, enough to make the people in the row in front glance back.

She sat up straighter, needing a moment to collect herself as the dregs of her dream faded, leaving only a headache and dry mouth behind, but before she was even fully awake, she realized the people in front weren’t looking at her. They were looking at Grandma, who was the only person up on her feet.

“Grandma?” Anna said quietly. “Sit down, Grandma.”

“What am I doing here?” Her voice was loud, worried, and when Mom tried to pull her back down, she shook her off, turning to Anna.

“Are we in church?” It wasn’t a whisper, but loud, and this time more than just the row in front turned around. “Is it Sunday?”

“Yes, Grandma.” Anna got to her feet, trying to shake off her sleepiness. This was all she needed. The whole church staring at her. Jeannie and Miles and all the rest. She felt queasy. Her dream might have vanished but the headache remained.

“Is it me? Did I bring us here?” Grandma grabbed at Anna’s hand.

“Is Grandma okay?” Caroline’s voice was full of worry.

“Do you remember, Anna?” Grandma’s cold hands were like claws on her arms. “Do you remember?”

“Of course I do. We came in the car.” Anna looked over at her mom. “I’ll take her outside.” Ignoring the shuffling of feet and whispering of the congregation, she steered Grandma to the aisle.

The elderly man she’d seen in the diner, the doctor who’d spoken to Sheriff Adams, now smartly dressed in a linen suit, got up and opened the doors for her before following them out. He carefully took Grandma’s other arm and helped Anna lead her to a bench, despite using a walking cane himself.

“I’m John Burdett,” he said. “Local doctor. You work at Jeannie’s, right?”

Anna nodded. She was glad of the help with Grandma but didn’t want to sit and make small talk with a stranger.

“I knew your grandmother a long time ago.” He took hold of Grandma’s hand, rubbing it in his own as he sat beside her. “It’s good to have you home, Evelyn. Although I thought you’d have called on me by now. But then you always did play hard to get.”

“Johnny?” Grandma frowned, looking at him. She was still confused, Anna could see.

“That’s right.” He smiled. “It’s me, Evelyn. Just a heck of a lot older than when you last saw me. You had a fainting fit. But you’re okay now.”

Anna stepped back, not knowing how to comfort Grandma herself anyway—there was too much bitterness between them, too much silent blame—and turned away, reaching for the pack of cigarettes in her small purse.

“I’m going to have a smoke, that okay?” The bench faced in the other direction, away from the parking lot and the flower beds beside it, and the doctor only half turned when she spoke, focused as he was on Grandma. “Leave you two to get reacquainted?”

“That’s fine. Evelyn’s safe with me. She’s always been safe with me.”

Anna said nothing to that but simply walked away, because since when was a woman always safe with a man? Only a man would have the arrogance to say that. For a woman it was often so hard to know if men were wanting to protect you or hurt you, or when one could tip into the other.

She’d just leaned against the wall in a patch of shade and lit her cigarette, smoking hard despite her sleep-dry mouth, when she heard a roll of tape ripping. She peered around the corner to see a skinny man, about her age, clothes hanging off him, taping a poster to the wall. He froze, a trembling rabbit in the headlights, and for a moment neither of them spoke.

“So it’s you putting them up.” Anna looked once again at the smiling faces of Lila and Bonnie and the ominous question at the bottom. Who will be next? “Sheriff Adams was pissed. Says the case is closed. Cigarette?” She held out the pack and after a tiny hesitation he grabbed one with shaking fingers and let her light it. He’ll be dead soon. The thought had come out of nowhere the moment she’d seen him, but close up the whites of his brown eyes were yellowed and his pale skin—so pale he could have been dead already—was scabby with blemishes and sores. The inside of his arms were track-marked and scabbed from shooting up. He probably would be dead soon.

“Thanks.” His body twitched nervously, every sinew and bone dancing. “Got to be clean. Think straight for this. Still struggling. There’ll be another one. I know it.”

Despite the doctor only being a shout away, Anna took a step back as she exhaled a long stream of smoke. This guy was too close. A man was a man, however weak he looked. She didn’t want to be within easy reach.

“How come you think the killer’s still out there?” she asked.

He sucked so hard half the cigarette nearly burned down in the one inhale. “Because he did this to me. After Lila. When they knew it wasn’t me. The summer workers were gone then.”

“Who did what to you?” He might have been making sense to himself, but Anna was struggling to understand.

“You have to be careful.” He kept the cigarette in his mouth as he put the Scotch tape in a small backpack and slung it over his shoulder before pulling an electric scooter away from where it rested against the wall. “If it could happen to Lila, could happen to anyone. He’ll be looking for the next one now. It’s nearly time. Promise you’ll be careful.”

“I will,” she muttered. She didn’t need a man telling her to be careful. She’d learned the hard way. A cloud drifted across the sun, and she stepped closer, still needing an answer to her question. “But who did what to you?”

“The clown.” He looked back at her sorrowfully as he stood on the scooter deck and then kicked off from the pavement. “The clown did it.”

Watching him disappear down the quiet Sunday street, Anna took another glance at the dead girls before the last of the cigarette smoke burned her throat. The clown did it. So the poster guy was crazy. A paranoid junkie obsessing over dead girls. She smoked to the edge of the filter, then ground it out against the bricks and tossed it close to the wall. There was a collection of similar butts already there, an almost neat pile of twenty or so. Maybe Pastor Keene was a secret American Spirit smoker too.
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“How come you know my grandma?” Caroline asked.

Dr. Burdett had turned up around six with a large Crock-Pot full of homemade chili and cornbread, and now they sat around the table eating as if they were a normal family who did this all the time. At least the food was good, and having a guest meant there were no awkward silences or snipes.

“Johnny and I met when we were about your age,” Grandma answered for him. “Back before cell phones and the internet. We met at a church dance and became friends.”

“We became more than friends, Evelyn. Don’t start changing the past to be all respectable. By the time we were sixteen we were pretty sweet on each other, as they called it back then. True love.” He winked at Caroline. “We were going to get married. But then your grandfather came to town and stole my Evelyn away.”

“I’m not sure it was quite like that,” Grandma said. “Was it?” She frowned, not trusting her memory.

Grandpa George had died long before Anna was born, when Mom was still a kid herself. A quick, polite heart attack during a board meeting. From what she’d been told, he was kind but God-fearing like Grandma, a serious man from a wealthy family. He’d come out here for a summer after college, on his father’s instructions, to learn how a hard day’s manual work really felt before joining the family’s finance business, and went back to Boston in the fall with Grandma in tow. Twelve years later he was dead. The money Grandma had inherited she’d looked after wisely, and after Anna’s dad disappeared in the night with no chance of alimony, Grandma might have made Mom suffer for it, but she also made sure that there was food on the table and the bills were paid. The last of the money went on this return to Harper’s Creek and the big old ramshackle house they were all now trapped in.

Mom hadn’t wanted to move, but they couldn’t afford the city anymore, and she could get a nursing job out here that paid as much with far fewer expenses; that’s what she’d said. And living with Grandma would be rent-free. They could build some savings. Anna felt the weight of guilt with that. Mom hadn’t worked for six months in the aftermath of the thing and had been losing at playing catch-up ever since.

“But we sure had some fun back then when we were young, didn’t we, Evelyn?”

“Not too much fun, Johnny Burdett. I was always a good girl and you know it.”

A good girl. Of course Grandma had been. Wouldn’t bring trouble on herself like Anna had. What would Grandma think about Lila and Bonnie? Had they brought trouble on themselves? She was definitely a well, what did she think was going to happen, dressed like that? kind of woman.

“You never married, Johnny?” Mom added more chili to her plate. “Or wanted to go to the city yourself?”

“Never met the right girl at the right time.” His eyes twinkled as he leaned on the table and sipped his beer. “And I couldn’t leave Harper’s Creek. It’s funny how your roots settle into a place. Mine go down too deep here to ever pull up. Always have. I love the wide-open spaces of nature, the sound of the corn rustling in the wind in the good years, seeing the tired joy on farmers’ faces after a hard day’s work doing something that matters. Hearing the livestock. Being able to nod hello to at least five or six folks whenever I go down Main Street. The way people help each other out in the lean years. Like now. I didn’t come from a farming family, my father was a foreman at the old meat-processing plant out on Schweitzer—”

“With my daddy,” Grandma added. “Your grandfather worked in the offices in accounts. Harper’s Creek Meats. I’d take his lunch in there some days when he forgot. I hated the smell of it. Still can’t stand that fresh-meat smell. A lot of slaughter.”

“It was a lot of slaughter that kept this town alive for a lot of years.” Johnny nodded. “The plant’s closed down now, and like I said, we weren’t farming people, but you live out here long enough and the land gets into your blood and your blood gets into the land. City folks don’t understand it. That respect. Anyway, as soon as I finished medical school, I came back. I’ve been the doctor here ever since. Over fifty years.”

“Wow.” Caroline’s eyes widened, fifty years being too great a number for her to truly comprehend. “You must know everybody.”

“I sure do. A lot of the farmers were born at home and my face was the first they ever saw. Quite a thing, huh? And Sheriff Adams? When he was six years old, he fell out of a tree stealing apples from old Mrs. Cartwright. He landed so badly he shattered his leg. The doctors at the hospital said it might be better to take it off at the knee as he’d never be able to walk on it again. We said no thank you to that, and it was a long journey back, but he had the mettle for it. I worked with him every day for nearly a year, and now you’d never know. Walks like any other fella. I delivered the youngest of his kids too, when his wife misjudged her contractions. And his deputy, Todd? Nearly died of whooping cough. Has terrible asthma. But look at him now. Grown into a fine young man.”

“You make it all sound so perfect,” Anna said. “No place is like that. Bad things happen everywhere.”

“For sure, they do. When Gene Ardale murdered his wife and kid and killed himself, that shook the town. He had MS, and it had gotten real bad and his medication wasn’t good for the mind. I knew he was down, but I hadn’t realized he was in such a bad way. I should have. I’ll see that sight when I go to sleep for the rest of my days.”

“Come on, this isn’t dinner conversation,” Mom cut in. “I prefer to hear about the good times.”

“And then Lila and Bonnie.” Anna talked over her mother, who kicked her under the table, but she ignored it, keeping her eyes on the doctor. “I saw some junkie putting up one of those posters on the church today. He thinks the killer’s still out there.”

“Ah, so it is Jamie Carlson. The sheriff thought it might be him doing it. Poor kid.” He saw Anna’s confused expression. “Jamie was Lila’s boyfriend. Local rich kid. Believe it not, star football player then. Before the drugs got him. He lives out in the Cornerstone Motel now. It’s closed down, but his parents own it. He was the last person to see Lila alive, and he was the first suspect. Turned out he had a shoulder injury, so there was no way he could have carried her or strangled her. He never got over her death, though, as you can tell. He’s a good kid underneath it all. A real shame what’s happened to him. Death has ripples and waves. Poor Jamie drowned in one.”

“It’s not a man, it’s a monster, and Anna said Farmhand three times in the mirror and he’s going to come for her next and now I can’t sleep properly.” Caroline’s exclamation was so sudden and fast, a burst of rushed fear, that they all stopped eating and stared at her.

“For god’s sake, Anna,” Mom muttered. “Why would you do that? You know what she’s like.”

“I was proving a point that it was just a bullshit story and nothing to be scared of.”

“Language.” Grandma sat up straighter, embarrassed. “Not in company. I’m sorry, Johnny, she does know better.”

Anna gritted her teeth in anger. Everyone was always apologizing for her. She was a grown woman and could curse if she wanted.

“Nothing to apologize for.” Dr. Burdett leaned forward and smiled kindly at Caroline. “And your sister is right. There is nothing to be scared of. Ghosts are…” He lowered his voice to almost a whisper. “Bullcrap.”

“Johnny!”

Anna smiled then, she couldn’t help it, and Dr. Burdett smiled back.

“You’re the spitting image of Evelyn when she was your age, do you know that? The absolute spit.”

Anna wasn’t sure who was more surprised, Grandma or herself. Grandma must have hated hearing it. The prodigal granddaughter, so loose, so free, and look where that got her. Grandma on the other hand was wound so tight she was in danger of snapping. Always had been. Never seen in jeans, hair always curled. Looked the same for twenty years. Old before her time. She and Grandma had nothing in common except they both had black holes in their heads where some memories should be.

“Maybe,” Mom said, looking from one to the other. “I guess I’ve never seen it before.”

Uncomfortable under everyone’s gaze, Anna gathered up the plates and took them through to the kitchen, washing them under the dripping faucet before looking out the window as the sun sank, drenching the horizon in red, the fading light bleeding across the fields, making her feel a pang of something she couldn’t explain. As if the land was calling to her with its strange kind of awful beauty.

She watched until the reds turned deep into crimson and then black, and once she was sure the others had forgotten her, she crept up to her room. It was only eight thirty, but she’d had enough of people for one day. She just wanted to lie in the quiet and sleep.
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Anna woke a little after eleven, her head pounding and jaw tight, confused that it wasn’t morning already. She grasped at the wisps of memory that hovered momentarily in her consciousness, and then frustratingly they were gone, leaving her with nothing. She wondered if she’d started to remember the thing in her sleep. She must have, because a few times when she’d woken up since being in this house, she felt it. Something just out of reach. Something awful. All she wanted to know was those men’s names. She wanted those four names so badly. One day she’d have them back. She had to.

She stretched and got to her feet, now wide-awake. The lasagna Doc Burdett had brought had been too cheesy and her mouth was dry, not helped by the constant heat that settled in the house at night as if creeping in for shelter from the cooling dark. She’d grab a Diet Coke and watch a movie and wait for dawn. Early evening and dawn were the times when she could sleep most easily. The hours in between she struggled. At least she knew where Mom had put the sleeping pills for Grandma if it came to it. Silver linings and all that.

In the corridor a sliver of light shone from under Mom’s door at the far end. It made her feel better that Mom might be awake too. At night she felt the oppressive nature of the house more, as if the walls were breathing, pulsing and alive, waiting to consume her. Downstairs was a pit of darkness, and she descended into it barefoot and silent, as if she were a ghost. She went to the kitchen first, the dripping faucet greeting her, and opened the fridge, staring into the white glow as it hummed, enjoying the cold air on her skin, moving the leftover lasagna dish, enough for the next day’s dinner, aside to reach the Diet Coke.

“Shut up.”

At first, as she whirled around, Anna thought the shape right behind her was a monster, a ghoul, the Farmhand, even, but as her eyes readjusted to the gloom, she saw more clearly. Wild eyes. Gray hair. Pale skin. Grandma was standing in the glow of the fridge light, inches from her.

“Shit, Grandma.” Anna’s fading headache picked up its throbbing again. Grandma didn’t move, her body rigid with such tension she looked as if she might scream or implode. She frowned, her gaze fixated on the inside of the fridge. “That’s not right,” Grandma whispered, and then Anna closed the door, condemning them both back to the murk.

“Shut up,” Grandma hissed again. She hadn’t quite removed all her carefully applied Sunday makeup, and dark patches smeared under her glaring eyes, gathering in the crepe-paper wrinkles there. Her feet were bare and beneath the hem of her nightgown her pale legs snaked with varicose veins. She looked like a monster. A banshee. Something entirely not human, or perhaps something that had once been human but was now other. Anna couldn’t decide what would be more unsettling. Whichever, her heart was racing and she wished she hadn’t woken up.

“I wasn’t making any noise.” Anna spoke calmly, hoping her voice would bring Grandma back around. It didn’t. Instead, Grandma tilted her head sharply to one side like a bird. No, not a bird, Anna realized. More like a field mouse in the night, aware of some terrible death circling above. Grandma was afraid.

“Shut up, shut up.” Her hiss softened into a desperate whisper and she half raised one arm as if trying to swat something away from around her head. “They won’t shut up.”

“Who won’t shut up?” Anna took a careful step forward. “There’s nobody here.”

Only then did Grandma look at her, eyes full of terror and confusion. “The girls in my head,” she whispered. “They won’t shut up.”

Anna’s skin prickled with a shiver. “You’ve had a bad dream. There’s only us here. It’s all right.”

“Was it a dream? Or was it real?” Grandma looked as if she was about to cry, and then the hall light came on, startling them both. Grandma automatically grabbed Anna’s hand, and something about it made Anna want to weep herself.

“Anna? Is that you?” Mom came down the stairs, her slippers soft feather touches on the wood. Her tread used to be heavier. She’d lost weight. Anna wondered how she hadn’t noticed. “I went to wake you up so you wouldn’t sleep in your clothes again, but—” She stopped short. “Oh, Mom.” There was frustration, loss, and exhaustion in those two words, and more than a little love. She looked at Anna. “Where did you find her?”

“Here. In the kitchen.”

“I’m cold,” Grandma said. Her hand was icy and Anna took her gray cardigan from where it was once again slung over the back of the kitchen chair and wrapped it around Grandma’s narrow shoulders.

“It’s fine,” Anna said. “She just wanted a drink. I’ll take her. You go back to bed.”

“Are you sure?”

Anna nodded and started to lead her grandmother back to her room.

“Thanks. Oh, and Anna?”

“Yes?” She looked back at her mother.

“Maybe make her a hot chocolate. So we can all sleep.” Her eyes slipped from Anna’s guiltily, but there was no doubt in her meaning. Pills. Give Grandma a pill.

“Sure. Sure, I will.”

Grandma got back into bed, and while she wasn’t in the agitated state she’d been in when Anna found her, she was dozy and confused, so Anna talked soothingly for a few minutes, somethings and nothings about Caroline’s schoolwork and Dr. Burdett’s cooking and his visit, and she waited until the old lady was completely calm before going back to fetch some water.

She was nearly at the door when she saw a pack of American Spirit, a large dent in one corner, on the top of Grandma’s dresser. Anna frowned. She opened it up and there were ten left, one turned the wrong way around for luck, just like she did with a fresh pack. They weren’t her cigarettes, though. She didn’t earn enough to forget about half a pack of smokes somewhere. Maybe they were Doc Burdett’s. He’d still been here when she’d gone upstairs, and maybe they’d come to Grandma’s room for some private conversation. She left the pack where it was. Wasn’t worth the hassle from Mom if he came back for them.

In the kitchen, she took a capsule from the blister pack on the top shelf and washed it down the drain before getting a glass of water to take back to Grandma. She felt better. Lighter. There was no way she was drugging Grandma without her permission. There might be little love lost between them as women, but Anna wasn’t doing that. Not a hope in hell.

Grandma was still awake when she got back, but drifting on the edge of sleep. “I got you water, Grandma,” Anna said softly. “In case you need it.” Grandma murmured some small response, and Anna turned away, heading to the door. She looked to the dresser, suddenly tempted to take the cigarettes, but they were gone.

She searched around a little but there was no sign of the beaten soft pack. She looked back at Grandma. She must have put them away somewhere while Anna was in the kitchen. There was never a reward for anything in life. As Grandma finally drifted into silent sleep, Anna crept out and headed back to her own bed.

Undressing, she thought about what Grandma had said about girls’ voices in her head. Where did she think she was during these odd moments? Back at school, maybe? Some time in her youth? What girls would be talking to her?

Anna sat on the window ledge and peered out at the still night, getting a breath of slightly cooler air. The yard and the land and road beyond were filled with shadows and for the briefest moment she thought one looked like the shape of a person staring up at the house. She froze, but then a cloud suffocated the moon with darkness, and when it passed, the shape was no longer there. She stared, unblinking, until her eyes began to water, but nothing moved that she could see.

Just her imagination, she decided, although her heart was beating hard. In bed, she took the poster of the dead girls out from the bedside table and stared at it, thinking about what Dr. Burdett had said about death. Death has ripples and waves. Poor Jamie drowned in one.

She opened her laptop, the light from the screen the only illumination, and clicked into the New York Times writing competition. She might have dropped out of her journalism program at Columbia after the thing, but she found she still had that curiosity, that urge to dig deep into something and write about it. She stared at the competition details for a long moment, then opened a Word file. Her fingers hovered over the keys as her brain searched for a title. Something simple. Powerful but effective. After a moment, she typed: The Haunting of Harper’s Creek: The Ripple Effect of Murders in a Small-Town Community.

She sat back and closed the lid, strangely satisfied. A title was at least a start. It was something.
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The land, despite its appearance, is not dead, nor is it sleeping.

The land exists as it always has, and it has suffered this thirst before, and will again, and though the crops fail and wither into it, beneath the surface insects scurry and under boulders snakes sleep the days away. The land feels it all. Every tremor on its skin. Every tear spilled, every drop of blood shed. It remembers all and simultaneously forgets everything. Time means nothing to the land that was once cooled into formation under a shallow sea and now scorches under a baking sun. Time ebbs and flows, building in layers, one on top of the other, endless.

The land remembers the creatures by the feel of them against it and inside it, not by their names. The trilobites, the ammonites, the sea turtles, the rhinoceroses, the mammoths, so many of which have gone or changed, evolving, evolving, evolving as living things must, and all before the softer and yet more insidious footfall of man arrived.

Some of the men understand the land. Respect it. Some wish to own it. Some do both. The land learns to understand the violence of man toward himself as it absorbs the dead flesh given back to it. The earth feels it in the thrum of battles. The land has become used to the taste of blood. The richness of it.

There has always been blood.

And in the quiet of the night, the land knows there will be more blood to come.
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Depression hung in the endlessly hot air, the sky hazy but clear, no occasional drifting cloud to provide respite from the sun. It hadn’t been a long shift at the diner, but Jeannie was in one of her unpleasant moods and kept Anna busy cleaning shelves and equipment and checking dates on stock between customers, and she was glad to be done, even though the heat threatened to suffocate her.

She took a sip from her water bottle and tried to swallow her nervousness with the liquid. It had seemed like a good idea when she’d gotten up that morning to finally push forward with the piece instead of just staring at the competition entry every evening, and to track down Jamie to talk to him, but now, walking through the quiet, her fear was threatening to get the better of her.

The Cornerstone Motel marked the end of Harper’s Creek, a few streets back from Main, the road beyond looping around to the right where it no doubt hooked up with the highway toward the city but now was empty of traffic. The motel itself was one level and small, with a little café-cum-diner attached to the locked reception office, but through the glass she could see that all the equipment had been stripped out, only the screwed-in plastic tables and chairs remaining.

In its heyday the place had probably been quirkily charming. A small kidney bean–shaped pool sat in the center courtyard—still filled with clean water, which came as a surprise—and the doors were painted funky blues and greens, rooms numbered with large signs, in an almost sixties retro style. Anna’s sneakered footsteps were louder than they had any right being out here in the silence, where all the windows were neatly boarded up except at number twenty-three, the room in the middle of the block, where the drapes were closed. She could hear the noise of a TV on inside. Outside, to the right of the door, were a couple of folding beach chairs with a small plastic table between, an empty beer bottle on the ground by one of the chairs.

She took a deep, shaky breath and knocked on the door, stepping back immediately. Nothing happened except the TV fell silent.

“Jamie?” she said. “It’s Anna. The girl from the church. I gave you a cigarette?”

Nothing for a moment, and then: “What do you want?”

“I…” She shuffled from foot to foot, her body ready to run, despite whatever her brain commanded. What had possessed her to be out here alone with a junkie? After everything, why would she put herself in this position? Her palm sweated around her gripped keys. “I want to talk to you about Lila. And Bonnie. I’m writing something.”

There was movement again, and then the door opened, Jamie blinking against the light as he peered out. He ran his fingers through his messy hair to smooth it. “Sorry I’m a mess. Had the sweats in the night. Thought I was through the worst of getting clean, but I guess not.”

Anna glanced over his shoulder. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but the room—while not perfect—was pretty tidy and a plate and a bowl and a couple of mugs were clean on the side by the sink, his scooter charging up against a wall. The bed was made and the place didn’t smell too bad. Stuffy but not dirty. She’d seen plenty of junkies on the party scene in New York, and despite his personal appearance, Jamie was not as bad as it could get.

“You getting straight?”

“Done ten days.” He paused. “You want to come in?”

She shook her head. No way. “Outside is fine.”

“Sure.” He turned back to grab a bottle of Tito’s from by the bed. “I could use some daylight.”

As they sat in the plastic chairs, a safe distance between them, she looked around, trying to imagine being out here at night. Neon sign dead. No light. No noise. “Don’t you get lonely?”

“People are overrated.” He drank as she lit them each a cigarette and handed one over.

“Lila was your girlfriend?”

“Yeah,” he said, and she noticed he had a tooth missing. “She was amazing. We’d have stayed together, I’m pretty sure. My dad didn’t think she was good enough, but we really loved each other. We were going to leave town. Go to LA or New York. Bonnie I didn’t know much.”

“How come you’re so sure the killer is still here?” Anna wanted to get straight to the point. Her heart was thumping. Alone in the middle of nowhere with a man.

“The police tried to pin Lila’s murder on me.” His foot tapped, nervous, on the ground. “I guess they figured it’s nearly always the boyfriend. They wasted so much time looking at me, even trying to find a way around my damaged shoulder—hurt playing football, and I’d been trying to hide it so I didn’t miss the big game—when that fact came out. It was crazy, but eventually they quit. A few other people were questioned, I think, but it all went quiet. No trail to follow. Then, three years later, Bonnie happened.”

“And the police got that other guy.”

“Michael Cairns. Sheriff Adams probably didn’t have much of a choice but to take that as a win. Gave everyone peace and he got elected again. He was broken enough after Lila, think he nearly had a nervous breakdown when another girl got murdered. But whether he’ll admit it or not, he didn’t get the right guy.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Well, aside from the fact that Michael Cairns was a Peeping Tom pervert but neither of the girls was sexually attacked.” Jamie sniffed, one knee bouncing up and down, fast as a jackhammer. “Because of the clown.”

“The one who did something to you?” In her pocket her phone was recording so she could remember every shift in the tone of his voice, every sadness. His ripple—his wave—was grief. If he accepted the killer had been shot during that robbery, then he was going to have to let Lila go.

“Yeah.” He let out a long, shaky sigh. “He did this.” He held out his track-marked arm. “Happened not long after Lila was murdered. I’d been in The Shamrock Saturday night, then got a bottle from the liquor store. I’d been struggling. Aside from the grief, people still looked at me funny, you know? Even though the sheriff had made it clear I was innocent. Lila’s folks left town. Went to Montana. But I got stuck here. I wasn’t brave enough to follow through on our plans without her. The next morning, I burst into the church mid-sermon, still drunk out of my mind, and called everyone liars. Said that one of them was guilty and I knew it. Said I could prove it. A bunch of bullshit like that. My parents hated me drinking, and they were losing patience with my erratic behavior, so instead of going home, I came here and passed out in one of the rooms.

“I was out of it when something woke me. I opened my eyes to see someone in a horrible clown mask sticking a needle into my arm. They probably thought the dose would kill me. Shut me up permanently. Don’t know why it didn’t, to be honest. I’d never been into drugs. But they won anyway. It turned me into this. And who listens when a junkie speaks?”

Anna watched him, staring into the middle distance, as if reliving it. He believed what he was saying, she could see that. Was it a lie he’d told himself so often it had become a truth? Or could someone in this town actually have done what he said? She knew how people could be monsters inside and perfectly decent on the surface, hiding in plain sight.

“Couldn’t the guy in the clown mask have been Michael Cairns?”

“Not possible.” Jamie looked at her and there was sharpness in his eyes. “Wrong season. He was a summer worker. This happened to me right before Thanksgiving. Michael Cairns was nowhere near here. Whoever wore that clown mask was one of us.” He sniffed hard. “Maybe they’ll try killing me again now I’m dredging it up, but I won’t stop. It’s nearly the anniversaries of the murders again. Another three years. Even if all I do is scare people enough to make them stay home so it’s harder for him to pick a target, it will be worth it. Lila would be proud of me. If I can save one life, that’s the only thing that matters.”

It made Anna shiver, just the thought of it. Men in masks had done something bad to her too, and she couldn’t even remember who they were to bring them to justice. She pushed her cigarette butt down into the empty beer bottle.

“It’s always easier to blame a stranger,” he said softly. “Harder to think someone here could be like that. Someone alongside you at church. In the grocery store. A serial killer.”

“A serial killer?”

“Two here, and who knows, maybe more elsewhere. The way he killed them. A blow to the head, then strangled, and then that square of skin missing on their backs. Too weird.” He looked at her. “Not exactly a crime of passion.”

Anna nodded, her mouth unpleasantly dry. Of course whoever had done it was a serial killer, but it was surreal to think that one might be living and breathing in Harper’s Creek.

“And I promise you, Anna, on my love for Lila, I’m staying clean.” He leaned forward, deadly serious. “So, if anything happens to me, like I’m found dead or anything before the anniversaries, you’ll know.”

“I’ll know what?”

“You’ll know I was right about the killer still being in town. Because they’ll have murdered me to shut me up.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you.” Anna’s skin tingled with an anxiety that belied her words. Harper’s Creek was supposed to be a safe place. A move from the city. From the bad things that happened there. Had she in reality gone from the frying pan into the fire?

“But if it does.” Jamie’s gaze was so intense she was glad when the sound of a car engine getting closer broke the moment, making them both look up. “Who’s that?”

The car, a blue compact SUV, pulled up by the curb.

“Anna?” The voice was clear across the distance. Shit, was that the deputy? “That you?” The tall frame of Todd Greenbough stepped out of the car, a dark shadow against the bright sunlight.

“You friends with Todd Greenbough?” Jamie glanced at her, suspicious.

“No, I’m not.” She didn’t move, hoping Todd would get back in his car and drive off, but he didn’t. Shit. She was going to have to see what he wanted.
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She left Jamie at the door to his motel room and headed over to where Todd was standing, concerned, by the car. “You okay?” he said. “What are you doing out here?”

“What’s it look like?” She folded her arms across her chest, defensive, squinting in the harsh sun. “Talking to Jamie. We were considering grand theft auto but decided crime didn’t pay, so nothing in our conversation to interest you. That all right?”

“Sure, of course.” He shrugged, as open as she was closed. “I just—well, I guess I’m just surprised. And good call on saying no to crime. Waitressing definitely has better long-term prospects. Not much, but better.” She didn’t laugh and he glanced past her toward the motel.

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t looking to score.”

“I know.”

“How do you know? You don’t know me.”

“No, but I know Jamie’s not a dealer.”

He’d taken his aviators off and his eyes were light hazel, and in the dusty sunlight his hair was the kind of brown that really wanted to be blond, hovering indecisively in between. Anna didn’t like how much she noticed about him. He made her nervous in a different way to Pastor Keene. She didn’t like that either.

“Yeah well, anyway.” She drained the last of her water, now with an unpleasant tang of plastic where it had warmed. “I’ve got to get my sister from school.” She started to walk away, not bothering with a goodbye.

“You as well?” he called after her. “Another joy of being the adult sibling. Look, I’m headed to pick up Holly, so I can take you both home if you want. It’s too hot to walk.”

“I’m good.”

“Come on, you don’t even have a hat.”

She paused. He was right. Her forehead was holding heat like she was on the cusp of burning and her feet throbbed in her Converse with still a couple of miles to go before home. Why make herself suffer? Taking a ride from him didn’t make them friends. And she’d probably be late if she walked, and if Caroline told Mom, that would be another black mark against her.

She looked at the SUV. There was only one way she was doing this. “I’m getting in the back until we get to the school and the doors stay unlocked the whole time. You don’t know me and I don’t know you.”

“Sure. No problem.” If he was surprised or offended, he kept his reaction hidden, as if not wanting to sit up front was the most normal thing in the world.

She went to the rear passenger door and got in. “Thanks.” She added the last word begrudgingly, but if Todd noticed, he didn’t show it. How come he was always so pleasant?

She couldn’t lie, it was a blessed relief once they were moving and the cool air of the AC kicked in, and despite her wariness of him, she relaxed slightly into the seat.

“Jamie said someone injected him with heroin,” she said after a few moments of silence as they drove back through the deserted streets. “Made him this way.”

Todd kept his eyes on the road. “Yeah, I’ve heard Jamie Carlson’s clown story before.”

“You don’t believe it?”

“You know what movie he and Lila watched the night Lila was murdered? Terrifier. The creepy clown from that? Black mouth, black eyes, and white face? That’s exactly how he described the mask when he came to make a complaint. If you don’t know it, google it. I have a whole lot of sympathy for Jamie and his life should be better than this, but it feels a little coincidental to me.”

“How do you mean?” The cooling air around her feet was bliss and she felt calmer being able to see Todd’s every move from her place in the back.

“I mean maybe it was easier for Jamie on a subconscious level to make up this clown story rather than accept responsibility for getting himself addicted. Not only was the movie they watched that night the one with the same mask, but their choice of viewing almost got him arrested for murder. Pretty violent against women, that franchise,” Todd continued. “And you know how that school of thinking is. Like how watching horror makes kids do bad stuff.”

“Is that your kind of thinking?”

“Jeez, no.” Todd laughed. Warm. “I love horror movies.”

She looked out of the window, mulling it. “Very pop psychology.”

“But I can see why they suspected him, as well as being the boyfriend. I remember what he was like. I was a year ahead of him at high school. He could have a temper. Full of that kind of homecoming-king, football-player testosterone.”

Anna knew all about how that could be. She pressed herself into the leather seat, making herself smaller.

“Always fighting with his father,” Todd added as he turned onto Main, the town creeping back to life. “He was an angry young man. Rebel without a cause. When Lila was found dead, the whole town was shocked—we didn’t ever have that kind of thing here—and he was easy to blame.”

“Fighting with your parents isn’t the same as murdering the girl you love.”

“Nope,” Todd agreed. “But plenty of men murder the women they love in a moment of rage.”

He had an answer for everything. “Whatever,” she said, disgruntled. “Jamie needs help.”

“No argument from me there, even if I don’t buy the clown-mask story. He’d been off the rails for a while drinking after Lila died. Drugs were the obvious next stop for him. Easier to blame a mysterious figure for his addiction than himself. His parents weren’t exactly understanding. His old man—well, there’s no polite way of saying it—he’s a grade-A asshole, which his mom probably knows but toes the line anyway like a good wife. They could straighten Jamie out, but first they’d have to admit there’s a problem.”

“You know them?”

“You’ve seen enough of Harper’s Creek to know that not a lot of kids in this town grow up with rich parents. There were us Greenboughs and the Carlsons. We were thrown together a lot as kids. His dad and mine used to go on golf trips.”

“Your dad an asshole too?”

He laughed again even though she didn’t, glancing back at her. He laughed easily. His face was tanned but not too dark, a slight rose to his cheeks that made his skin honey brown rather than the leathered tan that was the norm for people who spend too long in the relentless heat.

“No. Or if he was, he’s now a retired asshole. That’s why the golf trips are a thing of the past.” He looked at her in the rearview mirror properly for the first time. “What’s all the interest in Jamie and the dead girls?”

“Curiosity. Self-preservation. If he’s right and there’s a killer on the loose who’s due to strike again, then it’s hardly crazy to want to know about it. Ask any woman. We live our lives under threat. Is that a problem for you, Deputy?” This time her tone wasn’t missed.

“Jeez, you really are determined not to like me. And I’m off duty, so Todd will do.” That laugh again. They rounded a corner and the school came into view, another tired building too big for the sum of kids who studied there these days.

“And I’m thinking of writing a piece on it. The fallout. How it affected the town.”

“You’re a writer?”

She didn’t answer that—she didn’t want to talk to him about the college degree that never was—but instead, as he pulled up outside the gates, she got out of the car, ready to take the front seat when the kids arrived. The students started coming out, balls of energy in human flesh, their lives ahead of them, filled with confidence and belief that everything was always going to be okay.

Her chest tightened with all the forgotten things. “And no one ever wants to believe the bad shit can be done by people they know.”
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Holly, like Caroline, was all confidence and long limbs, and as Anna watched the two girls hug their goodbyes, pink lip gloss and high ponytails matching, having giggled and whispered and messaged each other during the short drive back to the house, she felt a pang for the loss of her own best friends. Frannie from high school, Emily at Columbia. She’d shared so much—especially with Frannie—but she’d cut them both off in the end. Said some awful things. Anything to avoid their pity.

As she waved a half-hearted goodbye to Todd, turning before he could give her that smile again, she thought Holly seemed sweet and open and friendly, and that was good for Caroline. Maybe it was easy to be that way when you come from a perfect, wealthy family and have a perfect, trauma-free life.

Trauma made her think of Jamie. Whether he was right or wrong about the dead girls and his own addiction, she felt the start of a bond with him. They’d both been through things that had changed them and could never go back to how it was before.

“Todd’s nice, isn’t he?” As they climbed the steps to the porch, Caroline glanced sideways at her, curious.

“I was walking and he gave me a ride. That’s all.” Anna’s answer was clipped, terse. She didn’t like the way Caroline looked at her—she didn’t like that Caroline was old enough to think that way now. Grandma wasn’t on the porch where she normally sat in the mornings and late afternoons; the cushions were still plumped and neat.

“I think he’s nice.”

“You think everyone’s nice.”

The air was only marginally cooler inside the house, the overhead fan moving the heat around ineffectually, and Anna kicked off her Converse to let her feet breathe before following Caroline into the kitchen, both in need of a cold drink. She paused, once more stopped in the doorway, when she saw Mom and Lucas the handyman sitting at the kitchen table, coffee and empty sandwich plates in front of them. His T-shirt was more fitted than when he’d been here last, and his jeans smarter. Mom, for her part, had lipstick and mascara on and was staring at Anna, almost challenging her to say something.

“Where’s Grandma?” Anna didn’t look at Lucas, his large frame almost too big for the small wooden table.

“Dr. Burdett took her for a picnic. He’s going to help out with her on a more regular basis, which is a godsend. I’ve given him a key.”

A key. The doc might be old, but that didn’t stop Anna prickling at the thought of him being able to come and go as he pleased. But still, it might also afford her more freedom if he was looking after Grandma.

“Hey, Lucas.” Caroline was already at the refrigerator, grabbing a plastic cheese slice and a can of Sprite. “Did you fix the faucet?”

“I sure did. No more drips.” He and Mom smiled at each other as if this was some great Nobel Prize–winning feat rather than a basic plumbing achievement. “And put the lock inside the basement door like your grandma wanted.”

“And yes, it’s loose on purpose, if you check it, Anna,” Mom said. “I don’t want Grandma getting stuck in there. Don’t know why she wanted the lock but there we go.”

“The bathtub faucets leak too,” Caroline cut in.

“They’re on the list.”

“You could have done them already if you weren’t eating a free lunch.” Anna took a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water. Her hand trembled. Lucas here flirting with Mom. Todd Greenbough smiling at her. Grandma out with Dr. Burdett, who now had a key to their house. It was too much. Too many men. Nothing was controllable. The tight strands of safety wound around them in this house of women were unraveling.

“Anna.”

She drank the water, ignoring her mother’s sharpness, focusing on the sensation of coolness, distracting herself with it. No more panic attacks. Not here. Not now.

“It’s okay, Claire.” Lucas got to his feet and held his hands up in supplication. “I brought the sandwiches with me and shared them with your mom. And I’m sorry if I’ve done something to upset you, that wasn’t my intention.”

“Everyone upsets Anna,” Caroline said with a mouthful of cheese. “Not just you.” With that judgment pronounced she disappeared out and up to her room, probably to start messaging with Holly because the ten minutes they’d been apart was ten minutes too long.

“I should get going anyway.” If Anna had upset him, it didn’t show. Water off a duck’s back, as if Anna was a kid younger than Caroline, stamping her foot at sharing her mother’s attention. “I promised to take a look at the McArthurs’ generator and fix some fencing.”

“Sounds like you’re good at everything.” Mom stood up, one hand on a hip.

“I’m competent, which is about as good as it gets out here. Jack-of-all-trades, master of none.”

Jesus, he was a cliché. Anna put the glass down, glad to see the trembling in her hand was subsiding.

“So, dinner, then?” Mom sounded nervous, a teenager again.

“It’s a date.”

A date.

Anna was still in the kitchen, trying to control emotions she couldn’t quantify, fight or flight, fear, rage, memories out of reach, when the front door clicked shut and Mom came back in. She leaned on the doorframe, as Anna in turn rested against the sink.

She said nothing, letting Mom fill the quiet. “I know what happened to you was awful. I do know that. And I wish I could go back and change it for you. But I can’t. And you can’t. But life—” She shrugged, helpless. “Life moves on. My life has to move on. It has to. I need more than this. And you know, there are some good men out there.”

“Did you just hashtag not all men me?” Anna looked up, no wind in her sails for a fight. She felt old and tired rather than young and angry and she knew Mom was right. She wasn’t being fair. But life wasn’t fair. Mainly, Anna just wanted to survive.

“I’m trying to have a serious talk with you.”

“No need.” Her face flushed. She couldn’t do this. Not with Mom. Talk about the thing. Talk about their feelings. If she started to unpick the tight knots inside her, she might unravel completely. “I think he’s a creep, but you do you. Or do him. Whatever.” None of it was what she wanted to say, which was how sorry she was, and how she knew she was being unreasonable, how she knew Mom was at a breaking point, but the heat inside her wouldn’t let any of that out, so instead she stormed past her frustrated mother, not knowing how to tell her that her shame and anger and fear were all-consuming and she couldn’t let them go. That they were all she had.
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Anna’s skin prickled unpleasantly, the house claustrophobic. Her rage of earlier had slowly evaporated into the night heat, but sleep once again eluded her. Mom had wished her a muted good night before she’d left for work, but the tense truce was a cracked eggshell around them, ready to shatter under the lightest pressure.

She leaned out the window, ignoring the fluttering moth-wing tickle of the thin curtains around her face, not wanting to think about Mom and hoping for some cooler air. The night was silent. No owls or crickets calling to each other in the void. With no streetlamps or passing cars on the road, she could be staring out at the ocean. It was a good thought. There was something soothing about the ocean. The long nothingness of it. The death of it.

She stretched out a little farther until her hips pressed painfully against the frame, her skin wanting every twitch of slight breeze, half tempted to fall into the gloom and drown there, and then she heard it. A hint of music. A throb of bass, as if the darkness had a heartbeat. Seconds later a firefly lit up the night, a flashlight going on. For a moment she was puzzled, and then it came to her. The diner girl. Melissa.

She pulled on her sneakers, grabbed her phone, cigarettes, lighter, and house keys, and crept out into the hallway. Mom was at work and Caroline was fast asleep. Downstairs was equally quiet, no noise coming from Grandma’s bedroom or the bathroom. It was fine. She wouldn’t leave them for long. Twenty minutes maximum and she’d be back. She wasn’t going far.

She unlocked the front door and left as quietly as she could before running down the porch steps into the enveloping night, heading toward the cemetery, the flashlight growing brighter as she got closer. The music called her on too, old R&B she didn’t know well, and she tried not to think about growling cars hiding in the darkness, headlights off.

Once she reached the cemetery gates she dug her fingers and toes into the chain-link fence and climbed over, the feeling of breaking the rules exhilarating. Momentarily, she was the old Anna again. It both frightened and excited her.

“Who’s there?” The full beam was on her as Anna dropped to the ground, hard on one ankle, and she gasped and then squinted, holding one hand up against the glare.

“I’m Anna. From the diner.” She reached down to rub her ankle. “Fuck, that hurt.”

The flashlight stayed where it was, blinding her for a moment longer, and then dropped, leaving Anna’s vision full of sparks and shadows.

“And?”

Anna blinked hard, trying to see. Finally, Melissa came into view. Low-slung jeans and a torn T-shirt showing off her taut midriff. Her body was tight and muscular, a proud sheaf of corn next to Anna’s willowy, weak weed. They were the same but different. Country versus city. Her hair, though, like Anna’s, was up in a loose ponytail, out of the way of the heat.

“You’re Melissa, right?” Anna got out her cigarettes and lit one, offering the pack to the other girl, who, after a moment’s pause, took one. “I walked back this way on Saturday from the diner and saw you here then. Heard the music and figured it was you again.”

“Oh, yeah.” Melissa lit her own smoke and handed back the lighter. “The new waitress.”

“I was going to say hi on Saturday night, but a car came up behind me. Had its headlights off like it was following me, then all of a sudden they came on. Freaked me out, so I ran home, but I saw it stopped here. Who was it?”

“You saw that too? No idea who it was. I grabbed my shit and was gone.” She held out her wrist where a nasty cut was scabbed over. “Tore myself on the fence.” She was thoughtful, looking at Anna. “But could have been anyone. Lot of bored farmers looking for a fuck around here while their wives sleep, or maybe someone just trying to goose you or me.” She paused. “You want a beer?”

Anna glanced back to where the house lurked invisible in the night. Twenty minutes. She’d go back in twenty minutes. “Sure. I can’t stay long. My mom’s working nights and my sister’s sleeping.” She followed Melissa over to where a backpack was slung on the ground and they sat down together, cross-legged.

“You live in the old Beech house? Up there?” She flicked her head in the direction of home, and Anna nodded.

“If that’s what it’s called. My grandma bought it. She came from Harper’s Creek originally.”

As Melissa cracked open the bottles and handed her one, Anna stared at the grave they were sitting in front of. Lila Clarke—beloved daughter, now with the angels. The stone was modern marble, bright in the light of the torch, and at the center was an oval photo where Lila was brought to life in glorious color. It had been taken somewhere formal, a patterned scarf wrapped loose to show bare shoulders and the top of a strapless dress. Her blond hair was up in a chignon, and her smiling face tilted professionally toward the camera. If she’d lived to see prom, no photo from there could match it.

“That’s from her cousin’s wedding. She was a bridesmaid,” Melissa said. “It was in Atlanta, I think. Not long before she died. She loved that scarf. Some vintage designer. Her folks never found it, so she must have had it with her when she was killed. Maybe he strangled her with it. Motherfucker. You heard what happened to her, I guess?”

Anna nodded. “She was very beautiful.”

“Hey, look at this video.” Melissa grinned and scrolled through her phone until she found what she was looking for. “Recognize it?” She pressed play and handed the phone to Anna to watch.

Horror rose like bile, rushing Anna with panic, the terror threatening to overwhelm her. The world lurched and lights sparkled in the corner of Anna’s eyes. No, no, no. It couldn’t be. Not that video. Melissa couldn’t have it, she couldn’t.

It was only when she heard the tinny music coming from the phone, and the shrieks of girls laughing, that she managed to take a breath and her skin cooled. It wasn’t the men and her. Of course it wasn’t. She took a trembling drag on her cigarette, hoping Melissa hadn’t noticed her moment of panic, and focused.

