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MARIAH DUNNING saw her missing mother standing on the other side of the crowd.


The food court at the mall—ugh—had been one of their mother-daughter hangouts. Mom endured the food court because Mariah liked it. Mom was particular about what she ate, while Mariah was not—chicken biscuits, Mongolian barbecue, pepperoni pizza, none of which Mom would touch and all of which Mariah would consume and then work off the calories playing basketball. And when Mariah got the summer job during her high school years selling tickets at the movie theater, a back corner booth at the food court was a place where they could meet and share a sacred hour between Mom’s business trips, Mom saying, “Well it’s better than airplane food—I think.”


Mariah had not been to the food court since Mom disappeared. She had been careful to avoid it on the few outings she made to the mall. But she and her father had gone to the Apple Store to buy Mariah a new computer and a new iPhone; it made Dad happy to give her gifts even though she was an adult who could buy her own gear. His gifts were like a hug, sideways, when you didn’t know the depth of the other person’s feelings. The food court wasn’t a place she wanted to be; it made the back of her brain itch, made her feel like she couldn’t sit still. Dad had said, “Let’s get a snack,” and he was trying so hard to make today fun that Mariah didn’t have the heart to say no. But in the middle of the music and the loud conversations Mariah glanced up from her pad thai and she saw her mother. Mariah froze, the chopsticks in her hand, the tangled noodles hanging like a noose.


Her mother had vanished nearly a year ago, and then there she stood, peeking out from behind a sunglasses display at the edge of the food court. Dark glasses, red lipstick, pale skin, even the distinctive twist of scar at the corner of her mouth that could only be Mom’s. For five seconds Mariah couldn’t move, couldn’t make a noise; she felt like she might never speak again. They gazed at each other, like she was in a staring contest with a ghost. Mariah stood, dropping the chopsticks into the bowl.


Her mother retreated behind the display. Gone.


“Mariah?” Dad asked, glancing up at her. “What?”


“Mom is standing right over there.” She pointed, her hand shaking. Dad stared for a moment and then turned.


“That can’t be.”


Mariah started to walk fast. Then to run, threading her way through the maze of tables and diners.


“Mariah?” Dad stood, craning his neck. “Where are you going?”


“I saw her.” Mariah ran, heedless, toward the sunglasses display. She couldn’t see Mom anymore. She shoved past two women, nearly knocking one’s tray of Chinese food over and the other’s milk shake to the floor. “Mom! Mom!”


“Mariah!” Dad calling, low and urgent. Like he didn’t want people to notice. Hurrying in her wake, apologizing to the people Mariah collided with, apologizing to those she dodged. “Mariah, wait.” He made his voice steel, trying to stop her.


“Mom!” she screamed, loud and long, like she could leash her mother with the sound of her voice. Like Mariah was still a child instead of twenty-two years old. She moved fast, but blindly, hardly seeing the people she pushed aside. She circled the sunglasses vendor. Mom was gone. She spoke to the clerk. “There was a woman just here: dark hair, dark coat, scarred mouth. Forties. Where did she go?”


The clerk shrugged. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see her.”


“She was just here!” Mariah’s voice shook as she glanced around.


“I didn’t see her,” the clerk repeated. People were staring, watching. Mariah saw a girl aim a smartphone at her.


Mariah hurried beyond the display, past four other mall carts, out into the wide hub where two wings of the mall came together. Ahead of her was a two-story department store; to her left, a wing of the mall with a bunch of specialty shops; to her right, the ever-busy Apple Store and several smaller stores.


“You didn’t see her,” Dad said, touching her arm, and she flinched away. “Sweetie, if it was her, she wouldn’t have run. You imagined it.”


I didn’t, Mariah thought. She was here. I saw her.


“You didn’t,” Dad said, as if Mariah’s thoughts displayed on her forehead. “Mariah. Let’s go.” A tinge of embarrassment touched his voice. “We don’t need this.”


“What’s your damn problem?” a woman demanded, a spilled chocolate milk shake running down the front of her white blouse. Her eyes were bright with anger.


“She’s so sorry,” Dad said, watching a mall security guard approach. “Please, let me take care of your cleaning bill for that.” He opened his wallet, began to count out twenties. He seemed desperate for them not to be noticed.


“Hey. Haven’t I seen you on TV?” the woman said.


“No,” Dad said. “No.”


Mariah ignored them both. She wanted to see you. She came and looked right at you. No sign of her either to the left or right. So Mariah ran, full tilt, for the department store ahead of her, Dad calling her name in a pitiful bleat.


Mariah tore through the department store, dodging around a woman spraying perfume samples then turning and grabbing her arm. The sample bottle fell and shattered, and the lavender aroma of the French perfume rose hard in the air.


“A woman, black hair, black coat, did you see her go past?”


“Um. I think so. She went out that exit.” The woman pulled away, fright in her eyes.


Mariah ran to the nearby exit, jostling around a woman with a baby stroller, fury and impatience driving her out into a small side parking lot. She scanned the cars.


“Mom!” she screamed. But Mom was gone. She saw a car, the only one pulling out of the lot. Dark blue. Honda. And the car sped away, and was gone.


It must be her. It had to be her.


Mariah ran to her car. Thankful she’d driven, and not Dad, so she already had the keys. She got into the car, jabbing at the ignition, wheeling it backward before she could even get the door shut all the way. In the mirror she saw Dad running toward her, his expression frantic. She powered down the lane, racing out into traffic, narrowly missing an oncoming minivan loaded with a mother and kids. The mother honked and screamed at her, and Mariah screamed back “Sorry!” and pulled the car out of its swerve. The Honda turned and headed down the steep hill that led to the mall’s exit onto a cross street.


