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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   ‘Twas the weekend before Christmas, and frankly the chocolate Yule log wasn’t looking its best. Lindsay Harding had brought the cake as her contribution to an early Christmas dinner. She was dining for the first time at the home of her boyfriend’s mother and she had scoured the internet for a recipe that would mark her out as desirable daughter-in-law material. Snowman cupcakes were too cutesy. Cookies were too clichéd. The Yule log, however, sent all the right messages. It nodded to convention, while still demonstrating a bit of domestic flair. She pictured herself triumphantly unveiling it as she walked through the front door. Warren’s mother, Teresa, would gasp and exclaim, “Oh, Lindsay! You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.” Teresa might even insist that it sit in the middle of the table and act as the centerpiece.
 
   Lindsay had spent much of the previous night concocting the dessert, rolling the thin cake into a cylinder and then coaxing two different colors of chocolate icing into the striations of a realistic wood grain. She had even sculpted little pinecones out of tinted marzipan to decorate the serving dish. But she hadn’t factored the unseasonably warm weather into her plan. When she and Warren had stopped to pick up a bottle of wine on the way over to his mother’s house, they’d left the car in the sun.
 
   Now, here they were, seated at Teresa’s beautifully-laid table. Teresa’s homemade peppermint-scented candles formed part of a centerpiece that looked like a cover shot for Southern Living magazine. Teresa’s desserts—three kinds of cookies, a two-tier fruitcake and a chocolate fountain—were arrayed on the sideboard like offerings to some pagan sugar god. And Lindsay’s chocolate Yule log cake slumped next to them like a large, soggy turd.
 
   The only part of her vision that had been realized was that Teresa did indeed utter the exact words, “Oh, Lindsay! You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble,” as Lindsay removed the Tupperware top and exposed the melted monstrosity. However, those words were followed by the Southern woman’s kiss of death—“Bless your heart.”
 
   Impressing Warren’s mother was always going to be an uphill battle. Teresa Satterwhite was everything that Lindsay was not—tall and gracious, a true Southern belle with perfectly-manicured nails. She owned aprons that complemented her outfits, and wore lipstick that complemented her aprons. Her perfectly-coiffed, carrot-colored hair was cut into a flattering angled bob and it shone atop her head like a radioactive tangerine. Lindsay, small and skinny with thick glasses and a wild blonde mop of hair, felt like one of those good luck troll dolls standing alongside a Barbie.
 
   Lindsay sat at the table, feeling almost too self-conscious to enjoy herself. Although her gastronomic tastes usually tended toward Cocoa Puffs and Cool Ranch Doritos, she was doing her best to put grown-up foods on her plate. Things that bona fide adults ate, like green bean gremolata and honey-roasted yams. She turned to Teresa and said, “This all looks delicious. When there’s more than one thing happening, I always find it so hard to coordinate all the timings and keep everything warm.” Lindsay’s natural impatience with food preparation often caused her to raise the oven temperature higher and higher in an attempt to get things cooked faster. The fact that her Yule cake hadn’t ended up as a lump of smoldering charcoal was a miracle in itself.
 
   “Well thank you, honey. I do like to make an effort to make the holidays special for my babies.” She beamed lovingly at Warren and his sister, Tanner. Warren returned his mother’s adoring smile, his warm brown eyes reflecting the light of the candles. Tanner, meanwhile, was turned sideways in her chair feeding morsels of roast turkey to her four Pomeranian dogs. They yapped and bounced straight up and down in front of her, like demented yo-yos. Warren and his mother shared the pale, freckly complexion of natural redheads. In Tanner, however, this pallor was taken to the extreme. Her skin and hair were a matching shade of pale peachy white. Only her coal-black eyes indicated that she wasn’t an albino. Tanner’s husband, Gibb, sat silently across from her, throwing food down his throat like he was trying to fill a sinkhole.
 
   “Tanner, stop messing with the dogs. Mama’s talking to you,” Warren said.
 
   Tanner rolled her eyes at him and turned back to her dogs.
 
    
 
   ###
 
   Lindsay had already had the pleasure of making the dogs’ acquaintance a few months earlier when she and Warren had been out on a double date to the movies with Warren’s sister and brother-in-law. Tanner and Gibb had pulled up in front of Warren’s house in their Ford Fiesta. Although this was their first time meeting Lindsay, they didn’t come up to the door when they arrived. Instead, they idled in the driveway, honking the horn until Warren and Lindsay emerged.
 
   Tanner waved lazily out the window, “Hey. I’m Tanner. This here,” she said, gesturing to the large man with a wide black mustache who sat in the driver’s seat, “is Gibb.” Gibb wore a hooded sweatshirt and reflective sunglasses. If it hadn’t been for the roll of stubble-covered fat that formed his second chin, Lindsay might have mistaken him for the Unabomber.
 
   Lindsay opened the door of the car to find the backseat entirely filled with small orange dogs.
 
   “You can just put them on your lap,” Tanner said. She pointed to each of them in turn. “That’s George. That’s Ringo. And those two are John and Muffin.”
 
   “Muffin?”
 
   “Yeah. Paul got washed away during the hurricane last summer so we got Muffin to replace him.” Without warning, Tanner exploded into loud sobs and draped herself dramatically over the dashboard of the car.
 
   Warren shot Lindsay a weary look over the top of the car. “As you can see, it’s still a painful subject for her. The hurricane was their Yoko Ono.”
 
   “I’m so sorry about Paul. That must’ve been awful,” Lindsay said as she tried to maneuver her way into the back seat without smothering Ringo with her rear end. As a rule, she didn’t much like small dogs, and it was a particular struggle to extend her sympathies for the death of one of this band of glorified rats. Each one was about the size and weight of a cantaloupe. They climbed over each other on the seat, tongues lolling out of their mouths and eyes spinning wildly in their heads like furry little mental patients. Lindsay was wearing shorts, and during the ride the dogs took turns clawing their way up her thighs and then madly scrabbling to keep their footing on her lap when the car turned a corner. By the time they arrived at the movie theater, Lindsay looked like she’d been kickboxing a wolverine.
 
   Despite the presence of the Fab Three (plus Muffin) and the dreadfulness of the movie—some inane crime spree buddy comedy chosen by Gibb—the double date had gone reasonably well. Gibb remained almost silent throughout the evening, emitting only occasional grunts to show agreement or displeasure. But Tanner kept the mood lively by telling a series of hilarious childhood stories in which she cast Warren as a rule-following mama’s boy and herself as a popular party girl. On the drive home, the dogs yapped continuously, rendering further conversation unnecessary.
 
    
 
   ###
 
 
   “I think we’re gonna get a clown for Ringo’s party this year,” Tanner said. “The magician we hired last year said he wouldn’t come back.” They’d all finished eating, and Tanner was describing the detailed arrangements she was making for Ringo’s upcoming birthday celebration.
 
   “You hired a magician for Ringo’s party?” Lindsay said, straining to make the words sound like a question rather than a judgment.
 
   “Uh-huh,” Tanner nodded. “What happened was really his own fault. Who in their right mind brings a live rabbit to a dog’s birthday party anyway?” 
 
   Lindsay gasped, her eyes wide with astonishment. “Did the dogs kill it?” 
 
   “‘Course not,” Tanner said defensively. “They wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
 
   Warren filled in the details. “George got a little frisky with the magician’s rabbit. Some things happened that probably shouldn’t happen between a dog and a rabbit.”
 
   A strange hacking wheeze came from across the table, and Lindsay turned to see Gibb slapping his thigh. Despite the obvious amusement in his eyes, it was nearly impossible to tell from the sound he was making whether he was laughing or choking.
 
   Teresa smiled tightly, her lips compressing and turning almost purple. “You really are too much. Bless your heart.” She rose and began to clear the dishes in front of her. “I’m sure this year’s party will be every bit as memorable as last year’s.”
 
   “Mama doesn’t much like dogs,” Tanner stage-whispered to Lindsay across the table. She turned to her mother, smiling as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. “Isn’t that right, Mama?”
 
   Teresa’s fingers tightened around the salad fork she was holding.
 
   Warren put his hand over his mother’s clenched fist. “Mama, you sit down and relax. Lindsay and I will clear up.”
 
   “That’s so considerate of you, baby. You really are just the sweetest little boy any mother could ask for. But Lindsay’s our guest. We can’t have her cleaning!”
 
   “Honestly, Mrs. Satterwhite,” Lindsay said, popping up out of her seat, “it’s no trouble. It’s the least I can do after you made such a wonderful meal.”
 
   Lindsay and Warren brought all the china and crystal into the kitchen and confronted the monumental task of post-feast cleaning. Lindsay had just plunged her hands into the hot, sudsy water in the sink when Warren embraced her from behind and buried his face in her hair. “Thank you so much for coming. This whole thing is a damn sight better with you here. At least Tanner waited until the end of the meal to start trying to give Mama a heart attack. And believe it or not, Gibb was on his best behavior.”
 
   Lindsay spun around to face him. “You don’t need to thank me. This is fantastic! A real family Christmas. I’ve literally never had this. It’s like being in a movie.”
 
   “What? National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation?”
 
   “No! One of the black-and-white ones where everyone keeps breaking into song. Honestly, this is perfect.” 
 
   Lindsay had had an unorthodox childhood, and it held almost no positive memories of Christmas. When she was six, her young parents had been arrested for running a small-scale marijuana growing operation out of their house. They went to prison for several years, and Lindsay was shipped off to North Carolina’s Outer Banks to live with her father’s elderly aunt. The two of them shared a small house near Corolla. Corolla was then a remote village; until 1984, just before Lindsay arrived, it hadn’t even had a paved road connecting it to the larger settlements of Duck and Kitty Hawk further south.
 
   Christmases with Aunt Harding were sparse affairs. Usually, they would pass Christmas Eve with Aunt Harding reading aloud from Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. Aunt Harding’s house contained very few books, and almost no works of fiction. She made an exception for Dickens. Her own parents had allowed her to read his novels as a child, and, since her mind was sharp as a drawing pin, she concluded that they must be good for a child’s intellectual development. 
 
   On Christmas morning, Lindsay and Aunt Harding would exchange gifts. Lindsay usually made her presents from the flotsam she found washed up on the beach near the lighthouse—shell necklaces, sun catchers fashioned of wave-smoothed glass. Aunt Harding’s gifts to Lindsay tended toward the more pragmatic. She vividly remembered the gifts Aunt Harding had given her during the four years they’d lived together—age 7: a shovel (“For gardening, beach combing and self-defense, if necessary. It’s a tool, a toy and a weapon all in one.”), age 8: a watch (“Because you’re always lollygagging.”), age 9: a giant tin of protein powder (“You’re too small. Other children always single out the weak ones.”), age 10: a hunting rifle (“Because it’s time you got your head out of those library books and started learning about life.”).
 
   After the presents were opened, they would hop into Aunt Harding’s old Jeep and drive to Raleigh to visit Lindsay’s parents. They would first head to the North Carolina Correctional Institution for Women to see Lindsay’s mother. After an hour spent making awkward small talk, they’d drive ten minutes down the road to Central Prison to eat vending machine soup with her father.
 
   Lindsay’s father, Jonah, became a born-again Christian while he was in prison, and when he was released, he started a small storefront church. When she was 10, Lindsay returned to their hometown, Mount Moriah, North Carolina to live with him. Lindsay’s mother was released a year later, after serving extra time for her involvement in a jailhouse gambling ring. The little family passed one strained Christmas together before Lindsay’s mother all but disappeared from their lives. From that time on, Lindsay and Jonah spent their Christmases doing the work of his church. His ministry grew and grew over the years until it occupied its current quarters in a large red brick building on the edge of Mount Moriah. The nativity story in the Book of Luke replaced Dickens for Christmas Eve reading. On Christmas day, Lindsay would make the rounds with her father, visiting parishioners in the hospital, in nursing homes, or in prison. It was noble work, but hardly the stuff of a child’s Christmas fantasies.
 
   “For your sake, I wish we could have celebrated on Christmas Day. It’s not really a movie Christmas if it takes place on December 21st,” Warren said, releasing Lindsay from his embrace.
 
   “I’ll take a real Christmas whenever I can get it,” Lindsay smiled. She turned back to the sink and continued washing dishes. She had been slightly disappointed not to be able to spend the holiday with Warren. He was a police officer in New Albany, the largest of the small towns in their part of the North Carolina Piedmont. Since he was the only member of the force without children, he had volunteered to work on both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. His mother didn’t want to forgo the traditional family celebration, so they decided to move the whole thing to the Saturday before Christmas. 
 
   For the first time in her four years of working as a hospital chaplain at the Mount Moriah Regional Medical Center, Lindsay did not have to work on the holiday. In fact, her boss and best friend, Rob Wu, had miraculously given her the entire week off, from Christmas Day until New Year’s Day. This was unprecedented; Rob usually did everything in his power to schedule her for punishing back-to-back night shifts and as many holidays as he could manage. Looking back on his generosity during the weeks that followed, Lindsay realized that she should have known something was amiss. 
 
   Teresa peeked around the door. “Okay, kids! It’s time for dessert and presents.”
 
   Lindsay was just drying her hands on a towel when she heard Warren’s phone start to buzz. They had been dating for almost six months, and she had come to learn that even on his days off, Warren was never really off duty. As one of only two detectives, he could be summoned to work whenever a serious incident took place. As he listened to the caller, Warren’s face took on a grave expression. He hung up the phone and looked at her. “I’m sorry, Lins. I’ve got to go.”
 
   “But we haven’t even opened presents.” Lindsay realized she sounded childish, but she couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice.
 
   “I’m sorry, but it’s important. They need me.”
 
   “They always need you.” Warren’s dedication to his work was one of the things that had drawn Lindsay to him when they began dating the previous summer. Working together, the two of them had kept an innocent woman out of prison. While others on the New Albany force had been content to accept easy answers, Warren always kept pushing until he arrived at the truth. Lately, however, Lindsay had begun to realize that Warren’s ambition and drive had serious downsides. Whenever they talked about the future, Warren made it clear that if anyone’s career was going to be sacrificed on the altar of marriage and family, it would be hers. 
 
   Warren pocketed his phone and replied, “And the hospital always needs you. How many times have you covered somebody else’s shift or stayed late when you didn’t even need to?”
 
   “If I’m sitting with a patient, I can’t just get up and walk out because my shift is over. It’s not like, ‘Oh, hey, person who was just diagnosed with terminal cancer, it’s 7 o’clock now. Can your spiritual crisis wait until tomorrow? I’m supposed to go and see Thor with my boyfriend in 20 minutes.’” Her words sharpened with each syllable. 
 
   “Look, Lins. I’m disappointed, too. You know I’d rather stay.” He placed his hands gently on her shoulders.
 
    “I know.” She nodded and tried to smile. “Well, how am I supposed to get home? You drove me.”
 
   “I’m sure Gibb can give you a lift if you want to stick around for dessert.”
 
   The memory of sixteen tiny sets of claws was still too fresh; she wasn’t sure she could handle the 20-minute drive home with Tanner, Gibb, and the not-so-Fab Four. “That’s okay. Really. I’ll come with you. You can drop me off after you finish.”
 
   “It could be awhile. Someone has,” he paused and lowered his voice almost to a whisper, “passed beyond.”
 
   Despite the macabre topic, Lindsay couldn’t keep the amusement out of her voice. “‘Passed beyond?’ Are you sure they didn’t ‘Go to their eternal rest?’ or ‘Cross over Jordan’s River? or ‘Join the choir invisible’? You can tell me ‘somebody died,’ you know. Chaplains deal with death and dying almost every day.”
 
   Warren put his hands up in a mock gesture of surrender. “Sorry. You win. I forgot that you’re the Cadaver Queen, Extinction Expert.” 
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   “Come on, Lindsay. I know it’s a let down. I’ll make it up to you next week. We’ll spend the whole New Year’s holiday together. No interruptions. I promise.” He looked annoyingly handsome—the sleeves of his dress shirt rolled up, his full lips curled into a playful smile.
 
   There were occasions when Lindsay found Warren’s even-temperedness irritating—his near-inability to become emotional sometimes felt like an implied judgment of her own, more volatile nature. Today, however, she allowed herself to be soothed. “I’m sorry, too. Just take me with you, okay? If you get stuck at work, I can get Rob to come and pick me up after he gets off work.”
 
   They headed into the living room to give their apologies to Teresa, Tanner and Gibb, who were sitting near the fire drinking mugs of hot apple cider.
 
   “At least let me make you up a plate of desserts to take with you,” Teresa protested. “I can’t let you leave here unless I can be sure that you’re more stuffed than the turkey.” She advanced toward the adjacent dining room but stopped in mid-stride. “Oh dear.”
 
   On the sideboard, spattered with chocolate, stood Ringo, George, John and Muffin. Lindsay had left her chair pushed back from the table when she went into the kitchen to clean, and the dogs had managed to use the chair as base camp for their ascent onto the sideboard. They had bypassed the cookies, the fruitcake, and the chocolate fountain and headed straight for Lindsay’s Yule log. Their furry orange manes and tiny paws were painted with smears of frosting. They had hollowed out the entire middle of log, leaving only an empty shell of icing at the sides. The whole scene looked like a shoebox diorama of miniature lions devouring an unlucky wildebeest.
 
   Tanner rushed past and gathered all four dogs into her arms at once. “Oh, no!” she screeched. “Oh, good lord!”
 
   Lindsay stepped past Teresa toward the Christmas carnage on the sideboard. “It’s okay. Don’t worry, really,” she said. As soon as she caught sight of Tanner’s expression, however, she realized that the concern had been directed at the dogs, not at her.
 
   Tanner’s black eyes stared accusingly at Lindsay. “Don’t you know that chocolate is poison for dogs?! You might as well have baked strychnine muffins!”
 
   “There’s only milk chocolate in the recipe,” Lindsay quickly reassured her. “I think they’d have to eat pounds of it before it’s really dangerous.”
 
   Tanner ignored her. “Gibb, get our coats. I’ll meet you in the car. We’re gonna have to take ‘em all to the animal hospital and have their little stomachs pumped.” She stroked the dogs as tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “Hang in there, babies. Mama’s got you now.” She rushed out the door without a backwards glance.
 
   They stood for a moment in shocked silence. 
 
   “Well, guess we’d better head out, too. Thanks for supper, Mama,” Warren said, leaning down to kiss his mother’s cheek. “Sorry we have to rush off.”
 
   “That’s okay, baby. I know how important your job is,” Mrs. Satterwhite said, tousling his hair affectionately.
 
   “Yes. Thank you so much for the lovely meal, Mrs. Satterwhite,” Lindsay said. Gibb had retrieved the jackets and was pushing past them out the door. “Please tell Tanner I’m sorry about the chocolate. I didn’t really intend for the cake to be eaten by dogs.”
 
   As he passed her, Gibb uttered the first words that he’d spoken all night. “Yeah, it looked more like you intended it to be put in a slop bucket and fed to hungry pigs.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   Chapter 2
 
   
 
 
   Eleven p.m. found Lindsay sitting in the passenger’s seat of a New Albany Police patrol car, paging through a two-year-old copy of Car and Driver. She suspected that the car had been used earlier that day to transport a “drunk and disorderly”—the strong smell of PineSol didn’t quite manage to mask the reek of sweat and vomit. 
 
   She and Warren had driven straight from Teresa’s house to Gilead Manor, a run-down trailer park that stood in a patch of flood-prone acreage at the edge of New Albany. The trailers were scattered willy-nilly among the trees, as if an enormous hand had dropped them from the sky and then left them where they fell. The crime scene was inside an aluminum double-wide, cordoned off with police tape. Floodlights had been erected both inside and out, and they lit the place up so that it looked like the set of a tawdry B-movie. 
 
   Warren had stayed only briefly before driving off to make further inquiries, so one of his fellow officers had allowed Lindsay to set up camp inside his squad car. She had trouble imagining that the NYPD or the LAPD would have allowed a detective’s girlfriend to hang out at an active crime scene. However, in the hinterlands of the North Carolina Piedmont, things ran a little differently. The New Albany volunteer fire department changed the batteries in old ladies’ smoke detectors. The mayor of Mount Moriah worked as the assistant manager of the tractor supply store. And if the local police found a drifter wandering along the interstate, they often took him home to their own houses, where he’d be given a good meal and some clean clothes. 
 
   Lindsay sat with the car windows cracked open, managing to catch occasional snatches of conversation. From what she heard—“…self-inflicted gunshot wound” and “…history of mental instability”—it sounded like they were treating the death as a cut-and-dried suicide. 
 
   At last, Lindsay saw the lights of Warren’s car heading up the gravel track. She got out of the car and crunched along the path to greet him. “You’re still here?” he asked, not unkindly.
 
   “‘Fraid so,” she shrugged.
 
   “Sorry this is taking so long.” He looked toward the crime scene. 
 
   Carrying a laden stretcher, two uniformed men struggled through the bushes, garbage, and trampled chicken wire that surrounded the trailer. They loaded the body into the back of an ambulance that was waiting to convey it to the coroner’s office. “I’d better get on back inside and see what else they’ve turned up for me,” Warren said.              
 
   They stood in silence a moment, watching the men go about their grim work. “How’d it happen?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Gun. The woman was a drug addict. Psychiatric problems, too.” 
 
   “So, it was a suicide then,” Lindsay said quietly.
 
   “It’s made out to look that way,” Warren said.
 
   “What do you mean ‘made out to look that way’?”
 
   “Well, I can’t say anything for definite until the autopsy’s done, but it just doesn’t add up to round numbers. On the face of it, it’s a suicide. There’s the mental history, hospitalizations for depression and whatnot. She was in a bad way with drugs, painkillers mostly. There’s a note sitting in there on the table that says, ‘I’m sorry’. I was on the phone just now with the state crime lab. I convinced them to go ahead and run the prints, even though it’s only being treated as a suicide for right now. The fingerprints on the note are hers—only hers. She was shot clean through her mouth, point blank, at an angle consistent with somebody holding a gun themselves. There were powder burns on her right hand and she still had hold of the gun. Got them to do the prints on that, too. Nobody’s else’s were on it. All that would point to suicide.”
 
   “Sure sounds that way,” Lindsay agreed. 
 
   “But her mouth troubles me.” Warren took a stick of chewing gum out of a packet. He unwrapped it carefully, folding the wrapper into a neat rectangle before placing it into his shirt pocket.
 
   “Her mouth?” Lindsay prompted. She was accustomed by now to the way that Warren processed information. While Lindsay’s brain was a smoking wok that always cooked on full flame, Warren’s was more like a slow cooker. You added ingredients and set it for an all-day simmer.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “She was shot through the mouth. Right through the lips and teeth.”
 
   “Her mouth was closed when she was shot?”
 
   “It would appear so.”
 
   “That is odd.” Lindsay knew from her work with suicidal patients in the hospital that, though women are much more likely to try to kill themselves, men are much more likely to succeed. This disparity was almost entirely down to the differing methods employed by men and women. Women favored pills; men often used guns. There was a theory that women didn’t like to leave a mangled corpse. They wanted to die prettier, with less violence. “Why would she have kept her mouth closed?”
 
                 “I believe that’s what I’m getting ready to find out.” Warren chewed his gum vigorously. When he was describing the crime scene, he had switched into what Lindsay called his “Policeman Mode”—matter-of-fact and almost cold. “I’ll see if Vickers can take you home. I’ll more’n likely be tied up for at least another couple of hours.”
 
   “You go ahead and get back there. Rob gets off work soon. I’m sure he can pick me up.” Lindsay rose up on her toes to kiss him goodbye. She noticed how his eyes darted to the crime scene—a split-second glance to make sure no one was watching—before he leaned down and gave her a quick peck on the lips. Warren’s reserved nature made him shy of even minor public displays of affection, and his strict professionalism sometimes caused him to hesitate to even acknowledge Lindsay in front of his co-workers and superiors. While she didn’t want or expect a passionate Casablanca kiss at a crime scene, part of her wished that she didn’t always have to compete with corpses for his attention.
 
   Lindsay placed her hand on his arm. “Try not to work too hard. I’ll call you tomorrow.” She sighed as she watched him walk away. Her friend Rob would be finishing his evening shift at the hospital soon, and she hoped she could convince him to retrieve her. This same scenario had played out more than a few times over the previous months. She and Warren would be out somewhere when Warren would suddenly get called into work. Sometimes he’d drop Lindsay off at home on his way to the station. Sometimes she’d take his car and let him catch a ride home later. But, other times, like tonight, she found herself stranded. Almost always, one of Warren’s fellow officers would eventually offer her a lift home, but they would insist on making her sit in the back, behind the metal cage. It wasn’t easy for her, as a minister’s daughter and hospital chaplain, to explain why she was constantly being driven through Mount Moriah in the back of a squad car.
 
   Whenever she called Rob, he would whine about having to drive out of his way to pick her up. He’d complain about it being too early (or too late). About the weather being too hot or too cold (or too rainy). He’d negotiate a free dinner or swap her a night shift for a day one. But he always came through in the end.
 
   Tonight, however, no sooner than the words had left her mouth than Rob responded, “Of course, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   “You’ll come? No jokes about following in my parents’ criminal footsteps and ending up in the back of a police car? No negotiations to get me to take your night shifts? Have you been possessed by whatever the opposite of a demon is?”
 
   “An angel.”
 
   “Is it? I don’t think angels possess people. Actually, I didn’t believe in demonic possession either until I had to spend an entire evening with Warren’s sister’s dogs. Those goggle-eyed monsters ate my log cake.”
 
   “That’s awful. You worked so hard on that thing. You can tell me all about it when I get there. Are you hungry? Do you want me to bring you anything?”
 
   “Wait, first you give me a whole week off over the holidays, and now you’re expressing concern about my physical and emotional well-being? Seriously, if you weren’t the only person I’ve ever met who speaks with a mixed North Carolina-Taiwanese accent, I’d be sure someone was impersonating you,” Lindsay replied. 
 
   Rob had been her best friend since their freshman year of college when he had come from Taiwan to study theology at the small Christian college that Lindsay had also attended. Even though they were completely devoted to one another, an outside observer would usually be hard pressed to tell their abiding friendship from a murderous animosity. Rob was always the first person to tell Lindsay when her hair looked weird, and she was always the first person to call him out when he made a bad decision at work. But there was no question between them that their friendship was as tough and resilient as a rubber ball.
 
   Rob’s disturbing kindness continued for the whole ride home. He let Lindsay choose the radio station, he checked to make sure that the temperature was comfortable for her. She was beginning to get seriously freaked out. “Rob, what’s going on? Do you know something I don’t? Do I have only two weeks to live or something and no one has told me?”
 
   “Can’t I just be nice to my best friend?”
 
   “Not in my experience, no.”
 
   “It’s late. You must be tired. I’ll see you tomorrow at Anna’s bachelorette party.”
 
   Lindsay walked up to her house, noting with increasing alarm that Rob waited to check that she was safely inside before pulling away.
 
    
 
   ###
 
 
   The next morning, as Lindsay stood in the hospital cafeteria dissolving multiple sugar packets into her coffee, she spied her friend Anna Melrose walking toward her. Anna was just finishing a night shift in Mount Moriah Medical Center’s ER, where she worked as a doctor. Although her shift had been relentlessly busy, Anna, as ever, looked fresh and cool. Her glossy brown hair was swept back into a loose knot. She looked much younger than her 40 years, and, though her hair had recently developed a single streak of gray near the crown, this had the strange effect of making her lovely, unlined face look even younger.
 
   Anna took a sip of her coffee and frowned. “Blech. Would it kill them to put a Starbucks kiosk in here? This coffee tastes like burnt hair. Hey, speaking of poison, how are things with Warren? Rob said you poisoned his mom’s dogs?”
 
   “They were his sister’s dogs. And I didn’t poison them. Well, I suppose I did a bit, but not intentionally. Not that I would hesitate to poison them intentionally.”
 
   “I thought you liked dogs.”
 
   “I like actual dogs. You know, ones that make themselves useful by herding sheep or fetching slippers. These little freaks do nothing but run around splitting everybody’s heads open with high-pitched yapping.”
 
   “So, how did Warren handle it?”
 
   “He ignored it and ran away to work.”
 
   Anna raised her eyebrows. “Trouble in paradise?”
 
   “I dunno. He just works all the time. And even when he’s not working, he’s thinking about work. And when he’s not working or thinking about work, he’s hanging out at his mom’s house, washing her car, fixing her computer, spreading her mulch…”
 
   “And you want him to be spreading your mulch?” Anna asked with a mischievous smirk.
 
   “Gross. That’s his mother’s mulch you’re talking about.”
 
   “Look, Lins. This is a classic case of the pot calling the kettle black. You’re no slacker when it comes to work. You’re both just going to have to decide whether or not this relationship is what you want.”
 
   Lindsay frowned, tipping her face forward and looking at Anna over the top of her glasses. “It’s too early in the morning to go all Dr. Phil on me. Let’s talk about tonight. Are you ready to paint the town red?”
 
   “It’s Sunday night in Mount Moriah. We’ll be lucky if we manage to paint the town a very pale pink,” Anna said.
 
   Later that evening, Lindsay, Rob and Anna planned to celebrate Anna’s impending marriage to her neurosurgeon fiancé, Drew Checkoway. The bachelorette party would be an evening of homemade Chinese dumplings, board games, and cheap champagne at Rob’s house. Mount Moriah offered few venues for celebration. There were no bars, and the town’s few halfway decent restaurants were closed on Sundays. It seemed excessive to rent out the Knights of Columbus hall for just the three of them. They had briefly considered driving to the Olive Garden in New Albany, but the lure of Rob’s comfortable couch ultimately won out over all-you-can-eat bread sticks and salad. Even if they’d wanted to plan something more elaborate, Anna and Drew’s whirlwind courtship had left little time to do so. Only six months previously, Lindsay herself had been out on a few awkward dates with Drew. After their brief romance fizzled out, Anna and Drew began dating. A few months later, they got engaged, and their wedding was now set to take place on New Year’s Eve. They intended to hold a small ceremony in a hotel on North Carolina’s Outer Banks—only family and close friends.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay with such a low-key end to your years in the dating wilderness? I feel like I’m not fulfilling my maid of honor duty. You deserve something awesome. Do you want some strippers? Maybe I can get a last-minute deal on a really hairy guy with buckteeth.”
 
   “Hmm.” Anna furrowed her brow.
 
   “Yeah, I suppose when you’re marrying a gorgeous brain surgeon, I probably won’t be able to tempt you with bargain bin man candy. Oh! We could rent a karaoke machine!”
 
   Anna smiled. “Honest to goodness, I just want the whole thing to be low-key. No fuss. We did a huge thing for my first marriage. Bachelorette party in Manhattan, limos, big church, princess dress, his and hers spray tans. You’ve seen the pictures. I was so over-primped, I looked like a toy poodle at the Westminster Dog Show. I’m never doing that again.”
 
   “Only if you’re sure.”
 
   “I’m sure. We purposely built a ton of down time into the schedule. We’re gonna hit the spa, walk on the beach, sleep in. Just relax, you know? I want this to feel like a real vacation for everybody, including me and Drew.”
 
   “Okay, but I’m going to do an extra good job holding your bouquet during the ceremony so that I earn my maid of honor badge.”
 
   “That’s why I picked you. Just look at you now. You’re standing there and holding a cup of coffee at the same time. What a pro. Hey, even though I’d love to hang out here all day and help you practice your standing, I’ve got to get home. I’m going to try to catch some sleep before tonight. Even I think it’d be lame if I fell asleep before eight o’clock at my own bachelorette party.”
 
   “Okay, I need to get up to the chapel anyway. I’ve gotta deliver both Sunday services today and I haven’t finished writing my sermons yet.”
 
   “Isn’t the early service in, like, an hour? How much more do you have to write?”
 
   “When I say I haven’t finished it, what I actually mean is that I haven’t started it. It’s okay, though. An impending deadline really gets my spiritual juices flowing.”
 
   Lindsay and Anna headed back down the corridor to the main hospital. As they passed the hall leading to the wards, Lindsay caught sight of a large blonde woman shuffling slowly along. “Hey, Kimberlee!”
 
   “Lindsay! What a nice surprise.” The two women embraced warmly. Lindsay had gotten to know Kimberlee Bullard the previous summer after Kimberlee’s husband had been murdered, leaving her widowed and pregnant with twins.
 
   “Anna, you remember Kimberlee Bullard.”
 
   “Of course. How are you?” Anna asked.
 
   “Taking it day by day,” Kimberlee said. The pain of her husband’s death had been compounded by the recent conviction of her brother for the murder. The crime rocked Mount Moriah the previous summer, and was still very much on everyone’s minds. Kimberlee herself had initially been the chief suspect. Only after Lindsay risked her own life to clear Kimberlee’s name was the real killer uncovered. The whole ordeal had left the two women with a strong bond. “It’s nice to have these little guys to focus on,” she said, gesturing to the gargantuan swell of her belly.
 
   “Well, you look amazing. Bursting with life and energy,” Lindsay said.
 
   “Oh please, Lindsay. I’m bursting, all right. But it’s not with energy!” Kimberlee laughed. “I’m so fat a Japanese trawler tried to fish me out of the pool during my aqua aerobics class.”
 
   “Come on. You look great,” Lindsay said. “When’s the due date?”
 
   “Should be any day now. I was here dropping off some paperwork and now I’m waddling over to my sister’s house to pick up some more baby stuff. I swear I’m gonna need to rent a warehouse just for baby shoes alone.”
 
   “Make sure you let me know the minute you’re admitted,” Lindsay said. “I’ll stake out the two coziest incubators in the nursery for you.”
 
   Kimberlee bid them goodbye and they watched her make her way down the hallway toward the exit.
 
   “Why am I going to be 41?” Anna said mournfully.
 
   “Is that some kind of trick question?” Lindsay asked, regarding her friend with genuine confusion.
 
   “I wish I could have kids. I never thought I wanted a baby. But meeting Drew totally changed my mind. He loves children and he’d be such a good dad. He says it’s not a big deal, but I know he wants kids. Why didn’t I meet him sooner?” Anna pressed her lips together as if she were fighting back tears.
 
   Lindsay took her hands. “What are you talking about? You can still have a baby. This is the age of science. The age of fertility drugs and human cloning and the Octomom.”
 
   “That’s what Drew says, too. But he’s only 35. And you! You’re only 30! I don’t think you guys get it. The difference between 30 and 41 for a woman is like light years in biological terms. My ovaries are so old there are probably little fossilized dinosaur eggs inside them,” Anna said, her eyes on the floor.
 
   “Who cares? All a woman needs is money, a doctor with questionable ethics and a metric ton of crazy, and she can have a baby at any age.”
 
   Anna met Lindsay’s gaze. “That’s true. I have all those things. Especially crazy. I have so much crazy.”
 
   “More than almost anyone I know. You and Drew will have children if you want them. And they’ll be beautiful. And you’re both doctors, so they’ll be smart and rich.”
 
   “You’re right, Lins. Our kids are going to be way better than everybody else’s kids. We’re going to give them really cool names, too, like the Jolie-Pitts.”
 
   “I can just picture them. Little Charlemagne in the drawing room composing an elegy on her viola; the twins, Topeka and Paddock, making up complicated puns for each other in Mandarin while eating the organic lentil and fennel seed stew prepared by their imported English nanny.”
 
   “Thanks, Lins,” Anna said, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “You’re halfway to your maid of honor badge already.”
 
   


 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
 
   “So, do you have any eccentric relatives coming to the wedding? Can we expect any out-of-control drunks or sleazy old uncles?” Rob asked.
 
   “I come from a very long line of WASPs,” Anna replied. She was reclining on the couch with a pillow half-covering her face. “My family is nuts, but only in very indirect, subtle ways. For example, my mother never just comes out and says anything. She hates negativity of any kind. It would take an anthropologist several years of close observation to pick up on the way she manages to convey her disapproval of me through barbed compliments and the preparation of mayonnaise-based potluck salads.”
 
   Lindsay and Anna were well into their second bottle of champagne and had abandoned all pretense of playing board games. Rob had just brought in a fresh batch of dumplings and was deftly popping them into his mouth with chopsticks. He didn’t drink champagne or any other alcohol. Lindsay had convinced him to try it a few times in college, thinking that he just needed to build up a tolerance, but even small amounts caused him to turn bright red, feel nauseous, and break into rivers of sweat. Even though Anna reassured him that this reaction was caused by a genetic mutation involving liver enzymes and was shared by many people of Asian descent, he was inclined to believe that his conservative parents had somehow managed to brainwash his body into rejecting alcohol.
 
   “You know, I’m dreading staying with Aunt Harding next week,” Lindsay said talking a mournful sip of her champagne.
 
   “Why don’t you just stay at the Sandpiper with all the other wedding guests?” Rob’s question was a reasonable one. Anna and Drew had booked rooms for all of their guests at the Sandpiper Resort in the town of Duck; it was one of the most luxurious hotels on the Outer Banks. They had offered to pay for up to a week’s stay for any of the guests who wanted to arrive early and make a vacation of it. Lindsay, however, had declined their kind offer. Instead, she would be spending most of the week in her aunt’s weather-beaten cottage outside Corolla, a little enclave about 20 minutes’ drive up the coast.
 
   Patricia Harding was her father’s only living relative other than Lindsay. He had applied gentle but constant pressure to convince Lindsay to spend a few days over Christmas with the cantankerous old woman. Most years, it was Jonah Harding himself who spent part of time between Christmas and New Year on the Outer Banks. Lindsay had passed the sum total of perhaps ten days there since she was a child. However, this year a slipped disc prevented Jonah from making the drive, and he was adamant that his aunt shouldn’t be alone. With a full week off work and Anna’s wedding taking place just down the road, Lindsay hadn’t managed to find an excuse not to go. She had arranged to stay with Aunt Harding for four days, starting on Christmas Eve.
 
   “Actually, I called earlier this week to see if I could get a room after all, in case I can’t make it through all four days, but now they’re completely booked,” Lindsay sighed. She was seated on the floor next to the coffee table with pieces from different board games arranged in front of her. Rows of little green Monopoly houses clustered around the buildings on the Life board. These miniature enclaves were each completely surrounded by walls built of dominos. The gingerbread men from Candyland rampaged across the open spaces, wielding weapons from Clue.
 
   “Lindsay, what exactly are you doing?” Rob asked.
 
   “I invented a new board game.” Lindsay slurred her words slightly. She laid her chin on the edge of the table. “A giant meteor has struck the earth and the survivors have banded together in small warrior tribes to survive. They drive between their walled villages in the Life cars, kind of like a plastic version of Mad Max. I think I’m gonna call it The Four Gingerbread Men of the Apocalypse.”
 
   “I’m sure that’ll sell like crazy,” Rob said wryly. He moved Lindsay’s champagne flute to the other side of the table, beyond her reach. 
 
   Lindsay leaned back against the couch. “Anna, Rob took my champagne away. Tell him that it’s your super fun, wild bachelorette party and it’s your official prerogative as bride-to-be to decide whether inventing a disturbing, post-apocalyptic board game means that I’m drunk.” She looked over her shoulder. “Anna?”
 
   “She passed out, I think,” Rob said.
 
   “Oh.” Lindsay gently flicked the gingerbread men with her index finger, causing them to fall over one by one.
 
   “Do you think the blushing bride is going to be able to bounce back in time for her trip to Duck? She looks pretty rough,” Rob said.
 
   “Who, Anna? She’s got an iron constitution. Don’t you remember when she did that half marathon the day after a bout of salmonella poisoning?” Lindsay knocked over the last gingerbread man and looked up from the table. She noticed for the first time that an 8 x 10 framed picture of her, looking rosy cheeked and happy in an oversized fur hat, stood on the mantelpiece. The image had been taken the previous winter when Mount Moriah had had its first significant snowfall in years. “What’s with the picture?” she asked.  
 
   “I’m just sprucing things up,” Rob said, not meeting her gaze. “To get ready for my mom’s visit.” 
 
   Lindsay snapped to attention. “Your mom’s coming? When?”
 
   “She arrives on Christmas Eve.”
 
   “That’s the day after tomorrow! Why haven’t you said anything?” Rob’s parents had not travelled to the States since Rob and Lindsay’s sophomore year of college, more than ten years previously. Lindsay had a clear memory of watching their arrival from the window of her dorm. Rob’s father, a twitchy little raisin of a man, had practically leapt through the roof of the rented car they had driven from Raleigh-Durham airport when he caught sight of Rob. He hastened up the path towards the dorm while Rob’s mother, a lumpy woman with a wide, flat expanse of face, had toddled along, ten steps behind him. She had worn a yellow Jackie O suit, complete with a coordinating pillbox hat. Shortly after that visit, Rob’s father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and began a long, slow decline into oblivion. He had finally passed away the previous summer.
 
   “It was kind of last-minute thing.” He paused. “Anyway, she’s really excited to see you.”
 
   “I’m surprised she even remembers me. We only met that one time.”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “I have something to tell you,” Rob said slowly. “We’re married,” 
 
   “Who’s married?”
 
   “You and me. We got married last summer. Quiet ceremony.” He went on, his voice becoming increasingly shrill. “She kept asking when I was going to get married. I had to tell her something.”
 
   Lindsay swung herself up to standing, knocking the Life board off of the coffee table. She tried to grab it as it fell, but the little plastic world went flying in every direction. “How about telling her the truth?!” In reality, Rob had been living with his boyfriend, John Tatum, for almost nine years. Rob had never dated anyone else, male or female.
 
   “How could I tell her? My dad was dying. She was stressed out and exhausted from caring for him. It would have killed her to know the truth, but thinking that I got married made her so happy. You know how traditional they are. I’m the only son. Asian sons are supposed to become doctors or engineering professors or, at worst, world-famous concert violinists. They’re supposed to get married and have kids, and those kids are also supposed to be doctors.”
 
   “That’s a crock! Your parents were proud of you for becoming a chaplain.”
 
   “Yeah, but only because they think that’s equivalent to being Mother Teresa or some kind of missionary.”
 
   “But your sister knows. She stayed with you and John when she visited,” Lindsay reminded him. “Didn’t she say anything to your mom?” A few years previously, Rob’s sister, Connie, had spent the better part of a summer with Rob before returning to Taiwan to begin a nursing degree.
 
   “Connie doesn’t think I should tell her either.”
 
   Another pause, stretching into infinity, ensued. Lindsay wished she hadn’t drunk so much. The room rotated like a fairground ride, and she could hear the tinny echo of her own breathing in her ears. Finally, she spoke.
 
   “Are we going to have kids?”
 
   “Not yet. You have something wrong with your cervix, but we’ve been seeing a specialist.”
 
   “My cervix.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I see.” Again, the silence organized itself into piles of minutes. Lindsay didn’t need to ask the larger question of “Why?” Although they’d never really spoken about it, on some level she had always known that Rob’s life with John had been hidden from his parents. What she was more curious about was how Rob had maintained a fabricated marriage over the period of almost six months. “How’d you explain them not getting invited to the wedding?”
 
   “I did invite them. But I knew Dad was too sick to come, and I knew Mom wouldn’t leave him.”
 
   “What about pictures? Didn’t she want to see pictures?”
 
   “I sent some pictures from John’s sister’s wedding. There were some nice ones of you and me in that gazebo by the rosebushes.”
 
   “Why didn’t we have the wedding in Taiwan? Why didn’t I ever visit them?”
 
   “You’re terrified of flying.”
 
   “But I love flying! They bring you those trays with all the food separated into different compartments so that nothing touches anything else. Those are my favorite thing ever. Like when we went to Florida last year and they gave us a mini lasagna, a little salad, and a tiny brownie.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Lins. I know you loved that brownie.”
 
   Lindsay waved away his apology. “Okay. Why haven’t I spoken to your mom on the phone?”
 
   “You know that she barely speaks English. You always tell me nice things to say to her, though.”
 
   Lindsay sank onto the arm of the couch. Rob’s eyes were pleading. 
 
   “I can’t do this, Rob. You have to tell her the truth. John had the same hesitation in telling his dad about your relationship, but he managed it. It was hard, but he did it.”
 
   “This is different. I’m not asking for my own sake. I’m sparing my mother from pain and embarrassment. She’d have to tell everyone at her church that she has a gay son. She’d have to disown me.”
 
   Rob’s face seemed to twist into itself, as if he were sucking on something sour. Lindsay realized that she had only seen him cry once before, when she had dropped a length of sheetrock on his foot while they were renovating the house he and John shared. 
 
   “Please help me, Lins. Please? It’ll only be for a few days. She’s only in North Carolina until after Anna’s wedding. Then she’s meeting up with Connie in Tulsa to visit the place where she and my dad lived when they first got married. 
 
   “I already told her that you had to go to Duck early to help Anna with the wedding plans. And since I have to work, she and I are going to stay here until the day of the rehearsal dinner.”
 
   “What about John?”
 
   “He hates weddings. And anyway, he’ll be away to help Old Joe at the farm, so there’s really no problem.” 
 
   John’s family owned a Christmas tree farm about 30 minutes from Mount Moriah. John’s father lived there alone for most of the year, but during the weeks leading up to Christmas, John and his sister would move in with him to help manage the pick-your-own tree harvest. The weeks from Christmas until mid-January were taken up with all of the farm chores that had been neglected in the busy months leading up to the holidays. 
 
   “No problem?” Lindsay covered her eyes with her balled-up fists. “Stop. Just stop, Rob. I can’t believe you’re even asking me this.”
 
   Anna’s eyes fluttered halfway open. She squinted at Lindsay. A thin stream of drool leaked out of the side of her mouth. “The town got painted too red. It makes my head hurt.” She rolled over and her arm flopped heavily off the end of the couch. “I’m asleep now.”
 
   Lindsay rose and covered Anna with a blanket. “Good night, honey,” she said, smoothing Anna’s hair away from her forehead. Lindsay staggered to the stairs. Behind her, she could hear Rob’s muffled sobs interrupted occasionally by a throaty snore from Anna. Lindsay was surprised to find her hands still clenched into fists. When she unclenched them, she found that she had been gripping a small, metal game piece in her left hand. She’d held it so hard that its form had made an impression on the inside of her palm. A perfect miniature revolver.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Lindsay awakened the next morning in one of the guest bedrooms in Rob and John’s large Victorian house. Her body ached and her tongue felt as if it were wearing an angora sweater. The late morning sunlight seemed to pulsate in through the open curtains. This had been Lindsay’s bedroom when she first moved back to Mount Moriah five years before. The room had provided her with much-needed respite after a failed engagement had undone her plans for the future. Its cheerful blue walls usually signified a safe harbor for her; this morning, however, the bright colors made her nauseous.  
 
   She rolled over and found Beyoncé, Rob’s three-legged cat, sharing her pillow. Beyoncé paused from licking her nether regions and confronted Lindsay with malevolent amber eyes. The cat hissed and swiped, narrowly missing Lindsay’s cheek. Lindsay sat up and snatched the pillow from under the cat, sending it cartwheeling and screeching to the floor. She put on her glasses, glanced in the vanity table mirror, and noted with dismay that her always-unruly mop of blonde curls had taken on the appearance of a pit of writhing vipers. Lindsay stuck out her tongue and realized that the fuzzy-sweater feeling in her mouth was due less to last night’s champagne and more to an accumulation of cat hair on her pillow. Picking fur off her tongue with the tips of her fingers, she padded downstairs to the dining room. She turned the corner and was met with the sight of Warren and Anna drinking coffee together at the table.
 
   “Warren?” Lindsay stood in the doorway, baffled by her boyfriend’s unexpected presence.
 
   “Morning,” Anna and Warren grunted in unison. It was hard to tell which one of them looked worse. The usual fresh-faced peach tinge in Anna’s complexion had been replaced with a sickly olive green. She clung to her coffee mug with white knuckles. Warren’s face was covered in orange stubble, and half-moons of puffiness had emerged below his eyes.  
 
   “Why are you here?” Lindsay asked. Her tone was sharper than she had intended, but the sight of him was so surprising that she wondered for a moment if she was still sleeping.
 
   “Happy to see you, too,” Warren replied.
 
   Anna took this as a cue and rose from her chair. “I’m gonna get going. Drew and I are heading to the beach in a few hours, so I better do what I can to look, feel, and smell less like a fungus.” She moved gingerly across the dining room, like a stroke patient who was relearning how to walk. She hugged Lindsay as she passed her. “Thanks for the party, Lins. It’s been real. I’ll see you guys in Duck.”
 
   Warren poured a cup of coffee from the carafe for Lindsay, adding the copious amounts of milk and sugar that he knew she favored. “Look, I know it was rough the other night.”
 
   Lindsay shrugged in acknowledgement and sat down across from Warren. Her tiny 5’1” frame was dwarfed by the oversized oak dining set, with its ponderous heft and enormous scroll-backed chairs. John and Rob were both diminutive men, and she had never understood how they could be comfortable sitting in chairs that left their feet dangling two inches off the ground. 
 
   “Are the dogs okay?” she asked, doing her best to muster an appropriate amount of concern for the wellbeing of the ill-mannered little beasts.
 
   “Yeah, they’re fine. Like you said, milk chocolate’s not gonna kill them. Honestly, I’m not even sure a silver bullet would kill those dogs. Anyway, I guess there was some, uh, unpleasantness from Ringo and Muffin on the car upholstery, but they bounced back in no time.”
 
   Lindsay and Warren sipped their coffee and regarded one another.
 
   “Where’s Rob?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “He was gone when I got here. Anna said that he went out to help John and Old Joe at the tree farm for the day.”
 
   “He probably doesn’t want to face me,” Lindsay said.
 
   “Why? Did something happen?” Warren asked.
 
   “Yeah, we had a fight.”
 
   “What about?” 
 
   “Well, I said I wouldn’t... Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “What? Did he ask you to cover a shift for him so he can spend more quality time with his cat?” Warren said.
 
   Naturally loyal, Lindsay would, under normal circumstances, have sprung to her friend’s defense. However, Rob’s request went a bit beyond covering a shift, and she hesitated to reveal it to Warren. Despite her best efforts, there was very little love lost between Rob and Warren. In fact, each encounter between the two men and each new piece of information they discovered about one another seemed only to add fuel to the slow-burning fire of their mutual animosity. 
 
   With growing frequency, Rob told Lindsay his opinion of Warren—he was an overly-ambitious good ole’ boy with an Oedipus complex. Even though Warren was more circumspect, he had managed to communicate his belief that Rob was manipulative, immature, and a bad influence on Lindsay. Their palpable distaste for one another was part of the reason why Lindsay had been so surprised by Warren’s presence in Rob’s house.
 
   Lindsay shifted uncomfortably in her chair, avoiding Warren’s gaze. She decided to leave his questions about her fight with Rob unanswered. “So, what happened with the investigation the other night?”
 
   “That’s why I’m here, actually,” he said. “Have you seen your mother lately?”
 
   “What? Why would I have anything to do with that soulless harpy?” Lindsay hadn’t laid eyes on Sarabelle Harding since the previous July, when her mother and her boyfriend had broken into Lindsay’s house, threatened and harassed Lindsay and her father, and attempted to blackmail them both. Sarabelle had escaped in the aftermath of Hurricane Amanda—leaving a trail of emotional destruction that rivaled any natural disaster. 
 
   Lindsay had few memories of the time before her parents went to prison, so she couldn’t say for certain how the experience had changed them. All she knew was that Sarabelle had careened in and out of her life for the two decades since she was released. There was, of course, Sarabelle’s initial desertion about a year after the family was reunited. When months had passed with no word, the twelve-year-old Lindsay convinced herself that some terrible accident had befallen her mother. She begged her father to call the police, the FBI, anyone who could bring her mother back home. He would just shake his head sadly and promise her that he would never leave her. 
 
