
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1
I walked into my bedroom and slung my backpack into the closet. “Yes!” I yelled, throwing both arms high in celebration. The last day of ninth grade was finally over. I’d survived the most miserable year of homework and tests I’d ever experienced, and now a whole summer of exploring the woods of central New Hampshire was waiting for me. I spent the rest of my glorious afternoon removing my camping equipment from storage and inspecting it.
I was sitting on the couch after supper in our basement watching TV when Hannah returned from putting Amy, our six-year-old sister, to bed. Our parents were out celebrating their nineteenth wedding anniversary. 
Hannah wore her bright yellow girls’ varsity swim-team shirt and gray sweatpants as she walked into the basement.
“Hey Dylan, if I show you something, will you promise to keep it a secret?” Hannah asked as she tied her long black hair into a ponytail.
“Sure.”
She swung her foot onto the couch next to me and pulled down her sock revealing an orange sun tattoo on her ankle. It was the size of a quarter and had a smiley face in the middle. 
“Nice,” I said. “When did you get that?”
“Last week. Alyssa’s older brother did it. He’s learning how to be a tattoo artist. The three of you are the only ones who know.” 
“The first time you walk around without your socks on, everyone is going to know,” I said.
Hannah pulled up her sock. “Dad won’t care, but I’m worried Mom will freak out.”
Our dad had an army tattoo on his shoulder from his days as a soldier in Desert Storm, so she was probably right about him. Hannah was also right about Mom. She would explode.
Hannah bent her six-foot-tall frame at the waist and stretched her long arms, easily touching her palms flat on the carpet. Her slender body, along with her hard work in the pool, allowed her to move through the water fast enough to carve up several of our high school’s girls’ swimming records.
Hannah and I had the same black hair, and brown eyes, but I had finally surpassed Hannah in height a few months ago, and I enjoyed reminding her often that she was shorter than her younger brother.
We were in such a good mood at the idea of a summer free of school that we shared a bowl of popcorn without even the slightest hint of an argument. It wasn’t that we argued all the time, but occasionally we wanted each other to drop dead. 
“So,” Hannah said. “Do you have any plans for summer?”
“I was thinking about hiking some of the trail.” I looked through the window at the rolling green forest. The Appalachian Trail was a half mile down the highway from my front door. “Maybe I’ll hike from our front yard all the way to the end of the trail in Maine.”
“That’s insane,” Hannah said. “That would be like 300 miles.”
“It’s more like 400,” I said. “Someday I’ll hike the whole trail from Maine to Georgia.”
“You’re crazy. You’ll fit in with all the other crazy people on the trail.”
I just grinned at her and asked, “What about you? Any summer plans?”
Hannah inspected her bright purple fingernail polish. “I’ll lifeguard a couple days a week like last summer. Of course, my biggest summer plan is my birthday. I’m so excited!” Hannah did a little victory dance as she sat on the couch. “Yeah, that’s right. Destination: driver’s license, population: me. Only two weeks away.”
“I’m so jealous.”
“Don’t worry. Just think: your sixteenth birthday is only about 340 days away,” Hannah said, smiling brightly. 
I gave her a look that made it obvious I wanted her to drop dead. Being fifteen sucked! “You can forget about a birthday present from me.”
Hannah leaned back and closed her eyes. “I know what you could get me. How about a date with Blake Weldon? Mmmm.”
“Oh, please, you still like him?” 
Blake Weldon was a year older than Hannah, and she’d been drooling over him for the past three years. Since he became the starting quarterback, it had only gotten worse. 
“You could get me a little red convertible for my birthday,” Hannah said. “That would go great with my driver’s license.”
“Keep dreaming.”
“I’d let you drive it, but … you know, that would be illegal.”
Now I really wanted her to drop dead.
Hannah stood up and headed to the stairs. “Mom and Dad should be home around midnight. I’m going to bed so I can dream about picking up Blake Weldon in my new shiny red convertible.”
I pointed at the TV. “I’ll check the weather for you, because you never know when hell might freeze over.”
Hannah held the railing to keep her balance as she laughed.
“Good night, Dylan.”
“Good night, Hannah.” 
I walked to the sliding-glass door. The forest in the valley below was lit by the orange hue of the setting sun. I felt ecstatic knowing I wasn’t going back to a classroom for the next three months.
I had the whole basement to myself and took over the couch as a movie began. I soon drifted out of the zone of consciousness and hovered between being awake and asleep. It was wonderful.
* * *
“Dylan … Dylan!”
My eyes cracked open and I wondered if I’d just heard my name. I had. It was Amy. She grabbed my sweatpants with her little hands and shook me.
“Dylan,” Amy whispered.
“Whaaaaat?” I glanced at the clock. It was 11:03 p.m. and I was still on the couch. “Amy, you should be in bed.” I started a big stretch. 
“Dylan,” Amy looked over her shoulder, “there’s someone in the house.”
My stretch ended abruptly. “What did you say?”
“There’s a man in our house.” She was still whispering. Amy’s big brown eyes met mine and I knew she wasn’t messing around.
I stood and looked toward the top of the stairs and listened for any noise that didn’t belong. Amy’s room was upstairs across the hall from Hannah’s. “Where?” I whispered. “Where is he?”
“I don’t know.” Tears began streaming down Amy’s face.
“Shhh, shhh, don’t cry. I’ve got you. Come with me.” I picked her up while glancing at the stairs. My heart thumped loudly in my chest.
“Dylan—.”
“Shhh.”
My bedroom was next to our basement family room, and I carried Amy to my closet. “Be quiet as a mouse, Amy. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”
“Dylan—.”
“Shhh. Don’t move.” I closed the closet door.
I grabbed my baseball bat and walked to my doorway, listening for any movement above me. I moved silently to the bottom of the stairs and paused to listen, and heard nothing. There were no lights on upstairs, and I was sure Hannah would be asleep.
The carpeted steps were quiet under my feet. I gripped the bat with both hands as I made it to the top of the steps. Enough moonlight was coming in the front picture window that I could tell no one was in the living room or the kitchen. The only noise was the hum of the refrigerator. I slowly looked around the corner down the hallway, which led to Hannah’s bedroom. All the lights were off and Hannah’s door was open. 
The hardwood floor squeaked below my feet and I stopped. I stood in silence holding my breath and waited for any movement. I heard nothing, so I moved to Hannah’s door and peered around the corner with the bat, ready to start swinging. Hannah’s covers were pushed aside and no one was in the room.
“Oh, no,” I whispered.
I frantically searched the bedrooms and found them all empty. “No, no, no.” I ran through the kitchen into the living room. The storm door was shut, but the front door was left open.
“Oh, no. Hannah!”
I ran to the picture window and didn’t see anyone in our yard or driveway. I stepped outside onto the porch. “Hannah!” With my bat ready I moved out onto the driveway and looked around, seeing only a dark forest and an empty highway.
I ran inside and flew down the stairs to my room.
“Amy!” I threw the closet door open. “How long ago did you see him?”
“I don’t know.” She hiccupped, her face wet with tears.
“Did he take Hannah with him?”
“He was in her room. He had a gun.” 
“Oh, God! You have to think. How long ago was it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Two minutes? Ten minutes? An hour? How long?” I was beginning to shout.
“I … I don’t know.” Tears ran down Amy’s face.
“How long did you wait to wake me up after they left?”
Amy broke down crying.
“Did you see them leave? Did you see or hear a car?” 
“No.”
“Think, Amy, think!” I shouted. “I need to know. How long ago did you see him?”
Amy let out a wail. “Where’s Hannah?” 
I grabbed the cordless phone and dialed 911. The operator answered immediately.
“My name is Dylan Beachley. A man has broken into our house and taken my sister Hannah. He did it very recently. I need the police here now.” 
I rattled off my address and told them Dad was a police officer. “My little sister, Amy, is with me and she’s going to tell you everything you want to know.” I looked at Amy. “Talk to her, Amy, and don’t move until the police get here.”
Amy bawled as I forced the phone into her hand.
I flew up the steps still holding my bat, slipped my shoes on, and ran out the front door. “Hannah!”
A half moon was surrounded by a sky full of stars. The trees around me were still and silent. The highway in front of our house was empty. I ran to the end of our driveway and spun in a circle, looking and listening for anything that didn’t belong. 
“Hannah!” I screamed her name as loud as I could. I heard my voice echo across the valley. I screamed her name again.
I heard what sounded like a hawk screeching. The screech had come from a distance in the vast stretch of woods across the highway near the entrance to the trail. I couldn’t determine whether it was a person or an animal when I heard it again. A long high-pitched scream came from deep in the forest, the scream of someone in serious pain. I’d heard Hannah scream like that when she broke her arm three years ago. The scream came to an abrupt stop.
“Hannah!” I shouted.
There was no response. Fear exploded into anger. I sprinted toward the sound, taking the woods head-on like a running back. I ran like a madman, not caring about the branches scratching my arms and legs. I ran into the night, still holding my bat.
“Hannah!”
I kept running and heard nothing but my own heavy breathing. My heart pounded. Prickly bushes tore at my legs, drawing blood, as I kept running toward where I’d heard the scream. My eyes adjusted to the moonlight as I wove through the trees.
“Hannah!”
My right foot slipped and I stumbled, hitting my forehead on a small branch. I landed on my side. My knee and my forehead were bleeding, but I barely noticed. I got up, found my bat, and kept running.
The break in the trees came quickly and I knew I was on the Appalachian Trail, which continued into the darkness away from the highway. I ran up a large hill and stopped at the top.
“Hannah!”
I listened again and heard nothing.
“Hannah!”
I kept running. I didn’t know how long I’d been running. My legs were burning and I didn’t care. I ran as if she was just ahead of me. I searched for any movement in the darkness in front of me, but the trail was empty.
I stopped at the top of another hill. My hands were on my knees as I tried to control my breathing so I could listen. I looked in every direction.
“Hannah!”
I begged for anything, any sound at all, a car door slamming, a scream, anything … anything but the silence that followed.
* * *
I don’t know how long I searched before following the trail back to the highway. A sea of flashing red and blue lights at our house was visible in the distance as I held my bat and limped toward them. My legs were bleeding, my body shook, and my throat was raw from shouting. I coughed over and over, trying to clear my lungs.
“Freeze!”
Four policemen had drawn their guns and were shouting at me. “Drop the bat! Do it now!”
I let the bat fall.
“It’s Dylan!” one of the officers shouted. The officers lowered their weapons and escorted me across the highway to my front yard.
“Oh, my God!” Mom shouted as she ran to hug me. “Dylan, are you all right? Are you okay?” She held me at arm’s length. “Oh, my God, what happened to you? You’re bleeding!”
Dad was right behind her, holding Amy. “Son, where is your sister? Where is Hannah?”
The look on Dad’s face was both stern and scared in a way I’d never seen before. 
“Amy told me she saw a man in Hannah’s room. She said he had a gun and she didn’t hear a car drive away. I came outside and heard Hannah scream. I think he took her up the trail.” I pointed into the woods. “I tried … I couldn’t catch them.”
“No! No!” Mom shouted and then moaned as she held her fists over her mouth. Tears formed in her eyes.
I pointed in the direction I had run. “I heard Hannah scream, and then nothing.”
“Are you sure it was Hannah?” a policeman asked.
“It was Hannah’s scream. I’m sure of it. I’ve heard it before.”
They kept asking questions, but I didn’t have any answers. I knew now what Amy must have felt like when I yelled at her. It didn’t matter. Nothing about me mattered. 
I sat in silence and watched the chaos around me as police swarmed our house searching for evidence. Teams were sent into the woods. Mom was sobbing and Dad was still holding Amy while talking to his boss and longtime friend Police Chief Delgado.
More flashing lights announced additional officers arriving. People continued to ask questions, but I couldn’t hear myself answer them. I couldn’t look at them. A bloodhound led another team of officers into the woods.
Everything slowed and I shut down, as if I were an empty house with the porch light on to make you think someone was home. Hours passed. I didn’t even notice the EMT who cleaned my cuts until he finished. The world blurred into an incomprehensible daydream gone horribly wrong. People kept asking me questions, but I couldn’t speak. All my senses receded into the background to make room for a helplessness that closed in around my neck and tried to choke the life out of me.


Chapter 2
We lived in the dead center of New Hampshire, a few miles from the nearest town, which meant my house was surrounded by one huge endless forest. If Hannah was in the middle of it without food or shelter, we had to find her fast.
The bloodhound brought in to sniff Hannah’s comforter had taken police down the same path I had run, all the way to the trail. From there the dog had run for about a mile and then lost the scent.
At dawn, Dad and I joined a crowd of volunteers consisting of family, locals, and law enforcement at a nearby park. The gray sky covered everything in a light mist and we could see our breath. Everyone looked cold, but I was so numb I didn’t even notice.
I hadn’t slept since Amy woke me up and the nightmare began, and I hadn’t spoken to anyone since I stopped answering questions last night. It wasn’t a conscious choice not to speak. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Any attempt to speak was smothered by the guilt of having slept through the worst moments in my family’s history. It was as if the man who took Hannah had stolen my voice as well.
I knew most of the police officers standing with us in the crowd because Dad served as a sergeant on the force. My Aunt Jackie and Uncle Harold were there with Shawn, my cousin, who was back from college for the summer. Father Whitmore, from our church, had also come.
I spotted my best friend, Wiz, who said “Hey.” All I could do was nod back at him. He seemed to understand.
Hannah’s best friend, Alyssa, came over to me and gave me a hug. She wiped away tears and looked like she was trying to find the right words to say, but then she put her hand over her mouth and walked away. Several of my sister’s friends put their arms around Alyssa. They walked away and joined a large crowd of my sister’s classmates who had come to help. Blake Weldon even came. I didn’t talk to any of them and they didn’t try to talk to me.
A news crew from Concord had made the trip and extended its van’s antenna high into the air as the camera crew got ready. An officer distributed granola bars and water bottles to the volunteers. Chief Delgado handed out flyers that made me want to cry. They had a description of Hannah’s sweatpants and the yellow swim-team shirt I had last seen her wearing, along with all of my sister’s statistics: age, eye color, skin color, hair color, height, and weight. There was no mention of her tattoo. In the middle of the page was a picture of Hannah smiling, just like she had the last time I saw her. The rough description of the kidnapper, provided by Amy, matched the description of what I figured to be millions of people: white male, in his thirties or forties, average height with broad shoulders and light blond hair. He’d been wearing jeans and a dark hooded sweatshirt and was armed with a shiny handgun.
“We’ll break into four teams,” Chief Delgado said. “Two teams will go south from the highway, one on each side of the trail. The other two teams will go north.”
“Come on, Son.” Dad guided me to our starting point along the highway near our house.
We reached our entry point and walked through the forest, keeping the person on each side of us within view. I forded small streams and walked through mud and marsh. My feet were cold and wet, but I didn’t care. Occasionally, we came across a home or an abandoned building. For the most part, it was just a huge empty forest.
“Hannah!” someone shouted.
Every time I heard my sister’s name, I listened for the scream I’d heard while standing in the middle of the empty highway. All I got was silence. A state highway patrol helicopter buzzed over the volunteers about once an hour.
We had sandwiches for lunch, then something warm for supper, but I wasn’t hungry. The helplessness had taken my appetite.
We searched until sundown, and I was too tired to put up a fight when Dad told me we were leaving. It wasn’t fair that I was going home and Hannah was still out there.
My mom’s desperation showed when we walked in the door. Dad shook his head and Mom started crying. My aunts had offered to watch Amy so my mom could search, but she refused, saying Amy needed her and she wanted to be home if Hannah returned.
I retreated downstairs but couldn’t shower because I felt guilty doing anything Hannah couldn’t do. I climbed into bed and felt guilty about that too. I became aware of the cold inside me, which refused to leave. I curled into a ball under my comforter and shivered. My head felt like it had a metal band around it, a band that was slowly being tightened.
The image of Hannah laughing at the bottom of the stairs was quickly followed by her long scream. My throat swelled and tears landed on my pillow. Falling asleep had been so easy for me before Hannah was taken. I lay awake knowing the man who had taken Hannah had stolen that ability from me as well.
* * *
Dad and I joined the volunteers at 7:00 a.m. the next day at the park where, again, we divided up and continued searching. It was the same the next two days, but always in a different search area. 
One evening a detective interviewed my family. He gave me a sheet of paper and told me to draft a list of names. He wanted Hannah’s former boyfriends, anyone who’d started rumors about her, or anyone who’d shown any interest in my sister at all. The detective also wanted anyone she’d mentioned who was creepy, strange, weird, aggressive, or mean. I knew he really wanted me to list anyone I thought could have taken Hannah. My list was blank the next night when he came by to pick it up.
By the end of the first week of searching, we were down to about half the number of volunteers. No one said it, but I knew they were all asking themselves if she would ever be found. By the middle of the second week, only a few dozen thought it was possible.
One of the volunteers who showed up every day was a girl my age. I’d overheard someone call her Molly. I noticed she arrived at the park on her bicycle. The sun was setting when Dad and I returned home. I saw Molly riding toward our house, and then she turned down a gravel road. I figured she couldn’t live very far away since she rode her bike. I thought it was strange because anyone who lived near me would have been in my school, and I’d never seen her before.
Every day Hannah was gone brought new pain. It showed up in my joints, behind my forehead, and in my lungs. When I looked at my face in the mirror, it was as if my eye sockets were retreating inward. I looked like someone who’d given up on sleeping and eating. Even my black hair seemed to be losing its color. The invisible metal band around my head continued to tighten, and my swollen throat made it hard to breathe. My wrists and knees creaked like rusty hinges. I felt as if all of my organs were slowly shutting down.
We’d been searching every day for two weeks when Dad and I arrived home early for what should have been Hannah’s sixteenth birthday party. My three aunts had gathered at the house to spend the day with my mom. My uncles arrived the same time we did because they’d been out searching too.
I quickly retreated to my room, but the smell of the feast made my stomach growl. I couldn’t bear it any longer. I went upstairs and found the dining room table covered with food and the house full of people. It looked like a church potluck dinner. My uncle Harold and a man I didn’t know were talking near a table with a birthday cake. They glanced at me and kept talking as I loaded up a plate with chicken and mashed potatoes.
“Where was Amy when she saw him?” the man I didn’t know asked.
“She was in bed when she heard someone outside her door and thought it was her parents coming home,” Uncle Harold said. “Her door was open just a crack and she saw the man standing in Hannah’s room holding a gun. She watched him pull Hannah out of bed. Amy said she saw his face. She didn’t recognize him.”
“The description of him is terrible.” 
“I know. That’s all they could get out of her.”
“Did he see Amy?”
“She didn’t know. All she said was he held Hannah by the arm as they left.”
“How did he get in?” the man asked.
“The door was unlocked,” Uncle Harold said.
“You’re kidding me.”
“Nope.”
I moved into the kitchen to get something to drink. As I opened the fridge, I could hear Aunt Jackie talking with one of our neighbors in the hallway.
“They don’t know,” Aunt Jackie said. “The man knew where Hannah slept. If it was a stranger abduction, he did his homework. I can’t imagine anyone, friend or family, who would have taken her.”
“But they’re not ruling it out?” my neighbor asked.
“No, not yet.”
“How is Amy doing?”
“Not good. She’s been sleeping in her parents’ room and hiding under her bed. Yesterday, her mom found her sleeping under Hannah’s bed. She rarely talks to anyone.”
I walked back toward the stairs down to the basement. I could feel them all look at me. I thought I heard someone whisper my name and then, “. . . asleep on the couch.” I had to get away from these people.
My cousin Shawn came down to my room. He was nineteen and had finished his freshman year at the University of Massachusetts in Boston. I had looked up to him my whole life, but now I didn’t feel like talking to him. 
“I’ve always thought of you three as my little brother and sisters.” He talked about letting Hannah get behind the wheel of his car just a few months ago when he’d come home for Easter. “Never give up hope,” he said. “You ever want to come and see me in Boston, you just say the word.” 
Father Whitmore also came into my room. When he realized I wasn’t going to talk, he told me a story about the senior high service project where Hannah and the group had volunteered to shovel snow on one of the coldest days last winter. While they were shoveling, Hannah approached an elderly woman who was having trouble getting her car out of her driveway. Without prompting, she gathered some help and they pushed her out.
“She has such a generous heart,” Father Whitmore said. He politely told me he would be available day or night if I wanted to talk to him.
An hour later, I was halfway up the stairs to get a glass of water when I overheard my aunts talking.
“I’m just happy they’re finally talking about getting Dylan some help,” Aunt Jessica said as they sat on the couch. “It’s been two weeks and he still hasn’t said a word.”
“They’re so overwhelmed,” Aunt Jamie said. “They’re pushing so hard to get the word out about Hannah.”
“And Amy is a mess right now,” Aunt Jessica said.
“I keep telling her it’s going to take time,” Aunt Jackie said.
“I hate seeing her like this,” Aunt Jessica said. “She’s being really hard on herself.”
“It doesn’t help that she’s home alone with Amy all day while everyone else is out searching,” Aunt Jamie said. “I feel so helpless. What can we do?” 
“Just give it time,” Aunt Jackie said. “They all need it.”
All of them turned to look at me, and I retreated back to my room. I didn’t need more time. I needed my sister back. 
* * *
On Monday at 6:30 a.m., I walked through our living room, which had now been taken over by stacks of “Help Find Hannah Beachley” items. There were flyers, posters, buttons, and T-shirts with Hannah’s info and picture. Mom and her sisters had ordered so much of each that they spilled into the kitchen and down the hallway. 
I sat at the breakfast table just as I had for the last three weeks since Hannah had been taken. This time, however, Dad’s chair was empty.
Mom walked into the kitchen holding her purse and her car keys. “Dylan, Amy and I are heading into town. Your dad is at work. We’ll be back in a few hours.” 
Her voice had developed a new tone since Hannah disappeared. It was cold and sharp and served as another reminder of how everything had changed. I still hadn’t said a word to her or anyone else since the night Hannah had been taken.
She stopped digging in her purse and looked at me in my hiking clothes.
I set my spoon down and stared at my bowl in a daze.
“You know they’ve called off the search, right?” she asked. 
I didn’t look at her. Dad had told me, but I refused to believe it. 
“Dylan, talk to me.” Mom spoke to me with a different tone, as if she felt sorry for me. “Are you okay?”
I shook my head telling her no, I was not okay. Until Hannah was found the answer to that question would be no. I got up and took my bowl to the sink.
Her previous tone returned. “We’ll be back soon.”
Once they were gone, I got on my bike and pedaled as fast as I could to cover the two miles to the park before our usual 7:00 a.m. start time. I arrived to find the park completely empty. No granola bars were being handed out and no news vans were parked nearby. The park was deserted. It appeared the number of people who were still interested in finding Hannah was now down to one.
I sat on a picnic table and developed my plan. The past three weeks had been handled all wrong. We had been searching the forest, which was fine, but we should have been searching homes, too. The police had rules to follow with their probable cause and their warrants, but I didn’t. The man who took Hannah wasn’t following those rules and neither would I. 
I pulled out my jackknife and carved on the picnic table. I would search the forest during the day and monitor houses at night. I’d go deeper into the forest and cover more ground than the volunteer search parties. I’d stay out in the forest until I found my sister.
My parents would be furious. Their rules about curfew and showing up at meals would need to be broken.
My plan wasn’t perfect, but I decided to go for it. I made a mental list of the supplies I would need: maps, compass, tent, flyers, sleeping bag, backpack, binoculars, water filter, night-vision goggles, and a flamethrower. Well, the flamethrower wouldn’t be needed until I found the place where Hannah was being held. It was still worth having on the list.
I put my jackknife away. The picnic table now had “I will find you!” carved into it. I stared at it as I made a vow to never stop searching until I found Hannah. If I was the only one who still believed I could find her, then fine. I didn’t care what the rest of the world thought. I was going to find her and I’d do it by myself. I’d dress in black and roam the forest like a one-man ninja assassin, afraid of nothing, searching anywhere I—.
“Where is everyone?” a female voice asked.
I spun around and saw the girl I didn’t know, the one who’d volunteered every day. She set her bike on its side and walked over to me. 
“Hi, I’m Molly Beckstrand,” she said, as we shook hands. She held a water bottle and was wearing jeans and hiking boots. Molly’s blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail.
“I’m Dylan Beachley.” The words leaving my mouth sounded like they belonged to someone else. It was the first time I had spoken since the night Hannah was taken. Normally, I’d have been thrilled to meet someone like Molly. She was better looking than any of the girls at my school, but I had a plan to implement.
“So, what’s going on? Where is everyone?” Molly asked.
“I guess they called off the search.”
“What? Are you serious?” Molly looked angry. “So that’s it?”
“Well, no. I’m not done looking,” I said. 
“Good. I’m not either.”
I liked the way she said it. “Do you know Hannah?”
“No. I just moved here. I don’t live far away and I heard what happened, so I thought I could help.”
I smiled for the first time in a long time. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. What should we do now?”
“We need maps. I was going to go buy some at Ray’s Sporting Goods.”
“Then let’s go.” Molly climbed on her bike.
* * *
Ray’s Sporting Goods was located right on the Appalachian Trail. The small shop offered the latest in lightweight camping gear and just about everything a hiker would need to survive on the trail. Molly and I dug through the selection of maps. 
“Where are you from?” I asked.
“Boston. I grew up there.”
“Why did you move here?”
“My mom and her idiot boyfriend dragged me here. It’s a long story.”
Molly and I sat next to each other, piecing together the poster-size maps on the floor. Ray eyed us from the counter. I didn’t care whether or not he liked what we were doing. All I cared about was that I had a plan to implement.
“How big of an area do you think we need?” Molly asked.
“I’m thinking the whole central part of New Hampshire.”
Molly looked at me to see if I was serious. I was. 
It took ten maps to cover the area I wanted, and I bought two sets, one to hang on my bedroom wall and another plastic-coated set to use while hiking. The twenty maps, some dried food, and a water filter drained half of my rainy day cash fund. I carried the big cardboard tube filled with our maps as we biked back to my house. 
After three weeks of neglect, my room was a complete mess. Normally, I would have been embarrassed, but I didn’t have time for that anymore.
“Nice room. I wish mine was this big,” Molly said. 
Molly helped me remove my sports posters and a small shelf I’d made in shop class to make room for the maps, which, after we pieced them together, covered one whole wall.
“So where are we?” Molly motioned to the map.
“Right here.” I drew a star on the map over my house. I used a yellow highlighter to mark over the squiggly dotted line labeled “Appalachian Trail” that crossed the map from the lower left corner of my wall to the upper right. 
“I’ve been thinking,” I said. “During the day it makes sense to do what we’ve been doing, hiking around, searching. At night I want to use a different strategy. If someone is holding her, then it would likely be at a home with a basement or one that is remote. It would probably be a single male with no wife or kids. I’m thinking about dressing in all black, painting my face, and watching those kinds of houses. I don’t plan on sleeping very much.”
“I’ve got black clothes,” Molly said. 
The way she said it made me smile. She was determined to help, and I wasn’t going to stop her.
“We need a list of supplies.” Molly sat down at my desk, found a notebook, and began writing. Soon the two of us stared at the completed list, which included everything I wanted except the flamethrower. 
“I’ve got an old pair of binoculars,” Molly said.
“I’ll swipe my dad’s spotting scope.”
“You’ve got your water filter and we’ll need to bring some bottles,” Molly said.
“Just so you know,” I said, “I’m planning on staying out there for awhile. At least until we need to resupply.”
“That’s fine. Do you have a tent big enough for both of us?”
I hesitated for a moment. In all my planning, the idea of sleeping in the same tent hadn’t occurred to me.
“Yeah, I have a three-man tent. It’s even camouflaged.”
“That’s perfect,” she said. “So we need face paint, Hannah’s flyers, and sleeping bags.”
“I’ve got some face paint from last Halloween.” 
“I’ve got a sleeping bag,” she said.
“So do I. We have a ton of flyers upstairs.”
“Then all we need is food and we’re all set, unless you know where we can find a pair of night-vision goggles.”
I smiled at her. “Come with me.”
* * *
Molly and I turned off the highway and rode our bikes down a paved, quarter-mile-long driveway lined with crabapple trees on both sides. A large Victorian house with a massive garage sat at the end of it. Flowers lined the front and wrapped around to the side. The house was far beyond extravagant compared to my parents’ place, but it was still surrounded by the same huge endless forest.
“My friend Wiz lives here,” I said. “He’s basically been raised by the housekeepers. Well, really it’s more like Wiz has been raised by a computer. He’s really smart, but when you meet him, don’t be surprised if he seems a little strange.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because he can’t handle being around a girl, and he especially can’t handle being around a very good-looking girl.”
Molly blushed.
I smiled and Molly laughed. I wondered if Wiz would just implode after I introduced him to Molly. 
“Hey, what’s up, Dylan?” Wiz said, answering the door. Wiz was short and slightly overweight. He looked like he’d just woke up because his black hair was matted down on one side of his head and standing straight up on the other. His white T-shirt had a fresh toothpaste stain on the front. “It’s good to see you, man. I was just thinking—.” Wiz spotted Molly and froze with his mouth open.
He looked at me and then back at her. Molly seemed to be amused with Wiz’s reaction, or maybe it was the toothpaste stain.
“You were just thinking …” I said.
“Ah, um … it doesn’t matter, never mind.” 
“Wiz, this is Molly,” I said.
“Hi. Nice to meet you.” Molly shook his hand. Wiz seemed to be in shock that a girl was touching him.
“Uh, hi,” Wiz said. He looked at me and then back at Molly. 
“Can we come in?” I asked.
“Oh, yeah, sure, come on in.”
A central staircase divided the huge house down the middle. To the right was a room with a massive fireplace and to the left a room so large it had a grand piano in the corner.
“Wow, nice place.” Molly spun in a circle to take it all in.
“I wish I could claim it as mine,” Wiz said, “but the slumlords rent me a room cheap.”
“Slumlords?” Molly asked. 
“Dictators would be more accurate.” Wiz licked both of his palms twice and then ran them through his hair in an unsuccessful attempt to get it to lie down. “Luckily, they’re both gone. They’re probably overseeing the beheading of our last housekeeper.”
“What did the last housekeeper do?” Molly asked.
“She used a bleach-based cleaner.” Wiz wiped his hands on his shorts. “It’s the third beheading this month. Can I get either one of you something to drink?”
In all my years of coming to Wiz’s house, he’d never once offered me something to drink.
“I’ll take a water,” Molly said.
“Make it two,” I said.
Wiz turned to face the kitchen. “Rosella! I have guests! Two waters and a chocolate milk, please! We’ll be in my room!”
We climbed the stairs to Wiz’s room, which was such a complete mess it made my room seem clean. Stacks of video games and computer magazines leaned against one wall and a pile of dirty laundry lay in a heap against the adjacent wall. The massive desk next to Wiz’s unmade bed had six computer monitors in two rows positioned in a semicircle around his desk chair. The screensaver of two comic-book characters trying to kill each other, moved across all six monitors as one picture. The only hint of organization in Wiz’s room was a shelf with two dozen labeled clear plastic bins full of computer parts.
Wiz looked around the room as if he was realizing it was a mess for the first time and his face turned red.
“Cool setup,” Molly said. She walked over to the chair in front of the monitors and sat down.
With Molly’s back to both of us, Wiz’s mouth hung open with amazement as he pointed at her. “Oh, my God,” he mouthed without making a sound.
I ignored him. “Wiz has this flying game where each monitor is a different view out of the cockpit.”
“Nice,” Molly said.
“Yeah,” Wiz said. “I landed a Boeing 747 on an aircraft carrier this morning.”
“That takes some skill.” Molly pointed at all the bins of computer parts and then down at a massive computer tower next to her feet. “Did you make your own computer?”
“Yeah, it’s the only way. You’d have to join the military to use a more powerful computer than my Becky.” Wiz kneeled and hugged the computer tower. “She’s always warm.”
Molly looked at him and then at me. “Becky?”
“He names every computer he makes,” I explained.
“There is nothing Becky can’t do, except maybe clean my room,” Wiz said. “I made Dylan’s computer for him. How is Louise doing?”
“She’s working great,” I said. “Louise is the best computer I’ve ever owned.”
“And the only one you’ll ever need to own,” Wiz said. 
Rosella appeared with our drinks and shook her head in disgust. She was a tiny Hispanic woman in her mid-forties and wore a pink dress that would have been more fitting on a 1920s maid. “What a mess. Let me clean up in here.”
“That will be all, Rosella,” Wiz said, grabbing his chocolate milk and a glass of water he quickly brought to Molly. I was left to get my own water.
Rosella switched to Spanish to continue her protest, and Wiz quickly countered with his own Spanish. I knew Rosella didn’t let Wiz push her around, and the two continued their argument as Molly and I watched with amusement.
Wiz gently pushed her out and shut the door. “There’s going to be another beheading if she keeps that up.”
“Molly,” I said, “would you pull up a map of New Hampshire?”
The screen saver disappeared as Molly moved the mouse, and a picture of a beautiful woman in a bikini lying on the hood of a Porsche appeared on the main monitor.
“Wow,” Molly said, “a Porsche. Wiz, is that your girlfriend lying on the hood?”
“Ahhh … not anymore. We dated for awhile. She was too afraid of commitment.”
“I thought you said she was using you for your body,” I said.
“Well, of course!” Wiz said. “All my girlfriends do. That’s a given.”
Molly pointed at the screen. “Is her name Becky, too?”
“No, um … her name is … Jane.”
“Jane Doe,” I said.
Molly brought up a map of New Hampshire.
I looked at Wiz. “Molly and I have something to ask you.” 
“Now I told you,” Wiz pointed at me, “I’m not hacking the FBI database for you again.”
Molly looked at me to see if he was serious, and I shook my head. 
“We need your help,” I said. “They’ve called off the search for Hannah, but Molly and I are going to keep searching.” I pointed at the screen. “Over the past three weeks we’ve searched this area. Molly and I are going to search further out and we’re also going to search houses.” 
“What do you mean, search houses?” Wiz asked.
“We’re going to watch them and try to determine if someone is holding her,” I said. “We’re going to do it at night.”
“What, are you going to break in and look around?” Wiz asked.
“If I think someone is holding her, then yeah.”
“Oh, do you have a GPS unit?” Wiz asked.
“No.”
Wiz walked to his closet and dug around until he found one. “You can borrow my old one. It’ll work great.”
“Thanks.”
“And we want to borrow your night-vision goggles,” Molly said.
Wiz looked at Molly as if she just asked to borrow Becky. 
“Why do you need those?” Wiz asked.
“If someone is holding Hannah, they’re doing it in a house, probably in a basement,” I said. “We want to use your goggles to have a look around.”
Wiz didn’t seem convinced.
Molly stood up and walked toward him with a smile. “Wiz, think about Hannah, and how much this would mean to everyone if your goggles were the reason we found her.”
I watched as Wiz cracked under Molly’s spell. “All right, if it’ll help you find Hannah, you can use them. Please be careful.”