She followed, blasting through a four-way stop and turning at the same hill. The blue Honda took a hard right, away from the highway, back toward the center of Lakehaven. Mariah accelerated; her old Ford sedan straining at the boost. She started to close the gap. She could see the driver was a dark-haired woman.


Get up next to her, she thought, confirm that it’s Mom. You’re not crazy. It’s Mom.


She accelerated, drawing closer to the Honda, and then the Honda veered into a sharp turn. Mariah overcompensated, control drifting from the wheel, and she spun into the oncoming lanes. She saw the markings of a police sedan, the sirens atop the roof as she spun toward it and then the car hit her Ford’s rear, spinning her again, and she came to a jarring halt. Shaking. Looking at the Lakehaven police car in her mirror. The Honda was gone.


“Get out of the car, now!” the officer’s voice yelling at her sternly, and she trembled, because now people would have something else to talk about her family, a bright new flame of shame. She bit her lip.


Mariah Dunning got out of the car, hands up. “Hello, officer. I have a bunch of guns and gear in the trunk. And I’ve got a telescoping baton in my boot. Just so you know.”
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AN HOUR LATER, Mariah and her dad were dropped off by a rideshare service at the driveway of their modest house not far from Lakehaven High School. Home was a 1960s ranch-style house at the top of a hill, the type that had been torn down repeatedly in this Lakehaven neighborhood and replaced with a much larger, grander McMansion squeezed onto the lot. Sometimes when Mariah came home she’d see her father standing at the window, peering out to see if there was a for sale sign in a neighbor’s yard on Bobtail Drive. There had been several in the past year. People were cashing in on the renovation craze. She wondered if her father was worrying about a teardown happening and hiking his property taxes or just hoping for new neighbors, ones who didn’t know about his wife’s disappearance. Neighbors who didn’t look at him with thin smiles that seemed to whisper, How’d you do it, Craig? How’d you get rid of the body? The gossip always seemed to convey with the sale. The new neighbors never said hello when Mariah or her father were in the front yard or shooting baskets in the driveway.


She’d gotten him to venture out of the house today, for the first time in weeks, and it had all gone wrong.


Mariah had moved home right after her mother vanished, and she knew she should get her own apartment again, but she couldn’t. She didn’t feel ready to leave Dad quite yet … to leave him alone. She’d finished her degree in computer science at the University of Texas as fast as she could; she didn’t like to leave Dad at loose ends for long, even for classes and labs. She got permission from her professors to do group assignments solo, even though it was harder, so she wouldn’t have to let him dwell in his personal darkness.


It was the two of them against the police and against the world. Parties and service projects and all the other résumé padding and fun times of college had ceased to matter to her, gone on the wind of her mother’s vanishing. It was too hard to explain to people with unsullied pasts and bright futures: Well, you see, my mom disappeared without a trace and no we don’t know if she was murdered or kidnapped or if she just walked away from her life and my dad was the prime suspect in her disappearance but nothing could be proven so we live in a limbo. What’s your major?


Now Mariah felt a hot embarrassment rise from the small of her back, spread through her chest, redden her face. She’d lost control. The control she kept in place for the world’s eyes. And now Dad knew. The gear in the trunk, the file box with clippings about her mother, the guns and the police baton and the Taser, the laptop loaded with software designed to trace and find people. She’d had to explain it all to the police, in front of her father, when he’d been brought to the station. She could have argued she didn’t have to explain anything. But telling them this had made them sympathetic, and they’d let her go without formal charge. One of the officers had stared at her father the whole time. Oh, they all knew Craig Dunning.


He was, in their eyes, guilty. The guy who got away with murder.


Her dad got a pitcher of iced tea from the refrigerator, shuffling, walking like a man carrying too heavy a burden. Craig Dunning had been a football player at Lakehaven High and then at Rhodes College up in Memphis on scholarship. He was a broad-shouldered blond with blue eyes and a strong jaw. In college he had done some modeling for a couple of Southern clothing catalog companies; Mom had kept a portfolio of his work, to his total embarrassment and Mariah’s vast amusement. She liked to pretend to be horrified at him posing in modest swimwear and suits and cable-knit sweaters, and whenever she saw one of his modeling shots she’d make sure to say, “Ewww, I thought the point was to sell the clothes.” Because he knew she was teasing him. Her handsome dad. There was no interest from the pro football scouts, so he’d put his trophies and disappointments on a shelf, and he’d gotten a master’s in accounting and worked his way up to partner in one of the national firms. Now he “consulted,” which meant he didn’t go to the office in downtown Austin or wear a suit, and the firm sent him work he did mostly from home. Sometimes he rallied enough to go in for a meeting or a call; he no longer went to the firm’s holiday party or the Fourth of July picnic. Now he was rail-thin and sunken-cheeked; ash-gray streaked his hair. He had loved just one woman in his life, and her loss was like a physical mark on him. He was still a handsome man, but the joy that once animated his best feature, his smile, was gone. To Mariah, he was like a painting you could look at and say, yes, the lines are all in proportion, the colors are right, but something is missing.