She was watching a group of teens partying, hip-hop music playing in the background, and at center stage, Lila was dancing, in jeans and a T-shirt, no fancy clothes, and she laughed and stuck her tongue out at the camera. “Stop filming, Melissa, don’t be a freak!” A boy’s face, zits in full bloom, blocked the lens momentarily, and he repeated, “Freeaaaak,” and laughed.

“You’re such a prick, Al.” Melissa’s voice, unimpressed. “And get out of the way.”

Lila came back into view, dancing with a hot-if-you-like-jock dark-haired boy who was all biceps and chest. He took a mouthful of beer and then kissed Lila, transferring it into hers, and then they both laughed, coughing. “Gross!” Lila said, but then kissed him again anyway. The boy came up close to the camera, smiling. “Enough already, Melissa.” Something about his eyes—

“Wait,” Anna said. “Is that Jamie?” How could this be the same person? So strong and full of life and different from the scrawny junkie at the motel. She needed a photo like this for her piece. Compared with a picture of how he was now, it would be a perfect representation of what trauma and loss could do.

“You met him already, then?”

“Putting up posters.”

“Yeah, he’s tragic now. But that wasn’t what I was showing you. Look again.”

Anna did and frowned. “Not getting it.”

“That’s your house, dumbass!”

Anna suddenly saw it. The hallway. In the video, the kids were dancing and drinking in her hallway. “No way!”

Melissa laughed. “I know, right? People always partied there. Always empty and out of town enough that no one would notice or care.”

“How did you get in?”

“The little window in the basement doesn’t lock properly. Lila would crawl through, then open up. Not just us either. Kids have probably been partying there right up until you bought the place.”

Anna muted the video and watched it again. Lila dancing in her house. It was a strange feeling. Almost dread. She handed the phone back. “Sorry to have killed the vibe.”

“I’m sure they’ve already found somewhere else.”

“Lila was your friend, right?” Anna glanced over at the fierce girl. “You must still miss her.”

“Yeah, although not every day anymore. Well, not until recently. I guess with it being three years since Bonnie, it’s not only Jamie who’s thinking about their murders again. Figured I’d try to say my final goodbyes.” She sniffed. “But then sometimes I wonder if the dead ever really leave us.” She glanced around. “Maybe this place is full of ghosts trying to find some rest, or maybe they’re waiting for all of us to catch them up. I know people think when you’re gone, you’re gone, or in heaven or wherever, but I think sometimes energy is left behind, you know? A part of a person, maybe. The trauma or whatever. I can’t help feeling like Lila and Bonnie haven’t quite left town yet.”

“Is Bonnie buried here too?”

“Over there. Family plot.”

Anna got up and wandered along the line until she found it. No photo but a simple epitaph: Bonnie Buchanan, only child of Don and Sandra, gone too soon. Melissa came alongside.

“I didn’t know Bonnie so well but I feel connected to her, after what happened.” She sniffed as Anna looked at her, quizzical. “It was me who found her.”

“You?”

“Yeah, the killer put her body on our farm. It was horrible.”

“No shit.” Anna stared at her.

“Yeah shit.” Melissa drained her beer and let out a belch. “Not gonna lie, when that car stopped on Saturday night, I thought maybe I was going to be next. I kind of feel like if there’s going to be another murder, then it’ll be me. You know, with one being my friend and the other being put on my farm. Like, me next. I sound insane, huh?”

“We’re all crazy under the skin.” Anna studied her, thoughtful. “You don’t think they got the right guy either? Like Jamie?”

“I don’t know if they did or they didn’t. Maybe. Maybe not. But I can feel the tension building in this town. Everyone’s on edge. Crops are failing. Like we’re all waiting for a storm of one kind or another. The whole town’s skin tingling as if something is going to happen. Something bad.” She smiled, rueful. “You picked a great time to move here.”

Anna couldn’t argue with that. She felt it too. All the oppressive heat. She looked at her phone. She’d been thirty minutes, and that was too long. “I need to get back.” She paused. “You want to trade numbers? Maybe we should look out for each other, just in case.”

“Sure.” Melissa dictated her digits and Anna stored them. “Although cell service is shit around here.” Melissa packed up her flashlight and the beer bottles and then they both scaled the fence and dropped down in the dark by the road.

Anna looked into the night. “You sure you’re okay to get home?”

“It’s fine.” Melissa grinned, her teeth white in the gloom. “And anyway, there’s still a week or so till death day. Lila died on the fifteenth, and Bonnie on the sixteenth. I guess if there’s a third murder, it’ll be Friday the seventeenth. Not quite the same horror movie ring to it.”

“Comforting. But message me when you’re home.”

Melissa nodded. “Good to meet you, City Anna.”

“You too, Country Melissa.” They went their separate ways into the night.
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Anna almost didn’t see her. She was too busy picking her way through the night, mentally replaying the clip of Lila and Jamie partying in her house, trying not to think about the video that had been her face in the bright light, and the men, and the thing she couldn’t remember but every stranger could watch, to notice the slight ripples in the darkness. She was turning up the dirt track that served as some kind of drive to the house when a flash of white cloth caught her eye, something drowning in the ocean. The skin on the back of her neck prickled. There was someone else out here. She looked up at the house and her heart leaped to her mouth. Even in the poor light she could see that the front door was wide open. Oh shit.

“Grandma?” The word was muted by the thick night now settled around her. She jogged forward a few paces. “Grandma?” she repeated, slightly louder. It was hard to make out anything at all, even with her phone’s flashlight on, and she was nearly on top of her before she finally saw her.

The old woman was kneeling on the ground, her face distorted with emotion, rocking backward and forward, keening softly. Anna hurried over and crouched next to her, taking her hands. “I’m here, Grandma. Evelyn. I’m here. It’s Anna. I’m sorry. I’m here now.” Still Grandma keened, a low, terrible sound, and as Anna pulled her close so they were face-to-face, the night filled the deep wrinkles in Grandma’s skin and her face looked like a cracked mosaic. “It’s me, Grandma, I’m here,” Anna repeated, sick with guilt. What had she done? She shouldn’t have gone out. How was she going to explain this?

At last some recognition flickered. “Anna,” Grandma said. It was a statement, not a question, and she looked away again toward the patch of dry ground and keened some more. “I can’t keep doing it, Lord, I can’t keep doing it.”

“Let’s get inside,” Anna said, mentally berating herself. She shouldn’t have gone out. She should have waited until a night when Mom was home. It had been selfish. Thoughtless. “Your hands are cold.”

“Stop it!” Grandma was suddenly looking right at Anna, her eyes wide and bloodshot, and spittle flecked on Anna’s cheek as she barked out the words. “It’s so loud! The girls in my head are so loud.”

She gasped and then froze momentarily before her voice dropped. “They say a girl died here.”

A shiver ran down Anna’s spine. Between sitting in a graveyard, talking about ghosts and the dead, and then finding out that Lila and probably Bonnie had been in her house, she was creeped out enough without this.

“They say a girl died here,” Grandma said again, staring at Anna, eyes wide and afraid.

“Who says, Grandma?” Anna leaned forward, one arm reaching out for the old woman. “Who’s talking in your head?”

Grandma finally flinched and crumpled, holding her hands to her ears. “Anna,” she moaned. “Anna, Anna, Anna.” Her shoulders hunched and she started to sob, the awful sound coming deep from within her hollow chest. “Anna,” she whispered.

Anna did the only thing she could think of. She pulled Grandma into a hug and soothed her.
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On the way into the house, Grandma had slipped into some kind of fugue state, staring glassily into the distance as Anna sat her on the side of the bed and carefully washed her feet. Thankfully there were no cuts, but her skin was just pale tracing paper and blue veins stretched over bones, transparently white in places and yet dotted with brown, as if rot was quietly starting to set in already, and the soles were dry and cold with a chill that came from the inside.

Only when Anna was carefully easing Grandma back against the pillows did a tension grip her body before she let out a gasp and finally relaxed. Light came back on in Grandma’s eyes.

“Grandma?” Anna asked tentatively.

“Anna?” Soft. Afraid. Confused. No edge of disapproval. Grandma, but not Grandma. “What are you doing here?” Her pale lips trembled and her eyes filled with an awful, terrified realization. “What was I doing?”

“Nothing, don’t worry about it.” Anna pulled the covers up to her waist, but Grandma wouldn’t settle.

“Why do my feet sting?”

“Just relax. I’ll get you a warm drink.” Jesus, why did Mom have to be on the night shift? “That’ll make you feel better.”

“It happened again,” Grandma said, and began to cry. It was quiet and heartbreaking and made Anna want to block her ears so she didn’t have to hear it.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she said instead. “You’re fine.”

“I’m not, though, am I?” Grandma paused and caught her breath, stemming the flow of tears, her usual steel remerging. Anna felt a surprising bud of pride burst into life inside her.

“Where was I this time?” Grandma asked.

“Outside. In front of the house on the ground.”

“Oh dear Lord.” Grandma sank back against the pillows. She looked shattered. “Did I wake you?” She frowned. “Why are you fully dressed?”

“I went out for a … for a walk. Needed some fresh air. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have left you.”

“If you hadn’t gone out, you might not have found me.” Grandma looked at her. Her eyes were dark pools of emotional exhaustion, but her mouth tilted upward slightly. “And fresh air. Is that what they’re calling cigarette smoke these days?”

A flush burned on Anna’s neck. Shit. Here it came. The disapproval. The disappointment. “I know you don’t like smoking, but—”

“Oh, but how I miss that taste,” Grandma said. “Still. After all these years.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “Cigarettes?” She stared. “You?”

“Uh-huh. I used to sneak out just like you when I was young. Not much older than Caroline, if I’m honest. Different times then. But when you say you went out for ‘fresh air,’ how does the phrase go, don’t that word a … well, that word—er, and don’t lie to someone who knows the truth?”

“Bullshitter?” Anna almost laughed the word out.

“Yes,” Grandma said. “That word.” She paused. “Bullshit.” It came out with determined force, as if Grandma wasn’t sure she could actually say it. Anna did laugh this time. It had been a long time since Grandma had made her smile.

“I find myself living in those days more. The long-ago days. Before I met your grandfather and got married and grew up. You’ll find it out yourself when you’re older, but even without this”—she waved her hand around her head—“this thing happening to me, it’s your youth that haunts you most when you’re at the wrong end of time.”

Anna said nothing. Her youth haunted her enough already, and she was still in it.

“I guess having Dr. Burdett around brings back memories too,” she said eventually, tentatively. Maybe they’d been talking about the murders. Maybe that had dug itself into Grandma’s subconscious. They say a girl died here. It was creepy as fuck, though. “Must be strange after all this time.” It was odd talking to Grandma like this, like real people. She wasn’t quite sure how to do it. She was walking across verbal marshland. One misstep and she’d be sucked down into a bog of snippy anger. The way things between them normally were. The way she, Grandma, and Mom dysfunctioned together.

“Ah, Johnny,” Grandma said. “Yes, I guess he does, although sometimes I think we remember things differently. He was never for me. But yes, he sees me, not some old, decrepit woman.” She gazed at the bedroom wall as if a flickering film of the past were playing there. She stared for so long, Anna thought she was “going” again, but then she sighed. “Thank you,” Grandma said. “For bringing me inside. It must be quite frightening when I’m like that. Whatever that is.”

“It’s fine. Anyway,” Anna said, not sure how to deal with the gratitude, getting to her feet. “I’ll let you sleep.” She gave Grandma a half smile and headed for the door.

“Anna?”

She turned.

“Yes, Grandma?”

The old woman was sitting up, alert—decided on something. Strength had come back to her steel spine. “I think I would like one of your cigarettes.”

Anna didn’t move. Tonight was turning into one of the strangest she could remember. “No, you wouldn’t.”

“Oh yes, I most certainly would.” She pushed the covers back and stepped into her slippers. “And you know better than to argue with me. Pass my robe, dear, and then let’s go outside. We can’t have your mother smelling it.”
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Grandma took a deep drag then coughed then laughed then coughed again.

“Dear Lord, did they always taste this bad?” She coughed some more, pulling a tissue from her dressing gown pocket to dab her watering eyes.

“No one’s forcing you.” Anna lit her own and inhaled smoothly.

“And at some point you’re going to have to quit. But tonight we both get a free pass.” Grandma tried again, more cautiously, and this time kept the smoke down. “Perhaps it’s like riding a bike. You never really forget.”

“Yeah, maybe, but if you get dizzy, let me know.” It had been a long, odd day, and as they headed toward dawn, it was getting stranger. The doctors had said that Grandma might become more erratic as time went on, but this wasn’t that. This was just a whole facet of her personality that Anna had never seen. Was she chilling out now that she was fading? They stood in silence, breathing smoke into the night for a long moment before Grandma spoke again.

“I think I understand how you felt—how you feel—now.” She held the cigarette expertly between two fingers as she tapped ash into the dirt. Maybe it was like riding a bike. “Afterward. Not being able to remember something happening, but everyone else knowing. It’s not very nice, is it?”

“No.” Anna’s throat tightened and ached and she pretended it was from the smoke rather than the threat of tears. “It’s not.”

“It was difficult,” Grandma said. “All of it. Your grandfather—well, he was—he would have hated—and I—and to think of all those people seeing you like that … well, I … I kept thinking of him.”

Anna felt so awkward hearing Grandma struggling to talk about the thing, she wanted the ground to suck her down alive. “I know I disappointed you,” she said quietly. “Everyone was embarrassed. And I know you think it was my fault.” She stopped herself before she could add You made that clear.

“It wasn’t that.” Grandma inhaled again, her mouth tighter. “Perhaps some of that. I just didn’t understand. I didn’t—I didn’t want … a fuss. To have it all … well, you know how people are.” She looked at Anna, her eyes clear. “I was wrong. There should have been more of a fuss. Maybe then they’d have found them if we’d made a fuss without you having to remember.”

They stood there, cigarettes in hand, both determined not to cry, both with backs ramrod straight. Neither moved to touch or hug the other, but it was a moment between them nonetheless. Anna thought back to what Dr. Burdett had said about them looking the same. Perhaps they were more alike than Anna had realized. It was the closest to an apology she was going to get from Grandma, and in many ways it was better than a straightforward I’m sorry.

“Not sure it would have made much difference. I was out of it. Those guys just did what boys do, isn’t that what everyone said? I wish I could remember, but it’s done now.”

“Not for you, though, dear, is it?”

Anna shrugged. She was glad that the security light wasn’t fixed yet and the darkness was cloaking them. She could see the shine of Grandma’s eyes but no deeper than that, which meant it was the same the other way. They both had a little protection. “Why are you talking about this now anyway?”

“I’m not sure. Perhaps I’m worried I won’t get the chance to say the things I want to. The things I find hard. I worry more these days.”

“You know,” Anna started, careful, “Mom got some sleeping pills in case you need them. I know where they are. If you want one ever, just ask.” If Grandma mentioned it to Mom, Anna would take Mom’s anger. This was the right way to do it, not slipping pills into an old woman’s hot chocolate secretly, like a roofie at a party or a man in a clown mask with a syringe.

“I would like not to be a worry, that’s for sure.” Grandma let out a long sigh, staring ahead. “But if it’s all right with you, I’ll pass. Never did like how they made me feel.” She paused, inhaling, no hint of a cough now. “But if you want me to take them so you don’t stay up worrying, then I will.”

“It’s fine by me, Grandma. I don’t sleep much anyway.”

“Thank you. That’s a relief.”

A relief. A funny way to put it. Anna could understand not wanting to take pills. Mom was always complaining about pill-reluctant patients, but to call it a relief was a strange turn of phrase. “Then I’ll keep flushing them down the sink.”

“Thank you.” Grandma bent down and carefully stubbed the cigarette out before straightening up, still holding the butt. “Maybe one day you’ll remember what happened to you,” she said. “Or maybe it’s better that you don’t. Only time will tell. It’s a long life, Anna, even if it doesn’t feel much like it now.”

“Thanks, Grandma.” She didn’t know what else to say but took the butt from her. “I’ll get rid of that.”

“Our secret,” Grandma said.

“Our secret.”

Grandma headed inside, all careful, birdlike moves.

“Oh, but, Grandma?”

She turned.

“If this turns into a habit, you’ll buying the next pack.” A thought dawned on her. “What happened to that half pack in your room? On the dresser. Were they Dr. Burdett’s?”

Grandma frowned, pausing at the open front door. “What cigarettes? Johnny doesn’t smoke. Maybe the occasional cigar.”

“But I—” Anna stopped herself, seeing the worried confusion on Grandma’s face that something else had slipped between the widening cracks of her mind. “Sorry, my bad. I forgot I took them back,” she lied. “I must have left them in there when I took the towels in.”

“Oh,” Grandma smiled, relieved. “That’ll all well, then. Good night, Anna.” She drifted inside like a wraith.

Around the corner of the porch, Anna dumped both butts into the tin can she’d half filled with water a while back, now thick with cigarette-stub sludge. It was a surprise to see. She didn’t think she’d smoked so much since they’d been here, though she must have. Each one was smoked right down to the butt, just like she smoked them. She made a mental note to either add more water or switch it out for a fresh one tomorrow, fully aware that her family might forgive her moods and occasional outbursts, but accidentally setting Grandma’s house on fire in this endless dry weather would be a step too far.

She’d only started smoking after the thing. Before then she’d vaped sometimes, had the occasional joint at a party, but in general had stuck to beer and wine and done just fine. Until she hadn’t. And now Grandma was smoking too. That was a surprise. They needed to fill up their empty spaces with something, it might as well be American Spirit.

As she locked up the house and crept back to her room, Anna hoped Grandma didn’t take her at her word and start buying. Finding Grandma behaving strangely was one thing—Grandma behaving strangely while smoking would mean one burned-down house in no time, tin can of water or not.

Grandma. Not only was she acting weird—she was saying odd things. That was twice she’d mentioned girls while she was in her lost state. The girls, they won’t shut up. That’s what she’d said in the kitchen, and what was it tonight? They’re so loud. It made Anna shiver. And then They say a girl died here. Now, after what Melissa had said about the dead lingering, Anna couldn’t shake the ridiculous thought of Lila’s and Bonnie’s ghosts somehow being trapped inside Grandma’s head, trying to communicate. It was stupid, just too much death in one evening. No one had died in this house, and Grandma was simply slipping into dementia.

She checked her phone, and there was a message from Melissa, as promised. Home safe, MOM! and a couple of laughing emojis. Then there was a second message that had arrived ten minutes later. Obvs let me know YOU got home safe cuz I’m worrying you got lost and are now trapped in some shit Children of the Corn sequel. Oh wait. There’s hardly any corn. I guess those kids will have moved out of this part of Nebraska to somewhere with rain. But seriously, let me know!

So Melissa liked terrible horror movies too, another thing they had in common. Anna quickly messaged back that she’d been dealing with some Grandma stuff but yeah, she was home.

Thanks for letting me offload about Lila and Bonnie. I’m not always such a whiner.

Anytime. It must be so hard for you all. And their parents.

Yeah, Lila’s left but Bonnie’s are still here. Out on Archer. Same house. Anyway, I gotta sleep. Lucky enough to have some farming to do tomorrow.

Anna sent her a good night and then opened her laptop and the document with only a title. In the quiet darkness, she jotted down a summary of the time in the cemetery, adding Melissa as a potential inclusion subject, then played back the recording of Jamie, his quiet disembodied voice her only company as she made notes. Both he and Melissa were still haunted by the loss of Lila. It was strange to think of them all partying downstairs. Had they been in this room? She wished time could fold and she could see it. Looking down at her document, she added, My connection. They used our new house as a party house. Have I started to feel the ripples myself even without knowing them?

She knew what a psychologist would say—she was exploring other people’s traumas as a way to avoid facing her own, but she had no intention of writing about that. She wouldn’t even put the piece in—if she did ever submit it—under her own name, just in case anyone recognized it.

They say a girl died here. She added Grandma’s creepy sentence as a subheading. A title and a subheading and a bunch of notes. The whole notion of the article was starting to feel more concrete, and she closed the laptop down before her self-doubt crept in. Maybe she’d never show it to anyone. Maybe she’d just write it for herself to prove she could, college degree be damned.

With her bedroom curtains still open, she stared out at the moon until the darkness began to fade, and finally she drifted into sleep.
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It hadn’t been hard to find where Bonnie’s parents lived. Archer was a pretty enough street of one-level houses, off the far end of Main, past the gas station, with maybe about twenty dwellings. The Buchanans’ was the only place with a memorial tree on the front lawn, a small plaque there commemorating their daughter, with a jug of flowers at its base. Anna looked at it through the living room window.

“She’s got the plot out in the cemetery, but we sprinkled some of her ashes at the tree.” Sandra Buchanan brought in two mugs of coffee and sat carefully opposite Anna. “We like to have her close. Couldn’t do what the Clarkes did and move away. But then, we’re Harper’s Creek people. Didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

Anna murmured a thank-you and took the mug. Looking at Sandra was like seeing who Bonnie could have become if she’d been allowed another twenty years. Sandra had the same full lips and slightly crooked teeth that Bonnie had in the poster picture. The same dark hair, although Sandra’s was streaked with silver. Any of the glow of youth she might once have had, however, was long gone, sucked dry by grief, and she was too thin.

“You know what made me mad? Still does?”

All the way to the house, Anna had juggled various lies to tell in order to get inside and have a conversation, and in the end she’d decided to go with the truth. She was writing about the dead girls and loss. It had worked. There had been no hesitation; Sandra had invited her straight in, thirsty to talk about Bonnie, to bring some part of her back to life in the desert spaces of her heart.

“What’s that?”

“The way Bonnie didn’t get the press and attention Lila did. Like somehow Bonnie wasn’t so special, you know?” There were bitter creases around her mouth as she vaped. “Because Lila was going to be the homecoming queen and Bonnie was just an average young woman in an average job.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “No kid is average, though, are they? You average? Bonnie was just as important as Lila. She wasn’t even twenty, for Chrissake.” She sniffed back the tears that threatened to spill and sipped her coffee.

“If you really want to know how the grief feels after three years,” she continued, “for me, being here? It’s Groundhog Day. You seen that old movie? Every day I have the pain of her loss. I get up, I shower, I make Don his lunch, send him off to work, stare at the TV, pretend to care about making dinner, watch more TV with Don, and then go to bed, ready to repeat it all over again. Some days I walk around the town and imagine Bonnie’s with me and we’re going into Kearney or getting breakfast at the diner like we would when she was small and it feels so real I think maybe I’m going crazy. Things like that. But there’s never a day when she’s not the first thing I think of and the last.” She exhaled another cloud of cherry smoke. “People say it gets easier. It doesn’t. We loved our girl. She was a good girl.”

The phrase made Anna prickle. No one had said that about her. A good girl. Untarnished. No, the words that had been used about her had been nasty and accusatory, but at least she was alive. What had happened to her was bad. What had happened to Bonnie was worse.

“Did she ever go up to where I live now? Someone told me Beech House was a party house back then. Because it was empty.”

“Yeah, she did sometimes.” Sandra smiled wistfully. “The kids all thought us parents didn’t know, but we’d rather they were partying there than sneaking into bars someplace out of town. They weren’t hurting anyone. Bonnie might not have been on any teams or been a cheerleader or prizewinner, but she liked high school. All the kids knew each other. Small place.”

“How much has Bonnie’s murder changed how you view Harper’s Creek as a community?”

“People were kind at first. And then they sort of withdrew. Or we did. But no, I don’t trust it anymore. We lock our doors at night. Never did before.”

“I can understand that.” She quickly jotted it down. She hadn’t wanted to record talking to Sandra. It was too personal. This was her child. Anna wouldn’t forget the pain in her voice anyway.

“Did Bonnie know Lila Clarke well?”

“Only in passing. Bonnie was as shocked as anyone when Lila was murdered, but she never thought Jamie had done it, even when the police were pressing him hard. The kids, they saw it all different. They knew Jamie loved her, even the older kids knew that.”

It was true, kids did see things differently. Anna wondered how quickly adults forgot the tight world of teenage life, where that bubble is the only thing that matters. It loosens in college and then disappears completely, maybe, but in high school there is nothing else but the social hierarchy and the world of your peers.

“Most of Bonnie’s friends went off to college, but that wasn’t for her. She was always a homebody. She took a job in reception at the dental practice in town and wanted to train to be a dental assistant. Got a dentist in the family, you know? Doing well. So she saw it as something secure. She stayed late a lot studying, using their computer. Was quieter there, she said.” Sandra’s chin rose. “We were real proud of her.”

“I can see that.” It was hard seeing how fragile Sandra was, even after three years. Would that awful pain ever dull?

“I mean, don’t get me wrong, my girl was no angel.” Sandra let out a surprising small laugh. “She could have real moody phases. Got that from me. She was in one before she died. I think all the studying was getting to her. That’s what Don said. She didn’t have a boyfriend, so he figured it had to be the pressure. Hurts him that the last time we saw her she was in a foul mood. Bit back at him over something and nothing. But I don’t think of that. I think of all the good times, you know? I know she loved us. He knows that too. Not that he talks about her much. Not to me. That’s his way. We’ve coped differently. I can’t go in her room, but he sits in there for hours.” She looked up at Anna with earnest hope. “Will you write about Bonnie as much as you write about Lila? Not just as an afterthought?”

“Of course.” Anna nodded. “Of course I will.” She paused. “Would I be able to look in her room? I’ll be very careful.”

There was a moment’s hesitation, and Anna felt the weight of all that grief and trust being placed in her, then Sandra nodded. “I won’t come in with you, but okay.”
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Anna took a moment as she closed the door and stood in the room that hadn’t changed in three years. It was a hybrid bedroom, somewhere between teen and womanhood, nothing pink or cheesy but still with a string of lights around the mirror on the wall and a worn teddy bear up on a bookshelf rather than on the bed. The contents of Bonnie’s wardrobe were as expected—a few smart blouses and skirts that must have been for work, and then the usual mix of party clothes and jeans and too many shoes.

There was a jewelry tree on the dresser, but instead of the gold and silver she’d imagined Lila would have worn, these were mainly chunky pieces, a little more rebellious in style. She quickly searched in the drawers and under the mattress, but found nothing unusual. Despite the fact that Anna was here to understand how grief had affected Sandra, she was also curious to know if Bonnie had secrets. What had been causing her moods? Could it have anything to do with her getting killed? She studied the room. Where would she herself have hidden something when she was younger?

Anna found the romantic cards tucked into a hidden homemade paper pocket taped to the back of the mirror. There were three, all with images from that Netflix show that had been a big deal a few years back, Love Until We Die. Anna hadn’t watched it, but it was about some secret romance. She remembered the #relationshipgoals memes that were everywhere for a while.

She opened the first card, her heart thrumming hard. You are the sweetest thing. Thank you for being mine. The second just had three kisses in it. And the third said Can’t wait until Tuesday. You drive me crazy. I love you. The last was written in lilac ink. Anna stared at the cards. The words were printed in small block capitals rather than cursive, and she wondered if that was so the writing couldn’t be identified. Why no name at the bottom? If this were a normal boyfriend, the cards would be out on her desk, not hidden away, and Bonnie’s mom had just said she didn’t have a boyfriend. This was a secret, cautious lover. Now, that was interesting.

She took photos of the cards with her phone before carefully replacing two behind the mirror and slipping one into her backpack. Sandra was right. There were no average people. Everyone’s lives held their own secrets and surprises.

She’d taken a couple of yearbooks down from the shelf and was about to browse through them when Sandra knocked on the door. “You nearly done? Don’ll be home soon and I don’t want him to know you’ve been in there.”

“Yes, thank you.” Impulsively, Anna quickly added the two books to her backpack before joining Sandra, who chewed her bottom lip nervously between vapes, in the hallway. “You’ve been very kind.”

“Will you let us read your article?” she asked. “First? Before you send it in?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” She meant it. She knew how it was to have your pain out on display for people to judge or treat as cruel entertainment and laugh at you. If she ever finished the piece, Bonnie’s parents would be the first to read it, she decided. Sandra led her back to the front door, and, out in the baking heat, Anna took a last look at the tree.

“How did you feel when Michael Cairns was shot during that robbery?” she asked.

Behind her, Sandra leaned against the doorframe, eternally exhausted. “Angry.” She pulled on the vape again and looked down at her tatty house shoes underneath her trackpants. “We didn’t get any answers. No confession. We don’t know how much she suffered. That was all stolen from us. We’re stuck in the hell of not knowing. He got away easy.”

“I heard Jamie isn’t convinced he was guilty. Do you believe it?”

There was a long pause before Sandra let out a sigh of vapor that obscured her face. “I think they got the right guy. The autopsy said both girls’ murders were identical.” She paused. “And I have to believe it,” she said softly. “Otherwise I’d go crazy.”

Anna watched as the broken woman went back inside, closing the door without a goodbye. She touched the tree, a small thank-you, and then headed into the baking heat. Maybe she’d stop at the grocery store or diner and pick up a cold drink for her walk. She knew where she had to go to next.

Sandra had said that Bonnie was convinced Jamie hadn’t killed Lila. Maybe Jamie would have some idea who Bonnie might have been seeing. He said he didn’t know her well, but there weren’t that many kids in town. He probably knew her better than he thought. Anyway, it was worth a try.
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“Jamie?” Anna’s throat was dry from the relentless heat. She waited but got no answer, the sun burning through the back of her T-shirt.

“Jamie?” she repeated. “It’s me. Anna.” His motel room door was cracked open, maybe for some air, but she couldn’t hear any movement from inside. “You awake?”

She knocked, then pushed the door a little. “I just went to Bonnie’s—” She stopped, staring into the gloomy room, knowing immediately that something was wrong. The bed was messy but empty, and in the quiet all she could hear was trickling water. Get out, her senses screamed at her. Run.

“Hello?” The door to the bathroom was half open and as she stepped forward, ignoring her own internal red-light warnings, she could see the linoleum inside was soaking and the bedroom carpet near the doorway was sodden, liquid spreading outward, the water still running over the edge of the tub.

As she got closer, the hum of the electric light was too loud, buzzing like an angry wasp. The constant trickle of creeping water threatened to consume the room like a terrible fungus. The sharp stench of shit and piss hung in the air. She knew from all these things that there was nothing good to come from looking further, she was already sure of what she would find, but holding her breath, and on unsteady legs, she forced herself closer.

She saw Jamie’s bare feet on the wet bathroom floor, and as she came around the edge of the bed, her breath trapped in her chest, the rest of him came into view, sprawled naked and face down on the bedroom carpet, head turned sideways. His eyes were open, staring at nothing, but his thin arm was stretched out as if he’d been reaching for something, and the old lace doily from the small bedside table was on the floor nearby.

She stepped backward, head spinning, her sweat suddenly ice-cold. “Jamie?” she whispered, even though she knew he couldn’t answer. He’d never be answering again. Despite black spots of panic forming in the corners of her vision, she fought the urge to run as far away from this room as she could and went through to the bathroom, up on her tiptoes so the water didn’t soak her shoes, trying not to think about whatever of Jamie’s bodily fluids might be in it, and turned off the faucets. The water was cold. It had been running awhile. She moved back carefully, seeing the needle and syringe on the soaked linoleum. Had he found the lure of the drugs too strong?

In the terrifying silence, she stared at Jamie’s body. What had he dragged himself out of the bath and across the floor for? She looked again at the doily on the carpet. Maybe he’d pulled something down from the table. She crouched, revulsed by being so close to the corpse, and looked under the bed. There, just an inch or so hidden, was his phone. She carefully held it in front of his open eyes. It unlocked.

I ws right, An

She stared, her stomach in her mouth. I was right, Anna. She dropped the cell and gasped, getting to her feet and backing away, banging hard into the TV table, crumpling onto it, his words coming back to her. They’ll have murdered me to shut me up.

The syringe. If it hadn’t been Jamie OD’ing, then had the killer had come to finish what they’d started years ago? Maybe the clown story was real. She needed to call the police. She needed a cigarette. She needed to get out of this awful room. She straightened up on unsteady legs, and as she turned toward the door and sunlight, she saw a small stack of his posters by the TV. She grabbed them, stuffing them into her backpack alongside the stolen yearbooks, and headed for the daylight. If the killer was still out there, then girls needed to be warned.

Outside, she fell into one of the chairs, gratefully sucking in the sticky air as if it were a cool mountain breeze, and waited until the heat consuming her became a shivering chill and her vision cleared. She took several deep, shaky breaths before lighting a cigarette, needing to lose the ghost of the smell from inside, and then called 911.

She waited for the siren wail and pressed herself back into the chair, willing them to come quickly.
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She stayed outside, shivering in the heat, as people arrived and the silence gave way to the hum of activity. Sheriff Adams came first with an older deputy, Pete Franks, both men pulling on plastic gloves and masks before going inside. Then came the ambulance and Dr. Burdett, all grave faces and quiet voices as they studied the scene, cameras clicking. None of it seemed to take very long, but by the time Todd Greenbough turned up, they were picking Jamie up from the carpet and the sun had dropped in the sky, so maybe she’d just been in shock.

“Hey, Anna, you okay?” Todd’s eyes crinkled with concern as he took the seat beside her.

“He was getting clean.”

“Trying to get clean and succeeding at it are two different things. Would explain his OD, though. If he was out of practice.”

“Or maybe his story about the man in the clown mask was true. Maybe they came back and finished the job.”

“You think someone murdered Jamie?” The voice, gravelly and warm, came from behind her. She turned to see Dr. Burdett in the doorway, pulling off his gloves. He tugged down his mask. “Oh, Anna, what makes you think it’s that?”

“It’s a possibility, right?”

Leaving her question hanging, the old man stepped out of the way so the paramedics could wheel the gurney out, Jamie’s naked body hidden in the black bag strapped to it. Sheriff Adams, his face dark and thoughtful, followed behind and nodded to the other deputy, Pete, to go with the ambulance. None of them spoke until the body was loaded and the doors closed, the weight of the moment making Anna’s breath catch in her chest all over again. She let it out slowly before speaking. “Maybe someone shot him up and left, then he crawled out of the bath and tried to send a message. Did you see his phone? What he’d typed?”

“A few half words.”

“Or a message. I was right, Anna.” She was calm. Steady. “He was clean. He’s been clean for nearly two weeks. And he told me that if anything happened to him, it would be murder. And now he’s dead.”

Dr. Burdett was gentle, looking at her sympathetically. “He’s OD’d before. A couple of years back. He was found by someone who claimed to be a friend, but I think was his dealer. He only just survived. When he was recovering, he told me he’d wanted to end it all.” He paused to let that sink in. “How long have you known him? A few days? The truth is, Jamie struggled, Anna. That’s the long and short of it. He suffered from delusions and depression and addiction. Life wasn’t easy for him.”

Sheriff Adams put his hat on, protecting himself from the heat of the sinking sun. “Doc, you’re the coroner. I want you to recommend an autopsy.”

Dr. Burdett frowned. “You really think you need one?”

“I want to be sure what happened.” The doctor dismissed, Sheriff Adams turned to Anna. “I’ll drive you home, Anna, then go and break the news to the Carlsons.” He trudged to the car, the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“Can I have Jamie’s scooter?” Anna asked suddenly. “Tell his parents I’ll pay for it. I can’t afford a new one.”

He paused and shrugged. “They’ve probably forgotten they bought it. Doubt they’ll want it. Put it in the trunk for her, Todd.” He looked back at Anna. “Make a fifty-dollar donation to a charity of your choice. We’ll call it quits.”

Todd fetched the scooter from inside for her, and, realizing she had no choice but to sit up front, Anna quickly set her cell phone to video. The back seat of the cruiser would lock her in, so she didn’t want to go there, but neither was she happy being alone with Sheriff Adams in the car. He might be the law, but he was still a man. At least if she was recording, if he tried anything, there’d be evidence. A video that would work in her favor this time.
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“You know, Todd’s a good guy.” Sheriff Adams glanced across, the sinking sun making ravines in the lines on his face. Craggy. Fatherly. Concerned. God, she was so tired of people being concerned about her. “You shouldn’t take it out on him. He was a kid too when Lila was killed. Whatever anger Jamie had with the police over that, it was nothing to do with Todd.”

“But it was to do with you, right?”

“It was, I’m sorry to say. And Bonnie too. Both on my watch. Not what you expect in a small town like this. But we did our best, you need to know that. This case damn near finished me.”

“Seems it broke a lot of people.” She stared out at the passing countryside, this quiet and alien land she was slowly getting used to.

“Todd says you’re writing something about it?”

“How come you’re so convinced it was that Michael Cairns guy?” She ignored his question. “He was shot and killed, right? So he couldn’t answer any questions.”

“No, he couldn’t, and I sure was pissed about that. As for certainty? Am I a hundred percent sure he was guilty? No one can be. But there was enough evidence, and that along with the snooping pictures we found and the fact that he was in the act of committing a felony to get money to get as far away from Harper’s Creek as he could when he was shot makes me around ninety percent. Most times in this job, the obvious solution is the right one.” He shrugged. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

“I’m writing something,” she said quietly, not elaborating. “But it’s early stages.” What she’d been thinking about writing was changing shape in her mind as she mulled the sheriff’s words. Most times, the obvious solution is the right one. Jamie had said that someone might try to kill him, and now Jamie was dead. Perhaps the obvious was the right solution here too.

Maybe Sheriff Adams could read her thoughts, because he said, “As for Jamie, the autopsy will show what was in that syringe, and obviously we’ll check out if anyone else was seen going into the motel or in the vicinity who shouldn’t have been. Whether he bought any drugs today.” He looked at her again. “I’m going to do my best by him, Anna. And not just because his dad is a royal pain in the ass. But because it’s my job. I love this town. It’s in my blood. I was born and bred here and when my time comes I’ll be buried right over there.” He nodded to the window as the cemetery came into view. “Got a plot picked out right next to my daddy, who was also a sheriff of Harper’s Creek. Small-town life gets under your skin. There’s a whole world here when you look closely.”

Anna gazed out over the barren fields. It was a hard land. Unforgiving. “I’ll take your word for it.”

As they drove past the cemetery, she looked through the chain-link fence to the headstones beyond. Jamie would be in that earth soon, forever underground. A thought struck her. How sweet Jamie had been about Lila. How he’d still loved her.

“Jamie wouldn’t have meant to kill himself,” she said. “Not today.”

Sheriff Adams frowned. “How can you be so sure?”

“He’d do it on the anniversary of Lila’s death. The fifteenth, right? To die then would be symbolic. Romantic.”

“Or,” Sheriff Adams countered as the house came into view, “like so many other tragic addicts, he simply misjudged his dose.”
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“I don’t understand what you were doing at a place like that.”

Sheriff Adams hadn’t lingered beyond a polite exchange while getting Jamie’s scooter out of the trunk, but it was clear Dr. Burdett had already called Mom about the situation, and now she was pacing the hall while Anna plugged the scooter in to charge. Caroline had scurried upstairs after the flash of a warning look from Mom, and Grandma’s TV was blaring indistinctly from down the corridor. This war zone was theirs alone. “Anything could have happened.”

“Well, I wasn’t buying drugs, which is obviously what you’re thinking.” Overhead, the fan whirled, doing nothing except pushing warm air and bad feelings around them. Anything could have happened. As if Anna wasn’t aware of the dangers. As if the thing had taught her nothing. “And you know what, Mom, less lecturing and more sympathy because I just found a dead body would be nice.” A dead body. It was still surreal. Jamie’s open eyes, empty of life.

“What are you doing hanging around with junkies?” Mom paused, one hand on her hip, standing like she used to when Anna was a little kid. “What is going on with you?”

“I’m an adult, Mom, I can have friends you don’t approve of. Anyway, he’s dead now, so you don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

It was a sharp and unnecessary retort and Mom looked slapped.

“I’m trying to understand, that’s all. We’ve only been here a few weeks and you haven’t mentioned making any friends. You can only have barely known him.”

“Maybe I didn’t know him well. But I liked him.”

Mom leaned back against the old dresser, weary in her helplessness. Anna noticed her eyebrows were neater and darker and her lashes fuller. Her skin looked fresher. Had she been to a salon today? A realization dawned. It’s a date. Lucas the plumber. She was making herself fuckable for him.

“I think you should go back to therapy,” Mom said, standing taller. “Dr. Sadler said you needed more sessions. I’m sure we can find the money.”

“Screw you, Mom.” Anna’s whole body was trembling, her fingernails digging into the palms of her hands. “You going to fuck the plumber? That’s what all this effort is for? Is that how desperate you are?”

“Sorry to interrupt.”

Anna and her mother startled in unison as Dr. Burdett’s shadow cut across the wooden floor. The front door was still open and in the doorway he had the embarrassed air of a man who knew he’d walked into an argument but also was old enough to know how to ride it out and defuse it.

“I made some blueberry muffins yesterday. Promised Evelyn I’d bring some over. I was on my way when I got called out to—well, you know. So they may be a little warm from the truck.”

“I’m so sorry, Johnny.” Mom flushed. “You shouldn’t have heard that.”

“Oh hell, families fight. Especially after difficult days.” He looked at Anna, his eyes gentle. “And this has been a bad day for you, Anna, but you did well. It must have been a terrible shock.”

Mom looked a little more sheepish at that, but Anna was too wound up to care. Mom knew how she felt about therapy. It hadn’t done any good. If anything, it had made her feel worse. The black ball of tangled emotions inside her could not be unraveled without knowing who was responsible. No amount of talking was going to make that go away. She could cope with everyone else having failed her, brushing it under the rug. But she couldn’t cope with having failed herself. Her brain had turned against her. “When will you know what was in that syringe?”

“Oh, for god’s sake, Anna!” Mom cut in. “Leave the man in peace. It’s not your business.”

“It’s fine, Claire.” He looked at Anna. “It’s been sent away for analysis. Will be a couple of days. It’s not like the movies or TV. These things take time. Especially out here in the sticks. We don’t have the resources of the big cities.”

“Mom’s in her room. I’ll fetch her and make some coffee. It’ll be good for her to sit on the porch and get some fresh air, if you can call it that. Then I’ll call Lucas and cancel our plans. I can’t leave her and Caroline tonight.” She looked at Anna, almost on the verge of tears.

“You don’t trust me to look after them?” Anna’s face burned red, in part with guilt, remembering how she’d gone to the cemetery and how she’d found Grandma on her knees keening over the dirt when she got back. Mom said nothing, so her answer was clear.

“Don’t do that, I can stay,” Dr. Burdett said. “Evelyn and I have been planning a rewatch of Sunset Boulevard. And I’ve promised Caroline a tetherball game in the yard. She’s loving that old set I gave her. I can rustle up some food for everyone and then watch the movie with Evelyn while you go out and enjoy yourself. It’s Friday night, after all.”

“Are you sure?” It looked like Mom was ready to fall to her knees with gratitude. “I’ve been looking forward to it.”

“Sure I’m sure. And same for you, Anna. A young woman like you should be out dancing on the weekend, don’t you think?”

There was an awkward silence after that.
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“So which do you think?” Caroline had laid out two pairs of pajama short sets on her bed, one white with red hearts on it and the other lemon with cherries. Both were, Anna thought, cute enough to be a pervert’s dream. She looked at her little sister, with her hair like silk and her body that was becoming something new and her green eyes and long legs, and wanted to fold her up and put her back into her child’s body.

“Either. I like the lemon best.” Anna leaned on the doorframe. “This party isn’t until next week though, right? Which of your friends are going?” Her tone was light. Disinterested. Her heart pounded hard though. Was this how it had been for Mom when Anna was younger? Questioning her, afraid of the answers? Women in an endless cycle of fear of everything that could go wrong. The hurt that could be done. Passed down generation to generation, a secret thing men could never truly understand.

“Holly, me, Jolene Summers, and Jessica Brown. They’re my main friends. Some other people too.” Caroline picked up the yellow set and folded it on the chair before putting the other away. “We’re doing nails and stuff so we’re matching. We’re going to be camping. Although Holly’s calling it glamping, so I figure it won’t be like when I went to the woods with my school in Boston.” She grinned as she held up a set of undereye gel patches. “Mom got me these to take for when we’re getting ready in the afternoon. Holly’s going to love them. They’re collagen and everything.”

“Because that’s what your twelve-year-old skin needs. A little more collagen.” She forced herself to smile and make it into a joke. It was enough that she was always fighting with Mom. She didn’t want to fight with Caroline too.

“Nearly thirteen. And they have a pizza oven in their yard and a pool. Bikini or one-piece? Maybe I’m too fat for a bikini. They’re all thinner than me.”

“Don’t even start with that. You and Holly are the same size. Trust me. I saw you together. And if that size is fine for the great Holly Greenbough, then you don’t need to worry.” It wasn’t the most politically correct reassurance, but no nearly thirteen-year-old was buying into the “all bodies are beautiful” memes, however true they might be. They needed to hear what they needed to hear. That they were thin. And Anna wasn’t worried. Caroline loved food, but she also loved sports, and she’d never starve herself and damage that. She knew food was energy. Her worries were doubts, nothing more, as her body shifted, changing and unreliable, around her. It wasn’t so long ago that Anna couldn’t remember how it felt. “Her parents’ll be there, right?” Now she really did sound like Mom. But Caroline was heading into that in-between time where some parents had decided they were old enough to be alone for hours while others still didn’t let them near the stove.

“Yep.” Caroline looked sideways at her, eyes like those of an inquisitive deer. Curious but wary. A little afraid. She sat on her bed, and as her shoulders slumped, the teenager vanished and the little girl reappeared.

“Holly messaged. Said you found a dead body today.”

Anna stared at her. “Everyone knows everything around here.”

“Is that what you and Mom were fighting about?”

“I guess. Yeah, that started it.” We were fighting because I’m too old to be at home and we don’t know how to behave around each other anymore and we’re both exhausted is what Anna really wanted to say, but Caroline wasn’t going to get the nuance of that. There were too many women in this house, going around in circles with each other. Bound by blood but divided by years.

“Was it horrible?”

“It wasn’t fun.”

“It was Lila Clarke’s boyfriend, wasn’t it?”

“If you know all the answers, why are you asking me?” Anna prickled.

“Is it my fault?” Caroline looked up at her, afraid.

“What do you mean?” The question threw Anna. “How could it be your fault?”

“I was talking about them. The two dead girls. I told you about the Farmhand and then you said it into the mirror. I wish you’d never said it, Anna. I wish you hadn’t. You’re scared he’s coming for you, aren’t you? That’s why you’ve gotten all funny about Lila and Bonnie.”