   As Lindsay grew older, Sarabelle became like a rock star who occasionally toured Mount Moriah, bringing chaos, glamour, and excitement in her wake. During Lindsay’s teenage years, Sarabelle opened the door to an alternate reality—a space away from the strictures of her father’s church where Lindsay was allowed to smoke and swear and cake on makeup by the pound. But over the years, the excitement gave way to bitterness, as the scars of repeated abandonments began to accumulate on Lindsay’s heart.
 
   Their interactions seemed so unfathomable that it had taken years for Lindsay to discern their pattern. Out of the clear blue, she would receive a letter or a phone call from her mother. Sometimes these would contain an apology, but more often they were cheerful, mundane communications that ignored the long history between the two women. Sarabelle would announce her intention to visit, and within days, she would show up on Lindsay’s doorstep, blinking her big blue eyes like she had just awoken from a strange dream and was surprised to find herself there. With the blinding force of her charm on full blast, she would sweet talk her way past Lindsay’s objections and rationalizations, carving out a space for herself in her daughter’s life. 
 
   Sometimes she stayed for lunch. Sometimes she stayed for a week, sleeping until noon and then spending the rest of the day fixing shrimp and grits or baking red velvet cupcakes for Lindsay. Sometimes, she would visit regularly over a period of weeks or months. Sometimes, a year would pass with no communication at all. When she left, she always left abruptly, as if she had suddenly remembered a terribly important appointment across town. Her whereabouts during her absences were a never-solved mystery. Every time Sarabelle left, Lindsay swore that it was the last contact she would ever have with her mother. But always a little spark of hope—for acceptance, for love, for a different ending—stubbornly refused to be extinguished.
 
   “Well, you remember Leander Swoopes?”  Warren said, bringing her attention back into the room. This was a rhetorical question, for there was no way that either of them would forget the terrifying criminal with the luminous green eyes. Sarabelle Harding had been Swoopes’s girlfriend and accomplice, standing by him as he stalked and terrorized Lindsay the summer before. Swoopes had finally been arrested and extradited to Kentucky to face an assault charge for a violent attack on a previous girlfriend. “Well, he managed to fix himself up with a brand new girlfriend.”
 
   “I thought he was in jail in Kentucky,” Lindsay said.
 
   “There was some kind of plea bargain. Apparently he sold out some meth dealers he’d worked with previously. Allowed the police there to score a good-sized bust. He served three months and was released. He made his way back here and has been living with a local woman named Lydia Sikes.”
 
   “Before I met you, I went four years without a serious boyfriend and a slimy little worm like him lands another girlfriend straight out of prison? When the prison term he was serving was for domestic abuse?!”
 
   “Well, I hope your standards for a partner are a little higher.”
 
   Lindsay smirked. “Debatable.”
 
   “Lindsay, this is serious. You know the dead body from the trailer? That was Lydia Sikes, the unlucky lady who shacked up with him.”
 
   Warren’s words sucked all the humor out of Lindsay’s face. “Did he…hurt her?” For some reason, the word “kill” stuck in her throat.
 
   Warren was silent. He took an orange from the fruit bowl in the middle of the table and began to peel it. His focus shifted entirely to the task; a surgeon transplanting a new set of lungs into a critically ill patient couldn’t have concentrated his attention any more completely. 
 
   A minute ticked by. Finally, Lindsay grabbed the orange from his hand and ripped the remaining peel haphazardly away from the fruit in a matter of seconds. Warren raised an eyebrow at her but said nothing. She returned the fruit to him, placing it on the table with a dull thud. 
 
   “I’d say for almost definite that he hurt her,” Warren continued. “Her right wrist and hand had some bruising, like she was grabbed or held. That might not mean anything. If she had been living with Leander Swoopes, it wouldn’t exactly be a newsflash to discover that she’d been getting knocked around a bit.”
 
   “I meant could he have forced her to shoot herself?”
 
   “It’s a point to ponder,” Warren agreed. He separated a section of orange from the whole, pausing to carefully remove a string of white pith and add it to the neat pile of orange peelings in front of him. “But there’s a bigger puzzle. She had just bought five oxycodone pills from her friendly neighborhood drug dealer about two hours before she died. But she didn’t take them. All five were still in her purse, and the Medical Examiner said the only thing in her stomach was a soda.”
 
   “Maybe she forgot about them? Or decided to die sober?” Lindsay posited. Even to her own ears, though, those possibilities sounded far-fetched. For a drug addict to spend money on pills and then decide to kill herself before taking them seemed highly improbable. “Well, say it wasn’t a suicide. What does it have to do with my mother?”
 
   “Maybe nothing. But here’s the thing. Sarabelle was still writing letters to Swoopes while he was in prison. In fact, he told his cellmate that when he got out, he was going to hook up with her again.”
 
   “This is so typical of her! She couldn’t stay faithful to my dad for five minutes, but she’ll wait patiently for some domestic abuser criminal scumbag while he’s in prison.” Lindsay had addressed her first outburst to the ceiling, but a sudden realization made her turn back to Warren. “How long have you known about this? Why didn’t you tell me that she was still involved with him?”
 
   “I was trying to protect you. And to be honest, I was afraid of how you’d react. Every time her name is mentioned, you go completely off the rails.”
 
   Lindsay realized that she was kneeling up on her chair and pointing her finger in Warren’s face. She couldn’t deny the truth of his assessment. The name Sarabelle Harding set off a landslide of emotions that threatened to swamp anything in its path. She sat back on her heels and sulked. “Fine. But I still think you should have said something. I mean, it could have been her who died.”  
 
   “Hold on. One minute, she’s a soulless two-timer and now I’m in trouble because you’re so concerned about her wellbeing that you want me to keep you up to date on her correspondence? You’re all over the place. I just don’t understand what I’m supposed to do.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what to do. Leave. Now.” The words were out of Lindsay’s mouth almost before they registered in her brain. Warren slammed his half-finished orange on the table and stormed out the back door. She half rose to go after him and apologize, but she immediately slumped back down again.
 
   Through her work, Lindsay had slowly cultivated an ability to stay calm and reasonable in challenging circumstances. Just the previous day, she had sat for hours with the family of a gravely ill man as they made a series of heart-rending decisions about his end-of-life care. After it was all over, the man’s children thanked her profusely and referred to her as “a beacon in the storm.” But for the past few weeks, it seemed that her feelings of control and serenity were confined almost exclusively to her work. Outside the walls of the hospital, it was as if her emotional equilibrium had come unhinged and was flapping like a storm shutter in the wind. She knew that Warren had been right, but that knowledge wasn’t enough to make her want to listen to his advice or reach out to him. 
 
   After arguing with Rob for years about her punishing work schedule, she was now one shift away from a solid week at the beach with almost nothing to do. And the prospect filled her with a creeping sense of dread.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   “Nice quiet day. Nothing too vexing.” Lindsay’s fellow chaplain, the wise and wizened Geneva Williams, was handing over case notes as Lindsay began her overnight shift. Geneva had passed a quiet afternoon, giving communion to a patient who’d requested it and chatting at length with an old friend of hers as he underwent chemotherapy. Often, the days of the chaplains at Mount Moriah Medical Center were filled with urgency—long lists of patients to see, emergency summons to bedsides, intense conversations with the sick and the dying. There were slow days, though. Days of paperwork, sermon writing, knocking on patients’ doors to see if any spiritual solace was required. Such days always seemed to fall at the worst times for Lindsay—times when she had some creeping tiger of worry or self-doubt stalking through her mind, times when she desperately needed the distraction of someone else’s crises, someone else’s mess. Overnight shifts could be particularly quiet. If there were no emergencies, then the chaplain on duty was welcome to catch whatever sleep they could manage on the narrow cot in the chaplain’s quarters.
 
   As the older woman buttoned up her jacket, Lindsay said, “Geneva, can I ask you something?” Although Lindsay was technically a senior chaplain, and Geneva was still a trainee, when it came to personal matters, Lindsay frequently sought the older woman’s unique brand of no-nonsense advice. Geneva’s life experience included long careers as a schoolteacher, a minister at a local A.M.E. church, and a mother to seven children. There wasn’t a single corner of human nature that she hadn’t thoroughly explored.
 
   “You know you’re gonna ask no matter what I say.” Geneva rifled through her giant white leather purse as she spoke. With a triumphant “A-ha!” she pulled out a full-sized bottle of cocoa butter lotion and proceeded to rub a large dollop over her tiny, nut brown hands. “You waiting for me to write you an invitation?”
 
   Lindsay inhaled deeply. “Do you think I’m losing it?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Losing what? You lost your phone again? Did you look in the break room fridge? You know you always leave your phone up in that fridge.”
 
   “No. It’s not my phone. Although actually I did lose it, and I already checked the fridge, so keep an eye out, okay?” Lindsay paused. “Do you think I’m going crazy, like having an early mid-life crisis or something? I just feel that I’m not myself lately. I keep picking fights with Warren. Or maybe he’s picking fights with me. I don’t even know. And Rob asked me to be his fake wife, and I’m seriously considering it even though I know it’s totally nuts. And I’m trying to be happy for Anna and Drew. I mean, I am happy for Anna and Drew, but I feel weird about going to their wedding. It’s like I’m losing her, but I’m also losing myself. Does that even make sense? And I’ll be staying with my aunt for the first time in forever, and I’m not sure that I can handle it.”
 
   Geneva sat down, gesturing for Lindsay to do the same. “Here’s what I think. Number one: your man. Do you love him? Does he treat you right? If so, then marry him. You’re not getting any younger. If not, then get rid of him and move on because, like I said, you are not getting any younger. Number two: Rob. That boy is a fool. John is a much better cook than you and he’s better looking. He doesn’t need you as a wife, even as a fake one. 
 
   “What else you ask? Oh, yeah. Anna and Drew’s wedding. If you’re jealous because she found someone, you need to get over it. Anna’s your friend and she’s happy. Find your own man and get married. If you’re not jealous, are you sad because she’s not gonna be around all the time anymore? If so, you need to get over that and be happy for her. You’re a grown woman. You should be out finding your own man and marrying him, having babies and naming them after me. And as for staying with your aunt, the woman is old. She’ll be dead soon and then you’ll be in here whining to me that you didn’t get to spend enough time with her and make peace before she died.” Geneva rose from her chair. “Speaking of dead soon, I’m tired and I’m going home.”
 
   “Thanks a lot, Geneva,” Lindsay said wryly.
 
   The older woman smiled at her with a surprising tenderness. “Lindsay, honey, you do everything too hard. You work too hard. You think too hard. You worry too hard. Book of Matthew, Chapter Six, ‘Can worrying add even an hour to your life?’ Give your problems to the Lord and He will take care of it all.”
 
   “I just can’t believe that’s how God works. I mean, I’ve ministered to people who thank God for finding them a good parking space. It’d be comforting to think that there was someone up there making sure things turn out okay for me all the time. But that would mean that that same God was up there making a lot of people’s lives turn out pretty crappy. Is it God’s plan for somebody’s baby to be stillborn or for their daughter to slit her wrists? If that’s what they believe and it gives them comfort, then I’ll support them in that because this job’s about helping them, not about what I believe. But personally, I think we just have to trust that God has given us the tools to work things out for ourselves.”
 
   “I know you do, baby.” Geneva squeezed Lindsay’s hand. Her skin was smooth and warm, like freshly-oiled leather. “I’m gonna have to have a word with your father about it. You the most disbelieving minister I know. How did Jonah Harding manage to raise this Doubting Thomas?”
 
   “He asks himself the same thing all the time, believe me.”
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   Lindsay watched the minutes on the digital clock tick by. 3:22 a.m. 3:23. One of the springs in the mattress of the chaplain’s room cot was doing its best to pierce her spleen, and the hospital’s central heating system seemed to have been cranked up to the temperature of a pottery kiln. The physical discomfort only added to the disquiet of her mind. She rose, deciding to take a walk around the hospital grounds to cool off and clear her head. If she stayed close by, she could still respond quickly if she was paged.  
 
   The pocket of unseasonably warm air that had ruined her Yule log had continued to hang over central North Carolina. Temperatures had hovered in the low 60s each day, and even the predawn chill lacked its usual wintry sharpness. Inside the chaplains’ room, Lindsay had been lying, overheated, in her clothes. Now, the pleasantly cool air slowly unstuck them from her body. She wandered out past the bright lights of the ambulance bay and circled all the way around the hospital until she reached the small meditation garden that was situated outside the recently-completed oncology wing. It was much darker in the garden, shielded from the hulking concrete building by rhododendron and azalea bushes. She stood still, letting the cool night air wash over her. The crickets and cicadas were silent this time of year; only the hum of the hospital’s overzealous heating units broke the stillness.
 
   Alone in the small garden, Lindsay inhaled deeply, trying to get a bead on the source of her mind’s unrest. She sat down on a concrete bench. Geneva was right about one thing—she had turned the scraps of her thoughts over in her brain so often that she’d created a mental compost heap. She decided to try a different tack. She cleared her mind completely, closing her eyes and focusing on her breath. As her mind emptied, she fell into a trance-like state, peace settling over her like a warm blanket. She focused on her breathing. Gradually, she became aware of a warm presence alongside her. “Do you need help?” a soft voice whispered in her ear.
 
   Her eyes flew open. “Jesus Christ!” she shouted. But the person whose eyes met hers was decidedly not Jesus. Probably for the best, considering she had a bad habit of taking his name in vain when she was startled. 
 
   A teenage boy with a leather jacket and a tight crown of dreadlocks crouched over her, shining a penlight keychain into her face. “Sorry. Did I scare you? I just wanted to know if you need help,” the boy repeated, using the kind of tone that was usually reserved for frightened animals or small children. “Do you want me to call somebody for you?”
 
   “Who are you?” Lindsay asked. She put her hand to her throat in a reflexive gesture of self protection.
 
   “My name’s Owen.” The boy paused and looked at the lanyard dangling from her neck. “Wait. Do you work here?” He gestured to her staff ID badge. “Are you a doctor?”
 
   “No, I’m a chaplain at the hospital.” She gathered up her jacket, which was crumpled into a makeshift pillow on the bench beside her. Her meditation session had apparently turned into a full-fledged nap.
 
   “Oh. I thought you were homeless.”
 
   “I guess I can see how you’d get that impression.” Her outfit choice that day—a boxy knitted cardigan and wrinkled 90’s-era khaki pants—did nothing to dispel the notion that she obtained her clothing from the castoffs at Goodwill.
 
   The boy flopped down on the bench next to her and took a sip from a paper coffee cup he was holding. “Nice night.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Lindsay agreed. She checked her pager to make sure that she hadn’t missed any calls while she slept. It was nearly four o’clock in the morning, and there was still no hint of a sunrise. “I know I’m not really in a position to ask, but what’re you doing out here in the middle of the night?”
 
   “I’m in town visiting my uncle. We just flew in from Thailand yesterday—the jetlag is pretty bad. I really needed a cup of coffee, but Mount Moriah doesn’t have a 7-11. You don’t have anything actually. I just started walking until I found somewhere that was open.” He held up the coffee cup from the hospital cafeteria as proof of his veracity.
 
   “You live in Thailand?”
 
   “For the past few months, but I’m from Chicago.” Owen took another sip from his cup. “So, you’re a chaplain. I met a lot of chaplains when my mom was sick. She died last year. Lou Gehrig’s disease.”
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss. That must’ve been awful.” Lindsay had seen only one case of the rare, degenerative disease in her career. It caused a rapid loss of muscle control. The sufferer wasted away until they were left wheelchair-bound, unable to eat or breathe for themselves.
 
   “It sucked,” he said, titling his face upwards. It was momentarily illuminated by one of the lights mounted on the exterior wall of the hospital, and Lindsay could make out the tones of his amber skin and coal-black eyes. “It’s weird. You’d think I’d hate hospitals, doctors, all this medical stuff. But it makes me feel close to her.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s weird. It makes sense.”
 
   “My dad won’t go anywhere near a hospital. That’s how we ended up in Thailand. My mom was always really careful about money and stuff, so she had a bunch of life insurance lined up. When she died he quit his job and pulled me out of school. We’ve been travelling all over—a few months here, a few months there.”
 
   “That’s a lot of change for you. Losing your mom and then losing your home and friends.”
 
   “It’s okay. My dad’s the one I’m worried about. He tries so hard to be upbeat, so that I won’t be sad. He wants us to appreciate every moment. If he points out the fleeting beauty of the sunset one more time, I might have to punch him. Seriously, sometimes I just want to play Xbox and space out. And he’s all like, ‘Savor the moment. Let’s go kiteboarding and eat dehydrated shark testicles.’”
 
   “He makes you eat shark testicles?”
 
   “Actually, I don’t even know if sharks have testicles. But you get the picture.”
 
   She smiled. She knew more than Owen could guess about living with an overcompensating single father. When Lindsay’s mother had abandoned them, her father had also buried his grief and confusion in a flurry of activity. While Owen seemed to be on a treadmill of non-stop adventure, Lindsay had been force-fed a diet of selflessness and religion. She’d participated in tent revivals, volunteered in soup kitchens—if there was a soul to be saved, her father had dragged her out to help him save it. She felt a pang of shame when she contrasted her own reactions to Owen’s. He seemed world-weary, deeply caring, and wise beyond his years. She’d spent her own teenage years doing her damndest to derail her life with excessive drinking, partying, and hooliganism.
 
   “Anyway, I think he’s getting better. He just needs time.” Owen downed the last of his coffee and threw the cup away in the adjacent trash can. “I’d better be getting back home. My dad and my uncle will probably be up soon. I don’t want them to worry.”
 
   “Thanks for waking me up. It was really nice of you to be concerned.”
 
   “Sorry I thought you looked homeless.”
 
   “It’s okay. I’ve been meaning to get rid of this sweater. And these pants. Anyway, it was nice to meet you.”
 
   “You, too.” Owen walked away in the loping, haphazard way of teenage boys, as if his limbs were made of rubber bands being pulled in different directions. Lindsay watched him until he evaporated into the darkness.
 
   ###
 
   When Rob came in to take over from her at 7 a.m., Lindsay told him about her encounter with the oddly self-possessed teenager in the garden. “He was so much more together than most teenagers. Heck, he was way more together than most adults,” she said. “It made me sad, though. A kid that age shouldn’t have to deal with that much stuff.”
 
   “I thought you usually dated teenage boys, not befriended them.”
 
   Rob was referring to a disastrous blind date that Lindsay had been on the previous summer with a 19-year-old Civil War re-enactor. 
 
   “Obadiah Dong Larry J. Robinson Wu,” she said, addressing Rob by his deeply embarrassing given name. “That’s plain old slander. First off, I never actually dated that guy. And secondly, you swore that you would never mention that incident again.”
 
   “I’m not sure a pinky swear would hold up in a court of law. Anyway, I’m just glad that he was nice. After last summer, with the murder and everything, I’d have expected you to be on your guard a bit more.” He paused. While he’d been talking, Lindsay had begun patting down her body as if she was subjecting herself to an airport security screening. She took off her white coat and turned the pockets inside out. She removed her pager and a pack of Altoids and placed them on the desk.  
 
   “Lose something?” Rob asked, arching an eyebrow.
 
   “My angel pin,” Lindsay said. “You know that silver angel pin that Mrs. Keenan gave me when I first started working here?” 
 
   “How could I forget your angel pin? That thing is so tacky it makes the rest of your clothes look hip.”
 
   “I like it,” she said defensively. “And besides it has sentimental value.” Mrs. Keenan had been an early patient of Lindsay’s—one of the first she’d gotten to know well. She’d helped the old woman through her long struggle with breast cancer, and she had given Lindsay the pin as a thank-you gift. Mrs. Keenan had had it engraved to say, To Lindsay, my very own guardian angel. Lindsay had worn it every day since, pinned to her shirt.
 
   “You probably dropped it outside,” Rob said. “I’m sure it’ll turn up.”
 
   “Yeah, I hope so,” Lindsay said uncertainly. She took her coat from her locker.
 
   Rob began thumbing through a stack of files on his desk. “So, have you given any more thought to what we talked about the other night?”
 
   Lindsay crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows, “You tease me for being a cougar, violating your sacred pinky swear oath, make fun of my angel pin, and then you have the gall to bring this up?”
 
   “Look,” he continued, “I know you think I haven’t given this any thought, and that I’m just being a coward. And I know chaplains are supposed to be ‘living our truth’ or whatever. I try to do that. If a patient asks me point blank about my personal life, I’ll tell them the truth, even if it means they kick me out of their room. You’ve seen that yourself. I’ve had people report my ‘deviant lifestyle’ to the hospital board and try to get me fired. And I’m sure you remember the time when that cancer-ridden old man, with barely an ounce of strength left in his body, asked me to come close and pray with him, and then turned his head and spit in my face. He’d heard that the hospital was ‘harboring queers.’”
 
   Lindsay put a sympathetic hand on his arm. 
 
   “If I thought that it would do any good for my mother to tell her about John, I’d do it, but I really can’t see how it would,” he continued. “My mother isn’t going to change the way she feels, and even if by some miracle she could, it would alienate her from all of her friends back home. I don’t want her to have to choose between me and her church. If I told her, it would only be to make myself feel better. I’m caught between not bearing false witness and not honoring my parents. I’m between a rock and some stone tablets.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry I brought you into this with my stupid lies.”
 
   “I know you’re not a coward. I know you’re walking a hard road. You and John chose to live in Mount Moriah, which doesn’t exactly have a thriving LGBT scene. There’s basically you guys and then that transvestite who works in the gas station.”
 
   “What transvestite?”
 
   “That man who dresses like a woman, but has huge, hairy hands and a face full of stubble.”
 
   “Um, Lins? That’s a woman. I saw her in the maternity ward a few months ago. She had twin girls.”
 
   “Really?” she grimaced. “Well, best of luck to them. They can do wonders with laser hair removal nowadays.” 
 
   He smiled at her—the same disarming, twinkly-eyed smile he’d used a million times in the dozen years of their friendship. “So, will you consider it?”
 
   “I’ll consider it,” she said slowly. “But that’s all I’m committing to.” Lindsay’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She looked at the call screen. “It’s Warren.” Rob made a sour face.
 
   “Don’t start,” she cautioned. “Remember, you still need a favor from me. You should be on your best behavior.”
 
   “All right, but as your future husband, I’m not sure I can support you dating another man, especially one as smug and annoying as him.” Rob scurried out the door, narrowly avoiding the packet of post-it notes Lindsay hurled at him as he left.
 
   “Hey,” Lindsay said, catching Warren’s call on the last ring. 
 
   “Hey. How was your night shift?” Warren’s voice was raspy and raw.
 
   “Pretty uneventful. How about you? You sound like you pulled an all-nighter. Either that or you up and decided to chain smoke a pack of unfiltered Marlboros.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s been a long night.”
 
   “Hey, I’m sorry about what I said at Rob’s house. All that stuff about Sarabelle caught me off guard. I just hate that she can still get to me, even when she’s not around,” Lindsay said. “Are we still on for lunch today?”
 
   “’Fraid not. That’s why I called.”
 
   Lindsay tried to mask the disappointment in her voice. “It’s okay. I should probably stop by to see my dad anyway. He’s still laid up with that slipped disc. He can hardly get out of bed.”
 
   “Poor guy. It’s a shame that he’ll be alone for Christmas.”
 
   “Oh, he won’t be alone. He’s a handsome, newly-single pastor. It’s hard enough to find any single men around here, but a single Christian man who still has all his hair? He’s not just a catch; he’s the dating equivalent of a 15-pound largemouth bass. Ever since my parents’ divorce was finalized, the middle-aged ladies of Mount Moriah have been practically clawing each other’s eyes out for the chance to cook his supper and clean house for him. Last time I went over there, I almost had to break up a fight between two women from his congregation who’d both brought him homemade Brunswick stew,” Lindsay said. “Anyway, what’s keeping you so busy this close to Christmas?” 
 
   “We got some new information about Lydia Sikes’s death. It wasn’t a suicide. That’s for sure.”
 
   “So your hunch was right.”
 
   “Can’t say that I’m too pleased about it. If I’d’a had any inkling about how dangerous Swoopes was, I’d have done my damndest to make sure he stayed locked up. I can’t believe what a close shave you had with that man.”
 
   “We don’t know Swoopes killed her, right?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “All’s I’m saying is, until we figure out who did this, I want you to be careful. With the link between Swoopes and your mother, this whole thing is a little too close to you for my comfort. I’m glad you’re getting out of Mount Moriah for the week.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. Besides, you’re coming out to the Outer Banks for New Year’s Eve, so I’ll have New Albany’s finest as my personal bodyguard.” 
 
   Warren paused. “Lins, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. I might have to work all week.”
 
   “What?! You swore you’d come no matter what!”
 
   “I know the wedding’s important to you, but at the end of the day, it’s just a party with your friends. A woman’s murder has to take precedence.”
 
   Lindsay thought about Geneva’s advice. If she loved Warren, she shouldn’t say what she was thinking. She shouldn’t tell him that his dedication to work struck her as a form of selfishness, as a way of avoiding living a real life, and, she feared, avoiding really being with her. The angry words boiled up in her throat with such force that she had to physically pinch her lips shut with her fingers for a moment. Finally, she spoke. “You’re right, honey. You’re such a hard worker.”
 
   Warren had seemed poised to smash her words back at her. He sputtered, momentarily disarmed. “Well, this is an important case. There have been major developments.” He paused, going through the usual pantomime of keeping the details of the investigation confidential. He would invariably drop a tantalizing detail and wait for her to press him for more information. Without fail, he would confide in her eventually, using her as a sounding board for theories about the cases he worked, and gleaning new ideas from her fast-firing brain. 
 
   “You might as well just tell me,” Lindsay said, refusing to engage with the well-established charade.
 
   “Well,” Warren began, “there were some surprises in the postmortem and the ballistics tests. It appears that a different gun killed Lydia Sikes than what was found with her body.  The bullet that killed her came from an antique Smith and Wesson Model 29, like what Dirty Harry used in the movie. Real big sucker, and they don’t come cheap. We’re talking thousands for one in top condition.
 
   “The gun that was found in her hand was a run-of-the-mill Beretta. The registered owner ran a bait and tackle store in Winston-Salem. But he’s been dead for two years. Nobody’s sure where the Beretta went after that, but generally speaking those guns aren’t hard to come by. You can get a new one down at Walmart for a few hundred dollars—a used one would be even cheaper, and obviously a stolen one would be cheapest of all. So whoever killed her wanted to make it look like suicide, but didn’t want to give up a valuable gun. 
 
   “So he put a cheap one in her hand,” Lindsay shuddered involuntarily. 
 
   “I believe so,” Warren said. “What I’ve gotta figure out is why anybody’d go through the trouble of making it look like suicide.”
 
   “Maybe all he needed was a smokescreen to buy him a little time.”
 
   “Could be,” Warren agreed. “But time for what?”
 
   “I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Lindsay said, “whether we want to or not.” 

 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Just after 8 p.m. on Christmas Eve, Lindsay pulled her car up to the front of a small coral-colored house in the historic, restored village of Corolla, North Carolina. Like all dwellings on the Outer Banks, the house had a standard postal address—what Lindsay thought of as its Sunday name, little used and reserved for official business. The house’s real name, the name it used for everyday life, was “Sailor Girl.” Such nicknames emerged from the maritime tradition of naming boats, and could change when the house changed owners. Vacation houses tended to make themselves over every few years—this year’s “Sunchaser” could be next year’s “Ocean Breeze.” Sailor Girl, however, had borne the same name, inscribed in tiny seashells on a wooden plaque, since Lindsay first came to the island as a child.
 
   Low, heavy clouds blanketed the sky, and the gentle hushing sound of the nearby ocean filled the air. As Lindsay approached the house, she could hear the high blue notes of Chet Baker’s trumpet pulsing out the front door. She raised her hand to knock, but before she could, the door was opened by a thin, elderly woman. Colorful, diaphanous scarves and flowing skirts seemed to radiate out from her slender body, giving her the appearance of a maypole. Her youthful white-blonde pixie cut came courtesy of an excellent wigmaker in Florida, and her cherry-red lips were painted with imported French lipstick. “Lindsay! Baby! You’re a sight for my sore old eyes.” She gathered Lindsay into her bony embrace.
 
   “Hi, Simmy.”
 
   During Lindsay’s years living with her aunt, Simmy Bennett had been a welcome presence in her life. She was among the very few people Aunt Harding socialized with, and Lindsay had idolized her. She was a god-awful cook, a hopeless housekeeper, and a spendthrift of epic proportions. Like all ‘Bankers, Simmy was a hard worker, but money seemed to flow through her hands like the outrushing tide. It was only due to the guaranteed income she took in from her several beachfront rental properties that she had been able to avoid bankruptcy. 
 
   To Lindsay, Simmy represented a lively contrast to the perpetually sour Aunt Harding. Lindsay had been raised to call adults Sir or Ma’am, not to speak unless spoken to, and to keep her eyes cast down around grownups to show them respect. But Simmy had always insisted that Lindsay call her by her first name. “If we’re gonna be friends, I can’t have you calling me ma’am. I’m not your school teacher, and I’m not your drill sergeant. I’m just plain old Simmy,” she’d told the six-year-old Lindsay the first time they met. 
 
   Lindsay and Simmy hadn’t kept in close touch over the years—Simmy never wrote letters, didn’t know the first thing about computers, and was notoriously bad at returning phone calls—but whenever they met, it was as if no time had passed.
 
   Simmy was now in her mid-80s, and when she smiled at Lindsay, her face seemed to crack like an eggshell into a multitude of cross-hatched wrinkles and lines. “What brings you to my doorstep on Christmas Eve? No room at the inn?”
 
   “I’m here for a few days to visit with Aunt Harding. Didn’t she mention I was coming?”
 
   Simmy’s smile remained, but a shadow passed behind her eyes. “No, baby, she must’ve forgotten. Why don’t you come on inside out of the cold?” In truth, it was far from cold. The salty air was almost balmy, and thick with the promise of rain.
 
   Lindsay entered the house and took in the familiar sights—a disused fireplace filled with half-melted pillar candles, a jumble of artwork covering every wall, scarves draped over the lamps, empty wine glasses on the floor. Lindsay shifted a pile of magazines and took a seat on the sofa. “Aunt Harding was supposed to meet me at the bait and tackle store, but she’s not there. I tried calling her, but there’s no answer.
 
   Aunt Harding lived in the northernmost part of North Carolina’s Outer Banks, in the 12-mile long stretch of land between Corolla and the Virginia State line known as the 4x4 beaches. When Lindsay moved to the Outer Banks as a child, Highway 12, the main north-south artery, had just been extended from the town of Duck to Corolla. Until that time, there was no real road linking the northerly settlements with the larger enclaves of Nags Head and Kitty Hawk in the south. Before the highway came, Corolla could only be reached by a rutted, clay and sand track that ran parallel to Currituck Sound. The road became impassible in wet weather, and the sugar-fine sand that covered it during dry spells slowly tore apart any cars that it didn’t manage to trap outright.The areas to the north of Duck had been populated by hardy locals and intrepid tourists—all united in relishing the inaccessibility of the place. Once the road was completed, however, gargantuan wooden beach houses, strip malls, and real estate offices spread north like a tropical rash.
 
   A number of real estate speculators had predicted that Highway 12 would eventually be continued up to the Virginia State line, and they laid out a grid of sand roads and housing sites in anticipation. However, the fragile geography and constant flood risk nixed the prospect of a road link once and for all, leaving the isolated northerly settlements accessible only on foot or by four-wheel-drive vehicle. 
 
   Despite this, the area continued to be developed in the intervening decades, and hundreds of houses now dotted the strange, roadless landscape. Aunt Harding’s house, squatting behind a row of dunes in the 4x4 area north of the disused lifesaving station at Penny’s Hill, predated the road and the new developments. Her family had been duck hunting guides in Corolla since at least the early 1900s. As far as Lindsay knew, Aunt Harding and her little weather-beaten house had emerged fully formed from the primordial ooze.
 
   Lindsay had waited for Aunt Harding at their accustomed meeting place, the little fishing shop on the edge of town. Her battered Toyota Tercel had met an untimely end the previous summer, and she was now driving an equally ancient Honda Civic that she’d bought from one of her father’s elderly parishioners. Neither car had the capacity to traverse the sand roads in the 4x4 area, so on the rare occasions when Lindsay visited, she either hitched a ride with a passing tourist or waited for her aunt to pick her up in her battered Chevy Silverado. When Aunt Harding still hadn’t appeared more than an hour after their arranged meeting time, Lindsay decided to drop in on Simmy.
 
   “Can I get you anything? I was just having my Christmas Eve dinner,” Simmy said indicating a bottle of wine on the floor.
 
   Lindsay lifted the bottle and saw that it was half empty. “Hmm...Well, I was going to ask you to drive me to Aunt Harding’s in your pickup, but judging by this, I think I might be better off walking.”
 
   Simmy dismissed her objection with a pert wave of her hand. “Oh please, honey. You know that I could perform open heart surgery this very minute.”
 
   Lindsay had to admit that Simmy had an amazing tolerance for alcohol. She had seen the woman out-drink a group of UNC football players who’d rented one of her beach houses one summer. While they were all splayed out on the patio furniture the next morning, Simmy was up at dawn doing calisthenics on the beach. 
 
   “Why don’t I make us a pot of coffee?” Lindsay offered. “And we can break into the Christmas cookies I brought.”
 
   “Did you bake them?” Simmy eyed her suspiciously. “No offense, honey, but I still have all my own teeth and I’d like to keep them intact.”
 
   Lindsay accepted the truth of the statement. She had followed her father’s walnut crescent cookie recipe exactly, but she’d still ended up having to scrape burnt bits off the bottoms. “I also made some Jell-O,” she offered. It had required no baking, and was therefore immune to accidental charbroiling. “It’s red and green and in the shape of Christmas bells. It just needs to be chilled for a few minutes before I take it out of the mold.”  
 
   “I don’t want to spoil your Jell-O mold, honey. Let’s just have ourselves some coffee.”
 
   After trying and failing to locate coffee filters, or indeed the coffee pot, Lindsay opted to make two strong cups of Earl Grey tea. Simmy floated around beside her, rearranging a vase of half-dead Gerbera daisies that stood in the middle of the stovetop. “So, how have you been, honey? Are you seeing anyone?”
 
   “I’m still dating that police officer. Didn’t Aunt Harding tell you?”
 
   “A police officer? That’s wonderful! How’s the sex? Does he use handcuffs?”
 
   Lindsay furrowed her brow. “Hold on. When was the last time you spoke to Aunt Harding?”
 
   “Why are you avoiding my question about the handcuffs?”
 
   “Why are you avoiding my question about Aunt Harding? Is everything okay?”
 
   Simmy stared into her teacup, as if an answer might swirl up out of the steam. “To be honest, honey, I don’t think so. Patty is hardly seen in the village these days. She’s almost a recluse. It started at the end of last summer. She always hunkers down during the tourist season, you know, so I didn’t think anything of it at first. She just stocks up on provisions and hides in her house. But even now that the season is over, she rarely surfaces.”
 
   “But you must see her? You two are like sisters.” Lindsay couldn’t believe her ears. Simmy had been a frequent visitor at Aunt Harding’s house for as long as anyone could remember. They had been among the handful of children to attend the old one-room schoolhouse in Corolla village. As teenagers, they had braved World War II together, when the whole North Carolina coast was under threat from the German U-boats that menaced the nearby shipping lanes. They had stayed on the island in the war’s aftermath, even as the population of the northern Outer Banks dwindled to almost nothing, and they staunchly remained even after the wild spree of beachfront development took hold. Neither woman had any close family, but they’d always had each other. They represented the old guard, a permanent and inseparable pair. Only, apparently, they weren’t.
 
   “It breaks my heart, but it’s true. I almost called you and your dad a hundred times to tell you what was going on, but I’m not sure there’s anything anyone can do. At first she told me that I should stay away because she was sick, but when I drove out there to check on her, she seemed fit as a fiddle. Matter of fact, she looked positively perky when she shut the door in my face. I even offered to have her move in here, though I know we’d probably murder each other within the week if that were to happen.” She sighed. “You know Patty. Mules cower in the presence of her stubbornness.”
 
   “When’s the last time you saw her?”
 
   Simmy looked into her cup again, concentrating intently. “Oh, I expect it’s been a good long while now.”
 
   “What do you think is going on? She was acting a little cagey when I talked to her on the phone last week, but that’s pretty normal for her. Could she really be sick or something? Maybe dementia?” Lindsay wracked her brain to find an explanation for her aunt’s troubling behavior.
 
   “I don’t think that’s what’s going on,” Simmy said, her expression darkening. “Her mind seemed as sharp as ever.” Simmy paused and looked intently at Lindsay. “She hasn’t said anything to you? Nothing at all about what’s going on?”
 
   “Not a word. I need to get out there. Are you okay to drive?” Although Lindsay didn’t relish the prospect of trekking two miles in the sand with a large travel backpack, she wasn’t about to get in the car with a tipsy octogenarian.
 
   Simmy proceeded to walk straight ahead along one of the wooden floorboards, her steps unwavering. She then held out her arms and touched her nose with the tips of her fingers. “I can say my alphabet backwards, too, if it’ll satisfy you.”
 
   “No need. Let me just put my stuff in the truck.” Outside, a steady rain had started to fall. Lindsay heaved her backpack into the extended cab of Simmy’s ancient Toyota pickup. She grabbed the tire pressure gauge and flashlight from her car and squatted down alongside the truck. Regular visitors to the 4x4 beaches got used to the constant inflating and deflating of tires; only underinflated tires could be counted on to traverse the sand roads. Lindsay was surprised to find that the pressure of Simmy’s tires was already lowered to the requisite 18 psi. She called out to her, “Simmy! You’ve been driving around on low tires. Didn’t you notice?”
 
   Simmy walked down the front porch steps and climbed into the driver’s seat. “Goodness me! I must’ve forgotten after I came back from beachcombing the other day. Well, it’s handy that they’re already ready to go, I suppose.”              
 
   They drove along Highway 12 through Corolla until the road dead-ended. A fence bisected the island at that point, running from the Atlantic Ocean in the east to the Currituck Sound in the west. To the north of the fence lay a wilderness of sand, where wild horses that were thought to be descended from Spanish mustangs roamed among the sand dunes, nature preserves, and scattered vacation homes. Before the fence was completed, the horses had been in constant danger of injury from careless drivers and harassment from overly-friendly sightseers, but the barrier now offered them some measure of protection.
 
   Lindsay and Simmy continued through the open gate onto the sand, the noise from the tires changing from a crunch to a shushing. The land north of the fence presented an extreme contrast to the southerly beaches. In places like Kitty Hawk, every buildable lot had been developed. An array of grocery stores, liquor stores, and restaurants catered to the tourists’ every whim. Out here, though, the land maintained a wildness—a covering of live oaks and hardy shrubs shot through with tidal marshes. The island was wider here, more than a mile wide in some places, with little fingers of land stretching out into the Currituck Sound. In the darkness, the road seemed to merge with the gray clouds.
 
   The rain steadily increased, and the pickup’s windshield wipers began to struggle to keep up with the downpour. As they approached the turn off for Aunt Harding’s house, Lindsay saw the headlights of a fast-approaching truck. The 4x4 custom dictated that, where the sand road narrowed, the car with more room to pull off should yield the right of way. This avoided the very real possibility of forcing a fellow traveler into the soft sand at the shoulder. “What does this dingbatter think he’s doing?” Simmy mumbled to herself, using the Outer Banks slang that described fools and mainland dwellers. “Probably one of these numbskulls who thinks that just because there’s no pavement out here that there’s no rules about how to drive.” She shifted into a lower gear. The other driver sped past several easy pull-off points and continued to bear down on them.
 
   “Simmy, I think you’d better pull off. He’s not slowing down.”
 
   “Thank you for that helpful observation, honey. But as you can see, there’s no place to pull off unless you want to hit a tree or end up boob-deep in sand and mud.”
 
   The approaching headlights became ever larger, filling Lindsay’s vision like twin suns on a black horizon. It was clear that the truck was going to run straight into them or run them off the road. At the last possible moment, Simmy managed to wrench the truck into a little spit of sandy shoulder. A red Ford truck roared past them, seemingly heedless of the near collision. 
 
   “Flippin’ flapjacks!” Simmy cried. She tried to rock the truck free, gunning the engine and shifting through the gears. “I think we’re stuck. And look at this. My hair’s gone all whomperjawed.” Her wig had tipped backwards, revealing the thin wisps of gray hair underneath. She pulled it back into place and clicked her tongue. They hopped out of the truck and discovered that they were indeed deeply mired in a bank of soft, wet sand. Simmy climbed back into the cab and tried rocking the car back and forth again, but the pickup was tipped forward at an odd angle, preventing it from gaining enough purchase to extract itself.
 
   “I’ll try to push it,” Lindsay offered. 
 
   “No offense, baby, but you and I together weigh about as much as a swallow’s nest. I don’t think we’re going to budge this thing.” 
 
   “Well, maybe we should just walk the rest of the way. It’s only another half mile. Aunt Harding can pull us out with her truck.”
 
   Simmy sighed. “I guess we don’t have a choice. Not likely that there’s gonna be much passing traffic tonight.” 
 
   “Did you recognize the truck?” Lindsay asked. Most of the locals, especially old-timers like Simmy, knew each other’s vehicles.
 
   “Nope. Must’ve been one of the renters from further up the beach. They come out here for the solitude, but then half the time, they’ll run outta beer mid-party and have to make an emergency run down to the liquor store,” she frowned with disdain and continued to comb through her wig with her thin fingers. “That maniac must have been going 50 miles an hour. In a storm like this, he must have been trying to commit suicide.”
 
   “Or homicide,” Lindsay whispered, the words so quiet that Simmy didn’t hear her above the sound of the rain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Aunt Harding’s weather-beaten little house looked the same as it had when Lindsay first arrived, in the back of a stranger’s Land Rover, 25 years before. After her parents’ arrest, the six-year-old Lindsay had been driven from Mount Moriah to Corolla by the social worker who had been assigned to her case. The trip was long and tedious, and in a time before GPS and Google maps, the road’s abrupt end took the poor woman by surprise. The social worker had climbed out of her old Buick, leaned against the hood, and lit up a Virginia Slim. Lindsay had sat silently in the backseat, staring with wide eyes. 
 
   At last, a wizened old ‘Banker had pulled up, listened to their plight, and offered to deliver the little girl to Patricia Harding’s doorstep. He was going hunting up that way anyway, he reckoned. Without hesitation, the social worker loaded the two plastic garbage bags filled with Lindsay’s things into the man’s vehicle and drove off. No paperwork. No home check. Just up and left. In hindsight, Lindsay could hardly believe that such a thing was possible, but she’d checked her version of events with Aunt Harding, who had confirmed it to be true.
 
   As they trudged toward the house, Simmy hesitated. “I think I’ll just wait by the truck, honey. You can come out and meet me.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, Simmy. Your hands are still shaking after that drive, and the weather’s only getting worse. The temperature’s dropping fast, and you’re not dressed for it.”
 
   “I’m not sure Patty wants me there. We didn’t part on the best of terms last time I saw her.” Simmy looked genuinely nervous about going inside.
 
   “It’s Christmas Eve. Even Scrooge has a soft spot for Christmas.”
 
   Simmy and Lindsay sloshed up the front steps to the covered porch. Although Aunt Harding had the house painted regularly, the elements were always one step ahead of any maintenance regimen. Over time, the front door had taken on the weathered appearance of driftwood. The narrow covered porch that wrapped around the house on two sides did little to shield them from the pelting rain.
 
   Lindsay had made the long walk carrying her large travel backpack over her shoulders and holding a Tupperware box containing her Jell-O mold. She handed the Tupperware box to Simmy and tried the door, but, to her dismay, she found it locked. She pounded with her fist, hoping to be heard over the sound of the wind. As her knocks announced their presence, the staccato barking of a large dog bore down on them from inside the house. They could hear the dog thundering toward the door like a charging rhino. Lindsay looked at Simmy in wonderment. Aunt Harding had never kept a pet, and had always seemed far more likely to shoot an animal than keep one in her house. Simmy didn’t meet Lindsay’s gaze; her eyes were fixed on the door, as if she doubted its ability to contain the animal on the opposite side.
 
   “Hush, Kipper! I said hush!” Aunt Harding’s sharp command silenced the dog. The old woman opened the door. But only a crack.  “Who’s there?” she called suspiciously.
 
   “It’s me, Aunt Harding. Did you forget I was coming?”
 
   “Who’s that with you?”
 
   “Simmy.”
 
   “Why’s she here?”
 
   “Let us in. We’re soaked.” 
 
   Aunt Harding reluctantly backed away from the door and allowed them to pass. Lindsay’s eyes first fell on the menacing visage of a black and orange Doberman. It stood rigidly alongside Aunt Harding, coiled like a cobra about to strike. Her eyes flitted around as she tried to remember if it was best to make or avoid eye contact with a fierce dog. She settled for avoidance. There was no way on earth she was going to convince that creature that she was the Alpha dog.
 
   As she took stock of her surroundings, she saw that the addition of the ferocious dog wasn’t the only dramatic transformation the house had undergone since she had last visited. In the past, the furnishings had reflected their owner—Spartan, hard, and not designed to entertain. The dominant piece of furniture in the house was a large steel gun safe, which stood in one corner of the dining room. Aunt Harding had always kept a collection of a few dozen guns, mostly antiques and rifles for duck hunting. Lindsay had been fascinated by the weapons when she was a child—by the way Aunt Harding caressed them with a cleaning cloth with a gentleness she never showed to people, by the way their disassembled components would lay in orderly lines across the dining room table like soldiers mustering for battle. Lindsay was never given the combination to the safe, and she never asked for it. Even when Aunt Harding gave her a rifle for her tenth Christmas, she had to relinquish it to be locked away for safekeeping whenever it wasn’t in use.
 
   The house still held little in the way of soft furnishings—it remained the only home Lindsay had ever seen that didn’t contain a sofa. Yet, it had undergone an undeniable softening. Flowered curtains hung in the windows. A fleece blanket was draped over the back of one of the wooden chairs which served as the living room furniture. There was even a two-foot tall, plastic Christmas tree on top of the gun safe. It rotated in its stand and lit up with a rainbow of LED colors.
 
   Most surprising of all, the smell of home cooking filled the house. Aunt Harding’s culinary repertoire had consisted mainly of oatmeal, baked potatoes, and cheese on toast. If she’d had a good day fishing, she was occasionally known to fry up a fillet of black drum or king mullet in butter. Even all these years later, Lindsay felt slightly cheated that she had spent the best years of her childhood in a place that was totally devoid of chocolate chip cookies or ketchup, with a woman who thought of butter as a luxury.
 
   “Well, you gonna stand there gawping like a caught fish, or are you gonna get inside?” Aunt Harding demanded.
 
   Aunt Harding herself seemed unaltered by the passage of years. The same stout little body. The same Brillo pad of tightly curled, gray hair cropped close to her head. The same implacable set to her heavy jaw. 
 
   Lindsay and Simmy passed further into the room. As Lindsay set down her backpack and Jell-O mold, the dog issued a low, frightening growl.  “Good Lord!” Lindsay said, taking a few steps backwards. “You never mentioned that you got a dog.” 
 
   “Or a rabid Grizzly bear,” Simmy mumbled under her breath.
 
   “This is Kipper,” Aunt Harding said, indicating the creature with a nod of her head. “He’s a good guard dog. Kipper, go lay down.” Kipper sauntered moodily across the room and lay down on the rug. His eyes never left them.
 
   “Is everything all right, Aunt Harding?” Lindsay asked, returning Kipper’s wary stare.
 
   “’Course it is.” 
 
   “I waited at the bait store for a long time.”
 
   “Something came up.”
 
   “Are you sure everything’s okay? You’re never late. And the house looks so…different. Also, when did you get Kipper?”
 
   “What is this, the Spanish Inquisition?”
 
   “I’m worried about you. Simmy says that you’ve basically become a recluse and you hardly leave the house.”
 
   Aunt Harding glared at Simmy. “I don’t care what people say about me. I ain’t runnin’ for office.”
 
   Simmy could no longer hold her tongue. “You left Lindsay standing around for hours in the cold on Christmas Eve and you don’t even have the decency to apologize? We both know that you owe her an explanation. About a lot of things,” she snapped.
 
   “I don’t remember inviting you. In fact, I distinctly remember tellin’ you to go to hell,” Aunt Harding said. 
 
   “Fine,” Simmy said, shooting Lindsay an “I told you so” look and turning to go.
 
   Lindsay grabbed her arm. “Aunt Harding, we were just nearly run over by a maniac on the way here. Simmy’s truck is stuck in the sand about a half mile up the road.”
 
   “She can walk. She’s survived worse weather than this.”
 
   Lindsay kept hold of Simmy’s sleeve. This was partly to keep Simmy from storming out, but more to keep the older woman upright. She could feel Simmy shivering violently, and she seemed suddenly unsteady on her feet. 
 
   “You cooked?” Lindsay asked. For the first time, she noticed that the dinner table was elaborately set with wine glasses, cloth napkins, and candles. “Why are there three places set for dinner?” 
 
   Aunt Harding sighed, but the sound emerged as more of a snort. “Well, I guess now is as good a time as any to tell you. I have a lodger. We’re all having Christmas Eve dinner together.” She called over her shoulder, “Lindsay’s here! You can come out.”
 
   A moment later, the swinging door to the kitchen burst open, and a petite middle-aged blonde woman emerged, carrying a roast chicken on a platter. She smiled brightly at Lindsay and loudly said, “Surprise!” She acknowledged Simmy as she set the platter down on the table. “I guess I’d better set out another plate.”
 
   Simmy’s twig-thin arms flailed towards Lindsay. Lindsay herself was so shocked that she could barely keep the older woman on her feet. Even as Simmy slumped into her arms, Lindsay was unable to take her eyes off the blonde woman.
 
   “Is she all right, sugar? Do you need help?” The woman asked. She rushed towards them with a look of concern that Lindsay was convinced was every bit as fake as the woman’s thick, black eyelashes.
 
   “You stay away, Sarabelle. I can handle her myself.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Lindsay entered the small spare bedroom carrying a juice glass half filled with bourbon. Simmy lay with her eyes partly closed in the narrow bed—the same bed Lindsay had slept in for four years of her childhood. While Simmy had managed with great effort to keep from fainting, she remained weak-voiced and wobbly. 
 
   “I’m sorry to make such a spectacle of myself, honey. I think that business with the truck and all that cold rain affected me worse than I thought. Seeing your mama pop outta the kitchen like a jack-in-the-box was just one shock too many for my nerves. Sometimes, when I forget that I’m old, my body finds a way of reminding me.” She propped herself up and took a grateful sip of the bourbon. “You probably need a drink more than I do. Are you okay?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just can’t imagine why Aunt Harding would invite that scheming viper into her house.”
 
   “It must’ve been quite a surprise for you.”
 
   “Surprise?! Honestly, I would have been less surprised to find Vladimir Putin and Smurfette having a tea party in my kitchen. I think I will have a drink after all,” Lindsay said, taking a swig of Simmy’s bourbon. “Did you know she stole my father’s Billy Graham Bible? What kind of person steals a Bible from a minister?” She shook her head in disgust. 
 
   “It’s sometimes hard to believe that y’all are related.” 
 
   “Strange but true. Flugelhorns originally came from Germany, but so did Nazis.”
 