“You’re lucky Broussard is not pressing charges,” Craig said. Lakehaven’s police chief, Dennis Broussard, had listened to Craig’s account of Mariah’s … confusion with a stony silence. Yes, we’re going to get her back into therapy. No, she has not imagined seeing her mother before. Just stress. Ignoring the officers’ stares at him because they thought he might be a murderer. And here was his daughter, with a car trunk full of weapons and gear, like she was planning a robbery or a heist.


“Do we have your consent to search the car?” the police had asked, and she had said yes. What else was she going to say? A towing service had already taken her car and the police cruiser both.


“You shouldn’t have given your consent for them to search your car,” Craig said, as if he knew her thoughts. “Why would they need to? They could plant drugs or something.”


“Dad. They’re not going to do that. Get real.”


“They hate us. Or me, rather.”


“I didn’t have much choice. I was at fault, Dad.”


“You don’t … you don’t need those weapons and gear. And saying it’s to hunt down Mom’s kidnappers. You can’t say stuff like that to the police. They don’t like people trying to do their job. It’s dangerous, Mariah. I’m amazed they didn’t arrest you.”


“The police don’t like us anyway.”


“They don’t like me,” Craig said. “They feel sorry for you. Especially Broussard.”


Sometimes Mariah had seen Broussard, in his own car, driving slowly past their home. Like he wanted to stop. Or simply put eyes on her father. It had been Broussard who, summoned to the scene by an officer because the Dunnings were involved and Mariah had claimed to be chasing her missing mother, had stopped to get the stranded Craig at the nearby mall and brought him back to the scene. Mariah imagined it had been an awkward few minutes together in the car for the two men. Her father had not shared any details.


Craig poured iced tea for them both, and Mariah took hers with a shaking hand. She had to ask. “Did you see her?” Mariah asked. She hoped he’d say, Yes, she did look like Mom. I see how you thought what you thought.


“No, honey, I did not.” Craig sounded tired. Not angry. Not annoyed. Just exhausted.


“Did you see the blue Honda?”


“Well, the police saw it, but they didn’t see the driver.” Craig’s voice went soft. “It was probably just an innocent woman who panicked when you chased after her.”


It was Mom, Mariah wanted to say, but she didn’t. He didn’t believe her. No one did. They sat in silence for a minute.


“I wonder if the mall has parking lot security tapes.” Mariah’s tone had calmed, become thoughtful. “I could ask.”


Craig took a deep breath. “Mariah, stop right now. You are not calling the mall and asking them to review security tapes. They will ban you from going back there. You drove recklessly, you damaged a police car, and the only reason the cops didn’t arrest you and haul you off to jail is because they felt bad for you.”


Mariah didn’t like these words, so she ignored them. “I really thought it was Mom. I did.”


“I know you think you did, sweetheart. I know. What I wouldn’t give to see her …” His deep voice cracked, and he took a deep breath. “Can we please talk about what all you had in your car? Wrist ties and guns and a Taser? Who are you planning to kidnap?” His gaunt face was pale with worry.


Mariah set her tea down. “I told you, I legally bought the guns and the gear.”


“Why would you have an armory in your car, sweetheart?”


“I have to be prepared for when I find Mom in case bad people have her. Dad, it’s OK, I took classes on how to use this stuff.”


He sat across from her, took her hands in his. “Classes?”


“And I watched online videos.”


“Honey, you are not some sort of bounty hunter or movie detective. Mariah, this stops now. You can’t do this to yourself. Or to me.” His voice cracked.


“The police quit looking,” she said. “Someone has to find Mom. Find out what happened to her.”


“I love you so much. But you didn’t see your mom today,” he said. “Do you understand that, Mariah? That woman wasn’t your mom. This is … this is your grief playing tricks on your mind.”


Her voice shook. “Even if … I still have to know what happened to her. I have to know who took her from us.” She fought to keep her voice steady. “I have to know.”


“No, you don’t! I mean … not like this. We just have to keep the faith the police will find her someday. But you, you stay out of it.”


Mariah took a deep breath. “Dad, I never got the chance to fix things with her. I …”


“I don’t know how to make this right for you. I wish I did. I wish I could make people understand how hard this is for us. More than anything.”


Because of Lakehaven, Mariah thought. Because of so many people who had been sure her father had killed her mother, somehow made her body vanish. Although there was no evidence. No proof. And no other suspects in their circle of friends and acquaintances. Only the low, ceaseless whisper of innuendo and hearsay against her father. But that constant drip was poison enough to nearly kill a man, leave him a shell. Beth Dunning had never reappeared—not on a credit history, not with a phone call, not on a security camera. She had stepped out of the world.


“Let me fix us a late lunch,” Mariah said. They’d abandoned their meals at the food court. Craig usually cooked; he was much better at it than Mariah. But she wanted to do something nice for him.


“No, I’ll fix it. You want a grilled cheese?”


She nodded and hugged him, and to Mariah he felt like skin and bones underneath the jeans and the Lakehaven basketball booster club shirt, faded in the years since she had played on the team. I’m sorry, Dad, she thought to herself.


Craig turned away and padded over to the refrigerator. He got out butter and sliced cheddar, set a pan on the stove, and began to assemble a cheese sandwich, melting butter in the skillet. “This feels like a point of no return. We can’t do this again. You could have hurt yourself badly. You could have hurt a police officer. Or an innocent person. Do you think this town would ever forgive us for anything more? I’m not going back to people throwing rocks at the house or spray painted threats in the middle of the night. I’m not putting you through that again.”


