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      Eleven-year-old Jeremiah Blakely huddled in the corner of the dark room, knees drawn up to his chest, arms hugging them. As he shivered in the damp cellar, his head was spinning, and he couldn’t string together a coherent thought. His last memory was of the lighthouse: Waves crashing over the pier. It was icy and dangerous. He knew better than to be out there. Especially with his younger sister Jessica.

      His fuzzy gaze darted to the cellar door as it cracked open, and a thin ribbon of yellow light widened as a shadowy figure entered. Jeremiah tried to focus on the approaching adult. His vision could only make out a feathery shape. The man’s movements were slow and soupy. He knelt and slid a small tray in front of Jeremiah, but the boy couldn’t make out its

      contents.

      “I made this for you. It’s your favorite,” said the garbled male voice. “You need to eat.”

      His body felt like it was immersed in a can of Play-Doh. His head rolled back against the wall, and the room kept spinning.

      The kneeling man tipped Jeremiah’s head upright again, and the spinning slowed.

      “If you take a bite, you’ll feel better.” He pressed the food to Jeremiah’s lips.

      Drawing in a breath, he smelled butter. Cheese. Bread. It triggered his saliva. Jeremiah opened his mouth, his tongue touching the warm sandwich.

      “That’s good, son.”

      Jeremiah managed a nibble. Then another. Soon the entire sandwich was devoured. The man took the tray and left, closing him back into the pitch black. Jeremiah’s belly twisted into a ball of angst and shame. He just wanted to tell his mom and dad that he was sorry. He knew he shouldn’t have been on the pier alone.
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      Dr. Emily Hartford burst through the Freeport police station doors, leaving behind a driving wind that had picked up over the lake on the deep-winter day in early February. The short trip across the parking lot had frosted her face, and her eyes were tearing from frigid temperatures and biting gusts. She wiped her watery eyes with the back of her glove, and Detective Ishkode Aditson came into view as he met her in the police station lobby.

      His Chippewa name meant fire, he’d once told Emily. He was of Ojibwe origin, a First Nations tribe that inhabited Canada and Michigan. A tall, lean man in his midthirties who wore his jet-black hair in a low bun, he was in speech, manner, and education much like other Freeport residents, who were mostly of European descent. He had been schooled in the Upper Peninsula, on the Chippewa reservation, attending kindergarten through twelfth grade at his local public schools. After high school, he had earned a degree in history from Northern Michigan University and then joined the Michigan State Police. He loved being a part of Freeport’s welcoming community, but he also kept close ties with his ancestors up north, observing their traditions and practices when he wasn’t serving the public as a peace officer.

      “Got your text. You made record time,” he noted. “Bet you didn’t expect to be back here so soon.” It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since Emily returned to Chicago after closing up a cold case that the victims’ daughter, Solange McClelland, had hired her for. She could see relief in Aditson’s eyes. Although he had never officially said so, Emily knew Aditson wanted her to return to Freeport and take over her late father’s medical examiner post.

      “Didn’t even have time to unpack at home,” said Emily, shaking from nerves and the thirty-two-ounce coffee she’d nursed on the four-hour drive up to Freeport from Chicago. “Jo told me you sent her home. That couldn’t have been easy. She put up a fight?”

      “Had to get another officer to drive her there,” he said. “I’m surprised you came here first.”

      “I wanted to stop by and check in with you—not that I’m trying to interfere with your efforts or step out of bounds. I’m here to play the role of Jo Blakely’s best friend,” said Emily. “And honestly, I have no idea how to help her in this situation. Please, what do you know? Did you find anything on the beach?”

      Aditson led her into his office and shut the door. “The boy’s sister Jessica was hiding out in one of those cement tunnels on the playground, waiting for her mom,” he said, offering Emily a seat. “She was able to tell us a little bit.”

      “Jo said she dropped them off there while she went to run some errands in town,” said Emily.

      “She left her kids at the empty beach playground?” Aditson questioned, an eyebrow rising in judgment. “There’s no one around there this time of year.”

      “Freeport’s safe. And the kids love playing there,” Emily defended. But saying it out loud crumpled her confidence in the argument. No place was safe anymore. “Did you find anything to trace him?”

      “Nothing of Jeremiah Blakely’s. We did find tracks from his boot prints. They went from the playground, across the beach, to the lighthouse. They pick up again along the shore for about fifty yards, then . . . just disappear.”

      “Kids’ boots?”

      “Yeah. The ones leading down to the water are.”

      “That makes it sound like . . . he went in,” Emily said with a shudder.

      “Maybe. But we found another set of boot prints trekking to the parking lot from the area where the boy was last seen.”

      “So you think someone picked him up and carried him?”

      “It’s plausible. Weather doesn’t stop Michiganders from being outside.”

      Emily nodded. She and Jo used to love playing outside, no matter the weather. Rain. Sleet. Snow. Wind. None of it bothered them as long as they were together on some adventure. In fact, inclement weather often made the adventure more exhilarating. And surviving it made them feel like little warriors. When they were kids, Emily and Jo never minded wet or cold weather. Their focus was on the task at hand. Creating a forest fort together where they could play games or read books out loud to each other. Finding the tallest hill to sled down. Or hiking through the woods by Emily’s house to get to the frozen lake, where they could ice-skate.

      “What have you told Jo so far about the prints?” asked Emily.

      “We’re not sharing information with the parents right now,” said Aditson. “I took impressions, and they’re already at the state crime lab with a rush order on them.”

      “Who else has been notified?”

      “All the state police offices, the local FBI office, Coast Guard. It’s all over the wires, but we’re holding off on the press for now.”

      “If I know Jo, she’s posted it all over her socials,” said Emily, who didn’t do socials.

      “We can’t stop her from doing that. And often it’s actually helpful.”

      “What were the water conditions when Jeremiah disappeared?”

      “A strong rip current formed yesterday late morning. There were red flag warnings all up and down the lakeshore. It’s rough out there. Typical winter waters.”

      “Has anyone searched the lake?”

      “Not yet. The Coast Guard is sending up a chopper in a few hours to survey the shoreline,” said Aditson.

      Emily’s anxiety level was on the rise. “You have me curious,” she said, hoping he would give her more.

      “Not gonna fall for that one, Dr. Hartford,” he said. “You’re tight with Jo Blakely, and I don’t want to spread panic.”

      “I get that. But what degree of hope can I offer her?”

      “Freeport, for the most part, is a safe community. We don’t generally have kidnappers prowling about,” said Aditson. “And on the rare occasion that a child abduction does happen, it’s usually an irate ex trying to exact revenge on a former partner.”

      “What I’m hearing is that you think it’s likely Jeremiah was swept into Lake Michigan and drowned,” said Emily, an edge of frustration creeping into her voice.

      “I’m not saying that. We don’t know enough yet to draw any conclusions,” said Aditson. “Go be with your friend. Do what you can to calm her.”

      “But if you do find him in the lake . . .” Emily couldn’t say the D-word again. “I want to . . . handle it.”

      “You’ll be the first person I call,” Aditson assured her.

      Emily hoped that call would never come.
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      Jo Blakely entered her nine-year-old daughter’s bedroom and found her exactly where she’d left her three hours ago with the babysitter: curled up on her bed with puffy eyes and tearstained cheeks, clutching a white teddy to her chest.

      Jessica looked up at her mother as she sat next to her on the bed.

      “Did you find Jeremiah?” Jessica said, snuggling up to her mom.

      Jo shook her head, and her daughter burst into sobs.

      “It’s going to be okay, darling,” said Jo, trying to soothe Jessica by running her hand up and down her narrow back. Jo was a nurse, and compassion and comfort came naturally to her. But now they also came with searing pain because she could not truly assuage her child’s agony.

      “I looked for him, Mama. I turned around,” said Jessica.

      “I know you did,” Jo said. “And tell me: What did you see? Tell me again what happened.”

      “I already told you,” Jessica whimpered. “Don’t you believe me?”

      “Of course I believe you, sweetie. I just need to hear it.

      Once more.” She kissed her daughter on the top of her

      head.

      “Jeremiah wanted to go out to the end of the pier. To the lighthouse. I told him we shouldn’t. But he didn’t hear me.”

      “And then you followed him out there?” said Jo.

      “I was scared. The waves were coming over the pier, and we were getting wet. And cold! He went all the way to the end. I told him he was stupid.”

      “Did he hear you?” said Jo.

      “Yeah. He told me that I was the stupid one. I yelled at him that I was going back to the beach.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He said, ‘Okay.’ And then I ran back down the pier to the shore.”

      “Did he follow you?” asked Jo.

      “No. He was at the end of the pier,” said Jessica. “I shouted at him, but he didn’t hear me.”

      “Was there anyone else on the shore?” asked Jo.

      “No.”

      “What did you do then?” So far Jessica’s retelling of the account was consistent with the first time she had told it to Jo.

      “I went to the playground,” said Jessica. “To wait for you.”

      “Why didn’t you wait for Jeremiah?” Jo struggled to hold back the welling accusation. She didn’t blame Jessica, of course. But why hadn’t the two stuck together like they knew they were supposed to?

      “I thought he would come,” said Jessica, sniffling. “That’s where you told us to meet you.”

      “Were there any adults around the playground?” Jo pressed.

      “No.”

      “Anyone at all?”

      “Just me.”

      “Did you see any cars in the parking lot?”

      “I went into the tunnel,” said Jessica, referring to the cement structures on the playground. “I was cold.”

      “I know, baby. That’s okay. You sure you didn’t see or hear anyone at the beach?”

      “I don’t know, Mommy,” said Jessica, on the brink of tears again. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, sweetie. Nothing to be sorry about.” Except for the fact that her brother hadn’t stayed by her side as he’d promised to! Jo dismissed the rising anger, knowing it stemmed from anxiety.

      “Are you mad at me?” Jessica’s forehead was forming beads of sweat.

      “No, honey, I’m just . . . trying to figure it out.” Jo patted the sweat with her sleeve. “You feeling okay?”

      “Why don’t you believe me?” said Jessica.

      “I do. I do believe you, sweetie.” Jo hugged her daughter close. “You’re so warm. I wonder if you’re getting sick.”

      “Did I do something wrong?” said Jessica.

      “No, my love. You did nothing wrong.”

      “I went where you said.”

      “I know you did. Good girl.” Jo ran the tips of her fingers along her daughter’s spine.

      “I know you’ve been talking to the police,” said Jessica.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Babysitter told me.”

      That little wench. She had no business putting that distressing information into a little girl’s head.

      “Is Jeremiah in trouble?” Jessica’s lower lip quivered. A waterfall of tears was certain to follow if Jo didn’t handle this perfectly.

      She maneuvered her way around the question, peppering her response with levity. “I’d say there’s a good chance he won’t be getting his allowance this week.” Her joke deflated. So she flat-out lied, “No, sweetie, he’s not in trouble. He probably just went wandering down the beach. I’m sure he’ll turn up any second.”

      Jessica pondered the answer for a moment. “When will Daddy be home?”

      “I don’t know.” Jo’s tone was abrupt. She harbored bitterness against her husband, Paul, who’d spent more days on the road than with his family over the past eighteen months, due to his job selling farm equipment.

      “Tell me the truth, Mommy,” said Jessica. “Is Jeremiah dead?”

      “What? No! Sweetie, your brother is not dead!” Jo was too abrupt with her response. Jessica would know she was bluffing.

      Jo would never share with Jessica the horrible possibilities swirling in her imagination. She and Paul often called Jessica their bullshit meter. The kid was a lie detector in human form. Jo suddenly felt like she wouldn’t be able to continue this conversation with her daughter much longer before breaking down.

      She was given an out when frantic knocking at the front door startled them both. Jessica jumped off the bed. “Maybe that’s the police? Maybe they found Jer!” She sprinted out of the bedroom. Jo went after her, inhaling her daughter’s hope.
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      “Aunt Emily!” Jessica threw the door open and rushed to hug her.

      “Hey, pumpkin,” Emily said, gripping the child. She looked up to see Jo approaching. Her hair was unbrushed, eyes bloodshot. The pallor of her face highlighted the dark circles under her normally bright eyes.

      Jo joined their hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Emily held the two close as the reality of Jeremiah’s disappearance set in. Around them, flurries whipped about, finding their way into the house’s foyer. The late-afternoon charcoal ceiling was closing in on them.

      “Get in here and out of the cold.” Jo dragged them all inside and closed the door.

      “Where’s Jaden?” said Emily, referring to the youngest member of the Blakely family.

      “In her room,” said Jo. “In fact, Jess, why don’t you run upstairs and check on her for me, sweetie?”

      Jessica didn’t want to let go, but Jo gently pried her from Emily and scooted her toward the staircase. As soon as she was out of sight, Jo threw her arms around her best friend and crumpled into her.

      “Oh, Em.” Jo shattered, and Emily absorbed her friend’s sobs in her embrace.

      “I haven’t cried in front of the kids yet,” said Jo once she’d regained control and pulled away from Emily’s damp shoulder.

      “How are the girls doing?” asked Emily.

      “Jessica has a million questions, and she thinks I’m lying to her.”

      “Which you are.”

      “Of course. And even Jaden’s picking up on the stress. She’s buried herself under her bedspread with all her stuffed animals.”

      Emily nodded. She’d head upstairs to see Jaden in a minute. “And where’s Paul?”

      “He’s been out there searching since he got home from Des Moines. He refuses to come home.”

      “Come. Sit. I’m going to make tea. When was the last time you ate?”

      Jo shrugged. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Not the point.” Emily settled Jo into the sofa and laid a plush homemade blanket over her. “And when was the last time you slept?”

      “I can’t remember. Everything’s been a blur.”

      “Try to relax while I get busy in the kitchen.” Emily dashed in to start the kettle and send two quick texts: one to Delia, the other to Brandon. A flicker of movement in her periphery made her eyes dart to Jo, shuffling in from the living room.

      “Impossible. I’m not going to rest,” she said, taking a seat at the stool by the island while Emily hunted for the tea.

      “Far left cupboard. Bottom shelf,” said Jo, helping her out.

      “It’s my fault,” she added between sniffles a minute later.

      “Stop it,” Emily said. “Don’t put all that on yourself.”

      “Oh, I don’t,” Jo said with a clipped tone. “I also blame Paul.”

      Jo and Paul had had their marriage troubles over the years, but Emily thought relations between them had been good after they’d cleared the air over the Parkman case. But maybe Emily had missed more warning signs. Recently, while working the McClelland case in Freeport, she’d barely spent time with Jo. “I feel like we have a lot to catch up on,” Emily said. “What’s been going on around here between you two?”

      “As usual, Paul’s been traveling a lot around the Midwest for his job. And I’ve been working overtime at the hospital. We’re rolling out a new medical-records software system, and I’m in charge of coordinating the training.”

      “Life gets busy,” said Emily. “You don’t have to apologize for trying to make a living.”

      “Tell that to Paul,” said Jo. “I’ve been a single mom for the last eighteen months.”

      “Really that bad?”

      “Feels like it.”

      “Have you talked to him about it?”

      “He says there’s nothing he can do. His partner, Cal, has been dealing with Rebecca’s cancer, and he has to be home. Paul’s been taking on Cal’s sales territory in Iowa, Kansas, and Oklahoma. The workload is killing him.”

      “Sounds like he’s backed into a corner he doesn’t want to be in,” said Emily.

      “Maybe so, but he’s not even trying to get help. I told him he should petition his boss to get someone to split the work. Instead, he thinks he must take it all on himself. In the meantime, I’m responsible for childcare twenty-four seven. On top of working my normal shifts at the hospital.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair,” Emily agreed. “Your folks helping out?”

      “When they can. But you know how they travel.”

      “And Paul’s?”

      “Less so. But in a pinch,” Jo said.

      “Tell me what happened at the beach with Jeremiah. Let’s try to work out the timeline,” said Emily, changing the subject and putting on her investigative hat.

      “I’m telling you, Em: It’s my fault. I’ve been cutting corners . . . am exhausted . . . and that’s why . . .” Jo choked up, then cleared her throat to continue, “I had to bring Jaden to the stables for a riding lesson, and I couldn’t get to school to pick up the older two in time.”

      Emily took note. Aditson said that Jo had been in town running errands. On the phone, Jo never mentioned the riding lesson. Neither did Aditson. Maybe this was an oversight on Jo’s part?

      “I told them to go to the playground until I could pick them up later.”

      Emily nodded, remembering the countless hours she and Jo had spent on that Lake Michigan beach playground as kids. It was especially great in the winter months because there weren’t other kids hogging the equipment.

      “When I got back there, the playground was empty. I was panicked and jumped out of the car,” said Jo, voice trembling. “I found Jessica huddled in one of those cement tunnels, terrified. When I asked her where Jeremiah was, she said he was on the pier—where they both know they are not allowed to go alone.”

      “Poor girl. She was afraid Jeremiah would get in trouble,” said Emily.

      “Exactly. And she was angry at her brother. She thought Jeremiah had abandoned her.”

      “Where was the last place she saw him?” said Emily.

      “Heading down the pier to the lighthouse. She told me she tried to get his attention, but he didn’t hear her. And she said she wouldn’t go after him because she knew she wasn’t supposed to be on the pier. You know how the ice collects on

      that pier.”

      Emily nodded. She did know. It was beyond treacherous. It was deadly. There were no railings, just one long cement jetty with sloped cement sides. One slip on the ice-coated walkway and you’d go sliding off, into the lake’s crashing waves, which would drag you under before you could surface for a single breath. It would be nearly impossible for an adult to survive, let alone a child.

      “She’s a good kid,” Emily confirmed. Jessica was a little rule follower. Never gave her parents a lick of trouble—Jo could always count on that.

      Jo nodded. “What if he’s gone, Em?” Her voice was taut and strained, and she started to break down again. “I mean, really gone.”

      Emily took her friend by the shoulders, going nose to nose with her. “Jo. Don’t borrow trouble from tomorrow, okay? Jer knows how dangerous the pier is. It’s more likely he just wandered down the beach too far and got lost.”

      “That’s what I think too.” Jo sniffled, and Emily handed her a tissue. “Jer’s a smart kid. He’ll figure his way back unless he’s discovered first.”

      The teakettle gurgled from the counter, and Emily went over to pour. She was about to drop in the tea bags when the doorbell rang.

      “I got it.” Emily dashed to the door, outside of which stood Delia Andrews, waiting with two large bakery bags in hand. Emily quickly showed her in.

      Delia wasted no time heading to the kitchen to find Jo. She set the bags on the counter.

      “Delia?” said Jo. “What are you doing here?”

      Delia rushed to give Jo a hug. “I’m so sorry, doll. We’re going to find him. Don’t you worry!”

      “You know? Who else knows?” Jo was taken aback. “And what do they know?”

      “Oh, doll, no one can stop the gossip train at Brown’s,” said Delia, proud owner of Freeport’s premier bakery, which was the town hub for breaking news. “The alert is out. Everyone’s on the lookout.”

      “They are?” said Jo.

      “Of course they are!” said Emily, unloading breads and pastries from the Brown’s Bakery bag.

      “People love you and your family. They’re happy to help.” Delia gave Jo a squeeze. “Now, eat up. You need to stay strong.”

      “Thank you, Del,” said Jo, picking at a pastry.

      From the garage, the sound of the door ratcheting open paused all three of them.

      “Paul!” said Jo, rushing away.

      Emily turned to Delia and said under her breath, “On top of all this, there’s marriage trouble brewing.”

      “I’ve heard the rumors,” said Delia, shaking her head. “This is going to either tether them together or pull them apart. No two ways about it.”

      Paul came bursting into the kitchen, full of venom and vinegar. Jo lagged behind in full defense mode.

      “What was I supposed to do! I can’t be two places at once!” she barked.

      Paul stopped when he saw Emily and Delia in his kitchen. “Oh, great. You called in Agatha Christie and Dr. Bones to the rescue.”

      “Hello, Paul,” said Emily, bracing herself against his sarcasm. She resisted the urge to judge. The dire situation at hand would sour even the sweetest peach of a person.

      Delia said nothing, standing with her hands on her hips and daring him to say another disparaging word.

      “What about the police? Where are they? What are they doing right now?” said Paul.

      “I was there all morning,” said Jo.

      “And why aren’t you there now?” Paul snapped.

      “Someone had to be here for our daughters! They’re scared shitless!” seethed Jo.

      “And your yelling only makes it worse, Mr. Blakely,” cautioned Delia.

      “I’m not talking to you, Ms. Andrews,” he said. “Out. Both of you. This is a family matter.”

      “I asked Emily to come,” Jo told him. “And I don’t want her to leave.”

      “What the hell is she going to do about it? She works on dead people,” said Paul. “And my son is not dead!”

      “I’m here for support,” Emily informed him, spreading a tender tone over the tension.

      Paul looked past her, nailing Jo with an accusatory glare. “Unless . . . you think our son is dead? Is that it, Jo? Have you already put him in the grave!”

      “I want them both here,” said Jo, her voice quivering. “I need them.”

      “Oh, and you don’t need me?” said Paul.

      “Of course I do. But you weren’t here,” Jo said.

      “What I don’t understand is why you’re not all out there looking for my son!” said Paul.

      “Our son, Paul. Our son,” said Jo, drawing back her bow to release her next arrow. “And I’ve been here for him more than you have in the past year and a half!”

      Paul stomped around the kitchen, and Emily had the feeling that if she and Delia weren’t there, he would have steamrollered over Jo with his angry insults.

      After a moment, Paul planted himself in front of the island, noticing the baked goods and tea on the counter. “What’s all this? Unbelievable.”

      “Jo’s been up for two days. She hasn’t eaten anything,” said Emily.

      “This is pitiful. How can you be sitting around here having a coffee klatch when Jeremiah is out there alone!” He stormed back toward the garage.

      Jo spun after him. “Paul. Paul! Where are you going?”

      “To find my son!” The answer was bellowed through the house, punctuated by a door slam in Jo’s face. She stood there frozen as all went quiet. Emily and Delia shared a worried look that shifted as Jessica and Jaden appeared in the kitchen doorway.

      “Mommy?” said Jessica. “Where’s Daddy going?”

      “Why were you yelling?” said Jaden.

      Jo went to her daughters and held them close. “It’s okay. Everything’s okay. Daddy’s going to look for Jeremiah again.”

      “Hey, ladies, I have a great idea,” said Delia, swooping over to them. “Let’s go get your things for a playdate at Auntie Delia’s house!”

      “And while you’re doing that,” said Emily, taking Jo by the arm and leading her toward the front door, “we’re gonna take a drive.”
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      Emily pulled her car into the beach parking lot, but when Jo reached for the interior door handle, Emily activated the locks.

      “What are you doing?” said Jo. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait a sec,” said Emily, looking over the beach and shoreline. A heavy downfall of snow was being blown sideways by the wind off the lake. An assortment of emergency vehicles, many locals’ cars, and Paul’s truck were parked in the lot. As far down the lakeshore as they could see in both directions was a thinly stretched, dotted line of searchers.

      “Take a breath. We’re all holding you up right now.” Emily passed Jo the pastry she hadn’t touched yet. “And please take at least one bite.”

      “I have no appetite.”

      “You can’t search if you’re weak,” said Emily.

      Jo nibbled the point of a croissant. “I forgot to call the stables this morning and let them know Jeremiah wouldn’t be at practice,” she said.

      “I’m guessing they already know,” said Emily, sensing that Jo was ready to ignite with the slightest strike of the flint.

      “I hope someone exercises his horse.”

      “I am positive they are taking care of it.”

      “If Jeremiah is dead⁠—”

      “Jo, stop⁠—”

      “No. I need to say it. If he’s gone . . .” Jo surrendered her half-eaten croissant on the napkin. “I won’t survive this.”

      “Yes, you will. But Jo, let’s keep our focus on this moment and finding your son,” said Emily, taking Jo’s hand, “which we will.”

      Jo nodded and squeezed Emily’s hand.

      Emily unlocked the car, and as they were getting out, a familiar SUV pulled up next to them. Emily looked over to see her older half sister, Anna Johnson, with her two girls, Flora and Fiona, now ages thirteen and nine. They jumped out of the vehicle and started to unload boxes and bags.

      “What’s all that?” asked Jo.

      “Love in action,” said Emily, greeting her family. They surrounded Jo with hugs. No words needed to be spoken.

      “People need to keep up their energy. This is the least we can do,” said Anna, and the girls made for the edge of the parking lot, where the first responders had set up camp. Emily looped her arm in Jo’s, curious to see what Anna and her crew had cobbled together for the search party.

      “Give me a hand?” Anna asked Emily and Jo. They both stepped in to help Anna assemble a striped pop-up tent while Fiona and Flora set up the folding table and set out disposable plates, napkins, and cups. At the bottom of a plastic bin they had carried over were plastic-wrapped plates of homemade

      cookies.

      “Did you make these?” said Emily.

      Fiona grinned. “Yeah. Mom just helped with the oven part,” she said. Emily started to pry up the corner of a plastic lid. Fiona smacked her aunt’s hand lightly. “Not yet, Aunt Em. They’re for the searchers.”

      “I was planning to provide water and snack bars,” said Anna. “The homemade-hot-chocolate-and-cookies station was Fiona’s idea. Part of her menu-prep prerequisite for that baking competition.”

      “Very cool. I definitely want to hear more about your menu ideas later,” Emily told Fiona. She glanced over to find Jo looking a little lost. She turned to Flora. “Can you bring Jo over here?”

      Flora bounded over, giving Jo a big hug. She slid her hand into Jo’s and led her to the tent. “Don’t worry, Auntie Jo. They’ll find him,” said Flora, who knew Jeremiah from school.

      Jo’s eyes began to water. “Thanks, sweetie. It’s really great that you’re doing all this.”

      Fiona came up to Jo with a chocolate chip cookie the size of a grapefruit and wrapped in parchment paper. “I made this one special for you.”

      Jo held it between her palms. “Thanks, Fiona.”

      “Aren’t you gonna eat it?” said Fiona, waiting for Jo’s reaction to her creation.

      “Later. I’m not very hungry right now.”

      “Just one bite—” Fiona pleaded.

      Anna tugged on Fiona’s coat sleeve. “Come on, honey, let’s go pass out your spectacular cookies.”

      Jo gave Anna a grateful look and slid the cookie into her pocket. Anna ushered her girls from the tent, each carrying a plastic bin of cookies. Emily looped her arm through Jo’s and guided her behind the protection of the tent flaps. The wind had picked up, and Emily’s legs were growing numb under her jeans. She squeezed herself close to her friend in a little side hug.

      Jo stared out toward the lake; Emily’s eyes followed her gaze. Paul was at the water’s edge, the frigid waves lapping over the tips of his boots.

      “I don’t know what to say to him.”

      “Go on,” whispered Emily. “You don’t have to say anything at all.”

      “He’s so angry. All the time.”

      “Only because he feels helpless . . . and maybe a little guilty.”

      Jo nodded, released her arm from Emily’s, and headed toward her husband.

      Emily turned back to Fiona. She wanted to hear more about this baking competition, a welcome distraction in the moment. But before she could ask, Detective Aditson approached the tent.

      “Peanut butter or chocolate chip?” said Fiona, coming up to Aditson with a plate of cookies.

      He smiled, but Emily sensed the worry underneath. “Oh, I don’t need a cookie. Save ’em for the searchers.”

      “You are one of the searchers,” Fiona insisted. “Take one, or I’ll be offended.”

      “Can’t have that . . . Peanut butter, please,” said Aditson, finding Emily with his gaze.

      “The ones on the left.” Fiona held out the plate and a napkin, and he selected his cookie.

      “Hot chocolate?” Anna asked, rejoining them at the tent.

      “Not now, thanks,” said Aditson. “Emily, can I talk to you a second?”

      “Sure.” Emily and Aditson stepped away from the tent and traveled several meters out of earshot.

      “What’s up?” she asked him, keenly aware the frown on his face meant good news was not forthcoming.

      “A mitten was found washed up on the beach about half a mile up the lakeshore,” said Aditson. “Paul confirmed it’s Jeremiah’s.”

      Emily sank inside, turning to look toward the shoreline where Paul had been standing. He was ankle deep in the lake, struggling to keep a wailing Jo beside him from wading into the frigid waters.
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      Aditson insisted that Jo and Paul return to their home after Paul managed to drag her from the water. Paul obeyed the request without resistance. He secured his shivering wife in his truck. Emily called in a prescription for a low-dose antianxiety med in combination with a sleeping aid and instructed Paul to stay home to make sure she slept while he kept an eye on his daughters. They needed to stick together as a family and let the searchers do their job. Delia came soon after to pick up Fiona and Flora once their cookies and cocoa ran out. But Emily and Anna stuck close together as they spent the rest of the day searching the lakeshore.

      According to Anna’s tracker, they’d covered over four miles in two hours. Now, darkness hooded vast Lake Michigan, extinguishing the last glow of daylight to the west. An inky cloud formation had closed in on them overhead. The light flakes that had begun to fall hours ago were now giant, wet clumps that soaked through pants and hats. If they didn’t leave now, they’d be swallowed up in a blizzard within a half hour. The half sisters agreed to cease their search, both tired, hungry, and dejected.

      When they got back to the parking lot, Anna split off, heading to her car as Emily went over to meet up with Aditson, who was warming up in his vehicle. She rapped on the driver’s side door. The fogged-up window opened.

      “Nothing?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “The crime technicians confirmed that the blood found on the palm of the mitten was of human origin,” said Aditson. “We took a sample of Paul’s blood so we could test for a DNA match.”

      “Occam’s razor,” stated Emily. If there were two competing ideas to explain the same phenomenon, you should prefer the simpler one. Yes, it was possible that the blood belonged to someone else. But the simpler explanation was that since the mitten was Jeremiah’s, so was the blood.

      “Head home, Dr. Hartford. I’ve got a fresh team searching through the night,” said Aditson.

      “You’re going to need some sleep too,” said Emily. “When do you get a break?”

      “I can catch a few winks in here.”

      “Winks do not make a night’s rest.”

      “Who’s to say I’d sleep even if I went home?” said Aditson. “Besides, we’re dragging the lake around the lighthouse at sunrise, when the waves are calmer.”

      “Then I’ll come back in the morning,” Emily said.

      “Maybe head over to Jo’s instead. Make sure Paul and Jo stay put until you hear from me. I don’t want him around when we find the bod⁠—”

      “If you find a body,” corrected Emily, refusing to let go of hope.

      “It’s not a good idea to have the family around, in any case,” said Aditson. “I’d appreciate it if you could help keep them away. Paul’s not the compliant type.”

      “Would you be if it were your kid?”

      Aditson gave a slight smile. Touché.

      “See you at dawn,” said Emily.

      A light breeze from earlier in the day had turned into a stiff, frigid wind coming off the lake. Snow was coming down hard now, and Emily shielded her eyes from the blowing sand as she crossed the beach parking lot. A good half inch of heavy snow had already collected on the roof and hood of her car. Emily hustled into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and cranked the defroster. She’d just clicked on her seat warmers when Brandon’s text pinged.
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      Emily pressed the phone icon. She had no energy left to text a conversation. She just wanted to hear his calming voice.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” said Emily.

      “Breathe. In. Out.” He was using his best bedside manner. And it was working. Emily took a pause and let him guide her. “Deeper, and hold for three.”

      She drew in a long breath and held it.

      Emily and Brandon had met in med school and had supported each other through eight years of school and residency. He had proposed at the hospital with her favorite peanut-butter-and-jelly cupcake after she had performed a lifesaving surgery. But their brief engagement had been followed by a traumatic breakup when she caught him in an intimate moment with another resident. Elizabeth.

      “Emily? Hey . . . exhale!”

      She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath. She released it with a big sigh.

      “It doesn’t work if you pass out.”

      “I would never say this to Jo, but I’m afraid Jeremiah is dead,” said Emily, who was no stranger to death. She had weathered the loss of both parents and, more recently, a former high school sweetheart. She had rekindled a romance with Freeport police officer Nick Larsen shortly before he went missing on an FBI assignment in China. After traveling around the globe to find answers, she learned there weren’t any clear ones. All attempts to locate him yielded no results. According to the government, he was deceased. His belongings were returned to his family. Bottom line: He wasn’t coming back.

      Emily was still struggling to come to terms with his disappearance when Brandon resurfaced, wanting to give it another try—on her terms. Brandon had deepened in maturity and patience, and Emily let him close to her heart. She thought she was ready, but Brandon had pressed the brakes on their relationship after Emily jetted back from China, seeking closure after Nick’s death.

      They were still business partners at a successful surgical center north of Chicago. Now, they would see if they could commit to a lifetime of more.

      “It’s a nightmare up here,” said Emily.

      “All the more reason for me to come,” said Brandon.

      “Jeremiah was just a kid,” said Emily. “His whole life was ahead of him.”

      “Is. Is ahead of him,” corrected Brandon with optimism.

      Sapped of energy and scared, Emily inhaled a small sob.

      “I’m driving up right now.”
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      Waking from a night terror, Jo threw back the covers, soaked in her sweat, feeling instantly woozy when she sat straight up in bed. She glanced at her phone: 4:37 a.m.

      Paul was not in bed beside her. Nor had his side of the bed been slept in. Had he gone back to the lake to search? And what about the girls?

      Jo ran into Jaden’s room first. Her youngest was asleep with one leg kicked over the covers and her teddy snuggled to her side. Jo flew from there into Jessica’s room. Jessica’s head was hidden under the tent of her comforter, and Jo heard a tiny snore coming from underneath. She peeked under the corner of the blanket to be sure. Jessica was fine.

      Next, she dashed into Jeremiah’s room, forgetting for a second that Jeremiah wouldn’t be in his bed. Jo was shocked to see Paul’s large adult figure lying on the boy’s twin bed, face up, eyes staring at the ceiling.

      He shot up when Jo flicked on the lights.

      “What’s happened? Did they find him?” Paul said.

      “What? No. What are you doing in here?”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “I thought you were out searching. Why are you home?” Her voice had taken on a permanent tone of accusation with Paul, even when she didn’t mean it to.

      “You don’t remember, do you? The police sent me home with you.”

      Jo stood there, looking down at her sweatpants and wool socks. “I wasn’t wearing this yesterday. I had jeans on.”

      “I had to get you out of your wet clothes,” said Paul.

      “I was wet?” said Jo, feeling hungover.

      “You tried to go into the lake after him,” said Paul. “You really don’t remember?”

      “No.” But it sounded like something she might do, so she didn’t question it further. “I feel sick,” she said, taking a seat on the bed next to her husband.

      “It’s the pills. Em wanted you to be able to sleep.”

      “You guys drugged me?” Her voice sounded loud and echoey, as if it were coming from behind her.

      “You were a mess.”

      “What are we doing home when Jer’s still out there?” Jo asked.

      “They told us to go home after they found the mitten.”

      The mitten. In these last few waking minutes, Jo hadn’t remembered the mitten.

      “Everyone’s out there, still searching.”

      “I wanna go to the lake.” Her words felt loud again.

      “If you don’t get some sleep, you’re going to go crazy,” said Paul.

      “Crazy? Yeah, I’m the one going crazy. I’m the one who’s a mess. Blame it all on poor Jo,” she blurted, the volume turned up to ten.

      “Calm down, honey.”

      Jo rose to her feet and wobbled forward. Paul steadied her. She yanked herself from his grip. “If I’m crazy, it’s only because I’m the one who’s expected to hold it together all the time. I don’t have the luxury of checking out!”

      “You know what I was thinking about, lying here on our son’s bed?” Paul’s voice lowered to a desperate whisper.

      “I have no idea, Paul.” Jo propped herself against the doorframe.

      “That I’m failing. Or maybe I’m already a failure,” said Paul. “I hate leaving this family every week. I hate my job. And I hate that I can never live up to your standards.”

      “Now’s not the time for an existential crisis.” Jo’s words slurred, and she was now using both hands to hold herself up in the doorway. She launched herself from the door, one lead foot in front of the other as she used the wall to guide herself toward the staircase.

      “You have failed us,” she hissed. “You could have asked for help. But you didn’t . . . and now look what’s happened!” The aftereffect of the sleeping pill loosened her tongue. “If you’re not going out there to look for our son, I will!”

      “Jo. Jo!” Paul called after her.

      But she quickened her pace, sliding her feet down each carpeted step.

      “Come on, baby. Be careful.”

      As she neared the bottom, a heightened sense of urgency caused her heart to race. When she glanced over her shoulder, Paul was at the top of the stairs, hands on hips, shaking his head. “Where are you going?” he said.

      But Jo was already taking the corner into the utility room, where she kept her purse and keys. The room spun around her, and her head throbbed at the temples. Her feet were twenty-pound barbells, but she inched them forward.

      I’m coming, Jeremiah! Mommy’s coming!

      Her keys were not hanging on their usual peg. Damn it. Had Paul hidden them from her? And where was her purse? Her coat? Maybe she had placed the keys in her coat pocket. Jo hated not having control of her thoughts and her body. Damn Emily for drugging her! She should report her to the medical board for patient abuse!

      Jo forced her eyes along the surface of the laundry room countertop. Paul’s set of keys had been tossed alongside his coat. She snagged them and lumbered into the garage, stocking feet, no purse, no coat.

      Once inside her car, Jo pressed the garage door opener and turned the keys in the ignition.

      She was about to dislodge the gear shift into reverse when the driver’s side door flew open. Paul reached in and yanked the keys from the ignition.

      “Give those back!” Jo yelled.

      Paul shoved the keys into his pocket. He grabbed her at the waistband of her sweatpants and pulled her from the vehicle into his embrace.

      Jo didn’t hug him back. Everything inside of her was on fire. She took a deep inhale and screamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Brandon arrived at the Hartford family home in Freeport just past two in the morning. Emily was awake and waiting for him. They stayed up for another hour talking before she fell asleep in his arms on the couch. At 5:46 a.m., her phone rang.

      Emily jolted awake and saw Jo’s name on the screen. She fumbled for the accept button.

      “Hey, what’s up? You okay?”

      “You drugged me?” Jo said.

      “Jo. I—we—had to get you to sleep. You were a mess.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “But clearly the drugs didn’t complete their job,” said Emily. “You shouldn’t even be up yet.”

      “I need a favor.”

      “You need more sleep.”

      “Don’t tell me what I need.”

      Emily sighed but took no offense. She would have said the same thing in Jo’s position. “Tell me what I can do.”

      “Take the girls to school this morning.”

      “Yeah, of course,” said Emily. “Did you get any sleep?”

      “A little.” Jo’s voice was hard.

      “Are you angry at me?”

      “Yes. Right now I’m mad at everything and everyone,” said Jo. “Paul most of all.”

      “Did something else happen?”

      “You mean besides the neglect and abandonment of our family?”

      “I didn’t mean— I’m sorry, Jo.” Surfacing from her grogginess, Emily remembered that she was supposed to meet Detective Aditson at the beach at sunrise for the body search in the lake. Sunrise would be just before seven. And then she recalled that Aditson had wanted her to run interference on Paul and Jo to make sure they stayed away from the beach while this was in progress.

      “Just get over here as soon as you can,” Jo commanded. “I want to be here to give the girls breakfast and see them off to school.”

      “And then what will you do?”

      “Then I’m heading to the lake,” said Jo. “Paul’s already there. He left a half hour ago.”

      Emily was wide awake now. Crap.

      “What exactly did you give me? I have a wicked hangover,” said Jo.

      “Drink something fizzy or caffeinated,” said Emily. “And eat a piece of toast.”

      “I’m gonna be sick.”

      “I’m on my way!”

      Emily heard the line click. Jo had hung up.

      “Crud. I’ve gotta stop this.” Emily looked over to Brandon, who was wide awake and staring at her.

      “Stop what? What can I do?” he said, taking Emily’s hand.

      “You could get over to the lake and find Paul. They’re bringing in the dive team this morning, probably already setting up. Paul should not be there. Do whatever’s necessary to get him away from there,” said Emily. “I’ll take care of Jo.”

      “You think he’ll listen to me? I barely know him,” said Brandon.

      “Use that persuasive doctor tone you use on your tough patients.” Emily gave him a light kiss.

      Brandon sat up, stretching out his crooked neck. “And let’s say he does give me the time of day; what should I do with him then?”

      “Take him to Brown’s Bakery.” Emily knew Delia opened the doors at six. “Get him some coffee and whatever he’ll stuff his face with. Let him know I’m with Jo and the girls,” she said. “Remind him everything’s going to be okay. If need be, get Delia to sit with him.”

      “No one says no to Delia,” said Brandon.

      “Exactly.” Emily was pleased. “You know her better than I thought you did.” Delia Andrews was like a second mother to Emily. Retired FBI, she was a red-haired spitfire with a heart of gold who now ran the town bakery and baked the world’s best cinnamon rolls, a skill she’d turned to as therapy after years of overseas secret service. Whenever Emily encountered a problem, whether personal or professional, Delia was just a phone call away with both a sage solution and, if Emily was in town, a delectable pastry.

      “Before we face the day, come here, you,” said Brandon as he pulled Emily close and gave her a long kiss.

      When they came up for air, she said, “I thought we were taking a break . . . giving me space to figure things out?”

      “We are. I am . . . You’re right. I didn’t mean to confuse things.”

      Emily held him tight. “It’s okay. That was nice.”

      “I want to be there for you. In all the ways you need me to be,” whispered Brandon.

      Emily nodded and nuzzled her face into his neck, wetting it with tears of relief. They were going to make it this time.
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      Jo was sitting zombielike at the kitchen counter when Emily arrived. Eggs were burning on the stove, and the kitchen faucet was dripping steadily.

      Emily turned both off.

      “Where are the girls?” she asked Jo.

      Jo shook her head. “I couldn’t wake them. Or maybe they’re too scared to come out of their rooms. Paul and I were really screaming at each other in the middle of the night. Or rather, I was.”

      “In all fairness, you were drugged.”

      “Horrible things came out of my mouth,” said Jo. “And the worst part is that I don’t regret what I said. Well, the parts I remember anyhow.”

      “And how did Paul take it?”

      “He says he hates his job and being away from us,” said Jo. “He feels like a failure.”

      “Wow. And this is the first you’re hearing about it?” said Emily, scraping the burnt eggs into the garbage disposal.

      “If he was so unhappy, he should have said something sooner. I don’t understand why he has to be such a martyr. If you hate your job, do something about it. Talk to the boss. Quit. Find a new one. Jeremiah would be here right now, and none of this would have happened if—” She stopped midsentence.

      Emily didn’t judge her rant. One of the greatest gifts of friendship was to be a sounding board for one another. She rinsed out the frying pan. “I’ll make scrambled eggs for you and the girls. What do you want to drink?”

      “Tea. Black. Strong.”

      Emily started the electric kettle. “Please try to remember right now that Paul loves you. And the girls. And Jeremiah. Nothing changes that.”

      “It doesn’t feel like that. I sometimes wonder if he’s—” Jo stopped when they both heard kids’ footsteps overhead. “Girls are up.”

      “One egg or two?” said Emily, pulling the egg carton from the fridge.

      “One for each of us. Add a tablespoon of heavy cream and a handful of shredded cheese. That’s how the girls like it.”

      Emily was digging for the pint of cream crammed in the door behind an orange juice jug when her phone rang from her back pocket. She saw that Aditson was calling.

      “I have to take this,” she told Jo and beelined for some privacy in the living room.

      “Hey, I’m at Jo’s, but I sent Brandon to the lake to⁠—”

      Aditson cut her off. “Em—I have news.”

      Emily paced back and forth as she listened to him explain what was happening at the lake. She ended the conversation and stood like a statue in front of Jo’s picture window. Their house was set on a slight hill that overlooked a quiet neighborhood waking up under a chartreuse dawn. Across the street, a soft yellow light illuminated an upstairs bedroom. Yesterday’s blizzard blanketed the streets, driveways, and lawns in three inches of fluffy snow. Emily’s senses were heightened in light of Aditson’s news. Next door, a lady so bundled up that you couldn’t even see her face exited her front door with a German shepherd. His startling bark caused Emily to clasp her hands over her ears. Down the street a man shoveled snow off his drive, each scrape of the metal shovel on cement grating Emily’s nerves.

      “Em—tell me,” Jo whispered from behind her.

      Emily spun around to see Jo standing in the middle of the room, frozen in eavesdropping and expectation.

      Emily’s eyes met Jo’s anxious ones.

      “They’ve found Jeremiah.”
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      Emily drove Jo to the hospital with Jaden and Jessica strapped into the back seat, still in their pajamas. Over the phone Aditson hadn’t shared details with her about Jeremiah’s rescue—only that after being missing for almost two days, he was alive and being treated at Freeport Hospital.

      Paul was at the emergency room door waiting for them. As soon as his wife ran to his side, he hugged her.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. I was awful. I’m so sorry,” he said, holding her close.

      Jo was trembling. “It’s okay. Where is he?”

      Paul took Jo’s arm, supporting her as they entered the hospital. He guided her through a curtained room to a corner unit cordoned off by police tape and two officers standing guard. Emily followed, the girls clinging to her side.

      Their procession paused as Emily reached for the girls’ small hands. “Let’s wait here a moment,” she said.

      Paul pulled the curtain back, and he and Jo disappeared behind it. Jo burst into a wailing cry from the other side, after which Emily made haste to move the girls farther

      away.

      But Jaden kept her eyes locked on the curtain, fear painting her face.

      Emily knelt to the kids’ level and hugged them both tightly. “Your brother is fine. He’s in a bed behind that curtain,” Emily explained. “He’s really tired, but he’s going to be okay.”

      “Then why is Mom crying?” Jaden asked.

      “Because she’s so relieved and happy to see him,” said Emily, her own heart twinging.

      “When do we get to see him?” asked Jessica.

      “Soon. Give your mom and dad a minute, and then they can take you back there,” said Emily.

      Jaden latched her arms around Emily’s neck, then whispered into her ear, “I brought his favorite book for him.” Jaden held up 101 Jokes for Eleven-Year-Olds. “I gave it to him for his eleventh birthday.”

      “That was really thoughtful. I’m sure that will cheer him up.”

      “What do we say to him?” said Jessica, who never wanted to upset anyone.

      “Talk to your brother like you normally would,” said Emily. “Tell him you missed him, that you love him. Tell him a joke.”

      Jessica and Jaden nodded.

      “It might be a few minutes, so I’m going to have Uncle Brandon take you to the cafeteria and get you breakfast.”

      Brandon had been waiting in the emergency room and now stepped over to them, ready for the task.

      “Ladies, may I?” He extended both of his hands to the sisters, and off they went with a wink from Emily. His tenderness gave Emily insight into his future as father of their children. She liked what she saw.

      Emily moved toward Jeremiah’s bed and could hear Jo’s and Paul’s low voices cooing to their son, comforting themselves as much as they were soothing him. From behind the separating curtain, Jeremiah’s heart monitor beeped at a regular rhythm. A good, healthy sign.

      A nurse approached with a tray of meds. When she moved the curtain aside, Emily couldn’t help but lean over to look.

      “I’m a friend of the family,” said Emily, trying to explain away her nosiness.

      “I know who you are, Dr. Hartford,” said the nurse with a smile. “Jo talks about you all the time. I’m Katherine. I work a ton of shifts with Jo.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “We’re all so relieved. I can’t imagine if . . .” Katherine’s voice trailed off, and neither had to mention that things could have turned out so much worse.

      Emily peered into the paper cup on Katherine’s tray. “Gummy bears?” she asked.

      “A child’s pain reliever disguised as candy,” Katherine replied.

      “Was he injured?”

      “A few mild hematomas and a few cuts and scrapes, but overall, everything seems to be intact,” said Katherine.

      “Were his hands cut?”

      “He had a deep cut on his left hand. No stitches required, though.”

      Hence the blood on the inside of his mitten, noted Emily. But there was still a question lingering in her mind. She lowered her voice. “Was there any . . . you know . . . other trauma?”

      Katherine understood and lowered her voice to an almost inaudible whisper. “No signs of sexual abuse.”

      Emily nodded, relieved. She held back the curtain, and Katherine, her voice upping to a cheery and bright tone, said, “Hello, soldier. Bet you’re happy to see your mom and dad, huh? I have a fun snack here for you.”

      Emily didn’t wait for Jeremiah’s response. She wandered out of the ER to meet up with Brandon and the girls in the cafeteria. She knew visitors were often seen as a nuisance to emergency room doctors and nurses. No sooner had she stepped into the hall than Detective Aditson appeared.

      “You have a minute?” he asked.

      “Of course. What’s on your mind?” Emily said.

      “Not here.”
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      They trekked out of the emergency room doors and around to the side of the building, where no one could overhear their conversation. Slices of sun slivered out from behind the dissipating cloud cover. Melting snow dripped into rain gutters. The air was still today. Temps were rising and snow was melting. February in Michigan was like this. Bipolar.

      “He was a very lucky boy,” said Aditson.

      “Where did you find him?” Emily was anxious for the

      story.

      “On a yacht named Jealousea, dry-docked at the marina,” said Aditson. “A Coast Guard officer, Rick Walker, rescued him.”

      “Aren’t all the boats out for the season?” asked Emily.

      “The water in the marina never freezes over, so rather than take them out, most dry-dock their boats,” explained Aditson. “A few of the slips were empty. Boaters who winter abroad down in the Caribbean. And if you can believe it, a small handful of owners wet-dock at the marina.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Emily.

      “They live on their boats all through the winter months.”

      “How can they do that? What do they do for heat?” Emily was stunned that anyone would choose to live like this given the harsh conditions Lake Michigan winters dished out.

      “They use gas heaters. Some wrap their boats in plastic for added insulation.”

      “What about water?”

      “They bring it on board or use other facilities off-site,” explained Aditson.

      “Like camping, I guess.”

      “Exactly. Anyway, Carlotta Zolezzi, Freeport Marina’s owner, got word from a wet-docker couple, Jane and Dave Weaver, who own Perfectly Poised, that they noticed activity on Jealousea. They knew the owners headed to Arizona every winter, so they thought it was weird when they saw activity,” said Aditson.

      “What kind of activity?” asked Emily.

      “The plastic wrap had been cut, and they noticed a small light inside the boat. Carlotta went to check it out first. And that’s when she heard a little boy’s voice singing.”

      “Singing?” said Emily.

      “Yeah, Jeremiah was singing out all the names of the states and capitals. You know, like how we learned in school?”

      Yes, Emily did know. In fact, she could only recite her states and capitals if she put them to song.

      “Did she board the yacht?” asked Emily.

      “No. It’s private property. Carlotta called Walker.”

      “Was it locked?”

      “No. Apparently the hatch to the main cabin was unlocked. From there, he was able to get to the berth door,” said Aditson. “Walker found Jeremiah in the smaller of the two berths in the back.”

      “What was his condition?”

      “Walker said he was lying on the floor in a daze, like when you give a pet Benadryl.”

      “He’d been drugged?” asked Emily.

      “Seems that way. But fortunately, physically unharmed.”

      “Thank God.” Emily paused in thought. “It’s odd, though. Who put him there and why? Or did Jeremiah end up there on his own?”

      “I had the same questions. Walker did too. He asked Jeremiah, but Jeremiah had no idea,” said Aditson.

      “Did you get a chance to talk to Jeremiah yet?” asked Emily.

      “When I got to the scene, I tried to engage him, but he was having a hard time focusing.”

      “Please tell me you got blood work.”

      “We had an EMT do a draw in the ambulance.”

      Emily was glad to hear it. Jeremiah might be safe and sound at the moment, but his case was far from over. This was now an active criminal investigation, and it was essential to know if Jeremiah had been drugged.

      “Hopefully when Jeremiah’s feeling better, we can talk to him more,” said Aditson. “If his father will allow it, that is.”

      “Why wouldn’t Paul⁠—?”

      “After we got him to the hospital, he wouldn’t let us near his son,” said Aditson.

      “He’s in shock,” Emily defended. “Give him a moment.”

      “We had a challenge getting him off the beach this morning,” said Aditson. “Didn’t I assign you parental babysitting duty?” He cracked a small smile.

      “It was probably unfair on my part to expect Brandon to step in like that.”

      “Who’s Brandon?”

      “My—” said Emily. What should she call him now? Their recently rekindled romance was an ember trying to catch fire. “We’re seeing each other.”

      Aditson shook his head. “Is he that tall, thin guy with the leather loafers and wool peacoat?”

      “Yeah . . . that’s him.”

      “Smart-looking guy. Definitely not from around here.” Aditson grinned.

      “Brandon is more tailored for . . . the city life,” Emily defended.

      “No offense, but Blakely flicked that dude like a fly off a cheesecake,” said Aditson. “He only left with your boyfriend after I threatened to arrest him.”

      Brandon hadn’t mentioned that part. Emily would get the story later. “I’m just grateful Jeremiah’s alive and unharmed,” she said.