Chapter 3
After leaving Wiz’s house, I suggested to Molly that we should stop and get her stuff and then we could start hiking from my house.
“I have to apologize. The house is a disaster zone,” Molly said.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said.
“At least Tony should still be gone.”
“Is he your mom’s boyfriend?”
“Yes. I hope you never meet him. He’s a creep and a complete a-hole.” 
Molly and I turned off the highway down a gravel road. About a mile later we turned into a driveway I’d never noticed. Around a bend and tucked away behind a row of overgrown bushes stood a battered one-story ranch house. The lawn was so brown that, at first glance, I thought it was gravel. There was a large propane tank the size of a small car on one end of the house. The roofline sagged and the storm door hung on one hinge. The house numbers had fallen off long ago, and yet you could still read the numbers that had been baked into the side of the pea green paint. 
A blaring TV greeted us as we stepped inside. It looked like a tornado had gone through the living room. Newspapers, dirty clothes, and empty fast-food containers were scattered everywhere. A woman slept on a recliner in front of the TV. Four prescription bottles and a bottle of whiskey sat on the table next to her.
“Oh, God,” Molly said, as she found the remote and turned off the TV.
“I was watching that,” the woman mumbled, without opening her eyes.
“I’m sure you were, Mom.”
Molly’s mom turned her head and squinted at me. “Who … who’s this?”
“Mom, this is Dylan.”
“Hello,” I said.
“Why, Molly,” she turned her head away from us, “he’s cute.”
“He can hear you, Mom.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, but she’d already gone back to sleep, or passed out. I wasn’t sure which.
Molly’s embarrassment showed on her face. “Come on.” She grabbed me by the hand and led me down a hallway with stained and torn carpet. 
“It’s not as nice as Wiz’s room.” Molly sighed as she opened a door missing half of the wood laminate. 
She was right. Wiz’s walk-in closet was bigger than Molly’s room. The bed, desk, and dresser crammed into it left little room to move around.
“Please, sit down.” She motioned to her desk chair.
As I sat I noticed the whole floor noticeably slanted toward the back corner, as if the house was sinking. A bare light bulb and socket hanging from the ceiling by electrical wires illuminated the numerous cracks in the sheetrock that made her wall look like a jigsaw puzzle.
“Do you like to swim?” I asked, pointing at the signed poster of the U.S.A. Women’s Olympic Gymnastics team and another of a woman diving off a ten-meter platform, both hanging above her bed.
“I love swimming,” Molly said.
“Hannah is on the swim team and works as a lifeguard during the summer. She even has a few school records.”
“Cool. In what events?”
I had to stop and think. “Um, I know one of them is the fifty freestyle, and another is a relay of some kind.” I knew she had two more, but I couldn’t remember in what events. I felt like an awful brother for not knowing this.
“I plan on joining the swim team,” Molly said.
“You and Hannah will be teammates.” I realized as I said it that Hannah needed to be found in order for that to happen. I wondered if Molly was thinking the same thing.
“I can’t wait,” Molly said. “I need to get back in the water soon. It’s been too long.”
Molly’s room was remarkably clean, especially when compared to the living room. An old laptop sat on Molly’s small desk, and about twenty porcelain penguins of various sizes decorated the top of her dresser.
I pointed at them. “I like the penguin collection.”
“I love penguins. All of those were from my dad. Sometimes he’d bring one home when he was gone on business trips.”
“Your dad sounds like a pretty cool guy.”
Molly flopped on her bed. “He was. He died about two years ago, when I was thirteen.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” I looked at the only framed picture on her dresser among the penguins and saw a much younger Molly being hugged by a smiling bearded man. I pointed at it.
“That’s him,” she said. Molly stood up and grabbed one of the penguins and handed it to me. Someone had hand painted it with great care. The bright yellow, black, and white colors matched what I had seen on the Discovery Channel. 
“My dad brought it back from Sweden, where my grandparents are buried.” 
“It’s beautiful.” I handed it back to her.
“I’m going to Sweden someday. That’s where my dad was born.”
“Cool.”
Molly pulled her sleeping bag from her small closet. “I know it’ll be great. My mom told me she’d take me there someday, but now I think I’ll have to do it on my own.”
“I’m going to hike the whole Appalachian Trail someday. Maine to Georgia.”
“That’s awesome.” 
I sat in the desk chair as Molly tried on an oversized raincoat. She held her arms out. “How do I look?”
“Like you’re ready for a monsoon,” I said.
“It used to belong to my dad.” She took it off and dug in her dresser. 
A huge man with biceps bigger than my head appeared in the hall. He had to turn sideways just to make it through Molly’s doorway.
“Ah, I see our little arsonist has made a friend,” the man said. 
The man’s white tank top had yellowed badly. The ace of spades was tattooed on one shoulder, and a broadsword with an engraved snake slithering down the length of the blade was on the other. My eyes were drawn to the large hunting knife hanging from the belt around his worn jeans.
“Leave us alone, Tony,” Molly said.
“And who might you be?” Tony asked, looking at me as if my presence had somehow offended him.
“I’m Dylan Beachley.”
Molly pointed out her window. “He lives down the road across the highway.”
“Well, Dylan Beachley from down the road across the highway, since this is my house, the next time you want to come inside, I’d better know about it first. You got that?”
I could see Tony was serious, and he stared at me, waiting for an answer. “Yes, sir,” I said, trying to put this fire out before it got worse.
“Yes, sir,” Tony said. “You hear that, Molly? That’s the sound of respect. Dylan may be smart after all, except, of course, for the fact he’s hanging around a criminal like you. Wait a minute, maybe he doesn’t know about you yet.” Tony smiled, “Well, he does now.”
Molly glared at him. “You are the biggest jerk I know!”
“Keep up that tone with me, young lady, and you’ll be out the door.” Tony pointed at her. “Don’t think I won’t do it. And you,” he pointed at me, “if you’re half as smart as I think you might be, you make sure and keep your junk in your pants.” He pulled out his hunting knife and pointed it at my crotch. “If I catch you messing around with Molly,” he made a slicing motion, “I’ll remove it for you. The last thing I need is a pregnant teenager walking around my house.”
Tony put the knife back in its sheath and looked at his watch. “I want both of you out of here in twenty minutes. And don’t start any fires while you’re out, either.”
Molly’s mouth was wide open as Tony left.
I’d known Tony for all of one minute and I already feared for Molly’s safety. Living here would be awful.
Molly flopped down on her bed and buried her head into the comforter. The floorboards creaked as Tony walked back into the living room.
She turned her head to look at me and spoke softly. “I shouldn’t have brought you here.”
“You want to get out of here?”
“Yeah.”
Molly finished packing and strapped her sleeping bag to her backpack. We walked into the living room, where Tony was opening his mail. Molly’s mom still appeared to be passed out on the recliner. 
“Claire invited me to stay overnight at her house,” Molly said. 
“Good riddance,” Tony said. “See if you can stay another night while you’re at it.”
“I’ll ask. We’re leaving.”
Tony returned to his mail. “Stay out of trouble. And Dylan …”
Tony held up an envelope that he skillfully sliced open with his knife, then held up the knife and glared at me like I’d just insulted his mother.
“Come on.” Molly grabbed my arm and pulled me out the front door.
When we were alone I asked, “Who is Claire?”
“She’s a friend I’ve made up so I can get out of the house anytime I want.”
“Does it work?”
“It just worked, didn’t it? Besides, with a mom who is always drugged up and Tony, who would be thrilled if I never came back at all, I don’t even need Claire.”
* * *
Molly and I stared at the map on the wall in my room. We picked an area outside the ring around my house that had already been searched by the volunteers. We’d hike the trail to the northeast and set up a base camp. Each day we’d loop in a different direction from camp. Once we searched the area, we’d move our base camp to a new location. I figured it would be about a three-hour hike to reach our starting point.
I left a note on the dining room table: “Out searching. Be back in a few days. —Dylan”
I marked the location of my house on the GPS as we left with our backpacks full of food, clothes, and supplies. I had a jackknife, tent, clothes, rain gear, spotting scope, Wiz’s night-vision goggles, and my sleeping bag. My baseball bat handle stuck out the top for easy access. Molly’s slightly smaller backpack had her sleeping bag bungeed under it. 
We’d been on the trail for an hour when we came upon the first of many streams, which were small, thanks to the lack of rain from the three-year drought we were experiencing. I was amazed at Molly’s determination as she methodically picked her way across the stream, stepping on stones, then jumping to the far embankment. 
We climbed to one of the many peaks on the trail overlooking the forest. This was one of those views I’d longed to see when I’d been sitting in class trying not to die from boredom, but now it brought no joy. The view gave a glimpse of how much ground we had yet to cover. I felt like it would take forever.
“Hey, are you all right?” Molly put her hand on my shoulder.
“There’s so much to search.”
“Don’t lose hope, Dylan.” Molly gave me a hug. It felt like I’d just walked into a warm room after being out in the cold. I stood in her embrace for a moment, and then she placed her hands on my shoulders. “We’ll find her.”
I returned her determined smile.
We ate granola bars for lunch as we hiked. Every time we came upon hikers, Molly stopped them and gave them a flyer with Hannah’s picture and description. By midafternoon we reached the northwest corner of our search area.
“Which way do we go?” Molly looked eager to continue searching. 
“Molly, there’s one very important rule we’re about to break when it comes to the Appalachian Trail.”
“What?”
“Don’t ever leave the trail.”
Molly smiled at me. “Are you ready to start breaking some rules?”
“Oh, yeah!”
I marked our location on the GPS unit. We walked west into the vast forest, leaving the trail behind. We wound our way around huge maples and dogwoods and then entered a valley full of birch trees. We spent the next few hours walking, dodging branches and stepping over logs. Our eyes kept searching for any signs of Hannah, just as we’d done with the search party the past few weeks.
“Look at that,” Molly said, pointing at a moss-covered rock wall that came up to our knees. The wall formed a partially broken rectangle. A large tree grew inside it. 
“It must have been someone’s house a hundred years ago,” I said.
“Out here? In the middle of nowhere?”
“People used to settle here.”
“But there’s nothing here but forest.”
“Back in the day they came out here to log this place.”
Molly looked around. “How much farther do you want to go before we set up camp?”
“It’ll be dark soon. We can stop whenever.”
“Then let’s set up our tent here, inside the walls. We can be the first people to stay in this house in years.”
“Let’s do it.”
“It’s our house now,” Molly declared. 
We set up the tent and then sat on the wall of our new house and ate beef jerky and dried bananas. I pulled out the map and the GPS unit. Molly leaned toward me and the pain in my joints lessen as our shoulders touched.
“You see that peak?” I pointed off in the distance. “That’s right here on the map, and we’re here,” I said. I pulled out a pen and drew a dot on the map for our camp.
“So that’s our house?” Molly asked pointing at the circle.
“That’s right.”
“I’ve never owned a house before.”
“It’s my first, too.”
“Which way do we go tomorrow?” Molly asked.
“I say we leave our stuff in the tent, head north, and loop back here by nightfall. We can take lunch with us. I’ve marked our location on the GPS unit so it’ll guide us back here.”
“That works for me.”
“We’ll need water. There’s a stream about two miles away.” 
“Is it big enough to go swimming, or at least wash off? I’m so gross right now. I brought my swimsuit.”
“It should be. With no rain the past few weeks, who knows? We’ll see when we get there.”
“What if we find houses?”
“We’ll mark them on the GPS and return to watch them at night.”
I built a fire to boil water for chicken noodle soup. When we finished eating, I put all the food in a green canvas sack. It took a few unsuccessful tries before I got my rope to catch on a high branch of a maple tree not far from our new house.
“What are you doing?” Molly asked.
“Tying up our food,” I said, pulling on the rope till the green sack was about fifteen feet in the air.
“Why?”
“Bears.”
“There are bears out here?”
“Lots of bears.” I tied the rope to the tree trunk.
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
“Bears freak me out.”
“Oh, then I probably shouldn’t mention one of them has been tracking us since we left the trail.”
“What?”
“Oh, don’t worry. It’s just a harmless polar bear.”
Molly glared at me. “That’s not funny. Will they stay away from us?”
“Maybe. The North American black bear has been known to dine on teenage girls from time to time.”
“You’re just making up all this bear stuff. There’re no bears out here.”
“Yes, there are.”
“Are you serious?”
“That’s why I tied up the food.”
Molly looked up at the food bag. “What are you supposed to do if a bear attacks?”
“Just rub its belly,” I said, motioning with my hands.
“Dylan, I’m serious!”
“Most of the time you can scare a bear away with loud noises. Black bear attacks are rare. If one ever does attack, fight back with everything you got.” I smiled and added, “You really don’t have to worry. They’ll leave us alone.”
“Good.”
“Unless they have cubs,” I said. “Then you run as fast as you can in the opposite direction!”
“Stay away if they have cubs. Got it.”
* * *
We left our packs at the tent and walked to the top of a large hill about a quarter mile from our camp. From the peak we could see the sun disappearing below the horizon and the vast stretch of forest surrounding us. Molly and I decided that since we hadn’t come across any houses to watch during the night, we’d get some sleep and start searching again in the morning.
We hiked back to our camp and I rebuilt the campfire. The calm night turned cold, keeping all the bugs away. Molly found her hooded sweatshirt and I put on my jacket. 
“My legs are so tired,” Molly said as she sat next to me on the wall of our house enjoying the warmth of the fire. 
“Mine, too.” 
The stars had come out and filled the sky.
“Dylan, your dad is a police officer, right?”
“Yeah.” 
“Do you think you could have him arrest Tony?”
“Sure,” I said, with a smile. “Arrest him for what?”
“For being a drug dealer.”
I froze as I looked at her.
Molly stared up at the canopy of trees and the thousands of stars beyond them. “Do you remember how he wanted us out of the house today? That was because he had a client coming. That’s what he calls them, clients. They’re just a bunch of addicts.” Molly looked at me. “I have pictures of most of them.”
“What?” I asked. “You’ve taken pictures of them?”
“Yeah, I want them all in jail and out of my life. Tony turned my mom into an addict, and I want her back.”
My dad rarely spoke of work, but I knew enough to know these were the kind of people who wouldn’t want their pictures taken. “Molly, please be careful. If any of them found out, it would be bad.”
“They won’t find out. I keep them hidden. If I give the pictures to you, will you give them to your dad?”
“Yeah. Just be really careful, and please get them out of your house. I don’t want anyone finding them.”
“They won’t.” Molly turned toward me. “Hey, give me your hand.”
I held it out and she took it, turning it palm up. 
“My dad used to read my palm. He said he was good at it and was never wrong. Of course he spoke in generalities, like any good palm reader.”
She stared at my palm, tracing her finger on the lines. “Hmm,” she finally said. “A heavy heart, but a strong one. Your courage will be tested and you’ll succeed. Oh, and I see you running from bear cubs.”
I laughed.
“Just kidding,” she said. My hand tingled as she traced her index finger across it. “I see a long journey ahead. I see hot sun and lots of trees. I see roads and river crossings. I see Wiz. He still has a toothpaste stain on his shirt.”
We both laughed.
“And I see you finding what you’re looking for.” Molly curled my fingers into a ball. She placed my hand in hers and moved it against my chest over my heart. “Now, my dad would say to me, ‘It only comes true if you believe it.’” Molly smiled, let go of my hand, and looked back at the fire.
“Your dad was one special person, wasn’t he?” I asked.
“He was the best.” Molly pulled her legs up to her chest. “I had this friend, Isabel, who was hands-down the best swimmer on our swim team. She told me her dad kept telling her swimming was a waste of time. He made her feel bad about doing what she loved. She eventually quit, and I knew why. Her stupid dad crushed her dreams to be an Olympian. Isabel could have been the best.
“My dad was the complete opposite. He came to all my swim meets.” Molly stood and faced me. “I remember when I was little, I’d stand on his feet while he danced with me.” She held out her hands and acted this out. “Sometimes he’d push the coffee table and the couch to the wall to clear out a spot so he could watch me dance. He loved that I’d found something that made me happy.”
“Just like the penguins,” I added.
“That’s right. I miss him.”
“I wish I could have met him.”
Our small fire crackled.
Molly sat down next to me. “Tell me about Hannah. What is she like?”
I smiled because there was only one way to answer her question. “Hannah is the most generous person I’ve ever met. She’s always on the lookout for what others need, especially Amy, our little sister. Hannah is also the voice of our family, which is a nice way of saying she thinks she’s in charge.”
Molly laughed.
“In her own words, she’s a benevolent dictator. She and my mom have shouting matches once in awhile. We argue some, but for the most part we get along. I know she loves everyone. It’s just the way she is.”
I stared at the fire and thought about Amy waking me up and telling me there was a man in our house.
“The man who took Hannah had a gun,” I said. “Hannah could have screamed. She could have cried out, and I would have woken up and run upstairs. I would have tried to stop him. I’m certain the man told Hannah if she screamed, someone would get shot. I know Hannah wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt. She always thinks of others before herself, even in a situation like that. She always does. That sums up who she is.
“Amy looked up to Hannah so much. Hannah knew it, too. She would do Amy’s hair and dress her up. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Amy happier than when Hannah puts makeup on her and paints her toenails.”
“Those two really have something special, don’t they?” Molly asked.
“They do. There are times Hannah gets annoyed, but she loves Amy. Amy’s really having trouble with all of this. She’s only six and she—.”
“She saw him, right?”
“She’s the only one who did.” I threw a stick into the fire. “I still can’t believe one minute I was watching TV and joking around with Hannah, and the next minute she was gone.”
I envisioned putting Amy in my closet, finding Hannah’s bed empty, and Amy bawling as I screamed at her to tell me how long it had been since Hannah had been taken. 
Molly’s hand on my shoulder surprised me.
“Is Amy getting better?” Molly asked.
“No. If anything, she’s gotten worse. My aunts keep saying give her time, but I don’t know.”
“She’s been asked a lot of questions, hasn’t she?”
I nodded. “Those first few days were the hardest. It was a full-day process just to get the description of the kidnapper out of her. It didn’t help with me and my dad being gone all day searching. We’d come home and Amy would just spend the rest of the night in my dad’s arms. I think she’s copying me because she isn’t saying much.”
“What do you mean?”
I closed my eyes. “I haven’t spoken to an adult since the night Hannah was taken.”
The fire snapped and popped. 
“Not one?” Molly asked. “It’s been almost a month.”
“Well,” I turned and smiled at Molly, “I guess I did speak with Tony.”
“He doesn’t count. He’s the biggest child I’ve ever met.”
I laughed.
“What about Amy? Have you talked to her?”
I shook my head. “I’ve tried. She won’t talk to me.”
“How many times have you tried?”
“Two or three.”
“Two or three? That’s it?”
“I haven’t been around her much since the searching began.”
“Dylan, you need to talk to your sister!”
I nodded.
“She’s the only one who has seen this guy. It would be good if she could talk to you.”
“She won’t talk about him,” I said. “She certainly won’t talk to me about him.”
“Why not?”
The forest was quiet as I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t find the words. 
“Why won’t she talk to you?” Molly asked. “You’re her brother.”
I couldn’t meet Molly’s gaze as I spoke. “That night, when Amy first came downstairs to tell me there was a man upstairs, I hid her in my closet and then searched the house. When I found it empty, I asked Amy how long it had been since Hannah was taken. When she didn’t know, I yelled at her. It was bad. I yelled at her to remember, and she couldn’t. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I left her there. I left her alone as I ran out of the house to search for Hannah.”
I hung my head and stared at my feet. Amy had refused to look at me since that day, and I wondered if the damage was irreparable. 
“Someday you’ll get your chance to apologize to her,” Molly said.
I nodded.
“Amy has been through a lot,” Molly said. “You both have. You’re her big brother and, whether you realize it or not, she needs you.”
* * *
When the fire was almost out I covered what little was left with some dirt. I climbed into the tent after Molly changed clothes. Light from my dad’s large flashlight filled the tent as Molly rolled on her side away from me while I changed into sweatpants. Once I was finished, Molly rolled onto her stomach and started writing on a pad of paper.
“What are you writing?” I asked.
“I write my dad a letter every night. It’s kind of like a diary.”
“That’s cool.”
“It was a tip someone gave me after he died, and I just kept doing it.”
“So you have a letter for every night?”
“I’ve never missed one. I have most of them on my laptop. This will do until I get back home.”
When she finished she said, “Do you want to hear what I wrote?”
“Sure.”
“Hi, Dad. Right now I’m in a tent in the middle of nowhere with a boy my own age that I just met today for the first time. I know you wouldn’t approve, but don’t worry, Dad. Dylan and I are on a mission. Plus, I really think you’d like him. We’re searching the central New Hampshire forest for Hannah, the missing girl I told you about. She’s Dylan’s older sister. I know we’ll find her. I love you, Dad! Yours always, Molly.”
Molly stuffed the notebook into her backpack.
“Thanks for sharing,” I said. I thought it was cool that Molly had found a way to keep her dad alive through all those letters.
“You’re welcome. It was a good first day. Good night.”
I turned off the flashlight. “Good night, Molly.”
In what seemed like seconds, she was sound asleep. I was jealous of how easy it was for her. I tried to do the same, but the invisible metal band around my head tightened at the thought of Hannah. When I finally did feel sleepy, images of Hannah popped into my head, forcing me awake. I saw Hannah being pulled along through the woods at gunpoint. I stared into the darkness, listening to the crickets chirping and Molly breathing peacefully, wondering what Hannah was going through. I’d fade, only to see her face again. It went on like that for hours before I finally drifted to sleep.