The phrases KILLER LIVES HERE and WHERE IS BETH, CRAIG? had been painted in bright red on their garage door. She would never forget. Some of the neighbors had helped them clean it up—but she could see the doubt in their faces. “Dad …”


“I think we need to have a service for your mom,” he said. “We have to wait for her to be missing seven years to have her declared legally dead.” Craig bit his lip. “But … maybe we go ahead and have a memorial of some sort. We let her go.”


“No.” She shook her head.


He met her gaze, and there was a steadiness there she hadn’t seen from him in a long time. “This grief … Fine, it can ruin me. But it cannot ruin you. You have to move forward with your life. What if your clients hear about today?”


“How would anyone hear?” Mariah was a freelance web designer. She only had three steady clients, the largest one a hip clothing boutique, which did a high volume of online sales.


“People talk on social media. They’re a damn lynch mob. Maybe someone recorded your scene at the mall on their phone. Or took a picture of you being put in the police cruiser. Maybe someone posts it. You think there wasn’t someone from Lakehaven in that food court? And the police blotter, they post that in the town paper. It’ll be on the Lakehaven news website.” His voice cracked. “This can’t happen. Not everyone looking at you this way …”


She had no answer to this. She thought of the teenager with a raised smartphone, aimed at her. People were so ready to record the awful moments for someone else. She could imagine the status posting: Girl hallucinates seeing missing mother in food court, ends up in car crash with cops. Surely no one would be that cruel. Then surely, she knew, they would.


“I could go see a therapist,” she said quietly. “If you want me to. You said so to the cops.”


“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Craig eased the hot sandwich out of the pan, put it on a plate, and cut it into three equal strips, just how Mariah liked it. He handed her the plate and started making a sandwich for himself. Not looking at her, wanting, she thought, for the conversation to be over. Any time she’d mentioned talking to someone professional, a grief counselor, a psychiatrist, he’d resisted. Now he had lied to the police. She could go herself. She was an adult. But if he didn’t like it, it felt like a betrayal. She thought he must worry about what she would say about him: Everyone thinks my dad is guilty, and I don’t, but … what if …


She sat down with the sandwich, but it had no taste; the butter and cheese and soft bread just felt like grease in her mouth. “I mean, I’m surprised you don’t want me to talk to a therapist.”


“All it does is make people miserable. We have to learn how to deal with grief on our own,” Craig said. “And I want you to stop this idea of finding whoever took your mom. The police, it’s their job, leave it alone. Promise me you’ll stop.”


He waited. She wanted to say, The idea of finding Mom is my therapy. It’s the only thing that makes me feel better. Instead she said, “I promise.”


And then a vicious little voice, borne of hurt and pain and sadness, said in the back corner of her brain, Why doesn’t Dad want you to see a therapist or find out the truth? Why?


And she strangled that little voice in her mind, quickly, before it could speak its poison again.
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CRAIG CURLED UP into his leather recliner in front of a huge flat-screen television. He fired up one of the streaming services. He would binge through hours of shows, often mesmerized for most of the night. He slept very little, cocooned in the soft glow of the stories. Many nights he just slept in the recliner, which worried Mariah. It seemed unhealthy, but her attempts to get him to sleep normal hours all failed.


Mariah told him she was going to her room to read. She had stopped watching much TV: crime dramas made her edgy, and reality shows were full of people with invented problems. Books had been her refuge. She shut the bedroom door and leaned her head against the wood.


She hadn’t come up here to read.


She locked the door, quietly. Dad could always seem to hear the lock clicking into place, and in those dark days after Mom disappeared he had been afraid Mariah would hurt herself. She had been afraid of the same with him. She dimmed the lights. She lit a candle her mother had given her on her fifteenth birthday. She thought candles made for crappy gifts, but this one she had liked. It smelled of vanilla and cinnamon, and she only lit it when it was time for her quiet secret ritual. It made her think of Mom, the warmth of her hugs, the smell of her skin, the strength of her.


They could laugh, even during the fights, the disagreements, the screaming matches of her teenage years. She loved her mother so much, and sometimes she’d acted like she hated her. She’d never told Mom how much she loved her. This failure seemed to widen the hole in her heart.


She stepped inside her small closet and reached behind her hanging clothes. She slowly eased out a large corkboard. Papers and photos were pinned to it. Pictures of Mom, printouts of news accounts when she vanished, sketches of men from around the country who were suspected in the disappearances of women. There were printouts of postings by a true-crime blogger and podcaster who wrote under the name “Reveal” and had taken an interest in her mother’s case. A schedule of the day she’d last been seen: March fourth. The bits and pieces of her mother’s case, and she’d mounted them like she was a detective on a TV show, or Claire Danes on Homeland hunting a terrorist, trying to see the data and the connections all at once, spot the unseen ties that would lead her to the truth. She used to sleep with the corkboard over her bed, as if the data would sift down into her mind and reveal the answers in her dreams. But she never remembered her dreams since Mom vanished, even if she awoke sweating and confused and near to tears. Her father had told her, in a quavering voice, to stop this foolishness and take the corkboard down. He told her this wasn’t healthy. She thought it was all that was keeping her balanced. She told him she’d thrown it all away, but instead she’d just slid it into the closet behind her clothes.


She hadn’t added anything to the board in a long while. There was nothing new to say.


She sat at her laptop and started to type in what she always did for the ritual: Beth Dunning disappearance Austin


The results appeared. The news stories from the time, both from the Austin and Lakehaven papers and from the local news stations. Her mother’s story hadn’t gotten much national coverage, a bit on CNN and some of the others, and then the world moved on. She knew most of them by heart. And the entries from Reveal’s crime blog—but there was a new entry under Reveal’s blog entries.