      “And for once I’m glad we didn’t need your professional services, Doctor.”

      “That makes two of us,” Emily agreed. “But that does invite the question: Who are you going to hire as Freeport’s permanent medical examiner?” Since her father had passed, they had been sending the ME work off to the state lab, an expensive and inconvenient solution. The state charged three times what Dr. Robert Hartford had invoiced Freeport County. And then there were the transportation costs on top of medical-legal services rendered.

      “I’m consulting for the hiring committee, and I’ve seen a few nominal applicants trickle into the commissioner’s office,” Aditson said, shrugging. “It’s hard to pull the trigger when you’re comparing every applicant to the best coroner this county has ever seen. Maybe I’m still waiting for your application,” he said.

      Emily smiled. Aditson was referring to her father, Dr. Robert Hartford, who’d held the position for thirty years until his death. Of course, Emily was familiar with her father’s expert work; she’d assisted him as a teenager. She had also previously stepped into the Freeport ME role temporarily on a few cases over the past couple of years—but only out of necessity. She had given up the childhood dream of working with her father when she left home at sixteen after her mother’s sudden death.

      “I didn’t think you knew my dad,” said Emily.

      “Never had the pleasure, but his reputation is legend. As they say, like father, like daughter.”

      He was right. She had inherited her father’s sense of curiosity and doggedness when it came to investigating. Speaking of which, there was something she wanted to check into before she faced Jo and Paul.

      “Do you have a few minutes to spare?” Emily asked Aditson as she texted Brandon.

      
        
          
            
              
        Be back in half an hour.

      

      

      

      

      

      “What do you have in mind?” he replied, silencing static on his radio.

      “Take a drive with me.”
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      Emily and Aditson zigzagged their way down the Freeport Marina docks to Jealousea. Emily wanted to see the ship for herself. She found it curious that Jeremiah had been hiding in plain sight the whole time they had been searching. What had possessed him to go here? And why this boat? Aditson and his forensic investigator had already secured and scoured the ship to collect potential evidence. Everything was now at the crime lab undergoing analysis.

      “Whose boat is this?” Emily said.

      “A retired couple from Freeport: Gayla and Jerry Moline,” said Aditson. “Currently snowbirding in Arizona.”

      “How long have they been gone?”

      “Since Thanksgiving.”

      “I bet the Molines were a little surprised to hear their yacht was part of a criminal investigation,” said Emily.

      “You’re assuming it was a crime,” said Aditson.

      “The bloody mitten?” Emily protested.

      “He could have cut himself.”

      “The drugging?”

      “Not proved yet.”

      “How else would you explain it?”

      “He got into the Molines’ liquor cabinet?”

      “There was liquor on board?”

      Aditson nodded. “Vodka and gin bottles in the galley cabinet.” Emily knew that only a few sips of vodka would be enough to intoxicate Jeremiah’s small body.

      She pulled herself back. Maybe her imagination was working on overdrive. If she applied Occam’s razor, it was reasonable to assume that Jeremiah had simply lost track of time and gotten lost in the storm. Freeport Marina was two miles south of the beach playground, and he could have wandered along the lakeshore until finding his way to the marina and then shelter on Jealousea.

      “Did the Molines ask about Jeremiah?” Emily pondered out loud.

      Aditson shot Emily an inquisitive look. “You know, now that you mention it, no. They never did.”

      “Don’t you think that’s strange?” she asked.

      “They inquired about the condition of their boat,” said Aditson. “Wanted to know if anything was damaged.”

      Emily thought that was odd. “If it were me, I’d want to know how this kid ended up in my boat. And why.”

      “To be fair, I didn’t tell them it was a kid. Jeremiah’s underage, so I couldn’t mention any identifying details.”

      “It’s still weird to me.”

      “Not everyone’s as curious or empathetic as you are.” Aditson smiled.

      Emily turned her attention to the boat’s exterior. The winterized vessel looked like a piece of shrink-wrapped luggage at the airport. Near the hatch, the plastic had been sliced, creating an entrance into the cabin below.

      “Let’s assume Jeremiah found his way here to escape the snowstorm. How would he have sliced through that plastic?” Emily mused.

      “I wondered that too. Hopefully he’ll be able to tell us soon,” said Aditson, pointing to multiple sets of boot tracks in the snow on the docks. “A lost boy seeking shelter from the storm. Begs the question, how would he get past the gate?”

      Emily looked down the dock to the entrance gate. It was operated by an electronic key fob system. “He could have climbed up and over,” she said. From what Jo told her, the kid was a natural climber. Trees. Towers. Rock formations. Playground equipment. Fences. Jo couldn’t keep him on the ground.

      “I guess it’s possible,” Aditson agreed. “Kinda precarious, if you ask me. One false move, and you’re in the drink.”

      Emily followed Aditson’s gaze to the churning waters below. It was dangerous, but if Jeremiah had been desperate to hide or run away, he was the type of kid who would have risked it. “What about the other prints?”

      “It’s a lost cause. There are too many other competing boot prints to tell which ones are whose. The marina owner and a few other folks who dry-dock here in the winter all use this dock.”

      “Like the Weavers? Where’s their boat?” said Emily.

      “That one. The sailboat with the yellow stripe along the side,” said Aditson, pointing across the marina to a parallel

      dock.

      Emily’s gaze ran along the yellow stripe to the name of the boat, Perfectly Poised.

      “They usually winter in Florida, but health problems have them docked here for the winter,” Aditson said.

      “They hear anything from inside there?” asked Emily.

      “No. It’s pretty quiet when you’re sealed up inside a wrapped boat. When they saw the light, they called Carlotta.”

      “And then Carlotta came out here to check on the boat and heard Jeremiah singing.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You seem to know a lot about yachts,” Emily ribbed. “Never pegged you as a sailor.”

      “A girlfriend’s family owned one,” he said.

      “I see.”

      “Don’t even try to get into it, Doc. It was a lifetime ago.”

      “And what happened?” she blurted out, social manners taking a back seat to her curiosity.

      “I was trying to be someone I was not.”

      It was true Emily had wondered about Aditson’s relationship status. Did he want a wife? Kids? Her thoughts drifted to the realities and endless dangers of being a parent. Jeremiah’s disturbing circumstances biting at her heels, she wondered if she could handle the ups and downs and, sometimes, devastations that parenthood entailed. Could Emily be as brave as Jo and Paul?

      “I hope this is a cut-and-dry case of a kid getting lost or running away,” said Aditson, interrupting her thoughts.

      “There’s been trouble at home, but I never thought Jeremiah would pull a stunt like running away.” Emily turned to him with a worried look. “This was something more sinister.”

      Aditson cleared his throat in an attempt to pause the conversation. But Emily pressed him.

      “You know something’s off, or you wouldn’t have searched this boat so thoroughly.”

      “There have been increasing cases of human trafficking in the state over the last couple years. I get notices a couple times a month about missing children from around the state. I figured it was only a matter of time until it happened here.”

      “You think Jeremiah and Jessica . . . were targeted by traffickers?”

      “Jo said she takes them to the playground when she’s running Jaden to the stables. Two kids alone for at least an hour right after school, every week, like clockwork. It’s a predictable routine.” Aditson laid out his hypothesis. “A predator watches and waits for the perfect opportunity to strike.”

      “But Jessica would have said if she saw someone take her brother.”

      “Not if she was in the bathroom. Or in the cement tunnel where her mother found her. It can happen so fast.”

      Emily’s brain could not process the dangers Jeremiah and Jessica might have narrowly escaped, and she didn’t want to take this discussion any further without solid evidence.

      “No matter how Jeremiah got there,” she said, referring to Jealousea, “he’s an incredibly resourceful kid.”

      “More than most. And when he’s ready, would you mind taking a crack at talking to him?” said Aditson.

      Emily paused. It was a big ask. “It’s not that I don’t want to help, but this is sensitive territory. You should really have a psychologist evaluate him.”

      “We’ll get to that,” said Aditson. “But you’re a friendly face, and he’ll respond to you differently than he would with me. Also, I need your investigative brain. No detail overlooked.”

      Emily grinned at him. “You’re just trying to get me to stick around here longer.”

      Aditson threw his hands up. “Busted.”

      “Let me talk to Jo and Paul about it first,” she said, feeling torn. She understood that Aditson had to chase the unanswered questions about how Jeremiah had ended up drunk or drugged on the floor of Jealousea’s berth. Likewise, Jo, Paul, and the Freeport community needed to know if Jeremiah’s disappearance was criminal in nature. It was the possible extent of this crime that caused a foreboding dread in Emily. Aditson had seeded the idea in her that Jeremiah’s incident had roots in a criminal network so nefarious and tangled that its sinewy cords would tether one to the floor of the rising sea, rendering it impossible to ever surface.
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      Emily and Brandon stayed with Jo, Paul, and the girls until Jeremiah was transferred to a third-floor private room with security. All of them were greatly relieved as Jeremiah grew more alert and coherent. Another good sign: He was ravenous. He’d already eaten a hamburger, a hot dog, and a bowl of pasta. Now he was requesting a delivery from the ice cream shop for a brownie sundae.

      “That’s the son I know,” Jo laughed as she sent the dietitian away with the special order.

      “He can eat whatever he wants to,” said Paul, who had not left his son’s side.

      In their pajamas, Jeremiah’s two sisters were sitting in bed with their brother, the three of them playing a game of Go Fish.

      “I’ll check on you guys in the morning,” said Emily, relieved to see the family returning to a degree of normality. “In the meantime, reach out if you need anything.”

      “Bye, Uncle Brandon.” Jessica didn’t bother to look up as she slapped down a card to take the lead. Jaden jumped off the bed to give him a full bear hug.

      “Wow. I don’t even get that treatment,” said Emily.

      “What can I say? We bonded over cafeteria pancakes and hot chocolate mountained with whipped cream.” Brandon hugged Jaden and hoisted her back onto the bed next to her siblings.

      Jo walked with Emily outside the room.

      “I can’t thank you enough for being here,” Jo said, then began to break down again.

      Emily held her friend in a long embrace. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” she said.

      “I know it’s not over, but . . . I feel like I can face anything now,” said Jo.

      Maybe not anything. Emily’s conversation with Aditson about trafficking still echoed within her.

      “Aditson wants me to talk to Jeremiah when he’s up to it. See if we can get any more information about his”—Emily almost said abduction, but she caught herself—“experience.”

      “Let’s take it slowly,” said Jo. “I do want him to talk, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to force it.”

      “Of course not.” Emily hadn’t expected pushback from her friend but understood the hesitation. She hugged Jo goodbye.

      As Emily and Brandon rode the elevator alone, Brandon took her into his arms. “You’re amazing, you know that?” he said.

      “Likewise, Doctor. Thanks for coming up and playing uncle.”

      “Should we head back to Chicago together in the morning?” he asked.

      Emily rented a one-bedroom condo in a high-rise on the South Side of Chicago, while Brandon had moved into the town house he’d purchased for the two of them when they were engaged. This placed him closer to their surgical center on the Far North Side. After her trip to China to confirm Nick’s death, she and Brandon had cooled off to allow their relationship ample time and space to root. Emily now treasured her autonomy. And even though her living situation wasn’t the most convenient arrangement for work, she enjoyed being close to the lake and the Loop and Millennium Park. Until she knew where things were headed long term with Brandon, she was going to stay put.

      Emily shook her head. “I can’t go back just yet. I told Aditson I’d try to talk to Jeremiah.”

      “Then I have to take advantage of you while I have you,” Brandon said, leaning over to kiss her.

      When they separated, Emily whispered, “Stay here for a few days with us.” By us, she meant Anna, Flora, and Fiona as well as herself. After Anna’s messy divorce, Emily had invited them to reside in the Hartford family home, which had been willed to Emily after her father’s passing.

      “Us? That sounds . . . busy,” Brandon said.

      Emily laughed. “Is a houseful of family not exactly the romantic interlude you had imagined?”

      “Not quite. But I can work with it.”

      Emily brought his lips to hers. Her phone interrupted them midkiss. A text from Anna. Would she be able to pick up a few items from the grocery store on her way home?
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      When they were in the car, Emily checked her phone. “I was expecting milk, bread, and eggs,” she said. “There are twenty-six items on this list. Artichoke hearts? Fish sauce? Anna should have just told me I’d be doing the weekly shopping. I hope she’s making us a nice dinner.”

      “A home-cooked meal. My mouth is watering already,” said Brandon. Checking over the list, he added, “I assume we’re going to find all these items at the Walmart Supercenter on the way into town.”

      “No. We’ll go to Bill’s,” said Emily. She preferred to support local businesses, just as her parents always had.

      “Do you think they’ll know what saffron and monk fruit are?” he muttered under his breath.

      Emily held back her retort. Brandon refused to give up the idea that they were all just a bunch of hicks in Freeport.

      “You think you’ll be able to talk to Jeremiah over the weekend?” asked Brandon. Emily knew what he was thinking. Brandon was a planner who didn’t settle down until there was a plan. He wanted them to head back to the city ASAP.

      “I don’t know. Depends on the Blakely family,” said Emily.

      “I’d really like to get back to Chicago on Sunday.”

      “I know you would,” said Emily, slight impatience rising. “But how can I be in a rush to take off when my best friend almost lost her son?”

      “You saw them. They’re going to be fine,” said Brandon. “You don’t have to play the role of heroine anymore.”

      “That’s what you think I’m doing?” Emily started the car’s engine and glanced over at him.

      “Just forget I said anything.” He was facing forward.

      “Does this place give you cooties?” Emily side-eyed him with a slight tease to her voice.

      “No . . . it’s fine . . . I just don’t . . .”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Understand the appeal. That’s all.”

      “Maybe you’re not looking hard enough?”

      “There’s not that much to see.”

      Emily decided to end the conversation before it escalated. They were at a permanent stalemate when it came to her hometown. She was a small-town girl at heart, as much as Brandon was a big-city boy. You couldn’t take it out of either of them. The compromise had always been one sided, but honestly, it hadn’t really mattered since their life together was in Chicago.

      “What is all this for?” said Emily when they arrived at home, setting the grocery bags down on the kitchen counter. Brandon placed yet another bag next to hers.

      “We were going to surprise you two, but big news!” said Anna. “Fiona is going to enter the Little Baker contest.”

      Emily looked at her niece Fiona, who was at the sink scrubbing potatoes. “Is this the cooking show you’ve been prepping for?” she asked.

      “Yeah, and if you win, you get your own show,” said Fiona.

      “She’s been watching it for three seasons,” said Anna. “They put out a call on their socials for applicants for the next season. She didn’t have to beg too hard.”

      “You have to be ten to apply,” said Fiona, with a thrilled glance at her aunt Emily, “and I will have just turned ten a day before the competition starts.”

      “If she gets in . . .” said Flora while entering the kitchen.

      “And why wouldn’t she?” said Anna. Flora began to open her mouth. “Don’t answer that. Support your sister.”

      “I will. By eating everything she makes,” said Flora, dipping her finger into a custard cooling on the stove.

      “Stop it!” Fiona yelled. “Mom!”

      Anna stepped between them. “Put those groceries away, Flora.”

      “So how does one get on the show?” asked Emily, unpacking items and handing them to Flora.

      “You need a sample weekly menu and a demo reel,” said Fiona.

      “Do you even know what that is?” said Brandon.

      “A video of me cooking my recipes.”

      “That doesn’t sound too hard,” said Emily. “What are you going to make?”

      “The cooking part is easy,” said Fiona, “but I need help with the video part.”

      “Brandon can do that,” said Emily, offering him up. “He’s a great editor too.” She looked his way. “You did a great job with our vacation videos.”

      “Please, Uncle Brandon?” asked Fiona.

      “I can do basic cuts and add some music . . . under one condition,” he said. “You make me those cookies Emily was telling me about.”

      “Deal,” said Fiona, extending her hand to seal the agreement.

      “And what exactly is it that you are cooking up tonight?” asked Emily.

      “Thai curry pepper,” said Fiona.

      “We love Thai,” Brandon exclaimed. “Don’t we, Em?”

      “Yes. We sure do,” said Emily, remembering the time she’d taken Nick for his first Thai food experience in Rock River. That was shortly after she’d returned to Freeport to help her dying father. Nick had wanted to pick up where they had left off when they were teens, and she’d rebuffed him: too soon, too crazy. They’d both changed too much.

      If only she had seen things differently back then—like Nick had. He had known they were meant to be together and had been eager to put the past behind them, taking each other at face value. But Emily had been guarded. Like she was about most relationships. But what if she had thrown caution to the wind back then and dived in? It wasn’t like she didn’t know who Nick was at his core. He hadn’t changed. In fact, the best of him had ripened, deepened, like a fine wine. If they had acted sooner, he might have made different choices, and maybe he would still be . . . here.

      “Salmon panang is our favorite, isn’t it, Em?” said Brandon.

      “What?” Emily jumped back into the present.

      “Salmon panang. We eat it all the time,” he said, pressing her with a look. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. But we also love curry.” Emily smiled at Fiona and Flora.

      “My dad loved Thai too,” said Flora. “He used to bring us ingredients from Thailand when he traveled there.”

      “That’s not all he brought back from Thailand,” Anna said under her breath to Emily. She mouthed the word crabs, and Emily curled up her lip. Anna’s ex-husband, Kyle, had been involved in a string of infidelities during his years traveling abroad.

      “Eww,” Emily said, out of the girls’ hearing. “Did you get them too?”

      “Thankfully, no. I had wised up by then. I have to admit it was fun to watch him suffer,” said Anna.

      Emily cracked a smile as she patted Anna on the shoulder. She was glad to see Anna making light of the situation and beginning to heal after her marriage’s tumultuous end.

      “You two are staying the weekend, right?” asked Anna.

      Emily nodded. “I’m trying to get Brandon to see the appeal of Freeport life.”

      “I’ll admit it takes some getting used to,” Anna told Brandon. She and the girls had lived an hour south in Rock River, a growing city of nearly a million. “But we love it now. People take care of each other here. And that’s really what life all comes down to, isn’t it? I mean, case in point, Jeremiah Blakely. Who knows what would have happened if Jessica had been

      taken too?”

      “We don’t know if Jeremiah was taken,” Emily corrected under her breath.

      “But I mean, there was that man on the beach,” Anna said.

      “What are you talking about?” Emily asked.

      “Jessica told me she saw a man at the beach,” revealed Fiona. Emily’s gaze whipped to her young niece. That’s not what Jessica told her mother.

      “When did she tell you that?”

      “Yesterday. She FaceTimed me.”

      Emily looked to Anna for confirmation. “I let her use my iPad,” Anna said. “She was so worried about the family.”

      Emily turned back to Fiona. “Are you sure that’s what Jessica said, Fi?”

      “Yes.” Fiona’s hands went to her hips with childish indignation. “That’s why she hid in the tunnels.”
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      Saturday morning Emily took Brandon to Brown’s Bakery for breakfast. The place was flooded with customers, and it took forty minutes before a table opened up. As they were sitting down, Delia rushed over to greet them with fresh coffees, cinnamon rolls, and a big hug for Brandon.

      “It’s good to see you again. How long are you sticking around this time?” Delia asked Brandon with a wink.

      “Pinching that sore spot, are we?” Emily stepped in with a playful grin.

      “I’m here for as long as I’m needed.” Brandon pulled out an empty chair and patted it. “Rest your feet a second, Del.”

      Delia considered the offer, looking around the restaurant, where business had died down to a steady flow. Behind the counter, her employees looked to have a handle on things. “Oh, okay. Just for a minute,” she said, plopping down. “Heard from Jo yet this morning?”

      Emily shook her head. She hadn’t expected to. She wanted to give them space. “I’ll check on them later.”

      “What a strange relief,” said Delia. “Sure did put this town in a stir.”

      “I think there’s more to it than a boy getting lost,” said Emily, explaining how Jessica said she’d hidden from a man at the beach that afternoon. “Do you think it’s true?” she asked.

      “In my experience dealing with children who have experienced crime or trauma, they don’t lie about such things.”

      “So then why tell her mom she saw no one?” asked Emily.

      “Oh, doll, she must have been so scared that day,” said Delia. “And then with her mom and dad pressuring her for information, she may have blocked it out.”

      “I know I have to talk to Jo about this, but I hate that Jessica will feel betrayed,” said Emily.

      “She may be worried about what her mom’s response will be.”

      “But since she’s already leaked it to Fiona, she might be relieved if someone else brings it up.” Unraveling the possibilities made Emily feel better about talking to the Blakelys.

      “I’m sure she will. Tender soul,” said Delia. “You don’t have a choice.”

      “In the meantime, let’s not ruin a perfectly good Saturday,” said Emily. “We so rarely have a whole day with each other.”

      “I like the sound of that,” Brandon agreed.

      “What’s on the agenda for you two today?” Delia asked, pivoting the conversation.

      “Em’s determined to get me to buy into the charm of the town,” Brandon joshed.

      “In that case, I can help. I have a great dining recommendation,” said Delia. “Opened about six months ago.”

      Emily was always happy to hear when entrepreneurs launched new ideas in their small community. “We’ll take it,” she said.

      “Ye Olde Dairy Barn,” said Delia.

      “That’s the name of a restaurant?” said Brandon, oozing skepticism.

      “Yes. And it’s as beautiful as it is unique.”

      “How so?” he asked.

      “It’s a renovated dairy barn. Contemporary in design. The chef studied in France. You’ll love it, Brandon. And you’ll be able to brag to all your big-city friends about the experience,” said Delia.

      Emily sent Brandon a look. “Unless you have something better in mind?” she said.

      Delia was already on her phone, texting Emily the address. “Oh, and they do events too.”

      “What? Like weddings?” said Brandon.

      “Don’t laugh till you see it.” Delia wagged a finger at him.

      “It sounds interesting. And it’s something to do here,” Emily said. Entertainment options were limited in Freeport. “We should at least check it out.”

      Brandon shrugged. “Dinner in a barn. Not exactly on my bucket list.”

      Emily shoved a bite of cinnamon roll into her maw so she wouldn’t say something she regretted. “Let’s swing by there now. Then we can decide if we want to eat there later.”

      The restaurant was open but empty of diners, as it was between lunch and dinner hours. Emily was soon impressed by its modern, sleek design. The exterior was a classic red barn, but when she and Brandon went inside, they saw it had been renovated with a European feel of black metal beams and exposed ductwork. Emily looked around the empty dining room, admiring its stark, clean white walls. The artwork displayed flowers in shades of grays and blacks. The expansive room felt intimate, though Emily couldn’t put her finger on why. The dotted round tables with tall, leather-backed chairs lent the space elegance. Above were giant-bladed ceiling fans. The floor was glossy-coated concrete, but the room didn’t feel echoey because of the tall greenery along the walls.

      “Well, it’s not the Palmer House,” said Brandon, “but it has a certain charm.”

      “What? Is Brandon Taylor admitting that he actually likes something in Freeport?”

      “Hey, I like Brown’s.”

      “You have to like Brown’s or you’re not human,” Emily joked.

      A hostess appeared from a back room, swishing toward them in a camel-colored pencil skirt and forest-green cashmere sweater. While greeting them, she looked professional but still warm and approachable. “Welcome to Ye Olde Dairy Barn. I’m Hannah. How can I help you?”

      “I know you’re not serving dinner yet,” said Emily. “But we just heard about the place and wanted to see it with our own eyes. I’m Emily. This is Brandon.”

      “Nice to meet you two. So who recommended us?” Hannah asked.

      “Delia Andrews.”

      “We love Delia. We source all of our wedding cakes from Brown’s,” said Hannah.

      Emily was not surprised that the humble Delia had failed to mention this.

      “Would you like to make a reservation for dinner?” Hannah’s long jet-black hair was smoothly coiffed into a low ponytail. Her rum-raisin lipstick complimented her pale skin. She looked more Chicago than Freeport.

      Emily glanced over to Brandon and caught him staring at her.

      “Sure. Seven o’clock?” Brandon replied.

      “I’m booked until nine thirty. Would that work for you two?”

      They nodded, and Hannah took down the reservation on an iPad. “Great. We’re all set.”

      “Any chance we could get a glimpse at the menu?” Brandon asked.

      “I’d share it if I could, but the chef’s still working on it,” said Hannah. “We change the menu every Saturday.”

      Emily could see Brandon’s respect for the place elevating.

      “But I could show you around if you like,” Hannah offered.

      “Love that,” Emily said, nodding toward Brandon.

      “We also host events here,” said Hannah, leading them across the dining room. “We can host up to four hundred and fifty guests. We use local caterers, and the menu is farm to table with dairy products, meats, and vegetables.”

      “That’s impressive,” said Emily.

      Hannah’s phone buzzed from her pocket. “If you could give me just a second?”

      When she turned to take the call, Brandon gave Emily a playful look. “I . . . was just thinking that maybe this would be a cool place . . . to have a reception.”

      “As in a wedding reception?” This was the first time he had mentioned the idea since they got back together.

      “Yeah. I mean, I can’t see Mom loving it, but it sort of blends the two of us, don’t you think? I mean . . . someday.”

      “Maybe. Someday.”

      Emily smiled and held Brandon’s gaze as Hannah returned.

      “Thanks for your patience, you two,” said Hannah, swishing back up to them. “I wanted to show you one more thing. It’s the crowning feature of our venue.” Hannah led them deeper into the room, where an entire wall was windows. “The dining hall is on the top level of the original milking parlor. It still houses about four dozen heifers.”

      They peered down onto four rows of cow stalls extending into the rest of the building as far as the eye could see. Several dairy workers fastened milking machines to cow udders.

      “Holy cow,” Emily said, and they laughed.

      “I did not expect this,” said Brandon. “Are those the cows we eat?”

      Hannah laughed. But she didn’t give him a direct answer. “You wouldn’t believe how many people want to have their photos taken with the cows.”

      “That may cross a line,” said Brandon. “By any chance, do you have a vegetarian menu?”

      “We have both vegetarian and vegan options,” replied Hannah. “Are you vegetarian?”

      Brandon said, “I think I am now.”

      Emily laughed, explaining to Brandon that dairy was one of the central farm products this area was known for, an important cultural and economic factor of the Freeport economy.

      “I’ve got to tend to a delayed produce order, so if it’s okay, I’ll leave you two to see yourselves out,” said Hannah, stepping away. “We look forward to seeing you later tonight.”

      After she left, Brandon faced Emily with a stone-cold look. “Just one question: Do you want your picture with the cows?”

      “No. I want our picture with those cows. Proof that you’ve actually stepped inside a real dairy barn.” Emily kissed him. Just then a cow on the other side of the glass let out a loud, bellowing moo. They both burst out laughing. Brandon tucked her closer. “I’m gonna take that as a good sign,” Emily said.

      “Of what?”

      “Things to come.”

      He drew her into a kiss as her phone pinged. They quickly parted, both knowing they couldn’t miss any calls right now. Emily fumbled for it in the bottom of her handbag, thinking it might be Jo. But it wasn’t. The caller ID showed a string of twelve digits that didn’t correspond with a United States phone number.

      “Who is it?”

      “Spam.”

      “Block it.”

      She did and slid the phone back into her purse, then went back to kissing Brandon.
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      Jo called Emily Sunday morning and asked if she and Brandon could come over for brunch. Jeremiah was feeling more himself, and it would be good to have others around to make life seem normal again.

      “Do you think this might be a good time for me to talk with him?” Emily’s ask was seasoned with apprehension.

      “I don’t know.” Jo was understandably hesitant.

      “He might remember details now that he risks forgetting later,” suggested Emily.

      After a long pause, Jo sighed. “I suppose we can try. Come in an hour.”

      Brandon agreed to stay at the Hartford home so Emily could talk discreetly to Jo and Paul about the man Jessica had seen on the beach. When Emily arrived at Jo’s house, Jo met her in the driveway.

      “Jer’s around back,” she said. “He’s been there all morning on the swing set.”

      “Can I talk to you and Paul first?”

      “You can talk to me. Paul already took a flight back to Des Moines this morning.”

      “Are you kidding me? After what just happened?” Emily’s tone echoed her friend’s hurt.

      “He’s closing a big contract. It’s income that we need.” Jo sighed. “He had a word with Jeremiah before he left about obeying and being a good role model to his sisters.”

      This was going to be harder than she’d imagined. They were both still under the impression that Jeremiah had gone off on his own. “I wish Paul were here right now.”

      “Why? What’s wrong, Em?” Jo asked.

      “Jessica says she saw a man at the beach.” Emily laid out the conversation she had with her niece.

      “Impossible,” Jo insisted. “Jess would have told me.”

      “Maybe she was just . . . scared?”

      “Why would she purposefully hide something that important from us?” Jo demanded.

      “I’m sure she didn’t mean to,” Emily reassured her. “But if she is telling the truth, this means that⁠—”

      Jo cut in. “Jeremiah wandered off on his own.”

      “No, Mom, I didn’t . . .” Both women turned to see Jeremiah standing near the garage. Jo marched up to him.

      Jeremiah’s face twisted as she bent to his level. “Are you mad?” he asked.

      “Jer, was there a man at the beach?” Jo asked, a quiver to her voice.

      “Don’t be mad at Jess,” he pleaded.

      “Tell me: Was there a man?” Her tone came across as anger, and Jeremiah panicked, fleeing to the backyard. When Jo started to trail him, Emily pulled her back.

      “Let me try,” said Emily softly.

      “He’s my son.”

      “I know.”

      “Why are my kids hiding things from me?”

      “It’s not you, Jo.” Emily tried to reason with her friend. “Something bigger is at play here.”

      Jo finally held off, and Emily hurried around the garage to the backyard.

      Jeremiah was already back on one of the swings, gaining height as he pumped his legs. This wasn’t just a box-store precut play set. Paul had it custom built, complete with a playground-size slide and swing set, its seats long and wide enough for adults.

      “Hey, buddy, mind if I join you?” said Emily.

      Jeremiah said nothing as he went higher and higher. Emily took the swing next to him, rocking it back and forth. Soon her legs were flying out in front of her, and the movement felt liberating, just like it had when she was ten years old. With her long legs, it didn’t take but a minute before Emily was matching his height and speed. As Jeremiah picked up speed, so did she.

      She glanced over and saw his serious face locked forward. They swung together for several minutes until Jeremiah ran out of gas and stopped pumping, allowing himself to decelerate. Emily slowed with him until they were moving evenly: forward and back, forward and back. Then they were dragging their feet on the ground.

      “I bet you were scared,” said Emily.

      Jeremiah nodded.

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      He shook his head.

      “But it was scary, wasn’t it?”

      He nodded.

      “You know, it’s okay that you felt scared. You went through a frightening experience. But now you’re home and you’re safe,” said Emily.

      “I still feel scared.”

      “I understand. It might help to talk about it. Because when we talk about how we feel and the things that happen to us, it gives us more control over them. And eventually we feel less scared,” coaxed Emily, hoping she wasn’t pushing too hard.

      Jeremiah landed his feet on the ground, coming to an

      abrupt stop.

      “Mom and Dad fight a lot,” he said.

      “How do you feel about that?” said Emily, coming parallel with the boy.

      “I don’t like it. Makes me feel anxious.”

      “I’m sure it does. You know they love each other, right?”

      “It’s my fault,” said Jeremiah.

      “It certainly is not your fault,” Emily assured him. “Sometimes being a parent is hard. They’re learning as they go.”

      “No, I mean, what happened to me . . . was my fault.”

      Emily steadied her voice. “Why do you think that?”

      “Because . . . I went out on the pier.”

      “You think if you hadn’t gone out there, none of this would have happened?”

      Jeremiah nodded.

      “Why?”

      “Because . . . I fell on the ice . . . and cut my hand.”

      The bloody mitten. That’s how it happened.

      Emily drew in a deep breath.

      “Jessica saw and yelled at me to get off the pier.”

      “She was worried you’d fall into the lake?”

      “I wanted to touch the lighthouse,” said Jeremiah.

      Emily remembered the game. “Your mother and I used to play that game too,” she told him.

      “You did?”

      Emily nodded. “But not in the winter. It’s too dangerous.” She gave him a small smile. “Did you lose your mitten on the pier?”

      Jeremiah shook his head. “Later. On the beach.”

      Emily waited a moment as she read the torment on Jer’s face. He was holding something back. She knew it was the right time to carve him an opening. “Jessica says she saw a man.”

      Jeremiah nodded.

      “Did you?”

      He nodded again, his eyes not meeting hers.

      “What did that person look like?”

      “Normal.”

      “Do you remember what color hair he had?”

      “His hair was brown. Like my dad’s.”

      “Did you talk to him?”

      “He said he saw me slip on the pier and was worried about me falling into the lake.”

      “He was concerned about you?”

      “He asked to see my hand.” Jeremiah paused. “I dropped my mitten in the sand.”

      Emily was grateful for the forthcoming information but also keenly aware that she needed to tread lightly around it. She lowered her voice to coax out his story. “What happened

      next?”

      “He told me to come with him. So he could clean my cut.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “To the parking lot. To his truck.”

      “Where was Jessica?”

      “I didn’t see her,” said Jeremiah. “I guess she was hiding.”

      Emily could see exactly how innocently this had unfolded. “Did he ever make you feel afraid?”

      “No. He was nice. He said he just wanted to wrap up my hand so it wouldn’t get infected.”

      “And did he?”

      “Yeah. And then he gave me a juice box,” said Jeremiah.

      “A juice box?” Emily found the gesture odd. “What did you do with it?”

      “I took a few sips. And then . . . I don’t know. I don’t remember anything.”

      “Do you remember being in the boat?” asked Emily.

      He shook his head.

      “Do you remember singing the states song?”

      He shook his head again. “I remember the hospital. My parents.”

      Emily let the silence hang between them, hoping Jeremiah would reveal more.

      After a moment, he asked, “Am I in trouble?”

      “Not at all. Thanks for telling me all that.” He looked up at her, and she smiled to add reassurance. A faraway look crossed Jeremiah’s face. Emily held still, waiting to see what he would say next.

      “It was cold down there,” said Jeremiah.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She tried another angle: the senses. Jeremiah might recollect a feeling or sensation that could prove useful in understanding what had happened to him.

      “Do you remember how it smelled down there?” she asked.

      He thought for a second. “Like carrots.”

      “Carrots,” Emily repeated, keeping her gaze locked on the boy.

      “I don’t like cooked carrots,” he said.

      “No? How do you like to eat them?”

      “I like them raw with ranch dressing.”

      “Me too,” said Emily.

      He turned to her. “I’m hungry.” He jumped off the swing and jogged back to the house.
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      Emily sat on the swing, processing what had just happened. Jeremiah had been drugged and kidnapped. Taken. Stolen right off the beach in broad daylight. Just like Aditson had predicted. But then, miraculously, he’d been found. Recovered. She placed the pieces of his trauma onto a mental table, sorting them out and committing them to memory so she could download the facts as she knew them to Aditson later.

      “Em, you want a bite to eat?” Jo startled her, calling out from the French doors at the back of the house. “I’m making lunch.”

      Inside, Emily found Jeremiah and his sisters at the kitchen table, fully engrossed in their grilled cheese sandwiches. Jo was at the stove, making another round for the adults. Emily joined her and noticed her hand was shaking as she flipped a sandwich with a metal spatula.

      “He tell you much out there?” said Jo, a waver in her voice.

      “Yeah. Enough,” said Emily, grabbing a plate for the sandwich. Jo glanced over.

      “Was he . . . ?”

      In a logline, Emily hastily relayed the details of her conversation with Jeremiah. She didn’t want to draw the kids’ attention to their whispering.

      “He told me it smelled like carrots,” said Emily.

      “What did?”

      “Wherever he was being held. I don’t think it was the boat.” She added, “I want to see what turns up in his blood work,” though she was also aware that whatever was in that juice might not show up in a drug screen.

      They both stopped talking for a moment to digest. The sounds of sibling chatter from the kitchen table were comforting, but Jo couldn’t look at her children. She remained focused on the frying pan. She had the bottom of the spatula pressed on the top of a cheese sandwich, and smoke was curling up from around the sides. Emily placed a hand on her friend’s arm and took the spatula from her.

      “Damn it,” Jo said as Emily flipped the blackened sandwich onto a plate and turned on the vent fan. “I failed them. I left them out there like prey.”

      “You did not. Jo, try not to assume the worst,” said Emily, who had to restrain her own mind from traveling down that dark path.

      “How can I not?” Jo demanded.

      “Jer doesn’t remember much,” Emily offered, hoping it was a comfort.

      “I’m trying to be grateful for the things that weren’t . . . the fact that he wasn’t harmed physically or . . . the fact that he’s here with us. Alive.” Jo’s brow was moist with sweat. Her breathing accelerated. “But what’s this going to do to him and Jessica . . . emotionally? Are they permanently damaged?”

      “Let a therapist help you with that,” said Emily, holding out the plate so Jo could deposit the ruined sandwich onto it. She reached over and turned off the stove.

      “A therapist. He’s eleven.”

      “A family counselor, then?”

      “You’re one to talk,” Jo snipped back. Emily didn’t respond. “Sorry. I didn’t mean— I’ll make you another one.” Jo turned the stove back on and reached for another slice of bread.

      “Jo, I don’t need a sandwich.” Emily turned the stove off. “You . . . have to go to the police and tell them what Jessica saw. I’ll go with you.”

      Jo’s hands still trembled. She slid them into her jeans’ pockets, her gaze darting to the kids, as if to make sure they were still real.

      “First, I need to show you something,” Jo said.
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      Jo led Emily upstairs to the second bedroom door on the left: Jeremiah’s room.

      Emily glanced around. It looked like a normal boy’s room: clothes strewn on the floor, books on the nightstand, dozens of action figures poised for battle on the shelves above his bed.

      “Over here,” said Jo, pointing to the top of Jeremiah’s desk. “Look at these pictures he drew.”

      Emily studied the six pencil drawings. Each page was darkened with black and brown strokes. No white paper showed through.

      “Doesn’t take a psychologist to interpret what’s going through his mind,” said Jo, her expression deflated.

      “When did he draw them?” asked Emily.

      “Last night. And he wouldn’t let me close the curtains or turn off the lights. He didn’t sleep until the sun started coming up this morning.”

      Jo went to Jeremiah’s clothes hamper. “I didn’t know what to make of this. I thought maybe it was something he found on the yacht.” She grabbed a plastic grocery bag from the hamper and handed it to Emily.

      Inside the bag Emily found a pair of black jeans and a red rugby shirt that looked to be Jeremiah’s size.

      “These are the clothes Jer was wearing when they found him,” said Jo. “But they’re not his clothes. He left the house that day in blue jeans and his green long-sleeve Garfield T-shirt.”

      “And where are those clothes?” Emily asked.

      “I have no idea. Jer doesn’t either. And he says he doesn’t remember changing into this outfit.”

      Emily passed Jo a troubled look. “May I take these to Aditson?” she asked.

      “Please. I don’t want them. Especially now that . . .”

      Emily loosely tied the handles of the bag together so nothing could get in to contaminate the clothes but air could still get inside. They were now crime scene evidence.

      “There’s going to be a lot more questions,” Emily said. “You want me to stick around?”

      “Would you, please?” Jo grabbed Emily’s hand. “I don’t know what to do with all this stuff . . . welling up. One minute I’m racked with guilt and anger. The next, I’m swept away with gratitude that he’s not . . . dead.”

      “Focus on that part. You got your boy back. Safe and sound.”

      Jo’s hands stiffened in Emily’s, and she pulled away. Standing, Jo went to the window, opening the blinds. Light flooded in, giving Emily a better view of the contents of Jeremiah’s room. Legos scattered on his desk. A lava lamp plug-in night-light. A Garfield plush half-hidden under his pillow. The artifacts of an innocent childhood that was now shattered.

      “I need to find the man who did this, Em.” Jo’s voice frosted over. “He is not going to get away with what he did to my son.”
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      It was midafternoon by the time Emily convinced Jo to take another sleeping pill, and then she waited for it to kick in. Jo’s mom came over to the house to babysit, and Emily was able to peel away so she could see Brandon off to Chicago.

      At the Hartford house, they said their goodbyes in the driveway, away from the prying ears and eyes of the Johnson trio.

      “Kicking me out already,” Brandon joked.

      “I don’t want you to leave, but if you go now, you can drive most of the way in the light,” she told him.

      “I hate leaving you,” he said as he placed his overnight bag in the car’s back seat.

      “Thank you for being here this weekend,” Emily said. “Even though it was the furthest thing from what you’d call charming.”

      “‘Devastating’ might be a better word,” Brandon said.

      “In all the worst ways,” she added.

      “No, not all of it.”

      “Name one positive thing—other than the dairy-barn restaurant.” She grinned.

      “I meant you . . . You are amazing, Emily. Even when you’re not trying to solve things . . . you’re still solving them.”

      “It’s in the DNA.” Her smile faded. “It’s not fun when it’s your best friend’s crime case you’ve unearthed.”

      “I have no doubt you’ll help crack it.”

      “But at what cost?” She was sobered to the core.

      “It would cost you more not to,” he told her. “You know, I’m not blind to the fact that this place shaped you into the incredible person that you are. And for that reason, I hold Freeport in high esteem.”

      “I’ll take that as a win,” Emily said, giving him a kiss.

      “Is there anything I can do for you . . . for the Blakelys?” Brandon asked.

      “Hold them in your heart. They’re gonna need it.” She gave him a long hug before he got into his car.

      “Do I dare ask when you are coming back to the city?”

      “Paul returns tomorrow,” Emily replied. “I’ll see how they’re doing and go from there.”

      “That’s fair,” said Brandon. “I’ve been thinking . . . When you get back, move in with me.”

      “What? Now?”

      “I’ll arrange everything.”

      She searched his eyes. Was he for real?

      “Please.” He leaned over and kissed her.

      “I don’t think that’s the next step.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “But?” He searched her warily.

      “There’s no ‘but,’” Emily assured him.

      “I hate saying goodbye to you,” said Brandon.

      “Me too.”

      After she kissed him again, he said, “Then let’s not. I want to wake up with you next to me.”

      She wanted that too. But she wanted more than cohabitation.

      Brandon pulled her into his arms. “You’re not ready, are you? I’m rushing things.”

      “No . . . it’s just that I’m not interested in having you as a roommate,” Emily said. Her expression reflected her seriousness. Brandon held on to her every word. “I don’t mean to sound old fashioned, but I’m not moving in with any man until we get married.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Emily’s gaze was locked on his. “Wanna get married?”

      He gave her a long kiss.

      “Am I to interpret that as your answer?”

      “Let’s talk about this more once you’re back in Chicago,” he said. “Over salmon panang.”

      “You’re not gonna mount a diamond ring in a scoop of sticky rice, are you?”

      He laughed and raised his brows at her. “Watch your food, Hartford. Wouldn’t want you to choke on a couple carats.”
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      After Brandon left, Emily phoned Aditson, who was off duty that day. Even so, he agreed to meet with her at the police station. Once they were alone in his office, she handed over the bag of clothes and relayed her conversations with Fiona and the Blakely family over the past day.

      After Aditson finished taking her statement, he slid on a pair of gloves and carefully removed the black jeans and red rugby shirt. Laying them on a table in his office, he scanned them with a magnifying lens, searching for any hair or fiber or soil marking that might identify their origin.

      “You seem to keep finding yourself back here, working investigations,” Aditson joked.

      “Or rather, they keep finding me,” said Emily.

      “Maybe it’s kismet.”

      “You believe in that?” Emily probed.

      “You sure I can’t just put you on the payroll?”

      “I already have a job.”

      “Didn’t stop you the last three times,” Aditson said.

      “Thankfully, this case does not involve a dead body,” Emily replied.

      “It’s hard to find good people these days. And impossible to find people with your history and background.”

      “For what it’s worth, I appreciate being sought after,” said Emily. “Anything in those pockets?”

      Aditson reached into the back pockets. “Empty.” Then the front right. “A quarter.” He placed it on the table. “Aha. Is this what I think it is?” said Aditson, pulling an object from the front left pocket. “I always hated these things. Do you know how many schools banned them?”

      Emily leaned over inquisitively as he inched his hand from the pocket, retracting a yellow-and-black fidget spinner. Aditson pressed his thumb and forefinger in the middle and spun the device.

      “I never understood their popularity,” he said.

      “Those were all the rage in, what, 2017?” said Emily. “I haven’t seen these around since the fad died as fast as it started.” She opened a small paper evidence bag. Aditson placed the toy inside and taped it closed.

      “How on earth do you remember that?”

      “I was in residency, and there was this one kid, maybe six years old, who showed up in the emergency room with a spinner stuck in his—” Emily pointed to her bum.

      “He what?” Aditson grimaced. “Do I even want to know what happened?”

      “Poor kid sat on it in the bathtub. By accident, of course. It was hidden under an excessive amount of bubbles, according to his mother.”

      “Not sure if I should laugh or cry.”

      “He was definitely crying. But it gave all of us in the ER a good chuckle.”

      “Did it cause any damage?” Aditson asked.

      “A few stitches. He healed up nicely.”

      “He was lucky to have you as his surgeon.” Aditson turned the pants over to examine the other side. “So what we can infer is that whoever owned these pants was—like Jeremiah—probably about ten or eleven years old.”

      “Do you think the fidget spinner has been in these pants for the last seven years?” asked Emily.

      Aditson shrugged. “The real question is where the pants came from in the first place.” But before they could speculate, there was a light rap on the office door.

      “Enter,” commanded Aditson.

      It was Officer Matthews. Emily had met him briefly through Nick. At the time, he was new to the department and just getting his feet wet as a patrol officer.

      “Excuse me, Detective Aditson. There’s a Delia Andrews at the front desk, wondering if you’re in.”

      “So much for a day off.” Aditson sighed. “Bring her on back here, please.”

      Emily glanced at her watch, then looked to Aditson. This would be interesting. Delia closed the bakery on Sundays. It was her only downtime during the week, and Emily knew her MO was to be at home cozied up on the couch, reading, napping, or catching up on her correspondence. What was so important that it might cause Delia to break routine and come to the station, Emily could only guess. But she doubted it was good news.

      By the time Aditson had labeled and sealed up the boy’s clothes in evidence bags, Matthews had returned with Delia.

      “Hey, doll, what are you doing here?” Delia said, surprised to see Emily.

      “I could ask the same of you,” said Emily.

      “I was lying on my sofa, trying to nap, but I couldn’t get Jeremiah’s disappearance out of my mind. I just don’t buy that he would leave his sister and wander off. Do you?”

      Emily looked to Aditson. He nodded. “There was a man at the beach,” started Emily.

      “There ya go,” exclaimed Delia.

      “You knew he was kidnapped?” asked Emily. “Are you psychic now?”

      “The whole incident triggered a memory of a case a friend of mine was working on. We got together a few years ago for drinks, and she was telling me about it.” Delia had been an FBI agent her whole career before retiring and returning to Freeport to open the bakery. “The investigation originated out of the Chicago office.” Delia plopped her laptop on the table and opened the screen, clicked into a file.

      Emily and Aditson leaned in for a closer look. She scanned the name of the document. “The Sailor Slayer?” Emily said aloud. “That sounds ominous.”

      “To call this guy ominous is like saying Darth Vader was a cranky old man,” said Delia. “He’s an absolute monster.”

      “Never heard of him,” said Aditson.

      “It’s been cold for maybe five years. I was always dreading when he was going to strike again. Hoped that maybe the guy gave up or bit the dust. Now my fears are surfacing.”

      “We got these photos from an anonymous source who had purchased them from an adult store in Lincoln Park. We were never able to track down the original source, but this helped us build our case file.” Delia scrolled to a photograph on-screen. “We dubbed him the Sailor Slayer.”

      Emily could hardly believe what she was seeing. The image was of a boy, maybe eleven or twelve, dressed as a girl. His face was done up in matte white cover-up with pink blush on the apples of his cheeks, shiny cherry-red lips, and jet-black false eyelashes that touched the bottoms of his brows. His hair had been covered with a wig done up in a victory-roll style. The backdrop of the room was stark white, and soft lighting melted shadows and edges. The boy was positioned with one hand on his left hip, right foot forward and right hip jutted out, shoulders back, chin tilted up. Most shocking was his outfit. He was dressed as a 1940s pinup girl, with black high-waisted shorts, a yellow tie-back halter top, and black patent leather pumps. A grainy filter made the image look like it had been taken with a vintage camera.

      Why was he dressed like that? Kids liked to play dress-up. She understood that. Emily had donned all kinds of costumes as a kid. Playing doctor in her father’s lab coat. Playing tea party in her mother’s old dresses and heels. But this was forced . . . and haunting.

      Another glance at the photo tweaked Emily’s growing horror: Raw terror registered in the little boy’s eyes, which had been darkened with black eyeliner rimming their top and bottom lids. This was the victim of a pedophile.

      “This is horrifying,” Aditson said.

      “What exactly are we looking at?” asked Emily, her stomach flipping.

      “The Sailor Slayer was believed to be a white-collar businessman in his late thirties or early forties,” explained Delia. “He kidnapped boys between the ages of eight and eleven and took them on his yacht to remote places, either on the Wisconsin or Michigan lakeshores. Then he dressed them up as 1940s pinup girls and photographed them. When he was done with them, he sedated them and dumped them overboard into Lake Michigan.”

      “Why pinup girls?” Emily asked, seeking to comprehend the disgusting details of what she had just witnessed.

      “Most likely he had a fetish for the World War II era. Apparently, it’s a thing in the porn world,” groaned Delia. “But hard to say for sure until we actually get our hands on the creep and investigate him.”

      “Do you know if he sexually assaulted these boys?” asked Emily, filled with relief that Jeremiah had escaped such suffering.

      “Inconclusive evidence,” said Delia. “The bodies that were recovered were in late stages of decomposition.”

      “How many were there?” asked Emily, becoming more and more sickened by the case’s depravity.

      “Only five of his victims have been found,” said Delia. “Missing person records from Michigan, Illinois, and Wisconsin suggest there might have been more. But without bodies being recovered, it’s hard to substantiate.”

      “So you think that Jeremiah might have been kidnapped by this Sailor Slayer?” Emily asked.

      “His case has some of the same signatures,” said Delia. “Victims usually disappeared in the offseason months. Summer was too busy on the beaches and marina. He lured them from beach playgrounds and lighthouses. And he sedated them.”

      “What about the fact that Jeremiah was found on a boat in the marina?” asked Emily.

      “Also a strong identifying link,” noted Delia.

      “But the boat Jeremiah was found on clearly wasn’t the killer’s,” said Aditson.

      “True. I think he was using Jealousea as a holding vessel.”

      “Meaning the Slayer was going to come by later and pick Jeremiah up with his own boat?”

      “Exactly,” said Delia. “And by ‘boat,’ I mean something more like a dinghy. I doubt he would bring his own ship into the marina and risk being spotted.”

      “So why does the FBI think this Sailor Slayer owned a yacht?” asked Aditson. “Was it ever identified?”

      Delia tapped her laptop screen. Her finger circled the boy’s image, pointing out wood-paneled cabinets behind him and a light sconce over a floating nightstand. The corner of a bed, adorned by a plush burgundy bedspread, was captured in the bottom right. “Look at the surroundings in these pictures. This was clearly taken in the stateroom of a yacht.”

      “What kind of sedation did the Sailor Slayer use?” asked Emily.

      “We’re not sure. Again, their bodies were too decomposed to get any useful tox results from them,” said Delia. “Did you find anything in Jeremiah’s blood?”

      “We still don’t have the tox results back,” said Aditson.

      “I’ll call the lab later to see if we can rush this,” offered Emily. She glanced at Delia’s screen again. Jeremiah had been dressed in another boy’s clothes—nothing like these period pieces. Maybe the clothing switch had been part of the abductor’s plan to disguise Jeremiah so he couldn’t be recognized or identified by the clothes he was wearing when last seen.

      “If it was the Slayer, his plan must have been interrupted when the Weavers and Carlotta found Jeremiah singing in the Molines’ boat,” said Emily.

      “Agreed. I think the Sailor Slayer was watching the marina to know who was wet-docking and who wouldn’t be,” said Delia. “He stashed Jeremiah in Jealousea and was going to return to transport him to his own boat, presumably further out from shore, far from view.”

      If he had played out his routine, Jeremiah would have been gone forever.

      “Sick,” said Emily, with worry quickly chasing her thoughts. “Can you imagine what he must have thought when he returned and found Jeremiah gone?”

      “Confused, for sure. Here he had caught his prey, and then it disappeared,” said Aditson.

      “He might be panicking now, afraid he’ll be caught,” Emily suggested. “Especially if Jeremiah can identify him.”

      “‘If’ being the key word,” Delia said.

      “Jeremiah’s given a nominal description of the man on the beach,” said Emily. “But does that match what you know about the Sailor Slayer?”