   “Now, honey, like it or not, that woman gave birth to you. She’s family. You can’t burn that bridge.”
 
   “I didn’t burn it. She did. Then I rebuilt it, and she set it on fire again. That woman is a serial bridge burner.”
 
   There was a sharp knock, and the door flew open to reveal Aunt Harding standing there, flanked by her ferocious dog. “Supper’s gettin’ cold. Y’all coming or not?”
 
   “Patty, don’t you think you owe Lindsay an explanation? It should really come from you.”
 
   Aunt Harding emitted another snort-sigh. “Fine. But only ‘cause I don’t like eating cold chicken. If you must know, Sarabelle showed up on my doorstep a few months ago. She’d lost her apartment, her man, her car. She was thin as a rake, practically starving.”
              “She brought all that on herself! My dad told you what she did. She tried to blackmail him. She sicced that scumbag boyfriend of hers on us and God only knows what he would’ve done to us if he hadn’t been arrested!” Lindsay’s voice was so shrill she feared that it could only be heard by Kipper. “Anyway, since when do you have such a tender heart? I’ve never known you to take someone else’s problems on yourself.”
 
   “What do you think I did when you turned up on my doorstep? Were you my problem? No. But I wasn’t gonna let you end up in some nasty foster home, getting the fire beat outta your scrawny behind every day by some other strange orphan children that nobody else wanted.” 
 
   The shot hit home, and Lindsay felt the familiar ache of her parents’ abandonment and the familiar sting of Aunt Harding’s frostiness. When Lindsay spoke again, her words were quieter. “She’s not even a blood relation to you.” 
 
   “But she is to you, so why don’t you act like it. Now y’all come on out here and eat this damn chicken.”
 
   Lindsay considered her options. She could head out in the stinging rain and pitch darkness to spend a couple of hours trying to winch Simmy’s Toyota out of a sandbank with a tow rope. She could hide in the bedroom, drinking bourbon until her liver exploded. Or she could go out into the dining room and eat Christmas Eve dinner with the person she most despised in the world. 
 
   Five minutes later, Lindsay was sitting at the table, filling her plate with mashed potatoes and buttered carrots. Sarabelle might be a despicable human being, but there was no denying that the woman could cook. 
 
   Simmy sat next to her, still looking nervous and slightly wobbly. Aunt Harding perched at the opposite side of the table, stiff as a concrete pillar. Sarabelle sat at the head of the table wearing full makeup and a smile straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting. “I’m so glad you decided to join us, sugar. It’s real good of you to overlook that situation we had last summer,” she said to Lindsay.
 
   Lindsay glared at her. “Aunt Harding, I hope you counted your silverware and locked up all your medications.”
 
   Sarabelle ignored the insult and continued, “I even got myself a job in town. Just started a couple of weeks ago. I’m decorating cakes down at the Food Lion during the holiday season. The people there are real nice. Mr. Price? He’s the manager? Says he might want to take me on permanent. Says I’m real fast.”
 
   “Yeah, I bet a lot of men say that about you,” Lindsay snapped.
 
   Sarabelle carried on speaking as if she were engaged in an entirely different, completely civil conversation with her daughter. “Ain’t this nice?” she sighed. “After all these years, to have Christmas all together as a family. It’s a shame your daddy couldn’t be here to join us.”
 
   “He finally divorced you, you know. All that stuff last summer was the last straw.”
 
   Sarabelle inhaled sharply, as if she’d been kicked. “Can’t be. I never signed any papers.”
 
   “It’s all official. The notice was in the newspaper. The court date happened just before Thanksgiving.”
 
   Sarabelle’s fork screeched across her plate. “I hadn’t heard that.” Her mouth tightened.
 
   “You didn’t tell her?” Lindsay asked Aunt Harding. 
 
   “There was no reason to tell her,” Aunt Harding said coolly. “She’s happy here with me. She’d only have gotten her knickers all in a knot about it.”
 
   Sarabelle rose abruptly from the table, causing Kipper to leap to attention. She soothed him with a quivering voice. “It’s okay, baby. Mama just needs to check something in the kitchen.”
 
   As soon as Sarabelle left the room, Lindsay wheeled around on Aunt Harding. “It’s so nice to hear that Sarabelle is happy out here with you. I’ve been so concerned about her happiness ever since she and her boyfriend robbed and stalked me and my dad last summer.” Again, Lindsay’s voice rose to a screech. “How can you have that woman in your house?!” 
 
   “I don’t need to explain myself to you or anybody else. All’s I’m gonna say is that it suits me. I have my reasons. And as long as you’re stayin’ under my roof, you’re gonna be civil to her.” A warning look passed between Aunt Harding and Simmy, but it was so lightning quick that Lindsay didn’t have time to read the meaning behind it.
 
    “Maybe you should go talk to Sarabelle, Lindsay?” Simmy suggested.
 
   “No.” Lindsay concentrated on her plate. She was a notoriously picky eater, and normally she subsisted on a diet of peanut butter, coffee, sugary cereal, and bananas. When it came to Sarabelle’s food, though, she had always been able to eat like a champion. Now, however, she pushed the food around irritably. 
 
   Simmy sensed her roiling emotions and put a comforting hand on top of hers. “I know this is hard, honey. But talking to her might make you feel better. Just try. For me, okay?”
 
   Lindsay looked at her over the top of her glasses and frowned.
 
   “You should listen to Simmy. For once, she’s not talkin’ a load of manure,” Aunt Harding said.
 
   Lindsay could see that she was outnumbered, but she still couldn’t bring herself to yield to their pressure. Why should she make peace? Sarabelle was the one who didn’t belong there. Tears sprang to her eyes. Lindsay hated the person she became when her mother was around—moody, uncertain, and brittle as late winter ice. 
 
    “Please, honey. It’d be your Christmas gift to me,” Simmy said gently. Her liquid blue eyes were wide and pleading. 
 
   Lindsay squeezed Simmy’s hand and nodded reluctantly.
 
   “And while you’re up, you can get me some more wine,” Aunt Harding added, holding up her empty glass.
 
   Lindsay went into the kitchen to offer up a temporary truce. Sarabelle stood by the sink, her eyes puffy from crying. She looked every bit of her 50 years. Lindsay felt a small pang of remorse for her acid-tongued insults. She knew that the news of the divorce would hit Sarabelle hard. Despite everything, Jonah had stood by his wife for more than 30 years, and up until he filed for divorce, he had held true to his marriage vows. Sarabelle had clearly come to rely on his enduring faithfulness to her, and as she aged, she must have clung ever more desperately to the idea that she was somehow irresistible to him.                
 
   “I clean forgot to turn the oven on for the pie,” Sarabelle said, looking utterly defeated. “It’s stone cold.” She smiled and hastily wiped her tear-streaked face with her sleeves.
 
    “Oh.” Lindsay looked at her mother, who continued to stare at the pie with downcast eyes. Sarabelle’s breath was shaky; it was obvious she was trying with all her might not to cry in front of her daughter.
 
   Despite her deep anger, Lindsay’s natural instinct to ease the suffering of her fellow human beings kicked in. “I brought Christmas Jell-O.” Lindsay extended the words to her mother like an olive branch.
 
    “You made dessert?” Sarabelle said, her face instantly brightening. “That’s wonderful, baby! When did you learn how to cook?”
 
   “Well, it’s not really cooking. That’s why I made it. I bought this little mold that makes Christmas bells. You just do a layer of green Jell-O for the bells and maraschino cherries for the clappers. Impossible to burn.”
 
   “Thank you so much for bringing the Jell-O,” Sarabelle said, clutching her fists to her bosom like she’d just won the Miss America crown.
 
   The two women walked back together into the dining room where they found Aunt Harding and Simmy bent towards each other, whispering furiously. 
 
   “It’s not up to you to decide,” Simmy hissed. When Aunt Harding caught sight of them, she slid back in her chair and crossed her arms in front of her wide chest as if taken by a sudden chill.
 
   Lindsay regarded them closely. There was clearly more to their feud than they were letting on, but whatever dark emotion had passed between them seemed to have slipped away before she could grab hold of it. 
 
   Simmy turned to her with a smile. “How’s dessert coming along?” she asked cheerfully.
 
   “Lindsay’s just on her way to get it,” Sarabelle said, matching Simmy’s bright tone. Either she hadn’t noticed anything unusual, or she was allowing them all to preserve the illusion that everything was normal. 
 
   Lindsay retrieved the Tupperware from where she’d left it near the front door. The container had gotten wet in the rain so she used her sleeve to wipe the beads of moisture from the top.
 
    “Here, honey. Go ahead and turn it out on this plate,” Sarabelle said, handing her a wide platter from the sideboard.
 
   Lindsay flipped the box upside down and tapped it to release the Jell-O. A horrible sucking sound, like a clog being released from a drain, could be heard as the dessert slipped onto the platter. Lindsay pulled back the mold to reveal—boobs. A pair of lime green boobs complete with maraschino cherry nipples. Rainwater had apparently seeped into the container, causing the gelatin to settle in an unintended, and most unfortunate, shape.
 
   “Oh no!” Lindsay said, horrified. She could feel heat rising from her cheeks and knew that they must be burning redder than the pornographic cherries.
 
   Simmy and Sarabelle instantly exploded into torrents of laughter, and a hint of a smile even crept into the corners of Aunt Harding’s mouth. Always a master of comic timing, Simmy held the dish up at chest height to offer it around. “Dessert anyone?” she asked in a mock-breathy movie vixen voice. She gave a little Jell-O-wiggling shimmy as she held the dish out toward Aunt Harding. Lindsay’s embarrassment evaporated and she joined in as Simmy and Sarabelle collapsed into another round of hysterics.
 
   While the three other women laughed, the usual grim set returned to Aunt Harding’s jaw. She shook her head. “I don’t like sweet stuff. Makes my teeth hurt.”
 
   Simmy shoved the plate further toward her, causing the gelatinous bosoms to jiggle suggestively. 
 
   Sarabelle laughed so hard that she almost fell out of her chair. “Come on, Patty. Live a little,” she said.
 
   Aunt Harding sniffed. “Live a little? For Pete’s sake, it’s boob Jell-O, not bungee jumping off a bridge.” While the others giggled and ate the obscene creation, Aunt Harding continued to wear her customary scowl, looking like a vegetarian in a slaughterhouse. 
 
   After dinner, Simmy and Lindsay went back out into the night to retrieve Simmy’s truck. Lindsay had vigorously declined Sarabelle’s strange offer to send Kipper along for protection. Aunt Harding had made no offers of help, but after some initial objections, she did deign to allow them to use her Chevy pickup. By the time they reached the place where the truck had been abandoned, the initial band of rain had passed, and a mass of cold air had moved in to take its place. With numb fingers and sore backs, the two women struggled to attach the tow rope. Finally, after an orgy of tire spinning and a fair bit of cussing, they managed to pull the stuck vehicle free. 
 
   Simmy sat in the driver’s seat of her truck, her wig crooked from exertion. She rolled down the window and spoke to Lindsay. “Well, honey, I hope you have a nice time with Patty and Sarabelle.” 
 
   Lindsay frowned. “I just don’t get it. Why didn’t she tell anyone that Sarabelle was staying there?”
 
   “Maybe she was afraid you wouldn’t come if you knew. I know I would’ve been.”
 
   “She was right.”
 
   “Well, you know Patty. She likes to keep things close to the vest.” 
 
   “But she didn’t even know I was coming until I called her a few weeks ago. Why go through the trouble of hiding her all this time and lying to you about being sick?”
 
   “She must have a good reason. You’ll have to ask her,” Simmy said with unusual bitterness.
 
   “This sucks. I’m not sure I can go back there,” Lindsay said. “I mean, it really, really sucks, like a medieval leech doctor.” 
 
   “It wasn’t as bad as all that. I thought it was nice, even. All being together like that?”
 
   “I just don’t think I can forgive Sarabelle. I don’t even think I should. I’m sure there are times when even Jesus ran out of cheeks to turn.” Tears sprang up in the corners of Lindsay’s eyes, and she inhaled deeply to keep herself from crying. “And Aunt Harding’s house isn’t exactly a trove of treasured memories for me. Maybe I should just stay with you.”
 
   “You know you’re always welcome, though you’d have to take a backhoe to the spare room before you could even get through the door. I’ve got so much stuff piled in there.” Simmy smiled sadly. “But you should go back. This is a blessing in disguise. Heaven knows I’m not in any position to give advice, but that’s never stopped me before. So I’ll just tell you that I know what it’s like when someone you love does you wrong. I know how holding a grudge can eat away at that love until there’s nothing left but dry, old bones.” She reached out the window and put her hand on Lindsay’s cheek. “Give your mama and Patty a chance to try to make things right.” 
 
   “But that’s what I always do. I try to deal with one awful thing and if I manage to solve that, some brand new awful thing emerges. It’s like a Russian nesting doll of awfulness.”
 
   “Please try, honey. I really think things are gonna turn out all right. Just give it a few more days, okay? It’s very important to me. It’s very important to all of us, whether the others realize it or not. I think it could bring our redemption.”
 
   “Redemption?” The word struck an odd note with Lindsay. Simmy wasn’t known to be particularly devout, having dabbled over the years in Scientology, Kabbalah, and past life regression. Before Lindsay could ask Simmy what she meant, though, the older woman had rolled up the window and driven off into the night.
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
                 
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   
 
 
   Lindsay tiptoed into Aunt Harding’s house, praying that she wouldn’t be “greeted” by Kipper again. She found her mother sitting in the living room, paging through a magazine in the dim lamplight. An empty wine glass stood on the table next to her. Kipper sat at Sarabelle’s feet, growling quietly at Lindsay. 
 
   “Oh, you waited up,” Lindsay said.
 
   “‘Course I did, sugar. I was worried about you and Simmy going out by yourselves at night in this cold weather. And you never know when you might run into somebody who wants to do you harm.”
 
   “Don’t I know it.” Lindsay looked pointedly at her mother, removed her sand-covered coat and shoes, and stomped towards her bedroom. 
 
   “Hey, missus. Aren’t good Christians supposed to be forgiving? I’m really trying to turn over a new leaf.” Sarabelle was in full self-pity mode, her face a mask of suffering. Kipper laid his head in her lap, shooting an accusatory sideways glance at Lindsay. 
 
   Lindsay stopped and turned to face her mother. “There’s being a good Christian, and there’s being a damn fool.” 
 
   “I’ve really changed this time, and you won’t even give me a chance! I got myself a job. Patty says I can stay here as long as I like. And I’m finished with men. I think men were my problem, you know. I relied too much on them—for money, to tell me I looked nice, to tell me what to do. That’s what Patty says, anyways, and I think she’s right.”
 
   “Finished with men?” Lindsay said incredulously. “What about your little pen pal?” Lindsay watched as Sarabelle’s spine stiffened. “I bet you didn’t think I knew about that. Let me guess, the new and improved Saint Sarabelle is just trying to help that poor sinner in his hour of need?” 
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Oh, really? So you haven’t been keeping in touch with Leander Swoopes all these months? And I guess you didn’t order him to try to destroy our lives last summer, either?”
 
   Sarabelle sprang from her chair and grabbed Lindsay’s arms. “It’s because of me that you’re still alive!” Her eyes were glassy, her hands ice cold.
 
   Lindsay shook her off and backed away as if Sarabelle were covered in barbed wire. “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t know how far he’d go. I mean, not really. I didn’t know all this would happen!”
 
   “All what?”
 
   “I’m freezing,” Sarabelle said. Her lips were so pale they looked almost white.
 
   “Sit. Here.” Lindsay guided her mother into the chair next to the pellet stove and threw the fleece blanket at her. She pulled up one of the wooden chairs for herself to sit in. “Now tell me what you’re talking about.”
 
   Sarabelle wrapped the blanket tight around her shoulders. “A few years back,” she began, “I’d been livin’ with this man. He had a big house up in the mountains near Lexington. He treated me real good. Gave me $250 a month. That was just for me, to spend on anything I wanted, not even food or nothin’ like that, but just clothes or perfume or anything.” A hint of color returned to her cheeks as she recounted the memory. “But after a while he found somebody else, younger, prettier than me. And that was that. He gave me enough for a few months’ rent and sent me packin’. Severance pay, he called it.” She looked to Lindsay for some affirmation or sign of sympathy. Lindsay just stared at her, as stony-faced as an Easter Island monolith. 
 
   “So I needed to figure somethin’ out quick,” she continued. “And that’s when I met Leander. It wasn’t romantic. I didn’t even like him that way. What with them big bug eyes and him being so scrawny. He said he had some work for me—real easy and it paid pretty decent. I just had to deliver packages for him now and again, run little errands here and there.”
 
   “Right. And I bet you never wondered what you were carrying. You probably just assumed he was in the organic broccoli home delivery business.”
 
   “It’s not like I had a lot of choices. I got a criminal record longer than a bullfrog’s tongue and I didn’t even finish the 10th grade. You know they wouldn’t even hire me as a waitress at Pizza Hut?” She smirked ruefully. “Said I didn’t have enough experience.”
 
   “Dad probably would’ve taken you back, or at least helped you out. He gave you so many chances,” Lindsay said.
 
   “Move back to Mount Moriah?” Sarabelle laughed bitterly. “So all those blue-haired old biddies at his church could whisper about me behind their hands? And your daddy following me around watchin’ my every move, prayin’ out loud for the salvation of my soul?” 
 
   “If you remember, the divorce was your idea originally.”
 
   “Leander was the one who wanted me to say that. And anyways, me divorcing Jonah is different from him divorcing me.” 
 
   “But last summer you said…” Lindsay started to remind her mother that she had threatened to move back to town and raise Cain in order to humiliate her (now ex-) husband.
 
   Sarabelle interrupted her. “Oh, I was blowin’ hot air. I couldn’t face that place again. Been there. Done that. Got the t-shirt.”
 
   “What does any of this have to do with keeping me alive? From what I can see, you’ve been doing your level best to put me in harm’s way.”
 
   “It didn’t start out that way, I swear. But you see, Leander just started wanting more and more from me. After a while, he said if I moved in with him, he’d promote me. I’d get more responsibility and get paid real money. The thought of it gave me shivers, but I thought that if I could just stand it for a couple of months, maybe a year, then I’d be able to save up a little nest egg. Maybe go somewhere nice, like Florida, and get my own place. But he…well, he’s not a nice man. After a month, I tried to leave. I didn’t care that I didn’t have anywhere to go—I just ran. But he dragged me back. After that, he wouldn’t let me handle any money anymore. He had to approve everything I spent, and he paid for it direct. Toothpaste, tampons, cigarettes. I didn’t have a thin dime to my name, but he sure made me pay. Every day, I paid.” 
 
   Sarabelle’s voice had altered. She continued speaking, trance-like, her eyes fixed on some invisible point. “All that stuff last summer was… I didn’t know he’d take it that far. I thought that if I helped him get what he wanted, he would finally turn me loose and let me alone. But even after he went to prison, he got a friend of his to keep an eye on me.”
 
   “But you wrote to him.”
 
   “That was only a few letters, just to try to throw him off my track. I hightailed it out here tryin’ to get away. It worked for a little while, but when he got out, he found me again. Told me he didn’t want me anymore, that way. Just wanted the money and then he’d leave me alone for good.”
 
   “What money? I thought he never let you touch any money.”
 
   Sarabelle compressed her lips into a tense line. “Things hadn’t been going too good with his business last summer, when all that stuff happened with you and your daddy. The police were putting some pressure on, and his supplies had dried up. That’s how come he had the idea to get money from y’all. We’d had to clear out pretty quick, and he’d brought the last of his money to Mount Moriah in a big plastic bag. Almost nine thousand dollars. When he got arrested, I took it and ran.”
 
   “Are you crazy?! Did you think he was just going to forget about nine thousand dollars?”
 
   “I figured he owed me! He never paid me for all that time I worked for him. And besides, I thought he’d go away for a long time. Ten years, at least.” Sarabelle’s face crumpled. “I know it was stupid. I wish I could think through things the way you do. But I can’t. I’m just…I’m just…” Her shoulders sagged. “I’m not even pretty anymore.”
 
   Lindsay sighed. For almost 50 years, her mother had put all of her energy into becoming an object of desire and adoration for men. Now, with her looks fading, like the foolish man in the Book of Matthew, she was realizing that she’d built her whole world on a foundation of sand.
 
   “Okay,” Lindsay said. “So he said if you paid him back, he’d leave you alone? But couldn’t you see that he was lying? From what you’ve said, he hadn’t exactly proven himself to be a generous and forgiving person.”
 
   “Even I’m not that dumb. I didn’t believe him, but he reminded me that he knew where you lived.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “He said that you looked real pretty while you were sleepin’.”
 
   Lindsay wrapped her arms around herself to try to keep from shaking. Suddenly, she, too, was icy cold. She opened her mouth to speak, but found the words would not come.
 
   “I knew it was my fault that you got dragged into this mess, but it’s okay now. We don’t have to worry. Patty promised he’s not gonna come back. We’re all safe.” Sarabelle smiled like a child presenting a straight-A report card. 
 
   Lindsay wasn’t reassured in the least. “Where’d you get the money to pay him back? Don’t tell me you socked away what you took from him last summer under a mattress somewhere?” Lindsay couldn’t imagine her mother would’ve managed to curb her natural inclination to spend money the moment it came into her hands. 
 
   “No, that money’s long gone.”
 
   “So I guess you saved up nine thousand dollars working part-time at the Food Lion bakery for three weeks,” Lindsay said flatly.  
 
   Sarabelle waved her hands as if shooing away a fly. “Never you mind the details. All’s you need to know is that it’s over now.” Lindsay heard a quiet buzzing from her bedroom. “Oh, your phone’s been going off while you been gone, sugar. You better see who it is,” Sarabelle said.
 
   Lindsay hurried to the bedroom, catching the phone on the last ring before voicemail picked up. “Hello?”
 
   “Lindsay?” Warren’s exhalation of relief travelled down the line. “Where are you?”
 
   “Aunt Harding’s house. The weather is awful out here. Can you bring some extra sweaters for me when you come? And I forgot my toothbrush. I don’t know what I was thinking when I packed. I remembered the Jell-O, but it melted into boobs.” 
 
   “Whose boobs?” Warren asked, not catching her meaning.
 
   The phone gave three beeps in quick succession. “Never mind. Looks like my phone battery’s about to go. What’s up?” She shut the door and sat down on the bed.
 
   Warren inhaled sharply. “I’m heading out there first thing tomorrow. We need to talk to your aunt. It’s about Lydia Sikes’s murder.”
 
   “Lydia Sikes? What does my aunt have to do with Lydia Sikes?”
 
   “We’re not entirely sure yet. But you know how there was something strange with the gun?”
 
   “Yeah.” The phone beeped again. “Do you want to give me a 30-second update before my phone dies? Or should I find the charger and call you back in a little while? Actually, I’m not totally sure I packed the charger, but I could call you on Aunt Harding’s phone.”
 
   She heard urgent voices in the background. “No, it’s okay. I’ve gotta go anyway. I’ll tell you all about it first thing tomorrow,” Warren said. “I just needed to check that everything is okay with you. Take care of yourself, okay?”
 
   The phone went dead and Lindsay collapsed onto the pillow, exhausted. So many thoughts and emotions competed for her attention that she couldn’t even begin to process them. What did Aunt Harding have to do with Lydia Sikes’s death? Had Sarabelle drawn the old woman into some dangerous plot? Was that somehow related to her aunt’s promise that Leander Swoopes wouldn’t return? And how much of what her mother had told her was even true? Overloaded, the circuits of Lindsay’s mind shorted out, and before she knew it, she was fast asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10 
 
 
   “Stop it,” Lindsay mumbled. In her dream, she was a child again. She was dirty after a day at the beach, covered in sweat and sand. Sarabelle was rubbing a rough washcloth across her hands and face, desperately trying to get them clean. Lindsay tried to swat her mother away, but she returned again and again, insistent. Finally, a gentle whimpering awakened her. Lindsay opened her eyes and found Kipper standing at her bedside. His apricot-colored eyebrows were furrowed in concentration, his ears erect, listening. 
 
   She sat up, rubbing her eyes. Kipper whined again. “What?” Lindsay asked. He paced back and forth in front of her, nails clicking on the wood floor. “Whatever you want, I’m sure Sarabelle or Aunt Harding will get it for you.” Kipper nudged her arm and whimpered. “Fine, but this doesn’t mean we’re friends.”
 
   Lindsay rose from the bed, put on her glasses, and went down the hall into the main living area. She still wore the clothes she’d fallen asleep in the previous night. The woodstove had gone cold and no one had bothered to clean up the dinner dishes. The scene was perfectly preserved, like Pompeii. The only reminder that it was Christmas morning came from the blinking plastic tree that stood twirling on top of the gun safe.
 
   Thin, gray daylight seeped in through the curtains and the muffled drumming of rain echoed from the rooftop. Aunt Harding always rose shockingly early, usually well before dawn. Lindsay expected that she was already well into her day’s activities. Sarabelle, by contrast, was known to stay in bed for days at a time, especially when she’d been drinking. 
 
   The Doberman whined and scratched at the front door. “All right. I’ll take you for a walk, because it’s Christmas.” As she opened the door, Kipper bolted out ahead of her into the fast-falling rain. “Kipper!” He ran quickly from sight. “Dammit,” she cursed under her breath, pulling on the rain boots and waterproof coat that hung by the door. She grabbed Kipper’s leash and jogged after him, following his tracks through the wet sand. She headed out towards the Atlantic side of the island, threading her way through the lines of dunes and scrubby trees that shielded Aunt Harding’s house from the worst of the ocean climate. Once she’d cleared the final sand ridge, the full force of the wind kicked sand and rain into her face. 
 
   A few hundred yards in front of her, the gray ocean spread across the horizon, almost melting into the low, gray sky. She thought Kipper might be headed out into the surf. From her limited experience with dogs, chasing waves seemed to be among their favorite pastimes. She was surprised, then, to see that his footprints wove back into the dunes. The pounding rain had begun to erase Kipper’s tracks from the beach. She jogged more quickly, calling his name, her voice sounding thin and feeble in the wind. Finally, she spotted him. He circled what appeared to be a disused fishing shack that lay almost hidden in high beach grass. Years of accumulated sand was banked up to a height of three or four feet on the windward side, breaking against the building like a slow-cresting wave.  
 
   Although Lindsay was a regular jogger, she found herself bent in half, panting. Running a mile in wet sand wearing a pair of ill-fitting rain boots was a very different proposition from her usual form of exercise. As she approached the shack, Kipper bore down on her. For a moment, she braced herself, thinking he was going to lunge at her again. Instead, he wheeled to a stop next to her, waiting obediently while she clipped his leash on his collar. As soon as it was secure, the dog began to drag Lindsay forward toward the shed. Lindsay’s first instinct was to pull him away, but his determination to lead her ahead piqued her curiosity. 
 
   Kipper slowed and cautiously rounded the building. On the far side, a wooden door hung half off of its hinges, banging against the side of the building with each fresh gust of wind. The wood had weathered to a soft beige that almost matched the surrounding aggregations of sand. Large gaps in the side boards and corrugated metal roof allowed dim shafts of light to penetrate the gloom of the shed.
 
   Kipper froze in the doorway. Lindsay, too, stood paralyzed. On the wide wooden floorboards lay the still form of Patricia Harding. Blood had soaked through her bottle green sweater and seeped out onto the floor beneath her. A large dried brown patch covered her midsection. Lindsay dropped Kipper’s leash and rushed to her aunt’s side. Her arms encircled her aunt’s torso, clutching her lifeless form, trying in vain to shake the death out of her. Aunt Harding’s body was stiff and unyielding. Her eyes were fixed open in wide Os of surprise.  Lindsay felt detached, as if the arms she saw in front of her were someone else’s, as if this body wasn’t her aunt, but a wax figure. 
 
   Kipper came alongside Lindsay and nuzzled her cheek. Water dripped steadily through the gaps in the ceiling; a drop splashed on Lindsay’s face and mingled with her tears. She gently lowered Aunt Harding’s body back to the ground. Her small, shaking hands stroked her aunt’s gray hair. Growing up, Lindsay had always thought of Aunt Harding’s hair as steel gray—cold and sleek. Now the color looked softer, like the ashes of an extinguished fire.
 
   Lindsay’s perception gradually expanded to take in the rest of the shed. The room was no more than eight feet square. It was empty, save for a set of old oars that stood in one corner. Near the door, though, lay an object that made Lindsay rise quickly and back out of the shed—a gun. She had seen it many times. It was an antique German revolver from Aunt Harding’s collection. Lindsay called to Kipper, but he refused to budge from her aunt’s side. Lindsay was too terrified to try to persuade him. She ran back to the house, feeling all the while as if she were in the kind of recurring dream where the dreamer is unable to get to their destination no matter how fast they run.
 
   After what seemed like an eternity, she reached the house. She walked straight to the kitchen and dialed 9-1-1 on the old, black wall phone next to the fridge. After she relayed her gruesome discovery to the dispatcher and hung up, she slumped down and sat huddled on the floor.
 
   “You doing yoga or something?” 
 
   Lindsay’s head snapped to attention at the sound of a human voice in close proximity. Sarabelle stood before her wearing fuzzy slippers and a flannel robe. Her day-old eyeliner had formed little lines and eddies in the creases around her eyes. In the shocking aftermath of her discovery, Lindsay had entirely forgotten that Sarabelle was asleep inside the house.
 
   “Where’s Kipper?” Sarabelle said, looking idly around the kitchen. She retrieved a packet of cigarettes from the pocket of her robe and placed one between her lips. “Want one? I can’t remember if you still smoke...” she paused and looked more closely at Lindsay. “You been drinkin’? Sorry to say it, honey, but you look like you been rode hard and hung up wet.”
 
   “Mama, it’s Aunt Harding.”
 
   “What about her, baby?” Sarabelle asked, tapping her cigarette on the side of the pack and putting it back in her mouth.
 
   “She’s dead. She was shot. I think she was killed with one of her own guns. I found her out on the dunes.”
 
   “Oh no. No, no, no.” Sarabelle threw her hands over her mouth, sending the unlit cigarette skittering across the kitchen. “Oh, this can’t be happening to me.”
 
   Lindsay stared at her mother, incredulous. “This didn’t happen to you. This happened to her.”
 
   “But don’t you see?” Sarabelle began to pace nervously. “Have you called the police? Maybe there’s still something we can do.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Lindsay was suddenly furious. For the first time, she was experiencing something that she had seen so many times in the people she ministered to at the hospital. The fuse of their shock or their grief would suddenly catch fire and their emotions would ignite into rage. Her familiarity with such reactions in others did nothing to calm her. “She’s dead! There are lots of things we need to do. Call Dad and tell him his aunt died. Go over and tell Simmy that her best friend has been killed. Plan a funeral. Find out how she died. Some officers from Duck will be here in a few minutes, so we can at least start that part.”
 
   “You already called the police?” Sarabelle said, with fear creeping into her voice. “I gotta get out of here. You can’t tell them I was here, okay?” Sarabelle rushed to her bedroom, with Lindsay trailing her. The room looked like it belonged to a teenage girl. Clothes were strewn all over the floor. Nail polish bottles and makeup tubes covered the dresser. Sarabelle yanked a suitcase out from under the bed and began frantically packing. Still wearing her pajamas and robe, she kicked her slippers into the suitcase and pulled on a pair of high-heeled leather boots. Zipping the case shut, she said, “Take care of Kipper for me, okay?”
 
   “You can’t leave now! Where are you even going?”
 
   “Baby, I don’t have time to make you understand. It’s not safe for me here. You either. You call that policeman boyfriend of yours, okay? Make sure he takes care of you. But don’t tell them nothing about me being here.” 
 
   Sarabelle’s footsteps receded, the front door slammed, and Lindsay was left alone in the house. Her breathing felt unnatural; she had to force air in and out of her lungs like a bellows. The events of that morning replayed in her mind, despite her attempts to shut them out. She sat on the floor again and hugged her knees in to her shivering body. Minutes oozed slowly past. 
 
   At last, she heard the sound of tires rolling on sand. She hurriedly opened the front door and saw two cars—an SUV emblazoned with the Currituck County Sherriff logo and a black Ford Explorer owned by the New Albany Police—pulling up in front of the house. Warren emerged from his car and walked towards Lindsay.
 
   “How did you know I called?” Lindsay asked him.
 
   “Called who?” Warren asked. As he stepped onto the porch, Lindsay suddenly remembered that Warren had already arranged to come to talk to her aunt that morning. In her confusion, she had thought that her 9-1-1 call had summoned him.
 
   When Warren caught sight of her dazed expression, he asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
   She took a few wobbly steps forward and collapsed into his outstretched arms. Her breath came in ragged gasps, and even she couldn’t be sure if she was coughing or sobbing. She couldn’t remember the last time she was so happy to see Warren. His warmth and movement provided an antidote to the cold, unyielding body of her aunt. She tried to turn back toward the house, but instead she collapsed against him. Warren half-lifted her across the porch, where she leaned heavily on the wall next to the door. 
 
   A round-faced female officer with short-cropped, gray-streaked hair emerged from the County Sheriff’s vehicle and approached them. “You must be Lindsay Harding,” she said. Her friendly smile quickly dropped into a frown of concern when she saw Lindsay’s countenance. 
 
   As they stood together on the porch, Lindsay numbly related how she found Aunt Harding’s body—Kipper, the shed, the gun. She stuttered over the words; they were like solid objects in her mouth.
 
   “Lins, we need to go out there,” Warren said. “This is Claire Burke. She’s from the sheriff's office. They’re helping us out on the Sikes case.” 
 
   “I’ll drive,” Claire offered. “I think I know where she means.”
 
   “On second thought, I don’t know if Lindsay is in a fit state to come out with us,” Warren said frowning. 
 
   The two of them looked closely at Lindsay. She was soaked and shivering, as pale and clammy as the underbelly of a trout. Usually, her natural curiosity and desire to help would have spurred her to insist that she accompany them. Now, however, it was all she could do to keep herself standing upright. All of the fast-spinning gears that normally propelled her body and brain had ground to a stop.
 
   “You’re right. Let’s get her settled in here.”  Claire turned to face Lindsay. “Ms. Harding, I’m going to call this in now,” Claire said. 
 
   “I already called 9-1-1, but they’re not here yet.”
 
   “How long ago did you call them?” Warren asked her.
 
   Lindsay just stared at him vaguely.
 
   Claire frowned. “It would take them a good 15 minutes to get out here, even if they were hustling. We’d better get her inside. The uniforms from Duck can stay with her while we go out to the dunes.”
 
   While Claire contacted the local agencies to coordinate their plans, Warren helped Lindsay into the house. She directed him to the spare bedroom and he guided her gently to the bed. “Lins, are you okay?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” she said through chattering teeth. She felt like her brain had solidified into a large, wooden block. No coherent thoughts could form.
 
   Warren helped her remove her boots and outer garments, and she slid between the covers. He stood in a corner of the room, looking at her with a worried frown, seeming unsure what to do. Lindsay sensed that he was torn between wanting to help her and wanting to take action on the new developments in his case. She willed him to just cross the room and hold her close, stroke her hair, and tell her it was all going to be okay. But he’d never been an emotionally expressive person. He usually saved even the most innocent demonstrations of affection for times when they were totally alone. He began to pace around the small room, chewing hard on his gum. 
 
   After a few moments, Claire knocked on the open door and came in carrying a cup of tea. “I saw some whiskey on the counter and put a swig of that in. I know it’s a little early, but I figured it would do you some good, given the circumstances.” Claire set the cup on the bedside table and squatted down, bringing her face level with Lindsay’s. “Try to drink this.” She squeezed Lindsay’s frigid hand in her warm one. She used her other hand to stroke Lindsay’s clammy forehead, smoothing her hair away from her face. The human touch soothed Lindsay’s raw nerves. Why hadn’t Warren done that? Why hadn’t he just reached out and held her hand?
 
   Claire gave Lindsay’s hand a hard squeeze. “We’d better get going,” she said to Warren, looking back over her shoulder. “The Duck guys will be here in about five minutes.” 
 
   Warren stepped out into the hall and gestured for Claire to follow him. “I’m not sure we should leave her alone, even for five minutes. She’s in shock. And what if there’s still somebody dangerous prowling around out there?” Warren said in a barely audible voice.
 
   “She’s safe. The house is secure. Besides, we don’t even know if this was a murder yet,” Claire whispered. “And even if it was, how many times have you known a killer to hang around and wait to be caught? The Duck officers will take care of her. We can’t wait. The most important thing now is to secure that crime scene ASAP. Every minute we wait, evidence is disappearing in the rain. And Lindsay said there’s some kind of ferocious Doberman out there with the body. Who knows what that dog might do to the crime scene or to the body…” she trailed off, suddenly aware that Lindsay’s eyes were on them. Claire gently closed the bedroom door so they could continue their conversation out of earshot, but it was already too late to take away the terrible image that their words had conjured in Lindsay’s already-tortured mind.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   In the end, Claire’s point of view prevailed, and she and Warren headed off. Alone again, Lindsay stared wide-eyed at the bedroom ceiling. Every creak and bump in the house ignited a new explosion of adrenaline. Lindsay huddled on her bed, trying to concentrate once again on her breath.
 
   Noiselessly, a shadow passed across Lindsay’s bedroom window, and her eyes snapped toward it. At first she thought it might be Sarabelle, returning to the house, or the policemen from Duck. But through the sheer curtains, she saw a monstrous form trying to peer in through the glass. She shot upright, trying to determine if she was hallucinating. The face seemed to be disfigured; horns sprouted from the top of its head. The hideous shadow disappeared but then immediately reappeared. Lindsay’s terrified eyes were unable to make sense of what she was seeing. She wrapped the blanket tight around her as if it had some kind of magical power to protect her, and she crossed the small room wearing it like a cape. Pressing herself against the wall, she steeled her frayed nerves. “1...2...,” she counted in time with her shaky breaths. On the count of three, she flung back the curtain to reveal…Kipper—head tilted sideways, tongue hanging out. She rushed to the front door and opened it. Kipper stood there, looking up at her with his round, chocolate-drop eyes. She lowered herself to the threshold next to him, hugging his rain-soaked body close to her and burying her face in his warm fur. Whether out of shock or pure relief, she began to laugh.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Warren and Claire returned to the house a few hours later, grim-faced and dripping wet. They found Lindsay drinking coffee on the living room floor with two policemen from Duck, who had arrived shortly after Kipper had returned. Lindsay was still wrapped in her blanket, but she was now wearing dry clothes under it and her winter coat over the top of it; she seemed unable to get warm. 
 
   Claire wiped her fogged-up glasses with her sodden shirtsleeve. “How are you doing?” she asked Lindsay. “You look better.”
 
   “I’m a lot better, thanks,” Lindsay said, smiling weakly. 
 
   She had already called her father to give him the news of Aunt Harding’s death. Although Jonah Harding wasn’t emotionally close to Aunt Harding, she knew he would mourn her loss deeply. His own parents had been dead for more than 30 years. The old woman had represented his only link to that part of his past. He wanted to come immediately, to comfort Lindsay and help with funeral arrangements, but she assured him that there was nothing to be done. He was better off in bed, resting his injured back.
 
   Claire turned her attention to the two uniformed officers from Duck. They scrambled to standing as she addressed them. “Thanks for coming, guys. This is Detective Satterwhite. He’s the one working the murder in New Albany. You may have heard about him working with the FBI last summer to solve that big murder case with the Civil War re-enactors. For the time being, he’s going to run the show. But I promised him that whatever he needs locally or from the county will be at his disposal.”
 
   Warren played it cool, but Lindsay could tell he was basking in the glow of the authority Claire had publically bestowed on him. Lindsay had always been slightly confused by the complex ways that different law enforcement agencies worked with one another to solve murder cases. From what she’d seen second-hand through Warren’s work, even if a murder took place within a single jurisdiction, personnel from the State and Federal Bureaus of Investigation and neighboring municipalities and counties could all be involved. When the FBI had come to Mount Moriah the previous summer, Lindsay had assumed that they were the big bosses who would take over the investigation. Instead, Warren had explained that the local authority usually keeps control of the cases it initiates unless it chooses to or is ordered by the courts to hand them over. 
 
   “I appreciate that, Sheriff Burke,” he said. He turned to the Duck officers with a knitted brow. “I know this is messing with y’all’s Christmas and I imagine you got things you’d rather be doing. So I expect we’d better get started securing whatever evidence we can find in the house.” 
 
   The police officers seemed grateful to have someone definitively take charge. “That’s why we’re sitting down here. We didn’t want to disturb anything until you got back,” the younger officer, who had introduced himself to Lindsay earlier as Officer Short, said. He was so fresh-faced and clear-eyed that, in his uniform, he looked like an Eagle Scout.
 
   “Just let us know what you want us to do,” the older officer said, introducing himself to Warren as Officer Yancey. “Can’t remember the last time we had a murder in Duck. I’ve been here for going on 10 years and I know I’ve never worked a murder case. We usually spend most of the winter protecting empty properties from break-ins, being glorified security guards.”
 
   “The guys from the state crime scene unit are still working out on the dunes,” Warren said. “They’re going to send another couple of people out to look over the house. They should be here shortly. Could I have a moment alone with Reverend Harding, please?” Not waiting for an answer, he helped Lindsay to her feet and guided her outside. The rain had finally stopped, and they tromped out through the wet sand.
 
   “Are you really okay?” he asked.
 
   “I keep seeing her. Lying there.”
 
   As they moved out of sight of the house, he took hold of her hands and rubbed each of them in turn, letting the friction heat them. “I know. I’m sorry you had to see that, and I’m sorry we had to leave you alone.” 
 
   At Warren’s use of the word “alone,” worry crept into Lindsay’s mind. She remembered that she had yet to tell Warren about Sarabelle being at the house, but even as the words began to form, she hesitated. Sarabelle had seemed utterly terrified of going to the police; Lindsay had never seen anyone so scared. 
 
   The crackle of static on Warren’s walkie talkie interrupted her train of thought. “Detective Satterwhite, the state boys’ll be here in two minutes to start on the house.” 
 
   Warren raised the walkie talkie to his face and replied, “Copy. I’m heading back now.” He turned to Lindsay. “Look, Lins. I’m real sorry about this, but we’re gonna need you to move out for awhile so the crime scene guys can go over the house. It might take a couple of days. If you feel ready to give your statement when we get back, then we can get you packed up and outta here. Where’s your car, by the way?”
 
   “I left it in Corolla.”
 
   “You probably shouldn’t drive right now anyway. You still look a little shaky. I’m sure one of the Duck guys can take you into town. Why don’t you call Anna? I expect they can find some space for you at the Sandpiper. You can rest up for as long as you need to.” He removed his coat and draped it over her shoulders.
 
   “Maybe I should just go back to Mount Moriah,” Lindsay said. She felt deflated, defeated. “I can’t imagine going to Anna’s wedding in less than a week.”
 
   “I can’t let you go back home.”
 
   For a brief moment, Lindsay thought he was making a grand romantic gesture—refusing to leave her side during this terrible crisis. But almost as soon as the thought flickered into her brain, she realized what he really meant. That she had to remain nearby as a witness to the crime. For all she knew, she was a suspect.
 
   “Of course. You need to question me.”
 
   “I can’t be the one to put you through that.”
 
   “It’s okay. I know you have to.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry, but I mean I shouldn’t be the one to question you. It wouldn’t look right. That’s why I asked Claire to get involved. She was one of my instructors at the Academy and now she’s the Deputy Sheriff. She’s an old-school, by-the-book gal. If I can pass muster with her, I can pass muster with anybody. Usually, when a case crosses jurisdictions, it’s a matter of, ‘He who has the body, has the case,’ but this time, I need her to take the lead on some things. I’m just too close. When we catch this guy and the case gets tried, I need everything to be totally above board. No hint that I did anything special because I’m acquainted with you.”
 
   “Acquainted with me?” Lindsay’s voice came out with greater force. “Does that mean you came out here intending to question me? What exactly do you suspect me of doing?” She was no longer a mewling kitten, shivering in his arms. She stopped walking and pulled her hand away from his. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,” he said.
 
   Lindsay turned from Warren, toward the house. In the distance, a small group of wild horses grazed among the dunes. Aunt Harding’s house lay directly in front of them, and Lindsay took it in completely for the first time in years. It squatted low on the thin, sandy soil, flanked by a few stands of battered beachgrass. Unusually for the Outer Banks, the foundation was raised only a few feet off the ground. The new building codes required homes along the coast to ascend to mind-boggling heights of 10 or 12 feet in order to keep them safe from the storm surges that occasionally engulfed the islands. Despite its non-compliance, the old place had managed to survive decades of gales and hurricanes. Aunt Harding’s house hunkered down obstinately clinging to the ground, refusing to be moved even as the landscape around it shifted.
 
   Warren put his hand on the small of her back, and said in a softer tone, “Please don’t be mad at me. I’m on your side. I promise. We weren’t coming to question you. We were coming to talk to your aunt.”
 
   She nodded. “Why, though? You said there was some connection to Lydia Sikes?”
 
   “Well, I decided to do a little internet searching. I wondered if Lydia Sikes’s killer might be having second thoughts about keeping hold of the murder weapon. Happens a lot. The criminal takes the weapon away with them, but then they start to worry. What if their house gets searched? What if their car gets pulled over? Suddenly, the person starts thinking maybe they should get rid of the evidence. We already know that this killer was too greedy to leave the gun at the scene, so it seemed unlikely that he would suddenly up and chuck it into a river. 
 
   “And lo and behold,” he continued, “a man in Alamance County was selling a Smith and Wesson Model 29 on Facebook. You know there are whole groups on there devoted to this kind of stuff.”
 
   “Is that legal?” Lindsay asked. The idea of anonymous strangers exchanging weapons with such ease gave her a chill.
 
   “Usually. Any that aren’t operating above board get shut down pretty quickly, and the moderators are good about reporting anyone whose actions seem questionable. In this case, we decided to pay the seller a call. He was surprised as heck to see us, I can tell you that. He said he’d just bought the gun a few days before from an old woman and her son. Said they seemed anxious to sell it, so he felt like he got a pretty good deal on it. He’d only bought it to turn a profit and was looking to sell it on quickly.”
 
   “Isn’t it a little risky to list a stolen gun on a website?”
 
   “Not if the gun wasn’t stolen. He had all the paperwork, and it was in order. The old woman even showed him her permit and her concealed carry license.”
 
   “So it was legitimate? I don’t understand. Was it just coincidence that it was the same kind of gun in the same area?”
 
   “Well, he showed us a copy of the bill of sale. The gun had been registered to Patricia Harding.” Lindsay’s jaw dropped. Warren held up his hands and continued. “Before you say anything, I think I know what you’re thinking—Patricia Harding doesn’t have a son.”
 
   Lindsay felt the pilot light of her intellect reignite. “Leander Swoopes?”
 
    “Exactly. We showed the gun seller a picture of Swoopes. If you remember, old Leander’s got a pretty unmistakable face.”
 
   Lindsay doubted she’d ever forget that face. The algae-green eyes, the leathery yellow skin, the thinning black hair slicked back from an unnaturally high forehead. “Aunt Harding was in league with Swoopes?” 
 
   “Maybe he really is her son. Some of our guys are looking into the records.”
 
   “That just can’t be.” The thought of Aunt Harding being pregnant and giving birth struck Lindsay as a physical impossibility. It was like suggesting that a baby could spring forth out of a slab of granite.
 
   “Stranger things have happened. Anyway, that’s what we came here to find out,” he said. 
 
   “Well, there’s another connection,” Lindsay said. Even though she wasn’t sure how her mother could have been involved with Lydia Sikes’s death or Aunt Harding’s disposal of the murder weapon, Sarabelle Harding was clearly the missing link between the two murders.
 
   But Warren had stopped listening to her. Additional police vehicles had arrived while Lindsay and Warren had been out walking, and there seemed to be some commotion coming from the house. Warren held up his hand and strained his ears toward the sound. “Do you hear that barking?” he asked, moving quickly toward the sound. “Is that your aunt’s dog? The one who led you to the body? He wasn’t there when Claire and I went out to the shack.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s Kipper. He was going nuts when the Duck guys got here, so I tied him up in the yard. I suppose I’d better take him with me, unless you want to question him, too?” Try as she might, she couldn’t keep an edge of bitter sarcasm from creeping in.  
 
   As Lindsay and Warren circled around the back of the house, Lindsay warned, “Now watch out. He hates strangers. He might go for you.” To her astonishment, however, as soon as she and Warren rounded the corner of the house, Kipper immediately fell silent. He sat down and perked his ears up expectantly. 
 
   “What in the world?” Warren whispered.
 
   “Yeah, it’s weird. From what I’ve seen, he’s usually pretty ferocious with people he doesn’t know.”
 
   “That’s because Paul knows me.”
 
   “Who’s Paul?”
 
   “Kipper is Paul. He’s the fourth Beatle. Tanner’s missing dog.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Tanner’s dog?! I thought it died during the hurricane last summer,” Lindsay said. Her mind was like a wet sponge, so sodden that it struggled to absorb this new revelation.
 
                 “So did everybody,” Warren said, shaking his head in amazement. “Tanner said she last saw him when he got caught up in the creek at the back of their property. Ringo fell in, and Paul went in after him. Tanner managed to pull Ringo out, but Paul got swept downstream. They never found his body.”
 
   “You’re not going to tell me that he somehow got swept all the way out to the Atlantic coast and ended up in Aunt Harding’s backyard, are you? And anyway why is he a Doberman? I assumed that Paul was another of those little orange fluffballs.”
 
   “No. Paul was my dad’s dog. After Dad died, Paul went to live with Tanner and Gibb. My mama didn’t like all the shedding. You know how particular she is about her house. They got the others after that and they all got named after he did.”
 
                 Warren crouched down and unhooked the dog from the rope that held him. “Hey, buddy. It’s good to see you.” The Doberman pressed himself against Warren, his whole body wagging with happiness.  
 
   “What are we going to do with him?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Take him back to Tanner and Gibb, I suppose.”
 
   “But he can’t stay tied up out here while you conduct your investigation.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right. Do you think he could stay with you at the hotel? I could drop him off later, once you get settled.”
 
   Before she could answer, one of the Duck police opened the kitchen door and called out to them. “Detective Satterwhite, could you come in here a minute? We’ve run into a bit of a problem.”
 
                 Warren gave the dog one last pat. “Stay,” he commanded as he walked toward the house. Warren made no gesture for Lindsay to follow him, so she was left to assume that the command applied to her, too. She knelt down beside the Doberman, stroking his smooth black fur. 
 
                 “Paul, eh? Can I still call you Kipper?” The dog lay down in the sand next to her, letting out a heavy sigh. “I can’t believe you were Tanner and Gibb’s dog.” Kipper looked at her with doleful eyes. “It’s not your fault. Tanner and Gibb aren’t your real parents, and those oversized barking hamsters aren’t your real brothers. You know what I find hardest to explain? You might be thinking that it’s the fact that you ended up here, hundreds of miles from home in my aunt’s house. You’re wrong. It’s the fact that you willingly risked your life to try to save Ringo during the hurricane. You’re either very brave, or you’re a complete moron.”
 
   Warren poked his head out the back door. “Lindsay, can you come in here a minute?”  
 