“Okay, stop there.” Caroline was so earnest and worried and Anna ached for the time when the biggest thing she was scared of herself had been nothing but stupid urban legends. “Nothing’s your fault, Callie. And I told you before, that’s just a stupid creepy game. Nothing’s going to happen.” She sat on the bed and the springs creaked like Grandma’s joints and one day even Caroline’s bones would. “I was curious, that’s all. I’m always curious about mysteries, you know that. And Jamie had some questions too, so we talked. But then he died and I found him and it’s very sad, but nothing is your fault. Okay? And the Farmhand doesn’t exist. Next time someone tries to scare you with it, ignore them. If you weren’t such a chicken, I’d show you Candyman, and then you’d see.”

“Okay.” Caroline nodded, although she wasn’t convinced. “I think they’ve all gone a bit crazy because of the anniversaries. Holly’s brother, Todd, says it’s just teenage hysteria, whatever that is. I told him that sounded sexist.”

“Good girl.” Anna laughed aloud. “Now come on, it’s nearly nine. Bedtime.”

“You should have had dinner with me and Grandma and Dr. Burdett,” Caroline said as Anna headed out into the corridor. “He’s nice, you know. I like talking to him. He’s good at tetherball too, even though his arthritis is bad. And was showing me an ants’ nest at the bottom of the yard. Telling me all about the colony. Ants are super clever.”

Anna didn’t answer but called good night over her shoulder and closed Caroline’s door before heading to her own room. She flopped onto her bed and opened the writing competition document on her laptop, her mind still turning over Jamie’s death. The cards she found in Bonnie’s bedroom. Maybe something, maybe nothing. If Jamie was right and Michael Cairns wasn’t the killer and the real killer was still loose in town and had murdered him, then how could she feel safe? How could she keep Caroline safe?

She looked at her title: Harper’s Creek: The Ripple Effects of Murders in a Small-Town Community. It didn’t feel right anymore. Not after Jamie. She chewed her bottom lip and then typed, A Murderer Among Us: Who Really Killed the Girls of Harper’s Creek? That was better. Maybe they did get the right guy, but she’d take the curiosity baton from Jamie’s dead hand and see if it had all just been too easy for the police. Maybe she’d even make a podcast out of it. For the first time since the thing, she felt like she had a purpose.

She opened the yearbooks and began flicking through one of them from a year when both girls were in school, looking at the boys’ names and checking out their social media. Most were now old before their time and married with kids or at least in serious relationships and tied into dull jobs. Many had moved to the city or bigger towns, but none stood out as close with both girls. It was hard to see any of them as a serial killer. But then, Anna had listened to enough true crime to know that they were often impossible to spot.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A text from Melissa. Sounds like it’s been a day? You, me, The Shamrock, beer, now.

Her stomach rose, a sudden panic, sour bile burning her throat. The Shamrock. A bar. She couldn’t, not on a Friday night. All those men. The drinking. But how would she explain that to Melissa? Melissa was her only friend—or close enough to one—that she had here. She looked back at Caroline’s door. Her little sister was going to a party next week. Mom was out on a date. Was Anna going to drift around this house like a ghost until she was Grandma’s age? Maybe it was cognitive therapy she needed, to face some of her fears. Could she do it? Of course she could. But would she?

She thought of Jamie’s dead body on the carpet. Now cold on a morgue slab. He’d never hear music again. He’d never drink a beer again. Dr. Burdett was here, so there was no reason she couldn’t leave. Caroline and Grandma would be safe. At some point she was going to have to start to socialize again. And she’d be with Melissa.

Before she could change her mind, she ran quietly down the stairs, unplugged her scooter, and crept out of the house. She had to start coming back to life. She had to.






30


The Shamrock wasn’t as terrifying as she’d imagined. It was clean and well lit, wholesome-looking folks eating at polished tables, and the food smelled good. There was a stage in the back set up for a band, but no one was playing yet, maybe waiting for the dinner service to finish and the older crowd to head home. The whole place had less of a masculine vibe than she’d been expecting, but Anna didn’t relax until she’d hurried, head down, to the small booth in the corner where Melissa sat in jeans and a tee, her smudged kohl and bracelets a grungy trademark, four bottles of Bud Light lined up and an empty bottle beside her already. She grinned. “One to down, one to sip. Figured you needed it.”

Anna slid into the booth, back to the wall so she could see out, and spotted Suzy behind the bar polishing up some glasses. She’d give Suzy her due, she worked hard at two jobs, but maybe this was as much about her social life as money.

“If it’s any consolation, Jamie was an overdose waiting to happen.”

“That’s what everyone says.” The beer fizzed in Anna’s chest as she swallowed. “So I guess it must be true.”

“Spoken like a born cynic. But you’re allowed to be messed up. I’ve been there, remember. It’s shitty, right? Finding a dead body?” She paused, eyes glittering. “You see it every time you close your eyes and you think it’ll never stop. Like they’ll be with you. But it’s not the case. Life takes over.” She held up her bottle. “So cheers and welcome to the Body-Finder Club, and let’s not talk about corpses or dead friends tonight, deal? Tonight is for fun.”

“God, yes.” Anna felt a rush of warmth. Of course Melissa understood. In the madness of her day she’d forgotten that Melissa was the one who had found Bonnie out on her farm. She knew everything Anna was feeling. The shock of it. She understood what Anna had gone through. She clinked her own bottle against Melissa’s and they drank deep, Melissa letting out a belch so dramatic it made Anna laugh.

A waitress who wasn’t Suzy brought a big basket of barbecue chicken and fries and they both dug in, Anna hungrier than she’d realized. Melissa tore at the chicken. “This is so good. You’d think in this drought there’d be nothing to do on a farm, but I swear I’ve been working all day. My dad does his best, but his bones are feeling the life of it, you know? Farming ages you fast.”

“What happened to your mom? If you don’t mind me asking?”

“Oh shit, my mom.” Melissa snorted. “She’s in Omaha, we think. She found religion of all things, on a weekend there when I was little. Some group. A cult, really, like a commune. She kept it secret for a while, but then it came out in the open and she wanted my dad to join up too. Guess she thought she could convert him if she tried hard enough, but she couldn’t, not really. He loves God as much as anyone, but he was never going to sell the farm and sign up to hand over all his money. And I wasn’t the malleable child she’d expected. Always into things I shouldn’t be. Lots of foul moods and screaming matches.”

“I can see that.” Anna smiled.

“No surprise, huh? But anyway, she left us. She wanted that whole life, and I guess me and Dad and Uncle Zach couldn’t compete. She’s probably some kind of sister-wife now.” She pulled a face.

“You don’t miss her?”

“Not enough to look for her,” Melissa said between bites of chicken. “My dad went off the rails drinking, but my uncle and the doc and the town helped us. Helped me. I may bitch about this town, but it’s a good place.” Melissa wiped her mouth and looked up, curious. “What happened to your dad? Death or divorce?”

Anna gave her a rueful smile. “Abandonment would be closer. But there was no church involved, just the age-old story of a coworker and motel afternoons. No idea where he is now. Vanished after Callie was born. I don’t really even remember him.” That wasn’t true. If anything, unlike the black hole that was the thing, the memories of her dad were almost too bright sometimes. “My mom’s on a date tonight.” She groaned. “With Lucas. The handyman. So gross.”

“That’s no surprise.” There was the hint of a mischievous smile back on Melissa’s lips. “Lucas can zero in on a single woman like a great white shark with a drop of blood in an ocean. The more desperate and lonely, the better. No offense to your mom.”

“None taken. She is no doubt both of those things.” Anna leaned back in the booth, full. “He’s a player?”

“Well, he made his way through a fair amount of moms when he worked at the school, that’s for sure. Handsyman as much as handyman.” She smiled at her own joke. “Lot of thirsty women in this town. Pretty sure he slept with Bonnie’s mom while her parents were on a break.”

“Oh god, double gross.” Anna half laughed, but she felt a little sick. She and Mom might be like sandpaper, rubbing strips off each other, but she didn’t want her to get hurt. She’d had a rough enough ride already.

“Maybe he’s changed.” Melissa drained her bottle. “Maybe she’s the one,” she added, sarcastically.

Anna felt immediately protective of her mother. Melissa might hate her own, but Anna’s mom had been the one to stick around. “Maybe,” she said. “But if he’s trouble, she’ll break up with him when she’s gotten over the attention. She’s not stupid.”

Melissa shrugged and her eyes lit up as the doors opened and a breeze of women came in, all denim miniskirts and tanned bare limbs regardless of age, fully made up and looking for a good time. At the bar, Suzy was already lining shots up for them, and Anna realized that while they’d been talking, the place had filled, cowboy hats here and there, and the band was moving about the stage, getting ready to play.

“Look at those women and look at us,” Melissa said. “You’ve got sauce on your chin.”

“Girl.” Anna laughed. “I think you’ve got sauce in your hair.” She wiped the greasy paper napkin across her chin while Melissa looked down at a glob of brown on her T-shirt.

“You ever see The Stepford Wives?” she asked. “The original one? With Katharine Ross?”

“Sure. I love an old horror movie.”

“We’re like those two women who rebel, and they’re the robots.” She nodded at the incoming crowd. “The Harper’s Creek women, out to snare a cowboy to beat them up and disappoint them for the rest of our lives.” Onstage, the guitarist strummed out a loud chord to test the amp level and the gathering crowd whooped. “That is not for me. I come out for a good time, not to source a disappointing lay,” Melissa finished.

Relief flooded Anna and she drained her beer. “Amen to that, sister,” she said. “Although Stepford Wives didn’t end so well for those two rebels.” The last words were lost in the sudden noise as the band kicked in, the floor humming with the music, full-throttle country rock, and Melissa let out her own whoop. The party had started.
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An hour later, when the band took their break, Anna couldn’t deny she was having a good time, and when she went to the bar to get more beer, she could almost pretend she was a normal young woman and that the thing had never happened and that she hadn’t found a dead body only hours before. Her face ached from laughing, and her hair was damp and curling from dancing with Melissa next to their booth, ignoring the looks from the women purring and flirting with the men around them as they made faces at each other and did comedy moves. It was almost like those early days of college when partying was just fun and they were all still fresh from high school.

She handed over some crumpled dollars, happy to have avoided Suzy serving her, and was about to grab the beers and get out of the crush when she heard a familiar voice.

“Hey, Anna.” In jeans and a T-shirt, his hair mussed, Todd was almost unrecognizable at the bar counter beside her. Her heart thrummed unpleasantly, being so close to him as more people crowded them, eager for service. “You here on your own?”

“Why would I come here alone?” She tried to step backward to put a bit of space between her and the scent of him carried on his citrus aftershave. “I’m here with a friend.”

“Oh, that’s good.” He sounded surprised. “Glad you’re getting to know people.” He leaned forward, his face close to her ear to make himself heard above the shrieks and laughs and loud drunken talking around them. She didn’t like the proximity of his warmth. “You okay after today?”

“Of course I am.” She wanted her body to harden tough like a tortoise’s shell so she could hide safely inside it.

“Hey, Todd.” Suzy appeared, bubble-gum-bright smile, no word of hello for Anna, not even a glance in her direction. “Can I get you something?”

“These your beers, sweetie?”

Anna turned to where a red-faced man swayed close behind her. Tall and fat, with a shit-eating grin, he was holding up two bottles of beer. Her two bottles of beer. Her skin chilled despite the sweaty warmth.

“Don’t touch my fucking drinks.” She spoke quietly, Todd forgotten.

“Hey, no need to curse.” The man made no move to put them down. “Doesn’t suit a lady. How about you ask nicely?” He leered at her, holding the beers a little out of her reach, but then leaned forward and his sour breath engulfed her. “What about a kiss in return for them?”

Suddenly she was almost back there, she almost remembered, and she couldn’t get any air in her lungs and that smell, that smell and then on instinct she was lashing out, everything in her vision a red mist, and she pushed him hard in the chest with a burst of all the energy she had.

“I said don’t touch my fucking drinks!” Even in the noise of the bar, her shout was loud and angry, her rage powering her like thunder, and she watched as everything around her moved in slow motion. The man’s grin dropped into a surprised O and his eyes widened. As his arms pinwheeled to try to keep his large body upright, beer sprayed in circles before he dropped the bottles, his center of gravity gone, and she watched as they tumbled to the floor, breaking on impact. For his part, the drunk man fell through two younger men, knocking them sideways as he continued staggering backward, and as she felt a hand on her arm, pulling her away, she almost lashed out again until she saw it was Todd, his face full of concern.

As the man finally crashed through a stool and hit the deck, she realized the bar had fallen close to silent, only titters and giggles and mutterings, one voice she recognized as Suzy’s saying, “Whoa, crazy.”

Todd still had her arm, and she thought maybe he was asking her if she was okay, if she needed help, but her ears were ringing too loud to hear and her face was hot and as she realized the whole bar was staring at her, she thought she might pass out. The man got to his feet, full of rage. “You little bitch!”

As Anna pulled her arm free, in a white panic to run, the man lunged toward her again.

“You motherfucker!” Melissa, snarling like a wildcat, sprang from nowhere and pressed the jagged edge of the broken bottle neck into the fat man’s throat, hard. “You going to hit a girl? It’ll be the last thing you do.”

“Jesus H. Christ.” The man leaned back, eyes wide with fear, and as Melissa gave him another shove he toppled onto his ass again.

“If a girl wants your attention, Alan Atwater, you’ll know, asshole.”

“Melissa, enough.” Todd stepped forward. “Anna, I’m not sure…”

Anna didn’t hear the rest. She and Melissa were moving through the debris, parting the crowd and running out into the night air.

“That was wild, Anna!” They ran around to the side of The Shamrock in case anyone followed them out. “You took him down! His face!” Melissa made an exaggerated surprised expression and waved her arms around, stumbling backward.

“You almost gashed his throat!”

“That greasy fuck didn’t know what hit him.” Melissa started laughing.

Suddenly Anna was laughing too, all her anger and fear becoming a rush of exhilaration. The beer buzz and the adrenaline kicked in, and then they couldn’t stop. The two of them bent over, leaning on the wall outside the bar, trying to catch their breath, laughing until they cried.
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They left Melissa’s truck outside The Shamrock, and Melissa stood on the scooter behind Anna, wrapping her arms around Anna’s waist in the small space as they rode into the night. It felt good to leave the town and its noise behind, the headlight beam guiding them, and they whooped as Anna sped up, her beer buzz making her more reckless, tilting left and right around the bends as if it were a motorcycle, both of them shrieking and laughing some more until the quiet surrounding them calmed their excitement to a steady contentment.

Here and there, small rodents scurried out of their way, caught in the bright light, their worlds disturbed, and as they slowed, Melissa directing Anna down a narrow track off the main road, Anna felt like herself again after the storm of the bar incident. She would worry about the fallout from that tomorrow. For now, there was just the night. This moment. Time pausing to let her breathe.

“Drop me here,” Melissa said. “Just in case my dad’s still awake. I love him, but he can be funny. Especially about me having friends.”

There were a few lights down near the house, and in the glow it was strange to see crops looking healthy in the fields. Anna lit a cigarette for Melissa and one for herself, pausing for a smoke before saying good night. The laughter was gone, but there was an easy quiet between them.

“What did that guy do anyway?” Melissa exhaled. “Must have been something to make you push him so hard.”

“He took our drinks.” Anna shrugged. It wasn’t such a massive lie. He had taken them. He hadn’t stolen them, as she was implying, but he had kept them from her. She inhaled deeply and then sent the smoke out in a cloud to vanish over the corn. A scarecrow was crucified in the field beside them, barely ten feet away, looming over them, large and imposing, and in its jacket, scarf, and hat, it looked to Anna like some wicked half man, half creature dancing, arms stretched out wide, across the tops of the corn. It was fucking creepy. The Farmhand, she thought, unbidden. Coming to get you.

“Did you find Bonnie in that field?” she asked.

Melissa sniffed and then shook her head. “No. The one behind. Can’t see the break because the crops are so dense right now. But there’s a small path.” Her voice was soft. “Her arm was flopped out across it, forefinger curled. Like she was beckoning me to find her.” She took a last pull on her cigarette and then threw the butt down, grinding it out under her boot. “I need to get to bed. You going to find your way home okay? Straight road, then second right. You’ll see the cemetery soon enough.”

“Thanks for a great night.”

“Hey, that was a chef’s kiss of an exit.” Melissa laughed again as she brought her fingers to her lips in an exaggerated gesture. “I’m glad you moved to town. It’s been lonely being the only freak.” Her makeup had smudged over the course of the night and in the shadows the dark looked like sickly hollows around her eyes, as if she were already dead. She pulled Anna in for a tight hug before turning and walking toward the house.

A little of Anna’s calm evaporated remembering what Melissa had said in the graveyard. I kind of feel like if there’s going to be another murder, then it’ll be me. That car had stopped at the cemetery and made Melissa run. Maybe someone was coming after her.

“Hey, Melissa,” Anna called, waiting for Melissa to look back before speaking more. “Doesn’t it creep you out? Knowing Bonnie was murdered here?”

“Maybe. A bit.” Melissa looked out to the corn rustling quietly as if alive. “But it’s not like we can move. And anyway, she wasn’t killed here. Police say she was washed clean and put here after. Same as with Lila on the McArthur farm.”

“So where were they killed?” she asked.

“No idea.” Melissa shrugged. “The police never figured that out.” She raised a hand in goodbye and carried on walking, leaving Anna alone with the terrifying scarecrow in the silence of the still night.
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The lights were off when she got home, and she leaned the scooter up against the outside wall and took off her sneakers before creeping inside, barefoot. The floorboards were cool against her skin as somewhere in the distance, empty thunder rolled quietly, roaring its own frustration at the lack of rain over some other struggling town.

Her mouth was dry from cigarettes and beer and she was headed to the kitchen for a glass of water when she heard the creak of the basement door opening. What the fuck? Not caring who she woke up, she switched on the hall table lamp and held it, a weapon if she needed it. As the space lit up, a figure spun around.

“Shit, you made me jump.” His voice was familiar. “I didn’t hear you come in.” Anna stared as Lucas, dressed only in boxer shorts, closed the basement door. “You nearly gave me a heart attack,” he continued with a half laugh.

“What were you doing down there?” She felt sick. Mom had brought him home with her on the first date. His chest was matted with darker hair than she expected, running from his waist and spreading out to the edges of his muscular shoulders.

“I was hot and needed some water. Came downstairs and heard something. Thought it was coming from under the house. Like a raccoon maybe. Went to check.”

“And?” She didn’t put the lamp down, and it didn’t go unnoticed. He looked at her and the lamp and then her again.

“I couldn’t see anything. Maybe my imagination. We drank too much wine.” The half laugh again. “I’m more used to beer.”

“If you were loaded, you should have gone home.” Anna hadn’t moved. His skin was covered in a sheen of sweat. From the heat or from fucking Mom?

“She’s a grown-up.” He met her gaze, stepping forward. “As are you.”

“Is that the only way you can get laid? Get them drunk first?”

“Wow.” His smile turned into a shocked laugh. “That’s quite a statement. She said you wouldn’t be happy about me staying over. I promised to be gone before you got up, but I guess that’s blown now.”

Anna put the lamp down, and her heart thumped as he came closer to her, all strong limbs and body hair and masculine energy. “What’s your problem, Anna? It’s okay for you to go and have a good time, but not your mom? She didn’t even know you were out. Seems to me,” he continued, “like everyone around here is so nervous of upsetting you and no one will say why, while you go around acting like some mean, spoiled teenage princess rather than a grown woman who should be helping her family out.”

Her heart raced and she felt sick, her forehead prickling. She wouldn’t have a panic attack. Not in front of him. She pressed herself against the hallway wall, but he stayed close, pausing right in front of her, so close that she could see the rash of freckles on his chest under the coiled hair. “Maybe you need to get laid yourself,” he said quietly. “Might make you less of a bitch to be around.”

At last, he turned away, heading to the stairs to return to Mom’s room, but Anna stayed frozen where she was, pressed against the wall, her T-shirt slick with sweat and legs shaking, and then her terror turned to rage. First the man in the bar and now this. She wanted to scream like a banshee and leap on his back, pounding him and tearing his hair out. She wanted to exact revenge on every man who’d ever hurt a woman on him. She wanted to take out her own lack of memory on him. She wanted to be anything except afraid.

“Lucas.” She walked over to where he paused on the stairs. She came in close, suffocating her own panic at the proximity of him with her ice-cold anger. “Enjoy your night. Because tomorrow you’re going to end it with my mom. Ghost her, whatever. But you don’t come back here again. Never.”

“What?” He stared at her, confused.

“If you don’t leave Mom alone, I’m going to tell her you tried to fuck me.”

His eyes widened, shocked. “Anna, listen—”

“Or worse, I’ll say I saw you looking in Caroline’s bedroom when she was sleeping. Watching her. And maybe Mom’ll believe me or maybe she won’t, but she won’t take the risk. I know her. She will always put Caroline first.”

She smiled then, razor-sharp, and he flinched as if it were truly cutting into him. She didn’t move, staring him out, and eventually he backed up.

“You really are a piece of work.” He looked afraid, and for the first time in a long time Anna felt a rush of something close to power.

“And you really are a piece of shit. So sleep well, then make your excuses and get out of here.”

She waited until he vanished upstairs, unnerved, and only then did she let out the breath held deep in the pit of her lungs, the rage inside evaporating almost immediately as if escaping with the air.

Fuck you, Lucas, she thought as she finally got to the kitchen and drained a large glass of water. Fuck you and your shitty little town. Back in the hallway, she listened out for the murmur of conversation upstairs, but there was only silence. She was about to turn out the light when she looked at the basement door. What had Lucas heard down there?

She suddenly remembered what Melissa had said when she’d showed her the party video—that the kids used to get in through the basement window that didn’t close properly. It made her shiver, the idea that someone could creep into their house at night, loitering down there, maybe waiting for the right moment to strike. It was bad enough knowing there was a man upstairs; she couldn’t take the worry that there was someone downstairs too.

Shit. She needed to check it out for herself.
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It was cooler in the basement, although the dust in the air was as dry as the earth outside. Anna turned on the feeble light and crept carefully down the uneven wooden stairs. Even though the sensible part of her brain knew that there couldn’t be anyone down here because Lucas had just come out, she jittered with nerves. There was only one bare bulb, washing the space in a dirty yellow light, old cobwebs and dirt stuck to its glass. She hadn’t been down here since they’d arrived, and there were stacks of unpacked boxes up against the walls and in untidy piles across the floor.

Most of it was Grandma’s stuff she hadn’t wanted to get rid of even though it would probably all rot down here before she ever looked at it again. There were a few pieces of her furniture too, heavy, dark wood that made Anna feel more spooked out than she did already. It was furniture as ominous as this house felt at night. The kind you expected to creak even without anyone touching it.

She could see the window, a horizontal rectangle at the top of the far wall, and she figured it must open out somewhere under the deck at the side of the house. Maybe the lock had been repaired in the run up to the sale, but she doubted it if the faucets upstairs had been left dripping and various other home repairs were left undone. She moved a few boxes out of the way and climbed onto one of Grandma’s mahogany chairs to get a closer look.

Long-dead flies and spiders littered dusty webs around the window’s edges, undisturbed. At least no one had come in this way for a while. The handle that locked the window was loose, and even though it was technically working, a couple of rattles from the other side would shake it open quickly enough. There were gaps around it too that maybe even a bobby pin could be pushed through to twist it open.

One thing Grandma hadn’t been short of in her old life was books, and, getting back off the chair, Anna opened some boxes until she found a few heavy ones, densely packed with hardbacks that should have gone to the thrift store. She took one that looked about the right width and heft, a large plain copy of Huckleberry Finn, the title embossed in gold letters on the spine, the kind they probably printed eighty years or so ago, and got back on the chair. Ignoring the dead bugs, she wedged the book under the window’s clasp. She tried wiggling the handle, but it was stuck solid. There was no way anyone could get in that way. Or even see through the glass. Satisfied, she got back down. No pervert or Farmhand would be getting into their house via the basement.

It was only as she moved the boxes back to where they’d been, in case Mom or Grandma thought she’d been rifling through her things, that she saw the stain on the floor, round and dark and the size of a penny. Was that paint? She crouched to look closer, another thought striking her. Or blood?

She shone her cell phone flashlight on it and stared. It was definitely blood, rust-colored and old. It looked like it had been there a while, all bright freshness lost. She glanced back at the window. Maybe from one of the movers or even one of the kids when they broke in. Cut themselves on the windowsill or something. It was nothing, but it unsettled her and she was glad to leave the basement behind and get back up to the main house.

In the hall she turned the lamp off and was about to head upstairs but found she couldn’t, frozen on the first stair. All her bravery had left her. She’d threatened a strange man and he was down the corridor from her bedroom. She wished she’d told Lucas to get dressed and leave straightaway, leaving her able to go to bed and relax, but right now she couldn’t imagine getting undressed with him in Mom’s room. She couldn’t go upstairs at all. Not until she was sure he was asleep. Neither did she want to try to sleep on the sofa. What if he came back downstairs again? Where else was there? She looked to her right, into the darkness of the corridor.
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Grandma didn’t stir as Anna tiptoed into her bedroom. She was fast asleep, curled into a ball on her side, her face half-covered by the sheet that rippled with each shallow breath. The curtains were open and a puddle of moonlight splashed the floor as Anna crept over to the small sofa under the window. She was glad for the light. She would be safe in here. Grandma’s room was forgotten down the corridor at the back of the house, hidden away as if she was an embarrassment, separate from the rest of them because she sometimes struggled on the stairs. Maybe she and Grandma were both embarrassments. Something else they had in common other than empty spaces in their heads.

The sofa blanket was cozy as Anna tucked it under her chin, and she was immediately reminded of when Grandma finished making it, back when Anna had been younger than Caroline was now, the neat embroidery squares, patches of flowers carefully sewn in. They’d taken her longer to do than the whole rest of the blanket. So much patience. As her fingers traced over the neat stitching, she had a flash of memory of watching Grandma, rapt. Two stitches forward, one stitch back. Maybe it hadn’t always been bad between them. She didn’t need the cover for warmth, but it was comforting, protective around her. She’d wait here for an hour, maybe. Until she was sure he was asleep. An hour. That was all.

She shifted, the sofa uncomfortable. Something was digging into her, and after rooting around under the sagging cushions, she found the cause. A small hard notebook had been wedged under the seat. She sat up straighter. There was a beautiful embossed silver cross on the front, with The Lord is my shepherd in silver calligraphy underneath. This was a precious thing, chosen with care. Why would Grandma hide a notebook?

With a glance up to check she hadn’t stirred, Anna opened the book to the expensive linen pages within, the paleness of them almost glowing in the strong moonlight. As she’d half expected, there were prayers and hymns written out in careful, neat cursive, the kind of handwriting forged in a time of letter-writing rather than email or text. They were written in blue ink, and while the prayers themselves were of no interest to Anna, she found the effort in their reproduction quite beautiful.

She flicked forward a few pages, to see more of the same before the paper fell empty, and was about to put the book down when she saw something at the bottom of the last written page. A tiny, shaky arrow so small it was barely visible and so low it was almost dropping off the paper.

She sat up straighter and scanned the next few pages, but they were all clean. She turned to the back and her eyes widened. There was more writing here, but she had to hold the book upside down to read it, the jagged ink scrawl barely recognizable as Grandma’s neat cursive, the letters large and not sticking to the lines.


I’m afraid, I’m so afraid, the girls inside me and I can’t make it stop. Maybe Anna knows. Will she remember? Anna, Anna, Anna, Anna. Help us, Father, thy will be done. They say a girl died here HIS WILL BE DONE, help me, George, please help me, I can’t hold it all much longer. It’s bleeding out of me. Anna’s helping but it’s going to push me out soon and she doesn’t ever remember and I won’t remember anything soon help me, George, please help me.



Anna stared at her own name amid the terrified words, this rambling plea to her long-dead grandfather, unable to make any sense of it. Why did Grandma care if Anna remembered the thing or not? And what was inside Grandma that she was so afraid of? She turned to the next page. At the top, still in the scrawl, a Bible verse was scratched in.


The Lord will not leave the guilty unpunished.

His way is in the whirlwind and the storm,

and clouds are the dust of his feet.



Anna ignored it, staring at what was written below.


It was chili and then it was lasagna and I am not mad. It was chili before.

London London London it’s always London that doesn’t change.



Her stomach was like water. She knew Grandma wasn’t well, but this wasn’t confusion. Or if it was, not like anything Anna had seen before. She looked to the next page, which again started with a badly written psalm, this time with no line breaks before it morphed into more frantic thoughts.


If this is so then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials and to hold the unrighteous for punishment on the day of judgment the day of judgment the night of judgment the day of judgment rescue me from these trials it’s too much I can’t do it forever I put an arrow in will the arrow stay will she see the arrow arrow will I draw the arrow anna arrow anna Psalm 32:7 you are my hiding place you will protect me from trouble I am your hiding place I will protect you from trouble but they’re so loud in my head now always so loud they say a girl died here they say a girl died here they say a girl died here they say they say

A GIRL DIED HERE A GIRL DIED HERE A GIRL DIED HERE A GIRL DIED HERE

All these dreams in my head all these dreams the same but different

Ghosts in my head

Ghosts in my head

In my head



The last line slanted so far down it was as if Grandma had fallen asleep writing it. Anna turned over, but the next page was blank and she closed the book, all thoughts of Lucas upstairs forgotten, and stared at the frail woman sound asleep in the bed. What’s going on with you, Grandma? she thought. Who says a girl died here? Who’s got inside your head?

Ghosts in my head. Anna shivered. She felt surrounded by death, especially in this house at night where the shadows threatened to come alive at the edges of her vision, specters just out of sight. First the girls, dead girls who’d partied in this house. And now Jamie. His skin the pale blue of the moonlight. A half-typed message. I ws right, An. She pulled the blanket up under her chin and stared out at the night. If Jamie was right, then there was still a killer out there somewhere. How could she sleep? How could she sleep ever again?
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Ghosts linger most where the living are scarce, their corporeal, petty existences shucked off once the worms start to eat. They drift to the wide-open spaces where the feet of mice in the sand can be heard pattering; they drift away from the noise of the cities. Come from the earth, go back to the earth. Maybe only then can any living thing truly appreciate this land it is part of. Once they become dust within it.

Sometimes, though, like the hungry rodents and the skittering lizards and fireflies that are lured by the headlights and streetlamps of the small towns dotted in the sprawling farmlands, they come, curious, maybe drawn by the echoes and strands of what once was, the final essence of humanity before the last molecules vanish back into the great energy.

They come on the hint of a breeze, a prickle on the back of a neck, a twitch in a sleeping child. They have moved past memory, and maybe they watch because something compels them, something that has stopped the last of them dissipating, some echo of love or hate or unfulfilled ambition, or a life ended too quickly, death too much of a terrible surprise to let go of everything that they briefly were, to go back to everything that ever was and ever shall be. The dream still holds them.

If Pastor Keene feels their presence, pressing into the gaps around the heavy wooden door or at the glass windows around him, or in the shiver of the flames from the slim candles he lights in the quiet of the church, he does not show it. He’s used to being alone in the depths of the night. He likes the solitude. He likes time to think. There are blessings and curses that come with being the pastor in a small town. He feels a weight of responsibility to do what he can to help it thrive. Even for the godless. Perhaps especially for the godless.

It has been two hours since the last truck revved its engine and Pastor Keene knows that Sheriff Adams will have ignored the drunk drivers leaving The Shamrock because, like all sheriffs in hick towns, he knows when to pick his battles. Pastor Keene is not sure how much Sheriff Adams shares his own sense of responsibility for the health of the town. As he lights a second candle, he thinks of the way the sheriff looks at him sometimes, as if he’s not quite sure of who exists beneath the pastor’s skin.

He whispers prayers as he reflects on how beautiful the candle flames are and he wonders if they shine more brightly because they burn so fast, their light fleeting. They make him think of the dead girls who haunt the town he’s trying so hard to revive. After a moment, lost in the beauty of the glow, he sparks a match to light a third.

Around him, the ghosts crowd in.



In the old Beech house, Lucas can’t sleep. He’s cold, despite the warmth of the woman next to him and the suffocating heat of the summer. He’s simmering with rage thinking about how that little bitch threatened him. Ruination by rumor. He knows how that can go. He saw it when he worked at the high school. A teacher accused. Although it came to nothing—it was nothing—the man moved away. The whispering never stopped. Lucas has nowhere else to go. He doesn’t like the cities when he works there. Too loud. Too busy. He’s a Harper’s Creek man. He’s of this land. He breathes heavy in the quiet. Someone needs to teach that girl a lesson. Is it fear or anger talking, he’s not sure. He thinks about his time at the school. Women. Girls. So hard to understand. They flirt and dance and laugh and tease. It’s so easy for them.

He thinks about Lila and Bonnie and how they were both beautiful and so different but they both knew that power. The flick of a miniskirt with a glance over the shoulder. Always looking for a response. As if all men were panting dogs one breath away from out of control. He remembers the TikTok and Insta videos he’d watched of them dancing and partying in this house over and over, when they were alive. He imagines men across town sweated over some of those posts just as he did. Youth and beauty could be addictive.

He can’t go back to sleep. He can’t wait to leave in the morning, to escape this danger, but he needs to play nice with Claire for now. He wonders if the pastor is awake. They haven’t talked in a long time. He wonders if he should break that drought, but he knows he won’t.

Instead, he lies there, looking out at the moonlight through the gap in the curtains, and tries to ignore the ghosts that crowd in.



Across town, Sheriff Adams sips whiskey he shouldn’t be drinking while on duty, but what the hell, it’s been a day. He’s deep in thought. He’s thinking about the dead boy at the motel, already haunting him, the waste of a young life. Maybe he could have done more. He thinks about the girl, Anna. Her suggestion that someone killed him. It worms into his brain, making him uneasy. It could be true.

His soul weighs heavy with it all and he thinks about going to talk to the pastor but figures, like any decent man, the pastor will be in bed by now. He thinks about Lila and then about Bonnie and then he drinks some more as all the ghosts crowd in.
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By the time Anna dragged herself downstairs to get Tylenol, she was almost fully awake, the bright sunshine outside shards of glass stabbing her eyes. Screw this headache. She drained a glass of water with the pills and leaned against the counter, willing them to work fast.

She’d stayed in Grandma’s room for a while after putting the notebook back, before finally going up to her bedroom where she stayed fully dressed under the sheet and browsed the yearbooks again. Baby-faced Melissa in her softball cap proudly looking at Lila in their team photo. Todd, his blond-brown hair and rose cheeks making him totally recognizable even as a teenager in braces in his class photo, one row behind Bonnie. Windows into their pasts. People they were before. Changelings.

She saw Lucas in the background of some pictures. Younger. Not weathered as he was now. Neater hair. If Melissa hadn’t told her he’d worked at the school, she’d never have realized it was him. She was drawn to the photos of Jamie too. Another person she’d never have recognized. A different boy. A different time. If anything happens to me … you’ll know. She’d finally drifted to sleep with one yearbook still open, Jamie’s and Lila’s faces beaming out from the football field as dawn cracked the sky. Maybe that’s why when she dreamed, it was of him.

It had been so vivid, and it wasn’t fading. In the dream, she’d been walking with Jamie up to the house, eating doughnuts from a paper sack. He was Jamie as she’d known him, the same track marks, same thin body. A little twitchy. They were laughing. Sugar’s my new high, he’d said as he bit in. She could still feel the sugar on her lips, it tasted so good, and when the jelly squirted down her T-shirt, it made them both laugh. They came up the steps to the house, side by side, and Grandma was in her seat there, a light breeze blowing strands of hair free of her bun to tickle her face. Hi, Evelyn, I’m Jamie, Jamie said. Grandma had smiled at him, but her eyes were curious, uncertain. I think I know you, she said. The sad boy. I thought you were dead.

Anna had woken up, her head pounding and mouth dry, with a feeling that wasn’t the only strange dream she’d had in the night. Other fragments and images flashed in her mind that she couldn’t quite hold on to. Laughing with Melissa. Dry storms. Being out front with Grandma. But her headache had consumed those and all she was left with was the more vivid dream of Jamie. At least she hadn’t dreamed of the thing or the recording of the thing and all the shame of it.

For once she was up first, not much after six, and she’d hoped that Lucas had left already, but as she got her backpack on in the hallway, Jamie’s posters and tape inside, she could see his van was still outside. She shoved her feet into her sneakers as voices and footsteps came down the stairs. Shit.

“So dinner Monday night, then?” Mom said, girlishly eager. “I’m going to make my famous carbonara. You won’t want to miss it.”

“Sure.” Lucas didn’t sound convincing. Almost too upbeat. “I’ll have to see how the plumbing job I’ve got goes, though. Could take hours. Won’t know till I get there.”

Anna quickly unlocked the door. There was no way she wanted to face him after last night. She never wanted to see him again and definitely not in their house.

“Of course. But we won’t eat till after seven. I’m on an afternoon shift. Short one. Two till six.”

“Great. I’ll let you know.”

“Hey, An—”

Anna fled into the daylight and closed the door behind her as if she hadn’t heard her mother, running down the porch steps and kicking off on the scooter before anyone could call her back, her heart in her mouth. At least he hadn’t told Mom about her threats, she thought as she raced toward town, enjoying the breeze that came with the scooter picking up speed. There would be no dinner. By Monday, he’d have broken up with her. He was a creep and a coward and he would not be in their house.

She thought about Lucas a lot while she taped and tacked Jamie’s posters around town, replacing the others that the sheriff must have taken down, feeling the need to do something meaningful for him. Something that would matter and keep the pressure on if the killer was in town. If a poster scared one girl into staying home or walking with a friend instead of alone, then it was worth it. That’s what he’d wanted. The streets and sidewalks away from the diner and gas station were still empty before eight and she was sure no one saw her. She put one outside the grocery store and the small library. One outside the church where she’d first seen Jamie. Her headache had gone, thankfully, and she paused for a smoke there. The cigarette butts had been cleaned up too, but as a small act of rebellion against everything and nothing, instead of taking hers to put in a trash can, she left it where the pile had been, before moving on and putting a poster either side of the drugstore’s automatic doors. The words under the girls’ smiling faces were imprinted in her mind. Who will be next?

Had the police spoken to Lucas after either of the girls’ murders? They’d suspected Jamie, but who else? Had they looked into anything special about the dates they were killed? Was there anything significant about their deaths coming three years apart? Had they looked for other similar deaths anywhere else in the state—or out of state? What about where the girls were killed?

They say a girl died here.

She knew those creepy words were just Grandma’s Alzheimer’s talking, but even a stopped clock was right twice a day, and all the kids had hung out in Beech House. If it was the murder site, then what did that mean for Anna if the killer was still at large? Would it make her a more likely choice as a next victim?

There was only one course of action. She was on long shifts this weekend, but first thing Monday morning, she’d go to the sheriff’s office and ask some questions. There was trauma in this town and it wasn’t healed, just like she had trauma she couldn’t heal. Only the truth could do that, and it seemed to her that there was a cloud of doubt over Michael Cairns’s guilt.
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“That’s a beautiful blouse,” Anna said as a heavyset woman hurried back from the restroom to her seat at the front desk. She flushed happily at the compliment, beaming a warm, friendly smile that almost made Anna mean what she’d said about the garishly colored polyester shirt.

“Why, thank you. The sheriff says he needs to wear sunglasses indoors around me, but I ignore him. The world needs more color in it. Color makes me smile. Sorry I wasn’t here.” She leaned forward. “UTI. Can’t shake it. I’m Roz. How can I help you?”

“Oh, I hate those. I get them a lot too.” Anna had never had a UTI in her life, but she loved that Roz had shared so quickly. Behind the desk, through a wall with a clear upper half, Anna could see a couple of locked rooms with key-code punch pads, no doubt the armory and records rooms, and she could hear some laughter from down the corridor to the right. It sounded like Sheriff Adams. “I’m Anna Maybourne.”

Roz’s face furrowed into care and concern. “Oh, you’re the poor girl who found Jamie Carlson? His poor mother is devastated.” She leaned forward. “Although they could have cared more when he was alive, if you ask me, because that boy deserved better.”

“I agree.” She hadn’t known Jamie for more than a couple of conversations, but she felt a lingering closeness to him after her dream, and after finding his body, it was like they were bound together now. She was sure the last message he had typed out was for her, and that carried a weight of responsibility she couldn’t—and didn’t want to—shake off. “Do you think I could talk to the sheriff? If he’s not too busy?”

“Sure. Let me check.” She stayed in her chair, used the intercom, and within a moment she was nodding Anna down the corridor.

“Sheriff’s office at the end. There’s only four rooms down there, so you can’t miss it. Nice to meet you, Anna.”

“You too, Roz.”

The corridor was short, and as she passed the deputies’ office she saw Todd and the other deputy, Pete, in his thirties with a smugly satisfied belly that was starting to hang over his belt, both at their computers. Todd looked up to see Anna going by, his expression suddenly curious, and half lifted a hand to wave, but she ignored him, focusing ahead to where Sheriff Adams was in the doorway to his office, waiting for her.

“Come on in, Anna.”

She stepped inside, surprised at how neat the room was; for some reason she saw him as an organized-chaos type. She stopped him as he went to close the door. “Can you leave it open, please?”

He paused, thoughtful. “Sure.” He waved her to a seat and took his own behind the desk. “So what can I do for you?”

“I was thinking about Jamie and what he said to me. He was so adamant that if anything happened to him, then I’d know the killer was still in Harper’s Creek. What if he was right? I mean, something has happened to him. It made me wonder. What if Michael Cairns wasn’t the right guy, just the easiest?”

Sheriff Adams stared at her for a long time before he spoke, his voice calm and even. “After Lila was murdered, you think we sat back doing nothing? Men were turning up for DNA tests voluntarily even though there was no DNA found to match it against. Her clothes were never recovered. We didn’t even know why she was out of her house. She’d been watching movies with Jamie, he walked her home, and then she must have snuck back out of her window for some reason. She’d left her phone in her bedroom, and there were no clues on that. As you know, this is neither a big town nor a rich one, and generally speaking we don’t get a lot of crime, so most folks don’t even have a Ring doorbell, let alone security cameras, and the only place with CCTV is The Shamrock, and that just covers their parking lot. Lila’s mom said she’d heard her and Jamie arguing that night, so yes, of course he was our prime suspect. It’s nearly always the boyfriend or husband.”

“But it wasn’t him, was it?” she countered. “Surely you found that out fast.”

“He didn’t tell you, did he?” Sheriff Adams laced his fingers. “How he fled town scared for two days after her body was found? Hid out in an empty barn five miles away. So the first forty-eight hours—the crucial time—was spent looking for him. Even his folks didn’t know where he was. Eventually he came back, told us about his shoulder; we checked it over and he was ruled out. But time was lost. And did we question other people? Hell yes. Of course we did. But when Jamie came with tall tales of clowns shooting him up with heroin, did we also take that with a grain of salt? Again, hell yes.”

He wasn’t angry; if anything, he sounded tired. “And as for Bonnie, well, she was working late and then must’ve left to go home, and she too vanished until she was found up at the Laverne place. Michael Cairns had been seen out drunk that night, and he fled town the next morning with no notice to his employer, and even the state police concluded that he was committing that robbery for cash to get as far away from here as he could. Turned out he’d already been in trouble for groping young girls in Ohio. Do I wish those officers had left him alive so we could question him? Of course I do, but if I always got what I wanted, my life would probably be very different from the one I have, and my waist would surely be thinner.”

If he thought that was going to make Anna leave, he was wrong. “Did you know Bonnie had a secret boyfriend?” she asked.

The sheriff stared at her, no tiredness now. “What?”

She opened her phone and showed him the photos. “I found these cards hidden in her room.”

“You were in her bedroom? Where were these?”

“I was interviewing her mom for the piece I’m writing. Bonnie had taped them behind her mirror.”

He flicked through the images. “They could have been old. Teenagers keep stuff, right?”

“No. The images on the cards are from a Netflix show that only came out the year she died.”

The sheriff handed her back the phone. “But even if she had a boyfriend, why would he have harmed Lila three years earlier? Wouldn’t fit the MO. Either he dates the girls before killing them or he doesn’t.” He sighed and reached for a toothpick from his desk, pushing it between his white teeth, digging for something. “I’ve got to ask, Anna,” he said after he pulled it out. “How come you care so much? You didn’t even know them.”

“Because the anniversary is rolling around and if there is a killer still out there and he’s on some weird three-year cycle, then I have a vested interest in the next victim not being me. Or Suzy. Or Melissa. Or any of the women in this town. And also because Jamie is dead and I don’t believe in coincidences. And because I know how men can be. And because I have so many unanswered questions.” She was getting heated and took a shaky breath to level out. “And if you think I’m the only person in this town who thinks those girls haven’t had justice yet, then you’re deluded.” She sat up straighter. “I’m going to write this piece. I’m going to enter it for a competition in The New York Times. And if I don’t win, then maybe I’ll turn it into a podcast. Either way, I feel I owe it to Jamie to dig around. And don’t you want to be sure? That’s all I’m asking. Would hate to have to write about police complacency. I mean, how come you’re so convinced Lila and Bonnie were killed by the same person?”

“Okay, I’ll give you this, but it has to be off the record.” He leaned forward, elbows on the desk, waiting for her nod. “Both girls’ bodies were washed with the same coal tar soap, Sailor’s Choice. Michael Cairns had some in his motel room when it was searched. We never released that detail prior, so…” He shrugged. “Given the exact matching of injuries on both bodies—the skull damage and squares of missing skin were identical, the latter cut away after death occurred in both cases, and both were strangled—and how they were washed and prepared before being left in the fields, we’re pretty certain the same person was responsible for both murders.”

Anna let the information sink in. Maybe the police hadn’t been as incompetent as she thought, but it would still have been easy to reach for Cairns as the guilty party, especially as he couldn’t answer back. “Did you question a lot of other people?” She paused. “Lucas, for example. The handyman?”

“Why do you ask?” He frowned, curious rather than irritated, and flicked the toothpick into the trash can.

“He’s a single man, and he worked in the school for a while as a janitor.” She took out one of Bonnie’s yearbooks, opening it to show a photo of Lucas up a ladder in the background, Lila smiling in the foreground. “He was around the kids. I bet the girls flirted with him for fun. Teased him. Kind of shit we would do back in high school. Girls can be stupid.”

The sheriff studied the photo but didn’t shut her down.