She clicked on it.




WHAT’S IN A NAME?


There are certain cases that I’ve written about numerous times. One of those is of Bethany “Beth” Blevins Curtis, who left Austin eighteen months ago in an apparent desertion of her husband. But since taking a flight to Houston she has made no subsequent contact with friends or family and has not left any kind of digital trail. No one has seen her. Six months later, Beth Dunning of Lakehaven, a suburb of Austin, also vanished, her car found at an empty lot in the hills above Lakehaven, where she and her husband were planning on building a home and where she often went for quiet time.


Two Beths, vanishing without a trace from the same city in less than a year.


A six-month interlude is consistent with certain serial killer cycles … but have you ever heard of a serial killer who chooses victims with a particular name? I haven’t. And I haven’t found a notice of another Beth disappearing this past year, though, for which we should be grateful there is not a name-obsessed serial killer lurking in our fair city (for a history of Austin and serial killers, see my earlier series of podcasts on America’s first serial killer, who terrorized Austin in the 1880s, known as the Midnight Assassin, also known as the Servant Girl Annihilator). But wouldn’t the psychology of someone who so hated a name that he had to kill victims bearing it be fascinating? Of course, neither woman’s body has turned up to suggest a serial killer, so this is likely a coincidence, but an interesting one.


I noticed this unhappy coincidence when I was writing up my exciting new Calendar of Unsolved Cases, a new feature on the website that will link to my previous blogs and podcasts, tied to the major date of each case. These are two very different disappearances, but the names and the time frame struck me. I think it’s always interesting to look for coincidences and see if they are something more.


Is it not the most human endeavor to seek the pattern of order in chaos?


If you agree, then hit up my PaySupport, so I can keep doing this podcast for you …





To seek the pattern of order in chaos. Yes. Mariah almost nodded at the screen. Patterns must be found. That was what she needed: a pattern, an explanation that made sense in a world that didn’t.


She clicked on all the links to the Beth Curtis case.


The first was to an article from a tech news website on the disappearance. Bethany Blevins Curtis. Dark shoulder-length hair, wide mouth, cheekbones that Mariah envied, nice smile, age twenty-seven. She worked as an office manager for a transportation company in south Austin. She was married to a man who was a rising star in technology, CEO and founder of a small software company preparing for a public offering of its stock, valued at millions. Mariah tried to remember if she’d heard about this case, but she didn’t watch the local news much before Mom vanished. And, as she read, she agreed with Reveal: this might not even have been a disappearance as much as an abandonment.


On September 4 eighteen months ago, Bethany Blevins Curtis had apparently left her home in north Austin, taken a few hundred dollars out of the joint banking account shared with her husband, boarded a Southwest Airlines flight, and flown the short jaunt to Houston. A security camera caught her walking alone through the Hobby Airport terminal. That security video was posted on a Faceplace page dedicated to her, apparently run by a friend: Bethany Curtis in a crowd, dark hair, floppy brown hat pulled low, a muted scarf tied around her throat, dark glasses. Glancing over her shoulder. Somehow, she had eluded the cameras in the airport; they’d lost her in the crowds. Did someone pick her up? Did she already arrange for a car to be there waiting? Did she shed her coat and scarf and hat and walk undetected? She was simply gone.


This case wasn’t like her mother’s. Mom had not made a withdrawal from a bank account or flown on a plane and been spotted in the airport security videos. Mom had gone to work at the software company where she was a sales rep, left for lunch, and had never been seen again. Beth Dunning’s car had been found parked near some property in Lakehaven she and Dad owned and had been planning to build a house on. Mom had always liked being out on the property, a large empty lot with a stunning view. It was peaceful, and she liked to talk about the house they would build. It was a place she went for quiet, to escape the pressure and busyness of her job, imagining the house that would stand there one day, with its lovely views of the hills of Lakehaven.


Reveal was right: the only similarities were the name Beth, that the women’s residences were separated by a matter of a few miles, and the short time frame between cases.


But … but … She went back to the links on the Curtis case. The other Beth left behind a husband, Jake, a software entrepreneur who steadfastly claimed he had nothing to do with her disappearance. He had a company that went public a few months after Bethany disappeared—apparently his investors stuck with him. He’d made millions. That got some press from both local media and the tech industry media, as if perhaps he’d gotten rid of his wife so as not to share his new wealth.


He’d been accused, just like her father.


Mariah read a follow-up article at the one-year anniversary … Bethany Curtis had still not left any kind of digital trail. No use of credit cards, no withdrawals from her bank, no pinging of her cell phone by towers. She had left her life, then left … everything else.


Mariah printed out the articles on Bethany Curtis and pinned them in an empty corner of Mom’s corkboard. She placed the photo of Bethany Curtis next to Mom’s.


The names.


The short time span between their disappearances.


The proximity of their homes, their lives.


The surprising lack of evidence in both cases. As if care was taken.


Despite their differences, there were these similarities.


And she had nothing else. She literally had no other clues to follow as a thread. This was it. Her other option was to chase shadows in the mall, humiliate herself in front of her father and the police.


And then she made up her mind. She had to know. The time span, the similarity of the names, no trail for either of them … this was a hunger suddenly, a need to know that gnawed at her. She would find the pattern, if it was there.


And if there was any way to make the connection back to her mother.