                 Lindsay clipped Kipper back onto the rope and went inside. Within the short span of time since she left, the house had begun to morph into a full-scale crime scene. She was asked not to move anything in the house without permission and to cover her shoes with little plastic booties to protect any evidence that might be lurking on the floors. Two uniformed officers stood next to the gun safe in the corner of the dining room. Warren pointed to it. “I don’t suppose you know the combination? I expect the walls of this sucker are around about two inches thick. Even with a big drill, it’s gonna take us a mighty long time to get through that.”
 
   “I don’t know it. I doubt she ever told anybody. Don’t policemen know all the tricks for picking locks and cracking safes?” 
 
   “I could probably pick a lock, if it came to it, but these dial safes aren’t all that common anymore. In banks and even most private homes, mostly it’s digital or biometric,” Warren said. “And the usual way a criminal opens a safe is to pick the whole thing up, carry it somewhere quiet, and smash the tar out of it ‘til it cracks. I’m not even sure that’s possible with this monster, and since we might need evidence out of here, I’d rather avoid that method altogether.”
 
   A cloudy memory rose to the surface of Lindsay’s mind. “Actually, there is somebody who might be able to get it open. I remember when I was little, there was one time the twirly dial on the combination lock got stuck. A guy from Duck came over and fixed it.”
 
   “Don’t suppose you’ve got a name and address?” Claire asked.
 
                 “I don’t even know if he’s still alive. He was old even then. I think he owned an antiques store. He was a High Tider.” 
 
   Warren looked confused, but the others instantly knew what she meant. Natives of the far southeast of North Carolina, especially Harker’s Island and Ocracoke, spoke with a distinctive regional accent. The way that they swapped the “I” sound in words for an “oy” had given rise to the nickname “high tiders”—the fishermen in those parts referred to the “hoy toyd” instead of the more customary North Carolina pronunciation “hah tahd.”  
 
   “Wynn Butterworth,” said the elder of the two Duck detectives, snapping his fingers in recognition. 
 
                 “That’s the guy,” Lindsay nodded.
 
   “Do you think you can bring him out here?” Warren asked the Duck policeman. “Let him know it’s urgent. Two of Patricia Harding’s weapons have shown up at the scenes of violent crimes. We’ve gotta find out what else is, or isn’t, in that safe.”
 
   Claire led Lindsay into the spare bedroom to help her pack. Although the deputy sheriff kept up a friendly conversation the entire time, Lindsay got the distinct impression that the purpose of Claire’s presence wasn’t to assist her, but rather to keep an eye on her. When Lindsay had finished collecting the belongings that she needed, Claire said, “Reverend Harding, do you think you’re ready to give a statement now? I’m sorry to ask you when you’ve been through such a terrible ordeal, but we need to move quickly. There’s good reason to believe that someone very dangerous is on the loose.”
 
                 The two women settled into the same high-backed wooden chairs next to the pellet stove where Lindsay and Sarabelle had sat only a few hours before. Claire placed a digital recorder on the table between them—as Warren had said, she was clearly a by-the-book gal. She asked Lindsay to recount the discovery of the body as precisely as she could. Meanwhile, Claire made notes and murmured “uh-huh” at regular intervals. 
 
   “Now let’s go back to last night. How did you get out here, Reverend? Detective Satterwhite said you left your car in Corolla.”
 
                 For some reason, it irked Lindsay to realize that Warren and Claire must have been talking about her behind her back, sharing her evidence. “That’s right. My car’s a two-wheel drive, so I got a ride from Simmy—Chrysanthemum Bennett. She lives in Corolla in the house called ‘Sailor Girl.’ I don’t know the real address. It’s the pink one near the lighthouse.” 
 
   “Did Ms. Bennett spend the night here last night?”
 
                 “No.”
 
   Claire arched her eyebrows. “Which bedroom did your aunt use? It looks like all the beds have been slept in.” Lindsay realized that she’d waited far too long to mention her mother’s presence in the house. She hadn’t set out to lie, but now there was no way to answer Claire’s question without looking like she’d been purposely withholding the information.
 
                 “She slept in the bedroom at the back, off the kitchen. And my mother, Sarabelle Harding, slept in the other one.”
 
                 Claire looked at Lindsay over the top of her reading glasses. “Your mother?”
 
   “She’s been living here for the past few months.”
 
                 “And she was Patricia’s niece?”
 
   “Um, no. Patricia Harding was my father’s aunt. Sarabelle was her niece by marriage, although actually, my parents are divorced now, so I suppose she was her ex-niece by marriage.” Lindsay realized that she was babbling, but there seemed to be no coherent way to describe the living arrangements.
 
   “Sarabelle Harding? As in the Sarabelle Harding that used to date Leander Swoopes, who is wanted for questioning in Lydia Sikes’s murder?”
 
   Lindsay couldn’t meet Claire’s gaze. “Yeah, that’s the one,” she mumbled.
 
                 “So your aunt and your mother remained close, after your parents’ divorce?”
 
   “Not exactly. No. I mean, they weren’t really close to begin with, as far as I know.”
 
                 “But they lived together?”
 
                 “It looks that way.”
 
   Annoyance crept into Claire’s carefully-measured words. “Where is Sarabelle Harding now? Was she here when you woke up this morning?”
 
                 “She was, but she left.”
 
                 Claire waited for Lindsay to say more, but she couldn’t think how to begin. Should she start with her childhood—the loneliness of the years spent in this house? With her mother’s descent into criminality and her purported redemption? With the events of the previous summer, when her mother led a dangerous criminal smack into the middle of her life? Was it possible to unpick more than 30 years of crossed wires and tightly-bound knots of emotion and lay the whole story of her family flat and straight so another person could understand it? 
 
   The detective’s initial warmth and friendliness had frosted over. Her questions now flew at Lindsay like tiny bits of ice. “Reverend Harding, where’s your mother?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know. I don’t have any way to contact her, either. When I told her that Aunt Harding had been killed, she seemed terrified. She threw all her stuff in a suitcase and took off.”
 
   “Took off how? Your car isn’t here and your aunt’s truck is still outside.  Did she have her own car?”
 
   “No. I guess she must’ve walked.”
 
   “If she walked, why didn’t the Duck officers see her?” Claire asked sharply. “They came up that road only a few minutes later. They would’ve noticed if they’d seen a lone woman walking along.” 
 
   The same question had occurred to Lindsay, but she had no answer. There were trees and bushes along the road in some places, but this time of year, they were mostly bare of leaves. Try as she might, she couldn’t picture her mother—wearing high heeled boots and dragging a suitcase—diving into the undergrowth for cover as police cars bore down on her. “I don’t know. Aunt Harding’s was the only vehicle that was here.”
 
   The front door swung open, giving Lindsay a temporary respite from the increasingly insistent line of questioning. The older officer from the Duck police entered, accompanied by Wynn Butterworth. The elderly man leaned heavily on an elaborately-carved walking stick. In his free hand, he carried a large brown leather bag of the type that old-fashioned country doctors were known to use. Butterworth was at least 50 pounds overweight, and he puffed with the effort of climbing the small set of stairs that led up to the front porch. His eyes immediately locked on Lindsay. 
 
   “Well, you must be Little Miss Lindsay, all grown up,” he began. “I remember seeing you around when you was just a tiny, little thing. Have to say, you got your mama’s good looks. I’d’ve almost reckoned that that was a young Sarabelle Harding sitting there by the fire.” Even after many decades of living in Duck, his High Tide brogue hadn’t been altered in the slightest. For him, “fire” was “foyer” and “sitting there” was a single word— “settinehr.” A neatly-trimmed goatee sat in the middle of Wynn Butterworth’s oval-shaped head, giving him the appearance of a bearded egg. If he’d been a Midwesterner, people might have remarked on how pale and unwrinkled his skin was for someone nearing his ninth decade of life. However, for an Outer Banks native to have such a smooth, white complexion at any age made him practically a freak of nature. 
 
                 Warren emerged from the dining area to greet the elderly man. “Thanks for coming, Mr. Butterworth. We hate to interrupt your family’s Christmas like this.”
 
   “Least I can do. Patty was an old friend. I’ve known her since the War.” He gave a sad-eyed smile. “That’s World War II, for the young’uns.” 
 
   “You mentioned Sarabelle Harding,” Claire cut in. “In what capacity do you know her?” 
 
   “Know?” Butterworth said. “Knew, more like. Back when she was first going with Patty’s nephew, they used to come out here now and again. That was years and years ago. Then again, when you get to be my age, most things were years and years ago.”
 
   “So you haven’t seen her lately?” Claire asked.
 
   “Can’t say that I have, ma’am. One of my customers said she thought she saw her working at the Food Lion, but I told her that she must be mistaken. No way a woman like that would end up frosting cupcakes at the Food Lion! That Sarabelle was a real beauty. Local boys’d snap their necks trying to get a look at her. From what I heard, she was nearly as wild as Patty was back in her own day.”
 
   “Aunt Harding was wild?” Lindsay asked. It felt alien to hear her family history discussed in such a natural, affable way. Aunt Harding had never told stories from her past unless they were specifically calibrated to demonstrate how modern society was going to the dogs. Believing that Patricia Harding used to be wild was almost as hard as believing that she used to be young.
 
   “Oh Lord, yes! Patty and Simmy Bennett was two regular firecrackers. Simmy was the life and soul of every party, and Patty was always right there beside her. From the time she was 13, your Aunt Patty could outdrink an oysterman. I know y’all must be in a state of mourning right now, but you should come on by my store when you’re feelin’ up to it, Miss Lindsay. I’ll tell you a story or two.” He smiled sympathetically at her and then looked around the room. “Old place looks pretty much the same as ever. I expect that the gun safe is still over yonder—don’t reckon anybody could’ve moved that beast. Her daddy bought it years and years ago. I heard that he spent two month’s wages on it and it took six men to load it into a rowboat and bring it across the Sound.” As he spoke, he worked his way over to the safe, relying heavily on his cane. To Warren he said, “Son, could you pull up one of them chairs for me? I’m mommucked. These old legs don’t jig like they used to.”
 
                 Butterworth began the process of sitting in the chair. It was a complicated operation that seemed to involve a good deal of mental and physical preparation. When he was finally settled, he opened his leather satchel. He balanced a pad of paper and pencil on one knee and put a stethoscope over his ears. “Would y’all mind clearing out of here? I need to listen to what this old gal here says to me. That’s gonna be hard enough without y’all shuffling around in here like deacons at a funeral.” 
 
   “Why don’t we get you to the hotel?” Claire said quietly, taking Lindsay to one side. “We can finish this later. I’m sure you’re tired. Please call me immediately if you hear anything from your mother, or if you think of anything that could be important.”
 
    “You make sure you stop by my store, now,” Butterworth called as Lindsay moved toward the door. To the police assembled around them, the invitation sounded like the friendly request of a lonely old man. However, as Butterworth’s incisive gaze locked on Lindsay, she was certain that he was issuing her with a summons.
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
                 Lindsay had phoned Anna on her way to the Sandpiper. She briefly filled her in on the circumstances surrounding her aunt’s death and on her need to find alternative accommodation. When Officer Short, who had been tasked with dropping her off at the hotel, pulled up, Anna and Drew were waiting at the front entrance. Drew rushed to help Lindsay carry her luggage inside while Anna put her arm around Lindsay’s shoulder and guided her into the hotel’s impressive lobby. A massive Christmas tree stood in one corner, festooned with red ribbons and white lights. Evergreen garlands wound around the first-floor balcony that overlooked the reception area. From a bank of skylights overhead, shafts of sunlight streamed into the open room. The morning’s rain had cleared. Following her grim discovery, Lindsay had completely forgotten that it was Christmas. Now she felt as if she had walked out of a horror story and into a fairytale.
 
   “I’m so sorry to show up like this. I feel like I’m a big black cloud coming to rain on your parade.” Tears formed in Lindsay’s eyes as she spoke. She had grown up feeling that her life’s many misfortunes were a contagion. She’d spent years avoiding friendships, avoiding love, out of fear that her curse would spread to others. And now, here she was, bringing a gruesome murder along to her friend’s wedding.
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for,” Drew said. He put his hand on her back and smiled kindly. Like Anna, Drew was tall and good-looking. In contrast to Anna’s casual beauty, though, Drew always seemed meticulously put together. His black hair glistened with an expensive-smelling hair product, and his outfit, a striped, button-down shirt worn under a thin gray cardigan, seemed carefully chosen to transmit the message that he was a successful groom-to-be: relaxed, on vacation, and at ease in the world.
 
   For her part, Lindsay hadn’t showered in two days and looked like she had been dragged down the beach from Corolla by her hair. Wind-blown sand coated her like a second skin. Suddenly very aware that she was only five feet tall, Lindsay craned her neck as she spoke to the two of them. “Thanks, guys. I’m kind of a wreck.”
 
   “We’re so sorry about what happened. We’ll have you feeling better in no time,” Anna said. “Don’t worry about a thing. The hotel is all booked up for the next couple days, but my mother said you can stay with her. She has an extra bed in her room. We didn’t think it was a good idea for you to be alone anyway.” Lindsay noted how Anna, for the first time, had stopped speaking like a single person. Now “we,” rather than “I,” came up with the ideas.
 
   “You know, it’s really nice that y’all arranged this, but I’m not sure I’m up to sharing a room with a stranger.”
 
   “You won’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to. My mother’s under strict instructions not to bring up what happened to your aunt unless you want to talk about it,” Anna said. “We want you to have some time to regroup.”
 
   Lindsay shook her head uncertainly. “Still, I don’t know if I can handle the company.”
 
   “Maybe having her share with my mom wasn’t such a great idea,” Anna said, casting a worried glance at Drew. “Emotional sensitivity isn’t her strong suit.”
 
   “It’ll be great,” he reassured her. Turning to Lindsay, he said, “We really think this is the best thing for you. Anna’s mom is really…upbeat. You’ll see. It’ll do you some good to have company,” Drew said, with his usual assurance. His unwavering positivity and self-confidence were, without a doubt, huge assets for his work as a brain surgeon. These qualities had attracted Anna, who, despite her veneer of effortless perfection, was secretly prone to bouts of crippling worry and insecurity. They were also, without a doubt, the main reasons why Lindsay had decided she couldn’t date him. She was never one to swallow proclamations issued from above, especially from a man whose capacity for optimism rivaled that of a Disney princess.  
 
   “Oh, there she is now. She said she’d meet us down here,” Anna said. A stunning blonde-haired woman was crossing the lobby towards them. Lindsay knew that she must be at least in her mid 60’s, but, like Anna, she had a chiseled beauty that defied age. 
 
   “You must be Lindsay,” the woman said, extending her manicured hand like she was offering something of great value. “I’m Anna’s mother, Lindsey Stark. Lindsey, with an ‘E.’ Isn’t that funny?” Lindsey-with-an-E’s ringing laughter echoed off the walls with such force that Lindsay felt like it might shake the needles from the Christmas wreaths. She wore an elegant red wrap shirt and black trousers. On a lesser woman, her high-volume, multi-layered hairstyle would’ve looked like a truck driver’s mullet, but on her it looked sophisticated and glamorous. 
 
   “My mother just flew in this morning,” Anna said. 
 
   “How’s Paris?” Lindsay asked. She remembered that Anna’s mother appraised fine art for a living and lived in the French capital.
 
   “I’m in Brussels now for a few months. Preparing a collection to be auctioned at Christie’s next month. Gorgeous pieces. Some exquisite pre-Raphaelite paintings.”
 
   “We’re lucky they could spare you,” Drew said amiably.
 
   Lindsey-with-an-E turned the full force of her high-wattage smile on the couple. “How could I miss your wedding?! I’d say it only happens once in a lifetime, but in Anna’s case, we know it’s at least twice.” Another sonic boom of laughter erupted from her lipsticked mouth. “I simply can’t get over what a handsome couple you make.” Lindsey-with-an-E ran her hand down Drew’s arm as she lingered on the word “handsome.” She then turned her fluorescent smile back to Lindsay. “A few of us are meeting for lunch and a few drinkies in the restaurant in a little while. Have you eaten? They have the most amazing chimichurri grilled scallops here. And my own mother was Argentinean, so I know that of which I speak.” Anna’s mother tossed her head back and laughed again. Her glistening teeth and corona of blonde hair made her look like a lion in full roar. “Well, come on, let’s get you settled in, Lindsay.” She paused, as if deep in thought. “You know, it’s odd calling someone else by my name. People might get confused. Do you have a nickname or something that we could all call you?” 
 
                 “No. I’ve always just been called Lindsay.”
 
                 “What about ‘Little Lindsay’?”
 
   “Little Lindsay?” Lindsay repeated. 
 
   “You know, because you’re so petite? I mean you really are absolutely adorable, like a little Christmas elf. I just want to pick you up and put you on that Christmas tree.”
 
   The taller woman looked at her with such undisguised supremacy that Lindsay feared that she might actually follow through with it. She reflexively braced herself, preparing to be flung into the greenery. However, another boom of the woman’s paint-stripping laughter broke the momentary tension.
 
   “Little Lindsay,” Drew smiled along. “That’s great!”
 
   “I know!” Anna’s mother screeched. 
 
   “Okay, Mom.” Anna patted her hands on the air in front of her, trying to signal her mother to tone things down. “Remember what we talked about? Lindsay’s been through a lot today. She needs to relax.”
 
   Anna’s mother nodded her head gravely and put her index finger to her lips. “Of course, of course. Mum’s the word on all that.” She gave Lindsay’s arm a sympathetic pat. “I’m sure that was absolutely appalling for you, dear. It’s a good idea not to dwell on such gruesome things. After all, we’re here for a wedding. And it’s Christmas for heaven’s sake! What you need is to get your mind off of it. Right?” Without waiting for a reply, she continued, “This is going to be an absolute riot! I haven’t had a roomie since I was at Vassar. Who knows what naughty things we girls might get up to?” As she spoke, she tipped her head flirtatiously towards Drew. Without waiting for a response, she grabbed “Little” Lindsay by the elbow and led her along the corridor.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   Only after promising to join the wedding party later for Christmas “drinkies” in the bar had Lindsay managed to convince her new roommate to go to lunch without her. Following a nap, a shower, and an outfit change, Lindsay began to feel more like herself. Her recovery was helped by the fact that Lindsey-with-an-E had clearly secured one of the nicest rooms in the hotel. French doors opened onto a large private deck with steps that went down to the hotel’s pool and along a private boardwalk to the ocean. Despite the chilly weather, Lindsay cracked one of the doors open so she could listen to the whispering of the ocean. She was just pinning the last of her unruly curls away from her face when she heard a sharp knock on the door. She crossed the room and pulled it open.
 
   “Did you even look through the peephole? I could’ve been anybody,” Warren chastised. Kipper, with tail wagging, stood at Warren’s side.
 
   “But you were you, so everything’s fine,” Lindsay said smiling wanly.
 
   Warren pushed past her into the room and shut the door hard behind him. He was carrying a small cardboard box, which he deposited with a thump on the dresser next to the TV. “What is it going to take for you to start taking care of yourself? What’s wrong with you?” The normally unflappable Warren was quite clearly flapped.
 
   “What’s wrong with me?! What’s wrong with you? After all that’s happened today, you come storming in here with all guns blazing yelling at me about peepholes? What’s this all about?”
 
   “Claire told me about her interview with you. Why didn’t you tell me that Sarabelle was staying out there with you? You could have at least mentioned it this morning before Claire and I headed out to the crime scene! You made me look like a complete idiot in front of everyone.”
 
   “What? Here I thought you’d come over to check on me, seeing as how I found my aunt’s dead body earlier today and now I’m stuck here in a hotel full of strangers.”
 
   Where other people’s faces went red with anger, Warren’s drained entirely of color, save for two crimson circles that formed in the middle of his cheeks. “Oh, I’m sorry that you have to stay at a luxury resort while I’m out trying to explain to my colleagues why I didn’t know my girlfriend was staying in a house with her convicted criminal mother and her aunt, who was wanted for questioning in connection with a murder. Both of whom, I might add, have had recent contact with the prime suspect in an ongoing investigation.”
 
   “If you thought my aunt was so dangerous, why did you let me spend the night there last night?” Lindsay replied. 
 
   “The connection between your aunt and Swoopes wasn’t positively confirmed until this morning. Maybe we could’ve figured the link out quicker if you’d told me about Sarabelle. I didn’t tell you sooner because I didn’t want to worry you until I knew for definite.”
 
   “Once again you hide things from me like I’m a baby.”
 
   “Me hide things from you? Because of you, a convicted criminal, who I’d very much like to have questioned, escaped right out from under me. You’re hiding Lord knows what else from me while I’m out there covering for you.” He glanced out the French doors and across the wide wooden deck. “Poor little Lindsay stuck here with her ocean view.”
 
   “Don’t call me Little Lindsay.”
 
   “Why didn’t you try to stop her from getting away? For all we know, she could have killed your aunt.”
 
   “I don’t know why I didn’t stop her. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Besides, she was completely shocked when I told her about Aunt Harding. And she seemed terrified. Even Sarabelle isn’t that good an actress. I have no illusions about what kind of person she is, but she’s definitely not a killer,” Lindsay said with authoritative shake of her head. “No way.”
 
                 Kipper whimpered, looking from Warren to Lindsay and back again, unsure where his loyalties lay. Noticing his distress, Lindsay leaned over and petted his head. “It’s okay, Kipper.”
 
                 “His name is Paul. One of your criminal womenfolk stole him from my sister, remember?” Warren rested his balled fists on his hips and glared at her.
 
                 Lindsay had never seen Warren so angry. Usually, if he was annoyed or upset about something, he became deathly quiet. She wondered why he’d had to choose today of all days to finally explode. Why hadn’t she just told him sooner about Sarabelle?! Had the opportunity really not arisen, or had she been held back by some misguided sense of loyalty to her mother? That woman’s mere existence was enough to cause chaos.
 
   Lindsay moved in front of Warren and put her hand on his chest. “Calm down, okay? I wasn’t trying to lie to you about Sarabelle. I had no idea that she was staying with Aunt Harding until I walked in the door last night. And you must know I had no inkling whatsoever that Aunt Harding was supplying Leander Swoopes with guns or about Kipper belonging to your sister. I can’t help who I’m related to.” She sank down on the edge of her bed. “You include me in your cases when it suits you—when you need somebody to bounce ideas off of and you know I’ll help you. But sometimes I don’t know if I’m supposed to be your deputy or your girlfriend.”
 
   “Look, Lindsay. I’m trying to do my job while at the same time protecting you from somebody who doesn’t seem to hesitate to pull the trigger whenever the mood takes him. And you keep on throwing roadblocks in the way of both of those things. You hide information from me, and you put yourself in harm’s way.”
 
   “How have I put myself in harm’s way, exactly? By coming to visit my elderly aunt for Christmas? If you want me to be safe, why don’t I stay with you instead of here? That way you and Claire can keep an eye on me at all times.”
 
   “Claire and I are staying at a house the Duck Police arranged for us. We can’t have a witness in a murder investigation staying there with us. For all everybody else knows, you’re somehow involved in this.”
 
   Lindsay had managed to keep her emotions in check all day, allowing only tiny bubbles of anger, fear, and desperation to break the surface. Now, however, she was struggling to keep her shattered psyche from boiling over. “You let them think I’m a suspect?”
 
   Warren dodged the question. He crossed the room and pulled the French door shut. “Whose ashes are in your aunt’s gun safe?”
 
   “Ashes? Have you lost your mind?!”
 
   “There was a metal box inside the safe. Inside the box are somebody’s ashes. I thought you might want to tell me whose they are.”
 
   “I have no idea. Can’t you see? I didn’t know my aunt. She was an uncaring, lonely old misanthrope. We weren’t close, and she never told me things. She tolerated me when I lived with her, but I’ve hardly seen her over the past 20 years. Will you sit down please? You’re making me nervous.”
 
   Warren stopped his angry pacing, but he didn’t sit down. “You know what’s funny? Wynn Butterworth spent over an hour cracking that safe, getting all the pins to click into place, meticulously graphing out the combinations until he had figured it all out. Do you know what the combination was? 04-27-04-27-04-27. Do you recognize those numbers?”
 
   “April 27th? My birthday,” Lindsay whispered, her eyes wide with astonishment.
 
   “Yes. Your birthday was the combination on your aunt’s safe. And you know what else was in that safe besides her gun collection and some mystery person’s ashes? The stuff in that box.” He jabbed his finger toward the cardboard container on the dresser. 
 
   “What is it?” Lindsay asked. She crossed the room and lifted the lid. Inside, she found a stack of papers and photos. Flicking through them, she saw her old report cards, school pictures, and a card she’d made for her aunt when she was seven. 
 
   “That’s right. All your old stuff from when you lived there. Birthday cards you and Jonah sent her over the years. A clipping from the New Albany Gazette when you got the chaplain job at the Medical Center.”
 
   Lindsay stood perfectly still. She felt like if she moved, if she even took a deep breath, she would be swallowed up by the ground below her. These revelations upended everything she had believed about her aunt. To Lindsay, Aunt Harding had been the mechanical life-support system of her childhood—the person who had done the bare minimum to feed her, house her, and keep her clean. She wracked her brain, trying to conjure a single memory of tenderness, a single instance when her aunt showed that Lindsay meant something more to her than an unwanted obligation. Why would her aunt save those mementos? Surely, they were bound to each other by familial duty, not by love. “I don’t understand,” Lindsay said, her voice raw.
 
   “You’ve been feeling sorry for yourself all this time, and you missed what was right in front of you. She cared about you. Lots of people care about you, but you make it so hard for them sometimes.”
 
   There was a brief silence, as years of rage fizzed up inside Lindsay. “I make it hard? How dare you! You don’t know what it was like for me as a kid. Is it supposed to be good enough for me to find out now that she secretly cared? Children respond to hugs and nice words. They like cookie baking and parties and toys. Maybe Stalin spent his spare time helping little old ladies across the street and Attila the Hun liked to cuddle homeless kittens, but it’s not really what people remember about them, is it? 
 
   “I’m supposedly so lucky to have all these people that truly love me, way deep down in their hearts,” she continued, her voice rising in volume. “Simmy says that my mother cares about me, when she shows her love by abandoning me and then trying to blackmail me. You tell me that Aunt Harding loved me, but she showed it by treating me like a rock in her shoe. And what about you, who loves me so much but then comes over here and treats me like a criminal? Who says he wants to protect me, but then leaves me alone when I need him?”
 
   She marched over to the hall door and, with shaking hands, opened it wide. “Tell you what. I’m going to resolve the little dilemma you’ve been having. You don’t have to worry about my criminal family or about people thinking that you’re giving me special treatment because I’m your girlfriend. Because I’m not your girlfriend anymore. I’m nothing to you but a witness. Or, if you want, a suspect.”
 
   Warren turned his face like he’d been slapped. He stood there for a moment, waving his arms slightly as if conducting a silent symphony. His brown eyes searched Lindsay’s face, then Kipper’s, seeming to seek out a sign of softening, an indication that there was more to be said. He might as well have sought warmth from a pair of icebergs.
 
   Lindsay tapped her foot impatiently and pointed down the hallway. “You can take that kind of love and get out of here—before I sic Kipper on you.” 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Lindsay spent the next day lying in bed, fending off invitations from Anna, Drew, and Anna’s mother to join them in various pre-wedding activities. As another episode in the all-day Happy Days marathon flickered onto the TV screen, Lindsay clicked the off button on the remote. The box of mementos from her aunt’s safe stood alongside the TV, and although she tried to ignore it, more and more, she felt drawn to open it.
 
   She lifted the lid and dumped the contents onto the white duvet of her king-sized bed. On top were the things that she’d seen the previous day—the series of straight-A report cards with comments like, “Lindsay is an exceptionally bright child, but she does not play well with others her own age. She often seems overly serious for such a young child, and at times even morbid. Please let me know if you would like me to refer her to the District Psychologist.” Aunt Harding had apparently disregarded that well-meaning offer.
 
   Almost everything in the box related to her. It seemed that Aunt Harding had kept every scrap of paper that had ever passed between them. A small pang of guilt tugged at Lindsay’s solar plexus as she realized just how little she’d kept in touch with her aunt. If these little contacts had meant so much to Patricia Harding, why had she never shown it?
 
   Nearer to the bottom of the box, she found two objects that she’d never seen before. The first was a scrap of navy blue cloth aboutthe size of a bookmark. In a baroque script, the lettersMARI were embroidered in fraying gold thread. The scrap seemed to have been scissored out of a larger piece of material. The fabric felt old and brittle, almost like paper. She turned it over in her hands, but it offered no further clues. The other strange object was a brief news story from the Elizabeth City Daily Advance. The date had been cut off of the article, but the paper was almost brown with age. It reported the death of a 37-year-old woman named Rita Lutz in a single car crash. Again, Lindsay examined the paper closely, but could find nothing to indicate its relationship to her aunt.
 
   She dialed her father’s number. He picked up on the first ring. “So you’re answering your phone yourself now?” She kidded. “Where are your minions?”
 
   Jonah Harding’s laugh washed over her like warm summer rain. “I sent them home. I’m temporarily minion-less. Might even brush my own teeth tonight.” He sighed. “I can’t wait until I’m back on my feet. I hate the thought of you out there all by yourself, dealing with all of this while I’m laying here getting my pillows fluffed by Mrs. Heyer.”
 
   “Your pillows fluffed, eh?” Lindsay teased her father, picturing the way his cheeks burned bright pink with embarrassment whenever he said something unintentionally suggestive.
 
   “Mrs. Heyer is a widow in her 80’s. She was a nurse for 40 years, and she’s an excellent pillow fluffer. But forget about me and my pillows. How are you?” 
 
   The two of them had grown closer since they were thrown together the previous summer by Leander and Sarabelle’s schemes. Once upon a time, Lindsay would’ve met his earnestness and never-ending enquiries into her well-being with sarcasm and evasion. Now, however, she answered honestly. “It’s been hard. Pretty terrible, actually. But I’m okay.”
 
   “Are you sure? I have multiple minions who could drive me.” Jonah had been forbidden by his doctor from driving, and was supposed to be spending the week resting flat on his back. 
 
   “I know you’re worried, but there’s honestly nothing you can do, and it would only make things worse if you bump along the highway in the car for five hours and mess up your back even more.”
 
   “Well, the offer stands if you need me. So what’s up with you?”
 
   “I was going through some of Aunt Harding’s things. Did she ever know somebody named Ritz Lutz? Or somebody named Mari, spelled with an ‘i’?”
 
   “Hmm…doesn’t ring any bells. Why?”
 
   “It’s probably not important. We can talk about it when I see you.”
 
                 They chatted a while longer before signing off. Lindsay knew that her “upbeat” roommate would be returning soon, no doubt to try to strong-arm her into joining the group for dinner and “drinkies.” She quickly gathered the contents back into the box and slipped it into a drawer next to her bed. Pulling on her jogging clothes, she turned to Kipper, who was dozing on the floor. “How about we blow this joint? Are you up for a run?”
 
   The dog’s ears perked to attention and his tail began to swing wildly to and fro. Lindsay clipped Kipper on to his leash and headed out. As she passed the front desk she left word about her plans, in case Anna was in mother hen mode. 
 
   She and Kipper moved north and west across the island towards the Sound, until they reached the rocky beach. She stopped there, breathing hard from the exertion. Evening was beginning to fall, and Lindsay stared across the small, scattered islands and inlets of the Currituck Sound toward the North Carolina mainland. North of Duck, the mammoth vacation homes all clustered along the Atlantic side, leaving the sound-side virtually empty. There was no real beach here, just an anemic line of trees, a border of sea grass, and a thin ribbon of rocks and sand. The wind had died down completely and the water had settled into a mirror-like surface the old ‘Bankers called “slick cam”—water that was waveless and flat as a pane of glass. The pink sunset was reflected back on itself in the smooth surface of the water. Ahead, out a hundred yards or so, swam a pod of dolphins. Dozens of them spread out in lines and groups, some coming so close to shore that Lindsay could see their eyes glistening in the fading light like black pearls.
 
   Kipper spied the dolphins, too. For several minutes, he stood perfectly still, his ears perked up and his muscles taut. Lindsay sat down alongside him and hugged her legs into her chest. She was wearing only her Lycra jogging bottoms and a long-sleeved t-shirt, and now that she’d stopped moving, the December air began to chill her. Although she was soon shivering with cold, she wasn’t ready to head back to the hotel. What she really wanted was to disappear, to melt into the landscape. She put her legs inside her shirt and lay on her side in a tightly-curled ball, watching as the dolphin pod slowly edged closer. As the sun dipped further below the horizon, the shadows lengthened and merged together, like a rising tide.
 
   For the first time since she arrived on the Outer Banks, Lindsay filled her lungs fully with air. For a moment, she felt that she had recaptured some of the beauty that had sustained her lonely years on the island. The place had become so overdeveloped she had forgotten that parts of it could still be wild. She stopped thinking about her aunt, her mother, the raw wound inflicted by Warren’s words, and let herself relax into the wonder of the place.
 
   Without warning, Kipper issued a low growl. His eyes remained fixed on the dolphins and he began to charge toward the water. “Kipper, heel,” Lindsay commanded. She had dropped the leash when she lay down, and now she scrambled to her feet, struggling to get hold of it as Kipper lurched ahead. The dog obeyed her command, but continued barking and lunging at the dolphins. “What’s gotten into you? If you’ve been out here all these months, I’m sure you’ve seen dolphins before.”
 
   Lindsay followed Kipper’s eyes to two of the dolphins who had broken off from the far end of the pod and began to head inland. Lindsay shielded her eyes against the setting sun and tried to make out the details of their bodies. They moved strangely; Lindsay wondered if they were injured. Kipper tugged relentlessly on the leash, nearly ripping it from her hands. As they neared the shore, the two wayward dolphins broke the surface. Bewildered by what she was seeing, Lindsay blinked to clear the sun’s dazzling brilliance from her vision. The dolphins weren’t dolphins at all, but two men in scuba gear.
 
   They wore matching black full-body Gore Tex drysuits and gloves, face masks and flippers. As they flopped awkwardly towards the shore, one of them removed his mask and called, “Hey there! Is everything okay?” He paused, and edged closer more cautiously. “Is that dog going to take our heads off if we come ashore here?”
 
   “Only if I tell him to,” Lindsay yelled. The pair seemed harmless enough, so she kept her tone friendly, but given the events of the previous days, she wasn’t entirely kidding. She patted Kipper on the head and shushed him…for the moment.
 
   The two men paused a few yards from the shoreline and removed their flippers and hoods. Lindsay gasped as the smaller of the pair pulled back his hood to reveal the tightly coiled dreadlocks that covered his head. 
 
   “Owen?” she said, her eyes wide with astonishment.
 
   The boy did a double take before a look of recognition settled over his face. “You’re the hospital chaplain I met in the garden that night.” Owen turned, smiling broadly, to the man next to him. “Dad, this is that lady I told you about.”
 
   “I can honestly say that I never expected to run into you out here,” Lindsay laughed. By now, the boy and his father were only a few feet in front of Lindsay. Owen’s father came forward to introduce himself. He extended his hand slowly to greet Lindsay, all the while keeping his eye on Kipper to be sure that his movements didn’t set off another volley of aggression. Kipper, however, was perfectly calm. The moment that Lindsay’s body language relaxed, Kipper had become docile at her side. He sat there now, observing the pair with keen interest. The man knelt slowly and stretched out his hand for the dog to sniff. Kipper indicated his approval by a volley of furious licking.
 
   Lindsay’s first surprise was that Owen’s father was white. He had pale olive skin and thinning black hair. He was handsome, but even in a full-body wet suit he managed to look slightly unkempt. His chin bristled with gray stubble—not the fashionable kind sported by movie stars, either—it was the real deal, the kind that let you know that he was either a lazy bachelor or a married man with an unusually laid-back wife. Though deep smile lines were etched around his jewel-green eyes, there was something in his face that held a hint of sadness. Despite their different complexions, Lindsay could immediately make out a resemblance between Owen and his father. She was surprised, though, that she saw another, even more uncanny, resemblance.
 
   “I’m Lindsay Harding,” Lindsay said, extending her hand.
 
   “Mike Checkoway,” the man replied.
 
   “You must be Drew’s brother. And I suppose you’re his nephew,” she said, turning to Owen. Although Mike was a few years older than Drew, with considerably more wear and tear, there could be no doubt that the two men were brothers. They shared the same handsome, regular features, the same perfect rows of white teeth.
 
   “You know Drew?” Mike said.
 
   “Yeah, we, uh, work together. I’m friends with Anna.” Lindsay decided that, if Drew hadn’t mentioned their brief romance to his brother, it wasn’t her place to fill in the details. “I guess we’re all here for the wedding,” she added. There was a pause as Mike picked at some seaweed that clung to his dry suit. 
 
   “Dad, maybe we should explain what we’re doing?” Owen prompted.
 
   Lindsay laughed. “You mean why you’re scuba diving at sunset in shallow water in late December? And why you emerged from the Sound like swamp creatures?”
 
   “I suppose we probably do look a little odd.” With wide eyes, Mike looked down at himself and then looked around the deserted shoreline. He seemed astonished to find himself there, as if he hadn’t noticed anything strange about the circumstances until that moment. Lindsay imagined it was a sensation he probably experienced fairly regularly.
 
   “Dad wants us to go diving this week, so we came out to test our scuba equipment. We had it all shipped over from Thailand a few weeks ago,” Owen said, taking the oxygen tank off his back and setting it with a muffled thump in the sand next to him. “Scuba diving is one of our many new hobbies.”
 
   “How’d you get here, though? Where’s your boat?” Lindsay had never been diving herself, but she knew that divers didn’t typically set off from the beach or walk around on land with their cumbersome gear on.
 
   “Oh, yeah. Our rental car is parked about a quarter of a mile south of here,” Mike said. “Once I saw how calm it was, I wanted to get out ASAP and test the visibility. Then I saw the dolphins and we just started following them. They let us swim right with them, which was so cool! And anyway, when I surfaced, I noticed you lying on the beach all curled into a ball. I thought you were a little kid who was sick or something.” He blushed, realizing that he might have insulted her. “Now that I’m closer, though, I can see that you’re not a kid. I mean, you’re a big woman. I mean a grown woman. Not a child is what I mean.”
 
   “Nice one, Dad,” Owen said. “It was bad enough when I thought she was homeless. But you just managed to call her a helpless child and a ‘big woman’ all in the same breath. Smooth.” Owen patted his father on the back.
 
   “I’ve been called worse.” Lindsay felt happy for the first time that day. “Did everything work okay with your equipment? Are you all set for your dive?”
 
   “It was still pretty murky out there from the storm. And there’s a lot more kelp on this side. I’m sure it’ll be better tomorrow once we get out on the ocean side. I think we’re going to need at least 50 feet of visibility in order to get down to the U-352.” 
 
   “You’re going down to see the German sub?” Lindsay asked. Even if she hadn’t majored in history in college and even if she didn’t have an almost encyclopedic knowledge of North Carolina’s past, Lindsay would still have known about the U-352. Any Outer Banks native knew about the hulking wreck of the World War II German U-boat that lay at the bottom of the ocean a few miles south of Morehead City.
 
   In the early days of World War II, German subs stalked the shipping lanes off the coast, downing a number of American vessels. The U-352 had been part of this lethal underwater flotilla until it was finally sunk by the USS Icarus. While most of the U-boat’s crew perished in the attack, 33 survivors were picked up by the Icarus and returned to Charleston, where they spent the rest of the war as prisoners. The boat now sat at the bottom of the Atlantic—an artificial reef and a Mecca for divers.
 
   “Have you been down to see it?” Mike asked.
 
   “Nope. I get plenty of thrills on dry land,” Lindsay replied. She raised an inquisitive eyebrow at him. “You know that the wreck is really far from here, right? It’s basically at the total opposite end of the Outer Banks. It would take you all day to drive there. And you’re out of season for all the organized diving trips.”
 
                 “Yeah,” Mike shrugged. “But I figure we’ll charter a plane or a helicopter from Pine Island to Beaufort and then hire a private boat and crew to take us out to the wreck. We should be able to get it done in a day.” He rattled the plan off like he was telling Lindsay the fastest bus route into town. 
 
   “That doesn’t strike me as the kind of plan that you throw together at the last minute,” Lindsay said, raising her eyebrow still further.
 
   “Dad’s never been a big planner. He’s kind of a go-with-the-flow guy,” Owen explained. “Mom was always the one who looked ahead. She’s the one who arranged all kinds of insurance and trusts and stuff so we’d always be taken care of. And now that we have all this money, everybody seems pretty happy to just go whichever way Dad’s flowing.”
 
   Mike’s cheeks colored slightly, as if he’d realized how his nonchalant reference to chartering helicopters might make him sound. He self-consciously rubbed the bridge of his nose where his facemask had left a red mark. “So, are you staying at the hotel? I didn’t think anybody else was coming until closer to the wedding date. So far, it’s just been us, a couple of Drew’s frat brothers from college, and the happy couple.” 
 
   “You forgot about that woman with the scary laugh,” Owen chimed in. 
 
   “Oh, yeah. Anna’s mom is some jet-setting Amazon who keeps telling Owen that he looks like ‘a young Will Smith’ and hugging everybody. I can’t remember her name.”
 
   “We all call her Big Lindsey,” Lindsay said with a saintly smile. “We’re sharing a room.”
 
   “Oh, sorry! Are you friends with her?” Mike sputtered. “I didn’t mean to call her an Amazon. She’s just…”
 
   “Don’t say ‘a big woman,’ Dad,” Owen said, shaking his head.
 
   “Don’t worry. Big Lindsey and I aren’t exactly close,” Lindsay said. 
 
   “Thank goodness. No offense, but she doesn’t seem like the kind of person who has friends.”
 
   “Dad…” Owen said.
 
   Mike held up his hands. “You’re right. I shouldn’t speak ill of her, even if she is more Bride of Frankenstein than mother-of-the-bride.”
 
   “Dad!” Owen said, more sharply.
 
   “Okay, okay. But that was funny, you’ve gotta admit. Well, we’d better head back out in the water. We want to get back to the car before dark. Will we see you at dinner tonight? I guess there’s a big holiday thing in the main dining room. They’ll have a band,” Mike said. 
 
                 “I’m not really in a party mood, I’m afraid. I’m just going to hang out with Kipper and try to get some sleep.”
 
                 “Well, come on down if you change your mind,” Mike said. “I’ve been teaching myself how to play some flamenco on the guitar, so I might try out my skills.” 
 
   “Please don’t,” Owen said, closing his eyes wearily. He hoisted his oxygen tank over his shoulders, while Mike helped him situate it on his back.
 
   “Hey, I meant to ask,” Mike said to Lindsay. “Was that person who was here before a friend of yours?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “That was part of why I came over here. You were laying there like you were hurt and then somebody in, like, a big jacket and a baseball cap was standing in the trees back there smoking.” Mike said, indicating a clump of thickly clustered trees a few dozen yards behind her. “I thought maybe you were a little kid who was sick or something, and that person was your parent. But the way they were just watching you and smoking was kind of weird.”              
 
   “I don’t know who that was,” Lindsay said. She turned toward the place he pointed out, trying to keep the rising fear out of her voice. “Probably just somebody who wandered down to watch the sunset.”
 
   “Yeah, probably,” Mike shrugged. “Anyway, we’ll see you back at the ranch!”
 
   Lindsay forced a smile and waved to them as they trudged back into the water with their unwieldy gear. As soon as Mike and Owen dipped below the surface, Lindsay lead Kipper over to the sheltered grove Mike had indicated. As they approached, Kipper tugged at his leash. He scratched the ground and sniffed the area with keen interest. Sure enough, there was a trampled-down spot in the sea grass with three cigarette butts scattered around it. Whoever had been watching her had been there for awhile, waiting very patiently indeed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   It was past midnight and Big Lindsey was sleeping soundly, having completed her pre-bedtime ritual of beauty cream applications, facial mists, and yogic breathing. Lindsay, however, lay wide awake in her bed with Kipper snoring at her feet. She’d had a difficult time convincing Anna’s mother to accept the dog’s unexpected presence in their room, and an even more difficult time convincing Kipper not to rip Big Lindsey to shreds. The two ferocious animals seemed to have declared an uneasy truce, but Lindsay couldn’t be sure how long it would hold.
 
   Try as she might, Lindsay couldn’t stop her mind from returning to the disturbing events of the previous days. She contemplated drowning her thoughts by raiding the room’s minibar, but ultimately decided that alcohol was unlikely to solve the particular set of problems that confronted her. Her aunt had supplied a murderer with the gun he’d used to kill his girlfriend, and then she herself had been murdered. Her no-good mother, who seemed to know far more than she was telling, had gone on the lam. Lindsay had broken up with her boyfriend, who, until recently, she’d thought was the love of her life. And now she was trapped in a hotel room with a stolen dog and a globetrotting blueblood who wanted to hang her from a Christmas tree.
 
   She decided to give up on sleep and step out onto the hotel’s patio for some fresh air. She donned her jacket, unlatched the French doors, and walked out into the cool night. Kipper had awoken as soon as she stirred, and trotted along at her side. After the near encounter with the mysterious stranger on the beach, she was glad of his solid, reassuring presence. She was still raw-nerved and jumpy, and from what she’d seen of Kipper’s behavior towards strangers, she felt that he was almost as good a weapon as a loaded gun.
 
   No sooner had she passed down the short staircase that led to the hotel pool than Kipper began to pull her backwards, to the dark space in the recess of the stairs.
 
   For a moment, Lindsay thought a raccoon or a possum might be cornered in the small, hidden area. But the creature that confronted them was another kind of pest altogether. “Sarabelle?” Lindsay said, for there, on the narrow concrete slab below the stairs, sat a middle-aged woman who looked very much like her mother.
 
   “I wish you’d call me ‘mama,’” Sarabelle replied. Even in the semi-darkness, it was clear that she, for perhaps the first time in her adult life, wasn’t wearing a drop of makeup. Her blonde curls clung to her scalp in thin wisps, almost as if they had been drawn on her head with a yellow marker. In shabby clothes and minus her usual armor of big hair, fake eyelashes, and cosmetics, Sarabelle Harding looked like an entirely different woman. Her complexion was sallow and dotted with sun damage. Her blonde eyelashes and wisp-thin eyebrows melted invisibly into her face. Lindsay made a mental vow to avoid cigarettes and tanning beds like the plague. 
 
   Sarabelle stubbed out her cigarette on the concrete next to her and kneeled up to pet Kipper.
 
   “What on earth are you doing down here?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Well, I was tryin’ to get upstairs to see you, but some lovey-dovey couple—I think it was that doctor friend of yours and her man—were slobbering all over each other in that gazebo over there for the past hour, so I was stuck hidin’ out under here.”
 
   “Why are you here, though? I thought you’d be halfway to Mexico by now.”
 
   “By rights, I should be. But I swear I have the worst luck. I must’a knocked down a mirror factory at some point in my younger days. What happened was, I didn’t want to take Patty’s truck, because I thought the police might be lookin’ for it. So I set off walking. But walking down that sand road in heels wasn’t working out so good, so I hitched a ride with some tourist from New Jersey who was passing on his way back home. He’d had a fight with his girlfriend and decided to cut his vacation short. I told him that the same thing had just happened to me, and he seemed to take my word for it. Well, that dingbatter forgot to stop at the filling station and reinflate his tires. And I was so discombobulated that it hadn’t even occurred to me to remind him. Anyways, we only got but a few miles south of Corolla and had a blowout. I had to walk all the way back to Simmy’s.”
 
   “Simmy’s?! You dragged Simmy into this?!”
 
   “Well, she was always nice to me back when your daddy and I used to stay out here, when we were first dating. She’s come by the Food Lion sometimes when I’m working to talk to me.”
 
   All of Lindsay’s thoughts screeched to a halt as she tried to absorb this new revelation. “Wait. Simmy knew that you were at Aunt Harding’s?”
 
   “‘Course she did. What made you think different?”
 
   Lindsay replayed the scenes from Christmas Eve in her mind. She couldn’t remember Simmy directly lying to her, but she certainly hadn’t let on that she knew. But why hadn’t she warned Lindsay? There was no doubt that Simmy had deliberately misled Lindsay. Why? The question flashed before Lindsay like a Broadway marquee.
 
   “Anyway,” Sarabelle continued, “on Christmas Eve she told me if I ever needed anything, I should come see her. She even took me aside and said how much she wanted to be friends with me. Reminded me where she lived and said I could stop by any time I liked.”
 
   “I doubt she meant that you could use her house as a hideout when you were wanted for questioning in a murder investigation.” 
 
   Sarabelle pouted. “I didn’t have a choice. I don’t hardly know nobody out here. Patty didn’t like for me to go out anywhere. Said it was too risky. I had to go behind her back to get the job at Food Lion. I was going stir crazy just sitting out there day in and day out. But like I was saying, I only really know Simmy and the people from the Food Lion. I couldn’t rightly show up on my manager’s doorstep on Christmas day saying that I need a place to hide out from the law, could I? Turns out Simmy made good on her word. She’s not the kind to abandon somebody in their hour of need. Unlike some people.” She glared pointedly at Lindsay.
 
   Lindsay ignored the remark. “She just took you in without any questions?” Before her mother could answer, another thought suddenly occurred to Lindsay. “Wait, didn’t the police come over and talk to Simmy? I thought that Warren and the woman from the sheriff’s office were heading over there right after I left that day.”
 
   “Well, it’s not like they were searchin’ the place. You don’t have to be Houdini to hide in that house anyway. I just went in the spare room and climbed into a big ole’ wardrobe that had some old National Geographics and whatnot in it. With all the stuff she has lying around there, I believe I could’a just stood in the corner of the living room with a lampshade on my head and they wouldn’t have noticed me.”
 
   “Why’ve you come back here? Why not just lay low for a few days and then make your escape?”
 
   “Truth is, my conscience is weighing heavily on me.”
 
   For the briefest of moments, Lindsay thought that her mother might confess some involvement in the murders. Even when Warren raised the matter, it hadn’t occurred to her for a moment that Sarabelle could be guilty of the crimes. She couldn’t be sure whether this was because, despite Sarabelle’s countless flaws, Lindsay knew in her heart of hearts that her mother was no cold-blooded murderer, or because she had once again fallen for Sarabelle’s manipulations and lies. 
 
   Sarabelle lowered her careworn face. “You see, Leander got that gun from me. The one he used to shoot that girl he was friendly with. You know how I owed him all that money? Well, that’s part of how I tried to pay it.”
 
   “After all that Aunt Harding did for you, you stole her guns and gave them to a murderer?” Even though Sarabelle’s admission wasn’t the proverbial smoking gun that implicated her in the crimes, it was in fact the literal smoking gun that tied her to the crimes.
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Sarabelle cautioned. “I didn’t think she’d mind. She had so many. And it was only that one gun. I knew it was worth a lot of money, so one time when she was putting something away in the safe, I just distracted her for a minute and swiped it.”
 
   “What about the German one? The one that was with Aunt Harding’s body?”
 
   “I don’t know how he got that one. Honest to goodness, I don’t. That wasn’t even one of the ones he said he wanted when he came out to the house. He was mostly interested in the newer stuff.”
 
   “He came to Aunt Harding’s house?!”
 
   “Hush! Yes, he promised he never would, but he did. On Christmas Eve. That’s why Patty didn’t pick you up in town. That gun hadn’t been worth as much as I’d thought, and he wanted more. He knew Patty had all kinds of guns.”
 
   “How did he know?”
 
   Sarabelle looked at the ground. “I guess I’d let that slip. But Patty chased him off. Sicced Kipper on him and told him next time he came knocking, a double barrel would greet him at the door. I expect it was him that almost ran you and Simmy off the road. He drove outta there like his pants were on fire.” The corners of Sarabelle’s mouth twitched upwards at the memory.
 