“Melissa also told me he’s a ladies’ man. Makes me wonder if something got out of hand. Maybe he got a no he wasn’t used to. And he’s strong. He could carry a body.”

“You think he murdered Lila and Bonnie?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know him. I just asked if you questioned him. Or any of the other single—or married—men who might have been around them. I’m trying to understand the path of the investigation.”

“If I’m honest, I don’t recall. I’ll have to check the files at some point.”

“This town can’t be that busy with crime. You must have the time.”

“There’s more to this job than Harper’s Creek, Anna. Borne County is small, but we’re kept busy enough, trust me.”

“If you didn’t speak to him then, maybe you should now. I also heard that the high school kids used to party in our house when it was empty. Did anyone ever check it out as a potential murder site? I found an old bloodstain in the basement. It could be anyone’s, but it would be interesting to get it tested. And Lucas did the repairs on the place, right? How long has he had keys?”

“Maybe you should quit thinking about writing and sign up to be a deputy.” He gave her a wry smile. “Look, I’ll get Todd to come out to you this afternoon and check out that blood.”

“Around two would be good.” That would be the sweet spot when Anna and Grandma were home alone and Mom hadn’t yet picked Callie up from school on her way back from work.

“I’ll tell him. And I have to go into Kearney to pick up my wife’s anniversary gift, and I’ll talk to Lucas on the way back.”

“You won’t say I sent you?”

“You’re not sending me, young lady, so no.” His smile was warm.

“Thank you.” She was relieved. They say a girl died here. It would be good to rule that possibility out and put it down to Grandma’s crazy brain.

“Never hurts to go over things.” He got to his feet to see her out. “Even if you don’t believe me, I do care about my job.” As they got closer to the door, he picked up an asthma inhaler from the top of a filing cabinet. Anna moved swiftly past the deputies’ office as Sheriff Adams called out, “Todd! If you’re looking for your inhaler, you left it in my office again!”
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As she waited for her shift to be done, Anna’s eyes burned. She’d had too many nights with not enough sleep and now she ached all over. It was only the adrenaline from her conversation with the sheriff that morning that was keeping her functioning. Still, it had been an easy, short shift and Suzy would be in soon to take over and then she’d get home in plenty of time before Todd showed up.

“All I’m saying is that if the Carlson junkie is dead, then who put up these posters this weekend?”

Anna kept her head down and refilled the customer’s coffee as the man and his wife stared at the paper Anna had tacked up somewhere on Saturday, Lila’s and Bonnie’s faces still smiling, endlessly smiling.

“Well, it wasn’t a ghost, honey.”

“So who was it? And what if they’re right?” The man added a liberal pour of cream to his cup. “Maybe the guy who got shot wasn’t the one.”

“I don’t want to think about it. We should keep Mae at home nights for a while, I think.”

“Maybe the town should have a curfew,” Anna said, wiping down the next booth. “Maybe someone should suggest that to the sheriff.”

They both looked up, almost surprised to see her there, and she shrugged, embarrassed. “Sorry. Just a thought.”

The man, in his forties with as many lines on his face as years lived, nodded. “Not a bad one.”

She left them to their coffee and went back to the counter, her heart thudding. A curfew would be good. Everyone would be safe. She’d be safe.

She checked on where June Miller was, in a booth with her children, food and drink secondary to their excitement at the small city map spread across the table, already sticky with fingerprints, and then saw a cigarette pack had fallen onto a seat where a couple of truckers had been having breakfast. She’d half crushed it for the trash when she realized it was pretty full. She smiled. American Spirit. Her brand. She flicked one upside down for luck and pocketed them. The truckers were long gone anyway and their tip had been measly, so this made up for it. She headed back to the counter as Suzy breezed in to take over. Jeannie, folding some clean serving cloths, still had her eyes on the Millers.

“Those kids should be in school.” She smoothed out some invisible creases. “Though it’s nice to see them happy. But then I’d be happy too if I’d won five days in the city, all expenses paid.” She saw Anna’s frown. “The charity raffle? Don’t you listen in church? The Millers won it.” She sniffed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was rigged, because Lord knows that family needs something good in their lives at the moment.”

“Lovely for them.” Anna took off her apron, not waiting for Jeannie’s dismissal. The clock had ticked around to one o’clock and she was officially done.

“And they’ll be out of town for the Farmhand weekend.” Suzy breezed behind the counter, blond hair perfectly styled, lipstick pink and glossy and freshly applied, making Anna look like a faded photocopy of a girl beside her. “No wonder they’re so pleased. I swear to god, I can’t wait for that to be out of the way. My imagination is going wild. Especially after dark. My little cousin says it’s all they talk about at school.”

“My sister says the same.” Anna hung her apron on the peg by the kitchen door.

“Hey, is that Jamie’s scooter outside?” Suzy asked, her eyes on Anna.

“Sheriff Adams said I could have it for a donation.” Anna’s skin burned. “To get around.”

“And you okay about all that? The finding-Jamie’s-body thing? Because I would have puked my guts out and never slept again.”

Anna’s skin crawled under the attention as eyes flicked her way around the diner. In her defense, Suzy’s straightforwardness was not a bad trait, but her voice was loud and she had no sense of tact or discretion. Jeannie had said, If you want to talk about it but hadn’t pushed, which had been a surprise, given how much she loved having firsthand gossip, but Suzy, who Anna hadn’t seen since then, other than in The Shamrock, wasn’t holding back.

“I’m good.”

“If you say so, but the way you went at Alan Atwater Friday night tells me different.” One hand was on the curve of her hip. “And as for Melissa Laverne and that broken beer bottle … well, I’m surprised if you’re still talking to her.”

“Like I said, I’m good. But thanks for your concern.” She didn’t linger, just headed for the door, aware that everyone was watching her and equally aware that as soon as she was gone, they’d all be talking about her, with Suzy recounting and embellishing what happened in the bar. And how long before they figured out she was the one who put up Jamie’s posters?

Screw them, she thought, kicking away on the scooter and standing tall, her breath coming fast. She didn’t care what they thought of her. She only cared about being safe.
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As soon as she’d gotten home, Anna told Dr. Burdett that she wanted to take a shower, and when he saw her lingering in the hallway and not heading upstairs, he finally grasped that was his hint to go, realizing she was uncomfortable about a man being in the house while she was showering, and his face flushed from embarrassment. These were things a man rarely had to consider. Staying safe in their own home, even from people they consider friends. Once he was gone, she made Grandma fresh tea and settled her in front of one of her daytime game shows, keeping the volume loud, and then waited in the hallway, nerves jagged, for Todd to arrive.

His car pulled up at two thirty, just as she was getting antsy, and she had the front door open before he’d reached the top of the steps and taken his hat off. The air was hot and still and eager to come inside with him.

“The sheriff says you found some blood in the basement?”

She ushered him into the house, nervous sweat pricking under her uniform at his proximity.

“Yeah, I think maybe it’s worth you testing. It might be nothing, but still.”

“Which American president was born on Fourth of July?” The game show host with his cheesy accent was almost too loud spilling out from the TV.

“Sure. I’m all for detail.”

“London.” Grandma’s voice from the sitting room was almost as loud as the TV.

Todd smiled, his hazel eyes warm, as he put his hat down on the hall table. “Guess she’s not so good at trivia quizzes, huh?”

“She has some memory issues.” Anna was suddenly protective of Grandma. It was okay for Anna to get angry and upset with her, but that didn’t mean this stranger could find her amusing. “She won’t get better.”

“I’m sorry. That’s a kicker.”

She nodded him toward the basement door. “I don’t want to disturb her with this. She’s fragile enough.” That was in part true. What she didn’t want was Grandma telling Mom that the police had been around checking out the house as a potential murder site. And she didn’t want to have to tell Grandma that this was in part her fault because she’d inadvertently put the idea in Anna’s head. They say a girl died here.

“Leave the door open.” She glanced back before leading the way.

“What capital city hosted the 2012 Olympics?” The TV was faint now that she was descending under the house, Todd’s footsteps behind her. Her heart thrummed as if the earth were going to burst free of the walls and drown her, burying her alive. Down here, alone with Todd. What if he did something? In her head, Lucas’s face loomed large, but part wolf with big teeth. Maybe you need to get laid yourself. What if she had to scream? Would Grandma hear her over the TV? Her mind hummed with all the awful possibilities. Maybe she should have let Dr. Burdett stay. She could have made up a story to cover Todd being in the basement. Lending him a book, maybe. But it was too late. They were here. Alone. She swallowed hard, her throat dry in the dusty air.

Leaving the uneven steps behind, and glad to see that the basement door was still wide open at the top, she headed over to the far wall and crouched to find the spot of old blood she’d seen Friday night. She looked around, confused. This wasn’t how she remembered it. Where the stain had been the size of a penny coin, it was bigger now. A dollar or larger. And there was a second smear of blood running toward the wall. A splatter. How could she have missed that? Maybe when she’d moved the boxes, she’d covered it. She’d been focused on securing the window and her horrible incident with Lucas and she’d been distracted.

“There’s more than I thought.” She looked up at Todd, who’d pulled on his gloves and had a swab and evidence bag ready. She pointed at the largest mark. “This is bigger than I remember. And I didn’t see any of that splatter up the wall before, but I guess I wasn’t really looking.” Anna straightened up, giving him space to work, and he crouched, brow furrowed.

“Wow,” Todd said. “Okay, I can see why you’d think something happened down here.” He scanned across the floor. “I’m going to have to swab each patch.”

She stood back, watching the meticulous way he went through his process, ensuring that nothing was contaminated. Steadfast. Dependable. When he’d bagged three swabs, he stood up before pulling a small flashlight from his top pocket and shining it around the room, brightening the yellow light from the bulb overhead, his whole demeanor serious. “Is there any more?”

“I don’t think so—Oh.” Her mouth dropped open.

“What?” He looked around at her. She didn’t speak, she couldn’t, still staring at it.

A handprint.

A bloody handprint halfway up by the stairs as if someone had been stumbling and touched the wall trying to get out. She felt sick. Her head swum. This was crazy. How could she have missed that? It wasn’t possible.

“And this isn’t from anyone in your family?” Todd moved quickly up the steps, holding the light close to the plaster. He glanced back at her, and she shook her head.

“If someone had cut themselves that badly, we’d all know about it.”

“Okay.” He pulled out another swab. “I’ll get these checked on priority.”

Anna wished he’d hurry up so they could get out of here. The walls were closing in. What if they cracked, burst open, earth like grave dirt pouring in, burying them alive?

Another thought struck her. Lucas must have seen the blood too. But he didn’t say anything. Why not? Her flesh chilled. “Lucas was down here Friday night.”

“Lucas was in your house?” Todd put the sealed swabs in his jacket pocket and turned back to her. “The sheriff said you’d raised some concerns about him.” His voice was even, calm.

“He was here because he’s dating my mom. But I saw him coming out from the basement. He didn’t mention the blood.” Her head raced. “What if he’s dating my mom to get back into the house? He didn’t know the house had sold. If he had anything to do with the murders, then he’d know he needed to get rid of these bloodstains.” She looked around at the splatters. “Maybe he came down to see what cleaning he needed to do.”

“Maybe.” Todd shrugged. “Sheriff Adams is talking to him today. Although, why didn’t he clean them up when he was here?”

“Time? Or he heard me getting back? We’ll see what those swabs come back as.”

“We sure will.” He started the climb back up to daylight and Anna followed, eager to be free of the basement. He didn’t say much at all while she saw him out, but as she was about to close the front door, he turned and came back up the porch steps, scribbling something down in his pocket notebook. He tore out the sheet and handed it to her. “That’s my number. Anything worries you, just call me, okay?”

“Thanks.”

She watched as he headed back to his car, and after he’d driven away, disappearing on the horizon, she added his number to her contacts. Maybe he was taking it seriously after all.

“He’s not sad like the other one.”

She startled and turned to see Grandma in the living room doorway. “Todd?”

“The other one was always sad.”

“What other one?”

From outside came the familiar chug of Mom’s car coming up the road, something rattling inside it needing seeing to, that she either couldn’t afford to get fixed or didn’t have the time to, and Anna had a rush of relief that Todd was gone.

“The boy who came before.”

Anna frowned. What boy? What was Grandma talking about? She was having one of her moments, maybe. “I’ll make you some iced tea.”

She left Grandma in the hall and went toward the kitchen.

“You had jelly on your T-shirt,” Grandma muttered. “But I think he’s dead now.”

Anna stared at her. Jelly on her T-shirt? For a moment she didn’t have a clue what Grandma was talking about and then realized that had happened in a dream. How could Grandma know about her dream?

All these dreams in my head. Ghosts in my head.

Had she told Grandma about it? She hadn’t. She was sure of it.

“What boy, Grandma?” she asked again.

“Your mother’s back,” Grandma said, as if Anna hadn’t asked the question at all. “You’d best get her a drink too.”
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Caroline stormed into the house past Mom and ran straight up the stairs, face like thunder, feet hard on the wood. Anna frowned, Grandma’s moment forgotten. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Who knows?” Mom closed the door, shutting out the invasive heat. “She’s been like that since she got in the car. A joyful reminder of all those moody teenage years about to arrive.”

“She’s never moody.”

“Well, maybe you can get something out of her.” Mom kicked off her shoes and came through to the living room, flopping onto the sofa. “Because I can’t. And to be honest, I just want an hour or so staring at the TV before having a shower and starting on dinner.”

“Sure.” Anna climbed the stairs, the temperature rising in the house with every inch, and knocked on Caroline’s door. “It’s me, Callie. Can I come in?”

There was a pause before she heard a muted “yes.” Caroline would never say no to Anna. That big-sister adoration was a real thing. Maybe in a couple of years she’d see through it, but for now, Anna could still do no wrong.

“What’s up? You and Holly have a fight?”

“No. Not really.” Shoulders slumped, Caroline was sitting on the side of her bed, her backpack tossed on the floor. Anna saw a woven straw bracelet tied around her wrist, the skin red.

“What’s that?”

“Oh, nothing.” Her little sister didn’t meet her eyes. “Just, like, a protection charm. We’ve all got them.”

“Protection from what?”

“The Farmhand.” She looked almost defiant.

“That story is baloney.” Anna came closer to look at the bracelet. “And that straw is going to rub you raw if you leave it on.”

“I’m not taking mine off until Holly takes hers off.” She sniffed. “Especially now.”

“Why especially now?” Anna joined her on the bed, sitting cross-legged, and tugged on the sleeve of Caroline’s T-shirt, forcing her attention. “Talk to me.”

“I just … You’ll call me stupid if I tell you.” Her brow furrowed. “I know you will.”

“I promise I won’t. Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.” She meant it too. It couldn’t be the thing bad. Nothing like that would ever happen to Caroline. She was charmed. Everyone loved her. She was a good girl. Even if her friends had argued, they’d make up with her soon enough. Caroline was too easy to like. To love. Everything was easier for Callie. Always had been.

“It was Adelaide’s fault. She was in a mean mood. I think she’s jealous that Holly likes me so much. Jess said she can be like that.”

“Who’s Adelaide?” Anna asked.

“Holly’s first friend from way back when they were in kindergarten, but I think Holly only has her around because of that. Because she feels sorry for her. Holly’s changed, you know? She’s not like Adelaide anymore.” She glanced up at Anna as if maybe she wouldn’t understand.

“Yeah, that happens.” Anna remembered it all too well. The school ecosystem. “Poor Adelaide, though.”

“I know. I feel sorry for her. And I really try to be nice. To include her. Honest, I do. Even when Holly doesn’t want to. She was only with us at lunch because I said it would be mean to leave her on her own.”

“I’m guessing maybe that backfired?” It wasn’t enough that she was a golden girl; she had to be sweet with it. If anything worried Anna about Caroline—other than her burgeoning beauty—it was her sweetness. The world did not treat kindness kindly.

“I had an upset tummy and had to use the school restrooms and she said I made the bathroom stink, but I opened the window and I know it was fine when I came out. And then when Jess said she thought she’d seen someone in her yard at like midnight, Adelaide got meaner because I freaked out a bit. You know, because of the Farmhand thing.” Again, another wary glance at Anna as if she wouldn’t understand. As if Anna was too tough for this stuff. Anna felt a ripple of unease. Maybe Caroline didn’t just adore Anna. Maybe she was a bit scared of her too.

“Go on,” Anna said. “What happened?”

“She was teasing me and we were saying we weren’t scared of it, but she didn’t believe us. She dared us to say Farmhand in the mirror, like you did. She said we should all do it. We put our names on bits of paper into Jess’s softball cap and Holly picked mine out first.” She paused and let out a shaky breath. “And so I did it. I didn’t want them to see how scared I was, and anyway, I figured I was going first. They were going to be doing it after me. Being last would be the worst one, because that’s who he’d come for, right?”

“Smart. Good horror movie logic.” Anna gave her sister a half smile, but Callie didn’t smile back.

“But they didn’t do it. They all chickened out. And now Holly says that at her birthday sleepover on Friday it would be more fun if we all slept in tents on our own instead of a group one, like a rite of passage to prove we’re not kids anymore ’cause she’s going to be a teenager. She said we have to leave our phones in the house and zip our tents up at nine forty-five. And I know it’s because they’re scared the Farmhand will come for me and they don’t want to get got too. I pretended I was fine with it, but I’ll be so terrified I’ll probably die.”

“You could always say you’re sick,” Anna suggested, but Caroline shook her head. “We don’t even own a tent.” They were never the outdoorsy kind of family other than school trips.

“They’d see through that and then I’d be a joke.” Caroline sniffed again.

“You’ve got a few days. Maybe you can get friendly with someone else who’s going and sneak in their tent when everyone’s asleep.”

“I don’t think so. They’ll never let me forget it if I do that.”

“Then, you know what, Callie?” Anna looked her sister dead in the eye. “You’re going to have to tough it out. Fake it till you make it. You’ll be fine. You can be as scared as you want on the inside, but don’t let them see it. One night and then you’ll be a fucking prom queen in their eyes—because the only reason they didn’t say Farmhand in the mirror too is because they were chicken.”

“Yeah, because they don’t want him coming for them!” It was almost a wail of despair and Anna had to bite her tongue to stop herself from saying But he isn’t real! That wasn’t going to work with Caroline. She was too far into her fear.

“You’re too young for the Farmhand anyway,” she said, taking a different tack. “The girls who died were basically adults. Not kids. You guys are safe.”

“You think?”

Anna nodded, keeping her expression serious. “I more than think. I’m sure.”

Caroline’s breathing grew more even. She’d work herself up again by Friday, no doubt, but for now she seemed—if still doubtful—reassured. “Maybe you’re right,” she said as Anna’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

“I’m always right.” Anna smiled. She checked her phone—a text from Melissa. New calf born last night! Amazing! You should come see!

Anna looked at the text and then at her little sister. Mom wanted some peace and quiet, and Caroline needed a distraction.

“You want to get out of here for a bit?”
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“Oh my god, it’s the cutest!”

Watching Caroline, it was hard to believe that this was the same girl who’d stormed into the house less than an hour ago. She was crouched in the stall where the brown-and-white-spotted calf lay in the straw by its mother, her eyes wide with delight.

“It’s a bit big to be cute.” Anna had to admit, there was something heartwarming about its newness. Its innocence, all legs and large head too wobbly for its neck.

“It’s a baby.” Caroline couldn’t take her eyes from it. “All babies are cute.”

“You weren’t. You were like some weird wrinkled noisy slug.”

Caroline stuck her tongue out at Anna and they both laughed; Melissa too.

“I’m with you, Caroline. I think she’s a sweetheart.”

“What’s her name?”

“She doesn’t have one yet.” Melissa crouched beside Caroline. “You want to choose?”

“Really?” Caroline smiled wide.

“Sure. I’ve run out of names. And I’ll have to come up with another if Jezebel at the end there ever decides she’s ready to push hers out.”

Anna was on the outside of the stall, leaning on its rough wooden door. In the muggy heat, the smell in the barn was heady, a coarse earthiness, hints of manure and the sickly fermented stench of silage. Something about it was comforting. A life away from the internet and social media and filters and college parties and everything that could go wrong in the world. Also, this was a back-to-nature farm, not some huge industrial factory with the animals trapped inside. The barn was nice. Hay bales stacked up at one end to sit on. An upper level overhead. A window that let in glorious light, making the straw glow like gold.

“This is like a barn out of a movie.”

“It’s my favorite place.” Melissa stroked the calf’s head. “Always has been. Practiced my softball in here. Hung out with Lila. When my dad went off the rails, I made it a second home. Slept in here sometimes too.”

“Did you help her give birth to the calf?” Caroline asked, still focused on the cows.

“She did it all by herself. Marie’s a sweetheart, and this isn’t her first baby. Doc Burdett came out early to check things were going okay—he’s as good as any vet—then I watched over her. Her last calf died young, but this one seems pretty perfect to me.”

“That’s sad.” Caroline’s face clouded over.

“That’s farming. That’s life. Bad shit happens. This barn has seen the miracle of birth and the mystery of death. But it makes you appreciate the land and the earth and how lucky we are to be here. Every living thing is a miracle. All the energy. Even in death it has to go somewhere, you know. Nothing ever truly dies. Guess that’s why people believe in ghosts. Lingering life force.”

“You been smoking weed?” Anna asked, and Melissa snorted a laugh.

“Cynic. It looked less like a miracle when she slid out. Birth is like death, a messy, bloody business, invariably involving shit.” She finished the sentence with a wink, but given where they were, and knowing that Bonnie had been found on this farm—even if neither of them had mentioned that to Callie—the image unsettled Anna.

Melissa got to her feet and joined Anna outside the stall, her bracelets clacking as she wiped her hands on her overalls, and pulled Anna out of earshot as Callie fussed over the calf.

“You been making accusations against Lucas?”

Anna frowned. “Accusation would be harsh. I just wanted to know if they’d questioned him. Why do you ask?”

“Because my uncle is the sheriff, remember, and he bawled me out this morning for gossiping about that creep’s sex life and firing you up about it and making more work for him.” She pushed a strand of hair from her face.

“Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

“Just be careful what you say to him about me. He’s worse than my dad for trying to get me to behave. Forgets I’m an adult.”

“Noted.” She was annoyed at the sheriff, though, the patronizing prick. Making more work for him. Maybe he should have done his job properly in the first place. “And sorry again.”

“It’s cool.” Melissa looked back into the stall. “I need to feed the pigs and we should probably let these two rest.”

“I love pigs too,” Caroline said. “There are some really funny pig TikToks.”

“That’s someone who hasn’t met Mason Verger.”

“Who’s he?” Caroline asked, getting to her feet.

“A rich, unpleasant dude who got eaten by wild pigs,” Anna said.

“My pigs are people friendly, I promise.” Melissa walked on, sauntering out into the sunlight, then glanced back at Caroline. “Mainly, anyway. You can come say hi to them if you like, but then I’ll have to do some proper work. And, jokes aside, they can play rough, so you have to stay out of the pen.”

“We should get home anyway,” Anna said, seeing her sister was suddenly a little nervous. “Mom’ll stress if I don’t get Caroline back for dinner.”

“Can I use the bathroom first?” Caroline asked.

“Of course. You okay to take her, Anna? In the house, third door on the left. Dad’s out.”

“Sure.” She squeezed Melissa’s arm. “And thanks for this.”

“Anytime. What are friends for?”

It gave Anna a warmth in her core that the sun couldn’t touch. It was a fragile, precious feeling. She had a friend.
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The farmhouse was cool inside, curtains shut to keep out the sun, but even in the half-light Anna could see that if the Lavernes had made money when their crops started coming in, a lot of it must have gone toward clearing debts rather than making home improvements. It wasn’t like the place was dirty, but there was a tired vibe, all the furniture a little bit too much out of date. No plants or knickknacks. A large TV and a few books on a shelf, but that was about it. Some old photos, framed. Melissa as a kid on a tractor. None of her mother, but she couldn’t blame them for that. Dad wasn’t exactly taking up space on their dressers either.

It felt odd waiting inside without Melissa there, as if they were trespassing, and as her discomfort grew, she wondered what was taking Caroline so long. In the gloom of the narrow corridor, she knocked on the door.

“You okay in there, Callie? They out of paper?”

Caroline didn’t answer.

“Come on, we’ve got to get home.”

There was another pause, and she was about to knock again, when the lock clicked and the door opened. Caroline, red-faced, was crying on the other side.

“It’s in my jeans and everything,” she said. “I don’t know what to do. It’s horrible.”

For a second Anna didn’t understand, and then she glanced into the toilet bowl and saw the blood there. No wonder Caroline had had an upset stomach and been in such a shitty mood.

“You didn’t know your period was due?” Anna asked. Caroline stared at her blankly before her face crumpled again, ashamed.

“I never had one before. And it hurts.”

“Oh. Shit.” Callie’s first period and they weren’t even home. It could have been worse. It could have come in her classroom. “Hey, look, don’t cry, it’s fine. Trust me, you’ll get used to it.” She pulled at the toilet roll, handing Caroline a wedge. “Clean yourself up a bit. I’ll go ask Melissa if she has a pad or something.” Caroline’s period was not coming in quietly, the toilet deep red and clots sinking to the bottom of the bowl. She’d leak all over Mom’s car seat if she went home unprotected.

“Don’t tell her.” Caroline grabbed her arm. “I just want to go home.”

“She won’t care, she’s not like that. And all women get them, Callie, it’s normal.”

“Please.”

Anna stared at her, a quiet rage creeping up from her toes. What was this shame women carried from bleeding? She remembered Miss Jones in high school, who never left the room during class except occasional days when she’d grab her purse and rush out on some pretext of needing a new marker for the board or whatever. Someone found out she had endometriosis or fibroids or whichever made you bleed harder and they’d laughed about it. Hidden their own shame at their bodies, and the Tampax they tucked into their sweater sleeves, hurrying to the restroom and praying they hadn’t leaked. God, she wished they’d all just let it flow and bleed all over school and college so men could truly see the power of women. Women fucking bleed to make life and people made them ashamed of it. How messed up was that? Why did all women—her included—feel that way?

She looked at her sister’s begging expression and for a moment she wanted to spite her. To make Caroline the girl who took on her period, her womanhood, unashamed. To force her to tell if not the world, then at least Melissa.

“Please, Anna. I don’t want her to know. I don’t want anyone to know.”

The rage left as soon as Callie’s small hand desperately gripped her arm. It was too late anyway. That shit was born into them, centuries of conditioning. The shame of womanhood, of her sexuality, of her power had just landed in Caroline’s underwear. No more girlhood. All the dangers of the world would smell that blood out.

“Okay, okay. But here, let me show you. You need to roll that tissue up tight and wedge it in your panties, okay? That will hold for a while. We’ll soak your things when we get back. Your jeans will be good as new.”

“Thanks, Anna.” Caroline sniffed, her tears easing. “I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about. I’ve got stuff at home you can have. Don’t worry.” Anna leaned forward and kissed her little sister’s head, the warm smell of her hair different now. Pheromones changing. “I’ll wait outside. Make sure you clean up the seat. Look under it too.” She scanned the carpet. At least there were no telltale red spots needing scrubbing out.

In the gloomy corridor, dust motes hanging in the heavy air, she felt the oddness of a jolt of time passing. Caroline was nearly thirteen. Before long, she’d be in college herself, and Anna didn’t want to think about that. The parties. The fun. How quickly everything could go wrong and lead to a whole other kind of shame, so much worse than a period.

She leaned against the door. The house had felt colder when they’d come inside, but now that she’d adjusted she could feel the stale heat. It was everywhere. There was no escaping it. She’d read or watched some science-fiction story once about sand that got into everything. Took over until it drowned anyone it came across. This heat was like that. Why couldn’t it just rain? Dear god, she’d do anything for some rain.

She was leaning against the wall, enjoying the coolness, when she heard a noise from back by the front door. Paper rustling, maybe. Heavy feet. Couldn’t be Melissa because she would have called out. It must be her dad.

“Hello?” She headed toward the noise, and as she reached the open-plan kitchen-living area, a wiry tanned man with thinning hair, dressed in scruffy jeans and shirt, was standing at the breakfast counter, a couple of grocery bags in front of him, with the refrigerator door open. His eyes were dark in his thin, weaselly face. He stared at her, saying nothing.

“I’m Anna. A friend of Melissa’s,” she said, keeping her distance. “We came to see the new calf. My little sister needed the bathroom.”

“A friend of Melissa’s.” His voice was gravel under heavy tires. He stared at her for so long Anna could barely breathe. What had Melissa said? Her dad could be funny about her having friends. Shit. “I didn’t think she had any.”

“I’m pretty new in town.” Anna kept her smile bright. “She’s been great helping me settle in.” Behind her the pipes rumbled with a flush.

“Has she.” He stared at her for a moment longer before looking out through the kitchen window to the fields beyond. “It’s been three years already. Hard to believe.” He pulled a bottle of liquor out of one of the bags and unscrewed the top, eyes on her once more, challenging her to tell him to stop. Anna stayed silent. He took a long sip of it, as if it were water quenching his thirst. “I don’t like people coming out to the farm.”

Anna didn’t know what more to say, her whole body stiffly awkward. Under threat from seeing something she shouldn’t have. Melissa said her dad had gotten sober. This didn’t look sober to her.

Thankfully, Caroline appeared, face still flushed from her tears, and Anna ushered her to the door. “Nice to meet you,” Anna said, glancing over her shoulder as they stepped out into the glare of the day. Mr. Laverne nodded in return, his eyes moving from Anna to Caroline and back again, and she was glad when the shuttered door closed behind her. There was no sign of Melissa, and Anna felt even more in awe of her after seeing her father. She was probably keeping the farm going single-handedly.

Anna started the car, willing the AC to kick in fast. “The baby cow was cute, wasn’t it?”

Caroline nodded, but her good mood was gone, and she kept her gaze out through the window as Anna pulled away and down the lane between the fields.

“I don’t like that scarecrow,” Caroline said. Anna looked up. Even in the daylight it was creepy in that way things designed to look overly child-friendly often were. The bright shirt and red silky scarf were too odd a contrast with the dusty black suit jacket, and the way his head tilted, arms up and shoulders shrugging, made him look like Ronald McDonald, or Pennywise, the clown from IT. Something in the attitude, as if it were laughing at them. Sure, I can scare birds, but let me down from this pole and you’ll see what I can do TO YOU. She shook the feeling away, forcing a smile.

“I think he’s kind of hot. For a scarecrow.” She managed to get a smile back out of Callie with that, at least. “Let’s get you home and cleaned up,” she said, speeding up. “Welcome to womanhood, Callie. You’re part of the coven now.” Whether you like it or not.
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By the time they got home the air was so oppressively heavy it dragged the sky closer to the ground, a blanket of gray cloud trapping in the endless heat and running it through with damp. When Anna had gotten out of Mom’s car, the pressure was so bad she thought her ears might pop. It was like walking through sludge. Somewhere in the distance thunder had gently rumbled an answer to some other town’s prayers, but not theirs, and by the time Mom served up dinner, the pressure was filling the house too.

Every mouthful stuck in Anna’s throat. It was obvious Mom was hurt that Lucas hadn’t shown up, and Anna knew her threat against him had made him ghost Mom. She didn’t feel bad about that—she didn’t want him in this house ever again—but seeing Mom upset was like a rat in her guts.

They were at the kitchen table, eating quietly, the occasional clink of cutlery against crockery cutting into the silences between bites of struggling conversation now that Caroline had said all she could about the baby calf, and they had surrendered to the awkwardness.

Mom had drunk half the bottle of expensive red wine she’d obviously bought thinking Lucas would be eating with them. As Anna watched she poured herself some more, chirping on about the hospital and TV shows she’d been watching as if nothing were wrong, but the tell was in the way she’d kept her phone close by and kept glancing down at it.

When did Mom become so easily broken? A man she barely knew had walked away after one date and she looked as if she might shatter. Any exhilaration Anna had felt when she’d dealt with Lucas was gone. The carbonara tasted sour in her mouth. The bacon was too salty. The egg and cream cloying. Everything too much, her greasy guilt refusing to allow her the pleasure of the meal.

“Can I go upstairs, please?” Caroline asked, hopeful. “I have homework.”

Mom nodded, and Caroline was away like a bullet. Anna figured that was the cue for them all to disappear to their corners of the house.

“That was lovely, Mom.” She got to her feet and picked up her plate and the empty dish. “I’ll take the trash out. It’s collection tomorrow.”

“Great,” Mom said. “That’s great.” Her smile was too big. Abandoned. Anna couldn’t look at her. Lucas was a creep and had to go, but that didn’t make her feel any better about what she’d done. Why did Mom’s pain have to be so bright?

She grabbed the trash bags from the kitchen and threw them in the carts outside before wheeling them down to the edge of the road. She lit a cigarette and stared into the quiet, trying to let the tensions of the day go. She didn’t want to think of the blood in the basement. Of the sheriff questioning Lucas. Of Mom’s hurt. Caroline’s period. Dead girls. The thing. It was all knotting together, becoming one bloody mess tangled inside her. She had to think clearly. This article wasn’t about her. It was about the town. The murders. Grief.

The sun burned red and orange into the horizon as it dropped, cutting slashes of deep color across the sky as if the whole universe were ablaze. The nights were suffocatingly dark here, but the sunsets could be glorious. Almost enough to make her believe in Grandma’s god. In a divine purpose. They made her feel small, and somehow that made her feel safe. She thought of Jamie, who’d probably sat outside his pathetic room in the abandoned motel and watched these sunsets, alone and high. Thinking of Lila. Neither of them would ever see a sunset again, and the thought of Jamie dead made her want to cry, which was stupid, because he was a stranger.

She smoked harder and headed back to the porch, where she stubbed the butt out and tossed it into the empty tin can. It was nearly full again, butts smoked down to the edge of the filter. She was sure she’d only emptied it a couple of days ago. Maybe Grandma wasn’t the only one losing her mind.

When she came back inside, she helped Mom with washing up, noting that she’d kept her phone on the drainboard just in case Lucas messaged, and they worked together in what would have been an easy silence if it weren’t for the weight of the secrets between them.

“I’m going to my room.” Grandma peered into the kitchen. “If you could bring me a glass of water, Claire, dear, that would be wonderful.” Grandma had a way of phrasing things politely, but her tone was definitely a command.

“Sure.”

“Grandma said the police were here?” Mom said.

Anna’s heart thumped, but she shrugged, feigning confusion. “Not as far as I know.” She let her hair hang over her face as she dried the pasta pot, knowing that Grandma had probably heard her response.

“She said something about the basement?”

“I think maybe she had a turn.”

“Yeah. I wondered if that was it.” She pulled the plug, letting the water drain out, before turning to Anna with a surprisingly warm smile. “Thank you for taking Caroline to that farm today. That was very sweet of you. She adores you, you know. She’s still a little kid.”

“Not such a little kid. She got her period today. At the farm.”

“Oh, Christ.” Mom leaned back against the sink. “I’ll go talk to her. Can you do Grandma?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks.” Without warning, Mom gave her a brief hug and kissed her forehead. “I’m proud of you, Anna, I really am.” By the time Anna had recovered from the shock of it—physical contact was not something they had done much of since the thing—Mom was gone, and Anna was left with her gnawing guilt and a pang for the time she would have hugged her mother back.
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Grandma was sitting ramrod straight on the side of the bed when Anna took the glass of water in. She raised her chin, her eyes glittering, sharp.

“I heard what you said. You lied to your mother about the police being here. You made her think I was confused.”

Grandma’s clear gaze didn’t flinch and in the end, Anna’s shoulders slumped. Great. Another thing to feel guilty about. “I’m sorry. But it’s something I didn’t want her to know. Not yet.”

“Lying is never the way. It’s a sin.” Her mouth pursed. “And it was a cruel lie.”

“I’m sorry.” She was always sorry. Sorry, stupid Anna. “I’ll tell her the truth tomorrow. I promise.” And that was another lie. Mom would lose her shit about the blood in the basement, and until there was some answer about whose it was, there was no way Anna was going to talk to Mom about it.

“Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow,” Grandma said with a sigh, and her eyes glistened with tears. She began to shake and clasped one hand over her mouth as if holding back a sob. “We need to be good with God, Anna. He’s all that can save us.” She looked up. “My head is too full. Is it in your head now too? You said you’d let it in.”

“Is what in my head?” Anna sat on the bed beside her. Was Grandma having one of her funny turns? “You okay?”

“Oh, Anna,” Grandma said, suddenly pressing her hands tightly against Anna’s face, holding it close to her own. “We should pray. His will be done.” Her skin smelled of lavender, her breath stale. It was a nauseating mix. She was dropping in and out of her weird Alzheimer’s activity or whatever it was, switching between normal and not in an instant. And voices in her head? Was this some kind of psychotic break? Or ghosts, Anna thought. Unable to leave. Dead girls haunting Grandma from the inside. They say a girl died here. It was crazy, but it made her shiver all the same.

Grandma pressed her forehead to Anna’s, her paper-fragile skin against Anna’s taut firmness as outside a night owl screeched over its prey. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed and took a long breath before she spoke again.

“One day I will save you even if it kills me,” she whispered, her breath damp and cool and desperate against Anna’s cheek. “I swear it.”
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The old floorboards, as tired as she was, creaked under Anna’s feet as she trudged upstairs, Grandma finally settled but Anna now the opposite. These strange moments were disturbing, and while the thought might be mad, the idea that maybe the dead girls were haunting Grandma was taking hold, and it was creepy as fuck even if it was the sort of thing she’d tell Caroline off for believing.

She wanted to plug in to a podcast or an old movie and zone out. She didn’t even want to make notes for the article. That could wait until tomorrow, when she was thinking rationally again. You had jelly on your T-shirt. It was weird. There was too much weird. And why did it only happen when she and Grandma were alone?

Mom was on the landing getting fresh towels out of the closet, and she handed one to Anna.

“She was in full flight telling her friends about her period over FaceTime or whatever, but she really didn’t want to talk to me about it.” She smiled, rueful. “She’s growing up.”

“She’s got a ways to go yet.” Anna didn’t want to think of Caroline as anything other than safe.

“Grandma okay?” Mom followed her into her bedroom. So much for some peace and quiet.

“Yeah, she’s gone to sleep.” She paused. “I know I said I would, but I’ve never given her the pills. I don’t think she wants them.”

Mom leaned on the doorframe. The youthful glow she’d had when she’d been flirting with Lucas was long gone and she looked tired. She probably was tired. Anna knew how she felt.

“Yeah, it’s fine. I didn’t feel great about it.” Mom sighed so deep it was almost a death rattle. “I just worry, you know. That I won’t hear her at night when I’m here. Or you won’t. This house is too big.”

“It’s okay. I’d hear her. I never sleep till dawn anyway.”

Mom looked at her sideways. “Still?”

Anna shrugged. She didn’t need to say more. The thing, the thing, the thing, forever glued to her, a stain she couldn’t get out.

“You’re being very good with her.”

“She’s fragile. I get it.”

There was another long, awkward pause.

“It was nice of your friend Melissa to let Callie see the baby cow. You like her?”

Anna nodded.

“Good. It’s hard to make friends as you get older.” Listening to her, Anna realized that it had been a while since Mom had a group of friends. When had that stopped? After Caroline had finished kindergarten, maybe? When Grandma or Anna started taking her to school on the mornings Mom worked? No school drop-off mom-fun for Claire. She’d had colleagues, not really friends. And definitely not since they’d moved.

“The world gets smaller,” Mom continued. “Every day the same, just struggling to get by. And most people are in couples. They hang out with other couples.”

“I guess.” Anna picked at her fingernails as Mom let out another sigh.

“Lucas didn’t come for dinner. He said he might, but he hasn’t even messaged.” The words were heavy with a resigned sadness, and Anna felt greasy with guilt.

“He’s probably busy.”

“Since Friday? No, something’s changed. I can feel it. I thought it was too good to be true, and I guess I was right. I really liked him, though. He’s uncomplicated.” Mom’s smile was so fragile Anna thought her breath would shatter it. “It was nice to have that feeling for a while. Something new. Exciting. Shame it didn’t last.” She straightened her spine. “Maybe this was too much for him. Grandma being the way she is. Kid still in school.” Anna waited for her to mention the thing, to add Anna to the list, almost hoping she would so she could be angry again and not feel so awful about what she’d done, but Mom didn’t. “Too much real life.”

“Too much estrogen,” Anna added, trying to lighten the mood, and Mom let out a small laugh.

“Not for Grandma. I mean, she was never overflowing with the caring juice, but she is way past the change.”

“She’s not so bad.” It was true, Grandma could be a grade-A judgmental bitch, but at the same time, Anna didn’t dislike her anymore. They’d smoked side by side. She’d seen her vulnerable. Maybe she was too tired for any level of hate.

It was Mom’s turn to look surprised. “Maybe.”

“She got us this house,” Anna said. Dead girls. They say a girl died here. “And don’t stress about Lucas. If he can’t take you at your worst, he doesn’t deserve you at your best, sister, and all that bullshit.”

That made Mom laugh out loud, a flashback to the old days, before the thing, when they would laugh together at those Facebook memes. “Hell yeah, girlfriend. Adds wineglass emoji.”

Anna smiled then too and could almost convince herself that Lucas had been going to break up with Mom anyway. She would convince herself. She had to.

“Good night, Anna,” Mom said, her own towel hugged to her chest. “I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom,” Anna replied softly. The rest of what she wanted to say was glue in her throat. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m too fucked-up. I’m too afraid. It’s not you, it’s not him, it’s me. Maybe she could take it back with Lucas if the police found no connection to the girls. Maybe she could explain. Maybe, maybe, maybe. She remembered how he’d passed her in the hallway. The closeness. The tight curls of hair on his chest. How afraid she’d been. Maybe you need to get laid yourself. Apology or not, she couldn’t live with him in the house. He fucked around. He was dirty and wrong. Anna waited for the click of Mom’s door closing before flopping back on the bed. And anyway, Mom would never find out.
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Despite herself, she drifted off during episode three of a podcast about the LeBaron cult and the women who escaped it, and fell into a strange liminal space of jumbled dreams, as if pieces of different movies had been madly cut and spliced together.

As she tossed and turned, she was in the basement, trying to get up the stairs to get out, her own bloody hand on the wall. Grandma staring at her, eyes wide as she repeated over and over, “They say a girl died here.”

Finding Grandma in the hallway at night by the carpet, but this time there was blood staining it, Grandma muttering, “Too late, too late,” and when she saw Anna looking at her, she pressed her hands to her ears and screamed so loud that she startled Anna back into the waking world, where she lay for a moment, disoriented in the night, until her breathing calmed and trembling subsided, leaving her with a throbbing headache and a need to pee.

She forced herself up and out into the darkness of the house, disturbing its rest. There was no sound from downstairs, and, looking over the banister, she saw the hallway was empty. Good. She didn’t have the energy for any of Grandma’s weirdness.

On her way back from the bathroom, she saw Caroline’s door was open a crack, and she looked inside, her little sister fast asleep, the covers kicked off, her beautiful hair fanned out on her pillow. She thought about how Mom had said she’d been on FaceTime with Holly, flushed and proud. Anna would put money on Holly and her friend perhaps not having started their periods yet. Caroline had crossed a threshold they hadn’t reached. Magical. Mystical. Terrifying and seductive. They would be desperate for it right up until the moment it arrived. She closed the door, leaving Caroline to her own, hopefully more pleasant, dreams.

It was only four thirty, but outside, the endless land was breaking the surface of night, becoming visible again. They were safe. She crawled under her sheets as exhaustion and her headache gripped her, and fell into a deep sleep, one that was punctured only with occasional flashes of things her brain wouldn’t allow her to remember but that she’d seen. Different masks. Men doing things to her body that she knew only from the outside when they shared the photos and videos. Things that trapped her. She tossed and turned, murmuring into the dawn, the names almost surfacing, until all the dead girls pushed them back down, demanding that empty space, claiming it as their own.
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When the cruiser pulled up just before ten, Anna was drinking her first coffee of the day, bone-tired, her head still thumping. Caroline was already at school, but Mom was home and Dr. Burdett had arrived with more baked goods—scones this time—and was going to take Grandma out for a drive. It was all too busy, and she wished she’d stayed in bed. The sound of the car outside and the sight of both Todd and Sheriff Adams getting out, however, got her moving quickly. Holy shit. She hurried to the door, but Mom was there first. Had Anna’s wonderings found roots? Could Lucas have been involved with the murders after all?

Sheriff Adams was grave as he took off his hat, nodding at Dr. Burdett and Grandma, curious mice in the hallway, before turning to Mom.

“Sorry to disturb your morning, ma’am. We just need to follow up on something with Anna, if that’s okay.”

He didn’t look at Anna. Even Todd kept his gaze on the floor as if afraid to catch her eye. They both looked tired. Had they been up all night with this surprising twist in the case? Anna’s heart threatened to burst through her chest with anticipation.

“What’s going on?” Mom paled and gripped the front door handle as the men came inside. “Is this to do with the thing that happened at college? Has there been—”

“This is nothing to do with that,” Anna cut in sharply, shutting her mother down.

“Lord, but it’s hot. Can I get anyone some iced tea?” Grandma asked, forever a slave to politeness, hating strangers feeling the tension at the core of their family. “We could sit?”

“No thank you, but very kind all the same.” The sheriff graced Grandma with a polite smile before giving a pointed glance to Dr. Burdett, who very quickly picked up the hint.

“Actually, I should go and get a few things from the store before it’s too hot out there. I’ll come back to take you out in an hour or so, Evelyn.”

They waited for him to leave before the sheriff finally turned to face Anna. “We talked to Lucas. He has an alibi for both killings.”

Anna’s anticipation deflated. “Oh.”

“Lucas wasn’t even in town when Bonnie died.” Todd spoke quietly, as if he thought Anna so fragile she might shatter hearing his words. Why was he talking to her like that? “He was in Omaha. Working. He was there a few days. On a renovation project.”

“Lucas?” Mom was confused.

“You didn’t have to come out here to tell me.” Blotches came up red and hot on her neck, and sweat formed on her bra under her loose T-shirt. How was she going to explain this to Mom? “It was only idle curiosity about the case. You could have called. Or come into the diner.”

“Jesus, Anna.” Mom leaned back against the wall. “You thought Lucas killed those girls?”

“I didn’t accuse him. I asked if they questioned him, that’s all.” This was getting out of hand. “To see how wide the net went at the time.”

“Why is that any of your business?” Mom turned away and then back, exasperated. “Are you saying you don’t trust the police to do their jobs?”