She emailed Reveal: Hi, Chad. Read your post about my mom and Beth Curtis. Want to meet me for a drink tonight? I wonder if you’re right about patterns.


Reveal’s answer came faster than she thought it would: I sure would.


Meeting him was defying Dad. So she wouldn’t tell Dad.
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MARIAH ASKED REVEAL if they could meet for a margarita at a Lakehaven Tex-Mex restaurant in a busy shopping center off Loop 360, and Reveal agreed. When she came downstairs, she found her father asleep in his recliner, a large wineglass empty and a half-empty bottle of merlot next to it, the TV streaming a British crime drama. He’d turned on the subtitles because he sometimes had trouble with the accents, and he kept the television volume turned down at night. Sometimes when she found him this way she would stop and be sure he was still breathing. She knew he had sleeping pills in the house, and sometimes she was afraid he’d swallow them with the nightly wine and leave all this care behind. It was her greatest fear. His chest rose and fell. She watched him sleep for a moment. He wanted to fix everything for her. But she needed to do this, to at least try. She put the wine in the fridge, tucked a blanket around him, turned off the television, and left him a note propped against the wineglass: Meeting a friend over at La Luna. I need a little bit of normal, and I’ll be very careful with your car. Thanks for understanding, Dad. I love you so much. I’ll be home soon.


She took the keys to his Lexus and drove to the restaurant. Reveal was already seated on the restaurant’s patio, a beer in hand. He stood and waved at her.


The restaurant wasn’t busy with the dinner rush past. It was humid and there was only one other customer on the patio, a young woman sitting alone by the railing, reading a thick book, sipping a margarita. It looked good, and Mariah wanted one, the sharp taste of the lime, the dulling of the tequila.


Reveal’s real name was Chad Chang, but he insisted on people calling him by his stage name. He had been a couple of years ahead of Mariah at Lakehaven High School, and they’d known each other, but had gotten better acquainted since her mother’s vanishment. He had written about the case a few times, without pointing the expected finger of guilt at her father. He’d studied psychology at Trinity University in San Antonio. While there, he started a podcast about true crime, and it had exploded in surprising popularity. He focused on talking about crimes both past and present for a young, hip audience. His advertisers on his podcast included publishers, fashion designers, and car companies. Tonight he was dressed in jeans and an Astros jersey, wearing gleaming sunglasses despite the fact that it was evening.


“The drinks are on me,” he said.


The waiter came to their table and she ordered a margarita. “Thanks. I figured you’re broke after buying those sunglasses.”


He took them off with a shrug. “I got great news. I got a Hollywood producer interested in my podcasts. They asked me to pitch a series to the basic cable networks. Me, hosting a show on true crime cases. With a celebrity panel to discuss. It could be huge for me.”


“That’s wonderful, Chad—Reveal.” She reminded herself he really preferred his blogging name.


“So I got out to LA for the first meeting, and I felt so not-a-celebrity. I’m just a Lakehaven kid. I felt I needed the sunglasses to look cool, like a prop during the pitch.”


“Did it work?” He hadn’t said the deal was in place.


He put the glasses down next to his beer. “Freddy—that’s the producer—he’s getting back to me.”


That didn’t sound promising, but she smiled encouragingly. “I hope it works out for you.”


“Any news on your mom?”


“I want to talk to you about what you wrote regarding my mom and Beth Curtis.”


“So, um, what I wrote was more a thinking aloud than a theory about your mom’s case.”


“Bethany”—it was easier to avoid confusion talking about the two Beths to use Curtis’s full name—“Curtis left her husband. What if my mom did the same?”


Reveal frowned. “Have there been new developments?”


She didn’t want to confess about today’s mall incident. She had to be careful with him; he was a friend, but a friend whose main goal was to grow his name as a chronicler of crime. “No, I would have told you that immediately. But if I could find a pattern linking the cases …”


Then she noticed what was happening at the patio railing.


Reveal realized Mariah wasn’t looking at him. He turned around. A young man with a weasel’s smile had stopped at the patio’s fence along the shopping center walkway and was trying to chat up the solitary young woman, who was trying to focus on her book.


“That a good book?” he asked. “You could turn my pages.”


The young woman didn’t answer, but she fidgeted in the seat, eyes on the page.


“Question is why a fine young babe like you needs to fill her time reading when I’m right here, ready to buy you a drink.”


“I’m not interested, thanks,” the young woman said. “I have a boyfriend.”


“Yet here you are alone.”


“No, thanks.”


The jerk took immediate offense. “Listen, you think you too good for me? You’re not.”


“Excuse me,” Mariah said. She stood and walked over to the table.


“Mariah …” Reveal started to say, but he kept his seat.


“Please, I’m just trying to read in peace,” the young woman said to the jerk. An angry edge in her voice now. “Go away, I’m not interested.”


“Listen, books make you into a snotty bitch, from what I can see,” the jerk said.


“Hey,” Mariah said, now standing at the woman’s table, across from the jerk. She was tall, but not quite as tall as he was. “She said she’s not interested. Move along.”


The jerk smiled. Then he laughed. Mariah watched him study and gauge her and could imagine his thoughts. Here was this tall, solid, mouthy annoyance, dressed in black slacks, black mock turtleneck, even a black barrette holding back her hair. “Listen, was I talking to your ugly face? Is this patio bitch central? Because all of you need to …”


At the word need he jabbed a finger at Mariah, and a sudden sharp rage rose in her chest. Her hand lashed out and caught one of his fingers and wrenched it. The jerk’s mouth opened in pain; he tried to pull the hand back, but with the table between them Mariah had the leverage.