Chapter 4
Molly and I ate a quick breakfast of dried fruit and trail mix, and then we set off, leaving our tent and most of our gear. Molly was wearing her swimsuit underneath her hiking clothes and made me promise we’d find water today. We were happy the leafy green canopy shielded us from the sun. It was such a humid sticky mess that we removed layers of clothing as the morning wore on.
“Hey,” Molly said, “do you think your parents are going to be mad at you when you go home?”
“Probably.”
“How mad?”
“Well, you saw I left a note, but they’ll be worried I’ve been eaten by a bear or something. They’re pretty smart, so they’ve probably spoken to Wiz, who undoubtedly told them everything. And they’ll notice my tent and sleeping bag are gone. I’m guessing right now they’re waiting for me to return home safely, so they can kill me.” I knew they’d be worried, and I felt bad that I was making the situation worse by disappearing into the woods.
After an hour of hiking, we spotted the first house since leaving the trail. Molly and I climbed to the top of a hill that overlooked the small two-story farmhouse and barn. I lay on my stomach, propped myself up on my elbows, and looked around with the spotting scope. The discomfort from the hot sun disappeared when Molly lay down to look through her binoculars and her hip touched mine.
The house was in a sad state, complete with chipping paint and the same dusty-looking lawn that surrounded Tony’s house. The upstairs window shades were drawn as were a few windows on the main level. The downstairs sliding-glass door allowed us to see a bare living room with an old couch and a small TV.
“I don’t see anyone outside,” Molly said. “The house looks empty, and I don’t see a basement.”
The old house looked lived in. An empty carport stood against the barn. 
“It’s Tuesday,” I said. “Maybe they’re at work.”
A large picture window next to the sliding-glass door allowed us to see into the living room.
I told Molly to stay where she was, and I walked down the hill to have a look inside. I could see a sink full of dirty dishes, and the refrigerator still had holiday cards stuck to the side of it. I walked in a circle around the house. There was no sign of anyone.
“Hannah!” I shouted. There was no response.
I marked the location on my GPS unit and walked back to Molly. “We can come back tonight and have another look.”
We hiked the rest of the day, and covered a twisting path of nearly twenty miles through hills and valleys.
“Wow, look at that,” Molly said. 
The heavy green canopy opened to reveal a river about thirty yards wide. 
Molly and I stood on the bank and smiled. The lengthy drought forced water to flow slowly and the water level looked low, but we didn’t care. It was so hot that, without saying a word, Molly took off her socks and shoes and then removed her shirt and jeans, revealing a one-piece black swimsuit.
I knew the water would be cold, but that didn’t seem to matter to her as she ran, high-stepping her way into deeper water. She swam to the middle of the lazy river and went under.
I felt like a fool as I took off all my clothes except my gray boxers. Being in my boxers wasn’t the problem. I stood in the cold ankle-deep water not knowing how I’d tell her I couldn’t swim.
“Come on in,” she said, swimming back to me. She stood in water to her waist and saw I wasn’t moving. “What’s wrong?”
“Molly, I don’t know how to swim.”
“I thought you told me Hannah was a lifeguard.”
“When I was four, I almost drowned. I fell into a pool at someone’s house. I don’t remember it. My parents told me later I freaked out when they tried to send me to swimming lessons. After that they gave up on the idea of me being in the water. I really don’t remember any of it. Hannah offered to teach me, but I wouldn’t let her. I know. It’s stupid.” I felt like an idiot and wondered what Molly was thinking.
Molly slowly smiled, as if she was formulating a plan, and then trudged through the water toward me. She held out her hand. “Will you let me teach you?”
I would have let Molly lead me into a river of lava. I took her hand and she pulled me into the river. Soon we were in waist-deep water. I could feel the slight current and was about to protest going any farther when Molly stopped. 
“The first thing you need to know,” Molly said, still holding my hand, “is how to float. If you can’t float, you sink to the bottom and die, and I don’t want my first student dying on me.” She smiled. “We’ll start with floating on your back. Two things to remember: you must relax, and your butt is an anchor, so don’t let it drop.”
She stood next to me as she lowered me backwards into the water, holding one hand behind my head and the other behind my lower back. The cold water rushed up my back and around my sides. I panicked and bent at the waist, dropping myself underwater, thrashing as I went down. 
Molly pulled me back onto my feet. “Relax.”
I stood back up, and we tried again.
“Trust me,” Molly said, as she lowered me into the water. Soon I was completely flat, my feet drifting up as Molly held me at the surface. One of her hands applied pressure to my back and the other to my head. Slowly she let go of my back as water flowed over my stomach, and for a few moments I thought I’d sink farther, but to my surprise I remained on the surface. Everything about this felt weird, like I was in midair while jumping on a trampoline. Molly moved around to the top of my head. I could feel the river current flow around me as Molly held me in place with both of her hands. I had never trusted anyone like this before, and it was wonderful.
She looked down at me. “Look at you. You’re a natural. I’m going to let go and see if you can float all by yourself. Just relax.”
The pressure behind my head lessened and then it was gone. The water played with my ears and briefly near my nose and mouth. I jerked my arms in and my torso went under.
“Relax,” Molly said, catching me. “I’ve got you.” She held my head for a moment and then let go again, and this time I was able to float on my own. Next, she had me stand and then get myself to float without her help. After a few unsuccessful tries, I had it figured out. 
Molly watched me as I floated toward her. She disappeared under the water and then popped right back up.
“You’re doing great. Hey, hold this for me.” She placed a rock the size of a softball on my stomach. Both of my hands went for it and water rushed over my face. I quickly stood, pushing the rock away. 
Molly giggled playfully. I trudged after her in waist-deep water. As soon as I got close she dove under and tried to swim by me. 
I reached out and grabbed her around the waist, lifted her up above the water, and dropped her gently back in. 
Molly laughed as she stood next to me. “Now you need to learn the dead man’s float. Then I’ll show you how to tread water.”
“Why do they call it the dead man’s float?”
“Because that’s what you’ll be if you don’t learn it.”
* * *
We returned to our campsite and ate a late supper of turkey jerky and dried apples. We took turns in the tent changing into our black clothes. Molly wore black jeans and turned her black sweatshirt inside out to hide the logo, and I wore dark green pants with a black hooded sweatshirt. She sat facing me on the crumbling rock wall surrounding our tent, holding face paint. 
“Close your eyes,” she said.
She used her finger to rub the face paint under my eyes, forehead, chin, and nose.
The sun was going down and, luckily, so was the temperature. 
“You look like a special-ops soldier,” she said.
“Nice,” I said, keeping my eyes closed.
When she was finished she handed me the container and closed her eyes. I started with her forehead.
“It tickles,” she said.
“Hold still.”
“Okay.”
She let me smear the black paint under her eyes, on her nose, and down around her chin. 
“You said this will wash off, right?” Molly asked.
“After a few weeks.”
“Ha, ha!” she laughed sarcastically.
“Okay, open your eyes.” The bright whites of Molly’s blue eyes were magnified with the black face paint around them. “You look like a ninja assassin.”
She smiled. “I wish I had a mirror.”
We set off with a small backpack containing our flashlights and the night-vision goggles, binoculars, and spotting scope. Wiz’s backlit GPS unit led the way. It was more difficult navigating the forest with the sun down. Trees we had moved around with ease during the day now forced us to be more cautious of small, head-high branches. Molly stayed close behind me as we walked single file.
It took an hour to find the house. We climbed the same hill and lay shoulder to shoulder once again as we watched the house with our spotting scope and binoculars.
The house looked as empty as before. Other than a yard light near the barn, everything was dark. The carport next to the barn was empty.
“Nobody’s home,” I said. 
I searched the house with the spotting scope for any signs of movement but found nothing.
“Let’s give it some time,” Molly said. She turned over and lay on her back. “Dylan, look at that.”
I turned over and stared up at a bright mass of glowing stars. 
“You don’t get a sky like this in Boston,” Molly said. “Did you see that?”
“Oh, cool! I love meteor showers.”
“I’ve never seen one before.”
A moment later another meteor cut a white crease across the sky. We watched in silence as a dozen more appeared at random.
“Sometimes I’d find Hannah lying on the grass outside watching the stars,” I said.
“One of the memories I have of my dad,” Molly said, “was when we rented a cabin in the middle of nowhere. We were sitting on a dock late one night and he told me to look up at the sky full of stars. While I was looking up he said, ‘Beautiful isn’t it?’ I said ‘Yeah.’ Then he said, ‘It’s still not as beautiful as you,’ and he hugged me.”
I looked over at her. “He was right.”
Through the dark I could see Molly look at me. I smiled at her and returned to staring at the sky. My brain tugged me in two directions as I struggled with my feelings for Molly and the fact that I should be focused on finding Hannah. Molly’s hand took mine.
A few minutes later we heard the growing sound of an engine. Molly let go of my hand as we rolled over to our original positions. Headlights moved toward us down the driveway. A Ford Bronco pulled into the carport next to the barn. A man and his black lab got out.
“Oh, no,” I said, looking at the dog, which tore across the yard and found a ball. The man opened the back of the Bronco and gathered two paper grocery bags and a gallon of milk. He whistled to himself as he closed the door and carried his load to the house.
“It doesn’t look like enough groceries for two,” Molly whispered, “unless he goes to the store a lot.”
“He’ll go to check on Hannah right away, if she’s here.”
The man opened the storm door and set the groceries inside, then walked out into the yard and picked up a ball.
“Pepper! Here, boy.”
“Get ready to move,” I said, putting my spotting scope in my bag. Molly handed me her binoculars.
The man grabbed the ball from Pepper and threw it across the yard. Pepper ran after it in a mad dash and brought it back to his owner. The man threw the ball a few more times, each time changing the location. Then he threw it up the hill toward Molly and me. It landed a few feet to our left.
“Let’s go,” I said, as I stayed low and helped Molly up. We ran down the back side of the hill toward the forest as Pepper let out a series of barks and a low growl. The hill was full of tall grass that made it hard to run. I looked at Molly as she jumped over a branch. The lab howled as it ran after us.
“Pepper!” the man shouted.
I looked back and saw a dark shadow cruise down the hill straight toward us. 
“Pepper, get back here!” the man shouted. 
I grabbed Molly’s hand as we hit the tree line and wove in and out of trees. 
The dog barked and howled as it stopped at the tree line, letting us retreat deeper into the forest. 
“What is it, boy?” We heard the man say in the distance as we continued to run. After I knew the dog wasn’t following us anymore, I stopped. We both bent over, our hands on our knees, trying to catch our breath. Molly laughed as she put her hand on my shoulder.
“Talk about a crazy first stakeout,” she said. “I think if Hannah had been in the house, he’d have gone inside right away.”
“Yeah. And you’re right. He would have had more groceries.” I looked at my watch. “It’s still early. What do you say we take a different route back to the tent?”
“I’m up for it. Lead the way.”
* * *
We spent an hour following a small stream under the light of the stars. We were peeling off toward our campsite when we heard a car door slam. I motioned for Molly to follow me. I heard voices.
A campfire glowed through the trees. Molly and I got down on our hands and knees as we crept closer. 
Three boys and two girls, all about Hannah’s age, were sitting in a ring around the fire. One boy got up and walked to an SUV parked in the distance on the opposite side of the fire.
“Luke, get me one too,” a boy’s voice said.
“Coming right up,” Luke said.
I could see the faces of three of them. The two girls, Gina and Erin, were in Hannah’s class, and Blake Weldon was sitting between them. Blake looked tired as he stared at the fire.
“Jake, where did you say he got it?” Erin asked. 
“His older brother.”
I crawled as far as I dared and Molly moved up next to me. 
Molly cupped her hand over my ear and whispered, “Do you recognize any of them?”
“I know those three,” I whispered pointing at Blake, Gina, and Erin, “but I don’t know Luke or Jake. I think they’re all in Hannah’s class.”
Luke returned from the SUV with three beer cans. “Here you go.” He handed one to Erin and another to Jake. The third he cracked open for himself. “This is great. It’s a beautiful night, we’ve got a good fire, and we’ve got beer.”
“Don’t forget hot girls,” Jake said.
“Yes, very hot,” Luke said.
Blake Weldon didn’t say a word, and I noticed he wasn’t drinking anything. He just stared at the fire for awhile and then slid forward in his chair to stare up at the stars, while those around him talked about beer and someone’s cousin who was having a party next weekend.
“Hey Blake, what are you doing next weekend?” Luke asked. 
Blake stayed in his reclined position. “My parents are dragging me to my aunt’s house. It’s a four-hour drive and I’m not looking forward to it.”
“That sucks,” Erin said. 
“You’ll miss a good party,” Gina said. “Alyssa told me he’s got three kegs lined up.”
“Three,” Luke said. “That’s fine for us.” He motioned to Jake. “But what is everyone else going to drink?”
“I’m calling B.S. on Alyssa,” Jake said. “You watch. There won’t be any kegs.”
They proceeded to argue about it and Jake shouted, “She’s lying. She always lies about stuff like that.”
“You know what else Alyssa told me,” Gina said, turning to face Blake. “Hannah Beachley was completely in love with you.”
Blake rolled his head and looked at her.
“Why did you have to go and tell him that?” Jake asked. 
“Yeah, a lot of good that little bit of info does him now,” Luke said.
“I just told you what Alyssa told me,” Gina said. “They were best friends, so she would know.”
“Alyssa’s right. It was obvious,” Jake said.
“I thought you said she was a liar,” Luke said.
“She is when she’s talking about other people’s parties.”
“Well, Blake, what do you think?” Erin asked.
The first silence hit the small crowd as they all looked at Blake.
He slowly sat up in his chair. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”
“You don’t think they’re going to find her?” Erin asked.
“No,” Blake said.
“Why not?” Gina asked.
“It’s been what, a month?” Blake said. “No leads, no suspects. Most kidnappings end like this. I really hope she’s alive, but it doesn’t look good.”
“He’s right,” Luke said. “The majority of victims are never heard from again. Even if they catch the guy, the odds of her being alive are slim.”
I put my head down and thought about Hannah. I pictured her standing at the stairs laughing before she went to bed the night she was taken. Anger swelled up inside me.
“I hope she’s dead,” Jake said.
I popped my head back up.
“What did you say?” Blake asked.
“If what you say is true—no leads, no suspects, and they aren’t going to be able to find her—it would be better if she’s dead.”
“What? Are you serious?” Erin asked.
“I am,” Jake said.
“Okay, Hannibal Lecter,” Luke said.
“No, I’m serious, and you know why. You’re all thinking it. You just won’t say it.”
“Say what?” Blake said. 
“If she’s still alive, what is he doing to her?”
“You mean like forcing her to listen to polka music?” Luke asked.
“Oh, that’s real mature,” Gina said.
“Oh, and hoping she’s dead is better?” Luke replied.
“No,” Jake said, sounding angry. “Put the pieces together. The guy targeted Hannah. It wasn’t some random abduction. He knew enough to know where she slept. He wanted her alive and was willing to risk breaking into her house. I mean, he broke into a cop’s house! The house had other people in it at the time. Now that’s determination. Then you have to ask, why did he want her? What was he planning to do with her? Hannah is really hot. You think he wanted a partner for board games? Is that what you think? None of you are willing to say it, but you all know why he took her. If she’s alive, I can’t imagine the hell she’s going through right now.”
An uncomfortable silence fell over the group like a midnight fog.
I put my head down in my hands as a tear rolled down my cheek.
Molly put her arm around my shoulders and gave me a hug. “Don’t listen to him, Dylan,” she whispered.
“We have to leave,” I whispered as more tears flowed. I crawled for a little while, then stood and walked away.
“Even if what you say is true,” Blake said in the distance, “I hope she’s still alive. I hope she holds on and comes home. The sooner the better.” 
I wiped my eyes and heard Molly walking just behind me as we moved far from the group toward our campsite. 
I remembered Amy telling me the man had a gun. I remembered feeling the grip of my bat as I got to the top of the stairs and the shock of finding Hannah’s room empty. Again I saw the open front door and heard Hannah’s scream.
I stopped moving through the trees and Molly’s hand found my back. Both of my hands covered my eyes as I lost the battle to hold back my tears.
Molly put her arms around me. 
“Why?” I said. “Why didn’t I wake up? Why didn’t I hear him? Why didn’t I do anything?”
“You didn’t know,” Molly said, as she held me. 
“I’m sorry, Molly.”
“Don’t say that. You have nothing to be sorry about.”
“I’m sorry you know me.”
“Dylan, don’t say—.”
“I’m going to kill him. I’m going to find him and I’m going to kill him.”
“Shhh. Don’t say that.”
“I know what happened. I’m sure of it. He pointed his gun at Hannah and told her he’d kill Amy and me if she didn’t stay quiet. I’m sure that’s what he did. That’s why Hannah didn’t scream. I want him dead. You shouldn’t be around me.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” Molly squeezed me in her arms.
“I failed her. I failed her, Molly. It’s that simple.”
“You’re not a failure. Far from it. Hannah is lucky to have a brother like you.” 
I cried like I was five years old. Molly wrapped her arms around me as weeks of bottled-up pain poured out.


Chapter 5
Molly and I spent the next day searching another area. We found an old junked car from the 1940s and an outhouse that was collapsing on itself, but no sign of Hannah or anyone else. We returned to our camp and ate the last of our canned food for supper. All we had left were some granola bars, so we decided we needed to resupply. 
We got up early the following day. The cool air was refreshing as we broke camp and found the shortest route back to the trail. We handed another dozen flyers to hikers we passed as we made our way back home.
The Appalachian Trail opened to the highway that ran in front of my house. Molly looked exhausted and I was sure I looked the same. We agreed to go home, take a nap, and meet back at my house which would give us enough daylight left to hike to our next area. I’d spent the last three days and nights with Molly, and now we were each going back to our homes. I hated the thought of her being around Tony.
We smiled at each other and said goodbye, then walked in opposite directions down the ditch.
I walked through the front door of my parents’ house at 10:30 a.m. on Thursday. I had left with Molly on Monday morning to start searching.
Molly and I had only slept five hours last night, so all I wanted was a shower and some sleep. It occurred to me, as I shut the front door, that I still hadn’t spoken to either Mom or Dad in about three weeks.
I heard footsteps.
“Where have you been?” Mom’s words were dripping with poison. Her arms were crossed as she stood next to Dad. They both looked like hell. Mom’s eyes were bloodshot, and Dad had bags under his eyes. 
I ignored her as I took off my backpack. 
“I asked you a question.” Mom’s sharp voice filled the room.
I stared back at them.
“Where have you been?” Her words grew in volume as she moved closer.
I said nothing. I thought of Hannah and my vow to never stop searching for her.
“We haven’t heard from you in three days,” she said. “Three days, Dylan! How dare you do that to us at a time like this?”
Ever since I’d returned home the night Hannah had been taken, I had buried my emotions in front of my parents. But as Mom yelled at me my anger surfaced.
“You leave us a note that tells us nothing about where you’re going,” she continued. “Your tent and your sleeping bag were gone. Wiz told us you were going out searching for Hannah, but he had no idea where you were going. What are we supposed to think? How could you do this to us? Answer me!”
I wanted to leave now, but they were standing in front of the stairs leading to my room. I stared back at both of them. I could see where this was going, and I didn’t like it.
Mom was so mad she couldn’t even look at me. “You’ve had us all worrying for three days and you come in here and you—.” 
“WHY
DON’T
YOU
JUST
SAY
IT?” I shouted the words so loud they echoed through the house. I surprised both of them. “You’ve wanted to say it for three weeks! Just say it!”
The confusion on both of their faces was clear.
“Say what, son?” Dad said in a calm voice.
I kept shouting. “Right out from under my nose! Just say it!” I pointed at Mom. “I want to hear you say it!”
They both stared at me with blank looks on their faces.
“I was asleep when he came into this house and took her. You’ve wanted to say it for three weeks, and I want to hear you say it! This is my fault! I want to hear you say it!”
They both looked confused.
“Dylan, none of this is your fault,” Dad said.
“That’s bullshit!” Tears streamed down my face. “I’m the reason she’s not here right now. Just say it!”
“Nobody is saying this is your fault,” Dad said.
“Don’t lie to me!” I wiped my eyes and then let them have it. “You stand there and you ask me where I’ve been. I’ll tell you where I’ve been. The same place I’m going to be until I find her! If you two want to sit here, go ahead. I’ll be out there,” I pointed out the window, “looking for my sister! I might be gone for two days. I might be gone for a week. I don’t give a damn whether you approve or not, because nothing, not you, not the police, not the devil himself, is going to stop me from finding Hannah!” I stormed past them toward my room, leaving them in silence.
I jumped in the shower and tried to calm down. I replayed what I’d said and knew I meant every word of it. Three days of filth washed off me as I thought about getting some sleep quickly and then getting out of this house as soon as possible.
I was halfway to my room when I heard shouting coming from upstairs. 
“I won’t lose another child to these woods!” Mom shouted.
“And if we don’t let him go,” Dad shouted back, “if we keep him here, do you realize we just might lose him permanently? He’ll hate us for it for the rest of his life.”
“I don’t want him out there!”
“You want your son back in this house, I understand that, but if we keep him here, he won’t be the Dylan we know. He’s finally talking again, and I’m terrified to think what will happen if we take this away from him. The opportunity is now. He feels responsible, and searching for Hannah is all he has left. I wouldn’t consider letting him go if I thought he couldn’t handle himself.”
“What? What is he going to find? The search was called off. I can’t lose another child.”
“If we take this away from him, I’m afraid that’s exactly what will happen. Forcing him to stay here will crush him. I can’t do that.”
I heard Amy crying, and the shouting stopped. I was happy to hear Dad say what he did, but I knew Mom wouldn’t change her mind. I felt a tinge of guilt that I was making things worse for Mom, but the feeling disappeared with the thought that Hannah was still missing. Soon I’d be leaving with Molly to continue searching for my sister. Nothing was going to stop me.
* * *
I woke up at 5:00 p.m. to the smell of Mom’s beef roast. I thought about slipping out the basement sliding door, finding Molly, and leaving immediately, but instead decided to go upstairs to the kitchen. They were already eating at the table.
“Have a seat,” Dad said.
Amy looked away as I approached. I put my hand on her shoulder and sat down next to her. I paused as I looked at Hannah’s empty spot at the table.
I said nothing as we ate. My parents left me alone as they talked. I knew in less than an hour it would be time for me to leave. Molly and I had to get to our new search area and find a campsite by sundown.
I was in uncharted territory with my parents, and I wondered if we were about to have a repeat of this morning’s shouting match. I certainly knew my parents’ rules. As far as I was concerned, the man who took Hannah had voided all of them. 
“Amy,” Mom said when we’d all finished, “can you go play in your room for awhile? We need to talk to Dylan.”
Amy slid off her chair and ran to her room.
Dad waited until she was gone and then he looked at me. “Your mom and I want you to know we both love you. We certainly don’t blame you for anything that happened to Hannah. You aren’t the reason she was taken. We want her back just as much as you do.”
My parents looked at each other and Dad continued. “We talked it over while you were asleep. Your mom and I hope you can understand we hate the idea of not knowing where you are. I know how you feel. I know sometimes a man’s got to do what he thinks is right. We can’t stop you from leaving, and we wouldn’t feel right stopping you from searching for Hannah, so I’ve come up with an idea.”
Dad picked up a plastic bag from the floor and placed it on the table. He pulled out the first item.
“This is a GPS navigation system for hikers. You can use this to track where you’ve been and it’ll guide you home if you’re lost. It has maps, longitude and latitude coordinates, and a bunch of other bells and whistles. I’ve got extra batteries.” He pulled out another item. “This is a satellite phone. It’s accessible almost anywhere. Battery is good for about thirty hours and it comes with a solar charger. My unit used something similar in the Gulf War. As long as the phone is on, we can track your location on the Internet. I will teach you how to use both of them.”
He set the phone down. “Here’s how this is going to work. If we call you, you answer the phone. That is your part in this deal. If you can do that, then you’re free to come and go as you see fit. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“If you don’t pick up the phone, your mom and I will assume we have two missing children. Don’t do that to us. If that happens, the deal is off and we come and get you. You’d no longer be free to leave. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“The rest of these,” he said, handing the plastic bag to me, “are MREs, meals-ready-to-eat. We also had these in the Gulf. I’ve got a wristwatch for you, too.”
“Thank you for this,” I said.
“There’s one more condition,” Mom said. “Someone has to go with you. You can’t be alone.”
“Okay.” I looked at Mom, who stared at me to make her point. “I’ve already got someone.”
“This is the girl Wiz talked about?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said.
“We want to meet her,” she said.
“She’ll be here soon,” I said.
Mom’s creased lips did a poor job of hiding her anger. She stared at my dad with a look that made me wonder if he’d be sleeping on the couch tonight. 
“Dylan,” Dad said, “in time, I hope you realize it could have just as easily been me, your mom, or anyone else who was asleep downstairs when Hannah was taken. Nobody blames you. The man who took your sister is the one to blame. No one else.
“The police are doing everything they can and are tracking down every lead. If you find anything, you call me and let me know right away. The man who took Hannah had a gun. If you think you’ve found him, you call me or the police and you stay away from him. I want you to be smart and I want you to be safe.”
Mom was having trouble maintaining her calm. She stood. “Give me a hug, Dylan.”
I did as she requested, and she squeezed me tightly.
“Be careful,” she said, still squeezing me.
“I will.”
“If you have any trouble, you pick up the phone and call us.” She finally let go.
“I will.”
“And I will be calling you every night.” She gave me a stern look, which told me I’d better answer the phone. 
“Amy’s birthday is next week,” Dad said.
“You tell her I’ll be here,” I said.
* * *
I returned to my room and soon heard Molly knocking on the sliding-glass door. I let her in and we stared at my map while I told her about the arrangement with my parents. We decided to pick out our new search area.
“Here is what we covered the last few days,” I said, pointing at the circle I’d drawn on the map.
“Where do we go next?”
“I say we head north. This area is west of where we were last time.” I drew a new circle to the left of the old one. “We find a campsite in the middle of this new area. We make four loops in each direction, coming back to our campsite each time.” I drew the loops inside the circle. They reminded me of a four-leaf clover. “Each loop should take a day. Then we move west onto the next spot and start over.”
“I like it,” Molly said.
I turned around and saw Amy standing in my doorway.
“Hi, Amy.” I motioned to Molly. “Amy, this is Molly.”
“It’s nice to meet you.” Molly walked over to shake her hand. “Dylan has told me so many wonderful things about you.”
Amy smiled.
“What are you doing?” Amy asked. “What is that?” She pointed at the map. 
“I’ll show you.” I picked up Amy, stood her on my bed and knelt behind her facing the map. With one arm around her, I pointed at the map. “That is the area Molly and I have been searching for Hannah. And that,” I said, pointing at the new circle in the upper middle of the map, “is where we’re going next.”
“Can I help look?” Amy asked.
I looked at Molly.
“Amy,” Molly said, “Dylan and I need you to stay here in case Hannah comes back. Someone has to be here if she does.”
Amy looked disappointed, but she seemed to understand.
“Do you want to take Molly upstairs and introduce her to Mom and Dad?” I asked.
“Sure.” Amy jumped down from the bed and grabbed Molly’s hand. “Come on.”
I followed them up the stairs.
“Mom, come and meet Molly,” Amy said.
Molly greeted my parents, and after a few minutes I could tell they liked her, which was good because I wanted to get going soon. Then Mom asked about Molly’s parents.
“It’s just my mom and me,” Molly said, “and she loves Dylan. She was really supportive of me when I helped with the search teams over the past three weeks. When she heard Dylan and I were going to keep searching, she told me to go and do it. She’s really great.”
“Molly never missed a day of searching,” I said, smiling at Mom.
Mom asked for her phone number and Molly wrote it down. 
“Tell you what,” Dad said, “it’s starting to get dark. I have the day off tomorrow. If you and Molly stay here tonight, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go in the morning.”
Molly and I looked at each other. Even though we’d both just slept, I was still tired and I guessed Molly was too. Plus the idea of saving ourselves the four-hour walk to get to the search area sounded great. We both nodded in agreement.
Amy was extremely excited to hear that Molly was going to be sleeping on the spare bed in her room. Amy asked Molly to read her a bedtime story. I sat outside in the hallway listening as Molly happily read to her. When she finished, Molly pulled up Amy’s covers and tucked her in. “Good night, Amy. It was so nice to meet you.”
“Good night. See you in the morning.”
Molly pulled Amy’s door shut behind us. I could hear the nine o’clock news from the basement TV. I looked across the hall at Hannah’s door. I’d only seen it a few times in the last month. Ever since she’d been taken it had always been shut.
“Is that …?” Molly whispered, pointing at Hannah’s door.
I nodded and realized the last time I’d seen Hannah’s room was the night she’d been taken.
I motioned for Molly to follow me, carefully opened Hannah’s door, and flipped on the light. Heavy clear plastic covered the furniture in her room. Her bed was made and it too was covered. Hannah’s laptop sat under the plastic covering her white desk. Even her lamp was covered. About fifty or so pictures of friends and cut-outs from magazines hung over the far wall next to a large mirror above her dresser. Two signs hanging above the mirror said “Instant Swimmer, just add Aqua” and “Dancing Queen.”
I stared at her desk chair and pictured the last time I’d seen Hannah sitting there doing homework.
“Are you okay?” Molly whispered.
“Yeah.” I walked over to the wall and spotted a picture of Hannah and Amy smiling at the camera, both with green cream smeared on their faces. I scanned the pictures and saw one, which was several years old, of a smiling Hannah with her arm around me. I pulled it off the board and stared at it. 
“Hannah never let me in her room,” I said, still looking at the picture. “I can’t remember the last time I stood here.” 
A wave of grief washed over me as I thought about how I’d slept through Hannah’s kidnapping. My hand was shaking as I handed the picture to Molly. 
She looked at it and gave it back. “I’m sure Hannah would want you to keep it.”
I put the picture in my pocket and stared at Hannah’s desk, remembering the time Hannah had helped me with my algebra homework at the kitchen table a few weeks before school ended.
Molly’s hand found my shoulder. “You’re going to find her. I just know it.”