“Girls died, Mom, and maybe it’s going to happen again. And,” Anna added, words heavy with sarcasm, “unsurprisingly, I don’t always trust the police to get the bad guys.”

“I wouldn’t have come out here just to tell you he had an alibi,” Sheriff Adams said, coughing a little. “But when we spoke to him, Lucas made a complaint of harassment.”

Anna’s throat was dry and tight, parched as the land outside. She wasn’t sure which came first, her realization of what he was going to say or his words. Oh god. “Against me?”

“He told us what you’d said to him.”

“That didn’t have anything to do with this.” She took two steps back, finding herself pressed against the closed basement door. Nowhere to escape to. “That was different.” Mom looked at her.

“What did you say to him, Anna?” A world of hurt in her contained tone. Her slim body stiffening, arms folded across her chest, protecting herself from her eldest child.

“It doesn’t matter.” Anna couldn’t return her gaze. “It doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

“It does matter.” She had already figured out the gist of it. Mom could be a lot of things, but she wasn’t stupid. “What did you say?” Her breath caught. “Did you tell him to break up with me?”

“He was in our house, Mom,” Anna said quietly. “At night. I couldn’t … I couldn’t have that.” She looked at the rest of them, even Grandma, standing back, not having spoken a word. “And what about the blood in the basement?” Anna held on tight to that last straw, one concrete thing that was not so easy to explain away. “What about that?”

Sheriff Adams let out a long sigh, weary. “You’ve been through a lot, Anna. Not least finding Jamie dead in the motel pool like that. I can understand why you’re looking for meaning in things.”

“What did you say?” Anna’s head pounded some more, confusion making her frown. “Jamie wasn’t in the pool. He was in the motel room. On the floor. Like he crawled out of the bath. He was…” Her words drifted off, and she was barely aware of the sheriff and Todd staring at her as a wave of dizziness made her unpleasantly nauseous. Or was it the pool? Suddenly she wasn’t so sure. Her mental picture of Jamie dead on the carpet didn’t feel so secure anymore.

Sunlight. Water glinting. Throwing herself into the water to pull him out. Getting home still wet and fighting with Mom. The memory solidified. “Of course. Sorry. The pool.” What was going on with her? How could she have gotten so confused? “I’ve only just woken up.”

“What blood in the basement?” Mom cut in, still a step behind, and Anna refocused her attention on the sheriff.

“This house could be where the girls were murdered. You have to admit that. When the swabs come back, if it’s Lila’s or Bonnie’s blood, then you’ll know that—”

“It’s your blood, Anna.” Todd’s words were low, but in the aftermath, the moment’s silence was deafening. Anna stared at him, perplexed.

“What do you mean, it’s my blood?”

Todd looked down at his feet, awkward. “Every sample I took yesterday was a match. It was all your blood. You’re in the system. The results came back straightaway.”

Mom looked at Anna, disgusted. “So your grandmother was telling the truth. There was a policeman in the basement.”

Anna couldn’t speak, her mom’s words barely penetrating. It couldn’t be her blood. There had to be a mistake. Shards of coal glittered in the corner of her eyes as her chest constricted. It wasn’t possible.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Anna.” Mom’s tether to her sympathy finally snapped, her patience gone. “I can’t do this anymore.”
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Things got worse when they went down to look. The evidence had vanished. There was no blood in the basement anymore. No bloodstains, no handprint, no splatter. All eyes turned to her, in silence, none of them saying what they suspected. That Anna had cleaned up the blood herself. Her skin burned and she stayed behind when Mom and the sheriff and Todd went back upstairs, her head buzzing as she moved boxes, searching and scanning the room, desperate to find evidence of it. What was crazier? That the blood she’d found was somehow hers, or that it had now inexplicably disappeared?

As panic threatened to overwhelm her, she raced back up the stairs and out the front door, hearing the sheriff and Mom talking quietly in the kitchen, and she’d just lit a cigarette with shaky hands when Todd came onto the porch to join her.

She blew out a long stream of smoke. “Guess you must have been laughing at me down at the sheriff’s office before coming up here. Crazy Anna, obsessed with dead girls. Leaving a trail of her own blood. Doesn’t even remember doing it.” Angry tears blurred her vision. Great. And now she was going to cry.

“No, it’s not like that.” He scuffed the floor with his shoe. “I figured you must have done it when you moved in and not realized. Small cuts can bleed a lot. I don’t blame you for wanting it tested. For wanting to be sure it wasn’t Bonnie’s or Lila’s. After what happened to you—”

“What do you mean?” She was suddenly cold in the heat. Oh god.

“Like I said, your blood’s in the system.” His skin flushed rose against his tan. “From what happened to you in New York.”

“You know what happened to me?” The world spun. No, no, no. “The sheriff knows what happened to me?”

“I don’t know all of it. Not my business. I know it was bad. I know it wasn’t your fault. And I’m sorry.”

She drew hard on the cigarette. She didn’t care that he was sorry. Her mind was racing as panic rose in her gorge. If he knew and the sheriff knew, then surely soon everyone would know. Callie’s friends at school. Jeannie. Miles. Suzy. Her flesh prickled cold despite the awful oppressive heat. She was going to throw up. She was going to pass out. She leaned on the porch handrail. People here in Harper’s Creek knew. The shame would stifle her before the heat would.

“If you tell anyone about it, I will kill you.” Her throat was sandpaper, the smoke and the anxiety sucking her voice dry. “I swear I will.”

“Of course I won’t tell anyone.” He looked hurt that she’d even think it. “And neither will Sheriff Adams. He doesn’t speak out of turn. And he cares about this whole town—you included. He wouldn’t talk about that.”

The door opened again, and Grandma was there, staring out at them from the hallway. They both looked back at her, Anna waiting for some sharp comment, but she said nothing until Mom came to the door to see Sheriff Adams off. Grandma kept her eyes on Todd.

“Right is right, and wrong is wrong,” she said, directly to him. “And a body ain’t got no business doing wrong when he ain’t ignorant and knows better.”

“You know your classics, Ms. Maybourne,” the sheriff said, tipping his hat.

“Do I?” Grandma looked at him, confused, as if she’d been unaware she’d spoken. She glanced around, awkward. Uncomfortable. Embarrassed. Anna knew how she felt. “I think I need some cold lemonade, Claire.”

“Sure.” Mom ushered Grandma back inside. “And thank you, Sheriff, I’ll deal with it from here.”

Anna couldn’t face him; she didn’t want to see either him or Todd ever again, the shame of it eating her up, so she fled around the side of the porch, leaned up against the wall, taking deep hot breaths until her forgotten cigarette burned her fingertips and the sheriff’s car was barely dust in the distance.
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All the innate Thank you, Sheriff, I’ll deal with it from here politeness vanished when the two men left, and Mom paced and raged at Anna, who sat slumped at the kitchen table with her head in her hands. “You’re going back to therapy as soon as I can get you an appointment. You’ll have to come in and do it at the hospital where I work.”

“I’m fine, Mom.” She wanted to smoke. She wanted to get out of here. The heat coming through the window glass was intense, a spotlight of fire on her, brightening everything and making her eyes hurt.

“Fine?” Mom’s pacing stopped momentarily. “Explain what about any of this is fine. Aside from the fact we’re new here and you’re already causing trouble, you threatened Lucas to make him break up with me?” She shook her head, still in disbelief. “You saw how hurt I was, Anna. And then, as if that wasn’t enough, you accused him of murder.”

“For the last time, I didn’t accuse him.” She barely had the energy to speak. “I was curious how hard they’d investigated. And he worked at the school.” What was the point? She couldn’t make Mom understand.

“It worries me that you actually believe your own excuses.”

“Maybe it was too soon, Claire.” Grandma had poured two glasses of iced tea and put one in front of Anna and another on the table for Mom. It was the first time she’d spoken since they’d come inside, and Anna and her mother looked at her. Both of them surprised. Mom more than Anna.

“Too soon?”

“I know you think I’m a prude, and perhaps I am.” She poured her own tea. “I have my values and my religion and I try to live in God’s good grace. But I understand that you’re lonely, Claire. I understand you might want some male company, maybe even to fall in love again. But I can also understand why it upset Anna. Maybe it was too soon to have a man stay over.” She pulled out a chair and sat down carefully, feathery-light and birdlike in her careful movements. Face as prim as her blouse buttoned up to the top despite the heat. “Perhaps you should have stayed at his place if you’d wanted … well, that sort of thing.”

“Stayed at his place?” Mom’s voice dropped, as if the anger had been punched from her guts. She stared at her mother and then her daughter in disbelief before letting out a small laugh so full of despair it could make angels cry. There were fresh bags under her eyes. Dry patches on her cheeks. Anna and Grandma were pushing Mom into disrepair.

“And tell me how I could do that,” she said. “Go out for a whole night as if I don’t have a care in the world. Leave you both. You’re never here when you’re supposed to be, Anna, as if you’re still a selfish teenager coming and going as you please, and you know, that’s almost fine, apart from we have Mom to think about, and it’s not your fault, Mom, I know, but it’s hard worrying all the time that you’re going to have a moment and wander off or fall over or turn the stove on with a dish towel on it or a million other things that I know can happen.”

She barely breathed, the words coming out in one long sentence, from broken, tired heart straight to mouth. “I am the only adult in this house because you don’t help me, Anna, and you can’t, Mom. I work all the hours I can in a hospital I have to drive an hour there and back to get to, and while I’m working, I see everything bad that can happen to people, and that includes what happened to you, Anna, and what’s happening to you, Mom, and I’m sorry for you both, I really am, but Jesus Christ, I’m so tired of having to look after everyone.”

Anna and her grandmother stared silently in horror as Mom fought back tears and shook her head, staring at the floor as if she couldn’t believe she was having to explain any of this. “And now Caroline has gotten her period and so that’s my one ally in this house—and I am grateful for the house, Mom, I really am—about to turn into a teenage hormonal monster sure to blame every slight thing that goes wrong in her world on me.” She paused, whole body shaking. “I feel so old. I’ve felt so old for such a long time, and then there was suddenly something—someone—who liked me. Liked me for myself. And maybe it was too soon, and maybe I should have stayed at his place and let whatever calamity might happen here happen, but I just wanted to feel like a normal woman for once in my own home.” She took a breath, holding herself together. “I thought you would both allow me that.”

Time stopped in the silence that followed. Anna thought that if she looked at her iced tea, the condensation droplets on the side would have paused their slow roll down the glass, and the second hand on the hallway clock would be hovering between numbers. All of Mom’s frustration and pain and upset and how did my life come to this hung in that frozen moment.

“I’m sorry, Claire,” Grandma said at last. “We’ll do better.” She darted a look at Anna, stern and commanding, clearly requiring Anna to add her apology.

Anna scoured inside herself for something she could say to make it better. Her dry mouth, the iced tea untouched, worked for a moment or two, trying to find the right shape for the words.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled eventually. And then, without warning, other words tumbled out, determined to be heard, defiant. “But I still don’t think Jamie’s death was an accident.”

And Mom exploded all over again.
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The scooter spat dirt up like a chemtrail behind her as Anna leaned forward, willing it to go faster. She let herself believe that it was the dry air making her eyes water and not everything she was fleeing back in the house. All the damage she’d caused. All the confrontation. She rode until the house was far enough behind her and her mind had calmed enough to know she needed to save enough battery to get back, and she wished one more time that she had a car of her own and could drive all the way into that burnished shield of sun that hung so heavy over Harper’s Creek.

Out in the peace and quiet of endless fields she pulled over to the side of the road, panting as if she’d run the five or six miles. She kicked at the earth, the sound loud in the tranquil peace. After a moment, she slapped her own face—once, twice, three times—wishing Mom had done it, wishing she’d never woken up after the thing, wishing she were gone, never having existed, wishing her brain would eat itself like Grandma’s was doing and she could fall down the hole of not remembering until there was nothing left.

A bird screeched overhead, darting down to grab some unsuspecting mouse or worm, carrying it off into the baking sky. Anna threw her head back and screamed, letting all her frustrations and self-loathing and anger and sadness and emptiness come out in a torrent of wild sound. She stopped for breath and then screamed some more until her scream turned into a cough, her throat raw.

She bent over, panting, retching a little as her throat scratched with dust, her hair falling loose around her face as she coughed and spat. Eventually she straightened up, her breath leveling out and her skin cooling despite the midday heat, and took long, deep breaths. She looked out over the land, so peaceful around her. Scream some more, she felt it was telling her. If you think it will help, we can take it.

She closed her eyes, tilting her head up, listening to every quiet sound. This wasn’t silence, not really. There were a million and more lives surrounding her. Ants, mice, worms, birds, bugs. Even as the crops failed, something was there to make use of what was left. A whole different world in which one field was a universe. A city of tiny existences where she was unknown and would be forever unknown and nothing she did would ever matter.

She opened her eyes and looked at the land again afresh. At some point over the past few weeks since they’d moved here, it had become less alien. More compelling. More real. She crouched and touched the earth, cool under her fingertips. Maybe this was what Melissa meant when she said it was in her blood. Maybe the dust got into you and took hold. There was a cruel beauty in the current barrenness of most of the fields, but maybe it was the bad years that made the good ones feel so bountiful. A reminder that good times were precious. Like life, she thought, hiccuping a small half sob. Everything was a balance.

Suddenly exhausted, and with nowhere else to go but home, she got back on the scooter. She took it slowly, not only to delay facing Mom and Grandma but also to let the countryside hold her for a while longer. She didn’t want to think about bloodstains that had been her own and then vanished. Or Mom’s terrible sadness. Or Grandma’s quiet terror. She wanted to stay out here with the myriad living things that would never know her.

She was a fair distance from the cemetery when she saw a few cars parked beside it, and she sped up, curious. Normally, the place was a literal graveyard with hardly any visitors, but today was different. Were they burying Jamie already?
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She felt awkward and out of place in her jeans and T-shirt, dusty from the road, but she kept her head high and made her way through the gravestones toward where the coffin, the gloss of the rich wood shining in the sunlight, sat above the open grave.

Pastor Keene was holding his Bible and standing away from the milling attendees, and in the solemn clusters she recognized a few faces from around town and some of the slightly older versions of the teenage football players she’d seen in the yearbooks and googled in the night.

As she picked her way toward Jamie’s parents, stern father stoic next to his veiled mother, she wondered where these friends had been when he was living alone in the motel out at the edge of town like an abandoned sick dog. How soon after his decline did they fall away? Tell themselves they’d check in on him when life settled down? When things were quieter? Well, things were pretty fucking quiet for Jamie now.

She drew closer, people moving out of her way, side-eyeing the interloper among them. Five minutes was all she needed. Maybe they’d ask her to stay for the service, wrong attire or not. Otherwise, she’d come back and say her goodbyes to Jamie another time.

“What are you doing here?”

If she’d been hoping for any form of warmth or basic politeness from the Carlsons, that was lost in the cold disdain of those words. Mr. Carlson had moved closer to his wife. His skin was tanned from golf and his hands were manicured and the cuff links on his shirt were gold with diamond inlays.

“I’m Anna. I am—I was a friend of Jamie’s.”

“We know who you are.”

Anna ignored him, speaking instead to his wife. “I just wanted to give you my condolences. Jamie was kind. And sweet. And—”

“You didn’t know James.” Eleanor Carlson lifted her veil, her red eyes stark, all her warmth, all her heart, trapped in that wooden box. “Don’t even pretend you knew my boy.” Her shrill voice was a pitch too loud in the quiet, ringing out across the barren fields, startling the other mourners into silence.

“Please, Mrs. Carlson. I—”

“He was doing so much better until you came along. He was starting to put it behind him. He was thinking about the future. Coming back to us.” Her bloodshot eyes filled with tears again, her whole body shaking with rage.

“No, he wasn’t. He was putting posters up. He wanted to raise awareness. He thought Lila’s killer was still out there somewhere.” Anna was defensive in the face of the accusations. “He wasn’t over it.”

“You encouraged him.” Mrs. Carlson stepped forward suddenly, as if she might gouge Anna’s eyes out, but her husband held her back and she burst into tears instead, crumpling into his chest.

“Haven’t you meddled enough?” he said coldly. “What kind of ghoul are you?”

“I’m sorry. I’ll go. I’ll go.” Her face burned. Ghoul. Maybe she was. Maybe it was madness after the thing. “I didn’t mean any harm.” The words sounded empty as she backed away, knocking into the edge of the coffin as she went.

“You’re not even from here!” Mrs. Carlson called after her, grief and anger blending into a perfect storm of hatred.

Anna turned and ran back the way she had come, pushing through the awkward, staring mourners, flushed and sweating. I’m sorry, Jamie, she thought as she grabbed his scooter, kicking off to flee her embarrassment as the sheriff’s cruiser pulled up and he and Todd got out to join the funeral. I’m sorry.
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Back in the house, Anna showered until the water ran cold and then lay on her bed, where emotional exhaustion took hold and she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. When she woke, hair tangled and still damp, she was finally calm. Empty but calm. She needed a smoke, and there was still more than half her salvaged pack left, so she went downstairs, slipping out front before Mom or Grandma spotted her and wanted to talk.

The sky was once again a wash of orange as day began the shift to night, the sun gratefully fading and sinking into the horizon. While the air was warm, there was a welcome gentle breeze and Anna lit a cigarette and stared out toward the empty cemetery, the living having left Jamie to settle in to his new, dark forever home. Maybe he was watching her from there. Don’t forget me, Anna. Don’t forget what I said. If anything happens to me, they’re still out there. She wouldn’t forget and she couldn’t. But was she making herself a target by asking questions? Forcing the sheriff to look at the case again?

As night fell, she shivered, not liking the shadows stretching toward the house, hungrily reaching for her. Her cigarette finished, she grabbed her scooter to bring it inside and top up the charge, happy to be back in the house, even full as it was of its own tensions.

“Anna?” Grandma came into the hallway and smiled at her. “Good. You’re up. Can you tell Caroline dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes?”

“Sure.”

“Thank you, dear.” Grandma’s tone was perfectly normal, no admonishment in it, no are you all right, as if the dramas of the day hadn’t happened. Anna wondered for a moment if maybe it was the Alzheimer’s and Grandma had forgotten already, but it wasn’t that. It was just how they were. Brush everything under the rug and maybe it would go away. Mom’s outburst had shocked them both. That wasn’t how they didn’t things in this family. Why talk to each other about a thing if it can be repressed and ignored?
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The door to the bathroom was open and Anna heard Caroline before she saw her.

“Ouch.” A splash of water. “Shit.”

“Dinner in fifteen.” Inside, her little sister was frowning, annoyed, balancing on one leg, the other up in the sink and a cheap pink razor in her hand. There was a cut by her knee and another on her shin.

“You’re supposed to shave them, not hack them to pieces.” Anna didn’t want to look at the blood. It made her think of the basement. Could she really have cut her own hand so badly it left a handprint and not known it? And who’d cleaned it off? Grandma was the only possibility, and that wasn’t likely. But it was possible, she told herself, finding the thought calming. Both of those things were possible.

“Very funny.” Callie glared up at her.

“And use shaving gel, not hand soap, and also, use a man’s razor. Gillette Mach3 is the golden choice.” Anna looked at her sister’s pale, hair-free legs. “But this is information you don’t need, because you don’t need to shave your legs yet. In fact, you don’t need to shave them at all if you don’t want to. Male-gaze conditioning and all that.”

“Don’t be gross.” Caroline blew a strand of hair out of her face. “Holly shaves hers. And I don’t want anyone to look at my legs like they look at Donna Maguire’s. One of the boys started calling her the monkey.”

“Well, that sounds more than a little bit racist.”

“You know what I mean.”

Callie snapped the answer as she pulled her leg out of the sink and rubbed it down with a towel, leaving a smear of blood behind. There were also drops of blood on the bathroom mat by the toilet. Darker, though.

“Wow, you’re snarky. I get you’ve got a period, but no need to be a cliché just yet. And anyway, you’re not thirteen till next month.”

“I’m not in a bad mood because of that.”

She couldn’t even say the word. Cool at school, at home less so. “Okay, what’s bugging you?”

“Mom was supposed to take me shopping after school. To get some new stuff for the party weekend.”

“It’s a whole weekend now?” Anna’s unease crept back. “I thought you didn’t want to go. Because of the tent thing? And that stupid urban legend Farmhand stuff.”

Caroline ignored the questions. “But we didn’t go because she’s in a foul mood and said we couldn’t because she didn’t have time. And even though nobody tells me anything, I know that it’s got to do with you. It’s always to do with you. And it’s not fair.”

She barged past Anna, storming into her room like a true teenager. Anna watched her go, hurt and guilty all at once. Yes, it probably was her fault. But life wasn’t fair, and Anna had had it worse by far.

Her stomach churned against the lie. She looked at the tired bathroom. The old towels. Caroline wrenched away from her Boston friends and having to start all over again in the middle of nowhere. Living with a fading woman whose mind was going and an angry, damaged older sister. Mom was always tired. No dad to remember. Anna leaned her head against the cool doorframe. Callie might be the golden child, but that didn’t mean she’d had it easy. Maybe she was the golden girl because she didn’t fight it like Anna did. Summer child versus the storm.

She considered going after her but decided against it, heading back downstairs instead. Callie would get over it. One foul mood wasn’t going to destroy her hero worship overnight.

She took a deep breath before going into the kitchen, not wanting to face Mom yet, not really wanting to face her ever, and banking on the stilted awkwardness of nonconfrontation to continue so they could all survive this. “I told her,” she said. The windows were open, but the glass was still steamed up from the pasta and sauce bubbling on the stove. It reminded her of how it was after the thing. The kitchen always busy. Plates full of food. Everyone trying to eat their way through a crisis.

“Smells good.” It did, but she wasn’t hungry. Mom’s face was tight as she stirred the sauce while Grandma carefully set the table. A tiny hesitation before she put the forks down, as if unsure which way around they went. “She’ll be down in a minute. Shaving her legs, believe it or not.” She paused. Screw it. She was already in trouble; poking Mom one more time wasn’t going to make much difference. “I think she’s a bit upset you didn’t take her shopping.”

“I’m well aware, thank you, Anna.” Mom still didn’t look at her.

God, this dinner was going to feel long. She was wondering if she could get away with saying she’d eat in her room—they’d probably be relieved—when her phone buzzed and then buzzed again in her pocket.

It was Melissa. Are you busy? I need your help. She opened the second text. It’s Jezebel.

“Can you put a plate in the fridge for me?” She was already pocketing the phone and hurrying to the hallway. “I have to go out.”

“No.” Mom came after her, face incredulous with disbelief, sauce splattered on her blouse. One of her favorites. It looked like blood. “No, I can’t. We’re all going to sit at the table and eat and at least pretend to be normal, Anna, and that includes you. I can’t do this with you today.”

“Sorry, Mom.” She grabbed the scooter and charger and pulled open the front door. “There’s a problem with a cow.”
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She rode fast through the blazing sunset to reach the farm and ran straight to the barn. While a terrible low groan came from the far stall, Melissa was shrieking in rage as she kicked viciously at the barn wall in the suffocating heat.

“Melissa?”

“Anna. Thank god.” Melissa turned, panting, her shoulders slumping, the rage gone. “I’ve moved the others out. It was too upsetting for them.” She was slick with sweat and looked like she’d been crying as she went back to the stall. “It’s okay, Jezebel, it’ll be okay.” The cow dropped to its knees then stood up again, head lowering and rising, struggling to find a position she could settle in. Anna joined them in the stall, ignoring the stench of blood and shit soaked up by the straw, and gently stroked the distressed animal.

“It’s gone on too long,” Melissa said. “I think she’s breech.”

“Shit.” Anna didn’t know much about giving birth, but a baby the wrong way around was never a good thing. “Where’s the vet? Is he coming?”

“Dad owes him money.” Melissa looked younger with no heavy kohl around her eyes. She didn’t have her plastic bangles on either, and her arms were filthy. The cow wasn’t the only one exhausted by this labor. “He won’t come out to us until the bill’s paid.”

“I thought the farm was making money.”

“It was.” Melissa shrugged. “I guess good luck doesn’t last.”

“How’s your dad doing?” The careful swallow from the bottle. Was Melissa aware of that?

“He feels things hard, you know? Takes things to heart. And the anniversary this week. He can’t even go into the fields because of the memory of Bonnie.” She leaned forward and kissed Jezebel’s head as the cow grunted. “I can’t wait for this week to be over. Constantly thinking I’ll be next or some shit. And now this.”

“What do you need me to do? Go fetch Doc Burdett? Can’t you call him?”

“I tried. He’s with a patient who’s having some chemo complications.” She straightened up and put her hands on her hips. “You’re going to have to help me get this calf out.”

Anna stared at her. She’d seen movies where this had happened. Normally on the Hallmark Channel with Mom where the new vet in town met the set-in-his-ways farmer and it was all enemies-to-lovers by breakfast. Somehow, she figured, in reality, delivering a calf was going to be a whole lot messier.

“Okay.” She nodded, happy that she sounded calm when in fact she was terrified. This was life and death. This was too much trust. “So you want me to stroke her head and talk to her or something?”

“I brought Jezebel into this world. She can be feisty but she trusts me. She’ll need to see me to stay calm.” Anna stared at her. Oh hell no. “Don’t freak out,” Melissa continued, “but you’ve got the business end. I can talk you through it, but you’re going to have to do the work.”

For a long moment, Anna said nothing, dumb with disbelief. There was no way. It would go wrong. She’d do more harm than good. She wasn’t built for it. It was too much responsibility. A tornado of thoughts in her mind.

Outside, the sky streaked bloodred, the dying throes of the day, and shone back at her, reflected in Jezebel’s dark, pained eyes. She touched the rough hide of the exhausted animal, the body heat carrying her pungent scent until it filled Anna’s lungs, and thought of the life struggling to get out and how whether she liked it or not that was on her now. It made everything else in the day so meaningless. A life desperate to come into the world. Maybe something she could save.

“I mean, I’ll show you a couple of YouTube videos, if that helps?” Melissa said, holding up her phone. “I’ve got one ready.”

They stared at each other and both grinned at the absurdity, Anna’s heart racing.

“Okay,” she said, planting her Converse firmly on the filthy floor. “Show me what I’ve got to do and then let’s get this baby out.”

It was hard and hot work, but as Jezebel, maybe realizing she was no longer alone in the task, pushed harder, it became clear that thankfully the calf wasn’t in full breech but only one front leg was in the wrong position.

When the sun set, Melissa turned on the pale barn lights and added the beam of her heavy flashlight, but by then Anna was stronger in her push-and-pull, trusting the mother and calf to work with her. She’d taken her T-shirt off to scrub herself clean before she’d started and her skin was now slick with sweat, her bra soaking as she once more reached her greased arm into the soft, hot wetness of the cow. Jezebel’s moans and grunts had faded, exhaustion overwhelming her, and just when Anna had thought they were nearly there, the cow had chosen to lie down, her legs no longer able to hold her up. Anna hadn’t needed Melissa to tell her they were running out of time.

Anna concentrated harder as her hand worked to manipulate the calf. She knew what she was feeling inside now, the baby taking shape in her mind’s eye as her fingers sketched it out. She talked Melissa through everything she was touching and then carefully pushed the calf, eager to get out, farther back into the cow so she could grip the leg that wasn’t in the right position and pull it alongside the other.

She swore and grunted and battled on her knees in the mucus and blood and shit but didn’t once think about the thing or dead girls or anything other than what she was doing in that moment. Mindfulness could go fuck itself, she thought as she felt the leg finally and carefully ease into position. Birthing cows was where it was at.

She twisted her head to look and gasped. She could see the feet or hooves, or whatever they were called, glistening. “It’s coming!” she said. “I think we’ve done it!” As if in agreement, Jezebel’s abdomen contracted, and the feet pulsed a little farther out. There was something else. Her heart leaped.

“I can see its tongue and nose! Right between the legs where it should be!” She started to laugh, the sound coming in joyful fits as tears pricked her eyes. “Come on, Jezebel. You can do it. We can do it!”

Melissa started laughing too, hurrying alongside Anna, and they grabbed one small hoof each, and as Jezebel contracted, they pulled, the three working in unison. Within two or three pulls the hardest was done, and nature and gravity took over. The calf, slick and wet, slid out, slopping onto the stall floor.

As Jezebel turned herself around to lick her baby clean, Anna and Melissa sat back on their hands, panting. It was good. For the first time in a long time, Anna felt really fucking good.
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“Amazing. A new life, just like that. Jezebel did good.” Anna’s whole body ached, physical exhaustion in every fiber, but as she smoked she felt calmer than she’d been in a long time. They were sitting on the open cargo bed of Melissa’s pickup while Anna’s scooter charged, the farm lights making the night less oppressive. They hadn’t talked any more about Lucas or the girls, and Anna was fine with that. The murders lay heavy enough over the town, and it was good to shuck them off and breathe for a while.

“She did. But man, don’t you find it all weird?”

“Birth?” Anna looked over at her. “You’re a farmer.”

“Not that birth. My own. Knowing I came out of my mom’s vagina.” She smiled, wicked. “Her actual vagina. Gross, huh?”

“Jesus, spoil the moment.” Anna laughed. “I mean, wow.”

“Slid right out of her flaps.” Melissa snorted and Anna shoved her.

“Enough already!” It was gross. But also weird to think that Mom had pushed and strained and probably tore and bled like Jezebel to bring Anna into the world. She’d probably loved her instantly like the cow had too. Mom had fed her and wiped her shit and lost sleep for her. And Grandma had done it to Mom before her. Maybe that’s why women had such fraught relationships with their mothers. All that pain and sacrifice and love mashed up together. The invisible umbilical cord connecting them more closely than any physical one ever had. Maybe that’s why fathers found it easier to either adore or leave their children. They hadn’t been part of all that bloody mess.

“You know, my little sister started her period when we were here. She was so upset. It’s hard to imagine that one day she’ll have kids of her own, probably. Right now, she’s so innocent. I don’t think she’s even kissed a boy yet. I’m only ten years older than her and I can’t remember how that feels. Everything being a mystery. All the things she wants. That she doesn’t understand.” She blew out a stream of smoke. “I don’t know how to keep her safe from it.”

“You okay?” Melissa asked.

“No,” she said after a breath. “If I’m honest, I don’t think I am.” Up ahead, the thick field of corn rustled in the night breeze. It was soothing. “I thought there was blood in our basement, but it was just my imagination. I thought maybe Lila and Bonnie were killed there.”

“Wow.” Melissa looked at her. “I get me overthinking it, but you don’t need to.”

“I promised Jamie. I keep seeing him in that pool. And in my dreams. But maybe my brain is fucked. Mom wants me to go back to therapy.”

“Back to?”

“But I had a good moment earlier today,” Anna said softly, ignoring the question and thinking of how she’d screamed into nature and nature let her listen back. “And I think I finally understood it.”

“Understood what?”

“What you love about being out here. The land. The good and bad of it.” She shrugged. “It’s real, you know. And kind of beautiful.” She drew on her cigarette and Melissa hugged her so suddenly and tightly that she coughed out smoke in surprise. “Dude.”

“I knew you’d see it. I knew it.” Her eyes were glistening. Anna had figured Melissa was so tough she’d never cried a day in her life, and yet this was tipping her into it. “I’m glad.” She let Anna go and sniffed, wiping her nose on her arm. “Since we’re sharing, if I’m honest, Lila wasn’t a great friend. Maybe I shouldn’t say this when it’s the anniversary of her murder tomorrow. Six years, man. I can’t believe it. But she wasn’t a great friend. Not to me, anyway. It was an unbalanced dynamic, I guess. She didn’t get it. She didn’t get me. Or this town. I couldn’t believe it when she told me their plan to leave. Totally blindsided me. And then she was gone. I loved her, but she wasn’t a good friend to me.”

Anna nodded. She’d figured as much from the yearbook photos. Lila was at the center of a whole world, and Melissa was only one tiny segment of it. “I had a couple of best friends before,” Anna said. “In high school and college. But I haven’t spoken to them in a while. Things change, right?” She should maybe message them. But what was there to say? Still don’t remember. Still fucked-up. Glad all is rosy for you. Selfish. But she was.

“Anyway, you’re a better friend is what I’m trying to say.” Melissa swung her legs like a kid, almost bashful. “I’m glad you moved here. I mean, no one else knocks down drunks quite like you.”

“Except you!” Anna snorted. “Maybe next time we stick to dancing.”

“Hell no. We could start a public service. Plenty of pricks in this town who deserve it.”

Twin lights appeared in the distance, weaving down the dusty road toward them. They slowed momentarily and then continued forward. “That must be the doc,” Melissa said. “Coming to check on Jezebel. Even weirder to think he saw me slide out of my mom’s vagina.”

“Enough of the vaginas!” Anna grimaced. “I should get home anyway. Mom’s pissed at me enough.”

“I’ll tell the doc how great you were. That’ll get back to your grandma, at least. She’ll tell your mom.”

“If she remembers.” They both smiled a little at that, gallows humor, as Anna dropped down from the truck. “Say good night to Jezebel for me.”

The scooter had charged plenty to get her home, and she was so tired she thought she might be able to sleep in the dark tonight. She kicked away, waving at Dr. Burdett as he came past her. He looked surprised, but then, even though she’d taken her T-shirt off during the birth, it was still somehow covered in filth and sweat that had seeped through when she’d put it back on.

She didn’t push hard but cruised down the lane slowly, and was glad she did, because when Mr. Laverne stepped out into the lane suddenly, she managed to stop without falling off.

He swayed in the LED brightness of her headlight, and in the beaten-down path through the field she could see where he’d been sitting out by the creepy scarecrow. An empty liquor bottle lay on its side at the base of the post, as if the scarecrow itself had gotten drunk and dropped it.

“Get away from my farm,” he snarled at her, swaying slightly. “And stay away from my daughter.”

“I was helping with the cow.” Her ears started to pulse. It was dark. He was drunk. She was alone.

“I said stay the fuck away.”

Her legs moved despite fear wanting her to freeze and she kicked off again, swerving past him, pushing faster this time.

“You hear me?” he called after her. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay the fuck away!”

She didn’t look back, letting the night air cool her panic before it really took hold. Not here. Not now. Not after the joy of Jezebel. She only slowed when she reached the main road, and even then, not by much. At least the doc was at the farm with Melissa. At least she wouldn’t have to deal with her drunk father by herself. Poor Melissa. Her dad really did have a problem with her having friends. So much to cope with. For the first time in a long time, she thought someone might have it harder than she did.
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The downstairs lights were on when she got home, tired and stinking of the farm, and found Mom on her knees in the kitchen trying to fit a lock to the under-sink cupboard.

“Oh, come on,” she muttered as a tiny screw fell to the floor and rolled under the stove. Grandma, sitting at the kitchen table, didn’t move or acknowledge Anna’s arrival, but Mom looked up, staring for a long moment.

“What happened to you?” she said eventually.

“It’s like I said. There was a problem with a cow. I had to help it give birth.” It sounded so matter-of-fact as she spoke that if she hadn’t been covered in mucus and cow shit, Mom would have presumed she was lying.

“Of course you did.” She turned back to the cupboard as if nothing Anna did surprised her anymore.

“What happened here?”

“Your grandmother made us both coffee, and thankfully I came in as she was about to add bleach instead of milk.”

“Wow.” Still, Grandma didn’t react.

“Yes, wow. So now it’s nearly eleven and when all I want to do is sleep for the rest of my life, I’m trying to fix a lock to the cupboard, and if I don’t get it done, I won’t be able to relax because she could do anything while she’s like this.” She blew hair out of her face, frustrated. Anna stood there for a long moment before deciding it was worth risking stating the obvious.

“I mean … you could just move the bleach,” Anna said. “Maybe?”

There was a long pause, and then Mom sat back on her heels and sighed. She half laughed and then sighed again. “Yes. Yes, I suppose I could.” She pulled the various cleaning products out, putting them up on the countertop. “Why didn’t I think of that?” She was moving fast, slamming the bottles down hard, frustrated, angry, upset, exhausted.

“Hey.” Anna took one from her. “Hey, I’ve got it. Chill.” She crouched, carefully removing the rest and then putting them high up on the shelves Grandma couldn’t reach alongside the abandoned sleeping pills. “I’m sorry I went out,” she said. “It really was an emergency. I’m sorry. For all of it. Really.”

“Yeah. You always are, Anna.”

Grandma finally turned toward them, her worried eyes on Anna. “Can you take me to bed, Anna?” She looked across to Mom. “The nurse won’t help me. I think we have to ask them to send another one.”

Mom flinched, a stab of pain. Abandonment. Umbilical tears. Umbilical tears. “You do it if she wants you. I’ll finish here.”

“Okay, Grandma. Let’s go.” Anna took Grandma’s arm, helping her out of the chair. Mom’s face softened into something between envy and hurt.

“She’s better with you anyway. At least she knows who you are when she’s like this.”

“She knows who you are, Mom. She knew you were a nurse. She knows you look after people.” They took a few steps toward the door, Grandma shuffling as if she couldn’t remember how to use her legs. Anna glanced back at her own mother. “Will you try to see Lucas again?”

Mom kept her eyes on her task, rearranging the shelves. “I don’t think he’d want anything to do with us, do you?”

She looked small, younger, despite the aging tiredness in her face, and it frightened Anna. It was like she was vanishing. Mom could be a bitch, but she was tough. Mom couldn’t break.

“I’m sorry I’m such a fuckup.”

Mom paused, gave her a sad half smile, and shrugged. “Me too, Anna. Me too.”
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Anna took Grandma into the little downstairs bathroom and watched as she brushed her teeth, then waited outside while she used the toilet, wondering if she’d have to go in and help her. There would come a day when that probability would become a certainty, but for now, Grandma managed on her own. When she emerged, she’d even put moisturizer on her face, streaks of thick white cold cream still visible under her vacant eyes. Maybe the habits of a lifetime could be done on autopilot.

She thought Mom might come to get Grandma undressed, but she didn’t and Anna found it didn’t worry her. After the struggle and blood of helping Jezebel give birth, gently helping Grandma out of her housedress and into her flannel nightie was just one more part of the circle of life. She murmured encouragement as Grandma lifted one arm and then the other, physically able to do what she was told, even if her mind was failing. She had a flash of a memory of helping Caroline get into her pajamas when she was a toddler. So similar and yet so different. Caroline had been all firm, rubbery limbs full of wriggling energy for a life to be lived, and Grandma was frail, skin pulling away from flesh that was pulling away from bones, as if by trying to leave the skeleton behind, death and age could somehow be cheated. Grandma had always been so formidable. How she must hate being reduced to this.

“There you go.” Anna eased Grandma into bed, the old woman complying, and pulled the covers over her. It was as hot and sticky as every other night of this endless summer had been, but Grandma felt the cold. As she made her comfortable, Grandma liking to fall asleep half-upright even if she ended up lying down, Anna saw the notebook was wedged under her pillows. Grandma’s vacant stare didn’t flicker as Anna sat on the bed beside her and turned the pages.

There was all the stuff she had seen before, the prayers and then the comment about the food Dr. Burdett had brought around for dinner—It was tacos and then it was potpie and I am not mad. It was tacos before—which made no sense because the doctor had only come for dinner once and it was definitely chicken potpie that he’d brought with him—or was it lasagna and was Jamie in the pool or in the room or in the tub and why was she so confused—and then she scanned forward to the section that had chilled her. It still did.


A GIRL DIED HERE A GIRL DIED HERE A GIRL DIED HERE A GIRL DIED HERE

All these dreams in my head all these dreams the same but different

Ghosts in my head

Ghosts in my head

In my head



She turned the page and her breath caught. One word filled it. Her own name, scrawled over and over again.


Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna



“It makes my head hurt to write.” Grandma stared at the wall ahead of her, not even glancing at Anna. “But I forget.” Anna looked down at the page. Why was Grandma so focused on her in these lost times? Had what happened to Anna upset her so much? She remembered the blood in the basement and felt queasy. Could she trust what she was seeing? Could she trust herself?

“Did you write this, Grandma?” she asked. “Is this real, Grandma?”

“Real…” Grandma’s head tilted. “Real changes,” she whispered. “I’m losing myself and I don’t remember. I have to try to write it down. But they’re in my head. It’s in my head. All the time. And it’s so important. I’m so afraid.”

Anna took her hand. “Who’s in your head, Evelyn?” Her heart thumped. Her skin tingled. “Is it Lila and Bonnie? Are they inside you?” They say a girl died here. Was it so crazy to think that the dead girls were haunting this place and trying to talk through Grandma? Was there something about her Alzheimer’s that maybe let them inside her?

People claimed to have communed with the dead for centuries. Every civilization reported spirits of their ancestors visiting, haunted houses, poltergeists, ghosts. She’d just witnessed the gloriousness of new life coming into this world. Surely all that energy still existed after the body was gone. Like Melissa had said in the graveyard. Did some get stuck here?

She squeezed Grandma’s hand, as if she could drag her back to sanity from her fugue state. “Did the girls die in this house? Is that what they’re trying to say?”

Grandma let out a low moan, her fingers twitching in Anna’s grip, and then after a moment, she started to hum.

“Grandma?” Anna was a little firmer. “Please. I want to understand.” She tried to get Grandma to meet her gaze, but even when she put her face directly in front, Grandma’s lost eyes looked away.

The humming got louder, a song Anna vaguely recognized. The same tune Grandma had hummed when Anna found her looking out the window downstairs. Some old song. A famous one.

She opened SoundHound and hit the button, holding the cell phone close to Grandma’s mouth. It was probably nothing. Just an earworm in Grandma’s confused brain. The app pinged, and as the title appeared on the screen, time froze. Goose bumps prickled Anna’s skin and blood rushed to her ears. It couldn’t be a coincidence. It couldn’t. The words made her eyes throb but she couldn’t stop staring at them.

“Send in the Clowns”
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“I saw a calf being born last night,” Anna said quietly. “I helped with it.” It was early, not yet nine, and cool inside the church in the quiet of a midweek morning. Up by the altar, a woman was cleaning and changing flowers, and Pastor Keene, who was sitting in the pew in front, turned around to face her. He hadn’t even tried to sit beside Anna and she thought that maybe she’d misjudged him. Maybe he was a man who understood the female need for space regardless of trauma. Or maybe this was just how he liked to sit when talking one-on-one. Either way, she was still glad for the cleaning woman.

It was strange being in church out of choice, but Anna couldn’t think of anywhere else to go to ask the questions that spun in her head. The notes she’d added in her article document last night—now untitled because she wasn’t sure what it was about anymore—had been more like lists. First, she wrote down the intangible things—the idea that the dead girls were haunting Grandma, the oppressive atmosphere, her own blood in the basement that then vanished. The confusion she’d had over where Jamie had died. Her growing sense that justice hadn’t been done.

Then she made a second list of what she knew as facts—the dates the girls died, where they’d been on their last nights, Bonnie’s secret boyfriend, Jamie’s unsent text to her on his phone she found under the old sun chair by the pool, implying he’d been murdered, and then finally how the girls had been killed. What her lists had told her was that if Jamie was right and the killer was still at large, trying to figure out who it was would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. It didn’t stop her wanting to try. Even in broad daylight, she shivered with the memory of Grandma and the song and the notebook. Something weird was going on. She needed to understand that, if nothing else. And that was tied to the girls.

“It was amazing. A miracle.”

“Life is a miracle.” His eyes were on her, intense. He still made her uneasy. There was a depth to him that was hard to read. The same charisma that kept his church full every Sunday made her want to run from him. “Death too, perhaps,” he added. “In its own way.” He paused. “But not for the young. I’m sorry for what happened at Jamie’s funeral. His parents were upset. Grief makes people selfish.”

“It’s okay. I get it.” She flushed with the memory. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m writing something. Or at least researching. I don’t know what it will be yet. About Lila and Bonnie. Six years ago today that Lila was murdered. Tomorrow it will be three years since Bonnie.”

“I know. I expect it was the whole town’s first thought on waking today.”

“Anyway, I’ve been wondering, and I’m sure the police covered it at the time”—she wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t going back there to ask more questions, not yet, at any rate. They’d probably arrest her—“but given how they were found—washed and naked in the fields, arms outstretched, the missing section of skin on their backs—it feels ritualistic, doesn’t it? Sacrificial?”

“Are you asking if the killer was religiously motivated?” He frowned, thoughtful. “I can’t remember if they did ask at the time. Not with Bonnie, but maybe they did with Lila. After a while. Although, given that she was naked, I expect the police thought the motivation was sexual in some way. But it’s hard to tell, isn’t it? Who knows how the mind of someone like that works?”

Anna sat up straighter. “But what about Blood Atonement? I’ve been listening to some podcasts where it comes up.”

“Blood Atonement? That’s Old Testament stuff. Leviticus 17:11: ‘For the life of flesh is its blood, and I have given it to you on the altar to make atonement for your souls; for its blood shall make atonement for the soul.’”

Anna nodded and added, “All things are cleansed with blood, and without shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.”

He raised a dark eyebrow and smiled. “Hebrews 9:22. Something tells me you’ve been googling rather than studying the Bible.”

“You would be right. But it made me wonder if maybe someone thinks these girls were sinners and needed to give up their blood for forgiveness? But if so, why a three-year cycle? I couldn’t find anything significant.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you there. Perhaps you should talk to the police about this. But maybe when this week is over.”

“If it’s not too late. Jamie thought the killer was still in town.”

“Jamie was a troubled soul.”

“That’s what everyone says. And he was. It doesn’t mean he wasn’t right, though.” This had been a wasted trip. The pastor couldn’t help her with anything. “But thanks anyway.” She was about to get to her feet when he looked toward the altar, his expression softening.

“It’s funny.” His rich voice resonated, a thrum that could have come from deep in the earth as he leaned back. “Lila was the shining girl, the one everyone talks about. The great loss. And she was a lovely, beautiful girl. She helped with my soup kitchen. She was a little young, but she wanted to, and who was I to stop such generosity of spirit? For two years she came, regular as clockwork. Right up until she was nearly sixteen. Not so very long before she died. She’d changed by then, though. I could see it. She was restless. Ready for more. And she had Jamie.”

His face softened. “Lila shone, but Bonnie, now, Bonnie had a quieter beauty. Like you, I think. She sang in the choir.” He nodded up to the front. “Second-row alto. She was like her voice. People talk about sopranos, but without the richness of the altos, music has no depth. I think I mourned Bonnie more. She would come into the city with me one weekend a month when I’d visit the shelter I used to work with in Omaha. A women’s shelter. There was an abortion clinic there too, which got me into some conflict with my superiors, but I stood my ground. Women’s bodies, women’s right to choose, and I don’t think it’s ever a choice made lightly. Bonnie had a big heart. She wasn’t judgmental. She was a good listener. Old before her time.”