“Another millimeter, genius, and it breaks,” she said gently. “Step back and walk away. And consider how you talk to women. I mean, has this idiotic banter ever worked once for you? Ever?”


“You whore …” and he tried to yank his hand back.


The snap of the breaking bone was loud. They stared at each other and she released his hand. He gasped. The reader stared at them both, pushing away from the table.


“I’m sorry,” Mariah said. “I didn’t mean …”


The jerk cradled the broken finger against his chest, too surprised to cuss or yell, and he staggered away toward the parking lot.


“You did that,” Mariah called to his back. She felt sick. A wild tremble ran along her bones. I didn’t mean to, I didn’t mean to. But it felt good.


“Mariah!” Reveal yelled. “What the hell?”


“I didn’t mean to,” she said quietly. They all watched the jerk get into his car and drive off.


“I feel a little sick,” Mariah said, and she sat down. Didn’t mean to. But it happened.


“Thanks,” the woman with the book said, in a shocked voice. She couldn’t quite look at them, and she quickly put some cash on the table, even though her bill hadn’t been brought.


“You’re welcome. Is that book any good? My book club picked it for next month.” This was a lie, but Mariah realized she’d stunned them with a moment of violence and she was trying to look like a person who would belong to a book club instead of someone who snapped the fingers of strangers. “I’m Mariah. I’m sorry about that …”


“No, thank you, Mariah, I appreciate your help … and it’s a very good read,” the young woman murmured. She got up and hurried off the patio, heading toward the parking lot, clutching her thick book.


“OK then,” Mariah sat back down across from Reveal, who stared at her.


“Mariah, have you lost your mind? You actually broke his finger … that was both awful and awesome.” For a horrible moment she thought he was going to pick up his phone and take a snapshot of her.


“It was an accident.” She cleared her throat. Would the jerk call the police? She couldn’t talk to the Lakehaven police twice in a day. He looked humiliated, so she hoped he wouldn’t come back with the cops. She took a long sip of her margarita. She kept screwing up. Badly. She had to get ahold of herself. Hallucinations, rage—she needed focus. Clarity. Purpose.


“Um, when I go back to LA, will you be my bodyguard?” Now Reveal was trying to joke, put her at ease. She probably looked like she was about to cry or vomit.


She made herself smile, very slightly, at his joke. “So, do you have a contact with Bethany Curtis’s family?” Mariah asked.


“Her husband, Jake, made a fortune in software. It wouldn’t surprise me if a lot of people approached him with information or tips, looking for a payout. He communicated with me by email, but just once, and very briefly. Her mother, Sharon, was more forthcoming when I talked to her. I asked her to be interviewed on the show, said it might help find Bethany, but she said it was too upsetting.” Her own father had appeared on Reveal’s show, begging for information on his wife’s whereabouts, but it had produced no solid tips and a number of hurtful online comments suggesting that Craig had killed his wife and disposed of the body. Her father did no further podcast appearances. “I’d try her mother first.”


“Can I pick your brain? You theorized that there could be a”—she couldn’t bring herself to say killer—“perpetrator who targeted women with a certain name? I mean, you know about criminal psychology and all that profiling stuff.”


Reveal leaned back. “He couldn’t be like Ted Bundy or Kenneth McDuff, looking for victims at random. This would be planned. I don’t mean to upset you …”


“It’s OK,” she quickly said. “We’re just talking.” She cleared her throat. “What if he was a guy who had a hatred for a woman named Beth and took out his anger on other women named Beth?”


“You mean like the victims are a substitute for a Beth in his life? He targets them because they have her name, or they remind him of her in some way.”


“Yes.”


Reveal considered as the waiter stopped by to see if they needed anything. They waited for the waiter, surprised, to scoop up the cash from the reader’s table and leave.


Reveal took a long sip of his beer. “I’ve not heard of any other women named Beth going missing in Austin.”


“I feel like it’s worth exploring,” she said. “I mean, the timing, their names.” She looked at him, hope in her eyes for an answer. “I’m willing to take that chance, to waste time on it if it’s nothing.” And, she thought, to take the risk of the danger if this leads to my mom’s killer. But she kept that to herself.


Reveal drank down more of the margarita. “All right. I want a promise from you.”


“What?”


“First, be careful. Second, whatever you find you share with me. I want the exclusive if there is something to this. I gave you this lead.”


“All right.” That seemed fair.


“Because something like this … well, there’s lots of cases I look at. This would be decidedly different, if there was a connection.” He stopped, stared down at his food.


“What, Chad?”


He didn’t correct her on using his real name. “Mariah, I know how I sound. I can get so technical about crime that I come across as unfeeling. I know every person I have profiled had a story. Had a life they loved. Had a life worth fighting for. Had people who loved them, cared about them, miss them every day. I may have the douchebag sunglasses, but I’m not a total jerk. It’s not always a good idea to go poking around in cold cases. Sometimes the people involved get angry. They feel threatened. Like you’re accusing them.”


She closed her eyes. “I just want to know the truth so badly.”


Reveal cleared his throat, took another sip of beer. He was trying to sound extra tough, Mariah thought, probably because he’d kept his seat while she’d confronted the jerk. He took a deep breath. “So, here’s an even scarier prospect: you could be sticking your nose into an unrelated case where someone who’s gotten away with killing Bethany Curtis might not take at all kindly to you asking questions. Putting yourself in real danger for something that has nothing to do with your mom.”