Chapter 6
The next morning Dad took Molly and me to a grocery store so we could load up on dried food to go with our MREs. He then drove to our drop-off point, where he pulled his pickup to the side of the highway and helped us get our packs out of the back.
“Call me if you have any trouble,” Dad said. “Good luck.”
“Thanks,” Molly and I said in unison. We waved goodbye and set off into the woods.
Molly and I hiked until noon and found a spot for our camp overlooking a valley stretching for miles. According to our map, a large river wound through the bottom of the valley, which made Molly happy. The weather was calling for more hot sun, so again she made me promise we’d stop for a swim. We had searched to the east of the river from our last campsite. Now we were on the west side of it. 
After a quick lunch of sandwiches Mom had made, we marked our campsite with the GPS, then set off for our first loop. I carried the satellite phone in my day pack along with some granola bars.
We headed north to higher ground through a mix of pine and birch trees. Without a cloud in the sky, the sun burned the backs of our necks but, thankfully, it wasn’t humid. We looped back in the afternoon through the lower ground, where we fought through thick growths of poplar, ash, and maple trees.
“What is that?” Molly said, pointing at the ground in the distance. 
I looked where she pointed and saw a large bush surrounded by a blanket of dead pine needles. “I don’t see anything.”
Molly walked toward the bush and I followed. She bent down to look under it.
“Right there,” Molly pointed. “There’s something yellow under there. It looks like fabric.”
I instantly pictured Hannah standing at the bottom of the stairs. “Hannah was wearing a yellow T-shirt.”
I grabbed a stick and poked at the yellow spot. I dragged it out from under the bush.
“It’s a T-shirt,” Molly said.
She was right. The faded yellow shirt tore easily as I pulled it off the stick. I held it up and it was big enough that both Molly and I could have fit into it at the same time. “There’s no way this was Hannah’s.”
“Shoot,” Molly said. “I was hoping we’d found a clue.”
“Me, too.”
The sound of a passing car seemed out of place as we walked through the forest, and a gravel road soon came into view. We decided to walk down it for awhile. When we came upon a long driveway, we ducked back into the woods and walked in the cover of the trees along it until we saw a house with a small backyard. So many of the homes in the country were like this, as people moved here to be spread out far from other people. It was very likely Hannah’s kidnapper lived in a house just like this one.
The place was ideal for housing a kidnap victim. The nearest house was at least a half mile away, plus it was set back far enough from the road that only the driveway gave any indication that a house was buried in the trees. 
Molly pointed. “Look, it has a basement.”
The house also had a one-stall garage. There was no movement in the house that we could see through several open windows. I looked at the GPS and guessed we were about an hour from our campsite. 
“Let’s come back tonight and have a look,” I said.
“I hope they don’t have a dog,” Molly replied. 
We returned to our campsite and rested. We both drank water from our packs, as the bottles we carried had run dry a few hours earlier.
“Will you show me how to build a fire?” Molly asked.
“Sure.”
I had her pile small pieces of dry kindling into a tepee shape. I watched her excitement as the flame from her match transferred nicely to the kindling. 
“Look at that!” she said, staring at the growing fire while still holding the lit match.
“Molly,” I pointed at her hand, “the match!”
She looked at her hand and saw the flame was right next to her finger. She squealed as she snapped her hand away, dropping the match.
“Are you okay?”
She looked at her finger. “I’m good.”
I smiled at her and we both laughed.
We used Molly’s fire to heat two cans of beef stew. 
Molly poked at her stew with her spoon. “How mad were your parents when you got home yesterday?”
“My mom was not happy. We cleared up a few things and she got over it.”
“So you decided to speak to them again?”
“I didn’t have a choice. Now we have an understanding. My price of freedom is lugging the phone around with me.” I set my empty can of stew down. “What about you? Was your mom mad at you for being gone?”
Molly shook her head. “No. My … my mom didn’t even notice I was gone, and Tony was disappointed to see me.” She swallowed hard and looked at the fire. “Drug addicts only care about their next high. They don’t care about anything else.”
The tension in Molly’s face was clear as she fought her emotions. I touched her shoulder. “I care about you.” 
Her face brightened. “Thank you.” She gave me a quick hug and said, “You’re the first person who’s hugged me since my father died.”
I opened my mouth, but didn’t know what to say. As her words sunk in, I felt awful. It had been two years since her father died. Two years since she’d had a hug. I felt so bad for Molly. I couldn’t imagine how awful that would be.
* * *
Molly and I wore our face paint as we lay next to each other in our black clothes, looking at the rear of the house we’d walked past hours before. We were on a hill looking down at the house, which had a deck with a sliding-glass door. The backyard was surrounded by tight clumps of trees, allowing us to get quite close without being seen.
The sun had set, and the blue sky was retreating into the distance. I used the spotting scope and Molly used her binoculars to watch a man walking around what appeared to be the kitchen. 
“It looks like he just got done eating,” Molly said.
A black-haired girl darted behind him.
“Did you see that?” I asked.
“No. What did you see?”
“In the window behind him. It looked like a girl.” 
The man turned to his right and laughed as he appeared to be talking to someone. The man wiped his hands and disappeared. 
“It was a girl with black hair,” I said.
“Are you sure?” Molly asked.
“Yes.”
“If it were Hannah, you wouldn’t think he’d let her walk around like that.”
The man reappeared in the window for a moment and then was gone.
A teenage girl appeared at the sliding-glass door with her back to us.
“Is that her?” Molly asked.
I strained to look harder. The girl looked like she was putting on tennis shoes. She stood and opened the door. Both Molly and I got a good look at her face.
“No,” I said. “It’s not her.”
The girl was holding a baseball glove and a softball. She flipped on a light that lit up the backyard. The man followed her out, holding a catcher’s mitt. The two walked to opposite sides of the lit area.
“Are you ready?” the girl asked.
The man crouched and said he was.
She spun her arm around to loosen it up and then, in an underhand motion, she threw the ball to the man.
“Take it easy until you’re warmed up,” he said.
Molly and I looked at each other. We knew we weren’t going to find Hannah here. Even though we were well protected, we were too close to be able to stand up and walk away without being seen or heard. Even crawling away would be risky.
“Let’s wait it out,” Molly whispered. “It’s getting darker. It shouldn’t be long.”
I nodded and quietly loaded our binoculars and spotting scope into our backpack. I put the pack on and heard the snap of the softball hitting the catcher’s mitt.
Molly pointed at the girl. “She’s really good.”
We watched a few more pitches.
“Good pitch,” the man said. “Does your arm still feel okay?”
“Yeah, it’s fine,” the girl said.
Molly looked at me. She held her hand up toward me as if she were miming me to do the same. 
I held mine out and our palms touched. She turned my hand over and traced it with her finger. My whole arm tingled. 
I watched Molly as she followed each of the lines in my hand with her index finger. I was frozen by her touch, unable to move in fear that if I did, she would stop. I felt the hairs on my arms and neck stand at attention.
“I still see you running from bear cubs,” Molly whispered.
I smiled as the girl increased her pitch speed and another snap echoed through the forest.
A loud ringing noise came from my backpack. It was as if a dozen bells were going off and the sound easily filled the whole area.
Molly looked at me, the whites of her eyes wide within her black-painted face, and we scrambled to our feet. I glanced at the backyard, and both the man and girl were staring into the woods right at us.
“Who’s there?” the man shouted.
Molly grabbed my hand and we took off running.
“Who’s out there?” the man shouted. “Stay off my property. I’m calling the police!”
We ran up the hill and the ringing sound returned. We continued to run as the phone rang a fourth time. We had cleared the other side of the hill and I stopped to take off the backpack. 
“Stupid phone,” I said.
I pulled out the satellite phone as it rang for a fifth time. I hit the button to answer it.
“Dylan, can you hear me?” I heard Mom say.
“Yes, Mom.” I stood up and jogged as Molly followed.
“It’s about time you answered,” she said.
“Sorry, this thing is still new to me.”
“Why does it sound like you’re running?”
“I have no idea,” I said as we continued to jog away from the house.
“Are you two okay?”
“Yes, Mom, we’re both fine.”
“What are you doing?”
“We’re hiking back to our camp.”
“At this time of night?”
“We’re almost there.”
She asked about Molly and I told her she was fine. Next she told me to be safe and not to forget about Amy’s birthday party. The only thing I had going for me was that she knew how expensive calls were on the satellite phone, so she said good night.
“After the phone rang,” Molly said, “my heart was racing so fast.”
“You should have seen how big your eyes were.”
Molly and I continued to run for awhile and then slowed to a walk. We shared a laugh and hiked back to our camp.
* * *
Molly and I awoke early the next day. By late morning the heat was so bad we had to take frequent breaks to rest in the shade. We used our water filter to refill our bottles every time we found a stream. Weaving in and out of trees on steep hills and rocky ground made it a massive effort to keep moving forward. By midafternoon the air was so hot and humid, breathing became difficult.
When Molly and I reached the river, we dropped our packs and stripped down to swimsuits without saying a word. The cold water against my skin was beyond refreshing. The shallow water was flowing faster than the last time we’d swam, but it was still deep enough for Molly to show me how to do the dead man’s float.
We waded upstream where the river narrowed and water flowed over rocks, creating a tiny waterfall. We sat down and let the water flow over our shoulders.
“I love this,” Molly said. “I wish I could live in the water.”
“Molly, the River Mermaid.”
She laughed.
“What do you think Wiz is doing right now?” Molly asked.
“He’s either reading a computer magazine or having an argument with Rosella.”
Molly laughed. “Is he your best friend?”
“Yeah.”
Molly rested her head back on the rocks.
“Do you have a best friend?” I asked.
Molly looked at me. She opened her mouth to talk, then stopped herself.
“I mean, one back in Boston?” I asked.
The frown on her face made me wish I’d never asked. 
Molly looked at the shoreline.
I was left in silence, wondering if she was going to say anything. I tried to come up with something to say, but then she said, “Dylan, do you remember how Tony called me an arsonist?”
I nodded.
Her head rolled forward and her shoulders dropped as she looked down at the water flowing past us. 
“If you want to talk about it,” I said, “that’s fine. You don’t have to explain anything to me if you don’t want to.”
“I don’t want you to think I—it’s just … I want you to know. I want you to hear it from me.”
“Okay.”
Molly sat up. “I told you my dad died two years ago. He was on his way home one night when he was hit by a drunk driver who’d run a red light.
The drunk driver was charged with vehicular manslaughter. Since it was the man’s first offense, they allowed him to plead guilty to a lesser charge. I was in the courtroom when the man told the judge he was sorry and he’d never drink again. The judge gave him a fine, four months of house arrest, and some community service.
“About six months later I was biking home from school when I saw the man’s truck parked outside a local sports bar. He owned one of those hideous jacked-up trucks. It was the same truck that killed my dad. I saw him up on a balcony, drinking and laughing with his buddies.
“I snapped. I knew he lived a few miles from us. I biked to a local gas station and bought a gas can and filled it up. I went to his house, dumped the gas into the mail slot on his front door, and lit his house on fire. I rode away feeling justice had finally been served.
“When I got home I could see the black smoke from the fire. I thought about what my dad would think. I heard sirens and thought about the firemen and the danger I had put them in. I got really scared. The fire department found the gas can I’d left on the man’s front lawn with the price tag still on it. The gas station had footage of me buying it and filling it up.”
She picked up a stone from the river bottom and stared at it. “It wasn’t the smartest crime ever committed.
“I was arrested. I pled guilty and was sentenced to twelve months in juvenile detention. We were hit with a $50,000 fine, which cleaned out what was left of my dad’s life insurance policy. We were ordered to pay to fix the man’s house, which basically meant we lost our house and any savings.
“After my dad died, my mom was in rough shape. They’d loved each other very much and, without my dad, my mom was lost. When I was sentenced, I didn’t hear from her for four months. I sat in the juvenile detention center wondering if she’d just left and I’d never see her again. Those were the hardest four months of my life. That was when I began writing those letters to my dad. I know now that that is when she turned to drugs.
“When my mom finally came to see me, she cried her eyes out, apologizing for not contacting me, but I could tell she was still furious. After my year was up and I got out, everything had changed. My mom was already dating Tony. Dating really isn’t the right word. She was completely dependent on him. She had no money and no job and Tony took her in and … the mom I knew was gone. I don’t know who she is anymore. She’s an addict, and it’s my fault.”
Molly threw the stone.
“When my dad died, I stopped spending time around friends. After the fire, I didn’t have any friends left.”
We sat in silence for a moment, and then Molly said, “I really screwed up my life.” She dropped her head into her hands.
“I don’t care about your past,” I said, putting my hand on her shoulder. “I care about who you are. You’re an amazing person who I love being around. I’ve only known you for such a short time, but I know we’re going to be good friends.”
“Thank you.” Molly wiped her eyes and gave me a hug.


Chapter 7
Molly and I spent the rest of the evening searching and returned to camp at sundown. We were beyond tired as we ate two MREs that tasted like burnt oatmeal, then climbed into the tent to get ready for sleep.
Even though it was cooler than before, it was still warm enough that Molly and I lay on top of our sleeping bags. Crickets and cicadas buzzed away, making the forest seem alive. Molly wore shorts and a tank top as she lay on her stomach, writing her dad another letter. I was shirtless in shorts as I fiddled with the GPS unit.
Molly and I jumped when the satellite phone rang in the same obnoxious tone.
“I have to do something about that ring,” I said. “Hello.”
“Dylan,” Dad said, “how is the search going?”
“It’s been hot, but we’ve covered a lot of ground.”
“How is Molly doing?”
“She’s good. How are Mom and Amy holding up?”
“Your mother is at Aunt Jackie’s tonight. She’s still mad at me for letting you search for Hannah. Amy is the same. She continues to struggle with all this. It’d be a good idea if you’re home for her birthday.”
“It’s in three days. I know. I’ll be there.”
“Any problems?”
“Nope, just your satellite phone has the most obnoxious ring ever.”
He laughed. “How is your food holding up?”
“We’re good on food,” I looked at Molly and then added, “unless the bears come and take it.”
Molly shot me a look that showed she didn’t think I was funny.
“Is your Internet tracking working?” I asked.
“Yes, it is. I’m looking at your location right now. We also got called to a residence yesterday about two miles from your camp. A dad and his daughter were outside when they heard someone trespassing on their property run off while a phone was ringing. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
“Did they describe the ringing phone as loud and obnoxious?”
“I didn’t take the call. The report didn’t use the word obnoxious.”
“Then it wasn’t us. Trust me. They would have described it as loud and obnoxious.”
“Hmmm …” he said. I wondered if I was about to get a lecture. “All right, I’ll let you go. I love you. Have a good night.”
“I love you too, Dad.”
Molly continued writing in her notebook. I powered down the GPS and put the phone away. Then I pulled out the picture of Hannah and me. It had been taken in Washington, D.C., on a family vacation after we climbed to the top of the Washington Monument. 
“I’m finished,” Molly said. “Do you want to hear what I wrote?”
“Sure.”
“Here you go.” She held the note near the flashlight. “Hey Dad, Dylan and I are on day two of our second expedition searching for Hannah. Today was really hot. We swam again and I showed Dylan the dead man’s float. Now I don’t have to worry about him drowning. He’s getting the hang of swimming and he’s my best student ever. Okay, he’s my only student, but he’s still my best. I told Dylan about what I did to earn my stay at the juvenile detention center. I’m nervous he might be gone in the morning after he makes a run for it. I wouldn’t blame him, especially after I introduced him to the biggest loser in the state of New Hampshire.” Molly looked at me and smiled. “I’ll write you again soon! I love you, Dad! Molly.” 
I thanked her for reading it.
She put her pencil and her notebook away and rolled on her side facing me. “Do you ever wonder what your life will be like when you leave home?”
I thought about it and said, “Maybe a little.”
“I think about it a lot.”
“What do you think it’ll be like?” I asked.
“It’ll be great,” Molly said. “I’ll live in my own house and have friends over all the time. I’ll have pets, maybe a cat or at least an aquarium full of tropical fish. Best of all, Tony won’t live there.”
“I just can’t wait until I can drive,” I said. “Then I could come over and hang out at your house.”
“You can come over anytime you want.” Molly rolled on her back and stared at the ceiling of our tent.
I realized how good I had it compared to Molly. The reason I hadn’t thought much about life after living in my parents’ house was because I really liked living with my family. Hannah and I didn’t always get along, but I couldn’t ask for a better older sister. I remembered her sitting on the couch showing me her tattoo, and I felt another pang of guilt for not waking up while someone forced her out of her bed at gunpoint. 
I wished I could introduce Molly to Hannah. I thought about Molly and her mom, and what it must have been like to go to the detention center. I couldn’t imagine four months of silence from my mom. I looked at Molly and remembered what she said while we sat in the river, about how it was her fault her mom was an addict.
“I have an idea.” I turned to face her, sitting cross-legged.
“What is it?”
“I want to make a deal with you,” I said. “You should know this deal is huge.”
“What is it?” Molly sat up and faced me. 
“I’ve never done anything like this before. This is really big for both of us.”
“Tell me.”
“A deal like this between friends is a once-a-decade kind of thing.”
She pushed me lightly on the shoulder. “Would you tell me already?”
“Here we go. I told you I blame myself for allowing Hannah to be taken. You told me you blame yourself for what has happened to your mom. Here’s my deal. I will agree to stop blaming myself for Hannah being taken if you agree to stop blaming yourself for what has happened to your mom.”
I watched Molly consider this. It was as if she was searching my face for a loophole or a trick.
“Dylan, you didn’t kidnap Hannah, but I set that house on fire.”
“It may be true you set the fire, but it was your mom who chose to date Tony. It was your mom who chose to do drugs, and it was your mom who chose not to be the person you remember.”
Molly looked me in the eyes as she considered this.
“So, do we have a deal?” I asked.
Molly seemed deep in thought. “I don’t know.”
“A deal like this doesn’t come around often,” I said. “Do you think your dad would want you blaming yourself for what has happened to your mom? Do you think he’d want you to make this deal?”
Molly looked at me and slowly smiled. “Okay, but the same goes for you,” Molly said. “We’re going to have to help each other out to make sure we stick to this deal.”
“I will help you make sure you don’t blame yourself about your mom.”
“And I’ll do the same for you about Hannah being taken.”
“Good,” I said. “Do we have a deal?”
“We have a deal,” she said. 
“We have to spit-shake on it,” I said.
“Spit-shake?”
“You know, spit-shake.” 
I cleared my throat with a rumble and then spit into my hand. “Oh, that’s a good one, too. Hurry up, it’s sliding off.” I held out my hand.
Molly looked at me like I was crazy, but then she spit into her hand. 
Our combined saliva was squishy on our palms as we shook hands. I felt like the luckiest guy in the world to have someone like Molly as a friend.
* * *
Molly and I awoke to a perfectly still morning. A light fog surrounded our camp. The fog lifted by the time we finished our dried bananas and berry granola bars. We left our packs in the tent and carried just a small pack with the GPS, satellite phone, and our lunch. Hiking was easy as it was cool under the overcast skies until midafternoon.
“Do you hear that?” Molly asked.
We stopped as we looked out over a green canopied valley spotted with rock outcroppings. It took a moment. I recognized what sounded like an engine in the distance. Whatever was making the muffled sound seemed to be moving. The whir of the engine would grow in volume, become quiet for a moment, then return.
“It sounds like an ATV,” I said. “Come on, let’s check it out.”
We hiked down toward the bottom of the valley, and the noise grew louder. We made our way down the hill and hid behind a large maple tree. A trail big enough for a vehicle crossed a small stream and continued on up another hill. A black ATV appeared pulling a small, two-wheel enclosed trailer. The driver wore a helmet, and a barrel-sized plastic tank was mounted behind him on the back of the ATV. I could see liquid in the plastic tank sloshing around as the driver navigated a corner at slow speed.
I stared at the trailer and thought about how it would be big enough to haul a person. I pulled out my GPS and marked our location.
“Let’s follow him,” I said.
We made our way to the trail and jogged as we followed the ATV. The noise of the engine continued into the distance ahead of us. Soon we couldn’t hear it anymore.
We hiked in silence. The trail wound up a hill through a few switchbacks. It had been about fifteen minutes since we’d last heard the ATV.
We reached the top of the hill and could see the trail continue with rock cliffs about two stories tall on both sides of it. Large boulders forced the trail to wind around them.
The growing whir of the engine returned. It sounded like it was on the other side of the hill. Molly and I dropped down behind the nearest boulder. I kept my head down as the ATV maneuvered around a slow turn. I looked up as it accelerated away from us. The trailer it had been towing was gone and the tank mounted on the back appeared to be empty. 
“That was close,” Molly said. 
“Come on. Let’s see where he came from.”
We hiked down the trail, winding our way through the trees. The trail became narrow and covered by the trees, then it abruptly opened up to a large plot of land filled with tall, stringy plants that looked way too green compared to how brown everything else was. There was a sweet odor in the still air, and then I knew. This was a large patch of tall marijuana plants.
I hid behind a large tree and motioned for Molly to join me.
“Do you see anyone?” I asked softly.
She shook her head. “Look at that.” She pointed to the cliff across the field from us. A vertical crack formed at the top and opened up near the bottom to form what looked like the entrance to a cave. The small trailer was parked next to it.
I didn’t see or hear anyone else. “Let’s go check it out.”
The trailer was padlocked, and I tapped on the side of it. “Anyone in there?” I asked. We heard no response.
I led the way as we walked through the narrow entrance into the rocky cave. I didn’t have my flashlight on me. There was enough natural light from the entrance that we could see a large room with a high ceiling that looked like it was there naturally. It smelled skunky, like rotting leaves. We could see wooden racks with hoes, rakes, and shovels. A workbench was along a wall and a large table sat in the middle of the room. A rack on one wall had several marijuana plants hanging from it. We found bags of potting soil stacked under several dusty brown tarps.
“Look,” Molly said.
In the back of the room was a door made of bars, like one on a jail cell. I ran over to it, but it was too dark to see around the corner where the cave continued. The door was locked.
“Hannah!” I shouted.
There was no response.
The roar of the engine returned. The ATV had driven up near the entrance to the cave.
“Oh, no!” Molly gasped.
I moved the empty crates away from the wall. “Hide back here,” I said. She sat down behind the crates. I pulled the dusty tarp over our heads and squished in next to her. My heart was racing. I moved some of the crates to seal off our hiding spot.
Molly wrapped her arms around me and put her head on my shoulder. The ATV sounded like it was moving slowly. We heard a hissing sound coming from the ATV as it passed the entrance of the cave.
“He’s watering the plants,” I said. 
The crates in front of us were made of slats, and Molly and I could see through them well enough to watch the shadow of the ATV pass by. The driver made several more loops. 
The ATV came to a stop, and the driver killed the engine. We heard a clunking sound, and I realized the driver was hooking up the trailer to the ATV. Next I heard keys jingle and then a creak as the trailer door opened.
Molly squeezed me as the man entered the cave holding something in his hands. He walked over to the workbench and flipped on a battery-powered lantern. He put on a hard hat with a light mounted to it and turned it on. The light swung around toward us for a moment and then over to the door made of bars. We heard the jingle of keys as the man unlocked the door. He put the keys back in his pocket and disappeared down the tunnel as he began to whistle. 
Molly cupped her hands around my ear. “I recognize him. He buys drugs from Tony.” 
We could tell from his whistling that he didn’t go far. He used his keys again, and we heard another door open. The whistling grew in volume as he came back and walked out of the cave. He immediately returned with an armload of what looked like small, plastic-wrapped packages. I figured they were bricks of marijuana. The man continued to whistle as he made several trips to unload the contents of the trailer into the cave.
Finally he switched off his light, hung his hardhat back up, and left the cave. We both heard the ATV start up and roar away.
“Oh my God,” Molly said, still holding me. “That was close.” She let go of me and I helped her up. She was clearly shaking.
“Are you okay?” I asked. 
Molly nodded. “Let’s go.”
We ran out of the cave. As soon as we got to the trees, we left the ATV trail. We stopped running once we were clear and hid behind some birch trees.
“That was too close,” Molly said. “My heart was racing so hard.”
“I could feel it when we were sitting there,” I said.
Molly flopped down on her back and stared up at the sky. “You were so calm while I was freaking out. How do you do it?”
“I don’t know. I just thought about staying alive and finding Hannah.”
Molly sat up and looked at me. “Thanks for keeping me calm.” 
“You’re welcome.” I offered my hand to help her up. 
She gladly accepted, then said, “Let’s go find your sister.”
* * *
On Amy’s birthday, Molly and I packed up early and made it to my parents’ house by midmorning, only to find it locked and empty. Since my dad had given us a ride, I hadn’t thought to bring a key with me.
We walked around to the sliding-glass door near my bedroom. I lifted up a loose patio block to reveal a hidden house key.
“We have one of those under the huge propane tank outside my bedroom window,” Molly said. 
I unlocked the door and put the key back. Once inside, we took off our backpacks and then went to my room to stare at our map. We picked out a new area to search to the east, taking us near the White Mountain National Forest. Molly and I agreed to meet back at my house the next morning.
I followed Molly to the door. 
“Here,” she said, holding out a folded piece of her notebook paper. “This is for you.”
I took it and saw my name written on it.
“Have fun at Amy’s party.” Molly waved as she walked toward the road. 
“I will.” I watched her disappear around the trees and then looked at the note in my hand. I went inside, sat down on the couch, and read it.
Dylan,
I’m so glad I’ve gotten to meet you and we’ve become friends. You’re the best part about living here. I’m so sorry your sister was taken. I believe everything happens for a reason, even if it doesn’t make any sense, and I truly believe you will find Hannah.
—Molly


Chapter 8
The screams of children, the clang of arcade games, and circus music filled the small food court where I sat inside Gary’s Games Galore. Normally, I’d be in front of a game shoving in tokens or standing in line at the batting cages, but the man who kidnapped Hannah a month ago had taken that desire away from me. I sat alone, wanting to be out in the woods searching. 
Next to the food court was a large castle surrounded by a sea of multicolored plastic balls. A group of young boys attacked the castle while another group defended it.
A pack of little girls, led by a giggling Amy, wearing her Gary’s Games Galore birthday crown, ran onto the drawbridge and jumped feet first into the balls, sinking down to their knees.
It was nice to see Amy smile again. Maybe the time everyone said she needed was finally helping. It was different for me. I knew I wouldn’t, I couldn’t, be happy until Hannah was found.
Mom was helping one of Amy’s friends, who’d spilled chocolate milk all over herself. It was clear she was trying very hard to make sure every one of Amy’s friends had a good time. I noticed how tired she looked. The last month had aged her several years.
Dad sat down across from me. “It’s good to have you here,” he said. “I know you’d rather be out looking for Hannah, but this means a lot to Amy.” He looked at the castle and then back at me. “I’m proud of you, proud of the way you refuse to give up.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
Amy shouted, “Look at me!” She flew down a slide into the plastic balls at the bottom. Three more of Amy’s friends followed, creating a giggling pile of six- and seven-year-olds. We both waved to her as she ran to the stairs with her friends so they could do it again.
Dad leaned in close. “I need you to do something for me.” His face told me he was serious. “It’s really important you trust me when I say I have your safety and your best interest in mind when I tell you what it is. I know you’re not going to like it, but I need you to do it.”
“What is it?” I asked.
“It’s about Molly.” He looked around to make sure no one could hear him, and then his eyes met mine. “Don’t go into her house again. Not ever. Do you understand?”
I stared back at him. I hadn’t told him I’d been to her house. “How did you know I was in her house?”
“Dylan, I can’t answer that.”
“Are the police watching the house?” I asked and waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. “This is about Tony, isn’t it? Molly told me he’s a drug dealer.”
“Son, you have no idea how serious this is. I need you to trust me on this. I could be fired for what I just told you. If you want me to continue to have a job and are at all concerned about Molly’s safety, our family’s safety, or the safety of my fellow officers, you can’t repeat what I just told you to anyone, especially to Molly. Do you understand me?”
“I do.” I paused to let an energetic group of boys run past. 
“Did you speak with Tony?” Dad asked.
“Yeah.”
“What did he say?”
I couldn’t help myself and started laughing.
“What?”
“Tony told me … if I slept with Molly, he’d cut my you-know-what off. Then he showed me his knife.”
“Did he?” Dad smiled. “I was going to talk to you about that same topic, especially with you and Molly sharing a tent. I guess there’s no point if Tony’s threat means as much to you as it should.”
“It does. Your talk won’t be necessary.”
Amy ran by the edge of the netting and stopped just long enough to smile at us. She ran back into the castle, followed by four friends.
I thought about Molly and how happy she’d be to have Tony out of her life. I imagined dozens of federal agents storming the small ugly pea green house where Tony dealt his drugs.
“Dad, if I’m not safe in that house, neither is Molly.”
“Keep her out of there. Bring her with you into the forest and stay there as long as you can. Tell her nothing.”
“How long? How long until you take him down?”
“I can’t tell you because I don’t know. You never know with these things.”
“She’s been taking pictures of all the people who come to the house.”
“That’s very dangerous. Tell her to stop. You never know what these people are going to do, and if they saw her taking pictures, it could be really bad.”
“I’ll get her to stop.” 
“Tell her it’s not worth the risk.”
“Do you want her pictures?” 
Dad shook his head. “They already know what’s been going on at that house and who has been there. Tell her to destroy those pictures.”
I nodded, remembering how Molly had called Tony an idiot. “They don’t want Tony. It’s obvious he’s not the mastermind. They want the people above him, don’t they?”
Dad sat back in his chair, smiling. He didn’t say a word; he just beamed with pride.
“Okay,” I said, “I’ll stay out of there and I won’t say a word. Not to Molly or anyone else. Just make sure Molly isn’t there when it happens.”
Dad nodded.
I told him about discovering the marijuana plot and promised to get him the coordinates off of the GPS unit. I didn’t tell him about the ATV or hiding in the cave.
We sat in silence while the music, arcade games, and squeals of dozens of little girls continued to fill the air.
Dad shifted in his chair. “Dylan, in two months school starts. You can keep searching for Hannah until then, but after that, your mom and I need you to come home. When school starts, it’ll be time to stop. Do you understand?”
I looked at him and thought of the vow I made to never stop searching. I didn’t want to think about it now. I knew school meant colder weather, soon followed by a blanket of snow, and I knew school wasn’t optional.
He looked at me, still waiting for an answer.
I didn’t like it, but the fact I had a deadline to find Hannah just made me want to search harder, faster, and further than I had before. I nodded. “If I haven’t found her by then, I’m done searching the forest.”
“Find her, Dylan. Find her and bring her home.”
* * *
We arrived home after dark. I wished Amy happy birthday one more time and said good night to everyone. 
I was halfway down the stairs when I saw dirty footprints on the carpet leading from the sliding-glass door to my room. I froze. The footprints were small and made by someone who was barefoot. They were about the size Hannah would make.
I climbed down the rest of the steps quietly. My door was half open. Enough light was coming from the stairwell that I could see someone curled up in a ball under my comforter. The person was quietly sobbing. The whole bed was shaking, and I could hear quick shallow breaths. I pushed the door open and propped myself against the doorway so I didn’t lose my balance. 
My throat swelled. “Hannah?”
“I’m so sorry, Dylan.”
It wasn’t Hannah. “Molly?”
“I’m so sorry.”
I turned on my light.
“Don’t look at me,” she cried. The only thing I could see were her dirty bare feet sticking out of the comforter. 
I walked over to the bed. “Molly, what’s wrong?”
She reached out and pulled the comforter tight around her head. Her exposed forearm had a huge bruise on it. 
“Oh, my God. Oh, my God, Molly, what … what happened?”
“You told me to be careful. You told me and I wasn’t.” Molly pulled her arm back in. “Tony found the pictures on my computer. He smashed it. He smashed everything.” Molly choked as she said, “And then he ...”
“What did he do?”
“I’m so sorry, Dylan.”
“You have nothing to be sorry about.”
Molly broke down as she said, “All those letters to my dad are gone. You were right. I should have been more careful.”
“Oh, no,” I said. “What did he do?”
“I’m so sorry, Dylan. I’m so sorry.”
“What did he do?”
Molly pulled the comforter tight around her head. “Don’t look at me.” 
“Molly, I’m going to help you.” I tried to remain calm. “I’m going to help you. Don’t move. Okay?”
She started to sob harder.
“Let me tell you what’s going to happen. I’m going to get my parents. They’ll know exactly what to do. Don’t move. I’ll be right back. I promise they’ll help you.”
“Dylan, I didn’t want this to happen.”
“I know.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Just don’t move. I’ll be right back.”
I ran upstairs and found Dad in my parents’ room and Mom just closing Amy’s door, having made sure she was asleep. I gathered them together and explained how Molly was hurt, and they both followed me down to my room. 
“Molly, where are you hurt?” Mom asked.
“My head,” Molly said, sniffling. “My back hurts, too.” 
Dad stood in the doorway behind me.
Slowly, Molly pulled the comforter away from her head. She was turned on her side, and I could see a bruise on her red cheeks. She started to cry as she looked at me.
My mouth betrayed me as it opened in shock. One eye was bloodstained and the other was almost swollen shut. She covered her face with her hands. Her bare arms were badly bruised.
“Dylan, we need a towel, a wet washcloth, and an ice pack,” Mom said, looking at the back of Molly’s head.
I flew up the steps into the kitchen. I was shaking. I quickly gathered the items and ran back down to my room. Mom took them from me and told us to wait outside. She closed the door.
Dad looked at me. “Tony?”
I nodded. “He found the pictures on her computer.”
Dad shook his head in disgust and anger, and then he walked to the sliding-glass door and looked around. “Stay right here,” he said as he went upstairs. Soon I could hear him on the phone talking with the police.
I sat on the couch hating Tony for what he’d done to Molly. Anger swelled inside me as I imagined him throwing Molly across her small room. Only a monster could do something like that. I hoped they’d lock him up for good.
Dad returned and Mom opened the door. Molly was sitting on the edge of my bed in my sweatpants and one of my sweatshirts, holding the ice pack over her eye. She stared at the floor as I walked back in the room.
“I’m taking Molly to the hospital,” Mom said, “and you are going to stay here with Amy and Dad.”
Part of me wanted to protest, but I didn’t want to cause a problem. Not now.
A loud knock at the front door made us all jump. Molly looked terrified as she said, “It’s him.” She lay back down on the bed and pulled herself into a ball. “I’m so sorry.”
“Everyone is going to stay calm,” Dad said. “And everyone is going to stay right here.”
Mom gave him a concerned look as he left the room and closed the door behind him. 
“You’ve nothing to be sorry about,” Mom whispered to Molly. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Something wrong was done to you. You are not to blame for this.”
I intentionally stood next to my backpack, my hand near the baseball bat sticking out of it. Part of me wanted to grab it, run upstairs, and dish out some of what Tony had given to Molly.
Molly sobbed as we waited. I could hear our door close and footsteps come downstairs. I was ready to grab the bat if it was Tony.
“He’s gone,” Dad said as he opened my door. “He was looking for Molly and I told him she wasn’t here. He looked like he believed me. I watched him drive away and then I called the dispatcher. They’re sending a patrol car to pick him up.”
Mom helped Molly to her feet. She limped slowly to the stairs and then leaned heavily on the railing as she carefully managed each step.
I followed everyone upstairs and helped Molly into the passenger seat of our car.
“I’ll call you when we get there,” Mom said, looking at Dad.
I could see Molly fighting the pain as she arched her back. She held the ice pack over her eye. Mom started the engine and backed out of our driveway. 
“Tony looked scared,” Dad said. “After what he did, he should be.”
Mom called Dad ten minutes later to let him know they’d gotten to the hospital. They didn’t talk long. I knew they were discussing what would happen next.
“You should try to get some sleep,” Dad said after he hung up. “Tomorrow, if Molly is ready, we’ll take you to see her. She’ll stay at the hospital tonight, and your mom is going to stay with her.”
I got ready for bed. When I saw Molly’s blood on my comforter I got angry again. I felt like a terrible friend. I wanted to be there for her the way she had been there for me. I thought about what Dad had said, “Bring her with you into the forest and stay there as long as you can.” As soon as Molly was able, that’s exactly what I planned to do.
* * *
The next morning, Dad said Tony had been arrested and was still in jail. The police had been to his house to take pictures. Mom came home before lunch and told me how Molly’s mother was making a huge scene at the hospital by begging her daughter and everyone else not to press charges.
“Neither Molly nor her mom has any say in the matter,” Dad told me. “It’s up to the judge, who’ll consider what is in Molly’s best interest. Tony will go to court soon.”
Molly had told me all her mom cared about was getting high. I was certain that’s why she didn’t want Tony to be charged. “What else did Molly’s mom say?” I asked.
“She just kept pleading with the nurses and the social worker to release Molly into her care. It may still be another day before they release Molly, but when they do, she’ll go home with her mother.”
This didn’t surprise me. I hoped the first thing Molly would do is come see me.
“Is someone with Molly now?” I asked.
“Her mom said she’d be there until they released her.”
“When can I go and see her?”
“I told Molly I’d come and see her tonight. You’re welcome to come with me. It’s up to her if she wants to see you.”
After lunch, I told everyone I was going to see Wiz. It wasn’t a lie, but I didn’t mention the pit stop I knew I had to make. I grabbed my backpack and biked to Tony’s house.
The house looked as pathetic as ever. The police were gone and there was no sign of life. I knew I was breaking my promise to my dad, but I was certain nobody would be home. Why would the police monitor Tony’s house when they knew he was locked up?
I biked up to the large propane tank next to Molly’s room. The magnetic key holder was tucked up under the huge horizontal cylinder, which looked like a scaled-down railroad tanker car. I knocked at the front door just in case someone was inside. No one answered. I unlocked the door and found the living room full of empty beer cans and dirty clothes. The room smelled like cat urine. I headed straight for Molly’s room.
Her door was closed, and when I opened it I found out why. Broken bits of ceramic, which had once been Molly’s penguins, littered the floor, intermixed with keyboard keys. The laptop was on the floor bent in a U shape. It looked like it had been whacked several times by whatever attacked the penguins. The screen and the base were now in two separate parts connected only by a few wires.
Her dresser had several large dents in the top where it looked like someone had hit it with a baseball bat. Her mattress was leaning against the wall at an awkward angle. Molly’s swimming posters were crumpled in a ball on the floor. 
The next thing I saw made my heart sink. High on the wall next to the bed was a dent in the sheetrock. The dent was the same size as Molly.
“Oh, no,” I groaned as I stared at it.
I understood why Molly had said her back and head hurt last night. I pictured Tony throwing her into the wall, and my anger swelled inside me.
I found the framed picture of Molly and her dad. The glass was cracked, but the photo looked intact. I looked around the room for anything else worth salvaging and spotted a penguin wedged under her chair. I pulled it out and found it was the hand-painted one she’d said her dad had brought back from Sweden. It had survived without a scratch, so I stuffed it into my backpack along with the picture and what was left of Molly’s laptop.
I closed her door and locked the front door as I left. I replaced the key under the propane tank and quickly biked away. 
When I arrived at Wiz’s house, he grilled me with questions about how the search was going. He wore a grin as he asked what it had been like searching with Molly. I told him we needed to talk in private.
Once we were in his room, I told Wiz about the close calls Molly and I had and about finding Blake Weldon and his friends. I decided not to say anything about Molly being attacked by Tony. I thought I’d let Molly tell him if she wanted to. 
“I have a computer project for you,” I said. He looked like I’d just told him I had brought him a Christmas present. Before I showed him the laptop, I told him about how Molly and I had come back yesterday because of Amy’s birthday and while we were away, something bad had happened to Molly’s laptop. I pulled out the twisted remains and set it on his desk. 
“What the hell happened to this?” Wiz asked.
“Would you believe me if I told you a tree fell on it?”
He picked up the base to examine it, and the “S” from the keyboard fell off. He looked at me like he’d just found out the Christmas present I’d brought him was a pair of ugly yellow socks. “This thing is completely screwed.”
“Molly thinks so, too. She doesn’t know I have it. Any chance you could pull off any data?”
Wiz looked at me, looked at the laptop, and then back at me. “Are you serious?”
“Molly would love you forever if you could salvage anything from this. It would be a huge surprise, and it would mean a lot to her.” I told him about the letters she’d written to her dad after he’d passed away.
“I’ll have to pull it apart.” He stroked his chin as he considered the laptop. “If the hard drive is smashed, you can forget it.”
“So you’ll take a look at it?”
“Sure, I’ll take a look, but the chance of salvaging anything out of this mess is minimal at best.”
“Please, just do what you can.”
* * *
Mom and I drove to the hospital after supper, and she told me Tony would be arraigned in the morning on second-degree child abuse charges. She told me he could get up to seven years in prison.
Mom pulled into a parking spot. “If I could give you some advice,” she said, “it would be to listen to Molly. Don’t judge or question. If you think what you’re about to say may sound critical, don’t say it. She needs support right now, and a good friend. If that means you listen quietly and say nothing, so be it.”
I nodded to let her know I understood.
When we got to Molly’s room, Mom told me to wait outside. I stood in the hall for a minute before the door opened. Molly’s mom stormed out. She slammed the door shut, taking no notice of me or any of the nurses who stopped to look. She stomped down the hallway and pushed through a group of people before exiting through the stairway door.
Mom came out next.
“What was that all about?” I asked.
“Her mom wasn’t happy to see me. We had an argument last night. Molly said she’d like to see you. Remember what we talked about?”
I nodded and Mom told me she’d wait outside. 
The lights were off and the blinds were closed. A dim light was coming from a small lamp next to Molly’s bed. She was lying on her back staring at the ceiling. She turned her head toward me. The blood that had been in her right eye was gone. The blue circle around her swollen left eye had darkened and grown, and her right eye had a purple mark underneath it.
“Hi,” she said, forcing a smile.
“Hi.”
“I guess our moms are getting along great.” 
“I guess so.” I didn’t know what to expect, but Molly’s sarcasm was a good sign. I sat in a chair next to her bed.
“How was Amy’s birthday party?” she asked.
“It was good. If you can imagine dozens of giggling little girls running around screaming, it’d be just like you were there. It was good to see Amy happy again.” This made Molly smile.
She repositioned herself carefully. “When are you going out searching again?” 
“As soon as my search partner is ready.”
Molly looked at me. “Are you sure?”
“I have the best search partner anyone could ever ask for, and there’s no way I’ll find a better one. I’m not leaving her behind.”
Molly laughed. “What about Wiz?”
I laughed. “He wouldn’t last four hours in the heat we’ve had. I went to see him today.”
“How is he?”
“He’s good. I gave him an update on the searching, and he asked me about you.”
“Did you tell him what happened?”
“No.”
The look on Molly’s face told me she was relieved I hadn’t. She took a drink of water and pointed at my feet.
“What’s in the bag?”
“I brought you something. First, we have this.” I pulled out the penguin and handed it to her.
“How did you … You went to my house? How did you get in?”
“I found the key under the propane tank, right where you told me it would be.”
Molly seemed impressed I’d remembered.
She inspected the penguin. “It’s not damaged. Where did you find this?” 
“Under your chair. This is the one your dad brought back from Sweden, right?”
She nodded.
“And speaking of your dad,” I pulled out the picture of Molly and her dad. I had swapped the broken glass with another piece from an old, unused frame I found in our basement.
Molly was shocked. “I thought everything was smashed. Thank you! Thank you so much. You have no idea how much these mean to me.” She stared at the picture for a moment, then handed it to me. “Will you hang on to these? I don’t want my mom to know you were in our house.”
I nodded and put them back in my bag.
Molly held out her arm with the palm of her hand facing me. I sat forward in my chair and put my palm against hers.
“Do you remember the last time our hands touched?” she asked.
“Saliva was involved.”
“A lot of saliva,” she said. 
We both smiled.
“Are you still holding up your end of the deal?” she asked.
I knew she was talking about our agreement. “I am. Are you?”
“I am.”
“Good.” 
Molly pulled her hand back under the covers. 
She looked at the ceiling. “Last night, when you found me in your room, you thought I was Hannah.”
I nodded.
“I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t apologize,” I said. “You did the right thing coming to my house after what happened.”
“I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” Molly’s face changed, like someone was digging a knife into her side. She took a deep breath. “Of all the things that happened yesterday, do you know what hurt the most?” As she spoke, her voice changed. I could tell she was fighting her emotions, and she was losing.
I said nothing and waited for her to continue.
“When I got home, Tony wasn’t there, but my mom was. She was sitting in her chair. She didn’t even ask where I’d been. When she spoke, she made it sound like I’d been in the house the whole time. I’d been gone for five days, and she hadn’t even noticed. I tried to tell her where I’d been. She didn’t care.”
Tears streamed down her face. “And when Tony came home, when he screamed at me about the pictures and smashed everything, my mom didn’t do anything. She didn’t try to stop him. She didn’t even move from her chair.”
Molly wiped her eyes.
“And now that Tony’s been arrested, it’s easy to see what she really cares about. All she wants is Tony back so she can feed her addiction. She doesn’t care about anything else.”
We sat in silence for several minutes.
When she calmed down, she said, “They’re going to release me tomorrow. My mom will take me home. Can I come over and see you? I don’t want to be in that house.”
“You can come over anytime you want.”
“Thank you.”
Molly wiped her eyes, and I caught a glimpse of the bruise on her forearm.
“Will you do one more thing for me?” Molly asked.
“Of course.”
“I didn’t sleep last night. I couldn’t. Will you stay here until I fall asleep?”
I nodded.
Molly pulled up her blankets and repositioned herself. I reached up and shut off the light.
Just as I had witnessed so many times when Molly and I were in the tent together, she drifted off to sleep. I sat watching her for several minutes and vowed to do whatever I could to keep her away from Tony and her mom.