      “That’s the thing. The file offers no proof indicating whether the abductor was male or female . . . or what this villain looks like,” said Delia.

      “And doesn’t that invite the question: Will he return and try to take Jeremiah again?” pressed Emily. “He has a vested interest in making sure he is not identified.”

      “While it’s plausible, I think it’s unlikely,” said Delia. “He elevates his exposure risk if he tries again.”

      “I think Jeremiah got lucky, and we should count our blessings,” said Aditson. “And at this point, we have no hard proof that the Sailor Slayer’s cases are connected to Jeremiah’s. Mentioning this to the Blakelys will only scare them.”

      “Agreed. I don’t want Jo to have this in her head,” said Emily.

      “Disagree,” said Delia. “We need Jeremiah’s continued cooperation. He may remember more details in the coming days and weeks, which could prove crucial in identifying and eventually catching this guy. The Blakelys must be informed.”

      Emily shook her head. Aditson was right to shelter the parents for the time being. For everyone’s sanity. “If we tell them, Jo will fall comatose, and Paul will go into Terminator mode,” she said. “Worse, they may block our access to Jeremiah. I know Jo. For the time being, we have to keep talking to Jeremiah, perhaps even trying to get more info from him without letting his parents know.”

      “Look, this is not my rodeo anymore. But I’ve never found secret-keeping to be helpful when dealing with traumatized parents,” said Delia firmly.

      “Timing is crucial,” said Aditson. “If we share this theory with the Blakelys, it’ll be out into the community in hours.”

      “And I say great!” said Delia. “Think about the other victims’ families. Think about the fact that this guy’s still out there. Let’s heat this thing up. He’ll leak. They always do.” She continued to plead her case: “It may be a hard pill for Jo and Paul to swallow right now, but there’s too much at stake. Could you both live with yourselves if another young boy went missing?”

      That last statement brought Emily around to Delia’s point of view. And as Jo’s best friend, she didn’t feel right about holding back any information from her. Of course, Emily did not want to further distress her already traumatized friend, but the public needed to be informed so they could be vigilant.

      “I’m on board with you, Del, but I want to tread carefully. Let’s take a little more time and see if we can put together more from Jeremiah’s story,” said Emily, offering a happy medium. “I’ll try to talk to him again in the morning.”

      “I can agree to that plan,” Aditson said.

      Emily’s eyes returned to Delia’s laptop and the picture of the “pinup boy.” That could have been sweet-hearted Jeremiah: terrorized, tortured, eventually plunged into the black waters of Lake Michigan like a bag of garbage. Delia’s screen cut to black as she pressed the Escape key. Emily lifted her gaze, the disturbing image still embedded in full color in her brain.

      “You do what you think is best. I’m here to support however I can,” Delia said, sliding her laptop into her handbag. She paused, her small frame poised, her expression resolute. “I’ve been around cases like this all my life. This guy’s appetite has been whetted. And now, after being unable to devour his meal, he’s like a rabid lion on the loose. Don’t wait too long to warn Mama Bear.” She turned and left Aditson’s office.

      Aditson plopped into his chair with an audible exhale. Emily hugged her forearms to her chest to rub the goose bumps away.
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      A shrill scream from an upstairs bedroom woke Jo from a deep sleep at 2:48 a.m. She threw off the covers and bolted from her empty bed. With Paul gone on business since yesterday morning, Jo was surprised she had been able to sleep at all. Disoriented, she lumbered into Jeremiah’s room and flipped on the light switch.

      He sat straight up in bed, whimpering. His pajamas were soaked in sweat and clinging to his skin.

      “I’m here, baby,” she said, rushing over to him.

      Jeremiah began hyperventilating. Her nurse instincts kicked in, and she grabbed him by the shoulders, running her hands up and down his arms to soothe him.

      “Look at me, Jeremiah. Look at Mama,” Jo demanded in a calm voice.

      Jeremiah was fighting for short breaths.

      She tipped his chin up to meet her eyes. “Look at me. Breathe with me. In. Slowly. And now out. In . . . and out.”

      He locked his focus on his mother’s face, then began to mimic her breathing.

      “What’s going on? Tell me what happened,” said Jo, running her fingers through her hair, racked with anxiety. She wanted to help Jeremiah unlock the terror he had been through, while at the same time, she feared what delving into the truth might do to her boy.

      And she was furious that Paul was not here to weather this beside her.

      “I don’t want to do that,” whimpered Jeremiah.

      “Do what, baby?”

      “That’s not my name!”

      “What’s not your name?” asked Jo.

      “I’m not him!” Jeremiah yelled.

      “No. Of course you’re not,” said Jo, confused by her son’s statements, desperately trying to understand them.

      He shook, caught his breath, and began to recover. Jeremiah turned to her with puppy dog eyes. “Mama, I didn’t mean to.”

      “Didn’t mean to what?”

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “No. I’m not mad, baby. I was never mad at you.” She hugged him. “I love you.” Jo peeled off his wet nightshirt and wrapped a thin blanket around him. “Do you want something to eat?”

      He shook his head.

      “Water?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want to lie down?”

      “Don’t leave me.”

      She held him close. “I’m not going to leave you.”

      Jeremiah tucked close to his mother, whimpering and shaking. When his breath quickened, Jo was afraid he might hyperventilate again.

      “Keep breathing, baby, steady and deep.” She ran her hand over his hair again and again. Jeremiah calmed down as he leaned into her embrace. His eyes fluttered closed, and his body relaxed. Jo lowered her son back into bed, laying his head on the pillow. She covered him with the sheet. “I’ll always be here for you,” she told him, planting a kiss on his forehead. She had a new respect for those helicopter parents who put tracking devices in their kids’ shoes and backpacks. She’d ask Paul to look into it. Jo listened to Jeremiah’s breathing regulate as sleep took over.

      Once she was sure Jeremiah wouldn’t wake up, she slumped down to the floor, leaning her back against the side of the bed. Her body felt heavy, like a weighted blanket was smothering her. Her thoughts heaped guilt upon guilt. And since there was no way to escape them, she festered in them. A silent penance for stupidity that had nearly cost her firstborn’s life. She had been foolish to leave her kids at the playground alone. What arrogant ignorance to think nothing bad would ever happen to them in quiet little Freeport. Jo lay incapacitated by the mounting anxiety until a new thought threaded its way through her brain. They were safe and sound in their beds right now, but how could she prevent anything dangerous from happening again? She couldn’t. Nor could she be with her kids twenty-four seven. How was she going to keep them safe? Jo’s spiral of helplessness was like a zero-gravity carnival ride in which centrifugal force was the only thing holding riders to the wall as the floor dropped out. Jo was in that cylindrical cage spinning out of control, her foundation collapsed.
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      Buzzing woke Emily at 5:24 a.m. It wasn’t her alarm. It was her phone, Jo calling. Guilt flooded her. Her friend had been trying to reach Emily for hours.

      At 3:37 a.m.: You up?

      At 4:03 a.m.: Hello? Awake?

      At 4:54 a.m.: Call me.

      Emily called back. “Sorry! I just saw your texts.” She cut to the chase: “Are you okay?”

      “Jeremiah was having night terrors,” Jo said. “I haven’t slept all night.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “In his room, finally sleeping.” Jo sighed. “At least someone is.”

      “Want me to come over?” Emily said, sliding out of bed.

      “Can you bring coffee?”

      “Black?”

      “Yes. And any chance you can swing by Brown’s?”

      “Obviously.” Cinnamon rolls were an unspoken necessity in times of crisis. “See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily arrived at the Blakelys’ as daylight was breaking over their suburban neighborhood. She pulled into Jo’s driveway, brooding over the fact that a place could look so innocent and yet harbor so many demons and secrets behind floral-wreathed doors.

      Emily was met by Jo before she reached the front steps. She rushed Emily inside, greedily taking the coffees from her hands.

      “Liquid adrenaline,” said Jo.

      “I had them add a shot of espresso,” said Emily.

      “Good girl.” Jo led her into the kitchen.

      Emily set the Brown’s box on the counter. “You. Sit. Drink. Relax.” She pointed to the high-top chair at the kitchen island and went fishing in the cupboards for two plates. Jo was already diving into the box of deliciousness.

      “Forget the plates,” Jo said, pinching off half a warm, doughy roll.

      “Oh, is that how we’re gonna do it?” Emily smiled, leaning over the island to take Jo’s other half. Both were quiet as they concentrated on eating.

      “Mom—did you go to Brown’s?” a kid’s voice called out over the upstairs railing.

      “How does she know?” whispered Emily.

      “Kid-dar. They sense anything loaded with sugar,” replied Jo.

      Seconds later, Jaden and Jessica strolled in, dressed in their pj’s.

      “Nope. Back upstairs. Teeth brushed. Get dressed. Then you can have one,” said Jo, pointing to their rooms. “And don’t wake your brother.”

      “Why not?” asked Jessica.

      “Because I’m letting him sleep in.”

      “Why does he get to sleep in?” pressed Jaden.

      “Because he doesn’t feel well.”

      “Is he sick?” said Jessica.

      “No. He’s fine. Go . . .” Jo shooed them off.

      “Wanna talk about these terrors?” asked Emily after the kids were gone.

      “I heard him from the other room, yelling. I ran in there, and he was saying, almost in a pleading voice, ‘I don’t want to do that.’”

      “Do what?”

      “He didn’t—or couldn’t—tell me,” replied Jo. “Then his tone changed, and he was saying, ‘That’s not my name.’”

      “Someone was calling him by the wrong name?”

      “I guess so. I didn’t press.” Taking care of people was Jo’s natural instinct, and it was what made her a highly effective nurse. Emily was drenched in Jo’s agony at not being able to alleviate her son’s suffering.

      “Are you taking him to school today?” asked Emily.

      “Only if he wants to. But to be honest, I hate the thought of letting him out of my sight.”

      “I understand. Might be a good idea to get him back to normal . . .” suggested Emily. If there was such a thing as normal after an event like Jeremiah had experienced.

      “What I’d like is to get him in to see the therapist as soon as possible,” said Jo.

      “Good plan.”

      “Our insurance doesn’t cover it, and Paul says he won’t pay. He hates anything with the word ‘therapy’ in it.”

      “I thought you two went to couples’ therapy after the Parkman case,” Emily pointed out.

      “For three sessions.”

      “Those must have been really productive sessions,” Emily joked.

      Jo gave her a skeptical look. “You can’t get blood from a turnip.”

      “And yet we women keep trying.” Emily sought to lighten the mood.

      “Can only blame myself. I knew he was a turnip when I married him,” said Jo, diving into another cinnamon roll. “Speaking of turnips, we need to talk about your marital future,” she added, raising her eyebrows. “Have you given Bernadette the ring back?”

      Bernadette was Nick Larsen’s mother. Emily had held on to Nick’s grandmother’s wedding ring, which she’d found in Nick’s things returned by the FBI. Before he died, Nick had intended to give her the ring.

      “I’ve been busy.” It was a lame excuse for Emily not wanting to part with the last piece of Nick she had left.

      “‘Busy’ is code for ‘procrastination.’”

      “I’ve been carrying it around,” Emily said, then resolved, “I should run over there while I’m home and get it over with.”

      “Does Brandon know about Nick’s ring?”

      Emily gave a slight shake of her head. “And he doesn’t

      need to.”

      “I know Nick was your first love and he was amazing. You two gave it all you had. You ran the race together. You’ll always have that. No regrets.”

      A familiar lump swelled in her throat. It wasn’t sorrow or grief. She’d moved through all the stages of mourning. The anger, bargaining, and depression. She had fully accepted Nick’s passing from her life. “Sometimes I’m still haunted by the what-ifs,” she admitted to Jo. What if they had made his lake house their home? What if they had continued doing investigations together? What if they had had children? “I can’t help that they pop into my head now and then.”

      “I think it’s normal. Nick was a huge part of your story since you were fifteen. And stories are built on what-ifs . . . but what if . . .” Jo gave Emily that “I’m going to lay a truth bomb on you” look.

      “What if . . . what?” Emily grinned, opening herself up.

      “What if . . . when those what-ifs start to appear, you replace them with your new story. Brandon.”

      Emily swallowed, and the lump dissolved. “He’s a good story, isn’t he?”

      “A very good one. One with a lot of blank pages left to fill.”

      “Truth?”

      Jo nodded eagerly.

      “Brandon asked me to move in with him.”

      Jo squealed. “You’re going to, right?”

      “No.”

      “You’re not?”

      “I told him . . . well, I sort of asked him . . . to get married.”

      “Em! How progressive,” Jo cooed.

      “Do you think I shouldn’t have said that?”

      “I think, what are you all waiting for? Tie the knot already!”

      Emily breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I mean, it’s not like we’re twenty-three. And this biological clock is ticking.”

      Jo leaned in, eager for more. “And . . . he said yes?”

      “I think I shocked him.”

      “He didn’t give you an answer?”

      “He wants to talk about it once we get back to Chicago.”

      “That’s fair. Timing has to be right. My two cents: Don’t push him if you want to get the answer you’re looking for,”

      Jo said.

      “I shouldn’t have asked him, should I?” Emily groaned.

      “If he was planning to pop the question, you might have stolen his thunder a teensy bit. Brandon thrives on surprising you. And doing things big.” Jo was keen. No doubt she remembered how he had employed his mother’s diamond savvy when purchasing Emily’s first two-carat engagement ring and then surprised her by buying a brownstone in Lincoln Park just days after they got engaged.

      Sometimes Emily couldn’t keep her impulsiveness from working against her. “Why can’t I keep my mouth shut?”

      “Look at it like this. Brandon knows exactly where you stand now,” Jo reasoned. “Let him make the next move.”

      Once again, Jo had a point. “He probably has the whole series of matrimonial events mapped out, from proposal to wedding venue to exotic honeymoon,” said Emily. All orchestrated under his mother’s seal of approval. But she didn’t mention that part to Jo.

      “There’s something I need to tell you.” Jo’s voice lowered. “Something I haven’t even told Paul.”

      “Oh, Jo. You’re not sick or . . . ?” Emily set down her roll.

      “No.”

      “Someone else is? Is it your mom? Your dad?” The possibilities were scaring Emily.

      “No, Em, I’m pregnant.”

      “What? Jo! That’s wonderful!”

      But Emily could see by Jo’s despondent expression that her dear friend felt otherwise.

      “We didn’t plan this one, and with the way things are with Paul, and now Jeremiah . . .” She trailed off.

      “How far along?” asked Emily.

      “Ten weeks.”

      “When do you plan to tell Paul?”

      “I’m afraid Paul isn’t going to react well.” Jo turned away as her face filled with shame. “And I don’t blame him. This hasn’t exactly been a joy-filled period in our marriage.”

      Emily had never imagined her high school bestie, who had always wanted nothing more than to get married and have a family, would not be excited about a new baby. She didn’t know what to say.

      “I know it’s horrible that I’m not doing backflips about it,” said Jo. “Especially when so many people . . . can’t . . . but . . .” Jo stopped. “I’m just not in a good place right now.”

      Emily scooted over to her best friend and embraced her. “It’s going to be okay. You won’t be in this place forever. Life will get better.”

      “Will it?”

      “Yes. And while you’re waiting for that, I’m here for you.”

      “In this moment, you are,” said Jo. “But what about when you go back to Chicago?”

      “I’m only a FaceTime away.”

      “It’s hard to share a Brown’s cinnamon roll with screen Emily.” Jo held on to Em a little tighter than usual.

      “Do you think Delia would ever consider delivery service?” Emily grinned.

      “That would be one big Postmates bill,” Jo laughed. “What if . . . we make a promise that every time we get together, we make a plan for the next meetup. That way we’ll never be in danger of losing touch.”

      “Jo Blakely, I accept your offer and do solemnly enter into this agreement with you from now until death do us part,” said Emily, reaching out her hand to Jo.

      “I’d shake your hand, but mine are covered in frosting.”

      “Not to worry,” said Emily, taking another cinnamon roll from the box, dividing it in two, and handing Jo half. “Let’s break bread over it.”

      Their pact was sealed.
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      “You get the girls off to school, and I’ll stay here with Jeremiah,” Emily told Jo. It had been decided as they were polishing off their cinnamon rolls and coffees that Jeremiah was not going to school that day.

      “Are you sure?” Jo’s voice wavered. “I don’t know if I should leave him.”

      “You need to get out of this house for a few minutes. I promise I won’t let him out of my sight.”

      “Okay, but text me if anything—” Jo stopped herself.

      “It won’t.”

      “Okay. Be back in twenty.” Jo touched her hair. “I must look terrifying. I haven’t washed my hair in five days.”

      “When you get back, you’ll take a long shower.”

      “You’re the best.” Jo darted upstairs to get the girls.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Emily heard the garage door open, she headed upstairs. She stood outside Jeremiah’s door for a second, listening. He was reading to himself out loud. Emily gave a rap on the door.

      “Jer? It’s Auntie Emily. You awake?” she called out.

      “Yeah,” he said after a brief pause.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Yeah.”

      Emily opened the door. Jeremiah was under the covers, reading a book. “Your mom went to take the girls to school. She’ll be back soon.”

      “Okay.” His eyes didn’t leave the page.

      “I brought some cinnamon rolls from Brown’s. They’re in the kitchen. Wanna come down and have some?”

      “Maybe later.” He remained fixated on the book.

      “Whatcha reading?” Emily said, stepping farther into the room.

      “101 Jokes for Eleven-Year-Olds,” he told her.

      “That sounds pretty cool.” Emily took a peek over his shoulder. “Try one on me.”

      “Okay.” Jeremiah hesitated as he paged through the book. Landing on the page of his choice, he read it to himself first. Then he cleared his throat. “What do you call two monkeys who share an Amazon account?”

      “Um . . . I dunno?”

      “Prime-mates,” he said, enunciating each word.

      Emily let out a laugh. Clever. “Tell me another one.”

      Jeremiah paged through the book again. “Why are robots never afraid?”

      Emily shrugged.

      “Because they have nerves of steel.”

      “That’s funny.” Emily sat beside Jeremiah’s bed on the floor. She waited for a moment to see if Jeremiah would offer up another joke. When he didn’t, she volleyed a question his way, hoping he would bite.

      “Jer, can I ask you a question?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did that man who took you do anything to hurt you?”

      “No.”

      “Did he touch you anywhere you didn’t want to be touched?”

      Jeremiah shook his head. “Mom asked me the same thing.”

      “What was he like?” Emily said, almost in a whisper.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you remember anything he said to you?”

      Jeremiah went quiet, thinking. “He gave me a sandwich.”

      “What kind?”

      “Cheese. I think. And root beer that tasted like spices.”

      Spices? Or spicy?

      “Like a hot pepper spicy?”

      “No.”

      “What kind of spices?”

      “Like pumpkin pie.”

      Pumpkin pie. That was very specific. Emily made a mental note.

      Jeremiah turned to the back of the book and asked Emily, “How does the moon cut his hair?”

      “Wait . . . I think I got this one,” Emily said. “He eclipse it?”

      She laughed with Jeremiah.

      “Were you ever scared of him?” she went on.

      “I was scared being in the dark.”

      “Where did he take you?”

      “A cellar, I think.”

      Emily froze. Cellar. Could Jeremiah be confusing the boat berth for a cellar?

      “It smelled like carrots,” he said.

      “Carrots, huh?” said Emily.

      Jeremiah nodded. “Did you know the world’s heaviest carrot weighed 22.44 pounds?”

      “I did not. Wow.” Emily remained fixated on the cellar. Perhaps an older house’s vegetable cellar. Many farm homes in the county had them built in before refrigeration was available.

      “Your mom said you had a rough night. Do you remember what you were dreaming about?”

      Jeremiah lifted his eyes from the book, and a faraway look took over. “He kept calling me Seth. I told him, ‘Don’t call me that.’”

      “Did you tell him your name was Jeremiah?”

      “He didn’t listen.”

      Emily took it all in. “You remember anything else from your dream?”

      “Not really. You said you brought Brown’s?” asked Jeremiah, tossing the book aside.

      “I did. Want some?”

      “Yeah.” He slid off his bed.

      “Jer, wait,” said Emily, stopping him at the door with her voice. “I need you to listen to me carefully. Your parents may have already told you this, but from now on, it’s very important that you don’t go anywhere alone.”

      “I know. They told me.”

      “And make sure your sisters always have someone with them too.” It could have been Jessica that had gotten snatched. But Emily didn’t want to put that into his brain.

      “I will.” Jeremiah went still.

      “I’m not trying to scare you. I think you’re grown up enough to deserve to know the truth,” said Emily. “Do you understand?”

      “That man is still out there,” Jeremiah said.

      Emily nodded. “But if you always stick close to an adult, you’ll be okay.”

      “Until they catch him?”

      “Yes. And they’re going to catch him,” Emily assured him.

      Jeremiah went through the door, tossing his request over his shoulder. “Can I have a glass of chocolate milk with my cinnamon roll?”

      “Would your mom allow that?” Emily raised an eyebrow as she followed him down the stairs.

      “Probably not.”

      “Then we better move quick! Before she gets home!”

      Jeremiah’s footsteps quickened. Emily didn’t really think Jo would mind the treat. And she was not about to deny a child who had been locked in a dank cellar the simple joy of chocolate milk.
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      “You call a kid by his real name, and you personalize him,” said Aditson, after Emily showed up at the police station later that day to inform him of her recent conversation with Jeremiah.

      “Explain,” Emily requested, sitting on the small couch across from his desk. She’d never noticed before this moment that the chestnut leather armrest on the right side was worn more than the one on the left. She assumed it was due to use. Did more guests sit on the right than the left? She retraced her own steps into this room. She had walked through it countless times before. And as she thought about it, Emily realized she always gravitated to the couch’s right side.

      Aditson leaned back in his desk chair. “Once you call a child by a different name and insist that he respond to it, he starts to dissociate from his given name—and therefore where he came from. More and more, the child comes to believe he belongs to the name giver.”

      Emily understood. “Because we name what we own. And we care about the things we name.”

      “In theory, we do. As people, we have a desire to belong. To be appreciated. To contribute. To be part of something outside of ourselves. Even someone as deviant and twisted as a kidnapper still has a desire to create a community. Even if it’s just a community of him and another person. Even if he is controlling and manipulating that person.”

      “I wish Jeremiah could have told me more about the man . . . or that cellar,” lamented Emily.

      “Those details are significant. And it’s likely that more may unfold in the future.”

      “But we don’t know when, and I have to head back to Chicago.”

      “How’s Jo with that?”

      “She says she’ll be okay,” Emily told him. “She’s got a slew of family and coworkers signed up to check in on her.”

      “Signed up?”

      “Her boss set up a meal train for the week,” explained Emily. “Whoever’s assigned to bring a meal has volunteered to stay for at least an hour to keep her and the kids company.”

      “Gotta love how Freeport folks take care of each other,” said Aditson. “And what about you? You okay leaving?”

      “I’m as unsettled as anyone,” said Emily. “But I have Jo’s blessing.”

      “It’s been good to have your probing intuitions at play around here.”

      Emily didn’t like this unfinished business. But there was nothing more she could do, and it was time to replace Freeport’s Main Street with Chicago’s Michigan Avenue. Before she did, though, she had to bring up a nagging feeling that beset her after her visit with Jeremiah. “You should know . . . my intuitions have been working overtime after talking to Jeremiah,” Emily admitted.

      “What do you mean?” Aditson sat up, arms across the desktop.

      “What if the man who took Jeremiah isn’t the Sailor Slayer?”

      “You have a better theory?” asked Aditson.

      “It’s the carrots and the cellar that are getting me.”

      “The Sailor Slayer could have held his victims in a cellar or somewhere else before taking them to the boat,” Aditson posited.

      “Possibly. But then there’s the Seth thing. Why give a kid another name if you’re just going to dump him overboard?”

      “You’re trying to analyze the tree without knowing which forest it came from,” said Aditson.

      Maybe. She shrugged. That was the thing about intuition. It never came fully formed.

      “Hear from the tox lab?” she asked.

      “Nothing yet,” Aditson said.

      “Give me a heads-up when you get them? I’d like to be the one to tell Jo and Paul before anything goes public.”

      “I was counting on that.” Aditson exhaled his relief.

      A call rang in for him, and Emily saw herself out. She liked how their new friendship was as comfortable as her father’s recliner.

      As Emily left the station, she tried Jo’s suggestion to reroute her what-ifs to her newly created future. What if she and Brandon were to get married in a few months? What if they got married in Freeport? What if they even got married with the cows? She laughed aloud. What if they went to Bonaire for their honeymoon? Or Fiji? Knowing Brandon, it would probably be Thailand. What if she got pregnant on her honeymoon?

      Painting her new story gave her a surge of excitement and hope for what lay ahead. She found herself eager to return to Chicago. Back to the predictable routine at their surgery center. Back to plan the next chapter of life with Brandon. By the time she returned to the city, Brandon would be home from work and at his town house—the same one he’d bought for her and she’d rejected at the beginning of their first engagement.

      What if they sold it and bought a new place together? What if they bought a house in the suburbs? Which she’d sworn she would never do. It ranked right up there with owning a minivan. What if she bought a minivan? Nope, she wasn’t going to write that chapter. But what if she actually liked the suburbs? What if she and her mother-in-law, Theresa, ended up becoming friends? What if they became pickleball partners? Emily laughed out loud again.

      She was in her car, about to leave Freeport, when a text pinged.

      It was another cryptic spam message, cluttering her inbox. She pressed Delete. Back in the main text menu, she saw that she’d missed a text from Brandon. As she adjusted herself in the driver’s seat, she tapped on the message.

      A series of emoji: Heart. Little black dress. Bow tie. Wineglass. Diamond ring. Accompanied by a link to a Thai restaurant and the message: Reservations at 7. Can’t wait to see you.

      Emily sent back an emoji of a smiley face surrounded by hearts.

      There was a flutter in her stomach that she hadn’t felt since she and Nick reunited. She had been wondering if that feeling would ever return. It was a good sign. Relief melted shoulders that were shrugged to her earlobes. Wow. She really needed to unwind. She could taste the salmon panang. She could hear Brandon’s casual, joked-filled chatter as he recalled his patient challenges for the day. She wondered how he would bring up the subject of them, their future. Emily slid her phone into her hands-free bracket and was about to tap the screen to close the text app and open the map app when she saw the diamond-ring emoji. It reminded her: She had an errand to run before leaving Freeport.
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      Emily slipped the vintage engagement ring and wedding band from her palm into Bernadette Larsen’s.

      Bernie, as everyone called her, clamped her hand on the piece of jewelry as she fought back the tears.

      Emily put her own hand over Bernie’s balled fist. When she realized Nick’s mom was shaking, she didn’t let go.

      “I figured you’d want it back,” Emily said. She’d expected that she might also be in a mess of tears by now and was surprised to find her inner self unshaken and calm.

      “You didn’t have to. It was meant for you.”

      Nick had told his mother he was going to propose to Emily with it, but soon after, he’d disappeared and was presumed killed in the line of duty.

      “It would make me feel better if it were with you,” said Emily.

      Bernie wiped away the waterworks streaming down her face. “We’re having a memorial service for him next month. You’re invited, of course.” There would be no burial because there was no body recovered. “We’ll have it at our church with a small reception afterward.”

      “Of course I’ll come.” She knew Bernie considered her family.

      “I feel like I lost you both,” Bernie said.

      “I’m just a phone call away.” Saying it made her realize she hadn’t ever called Bernie after she had moved to Chicago at sixteen.

      “How are you doing with all this, Em?”

      “Managing. Trying to move on.” As soon as she said it, Emily saw Bernie tear up. She took her hand. “I miss him. I always will.”

      “You have a right to live your life. Nick would want that.”

      “For you too.” Emily paused. There was an awkwardness between them that Emily had never felt before. She’d never had an uncomfortable moment with Bernie since first coming round to the Larsen house when she was fifteen. Bernie was an affable and comfortable presence. She had no pretensions and proffered no judgment about anyone or anything. Emily had been bonded to her from their first meeting. After Emily’s mother died unexpectedly in a car accident, Bernie had offered her home as a haven.

      If only Emily had sought it out. But that was Emily’s issue, not Bernie’s.

      “I know I shouldn’t ask,” Bernie said, “but are you seeing anyone?”

      The shock of the question must have radiated from Emily, because Bernie quickly backtracked. “That was inappropriate. You don’t have to tell me.”

      “Would it help if I did?” Emily inquired, not sure if she should tell Bernie the truth or make up a white lie to save the woman from being punctured by the pain that the truth was sure to cause.

      Bernie looked Emily square in the eye, her next words spoken with true compassion and without any rancor. “Knowing that you’re happy . . . knowing that you’re not settling for someone who’s less than my son . . . that would give me comfort.”

      Emily owed Bernie a genuine answer. “I am happy.”

      “Good.” Bernie pressed her lips together in a forced grin. They both knew what those words were code for. Emily’s answer had landed bittersweet, touching her almost mother-in-law in a raw place in her heart. Nothing more could be accomplished on this visit.

      “I should go,” Emily said.

      “I’m so grateful you stopped by.” Bernie was pure warmth, and so was her embrace.

      As she slipped out the front door, Emily offered, “If you’re ever in Chicago, please give me a shout. I’ll show you around town.”

      Bernie nodded politely. She wasn’t one for big cities. Camping in the Upper Peninsula was her idea of a getaway. “I will, but don’t hold your . . .” Her voice trailed off, suffocated by a lump caught in her throat. Bernie gave Emily a wave to excuse herself and quickly closed the front door.

      It wasn’t until Emily had driven a couple of miles from Bernie’s house that her emotions caught up with her and she had to pull onto the shoulder of the road.
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      After a week back in Chicago, Emily was back on her regular surgery schedule and exhausted.

      She finished her last surgery before lunch, went into her office, closed the door, and collapsed upon her office sofa. She knew she should spend her lunch hour catching up on paperwork and emails, but all she wanted to do was catch a few minutes of shut-eye before the three surgeries awaiting her that afternoon. She rolled onto her side and curled her legs up to her chest, pulling the thin mustard-colored afghan draped on the back of the couch around her shoulders. It felt so good to just lie there, letting the tension of her limbs

      relax.

      Emily was drifting into a sleep when her phone buzzed. By the third ring, she was fully conscious and felt compelled to take the call from Brandon’s mom.

      “Emily, Theresa Taylor. Am I catching you at a good time?” Brandon’s mom always announced herself by first and last name. Did she know about caller ID?

      “Between surgeries,” Emily said, snugging the blanket up to her neck. She should have let it go to voicemail.

      “The Rolling Hills Country Club is still holding December seventeenth. Should I have them release the date?”

      What? That had been the original date for their wedding. She thought Brandon had dealt with this issue years ago after they had broken up.

      “I’m confused,” said Emily. “I thought it had been canceled.”

      “I held the date because . . . well, the same way I’ve been holding on to hope.”

      Brandon had wanted the wedding at the Palmer House in the Loop. Emily had not been aware that Theresa had actually booked the Rolling Hills venue for them. This was the one that Theresa preferred. Emily waffled between calling her crazy and sarcastically calling her the most optimistic person on the planet. She decided to hold her tongue on both.

      “And now you’re giving up hope?” Emily said.

      “I still have hope, but I’ll lose fifty percent of the deposit tomorrow if I don’t cancel,” said Theresa.

      “I guess cancel, then,” said Emily.

      “Here’s the kicker: I also have the deposit on the room at the Palmer House. So if you prefer that venue . . . ?” Her voice trailed off in expectation.

      Incredible! Two venues! And why did Brandon fail to mention this?

      “You do understand that we’re not engaged,” Emily told her.

      A long pause on the other end.

      “Are you two getting married or not?” Theresa blurted out.

      Emily sighed and held the pause. Theresa couldn’t take the silence on the other end.

      “Executive decision,” Theresa stated in a matter-of-fact manner. “I’m keeping the Palmer House reservation.”

      “Great. And you’ll be the first to know when we elope.”

      “Elope! You wouldn’t?”

      Emily grinned. The indomitable Theresa Taylor would be riled up for the rest of the day. Not that this had been Emily’s intention, but when dealing with a bull, you must take it by both horns.

      “Let’s all do brunch Sunday now that I’m back in town,” Emily suggested to get Theresa off her case.

      “Perfect. I’ll make reservations.”

      Exactly what Emily had expected.

      “Text us the deets. Gotta go.”

      She hung up and saw from the banner on her screen that she’d missed two calls from Detective Aditson while she was in morning surgery. There would be no more nap time. Reluctantly, Emily adjusted herself to a seated position and rang him back. He picked up and went right into his news.

      “The shoe prints we took from the beach turned out to be a Belleville 880 ST. It’s Coast Guard–approved footwear, good news because it might help us narrow our search. We can start by questioning local Coast Guard officers.”

      “This doesn’t exactly bolster the theory that Jeremiah was taken by the Sailor Slayer. Delia’s report believed him to be a businessman,” said Emily.

      “Maybe a white-collar guy bought himself a pair of sailor boots?” suggested Aditson. “I can have Matthews track down sales records for the footwear.”

      “Were there prints matching those at other abduction sites for the Sailor Slayer?”

      “Nothing in the files. The facts of the case were pieced together well after the bodies were found,” explained Aditson. “I also got results back on the soil sample from the bottom of Jeremiah’s boot, which matched the sand we collected on the cabin floor of Jealousea. And both samples are consistent with the sand composition from the beach by the marina.”

      “Which means that Jeremiah was exactly where we think he was,” concluded Emily. It wasn’t glamorous detective work, but simple evidence collection could go a long way in confirming basic propositions and establishing a victim’s location during a crime. “How about toxicology? It’s been a week.”

      “Report arrived this morning. Came back clean.”

      Emily had been afraid of that. There were many sedative and lethal substances that never showed up in the bloodstream. But she remained convinced Jer’s abductor had drugged him.

      “Listen, Doc, I need you to tell Jo about the Sailor Slayer. And sooner rather than later.”

      “Why? We’re not sure it’s actually this Slayer guy. Do you really think it’s a good idea to introduce this theory right now? Jo will freak out.”

      “She’s already freaked out. I saw her yesterday morning at the grocery store with Jeremiah. On a school day.”

      “He hasn’t been back to school?”

      “She won’t let him out of her sight.”

      “How soon?”

      “Every second that ticks by, the Sailor Slayer is out there.”

      “Once I hang up with you, I’m heading into a full schedule of surgeries. Besides, this is a dish best served in person.”

      “I can’t wait for you to make a trip to Freeport.”

      “At least give me until tomorrow morning,” she bargained.

      “Nine a.m. Then that release is going out.”

      Emily hung up with Aditson and rang Jo for a FaceTime.

      Jo answered from her living room. Emily saw Jeremiah leaning against her, watching something on his iPad.

      “Hey, buddy, what’s up?” Emily called out to him.

      Jeremiah glanced over, gave her a quick smile and a hey, then went right back to the screen.

      “Minecraft,” explained Jo.

      “Still not back at school?” Emily asked.

      “We’re getting his lessons from the teacher and working from home for now,” Jo replied.

      Emily nodded. “Has he had any more problems sleeping?”

      “Every night,” said Jo, lowering her voice. She turned the camera away from her son. “The night terrors are getting worse and more frequent.”

      “I’m so sorry, Jo. You must be exhausted. Both of you,” said Emily.

      “Between that and the constant flow of friends dropping off casseroles and hoping for a juicy tidbit of gossip,” Jo sighed. Emily noticed the dark circles under her bloodshot eyes. “I know they all mean well.”

      “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Eating casserole.” Her joke landed flat. “Paul won’t be home until tomorrow morning.”

      “Want some company?”

      Jo’s face lit up. “What? But you just left here.”

      “I know. But . . . this is more important.” She left out what “this” was, knowing Jo would infer it to mean their friendship. Emily made a quick time calculation in her head. If she got out of surgery by midafternoon, she could make the four-hour drive up the lakeshore and be at Jo’s around eight.

      “After you put the kids to bed, we’ll do a casserole taste-

      testing.”

      Jo chuckled. “I would love that. Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive. Have you told Paul yet about the . . . ?” Emily didn’t want to mention Jo’s pregnancy with Jeremiah within earshot.

      “We’ll talk about that when you get here.” Jo pressed her lips together, giving nothing away. “I’m so excited you’re

      coming.”

      “See you soon.” Emily clicked off the call and peeled herself from the sofa.
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      Next door in Brandon’s office, she found him scarfing down a salad at his desk, eyes glued to his computer screen.

      “I will never be as productive as you are,” she teased. Leaning over the desk, she expected to see a patient file or email in progress. Instead, the image of a tropical paradise filled the screen.

      “I didn’t know you were into meditation,” she said.

      He tried to click out of the image, but she brushed his hand away. “No, wait. It’s stunning. Where is that?”

      “Fiji. The island of Kadavu, to be exact,” Brandon told her.

      “Are you fantasy lunching?” Emily smiled.

      “Sort of.” He couldn’t hold back from her. “But since you’ve already stolen my thunder once⁠—”

      “I know and I’m sorry,” Emily admitted. “Can we pretend I never asked you?”

      “I don’t think it works like that,” said Brandon. “Did you not mean it?”

      “I meant it.” Emily glanced back at the computer screen. “Were you going to get back at me with a surprise dream honeymoon?”

      “I’ll never tell.” Brandon grinned. And then they both fell silent. He still hadn’t answered her question. Did he want to marry her?

      “I remember the frames.” Emily was thinking about how in the town house he’d bought for them, he had lined the wall next to the staircase with empty picture frames, which he planned to fill with photos of vacations they’d take. It was a Lincoln Park brownstone, the kind she had always coveted as a student. But instead of being surprised and thrilled that he had bought it, at the time she’d felt left out and manipulated because he had done it behind her back while she was dealing with a dying father.

      “Did you know that I wrote the places that I wanted us to go on the backs of them?”

      She shook her head.

      “Fiji was the first frame. For the first honeymoon I had planned for us.”

      “Oh. Romantic. Kinda sorry I missed out on that one,” Emily laughed. “How far ahead did you plan?”

      Brandon smirked. “Calm down . . . Only to our tenth.”

      “To?”

      “Iceland.”

      Emily leaned against the desk, peering at the screen. “Where’s this?”

      “Bahamas.” He clicked through at least a dozen images: private beach bungalows, couples curled up together in hammocks strung between palm trees, couples kayaking on the sea at sunset, couples kissing under waterfalls.

      “I find it interesting you’re planning a honeymoon for a wedding that technically doesn’t exist,” said Emily.

      “This isn’t for our honeymoon, Em,” Brandon revealed.

      “It’s not?”

      “Not anymore. It’s a getaway so we can just be together. Alone. No distractions.”

      As heavenly as that sounded, Emily took a dive right to the heart of the discussion they had been avoiding. “You’re not ready to get married, are you?”

      “To you, yes.” Brandon’s response was reassuring. “It’s just, I thought we’d have a few years together first. Travel the world. Buy some land. Save up for a house.”

      These sounded like excuses for some underlying issue.

      “When I asked you to move in with me, I thought you’d be thrilled,” Brandon said.

      “Because you thought I would want the same thing?”

      “Because I thought we wanted to be together.”

      “We do. I do.”

      “I’m failing to see why you have to get married now,” said Brandon.

      “And I’m failing to see why you want to wait,” replied Emily.

      “A wedding is a huge deal!”

      That was it. The wedding was the issue. Not the marriage.

      “What if you didn’t have to plan a wedding?”

      Brandon struck a look at her. “Impossible.”

      “How so?” she pressed.

      “You know my mother. Planning an event with Theresa Taylor is like competing in an Ironman event.”

      It was distressing that he saw their big day with his mother at the helm. Unless they could peel back the layers of these mommy issues and resolve them, Emily knew it would dissolve any chance they had for a robust marriage. She couldn’t let it go on any longer.

      “Have you ever considered standing up to your mother?” Emily posed.

      Brandon was stung for a second. Then he wrung his hands together like he was trying to rub hand lotion into dry skin. His entire demeanor changed as he folded his hands into his lap.

      “I want to, Em. You don’t know how badly—” Brandon tipped his chin down, like a little kid being chided. “It’s been like this since we lost Kaden.”

      Kaden was Brandon’s older brother by two years. At age thirteen, Kaden had been riding his bike in their subdivision when he was killed by an elderly driver who fell asleep at the wheel. He was rarely mentioned in the Taylor household. In fact, Emily had never even seen a photograph of him.

      “I’ve always felt that if I could be all things to my mom . . . she’d stop hurting.”

      Emily paused, remembering her own mother killed at the wheel when Emily was just fifteen. “She won’t. She can’t,” she said. “Remnants of the pain are always present. And you can’t fix her.”

      Emily had learned that about her father the hard way. After his wife’s accident, he had shut down and shut Emily out. There was nothing she could do to get him to pay attention to her fifteen-year-old self, who desperately needed a father to lean on.

      “I don’t know how to stop trying,” he said sheepishly. “I’m trapped in it.”

      Emily had no response. She let the conversation decelerate to a dead end. This, combined with the gray February weather, the pressure of the clinic, and everything going on with Jeremiah and Jo, made Emily feel bleak. What could she do or say to help him?

      Brandon’s phone pinged—ironically, a message from his mother. He picked it up.

      “What does she say?” Emily asked.

      “She wonders what I’m doing this weekend.”

      Emily nodded.

      “Thank goodness the weekend’s almost here,” said Brandon, changing the tone. “Em, let’s do something fun together.”

      “That’s actually what I came in here to discuss.” Emily grimaced with a twinge of guilt. “I need to head up to Freeport this afternoon after I take my last patient.”

      “You need to?”

      “It’s sort of an emergency.”

      “Says who? Aditson?”

      “Well, he called and⁠—”

      “He’s got this, Em. There’s nothing you can do to help him.”

      “It’s about Jo. I need to talk to her,” said Emily, “and it has to be in person.”

      She told Brandon about Aditson’s plan to put a bulletin out to the law enforcement agencies about Jeremiah’s abduction and the theory that it could be related to the Sailor Slayer cases.

      “Should I cancel Thai?” Brandon wrapped his hands around her legs.

      “How about a rain check? I hope to be back by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I love being with you. You do understand that?” Brandon said, sliding his hands up her body, traveling over her thighs to her waist. His lips met hers in a long kiss. “And I love kissing you.”

      As she kissed him back, what she had said to Theresa popped into her mind. She had meant it as a joke, but what if . . . ? Eloping would definitely ruffle family feathers. But it would unchain Brandon and free the two of them to build a legacy marriage that she hoped would be as strong as her parents’.
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      “And here I thought we were going to have a stress-free girls’ night.” Jo had choked up after hearing about the Sailor Slayer. “What if he’s stalking us right now? What if he tries to come for Jeremiah again?”

      “First, we don’t know if that’s who kidnapped Jeremiah,” Emily said, trying to calm her friend. “And second, Delia, Aditson, and I agree that it’s highly unlikely the Sailor Slayer would strike your family again.”

      “But he was successful once,” argued Jo.

      “Whoever it was is going to know that you and your family are being extra vigilant right now.”

      “Jeremiah saw him. What if he wants to make sure Jeremiah doesn’t identify him, give him away,” said Jo.

      “It would be too risky for his abductor to surface. He’s moved on. Trust me.” Emily’s voice exuded confidence. She sensed Jo latching onto that. “Just be ready for the onslaught of questions from the FBI, since it was originally their case,” she warned. “Aditson said they want to set up a time to interview all three of you.”

      “But you said it might not even be this Sailor person,” Jo argued.

      “They still have to ask their questions.”

      Jo nodded. “I’m glad you were the one to tell me.”

      “Delia could probably provide more details if that would make you feel better,” Emily suggested.

      “No. Less is more right now.” Jo ran her hands through her hair. “And what about Jeremiah? What do we tell him?”

      “Do you think it would scare him more to know about the story?”

      Jo nodded. “He already can’t sleep through the night.”

      “When he’s being interviewed, ask them to stay focused on gleaning what information Jeremiah can tell them. That’s it. No other details.”

      Jo took a deep breath. “Wine. We need wine.”

      “You stay there. I’ll get it.”

      Jo plopped down on a stool at the kitchen island. Emily opened the fridge. Inside, every shelf was crammed with a different nine-by-thirteen-inch casserole dish. “You can judge how much you are loved by how many casseroles you receive in your time of need.”

      “Look in the freezer.”

      Emily slid the freezer drawer open. There were six more.

      “You, Jo Blakely, are highly favored.”

      Jo grinned. Emily picked out an already opened table white from the fridge door.

      “The tragic irony of it all is that I’m not in the least bit hungry. But please, dig in.”

      Emily was starving. She selected a dish whose main ingredients appeared to be chicken and broccoli. It reminded her of one that her mom used to make. She took two plates from the cupboard and set one next to Jo. “You can pick at it if your appetite returns.”

      Emily then dished out a scoop of the meal and warmed it in Jo’s microwave. She poured two glasses of wine and scooted onto the stool next to Jo at the island. They sat quietly as Emily poked at the warmed casserole on her plate. She was gearing up to make a big ask of Jo and hoped the timing wasn’t out of line.

      “Mind if I change the subject?” she asked.

      “Please.”

      “I need your help—your planning help. If you’re up to it.”

      “Yes. Love to think about something else for a change,” said Jo.

      “Can you meet me at Threads by Xena tomorrow around eleven?”

      “I think so,” said Jo. “But why are you going to a seamstress?”

      Emily cocked her head and lifted a brow. “For a dress fitting.”

      “What?” Jo grabbed for Emily’s left hand, checking it out but finding her ring finger bare. “What’s going on?”

      Emily laid out her concerns about Brandon and her plan to elope. “It all came as a surprise. Even to me.”

      “You’re going to have to unspool this a bit, lady.”

      “I’m going to stage our wedding. At a resort in the Caribbean . . . or Mexico . . . or Hawaii . . . or Fiji. I haven’t decided yet. But I’m going to book us a trip, and we can just . . . do it. Quick. No fuss.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to push?” said Jo warily.

      “I know he wants to marry me. It’s just all that other family stuff getting in the way.”

      Jo side-eyed her with a look of concern.

      “There’s been a development.”

      “Meaning his mom?”

      “As soon as he pops the question . . . which I think is tomorrow night . . . she’ll swoop in like a vulture to fresh meat.”

      “Em . . . this is something you two have got to deal with.”

      “We are. But . . . Brandon needs priming.”

      “And how exactly do I factor into all this?”

      “I need help getting everything set up at the resort. I want the wedding to be spontaneous. In the moment. With no meddling mother-in-law⁠—”

      “And no me? No Anna? No nieces?” Jo cried.

      “Of course you, Anna, and nieces! I want all of you there. You have to be there. Will you help me with everyone’s travel arrangements?”

      Jo grinned. “You are . . . as always . . . impulsive, Emily Hartford.”

      “But I am right?”

      “If this is what you think you need to sever those apron strings?”

      “One quick, surgical lance.”

      “All right, lady. I’m here for you.” Jo dished a scoop of the chicken casserole onto her plate. “But you better hope this doesn’t leave a permanent scar.”
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      Crashing pots in the kitchen of the Hartford home jolted Emily from a dead sleep to a triple-espresso state of alertness. Fiona’s scream followed, piercing Emily’s eardrums.

      “I need mini chips!”

      Emily yanked the covers over her head. What chaos was happening before daylight? More pans clattered to the floor. Now Fiona’s mother’s voice chimed in.

      “You told me semisweet,” Anna argued. “And you didn’t specify minis.”

      “I can’t make them the way I want to with the big ones,” Fiona whined. “We have to go to the store. Right now.”

      “The market doesn’t open until eight.” Emily noted the fatigue in Anna’s tone.

      The sound of metal rattled through the house at decibels unsafe for human ears. Was Fiona dragging the pans over a cattle grate?

      “What on earth are you doing now, Fiona Johnson?” Anna said.

      “I can’t find my favorite cookie sheet!”

      “It’s right here!” Anna yelled back, slamming a pan on the countertop.

      “No, it’s not. It’s the one with the dent in the side!”

      Emily had had enough. The covers flew off. She huffed and reached for her phone on the nightstand to check the time: 6:12 a.m. On a Saturday.

      Her limbs were stiff and her eyes swollen—the result of too much sugar in the wine. She’d left Jo’s house a little after midnight, then called Brandon and talked to him for a half hour, then read a little; she hadn’t fallen asleep until nearly two in the morning. She closed her eyes again, snugging under the covers. But the faintest aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the bedspread to meet her nostrils.

      Anna had had the good sense to brew a pot. If they were going to be playing family feud at dawn, it was the least she could do.

      Emily pulled a sweatshirt over her head and plodded down the steps. All the way to the kitchen, the racket continued. Cupboards slammed. Metal bowls clanged.

      “Ladies. Ladies!” Emily bellowed.

      Both heads turned to Emily.

      “I’m sorry. Did we wake you?” said Anna.

      “No. But this did.” Emily grabbed two pans and clashed them together like cymbals. “Why are you baking at six in the morning?”

      “Shhh . . . Flora’s still sleeping.” Anna grabbed the pans from Emily.

      “I sincerely doubt it.”

      “That girl can sleep through anything.”

      “I’m guessing she had to learn that to survive you two?”

      Anna curled her lip at her sister.

      “Again, my question,” said Emily. “Why are you in this kitchen baking before the sun is up?”

      “Fiona has to practice,” said Anna.

      “For what?” asked Emily, shuffling over to the cupboard for a coffee mug. “Coffee. Need coffee.”

      “Little Baker.” Fiona’s tone was indignant. “You remember?”

      “Yes. But I didn’t know cooking was such a loud sport.” Emily poured the last of the pot of coffee in her mug.

      “Sorry, Aunt Emmy.”

      “What exactly are you concocting down here?” Emily sipped her coffee, wishing for a double espresso instead.

      “All the entrants have to submit a chocolate chip cookie recipe with a secret ingredient,” Anna explained.

      “And what’s yours?” asked Emily.

      “I don’t know yet. That’s why I’m practicing.”

      Emily went to a drawer and pulled out a laminated recipe card. Under the plastic, the card was stained with oil and creased from folding. The recipe was handwritten in a perfect cursive.

      “This was my grandmother Hattie’s recipe. Which makes her your great-grandmother,” said Emily. “And now I’m sharing it with you.” She handed it to Fiona.

      The girl stared at the card, reading down the list of ingredients.

      “What do you say, Fi?” asked Anna.

      “Hazelnuts? That’s the secret?” said Fiona.

      “You say, ‘Thank you, Aunt Emmy.’”

      “Not just any hazelnuts,” said Emily. “Caramelized hazelnuts. You have to cook them in real butter, and it takes some skill and practice so you don’t burn them. And you have to use dark chocolate, not mini chocolate chips or semisweet.”

      “My mouth is watering.” Anna sighed and turned to her daughter. “Before you ask, no, we don’t have hazelnuts.”

      “You can prep the dough now and add the hazelnuts later,” Emily instructed.

      Fiona took her cue and started gathering materials. Emily and Anna plopped down at the kitchen table. Anna stirred a teaspoon of sugar into her coffee mug and sipped. Emily chugged hers down, a habit from her medical-residency days.

      “I was thinking that we might consider expanding the kitchen,” suggested Anna. “Knock out that wall between the kitchen and the living room. Add an island. Taller cupboards. I could use some of the money from the sale of my house in Rock River.”

      “Open concept,” stated Emily, reciting the mantra from every home-reno show she had ever watched.

      “I mean, if you think . . . It’s your house. But we all love to cook and⁠—”

      “It’s our house,” Emily corrected. “Is there more coffee?”

      Anna bustled over to the coffee maker to fill their mugs. “It’s one of those that automatically stop when you take the pot out, so you can grab a cup midbrew.”

      “Coffee lovers are pragmatic people, aren’t they?” Emily held out her mug as Anna came back with the metal pot.

      “What do you think?” asked Anna. “About the kitchen reno?”

      “I can’t think design until this mug is empty and the clock hands are past the twelve,” said Emily. “But generally, I’m in favor. Especially if it’ll give our petit gourmand more room to cook.”

      “What’s a petit gourmand?” asked Fiona, laying parchment paper onto her favorite baking sheet.

      “Hard to put into English. But trust me, you are it.” Emily gave her a wink and finished off her second mug of coffee. Fiona and Anna began setting up Anna’s mobile phone to record Fiona cooking. She needed to submit her video to the judges by the end of the day. They started arguing about angles and lighting, and Emily took this as her cue to duck out.

      “I’m going back to bed. If I’m not up by ten, you have permission to clang pans outside my door.”
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        * * *

      

      At quarter to ten, Emily was dressed and back in the kitchen,

      taste-testing Grandmother Hattie’s chocolate chip caramelized-

      hazelnut cookies.