His hand, large and pale, his fingers too long, neatly manicured fingernails at the end, stretched along the back of the pew. Anna’s heart beat faster. She hadn’t realized he’d known both girls so well. “So they were both believers?”

He nodded. “They were. Or at least they were raised to be. But that thing you asked about sacrifice?” He got to his feet, joining her as she stood up. “The wickedness men do is often disguised or cloaked in religion. Faith used as an excuse. Do you think people really do terrible things purely out of love for their God?”

She thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “No. They do it for themselves. For their own gratification.” Maybe the visit hadn’t been useless after all. “Thank you.” They walked side by side up the aisle toward the exit.

“Do you believe in ghosts?” she asked.

He pushed open the door, letting the hot air in. “Aside from the Holy one?”

She nodded.

“I don’t think so. Not part of God’s plan. What I’ve found is that people are usually haunted only by themselves. Their pasts. Their choices. Why?”

“It doesn’t matter. I was just curious.”

What about possession? she wanted to ask as she headed to her scooter, but as she glanced back, the inside of the church was a yawning void of shadows, and they gathered around the tall figure of Pastor Keene as if he could protect them from the outside light. It made her shiver. She kept her question to herself. It was nearly nine thirty anyway, and there was somewhere else she had to be.
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“So just a cleaning today?”

From the outside and in the waiting room, the dental clinic had seemed old-fashioned, but in the treatment room, the lights were bright and the AC was on full blast.

“Yes, thanks.” Anna smiled at the young woman who’d introduced herself as Victoria while inwardly crying at the loss of a hundred dollars of her meager savings spent on something she didn’t want.

“Did you fill in the new patient and insurance forms?”

“I’m self-pay. Only in town for a few days.” She took the chair and wondered how she was going to get Victoria chatting while she was stuck with her mouth wide-open, unable to talk much herself.

“No problem.” Victoria beamed a bright smile, her ruddy cheeks and solid figure suited for somewhere cold and hardy, not this hot and arid landscape. She was the same age Bonnie would have been, and in the About Our Team section on the website, it said she had worked here since she was eighteen doing her training. Of the two hygienists showing on the Butterflies Dental Clinic—the only dentist in Harper’s Creek—website, Anna had made sure to book Victoria, not her much older male colleague. Victoria was the same age, was working in the same place, and—a look through the blessed yearbooks had shown—had been in the same class at school as Bonnie.

“What brings you to Harper’s Creek?” Victoria asked as Anna settled down. “We’re not exactly a vacation destination.”

“It’s a family thing. Anniversary of my cousin’s death.” Anna looked Victoria straight in the eye as she lied. “She used to work here, actually, but you wouldn’t have known her, it was a while back. Anyway, I thought I’d come and surprise my aunt. Take her mind off it.”

“You mean Bonnie Buchanan?” Victoria’s eyes widened. “Sure I knew her. I was here then too. Oh my gosh, this is something.”

“No way!” Anna matched her expression as if this were a complete surprise. Victoria was baited on her hook. Maybe the hundred dollars would be worth it. “I figured you’d have still been at high school then.”

“We’re the same age. We were in the same class. I mean, we weren’t, like, close at school, but we got closer working here.” She rolled her eyes. “Everyone else seemed so old and we were both working for our dental hygienist exams.”

“That’s amazing.” Anna sat up straighter in the chair. The cleaning could wait. “I can’t believe it. I know it’s been three years, but I miss her so much. It’s great to meet someone who knew her. Such an unexpected a gift.” She hoped she wasn’t overdoing it, but if she was, Victoria didn’t notice. She was just bubbly to be talking about Bonnie.

“We used to hang out at lunch together. Go to the diner or that deli place that’s closed now that was on Schweitzer. She was a good listener, you know? My dad got sick for a while, and she covered some of my shifts for me.” She paused. “But then, she was always here. Especially in the last year before—well, before what happened. She stayed late to study. Said it was easier than going home, but, I don’t know, that seemed odd to me.”

Anna’s heart thumped. Victoria was obviously itching to gossip. “She told me she had a boyfriend, but she swore me to secrecy.” Anna leaned in to her as if the walls had ears. “Got weird about it and then never mentioned it again.”

“Ooh, my.” Victoria’s eyes brightened as she leaned back against the counter. “You know, there was a lot that didn’t make sense to me back then. The way she stayed here late all the time. Didn’t want me to study with her, either, said she wanted to be alone. She’d do the locking up. Then she missed some morning shifts, which wasn’t like her. Always turned up by lunchtime with some excuse, but she sure looked unwell toward the end. She puked here once too. Made me wonder if she was drinking. Thought maybe this guy she was seeing—and she didn’t tell me there was someone, but it was obvious—was giving her bad habits. Like, she was somewhere between happy and miserable. You know how it can be in a bad relationship?”

Anna nodded. “So she didn’t tell you his name either?”

“Uh-huh. I guess maybe it was someone she didn’t want her folks finding out about. Not that I ever saw them. They used the dentist over at Bryarton. You know the one, where Bonnie’s uncle was a partner. He suggested Bonnie train up but wouldn’t let her do it in his clinic.”

“Oh, yeah,” Anna said. “Of course.” She leaned back in the chair again despite really wanting to keep Victoria talking longer. “I guess we’ll never know.” She couldn’t risk it, though. There’d eventually be questions that would give Anna’s ignorance away, like any talk of this uncle in Bryarton.

“I guess not.” Victoria glanced up at the clock. “And I’d better get this cleaning done and let you get on with your day.”

Anna barely felt the work being done, the AC cooling her tingling skin. Victoria was clearly observant but equally naive. Bonnie had been throwing up in the mornings. Looking ill. She’d been happy but miserable. One possibility seemed to stand out to Anna. Bonnie might have been pregnant. That could be a motive for murder right there. But, she countered, surely that would have come up when her body was examined. And if—maybe—Bonnie was killed by a lover, like the sheriff had said, why would that same person have killed Lila? It wouldn’t make sense.

As the machines whined and jet-sprayed her mouth, she thought of Grandma and the dead girls in her head. Ghosts. Maybe it wasn’t so crazy. If Bonnie had been pregnant when she was murdered, then that would stop her resting. A child murdered as well as the two women.

The cold air of the AC became an icy shroud around Anna as she wondered if the unborn baby had been a girl too.
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Her shift passed slowly at Jeannie’s, a steady trickle of customers bringing the outside heat haze in with them. There were a few faces she recognized, regulars having slowly been imprinted on her mind, their faces and usual orders becoming one in her memory, but no one she knew well enough to talk to, and it seemed no one was really in the mood for talking anyway.

As the heat hung heavy in gray clouds, the atmosphere in town seemed similar. More than one person brought a torn-down poster in with them, crumpled up for the trash, with various mutterings about letting the dead rest and moving on, but she didn’t hear anyone wondering why questions were still being asked. There was also a wariness in the shifting side glances between the men who ordered their food to go or slid into a booth or took a stool at the counter. Maybe it was Anna’s imagination, but she would have bet the rest of her savings that she wasn’t the only one in town who thought there might still be a killer among them.

She’d hoped that Todd or the sheriff might come in, but they didn’t, and maybe that was for the best. She doubted they wanted any more of her thoughts on, or questions about, the case. They’d hardly take her seriously now after what Lucas said and her own blood that wasn’t there in the basement. They’d lose their shit if they ever heard her theory that maybe the house and Grandma were being haunted by Lila and Bonnie. She needed more than Victoria’s gossip to try to persuade them that whatever happened to Lila, maybe they should at least figure out who Bonnie’s boyfriend was.

As her shift was finishing, Miles emerged from the kitchen with a loaded sandwich and fries, ignoring Jeannie’s sharp look. Jeannie didn’t think it was right or good manners for them to eat out front with the customers, but Miles’s answer was always that none of their clientele gave a Frenchman’s fart, and then his crudeness would make her flounce away. Today, though, she said nothing.

“Good to see you, Jed.” Miles sat on a stool at the counter beside a greasy-looking man in a tired suit who’d been nursing a coffee for thirty minutes or so. “Hey, Anna, get Jed a slice of pie before you go. Jed and I go all the way back to high school.”

“Sure do.” The other man nodded and smiled, his teeth crooked and nicotine-stained. “I try to stop in when I’m passing this way. See how the old dog is doing.” As Anna plated a large slice of peach pie, she smiled back but knew right away that she didn’t like Jed. Even before the thing, she wouldn’t have liked him. It was the way he looked at her. Like she was a piece of meat he was amused by but looked down on. He was a man who didn’t like women. Not really. Not beyond tits and ass. A traveling salesman, if there was really such a thing these days. No wonder Jeannie had stayed at the other end of the counter and not made a fuss of him. This was Miles’s friend and nothing to do with her.

Anna put the plate down and immediately started taking off her apron. She wasn’t staying any longer than she had to.

“Hey, I see there are still posters up about those girls who got killed.” Jed forked a mouthful of pie while he talked to Miles. “I thought that was done.”

“Small towns. There’s always talk. Always rumors.”

“Probably brought it on themselves. You seen the things girls nowadays wear in bars, like men have no red blood in them? Then it’s our fault if it turns out they ain’t even legal.”

Miles snorted as he bit into his sandwich, mayo dribbling down his chin. It wasn’t a pleasant sound and it made Anna feel sick. She’d never seen this side of Miles before. Maybe it only came out around men like Jed, when it was allowed. Men like Miles were weak. That made them more dangerous. Unpredictable. Men like Miles acted like an ally but then would be led by the pack and become the worst of them. The kind to say It wasn’t my fault.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she muttered, and hurried toward the door, not even waving a goodbye to Jeannie as she nearly ran out into the stifling air. These men. Always these men. She’d learned the hard way. Lila and Bonnie had learned the final way.

She was about to kick the scooter off, eager to get away, when she saw a man standing outside The Shamrock, staring at her. If looks could kill, she thought as she realized who it was. Melissa’s dad, who didn’t like his daughter having friends. He rocked back on his heels slightly. Drunk. It wasn’t even three. He took a step toward her, and that was all the encouragement she needed to get the scooter going. She’d had enough. She waited until she was nearly clear of town before she paused and looked back. There was no one following her. She got her phone out and sent a message to Melissa. Hope you’re okay today. Thinking of you on Lila’s anniversary. Also, thought you should know I just saw your dad outside The Shamrock. I think he’s drinking:-(

Melissa replied straightaway. Thanks for letting me know, and yeah, I’m okay. I’ll go down and check on Dad when I’m done here.

Poor Melissa. It was so shit. She was pretty much running that farm by herself. Men, Anna thought again as she headed onto the road home. They should all burn in hell.
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Anna spotted Dr. Burdett as she was going past the cemetery and pulled the scooter over. It was rare they got time alone and she had questions she didn’t want to ask in front of Mom or Grandma. He waved as he saw her coming, and she joined him, standing in front of Lila’s grave.

“Your grandma’s sleeping, but your mother’s home,” he said. “I’m going to collect Caroline from school. Take her shopping and for a milkshake.”

“You’re going shopping with Caroline?” He smiled at her incredulous question, not seeing her unease. She didn’t like the idea of her little sister getting undressed near a man, even in the safety of a changing room.

“She’s still scared about this camping party. The way they’ve all made ghost stories out of the Farmhand. I told your mom I’ll talk to her about it.”

“Right.” In front of them, Lila kept on smiling from her tombstone photo, as if no one had a worry in the world.

“Jamie’s blood analysis came back,” the doc said. “He’d taken a large dose of heroin. Not enough to kill him, but enough to make swimming difficult. He’d been by the pool when he shot up, that was evident from the paraphernalia and cigarettes by the lounge chairs. He was thin and not healthy. He probably decided to swim while high and it was too much for him. Accidental death.” He was leaning on a stick, and with his face crinkling deeper in the glare, he looked older. “His folks should have emptied that pool. No one there to use it apart from him. They were going to, and he persuaded them against it. He used to be a good swimmer, and I guess they thought it might encourage him to exercise. Foolish thinking, given how he was.”

Send in the clowns. She felt momentarily cooler thinking of Grandma’s humming. Maybe someone got Jamie high and threw him in the pool. There were too many coincidences. Too many strangenesses.

She looked over to the gravestone farther away. “Was Bonnie Buchanan pregnant when she died?”

Dr. Burdett had probably been waiting for her to refute his claim that Jamie’s death was an accident, but this was the question she’d stopped to ask him. “You’re the coroner, right? You must have seen her autopsy report.”

“Why would you think she was pregnant?” He looked shocked. Surprised.

“That’s not answering the question.”

“No.” He frowned. “No, she wasn’t. Why do you ask?”

“She had a secret boyfriend. She’d been unwell in the mornings. Moodier. I’m curious who that boyfriend was.”

“Still think the police didn’t get their man?”

“That’s a separate issue.” A hot breeze swirled dust around her feet. Lila was only sixteen when she was murdered, and more time had passed. It was harder to get to know her. Bonnie was different. “I feel like Bonnie maybe left clues that weren’t followed because Michael Cairns was served up as guilty so quickly.”

The doctor said nothing for a moment, then sniffed and sighed. “You know, I delivered both those girls.” He took his hat off, a mark of quiet respect. “Gave them their shots. I couldn’t say I knew them, not like their friends or family, but you can’t not know a person a little when you’re their doctor. I know Lila was a tough athlete, hard as nails under that Barbie exterior. Played through a fractured ankle once. Didn’t cry. Bonnie was older, of course. She was one of the world’s quiet people. Just wanted to get by and live a comfortable, happy life.”

“Pastor Keene knew them both too,” Anna said. “They helped out with church stuff.”

“Everyone in town knew them, even if it was just by name,” he said wearily. “That’s the way of things around here. Everyone knows everyone. It’s why people don’t take kindly to these wounds being opened up again. Because they haven’t really healed.”

“Are you telling me to stop asking questions and shut up?” Anger flared, hot as the baking afternoon.

“I’m simply explaining, Anna.” He turned away from the grave to face her. “I understand why you’re fired up about this. You found a dead body and you want meaning for it. No one gets over something like that quickly. Not even me.” He paused, looking across to where Bonnie had been laid to rest. “Seeing those two girls’ bodies out in those fields as naked as when I’d brought them into this world, that was hard. I’d attended car crashes and farm accidents. And there was Gene Ardale. I got to that house only moments after he’d murdered his family and shot himself. I’d been meaning to check in and see how his new meds were working out for a while. I was busy and then I was too late.” He paused, paler. “Their ruined bodies were still warm. That poor little boy. And Emily’s beautiful face destroyed.” He trembled, leaning harder on his stick. “But this was different. Those deaths were all awful, but I understood them. Accidents. A bad reaction to medication. Lila’s and Bonnie’s deaths were so clinical. That’s not a feeling you can wash away. Not when you’re going home to an empty house with only your thoughts and the memory of their mothers’ tears for company. So I understand how you feel. Especially after everything you’ve been through. Your own trauma. PTSD. It can affect people in a lot of different ways.”

So the doc knew about the thing too. It had been a tightly wound spool of secrecy and now someone had pulled the thread free and she couldn’t stop it getting away. She felt sick, and took a step backward, wanting distance between them. “This has got nothing to do with that. You don’t know anything about that. Or me.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He raised one hand in supplication. “I was only suggesting that perhaps this maudlin interest isn’t doing you any good.”

“If I want a doctor’s appointment, I’ll book one.” She glared at him, chewing the inside of her cheek, needing the pain to stop any chance of tears. “And you should get going. School will be out in a minute.”

“I guess I should.” He put his hat back on over his wispy gray hair and turned toward the gates. “And once again, I’m sorry.”

She said nothing but watched as his slow walk led him back to his dusty truck. He raised a hand in goodbye and got in, then started the engine. There was a rough cough and sputter before it chugged and growled loudly as he drove away. She watched him go, dust kicking up behind his tires before he turned onto the road. She didn’t move until he’d completely disappeared into the distance, and then she turned to look back at Lila’s smiling face.

“What are you trying to tell Grandma?” she asked softly. “Were you killed in our house? Who killed you?”
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“She’s getting a party foam pit on Saturday night.” Caroline was almost bouncing in her chair as she ate. “Honestly. A huge one. It’s going to be amaze.” Whatever Dr. Burdett had said to her on their shopping trip had worked, because her sunshine was back, all good energy returned, and she was her usual bright and bubbly self.

“Totes amaze,” Anna teased. “You guys are so retro.” She stuck her tongue out at her little sister to let her know she was joking and then wrapped another fajita she didn’t really want to eat and took a big bite, sour cream and salsa dripping onto her hands.

“Everyone’s coming,” Caroline continued. She was glowing. Excited. Beautiful. “Even some of the ninth graders. Holly’s so cool. Everyone loves her.”

“I’m sure everyone loves you as well.” Grandma smiled at her. “Johnny said what a clever, kind girl you are. He said you two have had some good conversations.” She nibbled the chicken and vegetables but left the tortillas and toppings alone. Too messy for Grandma, who had barely spoken to Anna. This grandma clearly had no recollection of the distraught and desperate one who wrote in her notebook and was obsessed with Anna and dead girls.

“Yeah, he’s really nice.”

“What else is going on at this party?” Anna asked, light.

“DJ till midnight. Some kind of cookout Holly’s dad’s organizing. Her parents are staying in the house, though. Like, they’ll check on us, but they trust us.”

“Your first teen party. You’ll love it. How many of you are going to be there?”

“Not sure.” Caroline shrugged, one shoulder only, almost flirtatious. Not like Callie. A new move learned from the hot girls at school. “Only us five for the camping Friday. Then Saturday we’re having a spa day as the party sets up. I think maybe forty or fifty for that? Holly knows kids from all around.”

Forty or fifty. That wouldn’t be all girls. And no one could keep track of forty or fifty teenagers. A terrible thought struck her. What if the Greenboughs knew about what happened with Anna? The thing. What if Todd told them?

I’ve found out why Anna Maybourne has been so crazy. If Holly overheard him talking to their parents, then she’d tell the other kids, and then it would be all around town. That’s what kids did. Another thought barreled into the first. What if the video of the thing was still floating around on the internet somewhere? Maybe they’d all see. The horrifying thoughts were coming fast, colliding into each other like a car crash.

They’d think Callie was the same. Tainted by her slutty big sister. Wanting it.

“Hey, how about we have a sisters’ evening tonight?” Anna leaned on the table, grinning. “You can show me your new clothes and we can decide on a best outfit.”

Caroline’s face lit up, angelic, beautiful, too beautiful. “That would be—”

“Amaze!” Anna joined her in the last word, shouting it in unison, and for the first time in a long time, they seemed almost like sisters.
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There were a lot of outfits to choose from, some less concerning than others, but the new jean shorts Caroline had bought were basically hot pants, and while the new dress for the Saturday-night party was pretty and not as full-on adult sexy as Anna had dreaded, it stopped mid-thigh in a way that made Anna’s chest compress. Jed’s words in the diner throbbed in her ears. You seen the things girls these days wear in bars, like men have no red blood in them? Then it’s our fault if it turns out they ain’t even legal.

Seeing her little sister, not so long ago a tomboy, excited about getting dressed up and dancing and parties brought back too many memories. Frannie and her in their own barely there clothes. Mixing sodas with liquor stolen from Andrea’s dad’s cabinet. Getting themselves in the mood. Never coming home when they said they would and driving their moms crazy. Wild girls. Party animals on their own terms and proud of it. The brightness of those memories, all that confidence shone so hard it hurt.

“Ben’s coming. And Andy. Holly likes Andy. He likes her too.” Caroline giggled, her eyes sparkling as she turned this way and that in front of the mirror, playing at adulthood. The hairs on Anna’s arms prickled, antennae for danger. They were children. They were too young for boys. Caroline especially was too innocent. Mom had protected her from the details of the thing. Anna had been attacked and she didn’t know by who; that was all Caroline knew. Everyone protected Caroline. Even Dad, in his own way, had protected her by leaving before she could feel his loss.

“Who’s Ben?”

“Just a boy in our class.” Caroline sounded innocuous enough, but Anna knew that tone. This was a boy Caroline liked. “He’s pretty cool.”

Cool. Cool invariably didn’t equate to nice. As Caroline wriggled out of her dress and pulled her old T-shirt back on, Anna studied her. Thick, beautiful long hair that was glossy dark, not the dull brown so many girls had. Hair like a Pantene ad. Hair like hers, if she ever took care of it. A bow mouth that formed perfect, plump rosebud lips. Flawless skin. Wide green eyes. Caroline was morphing into stunning. Maybe she was already there. Anna felt sick.

“I thought you were afraid of this Farmhand thing.” The straw bracelet was still on her sister’s wrist. “Sleeping outside alone?”

“I’m okay about that now. It’s only a silly, spooky story. There aren’t any monsters.” She looked around, smiling. Oh yes, there are, Callie. But I hope you never meet one.

“Yeah. Like today,” Callie continued, “because it’s Lila’s anniversary, everyone at school was talking about me saying Farmhand into the mirror.” She smiled with more than a little pride. “Ben said I was pretty wild for having done it when no one else did. So you think this dress is good?” She held it up against herself again. “Maybe I should wear that miniskirt and crop top. Oh man, it’s so hard to decide.”

Wild. Ben had called Callie wild. Anna didn’t like that at all.

“Either will look great.” She tilted her head. “Why don’t you let me put some layers in your hair? I haven’t cut it for ages. Will make it easier to style. Would be cool.”

“You remember how to do it?” Callie looked doubtful, one hand running through her silken mane. Anna could see she was tempted. With it so long it was easy for Grandma to insist she wore it like some choir girl, with a neat bow and running long down her back. Callie didn’t want that anymore. Callie had liked being called wild.

“I worked Saturdays in that salon for two whole years, Callie. Of course I can remember. Still got the special scissors and comb.” She stood. “Come on.” She headed to her room, not giving Caroline time to change her mind.

“Just sit over there,” she said. “No, face the window, not the mirror,” she continued, her voice airy, a voice belonging to someone else, not her. “I want it to be a surprise.”

“Okay.” Caroline did as she was told and gave Anna her biggest, happiest smile. It was so open and warm. She was beautiful. She radiated it. It’s for the best, Anna thought as she opened the box. Her fingers felt numb, but she moved them anyway, sliding them into the cool of the metal scissor hoops. It’ll be for the best.
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Caroline cried pretty much all night, pausing only to scream, blotchy-faced, at Anna, I hate you, I hate you, I hate you, before storming to bed and leaving Anna to take Mom’s disappointed, devastating anger. How could you? What is wrong with you? Why do you have to wreck everything? Anna was numb but calm, the house a whirlwind around her.

Grandma had been no help. After putting her toothbrush in the fridge, she got confused trying to find the bathroom and wouldn’t even let Anna help her to bed, instead closing her door, talking to herself about gardening.

Anna went to her room and stayed there, curled up on her side, her head and heart both a mess. Later, Mom came and stood in the doorway, talking about psychiatrists and residential places, and Anna had put her earbuds in without even looking up, drowning her out with old Nine Inch Nails tracks. Mom gave up soon enough. Anna was pretty sure Mom was close to giving up on her completely.

By the next day, it was the quiet after the storm. Caroline wasn’t talking to her, which didn’t come as any surprise. In the full light of morning, what Anna had done to Caroline’s beautiful hair was stark in its ugliness. Big chunks were hacked out from the back and sides, other sections cut close to her skull. Mom didn’t speak to Anna as she fussed around her golden child, getting them ready to leave and promising they would fix her hair at an expensive salon in the city. Anna watched the car drive away down past the cemetery. No school for Caroline this morning. Hopefully no party this weekend for Caroline either. Just trying to protect you, Callie. Empty words against Caroline’s tears, and Anna felt sick at what she’d done even though she knew she’d do it again if she had to.

As she lit up on the porch, the pack she’d found in the diner now down to ten smokes, she spotted a car out at the cemetery. It was too far for her to see who it was, but she knew it would be Bonnie’s parents, standing by their daughter’s grave and wondering what they could have done differently to have changed what happened to her that night. It was Thursday. It was no longer Lila’s anniversary, but Bonnie’s.

Staring out through the gray muggy heat—Jesus, it had to rain soon—Anna once again second-guessed her own mad mind. Did she really believe the girls had been murdered here? That ghosts were talking through Grandma? Compared with the stark reality of Caroline’s tears and the scissor cuts she hadn’t been able to stop herself from making, all of that was ephemeral. She and Grandma quietly losing their minds together. Maybe Mom was right. Maybe she did need to check into the psych unit for a while.

When her coffee and cigarette had woken her up, or at least gotten rid of her heavy bleariness, she went back inside, seeking out slightly cooler air. The first thing she noticed was that there was no loud TV on anymore, and the second was that the basement door was open.

“Grandma?” The stairs were uneven and her heart was in her mouth, her head filled with an image of Grandma splayed dead at the bottom, but instead, as she stepped into the dirty yellow gloom, coming down the first few steps, she saw Grandma sitting on a chair by a pile of boxes at the back.

“Anna.” It was a statement of fact as she looked over, but her eyes had that almost-empty glaze to them.

“Come back upstairs. You’re missing your shows.” Anna had been hoping for a quiet morning until Mom and Caroline got back and she could escape to the diner. Maybe even some more sleep. Grandma clearly had other plans.

“Lucas put a lock on the door,” she muttered. “On the inside. It’s not there now. Things keep being different.”

Anna sat on a packing crate and gently wiped the cobwebs from the cuff of Grandma’s blouse. What had she been rooting around in? She took her hand. The crazies of the family together. “I don’t remember Lucas doing that. You shouldn’t come down here, Grandma. Those stairs aren’t safe.”

“I have to help.” Grandma straightened up. “I have to help you.”

“Okay. Well, thank you, I guess.” She glanced around. The dusty floor was still clean. No blood splatter. She looked at Grandma. Maybe Anna had more chance of an honest answer when she was like this. “Did you clean up the stains, Grandma?”

“No.” Grandma shook her head. Her hand tightened in Anna’s and Anna looked up to see Grandma staring right at her. Intent. “But sometimes I see it too. Never in the same place.”

Anna frowned. “What do you see, Grandma?”

“The blood.”

Anna sat up straighter. “Please try to make sense, Grandma. I want to understand.”

Grandma sighed and her whole body trembled. “Right is right, and wrong is wrong, and a body ain’t got no business doing wrong when he ain’t ignorant and knows better.” She got up suddenly, keeping Anna’s hand in such a viselike grip she pulled her to her feet too. “I need my book. You need my book.”
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“I try to keep it inside, I do, I do, but there’s too much now. It’s leaking, bleeding everywhere. Sometimes it happens all at once.” Grandma rapped at her skull with a tight fist, talking fast as they climbed the basement steps. “They say a girl died here. All of them died here.”

“Shhh.” Anna carefully pulled Grandma’s fist away from her head and led her back to her bedroom, matching her short shuffling steps.

“You have to see, Anna, you have to understand.” The curtains were half closed, the hazy light outside cutting through the gaps as if they were stuck somewhere where day and night coexisted. It made Anna’s head hurt. She put her cigarettes on the dresser so they wouldn’t dig into her hip as she crouched to take Grandma’s slippers off, before tucking her into bed, sitting upright. She wouldn’t sleep in this agitated state, but she could at least stay warm.

“You have to remember, Anna.” Grandma clutched at the beautiful notebook by the bed and thrust it into Anna’s hands. “I get so confused but you have to remember. You said you’d remember.”

“Okay, Grandma, okay.”

“Don’t just read, Anna,” Grandma whispered. “Remember. It’s in you too, but you don’t remember.”

Anna opened the book to the back, almost against her own will, sweat slicking her palms. Her heart was dancing a quickstep and she didn’t really understand why. There was danger here, so much danger. What was she so afraid of?

She looked at the page where her name had been scrawled, and opposite Grandma had written, Will Anna see this? Will it be here this time? She had jelly on her T-shirt but she doesn’t know doughnut jelly on her T-shirt … a girl died here once died here once …

The writing became illegible after that. Anna’s breath was coming fast. “How did you know about the doughnut jelly, Grandma?” Her chest was constricted, tight, pulling in on itself, the start of an anxiety attack. “It was in my dream. I didn’t tell you about it.” Anna, Jamie, and doughnuts. She could feel the sugar on her lips. Her heart skipped, irregular, as she turned the pages back, her eyes moving fast over the words.

All these dreams in my head all these dreams the same but different

“What are you dreaming, Grandma?”

“It’s in my empty space.” Grandma rocked backward and forward in the bed. “Pushing me out. All the time. Eating me up. It’s in yours now too. But you have to remember.”

Anna stared at one sentence. It made her head hurt.

It was tacos and then it was potpie and I am not mad. It was tacos before.

What did Grandma mean? Dr. Burdett brought them chicken potpie. It was chicken potpie, she remembered, she could see it on her plate, the pastry golden brown. The words shifted, blurred, and for a moment she thought they said something else.

It was chili and then it was lasagna and I am not mad. It was chili before.

She gasped as pain stabbed behind her eyes, and with each sharp bolt, there was a flash of a memory. Dr. Burdett with a Crock-Pot of chili and homemade cornbread. Her mouth filled with the flavor of it, moist and sweet. The crunch of tacos. Sour cream. Cheese. Another stab and it jolted her to the fridge at night, opening it for Diet Coke, not knowing Grandma was behind her, having a moment. In the fridge she saw chicken potpie left- overs that changed to tacos, that changed to lasagna, then to the chili, then more dishes, changing fast. The world spun around her and the pain was so sharp she thought she was having an aneurysm right there on Grandma’s bed before thankfully it faded, leaving a metallic taste in her mouth and an awful nausea.

“What is this, Grandma? What’s happening?”

“You know,” Grandma whispered. “I thought it was dreams, but it’s all happened before. We make new ones. New realities. But the rest still exist, and it’s all happening at once. I can’t hold them all. Now they’re in you too. You took some in.”

More flashes came to Anna. Jamie dead in the swimming pool that flickered into Jamie dead in the bath, dead beside the bath, dead in the bedroom, dead on the bedroom floor. All of them as real as the one that came before.

She needed a cigarette. She needed air. She needed—her eyes landed on the pack of American Spirit she’d put on the dresser when she came in. Something about them, the sight of them, the placement—her racing heart stilled. No, no, no. She got slowly to her feet, taking the few steps to the dresser.

They were in exactly the same place as when she’d seen them days ago, helping Grandma back to bed. When she’d thought they were Dr. Burdett’s. The half pack of cigarettes that had disappeared when she’d returned to the room. It was the same pack—she recognized the dent in the corner and the way the top had crumpled in her pocket.

She’d seen the cigarettes here, days before she’d picked them up in the diner, and days before now, when she’d put them here on the dresser. She’d had a glimpse of something that hadn’t happened yet. How could that be? It’s all happened before. It’s all happening at once.

She looked back at Grandma, eyes wide. Her ears were ringing.

Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna …

She thought about the blood in the basement. Grandma seeing it too, in different places. Her blood. Suddenly Anna knew. She understood the truth of it, deep in the core of her. She took three shaky breaths, stroking Grandma’s hand. “The voices you hear in your head, Grandma. The dead girls.” Sunlight cut through the curtain gap, casting Grandma’s aged face in a corpse-yellow glow. “Who are they?”

“You, Anna.” Grandma’s eyes met her, full of pain and confusion and terror. “They’re all you.”

They say a girl died here.

Anna sat down hard on the bed, head spinning. Dead girls in Grandma’s head. They weren’t Lila and Bonnie. They were Anna. Other Annas. Annas who failed. Annas who bled in the basement. “Did I die in the basement, Grandma?”

Grandma nodded, her eyes glistening with the effort of keeping hold of this moment, of helping to make Anna understand.

“How many times?” Bile burned Anna’s throat.

“I found the Lord inside me,” Grandma whispered, staring straight ahead, the words coming fast. “The first time. There was so much blood. From your head. You were dying. I opened up my empty space and the Lord worked through me.” A tear trickled down the crevices of her face, making a pattern as random as her words. “I had to save you. I had to stop it. But now I have to keep stopping it. Every time. So many times. But they all exist. All the Annas. All the times. Sometimes the basement. Sometimes you make it outside into the dust. Sometimes in the hall. Until it’s over. They fill me up. No more space. It leaks out. Bleeds into each other.” She rocked backward and forward, keening. “They’re all so loud.”

Ghosts in my head

In my head

Anna’s hands were freezing and her teeth chattered, her whole body trembling. The ominous feeling she always had in the house. The sense that there was someone just out of sight in the corner of her eye. Different realities playing out. Other versions of herself. Girls who died. Grandma outside keening on her knees and so surprised to see Anna. Had Anna died right there one time?

The tips of her fingers were cold, her blood drawing inward. When she’d woken with that awful headache, was that everything starting again, trying to change the ending? Anna’s own death. How many times had this happened?

“It gets closer every time.” Grandma tugged at a strand of her hair. “Eating me. I can’t send us back so far.”

Anna carefully moved Grandma’s hand away before she hurt herself and tilted the old woman’s chin up so they were looking each other in the eye. “Who kills me, Grandma? Do you know?”

It was Grandma’s turn to tremble and shake, and for a moment Anna thought that more madness was coming her way and that maybe monsters did exist, and that she’d say the Farmhand, but that wasn’t the word she spoke. She leaned in, a thin strand of drool running into the crease at the side of her mouth, and held one arthritic finger to her lips before she whispered, almost inaudibly—

“Clown.”
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All of them are everywhere, all at once. The house is busy, busy, busy through the days and nights, people moving from room to room, dizzyingly fast. The land beneath can feel it all.

Stars, sun, moon, spinning overhead.

Lights come on and lights go off.

Girls everywhere. Dead girls, live girls. Mothers, daughters, sisters, friends.

They come, they go. They are here, they aren’t here. They live, they die. They are all in between.

And the one aged constant at the center of it all. Holding together the universes she has created as she herself unravels. She doesn’t give up.

Women. Always women. The life-givers. All that energy inside them.

All that love. All that rage. It’s a powerful combination.
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Anna was in a surreal bubble behind the counter of Jeannie’s as she poured coffee and took orders that were few and far between. The atmosphere inside the cool diner was still as oppressive as the heavy heat outside, surely ready to burst, or maybe that was just her. Bonnie was murdered three years ago. This time back then, Bonnie was still breathing, laughing, worrying about the usual daily bullshit, not knowing what the night would bring for her.

Anna had thrown up twice before leaving home, her head spinning with the madness of what she knew. Anna and Grandma losing their shit together. Another girl was going to die in Harper’s Creek, and that girl was her. Clown.

She’d watched the men coming and going, either on the sidewalk outside or at the counter and booths as she served them. No one seemed to pay her any extra attention, but that didn’t mean anything. She was a waitress in the only diner in town; any one of them could be the killer and fixating on her. Right kind of age, right kind of girl. She felt at once terrified and doomed. This had been coming for her since the thing. The final humiliation. Found dead and naked in a field somewhere, the skin on her back cut off, pressing the meat of her into this alien land. Failing everyone all over again.

She thought of Suzy, at home packing for her weekend in the city, and wondered how weird she’d find it if Anna asked to tag along. But what would happen then? Would another girl die instead? Victoria the dental hygienist? Melissa? A terrible thought crept up on her. Caroline?

“Anna. Anna!”

She was so lost in her reverie that Jeannie had to say her name twice before Anna turned to see her pursed red lips, face full of disapproval, hand on her hip. Sheriff Adams and Todd were on the other side of the counter and all three were looking her way. “What?”

“Is this right?” Jeannie continued, sounding very much as exasperated as Mom did when she spoke to her but without the undercurrent of love. “Is it you who’s been putting these posters up?”

“I’ll take it from here,” the sheriff said, wearily leaning on the counter, and, huffing, Jeannie withdrew to the register. Anna looked down at the sheet the sheriff pushed over to her. Those smiling faces. She could almost see her own alongside them.

“You were seen, so don’t deny it,” he continued. “I presume you took them from Jamie’s motel room?” He sounded as tired as he looked. The bags under his eyes were darker, and there was a slouch in his shoulders. Todd hovered behind, but Anna didn’t look at him as she shrugged. She didn’t like looking at either of them. They knew about the thing. It made her skin crawl with exposure, as if she were murdered and naked already. “So? He would have wanted me to. To keep women alert.”

“That may be, Anna, but no one in town needs this right now. We’re remembering two dead girls, two of our own. This is disrespectful as well as unnecessary. Michael Cairns killed those girls and the police killed him.”

Anna stared at him. Of our own. None of them would care if it was her. Maybe they’d be relieved. No one digging around asking questions. “It’s not a crime to put up posters.”

He smiled at her. It was an easy smile, warm, making thick creases in his face, and had no malice in it. “Unfortunately it is. That’s what I’m here to remind you. Don’t get yourself in trouble over this. This was Jamie’s obsession and it frustrated me, but I got why he felt that way. This isn’t your obsession. You’ve got your own, different problems—” Her skin prickled. There it was. The thing. “Maybe go talk to someone. It can’t hurt.”

“Another girl’s going to die,” Anna said. “I know it.” Her words were loud in the quiet and Jeannie—already listening hard—whipped her head around. “So I’m not going to apologize for keeping the pressure on to look at the case again. Arrest me if you want. Lock me up.” Her heart raced. She’d be safe in a cell. “But I’m not going to stop.”

“All right, Anna.” The sheriff rubbed his face in his hands before sighing and looking back at her. “All right. I’ll leave it for now. But people here are still hurting. This isn’t your pain, but you do need to respect theirs.” He straightened up and nodded to Todd. “Get us some coffees, and I’ll see you back in the car.” He headed toward the restroom, leaving Anna, awkward and embarrassed, with the deputy.

“He talks about the rest of the town,” Todd said quietly to Anna as he waited for Jeannie to bring over the takeout coffees she was making. “But he’s part of the town. I was young, but I remember how hard he worked after Lila’s and Bonnie’s murders nearly sent him over the edge. To lose another of the town’s kids. He couldn’t believe it. Blamed himself for not catching the guy after Lila, that’s what Pete told me. If they hadn’t gotten Michael Cairns, he’d probably have had a breakdown.”

“Maybe that’s why he accepted Cairns’s guilt so easily.”

“Oh jeez, Anna.” It was Todd’s turn to be frustrated. “He accepted Cairns’s guilt because the man was shot in the middle of a crime, had incriminating photos on his phone, Sailor’s Choice soap in his bag, and a baseball bat in the trunk of his car, and even the state police were convinced he was the guy. Let the dead rest. Or at least let the living have some peace. The man’s done his best.”

“Have you looked in the file yourself?” she asked. “Maybe there’s something in there they’ve missed.”

“It’s not my business.” Todd took a step back. “If the sheriff asks me to look, I’ll look. I don’t even know where the file is. I think he has it somewhere. I know he got it out after Jamie died.” He nodded a thank-you at Jeannie for the coffees and they both saw her withering side-eye at Anna. “I’m sorry. But this is my job. I mean, you’ve got my number and I’m happy to listen or hang out or whatever because I like you, but I also agree with the sheriff. Maybe you need to talk to someone, you know, professional.”

She could just see that. How would she explain Grandma and the timelines all running in her head? They say a girl died here. Off to the nuthouse with her.

“You’ll be sorry when another girl is murdered,” she called after him as he turned to leave. Her neck was burning hot and she knew it must be blotchy to look at. Crazy Anna who got the police to test her own blood. No wonder he didn’t take her seriously. She took a long, shaky breath, ignoring Jeannie’s muttering about her to Miles. She watched as Todd headed to the waiting police cruiser outside.

You’ll be sorry when it’s me.
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If the tension between them hadn’t been so bad, Anna might have laughed at the irony when she saw her little sister’s hair. Mom had gotten it styled into an edgy pixie cut before taking her into school, and, if anything, Callie looked even more beautiful than before and was now twice as excited about the sleepover and the party. Equally ironic was that Anna was now glad Callie was going away for the weekend. The party held its own evils, but if Caroline was there, then she wouldn’t be here. She’d be out of the way. One of them at least would be safe. Caroline didn’t look at Anna once during dinner, talking solely to Mom and Grandma, and she chattered so much there was no space for Anna in the conversation anyway, and even though it was Bonnie’s anniversary and she was still discreetly wearing her straw bracelet, she didn’t mention the Farmhand once.

Grandma was quiet. She muttered a prayer before they ate, getting several of the words wrong and stumbling over the final lines. She checked Callie was keeping her elbows off the table, but her eyes were confused, as if she wasn’t quite sure anymore why it was important. While she ate small mouthfuls in her usual birdlike way, her hand trembled as she raised her fork, as if all the dead Annas inside her had reached her stomach and left no space there for food.

Mom did her best while talking to Caroline but failed to disguise her exhaustion and unhappiness. In her own corner of the table, Anna felt like a ghost. Invisible. Ignored. She couldn’t blame them either. She’d pushed them away. Even Grandma was leaving her. Was leaving because of her. Anna’s mouth filled with words she couldn’t bring herself to speak, not even now. It had been so long since she’d said anything of emotional worth, she no longer knew how to.

It was a relief for everyone when dinner was over and Anna escaped up to her room. She flung open the window, gulping in the hot night air, desperate inhales of breath to combat the fear and hopelessness of her situation. She was still alive. She was still alive. Her heart beat in time with the words until she calmed down. Three years ago it was Bonnie’s last evening alive. Six years ago it was Lila’s. Tomorrow maybe it would be hers. Or maybe it wouldn’t happen this time, she thought as she sat on her bed. But how could she know? Maybe she should run. Get away. Protect herself. But at what possible cost?

She turned the laptop on and opened her notes for the article she might never get the chance to write and figured that was as good a place to express feelings as any. She couldn’t talk about them to her family, but maybe she could write something down. What she thought was happening, at least. What Grandma had done and was doing. How much Anna loved them, even if she could never be saved.

It felt cathartic, explaining why she’d cut Caroline’s hair, telling her how much she loved her and that her life was going to be amazing and fearless and full of adventure, thanking Mom for all the sacrifices she’d made for them over these years and telling her she was beautiful and deserved the best of men or none at all #girlfriend.

Her message for Grandma was different and would confuse Mom and maybe Grandma wouldn’t even understand it unless she was in one of her moments, and with the way she was deteriorating so fast, maybe not even then. Grandma had done all she could, more than anyone could imagine, and that if there was a god, then he had no better in his flock than Evelyn Maybourne.

Her eyes filled with tears as she typed, a stream of consciousness rather than any structured thinking. Would Grandma be able to give them another chance again? Would Anna be back here typing this again? Would she remember next time? What about the thing? If she died without remembering that, then the thing would have won.

Thinking of all the Annas who had gone before, still existing in Grandma’s head, all those different times, different realities, different resets—two stitches forward, one stitch back—constantly running at once, no chance of them becoming the one Anna again until this was over for good, she felt something change inside her. A small spark of rebellion against the heavy blanket of hopelessness that was a shroud around her.

What about Lila and Bonnie? They’d never had a second chance or a third or a hundredth. Why should Anna give up now? Would they? And then there was Grandma. The sacrifices she’d made to save Anna over and over at such a cost to herself. Was Anna really going to leave Mom and Caroline a lifetime of guilt about things unsaid by giving up? She wasn’t dead yet. Not this time. And while there was life, there was hope.

She wiped her damp eyes and sat up straighter. There were twenty-four hours or so left before she’d be murdered, if the killer came in the night like with the other two. She looked across at the yearbooks again, suddenly focused.

She had twenty-four hours to solve her own murder.
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If it hadn’t been for her pounding head, Anna thought she might not have woken at all, and as she tried to sit up, the world rolling nauseatingly around her, that might have been a blessing. Pain bloomed at the back of her skull and her throat ached. Had she been drinking last night? Everything was a blur, as if not only the thing was lost but her entire life. She looked at her phone. It was nearly eleven. Shit.

Her laptop listed sideways on the untidy sheets, the screen blank, the battery dead. One of Bonnie’s yearbooks had fallen on the floor, pages now bent backward. Her dry mouth tasted of metal. As she hauled herself upright, the world spun some more and she thought she might puke as dregs of her dreams flashed behind her eyes, sharp as migraine sparkles. Bloody handprints. Being pulled backward. The ceiling of the basement.

She groaned, stumbling to the bathroom, sure she was going to vomit. Dreams or memory? Anna put her head under the cold running faucet, the water making her gasp, but it was nothing compared to the chill of realization that suddenly gripped her. The awful pain in her skull. The ache in her throat that was fading fast. Had she been murdered again?

She reached for a towel and straightened up. This was her last day unless something changed. What had she done wrong last time? What could she do right? She took a deep breath. She was alive now. Anything was possible. And after her research last night, at least she had a lead to go on.

Callie was long gone to school, and as Anna came downstairs, she felt a sharp pang of grief that she hadn’t been awake to say goodbye, or to at least make some kind of amends for what she’d done, to try to explain. To hug her little sister one last time. Just in case.

She pulled herself together as she headed to the kitchen for coffee, the headache almost gone. None of that maudlin thinking was necessary. Because this time she was going to catch the bad guy. This time, she was going to survive.

“Glad you’re up.” Dr. Burdett was pouring two mugs of coffee. “This is fresh, if you want one. I know you’ve got work, but I didn’t feel comfortable coming upstairs to wake you.” His hand trembled as he added sugar to his drink, and Anna wondered if there was more than arthritis going on with him. Maybe the start of Parkinson’s. Perhaps that was why he always had a lot of patience with Grandma. Because he knew someone was going to have to be as kind to him in the future too.

“I had a headache. Overslept.” She poured herself a cup, keeping it black and adding some cold water so she could drink it quickly. She had stuff to do.

“Your sister is really excited about this weekend. Especially the party tomorrow.” He smiled, his crinkling eyes warm. “I’d forgotten what it’s like to be young. To have everything so new.”

“Can’t believe she’s not still freaked out about that whole Farmhand urban legend bullshit. She gets creeped out easily.”

“She’s over that. We had a good talk. Came up with a plan to deal with it.”

“Oh really?” Anna looked across at him, curious.

“That’s between me and her.” He winked.

“If it stops her being scared, then it’s fine by me.”

“Her hair looks good,” he said cautiously, studying her over the top of his cup. “Was that the kind of look you’d been going for? When you messed up the cut by accident?”