Chapter 9
The next morning, over breakfast, Dad told me the judge had set Tony’s bail at $25,000 and issued a restraining order so he had to stay away from Molly.
“But it’s his house,” I said. “What happens if he comes up with the bail money?”
“Tony won’t be allowed to be there,” he said. “The court order won’t let him. Remember, the law is designed to protect Molly. The judge doesn’t care if it’s Tony’s house. They consider it Molly’s place of residence, and he can’t be there if she’s there.”
Even with what Dad just said, I imagined Tony throwing Molly out the first chance he got, and maybe her mother, too.
Mom walked into the kitchen.
“Molly told me she’d like to come over here today,” I said. “If she wants to spend the night, is that okay?”
Mom and Dad looked at each other and nodded.
“She can sleep on the guest bed in Amy’s room,” Mom said.
I thanked them both and left the table. To kill some time after breakfast I mowed the lawn. 
Throughout the day I felt a growing excitement at the idea that Molly was coming over. After supper I began to worry she wasn’t coming, but a few hours later she knocked on the sliding-glass door next to my room. I was surprised that she wore her backpack with the sleeping bag hanging below it as if she were ready for more hiking.
“Will you help me take this off?” she asked.
“Sure.”
She winced as I lifted it up and she slid her arms out of the straps. “It wasn’t so bad when I put it on.” 
She wore shorts, and I was happy to see she didn’t have any bruises on her legs. I figured she was wearing a long-sleeved shirt to hide the bruises on her arms. The dark ring around her left eye had gotten darker, but the other eye looked almost back to normal.
“How do you feel?” I asked.
“Better. I don’t feel as sore as I did yesterday.” She groaned as she bent forward trying to touch her toes. She had to stop at her ankles. “It’s like having someone standing on your back.”
“I’m surprised you walked over here.”
“My legs are fine; it’s my stupid back.” She lifted her shirt a few inches above her waist to show a purple and red mess.
“That looks like it really hurts,” I said.
“It’s just sore.”
My mom came down to say hello and insisted Molly get some rest. I wanted Molly to heal as fast as possible, so I didn’t put up a fight.
The next morning, Molly got up early and joined me on the couch as I watched TV. We hadn’t been sitting there long when Amy ran down the steps. “Molly!” My mom was right behind her.
“Amy, I heard you had a birthday,” Molly said.
“Guess how old I am?” Amy ran over to the couch and sat next to her. “What happened to your eye?”
“I fell and landed on it. I’ll be okay. I’m going to guess you’re nine.”
“No,” Amy said playfully. “I’m seven now.”
“Wow. Guess what? I’ve got something for you.” Molly dug out a wrapped box from her backpack and handed it to Amy.
Amy quickly opened it to find a small wooden jewelry box. The inside was full of plastic bracelets and necklaces. Her mouth opened wide as she looked inside. “Wow! Mom, look!”
“These were mine when I was your age,” Molly said. “But now I want you to have them.”
“It’s really nice of Molly to remember your birthday,” Mom said. “What do you say to Molly?”
“Thank you!” Amy squealed as she hugged Molly.
Molly cringed. I could tell she didn’t want Amy to know how much the hug hurt. Amy cuddled next to her, as she had done so many times with Hannah, while we all watched a movie.
After the movie was over, I helped Molly start a load of laundry. None of her clothes had been washed from our previous trip.
During lunch, my parents grilled Molly about what we’d been doing while we were out searching. She told them about the heat, and how she was teaching me to swim. I told them I taught Molly how to build a fire.
“Can’t wait to get back out searching,” Molly said.
“Well, you need to rest first,” Mom said.
“I will tonight, but tomorrow morning I’ll be ready to go.”
Dad quickly looked at Molly and said, “Are you sure you’re ready?”
“I’m ready,” Molly said. “I feel much better today.”
Mom tried to convince her to give it at least another day, but Molly insisted and my parents backed down.
Molly and I played a board game with Amy after lunch and then Molly took a nap. I repacked my bag and went with my mom to the grocery store to load up on dried food.
After supper, Molly painted Amy’s toenails with her favorite color, bright pink. When she was finished, Molly let Amy paint her toenails the same color so they’d match. I declined their offer to paint mine.
Molly read Amy a bedtime story and then got ready for bed.
I was downstairs brushing my teeth when Molly appeared at the door.
“Hey,” she said, “I have a doctor appointment next Tuesday, so if we go tomorrow, we’ll have four days to search.”
I spit my toothpaste into the sink. “Are you sure you’re ready?”
“I’m sure. We’ve got searching to do.”
I smiled.
“Today was great,” Molly said. “Thank you so much for letting me stay here.”
“You’re welcome anytime.”
We said good night and Molly went upstairs.
I thought of how common it had been to spend a day with my family, and yet for Molly, the last time she’d been able to experience anything like today would have been before her dad passed away. It made me think of Hannah, and what a great day we’d all have together when she came home. 
* * *
Dad dropped us off early the next morning on a highway near our new search area. A gray overcast sky hung low, touching the treetops, making it hard to see more than fifty feet in front of us. It was misting as we entered a forest of elm, maple, and birch trees. There was no direct route, so we wove around large clumps of bushes and old tree growths. Dad’s GPS unit had fresh batteries, which was good because I needed to look at it often to make sure we were headed in the right direction.
The sun came out an hour later, cleared away the mist, and began to cook the forest again. We walked slowly, making sure Molly didn’t overdo it on the first day back. We both knew it would be easier once we made camp and could leave most of our gear with the tent while we searched.
Molly was truly amazing. I’d never met a more driven person in my life. She was pushing her pain aside to help find someone she’d never met. 
“I think Amy is so sweet,” Molly said. “Is she that way around other people?”
“Sometimes, but she’s that way around older girls all of the time. She was like that around Hannah.”
“So she looks up to her big sister?”
“You have no idea.”
Molly stopped walking and faced me. “Have you spoken to Amy yet? I mean, have you had a chance to talk to her about that night?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t want to do it on her birthday.”
Molly nodded. “You still need to do it. Soon.”
“I know. I will.”
“I’m going to hold you to that.”
We hiked for two hours, then picked out our new campsite. This time we chose a clearing surrounded by maple trees near a small stream for easy water access. 
We set up the tent and took turns blowing up an air mattress, which filled the whole tent. Dad loaned it to us so Molly wouldn’t have to sleep on the hard ground.
We took our time eating an early lunch of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.
As soon as we finished Molly said, “Let’s go!” with a new burst of energy.
We left most of our gear. I carried a small backpack with our GPS, water, and satellite phone.
The rolling hills slowed us down. I caught Molly wincing occasionally, but she didn’t complain and seemed to continue on with even more determination than before, happy to be rid of her backpack.
We hiked all afternoon in what felt like an oven. After completing our day’s loop, we were sweating so much that Molly peeled off her T-shirt and hiking boots and lay down in the small stream next to our campsite, wearing only a sports bra and her shorts. I joined her and loved the feeling of the cool gentle current sweeping over me. The water was only a foot deep, but we didn’t care.
“This feels so good!” Molly said as she lay on her stomach next to me. I could see her back was spotted with red and purple bruises outlined in yellow. She still had bruises on her forearm. I was relieved to see there were no bruises on her stomach or shoulders.
I flipped over and stared up at the canopy of maple leaves above me. I lay across the stream with my feet propped up on the bank, so the water flowed from right to left over my stomach.
Molly sat up with her back to me and slid close enough that when she lowered herself into the water, her head was resting on my chest and her feet pointed downstream so we formed a T.
In silence we watched the leaves move in the wind against a background of blue sky dotted with clouds. I was torn between the sweet relaxing feeling of having Molly so close and the dread of another day of searching with no sign of Hannah. 
“Have you ever dated anyone before?” Molly asked.
“No,” I said, my face turning red. “As you’ll find out when school starts, there aren’t many girls in my school, or at least not many I’d date. There certainly aren’t any girls like you.”
Molly blushed.
“What about you?” I asked. “Have you dated anyone?”
“No. They don’t allow dating at juvenile detention centers.”
We shared a laugh.
* * *
Molly and I settled in for the night and I lay on my sleeping bag trying to fall asleep. The invisible band around my head was back as I thought about Hannah. I heard Blake Weldon’s voice saying “No,” when he was asked if he thought she was still alive.
I thought about my deadline, and how little time I had left. Closing my eyes didn’t help. I heard Amy crying as I put her in my closet. I saw Hannah’s empty bed and then I heard her scream. I saw myself running through the trees holding my bat, shouting for Hannah again and again. 
A loud grunt made me sit up. It had come from outside the tent. I heard it again. 
I crawled over to the door and looked out the small window. In the moonlight I could see the outline of a huge bear standing on its hind legs underneath our food bag, which was tied up high in the tree.
Molly shifted in her sleeping bag as the bear grunted again. “What is that?”
“Shh!” I said.
The bear dropped down on all fours. It was too dark to see it on the ground. Soon we could hear it grunt again and again as it shook the tree. The food bag swung back and forth in the moonlight.
The bear returned to the spot directly under the bag, then stood up again sniffing the air.
“What is it?” Molly whispered and then joined me at the window.
I didn’t have to answer. As soon as she asked, the bear looked at our tent with eyes that reflected yellow in the moonlight.
“Oh, my God,” Molly whispered as she pressed herself against me, grabbing my arm. 
The ground shook as the bear dropped back down on four legs and let out a low growl that rumbled through the tent. Molly squeezed my arm.
The bear grunted, moved back to the tree, and shook it again.
She cupped her hands around my ear. “What do we do?”
“Grab a pot and something to smack it with from your backpack,” I whispered.
I found a large spoon and a metal bowl. Molly had a small pot and its lid. I looked outside and saw the bear still shaking the tree.
“On the count of three, start shouting and bang those together.”
“Okay.”
“One, two … three!”
We both shouted as we banged the pans together. Anyone within a half mile would have heard the racket we made.
We kept banging and yelling as we looked out the window. 
“It’s gone!” I shouted. 
“Yeah!” Molly shouted. “Don’t come back!”
* * *
The next morning we ate a breakfast of dried bananas, nuts, and granola bars. We packed up our tent and moved farther downstream, hoping to avoid a return visit from the bear.
We used our new campsite as we searched in the miserable heat the next two days. In the middle of the third day, we found our first house. It was huge and modern with a pool surrounded by a wrought-iron fence. It reminded me of Wiz’s parents’ house, only larger. It was on a hill a few miles from our camp, and no one appeared to be home. There was a security system sign in the front yard. We decided to come back that night to have another look.
When we returned to camp, I called my parents to make sure we weren’t interrupted while staking out the house we’d found. Dad told me Tony hadn’t posted bail and was still locked up. There had been no word from Molly’s mom, but this didn’t surprise me. I pictured her passed out in her chair.
After supper, clouds rolled in and it finally cooled off. Molly and I took turns putting on our dark clothes in the tent. We sat on a log facing one another to apply each other’s face paint. Molly insisted I go first. I spread the black all over her nose, cheeks, and forehead. I took my time, making sure I covered everything, being extra careful around her black eye. When I finished, Molly took the face paint and told me to close my eyes.
“Have you ever let another girl put face paint on you?” Molly asked as she smeared the black paste under my eyes.
“Only you,” I said. “Have you ever slept in a tent with another guy before?”
“Only you,” Molly said with a laugh. “Have you ever wandered the woods for days on end with another girl?” 
“Only you.” I could feel Molly’s fingers on my chin as she continued smearing. “Have you ever scared off a bear with another guy?”
“Only you,” she said. Molly rubbed my cheeks. “Have you ever kissed anyone?”
“No,” I kept my eyes closed as Molly covered my nose. “How about you? You ever kissed anyone?”
Molly didn’t answer. The touch from her fingers vanished. I was about to open my eyes to see if I had said something wrong, but then Molly pressed her warm lips against mine. I felt weightless as our kiss drowned out everything else. Molly’s bright blue eyes met mine as we separated.
“Only you,” Molly said with a smile. I returned her smile. If we hadn’t been wearing face paint, both of our faces would have been bright red.
“Come on.” Molly stood and grabbed my hand. “We’ve got a house to stake out.”


Chapter 10
My GPS unit led us back to the house. It took an hour to get there. We arrived in the dark to see the house all lit up. We found a spot on a hill overlooking it and lay down so our hips touched. Touching Molly made me feel like I was floating. I remembered the feeling of her lips against mine.
We used our binoculars and spotting scope to survey the house. At least a dozen cars lined the long driveway. It appeared most of the guests were seated in the brightly lit dining room located at the back of the house. Its massive windows gave us a perfect view. The ladies wore brightly colored dresses and the men were in suits and ties. Wine was being poured and everyone smiled and laughed as several conversations were going on at once. A couple had just arrived and were being hugged by several of the other guests who stood to greet them. My stomach growled as the lasagna, bread, and salad were served. The dinner looked so much better than our military-issue MREs.
“Well, we can cross this place off our list,” I said.
“Yeah, no way Hannah is there,” Molly said.
Molly’s black hooded sweatshirt was pulled tight around her face as she looked through the spotting scope. “How much fun would that be? Look at how everyone is so dressed up.”
“Should we crash the party?” I asked. “We’d fit right in.”
Molly looked at me and smiled. “They’d think they were being robbed.”
Everyone inside sat down and the man at the head of the table stood and held up his glass.
“I’d like to make a toast,” Molly said, looking through the spotting scope, “to my friend, Dylan Beachley, a tenacious searcher of those who are lost and the best woodsman of the upper Northeast.”
Everyone in the room raised their glasses and took a drink. As they finished, another man stood and also held up his glass.
“And I, also, would like to make a toast,” I said, looking through the binoculars. “To my friend, Molly Beckstrand, a genius motivator of those searching and the smartest and prettiest girl in the upper Northeast.”
Again, everyone in the room raised their glasses as if they’d heard us and took a drink.
Molly and I laughed.
“Do you really think I’m pretty?” Molly asked.
“Of course you are. And smart. Do you really think I’m the best woodsman?” I asked.
“Of course I do.”
A rumble of thunder made us look to the west.
“Oh, no,” Molly said.
“We’d better go,” I said. 
The wind began to blow as we stood and started back to our campsite. 
We picked up our pace as we wove in and out of the trees with the help of our flashlights.
We were about halfway back, and the lightning flashes were becoming more frequent. I was leading the way with the GPS when I saw a flicker of light to my left and stopped.
“Molly, look at that.” In the distance was a yard light we hadn’t seen during the day.
“Let’s check it out,” Molly said, shutting off her flashlight. I did the same and followed her.
The yard light was on a pole next to a small cabin. It was the complete opposite of the house we’d just watched. It was long and narrow with a door on one end next to a dead-end gravel driveway. The yard was overrun with weeds and the cabin was completely dark.
There was a woodpile in the back next to a large shed. I couldn’t see any power lines entering the cabin.
“It looks like a hunting shack,” Molly said. 
“Follow me,” I said. We moved around the side to get a better look. There were no cars parked in front. 
I pulled out Wiz’s night-vision goggles and turned them on. “I’m going to run over to the window and look inside. Stay here.” 
Molly nodded.
I put the goggles on and saw the whole cabin outlined in different shades of green. I stayed low and moved under the window. I looked around one more time, then raised my head and looked inside. I could see the outline of an empty couch, a woodstove, a cooler, and a table. Sitting on the table was a map. Three deer heads were mounted on the wall above the couch.
I returned to Molly as the sky lit up with a flash of lightning, followed by a rumble of distant thunder. “You were right. It looks like a hunting shack. No sign of anything that would make me think Hannah is here. Let’s go around to the other side.”
Molly followed me and we found a window with the shade slightly open. With the goggles I could see two sets of empty beds. 
“Let’s check out the shed,” Molly said. 
Another rumble of thunder echoed in the distance. I led her to the backyard and put the night-vision goggles back in my bag. The shed was smaller than the cabin, but it had a loft, so it was taller. 
I opened the door and the light from my flashlight showed the shed was divided into two rooms. The room we entered had bear traps of various sizes on one wall, a workbench with a half-disassembled chainsaw on it was against the back wall, and a push mower was parked in the corner.
“What’s that awful smell?” Molly asked.
It smelled like gasoline mixed with rotting flesh. 
Molly shined her flashlight at the wall of bear traps. A flash of lightning was closely followed by thunder, which rattled a small window next to her. 
I panned my flashlight around the room and noticed some brown fur on the floor. 
Molly turned her light to the door of the next room while I shined mine at the ceiling.
Molly pushed the door open and screamed. She turned to grab me. “Oh, my God, it’s someone’s skin!”
“What?”
“It’s all stretched out on a table,” Molly said. “Don’t look!”
I pushed the door open. Molly buried her face in my back and held onto my waist. Nails held a stretched-out bloody skin on a large table. I shined my flashlight and saw brown fur on the edges.
“It’s a deer skin,” I said.
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, it’s got brown fur on the bottom. Plus, it’s too big to be human.”
Molly looked around my shoulder, still holding me.
“You scared me,” I told her.
Molly let out a weak laugh and said, “Sorry.”
The sound of an engine made me turn back to the open shed door. 
“Quick, kill your flashlight,” I said.
Car headlights filled the shed through the open door and then disappeared as the car turned and stopped on the other side of the cabin. I grabbed Molly’s hand and we flew out of the shed into the woods. Thunder rumbled as I heard two car doors slam shut. 
About thirty feet from the shed was a huge downed tree. I jumped over it and lay on my back behind it, pulling Molly down on top of me.
Two men spoke loudly to each other in the distance.
“I already told you, I latched the dang door when we left.”
“It don’t look latched to me.”
The two men walked closer to the shed, their voices becoming louder.
“Are you sure you saw something when we pulled in?”
“I thought so. I don’t know. Could be nothing.” 
Molly tightened her grip on my arms as her head pressed into my chest. The sky lit up again as lightning bolts stretched across the clouds.
I heard the footsteps of a man walking around in the shed and then a flashlight beam passed over us.
“Everything is still here,” a man shouted from the shed.
Footsteps approached. The other man stopped just inches from the downed tree, so close I could see the first drops of rain falling in the beam from his flashlight as he swung it around, shining it at the forest.
“I don’t see nothing,” the man above us said loudly. 
Molly and I were breathing so hard I wondered if he was going to hear us.
The other man slammed the shed door shut, which made Molly twitch.
The flashlight beam passed above us one more time, just as lightning flashed, followed by booming thunder. I squeezed Molly as her whole body jumped from the noise.
I could feel both of our hearts pounding as the man took one more pass of the woods with his flashlight.
“The wind must have blown it open,” the other man said. “Storm’s coming. Let’s get inside.”
We heard them walk back to the cabin. Molly’s head dropped into my chest as the door to the cabin shut with a loud smack.
“Are you okay?” I whispered.
Molly slowly raised her head and looked at me with a smile. She giggled. “That was close,” she whispered back, and let out a huge sigh. Her giggle was contagious. When I joined in, it made her giggle even more.
Molly crossed her arms on my chest and pushed herself up, resting her chin close to mine. Our eyes met. Thunder rumbled in the distance. 
Raindrops began to fall harder as Molly stared down at me. “I think I liked the dinner party stakeout better,” she said.
“Me, too.”
“At least this one had a happy ending.” She smiled and kissed me. 
Molly stood and helped me to my feet. “The search continues,” she said, holding my hand as she led me deeper into the trees.
* * *
The thunderstorm was in full force, with constant lightning and wind bending the treetops. When we reached our camp, we were soaking wet since we’d left our rain gear in the tent. This didn’t seem to bother Molly. She pulled off her hooded sweatshirt and twirled with her arms out as she looked up at the sky.
“I love thunderstorms!” Molly shouted. 
The black face paint was smeared and mostly gone.
“You can change first,” I said.
“I’ll be quick.” Molly disappeared inside the tent. 
I stood in the rain, watching the lightning as trees swayed in the wind. It was an awesome display of bright flashes and deep rumbling. I hoped Hannah wasn’t out in the storm.
“Dylan, the naked girl in your tent is gone. It’s just me now, fully clothed.”
“What?” I said, pretending to be annoyed. “Where did the naked girl go? How could you let her get away?”
“She’s fast, okay? Just get in here; it’s pouring outside.” 
Another flash of lightning lit up the sky and was followed by a crash of thunder.
I took off my shoes and changed out of my wet clothes, accompanied by the drumming noise of raindrops pounding the tent. Molly was wearing her sweatpants, stocking cap, and a long-sleeve shirt. She lay on her side facing away from me, using a flashlight to write another letter to her dad.
I dried myself with a sweatshirt and changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt. I was cold and quickly climbed into my sleeping bag, then let Molly know I was fully clothed.
“What?” Molly said, matching my previous annoyed tone. “Where did the naked boy go? How could you let him get away?”
“He’s fast, okay?”
We shared a laugh. 
Molly finished her letter while I pulled out the picture of Hannah and me. I thought about Hannah’s sixteenth birthday party and what I’d heard regarding how the police didn’t know if it was a stranger abduction or not. I remembered how the detective asked me to make a list of people who might be suspects and how it ended up being blank.
The air mattress forced Molly and me closer together than when we’d slept in the tent without it, but neither of us seemed to mind.
When she put her notepad away, she turned to face me. “Is today Sunday?”
“Yeah,” I said. “What time is your doctor appointment on Tuesday?”
“It’s at 2:00 p.m.”
“Good. We can hike out Tuesday morning and be back home by noon.”
I stared at the ceiling of the tent as Molly lay on her back. We could see the shadows of the bending trees every time the lightning flashed. Pounding thunder rolled over our tent again and again. 
“What are you thinking about?” Molly asked.
“Huh?”
“I saw that look on your face. And I know you weren’t thinking about the naked girl who left. You’re thinking about something serious. Are you still keeping your part of our deal?”
“Of course I am, but I’m still mad you let her get away.”
“Hey, you let the naked boy get away.”
“Okay, we’re even.” I laughed. “You’re very smart, you know that? I was thinking about something.”
“Is it something you want to talk about?”
“I overheard someone say the person who took Hannah might have been someone the family knows. I can’t think of anyone we know who would have done this.”
We were silent as Molly took my hand and I closed my eyes and tried to think about something else, something happy. The thought of kissing Molly popped into my head.
Molly broke the silence. “Do you remember the night we ran into those kids sitting around the fire and how you told me you were going to kill the man who took Hannah?”
“I do.”
“Will you do something for me?” Molly asked as she rolled on her side to face me.
“What is it?”
“If you find him, or if you find out who it is, will you come and tell me? I want to be the first to know. Promise me you’ll tell me first, before you do anything else.”
I thought about asking her why. She wasn’t asking me not to kill him, so I decided if that was all she wanted was to know, then I was fine with it. “I promise I will come and tell you first.”
Molly said, “Thanks.”
We said good night and she shut off her flashlight. In minutes she was asleep. I wish I could have done the same. Any time I began to drowse, thoughts of Hannah and the sound of her scream startled me awake. I concentrated on the rain and finally drifted off.
* * *
The obnoxious ring from the satellite phone woke us early the next morning. 
“Ahhhhh,” I said, digging in my bag for the phone, my eyes half open. It was still dark and raining. I finally found it with the help of my flashlight. “Ah, hello.”
“Good morning,” Mom said. “How are you doing?”
“I’m not awake. What time is it?”
“It’s 6:30.”
“Are you serious?”
“Oh, did I wake you up? Sorry about that.”
I looked over at Molly, who propped herself up on her arms and looked at me with eyes barely cracked open. She moaned and let her head fall back onto her pillow and covered her head with her arms.
“I thought you’d be up by now with all this rain we’re getting,” Mom said. She was right. The rain was still coming down at a steady pace. “The weather guy says it’ll be raining all day. It’s not going to stop until late tonight.”
“Well, that’s just great,” I said.
“Should be clear tomorrow,” she said. “How’s Molly doing?”
“She’s doing well.”
“Do you have enough food?”
“We’re good today. We’ll be home tomorrow.”
“And you’re staying dry?”
“Yes.” I yawned. I just wanted to go back to sleep. I thought about telling Mom to please hang up, but then I wondered about Tony and the possibility of him posting bail. “Is there any news?” 
“Nope. Your dad is at work, and Amy and I are going to the grocery store soon. I’ll pick you up some dried food.”
“Thanks.” I was trying to think of how to ask about Tony without bringing up his name. “Anything Molly needs to know?”
“No, nothing new.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, nothing yet.”
“Okay, Mom, I should go. I’m going to shut the phone down until after dark since we need to save the battery and I can’t charge it if we’re not going to have any sun today.”
“I’ll let your dad know.”
“See you tomorrow.”
She said goodbye and we hung up. 
I plopped down on my pillow and fell right back to sleep. Molly woke me up awhile later by propping herself up with her arms on my chest.
“Good morning,” she said.
“Good morning.”
“I’ve got good news. I woke up this morning and wasn’t sore.”
“That is excellent news. Your eye looks better, too.”
Molly smiled. “It’s still raining. Should we eat and then go?”
I nodded.
We ate a breakfast of beef and rice MREs, threw on our rain gear, and headed into the forest. We were forced to walk slowly up and down hills because of the mud. In spite of being careful, Molly and I each slipped several times, and our legs were covered in mud. We took many detours to avoid swollen streams. By noon, we’d only traveled a quarter of what we’d planned. We huddled under a rock outcropping and snacked on a soggy mix of granola and nuts while looking at our map.
“We’re right about here,” I said, pointing to where the GPS coordinates told me we were.
“We need to pick up the pace, don’t we?” Molly asked.
“I don’t know how in this mess.”
“We can do it!” Molly stuffed the last of her granola bar in her mouth. “Come on.” Molly smiled at me and skipped away, not caring about the splashing mud.
The rain seemed to make Molly even more positive. I’d never met anyone like her, and it made me smile.
We pushed on, dodging trees and trudging through muddy streams. We looked in every direction for any sign of Hannah, but the forest was empty. There wasn’t one house or even a sign of anything that didn’t belong.
By late afternoon, we’d made up a lot of ground, but the temperature had dropped. Despite our rain gear, we were soaked. We were still several hours away from our campsite when the wind picked up, chilling both of us.
Daylight was disappearing fast. The last hour of our hike was in silence, and we could see our breath in the light of our flashlights.
When we reached the tent I had to help Molly out of her rain gear and wet sweatshirt because she was shivering so much. I untied the rope holding up our food bag and lowered it to retrieve some soup packets while Molly changed. I wanted to warm them up with a fire, but it was too wet to get one started.
Molly had stuffed herself deep in her sleeping bag by the time I got in and changed out of my wet clothes
“Do you want to eat something?” I asked.
“I’m too cold to be hungry,” she said, trying to keep her teeth from chattering.
I used my flashlight and took a close look at the zippers on her sleeping bag and mine. “I have an idea.”
I got out of my sleeping bag and unzipped it all the way. I pulled Molly, still in her sleeping bag, to the middle of the air mattress and unzipped her sleeping bag all the way.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Trust me.” 
Molly was wearing three pairs of socks, her sweatpants, and a sweatshirt. I flattened her sleeping bag out on the air mattress and quickly covered her with mine.
“Oh, I get it,” Molly said.
I zipped up one half and then the other, mating the two sleeping bags into one big sleeping bag.
I shut off the flashlight and climbed in. Molly curled into a ball, facing me, folding her arms against my stomach. Her head rested against my chest, and I put my arms around her shoulders. The heat was being sucked out of me, but as long as it was going to Molly, I didn’t care.
“You’re nice and warm,” she said.
“And you’re cold.”
She laughed. “Sorry.”
I closed my eyes and held her. She shivered so much the air mattress shook. Within a few minutes her tremors lessened and then finally stopped. 
I thought Molly had drifted off to sleep, but then she said, “Someday, this is what I want.”
I waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. “What do you mean?”
“Someday, I want someone who treats me the way you do. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Molly hugged me and then rolled onto her stomach. I rolled on my back so our sides touched. Molly’s hand was on my chest as she fell asleep. Her faint breathing sounded like waves washing up on a shoreline. The sound helped me do the same.