      Fiona had knocked them out of the park.

      “Fi, these taste just like my mom used to make them,” said Emily, giving her a hug. “You’ll melt the judges with this cookie.”

      “I’m going to call them Grandma Hattie’s Hazelnut Happiness,” said Fiona.

      “I love it. Where’s your mom? I need to talk with her.”

      “She’s outside. She left something in her car,” said Fiona.

      Emily found Fiona in the garage, butt sticking out of the driver’s side door. “Anna, what are you looking for?”

      “Oh, I dropped a lipstick between the driver’s seat and the console, and I think it rolled under the seat. I just bought it too.”

      “Come here after you find it; I want to show you something,” said Emily, heading for the storage shelves. She found the section she wanted and removed several boxes before locating the one she was after. As she pulled out the box and set it on the floor, Anna gasped.

      “Is that your mom’s wedding dress?”

      Emily smiled, flooded with memories of her mother.

      “Emily Hartford, what are you planning?” said Anna.

      “I made an appointment at Threads to have it restored and fitted.”

      “Does this mean you and Brandon— Has he⁠—?”

      Emily laid out her elopement plan. Anna was giddy and squealing before she finished. “Hush!” Emily smushed her fingers against Anna’s lips. “I mean it! Not a word. Not even to the girls until you’re all on the plane heading for the

      wedding.”

      Anna locked her lips with an imaginary key. “I’m so excited for you.”

      “Do you think it’s bad luck?” Emily turned to Anna, concern creased in her brow.

      “Is what bad luck?”

      “Me planning a surprise wedding. Without his parents.”

      “I don’t believe in luck. I believe in calculated choices,” said Anna. “What I know is that Brandon loves you and has wanted to marry you for a long time.”

      “Jo thinks it’ll cause a huge rift with his family.”

      “What’s the alternative? You spend years trying to convince Brandon to go to counseling, he doesn’t comply, and you play second fiddle to Theresa Taylor? This is the Band-Aid rip he needs.”

      “I think so too. But how do you really, really know?” Emily pressed. “I mean, you and Kyle thought you were gonna be together forever.”

      “Looking back, there were red flags. His parents, for instance. His dad had been cheating on his mom since their first year of marriage,” Anna told Emily. “You and Brandon have great role models. His parents are happily married. And your parents were happily married . . .” Anna halted over the choice of words. Emily was already thinking it. Robert and Mary Hartford had been happy until Mary misinterpreted Robert’s secret as an affair and drove herself off an embankment to her death—the secret being Anna, a daughter he had never been told about, sired during a summer fling in high school.

      Emily helped her out of the uncomfortable moment. “Their misunderstanding didn’t mean they weren’t happy. I agree, as far as marriages go, theirs was fairy-tale adjacent.”

      “What do you want to do to the dress?” asked Anna, lifting the bodice from the box.

      Emily smiled, touching the lace cuff on the sleeve of the slightly yellowed wedding gown. “I want to modernize it a bit. Also, see if we can whiten it.”

      Anna smiled too. “I cannot wait to see you in this.”

      “I need your help with something else,” said Emily.

      “Anything.”

      “Can you buy Brandon’s tux?”

      “Do you have his measurements?”

      Emily handed her a slip of paper. “I couldn’t ask him. And I sure couldn’t ask his mother. So I went off his pants, shirt, and jacket sizes. Will that work?”

      “It’ll have to,” said Anna. “Color?”

      “Traditional black. With a black tie and cummerbund.”

      “Very Brandon.”

      “Order it and take it with you when you come. I don’t want him to have any idea about this.” Emily saw the time on her phone. She folded the dress back into the box and covered it. “I have to get over to the seamstress by eleven. Do you want to come with me and Jo?”

      “I’d love to . . . if I had had more notice,” admitted Anna. “I’m taking Flora to skating lessons in Rock River.”

      “No worries. I know I sprang all this on you.”

      Anna hugged her sister. “I’ll get started on the tux. I know a great suit shop in Rock River.” She rushed off.

      Emily clutched her mom’s wedding dress box, her nerves twitching. It wasn’t bridal jitters. It was a familiar longing for her parents. Despite the devoted friends and family Emily had, there was a lingering sense of loneliness, two vacant places that could never be filled. No mother of the bride to accompany her at showers. No father of the bride to escort her down the aisle. If all went as she planned, neither she nor Brandon would have parents in attendance, and she hoped this would ease any ache Brandon might have about eloping. She imagined a warm breeze and the sound of the waves behind them as they said their vows. She saw his relaxed, grateful smile as he said, I do.
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      Emily paced near the front window of Threads by Xena, peering out onto the sidewalk every few moments to look for Jo. At twenty after eleven, the seamstress appeared in the showroom.

      “Hi. Are you Xena?” asked Emily.

      “No, I’m Karen. Xena’s gotten called out to deal with a bridezilla. Can I help you?”

      “I’m Emily Hartford. I had a fitting at eleven, but I’m waiting for⁠—”

      “And you’re late. I have another appointment at noon,” said Karen. “Do you want to reschedule?”

      “No. I can’t—it’s okay. Let’s get started,” said Emily.

      Karen led her to the back of the store, where they would do a fitting and plan alterations. Her mother’s dress was pressed and hanging on the tall stand near the mirror. Emily stopped short. Although she had obviously never seen her mother in the dress, the form, essence, and spirit of her mother were so strongly present in the room through that gown that Emily had to take a moment and behold it all.

      “Are you ready, miss?” asked Karen.

      “Yes.”

      She helped Emily into her mother’s dress. It was snug around the bust, and the sleeves were too short. The waist was a perfect fit, as was the length. Emily stepped onto the platform in front of the trifold mirror and faced her reflection.

      “Who was supposed to come with you today?” asked Karen.

      “My friend.” Emily struggled as that loneliness crept in again. This was a moment to be shared with mothers, sisters, and best friends. None of them were there.

      “It’s not always a bad thing to do these things alone. It can be a good time for reflection. We so rarely get opportunities to meditate on life’s big moments, especially ones like this,” offered Karen. “Was this your mother’s dress?”

      Emily nodded.

      “She had good taste. The fabric has a lot of integrity left.”

      “That’s good to know.” Emily didn’t know anything about fabric integrity. She assumed it was a good thing.

      “And where’s your mother today?” Karen wasn’t judgmental.

      “Looking down in love, I suspect,” Emily tried to say lightly.

      “What?”

      “She passed away over fourteen years ago.”

      “Oh,” Karen said, going quiet for a moment. “Wearing her dress is the perfect way to honor her. I’ll take good care of it for you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      Emily and Karen talked about style adjustments like giving the dress cap sleeves and a bleaching technique to whiten it. Once they had settled on a plan, Karen took pictures of Emily in the dress and then helped her out of it.

      When Emily was back in the car, she checked her phone.

      Nothing from Jo. Really odd, bordering on rude.

      She called Paul. No answer. She drove to their house, annoyance growing. How could her best friend abandon her during such an important task? She leaned into the thought that there had to be a good reason why Jo had stood her up. A sick kid. A bad spell with Jeremiah. A fight with Paul.

      But to not even leave a text. That was the least Jo could do. Besides, only twelve hours ago, she had been eating up her role as secret-destination-wedding planner.

      Emily saw Paul’s truck in the drive as she pulled into the Blakelys’. The garage door was open, and Jo’s SUV was not inside. Had she just plain forgotten about the fitting?

      Paul answered the door with a spatula in one hand and his girls, messy haired and both still in their pj’s, pinned to his side. The smell of burnt toast wafted past her.

      “Auntie Emily! She can cook for us,” said Jessica before Paul had a chance to say hello.

      “Cook what?” asked Emily.

      “Dad burned the grilled cheese,” said Jaden. “Three times.”

      “And now we have no more bread,” added Jessica.

      “These kids need to get to know me better, because then they’ll see that I’m a horrible chef,” Emily joked. “Don’t you have eighteen casseroles in the fridge?”

      “None of which the girls want to eat right now.”

      “Can we order pizza?” Jessica tugged at her dad’s sleeve.

      “I thought you and Jo were supposed to be together?” asked Paul.

      “Well . . . me too. That’s why I came. She didn’t show up at the bridal shop,” said Emily.

      “She didn’t?” Worry pricked at Paul’s tone. “Did you call her?”

      “A bunch of times.”

      “Can we get pizza? Please?” Jessica pleaded.

      “Yeah. Just give me a sec. Take Jaden and go play.”

      Jessica went running off to the living room, tugging her sister with her. Paul stepped onto the front stoop.

      “I don’t understand,” he said.

      “I waited at Threads. I tried calling. Texting. I don’t know where she is. Do you?”

      “She was dropping Jeremiah at the stables for riding practice, then going to meet you.”

      A small panic knot planted itself in Emily’s gut. “Call

      her. Now.”

      Paul pulled his phone from his back pocket and dialed. His call went to voicemail.

      “What’s going on?” Emily questioned him, almost accusatory. She pinned him with a look.

      “We had a nice morning together,” said Paul. “Went for a walk as a family . . . and then we started to argue.”

      “What did you say to her?” Emily waited for his response.

      “None of this would have happened if Jo hadn’t dropped those two at the beach to get her nails done.”

      “What? That’s not— She was dropping Jaden at the stables.”

      “And then went to her nail appointment. I see she left that part out of the story.”

      “What difference does it make what errands she was running?”

      “Because she didn’t have to leave our kids and go to the spa. Said she needed a little ‘me time.’” Paul’s jaw clenched, his eyes piercing hers with the same blaming look he must have given Jo.

      “Paul, did you make her feel guilty for that?”

      He backed his gaze away. Emily sighed. That was it; Jo had probably gone somewhere to cool off or cry. A dress-fitting appointment would have been the last thing on her mind after she’d been guilted by Paul. Emily’s mind spun through the possibilities—none of them good. Car accident topped the list. Emily wanted to call Aditson to see if there had been any traffic calls. But Paul asked her to wait. There was probably a good explanation.

      “Yeah, probably just the horm—” Emily almost let it slip that Jo was pregnant. But that was it: Pregnancy brain had taken over. “Where, Paul? Where might she have gone after your little shamefest?”

      Paul’s brow creased in worry. “The stables.”

      “Grab the girls,” Emily instructed.

      They took Paul’s truck. The girls rode in back, chattering and singing all the way, unaware that Paul and Emily were sliding into panic mode. Their silence was punctuated with occasional exchanges of ideas about where Jo might be and why she wasn’t answering her phone. Maybe she’d gotten caught up talking with another horse mom. Or she’d gone to Brown’s Bakery to pick up rolls and coffee. Or Jo had just plain forgotten about the appointment and stayed at the stables to watch Jeremiah’s practice.

      When Paul turned into Premiere Stables’ parking lot, Emily spotted Jo’s SUV among the dozens of others.

      In his haste, Paul did a crooked parking job next to his wife’s car. “Girls, stay in the truck.”

      Emily and Paul jumped out.

      Jo’s vehicle was unlocked. They found her purse and phone on the front seat. Freeport was a safe place, but Jo would never leave her valuables unsecured like that. Plus, her phone was always plastered to her. Paul grabbed it, but it was locked, and he didn’t know Jo’s passcode. “She keeps changing it because of the kids,” he explained. “They always want to use it.”

      Paul opened the back hatch. Jeremiah’s riding bag was still in there.

      “Why would he leave his stuff in here?” Emily asked.

      “Something wrong with Jo’s vehicle?”

      Emily glanced up to see Gary Bodum, the stable owner. She knew him from a case she’d worked on involving a teen equestrian killed at his stables.

      “Are Jo and Jeremiah in there?” asked Paul, his voice demanding.

      “No. As a matter of fact, I was going to call you, Paul,” said Gary. “Jeremiah never showed up for his lesson.”

      Emily wasted no time in dialing Aditson.
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      The first sensation Jo was aware of was the aroma of cedar. She breathed it into her lungs as her mind caught up. Fresh cedar logs. Not the hard, dried, scented kind you bought in cubes from the home-improvement store to place in your clothing drawers and closets. Her eyelids felt covered with thick ultrasound gel, and she was compelled to wipe at them, even though there was nothing there.

      Her vision was blurry, but she could make out familiar shapes: chair, sofa, table. Her fingers prickled as blood flowed back into the veins. She moved them around and felt a shag rug beneath them. She gently danced her fingers on her legs, sending feeling into her arms.

      She rolled onto her back, wiggling her toes to wake up her feet. She soon realized that her left side, the one she was lying on, was numb. With one arm, she pushed herself onto her back, and that allowed blood to flow into her left leg. Tingling was a good sign. But the room was spinning, and her head throbbed from her atlas through the base of her skull. She drew in a series of long, deep breaths to curb the pain. Once the room stopped spinning, Jo scooted herself to a seated position to survey her surroundings. Her vision was sharpening, and she saw that she was inside a log cabin decorated in shabby chic—or as her mother called it, grandma’s attic. It was a blend of consignment finds and handmade items, making for a mismatched decor.

      Jo was seated in front of a lit fireplace in the living room. From here she could see a kitchen, a dining room, and two hallways. One looked like it led to a bathroom; the other, to a utility room.

      She couldn’t tell if it was day or night because the windows and sliding glass door were curtained. No light from the outside was getting through.

      “Hello!” she called out. With the feeling back in her leg, Jo rose to her feet. “Hello!”

      No one answered.

      Jo scanned the home. It was clearly loved and lived in. Dishes on the dish rack. A stack of board games on the bookshelf. A puzzle in progress was laid out on a folding table off to the side of the living room. A basket of balls of yarn and half-completed knitting projects. There was a stack of women’s magazines on the coffee table. Better Homes & Gardens. Good Housekeeping. Her eyes darted around for her phone. Her purse. None of her things were here. Not even her coat.

      She crept into the kitchen. The fridge was stocked with food. Fresh fruit filled a wooden bowl on the countertop. Whose place was this? What was she doing here? Where had she been last?

      Yes. The stables. Jeremiah!

      “Jeremiah!” she yelled. “Jeremiah!”

      Full panic set in, coupled with claustrophobia, and Jo had to get outside. Now!

      She rushed to the glass sliding door off the living room. It was bolted shut. She tried all the windows. Nailed shut. The front door: bolted from the outside. All the windows and doors were sealed and covered with thick metal shades installed on the outside.

      She ascended the wooden staircase to explore upstairs. Three doors. She assumed three bedrooms. Each door was locked. She pounded them, calling out for her son. “Jeremiah! Jeremiah?” Again, she was met by silence. Jo paced the home, trying again to open the doors and windows.

      Exhausted, Jo plopped down on the floor in front of the fireplace and rocked herself, trying not to cry or panic. Her head continued to throb. Nausea rose up. She wasn’t sure if it was migraine or pregnancy related, but it sent her barreling to the kitchen sink, where she threw up nothing but stomach acid. Jo washed it down the drain, then hung her hand over the sink and splashed water onto her face.

      Taken. The word popped into her brain. She had been taken. Kidnapped. How was it possible? She had been at the stables, dropping Jeremiah off. Her memory after that moment was blank.

      A muffled moan came from across the room. She wasn’t even sure she had heard it. Jo held still. There it was again. It had to be her son.

      Her ears pinpointed the direction she thought it was coming from, and she rushed to the coat closet in the hallway. This door was unlocked, but there was nothing inside save men’s coats and a vacuum.

      She stood in place, waiting for the noise to start again.

      After a few moments, it did, rising from a moan to a whimper.

      Jo padded toward the sound until she was on top of it. It came from beneath the floorboards under the dining room table. She threw the four chairs off to the side and was about to push the table over when—from overhead—a bellowing male voice called to her: “Do! Not! Touch! That!”

      Jo went scrambling under the table.
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      At Premiere Stables, Emily helped Aditson fingerprint Jo’s car while they waited for Paul to return. He had left to drop off Jaden and Jessica at Delia’s.

      Meanwhile, Gary hovered over them like a nervous duck herding her ducklings.

      “Jeremiah never arrives late,” he said. “But because of everything that just happened, I called Jo at least three times, wondering if they decided to no-show.”

      Aditson had to take his word for it until they could get Jo’s phone unlocked and check her messages.

      “Do you have video surveillance of your stables?” asked Aditson.

      “You bet I do,” said Gary. “Installed a system after the Julie Dobson incident.”

      “Can you cue up the footage from this morning for me while I take a look around the stables?”

      “I can’t believe this is happening again,” said Gary. “This place is cursed!”

      “Nothing is happening,” Emily consoled.

      “And if it is, it has nothing to do with this place,” Aditson assured him. Gary took off for the office. Emily waited for Paul’s truck to pull into the drive. Aditson headed for the stables.

      Once Paul arrived, Emily took him to Gary’s office. They found Aditson had made his way there too and was huddled with Gary around the desktop monitor. When Emily and Paul approached, Gary scrolled through the footage.

      “Here’s just before they arrived: ten thirty-eight a.m.,” said Gary. “It’s a little hard to make out because of the wide angle.”

      The CCTV camera captured the entire breadth of the parking lot. After a few seconds, Jo’s SUV pulled into the lot, entering at the top left of the screen. She parked the vehicle almost out of frame. A few more seconds went by, and then Jo and Jeremiah exited.

      “They’re just blobs,” said Aditson. “Are we sure that’s them?”

      “That’s Jo’s car,” Emily and Paul said in tandem.

      “I know Jo’s shape. Her walk,” Paul insisted.

      Emily glanced at Paul, sharing his anxiety. “And those pink earmuffs. Didn’t one of the girls get those for her at Christmas?”

      “She loves those things.” Paul nodded. All eyes stayed glued on the screen as Jo and Jeremiah headed around to the back of her vehicle and opened the hatch.

      “She’s getting Jeremiah’s equipment,” said Paul. “I know this routine.”

      “Do you? ’Cause I thought Jo was holding down the fort,” Emily hissed under her breath. The growing pressure made her edgy.

      Paul whipped his head around. “She been complaining to you about me?”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything,” Emily kicked back, regretting her big mouth.

      “Look. Here’s where it gets interesting,” said Gary.

      As soon as Jo closed the hatch, a stocky man, about five feet eight, approached.

      “What’s he wearing?” said Emily, leaning closer to the screen, studying the man’s attire.

      “I think it’s a work shirt,” proposed Aditson.

      The man appeared to be speaking to Jo and Jeremiah. Jo did not seem hesitant and easily engaged him.

      “She’s friendly with him. It’s a comfortable exchange,” noted Emily.

      “Jo knows this guy,” said Paul.

      “I take it you don’t?” Aditson asked Paul.

      It was difficult to make out the man’s features in the pixelated image. Paul squinted at the screen. “He doesn’t look familiar.”

      “Gary, do you recognize him? Is he a horse dad?” asked Aditson.

      “I don’t think so.” Gary shrugged. The talk between Jo and the man continued for twenty-three seconds. Jo listened intently to something he said. At one point, the man leaned his hand against Jo’s vehicle.

      “There. Stop!” said Aditson. “I want to note that location and see if I can get a palm print off the vehicle.” He took a photo of the image.

      Gary pressed play, and the video continued. The man hurried away, disappearing from the right top of the screen. Jo grabbed Jeremiah’s hand and quickly followed.

      “Where are they going?” Paul shook a finger at the screen, as if commanding the video to provide the answer. “What are they doing with him?”

      “That’s it. After that, they don’t return,” explained Gary. “And they don’t turn up in the other footage of the stables or the ring.”

      “So what happened between that moment and now?”

      demanded Paul. “Who is that guy, and why would she leave with him?”

      “Gary, I’d like to have the drive for this footage,” said Aditson.

      “Of course. I keep the hard drive in the closet in my office. I’ll be right back.” Gary zoomed away.

      Aditson seasoned his next question with caution. “Do you think there’s any possibility Jo was seeing this guy . . . romantically?”

      “Are you crazy? My wife wasn’t cheating on me!”

      “I know Jo, and she’s faithful to Paul.” Emily jumped in to defend her friend. “It’s not even a thought in her mind.” She gave Paul a reassuring glance to show him she was on his side.

      Paul’s expression registered gratitude.

      “Maybe it’s one of her former patients,” Emily said. “Or a patient’s family member? Jo sees a lot of people come through the ER.”

      “Maybe. Yeah, could be,” Paul said, exhaling.

      “I’ll go over the footage again at the station and see if there’s anything else I can get off it,” Aditson said. “Then I’m sending out a missing person report to the Michigan State Police. I can post a picture of this guy too, but it’s not much to go on. And unfortunately, we don’t know what kind of vehicle he drives.”

      “What’s happening? How could my wife and son just disappear?” Paul aimed all his frustration at Aditson and Emily.

      “Could be the guy had an emergency, and Jo rushed off to help,” Emily suggested. “You know how she’s always going the extra mile for folks.”

      “What am I supposed to do now?”

      “Get your daughters, take them home, and stay with them,” Aditson said.

      “And tell them what?” cried Paul.

      “Nothing yet. No need to worry them.”

      “Jo may try to reach you,” Emily interjected.

      “With what phone?” Paul was getting wound tighter by the moment.

      “Perhaps the phone of the man she went off with,” suggested Emily. “Or someone else’s?”

      Paul fidgeted with his keys. “None of this makes sense. I got home early this morning. We were all just having breakfast together; we planned to drop the kids at my mom’s tonight and go out to dinner. Jo said she had something important to tell me.”

      Emily looked at Paul, shredded in pain for him. “Paul, there’s something you should know,” she said.

      “What? What else is going on that I don’t know about?” Paul’s demeanor changed as his eyes met Emily’s tortured ones.

      “Let’s go outside. Get some fresh air.”
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      Emily led Paul down an empty corridor of horse stalls and into the empty stands overlooking the arena. She laid out the Sailor Slayer case as Paul listened.

      He did not interrupt her, nor did he offer a reaction until she was finished.

      “This is crazy. You’re saying that you, Delia, and Aditson think that this Sailor Slayer may have resurfaced, and he’s the one who abducted Jeremiah?” said Paul, processing the information.

      “It’s only a theory,” said Emily, who was stacking her doubts against the theory. If this guy in the parking lot was the Sailor Slayer, it seemed too much of a coincidence that he would be someone Jo recognized or knew.

      “What does he have to do with my wife and son going missing now?” Paul demanded.

      “I don’t know how or if it’s connected. But it gives us something to build from.”

      Paul groaned, his body tensing in anguish. “I shouldn’t have left so soon after Jeremiah got back.” He slammed his hand against the empty horse stalls. “How stupid!”

      And yet he’d blamed Jo for getting her nails done. “Did you at least land the account?” Emily snipped back. “Was it worth the couple thousand dollars to abandon your family when they needed you the most?”

      “I only went because Jo said she understood,” Paul defended.

      Indeed, that did sound like Jo. She wasn’t one of those wives who put shackles on their husbands’ freedom. “Either he wants to be with me or he doesn’t,” Jo would tell Em. Even if it was at the expense of her own happiness.

      “What kind of sick creep are we dealing with?” growled Paul, winding up another punch to the horse stall.

      “Paul . . . I’m sorry this is happening. I’m as upset as you are. The silver lining is that the guy on the video left all kinds of evidence Aditson can trace. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Time? I don’t have time to sit around and wait for someone else to find my family!” Paul’s voice registered his full-blown angst.

      “We need to wait for some results and let Aditson determine the next course of action,” Emily reasoned.

      “That’s bullshit, Em. And shame on you!” said Paul. “Jo’s your best friend. Are you really gonna sit around twiddling your thumbs?”

      He got her where it hurt. Emily didn’t have a fully formed plan in mind, but the thought of sitting around did not feel good. If Emily had disappeared, Jo would hunt for her, relentlessly.

      “Okay. You’re right.” Emily sighed. “So where do we look? How . . . do we even do this?”

      “I’ll pick up the girls from Delia’s and bring them to my mom’s for the night. Then I’m going to drive this entire state if I have to.”

      “Before you do, let’s coordinate a game plan, okay? Get some people to help us form a local search,” Emily suggested.

      “I’m not planning a damn social gathering.” Paul turned and marched down the horse stalls toward the parking lot.

      Emily jogged after him, trying to conjure up words to calm him.

      “We both know Jo will do everything in her power to keep her and Jeremiah safe, especially with the bab—” Emily clasped her hand over her mouth as if she had just dropped an f-bomb in church.

      Paul spun around and stared right through her. “Bab—as in ‘baby’?”

      Oh no. It slipped out so innocently! Emily’s cheeks flushed.

      Paul drew in a sharp breath. “Jo’s preg—” His voice hitched.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been the one to tell you.”

      “That was the news she was going to tell me tonight,” he said, his voice shaky, the revelation tripling his existing distress. Paul hung his head. “How far along is she?”

      “Ten weeks.” Emily felt absolutely horrible.

      He pivoted from her, smearing away a stray tear with his sleeve.

      “She’s really happy. Surprised. But happy.” Emily had to tell the white lie. Besides, someday, Jo’s feelings about the pregnancy would change.

      “This isn’t happening.” Paul gripped the door of a horse stall, his hand white-knuckling it as if he were going to tear it off its hinges. “I’ve got to find them,” he said, stomping his way out of the building. “And when I do, I’m going to flay that Sailor to the bone.”

      Emily stood chilled in the wake of Paul’s pronouncement. She wasn’t about to go after him. Instead, she alerted Aditson. Then called Brandon. She needed him here. Stat.
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      Jo pinpointed the source of the voice that yelled at her. It came from a video monitor high on the ceiling in the living room. She found a broom in the corner of the kitchen, and by standing on the sofa, she was able to reach up with the pole end of the broom and knock the monitor off the wall. It flew to the floor. She pummeled it with the broom, then tossed the pieces into the fire. She didn’t care about retaliation. Jeremiah

      needed her.

      Jo rushed to the dining room table and pushed it back against the wall. She peeled back a section of the rug to reveal a trapdoor that led to a cellar below. She wrenched at a metal handle, but she wasn’t strong enough to open it. Nothing budged. She cried out, “Jer—Jeremiah!”

      No response. And then . . . a child’s moan. It wasn’t a moan of pain. It was a moan of someone in confusion or stupor.

      She flew to the kitchen to search its drawers. There had to be a tool or knife or scissors or some object she could use to help her pry the door open. But as she tried each drawer and cupboard, she found them all locked.

      What kind of insane person locked their kitchen cabinets?

      Jo returned to the cellar door and got on her belly so she could press her ear to the floorboards.

      “Jeremiah, can you hear me? It’s Mommy.”

      No response.

      She slowed her breath and remained motionless as she listened for any stirring below. A brush of a hand against a thigh. A foot moving on the cellar floor. Breathing. But she heard nothing.

      “Jer? Hey, can you hear me?” She sent her voice into a crack between two floorboards. She sharpened her tone, hoping it would rouse her son below. “Jeremiah! Baby—wake up. Move. Talk to me!”

      Absolute stillness ensued.

      She pounded her fists on the floorboards.

      “jeremiah!” Jo shouted from the depths of her diaphragm. She followed it by pounding the broom handle against the trapdoor. She dropped to the floor again, calling over and over for her son.

      Eventually, Jo fell quiet, her cheek flat against the floor, tears soaking the floorboards. She closed her eyes.

      There it was again: a small moan.

      She hadn’t been hearing things.

      A burst of relieved laughter flew from Jo. Yes! Her son was alive.
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      Emily rushed out to greet Brandon as he pulled into the driveway of the Hartford family home just before dusk Saturday evening. She was on him as soon as he exited the car, nuzzling him in an embrace.

      “Any more word on Jo or Jeremiah?” he asked, nuzzling back.

      Emily shook her head.

      “How’s Paul holding up?” asked Brandon.

      “Not good. All the emotions all over again. Times two. Plus, he didn’t know Jo was pregnant until I spilled the beans.”

      “Em—how could you?”

      “It was a mistake. I feel awful,” Emily replied. “And I also feel terrible because I know this isn’t the Thai dinner we had planned tonight.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll take a rain check,” Brandon said. “This is way more important.”

      They made their way inside to the kitchen, where Anna was supervising Fiona and Flora as the two girls were prepping dinner. Emily grabbed a stack of plates from the cupboard and handed them to Brandon.

      “Dinner’s almost up. Help me set the table?” Emily scooped up napkins and glassware onto a tray.

      “You’re about to taste-test a new delicacy our petit gourmand has created,” Anna told him.

      “Super. What’s on le menu?” asked Brandon, putting on a French accent.

      “A salmon-zucchini-tomato sauce over fettuccine noodles,” Fiona told him.

      “Interesting combo.” Brandon raised a brow as he peeked over the counter to where Fiona was sprinkling the top of the dish with grated parmesan and crushed rosemary.

      “Be sure to get your fill. We’re going to have a long night ahead of us,” said Emily, whisking them off to the dining room. “By the way, Fiona and Flora don’t know yet. Anna wants to discuss it together at dinner.”

      “That oughta make for a fun family dinner,” Brandon said. “Any updates from Aditson since this afternoon?”

      “I spoke to him about a half hour ago. He’s organizing a search party with Delia. We’ll meet up with them around eight at the stables,” explained Emily.

      “We?” Brandon started laying plates at each chair.

      “Yes. Hope you brought some outdoorsy work clothes.”

      “Didn’t know I was supposed to.”

      Brandon’s idea of work clothes was dress pants and a pressed shirt. “I’m sure there’s some old clothes of Dad’s in a box in the garage somewhere. And you’ll need sturdy boots,” added Emily.

      “Sturdy boots. Is that code for ‘shitkickers’?” Brandon joked.

      “Oh, so you do know some farming lingo,” Emily teased as she trailed him, placing drinking glasses by each place setting. “Bet they have a pair at Ye Olde Dairy Barn you can borrow.”

      Brandon ribbed her with a playful look. “Seriously, though. I only have my loafers.”

      “I’m sure Paul has an extra pair.”

      Brandon looked around at their formally set table, complete with a tablecloth. “Why are we eating at the dining

      table?”

      “As opposed to?”

      “The table in the kitchen?”

      “Tradition. I always ate Saturday dinners with my family at the dining room table,” Emily explained. “We often invited friends over. It was a weekly event.” She glanced at the table.

      “Huh. On Saturday nights, we had pizza and movies on the sofa,” said Brandon.

      “Here, place these napkins. I’m going to get the silverware.”

      When Emily returned from the kitchen, Brandon was painstakingly folding each paper napkin into a standing triangle.

      “Wow, fancy,” Emily said, admiring his work.

      “We did formal family dinnertime on Sundays in our family.” He smiled. “It’s easier if you have starched cloth napkins.”

      “Noted,” said Emily. Napkins of that nature had never graced the Hartford family dinner table, even on holidays.

      “Em, I’ll admit I’m a little nervous about trekking around the countryside,” Brandon said.

      “You wanna man the base camp? Hold hands with Delia and sing ‘Kumbaya’?” she joked as she placed the silverware sets by each dinner plate.

      “Don’t snark. I’ve never been in this situation before.”

      “Neither have I.”

      “That’s not true,” Brandon said. “You have a track record of traumatic situations in your past.”

      He had a point.

      “But this is Jo,” she said.

      “Which makes it even more disturbing.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “Nothing,” Brandon said. “So what’s the plan? How do we know where to start looking?”

      “Aditson’ll map it out for us.”

      “How long will we be out there?” he asked.

      “A few hours to start,” said Emily. “Maybe longer. Why so hesitant?”

      “I’m a little afraid.”

      “Of what?”

      “Finding them⁠—”

      “That is the point of a search.”

      “No. Finding them . . . dead.”

      “Brandon Taylor, don’t even say that word. I refuse to believe that my best friend and her son are dead.” Emily was firm on that point. “And second, you are a doctor. You have seen plenty of dead people before.”

      “In a clinical setting. This is different. I didn’t grow up scouring an airfield for body parts.”

      Emily let down her reserves and went to Brandon. She slid her arms around his waist and leaned into him.

      “I haven’t been here before either, and I don’t know the protocol. I’m shaking with fear inside, but on the outside, I’m trying to be strong, because that’s what I was brought up to do,” Emily admitted in a hushed, wavering voice. “I don’t know any other way to be.”

      Brandon wrapped his arms around her and pressed her close. “What do you need me to do?” he asked.

      “Believe that Jo is alive and that we’re going to bring them both home safely.”

      “Bring who home?” Flora stood at the entrance to the dining room with a basket of fresh-baked rolls.

      Emily peeled herself from Brandon’s embrace and pasted on a smile. “That smells so good.”

      Anna and the girls paraded in, each carrying in a dish for dinner.

      Once everything landed on the table, everyone took their seats.

      “Who are you bringing home, Aunt Em?” Flora asked again.

      Emily looked at Anna as plates began to fill. It was time to have the hard conversation about predators and missing friends.

      “There’s something we need to talk to you two about.”
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      From under the table, Jo saw a gun barrel pointed at her. She froze in place.

      “Get out from under there,” said a familiar voice.

      Jo backed out on hands and knees. “Please don’t hurt me,” she said, getting to her feet and facing him.

      What she saw made her feel as though she were plunging into one of those ice baths at the hospital rehab center.

      “Chris?”

      “It’s not my intention to hurt you or your son,” he said.

      “What’s going on? What are you doing?” said Jo. She knew this man, Chris Lampert, from her work as a nurse at the hospital.

      “You came here with me of your own accord,” he said. “Don’t you remember?”

      Jo did not remember, and Chris read it on her face.

      “You were at Premiere Stables, and we were talking in the parking lot,” he explained.

      Jo shook her head. The last thing she remembered was opening the hatch of her SUV to get Jeremiah’s equipment bag.

      “You and your son got into my truck. You came here

      willingly.”

      Jo didn’t think that was right, but she had no memory of the last few hours. Her face must have registered her fear.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said, sounding like the IT professional he was.

      “You’re pointing a gun at me,” said Jo. “Can you . . . Would you mind . . . putting it down?”

      Chris set the gun on the counter.

      “You often run around pointing guns at people?”

      “It’s just when you live alone, out here in the woods⁠—”

      “Do you think I’m a threat?” pressed Jo.

      “I hope not.”

      “Where are we?”

      Chris didn’t answer. Instead, he picked up a bag of groceries from the floor and placed it on the kitchen counter.

      “Put these away for me,” he commanded.

      Jo didn’t budge. “Is Jeremiah under these floorboards?”

      “Who’s Jeremiah?” he said, tapping something on his

      phone.

      “You know who he is.”

      “There. I’ve unlocked all the cupboards and the fridge. They’re on this app so I can access them digitally from wherever I’m at. They’re open now. Go ahead.”

      Jo had had no idea such an app even existed, but at the moment, that was not her main concern.

      “What do you want from us?” Jo pressed.

      “If you put away the groceries and make us all a meal, I’ll get Seth out from the cellar.”

      “My son’s name is Jeremiah,” said Jo, her eyes never leaving Chris’s.

      “Seth. It’s Seth, from now on.”

      “Did you hurt my son?”

      “He’s fine.” Chris took a bag of pretzels from the top of the reusable cloth grocery bag and popped it open. “Want one?” He handed the bag to Jo. “You must be a little hungry.”

      “Mom—Mom?” The small sound reached up from the cellar, and Jo grabbed it as if she were catching a stray baseball.

      “Jer! It’s me. I’m here!” Jo dropped to her knees. “It’s Mom. Don’t be scared!”

      The click of a gun cocking snapped Jo’s attention back to Chris. Once again the barrel was pointed at her.

      “The sooner you fix a meal, the sooner you get to see Seth.”

      “His name is Jeremiah.” She connected the dots. Jeremiah’s nightmare. “That’s not my name!” This had to be the same man who’d kidnapped him from the beach.

      “Get up,” Chris commanded.

      “What have you done to him?” said Jo, getting to her feet.

      “He’s just been sleeping, that’s all,” said Chris.

      “It was you before?” Jo’s eyes bored into Chris.

      Chris lowered the gun and tucked it into his waistband.

      “I want to see him,” said Jo.

      “Then cook.”

      She could hardly be sure that cooking this man a meal would unlock Jeremiah from his prison, but what choice did she have?

      “What am I supposed to make?” Jo asked, stomach bile churning.

      Chris opened a drawer and placed a small stack of recipe cards on the counter.

      “Any one of these.”

      Jo put one foot in front of the other, willing her body to the kitchen. She flipped through the cards. Meatball sandwiches. Homemade mac ’n’ cheese. Sloppy joes. Chicken tenders. Lasagna rolls. Pizza. Kid food.

      “Do you have ingredients for all of these?” she asked.

      “Yes. All you need to do is pick. And cook.”

      “Do you have a preference?” Jo hoped this wasn’t a trap.

      “I like what Seth likes.”

      It was creepy hearing him call her son by another name, but Jo went with it. Anything to see Jeremiah.

      “How about meatball sandwiches?” Jeremiah liked meatball sandwiches.

      “Seth’s favorite. First, unpack the groceries,” said Chris. “The ice cream at the bottom is going to melt soon.”

      Jo did as she was told, unpacking the grocery bag and opening the cupboards to find where to store the items.

      “I’ll be right back,” said Chris. He headed upstairs. Jo waited until she heard a bedroom door close. Then she searched for the ingredients she would need for the sandwiches. Chris was true to his word. He had every single ingredient needed.

      Meanwhile, from under the floorboards, Jeremiah continued calling for his mother. She could stand it no longer. Jo marched over to the table, going to all fours.

      “Jer,” she whispered to him.

      “Mom?” he answered.

      “I’m going to get us out of here. Be still. Don’t make a sound, okay?”

      Upstairs she heard the shower turn on. Now was her chance.

      Jo rushed down the hallway to the door to the utility room that she supposed led into a garage. She palmed the door handle only to be thrust back by a jolt of electricity. Her body was flung against the wall.

      She slumped to the floor as waves in her head rocked back and forth. Her hand felt singed. A small red welt where she’d grabbed the door handle confirmed the burn. Her eyes watered, but she wasn’t actively crying, nor did she feel like crying. The jolt of electricity had triggered an automatic flood

      of tears.

      Jo rubbed her deadened arm to wake it up. A prickly sensation tingled under her skin.

      “You won’t do that again, will you?” said Chris, coming to her side and standing over her, a towel around his waist and hair full of shampoo suds.

      Jo wasn’t about to answer this monster.

      “Look at me, Vivian,” he said.

      Vivian?

      “I don’t like it that he’s down there any more than you do,” said Chris.

      “Who’s Vivian?” she asked him.

      “Go to the kitchen and make the sandwiches, Viv.”

      With hooded eyes, Jo glanced up at him, her jaw clenched and anger surging. She rebuffed his attempt to help her up. On wobbly limbs, she waddled back to the kitchen, trying to make sense of this living nightmare.
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      From eight in the evening until midnight, Emily and Brandon joined a search party with Jo’s work friends from the hospital. Word had quickly spread through Freeport, and people came out in droves. There were at least a dozen different parties parceled throughout the area.

      Emily and Brandon worked as a pair, scouring the fields and woods surrounding the stables in a grid pattern. After the first hour, the weather had shifted, bumping up above the freezing point. An unusual winter rain poured down. As the day waned, a strong wind from the north descended, dropping temps to below freezing. Rain turned to heavy sleet.

      They had rushed to the search site after dinner without time to stop at the Blakelys’ and get boots from Paul. Brandon’s flimsy loafers with worn soles were causing him to slip on the icy, uneven ground. Several times his feet slipped out from under him and he landed in a heap on the ground. He had insisted on wearing his black trench coat, which offered protection from the rain and snow but little warmth. He was miserable, soaked, and shaking, but he hadn’t complained.

      “Let’s take a break,” said Emily, seeing his condition. They beelined for the stables to warm up. Walking along the horse bays, Emily came to a stall with a lean black stallion and lit up.

      “Look! It’s Jeremiah’s horse,” she said, stroking him on his broad nose.

      “What’s his name?” asked Brandon.

      “Boxer. You want to pet him?”

      “Will he bite?” asked Brandon.

      “No. Just give him a few gentle strokes on the bridge of his nose,” instructed Emily.

      Brandon slowly stuck his hand out over the stall door, then retreated.

      “You’ve never petted a horse before?”

      “And somehow I’ve managed to live successfully up until now.” Brandon nervously put his hands in his pockets.

      “You grew up in the northern suburbs. There are horse properties all around you. You never had a friend who had horses?”

      “Not everyone has to be horse happy.”

      “Are you afraid of them? Did you have a bad experience?” asked Emily.

      “I think it’s the smell of manure,” Brandon said.

      “We are in a horse barn.”

      “Ever notice that this whole county smells like manure? Like, as soon as you cross over the county line.”

      “Let’s get you warmed up.” Emily had spied a spare blanket hanging over the stall. She took it and wrapped it around Brandon. “Sit for a second.” She slouched down to the floor and leaned her back against the wall.

      Brandon got down next to her, and they snuggled closer, keeping each other warm and listening to a light patter of sleet hitting the roof.

      “It doesn’t always smell this way. The moisture releases the odor. You should try being here in spring. Farmers prep for the planting season by spreading manure over the fields and letting it cure for a couple of weeks before dropping in seeds.”

      “Disgusting. How does anyone live with that?”

      “You don’t smell it after a while,” said Emily. “And how is that any different than how bad the L train smells like body odor? Or how smoggy days in the summer smell like sewer and fuel oil?”

      Plodding footsteps down the corridor caused them both to look up. Paul Blakely was traipsing toward them in full winter gear and soaking wet. He looked like a rabid dog on a bird hunt.

      “Paul, you okay?” said Emily, rising.

      “My mom called. The girls are beside themselves. She can’t get them to calm down. They’re scared. They want their daddy,” said Paul.

      “What did you tell them?”

      “That I wasn’t coming home right now.”

      “You’re going back out there?” Emily questioned.

      “Until I bring Jo and Jer safely home.”

      Emily could see the torture of his divided family was tearing Paul apart.

      “I’ll go get the girls and stay with them, if you want?” Emily offered, glancing at Brandon, who couldn’t stop shivering. “I think we might be done here for the night.”

      “That would be great,” Paul said with relief. He glanced over and saw Boxer in his stall, chomping on hay. Emily was worried about how he might react to seeing his son’s horse, but Paul went over to stroke the horse’s snout.

      Brandon interrupted the moment with a sudden coughing fit. They both turned to him.

      “Did you hack up a lung there?” Emily asked.

      “My throat feels like sandpaper.”

      She pressed her palm to his forehead. “You’re burning up.”

      “City boy getting a little cold?” Paul said.

      “Let’s get you home before I pick up the girls.” Emily helped Brandon to his feet. As she moved him down the stale corridor, Boxer whinnied. She looked over her shoulder and saw Paul bury his face in Boxer’s mane as he whispered something to the horse. Boxer must have understood the distressed father, because he gently nudged him back. This peek into Paul’s inner life sent a wave of sadness over Emily. His world was shattering around him, and there was little he could do to stop it.
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      Somewhere around two in the morning, Jessica and Jaden Blakely had finally succumbed to sleep on the Blakelys’ living room sofa with Emily. The last thing Emily remembered was piling a mountain of blankets on the three of them as they huddled together.

      Emily woke hours later but kept still so she wouldn’t wake the girls. Outside the front picture window, she watched a crescent of yellow sunrise peeling back the dark-blue night. Paul had not come home. She should check her phone for a text from him. She glanced at the coffee table. No phone. She scanned the floor. Not there either. She started feeling between the cushions of the sofa.

      The sound of her phone’s ringtone from somewhere under the pile woke her. Jessica stirred but didn’t wake up. The ringtone played again as Emily tore through the folds of the blankets. Thwunk. She saw it on the floor next to the sofa leg and dove for it before it could go off again.

      It was Anna.

      “Hey,” Emily whispered, prying herself from between the two sleeping children.

      “I waited as long as I could to call you,” said Anna. “Brandon’s been coughing all night. He has chills, and he’s running a fever of a hundred and three. What should I do?”

      Emily dashed into the kitchen. “How’s his cough sound?”

      “Rattly. Deep.”

      “Make him some thyme tea, give him two Tylenol, and place a warm, wet eucalyptus cloth on his chest.”

      “Not exactly what I expected to hear from an MD. Usually you’re eager to push the antibiotics,” said Anna.

      “It’s just a bad cold,” Emily said.

      “Any word on Jo and Jer?” Anna asked tentatively.

      “Nothing.” Emily sighed and started the teakettle. “I’ll be home in a bit.”

      After feeding the girls breakfast and waiting for Grandma Blakely to arrive, Emily returned to the Hartford house just before eight o’clock. Anna and her daughters were having breakfast.

      “How’s the patient?” Emily asked, taking off her shoes

      and coat.

      “Exhausted and finally sleeping,” replied Anna.

      “Do we have a vaporizer in the house?”

      “I think I saw one in the linen closet in the upstairs bath.” Anna found Emily’s favorite mug. “Coffee?”

      “Yes. In a sec. Want to check on Brandon first.”

      Emily took the stairs to the second story two at a time. The door to her bedroom was cracked open, and she peeked in. She hadn’t known Brandon to be a snooper, but there he was, standing in front of her closet, pausing in front of the long white bag that had previously held her mother’s wedding dress. She watched as his fingers moved to the zipper. She let him get it halfway down before flinging open the bedroom door.

      “And here I thought you were at death’s door!” Emily said, hands on hips in a dramatic pose. Brandon’s hands instantly dropped to his sides, and he leaped for the bed.

      “Busted.” He cracked a weak smile. “Have they found Jo and her son yet?”

      “No,” said Emily. “I came home to check in on you, but I’m going to head out later to help with the search.”

      “I’m sorry I got sick. I feel helpless here. So stupid.”

      “Not your fault . . . Well, sort of your fault for not being dressed properly. You were a good sport about it, anyhow.” Emily grinned and entered the room. “Anna said you were sleeping. Just what are you doing in there, Dr. Taylor?”

      “Is that what I think it is?” asked Brandon.

      “What do you think it is?”

      “A wedding dress?”

      “No, it’s an empty bag that used to contain a wedding dress. My mother’s,” said Emily, positioning herself between Brandon and the bag.

      “Where’s the dress now?” Brandon slunk onto the mattress.

      “None of your business,” she said, tucking him in. “Besides, shame on you for peeking. What if there had been a dress in there? Don’t you know it’s bad luck for the groom to see it?”

      “It’s bad luck for me to see your mother’s wedding dress?”

      Emily sat on the edge of the bed. “My dad gave it to me. He thought that someday I might want to wear it.”

      “And do you?”

      “I guess we’ll see.” Emily placed the back of her hand across his forehead. It felt warm, but not burning up like last night. “How do you feel this morning?”

      “Like a Saint Bernard is sitting on my chest.”

      “Your fever seems to have broken.”

      “I still feel chilled.”

      “Do you want to see the dress?” she asked him, reaching for a photo album on the shelves above her bed. “My parent’s wedding album.”

      She opened to the first page, a full eight-by-ten of the young Hartford couple on their wedding day. “Aren’t they gorgeous?”

      “At the height of eighties fashion. Shoulder pads and all.”

      Emily laughed. “On both of them!” she exclaimed. “I never noticed that before.”

      They both laughed, and the tension of the past few days dripped off them. The laughing sent Brandon into a coughing fit. Emily didn’t like the rasping, wheezing sound coming from his lungs.

      “We should keep an eye on that. I wonder if there’s a pulse ox in the house?”

      “You wouldn’t really wear that dress, would you?” Brandon said.

      “Why not? I like the thought of the dress being my mother, embracing me.”

      “I get that. But the dress . . . it’s not really your style.”

      “It can be altered,” Emily rebutted.

      “I just mean, aren’t you worried that if you wear her dress, you’re somehow inviting her fate into your future?”

      Emily was taken aback. “If you had known my mom, you wouldn’t have said that.”

      “I was referring to the way things . . . ended. That’s all,” said Brandon. “I didn’t mean she wasn’t a good person.”

      “You don’t like the dress,” Emily said flatly.

      “What about the idea of something fresh and modern and new . . . as you start your married life?”

      Emily allowed the comments to settle between them. She didn’t want to encourage the argument. Their personal tastes and preferences were often at opposite ends of the spectrum.

      “If it’s important to you, of course I fully support it,” said Brandon, backtracking.

      Fiona’s scream from downstairs startled them.

      “That can’t be good,” said Brandon.

      Fiona followed it up by a stream of whoops and more girly screams.

      “Or maybe it’s really, really good?” Emily flew down the steps into the kitchen.

      Fiona was dancing around the living room like a wild child, leaping from the sofa to the chair.

      “Fi, not on the furniture! Please!” begged Anna, trying to stop the squirrelly girl, who was slipping through her grasp.

      “What happened?” said Emily, scooping up her niece before she jumped onto the ottoman. “Fiona. What is going on?”

      “I’m going to be on TV!” shrieked Fiona.

      Flora, who was standing off to the side, rolled her eyes. “Fiona got into Little Baker. Like we’re so surprised.”

      “We’re going to Chicago!” Anna danced around the room. “All expenses paid!”

      “That’s incredible! Well done!” Emily congratulated Fiona. “You can stay at my apartment. Better than a hotel, don’t you think?”

      “We’d love that.”

      “Will you come to the taping?” asked Fiona.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Emily, hugging her niece.

      A thud from upstairs caused them all to freeze in place.

      “What was that?” said Flora.

      Four sets of eyes traveled to the ceiling, expectation growing as they puzzled over the silence that ensued. Emily sprinted to the bottom of the stairs.

      “Brandon?” she shouted.

      No response.

      Emily raced up the stairs, the others only paces behind her.

      She threw the door open. The bed was empty, and the comforter hung askew off the edge. Emily rushed around to the side of the bed. Brandon was lying unconscious on the floor.
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      Jo set a plate of hot meatball sandwiches on the kitchen table and glanced at Chris, who was kicked back in his recliner, reading his tablet.

      “They’re ready.” Her voice was monotone. “Where’s my son?”

      Chris shut his tablet off and rose in no particular hurry. He pushed aside the dining table and lifted the area rug.

      Jo was a ball of nerves, watching him and wondering what shape she would find Jeremiah in when he opened the cellar door. Her main concern was that he might need medical attention and Chris wouldn’t see to it properly.

      She started to rush forward to get a glimpse of her son, but Chris pinned her down with a glare.

      “Stay where you are,” he commanded.

      “I just want to see him,” Jo argued.

      “Patience.” He unlatched the hook and opened the door to the cellar.

      Jo strained to see, but Chris’s body blocked her view.

      “Hey, buddy,” Chris said. “We’re getting you outta here.”

      She heard Jeremiah moan, and then he voiced a weak

      “okay.”

      Chris pulled a groggy Jeremiah from the cellar and laid him on the floor.

      Jo rushed to him, enveloping him in a snug embrace. He stank of mildew, body odor, and urine.

      “Oh, my brave boy,” she whispered, pressing her face into his. His skin felt warm. He was running a slight fever. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he sought out Jo’s face with his

      gaze.

      “Mom—you okay?”

      How precious of him to ask about her after what he had just endured. “I’m fine, baby.” She hugged him tighter. “Don’t you worry about me. I’m just fine.”

      “Come, sit down at the table,” Chris said, towering over them, an almost jealous edge to his voice. “Food’s getting cold.”

      “Are you hungry?” Jo asked her son.

      Jeremiah nodded.

      “He needs a bath and a warm bed,” she told Chris.

      “And he will get those things after our meal.”

      Jeremiah clung to his mother as she led him to the table.

      “Vivian, you sit to my left. Seth, to my right.”

      She ignored his calling her by the wrong name. “Can’t he sit next to me?”

      “No. His place is on my right.”

      She helped Jeremiah to his assigned seat, anguished that they were separated again, even if it was just by the table.

      Chris poured three glasses of lemonade and gestured to the platter, acting as if they were a perfectly normal family and this were a normal family meal.

      “Ladies first,” he said, pushing the platter of sandwiches toward her.

      “I’m not hungry,” she said, keeping her hands folded on her lap.

      “Please eat it,” he said through gritted teeth, “or Seth goes back into the cellar.”

      “His name is Jeremiah,” stated Jo.

      Chris slid a sandwich onto Jo’s plate.

      Jo broke off a third, placing it on Jeremiah’s plate. The sedative was still affecting him, and he was having trouble focusing. His head kept nodding forward, and Jo had to catch it before it hit the table.

      “He’s tired. Let him rest awhile before he eats,” said Jo.

      “We eat lunch at one p.m. around here. Dinner at seven. And breakfast at eight, after chores,” said Chris.

      Finding both his tone and demands ludicrous, Jo almost laughed out loud.

      “We want to go home,” she said.

      “This is home,” said Chris, shoving a meatball into his maw.

      “This is not our home.”

      “Your food’s getting cold.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “I don’t want to go back to the cellar.” Jeremiah’s slurred words were scared.