As her cheeks burned, she felt a rush of affection for the old man. No accusations. No anger. Just a polite pretense that Caroline’s hair had been unintentional so they don’t have to talk about what Anna had really done. “Yeah. Something like that.” She downed her cool coffee, waiting for the caffeine hit. “Are you going to be here tonight? Visiting Grandma?” For the first time the idea of a man being here with her and Grandma felt comforting rather than terrifying. Not that she was sure an old man could help if someone came for her, but it was better than being alone.

“Sorry, no.” He burst her bubble of hope fast. “I’ve got some scheduled patient visits—human and animal—out across the farms that are going to take most of my night. Your mom said you’d be home, isn’t that right?”

“Yes. I’ll be here.” A cloud blocked the sun outside like a coffin lid closing on her.

“Good, because I don’t think she’s doing great today.” He glanced out toward the hallway and the loud TV. “She was agitated when I got here. I’ve not seen this disease come on so fast in a person before.” He paused. “But there’s still moments of Evelyn there and that makes it worth it.”

“It does.” Anna looked down at her phone. “I really have to go. Thanks for sitting with her. I’ll go say goodbye.”

Grandma was staring at the TV but not watching it, one hand twitching on top of the blanket that any normal person wouldn’t need in this stifling heat. She looked thinner than yesterday. Anna would make it better. She had to. She leaned forward and kissed the old woman’s cool, dry forehead. “I’ve got to go. I love you, Grandma. I’ll see you later.” There was no response and she was turning away when Grandma’s hand grabbed hers.

Anna looked back. Grandma was still staring, vacant, at the TV. “I can’t do it again,” Grandma whispered. “This is the last time.”

After a long moment, Anna squeezed her hand before putting it carefully back on her lap. “It’s okay, Grandma. It’s going to be okay.” As she grabbed her scooter and left the house, she prayed to a god she didn’t believe in to make it so.






71


Anna called in sick to the diner from the side of the empty road, where she pulled her jeans on before taking off her Jeannie’s dress and stuffing it into her backpack. She’d already got a T-shirt on underneath, now more than a little sweaty, and she put a baseball cap over her ponytail, wearing it down low over her eyes. If Jeannie happened to go out around town—which was unlikely, given she was now a waitress down—she might not recognize her. Still, at least Anna knew that possibly getting fired was the least of her problems today, and might not even matter by tomorrow. The dark humor made her smile and by the time she got to Creek Motors, the car repair shop at the other end of Main close to the turnoff for the Cornerstone Motel, she was feeling bullish. She imagined herself flanked by Lila and Bonnie with all the dead Annas trailing behind. Their vengeance was down to her. She wouldn’t fail them. She couldn’t.

Alexa George had been in a few of the yearbook photos alongside Bonnie, enough to make Anna wonder on a second look if maybe they’d been friends. A search for Alexa George had brought up too many social media profiles to go through, but Alexa’s boyfriend at high school, Chris Winters, had been her one true love, according to her class photo caption, and a search for Alexa Winters led Anna to her Insta, and after that, she’d been pretty easy to track down, the car shop the couple owned featuring in plenty of her posts.

The first thing Anna saw when she went into the small, hot office in the back was a framed picture of Alexa and Bonnie on the wall, both smiling at the camera that was lifted high for a perfect selfie. The second thing was that Alexa was no longer that skinny, shining girl of her teens but had grown into a curvy, confident married woman with a styled blowout that suited her but belonged on someone a decade or so older.

The other pictures on her desk were of her with Chris and two identical small boys, two or three years old. It was hard to believe she and Alexa were pretty much the same age. Anna’s thought must have showed because she was still staring at the happy family photo when Alexa said, “Yeah, we settle down young around here.” She smiled, open. “Luckily I settled down right.”

“Looks like you did. But twins must keep you busy.”

“The joys of small-town living. Grandparents on tap. We have to fight them off sometimes. But can’t say no to free childcare.” She nodded Anna into the chair opposite, which was in the face of one of the three fans doing their best to push the heat around fast enough to minimally cool it. “You’re writing about Bonnie?” Anna had called before she came, figuring she’d get a better result if Alexa wasn’t surprised into defensiveness.

“If I’m honest, I’m not sure what I’m writing about. At first, it was about trauma and loss, but the more I dig, the more I wonder if enough was done to investigate the murders properly. Especially with Bonnie. They caught that guy awful fast in the aftermath.” Her Boston accent had slipped into Midwestern as soon as she’d started talking. She needed Alexa to see her as one of them, not an outsider who had no business poking around in the murders. “I guess I’m trying to find out the truth. Maybe he was the killer. But I want to be sure.” She paused, taking a breath. “Some bad shit happened to me in college. I figure I feel some kinship with Lila and Bonnie. I was luckier than them.”

“We’re all luckier than they were. Sometimes their murders feel like yesterday and sometimes it’s a lifetime ago, you know? I’m a different person now. It didn’t feel real until it was Bonnie. Until I knew I was never going to see or speak to her again. I grew up fast after that. I look at my husband and boys and my small-town life and I realize how blessed I am. I’m happy. Bonnie never got to have that. Lila never even really got to think about it. She was so young.”

“Bonnie was in love, though, right?” Anna asked cautiously. “She was pregnant, wasn’t she?”

Alexa studied her, guarded, still protecting her long-dead friend. “How do you know about that?”

“I guessed. The girl she worked with at the dentist said she was throwing up. Had gotten moody. I found some cards hidden in her bedroom.” Her heart pounded faster. “Do you know who the father was?”

“No.” Alexa shook her head, and Anna’s hope deflated. It had been too much to ask that a name be delivered wrapped in a bow. “We never had secrets, but although she fessed up to me that she was seeing someone—she was so giddy with it, I knew there was a romance—she wouldn’t say who.”

“And you didn’t have any suspicions?”

Alexa leaned back in her chair, her expression softening. “You know, back then, I was just so pissed at her for not telling me, I figured it was someone like Todd Greenbough, who I didn’t like much because he and Chris didn’t get along.”

Todd. “How come?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Competitive, maybe. Looking back, I think Chris was a little jealous. We all had crushes on Todd.” She laughed. “I mean, you’ve seen him, right?”

Anna shrugged. She didn’t want to think about Todd being handsome and she didn’t want to think about how the possibility that he was Bonnie’s secret boyfriend made her feel sick. Alexa leaned on her desk, her gold jewelry jangling.

“But there’s no way it was him. I’ve thought about it a lot. Bonnie always had daddy issues. And she was nervous sometimes, which she’d never been about boys our age. I think she was seeing someone older. She changed the way she dressed during that time too. Tried to be more sophisticated. Less chill, more Barbie.”

“You think this guy could have been married?”

“I don’t know for sure.” Alexa shrugged. “But it was someone whose life would blow up if their relationship ever came out. They were seeing each other at the dental clinic after hours. She said she was studying, but I don’t buy that. She never studied that hard. And she never let me go hang out and help her.”

“There was no mention of her being pregnant when she died, though? I asked Dr. Burdett and he said she wasn’t.”

“Then I guess she wasn’t.” The phone on the desk rang, but Alexa didn’t answer it, instead punching a button to send it through to voicemail. “It’s too damn hot to work today.” She wafted some papers in front of her face. “She’d talked about going to some abortion place in the city because there sure as shit isn’t anywhere around here she could have gotten that done, then she changed her mind. She must have changed it right back again.”

“She must have.” Anna’s head was whirring. They used to meet at the dentist’s. A thought struck her. Maybe they’d met at the dentist’s. Where else would she get to know older men around here without it becoming gossip? “Thanks, Alexa. You’ve been super helpful.”

“You’re welcome.” She pushed back in her chair to get up to see Anna out. “I miss her every day, you know? I don’t always think about her, but she’s always there under my skin. When times are hard, I feel her with me. You think that’s what God’s really all about?”

“Maybe.” Anna paused at the door. “I’ll let you know if I get the piece written.”

“You do that. And come by anytime. We could grab lunch or whatever. It’s good to have new people in town.” There was a yearning behind that homely family happiness bubbling out of Alexa. Underneath it all, she was just a girl who missed her friend.
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Her palms were sweaty even in the cool air of Butterflies Dental Clinic reception, and she kept her baseball cap on with her hair tucked into it, hoping that Victoria wouldn’t recognize her if she came out. Thankfully the waiting room was empty, and there was only the genial assistant, Marjorie, behind the counter, a woman in her sixties with neat gray hair and glasses that hung on a chain around her neck.

Anna looked at all the awards on the low shelf beside the counter. A glass plaque declared Butterflies had won an Excellence in Practice Award, and a tall marble award that maybe was supposed to look like a tooth but was more like a sharp-edged obelisk stated that Dr. Sallinger had won Nebraska Dentist of the Year in 2020. Anna picked it up. It was heavy. Really heavy. As Marjorie gave her a look, she put it carefully back and smiled.

“I guess most people in town trust you with their teeth after all these accolades.”

“They certainly do. And what can we help you with?”

“We just moved here, and my mother has quite a few dental issues.” She figured that if Bonnie had met her lover during her working hours, maybe they’d had a lot of work done. Given them time to get to know each other. “I think she could use getting some implants. Do you do a lot of that kind of thing?”

“We do everything, and we most certainly do implants. Let me get you some information.” She perched her glasses on the tip of her nose and pulled open a desk drawer, rifling through the pamphlets. “There you go.” She handed some over. “As you can see, we try to keep our prices reasonable. Harper’s Creek isn’t a wealthy town and Dr. Sallinger is a good Christian soul. Never misses church.”

“My mother is the same.” Anna could only imagine Mom’s face at that line.

The woman’s smile widened. “That’s what we like in Harper’s Creek. Christian values.”

“Amen.” Dear god, Anna thought. If she died again tonight, then she was going to hell. “My mom’s terrified of the dentist, but if I wanted to put her mind at ease, is there anyone who’s had work done here that maybe she could speak to? Doesn’t have to be overly recent.” Come on, Marjorie, Anna thought, give me something. “No one too young, though. She thinks we know nothing of the world, and she’s probably right.”

“I like the sound of your mother.” Marjorie smiled her approval. “There are plenty of folks who’ve had work done here. Miles and Jeannie at the diner—Jeannie dragged Miles here a few years back when he needed a filling. He hadn’t seen a dentist in over a decade, so he might be one to talk to if it’s allaying fears you need. He was coming for a cleaning every two months for a while after that. I wasn’t out front then; I worked as Dr. Sallinger’s private secretary.”

Miles. Could Miles have been Bonnie’s secret lover? It made Anna want to laugh out loud. Sure, his life would be over if Jeannie found out, but he wasn’t exactly the type of guy you thought about for someone who might have daddy issues. Miles worked in the kitchen of a diner and lived under his wife’s thumb. Not exactly a big strong man to look after you.

“Oh, but of course, she should speak to Pastor Keene,” Marjorie exclaimed suddenly. “Again, it was before my time, but he had a couple of implants done here and then he got a deal with Dr. Sallinger to treat some of the less fortunate here and pay for their dental work. He’d bring them in and sit over there and write his sermons while he waited. Hasn’t done it for a couple of years. I think there were complaints from some of the other clients about the difference in what they were paying.”

“Good Christian charity, huh?” Anna said, wry, as her heart raced. Pastor Keene.

“Well, you know people.” Marjorie shrugged. “Faith can be selfish, for sure.” Behind them, the door opened and a flustered woman ushered in two reluctant children.

“I’ll pass these on to my mother.” Anna pocketed the leaflets and gave Marjorie a big smile. “You’ve been very helpful.”

Pastor Keene. Of course.
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It was two o’clock when Anna got to the church, and the day was ticking by, relentlessly carrying her toward her fate, but she concentrated on the present. The suspect at hand.

Pastor Keene had known both Bonnie and Lila. Really known them. Lila had helped him in the soup kitchen for two years, only stopping when she got together with Jamie. Could she have had a thing with Pastor Keene, gross as that was, given she’d have been so young when she was helping him out, and then he killed her in a jealous rage? Or because she’d begun to ignore the church in favor of the sins of the flesh, as Grandma would call it? Then Bonnie came after. Already knowing each other from church, they’d talked at the dentist’s while the pastor waited for the people he’d brought for their treatment.

She was a good listener; that’s what he’d said. Had he sweet-talked her into his bed? Brought some daddy energy? She’d helped him in the shelter in Omaha. A weekend a month spent there. Shit. Why hadn’t she thought of this before? Had he killed both girls out of necessity, maybe? To protect himself. Was Lila going to tell Jamie? Bonnie was hormonal and emotional and had just aborted his baby. Was she threatening to tell too? Girls liked to talk.

She couldn’t see Pastor Keene inside, but a mother-and-toddler group were holding a story time up at the front, and when a few women looked curiously her way, she hurried to a pew and pretended to pray as she glanced around. If she could find a writing sample like that in the cards she’d found in Bonnie’s room, that would be some relatively concrete evidence to take to Todd. The police had people who could match writing, she’d heard enough about it on podcasts. She’d hoped the pastor would be here and she’d have gotten him to write down some old movie recommendations for Grandma or some other such bullshit, but there was no sign of him.

There was a large gold candlestick in a waist-high alcove toward the front and another on the other side of the aisle, more Catholic than Baptist, and they looked heavy. Lila and Bonnie had been hit hard on the back of the head, before being strangled. One of those candlesticks could definitely do that job. She shuffled out of the pew and went for a closer look. Hoping for bloodstains was ridiculous, but she wondered if the police would still be able to find something on them under a UV light. Her hand clenched into a fist, frustrated. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t anything.

She quietly made her way to the back by the doors where the indoor bulletin board was, scanning the various sheets of paper about room use, group timetables, choir practice, and prayer sessions. Nothing was handwritten, everything these days typed and printed. The poster for the charity raffle the Millers had won was still up, brightly colored and inviting. Five days in Omaha staying at the City Center Garden Hilton. Anna stared at it, wishing Mom had won. They’d all be out of town and safe. No basement murder could happen then.

Frustrated and with a sudden need to pee, she went to the restroom. This church visit had been a waste of precious time, giving her nothing new. It wasn’t until she was scrubbing at her hands with the soap that she saw it. The name stamped onto the surface of the bar. Sailor’s Choice. She stared hard, momentarily unable to breathe. This was the soap the girls’ dead bodies had been washed in. Right here, bold as brass, plain as day. She let out a small laugh. Thank you, God. Pastor Keene. She’d saved herself.
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As she smoked, hands trembling, Anna stared at the pile of American Spirit butts up against the wall of the church and wondered if she was the only one who could see them. She knew them for what they were now. Cigarettes she’d smoked so many times before, bleeding through from other Annas. Flashes from other timelines she’d lived through. A temporary window in the barriers between them. They probably weren’t here—now—at all.

I can’t do it again. That’s what Grandma had said. This was it. Anna’s last shot. She called Todd, keeping her eye on the parking lot in case Pastor Keene showed up.

“Anna. Hey.” He sounded surprised rather than irritated, which she’d take as a win. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, but I need you to listen. Hear me out.” Her stomach was in her throat. She didn’t need him to arrest the pastor but just to talk to him. Scare him enough to keep her safe. “It’s about Pastor Keene. He has the Sailor’s Choice soap in the church restrooms. That’s the soap the girls were washed in.”

“Sailor’s Choice?” Todd paused. “That stuff is everywhere these days, Anna. The brand took off a year or so ago. You must have seen the TV ads.”

“It’s more than that. Listen.” She talked fast, telling him about Bonnie’s lover, the pregnancy, the meetings at the dentist’s, how the pastor was close to both girls, which was surely more than most people in town, and definitely more than Michael Cairns, had been. “What if he kills another girl tonight? You need to tell the sheriff. Go talk to the pastor. Scare him enough that he doesn’t murder anyone else.” So he doesn’t murder me.

“No one’s getting killed tonight, and definitely not by Pastor Keene.” Todd was infuriatingly calm and reasonable.

“How can you be so sure?” she snapped back.

“Because he’s gone to Omaha for the weekend to surprise the Millers with dinner before checking in on some charities he works with tomorrow. Honestly, Anna, he’s one of the good guys.”

“How do you know he’s there? Maybe he’s using that as an alibi. You have to tell the sheriff. Take him in. For tonight at least.” She was getting louder, but she couldn’t help herself. It was three o’clock. Her time was running out.

“It’s the sheriff and his wife’s anniversary, and I’m not interrupting that. You need to stop obsessing about this. Pete’ll be in his car down by The Shamrock until closing, and I’m patrolling the outlying towns, but there is nothing to worry yourself about. Michael Cairns is dead, and he killed those girls. I don’t know how else to make you believe that.”

His voice was breaking up, the line suddenly getting bad. “You’re cutting out,” she said.

“Sorry, getting in the car. Need to check on some damage at a store in Pearsville.”

“Is that the crazy girl?”

The line might have been glitching, but she recognized Pete’s, the other deputy’s, voice in the background. What a prick. She hung up, livid, knowing Todd would think the bad line ended the call.

Why had she thought that a man could help her? Todd was no different from all the others. He was probably laughing at her with Pete in their cruiser right now. Even if he didn’t want to laugh at her, he would. That’s what men did. Listened to the louder ones. They liked to be led. Did their harm in packs. She stared at his number in her contacts, white rage consuming her, and then she pressed hard on the delete button. She hated him. Hated him with all her heart. She threw her cigarette butt down, the pile of butts she’d seen only moments ago now vanished, and pocketed her phone. She was on her own. No one was going to help her. And tonight was fast approaching.
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She had to be home for when Mom left for work, but she couldn’t resist a detour to the school. The kids were getting out, and Anna stayed on the other side of the street, half-hidden behind a tree, watching as Caroline bounced through the doors, her rolling weekend bag trundling behind her, her face glowing and excited, in a huddle with her new best friends.

Holly linked her arm in Callie’s and Anna could see her baby sister almost burst with the joy of it. Goodbye, Adelaide. There’s a new girl in town. Middle school dynamics were harsh, but Anna only cared about how Caroline was doing, and watching her wave goodbyes and laugh with other kids as the core four girls headed to Holly’s mom’s SUV, Anna was glad Caroline was on track to be one of the popular kids. And she was going to be beautiful. No amount of sabotage from Anna could ever change that.

Seeing Caroline so happy as she disappeared into the car gave Anna a surprising quiet calm. Maybe she’d see her again and maybe she wouldn’t, but whatever happened, Callie would be okay eventually. She had too much natural sunshine to let any clouds, however dark, keep her in shadow too long, and she was tough. She’d make Mom see the sunshine too.

Anna was about to kick the scooter off when her phone buzzed. She thought it might be Todd apologizing for the other deputy, but it was Melissa messaging. You wanna do something tonight? I could come over?

Anna could think of nothing she’d like more than to drink and smoke with Melissa and pretend everything she believed was simply a crazy dream, but this wasn’t Melissa’s fight. No can do, she messaged back. I’m on Grandma duty.

I could come after she’s asleep?

Sorry, I’ve got a massive headache. I’m being lame. Tomorrow?

There was a pause. Maybe hurt feelings. Adult friendships weren’t so different from teenage ones.

Sure. Feel better.

Tomorrow. There would be a tomorrow. She kicked the scooter into action and rode through the honey heat. There had to be.
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The air was filled with thunder flies and by the time Anna got home her skin itched all over. The clouds overhead sank lower to the ground as the day’s heat faded into a languid sweat, and she thought her head might pop with the pressure as she headed into the house, her thoughts tick-ticking around in circles.

“Good, you’re back.” Mom was ready to leave, finishing a coffee in the kitchen. She grabbed her bag and car keys. “Grandma’s not great. You’re going to need to sit with her if you can.”

“No problem.” Anna surprised herself with how perky she sounded.

“There’s spaghetti for dinner. You just need to heat the sauce and boil the pasta.”

“I’ll do it now. I know Grandma likes to eat early.”

“Perfect, if she can get to bed soon, she might get some sleep.”

Anna followed her mom back into the hallway, partly wanting to reach for her hand like she’d have done as a little girl, to find safety and security in it, to pull her back, to tell her something bad was going to happen and could she please make it better. Mom’s eyes were red around the edges from lack of sleep, no doubt worrying about her eldest daughter as much as her mother. There was no way Anna could tell her about any of this.

“I’ll be back around six in the morning.”

“Okay. Have a good shift. Don’t let them work you too hard.”

Mom was at the door, but she turned around, surprised by the affection in Anna’s voice. She smiled, her face immediately more youthful. Anna felt a sting of guilt. Had she really been so terrible that one nice comment could have such an effect?

“Thanks. And thanks for looking after Grandma.”

“She looks after me too.” More than you know, Mom.

“That’s a lovely way of seeing it.”

Anna waved Mom off, glad that if this was going to be the end, it would be a nice memory for Mom to have. It was almost a relief that there was only Grandma left in the house. Anna bolted the door and slid the chain on and after putting the spaghetti on to cook, she locked all the windows. They could stifle and sweat inside, but the windows were staying closed. No one was getting in the house easily.

She took two large knives from the kitchen and hid one behind the decorative bowl on the hall table and the other in her bedroom, wishing that Mom owned at least a handgun like everyone else around here, but Mom had seen too much damage done by guns in too many emergency rooms over the years to ever buy one. The knives were going to have to do.

Grandma managed to feed herself, even though she did call Anna Claire and ask when George was getting back from work. Anna played along as she forced a few mouthfuls into her tight throat and said that Dad was having dinner with a client, and that seemed to work and the old woman settled into silence again, trapped somewhere in the past, as the sun finally began to set.

Once they’d finished eating, Anna helped Grandma into her nightclothes and put her in front of the TV. She stared out at the burnished gold that fought here and there through the clouds. She couldn’t stop thinking about Pastor Keene. Now that her initial anxiety and excitement had calmed, Anna was getting a few niggling doubts.

When they’d talked in the church, he’d been so open and told her so much. Shared how close he had been to both girls. Why would he have done that if he didn’t want any fresh attention on himself? And there was something else too. Alexa had said that Bonnie met her secret lover at the dental clinic after it was closed. Surely that was riskier than meeting in the church. Any of the staff could come back. The church at least had a private office and the pastor controlled when the main doors were open or locked. It didn’t make sense. She was getting a bad feeling that she’d gotten it all wrong.

The City Center Garden Hilton. That’s where the Millers were staying; she’d seen it on the poster up in the church. If the pastor was seeing them, maybe he was staying there too. She turned the volume up on the soap Grandma was watching and went out into the hall, googled the hotel, and called reception. Her heart was beating hard.

“City Center Garden Hilton, how can I direct your call?”

“Oh, hello.” Anna kept her tone light. Friendly. “I was wondering if you could put me through to Pastor Keene. I think he’s staying with you. Can you tell him it’s Anna Maybourne?”

“Certainly, I can do that.” The receptionist clicked her through to some holding music and then almost immediately she was back. “Actually, he’s right here. Just came into the lobby. One moment.”

So he was there. Before she could hang up, his rich voice—unmistakably his—came on the line. “Hello?”

Shit. Anna was flustered. “Oh, hi. It’s Anna. Anna Maybourne.”

“Anna, is everything all right?” That concern. It was genuine. In the background she could hear children chattering loudly. The Millers. She’d gotten it wrong.

“Yes. Yes, I only wanted to thank you for the talk the other day. It helped me a lot.”

“Oh, I am glad. And my door is always open. I’m afraid I can’t chat now, though. We’re going for barbecue and the kids are a little overexcited. I’ve agreed to take them to the zoo tomorrow to give their folks a day to themselves.”

“That’s lovely. Have a good weekend.”

“You too, Anna.”

She ended the call, her face hot. It was a four-hour drive to Omaha. It was nearly eight p.m. now. Was he really going to eat dinner for a couple of hours and then drive all the way back to kill her, then get back to spend a day at the zoo? No way.

She stared at the bolted door. Who was the phantom enemy now? If it wasn’t Pastor Keene, then who was it? And why bother killing her? It wasn’t like she knew anything concrete or anyone was taking her suspicions seriously.

In the kitchen, she went through the scant videos on YouTube of news reports and interviews filmed around town in the days after both murders. Most were taken outside the sheriff’s office. There was Dr. Burdett, already using a cane for his arthritis when Lila had been murdered. The sheriff, exhausted and diminished, trying to smile and be polite in the face of all the questions, two deputies close by him. One older, whom she didn’t recognize, and Pete, slimmer and with more hair.

Behind them, a bunch of teenagers loitered, caught up in the drama. She couldn’t see Melissa or Jamie, but Todd was there. Maybe he’d had a crush on Lila. Probably a lot of the boys had. The report interviewed a few people around town, none of whom she knew, although one took place outside the diner, and she was sure she could make out Jeannie watching through the windows. It was the usual stuff. A small farming town in shock. The police doing all they could.

She watched twice through and then searched for similar on Bonnie. There were a few more clips, but they mainly focused on reports about Michael Cairns being shot during the robbery and the revelation that he was responsible for the murders of two girls in the nearby town of Harper’s Creek. There was more of Sheriff Adams and Pete the deputy, both looking tired but smiling at the cameras, glad that justice had been served for the awful tragic loss of two young lives. Various people around town. The doc again. Miles and Jeannie. A shot of the school. She watched it again. Something was bugging her and she couldn’t figure out what. There was something here that she was missing. She rubbed her face, exhausted. Think, Anna. Think.

“I’m going to bed now, Claire.” Grandma in the doorway, fragile and ghost-like in her thin robe. “I’m so tired. Can you help me?”

“Of course I can.” She took Grandma’s arm, gently guiding her to her room. It was because of her that Grandma was so confused and tired, and it made her heart hurt. They were very different women and they hadn’t understood each other, but Anna had been stupid to ever doubt that Grandma loved her. Now the old woman had proved it too many times. Anna couldn’t let that have been in vain.

It was when she was tucking Grandma carefully under the covers that she realized what was bugging her about the YouTube clips. Of course. Suddenly she was pretty sure she knew who’d committed one of the murders. How could she have been so blind?

“I have to go out, Grandma,” she said softly. “I need you to stay in bed. Will you do that? It’s important. I have to get proof.”

“Yes.” Grandma clutched her hand, suddenly animated. “Get out of the house. Stay out. I can rest if you’re not here.”

Anna squeezed back and nodded. She understood. If she wasn’t here, then she couldn’t get murdered in the basement. “I love you, Evelyn.” She kissed Grandma’s cheek and pulled the blanket up under her chin, and by the time she reached the door, the other woman’s eyes were already shut. In the hallway Anna watched the clips on her phone again. She was right. There it was. Plain as day. She might not know who murdered Lila. But she was pretty sure she knew who killed Bonnie.

Heart racing, she undid the bolt and chain and pulled the door open, a wave of damp heat washing into the house. If it didn’t rain soon, the town would implode, she was sure of it. All this tension had to end tonight. It had to. She locked the front door, the best she could do to keep Grandma safe inside, said a silent prayer, and headed toward town.
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As Anna waited outside the sheriff’s office, hidden in the gloom of the parking lot, she watched Roz sitting behind her desk, the lights inside bright. It was taking forever for her to go for a bathroom break—hopefully she still had her UTI—and Anna used the time to google abortion clinics at women’s shelters in Omaha. There was only one.

“Hi,” Anna said, when a woman picked up. “I’m sorry to call late, my name’s Bonnie Buchanan.” She hoped the young woman on the other end of the line didn’t know anything about the girl who once helped out there and ended up murdered.

“I was wondering if you had the medical record for a termination I had with you around three years ago. If so, could you forward it to me? I need it for some current gyno issues.” Anna didn’t know if that was even a thing, but it was worth a shot. She handed over Bonnie’s date of birth, the internet having provided that among a plethora of other personal information, as if the dead deserved no privacy, and waited.

“I’m sorry, I’ve got no record of you in our system. Are you sure you had the procedure here?”

“I was pretty sure but not certain. I had some, well, some addiction issues at the time, and I’d actually forgotten the clinic name.”

“I’m sorry, but you weren’t a patient with us.”

Anna hung up quickly and tucked her phone into her pocket, her heart pounding. So maybe Bonnie never went for the abortion. An affair with a powerful man whose life would be wrecked if it came out, and she was pregnant with their child and keeping it. She looked back at the building in front of her. Pastor Keene hadn’t been the only man in town getting his teeth fixed. Sheriff Adams had too. That’s what had bugged Anna. In the Lila clips she’d watched, the sheriff’s teeth were crooked and stained. By the time of Bonnie’s murder, he had the clean, bright smile he had now. The sheriff had been through a lot of dental work between the two deaths. And he’d been so insistent it was the same killer because the methods were identical—but he was the sheriff. It would have been easy for him to make Bonnie’s death seem exactly the same as Lila’s because he knew the details that were kept from the public.

Anna needed to see the case notes. There would be something there, she was sure of it. Whatever had gone in the computer system would no doubt back up the sheriff’s story that the cases were identical, but if there were any small details that were different and if there was any evidence of Bonnie’s pregnancy from the initial examination of the body or the autopsy, surely that would be in the paperwork.

Roz finally pushed her chair back and hurried to the restrooms, in the other direction from the offices, and Anna rushed up the steps, quietly opened the door, and jogged down toward the sheriff’s office. She was in. She’d let herself out the window when she was done. With luck, no one would know she’d been there at all.

She pushed the sheriff’s office door closed and risked turning the desk light on, needing more than her tiny phone flashlight to find the file. It had to be here. She scanned the surface of his desk, moving papers around, not caring about leaving them untidy. There were other files but not the one she wanted. She tried the desk drawers. The top one was filled with the usual office bric-a-brac—stapler, hole punch, stuff people barely used anymore—and then she saw a small Post-it notepad toward the back, shoved in there and forgotten, maybe.

She stared before carefully pulling the drawer out farther. The sheriff had maybe used the pad to jot down notes during a phone call, and some of the writing she couldn’t make out, but two things forced her heart into her mouth. The first was the neat, small capital letters a license plate had been written out in, and the second was the lilac ink he’d used. She looked at the photos of the cards Bonnie had hidden behind the mirror. The same lilac ink. The same neat printed letters. Motherfucker. A murderous worm at the heart of Harper’s Creek.

She took another picture and closed the drawer, leaving the pad in place as evidence in situ. The sheriff had obviously forgotten it was there, otherwise he would have gotten rid of it when she told him about the cards she’d found. He must have kicked himself when she’d found them. Maybe he thought Bonnie had gotten rid of them after he’d given them to her. Bonnie probably said she had. But of course she kept them. She was a young girl in love. Too young to see that her lover was just a tragic middle-aged man getting his ego soothed and his dick sucked. At least Anna had one of the cards hidden away. The sheriff might have found an excuse to get in Bonnie’s room and destroy the others, but she had that. His DNA would be all over it.

Angrier now, she tried the next drawer, but it was locked, and she reached for the scissors in the desk organizer and jammed a sharp end into the keyhole, pushing it in as far as it would go. She twisted hard, and after a moment’s resistance, the cheap lock gave way. Screw you, Sheriff Adams, you murderous prick.

There were a few files stacked there, but none of them were Lila’s or Bonnie’s. Anna’s heart sank. Maybe he’d taken the file home. Or maybe it was locked in a records room in the station, and that would not be a lock she could force open with paper scissors. Shit.

She sat back on her heels, about to slam the drawer shut in frustration, when she saw a glint of a metal tab, right at the back. Not in the drawer but down behind it. Hidden. She reached in, caught the edge with her fingers, and pulled it through. She grinned. The names were typed neatly on the front. CLARKE, LILA, and BUCHANAN, BONNIE. Bingo. The sheriff might have forgotten about the incriminating Post-it note in the top drawer, but he’d hidden the file for now. Just in case. She tucked the file into her backpack and got to her feet. Reading could wait.

Anna turned to open the window, but although the handle moved, the window wouldn’t budge. She tried the next one along. It wouldn’t move either. It was as if they’d been glued shut. She looked closer. Nailed down. Shit.

She glanced toward the door. How was she going to get out past Roz? Shit, shit, shit. This was a small town; Roz wasn’t going to stay here all night. She’d probably forward calls to Pete or Todd and be leaving by ten. Then Anna would be truly fucked. Trapped inside an alarmed building with a stolen police file in her bag and Grandma home alone. Shit, shit, fuck. Her face burned as she took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. She had no choice. She was going to have to brazen it out. Then she saw the inhaler on top of the filing cabinet. Thank you, Todd.

“I found it!” Anna came breezily down the corridor, holding up the inhaler. “Eventually.”

“Good Lord!” Roz spun around in her chair with a gasp, one hand clutching her brightly patterned blouse. She looked so terrified Anna thought she was having a heart attack.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump.” Smile, Anna, smile. This is the most normal thing in the world.

“What are you doing here?” The fear took a moment to leave Roz as recognition finally sank in. “Anna?”

“Didn’t you hear me?” Anna feigned confusion. “I called out.” She held up the inhaler. “Todd forgot this. I said I’d take it to him on my scooter. He’s at Coulter Corner. Near that farm.” Anna knew nothing about Coulter Corner except that it was barely a town and more important, only a couple of miles from Harper’s Creek, a believable distance for her scooter to make. “Took me a minute to find it.”

“Oh gosh, no, I didn’t hear.” She had closed down her computer and got to her feet. “But I’m about to lock up and then head home. I can take it, if you like. I have to pass that way.”

“No, I’m good.” Anna’s face had flushed with how close she’d come to getting caught, but it must have looked like an embarrassed blush to Roz, who smiled warmly.

“Oh, I see how it is. You run along, then. And don’t distract him too much!”

“Thank you.” Anna couldn’t meet her gaze, which made Roz laugh a little.

“I remember those early days. All that fizz in the veins. I wish we could bottle it. You have fun.”

“Good night, Roz.” Anna was already pushing out the door, tucking the inhaler into her pocket, the stolen file burning into her back. She was going to be in so much trouble tomorrow. But then, if she was still alive by tomorrow, she’d make sure the trouble was all headed in the sheriff’s direction.
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Music pumped out from The Shamrock as she went past and Deputy Pete’s cruiser was parked outside, but Anna couldn’t see any sign of the deputy himself. Maybe he was inside drinking instead of doing his job, but between the party atmosphere and the police presence, she wouldn’t be able to find a corner in there to look at the file anyway. The diner was out, as she’d called in sick and Jeannie was too nosy anyway. She needed somewhere totally private, and she couldn’t face going home yet, even knowing she’d left Grandma alone. If she wasn’t at home, she couldn’t die in the basement.

Almost on autopilot, she found herself heading toward the Cornerstone Motel, silence settling around her as she left Main Street behind. The porch lights were still on outside each room as if there was hope of customers arriving and giving their abandoned spaces purpose. It felt like something between The Shining and Psycho as she leaned her scooter against the wall, and that should have been frightening, but somehow the familiar fictional horrors were comforting.

She didn’t go inside Jamie’s room—not now that she’d had the half memory of finding him in there and not in the swimming pool—but sat in one of his chairs outside, the buzzing bugs that darted around the caged bulb above the door her only company. She lit a cigarette and took out the file. The air was so pregnant with a coming storm that the few thin pages inside started to warp as she freed them, the smoke hanging low as if it too were curious.

There was a small stack of printed photos she looked at first. The pictures that had been on the posters and then less-pleasant crime-scene ones. The dead girls splayed naked in the fields, no vibrant shine left. She moved on, not wanting to add to their lack of dignity by looking too long, then laid out the images of the backs of their heads side by side, more gruesome but easier to look at. Both girls’ skulls had been brutally dented—Lily’s more ferociously but in a more concave shape, whereas Bonnie’s injury was narrower, angular. Sharper. She didn’t need to read any report to know that these weren’t made with the same weapon. So much for the sheriff insisting the murders were totally identical.

She looked again at Bonnie. She’d been hit with something weighty, with harder edges. And she had a pretty good idea what it might have been. The shelf of awards at Butterflies Dental. The heavy obelisk award she’d held. That could do it.

She imagined the scene. Bonnie and the sheriff after hours in the clinic, but not their usual sex and romantic fantasies. Bonnie hadn’t had the abortion she’d promised she would. Him clearly not going to act on empty promises to leave his wife. Reality hitting hard for both of them, and then in a moment of panic, with Bonnie threatening to tell, he grabs the award from the shelf as she turns to leave and hits her hard with it. Then, it being only the day after Lila’s three-year anniversary, the murder no doubt having been a talking point again, he strangles her.

Yeah, Anna thought, inhaling hard, that worked. The clinic was the last place Bonnie had been seen. The sheriff must have cleaned up, put the award back on the shelf, and then, late at night, taken her body someplace else, washed her in Sailor’s Choice, and then left her out on Melissa’s farm, a chunk of skin cut from her back. It was a lot for one man to do, but fear could give you the strength of ten men; wasn’t that how the saying went? And while the doc might have covered for him with the pregnancy, he wouldn’t have helped cover up a murder. The old man was too weak to carry a corpse anyway. Even in the news clips after Lila’s death, he was using his walking cane.

Most of the notes in Bonnie’s report were basic—given how quickly Michael Cairns died afterward, taking the blame—but one line stood out. No autopsy required. It had been signed off by the coroner, who was of course Dr. Burdett. Why wouldn’t he want one done? A naked girl murdered. Of course he should have ordered an autopsy. Bonnie’s mom had said there’d been one. They must have lied to her. Anna looked back down at the file. She’d expected to find evidence to prove Bonnie’s pregnancy, but the evidence was actually in the absence of evidence. The lack of an autopsy told a story of its own. The doc’s collusion with the sheriff.

She sat back in the chair, staring out at the night. The sheriff and Dr. Burdett went way back to when the doc treated him for all those long months when he was a kid. So how would the doc have felt when the sheriff came to him, begging him for help? She played it through in her mind, just like she had with Bonnie’s murder. Dr. Burdett thinks the sheriff’s a good man. So maybe when they find Bonnie’s body, the sheriff tells him about the affair. Tells him about the pregnancy. How bad it will be for him if that came out, because of course he didn’t kill her, and it’s obvious from the bashed heads and the soap and the cuts in their backs that both Bonnie and Lila were killed by the same man, and that man isn’t the sheriff.

Dr. Burdett believed the best in people. He’d have believed him. Yes, it could have played out like that. And before the doc had time to rethink his choices, Michael Cairns was shot, there was evidence against him, and the case was closed. The doc had no reason to draw attention to the sheriff’s mistakes. Why ruin the man’s life?

Anna’s cigarette was down to the filter and she ground it out under her Converse. So the sheriff, now somewhere having a romantic dinner with his wife, had to have murdered Bonnie. He was sleeping with her, she was pregnant, the last place she was seen was where they used to meet, and then suddenly a serial killer takes her out? Too coincidental. That left her with one more new piece of information.

If Bonnie wasn’t murdered by a serial killer, then Lila probably wasn’t either. And if the sheriff was having a night at home with his poor wife tonight, then it was Lila’s killer she needed to be afraid of, and she was pretty sure that wasn’t the dead Michael Cairns.

If Cairns had killed Lila but not Bonnie, why would he have come back to Harper’s Creek for more seasonal work? There were plenty of other farming towns with more work available, and far enough away that if another young woman turned up dead in a cornfield, there wouldn’t be any links to Lila. No, she could understand why Michael Cairns had run in the aftermath of Bonnie’s death. All those pictures on his phone and he was clearly a bad guy, so tongues would no doubt have been wagging about him at the diner and The Shamrock, so he must have figured the police would look at him at some point, but it wasn’t like they were actively chasing him. Whatever the reason he robbed that store, it didn’t have to do with Bonnie’s death. Bonnie’s death was personal, so logic dictated that Lila’s was too. Personal, and then made to look like the work of some kind of psycho.

Anna looked over at the empty chair. “Who murdered Lila, Jamie?” She waited for an answer on the whisper of a breeze. “Who murdered you?” There was nothing but the buzzing of the flies and her own breathing. Jamie was gone. There were no ghosts. If there were answers to be found, she’d have to find them herself.

She needed to get back home soon. Grandma wanted her out of the house for her own safety, but she couldn’t leave the old woman alone all night. She’d bolt the door again. Maybe lock them both in Grandma’s room overnight. Although the first floor was the easiest to break into. She looked back down at the photo on the top of the notes, Lila smiling out at her. It was the same picture that was on her headstone. Hair up all pretty like a movie star, bare shoulders, the red patterned scarf draped just below their curves and dropping at her arms.

She sat up straight as if she’d been plugged directly into the bulb overhead, her whole body fizzing, electric. The scarf. She knew where she’d seen that scarf before. Everything fell into place. She leaped back up onto her feet and grabbed the scooter.
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The wind was whipping up, and Anna went as fast as the scooter would take her, leaning into the bends out of town and onto the uneven roads toward the farmlands. By the time she reached the lane down to Melissa’s, she was coated in the dust of dead crops and sticky with the moisture carried in the hot, angry air. The battery alert on the scooter was flashing to recharge when she stopped, but she left the headlight on anyway as she stared up at the scarecrow, her breath raw in her chest. There it was, the ends flapping in the breeze—Lila’s scarf. The scarf she’d been wearing the night she died.

Anna glanced toward the house, at the lights bright in the windows, and her heart crept into her mouth. It was too close for comfort. He was too close for comfort. She stepped into the wheat field, the crops rustling and whispering as if sending a message that there was an intruder in their midst, and forced herself forward, fighting the fear that they’d close up behind her and she’d be lost in here forever. It was a childish fear. Crops were just crops. All the monsters were human. She got her phone out, set the flash, and took some pictures. They made her shiver. The looming stuffed man wearing a dead girl’s scarf, out on display so anyone could see it. The Farmhand.

Why in hell had she deleted Todd’s number? This was something he’d never be able to ignore or sweep under the rug. This was hard evidence, and everything linked together now. Melissa had said her dad was funny about her having friends. That had proved true when she’d seen him right here. Stay away from my daughter! If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay the fuck away. Had he gotten jealous of Melissa’s adoration of Lila? Or maybe got obsessed with Lila himself. A lonely, bitter man and a beautiful teenager. He wouldn’t have been the first.

The wheat swayed some more, scratching at her face, and she backed up, frustrated. Who could she call? Who would listen? Dr. Burdett. She had his number for emergencies. He was out doing his rounds, but he could get state troopers or whoever was needed. He’d listen to her. She only had two bars of signal but almost jumped with joy when the phone rang in her ear, clear as a bell. It stopped and she dialed again. Come on, come on. Up on high, the scarecrow grinned down at her.

“Hello?” His voice was scammer-wary and she laughed slightly in relief.

“Dr. Burdett? It’s Anna. Anna Maybourne. I need—”

“Has something happened to Evelyn? I—”

“No, nothing like that.” She didn’t move from her spot, fearful of the line cutting out before she’d said her piece.

“What is it? You sound distressed. Are you outside?” His gravelly concern made her want to weep in relief.

“Yes. It’s about Lila’s and Bonnie’s murders. I know what happened. I—”

“Oh, Anna, are you—”

“Please listen.” She cut him off, attempting to make her own voice calmer, more reasoned. “I know you covered up Bonnie’s pregnancy to protect the sheriff thinking you weren’t doing much harm, especially after Michael Cairns was thought to be guilty. But Cairns didn’t kill either Lila or Bonnie. The sheriff killed Bonnie when she didn’t get an abortion. He killed her in the dental practice where they used to meet. I’m pretty sure he hit her with one of the heavy awards on the shelf. Then he strangled her and made her look exactly like Lila’s murder, naked and with her skin cut out and left on the Laverne farm. And it was easy to put her there because Lila was murdered by his brother-in-law, Mr. Laverne. They probably helped each other. Maybe the sheriff even—”

“You can’t surely believe this, Anna.” He was shocked in her ear. “I mean, the sheriff is a good man, and yes, Brett Laverne is a funny fella, but murder? That girl was his daughter’s best friend.”

“Exactly. And he’s been strange with me. But more than that, Doc, I’ve got evidence. I can prove the sheriff was Bonnie’s lover, and Lila’s scarf is on display right here at the Laverne farm. I’m staring at it. On their scarecrow. I’ve got photos.” He had to believe her. He had to.

“You’re at the farm? Now?” He was incredulous. “If what you say is true, then you need to get away from there.” There was rustling on the line as if he was moving. “Listen, I’ve got Caroline asleep here, but—”

“Caroline’s with you?” She frowned. “But she was at the sleepover.”

“Yes, but she was terrified about this Farmhand business, and I couldn’t talk her down, so we hatched a plan that when they went to their tents, I’d pick her up to sleep at my place and then sneak her back in the morning with none of her friends any the wiser. That’s why I couldn’t sit with your grandmother tonight. I told Caroline I could bring her home to you for the night, but she didn’t want you to know she was afraid.”

Oh, Caroline. Suddenly all her sister’s bright smiles and excitement made sense. Anna felt a rush of warmth for the doc, the first kind of positive emotion she’d felt toward a man in a long time. He was behaving like a grandfather, something neither of them had ever had.

“But we’ll come and meet you at your house, all right? Now get out of there. It’s not safe.”

“If you’ve got a gun at home—”

“I’ll bring it.”

Relief rushed through her. Thank god. She had someone on her side.
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“I told you to stay away from here.”

Anna had been so focused on the call that she didn’t look around as she left the field to grab her scooter, and she yelped in shock as the cold voice came out of the gloom. In the glare of her headlight, Brett Laverne was a black shape, a demon, a wraith, a void in man form.

She backed away, her lungs constricting in fear, her breath wheezing. “Don’t come near me,” she said. “I know everything. And I’ve told someone. You won’t get away with it.”

The shape moved forward. In his shadow on the dirt track, his hands were distorted, stretched long and thin, as if he could strangle her from where he stood.

“Oh, really?” His voice was every bad thing in the night. He swayed slightly. Drunk. Unconfined. “You’re coming with me.”

He moved forward again, but this time he didn’t stop, reaching to take ahold of her. She grabbed the scooter, turning it hurriedly, going over on her ankle as she kicked away, the sharp pain taking the last of her breath as she pulled her foot up onto the board. She pressed down on the accelerator, and, as the wheels spun fast, dust shot up behind her. For a moment, she thought he’d almost gotten her, but he was left clutching at air as she sped down the lane.

“Come back here, Anna!” He raged after her. “Come back here!”

She pushed the scooter onward, desperate to get away. He’d follow her, she knew it. He didn’t have any choice. Her fear escaped in a low moan sucked up into the wind that buffeted her. Dr. Burdett was on his way to her house. He was bringing a gun. She’d be safe when she got there. As she reached the end of the lane, she pushed down again on the accelerator, sure there was more power in it. It didn’t respond. She pressed again, but if anything, the scooter was slowing down.