Chapter 11
We broke camp the next morning under a cloudless sky and hiked for a few hours before finding the trail. Our cold, soaked hiking boots squished as we made our way down the trail, but the warm air made it easy to manage.
“I’m going to try to talk to my mom when I get home,” Molly said. “If I want my old mom back, I’m going to have to fight for her. I remember how happy she’d get when my dad would come home from work. She used to be so beautiful. She loved him so much. I want her to be happy again.”
“If your drive to get your mom back is anything like your drive to help find Hannah, I know you’ll get her back,” I said.
We hiked for another hour before coming to the highway near my house, this time approaching from the other direction.
Molly asked if she could leave her gear at my house. We entered through the sliding-glass door and brought our stuff inside. No one else seemed to be home. I loaned Molly a small backpack for her clothes and then we went into my room to pick out our next search area.
“I’ll call you after my doctor appointment,” Molly said. 
“How are you getting there?” I asked. 
“Either my mom will take me or I can bike. It’s not that far. Do you want to leave tomorrow morning?”
“Yeah. I’ll see if my dad is up for giving us a ride.”
Molly smiled. “Okay.”
I walked her to the door.
Molly held out a folded-up piece of paper. “This is for you.”
I took it and saw my name written on it. 
“Read it just before you go to bed tonight,” Molly said. “You have to promise me you’ll wait until then.”
“Okay, I’ll wait.”
Molly hugged me and held my shoulders as she leaned in and kissed me. “See you tomorrow.”
“See you.”
I felt an overwhelming desire to not let her go as she walked away. 
“Hey,” I said, and she turned around. “You know how those people were having that dinner party at the house we were watching?”
“Yeah.”
“After we find Hannah, let’s do that. I want to take you to a restaurant. We can dress up. I’ll wear a suit and tie and you can wear whatever you want.”
“That’s a great idea.” Molly’s face slowly morphed into a grin. “Dylan, did you just ask me out on a date?”
I smiled back. “I did.”
“I can’t wait.” She blushed as she backed away looking at me with a smile, and then turned to leave.
I went inside, started a load of laundry, and unloaded my muddy backpack in the garage. I hung up the tent and both sleeping bags to dry. I took a long hot shower, which felt great.
Thanks to Molly, the invisible metal band around my head was losing its effect. My thoughts spun and tangled. I was confused by the attachment I was forming with her and the growing emptiness inside me because Hannah was still missing. 
I threw my clothes in the dryer and considered reading Molly’s note. I thought about calling Wiz to see if he was having any luck with Molly’s computer, but then I decided to take a nap first.
* * *
“Dylan!”
I woke as Dad shouted my name from the stairwell. 
“What?” I shouted back. 
He came down the steps in his police uniform and stood in my doorway. It was 2:00 p.m., and I’d been asleep for two hours. 
“Why is your phone off?” he demanded.
“I shut it off. It’s charging.”
I saw Dad’s face was not happy. “Where is Molly?” he asked.
“She went home. She has a doctor appointment. Why?”
“Tony posted bail four hours ago.”
I quickly sat up. “What?”
“I just found out.”
A voice came from his radio. “Dispatch to 5280.” 
Dad grabbed his microphone. “This is 5280.”
“We have a possible house fire,” the dispatcher said, “about a mile west of your location.”
Dad turned and walked to the sliding-glass door. 
I jumped out of bed and joined him at the window. A plume of thick black smoke stretched high into the air in the direction of Molly’s house. “Oh, no!”
“Copy that. I’m on my way.” Dad let go of the microphone. “Get dressed. Let’s go.”
I grabbed a shirt and put my shoes on in the squad car. He ran the lights and the siren as we raced toward the rising plume of smoke. We said nothing to each other as he sped down the gravel road toward Molly’s house.
“Oh, God,” I said as we turned into Tony’s empty driveway. Black smoke poured out from under the eaves and flames shot out of every window.
Dad came to a stop far from the house and got on the radio. I quickly got out of the patrol car.
“Dylan!” Dad shouted as he followed me.
I ran toward the house. “MOLLY!” The roof was sagging worse than it had before, and flames were pouring out of Molly’s bedroom window. “MOLLY!”
“Dylan, stop!” Dad shouted as he ran after me.
A sudden roar made me stop. I heard what sounded like a hissing rocket engine coming from the huge propane tank next to Molly’s room. A red-tipped flame shot up twenty feet like an oil rig fire, and black smoke billowed out of it, stretching into the sky.
Dad grabbed me and shouted, “Get down!” He dragged me to the back of the squad car and pulled me to the ground.
The roar continued for a few more seconds and then the propane tank exploded with a massive boom. The bright flash was followed by a wave of heat. My ears were ringing as bits of the roof rained down around us. I stood up and gazed at the huge black mushroom cloud stretching into the sky. The smell of burning rubber attacked my nose. Through the smoke, I could see the side of the house, the side with Molly’s room, had collapsed. I felt like my insides had just been ripped out. 
“MOLLY!” I shouted. Dad restrained me as I attempted to pull away. “MOLLY!”
“Dylan, stop. Stop!”
“Tell me she’s not in there!” I shouted. “They were watching the house, right? Tell me she wasn’t in there.”
“I don’t know. Calm down.”
I couldn’t calm down. I frantically looked around, trying to find her. I could hear approaching sirens and then a fire truck rolled in. Soon firemen were pulling out hoses.
I was having trouble breathing and felt myself shutting down as I watched the house burn. It was the same suffocating feeling I experienced the night Hannah was taken. 
I barely noticed as officers and firemen arrived and moved me farther from the house. Half of the propane tank sat in the middle of the house. The other half had disappeared into the woods.
I froze as I spotted Molly’s bike lying on the ground near where the propane tank had been. The twisted frame looked like a pretzel and both tires were on fire. I thought about Molly telling me she’d bike to her doctor appointment.
I stood, watching in agony. The heat was so intense, I knew if Molly was inside, she was dead. I had to know she wasn’t in there. I had to know she was okay. “Dylan,” Dad walked to me, looking around to making sure no one else could hear him. He put his arm around me. “We don’t know if Molly was in there or not. They weren’t watching the house. They found out Tony had been released the same time I did. I’m taking you home. It’ll be awhile before they know if anyone was in the house. I’ll let you know as soon as I get any word.”
I wanted to scream. I wanted to run into the burning debris and search for her myself. The invisible metal band tightened around my skull and I was nauseous. 
Flames continued burning on the half of the house still standing. The rest was steaming.
Dad escorted me to his squad car. We said nothing as we drove back to our house. 
“I’ll call you as soon as I know,” he said, dropping me off. 
The next few hours were the longest of my life. I lay on my bed feeling sick. Images of Molly swirled in my brain. I wanted her to call me and tell me she was just leaving the doctor’s office and that she was fine. 
Dad returned home from work and I met him at the front door. “Molly wasn’t in the house. The inspectors say there was no sign of any remains. No one was home.”
A wave of relief poured over me. “Where is she?”
“We don’t know. Tony’s car is gone. They think it was arson, and he’s a suspect. If he’s got Molly with him, he’ll be in violation of the restraining order, and they’ll issue a warrant for his arrest. I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”
I wanted Molly to call me as she’d promised. I paced around my room. Where was she? Had Tony taken her? Was she okay? Would I ever see her again?
As night arrived, there was still no word and my mind was buzzing. I tried to think of any place Molly had mentioned where Tony might have taken her. Nothing came to me. I couldn’t sleep. I sat on my floor and stared at the map on my wall. I retraced in my mind all the places Molly and I had been. I wanted to be back out there with her. I closed my eyes, remembering the way she looked when I told her I had asked her out on our first date.
I got up and packed for another week of searching, just as Molly and I planned, listening intently for the phone to ring. I wanted her to call and tell me she’d be ready to leave tomorrow morning. When I finished gathering food and my gear, I walked into my room and lay on the floor with my eyes closed. The invisible band around my head was squeezing my brain, and my lungs seemed to struggle, like they were filled with sand.
I climbed into bed and lay there knowing it would be awhile before I’d fall asleep. Then I sat up as I remembered the note Molly had given me. I found it on my desk and opened it.
Dylan,
I wanted you to wait until you were going to bed to read this since we can’t talk like we normally do before we go to sleep. Hannah is lucky to have a brother like you. You will make her proud when she hears what you’ve done and how you never gave up. I still believe you will find her.
Thank you for being such a great friend to me. Since my dad died I haven’t had anyone in my life treat me with the kindness you’ve shown me. You have no idea how hard it can be to move to a new place where you don’t know anyone. Meeting you is the best thing that has happened to me in years. Do you remember when we sat in the river and you asked me if I have a best friend? I thought you should know I do. It’s you! 
Good night, Dylan. I’ll see you tomorrow. 
—Molly
There was a chill inside me that refused to leave as I climbed into bed. I remembered the bruises on Molly’s back and prayed Tony wasn’t giving her any more, or worse. I pictured him holding up his knife and staring at me the way he had the last time I’d seen him. I hated myself for letting Molly go home alone. I vowed if I ever had the chance, I wouldn’t leave her alone again until Tony was behind bars for good.
* * *
I only managed a few hours of restless sleep before morning arrived. There had been no word from Molly. Dad told me at breakfast a warrant had been issued for Tony’s arrest. The inspectors confirmed the cause of the fire was arson. He also told me Molly never made it to her doctor appointment.
“Isn’t this a kidnapping?” I asked. “What about an Amber alert?”
Dad shook his head. “Molly may be with her mom.”
“Or with Tony. We don’t know,” I said.
“We don’t know,” he said. “You’re right. We can’t just assume she’s been kidnapped by Tony. I’m sorry Dylan. It doesn’t work that way.”
I stormed off, not wanting to hear any more. I thought about how helpless I’d felt the night Hannah was taken, and now I felt twice as helpless. I wanted to cry; I wanted to explode. I wanted them both back. I paced around the basement. I wanted Molly to knock on the door and say, “Let’s go.”
As the morning wore on, there was still no word. I stripped my backpack down and repacked it. My mind felt like it was splitting in two. It was as if the left and right halves of my brain were screaming at each other. One wanted to keep searching for Hannah, and the other wanted to stay until there was word from Molly. The argument raged as I played with the GPS unit and updated the map on the wall in my room with where we’d been.
By midafternoon, I made my decision. I couldn’t stand the idea of sitting and waiting any longer. If there was no word from Molly by tomorrow morning, I would leave to search for Hannah without her.
I jumped on my bike and rode to Tony’s gutted house. The ground was covered in soot and ash. The brown lawn was now black, and all that was left of the propane tank were the two concrete posts that had once supported it. I carefully walked to the edge of the house where Molly’s room had once been. Everything was black and covered with soot. I spotted her half melted bed frame. Nothing else was recognizable. The sight made me want to cry. I walked around the perimeter of the house. There was nothing to salvage.
“Where are you?” I whispered to myself.
I biked home and remembered the water filter was in Molly’s backpack, which she’d left at my house. I opened her bag and pulled out most of her gear before finding the filter next to her journal. 
I sat on the couch and held her journal in my hands, wondering if I should put it back. I flipped through it and realized there were pages and pages of letters, certainly more than the letters she’d written while in the woods with me. I flipped to the first letter, which was dated two years earlier.
Dad,
My counselor said I should write you. I feel stupid. He said it’s good to write you even though you’re gone. The seven months since you died have been the worst of my life. I miss you so much. 
This place is awful. It’s like living in a nightmare. No one should ever be put in a place like this. Juvenile detention centers are what I imagine Hell to be like. I can’t stop crying. Mom won’t talk to me. I don’t even know if she’s still in Boston. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me. I’ve never felt more alone. I hate myself for what I’ve done. I’m so scared. 
I’m so sorry,
—Molly
A lump formed in my throat, thinking about Molly and what she had gone through. I couldn’t bring myself to read the next letter. I flipped ahead and found the letter she’d written the day we first met. It was the one she’d shared with me in the tent before we went to sleep. I flipped to the next letter. I could hear Molly’s voice in my head reading out loud.
Dad, 
Today is our second day of searching. I’m teaching Dylan how to swim. Tonight we did a stakeout at this house and the man’s dog (named Pepper) chased Dylan and me off. We then found a group of Hannah’s classmates sitting around the fire and listened to them talk about Hannah. It was hard for Dylan to hear what they said. I hope they’re wrong about what she’s going through.
Dylan seems tired in a way no one was meant to be, but he is determined to find Hannah. He wakes up often while he sleeps and twists and turns all night. I think he’s struggling to make sense of what happened. I really admire him for not giving up. It was so sad to see the number of volunteers drop over the past few weeks and then have the search called off. That must have been awful for Dylan. I’m glad he’s letting me help. When I’m with Dylan, I’m filled with a peace I haven’t felt since you were alive. I instantly trusted him, and I don’t know why. I’ve never slept in a tent with a boy before, but here I am in his camouflage tent in the middle of the woods of New Hampshire, miles from home, and I feel perfectly safe. I certainly feel safer than being in Tony’s house. I’ve told Dylan things about you I’ve never told anyone before. I wish I could introduce him to you. I think Dylan and I are going to be friends for a long time. 
Always yours,
—Molly
I swore under my breath as I snapped the journal shut. I thought about how I’d failed Hannah by sleeping through her kidnapping, and now I’d failed Molly by letting her go home alone. The invisible band around my head tightened. I wanted them both back so bad my whole body ached. The hopelessness I’d felt the night Hannah had been taken returned and again attempted to choke the life out of me.


Chapter 12
I woke up early and hit the trail before anyone else was up. I’d chosen to go south, to the area adjacent to the one Molly and I had just searched. I left a note on the kitchen table telling my parents what I was doing and to please call me the moment they heard from Molly. I still had the phone and the GPS unit. I knew I was breaking their rule about having someone with me.
I headed down the highway as the sun rose, skipping the trail altogether. Before I realized it, I was standing in the park where I’d first met Molly. I paused at the picnic table where I’d been sitting the day she rode up and surprised me. The words “I will find you!” were still scratched in it.
It took four hours to reach the new campsite. I set up the tent as Molly and I had done so many times before and left with a day pack. I took my rain gear and was glad I did because by midafternoon, a slow and lazy drizzle started to fall. After searching all day, I filled my water bottle, returned to the tent, and ate a supper of trail mix, water, and graham crackers. When I finished eating, I pulled out my picture of Hannah and me and stared at it. I put it away and looked at the empty space next to me, hoping Molly was okay.
“It’s going to keep raining for another two days,” Dad told me over the phone the next morning. He told me Mom wasn’t happy I was out searching alone, but he’d convinced her not to make me come back home. He said there was no word from Molly or any news on Tony, other than he didn’t show up for his court date, which meant he was in a lot of trouble. This made me feel even worse. If he was desperate, how safe was Molly if she was with him?
I slipped in the mud on countless hills. Streams were forming where none existed before and, on more than one occasion, I had to grab onto trees to keep from being washed down a hill. When the rain finally stopped I had to hang most of my clothes on tree limbs so they could dry.
It was the middle of July and the heat reappeared, baking the wet ground and making everything sticky hot. I had entered the southeast portion of the White Mountain National Forest, which meant trees spread endlessly in all directions. The brush was thicker and, thanks to the recent rain, so were the bugs. 
I hiked to the bottom of ravines and to the top of hills, searching everywhere. I searched from sunup to sundown, trying to maximize my time. By the third day, I was extremely sore, but I thought about how little time I had left and pushed on.
It had been five days since I’d last seen Molly. I lay awake thinking of her and wishing Dad would call me to tell me she was okay. I thought about Hannah and the invisible band around my head again tightened.
I pulled out a notebook and a pen and wrote a letter.
Dear Hannah,
I want to tell you how much I miss you. I want to tell you how sorry I am I wasn’t able to help you the night you were taken. I know you didn’t scream when he came into your room because you didn’t want anything to happen to Amy or me. You were always thinking of others before yourself. I want you to be found. I don’t care how, but I want you to be home again. We’re all struggling with this in some way, especially Amy. Happiness has been hard to find, and I want everyone to be happy again.
I want to tell you about Molly. She’s helped me so much in my search for you. I want to tell you some of the things that have happened to us while we were looking for you. I’ve never met anyone like Molly. I’ve told her things about you that I’ve never told anyone else. I wish I could introduce her to you. I think Molly and I are going to be friends for a long time.
I miss you!
—Dylan
* * *
Seven long days had come and gone since Molly disappeared, with no word from her and no sign of Tony. 
“I’ll let you know if anything changes,” Dad said over the satellite phone.
The streams Molly and I had easily waded through were now flowing so fast that many looked impassable. The rain had returned a few days ago and ranged from a light mist to a steady downpour that refused to end. I spent most of my days walking the edge of overflowing streams, looking for any sign of Hannah. 
I hiked deep into the woods. Occasionally, I came across a road or spotted another group of hikers. I spent hours hiking up and down hills, and when I returned to my tent, though I was exhausted, I struggled to fall asleep. Fueled by thoughts of Tony and what he’d done to Molly, I felt anger like I’d never felt before. I lay awake thinking of the man who’d taken Hannah. I tried to push the anger out, but I couldn’t stop. Both men had taken someone special from me, and I wanted them to feel the misery I was experiencing.
My anger pushed me harder the next day as the morning mist covered the forest with a gray fog. That night the tree branches swayed violently from storms forming around me. It was as if the forest was warning me, but I didn’t care. I needed to find Hannah. I wanted Molly back. Dad’s GPS guided me back to my tent, and again I struggled to fall asleep as the storm raged.
The phone woke me early the next morning. The storm was gone. It had been nine days since I’d last seen Molly.
“Dylan.” It was Dad. “Pack your stuff quickly and meet me at a highway about two miles west of your location as soon as possible. Leave the phone on so I can track you from the computer in my squad car.”
“What happened?”
“It’s about Molly. I’ll tell you when I pick you up. You need to hurry!” He hung up.
I packed like a mad fool, taking down my tent and stuffing everything into my pack as fast as I could. I jogged with my backpack up and down hills, using the GPS to make sure I was heading west. It took me forty minutes to find the highway. Dad was waiting for me in his police cruiser and helped me stuff my backpack into the trunk.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Get in,” he said.
He turned the patrol car around and sped off toward home. “We know Tony found out he was being watched. His bosses told him to abandon his operation, so he torched his house and fled, taking Molly and her mom with him. Boston PD tried to pull him over last night and he made a run for it. He hit a concrete barrier at high speed. Molly and her mom were in the car.”
“Oh, no.”
“Molly is in the ICU at Children’s Hospital.”
“Oh, God. How bad is it?”
“She has head trauma. I don’t know anything else about her condition. Your cousin Shawn is at our house and will take you to her. You’ll stay with him at his apartment in Boston tonight.” He looked at me. “There’s something else you should know. Molly’s mom died at the scene and Tony didn’t make it through the night.”
I looked out the window as the forest sped by. If they both had died from the crash, I couldn’t imagine how bad Molly was hurt. I didn’t want to imagine it. The thought hit me that maybe Dad was rushing because she might not make it. The invisible band around my head felt like it was crushing my skull. 
* * *
Shawn and my mom were waiting in our driveway when we pulled in. Mom hugged me and said, “I’ve called ahead to the hospital. They don’t usually let anyone in the ICU except immediate family. I’ve asked them to make an exception for you. They’re reviewing Molly’s case at a meeting this afternoon and they’ll let you know what they decide. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.”
Dad gave me some cash and told me to go. 
It took two and a half hours to get to the hospital. Shawn and I said little as he drove. We arrived at noon, went up to ICU, and found the receptionist.
“We’re here to see Molly Beckstrand,” Shawn said.
“Is she okay?” I asked anxiously.
The receptionist told us we’d have to talk to the doctor and to have a seat.
A few minutes later a nurse approached us, and I explained we were waiting to see Molly.
“Are you a family member?” the nurse asked.
“No, I’m her friend,” I said. 
“I’m really only supposed to talk to family about her. I can tell you she’s in critical condition and we’re doing everything we can to help her.”
“Can I see her?” I asked.
“I’m sorry, only immediate family can go into the ICU.”
“We were told,” Shawn said quickly before I could reply, “there would be a meeting to see if Dylan could see her.”
“So you’re Dylan,” she said, looking at me. “Yes, we’ve been expecting you. That meeting is scheduled in about an hour. I’ll let you know what they decide.”
“Her dad died two years ago,” I said, “and her mom just died in the crash. Molly doesn’t have any immediate family anymore. I don’t want her to wake up alone.”
“I’ll pass your message along. In the meantime, please wait here,” she said as she turned to leave.
* * *
Two hours later, a doctor holding a clipboard approached Shawn and me. “Are you Dylan Beachley?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“I’m Dr. Foster. I’m Molly’s doctor.”
“How is she?”
“Due to the trauma she’s experienced, we’ve put her in an induced coma. We just got the results of her CT scan, which shows some very minor swelling around her brain that we’re going to keep an eye on. I have some questions I hope you can help me with.” She asked me several questions about Molly’s family history and if she was taking any medication. I answered as best I could.
“What happens now?” I asked when she finished.
“If all goes well, we’ll take her off the anesthesia tomorrow morning. Sometimes patients wake up right away, and sometimes it takes awhile. She’ll be heavily sedated, so she won’t be awake for very long.”
“I want to make sure I’m here when she wakes up,” I said.
“What time should we be here?” Shawn asked.
“Come back at 10:00 a.m.,” Dr. Foster said.
“Any reason to believe Molly may not wake up at all?” Shawn asked the question I couldn’t.
“With minor swelling it’s rare. Closed head injuries are different for each person,” Dr. Foster said.
“May I see her?” I asked.
“The board has decided you can, but only Dylan,” she said, looking at Shawn.
“That’s fine,” Shawn said.
The same nurse I’d talked to earlier approached. “I can take you to see Molly now.”
Dr. Foster nodded and excused herself.
I had never been in an ICU, and as we entered the room my mouth dropped open. Molly was lying unconscious on a bed surrounded by medical equipment. A tube taped over her mouth ran to a respirator hissing in slow rhythm, and a heartbeat monitor chirped away. Plastic tubes ran from multiple IV bags full of clear liquids to her hands and arms. A large bandage covered her forehead, and I could see small cuts on her cheek.
I stood at the foot of her bed as my throat swelled and tears flowed down my face. Molly was always so full of energy. Seeing her like this felt wrong in every way. The only sign of life was the rise and fall of her chest. Even that seemed mechanical, as it followed the hissing of the respirator.
This was the girl who helped me search for Hannah, taught me how to swim, and made me feel alive again after all that had happened since Hannah was taken. I wanted to talk to her. I wanted to know she would recover. I remembered Shawn’s question about Molly not waking up at all, and then I shoved the thought out of my head. In the same way I knew I would find Hannah, I knew Molly would recover. I refused to believe anything else.
* * *
Shawn dropped me off at the hospital the next morning. I waited outside the room as three nurses attended to Molly. When they finished, I was allowed in where I found Molly was still asleep.
“You have to wait outside now,” a nurse said, “but I promise I’ll come and get you when she wakes up.”
I sat in the waiting room all day. Shawn stopped by later, and we ate supper in the hospital cafeteria. He sat in the waiting room with me for an hour, then told me to call him if I wanted a ride. He left and I continued to wait. Molly was still unconscious.
A different nurse took over the night shift in the ICU, and she told me Molly was still resting. “Don’t worry. This is normal,” she said. “My coworkers tell me you’ve been waiting all day. How do you know Molly?”
“I’m her best friend,” I said.
The nurse smiled. “Molly’s lucky to have such a good friend. I’ll let you know when she’s awake.”
I fell asleep in the waiting room. I woke when the same nurse said my name. It was 1:14 a.m.
“Come on,” she said. “Molly is awake.”
I walked into the ICU and moved to the side of Molly’s bed. She looked dazed. The respirator tube was still taped over her mouth and prevented her from speaking. She closed her eyes again and I wondered if she’d gone back to sleep, but then she opened them and looked at me.
“Molly,” I said.
She looked around the room and then back at me.
“I’m right here,” I said, gently putting my hand around hers.
I forced a smile. Her hand was limp in mine. Her eyelids slowly shut. She forced them open, looked at me for a few seconds, then her eyes closed. After a few more tries, she couldn’t keep them open anymore.
“I’ll be right here, Molly,” I assured her.
The nurse escorted me back to the waiting room. I found a sheet of paper and began to write. When I finished, I dozed off.
I woke several hours later with a stiff neck from having slept slumped back in my chair.
The same nurse found me and said, “Molly just opened her eyes again. Do you want to say good morning?”
I followed the nurse back to the ICU. Molly’s eyes followed me as I entered. Her eyes were brighter.
I moved to her bedside, trying to avoid bumping into the IV pole.
“Can you hear me?”
She nodded slowly.
“You’re in the Children’s Hospital in Boston.”
Dr. Foster entered the room and said, “Good morning.” She asked Molly a few questions and Molly nodded yes or no. A woman standing in the doorway motioned that she wanted to talk to me. She was wearing a suit and carrying a folder.
“I’ll be right back,” I said to Molly.
Once we were out in the hallway, the woman said, “Hi, I’m Heidi.”
“I’m Dylan.” I shook her hand and noticed the Children’s Hospital badge hanging around her neck that said ‘Social Work Department.’
She told me she was a social worker and asked me if Molly knew about her mother’s death. I told her I hadn’t said anything. She nodded and then asked me to wait outside. I took a seat in the waiting area while Heidi spent the next thirty minutes with Molly. She found me just as I realized I’d been staring at the same magazine page for the last fifteen minutes.
“Dylan, are you okay?” Heidi asked.
I nodded. “Did you tell her?”
“Yes.”
“What’s going to happen now?”
“Don’t worry. We’ll take care of her. I think she’d like to see you.”
I was horrified by the thought that Molly would be placed somewhere far away from me. I walked back to Molly’s room and saw tears flowing down her face.
“I’m sorry about your mom,” I said.
I put my hand next to hers and she took it. I stayed next to her while she cried until the medication helped her fall asleep.
* * *
Molly woke up again around 8:00 p.m. when Dr. Foster removed the respirator. The doctor told me she was reducing Molly’s pain meds and we could talk for a few minutes. Then she wanted Molly to sleep.
Molly looked at me. “You’re still here.” Her voice was weak, almost a whisper.
I smiled at her. “I’m not going anywhere.”
I knew from the way she looked at me that she was happy to hear those words. “Thank you.”
Molly repositioned herself. The pain showed on her face as she resettled.
“I have something for you,” I said. “I hope you don’t mind. While you were sleeping, I wrote your dad a letter. I thought since you haven’t been able to write to him, I’d let him know how you’re doing. Do you want to hear it?”
She nodded.
“Dear Mr. Beckstrand,” I said, smiling down at Molly, who smiled back. “My name is Dylan Beachley. I’m writing to you to let you know that right now Molly is in the hospital. She’s been in a car accident, but she’s recovering and will be writing to you soon. The doctors are doing everything they can to help her get better. 
“Molly told me what an awesome dad you are. I know she’s told you about me. I wanted to tell you that meeting Molly has been the best thing that could have happened to me at a time when I desperately needed a good friend. Molly’s drive to help me find my sister is what picks me up when I start to feel defeated. I’m guessing she got this drive from you, so I thank you for that. I look forward to the day I can introduce her to Hannah.
“Molly doesn’t have a biological family anymore, but I promise you, as long as I am on this Earth, she’ll be a part of mine. Molly will never spend a Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s, or birthday alone. I will give Molly a hug for you when she’s able to receive one. In the meantime, I’ll be here while she recovers. I know if you were here, you’d do the same. You’d also tell Molly how proud you are of her and what an amazing young woman she’s become. You’d tell her you love her, just like I know she loves you. 
“Sincerely, Dylan Beachley.”
Molly’s hand appeared from under her blankets. She held it out and I took it. She smiled at me as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Thank you,” she said.