   Lindsay found no humor in the story. “And then he came back the next day and shot her dead.”
 
   Sarabelle’s face fell and she nodded gravely. “I really thought she’d scared him off. Mean as he was, she could be a thousand times meaner when she wanted to be.” 
 
   “How long had they known each other?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “What’re you talkin’ about? They never met each other before that night.”
 
   “The police found out that Aunt Harding was with Leander in Alamance County last week,” Lindsay began.
 
   “You been talkin’ to the police?” Sarabelle interrupted. 
 
   “Yes, and so should you if you’re interested in helping them catch Leander.”
 
   “No way am I talkin’ to the police. I got an outstanding warrant already from a little shoplifting misunderstanding that happened after the money from Leander ran out. Between that and the gun charge, they’ll lock me up and throw away the key.”
 
   “Maybe they’d cut you a deal if you tell them what you know,” Lindsay suggested.
 
   “What for? I don’t have any information they want that bad,” Sarabelle answered glumly. “I’d pull a Thelma and Louise before I’d go back inside.”
 
   Lindsay felt a momentary twinge of pity for her mother. “We could get you a lawyer,” she offered.
 
   “Next question,” Sarabelle snapped, shooting Lindsay a cold look. 
 
   “Fine,” Lindsay said. She crossed her arms over her thin chest and set her jaw firmly. The small thawing in their relationship iced back over. “The police said that Aunt Harding helped Leander get rid of the gun that was used to kill Lydia Sikes.”
 
                 “That couldn’t have been Patty,” Sarabelle shook her head decisively. “I told you already. Patty never even met Leander before he came to the house on Christmas Eve.”
 
   “How do you know for sure? Maybe she snuck off without you knowing.”
 
   “Can’t be. I would’a noticed if she disappeared for a whole day.” Sarabelle laughed mirthlessly. “It wasn’t her. I’m 100% sure.” 
 
    “Say that I believe you—and I’m not saying that I do. How do you explain her being seen in Alamance County selling a gun alongside Leander?”
 
   Sarabelle smirked and rolled her eyes. “You’re the college girl. Maybe you can figure out how somebody can be in two places at once.” Sarabelle lit another cigarette. She pulled the smoke in, a row of tiny wrinkles creasing her upper lip. 
 
   “Okay, since you’re in a coming clean mood, why don’t you tell me whose ashes are in Aunt Harding’s safe?” Lindsay asked.
 
                  Sarabelle took a long drag of her cigarette, her eyes narrowing into little half moons of icy blue. “My mama’s.”
 
                 “Your mother’s?” Lindsay knew only the barest details of the life of Sarabelle’s mother, Nancy Mix. From what she’d heard, Nancy was an unsavory character—prone to weeklong drinking binges and violent outbursts. She’d kept a roof over her daughter’s head, barely, by working as a maid for one of the big hotels in Virginia Beach. In the off season, she drank her way through whatever money she’d managed to save during the summers. Even Sarabelle, with her rock-bottom opinion of human nature and her own checkered history as a mother, didn’t hold Nancy Mix in high esteem. She had died in a car crash long before Lindsay was born; Sarabelle was only a teenager when she was orphaned and left to fend for herself.  
 
                 “I been carrying ‘em with me since she died. Don’t you remember I used to keep that box out in the carport by your daddy’s tools when I was livin’ at home?”
 
   “No. I suppose an old metal box out in the carport probably didn’t rate very high on my list of things to notice back then. Usually when you left, I was more concerned about making sure that all the change in my piggy bank was accounted for.” 
 
   “Now don’t go gettin’ sassy,” Sarabelle said, crossing her arms.
 
   Lindsay softened her tone. “Why did you keep them with you?” 
 
   “Don’t ask me. I keep meaning to do something with ‘em, but I guess I don’t know what. I can’t really afford to bury ‘em. I know for a fact that she wouldn’a wanted to be scattered to the four winds or plunked into the ocean. Seems sacrilegious to chuck ‘em in the trash, although that’s probably better’n she deserved. Anyway, I had ‘em with me when I came to Patty’s. She set great store by them for some reason or other. Said she wanted to keep them in the safe. For over 30 years that damn box has lived in closets, under beds, and in the trunks of cars. Patty’s gun safe seemed as good a place as any for her to stay.”
 
   Lindsay couldn’t help but be struck by the complete lack of emotion in her mother’s voice. Sarabelle might just as easily have been describing a particularly dull section of the IRS tax code. While her mother had been talking, an idea began taking shape in Lindsay’s mind.
 
   “How old was your mother when she died?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Thirty seven. Why?”
 
   “And she died in a car wreck near the bridge, right?”
 
   “Yep. Wrapped her Buick around a tree after a night out on the town. Why are you so interested in her all of a sudden?”
 
   “Does the name Rita Lutz mean anything to you?”
 
   Sarabelle looked at her blankly. “Rita who?”
 
   “Rita Lutz. There was an old newspaper clipping in Aunt Harding’s about a car wreck.  Did you put it in there?”
 
   “Un-uh. You know as well as I do that Patty never let anybody touch that safe. She wanted me to hand over the ashes for her to put them in there herself. I only caught glimpses of what all she had in there. You should’a seen the shenanigans I had to go through to get that gun out without her noticing.”
 
   “The description of the wreck in the article is the same as how your mother died,” Lindsay continued. “The woman was 37, and it was a single-car accident near the bridge. But her name was Rita Lutz, not Nancy Mix.”
 
   “Reporters get things wrong sometimes.” Sarabelle paused and wrinkled her brow in perplexity. “Still, I don’t know why Patty would’ve had something like that in the safe. Far as I know, she and my mama never met. Mama stayed mostly up around Virginia Beach. Sometimes she’d come out to the Banks in the tourist season if there was work, but I highly doubt their paths would’ve crossed. And I don’t remember there being any reports in the paper about my mama. Then again, I don’t remember much about that time. I had a boyfriend who was really into psychedelics. He was in a band, or said he was. He never did have any paying gigs. Looking back on it now, I suppose he was just a junkie who liked to play guitar.” 
 
   “All right,” Lindsay said, sensing that this line of questioning wasn’t likely to be particularly illuminating. “Why did you steal my ex-boyfriend’s sister’s dog?”
 
   While Sarabelle had remained pokerfaced when talking about her mother’s remains, the mention of Kipper caused her to explode with emotion. “I didn’t steal anybody’s dog!” She covered Kipper’s ears, as if she wanted to protect him against this slander.
 
   “Kipper is actually Paul. He has a family waiting for him back in New Albany.”
 
   “I saved this dog’s life! The night of the hurricane, the night you and your daddy kicked me out, I was headed out of town. I was walking to the Greyhound station, because, if you’ll recollect, that boyfriend of yours impounded mine and Leander’s SUV. Couldn’t get a taxi for love or money. Anyways, along the roadside, I saw this dog. Thought he was dead at first. He looked like nothing more than a pile of wet fur. But when I got closer, I saw that he was breathing. I used some of Leander’s money to put me and Kipper up in a hotel. I fed him chicken soup and cans of tuna. I nursed him back to health with my own two hands.” She held her hands up as if they proved her story. “After that, we bounced from place to place until I ran outta money. Then we ended up at Patty’s.”
 
                 “Well, I’m sorry, but we’re going to need to give him back. His owners are heartbroken. They think he’s dead.”
 
   “Kipper loves me,” Sarabelle said, flinging her arms around the dog’s neck.
 
   “Be that as it may, you can’t steal somebody’s dog.”
 
   Sarabelle looked hard at her daughter. “That reminds me of something my mama said to me not long before she got herself killed. When I started dating your daddy, he was seeing somebody else. This skinny little string bean hippie named Yolanda something or other. Well, he threw her over for me just about the second we clapped eyes on each other. My mama said that it wasn’t right for me to steal him. But she was dead wrong. He wanted to be stolen. I couldn’a given him back to that girl even if I’d’a wanted to. Same goes for Kipper. He never left my side from the minute I found him, and he didn’t once try to find his way back to those other people. I love him more than they ever could and he knows it. We made our choice, and we chose each other.” 
 
   A new possibility crept into the corners of Lindsay’s consciousness. She hadn’t really spoken to Sarabelle in years, and when they had spoken, it had always been either an argument or a trivial conversation. For her whole adult life, she had seen her mother as a sort of emotional vacuum, sucking up other people’s goodness to fill the empty void within her own soul. Now here was this other Sarabelle, desperate to give and receive love, and willing to fight for it. Could it be that Lindsay had been wrong? That Sarabelle deserved her pity? That she deserved something better than her daughter’s disdain? 
 
   Lindsay shook her head involuntarily, trying to derail this disturbing train of thoughts. No. This woman had used up all her chances. Not believing Sarabelle could be a cold-blooded killer wasn’t the same as believing she could become a good person. Sarabelle Harding was nothing more than a manipulative, shallow user, with all the self-awareness of a powdered donut. She had proven again and again that she couldn’t be trusted. The sooner she was out of Lindsay’s life, the better, but for the time being, they were tied together by two as-yet unsolved murders. Until Leander Swoopes was behind bars, Lindsay would be bound irrevocably to her mother.
 
   Lindsay inhaled. “All right. Last question. Were you watching me on the beach earlier, when the sun was setting?”
 
   “No, baby. I hid out at Simmy’s until after dark. I was afraid I’d get spotted. Why? Was somebody out there? Do you think it was Leander?” Panic crept into Sarabelle’s voice. “Did he try to hurt you?”
 
   “He’d have no reason to hurt me,” Lindsay said.
 
   “Trust me, honey, that man doesn’t need a reason.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
                 
 
   Lindsay had been trying to contact Simmy ever since the day of the murder, but her phone calls all went unanswered. More than once, she had picked up the phone to call Warren and ask him to check up on her. But every time, her finger hovered over his name on the screen without dialing. When she picked up her phone that morning, however, she noticed an unopened voicemail—from Warren. She hadn’t spoken to him since the break up. Claire had mentioned him a few times when she’d called with questions and updates on the murder investigation, but otherwise, Lindsay had no idea where he was or what he was doing. For six months, she and Warren had moved through life side by side. Even on busy days, they usually exchanged at least a quick call or text. Now they circled each other like planets whose orbits would never cross. With a knot in her stomach, Lindsay pressed the button to play the message.
 
   “Hi. I wanted to tell you that the CSI boys are done out at your aunt’s house. We looked into the angle about Patricia Harding being Leander’s mother, but it didn’t fit. His mother is alive and well and living in Texas. I thought you’d want to know. Anyway, we took all the guns out of the safe as evidence and locked up the house. We left the ashes, in case you wanted them. I also wanted to say...” The message thus far had been fluid and to-the-point, just Warren’s usual calm voice, peppered with his gentle Piedmont twang. But now he paused. “I wanted to tell you that we think Leander Swoopes might be staying somewhere on the Outer Banks. A clerk at a convenience store in Kitty Hawk made an ID. I know you won’t like me saying it, but please be careful, okay? If you hear from your mother, tell her we need to talk to her. Until we find out what she knows, we can’t know for sure if she had a hand in any of this.” Another short pause, and then a rushed ending: “When this is over, we should maybe get together. I mean, there’s some of your stuff at my place that I should probably give back.”
 
   The message finished and Lindsay put the phone down. In that moment, she missed Warren intensely. He understood her need to know the truth about her aunt’s murder—a need that eclipsed everything. Like her, he had an unquenchable drive to find solutions, to solve puzzles, to open the doors that people kept locked. 
 
   Lindsay turned to Kipper with a sigh. “So, my friend, Aunt Harding wasn’t Leander’s mother. Why did she pretend to be?”
 
   Kipper just stared at her with his small, round eyes and licked her face.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   After listening to the message from Warren, Lindsay tried again, unsuccessfully, to call Simmy. The game of hiding Sarabelle had gone on long enough. It was time for her to come out in the open. Still carless, Lindsay decided to make the 11-mile run to Corolla so she could see for herself what was going on. She supposed she could have asked for a ride from Anna’s mother, but the prospect of running an exhausting half-marathon distance struck her as vastly preferable to a 15-minute car ride alongside that woman’s unrelenting laugh.
 
   She set off up Highway 12, choosing to stick to the well-travelled main road, though she would normally have chosen a quieter route. It felt strange and slightly disconcerting to go out alone. Since the day of the murder, she’d gotten into the habit of taking Kipper with her everywhere—she thought of him as her bodyguard. However, she knew that the distance was likely to be too much for him. If Simmy wasn’t home, they’d have to jog all the way back, too. As she made her way up the road, she was immensely grateful that running still had the ability to flip the “off” switch in the constantly-spinning carousel of her thoughts. Breathe in. Breathe out. Shoes thumping against the pavement. Heart banging away in her ribcage. Arms swinging back and forth like a hypnotist’s watch. 
 
   She’d taken it easy, but by the time she arrived, she was panting from exertion, her blonde curls brined to her forehead. From outside “Sailor Girl” nothing seemed amiss. Simmy’s truck and her own Honda Civic were parked side by side in front of the house. 
 
   Lindsay’s first knocks were met with no response, but when she pressed her ear to the door, she could hear the muffled sounds of Billie Holliday. “Simmy?” she called. “Are you in there? It’s Lindsay.”
 
   There followed a scurrying and a slamming of doors, and after a few moments, Simmy cracked open the front door. Her face slowly filled the opening—first the top of her wig, then her deeply-lined forehead, an arched eyebrow, and finally one cornflower blue eye. Simmy peered around to ensure that no one else was lurking nearby and then pulled Lindsay inside. 
 
   “I’m so glad to see you, honey. I’m so sorry I haven’t been in touch.” Simmy said, drawing Lindsay into a bony embrace. “Things got a bit crazy around here, what with the police calling in and me aiding and abetting a fugitive and all. I know that’s no excuse. I should’ve called you right away to make sure you were okay. You must’ve gone through absolute H-E-double hockey sticks the other morning. I know you’re a tough cookie, but still.”
 
   “It was pretty awful. I still can’t believe it happened, but now that I’m over the initial shock, I’m a lot better.”
 
   Simmy stepped back and cast a sharp eye over Lindsay. “You look tired. You’re all sweaty.”
 
   “I jogged here.”
 
   “Goodness, child. Here, have some orange juice.” Simmy pulled a small carton of juice from under a flower-patterned armchair like a magician pulling a coin out of a child’s ear. She handed the carton to Lindsay along with a straw that she retrieved from inside a Japanese vase that stood on the windowsill. 
 
   Although the juice was unpleasantly warm and of very uncertain provenance, Lindsay accepted it gratefully. “How are you?” she asked Simmy. “I know you and Aunt Harding had a falling out, but I know how much she meant to you. It must have been such a shock.”
 
   Simmy frowned thoughtfully. “She was a difficult woman. Always her own worst enemy.” She inhaled with a shuddery breath, and for a moment the twinkle in her bright blue eyes seemed to have been extinguished. Instead of crying, though, she flashed Lindsay a tight-lipped smile and clapped her hands together as if to reignite the pilot light of her habitual good cheer. 
 
   “You know, it does genuinely break my heart that we parted on such bad terms, but I suppose when you get to be as old as I am, you’ll find that you begin to have difficulty even pretending to be shocked by anything,” she said. “Life has a limited menu of what it can throw at you. Friends dying are friends dying, no matter how it happens, and heaven knows at my age I’ve seen enough of that. You’re such a sweetheart to even be concerned about me. You got the best parts of both your parents, you know that?” 
 
   Once again, Simmy looked like she might cry, but once again, she banished the gathering tears with a sharp clap. “I’ll just be grateful when this investigation is all behind us.”
 
   “Have the police been by?” Lindsay asked. The investigation had dominated her thoughts for the past few days, and it was a relief to be able to talk about it with someone.
 
   “Twice. I’m afraid I couldn’t tell them much that they didn’t already know. They haven’t given me too many details about what’s going on, but I don’t get the impression that they’re any closer to finding this fellow.”
 
   “It sounds like Aunt Harding might have gotten herself mixed up with Swoopes. Did you know anything about that?”
 
   “Swoopes? Lord, no! Like I said, Patty hasn’t wanted anything to do with me for months. Your mama says that this Swoopes guy’s a real nasty piece of work.” 
 
   “Where is she now?”
 
   “Sarabelle? She was going to take a shower and then we were gonna have a little spa day,” Simmy smiled.
 
   “Simmy,” Lindsay said, “Did you know that Sarabelle came to see me last night?”
 
   “Yes. I warned her not to go. The police are combing the island for Swoopes. She could easily have been picked up.”
 
   “I’m not sure that would’ve been a bad thing.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Simmy asked, looking stunned.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I really think we need to tell the police about Sarabelle. She says she doesn’t know anything about the murders, but even if that’s true, she may know something about Swoopes. Who he hangs out with. Where he’s likely to be.”
 
   Simmy reached out for Lindsay’s hands and held on to them like a drowning woman clinging to a life preserver. “You can’t! Please. Do this for me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I can’t explain now. Once they’ve caught Swoopes, we can all sit down together and talk it through. Just swear that you won’t. Please.”
 
   Lindsay wavered for a long moment. Simmy’s blue eyes looked almost liquid as she implored Lindsay to hide Sarabelle. Finally, Lindsay spoke. “I’m so sorry, Simmy, but I can’t. If they’re going to find Swoopes, she has to come forward. I don’t understand what’s going on. Why are you so desperate to help her? First Aunt Harding hides her for months and now you’re doing the same thing! And Sarabelle told me that you knew she was there all along and didn’t say anything to me!”
 
   Simmy seemed shocked for a moment, and then bowed her head. “I’m so sorry I lied to you, honey. That was wrong.”
 
   “How long have you known she was there?”
 
   “A few weeks. What I said about your aunt was true. For months, she’s been acting all cagey. Even as we’ve gotten older, I’ve always seen her at least once a week. But then, like I told you, she just dropped out of sight. At first she said she was sick, and didn’t want any company. You probably remember that she was like that when she got sick—she’d just curl up in bed like an injured dog and snarl if anybody came too close. I gave her a wide berth.
 
   “But then one day a few weeks ago, I saw this blonde woman at Food Lion getting out of Patty’s truck, and I thought maybe she was the victim of one of those cons on the elderly that you see on Dateline NBC where somebody moves in and steals their Social Security checks. I went over to confront her, but when I got closer, I saw that it was Sarabelle. I hadn’t seen her in years and years, but I still remembered her. She told me that she’d had a little trouble with an ex-boyfriend and had moved in with Patty to put it behind her. From what I’d heard from Patty and Jonah over the years, it didn’t surprise me that she’d run out of better options. I asked after Patty’s health and Sarabelle said she was fit as a fiddle.
 
   “I went over to Patty’s house again. Having your mama as a visitor just didn’t seem to account for why she was being so sneaky and standoffish. Well, Patty told me in no uncertain terms to stay away from her and Sarabelle. When I wouldn’t leave, she tried to sic that dog on me! It was all I could do to make it back to my truck without him ripping me to shreds.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just tell me when you found out she was hiding there?” Lindsay asked. “You could’ve called. Or at least told me when I showed up on Christmas Eve.”
 
   “I didn’t feel like it was my place. Patty obviously felt very strongly that it wasn’t any of my business. And then on Christmas Eve, I thought if you went there you’d finally be able to get to the bottom of everything. If I’d told you then, I was afraid you wouldn’t go.”
 
   Sarabelle entered with her hair wrapped up in a white towel. She was carrying a small ceramic pot, which she set on the coffee table with a thump. “Oh, hey, baby,” she said, matching Simmy’s bright tone. “I’m getting ready to do Simmy’s mustache. The wax just came up to temperature. You need anything waxed?”
 
   “Um, no thanks.” Lindsay said. 
 
   “How’s my little Kipper?” Sarabelle asked. “You tell him his mama’s comin’ for him just as soon as she can, okay?”
 
   “He’s fine,” Lindsay said. Indeed, the dog was on extraordinarily good terms with most of the hotel staff and guests. Everyone, in fact, except Big Lindsey, whom he still greeted with low growls and bared teeth. 
 
   Sarabelle started to cross back out of the room, but then turned around and snapped her fingers, as if a thought had just popped into her head. “Oh! Before I forget to tell you, Simmy’s truck has been on the fritz ever since Christmas Eve, so I had to use your car last night when I came to see you at the hotel.” She walked out of the room before Lindsay could reply.
 
   “How’d she get it started?” Lindsay asked, turning to Simmy. “I have the keys with me.”
 
   Simmy smiled affectionately at the door that Sarabelle had just passed through. “Well, turns out that your mama got a bit of education over the years. I guess the older Honda Civics are a car thief’s dream. She said she just went out there with a screwdriver and bam! Ten minutes later we had ignition and blast off!”
 
   Lindsay was deeply annoyed with her mother’s nonchalance and typical careless disregard for other people’s property. 
 
   Simmy, however, seemed delighted by Sarabelle’s antics. “She’s been an absolute peach,” Simmy gushed. “It’s just like I’ve known her my whole life. That’s why I want to wait until they find this fellow and get this all settled. Then you can come over here and have supper with us. There’s so much we all need to catch up on. Sarabelle’ll have to cook, of course. You know I practically burn the house down every time I even go within 20 yards of the oven.”
 
   “You can’t let Sarabelle stay.” Lindsay was growing increasingly disturbed by Simmy’s seeming desire that the murder of her best friend would be a passing cloud in an otherwise blue-sky future. Even more disturbing was the suggestion that Sarabelle could form a permanent fixture in that future.
 
   Sarabelle came back into the room carrying several strips of white paper. “Sure I can’t interest you? We’re gonna do mud masks after this.”
 
   “Sarabelle,” Lindsay turned to face her mother. “I had a message on my phone earlier. From the police. They don’t seem to be any closer to finding Leander, but he’s been seen in Kitty Hawk. If you can tell them anything at all that would help, you need to do it.” 
 
   Sarabelle vigorously shook her head and took a step backward. “Uh-un. You can’t make me.”
 
   “If Leander Swoopes really is as dangerous as you say he is, you need to. Think about other people besides yourself for once. Please. What if he hooks up with another woman?”
 
   “Then I wish her better luck than that Lydia Sikes had,” Sarabelle said with a firm set to her jaw.
 
   Lindsay realized that appealing to her mother’s altruism had been a mistake. Once again she had forgotten that Sarabelle was incapable of showing genuine concern for anyone other than herself. 
 
   “Well, what if he finds you before the police find him?” Lindsay demanded.
 
   Sarabelle angrily threw down the waxing paper strips. “What are you gonna do? Turn me in?”
 
   “If I have to,” Lindsay said.
 
   Sarabelle gasped and clutched her heart. “My own flesh and blood?”
 
   Simmy stepped between the two of them with her hands held up like a boxing referee. “Sarabelle, I think Lindsay might be right,” she said. 
 
   “Not you, too?” Sarabelle’s eyes darted around the room, as if she were looking for some means of escape.
 
   “Honey, the last thing in the world I want is to hurt you,” Simmy soothed. “But if you come forward now, you might have a shot of cutting a deal. It’s been wonderful having you here, but we all know you can’t hide like this forever.”
 
   Sarabelle’s melodramatic pose gradually softened. She looked back and forth between the two of them and finally slumped down into a chair. She was like a child, caught red-handed and out of lies. At last, she nodded.
 
   “Do you want to call, or should I?” Lindsay asked Simmy. 
 
   “I’ll turn myself in,” Sarabelle said. “Well, what are you looking at me like that for? Don’t you trust me? I said I’ll turn myself in and I will.” As the silence continued, she said. “Fine. Lindsay can drop me off at the station, but I don’t want her going in with me.”
 
   Although she took an inordinately long time to freshen up her makeup and style her hair, Sarabelle was as good as her word. She emerged from the bedroom looking like she was going to a photo shoot. “All right, let’s get this over with.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to bring a bag or anything?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “I’m not checking in at the Ritz,” Sarabelle replied, glaring at her daughter. “There is one thing we’ll need, though.” She walked into the kitchen and grabbed a flathead screwdriver from one of the drawers. 
 
   “What is that? A shiv?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “It’s for you. Trust me,” Sarabelle said. She quickly embraced Simmy, and marched outside toward Lindsay’s mint green Honda Civic with the resignation of a convict about to face the firing squad. Lindsay opened the car doors and they climbed inside. 
 
   When Lindsay placed her key in the ignition, it fell straight out onto the floor.
 
   “Turns out my car boosting skills are a little rusty,” Sarabelle said. “You’re gonna need to use the screwdriver in the ignition instead.” 
 
   Lindsay put her keys back in her jogging armband and reluctantly grabbed the screwdriver. She sighed deeply, rammed it in, and twisted it. The engine instantly purred to life. 
 
   Lindsay called Claire Burke on the way to the station to ensure that her mother was delivered safely into police custody. Claire thanked Lindsay for her help in convincing Sarabelle to turn herself in voluntarily, and said she would alert the public defender to prepare for her arrival. 
 
   “In all likelihood,” Claire explained, “she’ll be placed under arrest for her outstanding warrant, and then transferred to the county jail as soon as they can arrange it. The cells in Duck aren’t equipped for holding people for more than a day or two.”
 
   As Lindsay relayed this information to Sarabelle, the older woman sat with her arms crossed and her jaw set in a rigid line. Sarabelle didn’t even give Lindsay the benefit of a backwards glance when, a few minutes later, she walked into the quaint municipal building that served as the Duck Police Headquarters. 
 
   As Lindsay drove back along Highway 12, she tried to piece together her feelings. She supposed she should be happy that Sarabelle had decided, albeit reluctantly, to help the police track down her aunt’s killer. It had seemed wrong that everyone, including Lindsay herself, had been carrying on with life as normal while her aunt lay dead in the county morgue. Lindsay’s own emotions had been more of shock and confusion than of grief or loss. She realized that she had mourned more for hospital patients that she’d only had the briefest encounters with than she did for this woman who she’d spent years living alongside, who was her own flesh and blood. She hadn’t even said a prayer over her aunt’s body, the way she would have for a complete stranger who died at the hospital. How could it be that a person’s death could inspire so little sentiment in those who supposedly knew her best? Perhaps it was because none of them had ever really known her, any more than one could know what’s inside of a sealed box.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   The next day, Lindsay’s morning run with Kipper took her through Duck’s tiny downtown. On her left, she noticed the wooden sign for Butterworth Antiques and Collectibles. The small row of shops that housed Wynn Butterworth’s store was cheerfully decorated for the holidays. White lights encircled the wooden poles that held up the front awning and metallic snowflakes dangled from the window frames. She saw that the lights were on inside the shop and—despite the fact that she was wearing her sweaty jogging clothes and had Kipper with her—she decided to take Butterworth up on his offer to stop by.
 
   She found the old man perched on a stool that seemed far too small to uphold his considerable girth. She had to assume that there was a seat topping the legs of the stool; the way Butterworth’s buttocks draped over it, it was impossible to tell for certain. He was hunched over the counter, paging through a newspaper. His sharp eyes rose to greet her as she came in. 
 
   “Miss Lindsay!” He ran his hand over his hairless pate as if to straighten his long-gone locks. “I was beginning to think that you’d never find your way to me.”
 
   “Well, here I am,” Lindsay smiled uncertainly. “Is it okay if I bring the dog inside?”
 
   “Well of course. I keep bribes in stock for just such occasions.”  He withdrew a glass jar of dog treats and offered a small handful to Kipper. 
 
   Lindsay, meanwhile, took in her surroundings. The shop was piled high with an undifferentiated array of furniture and trinkets, almost like a commercial version of Simmy’s house. 
 
   “Get yourselves on in here and sit down on that chair.” In Butterworth’s High Tider accent, the offer came out as “Git yesefs on in hair ‘n set don on at chir.”
 
   “Well, well, well,” he said, shaking his head. “How you been keepin’? I didn’t get the opportunity to give you my proper condolences the other day. I’m truly sorry for your loss. I must say I’ve never seen the like of it. Murder ain’t an everyday thing round here, and for Patty Harding to meet her end that way.” He let out a long whistle.
 
   “I know. It’s big news.” Lindsay wasn’t sure what else to say. It felt false to accept his condolences, like accepting a prize she hadn’t won.
 
   “Lord, yes. Front page on every newspaper from here to Raleigh. I hope you haven’t had reporters hounding you?”
 
   The thought hadn’t even occurred to Lindsay until she’d spoken to her father the previous day. Because he had been named publicly as Patricia Harding’s next of kin, his phone had been ringing off the hook since the story broke. He’d finally unplugged the phone and enlisted some of his “fan club” ladies to turn away anyone who came to the door. Lindsay hadn’t looked at the paper or watched the news, but from what she understood, Leander Swoopes was being sought as a person of interest in the case. As yet, there had been no specific mention of Sarabelle or of her, so for the time being, she remained blissfully incognito.
 
   “Thankfully, no. I’m staying in a hotel. I guess they haven’t been able to track me down yet,” Lindsay said. She ran her hand over the large, leather-covered rocking horse that stood like a sentinel alongside her chair. “How long have you had this shop?”
 
   “Since the 80’s. This is my retirement project, but I been doin’ this now for longer than I ever worked. I guess I never expected to live this long,” he laughed. “In my earlier years, I ran a motel way down Kitty Hawk way. When I sold that on, I started doin’ this. I don’t hardly turn a profit, but it passes the time.” He smiled at her, his thin lips turning white as they pressed together. “I expect you’re wondering about why I wanted you to come down here and talk to me?”
 
   Lindsay nodded. “You said that you had some stories you thought I should hear.”
 
   “And so I do. So I do. You seemed surprised when I said that your Aunt Patty was a real hell raiser in her day. I realized that you probably only ever knew the old lady that she’d become. She didn’t use to be like that, all closed up on herself like an oyster. The War changed her.” 
 
   “I didn’t know she had anything to do with World War II. She would’ve only been, what? Fifteen?” Lindsay said.
 
   “How much do you know about what went on out here during that time?”
 
   “Hmm, I know about the German U-boats—how they sailed up and down the East Coast trying to disrupt the shipping lanes. I know that they sank a lot of U.S. ships and we sank quite a number of theirs. I’ve read about the blackouts along the coast, where residents had to cover their windows and put black tape over their car headlights.”
 
   “Well, then, you already know a good sight more than most people. You see, during the War, and even well after, the government didn’t want people to fret. Didn’t release no news stories in the papers or nothin’ like that. They classified most of the information so that somebody living in Kansas or Kentucky wouldn’t’ve had no idea how bad things were for us out here. But we ‘Bankers knew. The War came practically right up onto our doorsteps.
 
   “The blackouts and such all came about later on, once everybody got over the shock after Pearl Harbor, and the Navy got themselves organized,” he continued. As he spoke, Butterworth’s voice rumbled with emotion. His hands moved up and down as a unit, like a marionette. His oversized, snow white eyebrows, however, seemed unable to work in concert with each other. They took turns rising and falling, like they were counterweighted. 
 
   “In them early days, it was a surprise when the Germans started floating their subs out in the water off the Banks,” he said. “This was in 1942 that I’m talkin’ ‘bout. Almost every day that spring and on into the summer, we’d hear these loud booms from the ships gettin’ blowed up. Deep rumbles like they were quarrying rocks out under the ocean. Sometimes the walls of our house even shook with it, and I had one friend who got a crack, wide as your thumb, across the whole ceiling of his house.” Butterworth held up his fat thumb and looked at Lindsay over the top of it, like a portrait painter trying to get his subject into perspective.
 
   He settled back on his stool and continued his tale. “Another buddy a’ mine, name of Tyrone, was out fishin’ with his old man one day. U-boat rose up outta the water not 10 yards off his starboard. Them U-boats wasn’t like regular subs, you see. They couldn’t stay submerged but for so long ‘fore they had to come up on take on fresh air. So, Tyrone and his old man see this thing risin’ up outta the water like a damn Moby Dick. That’s what they thought it was at first, a whale. But lucky for Tyrone, he didn’t stick around to make its acquaintance. Before you could say Jiminy Cricket, they were high-tailin’ it back to shore.”
 
   In her many history courses, Lindsay had read about the time Butterworth described. However, seeing the bare facts in print was a very different proposition from hearing about these events first hand.
 
   Butterworth, seeing that he held Lindsay’s rapt attention, took a wheezy breath and resumed his monologue. “We had to give up swimming that summer. The water had damn near turned to oil from all the boats that’d been sunk. You’d go in the water up to your knees and your legs would be soaked with the stuff. We’d have to go home and scrub ourselves with kerosene to get it off. Seemed like everybody had a story to tell. Some close call or another. But we all tried to carry on like everything was normal. What choice did we have?”
 
   Shifting his weight on the creaky stool beneath him, he continued. “The U-boats ranged all up and down the coast, from Maine to Mexico,” he said. “But it was worst in Carolina. So many ships were attacked out here that the waters came to be called ‘Torpedo Junction’ near the Hatteras Lighthouse.” The word “lighthouse” sounded like “loythighss” in Butterworth’s Ocracoke dialect.
 
   Lindsay didn’t want to hurry him, but her curiosity was piqued. “You said this had something to do with Aunt Harding?”
 
   “Oh, Lord, yes. Rumor had it that Patty had the closest call of anybody. You ever been down to the British graveyards in Hatteras or Ocracoke?”
 
   Lindsay nodded. She had, indeed, seen the final resting places of the unfortunate British sailors who’d been sent to America to help guard the shipping lanes. Their boats had been torpedoed by the Germans and their washed-up bodies had been dragged in by locals and buried together in small plots. 
 
   “Well, what people might not realize is that not all the bodies that washed up were dead ones. Now and again, you’d get some sailor who managed to survive the blast and swim his way onto the shore. If they were our guys, they were patched up and sent on their way. If they were Jerries, they’d be gathered up and shipped to POW camps. One day, Patty was out on the beach at night, looking for turtle’s nests. In them days, some of us still used to eat turtle’s eggs. This was ‘fore the endangered species people started rantin’ and ravin’ about it. Well, anyways, Patty saw this thing floatin’ out in the water. During the war, you could sometimes pick up some good stuff from the cargo ships that’d got sunk on the way over to Europe. You never knew. You might get yourself some lumber or some cotton cloth that hadn’t gotten wrecked by the salt water. Even the crates themselves could be handy to burn for firewood. One time I found me a case of lemons that were comin’ all the way from South America. Like I told you, you never could know.
 
   “Well, that night, your aunt waded out and found herself a German sailor, floatin’ face up in a life vest but hardly breathin’. She musta liked the look of him, because instead of heading straight to the patrol station to report him, like we were supposed to, she took him off someplace and kept him.”
 
   “Kept him?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Kept him like a pet. She brought him food and nursed him back to health, or so I heard. She was only able to keep it up for a month or two before somebody sold her out. Anonymous tip-off, I heard. Even keeping him that long was a mighty impressive achievement, though, for a teenage girl. These islands were crawlin’ with civilian patrols. We thought the Jerries were fixin’ to invade at any time—I reckon we weren’t far wrong on that score. It’s a miracle that she hid him as long as she did, and I expect it had to end sooner or later.”
 
   “Couldn’t he have escaped? Did she keep him locked up or something?” Butterworth’s revelations were deeply disturbing for Lindsay, all the more so for the parallel to the more recent circumstance of Aunt Harding hiding Sarabelle in her house for months. 
 
   “There wasn’t nowhere he coulda gone to where he wasn’t gonna raise suspicions. Don’t know if he spoke any English, even, and everybody was tuned in back then, trying to listen out for a German or Jap accent.” 
 
   “What happened when they were discovered?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Well, he got sent down to a POW camp in Oklahoma. Heard he died before the war ended. I don’t think she ever got over it. She brought me a German gun to restore a few years ago. She said it had sentimental value. She didn’t say whose it was or how she came by it, but I knew.”
 
   Lindsay was silent for a moment, remembering the gun lying on the floor of the shack next to her aunt’s body. “Was the gun valuable?”
 
   Butterworth raised an eyebrow. “Not particularly. Mauser pistol. Not in very good condition, from being in the salt water, I suppose. And everybody and their Great Aunt Fanny seems to have a Nazi gun in their collection, which keeps the prices down. I tried to convince Patty to leave it as it was because I didn’t think it was even worth what it’d cost to restore it, but like I said, she told me it had sentimental value.”
 
   “Speaking of sentimental things, have you ever heard of anybody named Rita Lutz? My aunt seemed to have some sort of attachment to her.” Since Butterworth was clearly plugged into the lore of the islands, Lindsay thought it might be worth a shot.
 
   “Can’t say that I have,” Butterworth replied.
 
   “What about Mari?” Lindsay asked, thinking of the worn scrap of cloth from her aunt’s safe. “Spelled with an ‘i’ at the end. Does that name mean anything to you?”
 
   “Mari? There was a Mari Gilbert, used to live down in Kitty Hawk. She moved to California twenty years ago or more. Wanted to grow almonds. No, wait. Come to think on it, I believe that gal’s name was Marie.”
 
   Lindsay thanked Butterworth and rose to leave, but then realized that something was troubling her. “Wait, didn’t Aunt Harding get in huge trouble when the soldier was discovered? I mean, what she did was practically treason.” Lindsay could scarcely believe that Aunt Harding had willingly risked her life for the love of an enemy soldier, especially when the stakes were so high.
 
   “Well, she did and she didn’t. Her ma and her old man—well, to say they was cross would be the understatement of the century. From what I heard, they tanned her backside something fearsome and locked her in her room. I think everybody reckoned it was better to treat her like a fractious child rather than a grown-up traitor. Those of us that knew her before heard about what happened of course, but mostly everyone didn’t care to mention it. Like I said, the military and the government wouldn’t’a been too excited to have a story like that come out. Especially not at that time when we still didn’t have any vessels in the whole U.S. Navy fleet that could sink a U-boat. For people to find out that a Jerry was on American soil, hidden by a little teenage girl who’d outfoxed all the patrols for weeks on end?” Butterworth let out a low whistle and shook his head.  “No, ma’am. That’s the kind of thing that’s best kept hidden.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Since the murder, Lindsay had settled into a routine of running, getting phone updates from Claire Burke on the on-going manhunt for Leander Swoopes, ordering overpriced sandwiches from room service, and trying to avoid Big Lindsey at all costs. She steered clear of what appeared to be an unending cavalcade of pre-wedding festivities, fearing that her own preoccupations and pensive mood would spoil Anna and Drew’s happiness. The morning after she visited Butterworth, however, she shook off her passivity. There was clearly something mysterious going on. Butterworth’s depiction of her aunt as a brave, lovelorn teenager seemed so much at odds with everything she knew. And, based on her long experience of her aunt’s personality, the way the old woman hoarded odd tokens in her safe was inexplicable. Then there was the nagging question of why her aunt had been so desperate to conceal Sarabelle’s presence in her house.
 
   She retrieved the box of her aunt’s possessions from the drawer in her room and made her way down to the small business center off of the hotel’s lobby. Sitting down in front of one of the computers, she began keying in search terms. Her initial search of “Rita Lutz” yielded no hits, and a search of “Nancy Mix” was similarly unproductive. Digging deeper, she tried combing through Federal Census records to see if she could turn up anything relevant. The census records, however, were only publicly available beginning in 1940. Given that the newspaper article about the car crash was undated, it was impossible to know if Rita Lutz had been born before or after that time. 
 
   A possible lead came in the 1940 census record, where Lindsay found an entry for a Lutz family in Virginia Beach. They had several children, but there was no mention of their having a daughter named Rita. She next called the offices of the Elizabeth City Daily Advance to see if their editions from the past few decades could be viewed online somehow. This, too, proved a fruitless endeavor. Any editions prior to 1985 had been destroyed in a flood decades before anyone had thought to record them digitally or even transfer them onto microfilm.
 
   Her investigations into Butterworth’s story about the German submariner proved more productive. Because of the war’s information blackout, no newspaper accounts of the soldier’s capture had been written at the time. However, the U.S. military records had now been declassified. Combing through the government’s online archives, she found mention of a POW named Peter Hunzinger, a sailor on the German U-Boat U-85, who had been captured near Corolla late in the summer of 1942. He had indeed been transferred to a POW camp, Camp Tonkawa in Oklahoma, where he later died. Though exhaustive attempts were made to interrogate him, he never revealed any information to the Americans other than his name, rank, and home town. 
 
   A further search of “U-85” pulled up dozens of images of the wreck, lying silent and still, covered in marine life at the bottom of the Atlantic. As she clicked through the pictures, her eye caught something that made her gasp. It was a picture of a low-ranking submariner in full dress uniform. Like Peter, the man held the rank of Matrose, or seaman recruit—the lowest man on the U-boat totem pole. He wore a flat cap, similar to a beret. Around the brim ran a ribbon-like piece of material, about two inches wide, and on it, the word KRIEGSMARINE—“war navy” in German—was embroidered in an elaborate script. She compared the picture to the scrap of cloth that said MARI. Sure enough, they were identical. 
 
   Her mind was spinning in a tight circle, like a speedboat without a rudder. Connections and possibilities were firing off in her brain, but she could think of no one with whom to discuss her theories. Finally, she picked up her cell phone and dialed Claire Burke. 
 
   “Hi, Claire. It’s Lindsay Harding.”
 
   “Hi, Lindsay,” Claire said, sounding weary. “I’m afraid there’s nothing new to report.”
 
   “I found something that I think might be relevant to my aunt’s murder.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “During World War II, she hid a German soldier for months. From the description, I wondered if she might have hidden him in the same shed where she was killed. And the gun was German, too. Maybe it was his. I’m not sure how it relates, but it seems important. And there’s another weird thing. A newspaper article about a woman named Rita Lutz. Why would she have cared that much about the death of a stranger? I’m wondering if Rita Lutz and my grandmother, Nancy Mix, could be the same person. They were the same age, and the description of the car accident seems to be the same.”
 
   “Lindsay, are you sleeping okay? Are your friends taking care of you?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Lindsay said, sensing the patronizing tone in Claire’s voice. “I know what I’m saying sounds a little crazy, but it seems relevant. My aunt only kept a few things in her safe. Things that were important to her. I recognized everything but a scrap of Nazi cloth and this old news story.”
 
   “I know you’re trying to be helpful. And I know it must be frustrating that we don’t seem any closer to catching Swoopes. But we’re running down leads. We really think that Swoopes killed your aunt in a botched robbery. She probably got to know him through your mother somehow. Your aunt had started supplying him with guns for some reason, maybe to keep him away from Sarabelle or maybe in a scheme to get money, and things went sour. Think about how much more likely that is than her death having something to do with events that happened more than 60 years ago, long before Swoopes was even born.” She paused to allow Lindsay to absorb her words. “We’ll get the killer,” Claire soothed. “I promise.”
 
   “Can I at least bring this stuff by for you to look at?” 
 
   “Why don’t I send someone over to get it first thing tomorrow? You can leave it at the front desk, okay?”
 
   Lindsay hung up and rested her forehead on the smooth wood of the computer desk. Warren would’ve listened to her. He trusted her hunches, and respected her intellect. But she could easily see that, to anyone else, the things that she was saying seemed like a disconnected jumble of useless information. She had no idea how the pieces fit together, but the answer seemed tantalizingly close. She thought seriously about calling him, but her festering anger stopped her. He didn’t really trust her. He’d practically accused her of being complicit in her aunt’s murder. Why would he listen to her now?
 
   “So this is where you are? I’ve hardly seen you since you got here.” 
 
   Lindsay looked up to see Anna standing in the doorway. She wore a silky crimson dress with black ballet flats. She held an expensive-looking embroidered shawl around her shoulders to ward off the December chill. She looked as beautiful as ever, but a line of nervous tension bisected the space between her eyebrows.
 
   “I was just looking at some stuff on the computer.”
 
   Anna put her hands on her hips. “You forgot, didn’t you?” 
 
   Lindsay slapped her forehead. “The rehearsal. Sorry.” She glanced at her watch. The wedding rehearsal and dinner were set to start in 45 minutes. She’d spent the entire day online and completely lost track of the time. “Don’t worry, I can get ready quick.” She was wearing the outfit that had become her uniform over the past few days—jogging pants, sneakers, and an oversized t-shirt.
 
   “Hurry up, okay? Rob just texted to say that he’s not going to make it until after dinner now. I know it’s a terrible week for you, and if you’re not up to it, I understand. But tell me now, okay? You’re my maid of honor, and I’m relying on you.”
 
   “I’m really, really sorry. I’m up to it. I’ll be ready. I promise.” Lindsay had observed how, as the day of the wedding drew nearer, Anna’s usual laid-back demeanor had slowly eroded to reveal a new and decidedly un-improved Anna—a stressed-out, frightening control freak.
 
   “My mother offered to make up the seating charts and get the order of service printed. She found a printer in Kitty Hawk that can do them on short notice, thank God. And she and I are going to spend tomorrow making up all the wedding favors.”
 
   “Oh. I thought you said that you weren’t going to do wedding favors and seating charts? Didn’t you want to keep everything really casual?”
 
   Anna let out a sigh of exasperation, as if the idea of a casual wedding were a ridiculous concept that Lindsay herself had invented on the spot. “My mother convinced me that everything would run smoother if we did a bit more pre-planning.” Her head bobbed up and down as she spoke in a manic nodding motion. “Anyway, she’s also going to help you with the flowers on the day of the wedding so you don’t have to stress about it. Now I’m really regretting telling Geneva that she didn’t need to get here until the morning of the wedding. I mean, what if she gets stuck in traffic or something? If the officiating minister doesn’t show up, what are we supposed to do?”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll be here,” Lindsay consoled. “And luckily, you’ll have no shortage of ordained ministers, right? I mean, Rob or I could just step in.”
 
   What was offered by Lindsay as a light-hearted joke was received by Anna as an assault on the institution of marriage itself. “No, no, no, no! The maid of honor has to help me get dressed and hold my flowers and hand me Drew’s ring when it’s time for that. And Rob needs to make sure everyone sits in the right places during the service and help everyone get seated where they’re supposed to be for dinner. Oh! I better have my mother double check that Mike doesn’t lose track of the rings. You’d never guess that he used to be a successful lawyer. He’s such a flake—no help at all. I think he’s mad at me because we decided to hire a professional photographer instead of having him and Owen take the pictures. Isn’t that petty? I mean, it’s my wedding, right?”
 
   “Is it?” Lindsay asked, raising an eyebrow. “It sounds a little like you’re letting it become everybody else’s wedding.”
 
   “With large groups of people, it’s better that everybody knows what to expect. It’s all way more under control this way,” Anna replied firmly.
 
   “You seem kind of…jittery. Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “It’s all taken care of. All you have to do is be where you’re supposed to be and do what you’re supposed to do. Talk to my mother if you have any questions.”
 
   While they were talking, Anna’s mother had sauntered up behind them. “There you are, Little Lindsay! You’re so tiny you seem to be able to disappear almost anywhere! Ladies, we must get going. Anna, why don’t we go ahead and try out your wedding day makeup tonight? That way, there’s still time tomorrow for me to run out and buy different products if something doesn’t work out, okay? I’ve already started some of the calligraphy on the wedding favors so we won’t be so pressed for time tomorrow.” 
 
   Lindsay looked at Anna. “I thought you were leaving tomorrow free so you and Drew would have a whole day to relax before the big day? Wasn’t that the whole point of having the rehearsal tonight? To set a nice, easy pace? Plenty of down time?”
 
   Big Lindsey clicked her tongue. “A lot of people travelled a long way to see Anna and Drew get married. We can’t have the ceremony be some slapdash affair. It’ll be much more relaxing for Anna to know that all the little details are safely in hand. They’re both trained surgeons, after all. They know you don’t just stroll into the operating room unprepared and hope that you have everything you need.”
 
   “But this is a celebration, not an appendectomy,” Lindsay protested. She looked to Anna for support, but Anna just nervously picked at one of her cuticles.
 
   “I think she’s right, Lins,” Anna said. “I was silly to think that we could pull of a perfect wedding without any effort.”
 
   “Well, that settles it, then,” Anna’s mother said with a sharp clap of her hands. “The rehearsal starts in 40 minutes. Try to be ready, okay?” She hooked Anna under the elbow and led her through the door, leaving Lindsay blinking in their wake.
 
   As promised, Lindsay managed to throw on a dress, pin her hair up, swap her glasses for contact lenses, and still arrive at the rehearsal with time to spare. She even put on mascara and lipstick, which she hoped would distract from the fact that she’d forgotten to pack any dress shoes and instead had to wear her running shoes. At least from the ankles up, she was the picture of maid of honor chic. 
 
   With Big Lindsey frog-marching everyone from place to place with the aggressive bonhomie of a practiced socialite, the run through and dinner both ticked along like a Swiss watch. Before they knew what hit them, the last lingering guests were having after-dinner drinks on the deck overlooking the pool, and the night was drawing to a close. 
 
   Lindsay stood in the shadows at the far edge of the deck, looking beyond the line of dunes that separated them from the ocean. Drew walked over and stood by her side. “Can I hide over here with you? It’s too scary over there.” He smiled and gestured to a knot of women clustered around Anna. They were gathered under a tall outdoor heater, all sipping brightly-colored cocktails. Big Lindsey’s laughter thundered across the wide space, competing with the low roar of the ocean. 
 
   “How are you holding up? Things seem to have gotten a little, um, intense in the past few days.” Lindsay said.
 
   “Yeah, it’s not exactly what we planned.” He shrugged. “Her mom makes her crazy.”
 
   “I know the feeling,” Lindsay replied dryly.
 
   “Well, I’m going to enjoy this, no matter what. I kind of like this take-charge, crazily organized side of her, actually. It appeals to the surgeon in me. All this planning, everything in its proper place. Who knows, maybe now she’ll be more open to my idea of putting our spice rack in alphabetical order?” 
 
   “Personally, I prefer the normal Anna, disorganized spice rack and all,” Lindsay said. 
 
   Drew laughed. “I guess I do, too. I like that she sabotages my attempts to keep the house perfect and that she doesn’t freak out when plans have to change at the last minute. And how she sometimes makes me take off my rose-colored glasses and just accept that things don’t always work out like I want them to. Let’s hope we get that Anna back when this is all over.”
 
   “Here’s to messy spice racks,” Lindsay said, clinking her champagne flute against his. 
 
   Drew looked across at Anna. Even in the semi-darkness, she outshined every woman around her.  “I really am the luckiest guy on earth.” He inhaled and sighed contentedly. “Speaking of lucky, Anna said you grew up not far from here. That must’ve been great. I love being by the ocean, where you can really see all the stars. It’s kind of comforting how we all live and die and change, but everything out there just stays exactly the same.” He gestured to the wide expanse of star-spangled night.
 
   Lindsay furrowed her brow. “I guess I don’t really see it that way. I mean, the sky is living and dying, too. It’s a cosmic warzone out there—stars exploding, huge chunks of space rock crashing into other stuff. Every millisecond, something new is happening, on this huge scale. It’s like a play with a hundred billion characters in it.”
 
   Drew laughed. “That sounds like something my brother would say. He never accepts the easy answer, either.” He sighed again and turned back towards the ocean. “I wish I could convince him to settle down for awhile. I guess you heard that his wife died last year? Now he’s on this single-minded mission to wrestle every ounce of life experience out of the time he has left. It’s like he’s the one who had the terminal disease.”
 
   “Poor guy,” Lindsay agreed. “I feel sorry for Owen, too. It sounds like Mike has him on some kind of Treadmill of Fun. He seems like a great kid, though.”
 
   “He is. He’s a lot like his mom. Mike has always been this way—bouncing off the walls, just a crazy ball of energy, and Jocelyn would just shrug her shoulders and roll her eyes. They were opposites, but they balanced each other out.”
 