      “You won’t have to,” said Chris, “if your mom eats her sandwich.”

      Jo’s gaze met her son’s, and she forced a bite into her mouth.

      “After lunch I’ll show you to your bedroom, Seth. Of course, Vivian, you’ll be in the master with me.”

      Vivian again.

      “Who’s Vivian?”

      “You are, Viv,” he replied.

      A wave of nausea flipped Jo’s stomach: part pregnancy, part horror at their situation.

      “What’s your game plan, Chris? What do you want from us?” She was more annoyed than afraid.

      Chris scarfed down half his sandwich in one bite.

      “You can’t keep us here like prisoners,” said Jo.

      “Prisoners? Come on . . . we’re family.” He laughed.

      Jo shook her head, denying his statement. He had seemed so normal that first day in the emergency room, when he’d been introduced to her as the IT rep who was rolling out their new patient-records software system. Chris was affable, easy to be around, and an engaging instructor in software management, which could be a dry subject. As lead nurse on the training, Jo had shared numerous lunches with Chris, going over potential glitches and how to troubleshoot them. Jo, who was easily fed up with technology, found herself gaining a new sense of confidence when Chris had walked her through the system. He made sure she knew it inside out. He was a good teacher.

      None of her interactions with Chris had given off the scent of mental illness, which Jo was used to dealing with in her line of work. Now she perceived a deep psychosis at play. She would keep observing while strategizing her and Jeremiah’s escape. Jo dismissed the guilty thoughts creeping up that she should have detected aberrant behavior when she was working with him. She had seen him almost every day for a couple of weeks. Psychosis could be tricky to spot, though it revealed itself in little ways if you knew what to look for. Those who suffered distortions of reality could also be good at hiding them.

      “People will be looking for us. My husband, for one,” said Jo, testing him.

      “You don’t need to worry about Paul.”

      How’d he know Paul’s name? She’d never mentioned him to Chris. Jo made it a habit to keep personal details private at work, except with her closest work friends.

      Chris slid his laptop over and opened the screen. He pulled up a document and turned the screen around to Jo. “Phone records. Restaurant receipts. Hotel bar tab. Who is this woman in Des Moines?”

      Jo scanned the document. She recognized Paul’s phone number and the name of the hotel he usually stayed at. The research looked legit. Be careful. People with delusions would say anything to warp reality, then insist that if you didn’t believe them, you were the crazy one.

      “Paul has a female business partner in Des Moines.”

      Chris clicked to another screen that displayed emails between Paul and a woman named Chloe. “They’re rendezvousing at several bars downtown. Receipts show late-night drink meetings. Really, Viv? Who does business until eleven thirty at night?”

      As much as she fought against it, Chris had watered a seed of doubt that had been hibernating in Jo for months. Paul not returning calls while he was traveling. Paul leaving earlier than planned. Paul returning home a day or two after he was scheduled to.

      “Paul has turned out to be quite a creep,” said Chris. “You deserve better.”

      Jo shook her head. “I want to go home. Take us home.”

      “You don’t know what you’re asking. Your home is the real prison.”

      “You don’t know my husband,” said Jo angrily. “You don’t know me. And you certainly know nothing about our marriage.”

      “You’ll thank me in time,” Chris insisted. “I would never do that to you. To my family.”

      “We. Are not. Your family.”

      Chris pushed his chair back. Its metal feet screeched across the hardwood, sending a zing up her spine.

      “Families are created in many ways, Viv.” Chris’s voice changed; it was now light and ethereal. “You must accept that. In time, you’ll be grateful for the beautiful family you have right here.”

      His behavior was reminiscent of dissociative identity disorder. She’d continue to sort through that and see if she could identify more markers. It gave her a starting point and insight into what to do next. Don’t resist. Don’t lose control. It was best not to disagree or point out that Chris’s reality was not the truth. She kept her eyes locked on him and tried not to react.

      “Now, both of you, eat up,” said Chris. “Especially you, Viv. You’re eating for two.”

      It was a sucker punch on top of the whole situation, but she wasn’t going to confirm it.

      “You’re wondering how I know?” said Chris. “It’s all in your health records.”

      He’d hacked into those too. Chris was the most dangerous kind of delusional: He had no boundaries.

      Jeremiah turned to her with a puzzled look.

      “That’s right, buddy. Your mom’s having a baby.” Chris smiled. “How cool is that? You’re going to have a new sibling.”

      “I am?” Jeremiah asked Jo.

      Stay in control to stay alive.

      She gave her son a small nod.
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      “Pneumonia,” Emily said, conferring with the attending doctor at Freeport Hospital as they stared at the scan in the ER. The dark, affected tissue on the lungs was undeniably infected and inflamed. It was textbook.

      “Bordering on acute,” said the doctor. “I’m going to pump him full of antibiotics, put him on O2, and monitor him overnight. He may need a light sedation so he can sleep comfortably.”

      Haste was made to get Brandon admitted to the hospital and sent upstairs to his room. Emily spent all day and night with him, sleeping on a small pleather love seat crammed into the corner of the room. While there, she sent frequent check-in texts to Paul, Delia, Aditson, and several others who were searching for Jo and Jeremiah.

      The answers all came back the same. Nothing yet. Still looking. Keeping hope alive.

      She got interrupted sleep on the two-seater sofa in Brandon’s room. So this was how uncomfortable her patients’ families felt? She could never understand why hospitals didn’t provide a better experience for patients’ loved ones.

      Brandon’s sleep was restless and often interrupted for the first part of the night, as was Emily’s every time the nurse came in to take his vitals or check the readouts of his monitors. Around five in the morning, Emily asked if they could up the sedation dosage so he could get a few good hours of sleep. It was approved, and within a quarter hour, Brandon hit his REM. Out of pure exhaustion, Emily dozed off a few minutes later, but still she tossed and turned on the compact sofa, finally rising when the day nurse arrived on shift to check in on Brandon at quarter to seven.

      She roamed through the halls, trying to drum up some energy. Coffee: She needed some. Badly.

      The cafeteria opened at seven. By the time she got down to the main floor, the doors would be open. She might as well grab a bagel or toast and hard-boiled egg. Who knew when she would be able to eat another solid meal? Based on Brandon’s diagnosis, she didn’t think the doctor would be comfortable releasing him today.

      At the cafeteria, she selected a cup of instant oatmeal and a black coffee, then made her way back to the nurses’ station on Brandon’s floor to check when his doctor was expected. There was one nurse sitting in front of a computer working on his charting, or maybe he was blatantly ignoring her.

      Emily cleared her throat to get his attention.

      “Excuse me, Scott,” she said, reading his name tag.

      “Mm-hmm?” He didn’t raise his gaze.

      “I’m Dr. Hartford. I wanted to ask about a patient, Dr. Brandon Taylor?”

      He looked up, his expression brightening. “Emily?”

      “Yeah. How did you⁠—?”

      “Jo talks about you all the time,” said Scott.

      “She does?”

      “She’s so proud of you.”

      “Oh, that’s nice.” She was touched. And a little guilty. Emily never talked about Jo to her colleagues. “I was just wondering if you knew when⁠—”

      “Have you heard any news? Half the staff went out looking for her last night. I was stuck babysitting for my sister,” he said, closing the chart and moving out from behind the counter.

      Emily shook her head. “I wish I knew something.”

      “And Jeremiah. Not once but twice taken. It’s just wrong.”

      “Did you all happen to notice if anything was out of sorts with Jo lately?” asked Emily. “Did she mention anything that might indicate she wanted—I don’t know, a break?”

      “Like, to kill herself?” said Scott.

      “No. More like, you know, a little vacation to decompress,” suggested Emily.

      “I mean, she’s a nurse. We’re always stressed. Wait. Do you think she took Jeremiah and flew the coop for a couple days?”

      “I don’t think that’s what happened,” Emily volleyed back, not wanting to give anything away and yet hoping to extract some piece of information from Scott that might point her in the right direction to locate her friend. “Why do you think that?”

      “I noticed she was distracted at work. Forgetting basic steps of care. She was making mistakes that could lead to medical malpractice, and I had to cover for her several times,” explained Scott, lowering his voice. “But anyone could understand why after what she just went through with her son abducted.”

      “How about any disgruntled patients? Or families of patients?” asked Emily, who knew how demanding and unreasonable they could be.

      “Not that she mentioned. That kind of thing would be pretty hard to hide around here,” said Scott.

      A man in black slacks and a pressed white shirt bearing an embroidered company logo of a mortar and pestle on the breast pocket strode up to the nurses’ station. He greeted Emily and Scott with a friendly smile.

      “Good morning, Mr. Lampert,” said Scott. “How was your weekend?”

      “Best in quite a while,” said the man, heading behind the nurses’ station to the computers.

      “Do anything special?” asked Scott.

      “Just some much-needed quality time at home,” Lampert said, checking the three workstation computers. “How about you?”

      “Was my daughter’s fifth birthday,” said Scott. “She wanted to invite everyone from her class. Twenty-five five-year-olds tearing up our house for three hours on Saturday afternoon. My wife and I spent all day Sunday wiping cake off walls.”

      Lampert chuckled. “Kids, right?”

      Scott nodded with parental understanding.

      “How has the software been working?” Lampert asked. “Any glitches over the weekend?”

      “Don’t know. Just started my shift.”

      “Not to worry. I’ll have Jo run a report. She here yet?”

      Scott froze. Emily waited to see how he would respond. “Jo . . . Oh . . . She’s not in today. Taking the day off. Sylvie’s gonna run a software diagnostic for you.”

      “Oh, okay. Hope she’s okay.”

      “Yes. Yeah. Just a sick-kid thing.”

      “So where can I find Sylvie?”

      “She’s prepping the room for the meeting. We’ve got you set up in the conference room on the second floor,” said Scott, moving back around the counter to the files.

      “Thanks.” Lampert headed off down the hall toward the elevators. Scott and Emily exchanged looks.

      “Why did that guy ask for Jo?”

      “Because she’s in charge of training the nursing staff on the new patient software. Another stressor,” explained Scott, gathering his charts.

      “Did she volunteer for the extra work?” asked Emily.

      “She saw a need and she filled it. Like Jo does. I don’t know how she does it, especially with Paul gone so much.” Scott’s phone buzzed, and the call lights for a patient bed were flashing.

      “Any idea when the doctor’s coming in?” Emily asked.

      “They usually come around eleven. After they hit the golf course.” Scott heeled off with a blood pressure cuff.

      Emily returned to Brandon’s room. He was still sleeping. She curled up on the sofa, cupping her hands around her coffee mug to warm them, and feeling anxious and torn that she was here instead of searching for Jo and Jeremiah.

      Her phone buzzed against her side. She checked the text. Junk mail. This time in French.

      
        
          
            
              
        Quel temps fait-il?

      

      

      

      

      

      Four years of high school French came back to her with the familiar words.

      How’s the weather?

      Quel temps fait-il?

      She rolled the phrase around her tongue with ease. It was more than a common question.

      Nick Larsen hadn’t taken French, but Emily had taught him the phrase so they could use it as a code. It held multiple meanings for them. How’re things where you are? Is the coast clear? Are you alone? How are you feeling? Is everything

      all right?

      A GIF came through next. A white-sand beach and shimmering Caribbean-blue waters. The waves lapped the shore in a boomerang effect. She thought it might be Brandon sending a hint as to their next holiday spot. But it wasn’t coming from his phone number.

      Maybe it was a travel agency spam ad. Siri was always listening. Random ads were constantly popping up based on overheard conversations. Digital trespassers! She reported the text as junk. Although why bother? It didn’t seem to stop these messages from coming.
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      Emily waited with Brandon until his doctor showed up a little after two in the afternoon. To neither’s surprise, he recommended another night’s stay and, upon Emily’s insistence, ordered Brandon a light sedative to help him sleep. Sleep was more restorative than most physicians gave it

      credit for.

      “One more night, and I’m out of here,” Brandon insisted after his doctor left the room. “I’ve got too much to do back in the city.”

      “Do I need to show you your scans again?” asked Emily.

      Brandon sighed. “I’ll recover better at home.”

      Emily kissed him lightly on the forehead. “You’re burning up. Fever’s back.” She pressed the call button. Even though she had them in her purse, a simple Tylenol had to be ordered and administered.

      “Does it hurt when you breathe?” Emily asked.

      “Just tight.” Brandon lay back and sighed again. “This sucks.”

      “What can I do? Can I bring you anything?”

      “I’d love my tablet.”

      “Not if it means you’re going to work on it.”

      “Scout’s honor,” he said, holding up his hand in pledge position.

      “That holds no water with me,” Emily said. He’d never been a Boy Scout. “I’ll swing by later with it.”

      The nurse arrived with his sedation, and Emily asked about a Tylenol. The nurse agreed to talk to the doctor about prescribing a fever reducer for his IV line. Emily stayed until the sedatives lulled Brandon to sleep. She gave him a hand-to-cheek kiss and crept out.
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      First stop was Brown’s Bakery to pick up coffee and pastries for the late-afternoon search team.

      “How’s the patient?” asked Delia, filling a paper coffee box with her brewed dark roast.

      “For someone who’s hardly been sick a day in his life, this really threw him for a loop,” said Emily.

      “Getting a taste of patient life, huh?”

      Emily laughed. He probably needed it. Like many type A surgeons, he could use an extra dose of empathy.

      “He’s definitely more cut out for urban strolls than off-road treks through muddy woods,” she said.

      “He came; he tried; he crashed. Points for effort.” Delia shrugged.

      “His family’s idea of camping was five-star island resorts.”

      “I like their style.” Delia grinned. “You hear anything from Aditson this morning?”

      “Nothing. How ’bout you?” Emily volleyed back. “Anything come in on Brown’s gossip train?” Brown’s Bakery was Freeport’s version of a town square, and news passed through here like a revolving door.

      “Just idle chatter,” replied Delia. She screwed the cap on the coffee box and poured a second one.

      “Want me to box those?” asked Emily, pointing to a stack of boxes and a fresh tray of cinnamon rolls on the counter next to her.

      “Love some help. And if this isn’t enough, I’ve got another batch almost ready to come out of the oven.” Delia disappeared into the kitchen as Emily wound her way back behind the counter.

      Aditson buzzed in on a call.

      “How’s that boyfriend of yours doing?” he asked.

      “Still hospitalized. Pneumonia.”

      “That’s rough.”

      “More so on his ego than his lungs,” said Emily. “Any word today?”

      “The search is still on.”

      “Were you able to get a palm print from Jo’s car?” asked Emily.

      “We put it into the system, but there was no match.”

      Either the guy had no criminal record or he had never had his palm print taken, as it wasn’t necessarily a common piece of physical evidence to collect. Emily had known it was a long shot.

      “I had our IT department take a closer look at the video footage from the stables,” Aditson said, cutting to the chase. “We’ve been matching plate numbers with horse parents. There was one of note: A navy-colored minivan pulled into the stable driveway about ten minutes before Jo and Jeremiah disappeared.”

      “You get a reading on the plate?” asked Emily.

      “It’s registered to Digital Pharmacy, an information technology company that specializes in service hospitals and medical centers. There was one of those magnetic car logos on the side. A mortar and pestle on a computer screen.”

      Emily racked her brain. That name sounded familiar. Perhaps she had run across it at one of the many hospitals she had worked at during her residency.

      “There’s an eight hundred number, but when I dial, it goes to a call center,” said Aditson. “The only address I can find for the company is out in Delaware.”

      “But the van had Michigan plates?”

      “Lots of companies register in Delaware. Better tax advantages,” he explained.

      An image came into focus from Emily’s memory. “Hey . . . there was a computer guy at the hospital wearing a shirt with that mortar-and-pestle logo on the front pocket.”

      “We should track that guy down and see if he can tell us anything,” said Aditson.

      “I’ll call the charge nurse who was on duty and get a name,” offered Emily, grateful for a potential witness lead.

      “Lemme know what you find out,” said Aditson.

      “See you at the search site soon.” Emily hung up as Delia appeared from the kitchen with another tray of rolls.

      “Doll, have you called Brandon’s parents to let them know he’s in the hospital?”

      It hadn’t even crossed Emily’s mind.

      “I take it by that slight panicked look on your face that’s a no.”

      “I guess that would be up to me, huh?” Emily felt horrible. As she didn’t have any remaining parents of her own, it had not been on her radar that Brandon’s parents should be informed. Delia layered the sealed boxes of pastries into shopping bags. “I’ll call them as soon as I get in the car.”

      “Good idea. Hold these on the bottom, would you?” Delia loaded the bags into Emily’s arms and held the bakery door for her.

      Outside the temps had cooled considerably, and a freezing drizzle coated the sidewalk. When Emily was a girl, February in northern Michigan was under temps consistently below zero and buried in feet of snow. Over the last few decades, February weather had become unpredictable. One day it might be sunny and sixty degrees. The next, a blizzard could roll in.

      “Roads will be treacherous soon,” said Delia, noting the ominous clouds.

      Emily feared the weather might slow the search or send folks home after over two days on the hunt. With each passing hour, the probability of finding mother and son alive dwindled. They could be anywhere right now. She had her doubts they were still in Freeport County. If they’d been taken by the Sailor Slayer, why would he have stuck around?
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      Brown’s front door was only steps away from her car, but Emily nearly slid off the ice-coated curb while trying to get the weighty bags of pastries into the passenger side.

      “You need some help, Em?”

      She cocked her head, surprised to see Anna and the girls taking baby steps on the icy sidewalk toward the bakery.

      “Ladies, what are you doing out in this weather?” Emily greeted them after she managed to get the cumbersome bags onto the seat, balancing herself with the door.

      “I picked up the girls from school. Early release today.” Anna’s voice was pinched. Emily had learned this telltale sign that her half sister was stressed.

      Anna turned to Flora and Fiona and shooed them inside. “Go on inside and order, ladies. For carryout.” She looked to the sky. “We’ve gotta get home quick.”

      The girls hurried inside while Anna stayed back with Emily.

      “I just learned today that taping for Little Baker starts Wednesday,” said Anna. “If it’s okay with you and the weather cooperates, I’d like to head to Chicago tomorrow. Get acclimated. Spend a few days in the city with the girls. Museums. American Girl Place. Pizza.” She tried to sound cheerful, but Emily sensed an undertone of anxiety.

      “Of course. Sounds fun. I’ll text you the code to my apartment and let the security desk know you’ll be staying.” Emily searched Anna. “Everything okay?”

      “I’m torn, Em. I feel bad about leaving Freeport with Jo and Jeremiah missing. It feels insensitive.”

      “Jo would tell you to go. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for Fiona. And she, of all people, would understand that.”

      “It’s not just that. It was a bad day at school for Flora,” said Anna, wiping the icy raindrops from her face.

      “Tell me in the car,” instructed Emily, running around to the driver’s side as Anna dove for the front passenger seat.

      “What happened?” asked Emily, starting the vehicle and cranking the heat.

      “There are nasty rumors going around school about Jeremiah.”

      “What kind of rumors?” asked Emily.

      “That he’s been sold as a sex slave.” Anna spit out the words.

      “Who’s talking like that?”

      “The kids in her class.”

      Where had they heard about sex slaves? “A bunch of middle schoolers?”

      Anna nodded.

      “Where do you think it came from?”

      “These kids know too much with their phones and social media.”

      “What do they know about it?” Emily shuddered to think about what these kids were exposed to at such a young age.

      “There were pictures floating around of a kid who had been trafficked and sold into slavery. Someone even took Jeremiah’s school picture and made a meme of him all dolled up in makeup.”

      “You mean like . . . the Sailor Slayer pictures?”

      “From what I understand.”

      “How would they have seen those?” This was very specific and disturbing information to be spreading around.

      “Probably some parent blabbed.”

      “Who would tell their child about such a thing?” Emily blurted.

      “Some parents want their kids to be aware of all the danger out there.”

      “It’s not an image a young mind should be given,” Emily said emphatically.

      “I agree. These kids’ imaginations run wild, and what they come up with is often worse than the truth.” Anna sighed. “Most of the parents told their kids that Jo took Jeremiah away on vacation or a ski trip. I’m not sure that’s the right response either.”

      Emily was in disbelief. “What did Flora say?”

      “She wants to know if Jeremiah’s become a sex slave.”

      “Does she understand what that means?”

      “Not at all. None of them do,” said Anna. “But I don’t know how to address this, Em. I mean, it could be true, right?”

      “The more I mull this over, the more I’m dismissing the Sailor theory. But you still need to address it with her. Best to be direct and honest. Like Dad was with me.”

      “You mean, explain human trafficking?”

      “In kid terms,” Emily suggested. “They can handle it as long as we’re there to help them process it.”

      “Exactly how honest was Dad with you?”

      A million moments flashed into Emily’s mind. But she didn’t want to go into detail or sidetrack the conversation from Anna’s problem. “You might mention to Fiona and Flora that there are various possibilities about what happened to Jeremiah, but until we know for sure, we should not go around spreading rumors.”

      Anna nodded. The two of them glanced through the sleety windshield to the bakery front window. Inside, Flora, Fiona, and Delia were at the display counter, laughing their heads off.

      Anna smiled. “They’re gonna be fine.”

      “They’re gonna be fine,” confirmed Emily. “That said, I think it’s good you have a legit excuse to get the girls out of town as soon as possible. Being in Chicago will focus them on something more uplifting.”

      “And hopefully when they return, Jo’s family will be restored,” said Anna.

      “We can only pray.”

      “Do you think you’ll be able to join us for the filming?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “It would mean the world to Fiona,” said Anna.

      “I hope to make it.” But Emily didn’t want to make promises. “If I don’t, please know how much I’ll miss you all, and that I’ll be cheering from afar and checking in every day to see how it’s going. Now get the girls and hurry home.”

      “Are you on your way home?”

      “Bringing fuel for Aditson’s team and then rejoining the search.”

      “Be careful. See you later!” Emily watched Anna skate-slip her way to Brown’s entrance. She hoped they would hightail it home before the roads became impassable. She didn’t want to worry about yet another set of people she loved.

      Just then, Aditson buzzed her with a text. Search called off. Weather emergency.
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      “The driving rain and the north wind have created the perfect ice rink,” Chris told Jo and Jeremiah. He wore winter boots, while they stood in ice skates on the bank of a frozen pond in the backyard of his log house.

      He had given Jo another woman’s coat to wear, but she still had on her own pink faux-fur gloves and headband, which Jessica had given her for Christmas three months ago. Jeremiah wore another boy’s coat; its sleeves and body were an inch too short.

      Jo tightly held her son’s hand and squinted at the gray daylight, eyes darting around, trying to place where she was. It was nowhere she’d ever seen. They were surrounded by thick woods. Birch. Maple. Oak. Pine. A winding dirt drive covered by ice and snow led into the woods and, she assumed, onto a road. But how far were they from Freeport?

      She had never asked Chris, whom she had worked with closely for several months, where he lived. She had never asked him any personal questions. Their time together had been taken up with conversations about software. For all she knew, he lived an hour or two in any direction from Freeport. It wasn’t uncommon for consultants to commute long distances around the state for their jobs.

      “Follow me,” Chris commanded.

      Jo and Jeremiah lumbered behind Chris across frozen ground at the edge of the pond. They moved slowly, wobbly. Jo’s white leather figure skates were half a size too big, and the extra room was making her ankles turn out. As she walked, she struggled to keep them firm and solid. Jeremiah wore black figure skates, which for him were a size too small.

      Jeremiah looked up at his mother. “My feet hurt,” he said, wincing with pain.

      Jo tried to smile. “It’ll get better once we’re on the ice.”

      “What is he doing to us?” Jeremiah whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Jo mouthed.

      When they got halfway around the pond to a small opening between the reeds, Chris stopped. “There you go. Have some fun.”

      Jo stopped. “Aren’t you going to check the ice?”

      “I already tested it.”

      “How far did you go out?” asked Jo.

      “It’s solid.” He walked out a few meters and stamped his boots. “See?”

      “How can you be sure about the middle?” she asked.

      “Why would I send my beloveds out to drown?” Chris assured them, gazing at Jo in a way that made her uncomfortable. Beloveds? Who says that?

      “What are you doing here, Chris?” Jo asked, lowering her voice and meeting his eyes. “You don’t think people will notice that we’re gone? Come looking for us?”

      “You belong here with me. I felt it as soon as we started working together,” Chris bellowed, and he reached out his hand to draw Jeremiah onto the ice. “Come on, buddy.”

      Jeremiah snatched his mother’s hand. She could feel him shivering.

      “My laces are loose,” he said, glancing up at Jo.

      Jo looked down at his skates. The left lace was coming undone, and the right was hanging free. She bent over and tied them, using a double knot.

      “Skate,” Chris instructed as he stepped up to Jo and put a hand on her back, guiding her to the pond’s surface. Her hand slipped from her son’s.

      “Mom!”

      “Come on.” Jo reached out and felt Jeremiah latch on. “Stay with me.”

      The two of them glided out onto the ice. Truth was, they were skating people. Jo loved to skate and was grateful that she had taught her kids.

      “You’re a good skater, Vivian.”

      Jo said nothing, focusing on the ice beneath her blades. She took her strides slowly, listening for cracks in the ice. She and Jeremiah moved across the pond. Chris was right: The ice was solid. She exhaled a sigh of relief. She guided them slowly around the outside edge of the pond as Jeremiah sought to improve his balance.

      “Your feet still hurt?” she asked him.

      “They’re just numb now,” he said, stumbling and then tripping over the toe pick. He fell and went sailing toward a clump of reeds, crashing into them as they stopped his fall.

      Jo flew over to him. “You okay?”

      Jeremiah nodded. He was stunned but not hurt. When Jo bent to help him up, she glimpsed something under the surface of the ice. At first she didn’t register what she was seeing, but the message made its way to her brain, sending her into shock. Just below the surface, staring back at her, were the two dark eye sockets of a human skull. The shape of the skull solidified as a recognizable image in Jo’s mind. She could make out the head frozen into the shallow floor of the pond’s edge. She suppressed a scream, instead inhaling and exhaling audibly.

      “Everything okay over there?” Chris called out.

      Jo snapped her attention back to Jeremiah. “Answer him.”

      “Fine.”

      “Hey, you two know any skating tricks?” Chris called out. “Spins? Jumps?”

      Jo backed away from the clump of reeds, sending Jeremiah out in front of her.

      “No.” Her answer was automatic and a lie. She hoped he didn’t hear the hitch in her voice. What was that head doing in the pond? And how long had it been there?

      Her eyes darted to where Chris had planted himself on the shore and was studying the two of them, arms crossed over his chest. A different look was on his face, one she had never seen at work. And one he hadn’t expressed in the cabin. It was soft and far away, as if he were living inside a warm memory. Jo was shaken to the core when she saw his eyes well with tears. For a millisecond, a flash of empathy tore through her.

      Then she snapped back to her horrifying reality. Chris wasn’t just creepy; he was a killer.

      Round and round the pond, Jo and her son skated a circular path, hands locked together. An idea inched into her brain. She let Jeremiah’s hand slip.

      “Skate to the other side of the pond and practice your crossovers,” she told him firmly. “When he’s not looking, go between those reeds and head for the driveway. Follow it to the road and flag someone down.”

      “Mom?” Jeremiah looked panicked.

      “Just do it. Fast as you can.”

      Jeremiah nodded.

      “I love you, brave boy.”

      He let go of her hand and skated away.

      Jo looked at the darkening sky. Rain had turned to sleet, which had then turned to large fluffy flakes. A snowstorm was closing in. She had to act quickly. She skated across the pond, creating a wide arc as she moved into the first spin. It had been years, and at first she was wobbly. Coming out of the spin, she nearly splayed herself out onto the ice.

      From the shoreline, she heard Chris clapping. “See? I knew it. Beautiful!”

      She bit back the urge to tell him off. She wasn’t doing this for him. But it was working.

      Jo made a second attempt, shoring up the strength in her legs. This time, she was sturdier. Jo proceeded down the ice in a series of spins. When she reached the sixth spin, the wind raced through the trees, and a strong gust nearly knocked her down. She fought for her balance, knowing that a bad fall could injure the baby.

      She stole a look across the pond. Jeremiah was rushing through the reeds as fast as he could manage on his blades. Chris followed her gaze.

      “Hey! Seth!” He jolted from his spot. “Where you going, boy?”

      Jeremiah stopped, hiding behind a bush.

      Jo glided to a stop, her heart racing.

      Chris lumbered into the reeds as Jo pushed off across the ice toward them.

      “Jeremiah? Chris?” she called out, trying to quell the rising panic.

      Chris emerged from the brush with Jeremiah in tow. “No worries. Kid just had to pee,” he said.

      Jo dismounted the ice onto the bank of the pond, joining her son, who had a look of sheer terror on his face.

      “Time to head in. Storm’s moving fast,” Chris said calmly. He started back to the log house, and Jo obediently followed.

      The entire way back, Jeremiah said nothing. He squeezed her hand and stumbled along in his skates. Brave, smart boy. Jo was proud of how quickly he had come up with the excuse. It wasn’t until Jeremiah took her hand that she realized how cold her ears were and that it was because her pink fuzzy earmuffs were gone. They must have slipped off her head when she bent over to help Jeremiah tighten his skate laces.

      Jo steadied her frayed nerves with the assurance that people were on the hunt for them. However, with a storm of this immensity bearing down on the region, she also knew it would be unsafe for a search to continue. She and Jer had to hold tight. Jo would stay shrewd but positive.

      She would devise another plan of escape.
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      With the storm bearing down on Freeport, Emily made the decision to not return home but head back to the hospital and spend another night with Brandon. As for the gigantic shopping bags filled with Brown’s goodies in her back seat, no need for them to go to waste. The hospital staff would be thrilled to gobble them up. Emily delivered the bags to the nurses’ station. The two nurses at their computers lit up at the sight of the Brown’s bags.

      “Is Scott still here?” Emily asked, setting the goodies on an empty space at the counter.

      “He is. Poor thing had to double shift because Claudia couldn’t get out of her icy driveway. Her house is on top of a hill,” said the nurse with thick gray curls pinned up on the side of her head. “He’s down the hall with a patient. Could be a minute.”

      Emily started in his direction, which was right past Brandon’s room. She popped in.

      Brandon’s bed was half-reclined, and he was picking at a tray of food.

      “You want the lights on?” Emily asked.

      “No. I had them turn them off. Those fluorescents were giving me a headache.”

      Emily glanced out his window. The curtains were pulled back, and day was shifting to dusk. Charcoal storm clouds churned over the city. Icy rain had turned to heavy snow. The wind flung it at the hospital room window. The large flakes stuck and melted, forming long teardrop trails down the windowpane.

      “Search was called off.” Emily saw that already an inch had collected on the windowsill. “I’m stuck with you for the night,” she announced, turning to him with a smile.

      “I’m glad. Not for the search. For you being here.”

      Emily went to his bedside and gave him a kiss. “You still feel warm.”

      “My temp was one hundred at last check.”

      Emily grabbed a stethoscope hanging from the wall and listened to Brandon’s chest. She gave the ear set to Brandon for him to listen. “Hear that?”

      “Like a baby rattle,” said Brandon.

      “Doesn’t it hurt when you breathe?”

      “Just a bit sore, like when you strain a muscle working out.” Brandon drew her closer like he had a secret to tell. “I don’t like being a patient.”

      “No one does.” Emily shook her head and looked down at his meal tray. “Is that what they’re calling dinner?”

      “I wouldn’t feed this to my dog,” said Brandon, pushing his food tray aside.

      “Good thing you don’t have a dog,” she joked. “I brought Brown’s. Want a roll?”

      “Sweet does not sound appetizing. It’s okay—I’m not very hungry.”

      “I can get you something else. You need to eat. How about a protein bar? I think they sell them at the gift store downstairs.”

      Brandon shrugged. “I will say this about Freeport Hospital: The people here go out of their way to be friendly. Almost in a sort of get-up-in-your-business way. One of the nurses actually asked me what kind of money I make in a—and I quote—‘big, bad city like Chicago.’ Who says that?”

      “Just about everyone,” Emily quipped. “Oh, hey, I should call your mom. Let her know you’re in here.”

      “Already did.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah. I figured you wouldn’t.”

      “Oh.”

      “Em, as long as I’ve known you, you have never been in the habit of checking in with parents.”

      “Because one was dead. And the other one . . . I wasn’t speaking to for ten years,” defended Emily.

      “Exactly my point. It’s not on your radar.”

      “I’ll work on it,” she offered.

      “I know you will.” He squeezed her hand. “Any news on Jo and Jeremiah?”

      “Palm prints were a dead end. We found new video footage that could help us. Which reminds me, I need to go find

      Scott.”

      “Who’s Scott?”

      “Lead nurse. He was talking to an IT guy this morning who had the same logo that was on the minivan from the surveillance video.”

      “Chasing down leads to catch the bad guy,” Brandon teased. “Sounds like one of my favorite old movies that’s on in ten minutes.”

      “After I find Scott, I’ll grab that protein bar and be right back.”

      “Hurry so we can cuddle up and watch The Kissing Bandit.” Brandon was soft for classic movies. Emily would be asleep before the opening credits were done rolling. She slipped from Brandon’s room.

      Down the hall, she spotted Scott at the nurses’ station, phone crooked in his neck on a call while he pecked at a computer keyboard with one hand. A Brown’s cinnamon roll was in his other.

      “Scott, you got a minute?” Emily leaned against the desk in front of his monitor.

      He looked up with a mouth full of pastry and gave her the “just a sec” signal. Emily stood to the side of the counter, trying not to eavesdrop while he finished his call.

      “What can I help you with, Dr. Hartford?” said Scott, hanging up the receiver and shoving the rest of the roll into his mouth.

      “The computer guy who was here earlier—what’s his name?” Emily asked.

      “Chris Lampert.”

      “Does he work for the hospital?”

      “No. He’s a contractor. He’s been here a couple months, helping the hospital roll out a new patient software system,” Scott explained.

      “Do you know what firm he’s with?”

      Scott thought a second. “Pharmacy something? Or something Pharmacy?”

      “Digital Pharmacy?” she suggested.

      “That’s it,” Scott confirmed.

      “Did he ever mention where he was based out of?”

      “I assumed he was somewhere in the Midwest. Usually, those tech reps are assigned a region,” said Scott. “But I think the company’s headquartered in Saint Louis. Was that it? Or maybe Memphis?”

      “What kind of vehicle does he drive?”

      “Couldn’t say. I’ve never seen him outside these walls.”

      “Married? Kids?”

      “Don’t know. Never talks family with me.” Scott eyed her. “Does this have to do with Jo?”

      “We’re just trying to find out who Jo associated with. See if they know anything.”

      “She spent a good deal of time with him over the last couple months,” Scott told her. “But it was all IT related. Nothing personal.”

      “What is Chris Lampert like?” Emily asked. “How does the rest of the staff feel about him?”

      “He gets along with everyone pretty well here. He’s outgoing. Friendly. Generic midwestern guy. Likes doughnuts, baseball, and long walks on the beach.” Scott let out a laugh. “Just joking about that last part. I don’t really know if he likes the beach. But I have heard him mention a boat. I think he fishes some.” Scott’s phone pinged. “Doc calling. Gotta take this.” He sped away.

      Emily trekked down the hall to find an empty room to phone Aditson. More and more, Emily was convinced that Jo and Jeremiah were the victims not of the Sailor Slayer but of someone closer to home. Perhaps Chris Lampert would tell them something to guide their search for the mother

      and son.

      For privacy, she waited to call Aditson until she reached the stairwell, then shared with him the information about Chris Lampert that Scott had given her.

      There was silence on the other end, and Emily could hear his fingers clacking away on his keyboard.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Gimme a sec. I’ll tell you.”

      Emily crouched on the stairwell steps, waiting.

      “Where are you right now?” said Aditson after a few moments.

      “Safe and sound here at the hospital with Brandon,” Emily replied. “Why?”

      Detective Aditson had run Chris Lampert’s name through the DMV and found that his plates were registered to a blue Dodge minivan.

      “His DMV records gave me a physical address. He lives here, in Freeport County. Well, just inside the county line. His place is way out in the woods.”

      So he was a local. But if that was the case, why hadn’t anyone from the hospital recognized him or known anything about him? One would be hard pressed to hide in Freeport, unless they were a hermit.

      Then Aditson delivered the real news: “It was Lampert’s van in the surveillance video.”

      Emily felt a chill. “Lampert was the last one to see Jo alive.”

      “Bundle up,” said Aditson. “We’re heading out into the storm.”
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      Emily and Aditson drove slowly through several miles of a winding, wooded, two-track dirt road. The blue dot on Emily’s GPS crawled across the screen toward the Lampert house.

      “Only losers and loners live this far away from society,” observed Emily, who hadn’t seen a passing house for ten minutes.

      “Hey, I live in the country on a dirt road,” Aditson chided her. Emily grinned.

      “For very different reasons, I’m sure.”

      “Being secluded doesn’t always mean you’re crazy. Some of us are more comfortable being alone.”

      “Speaking of, are you seeing anyone these days?” Emily pried.

      “Nobody of note.”

      “So, somebody?”

      “Off and on—more off.” Aditson was slow to open up. “Hard to meet people up here.”

      “It only takes one,” Emily said.

      “It’s harder for me. Everyone knows who I am. Drains the dating pool down to a puddle,” said Aditson. “Maybe you know some nice women there in Chicago?”

      “I do. But none who’d want to come live up here. No offense.”

      “None taken. I’d say the same about Chicago.”

      A few more minutes passed as the two rode on the potholed path. The wind hadn’t let up; the car rocked with a sudden gust.

      “This guy’s supposed to be in IT. How does he even get internet service back here?” Emily mused.

      “Maybe he’s got his own satellite dish.”

      “Or several.” The seemingly endless tree-lined road opened off to the right, and Aditson’s headlights swept over a small frozen pond.

      “Someone’s been ice-skating out there,” noted Emily. “And quite recently.”

      “How can you see that in the dark and with all this snow?” asked Aditson, stopping the car so they could take a better look.

      “There’s a patch of open ice in the middle where the snow has blown away. Tell me you can’t see blade marks?”

      He peered at the pond, shaking his head. “If you say so. Never did get the hang of that sport. I don’t think it’s natural for humans to glide around on metal the width of a few stacked quarters.”

      “I used to skate with Jo every winter. She’s a good skater. A natural talent. It’s a shame her parents didn’t give her figure skating lessons.” Emily thought of the time she’d met her nieces, Flora and Fiona, at their skating lesson when they lived in Rock River. Now they lived an hour away, and Anna told them she couldn’t make the commitment needed to continue their lessons. Long ago Jo’s parents had told her the same thing, and it had been a source of great disappointment to Jo.

      They moved past the pond, and the road took a bend to the left and wound up a small hill. As they crested the hill, a towering two-story log home came into view. The driveway was empty, and the door to the detached garage was closed.

      “Fresh tire tracks into the garage,” Aditson pointed out.

      “And smoke coming from the chimney,” added Emily.

      As they approached, they saw that the windows and doors were sealed with exterior metal shutters. Emily had only seen these kinds of window treatments when she’d been in Europe with Brandon. Many Europeans used them on the outside of their homes, not only to shut out light and noise but to provide another layer of security. The shutters ran down rails on the sides and locked at the bottom. Impenetrable.

      “Paranoid much?” quipped Emily as Aditson parked the car in the drive.

      He took a second to scan the home’s exterior. “The place has camera eyes like Christmas lights,” said Aditson. “I don’t think the Pentagon has this much coverage.”

      At the front door, Aditson rang the bell.

      Both stepped back at the honk that sounded like a semitruck horn blasting from inside the home. He and Emily gave each other a look.

      “Interesting choice of ring,” said Aditson.

      “Maybe he’s not used to many visitors,” said Emily.

      “If that horn didn’t get Lampert’s attention, that sure will.” Aditson pointed above them at a roving camera eye. “He knows we’re here.”

      They waited a few more moments on the front stoop.

      “Do we dare check the perimeter?” Emily asked, not wanting to do it. The temperature had dropped again, nearing single digits.

      “If he doesn’t like it, he’ll let us know. Stick close, okay?”

      They trekked through the snow, making a wide circle around the home. Both noticed the cellar door. Snow had recently been cleared away from it. Someone had been down in the house’s lower level.

      Aditson kicked at it with his boot but got no response.

      “What now?” asked Emily.

      “Let’s give the front door another try.”

      “And if there’s no answer?”

      “I’ll send out a car to post surveillance until we get some activity,” Aditson told her.

      The doorbell honked, but they got the same lack of response as before. Aditson wanted to circle the exterior of the garage.

      “Do you mind if I go look at the pond?” asked Emily.

      “Be careful. I’ll pick you up there in a minute.”

      Emily hurried down the driveway to the path leading to the pond. She was about twenty feet from the edge when she noticed something bubblegum pink sticking out of the snow. She went over and brushed snow away from the object. It was a pair of pink earmuffs lined in faux fur. Like the ones Emily had seen in the video surveillance footage.

      Jo had texted a picture of the family right after Christmas at a ski resort up north. She had been wearing them in the picture, and Emily had commented on how cute they looked.

      A gift from Jessica. She picked them out all by herself! Jo had texted back.

      Emily cupped the earmuffs in her hand and walked to the frozen pond. She noticed how smooth it was. It was rare for ice to freeze perfectly smooth. No doubt the rain before the quick freeze had caused this. Emily and Jo would have killed for a perfect pond like this to skate on when they were younger.

      Once at the pond’s edge, she worked her way around to the area where the snow had been blown off. From the numerous skate tracks on the ice, Emily surmised that whoever had been out here had been skating for a while. Hardly any surface was untouched by a skate blade.

      Her eyes traced the blade trails. Spin circles in a distinctive arced pattern stretched across the ice. Emily’s mind raced to recall what was familiar about them. The words leaped from her memory: the spinning rainbow.

      Jo used to do those when practicing her spins. Concentric, overlapping circles that formed the shape of a rainbow. Emily turned to take a quick photograph of the pattern in the ice and slipped her phone back into her coat pocket.

      She sucked in a sharp breath that chilled her lungs and glanced back to the blacked-out log house. From a small window in a far corner, a slit of light appeared as someone entered a room.

      Emily locked her gaze on the window. Someone was home. After a few seconds, the light in the house flickered off.

      Was it possible that Jo was in Chris Lampert’s house? And what would have possessed her to drop everything, leave her purse, phone, and car, and come here?

      Paul’s long trips to Des Moines, she thought sadly. Or maybe Jo feeling abandoned and neglected. A surprise pregnancy that had been conceived about the same time Jo began working with Chris. Emily didn’t want to look at it this way, but both her father and her medical training had taught her to take the evidence and draw the most plausible theories from the facts. Still, she couldn’t imagine Jo cheating on Paul and running off with the IT guy. No, it was impossible. She looked back to the pink earmuffs in the snow and shook the doubt away. No way Jo could have ever left her little girls like this.

      Emily continued around the perimeter of the pond, now the shortest route back to the driveway, until something just below the surface at the edge of the pond caught her attention. She paused to peer down for a better look.

      “Hey, Doc! Let’s go. I got a call!” Aditson had pulled the car around.

      She threw him a wave. Coming. Emily hastily snapped a photograph to study later and bolted toward the waiting vehicle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo placed the math worksheet and a pencil on Jeremiah’s lap.

      “Why does he want me to do this?” asked Jeremiah, sitting beside her on the living room sofa.

      “You don’t have to understand. Just complete it,” said Jo under her breath. Chris had been in his office on the house’s second floor for the last several hours.

      “But it’s last year’s math.”

      “Then it shouldn’t take you long.”

      “When are we going home?” asked Jeremiah.

      “Soon.”

      “When is soon?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll figure it out, okay? For now, we just need to lay low and stick together.” Jo picked up a pair of knitting needles with a half-knit pair of navy socks attached.

      “You don’t knit.”

      “I do now,” said Jo, studying the pattern book on her lap.

      “Who made the thing that’s already on there?” asked Jeremiah.

      “I wish I knew. Or maybe I don’t⁠—”

      The sound of a semitruck horn blasted through the room. Jo dropped the knitting and cupped her hands over her ears.

      “What’s that!” Jeremiah shrieked.

      Jo turned around to see where the sound was originating and saw Chris planted at the top of the stairs.

      “Don’t move!” His harsh tone cemented her to the sofa.

      The horn sounded again. Jo looked at Chris. He was tapping the screen of his phone.

      “Can you make it stop?” she asked him.

      Chris came down the steps slowly, eyes focused on his phone.

      The horn blasted a third time.

      “Please—” said Jo.

      “It’s the doorbell,” explained Chris.

      Someone had come for them! Jo said a silent prayer and squeezed Jeremiah’s thigh.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

      “It’s just solicitors.”

      “Out here? Now? In a storm?” Jo didn’t believe him for a second. Earlier she’d seen him watching the property through a surveillance app on his phone.

      She glared at him for any sign he might be nervous or panicky. His face registered no emotion as his eyes flickered to hers, then back to his phone screen.

      “You’d be surprised who ventures down my drive. All in the name of making a buck.”

      “If you just let us go now, we’ll say it was all a misunderstanding. I won’t let them press charges.”

      Chris took a deep breath and walked behind the sofa, peering over Jeremiah’s shoulder.

      “You’ve finished the worksheet; now go to your room,” he said. “I’ve left a book on your bed. Stay there till we call you for dinner.”

      “I prefer that my son stays with me,” said Jo.

      “He goes up. You and I need some alone time.”

      Jo looked to Jeremiah. “It’s okay,” she comforted him.

      Jeremiah gave a half nod, his shoulders tense. Jo put her hand on one of them and massaged it. She sent her son a reassuring smile as he headed for the stairs.

      After he was out of earshot, Chris said, “I’ve got another hour of work, and then I’ll join you, Vivian.” He touched Jo’s hair, running his hand down a long strand.

      She cocked her head, bending out of his reach.

      “I have to use the bathroom.” She lifted herself from the couch.

      “You just went twenty minutes ago. Can’t you hold it?”

      Jo tried to sound nonthreatening. “No. I could get a UTI. That could be bad for the pregnancy. I’d have to go to the hospital.” The threat of her having to reach out to anyone outside these walls would prompt him to give her what she wanted.

      “Fine. Follow me.”

      She got up, and he walked her to the bathroom. He unlocked the door with his app, and she entered. She locked the door behind her, but from the other side, Chris unlocked it with the app.

      Jo gave up. He wasn’t going to come in there. He just wanted control. She didn’t have to go to the bathroom, but she opened the toilet lid and rustled the toilet paper roll to feign like she did.

      She stood near the window and bounced on her tiptoes as she tried to find a spot where she could see through the shutters. Only a sliver of light offered her a tiny crack to peer through, between two slats that did not properly overlap.

      Jo could make out a police car in the drive . . . and someone . . . a woman’s figure over by the pond. It was impossible to make out who it was.

      Had their eyes made contact? Jo couldn’t be sure.

      Chris rapped on the door, causing her to jump. “Viv, you done in there?”

      Jo removed herself from the window and flushed the toilet. The sound of the surging water covered her little cry of hope.
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      Chris had made popcorn, put on a movie, and forced Jo to stay up with him to watch it.

      Jo expected the worst this evening and braced herself for it. Would he want to touch her, kiss her, or undress her? Would he want her to touch him or please him sexually? A constant nausea plagued her as she sat on the sofa with Chris.

      But fortunately, Chris asked for nothing. He didn’t touch her. He never reached for her or asked her to touch him. He hadn’t even tried to make conversation. He just wanted another person near him. He sent her off to bed around eleven after the credits finished rolling.

      As she got ready for bed, she could hear him downstairs, moving in and out of the house, clanging around the kitchen. As soon as her head hit the pillow, the exhaustion of stress sent her into a deep sleep.

      At first, Jo thought it was part of a nightmare when Chris’s voice broke into her consciousness, booming above her.

      “Get up! Get dressed!” The overhead light flicked on, burning her eyes as she opened them. Everything was blurry at first as her pupils adjusted. She felt her covers being ripped off. The flannel nightgown Jo was wearing that must have once been Vivian’s was wadded up around her hips, and she yanked it down to cover herself. Jeremiah.

      “What? Is Jer⁠—?”

      “Put on something warm. Take extra clothes from the closet, and then get Jeremiah dressed,” he instructed, gathering his own belongings.

      “Why? Are we leaving?” Jo’s adrenaline kicked in as she tried to interpret the emerging situation.

      “Meet me downstairs in ten minutes.” He threw a duffel bag onto the bed and left.

      Jo sprang into action, pulling on jeans and a sweater she’d found in the dresser drawer. They were a size too big for her but better than nothing. She grabbed all the warm women’s clothing she could find and crammed it into the duffel.

      She flew to Jeremiah’s room and turned on the light. “Jer, get up!”

      Jo rummaged through the kid-size dresser in his room. Jeremiah turned in his bed when he heard her pawing through the drawers.

      “Jer, get dressed. We have to go.”

      Her son sat up. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know. But this may be our chance to get out of here.”

      “How?”

      “We’ll figure it out. Double layer your clothes. Let’s go!” He was groggy and taking too long. She helped him pull off his pajamas and get dressed.

      Together they dragged the loaded duffel down the steps. Chris was packing food into a cooler in the kitchen. When she looked down the hall, she saw a crate near the door leading to the garage. Inside were ropes, a gasoline can, duct tape, a handsaw, and a canvas tarp. All the crime shows and podcasts she’d consumed flooded her mind. These were items killers used when murdering people. Her gut went sour.

      “What are you going to do to us?” she asked.

      “Relax. They’re emergency supplies.” Chris handed Jo a thermos. “Hot cocoa. For the ride.”

      “Where are you taking us?” Jo demanded.

      “Into the garage,” he commanded. “Let’s go.”

      They had no choice but to follow him. In the garage, Jo saw his navy minivan parked in the far stall. They must have been drugged and brought here in that; she pieced that much together. But that wasn’t the vehicle they were taking now.

      He lifted their duffel into the back of another vehicle, his pickup truck. “Go on.”

      Jo went for the passenger door handle.

      “No. In there.” He stopped her.

      “In the back of the pickup?”

      “Yes. Come on. Let’s go. Seth, I’ll give you a boost.”

      “It’s freezing out. We’ll die,” Jo pleaded.

      “No, you won’t. I’m going to fasten the tarp over you.”

      “Exactly how far are we going?” She was already shivering from the cold.

      “Let’s go, buddy.”

      Jeremiah went to him willingly. It startled Jo to see him so obedient to this monster. Chris lifted him in first.

      “Come on, Mom. It’ll be fun.” Jeremiah extended his hand to her with a wink. What was that little mind plotting? At the moment, all that mattered was that they were in this together.

      “I’ll hold the thermos while you get in,” Chris offered.

      Jo gave it to him and quickly joined her son.

      Chris handed her back the thermos. “Both of you, drink.”

      Jo was instantly leery. “What is it?”

      “Cocoa. Warm you up before we take off.”

      Jo sniffed it. It smelled like hot chocolate. The good kind. Made with whole milk and real chocolate. There was a touch of sprinkled nutmeg and even little marshmallows melting on top.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. She put the cap on and tried to hand it back to him.

      Chris wouldn’t take it. He shoved it back at her.

      “It’s for you.”

      “We don’t want it.” She tossed it over the side of the truck bed.

      Chris crawled onto the bed and smacked her so hard it sent her crashing against the side rail. Her vision blurred. Her ears rang with Jeremiah’s screams. She lay in a fetal position on the truck bed as a tingling sensation on the left side of her face turned into a burning throb.

      “Shut up, Seth! Shut it!” Chris yelled, pulling his gun out. Jeremiah quieted instantly, eyes frozen on the gun.

      “Get up, Jo. Sit up and look at me.” Chris shoved the thermos at Jo. “Show your son how to drink it.”

      “What’s in it?” she demanded.

      “Drink.”

      “I’m not going to take anything that will harm my baby,” Jo pleaded, rubbing the side of her face.

      “I would never do that to our child.”

      Jo faced him with a shocked look. “This baby is not yours!” She lost it. She lunged to attack him, but Chris shoved her away with a thrust of just one arm. He pointed his gun at her temple. “Drink. Now.”

      Jo’s lips went to the thermos. She tried to take only a small sip, but Chris saw her tactic.

      “Again. Another one.”

      Jo had no choice but to take another swallow.

      “Third time’s the charm.”

      She was forced to drink again.

      Chris snatched the thermos from her hand and gave it to Jeremiah.

      “Your turn.”

      Jeremiah shook his head, scared.

      Chris kept the gun trained on Jo. “You don’t want your mommy to get hurt, do you?”

      “Go ahead, honey. It’s okay.” Jo tried to sound confident. “It tastes good.”

      Jeremiah took a sip.