Chapter 13
I arrived at the hospital the next morning and found Molly had been moved from the ICU to a different wing. My mom had phoned Shawn to tell him she’d be coming to Boston, and I found her speaking with Heidi outside of Molly’s new room. Mom gave me a hug, and I went inside to see Molly as they kept talking. 
Molly was watching TV. The bandage on her head had been removed, revealing more cuts and scrapes on her forehead and cheekbones. I was happy to see none of them looked deep, and I figured they would be gone soon.
“Good morning,” I said.
“Hi.”
“How are you feeling?”
“Awful. I’m still on some pain meds, but everything hurts.”
I sat down next to her bed and Molly asked me to tell her what happened while she was gone. I told her about finding the house on fire and the propane tank explosion. I told her I waited a few days before going out searching again. Then I told her about Dad coming to get me when he found out about the accident and how I was staying in Boston with my cousin Shawn.
Molly told me she arrived home to find Tony and her mom packing the car. She was told to pack light and they were leaving. Tony set the house on fire while Molly’s mom kept her in the car. They drove to Boston, and she and her mom were forced to stay in a tiny motel room for days. Molly wanted to call, but Tony wouldn’t allow it. Days later, Tony received a phone call in the middle of the night and made Molly and her mom wake up so they could leave. When the police attempted to pull him over, he tried to outrun them. She didn’t remember the accident. She said the first thing she remembered was waking up to me looking down at her.
“I’m sorry about what happened to your mother,” I said.
“Thank you. I wish I could have helped her get away from Tony.” Molly looked out the window. “When I think about it, my real mom died the same time as my dad. She never recovered from his death.” She looked at me. “And then Tony finished her off with his drugs and carelessness.”
I thought about how Tony would no longer be part of Molly’s life. I pictured his stained shirts and dirty jeans and then remembered the way he’d threatened me with his huge knife. I was so happy Molly would never have to worry about being abused by him ever again. 
Molly used the controls on her bed to help her sit up, which made her wince in pain. I was happy to see her black eye was nearly gone.
“I’m really glad you’re here,” Molly said. “When I woke up the first time and saw you, it meant a lot to me.”
“I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” I held out my hand. “It’s time for your fortune.” Molly held her hand out, palm up. I traced my finger on the lines of her palm. “I see a full recovery. I see you sitting with me at lunch in our crappy school cafeteria. I see Wiz sitting with us, too, and he’s still got a toothpaste stain on his shirt.”
Molly laughed, then winced. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”
I moved my finger on her palm. “Oh, wait, no, you’re getting up and going to sit with all the cool kids.”
“Dylan! I would never—.”
“I’m kidding, I’m kidding.” I moved my finger some more. “I see me introducing you to Hannah. I see you two becoming good friends.”
Molly smiled at me.
“I see us standing on the top of Mount Katahdin in Maine at the north end of the Appalachian Trail.”
“So I get to walk the trail with you?”
“I could walk it all by myself, but I’d rather have a partner. Good partners are so hard to find.”
Molly smiled at me. “I need a travel partner when I go to Sweden.”
“I bet Wiz would go with you.” 
“Dylan!”
“Of course, I’d love to go with you.” I curled her hand up in mine. “You know what comes next. It only comes true if you believe it.” 
“I believe it will come true,” she said.
Rain was pelting the window and we both looked outside. It was gray, as it had been the past few days. The TV showed a weather map of what was left of tropical storm Dorothy, which had come up all the way from the Caribbean. The meteorologist said the storm had set up shop over our area and wouldn’t be leaving for several days. A map showing the upper Northeast was covered in flash-flood warnings. 
“I can’t help you anymore,” Molly said, looking at me. “Not for awhile. You’re running out of time. You need to go.”
The way she said it let me know she was serious, and I knew she was right. We only had five weeks before school started, and it might be several weeks before Molly could join me. Still, I didn’t want to leave her.
“Heidi told me I can be placed in a foster home in your school district.” Molly smiled at me. “Your mom told me she’s going back home in a few hours. Go with her. Go find your sister. I’ll be back in New Hampshire soon. I promise.”
“I’m going to hold you to that,” I said.
“I have to go back. There’s this cute boy I know who owes me a date.”
I smiled at her. “My suit and tie are ready to go.”
“Then you know what you have to do first. Find her, Dylan.”
* * *
I set out the next morning in the pouring rain. Molly and I had covered every major area outside a ring around the original search area—except for one directly to the southeast. It took five hours of hiking before I found a decent campsite. I marked the site on my GPS, set up my tent, ate a lunch of my mom’s beef stew, and an apple. I then left with my day pack and rain gear. I’d put everything, including my food, the phone, clothes, and the GPS, in plastic bags.
The small streams were now overflowing their banks, and I found myself spending more time looking for a safe place to cross them than ever before. I changed my route several times because of fast-flowing water. The same was true the second day as the sky was even darker, producing a downpour that made it hard to see ten feet in front of me.
I stood under a large pine tree and dug the ringing phone from my backpack and out of its plastic bag.
“There are flash-flood watches and warnings over most of the state.” Mom sounded desperate. “Come home. You can go back out when this storm leaves.”
“I can’t do that, Mom.”
“It’s going to get worse.”
“I’ll be fine.”
I could tell the past few months had worn Mom down. She stayed strong for Amy after Hannah was taken, but I could tell her will was starting to fade. Normally, Mom would have demanded I come home. Instead she backed down.
“Please be careful,” she said, sighing.
“Any news about Molly?” I asked.
“I called her yesterday. Doctors say she might be released in a week. They’re working to find a foster home here. If they can’t find a place for her by the time she’s released, your dad and I have agreed to let her stay here. It’ll be temporary, until they find a permanent foster home.”
“Thanks, Mom. Molly will be happy to hear that.”
“I know. Just make sure you stay safe so she has someone to come home to.”
I thanked her again and we hung up.
* * *
The next day brought even more rain, and this time a cold wind blew it sideways. I had to anchor the corners of my tent with rocks before setting out.
For several hours, hiking was almost impossible. My rain gear fluttered and pulled me backward anytime it caught a chilling burst of wind.
I missed Molly, but I was glad she didn’t have to deal with the misery I was enduring. The rain felt like frozen needles attacking my face.
I crossed the top of a large hill and carefully began my descent. I heard a strange whooshing noise, like wind blowing through pine trees. Something about it sounded out of place; the pitch of the noise stayed the same. I ruled out that it was the wind as icy rain blew in my face with varying force. I headed in the direction of the noise. As I got closer, it became a constant angry roar. I couldn’t see it through the trees. It was getting louder. I approached and found myself standing on a grassy cliff twenty-five feet above a river overflowing its far bank so that it was the size of an eight-lane highway. The water moved so fast it was hard not to stare. My eyes panned from upstream to downstream. The river’s brown and white rapids didn’t have a single smooth section. I looked over the edge down at the water far below me and noticed the water was eating away at the dirt cliff below.
Just as I realized this, I heard a low rumble and the ground gave way. My backpack hit with a thud. I slid down a slope, grabbing at loose dirt. I went into a free fall and plunged into the freezing water that made me feel like wasps were stinging me all over. My rain gear and backpack fought me as I tried to move my arms and legs. My feet hit the bottom, and I tumbled head over heels in the current before I surfaced, gasping for air. The water forced me into a rock and spun me sideways. I went under again, only to be slammed into another rock. The current was so strong the trees on both sides of the river blurred as I fought to stay above water.
Molly’s words popped into my head. “Don’t panic! Relax, and remember your butt is an anchor.”
I didn’t want my feet to catch on the bottom, so I held them up as I floated down the middle of the river. Water poured over my face again and again, and I held my arms out while trying to remain calm. The shock from the cold water was setting in when I saw I was heading toward a large bend in the river. Molly had shown me the crawl stroke, but when I flipped over, the weight of my soaked backpack dragged me underwater and I was forced onto my back again. The current whipped me around curve after curve.
A downed tree lay across part of the river up ahead. I swam toward it and grabbed hold of a leafy branch. The current pulled me as the branch easily bent. It ripped the skin of my palms as it slipped through my hands. I was forced to let go, and the tree quickly disappeared.
The roar of the river grew and my speed increased. I went by one large rock and then another. I reached out to grab the next one, but there was no way I could hold on. I dropped a few feet, and a big rapid swallowed me and spun me around so that I was facedown. My face slammed into a rock and the world blurred as I flipped onto my back. As I pulled my hand away from my forehead it was covered in blood.
The river went around another bend and I saw downed trees underwater on the far bank. I flapped my arms trying to aim for them, but again the current was too strong and soon they were well behind me. A rock hit my backpack and I rolled over twice in the rapids. I righted myself and looked downstream. The water roared all around me. I fought to stay above the surface as I went shooting down the swollen river. My knees and my elbows hit rock after rock as I was tossed around in the rapids. My butt hurt from scraping the jagged river bottom. Every time I attempted to unbuckle the strap of my backpack, my arms were forced to let go to stabilize my body.
The river ahead took a turn to the left and I swam as hard as I could to the right bank. Bushes were sticking out of the water and I grabbed on. My raw hands burned as the water pushed against me. I forced my feet down and pushed off the river bottom toward shore. My water-soaked backpack was so heavy I dropped back into the water. I grabbed another bush, and was able to swing closer to shore. The water pummeled me as I fought for a grip on the rocky bottom. Water drained from my rain gear as I crawled over the sharp rocks onto the riverbank and collapsed.
My heart was racing as I slipped my backpack off and rolled onto my back. Gusts of wind turned the pouring rain into icy pellets that hit my face. My hands were cut and my legs were so cold I couldn’t feel them. A large bruise had formed on my arm, my bottom lip had been split open, and my forehead was still bleeding. 
The roar of the river drowned out everything else. I touched the cut on my lip and then looked at the dirt around me. It looked dark and fresh, as it if had just been excavated. It slanted upward at an angle and came to a grassy ledge roughly two stories above me. I realized it too had recently broken away and been washed downstream, just like the ledge I’d been stupid enough to stand on a few minutes earlier.
Everything stopped as I spotted something that didn’t belong. What looked like part of a thick black plastic bag was flapping in the wind a few feet below the top of the embankment. The soil above it looked different than what was around it, as if something had disturbed it by burying the plastic.
I rolled onto my stomach and pulled myself up on my knees. I got to my feet and climbed up the steep cliff. I dug my feet and hands in the soft dirt and worked my way up so my head was next to the plastic. Despite the wind, a stench hit my nose and made me stop. The plastic flapping in the wind was torn, but I couldn’t see inside because part of it was still buried in the dirt.
Slowly I reached up and pulled on it. The plastic tore easily. I jumped back as I spotted a gray human toe. I lost my footing and slid down the muddy embankment and landed on the ground next to my backpack.
“Oh, God. Oh, God. No!” I screamed.
I forced myself to climb back up and look again. I pulled off more of the plastic and pushed some dirt aside. I saw a pale gray ankle bound with rope to the other ankle. Part way up the ankle I saw a faded orange circle the size of a quarter with a faint smiley face. I stopped breathing as I stared at it.
The world started to spin. Numbness overcame me, and I saw Amy’s face as she told me there was a man in the house. 
“No, it can’t be,” I said, looking at the tattoo again. “NO!” Tears filled my eyes.
I let myself slide back down the embankment. My insides felt like they were being pressurized. I was covered in mud as I crawled to the riverbank and threw up into the water.
I looked up at the sky and was nauseous. I couldn’t breathe. I curled into a ball and started sobbing. I let out a long, agonizing scream that rivaled the rushing water nearby.
My whole body trembled as I rolled on my back and lay in the mud. I stared up at the gray sky in a daze. Rain mixed with tears poured down my face. My head pounded as the world seemed to blur into my nightmares. I had told myself for so long that I would find Hannah, but I never wanted to find her like this. I remembered the last time I saw her standing at the bottom of the stairs laughing before she went to bed and realized it would be the last memory I would ever have of her. Then I thought about having to tell my family that Hannah was dead.
I sat up and looked at the black plastic flapping in the wind and had to turn away. I crawled over to my backpack and wondered if my phone or my GPS survived the river. The GPS was still dry in the plastic bag, and so was the satellite phone. The GPS display was cracked. I turned it on and it worked. I moved under a clump of trees and the phone, too, came to life.
I wondered how I was going to tell them. I looked over at where Hannah was buried and felt my first hint of anger. I thought about finding the man who did this and how the police might find evidence that would lead them to him. I decided to call my dad’s boss, Police Chief Delgado, first.
I dialed 911 and asked to speak with him immediately. The dispatcher put me through.
“This is Chief Delgado.”
“Chief, this is Dylan Beachley. I found her. I found Hannah’s body buried by a river. She’s dead.” A lump formed in my throat as I said it.
“Where are you?”
I read the coordinates off the GPS unit. He told me to stay away from the body. He was sending a team to me, and he’d come with them.
“Does your family know?” he asked.
“No.”
“Do you want me to tell them?”
“No, I’ll do it.”
He told me to sit tight and he’d be there soon. 
After we hung up, I stared at the phone and started to cry. I took some deep breaths and dialed my dad’s cell phone.
“Hi, Dylan,” he said. 
I tried to speak, but nothing came out.
“Dylan, are you there? Are you okay?”
“I’m here. I …”
“What’s wrong?”
“I found her.” My voice cracked as I spoke. “I found Hannah. I’m sorry, Dad. She’s dead.” 


Chapter 14
The days leading up to Hannah’s wake went by in a blur. Family and friends poured in from all over to offer their support just as they had seven weeks ago when she’d been taken. Our front lawn turned into a memorial overnight, covering the grass with flowers, cards, letters, and signs. One of the signs said, “We’ll miss you always.” Another just said, “Why?”
The news vans returned and were now parked outside our house, their boom antennas extended high into the air. I spotted three separate newscasters talking to their cameras at the same time. A national news station asked to interview me, the boy who found his sister, but my parents said no, and I was glad. I wouldn’t have done it anyway.
The number of people who attended the wake was beyond what I could’ve imagined. They filed by her closed casket for hours. Some cried and others simply said goodbye. People I didn’t know came up and hugged me while telling me things like, “You’ve helped us all by finding her,” “Thank you for finding Hannah,” and “Now we know and this will bring closure.” I rarely spoke and just nodded as people said these things to me. Any words that passed out of my mouth felt empty and without meaning. Nothing could soothe the fact that Hannah was dead.
Mom and Dad greeted everyone—relatives, church members, students, teachers, members of Hannah’s swim and dance teams, and countless others who came to pay their respects. Police officers traveled from several states away and a few even came from Canada to offer support to a fellow officer. 
Hannah’s best friend, Alyssa, began bawling when she hugged me. I held her for awhile as others came and put their hands on her shoulders.
“I miss her so much,” Alyssa said and then broke down again. 
I helped her to a bench, where she sat and buried her head in her hands and was quickly surrounded by a group of friends. They huddled around her as they tried to console her.
I looked at Alyssa and thought about the ropes that had bound Hannah’s ankles. I wasn’t allowed to stay when they removed her body. The autopsy showed she died from asphyxiation roughly three weeks earlier, which meant Hannah had lived for almost a month after being kidnapped. I couldn’t imagine the hell she’d gone through the last month of her life. No one would talk to me about what had happened to Hannah, and I hadn’t asked. I’d seen enough to put it together for myself. I didn’t need to know any more.
Any hope of finding the person who had murdered her vanished when investigators found no evidence either on her or around the area where she’d been buried. 
The anger I had felt the past weeks was gone, replaced with a peace explained only by the fact that Hannah’s suffering was over. Even as I looked at her casket, my sadness mixed with the tremendous relief of having found her. I had wanted so badly to find Hannah alive in one of the houses Molly and I had watched or in the cave we found. Finding her dead and buried was a possibility I’d refused to accept until I was forced to do so.
Blake Weldon stood in front of her casket for a few minutes while classmates put their hands on his shoulders as they passed by. I remembered him saying he hoped Hannah was still alive when Molly and I came across him and his friends sitting around the campfire in the woods.
Blake spotted me looking at him and walked over to me. “I’m so sorry, Dylan. Hannah didn’t deserve this.” He put his hand on my shoulder and then walked away.
Wiz came with his parents. He greeted me and said, “Hannah was always nice to me.” He also thanked me for finding her. I thanked him for the equipment he loaned me and told him it was helpful. His parents offered their condolences, gave me a hug and told me to stop over anytime.
I spotted Father Whitmore, dressed in his usual priest clerical uniform. He had stopped by our house the night I found Hannah. 
He sat down next to me. “How are you doing?”
“I’m okay.”
Father Whitmore looked around the room. “Seeing all these people here reminds me of how Hannah affected people’s lives in such a positive way,” he said. “She really was special.”
I nodded.
He told me how Hannah had inspired one of the younger girls in youth group to join the swim team. It made me sad that Molly, who would be joining in the fall, and Hannah would not be teammates.
Father Whitmore spoke for a few more minutes and then stood. “If you ever want to talk, just let me know. I’m available anytime.”
I thanked him, and he went to talk to my parents.
The number of people in the funeral home continued to grow. One of my teachers, who also had Hannah as a student, was talking to me when Amy wrapped both her arms around my leg.
Amy looked up at me with those big brown eyes on the verge of tears. “I don’t want to be here anymore.” I didn’t either.
I nodded and picked her up. I said goodbye to my teacher and found Dad. “Amy and I will be at the park across the street.” He nodded.
I carried Amy outside into a misting gray sky.
Everyone left us alone as we walked to the small park. Amy climbed up the steps to a platform with a large tube connecting it to another platform. She crawled in and lay facedown, burying her head in her arms. I climbed onto the platform and sat down behind a wall to hide myself from those filing in and out of the funeral home. I looked up at the sky, letting the mist hit me in the face.
I thought of Molly, who was still waiting to be released from the hospital, and then I thought about her dad. I remembered the picture of Mr. Beckstrand hugging a much younger Molly and then imagined Hannah and Mr. Beckstrand standing next to each other, looking down on me from heaven. I couldn’t help but smile as I pictured them. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the picture of Hannah and me.
My lip was still healing and the cut on my forehead was almost unnoticeable. The invisible metal band was gone. My joints felt normal again and I could breathe easily for the first time in a long time.
I saw that Amy was shaking from the cold. Molly had been right. I needed to talk to her, but this wasn’t the time. I’d been gone so much since Hannah was taken that I figured Amy must feel like she’d lost both of her siblings. I made a silent promise to help her any way I could.
I covered Amy with my coat. “I’m right here, Amy. I’m not going anywhere. It’s just you and me now.”
* * *
Hannah’s funeral Mass was held the next day at our church. The large crowd forced people to stand in the aisles.
Father Whitmore spoke of Hannah’s love for family, a family who had never given up hope of finding her. He spoke of how Hannah, at a weekend church retreat, had told him of her love of swimming and how excited she was at the prospect of getting her driver’s license.
News cameras were rolling as we left the church and followed the hearse to the cemetery. Amy didn’t leave Dad’s side. When we arrived at the gravesite, she didn’t leave mine. She walked in a daze. I knew she hadn’t gotten much sleep.
Mom sobbed through the whole funeral and cried even harder at the cemetery.
When we arrived home, Amy threw herself on Hannah’s bed and refused to move. She had done the same after the wake.
My aunts and uncles spent the rest of the day at my house helping cook, clean and mostly just show their support. Shawn and I spent several hours in my room swapping stories about Hannah.
Later that night, I sat on the couch alone and looked at the bottom of the stairs. It was the last place I’d seen Hannah alive. I remembered her smile. I walked into my room and stared at the maps on my wall covered in marks and highlights of all the places I’d been. I thought about all the ground Molly and I had covered and how the river had spat me out right where Hannah was buried.
I called Molly in her hospital room and we talked for an hour. Molly had seen video from the funeral on the news. I told her about all the people who had come. Dad and I were to pick up Molly in two days, when she was scheduled to be released. I slept soundly as I thought of seeing her again.
The next morning, I biked to Wiz’s house to return his GPS and night-vision goggles.
“Check this out,” he said, leading me to his room.
We walked in the door and I saw two tables and Wiz’s desk covered in computer parts.
“Imagine, if you will,” he said, “a man shot twenty-five times, then having the man tell you the killer’s name before his heart stops. Only then can you understand the magnitude of what I’ve done.”
He motioned to a table he’d set up next to Becky, his computer. The table was covered in wires, Wiz’s soldering iron, and three multi-meters, which were next to a beat-up metal box which must have come from Molly’s laptop. 
“I mean, look at this mess!” Wiz picked up the twisted empty shell that had been Molly’s laptop. “Any shop dealing with memory recovery would have taken one look at this and told you to go screw yourself.” He dropped the laptop shell in the wastebasket with a bang.
“That’s why I didn’t bring it to any ordinary shop,” I said.
“And you were right to bring it to me. I want to show you my masterpiece!” Wiz said, leading me to his desk.
“This is Molly’s old hard drive.” A dented metallic box was connected to a rat’s nest of wires and connectors, which disappeared into a larger metallic box, which was connected to Becky.
“I had to re-solder each connection, because look,” Wiz held up pieces of the old connector, “it’s completely smashed. It took me twenty-four hours of surgery to reconstruct this, and I still didn’t know if I was going to get it to fire up when I flipped the switch.” He pointed to the power supply on his table. “I gave up three times and then came back to it because I refuse to be bested by a piece of crap like this.” He chucked the pieces of the connector in the garbage.
“So were you able to get any info off it?”
“It took me forever, but I got it all. The rest of this laptop is completely screwed. So allow me to introduce you …” Wiz reached under his bed and pulled out a brand-new white laptop with subtle pink flowing veins that reminded me of a piece of marble, “to Aphrodite.”
“Aphrodite?”
“That’s right. Now why Aphrodite you may ask. Because this computer is just beautiful, and so is Molly.”
He flipped it open. 
“She is going to love this,” I said.
“This has ten times the performance and a hundred times the storage of the relic she was using. It’s got all the bells and whistles. She’s got a DVD burner, tons of RAM, and the biggest video card I could cram into the shell. This is like upgrading from a Model T to a Ferrari.”
“This is great, but I don’t know if she’s going to be able to pay you for this.”
“Molly’s money is no good at this shop! This one is courtesy of the slumlords.” Wiz smiled. “What they don’t know they’ve purchased won’t hurt them.”
I knew Wiz’s parents would probably be mad when they found out, but I wasn’t going to turn Wiz down. “Molly is going to freak out,” I said. “Your timing is good. I haven’t told you she’s in the hospital.”
“What? What happened?”
I told him about the car accident but didn’t say anything about what she was doing in Boston. I told him Molly’s mom and her mom’s boyfriend died and that she was in the hospital. 
“I was wondering why I didn’t see her at the funeral,” Wiz said.
“Dad and I are bringing her back tomorrow.”
“She’s going to stay at your house?”
“Temporarily, until they find her a foster home in the area. They’re working on it now.”
“Either way, a foster home would be a lot better than living with Tony,” Wiz said.
I looked at him. He seemed to realize what he’d just said. “What did you say? How do you know about Tony?” I asked.
“Oh, um, well—.”
“You’ve been reading her journal!”
“Now hold on a minute. I had to make sure the files weren’t corrupted.”
“How much of it did you read?”
“Well ...”
“How much?”
“Okay, okay, I admit I read some of it.”
“How much?”
“Most of it.”
“Wiz—.”
“Now, hold on a minute—.”
“You shouldn’t have done that.”
“Before you get mad at me, let me ask you this. A tree didn’t really fall on this laptop, did it?”
Wiz waited a moment for me to respond, then dug the frame out of his garbage can. He held it up. “This thing was hit in multiple places and, last time I checked, trees usually just fall once. This looks like it was attacked by a bat. Am I wrong?”
I opened my mouth to lie, but nothing came out. I sighed. “No. You’re not wrong.”
“Tony did this, didn’t he? Probably pissed off from all those pictures Molly took of those addicts coming to her house. Those were on her hard drive as well, plus she talked about taking the pictures in her journal.”
“Wiz, Molly will love you the rest of her life for saving all of the info off her computer, but don’t say anything to her about this. Please let her tell you what happened if she wants to. As far as she knows, you don’t know anything about what’s in her journal.”
“Fine,” Wiz said, and then he smiled at me. “You know, the last few entries mention you. I think she really likes you.”
“Wiz, please stop. Those letters weren’t meant for us to read.”
“I know, I know,” he said, holding up his hand. “That doesn’t change the fact that you’re big-time lucky.”
* * *
Dad and I arrived at Molly’s hospital room the next day just as Dr. Foster was telling her goodbye. Molly greeted me with a big hug. Molly wore new shorts and a shirt I guessed Heidi had gotten for her.
“It’s so good to see you,” I said.
“Thank you for the flowers,” she said.
Dad winked at me while hugging Molly as he pointed to a bouquet near the window.
“You’re welcome,” I said.
The doctor shook Molly’s hand and wished her well. Dad excused himself, saying he’d be back in a minute, leaving Molly and me alone in the room.
“I’ve got something for you that I know you’re going to like,” I said. “Have a seat.”
Molly sat down while I took off my backpack.
“Do you remember how I went to your house to get the penguin and the picture of you and your dad?”
Molly nodded.
I smiled, “That wasn’t all I took. I swiped your broken laptop, too. I took it to Wiz and he, being the genius he is, was able to get all the info off your hard drive and put it on this.” I pulled out the white and pink laptop and placed it in her lap. “This is for you. Wiz wanted you to have it.”
“Oh, my God. Are you serious?” She ran her fingers over it. “This has all my letters to my dad?”
“And everything else from your hard drive.” 
Molly stared at me with awe. “That laptop was so smashed. How did he do that?”
I threw up my hands. “That’s why we call him Wiz.”
She turned it on and we saw Wiz had set the background to say, Aphrodite awaits your command … hurry up and get well soon!
“Aphrodite?” Molly said, rolling her eyes at me.
“It’s Wiz’s way of telling you you’re beautiful, and I couldn’t agree more.”
Molly got up, put the laptop down, and threw her arms around me. “Thank you! Thank you so much! You’re amazing, you know that?”
“And I’m lucky to have amazing friends, and I’m not just talking about Wiz,” I said.
We sat down and I showed her where Wiz put her files and tried to remember all the features Wiz mentioned. 
Molly closed the laptop. “How are Amy and your mom doing?”
“Mom is okay. She’s got all her sisters around helping, but Amy … isn’t doing so well.”
“Have you talked to her? Did you apologize?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“Dylan,” Molly said, sounding disappointed.
“There were too many people around. I’ll do it soon.”
Molly looked at me. “You swear?”
“I swear. If I can, I’ll do it tonight.”
“She’s your sister. Talk to her. Even if she won’t talk to you, just talk to her.”
“I need to do it, I know.” Molly was right. I’d waited way too long to try and talk to Amy. I promised myself I would do it as soon as possible.
Dad reappeared at the door. “Are you two ready?” 
Molly and I spent the next two hours talking in the car while Dad drove. A foster family had agreed to take her when school started in about a month. In the meantime, I was excited she was coming home to stay with us.
* * *
After supper, Aunt Jackie stopped at our house. I didn’t feel like talking, so I stayed downstairs. Molly went to bed early, sleeping on the spare bed in Amy’s room. Awhile later, I was halfway up the stairs when I heard Mom and stopped. The desperation was clear in her voice and it sounded like she’d been crying. “All I know is that I’m not helping her. She won’t eat, she won’t sleep, she cries all the time. It’s getting worse.”
“Amy needs time to heal,” Aunt Jackie said.
“But she’s supposed to get better with time, not worse. I feel like she’s shutting down. I found her sleeping under her bed again this morning.”
“You need to give her more time.”
“Hannah is gone, Dylan barely talks to me, and Amy is slipping away.” Mom choked on her words as she continued. “I’m losing my children. I feel like the worst mother ever.”
“Stop,” Jackie said. “You’re a good mother. You hang in there. You’re doing the right thing sending Amy to a counselor. Give it time.”
I felt bad that Mom said I barely talked to her. It was true. I hadn’t gone out of my way to talk to her before I found Hannah. I thought she was still mad about me going out searching, and I didn’t want to talk about it. Now I realized it would help her if I made an effort. 
I thought about the man who kidnapped Hannah and how much damage he had done to my family. Hearing Mom’s pain made me want to find him and beat him to a pulp with my bat. 
I waited for Aunt Jackie to leave before I went upstairs. I could hear Mom in the kitchen. Dad was outside. I found Amy sitting on the floor of my parents’ bedroom with her back to me, playing with some dolls and holding one of Hannah’s stuffed bears.
“Can I come in?” I asked.
Amy glanced at me and then jumped on the bed. She lay facedown, covering her head with her hands as if the ceiling were collapsing.
I sat down on the floor facing the bed with my back against the wall. She curled into a ball with her back to me.
“Amy, I haven’t been a good brother to you. Not only did Hannah disappear, but I’ve been gone, too. You probably feel like you’ve lost both of us. I’m sorry I was gone for so long.”
I stared at the floor.
“Amy, that night … the night Hannah was taken, I yelled at you. I yelled at you, and I’m really sorry. That was wrong. I never should have done that to you. You were coming to me to tell me about what happened and I … I hope someday you can forgive me for yelling at you. You were just trying to do the right thing. You did do the right thing.”
Amy rolled over to look at me. 
“I’m sorry,” I continued, looking at her. “Any time you want to talk to me, just come and find me and I’ll listen.”
Amy turned her back and curled into a ball again. I took it as my cue to leave. “Anything you want to say, I’ll listen. I promise.”
I climbed into my bed feeling empty again, wondering if Amy would ever forgive me. I had hoped for something more immediate. I knew Aunt Jackie was probably right. It would take time. I just wondered how much time.
Molly had insisted I apologize, and I was happy I could tell her I did. Almost two months had gone by since Hannah disappeared, and I wondered if the person who’d suffered the most was Amy. After all, she’d been the one who’d seen the man with the gun.
* * *
Dad took Molly to Boston for the day to have a follow-up with Dr. Foster and then meet with Heidi, her social worker. I was in the kitchen as Amy ran by me, crying. I heard Mom in Amy’s room and walked to the door. Amy had emptied all of her dresser drawers onto the floor. Mom looked too exhausted to be mad as she picked up the clothes and put them back. I helped her. I found Amy hiding in the furnace room downstairs, and she ran by me again and went back upstairs to hide in her room.
At lunch, Amy looked like a zombie. Mom begged her to eat, but she hardly touched her chicken tenders, which were her favorite food. Amy spent most of lunch in a daze, staring at the center of the table with a huge frown.
I walked by Amy’s room an hour later. In the corner were two sheets she’d strung up, making a small fort. I saw the wooden jewelry box Molly had given her upside down on the floor. Bracelets and necklaces were scattered everywhere, mixed in with some of Amy’s toys. Her favorite dollhouse was flipped over and in a heap with some of her clothes. I had never known Amy to act like this. I knew she, like the rest of us, was still trying to make sense of what had happened and figured this was her way of acting out.
At supper, Mom scolded her, telling her to eat something. Amy ran crying to her room. When we were done eating, I walked by Amy’s door and found her lying under her bed, sobbing. Mom saw me and came to look, too.
“Oh, Amy,” Mom said, choking on her words as she walked into the room. She crouched next to the bed. “Amy, please come out of there,” she begged.
“No!” Amy yelled.
“Please, Amy. Please come out.” 
“Get away from me!” Amy shouted. She started bawling.
Mom put her hand over her mouth. I followed her into the kitchen. She couldn’t hold back her tears anymore. She convulsed as she tried, but she could no longer fight it. She leaned on the wall for support with both hands covering her eyes.
“I’m sorry, Mom,” I said. “I’m sorry I was gone so long.”
We hugged as she cried. I let her take her time as she struggled to calm down.
She let go and put her hands on my shoulders. “I’m sorry I yelled at you for wanting to search for Hannah. I know you had the best intentions.”
“And I know it was hard for you to let me do it,” I said. “Thank you for letting me search for her.”
“It must have been awful for you to find her like that.”
I said nothing as I looked at the kitchen floor.
“A small part of me wishes you’d never found her,” she said, wiping her eyes, “and I could still hope she’d walk through the front door someday, but we needed to know. It’s a good thing we know. Her suffering is over and she’s in a better place.”
We hugged again.
Later that night, I overheard Mom say, “What do we do?” to Dad. I listened as they discussed increasing the number of Amy’s counseling sessions. I knew she had met with a child counselor shortly after Hannah disappeared. I had no idea she’d been going once a week.
What I said to Amy replayed in my mind as I struggled to fall asleep. Anger grew inside me as I thought about the man who had taken Hannah and how devastating it had been to my family. I wanted him to suffer. I pictured myself chasing him through the woods with my bat. I gained on him, and when I finally overtook him, I swung my bat again and again.
I tried to think of something else, but my mind wandered back to chasing Hannah’s killer. Eventually, I drifted off to sleep.
* * *
I woke up feeling the presence of someone in my room. Someone was whispering my name, and it sounded like Hannah. The clock read 12:14 a.m.
“Dylan …”
I sat up and saw Amy standing in my doorway. I leaned over and turned on my lamp. Amy turned away from the light, shielding her eyes. Her hair was matted and she wore the biggest frown I’d ever seen. Her eyes were red and sunken, like she’d cried herself dry. There was no doubt Amy was getting worse.
“Dylan,” Amy said, half choking. “Dylan, I—.” Amy slumped onto the middle of the floor and buried her head in her arms. 
She was a shivering mess as I picked her up. Her whole body was cold and her nose was running. She took quick short breaths. I wrapped my arms around her. “I’ve got you. No one is going to hurt you,” I said, over and over again.
We sat on my bed and she put her arms around my neck and sniffled. She held me like she was hanging on for her life.
“I’ve got you,” I said again and again as I held her.
Amy sounded like she was having trouble breathing. “I miss Hannah so much.”
“Me, too,” I said.
“I don’t want to hurt anymore.”
“I know.”
Amy squeezed me and whispered. “I have to tell you something.”
“What is it?”
“Promise, promise you won’t be mad at me?”
“I won’t be mad.”
Amy looked me in the eye. “You have to promise me.” 
I nodded as I said, “I promise I won’t be mad.” 
Amy let go of me, flopped down on the bed, and buried her head into my pillow. Her little hands closed in around her face as she sobbed.
“Hey, hey … It’s okay.” I stroked the back of her head. “I’m right here. I’ve got you.”
Amy turned and looked at me. A look of terror spread across her face. Her voice was just a whisper. “I saw him.”
I looked into her eyes, those same big brown eyes that had told me she wasn’t messing around the night Hannah was taken. My breath left my body. 
Amy’s head dropped face-first into my pillow and she began bawling. “It was him.” Amy’s voice shrieked in between breaths. “It was him.”
My insides tightened.
“I think he saw me,” Amy said as she began sobbing again.
I looked down at Amy in shock. It was clear to me now why she’d been getting worse. “Amy, look at me,” I said as softly as I could. “I’m not mad. I promise. I’m not mad.”
I scooped her up and held her like she was two years old again and said, “You saw the man who took Hannah?”
Amy was crying uncontrollably. “Yeah.” She moaned as her tears landed on my shirt.
“I’m right here. I’ve got you. Nothing is going to happen to you. I’ve got you.” I felt a rush of adrenaline and forced it aside. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Amy. Do you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“Where did you see him?”
“At the wake.”
Her words stung. There were so many people at the wake. It was hard to draft a mental list. My insides were swelling. I let her cry, but if I didn’t ask soon, I was going to burst.
“Amy, I’m not mad at you. You did the right thing telling me this. I promise I’m not mad. Who did you see?”
Amy cried even harder. I had no choice but to hold her and wait.
When Amy calmed down, I said, “Amy, please tell me. Who is the man who took Hannah?”
Amy sniffled and hiccupped and then said, “I don’t know who he is, but he was talking to Mommy and Daddy.”
This meant the person who took Hannah wasn’t a stranger. “Did he speak to you?”
“No.”
It took all my effort to keep my anger inside. “Do you remember anything about him?”
“No.” Amy wrapped her arms around my neck. “Are you mad?”
I felt like a volcano ready to explode. “No, I’m not mad.” I reached over and grabbed the flyer with the description of the kidnapper Amy had given to the sketch artist. “Does he look like this?”
Amy glanced at it and buried her head in my chest and nodded.
“Did you see him talking to anyone else?”
“Father Whitmore. They walked in together.”
I remembered talking to Father Whitmore, but I didn’t see him with anyone. There were so many people around us. I couldn’t form a picture of the man Amy was talking about.
Amy let go and fell back facedown onto the pillow.
My whole body shook. “Amy, I’m not mad.”
“Do you believe me?” she asked.
“I believe you. You did the right thing telling me.”
I held her until she calmed down. “Dylan. Do you think he’ll come after me?”
“No, Amy. He’s not going to hurt you or this family anymore. He’s not going to hurt anyone anymore. I promise you that.”
I let her stay with me until she fell asleep. I carried her back to her room and tucked her into bed. I looked over at Molly sleeping in the spare bed and thought about the man who came into Hannah’s room and took her at gun point. Anger boiled inside me as I imagined the same man trying to do that to Amy or Molly.
My skin was on fire from the hot magma building inside me. I couldn’t stop it now. No one could. I had to leave the house and fast or it would be left in ruins. I grabbed my baseball bat and shoes and ran outside. 
I ran across the highway and into the woods. I ran like the man Amy had seen was just in front of me. Two months of rage came out as I swung my bat, hitting a pine tree again and again. I screamed as I knocked off its lower branches and then attacked the trunk. Bark flew as I pictured Hannah’s kidnapper standing in front of me.
For the first time I knew how to find my enemy. Nothing could save him now!