   “That’s a soul-shaking loss. Maybe he’s afraid that if he slows down, it’ll catch up with him,” Lindsay said quietly. She’d seen this kind of behavior many times before. Rather than dealing with grief, people would undertake a series of major life changes—jumping into a new romantic relationship, selling their house, buying a sports car. For some people, the death of a loved one could provoke behavior similar to a mid-life crisis. It could happen to someone with rock-solid faith in an afterlife almost as easily as it happened to an atheist.
 
   Drew held his hands up. “You’re the chaplain. I just fix people’s brains. I know very little about hearts and I definitely don’t ever go anywhere near their souls.” At that moment Mike and Owen came into view, emerging from between the dunes. The father and son made their way along the wooden boardwalk that connected the hotel’s deck with the main beach. 
 
   “Well, here comes the man himself,” Drew said. “Huh, Owen looks like he’s limping.”
 
   When the pair reached Drew and Lindsay, Mike said, “I don’t suppose one of you has a Band-Aid? Owen cut himself on some broken glass or something while we were out playing glow-in-the-dark Frisbee golf.”
 
   “I’m fine, Dad,” Owen said, with typical teenage boy bravado.
 
   “Hmm… If whatever cut you was sharp enough to poke through your shoe, we’d better go inside so I can have a look,” Drew said, his forehead wrinkling with concern.
 
   “Really, Uncle Drew. I’m fine.”
 
   “Come on, you’d be doing me a favor. It’s only a matter of time until the Bridezilla Crew gives me another job to do,” Drew said.
 
   Mike laughed. “For your sake, I hope this is just a one-time thing. Anna’s become like General Patton in pearls.” He slurred his words slightly. It was clear that, like most of the guests, he’d spent a little too much time at the bar during dinner.
 
   When the two brothers stood alongside each other, Lindsay was again amazed at how alike they looked. Add 20 pounds and 10 years to Drew, and the two would be practically interchangeable. It was as if Mike were a digitally-aged version of his younger brother. Owen and Drew bid them goodbye and made their way inside. Lindsay noted with amusement that despite Owen’s injury, they took the long way around, skirting the far edge of the deck and keeping well outside the view of Anna and her mother. 
 
   “It must be handy having a doctor for a brother.” Lindsay said.
 
   “Not really. I thought my parents were proud when I got my law degree. But when your little brother goes and becomes a brain surgeon? That’s hard to compete with!” He laughed good-naturedly. “It’s a shame our parents didn’t live long enough to see Drew get married. They would’ve loved Anna. She’s exactly the type of woman they would’ve picked for him.”
 
   “I suppose she’s the kind of woman most parents would choose for their sons,” Lindsay said, smiling.
 
   “She’s all right, but only if you’re into beauty, success, intelligence, and athleticism. Which clearly I’m not.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Not at all. I’m on the lookout for a pig-ugly slob who’s so dumb that she can’t alphabetize a packet of M&Ms.”
 
   “Good luck with your search. It’s gonna be tough with those high standards.”
 
   “I might be willing to compromise and date somebody smart and pretty, but only if she has a really terrible personality.” 
 
   In the few times she’d spoken with him, Lindsay already noticed that Mike always seemed to speak a million miles an hour, like the words were all engaged in a race to see which one could get from his brain to his mouth the fastest. 
 
   “This is the first time I’ve seen you without your jogging clothes on. You look nice,” Mike said.
 
   Lindsay hoped the deep blush that rose in her cheeks was hidden in the darkness. “Thanks.”
 
   “Personally, I hate running. It’s so boring.”
 
   “I find it’s a really good way to clear your head.”
 
   “It’s not for me. I decided long ago that, unless I am being chased by an axe-wielding psychopath, it’s not happening. I like to change things up exercise-wise. Jujitsu, square dancing, rock climbing…Are you cold?” He asked, taking hold of both her hands. “Yeah, your hands are icicles. Let’s go inside the gazebo.”
 
   Mike guided her inside, placing his hand on the small of her back. A shiver ran up her spine; she couldn’t be sure if it was caused by the cold or the fact of being touched so intimately by a handsome man. She felt a pang as the image of the shocked look on Warren’s face when she’d broken up with him passed briefly through her mind.
 
   “Did you guys make it down to the U-boat wreck this week?” she asked.
 
   “No. I had the whole thing set up, but the dive reports said the water was still too murky to see anything. Winter diving is always iffy. We’re going to try again later in the week. It’s definitely on our bucket list.”
 
   “Owen has a bucket list? That’s a little unusual for a 15-year-old.”
 
   “Well, I guess it’s more my bucket list. But think of the experiences he’s gaining! Think how much more he’s seen and done than any of his peers.”
 
   “That’s true,” Lindsay said slowly. “How does he feel about it, though? Do you think he wants to be so different from his peers? Sometimes it’s nice to feel like you fit in.” She looked at him, trying to gauge his receptiveness to her suggestions about his son. “Maybe you guys should talk about it.”
 
   He seemed not to have heard a word she said. “You know, I really like your face,” he said. “You see so many pretty girls, but none of them look like you.”
 
   “So I don’t look like a pretty girl?” Lindsay was more amused than insulted. She could tell by Mike’s rosy cheeks and glassy eyes that he might not be at his most eloquent in that moment.
 
   “No. You’re more than pretty. You have, like, a magnet face. Like my eyeballs just want to look at it. And I like how your hair frizzes out at the sides. It’s like your ears are smoking.” Without warning, he leaned down and kissed her. Lindsay was taken entirely by surprise, most of all by the fact that she didn’t pull away from his embrace. His lips were soft and his mouth tasted like peppermints and champagne. He drew her closer to him and kissed her again. Leaning into him was like slipping into a warm bath. Her body felt light, her head swam with dizziness. 
 
   After a moment, Mike drew away. “Sorry. I just realized that I needed to stop talking before I said anything else dumb, so I kissed you. I hope you don’t think that was disrespectful. I’m really sorry.” He stood there nervously for a moment. “I better go see how Owen is doing.” He walked quickly out of the gazebo, pausing only briefly to look back and give Lindsay a goofy half-wave. 
 
   When Lindsay emerged from the gazebo a moment later, laughing, she was confronted immediately by Anna’s mother. All the other guests had gone inside, and they were the only two remaining on the deck. “What do you think you’re doing?” the taller woman asked. Her face was like a storm cloud, ready to burst.
 
   “Nothing,” Lindsay said, still smiling to herself.
 
   “Don’t try to say that was nothing. I saw you kiss him! I thought you were a Christian minister.”
 
   “Last time I checked, there was no law—biblical or otherwise—against kissing.”
 
   Big Lindsey shook her head in disgust. “I don’t know if I’m more shocked by him or by you.”
 
   “Look, I really don’t see what all the fuss is about. Did you want him for yourself or something?”
 
   “You need to pack your things and leave.”
 
   “My stuff is packed. Just before the rehearsal, I got the news that my room is finally ready. I was just heading back to grab Kipper and my luggage and head up to our new room.”
 
   “Your room?! I highly doubt Anna is going to want you within a hundred feet of her once she hears about this.”
 
   “Why would she hear about this? I’m sure not going to tell her. I don’t really think she needs another distraction this close to her wedding. She’s pretty stressed out already.”
 
   “Distraction? You really are a piece of work.” Big Lindsey moved so close to Lindsay that they were practically toe to toe. She towered over her, her voluminous hair seeming to block Lindsay’s vision. “I’m going to the bar,” Big Lindsey growled. “By the time I get back, you’d better be gone.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Still baffled after her strange confrontation with Big Lindsey, Lindsay gathered Kipper and her luggage and made her way across the lobby to her new room. At the front desk, the receptionist sat wearing a Santa hat and a bored expression. Lindsay gave her a sympathetic smile as she passed. As Lindsay crossed to the opposite hallway, she almost collided with Anna, who was stomping towards her with Big Lindsey in tow. In their wake followed several of her other female friends and relatives. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Anna demanded.
 
   “To my new room,” Lindsay replied, taken aback at Anna’s belligerent tone. “What’s going on?” 
 
   “My mother told me everything, that’s what.”
 
   “Okay,” Lindsay said, drawing the word out as if she were talking to a very feeble-minded person. The women arrayed themselves around her, like a mob baying for blood. Kipper assumed a defensive posture and growled. Lindsay patted his head to soothe him.
 
   “I deserve some explanation. Please, Lindsay. You owe me that. Maybe your grief over your aunt or your crazy mother got the better of you and you just fell into his arms?” Anna suggested.
 
   Lindsay put her hands up. “Look, he kissed me. I didn’t really think it was a big deal. He was drunk. I’m not sure he even knew what he was doing.”
 
   “Oh, that’s just great.” Anna looked like she was on the verge of tears. “I can’t believe I made you my maid of honor.”
 
   “She’s lying, Anna. And she’s not even wearing the right shoes!” Big Lindsey snapped. “She’s a drama magnet. She just wants you to feel sorry for her.” 
 
   “I don’t get it,” Lindsay said, becoming angry. “Am I messing up your psychotically perfect wedding plans somehow? Or are you trying to protect him from me? I’ve barely talked to him. I mean, I just broke up with Warren a few days ago.” Lindsay felt like all the eyes on her were shrinking rays, making her feel smaller and smaller. The unfortunate receptionist behind the desk was doing her best to shuffle papers and pretend she was stone deaf. 
 
   “Can’t we talk about this somewhere else?” Lindsay asked through gritted teeth.
 
   Anna shook her head in disbelief. “You and Warren broke up? Why didn’t you tell me? I bet that’s it. He’s wanted you this whole time, ever since you dated him, and now that you’re free he has his chance.” The tears had begun to flow freely down Anna’s cheeks. Lindsay had a strange impulse to tell her friend that the wedding makeup wasn’t smearing at all—Big Lindsey sure knew how to paint a face.
 
   “What do you mean ‘ever since I dated him’?” Finally, the missing piece of the jigsaw clicked into place. Lindsay couldn’t believe how dense she’d been. “Wait, do you think I kissed Drew?”
 
   “I saw you kiss him!” Big Lindsey shouted triumphantly.
 
   “What you saw was Mike kissing me.”
 
   When Big Lindsey spoke again, her voice was less certain. “But we all saw you over by the gazebo with Drew. And then when I went over there, I saw you kiss him, and then I saw him run off.”
 
   Lindsay put her hands over her face, trying to block out the nightmare that was playing out before her eyes. She felt a physical ache in her chest, as if the accusatory words were tiny arrows that had lodged in her heart. “Drew went inside to help Owen. He cut his foot. Why didn’t you talk to him first? Did you really think that he’d cheat on you? With me?”
 
   The women who had clustered around to witness Lindsay’s debasement were now staring awkwardly at their fancy shoes and Lindsay’s scruffy ones. One by one, they drifted back into the bar. Anna’s mother was the last to go. As she took her leave, she glared icily at Lindsay. Anna and Lindsay were left alone in the lobby. Even though the reason for their fight had evaporated, neither of them seemed capable of erasing the feelings it had generated.
 
   “I just don’t understand how you could think I would do that do you. You’re one of my best friends. You and Rob are like my family. You practically get a running commentary on my interior life, and you still don’t know me better than that?”
 
   “Friends don’t always tell friends everything. It’s not like when you’re 13 and you gab to your friends about every setback with a boy and every embarrassing thing that happens to you. Grown ups have secrets. They lie,” Anna said. 
 
   “That’s not what friends do,” Lindsay said.
 
   “Look, I never told you this, but I caught my ex with one of my so-called friends. I went out to lunch with her, and then that same afternoon, I found out she’d been sending him naughty emails. And I still took him back!”
 
   “Oh, Anna. I’m so sorry. But that’s not what’s happening here.”
 
   “Maybe you don’t understand because you didn’t have friends when you were younger. In junior high and high school, your girlfriends will turn on you like a pack of hyenas. That’s just how it is. You learn to look out.”
 
   “But we’re not 13 now. And I’m not like that. You could’ve told me what happened with your other friend. I would’ve understood.”
 
   Anna let out a mirthless laugh. “You don’t have any secrets. I’ve got an ex-husband and ex-boyfriends galore. You have Warren the Super Cop who loves his job and his mother and his sweet Lindsay. My job is all blood and chaos and adrenaline. Your job is being God’s number one goodie-goodie. My mom is…I don’t even know what, and your dad is known to every person in Central North Carolina as some kind of saint. Even when you do something wrong, it’s always because you’re trying to help someone.” Anna made an over-dramatic frowny face and whined, “‘Oh, I’m Lindsay, I feel bad because I returned a library book three days late.’”
 
   Lindsay felt like she’d had acid thrown in her face. She’d tried to reach out to Anna, but Anna was too mired in the toxic quicksand of her emotions to take the help that was being offered. Lindsay’s eyes stung with held-back tears. Was this really what people thought of her? Was this what one of her best friends thought of her? She tried to hit upon a reply. Her mouth formed words, but she couldn’t find the breath to speak them. Finally, she said. “It’s not true that I’m always nice. If that was the case, I wouldn’t be able to tell you that you’re acting like a mean, insecure backstabber who can’t admit when she’s wrong.”
 
   Anna let out an exasperated cry and stomped back to the bar, leaving Lindsay to turn in her room keys at the front desk and walk out, alone, into the night. 
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
                 Lindsay was awakened the next morning by an insistent buzzing. By the time she’d left the hotel, it was past 2 a.m. She had been too exhausted to try to find alternative accommodation, so she’d spent the night curled up with Kipper in the backseat of her Honda.
 
   The buzzing began again. The whole car seemed to vibrate with it. She sat up and Kipper, too, perked up his ears. She rifled through her purse and patted down her pockets. Finally, she zeroed in on the source of the sound—her phone had slipped underneath the passenger’s seat. 
 
   “Hello,” she mumbled.
 
   “Where are you? You didn’t pick up your phone. And you weren’t in your room when we got here last night. Are you okay? I was really worried. You’re supposed to meet your mother-in-law today. Remember?”
 
                 “My what? Oh. Is that you, Rob?” Lindsay said, piecing this morning’s reality together.
 
                 Rob paused. “Are you drunk?” he asked.
 
   “Unfortunately not. I’m afraid plans have changed.” A thin pink line of morning sun had risen across the horizon. “I guess you probably haven’t talked to Anna yet.”
 
   “Nobody’s up yet. I wouldn’t be up, either, expect that my mother is very, very anxious to meet her daughter-in-law. She doesn’t understand why you’re not here, and neither do I.”
 
   Lindsay took stock of her appearance. She was still wearing the same royal blue Shantung sheath she’d worn to the rehearsal, but the dress was now a mass of wrinkles and dog hair. She leaned forward to glance in the rearview mirror—what she saw wasn’t heartening. Her hair was completely plastered to her head on one side and on the other, it stuck out in a mass of wild curls. Smeared mascara had created a ring of black around both eyes—the effect was a cross between an unsuccessful prize-fighter and an angry panda. 
 
   “Today’s not really great for me, Rob. I don’t think I can help you.”
 
   “Did something else happen with your aunt? Did Sarabelle do something to you?” He paused and gasped sharply. “Don’t tell me you got back together with Warren.”
 
   “Is that really the worst of those three possibilities?” Lindsay asked wryly.
 
   “No, of course not. But it would mean that I’d have to return the ‘Congratulations on Breaking Up with Your Uptight Boyfriend’ plaque I had engraved for you.”
 
   “Well, it’s none of those things. Last night I got demoted from maid of honor to persona non grata.”
 
   “What? Are you okay? What happened?” Rob asked. 
 
   “It’s kind of hard to explain, but I’ll try to sum it up. Anna’s mother, who is a manipulative cow, falsely accused me of making out with Drew. Anna believed her and reamed me out in front of practically everyone. Then, even after I convinced her that she’d been wrong, she continued to insult me and basically called me a boring goody two shoes.”
 
   “Whoa! I can’t believe I missed that!” Rob said. “Did you punch her?”
 
   “And I’m supposedly the one who feeds on drama,” Lindsay said.
 
   “That’s not it. Okay that is it, a little. But that sounds awful. I wish I’d been there to, you know, defend your honor.”
 
   “If you had seen Anna last night, you would’ve run screaming from the room. You know that face she makes with the vending machine at the hospital eats her quarters? It was, like, ten times worse than that.”
 
   “Wow, you’ve had perhaps the worst week in the history of weeks.” There was a long pause. “Do you want to go back to Mount Moriah? I’m sure I can come up with some way to explain it to my mom.”
 
   Lindsay had rarely known Rob to be so unselfish. She must’ve really sounded pathetic. “I don’t think I’m allowed to leave yet because they still might want me for questioning. And I’ve got to start making funeral arrangements for Aunt Harding. My dad doesn’t think he can get out here until next weekend.”
 
   Rob sighed. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “First and foremost, I want to change my clothes. How about I meet you and your mom for breakfast in town somewhere? You’ll have to figure out something to tell her about why I’m not there and why I’m not going to the wedding anymore.”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll come up with something. I’ve had an awful lot of practice.”
 
   
 
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   When Lindsay arrived at the Duck Diner for breakfast, Rob and his mother were already waiting inside. Since Lindsay was now living out of her car, she’d had to modify her normal morning grooming routine—she’d used baby wipes in place of taking a shower, and she had chewed gum instead of brushing her teeth. Awkwardly kneeling over the center console, she’d managed to open her backpack and change into an acceptably demure outfit of black slacks and a mint green sweater set. Like all her other clothes, however, the outfit was accordioned with wrinkles and adorned with dog hair. Lindsay knew that she neither looked nor smelled like a top-notch daughter-in-law prospect. But she also knew that it’d been a hell of a week, and Rob was going to have to take his “wife” for better or for worse.
 
   She rummaged through her stuff until she found a rawhide bone that she’d picked up in town a few days before. She handed it to Kipper and poured some water from her jogging canteen into his bowl. She crossed her fingers that he’d stay quiet in the car. The meeting with Rob’s mother was already off to a rocky start, and having Kipper go ballistic within sight of the restaurant was unlikely to help matters.
 
   Hat She took a deep breath and pushed the restaurant door open. As usual, Rob was neat as a pin—hair freshly cut, clean-shaven, pressed shirt. He looked like an ad for soap. When Rob saw her, his face broke open into a wide grin. “Lindsay! I’ve missed you so much this week!” He rushed over and took her in his arms. “Do you think I need to kiss you?” He whispered as he hugged her. “I hadn’t really thought that far.”
 
   “We probably should,” Lindsay said quickly. “It would be the natural thing to kiss each other after a long absence.” 
 
   He pulled back and held her hands in his, still smiling through gritted teeth. “I’m not sure I can. You don’t smell the best.”
 
   Lindsay returned his rictus smile. “Well, if it makes you feel better, the thought of kissing you just made me throw up in my mouth a little,” she said.
 
   In the end, they opted for a second hug. Rob led her by the hand to the table where his mother sat. The elderly woman rose slowly to greet her. Her kind smile revealed a row of small, stained teeth. Mei-ling Lin looked much as Lindsay had remembered from their first and only meeting more than a decade before. She was short and slightly pot-bellied, with a wide, flat face, and a wide, flat bottom. She had thin arms and no neck to speak of—all in all, she had the body of a slightly squashed snowman. Like most Chinese and Taiwanese women, she had kept her maiden name after marriage.
 
   Mrs. Lin sat back down and patted the seat next to her. She turned to Rob and reeled off a rapid-fire salvo in Taiwanese Hokkien. 
 
   Rob translated. “She says you’re not bad looking for a white girl. She’s glad you’re not fat like all the other Americans.”
 
   Lindsay sighed. “Why can’t anybody ever just say that I look nice without also insulting me?” 
 
   “It sounds better in Taiwanese. Besides, that’s a huge complement from her. Any time a Western woman comes on TV, she always thinks they’re men.”
 
   They placed their breakfast orders, and continued their strange, triangular conversation. Lindsay understood no Taiwanese, but she noted with amusement that Rob’s mother referred to him by his real name—Obadiah. As far as she knew, only she and John were aware that Rob had been named after the Biblical prophet. 
 
   “What did you say to her about why I wasn’t at the hotel?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “I told her that your aunt died recently, and you didn’t feel it was appropriate to attend a wedding celebration so soon after her death. You wanted to help your friend, but you also needed to mourn properly. She loved that. Respect for elders scores major points with Chinese mothers.”
 
   Mrs. Lin took Lindsay’s hand again. She made a concerned face and said something to Rob. Rob translated, “She wants to know how your cervix is.”
 
   Lindsay smiled at Mrs. Lin and then turned to face Rob. “The cervix thing was your idea,” she said to him, trying to maintain her best sugar-soaked tone. “Since you’re the expert on my cervix, why don’t you answer her?”
 
   Rob began what sounded like a complex explanation, using expressive, dramatic hand gestures. If Lindsay hadn’t known the topic of their conversation, she would’ve thought he was miming one of the battle scenes from Apocalypse Now.
 
   Mrs. Lin seemed to accept the answer. She nodded gravely and made a series of long “oh” sounds.
 
   “I don’t even want to know what you just told her,” Lindsay said.
 
   Rob smiled and nodded. “No, you really don’t. I’m not sure I’m going to be able to eat my pancakes now.”
 
   Somehow, they managed to sustain the conversation through breakfast. There were a few rough moments, but eventually they found safe ground talking about the fact that Lindsay’s father was a well-known minister. Mrs. Lin’s father-in-law had also been a pastor, and had been one of the earliest, most vocal proponents of Christianity in Taiwan. She had met her late husband at his church. Things were going well enough that after they finished their meal, Rob suggested that they all visit the Currituck Beach Lighthouse in Corolla. 
 
   As they walked out to Rob’s car, they passed within a few feet of Lindsay’s Honda. Kipper barked wildly, lunging and pressing his face against the windows. 
 
   “Um, Lindsay, why do you have a mountain lion in your car?”
 
   “Oh, him. There’s been so much else going on that I forgot to tell you. My mom stole Warren’s sister’s dog,” Lindsay said.
 
   “Can I just gently point out that there may be some truth in what Anna’s mother said about you being a drama magnet?” Rob said.
 
   “Tell me about it. Anyway, now that my mom’s locked up, I’m stuck with him until I can return him. Don’t worry, he’ll be okay in there for a little while.”
 
   “It wasn’t really him I was worried about. Are you sure that he can’t get out of there? He looks like he knows how to pick a lock.” Rob looked nervously at his mother, but she seemed not to notice the commotion. 
 
   They drove to the lighthouse in Rob’s car. Even though Lindsay had been to the site many times—it was one of the few places of interest she could walk to as a child—it had only opened to the public in the mid-1990’s, after she had already returned to Mount Moriah. Rob had intended that they merely walk around the grounds, but Mrs. Lin was insistent that they should climb to the top.
 
   They bought their tickets, and began the long ascent up the green metal stairs that spiraled around the inner walls of the lighthouse. 
 
   “Anna keeps calling me,” Rob said to Lindsay as they climbed. “I wonder what she wants.”
 
   “You haven’t talked to her yet?” Lindsay replied.
 
   “I’m not speaking to her,” he said. “We’re mad at her.”
 
   Lindsay smiled at Rob’s loyalty. “That’s sweet, Rob. But maybe you should call her. She’s surrounded by hostile forces back there, and I can’t even imagine what happened between her and Drew or her and her mother after I left.”
 
   “I don’t get how you can have any sympathy for her. If she did that to me, she’d be dead to me. For sure.”
 
   “You wouldn’t really give up on a friendship that quickly, would you?”
 
   “A friendship? Sure, I would. That’s why I went to the trouble of marrying you. So no man can put us asunder.” 
 
   “I’m glad to hear it,” Lindsay said, helping Mrs. Lin up the last few stairs. “But if you ever do anything like this to me again, I’ll put you asunder so fast that your head will spin.” 
 
   When they emerged onto the circular top deck, the day had turned clear and bright, and initially they were all blinded by the sun. Once their eyes adjusted, however, they were dazzled by the spectacular view. 
 
   “Anna’s calling again,” Rob said, holding up his phone. The wind blew steadily, and they struggled to hear each other over the gusts.
 
   “Talk to her,” Lindsay said. “It’s okay.”
 
   Rob stepped back inside the lighthouse to take the call. Lindsay and Mrs. Lin smiled at each other, and each gave a little shrug. They stepped out to the iron railing and fixed their eyes on the vista before them. Although the red brick Currituck Lighthouse was less famous than its black-and-white painted counterparts at Hatteras and Nags Head, it afforded more than a dozen miles’ worth of views out over the meticulously landscaped gardens of the old Whalehead Hunt Club and the roaring expanse of the Atlantic Ocean beyond. Through the leaf-bare winter trees, Lindsay could even make out Simmy’s cheerful rosy pink house, with her truck parked out front. 
 
   At first, it seemed that the two of them were alone at the top; however, as they rounded the tower to take in the westerly view of the Currituck Sound, they saw that another visitor was also enjoying the outlook. 
 
   There was a long list of people Lindsay would’ve preferred not to see in that moment: her mother, Anna, Anna’s mother, Warren, Warren’s sister, any member of the Duck Police Department. But right near the top of the list was the person who stood before her, festooned with cumbersome-looking camera gear—Mike Checkoway. She groaned inwardly. She hadn’t yet had time to process the events of the previous night, and hadn’t anticipated having to face him again so soon.
 
   “Oh, wow!” Mike exclaimed, as cheerfully oblivious as ever. The noise of the wind was so loud that he practically had to shout to be heard. “This must be fate. I’m so glad I ran into you because I wanted to apologize again for what happened.” 
 
   He extended his hand to Mrs. Lin. “Hi, I’m Mike Checkoway,” he said. A camera with an enormous lens swung from his neck like a wrecking ball. Because Mike was at least a foot taller than Mrs. Lin, each time he spoke, the dangling lens came within inches of bashing her in the face. A camera bag was slung over Mike’s shoulder, another was on his back, and in his left hand, he held a tripod. “Lindsay probably told you that I’m the jerk she got in trouble for kissing.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
   Mrs. Lin edged warily backwards. “Kis-sing?” She repeated, frown lines creasing her forehead. She seemed unsure if she had understood the English word correctly.
 
   Lindsay put out a hand to steady Mrs. Lin. “Mike, this is Mei-ling Lin. She’s my friend Rob’s mother. She’s visiting from Taiwan. She doesn’t speak much English,” Lindsay shouted into the wind. 
 
   “Taiwan?” Mike said, addressing Mrs. Lin. “What a great country. My son and I went hiking on Yushan, you know, Jade Mountain? A few months ago. I got into it up near the summit with some German backpackers—total know-nothing club kids. They weren’t packing out their excrement.” Seeing Mrs. Lin’s blank expression, he tried again. “Poo? You’ve gotta take it back down with you, or the whole mountain would just be covered. Not cool at all. But, yeah, anyway, Yushan was amazing. Have you ever been?”
 
   “Poo?” Mrs. Lin’s alarmed eyes scanned the platform for her son. 
 
   “So, you’re up here on your own?” Lindsay asked, trying to move the conversation onto safer, more sanitary ground.
 
   “No. Well, yes, right now. But Owen’ll be back in a second. He just had to run to the car to get more equipment.”
 
   “You don’t have enough equipment?” Lindsay asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   Mike shrugged. “We didn’t expect it to be this bright up here, so we needed a different lens. I’m really glad you’re still speaking to me. I didn’t know if you’d be mad. I couldn’t believe it when I heard what happened. Drew and Anna had a pretty big fight, too. I feel terrible.”
 
   “I know you didn’t mean for all that to happen.”
 
   He smiled, but his eyes looked forlorn. “I can’t believe I blew my chance with you. You’re the first girl I’ve so much as looked twice at since Jocelyn died.”
 
   Lindsay opened her mouth to say…well, she wasn’t sure what. Maybe that she agreed that he’d blown his chance? Or that actually, she was a little mad at him? After all, if he hadn’t been so impulsive, they could all have avoided a lot of trouble. Or perhaps that, despite everything, she liked the kiss? That she liked him? That there was something about his graceless wit and total unreservedness that made her want to kiss him back? But surely nothing could be salvaged from such a beginning.
 
   Before she had a chance to form any of these thoughts into words, Rob emerged from inside the lighthouse. Mrs. Lin rushed to his side and clung to him, as if she feared that Mike might lift her up and hurtle her over the railings. 
 
   Lindsay waved goodbye to Mike and followed Rob and his mother back inside. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Mrs. Lin toddled off to use the restroom. Rob turned to Lindsay. “My mom says that a crazy person who was covered in surveillance equipment accosted her and started yelling at her about poop?”
 
   “Yeah, that was Drew’s brother.” Lindsay said. Mrs. Lin’s reaction helped her to put things into clearer perspective. Mike might be likable, but another crazy person was really the last thing she needed in her life right now. 
 
   “So, what did Anna have to say?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “You were right. She’s kind of a mess. She was crying and saying how much help she needed. She’s under so much pressure, and she feels like things are falling apart.”
 
   “Oh, no.” Lindsay shook her head sadly.
 
   “She’s losing it. I mean, she even had the audacity to ask if I would stand up for her in the wedding.”
 
   “What?!” Lindsay’s previous conciliatory tone had been entirely genuine. But Anna asking Rob to replace her in the wedding party was a different proposition.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that, of course,” Rob said firmly. 
 
   “Good.”
 
   Rob paused thoughtfully, as if an idea had suddenly occurred to him. “Unless you were completely okay with it. I mean, I’ve always really, really wanted to stand up in a wedding, but I would never do that to you,” Rob said.
 
   “You’re not trying to guilt-trip me into agreeing to let you be in the wedding, are you?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Absolutely not,” Rob said. “Like I said, my friendship with you comes first.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I mean, Anna probably thought I’d say yes because she knows that I’ve always really, really wanted to do that. You know, hold the flowers, and get to be one of the people who walks down the aisle while they’re playing the music, and then stand up in front of everybody during the ceremony. She’s probably heard me say to John, like, a million times, how much I love weddings. But she underestimated my loyalty to you.”
 
   This was the kind of behavior that Warren always cited when he accused Rob of manipulation. For Lindsay and Rob, however, it was just part of the well-worn playbook of their friendship. This was Play No. 437—Rob whines like a toddler trying to break down Lindsay’s resolve.
 
   “So, will you think about it?” Rob asked.
 
   “Sure. Let me ponder….no!” Lindsay said.
 
   “But,” Rob began.
 
   “No. And if you don’t drop it, I’m divorcing you,” Lindsay said. She could see Mrs. Lin walking towards them. “We’ll discuss this later.” 
 
   Mrs. Lin moved slowly and seemed slightly unsteady on her feet. When she reached them, she said something to Rob. 
 
   “She wants me to go and get the car,” Rob explained. “She’s feeling a little dizzy.”
 
   Lindsay led Mrs. Lin over to a bench, and the two women sat down to wait while Rob retrieved the car. The moment they were alone, Mrs. Lin turned to her. Although she maintained the same benevolent demeanor as before, her gaze was harder, sharper. 
 
   “I know you no marry to Obadiah,” she said. “He think I don’t speak English, but what else I doing this last ten year while my husband so sick? I watch American TV program. I take English lesson at old people center. I learn. As surprise for Obadiah. I learn.”
 
   “Oh,” Lindsay said. A lump formed in her throat, and her stomach felt like it was in free fall. She hadn’t lied so blatantly or so elaborately since her rebellious teenage years. Now she was a grown woman and a minister. To be caught out this way by this sweet old woman was a feeling beyond embarrassment. She was deeply ashamed of herself. 
 
   “I know he have boyfriend,” Mrs. Lin nodded. “I know.”
 
   “Why haven’t you told him that you know?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “He maybe still change his mind. When he say he marry you, I believed this. I think he change his mind. But then I see you. You make lizard face when he try to kiss you. Your face turn pink and happy when this crazy man in lighthouse talk to about how he kisses you. I see that man is your real boyfriend.”
 
   Lindsay blushed deeply. She hadn’t realized that her face had turned “pink and happy” when she was talking to Mike. “I don’t think Rob’s going to change, Mrs. Lin. He and John love each other,” Lindsay said. “They are the most stable couple I know. They’re very happy.”
 
    “Two men cannot be this way. I pray Obadiah to meet a nice lady. Taiwanese lady or maybe Chinese lady who can change his mind. Make him come back with God.”
 
   “I’m so sorry we lied to you,” Lindsay said. “That was very wrong. But Rob hasn’t turned away from God. He only lied because he loves you.”
 
   Mrs. Lin’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Good Chinese Christian lady to make him not going to Hell.”
 
   “I know I don’t have any right to say this. I haven’t shown myself to be a good Christian or even a good person. But I hope you’ll believe me when I say that I’m sure God never turns people away. God’s love and hope are always there for us. People are the ones who shut people out. We are the ones who turn each other away.”
 
   Mrs. Lin shook her head and clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “Lady chaplain. Chaplain who go around with boys. How are these things permission?”
 
   “Rob and I are good at our jobs, Mrs. Lin. As chaplains, we make sure that if anyone reaches out for comfort or connection, they know someone is there for them. Maybe because we know even more than most people what it feels like to be turned away. If people are hurt or scared, we let them know that they can’t fall too far to be away from God. We make sure they never feel like they’re all alone, without love or hope.”
 
   Rob’s car approached, and Mrs. Lin stood up and straightened her jacket. “You don’t say to Obadiah about this. You try to be a good wife for him. Maybe he still change. You are not Chinese, but at least you are better than some man.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   As Lindsay pulled up in front of Simmy’s house later that afternoon, a wave of emotion swept over her. When she had driven into this driveway only a few days before, she’d been dreading the trip to her aunt’s, but for what turned out to be entirely the wrong reasons. Then, she’d worried about how she’d keep herself in check if Aunt Harding started up with her usual pattern of complaints followed by long silences. She had dreaded the lack of creature comforts that the old house afforded. She’d feared that, without work to occupy her, away from the familiar distractions of her friends and Warren, she would have too much open space in her mind. It had never occurred to her that the most dreadful things of all would come from without as well as within. She had lost her great aunt, her boyfriend, and one of her best friends. She had gained a stolen Doberman and the ability to start her car with a screwdriver.
 
   She knocked on the door, and Simmy opened the door for her and Kipper. 
 
   “What brings you by?” Simmy asked. “I thought we were gonna try to lay low until Swoopes gets nabbed.” 
 
   “I wanted to see if you were okay, and I have some things I want to talk to you about.”
 
    Simmy sat down at a kitchen chair and gestured for Lindsay to join her. 
 
   “I hope you understand why we had to turn Sarabelle in,” Lindsay said.
 
   “I do, honey. I hated to do it, but you were right. I called and they told me they’d be transferring her today. They denied her attorney’s request for bail.”
 
   “But I still don’t get why you were so adamant that we help her. I feel like there’s something that you’re not telling me.”
 
   Simmy wore a flowing, gypsy-style dress that was cinched around her slim waist with a bright silk scarf. On her feet were elaborately embroidered slippers with turned-up toes. Her delicate little body had an ageless, androgynous quality that had always reminded Lindsay of Peter Pan. Simmy lifted up a tea cozy from the kitchen table to reveal a small collection of travel-sized miniature liquor bottles and a small container of jelly beans. She twisted the tops off two tiny Wild Turkey bottles and pushed one towards Lindsay.
 
   “You’ve got to see it from Sarabelle’s perspective,” Simmy said, downing a tiny bottle of Jack Daniels. “She’s spent her whole life hitching herself to whoever seemed to be the toughest alpha dog in the pack, anybody who could take care of her. She really hasn’t had a lot of freedom to think for herself and make her own choices. But in the end, she did the right thing.”
 
   “I used to pride myself on my intuition,” Lindsay said. “I always felt like that’s what made me good at being a chaplain—being able to read people. But lately I’ve been wondering if I’m completely blind when it comes to the people closest to me.”
 
   “What makes you say that, honey?” Simmy asked.
 
   “I just feel like nobody is what they seem. Even you’ve been lying to me.” Lindsay took a slow, deliberate sip of bourbon. “Like why didn’t anyone ever tell me about Aunt Harding and the German soldier? Surely you must’ve known. You were her best friend.” 
 
   The color drained from Simmy’s face. Even her brightly-lipsticked mouth seemed to go white. She lifted the second bottle of bourbon with a shaking hand, but then set it down again. “Who told you about that?”
 
   “Wynn Butterworth.”
 
   Simmy clicked her tongue in disgust. “That old know-nothing troll is a worse gossip than any housewife I ever met. I bet he acted like he knew all about it, didn’t he? What did he tell you, exactly?”
 
   “That Aunt Harding found a German soldier on the beach. She fell in love with him and risked herself to save him. She nursed him back to health, but then the solider was betrayed and sent to die in a POW camp.”
 
   “What a crock of codswallop! Love?!” Simmy laughed bitterly. 
 
   “I looked into it, Simmy. I found the records, and I know the story is true,” Lindsay said firmly. 
 
   Simmy looked her for a long moment. “I didn’t say that it wasn’t true that she found the soldier and hid him. But Patty didn’t love him. She was the one who told the patrols where to find him. She led them right to him.”
 
   “Why would she do that?”
 
   Through clenched teeth, Simmy said, “I don’t like to speak ill of the dead.”
 
   “Simmy, what happened?” Lindsay asked, taking hold of the older woman’s hand. “If you know something you need to tell me. It’s too big of a coincidence that the gun that was found with her body was the old German service revolver. That was her favorite gun. And she kept a piece of cloth from a German uniform. It’s got to be connected.”
 
                 Simmy peered intently into Lindsay’s face. She leaned closer, her eyes locked on Lindsay’s as if she were gazing into a crystal ball. “I’d hoped to wait and let things settle down before we talked, but I guess it’s time you knew the truth.” She sighed deeply. “Like you said, Patty and I were best friends. We’d been inseparable since we were knee-high to a rattlesnake,” Simmy said. “Well, one day in 1942, during that spring and summer when all the ships were getting picked off by the U-boats, she knocked on my window. It was early in the morning and you could still see the stars in the sky. She told me to come quick, but she wouldn’t tell me what for. She led me out to this old shack that we used to use as a clubhouse. We didn’t really have a club, mind you, it was just a place where we could read magazines and smoke. Anyway, we ran the whole way, holding hands and giggling like kids on Christmas morning. She unlocked the padlock on the door and told me to close my eyes. When she told me to open them, I couldn’t believe what I saw—this young man, a teenager, not too much older than me and Patty, laid out asleep on the floor, all red and sweaty. Patty had dressed him in some of her dad’s old clothes. He was covered in blankets even though it was June, and you could see that he was practically roasting alive with fever. 
 
   “I really don’t know what I thought. To be honest, it crossed my mind that he was some drifter or criminal that Patty had somehow gotten mixed up with, like the old convict in Great Expectations. She was funny that way, always on the lookout for strays that nobody else wanted. But then I noticed his German uniform lying off in the corner. I’d seen enough newsreel and pictures in the paper to know it straight off. I screamed blue murder. It’s probably hard to understand now, but with the way we all felt about the Nazis back then, that young man might as well have been the devil himself laid out on the floor.
 
   “When she saw my reaction, Patty panicked a little bit. I don’t think she’d realized what she’d done until that moment. She’d never had much success with men. She thought it was because she wasn’t pretty enough, but really it was because she was so standoffish and always tried to be better than the boys at everything. When she found this handsome soldier, she thought of him as a prize that she’d won. She started to cry and said that she’d get sent to jail if anybody found out, and begged me to help her. What else could I do? It was such a strange time that the normal rules of the world didn’t seem to apply anymore. I told her to run home and get a bucket of cold water and vinegar. I whipped the blankets off of him and, and when she got back, we sponged him down with the vinegar and water until his fever broke. For weeks after that, we took turns looking after him, and gradually, he got better. 
 
   “His name was Peter and he was 18 years old. He spoke pretty good English, and he was so interesting to talk to. He’d been all over—to Berlin, Paris, London, Rome—and he looked like a young Errol Flynn. Virginia Beach was the biggest city I’d ever seen, so Peter really knocked my socks off. I felt like everything I’d been told about the Germans was a lie. He wasn’t a monster. He didn’t even like Hitler—called his mustache ‘the nostril doormat’—and he didn’t care about politics. When the war started, he felt like he had to join up. He had three little brothers and he wanted to set a good example for them. At the beginning, he’d bought into all that stuff about patriotism and serving your country that the warmongering muckety-mucks always sell to their young men. But really, he was just a boy from a little town on the North Sea. He loved Charlie Chaplin and Judy Garland and Coca-Cola, just like me.
 
   “I’d bring him movie star magazines to look at, and we played checkers. I hardly ate for weeks so I could smuggle my food to him. Since Patty and I took shifts keeping him company, she and I hardly saw each other. We’d just leave each other notes reporting on the condition of our ‘patient’. Never once did we stop to think what we were going to do with him.”
 
   “So you helped her hide him?”
 
   “Yes. We were so young, and so stupid. It was like a game between us.” Before she could utter another word, a forceful knocking came from the front door. Both women jumped in their chairs.
 
   “Be quiet,” Simmy whispered. “Maybe they’ll go away.”
 
   Being quiet was not an option, however, for no sooner had the words left Simmy’s mouth than Kipper tore towards the front of the house barking maniacally. Lindsay rushed to the door to get control of him with Simmy following along behind her.
 
   “Kipper, hush,” Lindsay commanded. The dog let out a few more harsh “woofs,” but backed away from the door. 
 
   “Lindsay? Is that you?” a voice on the other side called.
 
   Lindsay opened the door slowly. She kept a restraining hand on Kipper’s collar, in case he suddenly decided to stop obeying her. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Rob stood on the front porch looking warily at Kipper as he adjusted his glasses nervously. “Is he going to eat me?” he asked.
 
   “He’s okay now. I think you just scared him,” Lindsay said. “Simmy, this is my friend Rob,” she said. “Rob, Simmy Bennett.” The two shook hands.
 
   “Can I talk to you, Lins?” Rob asked. 
 
   Lindsay looked back at Simmy. She could feel that the older woman had been revealing something of great consequence. “We’re kind of in the middle of something,” she said.
 
   “It’s important,” Rob insisted. “I’ve been calling you. I sent a thousand texts.” 
 
   “Go ahead, honey,” Simmy said, shooing her out the door. “I’m sure this young man didn’t come all the way up here just to annoy Kipper.”
 
   Lindsay ordered Kipper to stay inside and stepped onto the front porch with Rob. “What’s going on? How did you even find me?”
 
   “Well, you’ve described this house before, and there aren’t a huge number of bright pink houses named Sailor Girl in Corolla. And your car is parked out front.”
 
   Lindsay cast a glance at her battered mint-green Honda Civic sitting in front of the salmon-hued house. She had to admit that it was a pretty unmistakable set up. In fact, it probably could’ve been spotted from space.
 
   “Is everything okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Rob said.
 
   “Simmy was telling me about my great aunt when she was younger. Apparently they concealed a handsome German soldier during World War Two.” 
 
   “Wow. How did your aunt go from being so daring to being…” he searched his mind for the right word.
 
   “Ebenezer Scrooge?” Lindsay filled in.
 
   “Yeah. The way you’ve always described her, I can’t imagine it.”
 
   “Me, either. So why did you come racing out here to find me?”
 
   “You’ve got to come back to the hotel with me,” Rob said.
 
   Lindsay eyed him suspiciously. “Why? Is it feeding time in Big Lindsey’s cage?”
 
   “Anna broke up with Drew and called off the wedding,” Rob said. “She was packing to leave when I came to get you. We have to stop her from making a mistake.”
 
   The revelation momentarily knocked the wind out of Lindsay. It was one thing for Anna to ruin their friendship, but it was another thing altogether for Anna to trash the future she’d seemed so excited about. Lindsay wrapped her cardigan more tightly around herself. “What she decides to do about her wedding is her business. She made that very clear. Why do you think I’d be able to help anyway? She doesn’t even want me there.”
 
   “Maybe she doesn’t. But she needs you there.”
 
 
   ###
 
    
 
   Lindsay and Rob arrived at the Sandpiper just as Anna was making her way down the lobby’s wide staircase. Over one arm was draped the suit carrier that contained her wedding dress; in the opposite hand she hefted her oversized suitcase. They caught up to her at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Oh. It’s you,” Anna said to Lindsay.
 
   “Yep,” Lindsay agreed.
 
   They confronted each other like two Old West gunslingers, each watching the other for the slightest flinch.
 
   “Let me just help you with this stuff,” Rob said. He took the dress carrier from Anna and flung it over his shoulder, then grabbed hold of the suitcase’s handle. Before either woman knew what was happening, he was disappearing out of sight in the direction of the hotel bar. “I’ll just leave you two alone to talk,” he called back over his shoulder.
 
   “So,” Lindsay began, turning to face Anna. “You called off the wedding?”
 
   Anna suddenly couldn’t meet her gaze. “Yeah. It turns out that I’m not marriage material after all. Better to put the brakes on it now before I end up chalking up another divorce.”
 
   “What makes you think that you and Drew would get a divorce?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “You’re perfect for each other.”
 
                 “He’s perfect. I’m a jackass,” Anna replied, still staring at the ground.
 
                 “I’ll grant you that you’ve been a bit…well, ass-like, this week, but generally speaking, you’re not a bad catch, life partner-wise.”
 
                 Anna walked toward the back of the lobby, where a bank of windows looked out onto the beach. “I can’t believe I wrecked things with Drew.”
 
                 Lindsay followed Anna and stood beside her. The winter wind had picked up once again, and even through the glass, they could hear it shrieking across the dunes. “Help me understand what’s going on with you, Anna.”
 
   “I suppose I owe you that much, huh?” Anna said with a sad smile. “After all, I wrecked our friendship, too.”
 
   “It isn’t wrecked,” Lindsay said. Anna shot her a skeptical look. “Okay,” Lindsay agreed. “You were a huge jerk. Like if there was Jerk Olympics, you’d probably have medaled in multiple events.”
 
   “I’m sorry about the other night. Well, about the whole week. I’ve had my head so far up my own…nuptials that I didn’t even check to see if you were okay after your aunt was killed. I just threw my mother at you and let you fend for yourself. And I didn’t even know about you and Warren breaking up. I haven’t been there for you at all. I can’t believe some of the things I said to you. You know I don’t really think that stuff, don’t you?”
 
   “What, like me being a Little Miss Perfect who never had any friends?” Lindsay said. The insults were still so raw that her words came out sprinkled with vinegar.
 
   “I don’t expect you to forgive me,” Anna said, holding her hands up like an outlaw surrendering. “All that stuff was about me, not about you. I went to private school with a bunch of entitled brats and had parents who hooked me up with internships at Beth Israel and pulled strings for me at every turn. You’ve had to overcome all this horrible stuff with your parents. But you put yourself through school, bought a house, and made a life.”
 
   Lindsay wanted to say that a big part of Anna’s problem was doubtlessly the interference of her fire-breathing harpy of a mother, but she held her tongue. If she had learned one thing over the past week, it was that, while you could criticize your own mother all you wanted, it was difficult to break the primal bonds of family. 
 
   “You know,” Lindsay said, cocking her head thoughtfully, “I wouldn’t trade with you. All I ever had to do to exceed people’s expectations was not end up behind bars. You seem to think you have to be perfect—doctor, tri-athlete, daily flosser... It’s no wonder you cracked under the pressure with this wedding.”
 
   “It’s good that I cracked, though. Kind of a blessing in disguise.”
 
   “How so?” Lindsay asked. Optimistic though she was, she failed to see the silver lining.
 
   “It allowed me to realize that I’m too messed up to be somebody’s wife. I can’t even be a halfway decent friend. And if Drew and I’d had kids—heaven forbid—I could’ve actually been in charge of innocent little people.”
 
   “You’d be a great mom.”
 
   “I’m a self-centered, insecure, jealous control freak.”
 
   “Not usually,” Lindsay said with a feeble smile.
 
   “If I married Drew, I’d always have to know that I wasn’t his first choice. You were. He wants kids, and I’m probably too old to have them. I’d have had to live with that every day, and this all made me realize that I just can’t do it. I’d be trying and failing to get pregnant, and you’d be there, all smiles, with your perky little uterus,” Anna said.
 
   Lindsay shook her head. “That’s nuts.”
 
   “No it’s not. He saw you first. He didn’t even notice me until after you ended it with him.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean anything,” Lindsay said. “He and I just don’t click. He loves you.”
 
   “I practically threw myself at him, and he still went for you,” Anna said.
 
   “Well, that can’t be because I’m a better catch. There’s a reason that ‘short and scrawny with a frizzy blonde afro’ isn’t a common look for actresses and models. Tall and gorgeous is. Being emotionally guarded and nerdy isn’t typically considered desirable in a partner. Being calm and decisive is. He was probably just intimidated by you. I know I was when I first met you. I thought you were going to chew me up and spit me out.”
 
   “See?! I’m scary!”
 
   “Right now you are! Because this isn’t you. You have a great guy who loves you and wants to marry you and you’re doing your best to torpedo it!” Lindsay paused and furrowed her brow. “Now I know how you, Geneva, and Rob must’ve felt all those times you tried to set me up on dates.”
 
   A hint of a smile crept into Anna’s eyes. “You are pretty good at torpedoing romantic relationships.”
 
   “I am, aren’t I?” Lindsay said. “Well, this figures. I have that one thing that I do way better than you, and now here you go trying to steal it.”
 
   The two women looked at each other, teary-eyed but smiling.
 
   Lindsay looked down at her rumpled clothes. “Hey, since we’re friends again, is there any chance I could use your shower?” 
 
   “Sure,” Anna replied. “And they have toothbrushes at the front desk, too. I’m just saying.”
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   An hour and a half later, Rob and Lindsay sat in the Sandpiper’s plush bar. Lindsay’s curls were still damp from her shower. She had changed from her rumpled “daughter-in-law material” outfit into jeans and a nearly threadbare Elon College sweatshirt. Rob was sipping on a Dr. Pepper; Lindsay was working her way through a bowl of complimentary peanuts.
 
   “So you and Anna are okay?” Rob asked.
 
   “I think we’re going to be,” Lindsay said. “Is it terrible to admit that I’m secretly kind of excited to know that Anna was jealous of me?”
 
   “It’s like finding out that the captain of the cheerleading team envies some pimply kid in the chess club,” Rob said.
 
   “Don’t burst my bubble. I was never on the chess team.”
 
   “And you have a lovely complexion,” Rob said, pinching her cheek. 
 
   She swatted him away. “Let me have my moment.”
 
   “You’re right,” he said. “You’re definitely pretty enough to ruin a wedding and destroy people’s lives.” Ignoring her glare, he moved onto a new topic. “Do you think she and Drew are going to be able to patch things up?”
 
   Lindsay slowly crunched a peanut. “I think they really love each other,” she answered.
 
   “So is that a ‘yes’?”
 
   “That’s a maybe. Loving someone is easy. But showing it? Living it?”
 
   Lindsay told Rob that after she and Anna had had a long, difficult talk, Anna still hadn’t decided whether or not she could go through with the wedding. Worse still, she wasn’t sure that, if she changed her mind, Drew would be willing to take her back. He had been heartbroken and angrier than she’d ever seen him. He’d stormed out of the hotel that morning, and despite Anna’s repeated calls to his cell phone, he hadn’t been heard from since.  
 
   “Speaking of missing people, where’s your mom?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “She’s up in our room resting,” Rob said.
 
   “Has she talked to you about…anything?” 
 