      “Once more,” said Chris.

      Jeremiah looked to his mother, frightened tears rolling down his cheeks.

      Jo nodded and felt the room start to spin. She grabbed the side of the truck bed and focused on Jeremiah. She made an attempt to smile, to let him know she was proud of how he was handling things, but the corners of her mouth felt numb. She locked eyes with Jeremiah.

      “Jrrr-ink,” Jo said, the words sticking together like a wad of saltwater taffy in her mouth.

      She saw herself drifting outside her body. There were two of her. She lifted her hand to touch Jeremiah’s face and wipe away his tears but couldn’t reach him. She kept extending her hand. It grew farther and farther away from him until his face became transparent, and then everything dissolved into white light.
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      Emily returned to the hospital and Brandon’s side. He was stable with no fever. She told him about the pink earmuffs.

      “Paul took Jessica to the department store to pick them out. It was the first time she helped find a gift for her mom.” Emily was warmed by the memory. “Jess was trying to decide between these and a bottle of nail polish. After an hour of waffling, Paul told her to get both.”

      “Can you imagine what it’s going to be like when she has to decide on a college?” Brandon said, and Emily let out a laugh. The brief release of emotion felt freeing.

      “But this is what really has me baffled.” She showed him the images of the spinning rainbow on the ice.

      He studied them. “What does Aditson think?”

      “He wonders if she maybe wasn’t kidnapped.”

      “What does that mean?” said Brandon, shaking his head in disbelief. “That Jo left with this guy willingly?”

      “I told him never Jo. Never. But he said I’d be surprised at the depths of human depravity.”

      “Why would she leave her stuff behind in a parking lot?” Brandon sounded defensive. “Aditson doesn’t know Jo like you do.”

      “He’s working with a local judge to get a search warrant,” said Emily. “If Jo is with Lampert, we should know very soon.”

      “Great. In the meantime, why don’t you come over here?” He scooted over, giving her more room on the hospital bed.

      “It feels good to get off my feet,” Emily said, plopping herself onto the edge of his bed. She snuggled up to Brandon under the thin cotton hospital blanket.

      “He’s wrong. Aditson,” she insisted. “Jo didn’t leave Paul.”

      “Of course she didn’t,” said Brandon, stroking Emily’s hair. “But he’s just doing his job. He’s got to look at it from all angles. Like we do with patients.”

      Emily felt the urge to cry. Brandon’s hand moved from her head down her neck and back, massaging her. They lay in silence as Emily tried to curb her racing mind. At one point, she drifted off, finding sleep. She awoke hours later to the soft dawn light illumining the room. Someone had pulled open the blinds of the hospital window. She heard a throat clear and turned to a probing gaze.

      Brandon’s parents stood over her.

      “Theresa, Valence, what are you doing here?” asked Emily, propping herself up. She realized Brandon was not in the bed.

      “We’re getting our son out of here,” said Theresa.

      Emily quickly scanned the boxy room for Brandon. He wasn’t there.

      “Where is Brandon?” she asked, hopping off the bed.

      “They’re going to drive me back to Chicago,” said Brandon, coming out of the en suite bathroom dressed in his own clothes. He tossed the hospital dressing gown onto the foot of the bed.

      “But—the doctor wants you here another night or two,” Emily protested.

      “I think I’m capable of monitoring my own recovery.”

      “In a place that’s much better suited to his needs and comforts,” said Theresa.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” said Emily.

      “I think his mother will do a better job,” Valence added.

      “Better than a hospital?” Emily was always surprised by how quickly these people could put her on the defensive.

      “He needs someone at his side,” cooed Theresa.

      “I’m at his side.”

      Theresa shook her head. “You were sleeping.”

      Emily went to Brandon’s side. “If you want out of here, why not just come to my house for the rest of the week? It’ll be better for both of us.”

      “Brandon says you’ve been preoccupied,” Valence pointed out.

      “Well, yes. There’s a good reason why . . .” She was about to protest in Brandon’s direction. What had he told them?

      “There’s always an excuse. Which is all the more reason that we need to take our son to recover.” Theresa’s words were syrupy selfishness disguised as concern.

      “Brandon, is this what you want?” said Emily.

      “I don’t have the energy to fight either of you,” he said, turning to his mother. “Just get me out of here. Please?”

      Emily noted his clammy skin had a slight gray tone to it. He wasn’t well, and she wasn’t about to stand in his way. She was also familiar with the fact that patients often recovered quicker when returned to their own environments. Brandon was smart enough to keep up with his treatment. And if Emily was forced to admit it, Brandon’s mother might be the only person on earth who could persuade him to stay home and in bed.

      “I understand,” she said with a softer tone. “Do you mind if I have a minute with him?”

      “Fine,” Theresa said, peeling herself from her son’s side. As she passed by Emily, she paused to tell her, “I’ve done as you requested. I canceled both wedding venues. Unfortunately, we could only get fifty percent of our deposit returned.”

      Emily pivoted away from Brandon. “If it’s money you’re sore about, I’ll reimburse you.”

      “I’m not worried about money,” Theresa said. “I’m worried about my son. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I don’t understand. Have I done something to offend you?” Emily asked, but Theresa was out of earshot.

      “He loves you. He always has. Don’t mess this up,” Valence said from the corner of his mouth as he ushered his wife out of the hospital room.

      Emily followed them to the door, then made sure it was closed. She went to Brandon, taking his hand in hers.

      “What did I do?” she said.

      “Nothing. You’ve been amazing.”

      “Clearly I’m not amazing to them.”

      “They have high expectations.”

      “And I don’t meet them. I can read the subtext.”

      “There’s no subtext. They don’t think you’re taking good enough care of me,” Brandon said frankly.

      “Do you think that?”

      “It’s impossible, given the situation.”

      Emily’s aggravation meter peaked. On top of everything else going on, now she was expected to play twenty-four-hour nursemaid? The care was stellar in this hospital.

      “I’m just exhausted. And I want out of this place so I can get some rest,” Brandon said.

      “‘This place’ being . . . the hospital or Freeport?” asked Emily.

      “Em, you know no one gets any real sleep in a hospital. The care has been . . . just fine.”

      “That’s what you’re hung up on?” Emily detected a hint of disdain. “They’ve won awards for their patient service.”

      “I don’t hate Freeport. And I don’t have anything against its medical care.”

      Emily sighed. “You’re biased. Admit it.”

      “Comparing Freeport and Chicago is like comparing apples and steak,” he defended. “They’re not even in the same category.”

      “I just expect you to . . . stand up for me and what I love . . . to them.”

      “Oh, that’s what this is about.”

      “Did you ask them to come?” said Emily, driving home her question with a pointed look.

      “I called because I can’t get a wink of sleep here.”

      “Then come back to my house,” she pleaded. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “And I don’t want to be a burden on you right now,” said Brandon.

      “You’re not a burden. This is what we do, right? In sickness and in health.”

      Brandon gave her hand a squeeze. “We’re not bound by marriage vows.”

      “Maybe we should be,” she said.

      He reached out and pulled her toward him. She heard his heart, steady and strong. That was a good sign. Emily laid her head on his chest. With every breath, fluid rattled in his lungs. That was still troubling.

      “I’m sorry. I should have asked you first,” said Brandon.

      “Yes, you should have. But since you didn’t, there’s nothing we can do now. Go back with your parents and focus on getting well,” resolved Emily. “But if I hear even one murmur that you’re back at the office or out with friends⁠—”

      “Be assured. Mom will keep me under lock and key,” Brandon said.

      “That sounds like no prison I’d want to be in.”

      “Believe me, I’ll be working toward early release.”

      Emily landed kisses on his forehead, nose, and lips. She started to pull away, but Brandon held her there. “I wish you were coming with me.”

      “Me too.”

      Just as his lips reached her, the door latch gave way with a bang.

      “You weren’t going to call me?” Paul bellowed, bursting through the door.

      Before Emily could untwist herself from Brandon’s embrace, Paul was barreling toward her at full speed. “What kind of friend are you?”

      Brandon shielded Emily from Paul. “What are you talking about?”

      A frantic nurse flew in after him. “Sir—sir! You can’t be here!” she said sternly.

      “You knew Jo and Jeremiah were at Lampert’s house, Emily Hartford.”

      “Back off, buddy.” Brandon threw his arm up to block Paul.

      “I don’t know for sure that they are,” Emily insisted.

      “Sir, you need to leave. Now!” The nurse marched up to Paul and got in his face. “Security is on their way.”

      Paul remained planted, nose to nose with Brandon but looking right through him at Emily. Emily matched his angry stare.

      Theresa and Valence Taylor hustled into the room with twisted faces.

      “Excuse you?” Theresa said, sidling up to the man she didn’t know. When he cocked his head at her with a forceful side glance, she slithered away.

      “What is it you think you know?” Emily calmed her tone.

      “I talked to Scott yesterday. He said you were asking a lot of questions about that IT guy Jo was dealing with,” said Paul.

      “We’re talking to a lot of people who know Jo,” Emily responded.

      “Then why was Matthews assigned to stake out the end of Lampert’s driveway last night?” Paul questioned.

      “You went there? How did you⁠—?”

      “Matthews is dating Alyson.”

      Paul’s younger sister!

      “So you weaseled Chris Lampert’s address out of him,” Emily groaned.

      “Em, come on,” said Paul. “This is Jo. Jeremiah.”

      “Sir, step out of this room.” The nurse employed her mom voice, and everyone turned.

      “Paul, the police are handling this,” said Emily. “Aditson will keep you informed as he is able.”

      “I didn’t stay long. Matthews sent me packing,” Paul told her. “But if that lunatic has my family—does he?”

      Emily pressed her lips together. Paul could see right through her.

      He grabbed her forearm. “They’re there. Why else would Matthews have been camped out?”

      Emily wriggled to free herself, and Valence intercepted, prying Paul away. “Son, I think you need to go now.”

      Paul flung Valence off. Valence backed away, quickly realizing this man’s size and strength were more than he’d bargained for.

      “Work with me, Em. I’m trying to understand. I came to you to see if you could talk to me . . . tell me anything that would give me a reason not to go over there right now and rip that jackhole’s door off its hinges.”

      Paul’s plea was genuine. And she could see he was trying to do the right thing. Emily was torn.

      “Where’s security?” Valence demanded.

      “I—can’t—” she stammered.

      “How can you stand there like such a bitch and not tell me what’s going on!” Paul blew up in her face, and Emily was almost driven to tears. She was afraid of Paul’s intensity just as much as she was anguished by the hurt he felt. But she would not buckle to his demands. For everyone’s safety. Even Jo and Jer’s. If they were inside Lampert’s house and hotheaded Paul went over there, gun blazing, it could be disastrous for everyone.

      “You have to trust me,” Emily begged.

      A security officer with the physique of a former football lineman charged into the room.

      “Sir, come with us, please.” The man loomed at least two inches taller than Paul, and his midsection was twice as wide, all wrapped in muscle.

      “Don’t you touch me. I’ve done nothing wrong,” Paul bellowed.

      “Let’s go.” The guard started to herd him out.

      Paul turned his gaze from Emily, glancing around the room.

      Everyone had him locked in their stares.

      Paul’s piercing look landed on Emily. “This is on you, Em. I don’t see how Jo’s ever going to forgive you for this. I know I won’t.” He stomped from the room with the guard close behind. Their footsteps slapped down the cement hallway, eventually fading.

      Emily turned to see Brandon’s parents standing outside the hospital room, paralyzed by what they’d just witnessed. Brandon was sitting on the edge of the hospital bed, catching his breath.

      “Give me a second before you leave. There’s something I have to do right now.” She was in triage mode, and her immediate priority was Paul. Lit as a firecracker, he would have his next course of action planned before his feet landed outside these hospital doors. It needed to be snuffed out before he put himself or his family in jeopardy by doing something stupid and illegal.
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      “Paul launched a surprise attack on us at the hospital,” Emily relayed to Aditson on the phone from the hospital stairwell.

      “You guys okay?” Aditson asked.

      “Fine. He sure gave Brandon’s parents a good shock.”

      “Where’s Blakely now?” asked Aditson. Emily noted a flicker of worry in his tone.

      “Escorted out,” said Emily. “But he’s running hot, and my guess is that he’s headed back to Lampert’s house for a showdown.”

      “I’m on my way to a domestic. We’re down officers today, and I can’t take them off traffic duty,” said Aditson. “Wait. What do you mean by ‘back’?”

      A long sigh from Aditson arose as Emily caught him up on the Alyson-Matthews-Paul situation.

      “I have a few words for Officer Matthews,” Aditson grunted. “And ‘suspension’ is one of them.”

      “Love might be the motivation here.”

      “How so?”

      “Apparently Alyson is going to be family in the near future,” Emily said. “But you didn’t hear it from me.”

      “So happy for them.” Aditson’s voice was steeped in sarcasm. “Unfortunately, we’ve got a bigger problem on our hands regarding Matthews. Given what you’ve told me, I’m surprised you haven’t heard already.”

      “This sounds ominous.”

      “Around three thirty last night, one of my officers drove out to Lampert’s after Matthews didn’t respond to his call, and he found him slumped on the ground next to his cruiser.”

      “He’s not⁠—”

      “In the hospital. Broken ribs. Broken arm. They’re doing surgery today to set the arm.”

      “That’s awful. Lampert?” Emily was certain the attacker couldn’t be anyone else.

      “He’s feeling hunted and coming unhinged.”

      “And Paul is moving right into the eye of the storm.”

      “Is there anything you can do to keep him from whatever testosterone-induced maneuver he might try to pull?” Aditson asked.

      “I’ve considered anesthetizing him.” Emily was only half-joking.

      “I’ve got a request in to Judge Karlson for a search warrant. I’ll get to Lampert’s as soon as I can.”

      Emily hung up with an uneasy feeling. She took a couple of deep breaths and reentered Brandon’s room. His parents were by his side. Brandon looked up when she entered.

      “I see what you mean. This hospital might not be the ideal place for you to recover.”

      Before Brandon could respond, Theresa fired away. “Who was that awful man?”

      “You didn’t tell them?” Emily looked to Brandon.

      He shook his head.

      “My best friend and her son are missing.” It sounded like a soap opera script coming from her mouth. “And that was the husband and father.”

      “Perhaps they don’t want to be found, if it’s him they’re running from,” said Theresa, an eyebrow arching halfway up her forehead.

      “Oh no, it’s not a domestic situation,” Emily said, but she could see why Theresa might assume that, based on Paul’s performance. “They’ve been taken.”

      “Taken where?” Theresa still didn’t get it.

      “That’s what they’re trying to find out, Mom. I’ll explain more in the car,” said Brandon, trying to defuse the conversation.

      “Here’s your son’s belongings,” said Emily, handing Theresa Brandon’s overnight bag.

      Eyeing Emily, Theresa said, “Valence, find the nurse and get your son checked out.”

      Like a soldier following orders, her husband marched out of the room at her command.

      “This feels like something straight out of true-crime TV.” Theresa tossed a disgusted glance at Emily. “Wish I could stay for the finale. Best of luck finding your friend. See you back in Chicago, where oddly it feels safer than it does here.” She gave Emily a pat on the shoulder and left to find her husband.

      “Em, don’t do it,” warned Brandon after his parents had left the room.

      “There’s been another casualty to all this. Officer Matthews. I can’t sit around playing nurse. I’m sorry.”

      “Why this incessant desire to put yourself in harm’s way?” Brandon sighed.

      “Harm doesn’t bother me,” Emily countered, “when it’s in the service of justice.”

      “Please assure me that you’ll let the police do their jobs.”

      Emily ground her teeth while helping Brandon into his coat. “I’ll promise that, to the extent that you promise me you’ll stay down for a full recovery before returning to work.”

      As the nurse entered with Brandon’s wheelchair, he and Emily eyed one another, each knowing it was better not to make promises they couldn’t keep. They exchanged a knowing look. There was no trying to repair, excuse, or explain what they had just experienced. Emily exhaled. “Call me when you get settled at your mom’s.” She leaned over and gave him another kiss before the nurse wheeled him out.

      Once everyone was gone, Emily collapsed onto the bed. In the numbing aftermath of what had just occurred, a nagging thought floated into her mind. She hadn’t examined the picture of the thing under the ice in Lampert’s pond. She reached for her phone and scrolled through the library until she found the photo. When she zoomed in on the spot on the ice where she thought she had seen what resembled a face, the image pixelated.

      The subject matter was undeniable: Here were the inky-black eye sockets of a human skull, void of life and soul.

      Emily let out a yelp. A smothering dread enveloped her. She barked an order to Siri: “Call Aditson!”

      He didn’t pick up, so she texted him the photograph. Then she bolted from the hospital room. Time to step in as medical examiner.
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      Jo woke, shivering, blindfolded, gagged, with her hands and feet bound.

      She was still in the bed of Chris’s pickup truck, and she rolled around the hard metal floor to find her son. When she bumped up against a large, warm lump that she was certain was Jeremiah, relief washed over her.

      Then she felt a draft of cool air. The tarp was being pulled back. Jo breathed in fresh air. A few seconds later, the truck bed creaked open.

      “Hey, you two. Wake up,” Chris called out.

      Jo moaned through the gag. She felt a thick hand on her calf.

      “The kid is still sleeping,” Chris said. “Can you sit up? I’m getting you both out of here.”

      Jo did as told. Her head throbbed to the point she could feel her pulse in her temples and the base of her skull. She bent forward to mitigate the nausea. When she heard Jeremiah’s body being dragged toward the truck gate, Jo gave a muffled cry.

      Where are you taking him?

      “I’ll be right back,” said Chris.

      Jo waited, motionless, listening as his footsteps plodded away—lumbering footsteps on a cement surface. It felt like an eternity before she heard his footsteps returning, this time quicker and lighter.

      “Scoot down toward my voice,” Chris instructed.

      Jo moaned again as she moved toward him. Anything to get out of here and stay with her son. She felt a tug at her ankles, and soon her feet were freed.

      “I’m going to get you to your feet. Just hang on to me.”

      He pulled her legs first until her feet touched the ground. It took a few seconds to gain her balance and get the blood flowing through her legs.

      “Wheth . . . ma . . . suuun!” her voice demanded.

      “I’m taking you to him,” said Chris, making a correct guess at her slurred question. “Don’t worry. You’ll both be safe here.” He latched onto Jo’s arm and guided her down a hard-surfaced path.

      With the blindfold on, she had no idea if it was night or day. Jo consciously tuned her senses to her surroundings, paying attention to everything she heard, smelled, touched. The breeze was cold and damp. She smelled the must of seawater and fish. Quite near, water lapped; overhead, gulls squawked.

      Lake Michigan.

      He stopped and paused, turning her ninety degrees to her left.

      “Stoop down a bit so you don’t bump your head.” He put his hand atop her head to guide her. “That’s right. Now step forward and down. There are three steps,” said Chris.

      Jo did her best to conform and was careful, hopeful that she would soon see her son.

      He led her down the steps. Once her footing was stable, she felt the gentle rocking of a boat, and she had to engage her weak legs to balance.

      “Keep coming forward. Baby steps, that’s it,” said Chris. “Two more steps. Bend over. Almost there.”

      She shuffled forward. This place was not warm but at least a bit warmer. She was indoors; that much she knew.

      Chris took her by the arm and moved her forward. “Okay, this is where you’ll stay.” He turned her body to the right. The rope fell off her wrists and slid down her hands. Chris took hold of her shoulders and gently pushed her down onto a bench. “Sit here.” He wrapped a blanket around her and shuffled off.

      She heard the cabin door close and lock. Her hands now freed, she removed the blindfold, then the gag. In the darkness she could make out the lump on the sofa bench across from her: Jeremiah!

      Jo launched herself over to her son, draping herself across him and hugging him. His body felt like dead weight, but his pulse and breathing reassured her that he was physically fine. Jo couldn’t hold back a few sobs. Then she forced herself to stop.

      What was this? Where were they?

      Her eyes adjusted to the dark. Looking around the place, Jo was stunned. This boat wasn’t anything like the speedboats she and Paul rented on summer vacations. Or the ferries they had taken across Lake Michigan to vacation in Wisconsin. It was a luxury yacht.

      She stood and surveyed the room, moving about as she took it all in. She ran her hands over the white leather bench seats and gold chrome fixtures. The room was lined with golden oak cabinets and drawers. Even in the dim light she could make out the patterned oatmeal-and-sage Berber carpet, which was nothing extravagant but added warmth and elegance to the space. At the end of each sofa set was a glass-topped table of midcentury modern style. In the center of the sofa configuration rested an oversize brown leather ottoman. A five-step staircase led to a cozy nook with two navy recliners overlooking the main living area. The rear wall of the nook was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase stocked with books and games. A fully stocked wet bar was set back in one corner. If she weren’t here under duress, an experience in a yacht like this would have been the treat of a lifetime.

      She heard the engine fire up, growling underneath them. The ship rolled from the dock, rocking in the wake of the engine as it motored out of the slip.

      Jo’s heart sank with each dip of the ship. A boat of this caliber was ocean worthy. It would be nothing for it to travel the Atlantic seacoast to the Caribbean. Or head north up the coast to Nova Scotia or across the North Atlantic through the Labrador Sea to Greenland or Iceland. And she guessed that was where they were headed. Out to sea. The Great Lakes were too contained. Eventually they would be spotted.

      Jo’s legs wobbled, and she was thrown back into the sofa as the ship took on speed. She went to Jeremiah and held him in her arms. How would anyone ever be able to find them now?
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      When Emily pulled up to Lampert’s log home, she wasn’t surprised to see Paul already there, sitting in his enormous pickup truck with the engine running. Emily angled her car off the side of the driveway to make room for Aditson and his officers when they arrived. She was itching to get to the pond and start investigating, but she didn’t want to tip off Paul.

      Emily remained far enough back from the house to create a buffer from Paul, but close enough to keep him in view. Nothing about the exterior of the house indicated that anyone was inside—not surprising to her. Now that it appeared Lampert had assaulted Officer Matthews, he wouldn’t stick around for the consequences.

      Paul’s driver’s door flew open, and he jumped out with his hunting rifle. He strode up to the house’s front door and started pounding on it. There was no answer. Spotting a nearby security camera, he crushed it with the butt of his rifle.

      “Open up!” he yelled, kicking the door with his boot. “Open the damn door!” Paul fired a warning shot into the sky.

      Emily cringed and reached for the car door handle. She’d gotten a text back from Aditson, who was sending not only a team of officers but also a crew to help retrieve the body in the pond. However, their ETAs were unknown. She had to do something in the moment to pacify the situation.

      “Paul!” she called out to him across the driveway.

      He spun around. The panic in his eyes told her he hadn’t seen her follow him in.

      “Don’t come over here!” he told her. “Go! Leave!”

      Emily took slow steps toward him, her eyes never leaving his.

      “This isn’t the way to handle this,” she said, trying to reason with him. “Jo and Jeremiah could get hurt if you break in full force like this.”

      “I’m through waiting. I’m getting them out of there. Right now!” Paul launched from the front stoop and headed around the house.

      “Please, Paul. Aditson is on his way.”

      “Screw Aditson.” Paul dashed away, disappearing around the side of the house. There was no other choice but to trail him. Emily sprang across the lawn in his direction. When she rounded the back corner of the house, Paul was kicking at the cellar door.

      “It’s locked,” she told him. “Aditson and I already tried.”

      “Did you try this?” Paul pointed his rifle at the door handle and pulled the trigger. The handle shattered.

      Emily rubbed her ears, which were ringing from the blast. “Paul! Don’t!”

      But the sound of her voice was drowned out by the clanging as Paul kicked open the metal door. He descended into the home, out of view.

      Emily stood there, debating whether to go in after him.

      “Paul, you okay?” she called into the cavernous black opening.

      He didn’t answer, but she heard his footsteps shuffling across the cellar. A clatter followed, as if something large was being scraped across the floor. A sliver of light sliced across the jet-black cement, and she saw wooden steps leading into the cellar.

      Emily went for it. Bracing herself, she felt for each step, planting both feet firmly on one step before searching for the one below it . . . following the sliver of light.

      “Paul? Paul!”

      If he heard her, he wasn’t answering. The light source grew until Emily could see that it was emanating from a hole in the floor of the log house. A trapdoor. Directly under it was a handmade ladder leading into the house. She scurried up and poked her head just above the floorboards.

      She scanned the first floor. It surprised her how normal and lived in the place looked.

      Paul stood at the room’s far end near the fireplace, his gaze skimming the perimeter of the room, rifle raised and ready. He searched behind the furniture, opened closet doors.

      A staircase led to an upper level.

      Emily remained motionless, slowing her breathing. She would choose the moment to reveal herself. As she took stock of the place, she counted twenty-three camera eyes—just in the living room. No hiding their criminal act now. How would breaking and entering endanger her medical license?

      From where she was perched, Emily’s eyes roved the room again, this time landing on a sweater draped on the back of the sofa. Pink cashmere.

      It was Jo’s. Emily had given it to her as a birthday gift to match the pink earmuffs. The sweater’s fit and style were classic, just like Jo. Between her nursing scrubs and mommy clothes, Jo complained that she didn’t have many chances to wear nice things. It would be perfect for girls’ outings and date nights.

      “Paul?” Emily called out, gentling her voice.

      Paul’s gaze darted to the trapdoor. “You followed me?”

      “What choice did I have?”

      “You could get yourself killed,” he said.

      “So could you.” Emily pulled herself out of the cellar and scooted herself out from under the kitchen table. “Do you see them? There are eyes everywhere.”

      “I see.”

      “We can assume this nutcase is watching us right now.”

      “Good. Let him know I’m on the hunt.”

      “Did you go upstairs?”

      “First thing,” he said bluntly.

      “Nothing?”

      “Beds are unmade, like they left in a hurry,” he said.

      “Here,” Emily said, going over to the sofa. She handed the sweater to Paul.

      He grabbed it and pressed it to his face, breathing in his wife’s scent.

      “Where the hell are they?” He expelled a frustrated growl.

      “Obviously not here,” said Emily. “Let’s get out.”

      Paul set the sweater down and paced the living room, then headed down the hallway and out the door to the garage. Emily got to her feet and rushed after him. He was skirting the garage with his rifle leading the way.

      There was one vehicle in the three-stall garage: the navy-colored work van with the Digital Pharmacy logo magnet on its front passenger door. Emily recognized it from the Premiere Stables video.

      “Where’d he take them, Em?” Paul cried out.

      Emily didn’t know what to say. She was just as upset, just as worried and anxious.

      Paul pressed the garage door opener.

      From her coat pocket, Emily’s phone buzzed. She whipped it out. It was Aditson.

      “Don’t answer that,” Paul commanded.

      “Shut up, Paul.” Emily was through with Paul’s antics. She rushed from the garage out of his sight and trotted down the driveway toward her car.

      “Are you guys on your way?” she said, gasping into the phone.

      “Where are you?” Aditson asked.

      “At . . . Lampert’s house.” Emily cringed inside. “Paul’s here too. He blew a hole into the cellar door and⁠—”

      Aditson’s voice dropped an octave. “Please tell me you didn’t go in with him.”

      “I . . . I . . .”

      “Don’t answer that. Where’s Paul now?” Aditson’s voice leveled off.

      “In the garage. Agitated as a hornet.”

      “Get out of there! Get in your car, lock the doors, and get yourself off that property,” instructed Aditson.

      “Okay. Just get here. Soon!” Emily jumped into her car and slammed the door. She pressed the locks and started the engine. The pink earmuffs kept coming to mind. Jo was there. Emily pushed out bad thoughts as she glanced back at the garage, where Paul paced, holding his rifle. Fear had turned this farm-equipment salesman into a hotheaded, vengeful maniac. Jo would be shocked. Furious. Livid!

      Emily could almost hear her railing at him: What good are you to us if you’re in prison?

      She watched Paul stop his pacing. He stared into the yard, then rushed for his truck. He was going to get away. He was going to continue to wreak havoc and destruction until he brought his wife and son home. He might go too far and put his whole future in jeopardy. He had already crossed some pretty big lines.

      Something inside of Emily snapped.

      She wasn’t going to let him get away with any more of this. She didn’t know what his next move would be, but she had to keep on him and do what she could to prevent Paul from going any further off the rails. At this point, he had committed trespassing, breaking and entering, and endangering an investigation by prying confidential matters from a law officer. Running from the scene would only add to his infractions.

      Emily scanned the woods surrounding the driveway. There was no other direct path away from the house to the main road. She cranked the wheel of her car, turned hard left, and pressed on the gas, maneuvering her vehicle across the drive to make a U-turn and head back toward the road. She’d wait for him at the end of the driveway and follow him from there.

      Midturn, Emily heard the growl of a diesel truck engine. She looked up and saw Paul coming at her, all ton and a half of his truck, about to T-bone her car. He blasted his horn.

      Emily pressed on the gas, but her tires caught a patch of ice and couldn’t get traction.

      He laid on the horn again. Emily pointed toward the rear of her vehicle, trying to convey that her tires were spinning.

      He shook his fist at her and yelled from the interior of his cab. Although she couldn’t hear him, she could read his lips. Get out of my way!

      Emily’s foot was on the gas pedal, but the car wasn’t budging. Nothing she could do. Surely, he’ll stop in time. Right?
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      Looking out the expansive floor-to-ceiling windows of the boat cabin, all Jo could see was fuzzy gray shapes in muted daylight. The yacht had been plastic wrapped to winterize it. The marina water lapped against its sides. She figured they were docked again, but where? How far north were they from Freeport? Or maybe they were on the other side of the state. Near Canada. They could have traveled as far as Lake Huron.

      “Where are we?” She might as well try to get an answer.

      Chris was in the galley, prepping a mix of onions, green peppers, and carrots on the countertop. He said nothing.

      She glanced over to Jeremiah, still knocked out and sound asleep on the bench seat of the galley.

      “Why me? Why Jer?” she pressed. “What do you want

      with us?”

      Silence ensued.

      “What’s the endgame, Chris?”

      Finally, he broke. “I’m not playing a game, Vivian.”

      “Vivian,” she repeated, disgust in her voice. “I’m Jo. Josephine Blakely. And I’m married to Paul. And this is my son, Jeremiah. And I have two other children. Daughters. Jessica and Jaden.”

      “You’re Vivian. And that’s Seth,” Chris said with a steady voice. And then nothing more. He grabbed a green pepper and thwacked the knife through the slices harder than was necessary. Jo waited until he had finished cutting all the vegetables before speaking again.

      “How long were you married to her?” Jo asked, injecting tenderness into her tone.

      Chris’s eyes snapped to hers, then back to the cutting board.

      “Where are they now?” she asked.

      Chris’s jaw clenched. His head cocked to one side. “Right here. With me.”

      She leveled her voice: “What happened to Vivian, Chris?”

      Now she could see in him what she had seen over the years in lots of psych patients who’d graced the ER during her shifts: delusions caused by the pain of a traumatic event. The question was, what was that event? And when?

      “Did Vivian leave you?”

      She watched as Chris peeled a carrot down to a nub.

      “Did she take your son away?”

      He tossed the shreds into the trash and glanced at her over his shoulder.

      Jo gave him a simple smile.

      “I don’t know why she would have done that,” she said in a voice that told him she was on his side. “You’re a good man. You didn’t deserve whatever it was she did to you.”

      Jo Blakely had been trained for this. It was like he had given her the passcode. She could unlock this door. Finally he looked right at her, his face shredded by a pain he couldn’t disguise.

      “But I did deserve it.”
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      Paul slammed his brakes at the last minute, and his ton-and-a-half truck skidded to a stop—but not before his bumper rammed into Emily’s vehicle, pushing it sideways a good fifteen meters down the drive.

      When her car came to rest, Emily took her foot off the gas and threw the vehicle in park. She pried her eyes open and looked toward the direction of impact. The grille of Paul’s truck filled the view of her passenger window. Only the hum of their vehicle engines hung in the air.

      She was frozen in place. It was unbelievable. He’d actually crashed into her.

      Emily drew in a breath and took stock. Was she injured? Did anything hurt? The side of her head above her ears was throbbing. When she glanced at the driver’s side window, she saw the imprint of her cheek. It had not even registered that her head had smashed into the window. Other than that, she felt relatively unscathed.

      She remained in place, taking slow breaths. There was no way she was going to exit her car with Paul on a mad rampage. She double-checked the doors. Still locked.

      Call Aditson. Call Aditson. The mantra grew in her mind. She fumbled for her phone, but by the time she found it, a rapping on the driver’s side window made her jump. The phone flew from her hands onto the dash.

      Aditson.

      “Are you okay?” Aditson was motioning for her to open the door. “Emily!”

      She nodded, then unlocked and opened the door. Aditson helped her out.

      “Are you all right? What happened?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, glancing over to Paul’s truck. The driver’s seat was empty, the door wide open. Aditson’s partner was circling the vehicle, gun pointed.

      “Where’s Paul?” Aditson asked.

      Emily shook her head. “In there. Somewhere.”

      Another backup vehicle pulled up behind Aditson’s. Two officers sprang out.

      “Get back in your car and stay there,” Aditson told her, drawing his weapon.

      “Please don’t hurt him,” said Emily.

      Aditson commanded the other officers to follow him. Emily watched as the four of them headed toward the log home, spreading out and surveying as they went. After they cleared the garage, the teams split up, heading back on either side of the house. Once they disappeared, the woods grew silent.

      Emily’s anxiety rose. Paul wasn’t a bad guy. Quick tempered and impulsive, yes. She prayed Paul wouldn’t be rash if cornered by Aditson. And she prayed Aditson would know how to talk him down and get him out safely.

      Too anxious to sit still, Emily exited her car to assess the damage. It was significant. Her passenger side was dented on both door panels. She figured Paul’s insurance would cover it. But when Jo found out, she’d be furious and mortified—in exactly that order.

      Emily glanced toward the log house, suppressing her own urge to venture back inside. Instead, she paced the drive near the line of cars, resisting the desire to call Brandon. He was probably halfway back to Chicago right now. And he’d been right. She had once again put herself in danger, more than she’d bargained for. But she didn’t regret it. Brandon, the non-risk-taker, wouldn’t understand that.

      Looking again at the Lampert house, she noticed signs that the officers had now entered the home. The exterior motorized shades were going up. Lights were on in windows on both the upper and lower stories.

      Her gut was a bundle of nerves, wound as tightly as her fears about Jo and Jeremiah.

      Were they cold? Hungry? Hurt?

      And how on earth would she and Aditson even know where to start looking for them now that Chris Lampert had them on the move? Emily’s pacing quickened as her impatience built. She checked the time. What was taking them so long in there?

      Didn’t Paul understand that every minute he wasted with his ridiculous display of vigilantism, he took time and resources away from the police search for Jo and Jer?

      Somebody had to tell Paul how blind he was being, and it had to be her. She’d have Jo’s blessing on this one. Emily was marching up the drive toward the house when the pop-pop of gunfire halted her in her tracks.
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      Emily was racing for the front stoop of Chris Lampert’s log home when the door blasted open. Two officers emerged, hauling Paul out. His right pant leg was soaked in blood, and he was cussing and screaming at them.

      Emily’s emergency room medical training went into overdrive.

      “Lay him on the drive,” she yelled to the officers.

      After they dragged Paul over, she saw that he was handcuffed. “Do you have to use the cuffs?” Emily asked.

      “He wouldn’t back down,” one of the officers informed Emily.

      “Where’s Aditson?” she asked. She feared he had been shot but was quickly reassured when he came dashing out of the house.

      “What happened?”

      “Failure to surrender his weapon, threatening an officer, disorderly conduct, obstruction of justice . . .” Aditson rattled off. “Shall I continue?”

      “I get it,” said Emily. “Did you call for an ambulance?”

      “On its way.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Emily knelt next to Paul to examine the bullet wound. She looked up at Aditson’s colleague. “Go back in there and see if you can find some rubbing alcohol, towels, and scissors.”

      He rushed back into the Lampert house.

      “How bad is it?” asked Aditson.

      “No arterial damage. The bullet went through soft tissue.” Emily met Paul’s eyes. “In other words, you’ll live.”

      “Em, it’s starting to throb real bad,” he said. “Can you numb it?”

      “With what, Paul?” She realized she wanted him to suffer a little. Paul had crossed a line, which could have permanent ramifications. “You know, you’re being a real ass. And on top of that, none of these shenanigans is helping find your wife

      and son.”

      Emily looked over at Aditson and noticed his hands quaking. He saw her studying him and slid them into his pockets. She wondered if he’d fired the shot. And if so, was this his first time? Or was he shaking because this was Paul, a grieving, out-of-control husband, not a real criminal?

      Emily whipped off her scarf to make a tourniquet for Paul’s leg. The officer returned with Emily’s requested supplies. She cut away the pant leg and doused the wound with alcohol.

      Paul moaned.

      Emily had to admit she found it a little satisfying to inflict a measure of pain on the man. Hopefully, this was his wake-up call.

      “If Jo were here, she’d give you another dose,” she said.

      “She’s gonna be so mad.”

      “Got that right.” Emily cleaned the skin as best she could with the towel and tightened her scarf around his thigh. “Get him up and walk him down the drive to meet the ambulance,” she instructed the officers standing nearby. “There’s no way they’re going to get past our crash site.”

      The cops pulled Paul to a standing position and limped him away.

      “You okay?” Emily asked Aditson after everyone else was out of earshot.

      “I’m fine,” he replied.

      “Did you pull the trigger?” When Aditson didn’t respond, she added, “I wouldn’t . . . I’m not blaming you if you did. Sounds like Paul’s actions backed you all into a corner.”

      “I couldn’t let those other guys . . . I didn’t want to put that on them,” Aditson said under his breath. “I mean, what if . . . ?”

      “You had no choice. And Paul’s going to be fine.”

      The sound of sirens and the flash of lights through the woods were a welcome relief for Emily and Aditson. Aditson jogged over to send them off, and Emily waited on the log house’s front stoop for what seemed an eternity until Aditson’s return.

      “You know this is partly your fault.” Aditson laid into her as he walked up to the house.

      “Me? I tried to stop him.”

      “You fueled the fire by following him in there,” Aditson informed her. “How are we going to explain you breaking and entering?”

      “There’s a corpse in the pond, and I have legal authority as the medical examiner,” she countered.

      “That’s stretching it, Doc,” Aditson said with appreciation in his tone.

      “I understand the desperation he feels about Jo and Jer,” said Emily, recalling the painful months when Nick was MIA in China.

      “I may have underestimated his drive,” Aditson said. “This could end badly for him, you know.”

      “Paul can take care of himself. Let’s focus on the body in the pond and finding Jo and Jer.”

      “Not that I need it now, but I have a warrant,” Aditson told her.

      “House first or pond?” Emily questioned.

      “House. That body in the ice isn’t going anywhere.”

      She stuck close to Aditson as they entered Lampert’s log home. While he was going through drawers and cabinets, she stood off to the side. Gazing about the first floor of the home, she was struck by how cozy and domestic it looked.

      “For a bachelor, this guy keeps a neat house,” observed Emily. She spied the knitting basket. “And I think he’s one of those guys who knits in secret.”

      “He wasn’t always a bachelor,” said Aditson, pulling out a handful of framed photographs from a kitchen drawer. “Look at these. What on earth?”

      Each photograph was staged and taken by a professional photographer. Chris was the father figure in every single photograph, but each photo had a different woman and a different boy, all of the latter around the age of ten.

      “Those women and kids don’t look very comfortable with him,” said Aditson.

      “Are these wives or girlfriends? And is it too coincidental that they all have a son the same age?” Emily’s gut stirred.

      “I’m taking these. See if we can locate these women and talk to them,” said Aditson, setting them aside.

      Emily wandered around the kitchen. She was struck by two kid drawings that hung side by side on the fridge with magnets. She studied the drawing on the left. It was on brittle, yellowed paper and signed Seth at the bottom in kid handwriting. The second drawing on the right was crafted on fresh, white paper and contained the exact same image. It too was signed Seth, but the handwriting looked wiggly. At closer glance, Emily saw that the signature was traced. There were also trace lines where the artist had copied the first drawing onto the second, then colored in the picture. These were not done by the same Seth.

      “He keeps calling me Seth.”

      “Aditson?” Emily spun around. He was gone. “Hey! Where are you?”

      After a moment, Emily heard him. “In the master. Get up here!”

      Emily found Aditson standing at the foot of the master bed, staring at an enormous framed photograph of Chris Lampert, a woman, and a boy. From the family’s fashion choices, it looked like this picture dated back ten, maybe fifteen years. Neither the woman nor the boy was one of the people pictured in the family photos found in the drawer.

      Unlike the people in those other pictures, this family looked deeply, authentically happy. The woman snuggled adoringly into her husband’s side. She and Chris had their arms around the boy, who stood in front of them, beaming as he held out an impressive walleye half his size. The real Seth.

      “Oh my . . . this is the original Lampert family,” said Emily.

      “Is it me, or do they look a lot like the fake Lampert families?” observed Aditson.

      “They look like Jo and Jer.” The Lampert wife was medium height, trim and athletic looking, with shoulder-length blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. The son was a sandy blond; Emily guessed he was ten, but he was tall for that age, with wiry limbs. He bordered on gaunt but didn’t look unhealthy. From what Emily knew about child development, she supposed that he had recently experienced a growth spurt and would fill out in due time.

      “But where are they now?” Aditson said. “And who are those others downstairs?”

      “Replacements,” said Emily, her eyes searching the framed family photograph for clues. The Lampert family stood on a pier next to a docked yacht. About two meters of its port side was visible in the frame, displaying the last four letters of the boat’s name: sion.

      Emily then knew exactly where Lampert had taken her best friend. Lampert’s yacht was the perfect mode of escape. He could move his victims with minimal to no detection, especially in these offseason months. No prying eyes. No pleasure boats on the water. Even shipping and ferry traffic was nonexistent in February. Too dangerous.

      Emily was queasy at the thought. How would they find them? The Great Lakes were called great for a reason. A death at sea would be nearly impossible to trace. Worse, Lampert’s yacht could be in Canadian waters in less than twenty-four hours. He would be totally free.
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      Day waned into darkness and enveloped the boat. They had arrived somewhere new and were either docked or anchored. She couldn’t tell which as the yacht gently rocked. Chris kept the motorized blackout blinds lowered so light from inside the yacht wouldn’t draw outside attention to the boat. There was no way to tell how far from home they were.

      Chris warmed up two cans of SpaghettiOs in a saucepan over the gas stove and scooped them into three bowls. A meal she would have normally prepared for her kids now made Jo gag. Pregnancy hormones.

      “You need to eat,” Chris said in a steady voice.

      “My body needs something more nutritious than kid food,” said Jo.

      “Vivian lived off the Os when she was pregnant with Seth,” Chris said.

      “Do you know how many preservatives are in this?” Jo responded.

      “It was good enough for Viv,” Chris snarled, and Jo didn’t push it further. Comply to survive.

      Jeremiah’s stomach growled. Her son was waiting for her cue to take a bite.

      “Go ahead, honey. It’s okay,” she instructed.

      “Seth loves SpaghettiOs, don’t you, buddy?”

      Probably because he was getting a good dose of them in the womb.

      Jeremiah ducked his head over the bowl and shoveled the food into his mouth.

      “You know, cravings can change with each pregnancy,” Jo said, playing into his game as she pushed her bowl to Jeremiah. “Do you have anything else? Bread? An apple?”

      Chris considered her words, sending her a compassionate look. “Make me a list. I’m going to the store tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” Jo said softly, palming her stomach. She was weak from hunger and lack of sleep, and she feared getting sick—or worse, losing the baby—if this ordeal went on much longer.

      “You have anything to drink? Other than water or alcohol?” If she could only get a few calories into her system, it would be better than nothing. Chris opened a cupboard door and grabbed something from inside. He pushed a can of Coke in front of her.

      Jo took it, popping the top and trying to get down a few sips of the room-temperature soda.

      When Jeremiah was done eating both bowls of food, Chris took the dishes off the table and set them into the sink with a clatter.

      “You can wash those later, Vivian. Why don’t we play a game?” Chris went to the reading nook and selected a handful of game boxes and decks of cards from the bookcases. “What do you think, buddy?” Chris asked Jeremiah.

      The boy glanced over the stack of games, unsure what to do. He turned to his mother and pointed to a box of Uno cards.

      “I knew it,” said Chris, excitement rising in his voice. “Seth’s favorite.” He cleared the table of the other games.

      Jo took a few more sips of soda. Sugar and caffeine were sending a boost to her body. She was ready to work on the next step of her plan. Get more information about the real Vivian and Seth. Keep playing his game by learning the rules of it.

      “I hope you don’t mind me asking,” Jo started. “But I’d really love to know more about Seth. What was he like?”

      Chris dealt the cards, ignoring her question at first.

      Jo sat patiently. Most people were uncomfortable with silence. Given time, he would talk.

      “You start, Seth,” Chris said.

      “What about your wife? What was she like?” Jo tried again.

      “She was perfect.”

      “So what happened?” Jo pressed gently.

      “She left.”

      “Infidelity?” She wanted to see what kind of rise it got from him.

      He flared up. “Stick to the cards, Vivian.”

      Danger zone. Pull back.

      “Do they live in state or⁠—?”

      “Yes. They’re in Michigan.”

      “Do you ever see them?” Jo continued.

      “Not too often.”

      Jo nodded, approaching it another way. “Your son must miss you.”

      “I miss him.” Chris balled his fists. A light sweat beaded his forehead. “Let’s enjoy the evening together, shall we?”

      Jo smiled at him. I miss him. First person. Nothing about what Seth felt. He didn’t know how Seth felt because Seth hadn’t told him.

      Because Seth was dead.

      Chris’s voice was taut and stern: “You. Me. Seth. We’re a family now. That’s what matters.”

      Vivian is dead too. Jo had suspected, but now she knew.

      How did it happen? That was the next egg to unshell. The information adjusted her focus. Chris Lampert could not get beyond their deaths, and therefore he’d constructed a delusion about their passing. If he could continue to arrange his life in the way it had been—wife, son, happy family—then he wouldn’t collapse and crumble into the nothing he felt without them.

      “Seth, you start us off,” Chris said. “We’ll do a regular round to warm up, and then we’ll play speed rounds. You know how to do that?”

      Jeremiah shook his head.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you,” Chris replied, more of a demand than an offer.

      Jo picked up her cards. She had played Uno more times than she could count with her kids, and she could do it by rote. She remained calm as they played the game. She even feigned that she was having fun. The first game was quickly over. Jeremiah’s win.

      “Congrats, buddy! High five!” Chris stuck out his hand.

      Jer looked at his mother.

      Jo nodded. Do it. Just go along!

      Jeremiah reluctantly slapped Chris a high five.

      “You can call me Dad,” Chris said to Jeremiah.

      “You’re not my dad!” Jeremiah rose off the bench.

      Chris popped up, towering over him, grabbing Jer’s

      twiggy arm.

      “I want to go home,” cried Jeremiah. “You’re a bad person!”

      Jo’s gasp was dramatic, but she couldn’t help it when Chris’s hand shot out and slapped Jeremiah. The cards in Jeremiah’s hand went flying across the galley.

      “Pick ’em up. Now!” Chris yelled at him.

      Terrified, Jeremiah scurried around the cabin floor, collecting the cards.

      Jo counted to five, suppressing her desire to attack Chris.

      “Was that really necessary?” she asked in a wifely tone, summoning all her fortitude. “He’s just a kid. He doesn’t know better.”

      “You don’t talk to your dad like that,” Chris roared.

      Jeremiah tossed the cards on the table and cowered next to his mother.

      “Baby, my boy is not gonna be a wuss.” Chris retook his seat. “Look at me. Look. At me, Seth!”

      Keep signaling that I’m on his side.

      Jo turned Jeremiah’s red-marked face to Chris, then sent Chris an understanding look. “It’s going to take time to make the adjustment, but he’ll get there.”

      “I’m not a bad man, Seth.” Chris stared at the boy. “I’m a good man.”

      He’s trying to convince himself.

      “No, you’re not!” Jeremiah flung back.

      “Yes, he is,” Jo confirmed and squeezed Jer’s arm. Just go along with it.

      Chris was breathing heavily, his nostrils flaring as he worked himself up.

      “What do you say . . . Seth?” Jo asked her son, pinning him with a look.

      A light switch flipped inside him, and Jer’s eyes lit up. He gave his mom a little grin.

      “You’re a good man . . . Dad.” It was robotic in tone, but it did the trick.

      “Snacks! You know what? I left the snacks upstairs.” Chris bounced up from the table and left the galley to get them.

      Jo sighed and stroked Jeremiah’s arm with the backs of her fingernails.

      “He’s crazy, Mom!” said Jeremiah.

      “You think?” Jo smiled and hugged him. The tension was relieved with a little laugh between them. “Listen, I know how to deal with crazy. Did it all the time at work. So just follow my lead, okay?”

      Jeremiah nodded and leaned into her. “I’m scared.”

      “Dad will find us,” she whispered. “And sweetheart, our minds are stronger than his. If we use our smarts, we win. Got it?”

      Jeremiah nestled closer to her. She felt his heart pounding. “Take a few deep breaths with me, ’kay?” They both worked their pulse rates down.

      After a few moments, Chris returned with a bag of potato chips and placed it on the table. He sat and looked at Jeremiah. “I’m sorry I hit you, bud. Apology accepted?”

      Jo elbowed her son.

      “Yeah, it’s okay,” Jeremiah muttered.

      “But here’s the deal, Seth. You’re better off here.”

      Jeremiah started to shake his head, but with a nudge from his mom, he stopped.

      “Your dad doesn’t care about you. If he did, he wouldn’t be gone from home so much.”

      Jo shook her head, a silent plea both to get Chris to stop and to signal Jeremiah that he was talking smack.

      “Let’s not talk about him,” she said.

      “You know, he’s got a girl out there in Des Moines.”

      “I find that hard to believe.” She should have just agreed. But something in Jo had shifted, and she had a hard time stifling it, even under the circumstances. She wanted to defend Paul and their marriage. Chris couldn’t take that from her!

      “I’ve read their texts and emails,” said Chris.

      Jo remained quiet, stuffing down all the words she wanted to hurl at him.

      “I can give you both so much more than he’s capable of.” Jo looked up and found him gazing at her. “And you deserve it, Jo. I see how hard you work. As a nurse. As a mother. Paul doesn’t appreciate that. But I do.”

      Jo forced herself to follow the advice she had given her son.

      There is no sense in arguing with crazy.

      “Thank you for noticing,” she said simply.

      “You two are different than the others,” Chris said.

      Others? What’s he talking about?

      “I have a good feeling about this,” he added.

      “What others?” Jeremiah piped up.

      Chris paused and gave him a puzzled look. “What others?”

      “You said we’re different than the others,” Jeremiah said.

      Chris shrugged.

      But Jo had heard it too.

      And she realized: This isn’t the first time he has done this.

      Jo chose her next words carefully. “He just misspoke, honey.”

      Chris smiled at her cover-up. She was winning him over. He sees us becoming a team. She gathered up the cards, stacking them into a deck. “Give ’em a shuffle, Seth,” said Jo. “Let’s go another hand.”

      Chris reached out and touched Jo’s hand. She froze, but she did not pull back.

      Jeremiah sliced the deck, shuffled it. Did he notice Chris touching me?

      “You ready, Mom?” Jeremiah tapped the table. “Mom—your cards.”

      He pulled her from her daze, and Jo looked down at the stack in front of her. The irony of their situation clawed at her. Here we are, playing cards . . . for survival.

      She swept up the stack with a smile, hoping that neither Chris nor her son would notice her trembling hands.
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      Emily’s focus for the moment was on the dead body in the pond. Could it be Lampert’s wife? His son? Or was it one of the other women and children from those photographs in his house? Emily pushed aside any nagging thoughts that Jo and Jer might suffer a similar demise. She had to have faith that solving this death would give them insight into Lampert’s motive and criminal patterns.

      Aditson and Emily met with two professional divers to retrieve the body. First, a couple of the officers standing by broke up the ice about five meters from where the body had lodged against the shore and frozen in the shallow water. Then the divers went in.

      Emily watched from the shore as they waded into a large open area on the edge of the pond, moving gingerly toward the frozen corpse so they wouldn’t disturb it. It took time and patience to retrieve the body from its icy tomb.

      Once they pulled the corpse out of the water, they laid it supine on the snowy ground. Emily went over to make her observations. The body was badly decomposed, mostly a skeleton. Tufts of shoulder-length blond hair were still attached to a few remaining pieces of scalp. The structure was finely boned and, if Emily had to guess, probably between five feet six and five feet eight inches tall. She would take exact measurements at the morgue. The corpse was clothed in a short-sleeve purple tank top and a jean skirt, which suggested that it was likely female.