“No, no, no,” she muttered. “Please, god, not now.” Despite her pleas, the last dregs of battery power brought her to a halt. She was barely at the main road. She looked backward, her hair whipping around her face. The wind was too loud to hear any distant engine noise and she couldn’t see any headlights yet, but every nerve in her body screamed at her to run. Her muscles did as they were told, and, ignoring the stabbing pain that shot through her right ankle every time her Converse hit the asphalt, she broke into a stumbling sprint, no light to guide her, fighting through the night in the direction of home.

It had been a long time since she’d done any exercise, none at all since the thing and barely any after high school because that was all partying and fun right up until the thing, and she cursed as she gasped for air, the ground hard, her joints jarring with the shock of every impact. Within five minutes her thighs were screaming and her lungs were on fire and she paused, bending double, not sure if she was going to crumple or throw up or both.

She glanced behind and groaned. Oh shit. A pair of glowing yellow eyes in the darkness, a wolf coming after its prey.

She forced herself onward, the wind intent on pushing her back, and she knew, even as she struggled, that there was no way she could escape the truck catching up with her. Is this how it would be different this time? She wouldn’t die in the basement, but out on some deserted road? Why couldn’t a truck or car come along? Why did they live in the middle of nowhere?

She kept moving, her legs weakening until her ankle turned again and she thudded to the ground, yelping in pain. She looked back. The headlights were clearer now. Closer. With a whimper, she hauled herself up, her run now a limping jog as she dragged her bad foot behind, aware the gap must be closing fast. She was sure she could hear the engine over the sound of the wind. The truck would catch her within minutes, and there were still several hundred feet until the turn in the road that would eventually lead her to the cemetery and home, but even then she couldn’t rely on passing traffic to save her. It was hardly a freeway, and the storm the town had been waiting for was definitely coming, so people would be busy securing their properties and livestock. She needed to hide.

Away from the Laverne farm, the crops were sparser, but she did have the cover of night. She risked stopping to look back.Fuck. The wolf’s eyes were now small twin suns bearing down on her, and within a second she was squinting in the glare, a rabbit trapped in panic. The truck sped up and Anna did the only thing she could. She darted sideways into the thinly populated cornfield. She ducked low, pushing through the dry stalks that clawed at her face. Her breath came in rapid pants and her T-shirt was drenched in sweat from her exertion and the grotesque humidity. She had no idea which direction she was stumbling in, and she didn’t care. She’d rather die lost forever in a field than at a man’s hands.

The lights came to a stop behind her and she paused, not wanting to make any noise, crouched low on her haunches, ankle throbbing, peering as best she could at the road. The engine thrummed, but the truck had pulled over. He wasn’t getting out. Why wasn’t he getting out? Instead, the window rolled down.

“Anna? Are you okay?” The words were thin on the air, eaten up by it, but they made Anna’s heart leap. “Come on, Anna, you’re freaking me out here. What’s wrong?”

Melissa. It was Melissa. Thank fuck.
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“Jesus, what happened?” Melissa stared at her with a mix of horror and worry as Anna clambered into the truck. “Was it my dad?”

Anna leaned against the headrest, catching her breath and taking stock of every screaming muscle in her body, not yet able to answer. There was a water bottle in the cupholder and she opened it and drank hard. She glanced toward Melissa, then looked back into the dark night. “Can you just drive?”

“In a minute.” Melissa lit two cigarettes, handing one across. “No one’s behind us. You’re okay.” She twisted around in her seat to face Anna, full of concern, taking in her appearance. “It was my dad, wasn’t it?”

Anna didn’t know what to say. Yeah, he scared the shit out of me and also he murdered your last best friend, so I didn’t want to hang around. This wasn’t the moment for that. If Melissa reacted badly and kicked her out, then she was stuck in the night alone. It might be chicken, but she didn’t want to be the one to tell her either. She just wanted to get away. “Drive, Melissa, please.”

Finally, Melissa ground the gears into first and the truck pulled away, Anna’s blood pressure dropping with relief. “He came in the house ranting about a girl.” Melissa’s eyes were on the road, but her brow was furrowed. Upset. “I knew he had to mean you. It’s why I came out. He scares me when he’s in those moods.” She took a drag of her cigarette and looked across at Anna, embarrassed and sad. “It’s why I said I’d come to your place if you wanted to hang out. I told you he was funny about me having friends. What did he do?”

“I probably overreacted. It was dark. I got scared. I have issues with men.” She looked out at the night rather than facing her friend. “He was drunk, I think. Tried to grab me, so I ran.”

“He did what? Motherfucker. I’m so sorry, Anna. I don’t know what he was thinking. He hates people coming on the farm. He wouldn’t have hurt you, though, I promise. He’s more likely to hurt himself or set fire to a field.”

“Like I said, I probably overreacted.” She smiled wanly. Melissa was so eager to be believed and Anna wondered which of the two of them she was trying to convince.

“Let’s get you home. Whatever it was, you’re shaken up. And did you hurt your ankle? I thought you were limping.”

“A little. I rolled it. Still weak from landing funny going over the cemetery fence.” She could already feel it swelling in her shoe.

“How come you came to the farm? I thought you were looking after your grandma.”

“I am. I was. But Doc Burdett is there now. Thought I’d surprise you.” She half laughed, trying to be normal. “But fair to say it was me who got the surprise.”

“I’m so sorry, Anna. I don’t know what to say. I can’t believe the fucker’s drinking again. Going off the rails. He’s going to kill the business, I know it. Won’t let me get anyone in to help. That farm is all we have.”

Her mouth trembled, and suddenly Anna almost forgot all her own problems and wanted only to make her friend’s world better. She couldn’t, though. Melissa’s life was about to get a whole lot worse. She was going to lose both her uncle and her father to prison. And then Lila’s and Bonnie’s families might bring a civil lawsuit and that would take the farm for sure. Anna’s heart was breaking for her. Melissa was tough, but how was she going to get through this? She couldn’t even go to her mom; there was no way she’d join a cult.

Maybe Anna’s own mom would let her stay with them, but Anna couldn’t imagine Melissa wanting to do that. It would be hard for Melissa not to see Anna as central to the collapse of her life. The ripples of trauma were becoming a tsunami.

“It’s not your fault. None of it is. I should have stayed home.” Anna could barely look at Melissa. “I’m really sorry, but all I want to do now is shower and go to bed.”

“No problem, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I’ll come in and say hi to the doc and then head out. I need to check on Dad anyway.”

“Cool. Thanks.”

They rode in silence after that, neither quite sure what to say to the other, smoking their cigarettes down. Anna flicked hers out the window as they passed the cemetery, watching it tumble and toss on the wind like a firefly. “It’s got to rain tonight,” she murmured. “It has to.”

“Amen to that.” Melissa pulled the truck up, parking alongside the doc’s. Lights were on in the hall and the living room, and Anna could almost cry with relief that he was already there. Maybe she should ask Melissa to stay. If her dad showed up, maybe Melissa would be able to talk him down from murder. Maybe they were all going to be safe after all.

She climbed down cautiously from the truck, gingerly attempting to put weight on her ankle. It was bad, but not too bad, and she took a few careful steps. The pain was still there, a throb now rather than a stab after the few minutes’ rest. It was twisted, but nothing was torn or broken.

“I’ll follow you in,” Melissa said. “If you can manage those stairs by yourself. I want to check the rear tire. It felt off on that track. I went over something following you and I’m hoping it hasn’t done any harm.”

“I can manage. And thank you.”

“Don’t be crazy. I feel awful. Now shoo, get inside and get ice on that ankle.”

Anna looked up at the house. She’d never been so happy to see it.
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Each of the steep steps made Anna’s aching leg muscles threaten to tear as the pain in her ankle grew, her adrenaline evaporating now she was back. They’d be safe as soon as the doc called the state police. The wind had fallen, but the pressure was dropping, rain had to be coming, and the air was glue around her as she stumbled onto the porch. She wanted a long hot shower and to sleep for a week. It was over. Please, god, it was over.

She pushed open the front door and hobbled inside, leaning one hand wearily on the cool wall, happy to see Dr. Burdett standing over in the far corner of the hallway.

“Thank you so much for listening to me,” she said, almost weeping. “I’ve got all the evidence. The file. We need to call the state police or someone from out of town.” Her mouth was dry, her voice hoarse after running and smoking, and she was a sweaty, dusty mess.

The doctor was standing beside Grandma’s old occasional chair that Mom had put there to make the space seem less empty. Caroline was curled up in it, asleep. Anna was relieved to see her, but something was off. There was no coat over her, and her arm hung limp over the side. A toddler might sleep like that while people were around and lights were on, but not a girl only a month away from becoming a teenager. He’d woken Caroline up to bring her home; surely the excitement would have kept her awake.

“Callie?” Her sister didn’t move and Anna took a step closer. Caroline didn’t look asleep. She looked unconscious. “Is she okay?”

“Where’s Melissa?” Dr. Burdett sounded as exhausted as she felt. She looked at him, questioning. Why was he ignoring her question? She saw the gun hanging by his side. Something felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. Why wasn’t he asking her a thousand questions about what she’d told him on the phone?

“She wanted to check a tire.” Her heart thumped harder. Oh no. Her skin prickled and she tried to keep her voice light. “How did you know Melissa was bringing me home? I didn’t tell you. And what’s wrong with Caroline?”

“I gave her a shot to make her sleep. She’s fine.” He gave Callie a shot. Anna’s stomach turned to water. “And Melissa’s here because I called her,” he continued. “I’m sorry, Anna.” He slowly raised his handgun, pointing at her. “This doesn’t bring me any joy.”

Brett Laverne’s words rang out in Anna’s head. Stay away from my daughter! If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay the fuck away!

She’d gotten the wrong Laverne.

Melissa’s dad’s words had been a warning, not a threat. He’d been trying to help her. To scare her away for her own good. When he went to grab her tonight, had that been to keep her safe?

The front door opened and Melissa came through it, her kohl-smeared eyes bright with nervous excitement, a softball bat at her side making her bracelets rattle, and something else, something plastic-looking tucked into her baggy jeans pocket.

“Sheriff’s coming up the road. Full house.”

“It was you.” Anna stared at her, the girl she’s seen as a friend, laughed until she’d cried with, helped bring life into the world with. A girl. A woman. Her own trauma bias had stopped her from seeing Melissa’s guilt. Her lungs felt like they were filled with sand, tightening, wheezing. How could she have gotten it so wrong? “You murdered Lila.”

“It was an accident.” Melissa stared at her, defiant. “She told me she couldn’t meet up because she was studying. So I followed her and saw she was with Jamie. She was always with Jamie or some of those cheerleader girls. Always telling me we’d meet up and then canceling.”

“Anna doesn’t need to know any of this.” Dr. Burdett’s gravelly voice, no longer a comforting sound. Anna glanced at the hall table. Could she get to the knife? If she could, what would she do with it? Go for Melissa and bank on the doc not really wanting to shoot her? The way he was pointing the gun at her suggested otherwise. Still, she took a tiny step forward.

“I want to tell her.” Melissa came a little closer, the knife now equidistant between her and Anna. Could Anna maybe grab the knife and Melissa and then use her as a shield to get herself and Caroline away? “And she wants to know. Isn’t that right?”

“I do.” Anna nodded. Anything for the extra time, and it was true, she did want to know.

“Anyway,” Melissa continued, “I forgave her. I always forgave her.” Her voice was hurt. “When Lila got home, I persuaded her to sneak out and come hang in the barn to help me with my softball. Leave her phone behind and be just us. It was going great until she told me that she was planning on running away with Jamie. I got upset. I asked her if I could go with them.” Her mouth trembled as if she might cry, a flush creeping up her neck. “You know what she did? She laughed. Not mean, but worse than that. Like she couldn’t help herself because it was such a surprise that I would even think that was a possibility, let alone say it. She was shocked. And then she could see I was upset. I couldn’t hide it. And she kept talking and talking about how she was sorry, but she shouldn’t have come over and she wasn’t even really my friend, not really, not like I wanted, and that I should find someone who was into the same things as I was and she couldn’t even list a single thing I liked. And she was my best friend. She made me sound like a stalker. And that made me mad and I saw red, and then as she turned to go, I swung the bat so hard…” She looked down at the softball bat in her hand, her voice trailing off. Anna remembered how Melissa had lunged at that guy in the bar, ready to cut him. That sudden rage from nowhere. No impulse control.

“I thought she was dead,” Melissa said quietly. “’Cause the back of her skull was a mess. But I didn’t kill her.”

Anna looked to the doc, her eyes wide. The girls died from strangulation—Was it him? Melissa read her thoughts. “Not the doc. He came later. I panicked and woke my dad and asked him to help me hide the body or whatever. I was hysterical. Lila was my best friend and I’d killed her. Dad called my uncle Zach. He wanted him to come arrest me, can you believe it? Said it was for the best. Had to think of the poor girl’s family. Even my own dad chose Lila over me. But my uncle had promised my mom he’d look after me and I’m his only niece and I was crying and sorry and then lying there between us Lila made a noise and I swear on everything holy I nearly shat my pants.” She hiccuped a laugh as if the shock was fresh. “She wasn’t dead at all. Just making this weird sobbing, mewling sound, and her mouth was moving, and it was worse than anything in a horror movie. She couldn’t get any words out, like she didn’t know what words were anymore. It was horrible and fascinating at the same time, you know?”

She was lost in the memory, and with the doc staring at Melissa too, Anna took a bigger step. She was level with the table now, the decorative bowl right there. Even if she couldn’t see the knife, she could probably reach it.

“I was frozen,” Melissa said softly. “But not Uncle Zach. He got down on his knees and squeezed the life out of her right there on the barn floor with his bare hands. Like putting an animal out of its misery. That was horrible too. Then he said we had to get rid of all the evidence. For a moment I couldn’t even think, but he shook me so hard. I think maybe he slapped me too. He was terrified. So we stripped her naked and then I said we should add something weird to make it look like a serial killer, ’cause it wasn’t like she’d been raped or anything, and that would raise questions. It was my idea to cut the square of skin out of her back. I didn’t want to do anything where I had to look into her eyes. I couldn’t stop crying looking at her. Touching her. Even dead, her skin was so soft and perfect.” She let out a long, rattling sigh. “Uncle Zach made sure the doc was going along with it and that all eyes pointed at Jamie. We put her on the McArthur farm because the crop was so bad no one was working it, so there would be no passing witnesses.” She smiled then, suddenly glowing, as if lit up with fervor, her lingering guilt and trauma pushed back down. “That soon changed. The land gave back to us. The McArthurs had a bumper harvest.”

Anna could hear another car parking outside. If she was going to move, it had to be soon.

“You think because you murdered Lila the crops were better?” Anna stared at her.

“Because we killed her and put her on the land. Offered her up as a sacrifice. Took her skin so her wet flesh could join with the earth as one. Feed it.” There was more than fervor in Melissa’s eyes. There was desperation too. A need to believe in something other than her own guilt. “It was a miracle. A message from God.”

Anna shook her head. “It was a murder, plain and simple. Nothing else.”

“Lila’s body brought the McArthur land back to life. And after Bonnie died the same thing happened and our own farm recovered. Three years apart. And now here we are another three years later, and we’re going to do it again. You don’t see the Lord in that? He’s working through us. Another three years passed. And the Lord brought you to us. Another sacrifice.”

Anna looked at the doc. “You can’t believe this bullshit?”

“I can’t deny the strangeness of it.” The doc glanced at the floor. “No other farms have done so well. We know from the Bible our Lord can be demanding.”

“You’re as crazy as she is. Trying to find some good in the terrible things you’ve done. This has nothing to do with God.”

“Tell that to the McArthurs,” Melissa said. “And we’ll see what happens when we put you on the Millers’ farm tomorrow. You’ll feel the power of the Lord working through your dead flesh when the land regenerates. And you know what?” She looked at the doc and Anna realized that Melissa was cracked. The guilt of the murders had maybe driven her there, or maybe whatever had made her mother join a cult was in her blood too, but Melissa was crazy. “You and the sheriff wanted no more killings, but I was always going to do it. Sacrifice Anna. I was planning to do it on my own tonight, but the Lord gave her to us through the sin of curiosity. Made it so we have to kill her.”

Melissa lifted something she was carrying in her other hand and pulled it down over her head. Anna’s eyes widened. It was a Terrifier clown mask, all pale skin and black mouth and yellow teeth.

Clown.

“You were the clown?” Anna asked, incredulous. Everything about Melissa had been a lie.

“Got it from that cheap party store that closed down a couple of years back. When the first movie came out, it was my Halloween costume. It was me who told Lila to watch that movie. I wanted her to love it. Don’t think they even finished it.”

“For Christ’s sake,” the doctor said. “You kept that too after what you did to Jamie back then? As well as the scarf?” He glared at her and asked the question on Anna’s lips. “And Jamie’s death? Was it as Anna suspected? Did you go back and finish the job this time?”

“I was doing the Lord’s work.” Her voice sounded different, muffled. There was no Melissa anymore, just a monster with a clown face.

If Anna was going to move it had to be now, before the sheriff got inside and while Melissa was distracted by Dr. Burdett. She lunged forward, reaching behind the bowl, grasping for the knife handle. Her fingers found nothing. She scrabbled some more. No, no, no. All she felt was the wood of the table. Shit, where was it? She’d put it there. She had.

In her confusion, her eyes on the table, distracted, she didn’t see the flash of the baseball bat until it was too late. Searing white pain consumed her as Melissa smashed it down onto her hand. Anna shrieked as stars danced in the corner of her vision and bones in her fingers and hand shattered.

“You were going to hit me with a bowl?” Melissa stood over Anna as she slid down the wall, cradling her hand. “That’s the best you have?” She started to raise the bat again, and Anna curled in on herself, flinching.

“You’ll never get away with it,” she said, desperate. “There’s no Michael Cairns to blame this time.” Where had the knife gone? Where?

“No, but there’s my dad,” Melissa said from behind the mask and lifted the bat over her head, and Anna wanted to sob with the unfairness of it. It was too late. She’d failed for the last time.

“Stop.” The front door opened as lightning flashed outside, illuminating the sheriff. He was still in a smart suit from his anniversary dinner, his shoulders slumped, as weary as Dr. Burdett was. “Not here. The blood’ll soak right through these old floorboards. And why the hell are you wearing that mask?”

As thunder rolled, pounding the sky, Melissa lowered the bat, and Anna let out a shaky sigh.

Despite the fact that nausea roiled her stomach from the pain, black spots threatened her vision, and she was well aware that the sheriff pulling on gloves and locking the front door wasn’t a good thing, she was relieved. She was still alive. It wasn’t over yet.
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“If not up here, then where?” Melissa asked.

“Let’s just get it done.” The doc glanced back at Caroline, still not moving in the seat. Was that a little guilt? A chink in the armor? He hadn’t killed Lila or Bonnie. Until now he hadn’t been involved in any actual murders. And despite his vague belief in Melissa’s crazy shit, that was a flicker of hope for Anna. He might help her if this dragged on longer.

“The basement,” the sheriff said. He crouched by Anna’s bag and took out the police file. “I’m going to need your phone too. Delete those pictures of Bonnie’s cards.”

“Whatever.” Anna refused to let him see her fear as Melissa hauled her to her feet, and he held her phone up to her face to open it. She still had one card hidden upstairs. A card up her sleeve. Maybe that would undo him even if she died tonight.

“I didn’t want this to happen.” The sheriff sighed. “I told you to let it alone. Told you to stop. But you wouldn’t listen. You brought us to this.”

“Oh yeah, it was all about me. Not about you protecting your own sorry ass. Such a creep.” Anna looked at him in disgust. “Old man like you with a girl that age. She loved you and you murdered her for it. You murdered her and your unborn child.”

“It wasn’t like that.” His jaw clenched. “It was an accident.”

“Yeah, like Lila was an accident.” She was proud that she managed to let out a small, derisory laugh. “Did Bonnie accidentally hit herself on the back of her head with one of those awards in the dental clinic?” He flinched. So she was right. That was how it happened.

“Where’s your grandmother?” he asked her. That made Anna’s heart trip. It was bad enough she and Callie were in this. Grandma had done enough already.

“Asleep. She doesn’t need to be part of this.”

“Leave Evelyn be.” The doc kept his gun on Anna. “Less harm done, the better.”

Yes, Anna thought, watching the grim set of his face. This was leaving a bad taste in his mouth. He hadn’t been present for the other two murders. Maybe he wouldn’t have the stomach for this one.

“Come on, then.” Melissa’s foot tapped, impatient, as Sheriff Adams took stock of Caroline in the chair and then scooped her unconscious body up in his arms with a grunt.

“Don’t touch her,” Anna pleaded. “She’s out cold. She doesn’t know anything.”

“Unless she wakes up.” He couldn’t meet her gaze and Anna’s heart leaped to her mouth. Surely they couldn’t see Caroline as a threat. “Now move,” the sheriff continued, nodding Anna forward.

The doc led the way toward the basement and Anna followed, Melissa in her mad mask behind her and the sheriff with Caroline at the back.

“Why are you helping them?” she asked Dr. Burdett. “What do they have over you?” Melissa said he’d helped with the Lila case, which was way before Bonnie and the sheriff’s affair. So he hadn’t helped thinking he was only hiding a pregnancy. If he’d been involved with Lila’s cover-up, then he must have known the sheriff killed Bonnie when he helped with that too.

“Everyone in a small town has secrets,” Melissa said. “Even the good doctor. You think he hasn’t got blood on his hands? Think again.”

“Emily Ardale,” the doctor said quietly, opening the basement door.

“The wife of the man with MS? You killed her?” A flash of brightness outside as the storm grew closer.

“No. I loved her. With all my heart. Gene shot her and the boy just before I got there. I killed him for it. It was justice. The sheriff understood that. He saw my grief. My remorse. Love in this town runs deep.”

“Well,” Melissa added, prodding Anna forward as more thunder shook the house. “Justice and the fact that Gene finally found out you’d been banging his wife and that kid of his was yours. Wouldn’t have been great for you if the town heard about that at his trial.”

The light was already on in the basement and Anna frowned as she followed Dr. Burdett down, leaning against the banister for support, one foot throbbing and her hand on fire with pain. Below them, a soft voice was singing, humming a tune. Oh no. Grandma.

She was sitting in her nightdress, on a packing crate against the wall, hugging a book to her chest, probably her Bible, rocking, half singing, half humming to herself. Anna didn’t need to wonder at the song. It was the same one Grandma had been singing for a while. Grandma didn’t look up until they’d all made it down into the basement, the thunder muffled under the ground.

She reached the end of the tune as they gathered around her, her lost eyes resting on Melissa. “Send in the clowns,” she said softly.
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The basement.

Anna could have laughed, albeit bitterly, if she didn’t know the price Grandma had paid to try to save her. Maybe it was never possible to escape your fate. Maybe she was always supposed to end this way, whatever path it took to get here.

“There was only the clown before,” Grandma muttered, confused, and for once Anna understood.

I was always going to do it. That’s what Melissa had said. I was planning to do it on my own tonight.

Melissa alone had killed all the Annas who went before. Anna couldn’t have figured it all out before. Hadn’t known so much that the doc and the sheriff needed to get rid of her. Maybe she’d gotten stuck on Pastor Keene. The other times, it had been Melissa on her own and Anna still hadn’t gotten away. What chance did she have now?

“Why are you here, Johnny?” Grandma looked at him, confused. Lost.

“Just came for some lemonade, Evelyn, that’s all.” That soft tone that they’d gotten used to. Even Anna had started to feel—if not safe, then familiar—around him. The sheriff lowered Caroline into a dusty armchair that was never leaving this basement again any more than Anna was, then took a hip flask from his pocket and drank. Liquid courage.

“You don’t have to do this.” Anna looked from the doc to the sheriff, ignoring Melissa. “You really want another murder on your hands? And you think the state police won’t take a closer look this time? You think my mom isn’t going to insist on the feds? Three dead girls all killed the same way?”

“That’s where my dad comes in.” Melissa tapped the softball bat against her palm. “He’s close to breaking. He can’t handle this. He’ll know I had something to do with your death and he’ll call the state police soon enough to get it off his chest. So, better that he takes the blame for all of it. Everyone in town knows he’s a weirdo drunk. Bonnie’s body was on our farm. Lila’s scarf on our scarecrow like some kind of keepsake of his first kill. The feds’ll lap it up.”

“But he’ll deny it. He’ll tell them everything.”

“Not if he’s dead. Shot during his arrest, having held his poor daughter hostage.”

“You’re going to murder your own father?” Anna stared. “You’re really that person?”

“He’s destroying the farm,” she snapped, and Anna wondered at her expression behind the horrible mask. Was Melissa wearing it to distance herself from her own actions? Is that why she’d worn it with Jamie too? Easier to be a monster if you look like one, religious beliefs or not. “He doesn’t care about the land.”

“Okay, stop already.” The sheriff raised a hand. “So how’s this going to work?”

“If you think I’m going to sit still while you bash my brains out, then I’m going to disappoint you.” Anna backed away, looking around at the boxes for anything she could use as a weapon, anything that her good hand could reach. There was nothing.

“We’ve got your grandmother and your sister.” The sheriff held his gun up.

“That’s your gun. Would be a bit of a giveaway.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I took this from Brett Laverne’s place a while back. Thought he might harm himself. He doesn’t know I have it.”

In the chair, Caroline stirred and murmured, mumbling something, not quite in a dream, not quite awake. Her eyes opened, glazed. “Anna?” she slurred.

“Go back to sleep, Callie, go back to sleep.” Anna’s heart raced, terrified. Don’t wake up. Not yet. Not yet. She felt sick as the doc looked at her little sister, panicked.

“Did she see us?”

“She didn’t see anything.” This time the worry was clear in Anna’s voice. “Honestly. She’s stoned on whatever you gave her. And she’s your alibi, Doc. You had her at your house?”

“She just got her period.” Melissa pulled the mask off and went over to Callie, crouching by her chair as if she was only just seeing her, a thought dawning. “Like, she is freshly fertile. If she went on the land, well, maybe we’d never get a drought again. Maybe the Lord would bless Harper’s Creek forever.” Her voice dropped to a reverential hush. “It would be like Abraham and Isaac. The sacrifice of a child.”

“For god’s sake, Melissa. She’s a kid.” The doc had paled.

“A kid who you’ve drugged and who just woke up.” Melissa turned to them. “What if she remembers you giving her that shot? Huh? Think. We can play it that Anna took Caroline from the party, not you. Brought her back here. My dad came and murdered them both. Killed Anna, who was defending her sister, and then sacrificed Caroline to the land.”

“She’s only twelve.” Anna’s throat constricted, her legs like jelly. Not Caroline. How can Grandma have saved Anna over and over for it to lead to this? She should have let Anna die the first time. Any of the other times. Not Callie! It would break Mom. Both of her children dead would destroy her. “Please. Just put her back in the tent. Whatever. But please, she hasn’t done anything wrong. She’s innocent.”

“And that’s why she’s perfect.” Melissa stroked Caroline’s hair. “She’s innocent. She’s what a sacrifice demands.”

“I don’t buy into this land-sacrifice bullshit, Melissa,” the sheriff said, his face curled in distaste. “And I don’t have the stomach for killing a child.”

“I can’t see God wanting this,” the doc said. “And she was in my care. I’ll do what we have to, but nothing more. She’s not a danger.”

Caroline stirred again, her eyes opening as she tried to turn over in the armchair, her limbs disobeying her, the drugs in her blood strong. “Why is the sheriff in our basement, Anna?” she muttered. “Why are we all in the basement?” She frowned momentarily, looking at them one by one. “I’m so tired. What’s wrong with me?” And then her eyes closed again, sleep taking her.

“You still sure of that?” Melissa asked, triumphant.

“Fuck,” the sheriff said, before exploding, frustrated. “Fuck!”

“It’s a sign from God. He’s chosen her.”

“Wait!” Anna said, holding her hands out, one bent and broken, one in supplication. “Wait. Please. I have an idea.” She focused entirely on Melissa. “The story of Abraham and Isaac?” At last the Bible stories Grandma had pumped her full of as a child were coming in handy. “Isaac didn’t die. At the last moment an angel brought a ram to sacrifice instead. That’s right, isn’t it?”

Melissa studied her, nodding cautiously.

“Let me be that ram,” Anna continued. “You might not like me, but you know I’ve grown to love this land. We’ve talked about it. You think Caroline will be better because she innocent. But I can beat that. I can be a willing sacrifice. Give myself up for the harvest. Let it be my body fed to the earth. My skin cut off. My flesh pressed into it. How much more powerful would that be for your god?”

“You’d do that?” Melissa came forward, curious. “A willing sacrifice?”

“If you let Caroline and Grandma go.” Grandma was rocking harder now, her eyes squeezed shut. “Caroline won’t remember any of this and you guys are clever enough to cover anything she does. Give her some more drugs, Doc, something that will leave her confused. But she doesn’t deserve to die and you know it. But me, I’ll go willingly.”

“For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the altar to make atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement. Leviticus 17:11.” Melissa spoke softly, looking at Anna in wonder.

“Do we have a deal?” Anna looked across at the sheriff, needing his assurance. He nodded, relieved. So did the doc.

Melissa smiled. “We have a deal.”

“I can’t do it again, I can’t do it again.” Grandma spoke, louder this time, her eyes fixed on Anna, wide and afraid.

“It’s okay, Grandma. Really it is.” Anna wanted to hug her. She wanted to hug Caroline, drink in the smell of them both. Mom would be proud of her if she knew. At last. I love you, Mom, she thought. I love all of you. She carefully lowered herself to her knees. “Let’s get it over with.”

She took a deep breath and held herself tall. She looked at Caroline sleeping in the chair and then closed her eyes as Melissa walked around to the back of her. Anna thought of everything her own life had been and found that the good in it shone bright. Twenty-two years of life and love and energy. Gone so fast. She saw her mother’s face, laughing as they trimmed a Christmas tree. She felt Grandma holding her hand when she was small—always holding her hand—how had she forgotten that? Caroline leaping into her bed when she was little. The smell of her as she cuddled up. How lucky she’d been to have had them. So much love to surround her. What a precious thing. She wished they could know she was okay. She wished she could take their coming grief from them. She wished for a lot of things, but in the end, she took a deep breath of the musty basement air and readied herself for the nothingness.

She felt the slightest tremor of a breeze, Melissa starting to swing the bat down hard, and as Anna surrendered herself to whatever came after this last time, no more Annas, no more timelines, this time ready for the pain, she thought of Caroline and the life she would now have, and how brilliant it had been to have even existed, and how all that ever mattered when it came to the end, as every song had ever told her, was love.
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It all happened fast, three things coming so hard on the heels of one another they were almost instantaneous.

First, there was the sudden gust of wind, the storm impossibly raging inside the house, followed by a wolf whistle, short and sharp, from up high to her right. She was glancing that way, as, no doubt, was Melissa, when the blast came. It was so loud that Anna’s skull shook with it, and as she fell forward, her back heavy with unexpected weight, blood splattering on her cheeks, she was surprised by the lack of pain. Melissa had hit her. That’s what it must have been. Her breath punched out of her lungs as she hit the filthy basement floor, the weight on her like lead, her ears momentarily deaf. The softball bat clattered, rolling away—no blood on it, so strange, where was her blood—and as Anna gasped, sucking in a breath of stinking air, the heaviness rolled away from her, and she realized, as she came face-to-face with Melissa, that what she’d felt had been the other girl falling with force onto her.

Melissa’s eyes were wide in shocked surprise, not laughing now, and she was covered in blood, an awful gaping wound in her shoulder. Her mouth was moving, but no words came. Anna looked up to her right, where Todd was coming through the narrow window. She stared at him. What was he doing here? And how was he doing that? She’d wedged the big hardback of Huckleberry Finn against the lock, solidly jamming the window shut. He couldn’t have opened it.

“You stupid boy!” Dr. Burdett turned, his own gun raised, ready to fire at Todd, not yet clear of the window, and before Anna could scrabble across Melissa to try to take the doc down herself, Grandma moved. From behind the book she was hugging—Huckleberry Finn, it was Huckleberry Finn, Grandma had moved it so Todd could save her, had he tried and failed to get in through the window before—she pulled out a knife, the knife Anna had been looking for upstairs, and stabbed her aged ex-beau deep in the thigh.

The doc’s shriek of pain did not last long, because another gunshot rang out, and half of Dr. Burdett’s face exploded into a red and ivory mess, the bullet fired from so close it spun his body with the impact, and though he did pull his own gun’s trigger as he fell to the floor, dead before he hit it, the only thing he blasted a hole through was a crate full of Grandma’s old books.

For a moment after that there was only stillness and Melissa’s struggling breaths beside her. Feet moved across the floor. A heavy tread. Sheriff Adams stood over Dr. Burdett’s body, shoulders slumped, pistol in hand. It was Sheriff Adams who’d shot him, who’d decided enough was enough.

“You okay, Anna?” Todd called out as he dropped from the window, and when she nodded, he moved fast to handcuff the sheriff, who put up no resistance.

“No need to read me my rights,” Sheriff Adams said. “I know them.” In the distance, sirens punctured the night. There was more help coming. Why Todd had come here, she had no idea, but he’d saved them. It was over.

She hauled herself to her feet, needing to get to Caroline, her Sleeping Beauty little sister, but as she stumbled forward, a hand grabbed her good ankle, tight. Melissa looked up at her, deathly pale now, fighting for every breath. She looked younger. The plastic bracelets and heavy makeup a little pathetic. Trying too hard to be someone. Rebellious. An outcast, but only because no one would let her in. She was made wrong. That’s all there was to it.

Anna crouched, pulling off her T-shirt and pressing it into Melissa’s chest. It sank into the warm, gaping depth of the wound that was pumping blood at an alarming rate, the bullet having gone right through her, and Anna realized that however fast the ambulance got here, Melissa wasn’t going to live.

“Strangle me.” Melissa spat the words out, blood tinting her lips. She too knew she was dying. Anna could see the fear. “Strangle me and wash me. Put me on the Millers’ farm. Where I would have put you. They need it most. Feed the land.”

Anna took Melissa’s cold hand from around her ankle and held it while the other girl coughed up some blood, time running out. Anna searched her memory for some words of comfort. For something Christian to say.

“Please,” Melissa whispered.

Anna looked at her for a long moment. She thought of Lila. Of Bonnie. Of Caroline. “Not a chance in the hell you’re going to,” she said eventually. “Goodbye, Melissa.”

The light went out in Melissa’s eyes.

It was over.

This time when the thunder rumbled, it finally started to rain.
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Anna stood out front of the house, oblivious to the noise and activity around her, the sirens and swirling lights, and people wanting to get her into an ambulance and look at her hand and her ankle and ask her questions. She turned her face up to the sky, letting the downpour soak her, and half laughed, half cried as the rain fell for what seemed like forever.

Eventually, when the thunder had become merely a distant grumble and the dry earth was wet mud under her feet, the rain stopped. The night air was fresh and cool. The pressure had gone. Anna threw her head back and laughed some more. They were free. All the Annas were free. They were all her again. One Anna. The one who lived.

When she’d gotten her breath back, she sat on the edge of the ambulance doorway and let the paramedic put a temporary cast on her hand. She wouldn’t let them take her or Caroline or Grandma to the hospital, not tonight. Grandma was wrapped in a blanket behind her, still hugging Huckleberry Finn, and Caroline was on the gurney, slowly coming around. They needed to be here. At home. Grandma couldn’t cope with the hospital, and they were family, they’d stay together.

“Thank you, Todd,” she said. “For everything.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t take you more seriously.” Todd sat down beside her. “That’s a lesson learned.”

“I didn’t make it easy.” He was sitting so close that their thighs were nearly brushing, but for the first time in a long time, that didn’t make Anna’s anxiety rise. “How did you know to come here, anyway? And through the basement window?”

“I did my fair share of partying here when I was in school. I knew how to open that window. As for getting here—Roz called me to say you’d picked up my inhaler and were bringing it out to me. She wasn’t overly impressed I was letting you come all that way on your scooter. Since I hadn’t asked you to do that, I figured you must have been hunting through the sheriff’s office for something, so I came here to find out what. I met Brett Laverne on the way. He was coming here too, drunk and ranting about people going to kill you and how he tried to scare you off, so I called for backup. The door was locked and I couldn’t see anyone and then I remembered the basement window. And there you all were.”

“Right is right and wrong is wrong, and a body ain’t got no business doing wrong when he ain’t ignorant and knows better.” Grandma’s voice was strong behind them.

“I never heard Huck Finn quoted about a crime before.” Todd glanced back at her. “But that sure is apt for Doc Burdett and the sheriff.” From the house, someone called for Todd, and he got to his feet. “Your mom will be here soon. I need to go talk the state guys through everything again.”

Anna turned and looked at her grandmother, small under the blanket. It wasn’t the first time she’d used that quote, but it was only now that Anna knew where it was from. I need to help. That’s what Grandma had said when Anna had found her confused in the basement. She’d helped by moving the book. Then hiding the knife behind it clutched to her chest. Anna climbed into the ambulance and sat on the gurney, wrapping her good arm around her. “You helped, Grandma. Boy, did you help. We’d be dead without you.” She pressed her face into the old lady’s thin hair. “I love you, Grandma. I’m sorry for all this.”

“Anna?”

Caroline’s voice was weak, but music to Anna’s ears. She had tears in her eyes as Caroline sat up, bleary and confused. “What happened? I was at the doc’s.” She looked around, taking in the ambulance and the flashing lights and Grandma, and Anna’s soaking and bandaged appearance, and her eyes widened. “Did you set the house on fire smoking?”

Anna smiled, and then she started to laugh and then she was pulling Caroline toward her and relishing the very life of her and the scent of her hair, so like Mom’s and so like Grandma’s and so like her own. “Maybe it’s time to quit smoking,” she said, still laughing, and Caroline joined in even though she didn’t really know why, and even Grandma, in her confusion, smiled.

“Anna? Caroline? Oh god, Mom! Oh god, are you all okay?”

Anna looked up, laughing and crying and everything in between, and there was Mom, running toward them, her face full of desperate fear and love, not able to get to them fast enough, and as her arms wrapped around Anna—god, how she loved the feel of that—they were all crying, holding one another tight, saying how much they loved each other, a family tangle no one could ever unknot.
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Turned out that once Sheriff Adams started talking after his arrest, he couldn’t stop, desperate to be a man unburdened of things he had no choice but to carry for the rest of his life. Anna didn’t feel sorry for him. His choices had been his own, but at least he’d pleaded guilty to all charges, and the town, reeling from the shock of it all, was saved the scandal of a protracted trial.

Harper’s Creek was a hardy place, though, Anna thought as she locked up the small, freshly painted office. Resilient. That was part of what she’d come to realize she loved about it. The rain had come and washed all their sins away, or maybe, when the shock of the truth had faded, there was just a collective sigh of relief.

She looked up to where the sign that Todd was making for her would go and felt a thrill of excitement.

The Harper’s Creek Chronicle. Local news for local people.

She’d considered going back to college—a different one, but college all the same—but that time was done. She was nearly twenty-three, and this was where she wanted to be. One day maybe she’d write the long-form piece on the true story of the Farmhand that a couple of New York editors wanted from her, or even a book, but for now, both she and Harper’s Creek needed to recover. The last thing anyone here wanted was to be flooded by outsiders, ghouls come to stare. It was time to make Harper’s Creek home.

Summer was fading to autumn and there were the first hints of crispness in the warmth as she strolled up Main toward the church. Mom was at work, Callie was back in school, the long summer vacation over, and once Anna got Grandma home, they’d maybe watch a movie for a couple of hours before the others got back. Her scooter was now in the shed until Callie was old enough for it, the town having gifted Anna a car as a thank-you. She in turn had gifted that to Mom as a trade-in for her old one. Seemed fair. Mom had sacrificed enough for them over the years.

Sacrifice. Anna thought about that word often. She was thinking about it now as she pushed open the church doors. It was warmer inside, and welcoming, and she could see Grandma, who had sacrificed so much, down at the front, staring up at the cross, that strange wistful smile on her lips that was her forever expression these days.

“Anna.” Pastor Keene, tidying Bibles into stacks on a side table, smiled at her. “How are things going with the paper?”

“Jeannie’s signed up for advertising and is going to run a recipe column. Nearly ready to start putting together the first issue.” She looked across to her grandma. “She been okay?”

“She always is.” He put down the last Bible and studied her. “And how are you? Now that things are settling? Any news from New York?” It was strange, this friendship she’d formed with Pastor Keene. She’d gotten past his awkwardness, and now that all her anger was gone, she saw him for what he was. Devout but a good man.

“Yes.” Anna took a seat in the back row. Grandma was in her happy place, and there was no rush to get home. “The police matched DNA from the night of the attack with one of them. He then confirmed the names of the other two I’d given. They’re hopeful between that and the video they’ll have enough to press charges.” Her memory of the men who’d raped her—no longer the thing, she could say the word without a visceral reaction now, learning slowly to let go of a guilt that had never been hers—had come back within days of what happened in the basement.

The party, the three young men who worked at some hedge fund in the city, coked-up, looking for a good time. She remembered saying no, and then they gave her the spiked drinks and the rest happened. Once she’d told the police in New York their names, Todd making sure they listened, the police had taken it from there. She found she felt quite distant from it now. If it came to trial, she’d attend; if it didn’t, she’d have to find a way to let it go. The counseling would help. Time had finally moved on.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Pastor Keene said.

Anna looked at the large cross and how Grandma, who hadn’t spoken a word since that night in the basement, stared up at it with such joy. It meant that she was still in there somewhere. She hadn’t been totally pushed out.

“Do you think she’s okay?” Anna asked softly. “She means so very much to me.” She couldn’t explain why. No one would believe it. Not even Pastor Keene, although if she was ever going to tell anyone and hope they might understand, it would be him. Maybe one day.

“Look at her.” He leaned in, smiling, also watching Grandma looking up at the cross. “Perhaps she’s a little different now. Not who she once was. But her spirit is in there. She knows she is loved. She looks pretty content to me. And she has so much faith. That gives her strength.”

“Amen to that,” Anna said. If only Pastor Keene knew how much strength Grandma’s faith had given her.
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Anna had made Grandma comfortable on her porch seat, blanket over her knees to keep her warm in the late afternoon, the radio playing some country tunes, when the cruiser pulled up. Callie—her hair now a super-cool shaggy bob—and Holly tumbled out the back and ran noisily into the house, a mess of legs and arms and speed and chatter and glorious youth.

“Hey, take it easy!” Anna called after them. “And don’t touch the cake in the kitchen. It’s for Mom’s birthday tomorrow.” She was in awe of how Callie had kept her sunshine, even with the shock of learning about Dr. Burdett and how he nearly killed them both. She hadn’t remembered waking up, and so it had become a story to her, something not personally experienced. Something she’d slept through. Anna was glad about that. She knew how living with trauma could freeze you in time. She didn’t want that for Caroline.

“Listen to you, Martha Stewart. You been baking?” Todd was out of the car and at the bottom of the steps, arms folded across his chest, smiling at her. He wasn’t sheriff yet, but there was talk, and it was only a matter of time. He wasn’t in any hurry. He had no plans to leave Harper’s Creek. Steadfast. Reliable. A good man. That’s what the town really needed to keep it in prosperity.

“If Mom asks,” she answered, “then yes. But no, Jeannie made it. No one’s making a housewife out of me.”

“I guess not.” His smile softened, wistful, as he turned and headed back to the cruiser.

“Hey, Todd, wait up.” Anna came down the steps and he paused, turning back around to face her. As it did whenever she saw him these days, her stomach churned and her heart fluttered. They were good nerves, though. A positive feeling. She was allowed it.

“I was thinking,” she said, awkward. “I wondered if maybe you’d like to get a coffee with me one day. Maybe even a slice of pie? The diner, maybe.”

He looked at her for a long moment, his hazel eyes warm. “Jeez, I thought you’d never ask.” He opened the car door. “But we’re not going to a diner. I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Seven. Dinner at The Shamrock. Get some energy in us for the dancing.”

“It’s a date,” she said, her whole body tingling.

“At last.” He smiled at her, teeth bright against his honey skin she could never get bored of or be afraid of or not want to touch. “It’s a date.”

She watched until his car had vanished past the cemetery, where the guilty of Harper’s Creek were laid to rest beside the innocent, where sometimes she saw Brett Laverne at his daughter’s grave, the man who’d followed her home that night she’d thought it was the pastor with his headlights off, watching the new girl in town, keeping her away from his murderous daughter, and then came up the steps again, her tread lighter. She sat beside Grandma and the two of them looked past the cemetery at the fields and the world beyond.

She was happy, Anna realized as she held Grandma’s hand. She loved and was loved. The past was dust on the breeze. It was time to embrace the present. It was time to live. Just one life with no more repeats. And to make it the best life she could.

Anna lit a cigarette, and she and Grandma smoked it together, passing it back and forward between them, a new secret thing they shared. Only one cigarette, once a day, when they had the afternoons together. It wasn’t quite the giving-up she’d promised everyone, but it was close enough for now while her hand still ached and the earth on Melissa’s and the doc’s graves still hadn’t settled.

“We’ll quit by Christmas. What do you say, Grandma?” The old woman answered by exhaling a long stream of smoke at the slowly setting sun.

“Yeah, I agree. Maybe after New Year’s, then.” Anna took the cigarette back and had a last drag before leaning down to dispose of it in their old tin can ashtray under her chair. A date with Todd. It made her feel things she’d thought were lost to her. She was alive again. Different, but maybe better.

She’d emptied the can yesterday for the trash collection so at least it didn’t stink. She crushed the embers from the stub and let it drop to the bottom. She froze. There were five butts in the can. Anna stared, each one crushed just as she’d done this one, all smoked down to the butt, just as she smoked them. Each with the glisten of the new pink lip gloss she was wearing that she’d bought only yesterday on them.

Her breath caught in her chest. Four of those cigarette butts were impossible. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before straightening up and refocusing. They weren’t there. They couldn’t be. They wouldn’t be. She closed her eyes and counted to five.

When she looked down again, there was only one solitary dead cigarette at the bottom. Of course there was only one. She almost laughed at her own imagination, but as the steel of a passing autumn cloud suffocated the withering sunshine, she shivered instead. They had looked so real. She checked again. Just her imagination. There was definitely only one cigarette butt in the can. And besides, Grandma couldn’t do that thing with time anymore. Could she? Anna sucked in a deep breath of air and tried to relax.

Next to her, Grandma began to hum.
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