   “You mean about marriage and kids? Only in a kind of roundabout way. She keeps telling me about her friends who have the cutest, smartest, healthiest grandchildren and about how my sister has disappointed her by deciding not to settle down until after she finished nursing school. You know. Typical Asian mother stuff.
 
   “But she also told me a funny story about when she met my dad,” he continued. “She didn’t like him at all. She thought he was too old and not her type—he had a comb-over and he always wore the same shirt. But she knew that it would make her parents happy if she married him, so she did, and it turned out to be the best decision of her life. She never talks to me and Connie about personal stuff like that. I hardly know anything about her younger days. She’s been so open with me on this trip.” Rob paused and took a sip of his Dr. Pepper. “You know what? I think I’m going to tell her the truth.”
 
   “What?” The proposal took Lindsay completely by surprise. For a moment, she just sat there, looking at Rob as if he’d just sprouted feathers and a beak. “After all this?”
 
   “It’s kind of because of all this. I mean, look at you and Anna. Your relationships are sort of a mess. No offense. But really, you’ve had fights, breakups, tears, drama. And for almost 10 years, I’ve had this amazing, reliable guy by my side. He’s always there for me and for his friends and family. I’ve never had a day’s worry about whether I loved him or he loved me. I think my mother will be able to see that that’s better than choosing someone just because they have lady parts under the hood.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Lindsay asked, grimacing. “It seems like the moral of her story about your dad is that you should do what your parents tell you to.”
 
   “What do you mean, am I sure? You’re the one who’s been on my case this whole time to come clean!”
 
   “That was before.”
 
   “Before what?” Rob demanded.
 
   “Excuse me,” the bartender said, interrupting Lindsay before she could answer. “Are you Lindsay Harding?”
 
   “Yes,” Lindsay answered, perplexed.
 
   “There’s a call for you at the front desk. I’ll have them transfer it here.” He said something into the receiver, and a moment later handed her the phone.
 
   Lindsay took the cordless receiver and walked over to a quiet section of the bar. She realized that she still hadn’t located her cell phone, so anyone trying to reach her would’ve had difficulty tracking her down. She hoped this was Claire calling with some break in the case. “Hello?” she said. 
 
   “Oh, thank goodness!” Simmy said. Her voice was stretched thin with anxiety. “Honey, your mama’s missing.”
 
   “Calm down, Simmy. She can’t be. They transferred her to the mainland this morning.”
 
   “They just came by here looking for her. I guess they’ve been calling your cell phone, but they couldn’t reach you. Sarabelle never made it to the mainland. She’s gone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   In violation of every speed limit between Duck and Corolla, Lindsay managed to reach Simmy’s house in less than 10 minutes. From the hotel phone she’d spoken to Claire, who informed her that Sarabelle had indeed slipped out of their grasp. Earlier that evening, she was being transported alone in the back of a prison transport van, which had been forced to a stop along Highway 12 just south of Duck. A burning car was blocking both lanes of traffic. The officers jumped out of the van to ensure that no one was trapped inside the car, and when they got back into the van a few minutes later, the rear door had been forced open. Sarabelle was gone. An hour later, a truck matching the description of Leander Swoopes’s had been sighted on the mainland near Elizabeth City.
 
   Lindsay let herself in the unlocked front door and found Simmy pacing back and forth like she was trying to wear a groove in the oak floorboards. Kipper rushed up to Lindsay and pressed his body against her legs. She gave him a comforting rub between the ears. Simmy reached her a moment later and clutched her arm. “I’m so glad you came. I’m just beside myself.”
 
   “It’ll be okay, Simmy.” 
 
   “The policeman who came here said they’re sending some people over to gather up all her things as evidence,” Simmy said, pulling Lindsay into the spare room. Sure enough, amongst the upended couch, the broken piano bench, the row of dead plants, and the armoire that Sarabelle had used as a hideout from the police, stood Sarabelle’s open suitcase. Her clothes, shoes, and toiletries spilled out of it onto the old futon mattress she’d been sleeping on. “I’ve just been cleaning a little bit so they can find their way around.”
 
   “I don’t think you should touch anything,” Lindsay said. But no sooner had the words left her mouth than she kneeled down in front of the suitcase. Something furry poked out from underneath a copy of Us Weekly that had been tucked in the side of the suitcase. “Is that a cat?” she asked, reaching forward to pick it up. The object turned out to be a short, tightly-curled gray wig. “One of yours?” she said to Simmy.
 
   “Goodness, no!” Simmy exclaimed, putting her hands to the glossy blonde hairpiece perched atop her head. “I wear a wig because I don’t want to look like an old lady. And I wouldn’t have that cheap polyester thing within a mile of my head. It looks like road kill.” 
 
   “Why would Sarabelle have a wig, though?”
 
   Simmy furrowed her brow. “Maybe she wore it to hide from Leander? You know, so he wouldn’t recognize her? Or maybe she used it for a Halloween costume?” she posited.
 
   Both explanations jarred. Sarabelle hated the idea of looking old. Lindsay could imagine her mother going to a costume party as a French maid, a vampire temptress, or Catwoman. But as an elderly lady? And if she’d chosen to disguise herself, Sarabelle would never have chosen such an unglamorous persona. An image in Lindsay’s mind suddenly came into sharp focus: Sarabelle crouched under the stairs at the Sandpiper. Without her makeup, she’d looked far older than her 50 years. 
 
   “Swoopes’s mother,” Lindsay said, springing up from the mattress. She raced to the kitchen and dialed Warren’s number on Simmy’s phone.
 
   Warren picked up his cell phone on the first ring. “Lindsay?” He seemed simultaneously amazed and delighted to hear her voice.
 
   “Warren, you were right. I’ve been so stupid,” Lindsay began frantically.
 
   “Me, too,” he cut in. “I’m a bona fide idiot. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, and I should’a never let you go.”
 
   “Oh.” Now it was Lindsay’s turn to be surprised. Her train of thought was momentarily derailed as this new information was laid out before her. But there was no time to pause and consider his words. “That’s actually not what I meant. I’m calling because you were right about Sarabelle.”
 
   “Sarabelle.” Warren repeated, his voice sinking like a stone.
 
   “Yeah,” Lindsay continued. “I think I might know who Leander Swoopes’s mother is.”
 
   “We already know who his mother is,” Warren said, with irritation creeping into his voice. “Didn’t you get the message I left you? Swoopes’s mother lives in Plano, Texas. There’s no question. All the medical records are there—birth certificate, blood type, everything. Lots of people were able to vouch for being there when she was pregnant and even when she delivered.” 
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I know the guy who bought the gun ID'ed Leander Swoopes as the son, but did anyone check to make sure that the woman who went with him, the mother, was actually Patricia Harding?”
 
   “What do you mean? I saw a copy of her gun license myself...” Warren stopped short. He was a careful investigator and rarely overlooked even unlikely possibilities. However, his long pause let Lindsay know that, as she'd feared, this time he'd missed something. 
 
   “I don’t think that was Aunt Harding. It was Sarabelle. She’s been helping Swoopes this whole time. They’ve been in this together.”
 
   Lindsay quickly explained her theory—that the pair had been working together to steal from Patricia Harding for months. She told Warren for the first time about Sarabelle’s admission that she had supplied Leander with the weapon he used to kill Lydia Sikes. She suggested that either their scheme had been discovered, or encountered an obstacle, and they were forced to kill their golden goose.
 
   “Stay where you are, okay?” Warren said. “I’ll be there in 20 minutes.”
 
   ###
 
   Warren, Claire, Lindsay, and Simmy sat at Simmy’s kitchen table, going over the details of Sarabelle’s movements the previous week and trying to figure out if and when she could have been in touch with Leander to plan their escape. Shortly after Warren and Claire had arrived, Warren had received a call confirming that Lindsay’s hunch had been correct. The New Albany police had showed Sarabelle’s mugshot from the previous summer’s shoplifting “misunderstanding” to the gun dealer, who confirmed with certainty that the woman pictured was the same woman who’d pretended to be Leander's mother.
 
   Simmy was the only one who insisted that Sarabelle couldn’t be involved in any kind of plot. She swore that there was no way the pair could’ve been in touch to arrange Sarabelle’s daring escape from custody. She could vouch for every minute, she said, and Sarabelle never left her sight until the afternoon when she turned herself in. Claire and Warren exchanged a skeptical look.
 
   But no sooner were the words out of her mouth than a worried look passed across her face. “Well, maybe not every minute. But she’s a good person and she’d never be in league with that murderer!” 
 
   Lindsay turned to Warren. “I’m so sorry. You can yell at me all you want for not telling you about Sarabelle right away. I deserve it. Just find them, please, and stop them from hurting anybody else.” Lindsay spoke frantically, her eyes wide and pleading. She felt an almost suffocating guilt for not acting on her initial instinct that Sarabelle was not to be trusted. In spite of everything she knew, she had once again become tangled in Sarabelle’s spider web. 
 
   “Calm down,” Claire said reassuringly. “You didn’t know the extent of her involvement. We still don’t know all the details. And you’re the one who helped us bring her in. It’s not your fault she escaped.”
 
   Lindsay continued talking directly to Warren. “You were completely right. I lose my grip on reality when it comes to her. I should've called you the second I laid eyes on her and told you she was there—on Christmas Eve. If I had, maybe none of this would’ve happened.”
 
    “It’s really not your fault, honey,” Simmy said. “It’s mine. I was the one who led you out there and begged you to help me protect Sarabelle. I should’ve told her before…” her voice caught in her throat. “And now she’s gone. I just thought we’d have time when this was all over. Time to all be together.” Simmy pulled her shawl more tightly around her. “There’s more to the story,” she said quietly. “You know, about me and Patty and Peter Hunzinger?”
 
   “Who’s Peter Hunzinger?” Warren asked.
 
   “He was a German submariner,” Lindsay explained. “My aunt and Simmy hid him during the war. You know the cloth I left at the front desk for you guys to look into?” Warren continued to stare blankly at Lindsay. 
 
   Lindsay shot a questioning glance at Claire, who cast her eyes down to her notebook. “I’ve been meaning to send someone out there to pick that stuff up,” she mumbled.
 
    “Lindsay can catch you up on that part of the story later,” Simmy said to Warren. “It’s not as important as what happened next. Well, young and stupid as we all were, one thing was bound to lead to another. One day, Patty came in and caught me and Peter…together. She was madder than a stump full of yellow jackets. I guess I shouldn’t’ve been surprised that she’d fallen in love with him, too, but in a way I was. Any time I saw her during those weeks since we’d found him, I’d go on and on about how dreamy he was, how funny, how smart. But she’d never said anything. Still, I should’ve known. Why else would she have gone through so much trouble for him?
 
   “When she stormed in on us and started yelling, Peter tried to apologize to her. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. How can you cheat on somebody you didn’t even know had feelings for you? She didn’t listen. Told me to get out of there and stay away or she’d turn one of her daddy’s shotguns on me.” Simmy paused and sighed. “You see, that’s why what Wynn Butterworth told you wasn’t true. She didn’t love him. If you love somebody, you want what’s best for them, even if it hurts you. If she really loved Peter, she wouldn’t have betrayed him. That very day, she marched over to the patrol station and reported that she’d discovered a Nazi hiding out in the dunes. They came to take him away, and I never even got to say goodbye. It was only after the war that I found out that he’d died.”
 
   Lindsay inhaled sharply through her nose. Simmy inflected the story with such emotion that Lindsay felt like she was there herself, watching the young soldier be dragged away to his doom.
 
    “I know that this doesn’t paint Patty in a very good light,” Simmy continued, “but one thing I’ll say about her—she could’ve pinned the blame on me for hiding him, but she didn’t. She tried to take full responsibility. I guess that even as she stabbed me and Peter in the back, there must have been a small part of her that wanted to protect me. But the civilian patrol found me out soon enough. There were too many times when I’d been unaccounted for, and too many of my things were found in the shack. But the real proof came a few months later, because I’d gotten myself in the family way.
 
   “My parents sent me to live with my aunt in Virginia Beach. They told everybody it was to keep me safe in case the Germans attacked the Outer Banks. No one said a word about it; that’s what people did those days when girls got in trouble. But my situation was even worse—I was still only 15, and I was carrying a half-German bastard. When the baby was born, I gave her up to a family my aunt knew. I’d like to say that it was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but to be honest, it was a relief.”
 
   “Oh, Simmy, I’m so sorry that had to happen to you.” Lindsay reached out and squeezed Simmy’s hand.
 
   Simmy returned the gentle pressure and then took a meditative sip of her tea. “It was a long time ago, honey. It seems like another lifetime.”
 
   “What happened after you came back to Corolla?” Warren asked gently.
 
   “I moved on. Patty and I didn’t speak for more than a year, but eventually we patched things up between us. I was never much good at holding a grudge, and I knew she was sorry. She was never the same after that. She never went to parties. She hardly smiled. I could see that she was punishing herself for what happened, so I decided I didn’t have to punish her by cutting her off. Besides, she was the only one who knew exactly what happened with Peter and the baby outside of my family, so she was the only one who understood how I felt.”
 
   “Did you ever find out what happened to the baby?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “As the years passed, the baby was always in my mind, like a wound that wouldn’t heal over. I thought maybe I’d get married and have my own children—that that would help me forget. But my time came and went, and I never did. So sometime in the early 60’s I decided that I had to find her. I knew her name, so it only took me a couple of weeks and a phonebook to track her down. The family’s last name was Lutz, and they’d called the baby Rita.”
 
   “And Rita Lutz is Nancy Mix,” Lindsay said. Although she’d suspected it all along, it wasn’t until that point that her suspicions were confirmed.
 
   Simmy’s mouth dropped open. “You knew?”
 
   “There was an old news clipping about Rita Lutz’s death in Aunt Harding’s safe. I knew it had to have some meaning.”
 
   “Well, it does. A lot of meaning,” Simmy said bitterly.
 
   “Who’s Nancy Mix?” Claire asked.
 
   “My grandmother,” Lindsay replied quietly.
 
   If Lindsay had believed that the revelations about Aunt Harding’s betrayal and Simmy’s pregnancy would be the most shocking elements of the story, she’d been sorely mistaken. This elderly woman, sitting within touching distance of her, was Nancy Mix’s mother, Sarabelle’s grandmother, and her own great grandmother.
 
   Up to that point, Simmy’s words had come rushing out like water from a breached dam. But now she paused to let the new information sink in. When she began again, her voice came out in a hoarse whisper. “I know you must be so mad at me for keeping all this from you, honey.” 
 
   “I’m not mad. I’m… I don’t even know what to feel. What happened? How did Rita Lutz become Nancy Mix?”
 
   Simmy took a deep breath and continued, “When I started looking into it, Rita was easy to track down. I knew the name and the town that she grew up in. I found out that Rita’s adoptive mother had died when she was little, leaving behind Rita, along with four of her own children. Old Man Lutz was a drunk, so the children had been left to fend for themselves, more or less. Rita ended up working as a maid in the tourist hotels on the beach. I thought she’d be glad when I got in touch. By that time, I’d inherited some property and I thought maybe I could set things right by helping her out. I called her up one day and told her who I was. She cut me off before I even finished and put the phone down on me. 
 
   “I tried to call a few more times, but she hung up on me every time. Finally, one day, I drove to Virginia Beach, where she was working. I know I should probably have stayed away, but I thought that if we could just see one another, she’d soften towards me. I caught up to her coming out of work. She was so beautiful, even in that tacky polyester maid’s uniform. She looked just like I’d pictured her. Blonde wavy hair just like Peter’s and the biggest blue eyes you ever saw. She was only about 20 years old, but there was already something so hard about her. All I could see behind her eyes was fire and all that came out of her mouth was ice. She said the most hateful things to me. I don’t know what those Lutzes had told her about her mother, but she called me a heartless slut and a selfish tramp and you don’t even want to know what else. She told me that she never wanted to see me again.  
 
   “I thought that the day Peter was taken away was the worst day of my life, but that heartbreak couldn’t hold a candle to what I felt that day. I’ve lived for a long time since, and I still can’t think of it without crying.” 
 
   “But how does this relate to Swoopes or to Sarabelle? Do you know where they are?” Claire said. She’d been growing increasingly impatient during the interview. To her, information was only relevant if it helped her crack the case. 
 
   “I’m getting to that,” Simmy replied crossly. 
 
   Warren shot a subtle warning glance at Claire. “Please continue, Ms. Bennett,” he said. 
 
   “After that,” Simmy said. “I tried once to send her some money, care of the motel, but it just came back ‘Addressee Unknown’. Well, that was it. I tried to keep up with her from a distance, you know? Ask around and see how she was doing. But nobody seemed to know much about her. It’s only now that I realize that she must’ve been pregnant with Lindsay’s mother when I saw her, but back then I didn’t know anything about her having a child. All I could find out was that she moved away and got married. I just had to pray that she was okay.
 
   “That was the last thing I knew about it until about a month ago. I didn’t know that Rita had changed her name. She used her new husband’s last name, Mix, and she changed her first name to Nancy. To think that she probably did all that just so I couldn’t find her. What must she have thought of me?  I can’t even begin to tell you how hard that is for me to think about. Anyway, Nancy Mix was the mother Sarabelle grew up with, and Mix was the last name she took for herself even though that man wasn’t her daddy, and he was gone before she even got to know him. Nancy and Sarabelle kept on bouncing from man to man, place to place, job to job. And you already know how Nancy’s story ends—in a Buick wrapped around a light pole. I don’t remember seeing that story in the newspaper, but even if I had, I’m not sure I would’ve realized it was her. So that would’ve been that. 
 
    “But then I saw Sarabelle at the Food Lion a few weeks ago. I told you how Patty turned me away when I tried to confront her about it. Well, I guess I never learned my lesson to stay away when somebody says to.”
 
   Warren cast a meaningful look at Lindsay, which she interpreted to imply that the trait must be genetic.
 
   Simmy continued, “I still thought that Patty might need my help, and I wanted to find out what was going on. I started ordering a cake every couple of days from the Food Lion so I’d have a reason to talk to Sarabelle and try to get more information about what was going on at Patty’s. Lord knows what your mama thought I did with all that cake! Anyways, Sarabelle and I just talked about this and that, and we got along like a house on fire. There was something so familiar about her, like putting on a favorite pair of shoes.
 
   “Still, though, she couldn’t tell me anything about why Patty was acting how she was. Sarabelle seemed to like Patty, and Patty seemed to be treating her extra nice. I’d never known Patty to have a friend other than me, but that’s what it sounded like—that they were friends. Still if everything was so great, I couldn’t figure why Patty wanted me to stay away. And I didn’t like some of the things your mama let slip. Patty hadn’t wanted her to get a job. Patty liked her to stay in the house. It sounds odd to say, but it seemed to me almost like Patty was trying to keep her prisoner. 
 
   “Then last week, on Christmas Eve morning, Sarabelle and I were talking about how it used to be on the Outer Banks, back before all the development started, and she mentioned that her mother had worked as a maid in some of the old motels that’ve been torn down now. I’d never known anything about her family—just that she never had anything to do with her father and her mother was long dead. But when she said that about her mama being a motel maid, it was like the scales fell from my eyes. I don’t know how I’d never noticed that Sarabelle had the same blonde curls and pretty blue eyes as her mother and her grandfather. The truth was standing there before me, covered in icing and wearing a Food Lion uniform.
 
   “I almost jumped over the counter and started hugging her right then and there, but I still wasn’t 100% sure. I’d never heard of Rita having a daughter, and it all just seemed like too big a coincidence. I could tell by looking at Sarabelle that she had no idea who I was to her or why I was asking about her mother. She must’ve thought I remembered her from the old days or something.”
 
   “So you never told Sarabelle that you were her grandmother?” Warren asked.
 
   “No. I wanted to, but I hadn’t had the right chance yet.”
 
   “Did Patricia Harding know the true relationship?”
 
   Simmy nodded. “But she didn’t tell Sarabelle either. We were the only ones who knew. So now I suppose you understand why I was so anxious to protect her. She was family.”
 
   A stunned silence fell over the room. “Thank you for that engrossing narrative, Ms. Bennett,” Claire’s said, with thinly-veiled irritation. “I’m still not sure I understand how this is relevant to finding your granddaughter and Leander Swoopes.” 
 
   “It seemed important,” Simmy said weakly.
 
   Claire turned to Warren. “Detective Satterwhite, can you follow me for a moment?” The two of them stepped out the back door, shutting it behind them.
 
   “Are you okay?” Simmy asked Lindsay when the police officers had left the room. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am you had to find out like this. Ever since I found out myself, I had a picture in my head that you and me and Patty and Sarabelle would all take a nice walk together on the beach and we’d tell you. Not like this. With your mama missing and having it all come gushing out in front of the police.”
 
   “I don’t understand why Aunt Harding kept this from us. We had a right to know.”
 
   Before Simmy could say another word, Warren and Claire reentered the house.
 
   “Deputy Burke and I have to get on the road. We’re bringing the FBI in to help coordinate the manhunt, and we have to be back for a briefing.” Warren took Lindsay’s shaking hands in his steady ones. “Look, Lins. You’ve done what you can now. I'll drive you back to the hotel. It’s on my way. You should get some rest.”
 
   “I’m not exactly staying there anymore,” Lindsay said, her eyes on the table.
 
   “Where are you staying, exactly?” he asked.
 
   “My car,” she said feebly. “But I guess I can go back to the Sandpiper now that Anna no longer thinks I’m trying to steal her fiancé.” 
 
   Warren began to say something, but he shut his mouth and started afresh. “I’ll call them and make sure they have a room for you.”
 
   Claire looked at Kipper, who sat alert, peering over the table as they spoke. “I suppose you should take the dog out of here. Our guys will be here shortly to search this place for evidence.”
 
   “Yeah, Paul doesn’t take kindly to strangers, but once you get to know him, he’s a big softie,” Warren said, scratching the dog under his chin.
 
   “Paul?” Simmy asked. “Who’s Paul?”
 
   “Long story,” Lindsay muttered. 
 
   “Well, we better get to work,” Claire said. “There’re still a lot of unanswered questions.”
 
   By the time Warren and Lindsay walked out of Simmy’s house a few minutes later, the daylight had slipped away entirely, and night gripped the island like a cold hand. 
 
   “I’ll drive you,” Warren said. “You look tired.” Warren did all the work of loading Lindsay’s luggage into his car, gathering up Kipper’s things, and getting the dog into the vehicle. He called the Sandpiper and ensured they had a room ready for Lindsay. All the while, Lindsay slumped uselessly in the passenger’s seat of his car, feeling like she wanted to shrink down into nothingness. She wanted to be invisible, the very memory of her existence to be erased from the earth. 
 
   “I’m so sorry about all this,” she said as they headed down Highway 12. “Everything about my family is a train wreck.”
 
   “Your aunt’s death isn’t your fault, you know,” Warren said, glancing sideways at her.
 
   Lindsay just turned and stared out the window. The car was filled with the comforting, soapy smell of Warren’s skin, cut through with the mint of the gum he always chewed. The familiarity of it almost made her weep.
 
   “Connecting the dots between Sarabelle and Leander and the guns is a big deal,” he continued. “We missed that, and we have you to thank for figuring it out. It’ll help us a lot when it goes to trial.”
 
   She sniffed, trying to hold back the emotions that knotted her throat. “I’ve known for days that she gave him the gun and I didn’t say anything. I protected her. I lied for her. I knew better! I’m the one who always warned other people—my dad, Simmy, Aunt Harding—that she couldn’t be trusted. And I still fell for her act! I’m not sure what’s worse, that my own mother is a murderer, or that I helped her get away with it.”
 
   “We don’t know that she had anything to do with either of the murders.”
 
   “Other than supplying a killer with the murder weapons, you mean? And then helping him get rid of the evidence? Isn’t that enough?” She turned back towards him, abruptly changing the subject. “You know all the rules and advice in the Bible? They’re not for God’s benefit,” she said, her voice sinking to a low murmur.
 
   “What do you mean?” Warren asked.              
 
   “Terminal patients in the hospital worry all the time that they need to ask God’s forgiveness for having sinned, for breaking the rules. I hold hands with them while they pray and beg for mercy. But, inside? I’m thinking that what they’re doing is like calling up the police and asking forgiveness for all the times you were speeding and didn’t get caught. The rules aren’t there to make us feel guilty; they’re there to protect us and other people from getting hurt. Those little twinges of conscience that we feel are there to keep us from messing up our lives. I felt this whole time that something wasn’t right, and I ignored that feeling. And now here I am.” She leaned her head back on the seat rest, too weary to support its weight.
 
   They drove down the section of Highway 12 that skirted along the coast. Here, the island narrowed to a thin ribbon of land barely 1,000 feet across. It was hard to see the water in the darkness, but she could feel it—almost like the pull of gravity. Out the windshield directly in front of them, a thin yellow cat’s eye of moon punctuated the cloud-filled sky. “Where do you think they are?” Lindsay asked numbly.
 
   “Well, we think they’re on the mainland already. Two different people said that they saw a man and woman matching their descriptions just outside of Elizabeth City. The timeframe matched based on when your mother escaped. But to be honest, I don’t understand it. We’ve had people watching both the bridges and the Ocracoke Ferry ever since that store clerk ID’ed Swoopes a few days back, and so far there’s been no sign. I can’t figure out how they’d’ve slipped through.”
 
   “Maybe they went ashore in a boat, then picked up a car somewhere” Lindsay guessed.
 
   “It’s possible,” he agreed. “We’ve put the word out at the marinas just in case. But the people who ID’ed them said they were driving a red pickup truck. I suppose he could’ve had an identical car waiting on the mainland…” he trailed off, allowing Lindsay to tot up the likelihood of such a scenario. “I wonder if they’re false ID’s. It happens a lot when people hear about something on the news. They think they’re being helpful.”
 
   “I don’t understand why they didn’t escape sooner. Why not just leave right after they killed Aunt Harding, before anybody even knew to look for them?”
 
   “That question troubles me, too,” he said slowly.
 
   “And why kill Lydia Sikes? From everything you’ve said, she seemed harmless enough. Just a sad soul trying to live out her days.”
 
   Warren paused, measuring his words carefully. “I thought you didn’t want to be my deputy.” The words were spoken without malice, but they stung nonetheless. It had been so easy to slip back into their usual mode of conversation, bouncing theories off one another, testing the mettle of their ideas. Lindsay realized that she had been reaching out to him, seeking comfort in their familiar routines. He had reminded her that it was her choice to shut down that well-trodden path. The fact that he didn’t seem to want to hurt her with his words somehow hurt even more. She turned again to look out the passenger’s side window. 
 
   Warren’s police scanner crackled with updates continually; he leaned over and turned the volume down to a whisper. He cleared his throat several times, as if he were working up the courage to say something. But ultimately, he just flipped the FM radio on and let the music fill the silence between them.
 
   When they arrived at the Sandpiper, Warren walked Lindsay and Kipper to the front door. 
 
   “We’ll be okay from here,” Lindsay said, taking the top handle of her backpack from him. “I know you have to get back to work.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked. So many times before, Warren had seemed to practically leap from her side the moment duty called. Now, however, he appeared to be playing for time, trying to think of a way to stay with her. “Do you want me to check in at the front desk for you? Can you manage your luggage okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, really.” 
 
   “What about Paul?” He paused and rephrased the question. “I mean, do you want me to walk, uh, Kipper for you?”
 
   Without preamble, Lindsay threw her arms around him, burying her tear-stained face in his shirt. She didn’t know why, but his calling the dog Kipper felt like the kindest thing anyone had ever done for her. Warren’s spine stiffened momentarily as he was caught off guard by her sudden action. But after only the briefest of pauses, he folded her into his warm embrace. He rested his cheek on the top of her head and stroked her hair. “You know you can always call me if you need anything,” he said quietly.
 
   Lindsay gave him one last squeeze and then took a step back. “Thanks,” she said, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “Now go and catch the bad guys.” 
 
   As Lindsay and Kipper made their way through the lobby, Lindsay saw Rob heading upstairs carrying a pizza box. “It’s kind of late for dinner, isn’t it?” she called.
 
   “My mom and I have been…talking,” he said, waiting for her to catch up to him. His shoulders were slumped and his head hung down. Even Kipper seemed to realize that it was better to lay off; he emitted only a gently menacing growl instead of his usual full-bore bark attack.
 
   “So you told her?” Lindsay asked.
 
   He nodded. “She’s going to head out tomorrow morning. She decided to leave a little early.”
 
   “Oh, Rob, I’m sorry.” She put a comforting hand on his arm.
 
   “I told her everything about me and John. Do you know what she said? That if things weren’t working out with you and me, as soon as she gets back she’d send me some pictures of nice Taiwanese girls who go to her church. I had talked for, like, two hours straight and put it all out there, and she just acted like she hadn’t heard any of it. I guess in a way this is the best outcome. I’ve told the truth, and she can still go on with her life, totally undisturbed by reality.” He shook his head. “How about you? Is everything okay with Sarabelle?”
 
   “Not really. But I’m too tired to talk about.”
 
   “I can tell. You didn’t even try to steal any of my pizza.”
 
   “Save some for me to eat it in the morning, okay?” Lindsay said. She bid him goodnight, made her way up to her room, unlocked the door, and flopped onto the bed. The clean sheets and soft mattress melted against her tired body. It was past 10 p.m. and she was more than ready to sleep. Kipper, however, looked at her expectantly and paced in front of the door. She had a momentary twinge of regret that she hadn’t taken Warren up on his offer to walk the dog. 
 
   “All right, mister. But we’re making this a quick one. Just business.” She sighed, clipped Kipper’s leash on, and headed out the back of the hotel to the beach. 
 
   The night had turned cold and violently windy—after weeks of relative mildness, the real Outer Banks winter had arrived in full force. She pulled her jacket tighter around her body and walked quickly past the pool deck. As she drew level with the gazebo, her eyes were drawn to a supernatural glow coming from inside. Mike sat on the wooden floor of the structure, his face lit up by the screen of a laptop. 
 
   Lindsay ducked inside. “Mike? What are you doing out here? It’s freezing.”
 
   His face lit up when he saw Lindsay. A knitted hat was perched on his head and he wore fingerless gloves. “Hiya, fella,” he said, extending the back of his hand for Kipper to sniff. “Yeah, it’s cold. But things inside are still pretty crazy. I’m better off out here where I can’t get into any trouble.”
 
   “What’s going on?”   
 
   “I stopped paying attention at some point, honestly. The wedding is still off, as far as I know. I took Drew parasailing this afternoon. You know, to get his mind off things. We had trouble finding anybody who would take us out at this time of year, and I think the guy we did find was maybe a little shady,” Mike delivered this monologue looking slightly sheepish.
 
   “Did he overcharge you or something?”
 
    He grimaced. “Drew broke his collarbone and ended up going to the hospital,” he said. “He’s going to have to take a few extra weeks off work while it heals. I’m in pretty deep trouble with Anna. And Owen. And kind of Drew, too,” he added.
 
   “Man,” Lindsay said. “I thought I had a crazy afternoon. At least all my bones are still intact.” She looked at the screen of the computer he held. “What are those?”
 
   “After me and Drew got back, I took Owen up to the lighthouse again. I’m trying to get the perfect sunset picture.”
 
   She knelt down next to him and looked over his shoulder. “Did you get it?”
 
   “Owen tells me that perfection is an elusive goal.” He flicked through the images one by one, tipping the screen for her to see. “Especially when I’m involved.” He inflected the words with his usual self conscious humor. 
 
   The images zipped by quickly, giving the effect that the image itself was moving. On the screen, the gigantic pink orb of sun fell towards the Currituck Sound, setting layer after layer of clouds alight with saturated hues of pink, red, purple, and orange as it sank. In a few of the pictures, Mike had focused in on the water, picking up the colors’ reflections on individual ripples and waves. “They’re beautiful,” Lindsay whispered. “They’re so clear.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the 200 millimeter telephoto lens. It’s practically a telescope. I try to buy quality stuff whenever we take up a new hobby. Scuba gear. Camera equipment. Since it’s because of Jocelyn that we have this money, I figure we should spend it on the best stuff. Then everything we buy feels like a gift from her, which I guess it is, in a weird way.”
 
   “That’s sweet,” Lindsay said.
 
   “She said we should just use it on whatever would make us happy,” Mike said quietly. “She wasn’t the kind of person who tried to decide things for you, you know? She would just ask the right questions until you figured things out for yourself.”
 
   “So how about you? Thailand? Scuba diving? Eating shark testicles? Is that making you happy?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sad.”
 
   “But you’re not happy, either?”
 
   “You’re a chaplain. You know how it is. Something like this, what happened to Jocelyn, it’s like you fall through a crack in the ground into another dimension. It’s a total recalibration. I had to find a new way to get through the days. So we travel and we have hobbies. And, of course, we eat a ton of shark testicles.”
 
   “Does Owen like all the adventures?”
 
   He looked at her for a long moment. For once, he seemed to be thinking before he spoke. “I guess if it was up to Owen, we’d buy a little house somewhere quiet. We always lived in an apartment in Chicago. It was very modern, lots of glass and pointy sculptures. Jocelyn had a thing about pointy sculptures. Owen says we should get a house with a really big TV and an X-box—a whole X-box room.”
 
   “What’s stopping you?” Lindsay asked. 
 
   “You chaplains are pretty nosy, aren’t you?” Mike teased.
 
   “Some people find it charming,” she countered playfully.
 
   The flirtatious smile left Mike’s face as he leaned closer. He raised his hand to her cheek and for a moment she thought he was going to kiss her again. “It is,” he said, tucking one of her stray curls behind her ear. “You’re charming.”
 
   She blushed and turned back to face the screen. She could feel his eyes on her for a moment, before he too turned away. Silence fell as he continued to flick through the images. As they watched the final sliver of sun slip below the horizon, the image on the screen suddenly shifted. “What’s that?” Lindsay asked. The hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood on end.
 
   “These are the ones we took just as the sun started to set, before the others,” he replied. “To test the focus and the light.”
 
   “Can you focus in a little more?” she said pointing urgently at the image. “Make that bigger.” The picture showed a northerly view from the lighthouse. 
 
   “On the horses?” Mike asked, indicating a small group of horses that appeared in the foreground of the image. The picture was dimly lit, and the separate bodies of the horses could only be distinguished by the long shadows they cast across the dunes. 
 
   “No. That’s my aunt’s house.” She pointed to the little gray box that appeared in the top corner of the screen. She removed her glasses and moved in closer until her face was practically touching the screen. “The light’s on.”
 
   Mike looked at her intently, trying to understand why the light was so disconcerting to her. “It was already pretty dark outside when we took these. She probably just needed the light on to read or something.”
 
   “I need to go,” she said, hopping up from the gazebo floor. 
 
   “Did I say something wrong?” Mike called.
 
   “No, sorry. I just need to make a call.” Without another word, she and Kipper hurried outside. She tried to pull Kipper back toward the hotel, but he yanked her in the opposite direction, out toward the beach. He had been cooped up for much of the day, and no doubt had a bursting bladder. Lindsay let herself be pulled along, threading the leash around her wrist to free up her hands. She searched her jacket pockets for her cell phone, but found only her car keys, some plastic dog poop bags, and her “ignition screwdriver”. She checked her jeans pockets and sighed with relief when she found her phone there. With shaking hands, she dialed Warren’s number. Perhaps the light in her aunt’s window meant nothing. Probably after the police had finished their investigation, they left a light on to make it look to potential thieves like the house was occupied. Still, the image had left her deeply unsettled. 
 
   After four rings, the phone connection abruptly dropped off. She glanced at the screen—dead battery. By now, she and Kipper found themselves walking parallel to the water, along the line of low dunes that separated the hotel from the beach. The lamps that lit the hotel’s little boardwalk were no longer visible. In the warmer months, walkers often prowled the beaches at all hours. Tonight, however, she and Kipper found themselves utterly alone. Nothing could be heard but the roar of the ocean and the howl of the wind. Clouds passed across the moon, veiling its thin light. As they crunched through the sand, Lindsay removed her keys from her pocket and used the keychain flashlight—a gift from Warren—to illuminate their way. Kipper sniffed his way forward, gratefully raised his leg on a patch of seagrass, and then paused to kick sand back over the spot. 
 
   “Okay, Kipper,” Lindsay said. “We need to get back now.” Although she was no stranger to spending time alone on the windswept coast, the kick of adrenaline she’d gotten after seeing the picture had left her jittery. She turned and pulled Kipper’s leash, but he refused to budge. Instead, he took a few steps forward and sniffed the air. 
 
   “Come on,” she tried again, in a firmer tone.
 
   Kipper dug his heels in and began to growl. Lindsay pointed the flashlight’s tiny beam in the direction that was commanding the dog’s attention. As she did so, the clouds moved past the moon, bathing the entire beach in an eerie bluish light. In the gloom, Lindsay could see a man approaching them, walking fast. He seemed to have emerged from the sand itself, conjured up like an apparition. Lindsay instinctively turned and backed away. There was something about the stranger’s movements that caused the hairs on the back of her neck to prickle. The man didn’t amble along like a casual beachcomber; he advanced straight at them. 
 
   Kipper began to bark viciously. He lunged forward, pressing his whole weight toward the approaching figure. The leather of his leash chafed against Lindsay’s hands as she struggled to keep hold of him. “Kipper, heel!” she shouted. The dog ignored her and continued to strain towards the man.
 
   Lindsay’s brain was firing all at once. She was torn between her instinct to drop the leash and run away from the approaching figure—back toward the safety of the hotel—and her fear that she might release Kipper, in full attack mode, onto some innocent stranger. But then another thought crowded in. Time and again, she had seen people back off when they caught sight of Kipper. His sleek black and orange coat, powerfully muscled body, and thundering bark could cause even ardent dog lovers to exercise caution when approaching him. Yet this person not only didn’t back off, he seemed drawn to the confrontation.
 
   The man was now within 10 yards of where Lindsay and Kipper stood. He wore a black leather jacket and a baseball cap pulled down low over his face. 
 
   “If you don’t turn around right now I’m going to let him go!” Lindsay shouted, forcing boldness into her voice. The man’s steps didn’t hesitate. She could see only the lower half of his face—thin lips, a jutting chin, and skin that looked almost yellow in the strange moonlight glow.  “Last warning!” she screamed. “He’ll attack you!” 
 
   The man was only a few steps in front of the lunging dog. Lindsay made good on her threat and released her grip on the leash. In a movement that seemed both eye-blink quick and excruciatingly slow, the man reached into the opening of his jacket. In a single, fluid motion, he drew a handgun from beneath his coat, leveled it at Kipper, and pulled the trigger. 
 
   Lindsay couldn’t be sure if she screamed or tried to run. She didn’t even remember hearing the shot. The only thing that she was aware of was a ringing in her ears and Kipper’s once powerful body crumpled into a motionless heap at her feet. She threw her body down over the dog’s, willing him to rise up, but he could only whimper and blink, until his eyes finally closed. When she looked up, the gun was no longer lowered at Kipper; it was trained right at her head. From her vantage point on the ground, she could now see the man’s face clearly. There was no mistaking those insect-like green eyes, glowing like Kryptonite in that pock-marked, skeletal face. Leander Swoopes had found her at last.
 
 
   



 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   “You said something about your little puppy attacking me?” Swoopes said in a slow Texas drawl. He stood directly over Lindsay, pointing a shiny silver handgun at the space between her eyes. “Why don’t you git on up, girlie? Else you’ll get your pretty little behind dirty in the sand.”
 
   Lindsay felt as if all the blood had drained from her face and filled her heart almost to the point of exploding. She rose slowly, not taking her eyes off the barrel of the gun. She kept one hand on the soft fur of Kipper’s abdomen until the last possible moment, in the strange, almost superstitious belief that if she could just keep touching his body, her own life force could somehow sustain him. When the contact between them broke, she realized that the front of her body was covered in his blood.
 
   “All this time, I’ve practically been your stepdaddy, and we ain’t even been properly introduced,” he said, with a cruel-eyed smirk.
 
   “I know who you are,” Lindsay spat back.
 
   “Well in that case, what are we waitin’ for? Come on to my truck and we’ll get better acquainted.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Although her heart still pounded, her voice came out in a smooth, even growl.
 
   Swoopes opened his mouth and laughed—his long, thin teeth looked like rock formations dripping from the walls of a cave. “You got spunk. Like your mama.” The mention of Sarabelle made Lindsay shudder. “Yeah,” he continued “your mama had more backbone than I expected, I’ll grant her that.” He turned his head and spat in the sand next to Kipper’s body. He took hold of Lindsay’s upper arm, wrapping his fingers around her bicep like a tourniquet. “What if I told you that I had a present waiting for you in the truck? Little girls like you like presents, don’t they? So, ‘cuz I’m so thoughtful and generous, I got you something, all wrapped up just for you. Sorry to say that she got a little bit damaged in shipping. Old ladies can be fragile.”
 
   “What did you do?” Lindsay asked, her eyes growing wide in horror.
 
   “Why don’t you come on and see?” he said, pulling her toward him.
 
   Lindsay inhaled deeply and brought all her weight down, stomping as hard as she could on Swoopes’ foot. Whether through pain or shock, he relaxed his grip enough for her to wriggle free. She took off running down the beach. She only managed a few yards, however, before he tackled her from behind. He fell on top of her, pinning her facedown in the sand. He clambered to all fours, with his knees digging into the small of her back as he pressed her face into the wet sand with his hands. For a few terrifying seconds, Lindsay thought he would suffocate her, but instead, he grabbed her by the jacket and spun her around to face him. With the pistol still in his hand, he raised his arm and brought the gun down against her left temple. The blow dazed her, and Swoopes rose to his feet above her. He then swung his leg back and caught her between the ribs with a well-placed kick. The force knocked the wind out of her, and she struggled not to vomit. She lay hunched in a fetal position, inhaling lungfuls of air and sand until Swoopes grabbed her under the armpits and began to drag her along the beach. 
 
   They had only traveled a few hundred feet when Swoopes veered sideways, pulling her forcefully up and over one of the low dunes. She stumbled dizzily along next to him, barely able to keep her footing. Sheltered within a thicket of trees and shrubs, stood his red pickup truck—the same vehicle that had almost run Lindsay and Simmy off the road on Christmas Eve night. A hard plastic tonneau cover was pulled tight over the bed of the truck, and Swoopes set his gun down on top of it. He opened the tailgate and drew out a roll of duct tape. Again, Lindsay tried desperately to wrench herself free from his grip. Swoopes wheeled around and punched her in the ribs, aiming for the same tender spot where he’d kicked her a few minutes before. The pain of the blow was so all-encompassing that it was all she could do to remain conscious. 
 
   Forcing Lindsay’s arms behind her, Swoopes wound the duct tape around her wrists. Each movement shot bolts of searing pain through Lindsay’s ribcage and abdomen. After he finished binding her wrists, Swoopes squatted down to grab her right ankle. Despite the intense pain, Lindsay refused to go down without a fight. She leveraged his tight grip to deliver a roundhouse kick to the side of his head with her left foot; in the process, she fell backwards. She rolled onto her stomach and then scrambled to her feet, all the while screaming like a maniac in the hope that someone would hear her. Although Swoopes was momentarily stunned, he recovered more quickly than Lindsay, whose ribcage throbbed and whose head was still spinning from being pistol whipped. Before she knew what was happening, she was once again in his clutches, trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey. Lindsay had always been physically daring, and in school, she had never backed down from the threats of a bully. But for the first time, she realized that her physical bravery might have been misguided. At the end of the day, she was a petite woman whose body could be snapped like a brittle twig. 
 
   When he had finished binding her, Swoopes pressed her body against the side of the truck and peeled off one last, short strip of duct tape. He placed the strip firmly across Lindsay’s mouth and then reached across her body and took hold of the gun. He paused to stroke her cheek with the cold, metal barrel. Leaning in close to her ear, he cooed, “I like girls with a little bit of fight in ‘em. Makes things so much more fun.” Able to breathe only through her nose, Lindsay inhaled his stench—stale cigarettes mingled with a sickening tang like rotten fruit. She turned her head sideways and gagged. 
 
   Swoopes folded back part of the cover that shielded the bed of his pickup truck. Lindsay recoiled when she saw a pair of spindly legs—taped together at the ankles—jutting out from the exposed part of the truck bed. The person lying in the truck wore dainty slippers made of exotic silk brocade embroidered with gold thread. Although the rest of the body lay concealed under the closed part of the cover, there was no mistaking those tiny, slippered feet. Simmy. 
 
   Swoopes lifted Lindsay by her hips and shoved her into the truck bed alongside Simmy’s motionless form. He secured the cover over the top of the truck bed and slammed the tailgate shut. With the cover sealed shut, the space inside became pitch black. Lindsay felt the cold, metal sides of the vehicle closing around her like a tomb. She kicked with all her might against the tailgate and cover, but it didn’t budge. A moment later, the truck started crunching over the sand. Its violent movements threw her from side to side, and she struggled to keep her head from slamming into something. Finally, when they came onto the road, the motion of the truck became more regular and the bumps became less jarring. Lindsay lay still, breathing heavily.
 
   “Lindsay, honey, is that you?” came an urgent voice from nearby. 
 
   Lindsay could only emit a muffled cry in response.
 
   “It’s me, honey. It’s Simmy. Did he hurt you?” Simmy paused, waiting for an answer. “I guess he probably taped your mouth. He taped me up, too, but the piece on my mouth came loose. I guess I wear so much makeup that it just slid off.” She laughed miserably. “He said he’s taking us to Patty’s house,” she continued. “He believes that one of us must know the combination to her safe.”
 
   Lindsay’s spinning brain tried to process this information. Warren had told her that the safe was now empty—the police had confiscated all the guns as evidence. She realized that Swoopes must not know that the safe no longer contained anything valuable. Lindsay was sure she hadn’t revealed that information to anyone; Sarabelle must have assumed that the safe was still full and encouraged Swoopes to return to claim their prize. 
 
   Judging by the whooshing of the tires, the truck seemed to be moving quickly along the road. It would take less than 15 minutes to reach Corolla, another 15 to reach Aunt Harding’s house. Maybe another 30 minutes until Swoopes would discover that the safe was empty either by forcing it open or torturing the information out of Lindsay. One hour. Her last hour on the earth. 
 
   “Honey, I don’t know what’s going to happen to us, but no matter what, you need to know the truth,” Simmy began, speaking quickly and wriggling so close to Lindsay that their heads almost touched. “I’ve wanted to tell you so many times, but I guess the time just hasn’t been right. It’s probably good that you can’t answer back and you can’t get up and leave. You’ll have to hear me out.” She inhaled deeply. “I killed Patty. Not Leander Swoopes. Me.”
 
   Lindsay’s eyes had adjusted to the gloom inside the truck bed, and she could make out the outline of Simmy’s tiny form. She was curled up, her knees pulled into her chest. 
 
   “I never got to finish my story before, but damn it all, I’m going to finish it right now, if it’s the last thing I do,” she said. “I told you about my hunch about Sarabelle being Rita’s daughter. Well, I felt sure that Patty must know something about it, so I drove straight over to her house and banged on her door. I told her I reckoned that Sarabelle was my granddaughter and wanted to know why she’d kept her from me.
 
   “Patty let me come in but she was stone cold to me. I could tell by looking at her that my intuition was right, so I asked her how long she’d known. Turns out that she’d known for years. Years!” Simmy laughed bitterly. “When Sarabelle and your daddy were arrested when you were little, the authorities went through a whole long process of trying to find relatives to take you in. Of course you know that your daddy’s parents were already dead by that time, and Jonah and Sarabelle were both only children. When the Social Services got in touch with Patty, they’d explained that they’d tried to track down Sarabelle’s relations, and mentioned that Sarabelle’s mother, Rita Lutz, had been hard to find information about because she’d changed her name to Nancy Mix. Of course, I’d told Patty all about trying to make contact with Rita and how she’d up and disappeared, so the whole thing clicked into place for her right away. 
 
   “Well, I was beside myself when I found out how long she’d known. I had genuinely forgiven Patty for what happened with Peter. I guess things heal over better when you’re young. But this was different. I told her that I’d give her exactly one day to tell you, Jonah, and Sarabelle. If she didn’t, I was going to tell you all myself. She seemed resigned to it and agreed. I can’t even begin to describe what it was like for me when you showed up at my door that same night. Like a sign from above. It was all I could do not to blurt the whole story out then and there. All those years you lived with Patty… Maybe you should’ve lived with me?”
 
   Lindsay, too, had been struck by the force of this alternate reality. If Patty had just told the truth back then, maybe Lindsay wouldn’t have grown up so lonely. Rather than spending her childhood in a Spartan home, devoid of basic comforts, she could’ve lived in a house that was bursting at the seams with too much of everything—too much laughter, too much music, too much love. Instead of just getting occasional sprinklings of Simmy’s joie de vivre, she could have bathed in it every single day. The missed opportunity was almost too much to bear. 
 
   Simmy’s revelations also solved another small mystery that, until that moment, had completely fled from Lindsay’s mind. On Christmas Eve, Simmy’s tires had already been deflated—because she’d been to Aunt Harding’s house earlier that day to confront her.
 
   “I thought maybe she’d tell y’all over supper that night,” Simmy continued. “After all, we were having such a nice time together. But when you and your mama went into the kitchen, she said she needed to tell you without me there, so she could have a chance to apologize to you. I figured after all this time, one more night couldn’t hurt anything. She told me to come back first thing the next morning.
 
   “I didn’t sleep that whole night. I got to the house around 7 a.m., and Patty was already sitting out on the front porch waiting for me. She said that she’d told you everything and you and your mama had gone down to the old fishing shack where we’d hidden Peter. Y’all had wanted to see where the whole thing began, she said.
 
   “Now when I look back, it seems so stupid. Why would you have wanted to meet me out in some falling-down old shack at dawn on Christmas Day in the driving rain? I guess I was just so excited that I was going to get another chance to make things right that I would’ve met y’all on the top of Mount Everest at midnight. I always felt like I had so much to share if I’d had children—love, money, just everything—and now I’d finally get to. I could see how much Sarabelle needed help. And I’d seen how hard you’d had it growing up, too. I thought we’d all go for a walk on the beach and it would be happily ever after.
 
   “Well, my heart pounded the whole way there and my legs couldn’t walk as fast as I wanted to make them go. When we got out there, though, I saw right away that I’d been duped. Nobody was there. I looked at Patty, and her eyes turned… I can’t even describe what she looked like. If I were a believer in such things, I’d say that a demon had hold of her soul. I know that a lot of people only saw her meanness, but she was always a good friend to me. Other than that one time, with Peter, she was always fiercely loyal. Always on my side, no matter what. Sometimes, it was almost too much, like she thought it was the two of us against the whole world. But in that moment, I couldn’t see that Patty at all. I remember telling her once that she needed to be more like the sand—just move around with the tides. Instead, she always set herself up like a seawall. And in that moment, it was like she cracked wide open. 
 
   “She said that you and Sarabelle were her family, and she wasn’t gonna let me take you away from her. She thought that you’d like me better and drop her like a hot potato, like Peter had. I actually laughed out loud because I thought it was so ridiculous. I told her that I didn’t want to take you away, and that she’d twisted herself all into knots over nothing. But I guess she believed that there was only but so much love on the planet. Like love was pieces of pie to fight over, instead of something that can grow as big as it needs to to fit everybody inside. By then I was hopping mad and told her that we owed it to you and Sarabelle to tell you the truth and I was gonna do it whether she liked it or not.
 