      Emily lifted the sleeve of the shirt. Some skin remained attached to bone. The victim wore no socks or shoes, and all ten toes had been gnawed off. Emily knew turtles could be hungry predators of human bodies. They sometimes picked human bones nearly clean. It was no surprise that so little human tissue was left.

      “Based on the degree of decomposition and that outfit, my guess is it was summer when she was put in here,” Emily said.

      “You think this is Lampert’s wife?” Aditson asked.

      “Hard to tell until I get her on the table, and even then, I will need either dental records or a DNA sample to confirm,” Emily said.

      “Chris Lampert definitely has a type,” said Aditson. “Thin, blond, and pretty.”

      “And don’t forget motherly. I wonder if his son is down there too? Or the others?” gulped Emily, referring to the faux family photographs they’d found in Lampert’s house.

      “My thoughts exactly,” concurred Aditson. “I’ll ask the divers to look around.”

      Emily was stirred and sickened that they might be on the brink of discovering a major body dump.

      “Would you mind turning her over?” Emily asked the divers, who were standing nearby, awaiting orders. They set the frozen body prone, and Emily donned a pair of gloves from the EMTs. She knelt in the snow beside the woman and moved aside the random tufts of hair so she could get a better look at the skull for fractures. At the back of her head, near the skull base, Emily noted a jagged fissure in the bone, nearly the length of her index finger.

      “She was struck,” Emily told Aditson as she photographed the injury.

      “Probably dead before she was put in the drink,” surmised Aditson.

      “I hope so.” Emily hated to think of this woman drowning. In her imagination, that was one of the worst kinds of deaths to endure.

      “Let’s get her to the morgue,” Emily instructed the EMTs. “Put it on the table. I’ll be along soon.”

      They lifted the bones into a body bag and loaded it into the back of their ambulance. Emily hung around with Aditson while the divers explored the belly of the pond. They retrieved a pair of sandals, a jean jacket, and a couple of old fishing rods. But that was all. Emily felt a degree of relief that there wouldn’t be additional victims to examine. If Lampert had killed the others, they weren’t in this body of water.
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      Emily left her crunched-up car for the tow truck and hitched a ride back to Freeport with Aditson. He dropped her at the morgue, and Emily worked quickly to autopsy the woman from the pond. Examining the badly decomposed body told Emily what she had already guessed. Blunt-force trauma had caused a massive brain hemorrhage. Whoever this woman had been and whatever she had suffered, at least her death had been quick.

      Emily was wrapping up the exam when she saw Delia calling in. Emily tapped her phone’s speaker button.

      “Paul’s being released from the hospital and sent home,” said Delia, who had just spoken to Gayle Blakely, Paul’s mom. “Aditson put him under house arrest, but I don’t think that man understands the concept of an ankle bracelet.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Emily.

      “You’d think he’d learned his lesson,” said Delia. “But no, he’s called Gayle to come babysit so he can get back out there and search. I’m headed over there now because Gayle refused to babysit. She’s livid and wants nothing to do with her son.”

      “No. He can’t!” insisted Emily. “The place is a crime scene. Aditson’s got it cordoned off. He posted an officer there just to be sure.”

      “Well, he’s going to land himself in jail, then,” said Delia. “My task is to make sure those two girls are fed and loved.” Emily’s friend changed direction. “Any progress at the Lampert home?”

      “An ugly breakthrough.”

      “I do my best work with ugly. Lay it out, doll.”

      “We found a murdered woman’s body in Lampert’s pond. Just finished my exam.”

      “Who is she?”

      “A replacement wife.” Emily told Delia about the faux family photos. “She’s too badly decomposed to make a photograph match. I’m sending her DNA sample to the lab.”

      “I see . . . So Jo and Jer are his new family,” Delia said somberly. “Guess we can throw the Sailor Slayer theory out the window.”

      “This guy is one for the books,” said Emily, glancing at the covered corpse on her steel exam table. “I’m sick to think how many more dead women and boys might be out there. We saw an old family photograph of the original Lampert family next to their yacht.”

      “Not hard to boil down the psychology on this guy,” Delia said. “He’s got Jo and Jer, and he’s headed out to start a new life with them. Anyone got eyes on the yacht?”

      “That’s the next problem to solve,” replied Emily.

      Delia sighed. “They could be anywhere on the Great Lakes or up the Saint Lawrence by now. Let me know if you need any additional help.”

      And by help, Emily understood her to mean Delia’s FBI resources.

      Emily thanked her. “I hope it doesn’t go that far.”

      “I’m afraid it already has,” said Delia, adding to Emily’s ominous feeling as she hung up and dialed Aditson. They had to find that boat.
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      Aditson picked Emily up from the morgue and drove them to the Freeport Marina.

      Carlotta Zolezzi met them at the marina office and walked them over to the docks. She had to give them access to the secure entrance, a locked metal door and keypad that only boat owners could open. Carlotta ushered them in. On one side were over a hundred slips along the T patterns of the dock layout. A separate dock on the right housed a small boathouse and fueling station.

      “Unfortunately, you’re on a fool’s errand here,” said Carlotta as she pointed them in the direction of Slip 56. It was just a couple of slips down from Jealousea, the Molines’ boat where Jeremiah had been found. Carlotta had noticed the slip’s yacht missing that morning.

      “What’s the name of Chris Lampert’s boat?” asked Emily.

      “Delightful Decision.”

      Fitting. On so many levels.

      The last four letters of the craft’s name matched the sion visible in the Lampert family portrait, confirming what Emily thought.

      “Did you happen to see it leave the marina?” she asked as they approached the empty slip.

      “No. I’m rarely down here in the cold months.”

      Emily strained for hope that there would be some clue that Jo and Jeremiah had been there. But at the empty slip they found nothing indicating that.

      Jo and Jeremiah had been out there for almost a day. A yacht of that size could make good time through the Great Lakes. Emily envisioned the boat heading out of the marina; past the wake zone were vast, deep waters. If Lampert was a keen sailor, he would guide the ship along the coast. The Great Lakes were as tumultuous and unfriendly as any ocean. Storms came up quickly as the jet stream pushed down from Canada. Waves could rise ten to fifteen feet or more. The water was icy cold.

      “Security cameras?” Emily inquired.

      “Only posted near the front entrance into the docks,” Carlotta explained. “What’s all this interest in Lampert’s boat?”

      “You know him well?” said Aditson.

      “I see him around. Friendly guy, but not overbearing. Pays his slip fee on time. Keeps his boat up. I have no complaints.”

      “Any complaints from other boat owners?”

      “Not that I’ve heard of,” said the marina owner. “Is he in trouble?”

      Emily kept her mouth shut.

      “Just want to talk to him,” said Aditson. “If you see him, can you call me right away?”

      Carlotta nodded.

      Chris Lampert could have sailed his yacht south to Chicago. Along the shore, the trip would take just a few hours. Or it was possible he’d traveled across the lake to Wisconsin, although the waters in the middle of the lake could be tumultuous this time of year. They’d been known to sink bigger ships than the Delightful Decision. Would Lampert have taken that risk?

      The remaining route was north to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and through the Soo Locks at Sault Sainte Marie to Canada.

      “Do boat owners have to register their trip plans?” Emily asked.

      Carlotta laughed. “With who? Me? The Coast Guard? These are pleasure boats. No one’s doing that.”

      “There can’t be too many boats on the water this time of year,” Emily surmised.

      “Not at all. Mostly shipping barges. And just a few of them.”

      That was a positive. If someone was looking for it, Delightful Decision would stand out.

      “Thanks for your help. We’re all set here,” said Aditson, and they followed Carlotta back down the docks and through the security gate. “Thanks for letting us in. If you see Lampert’s yacht return, will you let us know?”

      “Will do. You folks have a nice day.” They watched as Carlotta made tracks for the beach parking lot. The wind was picking up, bringing with it an icy edge.

      Emily looked over the lake. The idea that Jo and Jeremiah were out in those dark, churning waters hollowed her. It all felt so far beyond what they could manage. When she turned to Aditson, he said what she was thinking.

      “We’re going to need the Coast Guard.”
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      Checking her phone, Emily saw that Anna had left a voicemail earlier. She, Fiona, and Flora had made it safely to Chicago to Emily’s condo and were in preparations for the Little Baker competition. Oh, and did Emily have a citrus zester?

      Emily smiled. No, she did not. She’d thought they knew her a little better than that. Emily wasn’t even sure if she had more than one baking pan.

      Entering the Hartford home after being by Brandon’s bedside the past few days, she found that in their haste to get out of town, the Johnson trio had left the Hartford kitchen a disaster. Normally it might have annoyed Emily, but in the moment, she was grateful that the cleaning provided a distraction from Jo and Jeremiah. The house was too, too quiet, and she didn’t relish being alone right now.

      As if reading her thoughts, her phone pinged from her pocket. Emily shook off the water and dish soap and reached for it. It was a text from Karen at Xena’s. Her wedding dress was ready for pickup.

      Her elopement plan had come to a screeching halt. Nuptials were now on a when contingency.

      When Brandon was 100 percent healthy.

      When Lampert was caught.

      When Jo returned home.

      When Jo was ready to be her maid of honor.

      Emily could only imagine what psychological damage this was doing to Jo and Jer. Would she ever return to normal? And what would be this new normal?

      Thoughts of the wedding spurred Emily to call Brandon. He answered on the first ring.

      “You must be bored,” she said. “Usually, my calls go to voicemail.”

      “I regret allowing them to take me,” Brandon said.

      “Already?” It had been less than twenty-four hours. “Can it be that bad?”

      “My mother thinks I actually like watching The Golden Girls with her, and did you know they run episodes round the clock? There’s no escape!”

      Emily laughed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. Mom’s cooking eases things.”

      “You won’t get that up here,” said Emily. She had no trouble owning up to the fact that she wasn’t much of a chef.

      “I’m still wiped out,” said Brandon. “I wake up feeling like I’ve just run a marathon, but without the endorphin high.”

      “What are your O2 levels?”

      “Low nineties.”

      It was an improvement, but Emily would feel better when those numbers topped ninety-six or higher.

      “Do your lung exercises,” she instructed. “And sleep.”

      “It’d be easier if you were next to me,” he said.

      “I miss you too.” She smiled.

      “Any news on Jo and Jeremiah?”

      “We have a good idea where they are, but it’s not good.” Emily paused, deciding not to tell him about the B&E at Lampert’s or the dead woman in the pond. “We think this horrible man has got them on his yacht somewhere on Lake Michigan. Aditson’s called in the Coast Guard.”

      “Wow. And a yacht? What’s going on?”

      “It’s a long, twisted story. The guy’s deeply disturbed, and it seems like he’s done this before.”

      “‘This’?”

      “Kidnapping and killing mom-son duos.”

      “Whoa, Em—that’s grim.”

      “I was worried before, but this is next-level worry.” Emily went quiet, sinking into her dark thoughts.

      “Em, you there?”

      “Yeah. I just don’t know how to help anymore. And Paul . . .” She stopped herself.

      “I’ve decided I’m going to stop getting on your case about your risk-taking behavior. And I’m going to stop worrying. I’m proud of you. And I know you’ll bring Jo and Jeremiah home soon.”

      “I’m going to down a triple dose of your confidence.” Brandon could be counted on to deliver the injection of positivity she needed. He’d been providing it ever since they met in medical school. “And thank you for . . . letting go.”

      “I get why you’re like this,” he said.

      “You do?”

      “Emily, I don’t think you realize how lucky you are to have such a strong community up there in Freeport. The way they see you up there . . . it’s not like how people see you in Chicago.”

      “They see me as an extension of my father: the coroner’s daughter,” she said. “I’ve never been anything but that to them.”

      “No. It’s much more than that. You’re two different people, and I think the person you are in Freeport is closer to the real Emily.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “In Chicago you were . . . are . . . a rule follower. You stay on track. And it’s a pretty run-of-the-mill life.”

      “That’s a bad thing?”

      “No. But here . . . you were never that close to anyone, other than me. Not your aunt Laura⁠—”

      “She’s always jet-setting around the world.”

      “Not the neighbors in your high-rise⁠—”

      “You can’t build a relationship off elevator talk.”

      “Not your school friends.”

      “Who has time for a social life in medical school?”

      “That’s what I mean, Em. There’s a longevity and investment in what you have in Freeport. Those people have been there for you, even after your ten-year hiatus. They forgave and were thrilled to have you back. The prodigal daughter returns.”

      She appreciated his clever and kind way of framing her time away after her mother died and her father abandoned her emotionally.

      “But Em, I also have to admit that every time you head up to Freeport, my stomach gets in knots,” said Brandon, his voice slowing. “You take risks there that you’d never consider in the city. And they love you for it. And you love them. You’re invested in that place, those people, those memories . . . I just keep asking myself: Can you love both me and them?”

      “Of course I can.” What was he saying?

      His voice tapered off as he said, “I’m not so sure.”

      “What’s behind this?” Emily asked. “Did your mom get in your ear?”

      There was silence on the other end.

      “Are you there?” she asked at the same time that her phone buzzed.

      “Do you have to get that?”

      Aditson.

      “Can I call you later?”

      “We’ll see if I can be pried away from Sophia, Blanche, Rose, and Dorothy.”

      “Love you.”

      “You too.”

      She tapped over to Aditson.

      “I need you to locate some information,” he said. “My team here dug up some research on Christopher Lampert. He was married to Vivian Bromesian. They had a ten-year-old son named Seth.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “Dead. Killed in a drowning accident twelve years ago in the pond right on their property,” reported Aditson. “Your dad investigated the case.”

      “Which means we can rule out the dead woman in the pond being Vivian,” said Emily.

      “The story is heartbreaking. I’ll send over a copy of the police report.”

      “What happened?” Emily didn’t want to be in suspense.

      “Lampert was on a business trip for several days one February when he came home to find his family missing. Their ice skates were gone, so he presumed they’d gone skating on the pond. He found boot prints leading to the pond, but the ice was frozen over. Upon closer look, he spotted cracks in the ice where a hole had been.”

      “Oh no. They fell through?”

      “Apparently. Fire rescue was summoned and broke up the ice. Divers went in and found both bodies.”

      “That’s horrible,” Emily said.

      “There was no other investigation, so I’m guessing your father didn’t find foul play,” said Aditson. “But I just wanted you to double-check.”

      “Absolutely! Stay on the phone. I’m getting Dad’s records right now.” Emily dashed into the garage, where the old medical examiner files were stored in plastic bins. She put the phone on speaker and set it down as she found the correct year, pulled the box from the shelf, and set it on the cement floor. She sat down cross-legged next to it and pried the top off.

      “Hang on, Aditson. I’m almost there . . .”

      The files were in alphabetical order. Seeing her father’s familiar handwriting sent a bittersweet warmth through her.

      Laberson . . . Lagatus . . . Lampert . . .

      “Got it.”

      Emily pulled Chris’s file from its place. The details were tragic. Vivian was only thirty-two. Seth had just turned ten.

      “Acute hypoxia,” she told him. “Mother and son drowned to death.”

      Behind the autopsy report, her dad had included an article about the tragedy, cut out from the local newspaper. The headlining image was the same family photo that hung above the master bed in the Lamperts’ log home.

      
        
        Chris Lampert came home from a business trip to find his wife and son missing. A hole in the ice confirmed his fears that they had fallen into the pond.

      

      

      Emily scanned the article, stopping at a quote from Chris Lampert. She read it aloud to Aditson: “‘My wife and son were my whole life. I am devastated. I don’t know how I can go on,’ said the grieving widower.”

      Emily mused, “But Chris did find a way to go on.” The horrifying puzzle was taking a definitive shape: the grief of a family lost, the faux families, Jo and Jeremiah.

      “Not that I’m excusing his behavior, but I’m guessing his actions stem from an unchecked mental illness brought about by the trauma of his loss,” said Aditson.

      Neither had to state the obvious: Chris Lampert had become a highly organized and dangerous serial killer.

      Emily found herself gripping the phone as if clinging to a life preserver. “He’s getting better and better at it,” she posited. “But why get rid of a family you are trying to create?”

      “Maybe because they don’t measure up,” said Aditson, a clipped tone to his voice.

      It made Emily think of Nick. There would never again be anyone like Nick. In Chris’s case, the cycle would run itself over and over because Chris would never be able to replace Vivian and Seth, no matter how much he tried. “They never will.”

      Jo and Jeremiah had an expiration date.
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      The yacht’s engine steadily droned. Jo’s arms were wrapped around her son as they shared a single bunk in the hull of the boat.

      Chris had locked them down there just before, under the cover of darkness, they had left wherever it was they’d been docked. Below deck, the ride was gentle. Either the lake was not too rough or the mass of the boat was able to cut through the waves. Whichever it was, Jo was grateful nausea had not set in. Seasickness could be even more debilitating than pregnancy sickness.

      Stay awake. Stay alert.

      She turned to look at her son. Jeremiah’s soft breathing comforted Jo. He was getting much-needed rest. Which was more than she could say for herself. Her exhaustion was seeping through the cracks in the form of stress and impatience. Jo couldn’t get her mind to stop racing through various escape plans.

      Above her in the captain’s cockpit, she heard Chris’s footsteps tapping to the pumpf-pumpf beat of lo-fi electronic music. The din assured her that he wouldn’t hear her get up if she were careful and quiet.

      Step one was to explore the boat. Jo carefully removed herself from the bunk, tucking a blanket around her sleeping son. She had access to the entire lower level, which included the staterooms, bath, and galley.

      Crawling on the floor, Jo made her way to the galley and went through its drawers and cupboards. They were packed with dehydrated food and cans of soup. Enough for weeks and weeks. Maybe months. Another cupboard held gallon jugs of drinking water. Drawers were stuffed with medical supplies, matches, utensils, and knives. Finally, crammed in the front of a cupboard, Jo found a flashlight. She covered the lens with the bottom of her shirt to dim the light and continued creeping toward the master stateroom.

      The door was open, and she slipped inside. A simple room with a navy-blue-and-white-striped comforter on the bed and two king-size pillows dressed in navy-and-white-striped shams. Chris’s duffel was shoved in the corner of the room, zipped closed. She painted the wood-paneled walls with her flashlight until she came to a map tacked in the middle of the wall to the left of the bed.

      Jo stepped into the room to get a closer look. Actually, there were two maps. One of North America and another of Europe, hung up side by side. Jo located Freeport and Lake Michigan. There was a pin in the name of their city.

      As her gaze traveled north along the Lake Michigan coast, there were more pins. She followed them to the top of the Great Lakes, then down Lake Huron. The pins led her to shoreline stops along Lake Ontario, then up to New York and Canada through the Saint Lawrence Seaway and eventually to the Atlantic Ocean. There was a pin in the Bermuda Islands. And one across the ocean, pinned to the Port of Setúbal, Portugal.

      Jo felt a flutter in her belly that surged into her esophagus and lodged a wad in her throat. She swallowed it down. It was seasickness. It was her body. The baby forming inside.

      Jo counted the days since they had been taken from the stables in Chris’s van. She was starting her eleventh week of pregnancy. Another wave of sickness rocked her. She gripped the side of the bed as the boat swayed back and forth.

      An overhead light flicked on in the stateroom.

      “What are you doing in here?” asked Chris, blocking the doorway.
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      “I couldn’t sleep.” Jo quaked at being caught.

      “Try my bed,” he told her.

      “I don’t feel well.” She played on his pity, hoping he would read the subtext.

      “I’m not going to try anything,” he said, addressing her

      fears.

      “You’re not?”

      “Neither of us are ready for that.”

      He read her surprised look.

      “I mean, I am,” he admitted, “but you’re not. And I want it to be special when it happens.”

      “I should check on Jeremiah,” Jo said.

      Chris glanced over his shoulder to the stateroom next door. “He’s fine. Still asleep.” He closed and locked the door to the stateroom, then pointed to the bed. “Go ahead.”

      She had no choice but to trust him. Jo lay down.

      He pulled the covers up over her, then left to go to the cockpit.

      Jo lay there a long time, listening to the thwump-thwump of his music. Eventually, she fell asleep and dreamed that she and Jeremiah and her new baby were trapped in a family photograph with Chris.

      Waking in the middle of the night, sweating from panic, she faced another nightmare. Chris was spooned up next to her, his arms looped around her waist. Sweating and still feeling sick, she couldn’t move. Didn’t dare move. The boat gently rocked, occasionally tapping against something. She sensed they were docked. She lay on her side, staring at the wood-paneled walls and maps.

      Hours passed until the early light of dawn illumined the edges of the curtains. Jo wondered if Jeremiah was awake yet and what he might be doing.

      Next to her, Chris groaned, peeled himself off her, and rolled over, pulling the covers off her body.

      Jo snapped her eyelids closed, pretending to be asleep.

      She heard him rise and rummage through his duffel bag. A drawer opened. Keys jangled. The drawer closed. Chris’s footsteps padded to the door. He unlocked it and left, leaving the door open as he headed to the bathroom.

      She peeped her eyes open and followed him with her gaze. The cluster of keys was clutched in his grip when he entered the bathroom. Moments later, he exited the bathroom without the keys.

      Jo pressed her eyes closed. She listened as he moved through the downstairs cabin, then opened the hatch and went up to the captain’s cockpit.

      Once she heard the door latch shut, Jo sprang from bed and darted into the bathroom and searched. The keys had been stashed in the back of the sink cupboard behind a stack of toilet paper.

      Jo took a few minutes to freshen herself before she went to Jeremiah’s stateroom. He was awake, sitting against the wall, eyes hollow and sad.

      “I’m hungry,” he said, seeing his mother.

      “Me too.”

      “Are we going to starve to death?”

      Jo looked at her son. “Where would you get that idea?”

      “That’s what happens in pirate movies. The prisoners get stuck in the bottom of the boat.”

      “Where have you been watching movies like that?” Jo asked.

      “Jared’s house.” His best friend since preschool. Did Jared’s mom know he was watching violent films? She made a mental note to ask. If . . . no, when . . . she got home.

      Jo rubbed her son’s arm. “There’s plenty of food on this boat. And Chris is not going to starve us. But we have to wait until Chris tells us we can eat.”

      They were startled by a scraping noise coming from outside the boat, like heavy furniture being dragged across a wood floor. This was followed by the screech of metal on metal. Finally, a small boat engine sputtered to life, and the sound disappeared in the distance.

      Jo tugged her son to his feet. “Come here.”

      She brought him to the bathroom and revealed the key cluster.

      “Let’s see if any of these open the hatch,” said Jo. She went to the hatch and tried one key after another. The third-to-last one worked, and the door clicked open.

      “Let’s go!” Jeremiah cried, pushing past her.

      “Jer—no. Don’t go up there!” Jo pleaded, grabbing at the back of his shirt.

      Jeremiah tugged and slipped from her grasp. Before she knew it, he was up the ladder and on deck.

      Jo climbed up after him.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Jo huffed.

      “There he is.” Jeremiah pointed toward shore, where a small motorboat was approaching a marina. Where are we?

      “We need to get back down before he sees us,” said Jo.

      “He won’t see us. He’s going to shore,” cried Jeremiah, snatching the key ring from Jo’s hand. “Let’s get out of here!”

      “What are you doing?” Jo gasped.

      Jeremiah ran into the captain’s cockpit.

      “No! Jeremiah. Get back!” Jo hissed.

      He was trying each key in the boat ignition.

      Was he crazy? Neither of them knew how to drive a boat.

      “We’re not doing this,” she insisted, marching over to her son and dragging him out of the cockpit. He protested, but she ripped the keys from his hands.

      “Ow!” he squealed. Jo saw that she’d caused a cut on his finger. She didn’t care.

      “You listen to me, young man. You just put us both in danger. Down. Now!”

      He went compliantly as she moved him back down the hatch.

      Once they were back in the locked hull of the boat, Jeremiah spouted off. “Now’s our chance.”

      “We are not driving a yacht.”

      “You like him. You want to stay.” His defiant words cut into Jo.

      “That’s absolutely not true, young man.” She put the keys back in their place. “Now we know where they are, and we can use them when we’re ready.”

      “I am ready,” Jeremiah pleaded.

      “No. We’re not. I have a plan. But you have to promise me you won’t do that again.”

      Jeremiah crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I need you to say it,” she stated. “Tell me you promise.”

      “I promise,” he muttered.

      “Listen to me, son. This is very important.” Jo tilted his face up to look at hers. “At some point, we’re going to have to stop for fuel. We’ll be docked and close to shore. If the opportunity is right, I’ll distract Chris, and it will be your job to escape and find help. We’re going to find a way out.” It was the assurance she herself needed.

      “When?” Jeremiah replied.

      “Our moment will come. We have to be patient.”

      “I don’t want to leave you behind,” whispered Jeremiah.

      “That’s the plan. And it’ll work if you trust me and do what I say.”

      Jeremiah didn’t look convinced. Jo gave him a kiss on the top of his head. “Can I count on you?”

      Jeremiah was quiet, and she pulled him close to her. “Daddy would be okay with this. He’d want you to be brave and help Mommy.”

      “I should’ve stayed with Jessica. I’m sorry—I—” Jeremiah broke down.

      “I know you’re sorry. I forgive you,” Jo reassured him. “I love you so much.” She cleaned the cut on his finger and found a bandage in the first aid kit. Even though Jo knew where the food was, she wasn’t going to risk opening any without Chris’s consent.

      Compliance was part of her plan.

      She took the playing cards that had been left on the table and busied Jeremiah with fifteen rounds of Uno. Their stomachs rumbled and growled until they passed the point of hunger. Sleep nearly conquered Jo, and she sank onto the bench. “Wake me up if you need me,” she muttered, not sure she got the full sentence out before she crashed.

      It felt like only a few minutes before Jeremiah rocked her shoulder.

      “Mom. Mom!”

      She woke to the sound of the small boat approaching.

      “He’s back,” she announced, rising groggily to a seated position. Several hours had passed. They heard Chris board the yacht. A few minutes later, he entered with a bag of groceries in hand.

      “Fresh produce. Eggs. Cheese. Fruit. Thought it would taste better than SpaghettiOs,” said Chris, in a jovial mood.

      Jo gave him a small grateful smile and took the bag. She knew she was expected to cook them breakfast.

      He left again, locking them into the hull.

      Jo focused on the items in the bag, stacking them on the small counter. She would make scrambled eggs, the only kind Jer would eat.

      Jeremiah rushed over, throwing his arms around her.

      “Where are we going?” her son asked.

      Jo didn’t want to tell him about the map.

      “Viv, Seth, I’m pulling up anchor. We’re gonna hit rough waters,” Chris called down. “Get things fastened.”

      Jo tried to sound unbothered as she called back to him, “Okay! Thanks for letting us know!”

      She smoothed Jeremiah’s bedhead hair and handed him the spatula. “Want to make the eggs?”

      He nodded, glancing at the bathroom.

      “We can do this, Mom,” he said quietly.

      Jo knew he was thinking about the keys. Their plan.

      She whispered back, “We can.”

      We have to.
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      Delia drove Emily over to Paul’s to deliver fresh cinnamon rolls from Brown’s to the Blakelys’. It was more for the girls than Paul, since Emily was still upset with him. Also, she had tough news to deliver, and the sweet, gooey treat would distract the girls while she told Paul that his wife and son were probably on Lampert’s yacht and most likely on the Great Lakes trolling north to Canada.

      Aditson agreed that they had to let Paul in on the gravity of his wife and son’s situation. Not knowing the truth would be worse for Paul than knowing. And with the bracelet tethered to his ankle, his movement outside the home would be tracked if he tried to pull another stunt.

      While Jessica and Jaden devoured their cinnamon rolls in the living room under Delia’s watchful eye, Emily talked to Paul in a hushed voice in the kitchen, unraveling what they’d found in Lampert’s home.

      “Aditson’s got the Coast Guard involved. They’ll find them,” Emily assured Paul.

      “Yeah, yeah, more BS. ‘We’re monitoring the situation.’ Don’t give me that tired old line.”

      “Even if you were free, where would you even begin to look?”

      “I’d hire a boat.”

      “And then what? What would you do if you found him? What were you planning to do at his house?” Emily pressed.

      Paul clenched his jaw. She knew kill was on the tip of his tongue, but he would never admit it out loud. “The same thing Nick woulda done if that were you.”

      The mention of his name pricked Emily. “Nick was a member of law enforcement.” She stared at her friend’s husband. “You don’t need to pile on aggravated assault or homicide charges to your already fast-growing criminal file.” Emily paced around the kitchen island. This exchange was going nowhere, and she had to prevail as the levelheaded one. “Stay put. I promise I’ll keep you as informed as I can.”

      “Where do you get off, all high and mighty? You’re not law enforcement either.” His snark was slimy and forced.

      “Stop it, Paul. We both want the same thing here.”

      “I’m serious. You don’t even live around here anymore.”

      He had a point, but she wasn’t going to argue it with him. “I’m here for Jo. And I’m going to do anything I can, legally, to assist the investigation.”

      “By the way, Jo told me about your stupid plan to elope with Brandon.”

      “Stupid?”

      “I don’t know what you see in that guy. Brandon’s a flaky, presumptuous, cowardly idiot.”

      “You don’t even know him,” Emily argued.

      “I know what I saw. He’s weak.”

      “What, because he’s not like you? All bumbling around with a shotgun?”

      “You’re settling, Em.”

      “I don’t need your opinion, Paul.”

      “Even Jo thinks so.”

      Emily turned to Paul. He was trying to goad her, and she wouldn’t fall for it. “No, she doesn’t. She would tell me.”

      “And risk losing you as a friend? Doubt it.”

      “She doesn’t think she can be honest with me?” As if that were the real problem here!

      “Well, you did disappear off the map for ten years after you had a falling-out with your dad,” he quipped.

      That was below the belt. And it stung.

      “You’re just saying all this because you’re angry and trying to distract from your own pain.”

      “You’re afraid to look deeper,” Paul said. “But Brandon is not your true north.”

      “What did you say?” Emily was miffed. Those were not words Paul would come up with.

      “Your true north. Your soulmate.”

      “I know what it means. But . . . did Jo say that?”

      Paul glanced away, busted.

      “This is ridiculous. We should be worried about your family, not talking about my love life,” said Emily, attempting to regain control of her emotions.

      “But that’s the point, Em,” Paul said, a hitch in his voice. “It all comes down to who you love and share your life with. With Jo and Jeremiah gone, everything’s come into focus for me.” He sank onto a kitchen barstool. “I don’t know how you did it after Nick disappeared into thin air.”

      She took a closer look at Paul. His eyes were bloodshot, his face unshaven. Dark crescents shadowed his eyes. His expression remained taut, his shoulders hunched. She felt the pain radiating off him.

      “If anything happens to them, I’ll never be able to live with myself.” His voice cracked, and he turned away to hide the raw emotions on his face.

      “Don’t give up,” said Emily. “Jo and Jer need you to be strong. Now . . . and when they return.”

      “How?” His voice faltered and tears welled. “What do I do?”

      “Get in that living room and be a superhero for those two girls,” said Emily. “That’s what Jo would want.”

      Squeezing back his emotions, Paul managed a single nod.

      “Jo’s the best,” said Emily. “And . . . I have to find her. Because now I have a bone to pick with her.”

      Paul grinned, and Emily cracked a smile. All was going to be well between them eventually. He might be rough around the edges, but he had a good heart.
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      Emily left the house and called Aditson from the car while Delia drove.

      The Freeport detective had put out an alert about Chris Lampert and the other missing “replacement” families. Tip calls, messages, and social media posts about the case were flooding in, he told Emily. And the news wasn’t good.

      Emily tapped the call onto speaker mode so Delia could weigh in.

      “Four different police posts along the Lake Michigan shoreline have provided similar missing person records,” Aditson started. “In each case, a mother-son duo disappeared. Check your texts. I’m sending some images.”

      Emily tapped on the text icon and scrolled through the sets of photos. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “Recognize anyone?” said Aditson.

      She did. “They are the same mothers and sons that we saw in the photos in Chris’s home.”

      “Each police tip I’ve read about these families provides familiar details,” Aditson went on. “All the victims’ families reported their son was kidnapped and went missing.”

      “Sounds vaguely like the Sailor Slayer,” said Emily.

      “That’s not what we have here. After a few days, the boys were found near their homes, drugged, dehydrated, but generally in good physical condition. Although none of them could remember anything about their capture or abductor.”

      “He kept them sedated,” noted Emily.

      “Correct. After their safe return, the families started to find a new normal, but understandably, Mom was so freaked out she could not leave her son’s side.”

      “Giving Lampert the perfect window to grab mother and son in a single swoop,” added Emily. “Brilliant strategy.”

      “All of the second kidnappings were done within a couple weeks of the first,” said Aditson.

      “Exactly how it happened with Jo and Jeremiah.”

      “And what happened to them? Were their bodies ever found?” asked Delia.

      “No. But I think it’s safe to assume he took some victims on his yacht and dumped them in the middle of the lake.”

      “But how can we confirm that?” Emily wanted to know.

      “One mother’s body and one son’s body were found—each from a different family—washed ashore a couple weeks after their disappearance. The ME reports ruled their deaths as drownings,” said Aditson.

      “No bullet wounds, abrasions, cuts, or dismemberments?” asked Emily.

      “Both bodies were badly decomposed, so any other cause of death is inconclusive.”

      “He could have drugged them, then thrown them overboard,” suggested Delia. “It’s less violent than using a firearm or knife.”

      Emily cringed. At least sedation would be a peaceful way to go. No fear. No pain. No panic.

      “From the little we’ve seen, Chris does not exhibit signs of being physically violent,” Aditson surmised.

      “I think he gets off on the psychological torment,” said Emily, growing more distraught. “What’s the timeline on these kidnappings?”

      “All the disappearances took place over the last seven years,” said Aditson. “From what we can tell, the last mom-son kidnapping happened about eighteen months ago.”

      “That’s a long stretch of time,” mused Emily.

      “He is selective. They’ve got to fit his idea of the perfect family,” Delia said, piecing it together. “They’re replacements, so they need to be like the originals. It takes time to find the right matches.”

      “That’s so demented.” Emily groaned. “What’s the word on the Coast Guard search?”

      “Slower than I’d like,” said Aditson. “The lakeshore stations have all been issued the alerts, but it’s a big body of water to cover. They’ve asked their boats to troll the shorelines. And if we can narrow down a more precise location where they were last seen or headed, the Guard can send out copters. I hate to say it, but it’s a needle-in-a-haystack situation.”

      Emily sighed and turned to Delia. “Thanks, Aditson. If there’s anything we can do⁠—”

      “You’ll be the first call. Hang tight, ladies.”

      He ended the call, and Emily leaned her head against the headrest, exhaling until there was no air left in her lungs. She was at her wit’s end.

      “This is getting more and more complicated. More and more”—she didn’t want to say it, but it slipped out—“hopeless.”

      Delia looked at Emily with a twinkle in her eye. “You have your father’s resolve and stubbornness. You’re not about to give up on Jo and Jer.”

      Of course not. Never. But . . .

      “I feel so helpless.” A lump lodged in Emily’s throat. “I don’t want them to end up on my autopsy table.”

      Delia took her hand. “Oh, doll, I don’t think I’ve ever heard such dejection in you.”

      “What can we do, Del?” Emily was forlorn. “I can’t sit back and just wait.”

      Delia smiled. Emily recognized a plan forming in those twinkly eyes of hers.

      “We both know I’ve never been much of a rule follower,” Delia said. “How far out of the box are you willing to venture?”

      Emily thought of Paul. Not as far as him.

      “Is what you are considering legal?” Emily asked.

      “Technically.”

      “How technical are we talking?”

      “There are certain parameters in which one would be allowed to operate outside of local law enforcement.”

      “Federal parameters?” Emily questioned. “But you’re retired⁠—”

      “Leave those pesky details to me.”

      Emily nodded. Okay, but . . . “Are you endangering yourself?”

      “Danger’s a subjective concept.” Delia smiled.

      “Give me a number on a one-to-ten scale.”

      Delia framed it another way: “Are you willing to face the same level of danger that Jo is in?”

      Of course. Emily would go the extra mile if it meant she could have her best friend back.

      “I’m in,” she said.
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      For hours, the yacht motored north.

      Jo huddled on the master bed, fighting sleep, until she heard the engine cut and the anchor mechanism engaging. She sat in stillness, listening to waves lapping against the sides of the boat.

      After a few minutes, Chris appeared in the doorway of the master suite. “Grab your coat and come upstairs with me,” he said.

      Jo bundled up and met him in the cockpit. When she stepped in, he had an open bottle of wine that he was pouring into two mugs.

      “Thought you’d like to see the view,” he said.

      The February sun was setting behind them, casting strokes of blush pink and orange across the sky. And off in the far distance was open water tapering into darkness. She drank in the breathtaking scene, forgetting for a few moments about her dire circumstances.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “Just past Beaver Island. We’ll be to the Mackinac Bridge in less than an hour.” He handed one of the mugs to her. “Salut and santé. To a new start and new love.”

      Jo held up her mug, and he clinked the side. He drank.

      “Doesn’t count unless you take a drink,” he said.

      She put her lips to the rim and tilted the mug to her mouth, taking the tiniest of sips. “You know I shouldn’t be drinking,” she said, thinking of the baby but mostly wondering if he had drugged her drink.

      “One sip isn’t going to do any harm.” He moved closer to her, placing his hand around the back of her neck. He drew his face to hers.

      On instinct, Jo tipped her head away.

      “Don’t be like that, Viv. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “My breath—it’s terrible. I haven’t brushed my teeth in days,” Jo said, warding him off.

      “I don’t care about that.” Chris leaned in.

      “Let’s take it slowly,” said Jo, putting the mug to her lips and faking a sip. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      Chris cleared a bench for her. He took a seat next to her, drinking more wine.

      “Won’t they be asking about you at work?” Jo said.

      “I arranged for another consultant to step in.”

      Jo nodded. He’d thought of every angle. Covered every track. She sensed an opportunity to find out more about his past, his pain, and his plan.

      “If we’re going to be together, it might help if we got to know each other a little better,” Jo suggested.

      He smiled. “What do you want to know?”

      “For starters, I’d love to learn more about Vivian. What was she like?” Jo continued.

      “Beautiful. Lively. Caring. Like you,” he said.

      “Was she a nurse?”

      “A schoolteacher. Third grade.”

      Jo nodded. “And Seth?”

      “Adventurous. Smart kid. But kind of a mama’s boy.”

      “Were you close to him?”

      “I think so. As much as you can get close to a ten-year-old.”

      Jo nodded, selecting her next question carefully. “Do you think Viv would want you to do what you’re doing right now? With us?”

      “She’d want me to be happy. And loved.” Chris turned to Jo. “You make me laugh, like she did. When I met you that first day at the hospital . . . when you told one of the jokes your son had been practicing on you. Do you remember?”

      Jo shook her head. She had little memory of that first day with Chris, other than showing him around the hospital and getting him set up in a temporary office space. Her mind had been focused on an argument she and Paul had the night before about her cutting back hours to be at home more with the kids. She didn’t want to, because that would mean a leaner budget and she enjoyed working, but Paul refused to cut back on his traveling. He said he was on the path to promotion and couldn’t decrease his responsibilities. Could it really have been because of an affair?

      “What do you call a bear in the rain?” Chris said.

      “Hmm? What?” Jo stirred from the unsettling memory.

      “That’s the joke you told me.”

      “Oh, I don’t recall.” Actually, Jo did remember the punch line but refused to deliver it.

      “A drizzly bear.” Chris laughed.

      Jo presented a weak smile to play along.

      “Where do stars and planets go to study?” he asked.

      Jo knew this one too. But she shrugged.

      “Universe-ity.” Chris laughed again.

      Jo’s heart hurt for the deranged man who sat beside her. Humanity was fueled by people’s emotional responses to everything that happened to them: good, bad, and traumatic.

      Chris leaned over and tried to kiss her again.

      Jo tilted her head to avoid him, and that was when she saw a white spotlight shining on them in the distance. “What’s that?” she said.

      Chris turned to look. Panicking, he jumped to the control panel, disengaging all the lights on the boat.

      “Vivian, please return to the master stateroom,” he said, taking her mug.

      Jo peered out of the cockpit window. In the distance, another ship was approaching. Rescue! Jo didn’t budge.

      “I said move!” Chris clamped down on her arm, yanked her from the bench, and shoved her toward the stairs.
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      Chris marched Jo down the short flight of steps, then locked her in the master suite.

      She pressed her ear against the door and listened as he entered Jeremiah’s stateroom.

      “Hey, buddy. Drink this.” Jo heard Chris address Jeremiah. But there was no response. She knew that meant Jeremiah was refusing.

      Take a sip, Jer! Please! Drink it!

      Chris’s voice rose. “Do it now. Or I force it down you.”

      Jeremiah’s weak voice replied, “I don’t want to.”

      Jo called out from her suite, “Please, Jer. Just drink! It’ll be okay!”

      “Hear that? Your mom knows what’s best for you,” Chris told him.

      There were no more words between them, and after some shuffling and locking of the door, all was quiet. She was assured that Jeremiah had complied and grateful that her son would be passed out and not have to endure whatever was going to happen next.

      Chris opened the master suite door with the glass of juice in his hand.

      “Your turn,” he said.

      “Please, no. Chris, I won’t say a peep.”

      He shoved the drink at her. Jo shook her head.

      “It’s not good for the baby.” She would play his game to survive, but not if it meant jeopardizing her pregnancy. “Don’t you want a healthy child?”

      Her gaze bored into his. She thought her strategy was working when he lowered the glass, but he grabbed her by the arm and barked, “Drink it.”

      The approaching boat gave three successive honks.

      “Now!” Chris ordered.

      She tipped the cup to her lips and feigned a sip. Three more honks from the boat outside launched him toward the door. His index finger pointed at her and punctuated his warning: “Not a moan or cry or movement, or Seth goes overboard.”

      Jo nodded her agreement.

      After he departed, she heard him barricading the master suite door from the outside.

      But she wasn’t about to stay put. Jo rushed to the door, trying to free herself. After a series of pushes, she was able to wedge the door open a sliver. She paused, backed up several steps, and threw her weight into it. The door budged another inch, enough for her to see that in his haste to reach the deck, Chris had used only a small but heavy living room chair to block her passage.

      She planted her legs in a solid stance and employed the full breadth of her body, and inch by inch she moved the obstacle, careful not to let the door bang against the wall. Eventually the door gave way, opening wide enough for her to slip through.

      Jo rushed to Jeremiah’s room first and jostled the door handle. Locked. She’d expected it might be, but she’d had to check. She tiptoed away and told herself it was better he was safely tucked away and out of sight as she assessed the unfolding situation.

      Jo paused near the steps to the upper deck when outside she heard the other boat engine grow closer, then come to idle. Chris cut the yacht’s engine too. It was easier for her to hear her surroundings now. The waves slapped against the sides of the boat as Jo scrambled to collect her thoughts. With Chris on deck, she could make it to the cockpit and try to signal for help. She had two choices: either get the other boat’s attention or use this ship’s radio. But she wouldn’t know which was the better bet until she could get into the captain’s cockpit.

      All of a sudden, she heard Jeremiah’s stateroom door creak. She raced back into the main cabin to find him standing in front of her, eyes wide with fear.

      “How did you get out?” Jo exclaimed in an excited whisper.

      “Picked the lock.”

      “But the drink? You should be⁠—”

      “I held it in my mouth and spit it out. Just like that CIA guy taught us.”

      Jo remembered the class they’d attended at the International Spy Museum in Washington, DC, which they’d visited on a trip last summer. A former member of the CIA had performed a demonstration of how to escape all kinds of tricky situations, from locked rooms to restraints to drugs. Thank you, spy school! Jo gave him a quick hug.

      “What’s happening out there?”

      “I have a plan. But I need you to get back to your room and pretend like you’re passed out.”

      Outside, two male voices greeted Chris. Chris called back.

      “He’s on deck,” said Jo. “Now’s my chance.”

      Jeremiah reached out and held her tightly. She didn’t want to, but she had to pry him away.

      “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry,” she whispered into his ear. “Wait here for me.”

      She pointed him to the bed and slipped out. As she headed back for the stairs, the growing confrontation between men on the two ship decks intensified, and Jo took this opportunity to creep up the stairs to the cockpit on hands and knees.

      “Sorry you’re having trouble, but this ship’s off limits for boarding.” Chris wanted them off his tail and now. “I can call it in for you if that would help.”

      “Our radio’s working fine. The Coast Guard can’t get to us till morning,” one of them shouted back.

      “We’ve been drifting for hours.”

      “We’re low on water.”

      “Drain the water heater tank,” Chris suggested.

      “We’ve lost power and the generator’s on the fritz.”

      “We’re gonna freeze out here. Come on. What’s your

      problem?”

      “I don’t pick up hitchhikers.”

      Jo lost bits and pieces of the conversation as she entered the cockpit, crawling across the floor to the radio station. She had no idea how to operate the machine, but she’d seen Chris pick up the receiver, press the button on the side, and speak into it. All she needed was one clear channel, and she could get out a mayday message.

      Chris was heavy on the offensive now. “I’m heading out now, fellas,” he told them.

      “Man, that ain’t cool,” one called back.

      “You’ll survive till dawn.”

      “Just tow us to Mackinaw.”

      Squatting on the floor next to the radio, Jo reached for the receiver and pressed the button on the handle. “Mayday! Mayday!” she hissed into the microphone.

      Please let someone hear me.

      She paused to listen to the men outside, their argument increasing. Harsh static from the radio shocked Jo. She’d forgotten about the volume!

      Chris’s voice stopped as Jo fumbled to find the volume control. The static continued, with a garbled voice on the other end. She couldn’t make out any words, but she found that when she pressed the receiver button, the static stopped.

      “Mayday! This is Jo Blakely.” She held her thumb on the button, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to hear a response until she let go. But if she let go, she’d be discovered.

      Where’s that volume knob?

      A small hand reached over her. Her automatic response kicked in, and she flicked it away. “Mom, what are you doing?”

      She glanced over her shoulder to see Jeremiah at her side.

      “Get out of here!” Jo pointed to the door.

      Jeremiah shook his head. “I knew you didn’t know how to work that thing.”

      Jo heard Chris’s footsteps crossing the deck toward the cockpit.

      “Seriously? You’re not going to help us?” shouted back one of the men.

      Chris didn’t respond.

      “We’re gonna report you to the Guard,” the other volleyed back.

      Jo pressed the radio receiver button.

      “Hello? Hello?” A voice on the other end of the radio broke through the static.

      Outside, Chris’s footsteps paced toward the cockpit from the bow of the yacht.

      “I can’t believe you’re gonna strand us out here!”

      “He’s coming.” Jo shoved her child toward the door. “Go to your room and lock the door.”

      Jeremiah and Jo scrambled out of the cockpit seconds before Chris’s entrance. Jeremiah was already through the hatch and down the steps, bounding toward his stateroom. But Jo was caught between the exterior of the cockpit and the outside entrance leading down to the main cabin steps. She folded her body into a crook behind the door where Chris wouldn’t see her.

      “Hello? Anyone there?” the radio voice called out.

      From where she was hiding, Jo was able to see Chris move into the cockpit and pause next to the radio, his eyes roving the room.

      “This is barge Nessel’s Day Job, reaching out. I’m responding to a mayday call from your vessel. Are you in danger?”

      The receiver hung off its hook, swaying with the swell of the rocking boat. Chris reached for it, calmly replaced the receiver handle, and turned it off. He then unlatched a cabinet door and removed a rifle.

      Jo held her breath as she heard his footsteps return to the deck.

      “Hey, man, don’t do that!” she heard one of the men scream.

      “You don’t gotta do that!” the other one pleaded.

      Jo froze. Her ears strained. Sweat beading from every pore. She knew these men couldn’t escape on their broken boat. Their yelling changed to cries of terror, and an instant later the sound of gunfire vibrated Jo’s core. Two shots in rapid succession.

      Before she could stop herself, she stuck her head up and saw the men lying on the deck of their fishing boat. She scanned to the bow of the yacht. Chris was in a shooter’s stance, his rifle still aimed at the lifeless forms.

      Jo tore down the steps from the deck to the cabin, rushed across the ship to the master stateroom, and closed the door, locking it from the inside. Her clothes were damp from perspiration. All of her pent-up anxiety could no longer stay bottled up, and she sped around the cabin like a rabid animal. She’d climb the walls if she could.

      After what felt like an eternity, the engine started and the mechanism that lifted the anchor began grinding, each chain link clinking as it was coiled onto its spool.

      Jo exhaled. He killed them.

      The Delightful Decision’s engine revved and the ship lurched forward, tossing her to the bed. She curled into a fetal position, hugging her knees to her chest. Jo stared at the knots in the oak panels lining the walls, utterly blanketed in shock. The rocking that followed was self-soothing, like babies did. And she thought of the baby she carried, doubt edging in that she would ever get to meet it.
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      Delia’s plan involved a helicopter and an old friend.

      She wouldn’t say how they knew each other, from where, or for how long. Or why he owed her a favor of this magnitude. Emily assumed he was a contact from her FBI days.

      “Just call me Dutch,” said the six-foot-five, marathon-fit, silver-haired man who hugged Delia long and tight when they met up. Dutch lived off the grid in the northern part of the state on a property so remote he insisted he pick them up in his Humvee at a designated meeting point. Introductions were brief before he drove them to his helipad in a large field twenty minutes from the pickup point.

      In the copter Emily was strapped in next to Delia in a jump seat at the back as the aircraft soared through the night over dark waters, heading north over Beaver Island.

      Emily and Delia scanned the waters below with state-of-the-art PVS-14 night-vision goggles that Dutch had provided. The scintillation was in black and white, not like the older green goggles with the low-resolution, fuzzy images. Over two hundred feet in the air, Emily saw through an eyepiece the crests and whitecaps of every Lake Michigan wave.

      A glimmer of metal reflected off the copter’s spotlight.

      “Over there. What’s that?” Emily shouted.

      Dutch, who was wearing his binocular night-vision device, goggles attached to his helmet, saw it too and descended, hovering above the object in question.

      It was a boat, aimlessly bobbing.

      As they traveled toward it, Emily could make out its bow.

      “That’s not a yacht,” she yelled.

      The copter lowered again, and now they could see the name under the spotlight’s beam, Big Buoy, a commercial fishing boat.

      “They look lost,” Dutch yelled.

      Emily’s stomach lurched. “There are two bodies on deck!”

      The helicopter’s spotlight hit the boat with its beam. The lifeless fishermen were soaking in their own blood, a massacre of red spreading in every direction as the boat rocked.

      Dutch was already on his radio, calling the Coast Guard.

      Emily turned to Delia. “Do you think⁠—?”

      Delia nodded gravely.

      “What did those fishermen do to get themselves killed?” said Emily, examining the foreboding scene below.

      “My guess is that they came up on Lampert’s boat and recognized it from the Coast Guard reports that went out,” Delia said. “Boaters are keen on that info.”

      “They should have reached out to the Guard,” said Dutch, shaking his head as he hovered above the tragedy. “At least we know we’re headed in the right direction.”

      Emily thought of Jo and Jeremiah. If they had been witnesses to this, Chris would now be highly motivated to either move them rapidly to Canada or discard his captives.

      “On this trajectory, Chris will continue past Mackinaw and then across the top of Lake Huron.” Delia confirmed Em’s thoughts. “Canada is just a short jaunt away.”

      “I’m going to see if we can head them off before the bridge,” Dutch called.

      “Copy that, Dutch!” Delia shouted back.

      Dutch changed course, and the copter’s nose tipped to the left. From this angle, Emily had a full view of the gruesome scene on the boat. Despite all she’d seen as a coroner’s daughter, she found herself quickly turning her gaze from the carnage.
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      “Mom?” Jeremiah’s sharp whisper roused her. She was lying on the master stateroom’s bed, her head pounding. She tried to get up but found that her hands and feet were bound. A wave of nausea passed. Chris had sedated her; she couldn’t remember how. She hadn’t taken Chris’s drugged drink. She didn’t remember a struggle. He must have done it via injection.

      “Mom, you okay?” Jeremiah asked. His voice was behind her. Was he tied up too?

      “Mm-hmm,” she moaned, reassuring him. She heard him slide off the bed, his feet landing on the vinyl flooring. He padded around the room, coming up to face her. She tried to ask him if he was okay, but her tongue felt swollen, and she couldn’t get the muscles in her mouth to properly form the words.

      She noticed beet-colored welts around Jeremiah’s wrists. He had been tied up too. How had he gotten himself free?

      “Hmmm—hmmm!” she moaned, nodding her head toward his hands.

      “Spy school,” he said. “I did what that guy did.”