Chapter 15
I woke early the next morning and made sure no one could hear me as I dialed Father Whitmore at home. He agreed to meet me at the church in an hour. I left the house without anyone knowing. I rode my bike to the church while rehearsing what I was going to say. I had been thinking about it ever since I finished ruining my bat last night. 
The church was a collection of heavy stone, stained glass, and dark cherry wood trim. Father Whitmore’s office reminded me of a castle dungeon.
I was a mess when I knocked on his door. My hair had been shaped by my pillow and my clothes were thrown on without a hint of concern for how I looked. 
“Come in,” he said.
The office walls were covered in Biblical paintings. Father Whitmore’s huge desk matched the dark interior.
“It’s good to see you, Dylan. Have a seat.” 
“Thanks for seeing me.”
“It’s my pleasure.” Father Whitmore spoke slowly. His look of concern told me he was genuinely interested in me. “How are you doing?”
I shook my head. “I’m not doing so well.”
He waited for me to continue. When I didn’t he said, “You’ve been through a lot. And you’ve accomplished much more than anyone could have imagined.” 
“I’m happy Hannah isn’t suffering anymore, but my family is hurting. My mom is struggling, Amy is a mess, and even my dad isn’t himself.”
“What about you?” he asked.
“I’ve been having some bad visions.”
“What do you see?”
I stared at his big desk. “I see myself chasing the man who took Hannah. I picture beating him with my bat. I can’t stop myself.”
“Anger is a normal reaction under a circumstance like this.”
“Am I crazy?”
“No. Only a sane person can ask that question.”
“Does it make me a bad person to want the murderer dead?”
“No, you’re not a bad person.”
“What if I want to be the one who kills him?”
“You want justice for Hannah’s death, as do the rest of us. The thing you need to know is, if you allow yourself to continue to desire this man’s death, it will begin to eat at you. Harboring anger toward this man will only make things worse. I know it isn’t easy.” He pointed toward the Bible on his desk. “The Bible says vengeance belongs to the Lord. The person who took Hannah from us will one day receive judgment for what he did. There is no escaping it. I hope, in time, that alone will comfort you. Justice will be served.”
“What can I do?”
“You need to pray. Quiet your heart and mind and know that God doesn’t want you to live a life weighed down by thoughts of rage. A life of anger will destroy what you love.” He leaned forward. “And one day, a long time from now, even if this person is never found, I pray you can do something that will help you more than anything else. It’s something extremely difficult to do, but it’s the best thing you can do so you can live your life free of this burden. Do you know what I’m talking about?”
I shook my head.
“Forgiveness.”
“You want me to forgive the man who kidnapped Hannah? Forgive the man who killed her?”
“As I said, it is an extremely difficult thing to do. Those who’ve been in similar situations have said it was the best and most freeing decision they ever made in their life. Pray about it. You might be surprised.”
I sat in silence as I contemplated his words. Finally, I said, “Thank you for seeing me. This has been helpful.”
“Anytime you want to meet, just say the word.”
I stood up and shook his hand. “Oh, I have one more question for you. At Hannah’s wake there was a man who spoke to me and my parents. I don’t know who he is. I saw him walk in with you. He has blond hair and is slightly shorter than you. He said he knew Hannah.”
Father Whitmore walked around the front of his desk, looking down like he was concentrating. “I apologize. I spoke with so many people. I came in and out of the funeral home a few times, but I think you may be referring to Marcus.”
“Marcus?”
“Yes, Marcus Sands from Lancaster. I know him through our sister church up there. Marcus and Father Mickelson are good friends, and he’s been volunteering at the church for several years.”
“How would he know Hannah?”
“We had a retreat up there last winter for the senior high students. I was there, along with Marcus, as a chaperone.”
“Oh.”
“I think that’s the person you’re describing.”
“Okay, thanks. That clears it up.”
Father Whitmore followed me out and told me to come and see him again anytime.
* * *
I raced home on my bike. Part of me wanted to find Marcus Sands as fast as possible and beat him to a pulp, but I had promised Molly I would tell her first. I was covered in sweat when I got home and found her. 
“Hi, I need to talk to you. It’s urgent. Can you go for a walk?” 
Molly agreed and we walked toward the park not far from my house. I told Molly what Amy had told me the night before and then told her about my conversation with Father Whitmore. I told her I knew the name of the man who took Hannah.
“This is great news,” Molly said, sitting across from me on a picnic table. “This is the first suspect!”
I frowned as I looked to my left at a small stream that ran into a pond nearby.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“You’re the only one who knows.”
“You didn’t tell your dad?”
“No.”
I continued to stare at the pond. The vision of me chasing Marcus returned.
“Dylan are you … you’re not thinking of—.”
“I can’t stop thinking about it.”
“Dylan—.” 
“I want him dead. I want him dead for what he did.”
“I wanted the same thing for the man who killed my dad and look what happened. No good can come from what you’re talking about.”
“You weren’t there when I found her. You don’t know what I’ve heard about what he did to her. You don’t know about the rope marks they found. I know why they wouldn’t let any of my family see her body.”
“You’ll spend the rest of your life in jail. Is that what you want?”
“I want him dead.” The image of Hannah’s buried body and her bound ankles popped into my mind.
“Is that what you think Hannah would want?”
“I don’t care. He’s going to get what he deserves.”
I stood up and turned to walk away.
“You promised me you’d be there for me!” Molly shouted. 
I kept walking. Anger overwhelmed me as I pictured myself chasing Marcus through the woods with my bat.
I heard footsteps behind me. I turned just as Molly lowered her shoulder and, at full speed, buried it into my stomach. We flew through the air and splashed into the pond. We landed in a few inches of soft muddy water. Molly was on top of me.
“Birthdays and holidays, remember!” Molly shouted. “You do this and you’ll break your promise!”
I struggled to my feet in the mud and Molly jumped up and grabbed my feet. I tried to pull away but fell over.
She kept shouting. “What’s life going to be like for Amy? She already has a dead sister. Do you want her to have a brother serving life in prison?”
She let go and I struggled onto the shore and stood up. 
“What do you think is going to happen to Amy one day when she realizes it’s what she told you that led you to kill him? She’ll think it’s her fault. Do you want to do that to Amy?”
I froze as I thought about how I had blamed myself for Hannah’s kidnapping. I wanted Molly to be wrong about Amy blaming herself if I killed Marcus, but I knew she was right. Amy would blame herself if I went to prison, just as easily as I had blamed myself for sleeping through Hannah’s abduction.
I turned to look at her. Molly was on all fours down in the mud. I saw the same hurt look on her face as the day I found her full of bruises in my bed.
“You’re my best friend!” She was crying now. “Are you going to throw that away, too?”
I turned away but couldn’t take another step. I leaned over and put my hands on my knees. I felt dizzy, unable to stand. My eyes watered and I couldn’t speak. I kneeled down on the grass and put my head in my hands. If I didn’t do it, I felt like I was betraying Hannah, but I knew Molly was right.
“Why did he do it?” I couldn’t stop the tears. “Why did he have to kill her?”
Molly crawled out of the mud to my side.
“What do I do?” I asked.
She put her hand on my shoulder. “Do you remember how you helped me when I came to your house the night Tony beat me?”
I nodded.
“I needed your help and you helped me.” Molly wrapped her muddy arms around me. “It’s my turn to help you.”
* * *
We walked back home, hosed off, and changed clothes. 
“We need a picture of him,” Molly said.
“Why?”
“So you can show it to Amy. Once she confirms it’s him, your dad will take care of the rest.”
We searched the Internet for a picture of Marcus Sands and found nothing. 
“How else could we get a picture of him?” I asked.
“Who else would know this guy?”
“Other than Father Whitmore?”
“You said Hannah met him at a retreat. Who else was at the retreat? They might have a picture of him.”
“Wait a minute.” I looked down at my computer. “Hannah knew him. I bet she took her camera to the retreat. She always took pictures at stuff like that.”
I went into Hannah’s room and pulled her laptop out from under the heavy plastic still draped over her desk.
I turned it on and found myself looking at a screen asking for a password.
“Oh, no,” I grumbled.
Molly looked at the screen. “Do you know it?”
“No.”
“Any ideas what she might have used?”
“No.”
“Did she have a favorite pet? Who was her favorite athlete? What’s the one thing she liked more than anything?”
“She really wanted her driver’s license.” 
“I don’t think so. What else? You have to think like your sister.”
I smiled at Molly. “Well, there’s always Blake.” 
I typed “Blake.”
“Password failed,” appeared on the screen.
I typed “Blake Weldon.”
“Password failed.”
I typed “I love Blake Weldon,” and I was in.
“You’re a genius!” Molly said, laughing.
Hannah’s well-organized picture folder made it easy to find her retreat photos. Soon Molly and I found one showing Hannah and Alyssa with a man matching the description of the kidnapper. He stood between them with his arms around both. The picture made me angry. All three were smiling.
We found two more pictures with Marcus in them, plus we found a large group photo of the retreat. Marcus was standing on the side with the adults. Hannah was in the middle of a group of teenage girls.
Molly and I were still looking through Hannah’s pictures when Mom arrived home with Amy. I called Dad on his cell phone and told him I had news about Hannah and it was urgent that he come home.
He arrived five minutes later. 
“What’s this about?” he asked.
I told Mom and Dad to take a seat at the kitchen table. Molly stood in the kitchen watching as I produced Hannah’s computer and left it closed.
“What are you doing with that?” Mom asked.
“You’ll see. Here’s the deal. I’m going to ask Amy to come in here and then I’m going to ask her a few questions. I want you two to listen to what she says, but I don’t want either one of you to say a word. I need you both to be quiet. You’ll understand in a moment.”
They gave each other confused looks.
I called Amy into the kitchen. She ran in and then stopped. We were all looking at her.
I picked her up and sat her on my lap. “Amy, do you remember when you came to my room last night? I told you I would make sure the man who took Hannah would never hurt us again. To do that, I need your help.” I flipped open Hannah’s computer, and showed Amy the group picture of everyone who had attended the winter retreat. “Do you see the man who took Hannah in this picture?”
Both of my parents froze and Amy immediately looked at them. Then she moved her face closer to the screen and nodded. She managed a very weak “Yes.”
Mom’s mouth was open with shock, and Dad sat forward in his chair. 
“Can you point at him?” I asked.
Slowly she pointed to the left side of the group, at Marcus.
I flipped to the picture of him standing between Alyssa and Hannah who both had their arms around him. “Amy, here’s another picture. Is this him?”
Amy glanced at the screen and then turned to bury her head in my chest.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I promise you, he’ll never hurt us again. But I need to know. Is this him?”
Amy nodded. “Yeah.”
I spun the computer around to show my parents. “His name is Marcus Sands. He lives up in Lancaster. He was a chaperone for the church senior high winter retreat Hannah went to in January. That’s how he knew her.”
Mom choked on her words. “I met him,” she said. “I met him when I dropped off Hannah and Alyssa.”
“I recognize him,” Dad said. “He was at the wake.”
“That is where Amy saw him again.” I explained how she had come to my room. Then I told them about going to see Father Whitmore.
Dad picked up Amy, who was now crying. “You’ve made all of us very happy today,” he told her. “You did the right thing telling Dylan about seeing this man.” Dad hugged her and Mom hugged her as well. He grabbed Hannah’s computer. “I’m going to the station.”
“You’ll need the password,” Molly said, ripping a sheet of paper off a tablet and writing it down.
Dad hurried out the door. 
Molly and I went downstairs into my room. We sat on the floor, looking up at the map. 
“You did the right thing,” Molly said, grabbing my hand.
“Thank you for helping me.”
Amy appeared in my doorway and I invited her in. She crawled on me and lay down across both of our laps. 
Molly put her arms around her. “Hannah would be so proud of you.”
“Really?” Amy asked.
“She sure would,” I said. “She’d tell you what a wonderful and courageous little sister you are.”
Amy looked up at both of us and then put her head back down in Molly’s lap. Molly and I smiled at each other.
Hours passed with no words from Dad. Molly and I put Amy to bed. Molly read Amy’s favorite bedtime story until she fell asleep. We were sitting on the couch when Mom and Dad walked down the stairs. It had been ten hours since Dad left with Hannah’s laptop.
“We got him,” Dad said. “Marcus Sands is in custody. We arrested him at work. They found Hannah’s pajamas at his house. He also had pictures and videos he’d taken of her. They got him to confess. It seems he’d been planning this for some time. They found pictures of our house he’d taken from across the highway. He said he’d become infatuated with Hannah after meeting her at the retreat.”
“And nobody knew?” Mom asked.
“He was careful about it,” Dad said. “Nobody we’ve interviewed had any idea he was even interested in her. He wasn’t married and he lived alone out in the country, so there were no close neighbors. No one, not coworkers, his parents, or his sister had any idea. No one had been to his house in a long time.
“They’ve gone through all his email and texts since the winter retreat. There was no communication between the two. There were no external signs at all he was planning this. If it weren’t for Amy, he’d still be out there. And if it weren’t for you two,” Dad looked at Molly and me, “we’d still be left wondering.”
“What’s going to happen to him?” I asked.
“He’ll be charged with kidnapping and first-degree murder. It’s up to the judge, but I think—I hope—he’ll be looking at life in prison.”
I stared at the floor, feeling numb. I knew it was good he’d been caught, but Hannah would never be coming home. Molly squeezed my hand.
* * *
A week later, my parents decided the news about Hannah’s kidnapper being caught was reason to celebrate. Mom, Molly, and Amy went dress shopping in the morning and then, after lunch, the three of them had their hair done at a salon.
Molly and I decided this wouldn’t be our first official date, since that should be just the two of us. Molly said it would be worth the wait, and I agreed. 
When it was time to leave, I changed into my dark gray suit and red striped tie. Dad wore a suit, too, and the two of us waited in the kitchen.
Soon Amy ran into the kitchen, giggling as she swirled to show off her colorful new dress. Her hair was curled with a bright pink bow on top. She pointed at her cheeks, “Molly put makeup on me.”
Mom appeared and, following Amy’s lead, she spun around, showing off her red dress.
Dad hugged her and said, “You look beautiful.”
Molly glided into the kitchen. She spun as well, displaying a shimmering silver dress. She laughed, stopped spinning, and then blushed as she looked at me. I was so happy her bruises were gone and the cuts from the accident were healing. I’d always thought of Molly as being beautiful, having seen her wearing everything from head-to-toe black hiking clothes to her swimsuit. Looking at her now, I realized my definition of beautiful had just been redefined.
“Doesn’t Molly look lovely?” Mom said.
“She looks beautiful,” I said.
This made Molly blush even more. “You look pretty good yourself,” Molly said.
We drove an hour and a half to Concord with Amy sitting between Molly and me in the back. Molly and I tried to get my parents to tell us where we were going. They just smiled at each other and said it was a surprise.
When we pulled into the parking lot, I attempted to read the sign, but all I caught was “Country Club.” Inside, we found candlelit tables with white tablecloths surrounding a dance floor. We were being seated when the DJ announced that the first performance would start in five minutes.
“There’s going to be a dance performance?” Molly asked, unable to hide her excitement.
My parents smiled.
“It’s a dance variety show,” Mom said.
“Your mom and I brought Hannah here several years ago,” Dad said. “She absolutely loved it. We thought it would be a good place to come and honor her.”
Our meal was awesome. We sampled everything from seafood to steak, couscous to potatoes, and a variety of fruits and vegetables.
I looked at Molly and pointed at her plate. “It’s a little better than an MRE, isn’t it?”
“I do crave a good MRE now and then,” she said, laughing.
The performances varied just as much as the food. The first set of dancers was from a ballet school in Boston, and everyone stood and applauded as they finished. The next group was a pair of professional swing dancers who threw each other high into the air and made the crowd clap with every amazing and flawlessly executed move. Tap dancers were next, followed by ballroom, salsa, tango, and finally hip-hop dancers. Each five-minute routine garnered wild applause.
For the intermission, all of the dancers and kitchen staff formed a conga line and wove in and out of the tables. At first everyone laughed, and then people rushed to join the line, including Molly and me as it snaked by our table.
When we returned to the table, I told Molly it was time.
“Mom, Dad,” I said. “Molly and I have something we want to ask you.”
“What is it?” they asked.
“School starts in a little over three weeks,” I said. “Molly and I want to know if you’d be okay with us hiking the trail to Mount Katahdin together. It’s about three hundred and eighty miles and we think we can hike it in under three weeks.”
Mom and Dad glanced at each other.
“Sounds like an adventure,” Dad said, looking at us and then at Mom.
“Dylan, you were gone most of the summer.” Mom looked at Dad and took a deep breath. “But, what’s another three weeks?”
Molly and I looked at each other. We couldn’t wait to get back on the trail.
“Can I come, too?” Amy asked.
“Absolutely not.” Mom looked at me and her serious tone surfaced. “Same rules apply.”
“Of course,” I said. “We’ll take the phone and you’ll be able to call and track us like last time. Just don’t call so early.”
They agreed. Amy said she needed to go to the bathroom, and Mom and Molly went with her.
“Speaking of rules,” Dad said, looking around to make sure no one else could hear us. “That conversation you had with Tony about what would happen if, you know.”
“I remember.”
“That rule still applies. In fact, that rule is going to be around for awhile. Is that clear?”
I nodded. “Perfectly.”
“Good,” he said.
Mom and the girls arrived back at the table just before intermission ended. Each dance group performed again as we were served ice cream and cheesecake for dessert.
“The final dance,” the DJ said, turning the lights way down and activating a slow spinning mirrored ball, “is open to anyone who would like to slow dance. Grab that special someone and come on out on the dance floor for our final dance of the evening.”
Dad looked at me and motioned to Molly with his eyes. 
“Molly,” I said, taking the hint, “would you dance with me?”
“Of course,” she said.
She held out her hand and I took it, leading her out onto the floor. The music started and she wrapped her arms around me as I did the same to her. She rested her head against my shoulder as we swayed back and forth. I loved how she smelled like fresh flowers.
“You’re a good slow dancer,” Molly said.
“Hannah taught me.”
Molly looked up and, half laughing, said, “You wouldn’t let her teach you how to swim, but you let her teach you how to dance?”
“I figured there was less chance of dying by letting her teach me how to dance.”
“I see.” Molly rested her head against my shoulder. “Oh, look.”
I looked to my left and saw Mom and Dad dancing and realized they were holding Amy as well. The three waved and we waved back.
I pointed out the ballerina next to us who was dancing with one of the tap dancers, who must have been her boyfriend.
“They look so happy,” Molly said.
“Are you happy?” I asked.
Molly brought her cheek next to mine. “I am. Are you?”
“Of course I’m happy. I’m holding you.”
* * *
The next eighteen days were the best part of my summer. Molly and I left the morning after the dance performance. We packed enough food to make the trek through the woods, but we left our black clothes and face paint at home. The northern part of the Appalachian Trail is the most difficult, but Molly and I loved it. We walked through wind, rain, heat, and occasional fog, then made the final climb. Molly and I stood next to each other reading the sign announcing we’d reached the summit of Mount Katahdin, the northern terminus of the Appalachian Trail.
“YEAH!” Molly shouted as she threw her arms in the air.
The sky was clear and the view was simply majestic. Huge jagged rocks lined the steep slopes around us. Small puffs of clouds rushed around our legs as we looked down at the green forest spotted with silvery lakes that stretched in all directions. 
We’d climbed huge boulders to reach the top, and now we were exhausted.
“Promise me someday we’ll hike the rest of it to Georgia,” Molly said.
“I promise,” I said.
We enjoyed the awesome view and then took turns taking pictures of each other standing next to the sign at the summit.
“I really don’t want to stop hiking,” she said, “but there’s this boy who owes me a first date back home.” She moved close so we stood toe to toe.
“Is he handsome?” I asked.
“Oh, yes, quite handsome.”
“He sounds very fortunate to be going on a date with someone so beautiful.”
“Oh, he’s very fortunate, but I’m a little nervous.”
“Why would you be nervous? It’s just a first date.”
“What if he finds out I’m a criminal and an orphan?” Molly asked.
“I won’t tell him if you don’t,” I said.
“What if I really like him and want him to be my boyfriend?”
“Maybe he’ll really like you and want you to be his girlfriend.”
“Do you really think so?”
“It’s possible.”
“If he asks me, should I say yes?”
“Is he a good woodsman? Does he know how to swim, start a fire, and chase off bears?”
Molly laughed. “Of course! He’s the best.”
“Then I think you have to say yes.”
“I think you’re right. If he asks me, I think I will.”
I gently put my hands on Molly’s face. “You’d make him very happy.”
I smiled and kissed her. I felt like the luckiest guy on the planet.


Thank you!
Thank you so much for reading Finding Hannah. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I love to hear from readers and your feedback is most welcome. Please feel free to review Finding Hannah at your favorite retailer, like me on Facebook, or contact me via any of the options on the next page. 

 —John
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