   “I turned to walk out, but she shouted at me to turn back around. She pointed a gun right up at my chest, saying that it was Peter’s gun that he’d given to her. I couldn’t say anything—not because I was afraid of dying, but because after being so close to getting everything out in the open, now you and Sarabelle would never learn the truth. We’d carried these secrets for so long, and now Patty was trying to make me carry them into the grave. I was so angry that I rushed at her like a banshee and pushed the gun away. It dropped out of her hand and fired when it hit the ground. When I saw her fall, I stood there for a minute. But then I just turned around and walked away. Maybe you think that was terrible, that I didn’t try to help her. But in my mind, the Patty I knew had already died. I didn’t see where the shot hit her, but from what the police told me, there was nothing anybody could’ve done anyway. Peter’s gun shot her right through that twisted old heart of hers.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   Lindsay had lost all sense of how much time had passed since Swoopes pitched her into the back of his truck. At some point during Simmy’s recitation, they’d passed from the paved road onto the sand road of the 4x4 beaches. Simmy had finished her tale, and now the two women lay silently side by side, each lost in her own thoughts.
 
   Although Lindsay understood why Simmy had taken the chance to unburden herself of the tangled story of Lindsay’s ancestry and Aunt Harding’s death, she couldn’t help but wish that she could have spent her last few minutes of life in blissful ignorance of this tragic history. For one thing, the new knowledge only deepened the painful irony of Sarabelle’s betrayal. Simmy had been poised to offer Sarabelle everything that she had, but rather than receiving Simmy’s offer of money, a home, and security, Sarabelle had partnered with Swoopes to try to take those things by force. The revelations also increased Lindsay’s confusion over her aunt’s life and death. It was tragic beyond measure that her aunt’s ability to love was so warped that she’d lived and died as a prisoner of her own pettiness and jealousy. What might their lives have been like if only her aunt had been open to the possibility of happiness?
 
   The truck moved more slowly now, wheels shushed by the sand—Aunt Harding’s house must be only minutes away. The shock of Kipper’s death and of being beaten and kidnapped had temporarily lulled Lindsay into a mute acceptance of her imminent death. But now she tried to focus on finding a way out of her situation. This is how she imagined that Simmy must have felt when Aunt Harding turned the gun on her in the shed. No!, she wanted to scream. She didn’t want the story to end like this, with her powerless and shivering in the back of a psychopath’s truck. She tried to get her brain to snap to attention, but it stubbornly slouched there, refusing to come up with an idea. She knew that physically she was no match for Swoopes. The throbbing in her jaw and abdomen testified to that. Her only hope was to outwit him.
 
   The truck was stopping, and still no clever plan of escape revealed itself. Footsteps crunched on the sand, the tailgate opened, and Swoopes flipped back the tonneau cover. Although the clouds blocked out the light from the moon and stars, the night seemed almost supernaturally bright compared to the womb-like darkness of the closed truck bed. When she saw Swoopes, Simmy let out a terrified scream—the raw screech carried on the wind like the cry of a seagull. Lindsay twisted her body so she could see what was happening. When Swoopes realized that Simmy’s gag had come off, he dragged her toward him by the tape on her ankles.  He took hold of her throat and pressed her against the bed of the truck. Simmy turned her face sideways, still screaming for all she was worth. Without a moment’s hesitation, Swoopes grabbed Simmy by the shoulders and slammed her backwards. Her head hit the side of the truck with a sickening thud. Simmy’s eyes rolled in her head and then closed. Swoopes pulled a piece of tape off the roll and fixed it over her motionless lips. Her wig had come off in the struggle and, through the wispy white hair that veiled Simmy’s scalp, Lindsay could see a sickening purple bruise forming. 
 
   With Simmy unconscious, Swoopes turned his attention to Lindsay. He grabbed her legs, pulling her violently from the truck and hoisting her over his shoulder like a sack of fertilizer. Although his shoulder dug painfully into her injured ribs, she still struggled against him with all her might until she heard him say, “You just keep on wiggling, little girl.” He stroked her rear end with one hand to emphasize the meaning behind his words. After that, she lay very still. 
 
   Swoopes had parked a few dozen yards away from the house, behind a clump of trees. He stomped up the back steps, entering Aunt Harding’s house through the kitchen. When they reached the dining room, he set Lindsay down with a thump on the floor next to the gun safe. “You stay right there,” he purred. “I need to go and collect your old lady friend.” He took a few steps back toward the kitchen, but then turned and gave Lindsay a running kick to her left hip. Tears sprang to her eyes and despite the gag over her mouth, she made a loud cry. “That’s just to make sure you do what Daddy says like a good little girl.”
 
   Lindsay slumped over onto her right side, struggling to breathe. As the initial intensity of the pain subsided, the details of the room came into focus. Only a single lamp was lit, and it cast its sickly yellow light over the scene. The room bore no resemblance to the homey scene that had greeted her only a week before. On top of the dining table lay an oversized duffle bag, the type athletes used to transport their equipment. Lindsay presumed that this was to hold the supposed loot contained in the safe. Two of the dining room chairs had been overturned, and next to them, under the table, lay Sarabelle Harding’s battered body. Her right leg stuck out at an odd angle, and her back was facing Lindsay. Lindsay dug her heels into the ground and used her feet to inch herself toward her mother’s body. She came around the table to a vantage point that allowed her to see Sarabelle’s face. Her mother’s closed eyes were swollen grotesquely. Her bottom lip was split wide open and almost purple with bruising. Only the gentle rise and fall of her chest let Lindsay know that she was still breathing. Sarabelle’s right hand lay open on the floor in front of her. In her palm was Lindsay’s silver angel pin, the one she thought she’d lost at the hospital. She must have been clutching it when she fell.
 
   Lindsay struggled to make sense of the scene. Did this mean that Sarabelle had tried to double cross Swoopes? Had she done something to anger him? Or had he simply decided that she had outlived her utility? And why was she holding Lindsay’s pin?
 
   Lindsay heard footsteps on the back porch and quickly scooted back into her original position near the safe. The next thing she knew, Simmy was next to her, moaning softly, her eyelids fluttering. Leander Swoopes stood before them, blocking out the lamplight like the specter of the Grim Reaper. He leaned down and ripped the tape off their mouths. “All right now. Which one’a you is gonna tell me how to open this safe? Oh, and don’t bother screaming. Sarabelle tried that, but as you can see,” he said, kicking Sarabelle’s immobile foot with the toe of his boot, “didn’t nobody come to her rescue.”
 
   He stalked back towards them and squatted in front of them. He held Simmy’s face in his hands. Her eyes lolled around in their sockets insensibly. He smacked her hard across the face, leaving a red imprint of his fingers. “Looks like I cleaned her clock a little too well. Earth to Old Lady!” he shouted, shaking her head from side to side. “What’s the combination to your friend’s safe?”
 
                 “What makes you think there’s anything in there?” Lindsay said, as much to distract him from further harming Simmy as to test how much he knew. “Maybe the gun you got was the only valuable thing there was.”
 
   “Do you think I’m stupid?” Swoopes roared, lifting Lindsay’s chin with his clenched fist. “Sarabelle walked away with nine thousand dollars. Where else would she have put it? Besides, Patricia Harding was loaded. Why else would she have a safe like this and a gun like the one Sarabelle brought me? Sarabelle just picked that one out at random. She said there were at least a dozen more like it.”
 
   “Why are you so sure that one of us can open the safe?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Somebody has to know the combination, and it wasn’t Sarabelle. I know she’s a damn good liar, but she also knows my temper. I warned her that if she didn’t tell me, I’d have to involve you and the old lady. She never liked it when things had to involve you, so if she knew the combination, she would’ve said.” He glanced at Sarabelle’s still form and chuckled to himself. “She thought that she’d seen the last of me when she came out here, but she underestimated my…affection for her.” 
 
   “But you couldn’t always make her do what you wanted, right?” Lindsay said, trying to buy time to think. It seemed that maybe there had been some truth to Sarabelle’s story after all. She really had tried to get away from Swoopes and hide out. Rather than escaping from police custody as Swoopes’s accomplice, she’d been kidnapped by him as a victim. Lindsay calculated her options, and decided to take a risky path. “After all, she came out here. Slipped your net for a good few months.”
 
   His eyes narrowed angrily. “She was stupid to think she could hide. Anyway, she did what I said in the end. At first, she only wanted to give me enough to pay me back what she owed. I never say no to an offer of money. But then she showed up with that gun as payment instead of my cash. I could see that it wasn’t any ordinary piece, so I asked her where she got it. She wouldn’t say right away, but I persuaded her. That’s how I knew about the other guns.”
 
   One glance at Sarabelle let Lindsay know exactly what form that persuasion took. “Is that what happened to Lydia Sikes? You couldn’t persuade her?”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about. That dumb junkie was a liability. I caught her fixin’ to trade that Smith and Wesson to her dealer for more pills. Say what you will about Sarabelle, but at least she knew the value of a buck and when to keep her mouth shut. If I hadn’t’a shut her up, Lydia woulda gone blabbing my business all over New Albany.” He removed a packet of cigarettes from his back pocket and lit up a smoke.  With a casual ease, he took off his leather jacket and laid it on top of the duffle bag. “Lydia was a fine piece of ass, but you can’t never trust a junkie.” He blew two thin streams of smoke out of his nostrils. 
 
   Now that Lindsay had come face to face with Swoopes, she had a better understanding of his ability to control people, especially women like her mother who had few material or emotional reservoirs to tap into. What might she herself do to buy a few more minutes of time? To try to convince him to spare her? Had Lydia Sikes begged for her life? Had she struggled against him while he pressed the gun to her closed lips? Or had she just quietly resigned herself to her fate, robotically following his orders to the very end? 
 
   “How did you convince Sarabelle to help you sell the gun?” Lindsay asked. Swoopes seemed to be enjoying the chance to detail his exploits. Although their dialogue was buying her time to come up with a plan, it also sent a shiver up her spine. If he was revealing all of this to her, clearly he didn’t intend for her to be alive long enough to pass on the information that he imparted.
 
   He withdrew the cigarette from his mouth with a snap of his wrist. “How do you know about that?” he asked.
 
   “Everyone knows,” Lindsay answered, looking him square in the eye. “The police know. They’re closing in on you. Did you really think that you’d get away? We’re on an island! The police are everywhere. Just before you grabbed me, I was talking to my boyfriend about it. You remember my boyfriend, the policeman? I told him that I’d seen a light on here.” Lindsay could see instantly that her ploy had backfired. Swoopes conversational mood had passed. And, instead of looking nervous in response to her threats about the police, Swoopes stared at her coldly. 
 
   “You didn’t see no light. Ain’t nobody driven past here all evening. But if you have been talking to your boyfriend, you’d better hurry up and give me the combination to that safe,” Swoopes said. 
 
   Lindsay pursed her lips and twisted her body away from him.
 
   “You really wanna know how I got your mama to help me sell the gun?” he asked. He knelt down and pulled up the sleeve of Lindsay’s jacket, revealing her bare forearm. He withdrew the cigarette from between his lips and pressed the lit end to her delicate white skin. Lindsay managed not to scream, although she almost blacked out from the pain. Although Lindsay’s arms were bound behind her, if she contorted her body, she could glimpse the angry, red welt that rose on her forearm. In the center of the wound was a ring of white and gray ashes. Ashes. The word swam to the surface of her consciousness. Warren had said that the box containing Nancy Mix’s ashes was all that was left in the safe now, and in a moment Swoopes would know it. 
 
   Swoopes looked at Lindsay, and said in a tone of mock consolation. “That’s right. Big girls don’t cry. You just tell Daddy the combination and this will all be over.” His voice switched to a menacing growl. “Or do you want to see how many tries it takes me to make daylight shine through this old lady’s head?” He withdrew his gun from the shoulder holster and held it to Simmy’s temple.
 
   “Okay. I’ll tell you,” Lindsay said weakly. The seed of an idea was beginning to germinate in her brain. Actually, it was more of a Hail Mary pass than an idea, but it was all she had left. She opened her eyes wide, hoping to project an image of a helpless, naïve Southern Belle. “But you have to promise to leave us all alone after that. If you don’t hurt us anymore, no one even needs to know that you were here. You can just take what’s in the safe and leave.” She knew that he had no intention of keeping any of them alive, no matter what he agreed to do. 
 
    “Scout’s honor,” he replied, eying her warily. She could see that he was gauging whether she was trying to trick him.
 
   “How do I know I can trust you?” she demanded. She needed him to believe that she thought she was engaged in a real negotiation. She needed him to believe that she was telling the truth. 
 
   He seemed amused. He leaned down to remove the angel pin from Sarabelle’s outstretched palm. “How about I give this back to you? You know, as a token of my good intentions.” He bent down and pinned it to the front of Lindsay’s jacket.
 
   “How did you get this?” Lindsay asked. “And why did Sarabelle have it in her hand?”
 
   “Funny thing,” he said. “Sometimes a dog gets so used to gettin’ kicked, that she don’t even feel the kicks no more.” He glanced pointedly at Sarabelle. “You need to think of new ways to train it to do what you want.”
 
   Lindsay’s thoughts about her mother’s motivations underwent another seismic shift. Could it be that her mother had been telling the truth about trying to protect her? That the only reason she’d helped Swoopes was to keep Lindsay from harm? 
 
   “Well?” Swoopes demanded.
 
   “Fine. But remember, God punishes you extra hard if you lie to a minister. I have your word. The combination is 04-27-03-27-04-25.” She had to hope that the numbers were far enough off of the true combination that the safe wouldn’t open when Swoopes tried them, but close enough that she could have a chance to complete her Hail Mary. 
 
                 Swoopes immediately began to spin the dials of the lock, still keeping a weather eye on Lindsay. When he reached the last of the six numbers, he wrenched the large steel handle. It didn’t budge. He tried again with more force, but still he handle didn’t yield an inch. “Say those numbers again,” he demanded. Lindsay repeated the series of incorrect numbers. When his second attempt also failed to open the safe, he sprang down to the floor in front of Lindsay like a pouncing tiger. “Liar!” he growled.
 
                 “It’s temperamental,” Lindsay replied evenly. “It’s very old, and it takes a little while to get the hang of it. You have to jiggle it a little after each rotation to get the pins to click into place. If you help me stand up, I’ll watch you and tell you when to jiggle. Now, you’ve gotta move it up and down on the odd spins and a little bit side to side on the even spins. Except on the last spin. Definitely don’t jiggle it then or you’ll have to start all over. You’ll be able to feel it in your fingertips when the pins click.” She nodded reassuringly. She hoped that her explanation sounded convincing…and sufficiently convoluted.
 
   He glared at her and went to the kitchen. He returned a moment later wielding a heavy butcher’s knife. Lindsay gasped when she saw it, but her anxiety was misplaced. Swoopes used the knife to slit open the tape that bound her wrists. “You do it,” he commanded. Lindsay began to struggle to her feet, clawing her way unsteadily up the wall. In truth, despite her injuries and the binding on her ankles, she could have risen easily and would’ve had no trouble standing unassisted. Good balance was one of the benefits of being very short. However, she needed him to do what he did next—cut the tape on her ankles. Phase one of Operation Hail Mary had been successful. 
 
   He drew out his handgun and trained it on her. “Open it.”
 
   Lindsay stepped in front of the safe and whispered a silent prayer. God, help me to trust that you have given me all the tools I need to live through this. With a shaky breath, she began spinning the dials. Swoopes watched her carefully, making sure that she entered the numbers she’d given him and jiggled the dial at the appropriate intervals. After the first two correct numbers were entered under Swoopes’s close supervision, Lindsay said, “How did you get hold of my angel pin? I thought I dropped it in the hospital garden.” Although she did genuinely want to know the answer, the question was timed to distract his attention momentarily. She couldn’t let him see that she’d tricked him by giving him the wrong combination. Sure enough, when Swoopes opened his mouth to speak, his eye twitched away from the dial for a split second—long enough for her to move the dial from the 03 to the 04 position and quickly spin it onto the next number. 
 
   “It wasn’t your pin I was after,” Swoopes said. “If that little friend of yours hadn’t’a come along, I would’a been able to get hold of a real angel.” He stroked Lindsay’s hair and ran his hand down the back of her neck, causing every muscle in her body to seize in terror. “But it turned out for the best. The pin was enough to convince Sarabelle that I meant business, and I didn’t have to worry about what to do with you after I finished with you.”
 
   Lindsay stepped back abruptly as the final pin clicked into place. “There,” she said. Now all you have to do it open it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   “Remember,” Lindsay said, feigning sincerity. “You promised that if I helped you, you’d let us go.”
 
   Swoopes pushed her roughly aside and took hold of the handle. He cranked it sideways and the thick, heavy door creaked open. All the guns were gone, as Lindsay knew they would be. In the bottom of the safe lay a few neatly-folded cloths and cleaning tools. The shelves at the top of the safe housed empty ammunition boxes and the dented metal cashier’s box containing Nancy Mix’s ashes. 
 
   “What the hell?” Swoopes roared. He opened the door wider, as if in the hope that somewhere, hidden in the back, the safe contained a secret Aladdin’s cave full of treasures. He set the gun down on top of the safe as he did what Lindsay had prayed that he would do. She held her breath, watching him pull down the cashier’s box containing her grandmother’s remains. The small key had been left in the top of the box. He twisted it and pulled open the lid. 
 
   Lindsay sprang forward and pushed up as hard as she could on the bottom of the box, throwing several pounds of gray ash into Swoopes’s face. The box clattered to the floor as Swoopes spat and coughed, trying to clear his eyes with his balled fists. With ashes clinging to his face, clothes, and hair, and his face twisted into a grimace of rage, he looked like a horror-movie zombie.  Lindsay shoved him backwards with all her might and reached up for the gun. His reflexes were quicker than Lindsay had anticipated, though. He sprang forward and groped blindly for the gun. Lindsay only had time to bat it away with her hand and send it skittering across the room. Swoopes lurched towards it, but he tripped over one of the overturned dining chairs. As he tried to scramble to his feet, Lindsay panicked. There was no way she could reach the gun before he did, and even if she somehow miraculously managed to, Swoopes would overpower her before she could fire a shot.
 
   Her earlier, whispered prayer flashed into her mind. God, help me to trust that you have given me all the tools I need to live through this. And then—miraculously—she realized that God had given her all the tools she needed. She reached into her jacket pocket, her hand closing around the flathead screwdriver that she’d been using to start her car. Without a moment’s hesitation, she raised it and then plunged it into Swoopes’s lower back. The ease with which it sank into his flesh almost made her physically sick.
 
   Swoopes let out a yowl of pain, arching backwards and reaching for the screwdriver. Lindsay yanked it out as he rolled over onto his back. She stabbed it downwards again, this time connecting with the soft flesh of his belly. His hands closed over the top over hers and she realized that, despite his wounds, he would easily manage to wrest it from her grip. She took a step back and kicked him as hard as she could in his groin. He dropped the screwdriver and instantly curled up like a pork rind in hot grease. Lindsay dashed across the room and seized the gun. 
 
   By the time Swoopes rose from the ground still clutching his stomach, he found his own gun trained on him. Lindsay held it out in front of her with shaking hands. “Don’t move,” she commanded.
 
   “Why don’t you put that big gun down, honey?” he soothed. “You know you ain’t gonna shoot nobody. Betchya never even held a gun before.”
 
   Although Lindsay had learned at a young age how to fire the hunting rifle Aunt Harding had given her, it was true that she had never before held a handgun. All the times she had seen Aunt Harding clean the guns in her collection, and she had never once been allowed to handle them. 
 
   Her eyes darted from Swoopes’s face to the weapon in her hands, trying to figure out how it worked. Swoopes took a step toward her with his hands raised as if he meant no harm. The look of pure malice in his eyes belied the white flag gesture. She could see the blood beginning to soak through his shirt, but the injuries didn’t seem to have done enough damage to stop his advance. She frantically felt along the side of the gun for some kind of safety switch—that much she had learned from her duck hunting days. She found the small mechanism, and slid it to the off position. As Swoopes continued to advance toward her, she inhaled deeply and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. She slid the safety back and forth, pulling the trigger. Again and again, nothing happened.
 
                 Swoopes smiled and began to move ahead with renewed confidence. None of Aunt Harding’s guns had looked remotely like this one. They were all older weapons, and with a few exceptions, they were hunting rifles or shotguns. Her mind pored over every recollection of a gunfight that she’d seen on TV or in a movie. She remembered cowboys and Indians, cops and robbers, John Wayne pulling down on the lever of a revolver to cock the gun. This gun had no such lever—just a slick silver barrel. Why could every single Hollywood actor who ever lived do this with such ease, while she, whose very life depended on it, couldn’t get the damn thing to fire?! Swoopes was now directly in front of her. Another five steps and her life would be over. 
 
                 Suddenly, she remembered the terrible movie she had seen on last summer’s double date with Tanner and Gibb. The beefy ex-pro-wrestler who starred in it had used this same kind of slick-looking gun. She could envision him as he launched himself acrobatically from an exploding car, all the while pulling back on the gun’s top, releasing spent cartridges while new bullets rose into the chamber. She moved her hand to the top of the gun and closed it around the slide. She pulled back, heard the bullet click up into the chamber, closed her eyes, pulled the trigger, and fired. She fired again and again until the only thing sound the gun made when she pulled the trigger was a dull clicking. Five shots in total.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she saw that although she had finally managed to fire the gun, she hadn’t managed to aim it. She had been shooting from nearly point blank range, but only two bullets had connected with Swoopes’s body; the others had whizzed harmlessly into the wall behind him. Swoopes held his left hand to his wounded right arm and shoulder. Though the wounds didn’t appear to be likely to be fatal, the shock and pain were enough to send him crashing to his knees. 
 
   Lindsay raced to the kitchen phone. A new wave of horror swept over her—Swoopes had ripped the receiver and outlet from the wall. Bare wires now dangled from the space the outlet box used to occupy. It was the only phone in Aunt Harding’s house. 
 
   Her mind teemed with muddled thoughts. She had a head start, and despite her injuries, she was in far better shape than Swoopes. She knew that she could make it to safety. But what about Simmy and Sarabelle? Would she find help for them in time? Could she risk leaving them in the same room as a killer who had nothing left to lose? She crept back into the dining room, keeping the gun in front of her like a talisman. Swoopes lay moaning on the floor. Sarabelle was still motionless under the table. Simmy slumped next to the open safe, mumbling dazedly to herself. 
 
   Lindsay stepped back into the kitchen and inspected the weapon she was holding. She clicked a heretofore unnoticed button and released the magazine from the gun. Shaking it, she peered inside. Empty. As she pocketed the now-useless gun, she paced the kitchen and tried to organize her thoughts. She mentally lined up her choices. One: flee and hope that Swoopes was too incapacitated to harm Sarabelle or Simmy before she could summon help. Two: try to escape with Sarabelle and Simmy. Three: kill Swoopes. 
 
   She immediately dismissed option three. Defending herself against an onrushing attacker was one thing, but the idea of walking over and trying to kill Swoopes with a knife or her bare hands while he lay bleeding on the floor was too terrible to contemplate. Even with a fairly broad interpretation of the Bible’s core message, she was pretty sure that God would take a dim view of a chaplain committing a calculated murder. She realized that option one wasn’t a real alternative either. She could no more leave Sarabelle and Simmy in danger than she could sprout wings and fly through the ceiling. It was simply not in her nature.
 
   Swoopes’s jacket was still lying on the dining room table, so Lindsay quickly rifled through his pockets until she found the keys to his truck. She knelt down next to Simmy. “Simmy?” she whispered. “Simmy, can you hear me? We’ve gotta move.”
 
   Simmy’s eyelids fluttered open and she smiled like a dreaming child. Lindsay grabbed the butcher’s knife from the dining table and cut the tape that bound Simmy’s hands and feet. She set the knife on the floor and hooked Simmy’s arm around her shoulder, hoisting the old woman to her feet. Simmy was able to stagger along beside Lindsay until they reached Swoopes’s truck. Lindsay heaved Simmy into the passenger’s seat and returned to the house. Sarabelle was much more difficult to manage. She had always seemed impossibly petite to Lindsay—even more elfin in figure than Lindsay herself. Now, however, she was out cold and had all the maneuverability of a beached orca.
 
   With great difficulty, Lindsay managed to drag Sarabelle out of the house and down the back steps. As she pulled her mother across the sand toward the truck, she kept one eye trained on the back door of the house. All was quiet. Lindsay continued to slowly, painfully drag Sarabelle across the sand, stopping frequently to catch her breath. Any kind of deep inhalation was excruciating, and the hunching and pulling motion only made the torture more extreme. Several times, Lindsay’s vision swam and she had to will herself not to pass out from the pain. When they finally reached the truck, Lindsay found Simmy still hunched over in the front seat. “Simmy,” she called, patting her gently on the cheek. “Try to stay awake, okay? I think you have a concussion.”
 
   Simmy smiled. “It’s so nice that we’re all together like this. We’ll have such a nice time at the beach. Did you bring the sandwiches?” she asked, looking suddenly worried about the possible absence of refreshments.
 
   “Okay, I know you have a concussion,” Lindsay mumbled, returning to the daunting task of trying to lift Sarabelle into the truck alongside Simmy. Getting her mother into the truck required her full concentration; it was like picking up vanilla pudding with a pair of tongs. Finally, Lindsay managed to get every stray body part within the cab of the truck.
 
   “Lindsay, honey?” Simmy called in a sleepy voice. She was looking over the top of Lindsay’s bowed head. “Can you ask that man if he brought the sandwiches?”
 
   Lindsay spun around. There, lurching across the sand towards them, was Leander Swoopes. He had crept up soundlessly while her attention was focused on Sarabelle, and now he was mere steps away.
 
   Lindsay screamed and dove into the truck on top of her mother and Simmy. She slammed the passenger’s side door shut and pushed the lock button just as Swoopes reached for the outside door handle. The truck had a single bench seat, which Lindsay clambered across to reach the driver’s side. While she fumbled for the key, Swoopes rounded the truck to the driver’s side and tried that door. When he found it, too, was locked, he banged on the glass with the handle of the butcher’s knife. “You better let me in, girlie,” he shouted through the glass.
 
   Trying not to make eye contact with Swoopes, Lindsay found the key and put it into the ignition. To her immense relief, the engine turned over on the first try. She could barely reach the pedals—the seat was adjusted to Swoopes’s height, but there was no time to change it. She slammed the truck into reverse, propelling it quickly away from him. Terrified that the wheels would get stuck in the soft sand next to the house, Lindsay spun the wheel hard to the right, trying to maneuver onto the beaten track. The rapid movement, though, sent Simmy and Sarabelle careening into her like riders on a Tilt-a-Whirl. As their inert bodies pressed Lindsay against the driver’s side door, her foot slipped off the accelerator. She shoved them across the seat and slid back into position at the wheel. 
 
   As her eyes snapped back to the windshield, she saw a large object hurtling towards her. She barely had time to duck before it made impact, shattering the windshield and showering her hair with fragmented safety glass. When she looked up again, a large rock rested on top of one of the wiper blades, which was now bent back into the empty opening that used to hold the windshield. During the seconds it took for Lindsay to regain her position, Swoopes covered the distance between them. He sprang on the hood of the truck and reached through the void into the cab. His bloody fingers clawed the air just in front of Lindsay’s chest as she pressed herself backwards into the seat. In order to shift into Drive, she had to edge forward ever so slightly. As she did so, Swoopes grabbed hold of the front of her jacket. For a brief moment, Lindsay felt herself being pulled forward. She gripped the steering wheel, trying to keep from being lifted from the truck. When Swoopes’s fist closed around her jacket, though, she felt the material rip. He cried out in pain and relaxed his grip. Lindsay looked down to see that her angel pin, which Swoopes had affixed to the front of her jacket only minutes before, was now sticking out from the middle of his palm like a stigmata. That split-second distraction was all Lindsay needed to slide forward, slam on the accelerator, and twist the wheel, throwing Swoopes off the hood.
 
   She steered onto the sand road. When she chanced a glance in the rear view mirror, Swoopes was nowhere to be seen. She kept her foot glued to the accelerator, flying past the desolate beaches and shuttered vacation homes along the way, not slowing down until she reached the twinkling lights of Corolla. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
    Lindsay pulled into the CITGO station north of the lighthouse. She climbed painfully down from the truck and took a few panic-stricken moments to check all around the vehicle and inside the truck bed. Although the rational part of her knew it would be physically impossible, she’d half expected to find Swoopes clinging to the side of the truck like some kind of malevolent, otherworldly barnacle. Her mind eased somewhat, she staggered inside the gas station. A lank-haired teenage boy slouched behind the counter. 
 
   “I need to use your phone,” she said.
 
   He eyed her suspiciously. “My manager said I’m not supposed to let customers use the phone,” he said.
 
   She placed both of her hands down on the counter. She could see her own reflection clearly in the night-blackened plate glass window behind the boy—torn clothes, blood-spattered body, wild eyes. When she spoke, her usual, almost undetectably mild North Carolina lilt came out as a full-on redneck twang. “Look at me real close, boy. Do I look like I give a flyin’ monkey’s behind what your manager says? Now hand me the damn phone. And if you have one of those buttons that summons the police, I suggest you go on ahead and press it.”
 
   Usually Lindsay would’ve felt guilty for terrifying the poor kid. But tonight, she was more than happy to watch as he triggered the store’s alarm with shaking hands. He slid the receiver of a cordless phone across the counter and retreated into the back of the store, locking himself in a room marked “Employees Only.”
 
   Lindsay took the phone, dialed 9-1-1, and gave a rapid outline of the evening’s events to the amazed dispatcher. 
 
   “Remain at the gas station,” the dispatcher instructed. “Don’t try to drive anywhere. The paramedics and police are on their way to your location.”
 
   “Don’t you worry. I’m not driving anywhere. Now that the adrenaline has worn off a bit, I’m not sure I’m even going to be able to walk back out to the car.” The full weight of her narrow escape had come crashing down on her. What if I hadn’t had the screwdriver in my pocket? What if I hadn’t been able to figure out how to fire the gun? What if Warren hadn’t told me the combination to the safe? What if Swoopes hadn’t grabbed hold of the angel pin? She breathed deeply and calmed herself. She had counseled so many people in the ER who’d had narrow escapes—along with many others who hadn’t been so lucky. What if the smoke detector had gone off a moment later? None of us would have gotten out in time. What if I’d just found her lying there a moment sooner? Maybe I could’ve done CPR and saved her.  In truth, our lives were forever balanced on the narrow knife’s edge of What if…?, poised to slide down one side or the other of that blade.
 
   “The ambulance should be with you in…seven minutes,” the dispatcher was saying. “Please stay on the line with me until it arrives.”
 
   “Sorry, I can’t,” Lindsay replied. “I have another call to make.” Even though her immediate danger had passed, she still felt a sense of urgency, a sense that she might run out of time. She hung up and dialed Warren’s number. 
 
   “I thought you were dead!” Warren exclaimed as soon as he heard her voice. “Where are you? This has been the worst twenty minutes of my life.”
 
   “Twenty minutes?” Lindsay asked incredulously. She knew from looking at the wall clock in the gas station that more than two hours had passed since she left the Sandpiper to walk Kipper.
 
   “Yeah, I just got a call from Claire to say that Paul, uh, Kipper had been shot. A guy found him when he came back to the Sandpiper, and he called the police. I guess the guy knew you because he mentioned that you’d been walking him earlier.”
 
   “Kipper came back to the Sandpiper? He’s alive?!”
 
   “Barely. Drew and Anna patched him up as best as they could and drove him to the vet hospital in Kitty Hawk. Every police officer from here to Nags Head is out looking for you. Where are you anyhow? What happened?”
 
   Lindsay gave Warren a condensed, highly edited version of events. “Look, I’d better go check on Simmy and Sarabelle. The ambulance should be here soon.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Warren replied.
 
   “Aren’t you going to go after Swoopes?” She could hardly believe her ears. Warren was again foregoing a chance to be at the center of the action in order to come to her.
 
   “Other people will do that. I just need to see for myself that you’re okay.”
 
   When Lindsay returned to the truck, she was surprised to find both Simmy and Sarabelle were more or less conscious. Sarabelle’s head was nestled in Simmy’s lap, and Simmy was gently stroking her hair.
 
   “Lindsay? Is that you? Where are we?” Sarabelle asked. Her eyes were so swollen that she could open them only a fraction, and her words were almost unintelligibly slurred as they emerged from her battered mouth. 
 
   “We’re safe. We got away from him. The police and paramedics will be here in a few minutes,” Lindsay soothed. A cold wind came blasting in through the broken windshield. Both Sarabelle and Simmy were shivering in their light clothing. Although she, too, was freezing, Lindsay removed her jacket and spread it over them as best as she could.
 
   “Where’s that ugly man from the beach?” Simmy asked, snapping her fingers as if she was trying to recall the name of an old movie. She looked extremely wan and shaky.
 
   “Swoopes? I don’t know,” Lindsay answered. “But he can’t get far.”
 
   “Baby?” Sarabelle said, trying to sit up. 
 
   “You just relax, honey,” Simmy said. “You fell down and bumped your head.”
 
   “What is it, mom?”
 
   “It was me who helped Leander get rid of the gun. I thought he was going to hurt you if I didn’t.”
 
   “I know,” Lindsay replied. She took her mother’s ice cold hand and squeezed it gently.
 
   A spark of recognition suddenly flickered into Simmy’s eyes as she addressed Sarabelle. “Don’t you dare say anything to the police about helping that man,” she said. “You need to be out here, taking care of your daughter, not locked up in prison somewhere.”
 
   “But the police already know it was her who helped him get rid of the gun, remember? She’s already been arrested,” Lindsay said.
 
   “Oh yeah. Maybe I can take the rap, though? Or we can pin it on Wynn Butterworth? I never liked him. His pants were always too tight with that big, fat rear end of his. That’s why Patty calls him Sausage Butt.” She leaned back wearily and closed her eyes. “Anyway, I’ll think of something when I’m not so sleepy.” 
 
   “Simmy, stay awake, okay?” Lindsay said. 
 
   Simmy frowned. Her voice weakened, and again, her eyes fluttered closed. “I had the nicest dream we all went to the beach together. We were so happy.”
 
   “Simmy, stay awake. Listen to me. Being a good grandmother shouldn’t have to include taking the rap for a felony. Can we just agree that everyone will tell the truth for once and deal with the consequences?”
 
   “Whatever you say, honey. You make sure you tell your mama what I told you as soon as she feels better, okay? I’m just going to rest for a little minute.” Simmy said, her voice whispering out like air escaping from a long-sealed tomb
 
   “Simmy, can you hear me?” Lindsay pinched Simmy’s arm, but the older woman just slumped onto her side.  
 
   “What’s going on, baby?” Sarabelle murmured.
 
   “Don’t worry, mama. We’ll get you to the hospital soon.” By now, Lindsay could see two ambulances, a fire truck, and several police SUVs—a veritable parade of emergency vehicles—making its way up Highway 12 toward them. She sprang from the truck to flag them down. The ambulances and fire truck turned into the parking lot, but the police vehicles zoomed onwards, presumably to try to intercept Leander Swoopes.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   Warren arrived just as the two ambulances carrying Simmy and Sarabelle were pulling away. To Lindsay’s immense relief, Simmy had come to again shortly after the emergency vehicles had arrived. For a brief while, the paramedics discussed calling in an airlift to take the two women to the larger hospital on the mainland in Elizabeth City, but since they seemed stable, it was decided that they could endure the 45-minute ambulance ride to the closest hospital in Nags Head. Simmy was still dazed by her concussion, but she seemed to be growing more lucid. And although Sarabelle had a fractured jaw and a dislocated hip, she, too, seemed to be safe from any life-threatening complications. 
 
   Lindsay sat perched on the rear fender of Deputy Burke’s SUV, trying to recount the events of the past several hours. Warren sprang from his car without even turning off the engine. He rushed over to Lindsay and gathered her into a tight hug.
 
   “Ouch!” she yelled.
 
   The paramedic who had been examining Lindsay glared at him. “Her ribs are broken.”
 
   “Oh, sorry,” Warren said. He bent down to try to kiss her, but struggled to find any place on her face that wasn’t covered in blood or bruises.
 
   Lindsay extended her hand to him. He smiled and pressed her fingertips to his lips. “I don’t think I’ve ever been gladder to see a person.”
 
   Deputy Burke’s kind eyes twinkled at them. “Well, I think I have what I need for right now. I know you want to get to the hospital to see how your mama and your great grandma are doing, and by the looks of you, you’re gonna need an extended visit there yourself. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”
 
   “What’s going to happen to them?” Lindsay asked.
 
   Claire looked at her solemnly.
 
   “Just tell me. I can handle it.”
 
   Claire sighed. “It’s likely that Simmy will be investigated in connection with Patricia Harding’s death. If the autopsy and forensics verify her story about how the gun discharged, then it’s very possible that she won’t be charged. But even still, we have a lot to wade through with your mother. I hope your family knows a good lawyer.”
 
   “What does Simmy have to do with your aunt’s death?” Warren asked.
 
   “Aunt Harding hid the truth about Nancy Mix from everyone and then when Simmy wanted to tell us, Aunt Harding tried to shoot her, but then she shot herself by accident.” 
 
   Warren raised his eyebrows and intertwined his fingers with hers. “You know what? I’m not even gonna ask. From now on, I’ll just assume that anything I want to know about your family, I can read about in official police reports.”
 
   “I wish I could be offended by that,” Lindsay said, shaking her head. “Other families have photo albums. Mine has mug shots.” She sighed. “Any word on Swoopes?” 
 
   “I was listening to the scanner on the way here, but there’s still no news,” Warren said.
 
   “Yeah,” Deputy Burke concurred. “We’ve got boats in the water and helicopters in the air. Road blocks set up all down 12 and at the bridges. The Virginia State Police are sending patrols down to watch their side of the border. Local police, state police, FBI. Everybody’s getting out of bed for this one. We’ll get him.”
 
   The paramedic returned from the fire truck, bearing another ice pack for Lindsay’s bruises. As he placed it against her temple, he said, “Another ambulance should be here in about 15 minutes to take you to the hospital, okay?”
 
   “Why don’t I just drive her?” Warren suggested
 
   “Fine by me,” the paramedic said. “Just be careful over the bumps.” Deputy Burke nodded her agreement.
 
   ###
 
    
 
   “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Warren said, for what seemed to Lindsay like the thousandth time. She had just finished talking to her father, who, thankfully, had yet to hear anything about her being in danger. Now Warren and Lindsay were halfway into their drive from Corolla to the hospital in Nags Head. Although the paramedic had given Lindsay a painkiller, the drive seemed interminably long. The passenger’s seat was leaned back as far as possible, and Warren’s coat lay on top of her like a blanket. Still, Lindsay felt each bump in the road as if it were an electrode zapping the pain sensors in her brain. Corolla might be a nice place to body surf or eat crab legs, but it was certainly a less-than-ideal place to sustain an injury or have a heart attack.
 
   “Thanks for coming,” she said, responding to Warren’s most recent expression of concern. “It means a lot to me that you’re here.”
 
   “When I thought that something had happened to you, it nearly killed me. I’d been so close to apologizing to you. I even followed you to the Sound right after our fight, but then I chickened out. If I’d just gone up to you and apologized, then we’d have been back together and then maybe I’d’ve been there to protect you.”
 
   “Wait, you followed me? Was that on the day after Christmas?” Lindsay asked.
 
   “Yeah, after our fight.”
 
   So Warren was the mysterious figure that Owen and Mike saw on the beach. The mysterious, cigarette-smoking figure. “Since when do you smoke?!” Lindsay said. She twisted to face him, but instantly regretted the sudden movement as a thwack of pain rocketed up to her brain. She wasn’t sure how many more shocks to the system she could endure tonight. Although she herself had smoked as a teenager, and central North Carolina was the tobacco capital of the world, the revelation of Warren’s habit seemed utterly incomprehensible to her. He was one of the most careful, meticulous, and controlled people she’d ever known—but all the while he’d been sucking down cancer sticks like a Frenchman in a café. 
 
   Warren’s mouth fell open. “How did you know?”
 
   “Woman’s intuition,” she replied wryly. “How long have you smoked?”
 
   “Since I was 18,” he said sheepishly. “It’s only when I’m nervous, or when I need to think. I’ve always kept it secret. My mother would’ve snatched me bald-headed if she ever found out.”
 
   “Why’d you hide it from me?”
 
   He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know. Why do we hide anything from each other?”
 
   Although she knew it was a rhetorical question, Lindsay reeled off a list of answers anyway. After all, it was a topic that had occupied her mind a great deal lately. “Shame. Fear. Pride. With all the reasons to hide things, I suppose it’s a wonder that we tell each other anything at all.”
 
   “I’m glad you know about the smoking. I don’t want to hide things from you. Especially how I feel about you.” He paused. “Lindsay, I want to marry you.”
 
   “Huh?” It wasn’t perhaps the most articulate reply to a marriage proposal, but it pretty much summed up her feelings. 
 
   “I said I want you to be my wife. Will you marry me?”
 
   Lindsay was silent for a long moment. “Is there anyway that I can take a rain check on that?”
 
   “What do you mean? You either want to marry me or you don’t.” 
 
   “Warren, it hurts when I talk and when I breathe. I’ve just taken a pretty strong painkiller that’s kind of making me hallucinate. About an hour ago, I was almost murdered and recently found out that my aunt’s friend is my great grandma. Forgive me if I’m expressing surprise at being proposed to by the boyfriend I broke up with a couple days ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry. You’re right. I just thought it would be romantic.” Her hesitancy had obviously stung Warren. Expressing strong emotions wasn’t his strong suit. Little wonder he hadn’t managed to gauge the timing quite right. He lowered his head and fixed his gaze on the road.
 
   “I’m grateful to you for asking me. You have no idea how much it means to me that after all of this you still want to be with me. But I don’t want to be anybody’s girlfriend or wife right now. The truth is that you were right about me. Sometimes I do make it hard for people who care about me. There’s a part of me that doesn’t trust anyone and wants to stay locked safely away. I wish I could say that this week taught me some kind of Hallmark lesson about how to be more open to love, but if anything I’m more confused than ever. I’ve seen love so twisted, desperate, and jealous that it tore apart everything in its path. Love that made people lie and steal…and kill. If that’s what people call love, then I think it’s probably better if I just settle for some other emotion for the time being. Like, I don’t know, ‘fond regard’ or ‘genial coexistence.’ Is that okay? Can you and I just genially coexist for awhile?”
 
   Warren rested his hand on top of hers. “Just so long as you to know that I regard you more fondly than I’ve ever fondly regarded a coexister before.”
 
   “I regard you pretty fondly, too.” Lindsay replied.
 
   “Can I still kiss you sometimes?”
 
   “Sure. But not now. I don’t need kisses now. I need morphine and a bath.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   “Looks like you’re gonna be discharged in time to ring in the New Year tonight,” Lindsay’s nurse, a rail-thin Nigerian man named Julius, said as he made notes in her chart. “Just make sure you take it easy, yah? Sounds like you had enough partying for a whole year.”
 
   “Yeah, last night was some party,” Lindsay replied. She was propped up in bed, eating a lunch that consisted of three helpings of strawberry yogurt. The side of her jaw was so swollen from the blow she’d received the previous night that she found it difficult to chew anything substantial. In addition to her bruised face, she had two broken ribs, various cuts, and a severely bruised hip. The doctor who had treated her in the ER the previous night said she had “whine and wine injuries”—nothing broken, and nothing that could be helped with medical intervention. In such cases, all that the patient could do was whine about the pain and drink wine until they no longer noticed it. They had admitted her overnight anyway to allow her time to recover from the shock of her ordeal. Warren had stayed with her until she fell asleep, clinging to her hand as if she might float away if he let it go. 
 
   “Oh, your boyfriend came by while you were sleeping to bring your glasses,” Julius said. “He said he didn’t want to wake you.”
 
   He handed her the case and she opened it like it contained buried treasure. She had been wearing contact lenses the previous night, but she had taken them out as soon as she arrived at the hospital. Since then, the people had floated in and out of her fuzzy vision like smears in an abstract painting. Although the arms of the glasses hurt her as they passed over her injured face, she sighed out of sheer relief at being able to see clearly again.
 
   “If you’re in the mood for company, there’re some friends of yours outside who want to see you,” Julius said.
 
   Before she could reply, she heard voices moving down the hall. Rob, Geneva, Anna, Drew, Mike, and Owen poured into the room, each wielding some token of well-wishing—flowers, Mylar balloons, and even a stuffed Doberman toy. The group was so crammed into the tiny room that Owen, Mike, and Rob had to perch on the windowsill.
 
   “Wow. It’s…everyone,” Lindsay said, taking the Doberman from Anna. “How did you all get in here? They told me I could only have two visitors at a time.”
 
   Anna spoke first. “I know one of the ER docs here. Actually, I know all the ER docs everywhere. We’re like a Masonic Order. Secret handshakes, the whole nine yards.”
 
   “And I’m all too familiar with this ER,” Drew said, gesturing to the sling on his arm. Lindsay had completely forgotten about the ill-fated parasailing excursion that Mike had forced him to endure. 
 
   “I’m glad you have connections,” Lindsay said. “I’m going to need you guys to help me convince the doctors here to ship Simmy back to Mount Moriah with me once she’s released from here.”
 
   “Who’s Simmy?” Geneva asked. “Is that the dog that got shot?”
 
   “No,” Rob corrected. “She’s Lindsay’s great grandmother who had the baby with the German soldier.” 
 
   “Yeah, the one who tried to kill Lindsay’s aunt,” Drew said. 
 
   “No, it was the other way around,” Anna corrected.
 
   Lindsay had asked Warren to relay the whole story to her friends, to save her the difficult task of rehashing the whole ordeal a half dozen times. Apparently some wires had gotten crossed in that particular telephone game.
 
   “Anyway,” Lindsay said, “her concussion was pretty bad and she’s not going to be able to live by herself again anytime soon. She’ll have a few months of rehab and then she’s going to move in with me while all the legal stuff with my aunt’s death grinds along.”
 
   “I know she’s your long lost great grandma and all, but are you sure you know what you’re getting yourself into?” Rob asked. “It’s a lot to ask to take an injured elderly woman into your house.”
 
   “I might try to convince some of my friends to help. Most of them owe me favors. And they’re all a bunch of goody two shoes, do-gooder types,” Lindsay said with a mischievous smile.
 
   “You got yourself a regular band of angels here,” Geneva said, casting a skeptical glance over the room’s inhabitants.
 
   “Well, if you need any medical advice about brain injuries, I’ve got an in with a halfway decent brain surgeon,” Anna said, looking tenderly at Drew. Lindsay noticed that Anna’s fingers were intertwined with his.
 
   Drew returned Anna’s affectionate smile and then turned back to Lindsay. “From what the doctor said, it sounds like your mom is going to be okay.”
 
   “Yeah. Actually, when they let me see her this morning, she was pretty excited. They’re going to have to do some reconstructive surgery on her face as part of the operation to fix her broken jaw. Apparently, the operation is kind of like a facelift, so she’s expecting to come out looking 10 years younger. And she likes having her leg in a cast because it means that the cute male nurse has to give her sponge baths. So health-wise, she’s good. But Warren thinks she’ll probably end up doing significant jail time for supplying the gun that killed Lydia Sikes and then helping get rid of it.”
 
   “Let me know if you need me to make some calls. The same way that Anna knows all the ER docs, I know all the lawyers. It doesn’t really matter who she gets to defend her, though. Even a halfway decent public defender could probably cut a deal if she testifies against Leander Swoopes,” Mike said.
 
   “Only if they find Leander Swoopes,” Lindsay said flatly. All of the warmth and liveliness was temporarily sucked out of the room by the invocation of his name. The police had done a house to house search in Corolla and the 4x4 beaches, but the murderer had so far managed to elude them. They found a rowboat adrift in the Sound near Aunt Harding’s house, but no trace of Swoopes.
 
   “I can’t understand how that man could’ve got away,” Geneva said, clicking her tongue. “When I came over the bridge this morning, they were going through every car with a fine tooth comb. Never seen so many police in all my days.”
 
   “Well,” Mike said, “let’s hope that the bastard ended up at the bottom of the Currituck Sound.”
 
   A heavy silence fell upon the room, and they all spent a moment looking at the floor.
 
   Owen, ever the master of smoothing over awkwardness said, “We went to Kitty Hawk this morning to see Kipper. He’s doing really well.”
 
   “Yeah,” Anna agreed. “The bullet missed all his vital organs. The vet expects him to be discharged in the next few days. We ran into Warren there, too. I guess he stopped in to check on Kipper.”
 
   “Really?” Lindsay said. She couldn’t quite get used to this new Warren, who seemed to prioritize those that he cared about over catching bad guys.
 
   “If he ends up living with you, I’ll walk him whenever you want,” Owen said. “He’s such a cool dog.”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but won’t you and your dad be going back to Thailand or Kathmandu or wherever your next adventure takes you?”
 
   “We’re moving to Mount Moriah,” Owen announced, smiling broadly. He looked younger somehow—more like an excited kid than a wise old soul.
 
   “We’ve decided to settle down for awhile,” Mike said softly. “Owen and I talked this morning and decided that small town North Carolina would be our next big adventure. If this week’s any indication of what life is like around here, I don’t think we’ll be bored.”
 
   There was a general commotion as everyone began to recommend neighborhoods to live in and restaurants to avoid.
 
   “Hey guys?” Lindsay said, interrupting the celebratory melee. “I’m so glad you all came to see me, but I’m awfully tired, and all this smiling hurts my face.”
 
   “Oh, we just have one quick thing to do before we leave,” Anna said. She pulled a piece of paper out of her purse and handed it to Geneva. “There’s our marriage license.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Rob asked.
 
   “We decided not to have a wedding,” Drew said.
 
   “That’s right,” Anna nodded. “We’re going to have a marriage instead. Lindsay helped me see that I want the marriage. It was the wedding that I didn’t want.” 
 
   “But what about everybody back at the hotel? Your mom and all the other guests?” Lindsay asked. 
 
   “We’ll still have the reception party tonight. That’s what we came out here for after all. To be together and celebrate with our family and friends.” Anna turned to Geneva. “Will you officiate, please?”
 
   “Well all right, then,” Geneva replied. “I know I didn’t drive all this way to work on my suntan. Let’s have us a marriage.” 
 
   “Well, we’ve got our minister. We’ve got some witnesses,” Anna said.
 
   “Oh no,” Mike said, looking stricken. “I didn’t bring the rings. I know you told me to keep them on me at all times, but when the wedding got called off, I put them in the hotel safe.”
 
   As he was talking, all eyes fell on Anna, awaiting the reemergence of the dreaded Bridezilla. “Who cares?” she shrugged. She grabbed the vase of flowers that they’d brought for Lindsay and removed the plastic “Get Well Soon” message from among the blossoms. She handed the flowers, vase and all, to Lindsay. “Are you ready to hold my bouquet?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Lindsay replied, balancing the flowers carefully on the bed next to her. “I’ve got a maid of honor badge to earn.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thanks for reading!
 
   Loved it? Loathed it? Tell the world! Your reviews on Amazon and Goodreads help readers like you to figure out if A Death in Duck is the book for them. So if this island read made you swoon like when you see Daniel Craig in those tight little swim trunks, say so! Or if it made you retch like when you see hairy-backed Russian men in Speedos, warn the unsuspecting public! Because no one wants to read a book that’s the literary equivalent of saggy old man butt crack.
 
   Want to find out how it all started? Check out A Murder in Mount Moriah, Book One in the Reverend Lindsay Harding Series.
 
   Be the first to know when the next book in the series, The Burnt Island Burial Ground, will be released. Sign up for updates on the Minty Fresh Mysteries blog.
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