      Yes! The former agent had shown them how to escape handcuffs. How to escape rope. How to get out of duct tape and zip ties. Jeremiah remembered! Thank God these young ones had minds like sponges!

      Jo nodded emphatically.

      “I’ve been awake since we docked,” Jeremiah told her, reaching out to gently pull the duct tape off her mouth.

      Jo took in a long breath. “Where are we?” she asked. “Did you get a look outside?”

      “I don’t know exactly: on the lakeshore somewhere. But it’s not a marina,” he added.

      Jo guessed it was probably a private dock. With dunes reaching upward of a hundred feet from shore, the boat wouldn’t be easily detectable even to someone who lived in a lakefront house. If they were even year-round residents, less likely this far north. Chris had probably tied up to a summer resident’s

      dock.

      “Chris is gone. I think I can escape,” Jeremiah announced.

      “But we don’t know where Chris is. What if he were to come back right now?” Jo said.

      “That’s why we have to hurry.” Jeremiah was scuffling around the stateroom, gathering his jacket and shoes.

      “But Jer—we’re locked in here.”

      “Not exactly,” he said, cracking open the stateroom window.

      “That’s incredible. Does it open all the way?”

      Jeremiah nodded. “And it’s facing the dock.”

      Jo scooted herself off the bed to survey the launch plan. He would have to clear the water from the yacht to the dock, which was probably five feet across. “You think you can jump that?”

      “I’m sure I can. Mom, I think you can fit through the window too.” He started to unwind the duct tape from around her wrists. She pulled back.

      “Jer—you have to do it alone. I need to stay back to distract Chris.”

      “Mom—no⁠—”

      “We agreed on a plan.”

      Jeremiah wagged his head.

      “Be a brave little man. Daddy would want you to do this.”

      He nodded.

      She gave him a kiss on the top of his head. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Jeremiah wrapped his arms around her and held on.

      She didn’t want to let go, but every second mattered. “Okay, buddy. Let’s do this,” she said, prying him off her. “Have to make it look like I didn’t know you escaped.”

      He reapplied the piece over her mouth, then slid the window wide open and hoisted himself to a standing position, balancing on a narrow window ledge. He trained his gaze on the dock. Jo heard his whisper: “One, two, three.” With all his eleven-year-old strength, the boy leaped from the ship.

      thud! He landed on the dock butt first.

      Get up! Go. Run!

      Jeremiah sprang to his feet, looked over his shoulder at his mother, both fear and victory in his eyes, then sprinted away.

      Jo slunk back. Using her elbow, she was able to close the window within a few centimeters of the frame. She couldn’t get the leverage to seal it all the way, and she prayed Chris wouldn’t notice.

      She stood for a moment, looking outside at an empty dock and vacant beach that she knew stretched miles in both directions, even though she couldn’t see it in the dark expanse of night. Jeremiah had no idea where they were or where he was going. He might have to hike miles before reaching anyone who could help him. And it was freezing out.

      She sent up a prayer for Jeremiah’s protection before an overwhelming surge of fear sent her reeling to the bed.

      Panting and sweating, Jo tried to bring down her pulse. Meanwhile, her emotions flickered like a broken neon sign between relief and dread. Hot tears seeped from the corners of her eyes and a desperate prayer from her lips.

      Please keep him safe and let me see him again.
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      Jeremiah quickly moved down the dock, then tore down the beach, heading south. He didn’t know why he chose that direction; it was impulse. It was the middle of a shivering February night, and he had no idea how far it was to the nearest town, store, house, or gas station.

      He ran as fast as he could until his heart felt like it was lodged in his throat. He slowed to a jog and panted his way over the hard sand. Up ahead he spotted an expanse of beach that was set back.

      A state park? he hoped. When he pressed on, he found he was right.

      This time of night, this time of year, the park was abandoned, but it would at least offer him shelter until daylight. Besides, a state park meant that there was a small city nearby.

      Jeremiah reasoned that it would be safer to wait in the beach’s public restroom until daylight. Then he could venture out to find help.

      Jeremiah ran around the brick building to the women’s restroom. That way, in case Chris came by on his way back to the yacht and wanted to use the toilet, Jeremiah wouldn’t be in the men’s room.

      There were two problems with his plan. One, the door to the women’s restroom was gated and locked. And two, curled up in front of the door was a homeless man sleeping under a mound of dirty quilts. The stench of urine and body odor overwhelmed Jeremiah and sent him scuttling to the men’s side.

      He was leaning against the restrooms, trying to figure out what to do next, when a set of headlights turned into the beach parking lot.

      He dodged back to the women’s side, but it was too late. The car had spotted him. It pulled up to the restrooms and idled there.

      Jeremiah held his breath, searching for a way he could climb up and out of sight. There was none. He was trapped. Car doors opened. Beams from two flashlights shone at the restrooms, rounding the corner to the women’s side.

      He scanned the parking lot. There was a concession stand nearby. He could take cover there!

      Then two voices. One male. One female.

      “Sir . . . sir . . . wake up.”

      Jeremiah froze in place.

      He heard the man under the blankets moan.

      “Sir, we’re with the Belledale Police Department. No overnight camping. You need to vacate these premises.”

      Police officers!

      Jeremiah dashed around the building’s corner. His abrupt action impelled the officers to reach for their handguns.

      Jeremiah threw his hands in the air. “Please! I need help!”
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      Hours went by, and Jo never moved from her place on the bed. She was paralyzed in silence, dreading Chris’s return. Fight it as she tried, sleep eventually overcame her will to stay awake.

      “Where is he?” Chris bellowed over Jo.

      She popped up from a deep sleep to find the breathless, red-faced fool practically foaming at the mouth. Light was breaking into dawn outside, and the boat swayed in a gentle swell. They were no longer docked.

      “Where. Is. Seth?”

      In her groggy state, Jo glanced through the stateroom window. Water as far as her eyes could see. But her look had given away their secret.

      “That little shit!” Chris marched to the window and slammed it shut.

      Jo shook her head, moaning her regret through the duct tape.

      Before she knew what was happening, she was being dragged by her feet on her belly out of the bedroom. The fleshy sides of her palms got caught on the metal threshold plate separating the master stateroom and the cabin. She yelped in pain. Chris pulled her into the main cabin.

      Jeremiah. How far has he run? Has he found help?

      “Pretty stupid kid to leave his mother,” Chris chided. “Who would do that? Not my Seth.”

      Over her shoulder, Jo saw the cuts on her palms dripping blood onto the oatmeal-and-sage carpet. She rocked herself to a sitting position. Using the strength of her quads and the wall as a support, she slid to her feet.

      Chris turned, surprised to see her standing.

      “Where’d he go?” Chris demanded. “He tell you before he left?”

      After Jo moaned again, Chris ripped the tape from her mouth, yanking off some skin and a trail of fine hair with it. The stinging sent Jo’s brain into shock. She licked the area to dull the pain.

      “I wanted this to work,” Chris said. “You and Seth were perfect.” He pulled off her gag. “Where is the runt?”

      Jo spit and spewed out the truth. “There is no Seth. Seth is gone. Seth is dead!”

      Chris sent a power punch into her right cheek, propelling her over the coffee table. She landed in a heap between the sofa and table. Her whole body burned. She didn’t want to play this game anymore. And she had a feeling Chris’s delusion was about to cross the point of pacification. And once it did, it would be fight or flight for her.

      Chris was near tears as he untied her feet. “Why, Vivian? Why would you do this to me? I love you.”

      Jo was unaffected by his performance.

      “You don’t love me, Chris. I am not your wife.” She was through with the charade. “Vivian is dead.”

      Chris gripped her by the arm and marched her out of the cabin. He forced her through the hatch and onto the deck. Frigid cold penetrated her thinly clothed frame.

      “Just take me to shore. I’ll hide out for a day. Give you a chance to get to Canada,” she bargained.

      Chris led her to the bow of the boat. Jo saw him reach for the gun in his waistband.

      He’s going to shoot me and drop my body into the lake.

      “Wait, Chris! Think of the baby.” She turned to face him, making one last appeal.

      “Like you said,” Chris sneered, the weapon pointed at her, “it’s not my baby.”

      “Of course it is.” She forced a smile and reengaged in his sick game. She took his hand with a tender touch. “We’ll find Seth, and we’ll build a new family together.”

      It must have gotten through. Jo saw a glimmer of recognition in his eyes.

      Then in the distance, she heard the faint whumpf-whumpf of an approaching helicopter.
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      From their helicopter hovering overhead, Emily saw Jo standing on the bow of the yacht, gripping the rail, Chris’s gun pointed at her chest. “He’s going to kill her!” Emily yelled over the helicopter noise.

      “Not if I can help it,” Delia said calmly.

      A blast of cold air funneled down Emily’s throat as Delia opened the door of the helicopter midflight. Emily tugged at her seat belt, her eyes trained on Delia, who was aiming a sniper rifle at the scene unfolding on the Delightful Decision.

      Delia’s eye was pressed to the scope, her finger on the trigger. Emily held her breath.

      Delia had served in foreign attachés with the FBI and told Emily her job involved forensic investigation work. At least that was the story always relayed to Emily. Beyond that, she never spoke about her experiences abroad. Emily knew Delia had multiple skill sets, but this was not one that had ever come up.

      Emily didn’t hear the shot from the rifle, but the next thing she knew, Chris dropped onto the deck.

      “Coast Guard is fifteen minutes out,” said Dutch.

      “Stay with them until we have eyes on the Guard,” Delia said, lowering her rifle and securing the side door. She glanced at Emily with a look Emily hadn’t seen before: cold, calculating, devoid of empathy.

      Regret inundated Emily. Delia was an intricate puzzle, and a part of Emily wished she had not seen that side of her friend. Emily couldn’t face her in this moment, so she turned her attention to the yacht and the motionless body on deck. Even at this distance, she could make out the pool of blood forming under him.

      “Coast Guard at two thirty.” Dutch pointed, and all eyes followed a boat cutting a full-speed path across the choppy surface toward Delightful Decision.

      “Let’s get out of here!” Delia said, giving Dutch’s arm a squeeze.

      Dutch reversed course, and they rose into the sky as he maneuvered the copter south.

      Emily caught Delia’s eye. Delia smiled at her, her usual warm expression returning. Emily nodded back at her friend with a new and strange understanding.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn lit the atmosphere in ombré layers of red and yellow. Red skies in morning. Sailors take warning. Emily soaked in the spread of colors across the heavens. Though the sky promised a clear day, Emily’s thoughts were cluttered with darkness. One bright speck: Jo would be going home to her family.

      No one spoke on the ninety-minute journey back to Dutch’s property. No one spoke when they landed on the helipad. No one spoke as Dutch helped Emily out of her seat and onto the ground.

      She shook out her legs to return the flow of blood into them, then removed her ear protection. The ringing in her ears was a dull background noise. She rubbed them as if she could somehow erase the sound.

      “The ringing will go away in a day or two!” Dutch yelled to her over the copter’s engine. “Walk twenty paces away from the copter.” She did. From this distance, she watched Dutch help Delia from her seat. Delia handed Dutch the case that contained her weapon. Emily noticed how casually the exchange was made. They had done this before. How many times?

      “Nice work!” Delia shouted at Dutch.

      “Same to you!” he replied.

      Delia jogged over to Emily. “You okay, doll?”

      “So many questions,” said Emily, doing her best to hold back.

      Delia’s lips pursed, and she drew Emily close to her so she would hear her clearly over the deafening thwump-thwump of the copter’s blades.

      “This didn’t happen,” she told Emily.

      “But Del, you just⁠—”

      Delia touched her finger to Emily’s lips. “We are never going to talk about this. Do you understand?”

      Emily nodded obediently. “What about Aditson? The Coast Guard? Won’t they be asking questions?”

      “Leave that to me. All that matters is that Jo and Jeremiah are safe.”

      “What if they ask me⁠—?”

      “They won’t, doll. I’ve got it covered.”

      Emily hugged her, sealing their pact. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Delia winked. A black SUV pulled up to the helipad. “Your chariot awaits.”

      “You’re not coming?” Emily asked, confused.

      “I’m going to stay up here for a few days. Enjoy some nature.”

      “Sure, Del,” said Emily with a grin, glancing at Dutch, who was waiting and watching them. “We are going to talk about him,” she added.

      Delia gave a little wink. “Give my love to Jo.” She followed Dutch off the helipad to his Humvee. Emily saw Dutch slide his hand around Delia’s waist.

      Oh yes, Emily was going to unpack that with Delia at a future date.

      “You ready, miss?” a deep voice behind her asked. The SUV driver was holding the rear passenger door for her. Emily found herself moving toward him, even as she couldn’t feel her legs and feet.

      Everything seemed heightened and surreal. A gentle breeze that had picked up felt like an arctic wind frostbiting her exposed cheeks. The twitter of the morning birds. The idling of the SUV’s diesel engine. Her own heartbeat, the loudest of all. Pump-pumpf. Pump-pumpf. Pump-pumpf.

      As if remote controlled, Emily climbed into the back seat. The driver shut the door to the outside world. Inside the truck, deadened silence was overwhelmed by her racing heartbeat and the ringing in her ears. Most of all, she heard her own thoughts, colossal thoughts about life’s purpose and meaning. She was alive for a reason. For her friends. Her family. For those who needed her to investigate and find the answers about their loved ones. Everything in her past and present and future was connected. Swirling inside her, it felt at once enormous and finite. It was the thing her mother had put all her belief in, and what Emily had rejected at her death.

      It had returned. Or maybe it had never left. She counted her heartbeats, knowing with each one, in a way she never had before, that they were a miracle.
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      Jo found herself in the locked cockpit, damp with sweat and shaking on the floor. When she brushed her sleeve over her forehead and looked down, it was tinged with blood. She felt her face, her scalp. She wasn’t bleeding.

      Then it dawned on her that it wasn’t her blood. It was Chris’s. She used her sleeve to wipe her face.

      She heard the whumpf of the helicopter hovering above the yacht. They sent someone for me!

      She dared to pick herself up and look out the window to the front of the ship. In dawn’s dim light, she saw Chris’s body lying motionless.

      Who shot him? Who saved me?

      Her mind kept replaying the scene she had just escaped from. Had that really been her with a gun pointed at her chest? Had she been about to be shoved over the rail?

      Jeremiah.

      Jessica.

      Jaden.

      Paul.

      Emily.

      Her mom.

      Her dad.

      Flashed before her eyes.

      Stop it. No more! She was alive. The moment was over.

      Her throat tightened. Her breathing grew shallow. She felt claustrophobic and paranoid at the same time. This was exactly how her patients had described their panic attacks.

      My God, I’m having one!

      “ROYGBIV!” she shouted. The silly acronym sprang from the depths of her elementary school memories. The primary color wheel. Her eyes scanned the room for objects. “Red key chain. Orange life jacket. Yellow rope. Green mug. Blue seat cushion. Indigo socks. Violet towel.”

      This was an exercise people did to calm anxiety and prevent panic attacks. The concept was simple. Focus on something tangible, present, and real. Be in the moment. Take in only what your senses can perceive.

      Shapes. Find the shapes in the room. State them.

      “Round. Square. Rectangle. Triangle. Octagon. Rhomboid.”

      More breaths.

      Following were the states. As many as she could remember. She started with the South and worked her way up the East Coast. Florida. Georgia. South Carolina. North Carolina. Virginia. Delaware. Maryland. New Jersey. Connecticut. Rhode Island. A knock at the cockpit door startled her as she got to Massachusetts. Jo’s eyes jumped to the window.

      A Coast Guard officer was waving and shouting out her name. “Jo Blakely! Keith Burdoch, US Coast Guard.”

      Jo launched to her feet, rushing to unlock the cockpit door. She flung the door open and grabbed him. She was surprised to find that Keith Burdoch, US Coast Guard officer, hugged her back.

      “Are you injured?” Burdoch asked, examining her.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Can you walk?”

      “I’m doing it now, aren’t I?”

      “I like the sarcasm.” Burdoch grinned and guided her out of the cockpit and onto the deck. Two other Coast Guard officers were on board, tending to Chris. One was tying a tourniquet around his leg. The other was securing an oxygen mask onto his face.

      “What are they doing?” Jo shrieked. “He’s dead!”

      “There was a pulse,” Burdoch informed her.

      “What? No!” Jo lurched toward the front deck.

      Burdoch grabbed her arm. “Jo, we have to deboard the craft,” he instructed. “Now.” He led her to the stern of the yacht.

      “What’s going to happen to him?” Jo demanded.

      Burdoch didn’t respond. He motioned her to a chain ladder hanging off the deck. Below a small life raft was idling to take them to the Coast Guard ship.

      “Arms up,” he said, sliding a life vest over her head. “Take your time on each step. We’ll direct you when to jump into the raft. When you do, push off from the side of the boat, jump, and let go of the ladder. Got it?”

      Jo looked down, her stomach queasy.

      Burdoch sensed hesitation and squeezed Jo’s hand. “There’s someone waiting for you.” He pointed to the waiting Coast Guard ship.

      Jeremiah was on deck, waving. “Come on, Mom! You can do it!”

      Jo’s heart leaped, and her foot found the first step down the ladder.
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      On the drive back to the Hartford home, the chauffeur of the black SUV spoke not a word to Emily—much to her relief, because she wasn’t in the mood for idle chitchat.

      She entered her father’s old house wearily, securing the door behind her. For several minutes, she stood at the threshold, taking inventory of the empty house, still in a state of shock.

      What am I supposed to do now?

      She wasn’t hungry. She wasn’t tired. She didn’t feel like watching TV, checking her emails, or taking a walk around the property. The static in her mind was like the white snow when TVs had no signal.

      Her feet padded to the sofa as if they had a mind of their own. She plopped down and stared out the picture window at the expansive wooded lawn. What she needed was to talk to someone. Jo. She wanted to download all this with her best friend. Obviously, her experience wasn’t even close to as harrowing as Jo’s. Now that they shared this piece of terrifying common ground, she wanted to be there for her friend. Together, both of them would make sense of it. She knew Jo needed to be with her family right now, but tomorrow she would make a visit.

      Her phone pinged. Anna.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just heard the news! Can you talk?

      

      

      

      

      

      Emily took the call but offered few details about the rescue. Happily, Anna and the girls were having the time of their lives in Chicago. Fiona had done well in the first two rounds of Little Baker, and she was advancing to the final round. On Friday, she would be competing with five other young bakers for the top prize of getting her own TV baking show. Anna and the gang wished Emily could be there. She told them she would do her very best.

      A long shower came next, then a call to Brandon.

      “O2 levels are up to ninety-seven percent, and I’m feeling more energetic,” he reported.

      “You plan on heading back to your place soon?” Emily asked.

      “Tomorrow. I don’t know how Mom’s going to take it. She has another week’s worth of plans laid out for us.”

      “Plans? I thought the idea was to keep you resting.”

      “Mom thinks bridge, puzzles, and movie nights are resting.”

      When he asked about Jo and Jeremiah, Emily simply said, “They’ve been rescued.”

      It was the truth, but there was so much under the surface that she would never be able to tell him. And she realized this was a small taste of what Delia had gone through her whole life—maybe even the reason it was hard for her dear friend to remain in a romantic relationship for long. Keeping secrets was not a good policy between lovers.

      “When are you coming home?” asked Brandon.

      “Hopefully tomorrow.”

      A long silence ensued.

      “You there?” Emily finally said.

      “I’m here,” said Brandon.

      “Everything okay?”

      Brandon exhaled. “Just exhausted.”

      Emily got that nervous flutter in her gut. She sensed Brandon had something to get off his chest. She understood his unspoken cues well enough now. But she didn’t press.

      “I’m glad you’re in one piece. Again.” Brandon sighed.

      Again? There was something about his tone. It wasn’t judgmental as in the past.

      “What are you implying?” He knew what she was heading into when he left Freeport.

      “Nothing. Honestly, Em, I can’t fault you for what’s embedded in your DNA.”

      They said their goodbyes and hung up.

      Emily made a cup of tea and wandered onto the front porch. She couldn’t shake that flutter.

      She sat on his words until she pinpointed the emotion. It was mournfulness.

      Indeed, it had happened again: Emily had rushed to the precipice of danger on a mission to save the world . . .

      Emily called Brandon back, but he didn’t answer.

      She left him a message. “Just wanted to hear your heartbeat.”

      With warm tea in her belly, sleepiness closed in. Pulling a thick blanket up around her neck, she was soon lulled into a nap on the patio couch.

      She woke in the early hours of the next morning to the sound of a car pulling into the drive. Propping herself up, she saw it was Aditson.

      Emily unlocked the porch door and let him in.

      “Tired from your adventure?” he said.

      Emily grinned.

      “I know—don’t ask, don’t tell,” he said soberly.

      “Do I dare ask why you’re here at the crack of dawn?” She motioned for Aditson to take a chair. She resumed her spot on the couch and took a sip of what was left of her cold tea.

      “Yesterday, after Lampert was out of surgery, I got his confession,” Aditson explained.

      “Wait. The shot didn’t kill him?” Emily was shocked at the news. Delia was an even better shooter than she’d imagined.

      “No, but at about four a.m., Lampert was found dead in his hospital room.”

      “What?” This was even more unexpected news.

      “Suicide. Well, overdose, we believe.”

      “But surely he was handcuffed to the bed?”

      “One hand was.” Aditson paused before he said the next words: “Lampert knew how things worked around there. I think he got his hands on what he needed to get the job done.”

      Emily nodded. How many times had she seen partially used syringes of fentanyl in the hazardous-waste bin? Lampert might have extracted a couple of them from the bin in his hospital room. It wouldn’t have taken more than that to overdose.

      “Are you going to investigate?” Emily asked.

      “We should cross the t’s and dot the i’s on this one,” said Aditson.

      They needed a medical examiner.

      “I was hoping you’d volunteer.”

      “Were you?” Emily raised a brow.

      “If you’re up to it.”

      “I’m not going to leave this one to some state-hired hack,” she insisted. “Not after all this.”

      “I figured. Also, Lampert left a note.” Aditson handed her a handwritten note encased in a plastic evidence sleeve.

      Emily took the paper. “Has Jo seen this?”

      “Not sure she’ll want to,” he said.

      Emily read it, then looked to Aditson. “It’s basically a love letter to his dead wife and son. Never once does he acknowledge or apologize for his crimes.”

      “He justifies everything in the name of love,” replied Aditson, shaking his head.

      Emily sighed. Love could make a person go to depths they hadn’t known were possible. For better or worse.

      “Are you going to drop the charges against Paul?” asked Emily.

      “Unfortunately, the city prosecutor must press charges on Lampert’s behalf. But given the extenuating circumstances, I’m going to argue hard with the judge to let him go with a slap on the wrist.”

      “Which means . . . a fine and some community service?”

      Aditson nodded.

      “It’ll be good for him.”

      Emily glanced at the suicide note. Turning it over, she found a postscript.

      I want to be buried next to Viv and Seth.

      The final request of this desperate and deeply wounded man was bittersweet, not as delusional as Emily had expected.

      “Where are they buried?” Emily asked.

      Why was she not surprised when Aditson answered, “At sea”?
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      Emily conducted an autopsy on Chris Lampert. In her estimation, the blood draw was the most important test to substantiate his alleged overdose.

      When she hand-delivered her report to Aditson, he closed his office door to give her an update on the Lampert investigation.

      “The nurses on night shift don’t recall seeing any empty syringes lying around,” reported Aditson.

      “How about housekeeping?” Emily asked.

      “Checked with the whole housekeeping staff on duty that night, and they’d removed the biowaste as per standard procedure.”

      “Maybe he took syringes from the hazardous-waste bin, then returned them there before he passed out,” said Emily. “Toxicology will confirm the presence and levels of fentanyl in his system.”

      “I thought you might be interested in hearing his confession.” Aditson took a handheld recorder from his jacket pocket.

      “Very,” said Emily. Aditson pressed rewind.

      “This is part two. It begins after I’ve asked him to tell me how he started his string of kidnappings.”

      The recording began with a scratchy sound like fabric brushing over a sensitive mic. A clearing of the throat was followed by a metal chair leg scraping on tile floor. Then a long pause. Anticipation mounted in Emily. Her eyes were locked onto the recorder and her hands clenched around her forearms. After another throat clearing, the shaky voice of Lampert began.

      

      
        
        Lampert: After Vivian and Seth . . . after they were . . . gone.

      

        

      
        Aditson: They drowned in your pond, is that correct?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Yeah.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Go on.

      

        

      
        Lampert: After that, I was riddled with guilt for having been away so much. I was working for a software company that required me to travel three or four weeks a month to conduct trainings . . . Then two years after their deaths, I met a woman who reminded me of Vivian. She also had a ten-year-old son, and her husband was constantly being pulled away from them to travel for work. I was filled with compassion for the woman and her son and wanted to get them into a better home life.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Did you talk to her about her home life?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I tried. But she didn’t want to discuss it with me. I even asked her for coffee.

      

        

      
        Aditson: How did she respond?

      

        

      
        Lampert: She rejected me.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Did you leave her alone after that?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I couldn’t. I could see she was in trouble . . .

      

        

      
        Aditson: And you felt you needed to save her? And her son?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Yes.

      

        

      
        Aditson: How did you think you could do that?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I wanted them to come live with me. Give them a better

        home.

      

        

      
        Aditson: And how were you going to do that?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Figure out a way to get them to my house.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Like you did with Jeremiah and Jo Blakely?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Yes.

      

        

      
        Aditson: And then what happened?

      

        

      
        Lampert: It didn’t work out. The woman went batshit crazy, screaming and crying.

      

        

      
        Aditson: And the son?

      

        

      
        Lampert: He couldn’t stop crying either. Or he would pass out.

      

        

      
        Aditson: How did that make you feel?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I was angry. I was trying to help them!

      

        

      
        Aditson: So what did you do?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I took them on my yacht. I thought that might be good for

        them.

      

        

      
        Aditson: And was it?

      

        

      
        Lampert: They continued to act up.

      

        

      
        Aditson: What did you do then?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to make it stop.

      

        

      
        Aditson: How did you do that?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I made the beverage. And they went to sleep. Finally,

        it was quiet.

      

      

      
        
        [Aditson clears his throat, pausing.]

      

      

      
        
        Aditson: And what happened after that?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I realized it wasn’t going to work out with them.

      

        

      
        Aditson: So what did you do?

      

        

      
        Lampert: They weren’t like Viv and Seth. I didn’t want them around

        anymore.

      

        

      
        Aditson: So what did you do?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I put them into the lake.

      

      

      
        
        [Eleven seconds of silence tick by. One of the men shuffles his feet on

        the floor. Aditson clears his throat again.]

      

      

      
        
        Aditson: And then you were living alone again?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Yes.

      

        

      
        Aditson: And how did that make you feel?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I hated it. I was sad. Depressed.

      

        

      
        Aditson: What did you do?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Not much. Went to work. Took the boat out on long trips. Fished.

      

        

      
        Aditson: For what? How long?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Another year went by. I met another woman with the same type of deadbeat husband. And I decided to try again. Again, it didn’t work.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Why didn’t it work?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Not a good fit.

      

        

      
        Aditson: How so?

      

        

      
        Lampert: They never measured up.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Did you kill them?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Anyway, all of them are gone now.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Where?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Under the surface.

      

        

      
        Aditson: How many times did you do this?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Twice more. Then came Jo and Jeremiah Blakely.

      

        

      
        Aditson: And what did you do with them?

      

        

      
        Lampert: The same.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Do you think you ever would have found the right fit?

      

        

      
        Lampert: I planned to keep looking until I did.

      

        

      
        Aditson: Why?

      

        

      
        Lampert: Because I wanted to be with them again . . . just one more time.

      

      

      

      Aditson stopped the recording, and Emily glanced up at him. He was rubbing his knuckles over his wet eyelids.
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      The next day, after she checked in on Jo, Aditson was kind enough to shuttle Emily down to Rock River, where she could catch the Amtrak back to Chicago. Her mangled vehicle had been deemed totaled by the insurance company. Emily and Aditson talked about Lampert’s case. Toxicology reports had come back, confirming the presence of fentanyl in lethal doses in Chris Lampert’s blood. The suicide ruling stood.

      “I don’t know all the details that went down with Delia,” Aditson said wryly. “And I don’t want to. But I doubt Jo would have survived if you all hadn’t done what you did.”

      Emily nodded but kept her comments to herself.

      “You’re a lot like your father in that way. From what I hear, he worked outside the box from time to time.”

      Emily grinned. “Only when the situation called for it.”

      “Keep up the good work,” he told her as he dropped her at the train station.

      “Likewise.”

      Three hours later, Emily arrived at Chicago Union Station in the Loop. She took the metro line to the north suburbs.

      Brandon met her at the station after getting off work. He drove her to his town house in Lincoln Park and pulled into the parking space in front of the building.

      “How was the first day back?” she asked, finally breaking the ice with Brandon, who’d barely said three words since picking her up.

      “Exhausting.”

      “What if you’re relapsing? Maybe you went back to work too soon.”

      “A good night’s sleep will reboot me.”

      “Why don’t we get some Thai and eat in?” she suggested as they exited the car.

      “Best plan ever.” Brandon opened the front door and let her in first. She set her purse on the small hallway table and kicked off her shoes.

      “How about we share a red veggie curry and a salmon panang?”

      “That’s fine.” He hung his coat in the hall closet and reached for hers. “Em, I need to talk with you about something.”

      Here it is. Finally.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said about my mom, Kaden . . . me . . . There need to be some changes. I don’t want to keep being a smothered chick under her wing.”

      “Are you thinking about therapy?”

      “That’s part of it.”

      Emily exhaled in a gush of relief. This was the breakthrough they needed.

      “I’m so glad to hear it. What made you decide this . . . now?”

      “The way things are . . . it’s not healthy for either of us.”

      “For you and your mom.”

      “For you and me.”

      “You want us to go to therapy?” Emily’s voice rose.

      “You know what? This conversation will go better on full stomachs.”

      “I didn’t mean to sound hangry.” Although she was.

      “There’s more to it than therapy.”

      “Of which I’m fully supportive.”

      His eyes deflected away from hers, moving up the stairs. He looked sallow.

      “Let’s push the pause button on this,” she suggested. “You get changed. I’ll order.”

      Brandon, who was wearing his work pants, a button-down, and a tie, traipsed upstairs to change, and a half hour later, when he wasn’t back downstairs, Emily went up to check on him. He’d fallen asleep on the bed fully clothed, sans shoes. Emily tucked a blanket over him and turned out the light. It would be a Thai dinner for one tonight. With Brandon’s admission, she was more convinced than ever that her elopement plans were the right move, for both of them.

      Emily spent the rest of the evening and much of the night reconfiguring their wedding plans. With Jo and Paul recovering, Delia off on her romantic retreat up north, and Anna and the girls busy celebrating the cooking competition, she realized she couldn’t—and didn’t want to—wait for everyone else to be ready.

      Emily scaled everything down to make it happen fast. A more intimate wedding would be just what the doctor ordered. Sure, some couples went through marriage counseling before their wedding day. They would start after. What did timing matter as long as they were getting the help they needed to ensure a long and happy union?
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        * * *

      

      The following Friday was crisp but sunny. Emily had returned to her condo on the South Side and commuted north to the surgery center. On phone calls after work, Brandon and Emily had barely spent more than ten minutes in brief exchanges with one another due to their full surgery schedules.

      During the first three evenings of the week, Emily entertained her sister and nieces. Fiona had placed second in Little Baker, earning a tidy sum but leaving the contest dejected. Anna wanted to stay the weekend in the city to cheer her up.

      “Honestly, what she won barely covers what we’re spending here in Chicago. But it was so worth it. We all haven’t had that much fun as a family in a very long time,” Anna confided in Emily.

      “It’s heartbreaking how close she was.”

      “Do you know she made packages of cookies for each of the judges to thank them?”

      “How sweet!”

      “One of the judges cornered her later and asked for her Grandma Hattie’s recipe. And you know what she told them?”

      “Oh no—what?” asked Emily, rapt.

      “‘It’s my family’s secret recipe.’”

      Emily laughed. “Fiona is destined to be a top chef with an attitude like that.”

      On Monday morning, Emily sent her family back to Freeport with the promise she would visit soon. After work that day, Brandon slipped into her office and asked her out on a date.

      “Since we’re both free tomorrow night, let’s carve out some time to spend together,” he told her.

      “I’d like that. Want me to plan something?”

      “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.” Emily saw her chance.

      By one in the afternoon, Emily received a text from the downtown Chicago rental shop that the tux had been delivered to Brandon’s office.

      Brandon sent her a text seconds after he saw it: Did you finally decide you liked opera? Or are we dressing for a Blackhawks game?

      LOL, she texted back. Put it on and meet me here at 6. She sent him directions to Foster Beach, where Brandon had taken her for their first kiss at the end of their first date.

      He sent back a thumbs-up emoji.

      Emily spent the rest of the afternoon getting ready. Hair. Makeup. Her dress went on last. Looking in the mirror, she saw how much she resembled her mother. She remembered to take her parents’ framed wedding photo with her to set up during the ceremony.

      Photographer! She’d forgotten! They’d have to ask the officiant to take a few pics with their phone. Emily put the finishing touches on her face and grabbed a small bag of her personal items.

      She pulled up a rideshare app on her phone and ordered a car to Foster Beach. Once there, she walked across the knoll to the beach. There were a few die-hard runners who gave the woman in a wedding gown curious side glances, but otherwise the beach was vacant, as she had expected it would be in February. Emily was grateful the weather had cooperated. Skies were cloudy, but no precipitation was predicted. The temps were in the low forties.

      She continued to the end of the pier. She saw Brandon had already arrived and was staring out over the lake. Even turned away from her, he looked extremely handsome while awaiting her in the gorgeous tuxedo she’d sent to the office.

      “Brandon?” she called, slowing to a stop. Her dress billowed out around her. The sunset backlit her frame.

      Brandon spun around, his eyes wide when he saw his bride in her mother’s repurposed wedding gown. “Emily—what is this⁠—?”

      She smiled.

      “Are you kidding me?” He was grinning and wagging his head in disbelief. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, his gaze bemused.

      “You look . . . amazing,” he said in a dazed whisper as they came face to face.

      “Are you surprised?” Emily said.

      “Numb with shock.”

      She grabbed his hands and squeezed them between hers.

      “Brandon Taylor, let’s start our lives together.” Emily smiled with expectation. “Will you marry me?”

      “I—wow. This is—” Brandon laughed nervously.

      “Not like me?”

      “And not like me,” he sputtered.

      “This is your chance to really break free,” she said. “Start fresh.”

      “What I meant by that was . . . not what you think.” Lines crinkled around his eyes as he took her in with a fixed grin. It was a little too forced. Emily felt uncomfortable. She sensed that she’d crossed a line, but she was nevertheless going to see it through.

      “I’m standing here in my mom’s wedding dress with an officiant on the way. Yes, I’m sure. And by the way, he’ll be ten minutes late. Stuck on Lake Shore Drive.”

      “What’s a Chicago wedding without a traffic delay?” Brandon joked, but his face revealed underlying anxiety.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m still stuck in shock mode.” There was that grin again.

      “I understand. If you need a minute . . .”

      “Is it just the two of us?” Brandon looked around. “No family? Friends?”

      “We can make it state legal next Monday at the county clerk’s office. With witnesses.”

      Brandon’s face fell, now matching his tone.

      “So is that a yes?” Emily asked.

      Brandon let her hands drop from his and looked toward the city. When he turned back to face her, Emily saw the strain crease his brows.

      “I—can’t marry you, Em,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I mean . . . we can’t marry each other.”

      “Yes, we can,” she insisted. “In fact, right now it’s the easiest it’s ever been.”

      “This—you and I—it’s not going to work.”

      “But you said you wanted to get married.” Emily’s stomach was full of butterflies lit on fire, sending searing-hot flutters of pain through her midsection.

      “This is exactly . . . perfect. You look so incredible . . . I was definitely wrong about that dress—” Brandon’s words got stuck in his throat.

      “You said you wanted to get out from under your mother’s wing,” said Emily.

      “And I do. I’ve been interviewing therapists,” he explained.

      “That’s great. I support that a hundred percent. I’ll even go with you if you want me to.”

      “You don’t even see it, do you?” Brandon’s tender look softened her confused one.

      “I sure don’t.” Emily’s voice wavered.

      “This isn’t just about my mom. Although I’m grateful you had the courage to finally confront me about it.”

      “What is it about, then?”

      “You’re different when you’re . . . in Freeport,” Brandon said.

      “So you’ve said. A million times.” Frustration filled

      Emily’s voice.

      “You’re bigger and better than life when you’re following your North Star,” Brandon explained. “And you won’t ever feel fulfilled unless you embrace it fully, completely, with everything you’ve got.”

      Emily struggled to grasp his words.

      “Are you telling me to leave Chicago?” She couldn’t believe what he was saying.

      “Yes, I am. Someone has to. And it’s not going to be any of them,” said Brandon.

      “Them?”

      “Those who love you there. Go be with them. And be there for them.”

      “But what about us?”

      Brandon squeezed her hands. “You found yourself. Now, I have to find who I am without the grief and pain that have defined me for over half my life.”

      “Does this mean you don’t love me anymore?” she asked.

      “I love you more than ever. And that’s why—we have to let go of each other,” he said with a catch in his throat. “I have to let you go.” Brandon nodded, tears welling.

      She had never seen him cry before.

      “Someday . . . hopefully soon, you’ll see how good this is . . . for you,” Brandon said, holding her for a long time, his warm tears working their way down her neck. Emily felt the truth in her soul, but she just couldn’t get herself to accept it. This incredible human being had been a huge part of her life for almost ten years.

      “You’re going to be . . . more amazing than you already are,” he said, peeling himself from her embrace.

      Emily was numb.

      “Can I drive you home?” he offered.

      She shook her head. She had to be alone.

      “Please? I mean . . . you’re wearing that wonderful dress.”

      She glanced down at her mother’s transformed gown. The hem was soiled from the walk over. Her armpits were sweating into the satin. She was sure there were stains forming. Brandon had been right: Wearing it was bad luck. It was ruined. The moment was ruined. She and Brandon were over. She wanted to tear the dress off and chuck it into the lake.

      “No, thanks.” The drive back into the city with him, wearing the wedding dress that was supposed to create a magical event, would be pure torture. She vowed to never wear this dress again.

      “Let me do this for you,” he begged.

      She shook her head once more.

      Brandon kissed her. “Goodbye, Emily. I can’t wait to see how you change the world. I know you’ve changed mine forever.”

      He left her standing on the shoreline in her mother’s wedding dress. She watched until his form became so small it disappeared from view into the city landscape.

      Emily tipped her gaze to the Chicago skyline, then pivoted to face Lake Michigan. Across that great body to the east, these same waters lapped the shores of her hometown on the west coast of Michigan.

      The Windy City, Brandon, med school—everything here had served a purpose in her life and held a special place in her heart. Brandon was right. She was always the coroner’s daughter. And nothing else fit the same.
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      “Em! What are you doing back home?” exclaimed Anna, her eyes traveling to the wedding dress box with a crumpled dress showing from the plastic window top.

      Emily dropped the box in the entryway and trudged from the front door to the living room, where she plopped onto the sofa. Anna was on her heels.

      “Oh crap. Are you all right?” Anna sat down next to her. “What happened?”

      “A failed elopement . . . and an epiphany.”

      “And this is good?”

      “It will be. Eventually.”

      “What can I do?”

      “I was hoping that I could move in, if you’ll have me?”

      “What are you talking about? It’s your house. We’d love to have you with us.” Anna’s face lit up. “But are you sure?”

      “Still stinging,” Emily admitted. “And surer of anything than I have been in a long time.”

      “So much to talk about. I don’t think we have enough wine in the house!”

      “We do now. And for the future girls’ nights,” said Emily, nodding to a wine bag next to the wedding dress box that contained half a dozen bottles.

      Anna laughed.

      “Aunt Em!” Fiona called out, seeing her. Flora was right behind her.

      “What are you doing here?” asked Flora. “I thought we were going to Chicago?”

      “Girls, guess what? Aunt Emily is going to be living here now. With us!” Anna said.

      “You are?” both girls piped up, gathering around her.

      “If that’s okay with you two?” Emily beamed at her nieces.

      “Yes!” they both shrieked.

      “We’ve got some news too,” said Anna. “Don’t we, Fi?”

      “One of the judges was so impressed he’s gonna help me start my own show!” exclaimed Fiona.

      “It’s going to air regionally first, to test it out,” Anna explained. “But if it does well, they may consider adding it to the Little Baker channel.”

      “And we’re going to film it here!” Fiona said.

      “In our kitchen?” Emily quipped.

      “In our remodeled kitchen,” Anna corrected, opening her pocket notebook to show Emily the reno plans she’d sketched out. “We’ll punch out this wall and extend into the dining room.”

      “Does that mean we’re giving up our dining room?” Emily feared for their traditional Saturday-night dinners.

      “Not at all. The dining room will connect to the kitchen,” explained Anna, “and give the small camera crew room to film. If this is fine with you?”

      “Very cool,” said Emily, looking over the plans. “How often will they be filming?”

      “They want to start with one season. Eight episodes. Two weeks to tape.”

      Emily nodded. That sounded manageable. “When do you start?”

      “As soon as we get this kitchen remodeled. So in about six to eight weeks,” Anna said confidently. “If the contractor can begin next week.”

      “That’s soon.”

      “And Delia said I can sell my baked goods at Brown’s,” said Fiona.

      “Generous offer,” Emily said.

      “Have you thought about what your signature product might be?” Emily asked Fiona.

      “Grandma Hattie’s cookies, of course!” Fiona said.

      Emily remembered the day her father’s attorney was going over the will and informed her that she had a half sister. Never in a million years would she have thought things would end up like this.

      She noticed Flora sitting at the kitchen table to the side, her science textbook opened to the human anatomy diagrams. Emily had been the same at that age. Nose in any science book she could find. Footsteps right behind her father’s. Although Flora’s father was nothing like Emily’s. The girl wanted nothing to do with him at the moment. Of the two sisters, Flora had been angrier at her father and struggled more to find her anchor in Freeport. All she needed was a little help from someone who took interest in her.

      Perhaps this was another reason Emily was destined to come home.
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      Jeremiah stood behind the pair of swings in his backyard as he alternated between pushing his two sisters. Jessica pumped her legs and gained altitude faster than her younger sister, Jaden, who gripped the side ropes for all she was worth.

      “Slower, Jer! Slower, I said!” Jaden commanded him, shrieking.

      “I’m barely pushing you,” he called back.

      “I wanna get off!” Jaden demanded.

      Jeremiah slowed her swing back to its resting place.

      “Baby!” Jessica called out.

      “Shut up!” Jaden clapped back as she slid from the seat and dashed to climb the ladder of their slide.

      “Hey, you two. Stop it,” Jeremiah said. “Say you’re sorry.”

      “Sorry!” the girls said in tandem without a lick of sincerity.

      Jeremiah hopped on the swing, and soon he was matching Jessica’s pace. They swung together in silence. She looked over at him and smiled. Something instinctive had told Jeremiah he needed to do more to look after his sisters after he and Mom were rescued. Partly, he felt terrible for abandoning Jessica on the beach. And partly, he noticed how his parents weren’t having a great time of it after “the incident,” as they called it.

      Jeremiah glanced over to the back patio, where his mom and dad were sitting on their Adirondack chairs. They weren’t talking to each other. But they weren’t fighting either. So that was good.

      Mom tried to play it off like she was okay. When other people were around, she smiled and laughed, but Jeremiah saw how she stared into space when she was in the kitchen or watching TV. Whenever Jeremiah asked her if she was okay, she threw her arms around him and held him.

      “Time,” she told him. “I’ll get better with time.”

      “How much time?” he asked.

      The answer was always a smile, a shrug, and a kiss on the head.

      Jeremiah didn’t think much about “the incident.” Those events had formed a puddle of memories in his brain. When his therapist, whose breath smelled like peanut butter, tried to get him to talk about the incident or focus on a particular memory, everything went liquid.

      “It’s okay. We won’t force it,” his therapist had told him.

      His mom told him the yacht guy—Jeremiah didn’t like to say his name—had died in the hospital. Jeremiah didn’t feel sad. He didn’t feel relieved. He didn’t feel anything for him. Mom said she was worried that Jeremiah might stuff it all down and away and try to forget about it. She thought that might do him more harm.

      But Jeremiah wasn’t worried about that. He would never forget the most important thing about the incident: rescuing Mom. Courage defined him now. And someday he would use it to rescue others.
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      The coroner’s daughter was now the coroner.

      When Aditson learned Emily was moving to Freeport for good, he put in her request to become the county medical examiner. The county commissioners approved it.

      “Aunt Em?” It was Flora, poking her head through her office door.

      “Come on in, hon.”

      Flora entered her grandfather’s former office, a twenty-by-thirty space attached to the other side of the garage.

      Now it was Emily’s office space, and Flora was her new after-school assistant. Emily had tasked her with organizing the old ME files from her dad’s cases. This involved scanning thirty years’ worth of paper files into digital ones.

      As Flora painstakingly created the files, Emily had the opportunity to look over her shoulder and not only review them but also explain the cases and procedures to Flora. She found Flora attentive, detailed oriented, and seemingly unfazed by the gruesomeness of death examination. The girl’s interest in forensic investigation superseded the gore factor. It warmed Emily’s heart that thirteen-year-old Flora had it in her DNA, just as Emily had.

      “You think I could ever come with you on one of your cases?” Flora said, looking up from a stack of files.

      “Seriously?”

      “As a heart attack—pun intended.” Flora grinned.

      “You know what you’re asking, don’t you?”

      Flora held up a file. “I’ve seen quite a bit in these.”

      “It’s different in real life.”

      “But you did it when you were thirteen. Same age I am.”

      Crafty kid. “We’ll have to ask your mom first.”

      “She’ll say yes.”

      Emily didn’t expect it would be a problem with Anna either.

      “If I come with you, can I video some?”

      “Absolutely not!”

      “Not even a selfie?”

      Emily was horrified. “If I so much as see your phone out—I swear, I will toss it into the lake.”

      Flora grinned.

      “I’ll start you on a softish case.”

      “Like what?”

      “Natural causes. Nursing home. That sort of thing,” said Emily. “And it can’t interfere with school.”

      “Thank you, Aunt Emily.” Flora went back to her scanning.

      A few minutes later, the doorbell to the office buzzed.

      Emily glanced up. The office door her father had installed was paned glass from top to bottom, designed to let in a lot of light, but it also allowed her to identify anyone approaching. And it was bulletproof, a secret only Emily and her father

      knew.

      Behind the glass was a woman peeking out from behind an enormous, wrapped bouquet. “Can you answer it, please, Flo?” said Emily.

      Flora unlocked the door.

      “Hello!” Emily called out, rising from her chair.

      “Dr. Emily Hartford?” said the woman.

      “That’s me. Please come in,” said Emily, moving paperwork from her desk to make room. “Those are lovely. You can set them on the desk. Who are they from?”

      “There’s a card in there somewhere.” The woman handed her an electronic notepad. “Sign there.”

      Emily scribbled her signature with her index finger and thanked the woman. Flora saw her out.

      Emily removed the paper protecting the bouquet, and out sprang a cornucopia of bright flowers. Lilies. Tulips. Hydrangeas.

      “This must have cost a fortune.” Emily admired the heaping display.

      “Someone likes you!” Flora taunted. “I didn’t know you had been on any dates recently. Spill it!”

      “I haven’t,” said Emily, eyeing her niece. “I have no idea who sent these.”

      “Open it!” Flora plucked a small envelope from the center of the bouquet and handed it to Emily. “Weeeellll?” she said as Emily took out the card.

      “It’s from Brandon’s mom.”

      This is curious.

      “What does she say?”

      Emily read it. “Dear Emily: You’re a beautiful, brilliant woman. I wish you all the happiness in the world. Love,

      Theresa.”

      “Wow. I thought she hated you.”

      “No. We didn’t— Excuse me, how would you know about that?”

      “You and Mom drink a lot of wine.” Fiona grinned sheepishly. “And the walls are thin.”

      She was becoming a young woman right before Emily’s eyes.

      “That’s pretty extra, what Theresa did,” said Flora.

      Emily smiled. Even though they hadn’t always seen eye to eye, Theresa had raised a son with the fortitude to give up the woman he loved so she could have exactly what she needed.

      It was pretty extra.
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      Seven months passed quickly as Emily resumed work in the medical examiner’s office and settled into life in the Hartford home. Anna and the girls filled up the moments when Emily wasn’t working, and summer flew by.

      On September 19, Emily’s thirtieth birthday, she woke to the aroma of fresh-baked bread and coffee brewing. Downstairs she found that Fiona and Flora had prepared a family breakfast to celebrate. As Anna was setting the table, Delia and Jo arrived with a birthday cinnamon roll cake and balloons. The six of them lingered over the meal with laughter and gifts, planning a day trip to the beach.

      Summer was waning, and they all wanted to take advantage of one last good beach day before the weather shifted.

      It would be the first time Jo had returned to the lakeshore since Jeremiah’s kidnapping.

      “Are you sure you want to come with us?” Emily asked as she walked Jo to her car after breakfast. “We’ll all understand if you don’t.”

      “I’m ready. It’s part of the healing process, or so says my therapist . . . our therapist.” Jo and Paul had been seeing a counselor since “the incident,” as they referred to it. No, he hadn’t technically been having an affair. Yet. He admitted that he had been spending a lot of time with a female coworker in Des Moines, and if time and travel had continued to take their course, he might have gone down that adulterous path. He’d put it all to an end. No more trips to Iowa. His request to change positions and cover the Mid-South region of the country was granted. And his coworker was assigned another salesperson. Paul moved his office into the Blakely basement and spent the summer completing the community service hours the judge had ordered in retribution for his multitude of offenses at the Lampert house. Meanwhile, Jo was working on forgiveness and family time. She had taken a leave of absence from her job at the hospital since being rescued. She was now days away from welcoming the newest member of the Blakely family, another girl: Joie.

      Delia gave Jo a ride home, since Jo’s belly couldn’t fit behind a steering wheel any longer. Anna and the girls headed into Freeport to run a few errands. They would meet up again in a few hours and head to the lakeshore together. As the cars caravanned out of the drive, Emily was alone, a rare moment in her normally packed schedule.

      She knew exactly how she wanted to spend the time.

      She grabbed a wicker basket from the garage. The apples on her father’s trees were ripe for harvest. Fiona wanted to learn how to make her mother’s special apple pie. Then Anna had expressed an interest in learning how to make apple jelly. And Jo put in an order for applesauce. Delia piped up that she could use a bag of apples for her seasonal apple fritters at Brown’s.

      One basket wasn’t going to be enough. Emily pulled a second basket from the shelf and trekked down to the small orchard on the west side of the property.

      The trees were loaded, and it didn’t take long before Emily had filled one basket and half of another. Thoughts traveled to one of the last times she and her father had been here together. They had been arguing about him not wanting to get heart surgery. This place, this home, this orchard, had meant the world to him and Mom. Her parents had planted these trees before Emily was born. They were the only living things left of her after she died, and Dad had kept them pruned, fertilized, and flourishing.

      As Emily topped off the second basket with a handful of apples, her ears pricked up. The snap of twigs and crunch of dry leaves alerted her to someone’s approach.

      She wasn’t expecting guests, and it was too soon for Anna and the girls to be home. The Hartford home was several miles outside Freeport on a country highway. People didn’t just wander out here unannounced.

      Emily whipped around, striking a defensive position.

      About twenty feet away, a waif of a man limped toward her. She straightened her back, lifted her chin, and made eye contact with the oncoming figure.

      He didn’t move as if he wanted to harm her, but he looked like one of the homeless refugees she had so often seen under the I-94 overpass in downtown Chicago. Wiry, unkempt beard. Tanned, leathery face. Hair matted and scraggly. His lips were cracked like a parched desert floor. His worn-out, filthy T-shirt was filled with tears, and his frayed pants exposed knobby knees. She saw bare toes sticking out from where the leather of his black combat boots parted from their soles. Despite his gaunt look, she noticed how sinewy his arms were.

      “May I help you?” She kept her voice strong and firm.

      “Emily?”

      How did this guy know her name?

      She glanced down and saw a fallen branch from the apple tree at her feet. She quickly picked up her weapon.

      “What do you want?” she barked at him.

      The man froze in place and gave a long exhale. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      His scratchy voice was familiar. And those gray-blue eyes were clear, tender . . . and familiar as well. She saw tears forming in his soft eyes as they held her gaze.

      “Quel temps fait-il?” he asked.

      Emily gasped as the stick dropped from her fist.

      “Il fait beau,” she responded in a breathless whisper as she rushed toward him and threw her arms around his skeletal frame.

      Nick.
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