It was a sobering thought. “You report on these crimes, but you have no idea what it’s like to actually live through one … everyone telling you how you should feel. How you should move on.” Mariah clenched the end of the table. “You can’t move on. It’s like being stuck. It makes me so angry. I hurt that man, but I didn’t mean to hurt him … I can’t go on this way. So, if this is a nothing thread, fine, maybe I can help someone else if I can’t help my mom.”


“I won’t underestimate your resolve. I loved your toughness with that creep. I couldn’t go get involved and get punched, not with a producer meeting coming up this week.”


“Of course not,” she said, her voice neutral.


“You’re right. I don’t know what it’s like. But you know I run a support group for those with missing relatives. You should come. Two nights from now, at the Episcopal church over off Old Travis.”


What didn’t he do? Support groups, podcasts, maybe a television show. It all made her dizzy. “I might,” she said, although she couldn’t imagine getting up and talking about her mom in front of strangers.


Reveal smiled. “It might help with your anger.”


“Finding what happened to my mom is the cure I need,” she said. She felt the resolve in her voice. She’d stopped that guy; she didn’t know her own strength. She could learn it. She could do this.


He raised his beer toward her and put the fancy sunglasses back on his face. “Then here’s to your cure. There’s no cure like the truth.”
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MARIAH’S PHONE RANG as she got behind the wheel of her car. She stared for a moment at the number.


Lakehaven Police.


She had them in her phone’s contacts list—and answered, a chill settling into her chest. Wouldn’t they just come to the restaurant to arrest her for breaking the jerk’s finger? She watched Reveal, her one remaining witness to the incident, get into his car and drive off from the parking lot before she answered. It wasn’t even self-defense. The jerk had just pointed at her.


“This is Mariah.”


“Mariah. Hello. This is Dennis Broussard.” Lakehaven’s police chief. Her father’s nemesis.


“Hi,” she said.


“I just wanted to check on you and see that you were okay.”


“I’m fine,” she said, keeping her voice neutral.


“I’m concerned for you.”


“I’m so sorry. I really am.”


“I’m just glad you’re all right.”


She didn’t know what to say. “Thank you for calling. I have to go now.”


“Mariah, is there anything you want to tell me? As a friend of your mom’s?”


You’re no friend, she thought. “No. I made a mistake today, and I’m sorry.”


“I’m worried about why you have all this gear in your trunk.”


“I don’t have to explain that to you.”


“Is it for self-defense? Are you afraid?”


“No,” she said.


“All right,” he said mildly. “But I am concerned about you. If I can help you, I will.”


Help pin my mother’s disappearance on my father, she thought. No thanks.


“Really, I’m okay, and I’ll pay for the damage to your police car. I’ll make it right.”


“We’re insured. Again, my concern is for you.”


“If you’re so concerned, let me ask you this. You think my dad killed my mom. If I could prove to you that he didn’t, that there was another theory that was workable, would you follow it up?”


“Of course,” he said. “But investigating a crime isn’t your job.”


“But it is yours, and you haven’t found my mom.”


“I promise you we will. But I want you to stay clear of the investigation, Mariah. I want you to be safe. And if you ever don’t feel safe living at your father’s house, I want you to know you can come to us here at the police department.”


“Why wouldn’t I feel safe? He’s my dad.”


“I think your hallucination today was a response to something traumatic you saw. Maybe the day your mom vanished.” Broussard said nothing more, waiting for her to speak.


“You’re not a psychologist.”


“No. But if you’re protecting your father, you are carrying such a heavy load. An unfair load. If he was the one who hurt your mother. You’re protecting him but betraying her.”


“I don’t need your psychobabble, and I’m perfectly safe with my father. Good night.” She hung up, her anger a hard knot in her chest. Broussard, trying to be her friend while trying to prove her father was a monster. The accident had given Broussard a reason to insinuate himself back into her life. Pretending to care while he failed to do his job.


Why not start following the Beth Curtis thread this very moment? She didn’t feel like going home, and Broussard’s call made her feel like she needed to take action, now. Prove him wrong. She opened the browser on her smartphone.


She did an internet search on Jake Curtis. He had a Faceplace page—and she and he had one mutual friend, Rob Radlon, a high school classmate of Mariah’s. She checked her friend’s page and it said Rob worked for DataMarvel, the company that had bought Jake Curtis’s company. She hadn’t really stayed in close touch with Rob, but he might be useful.


She checked Jake Curtis’s statuses. He didn’t post often, and she understood that—when you had a loved one missing, you didn’t much feel like talking about seeing a movie or snapping pictures of your dinner at the cool new restaurant or sharing a cat video. He did write statuses about technical issues in the public eye, or about having had a nice weekend of reading or fishing. It struck her those were solitary activities. There was a link to a page about Bethany—she followed it. FIND BETHANY was the page’s name, but it was weirdly inactive. A few postings from people who sounded like armchair detectives, contemplating where she might have gone or what her fate had been. She went farther down the page. The original page had been started by Bethany’s mother, Sharon—postings nearly every day, pleas for her daughter to return or for whoever had taken Bethany to let her go, rewards for information. And then Sharon had fallen silent. Perhaps exhausted for asking and never getting an answer that helped? Jake would “like” statuses and ask occasionally for help in finding his wife—“I just want to be sure she’s OK, don’t care about anything else”—but also had not posted in a while.


She went back to Jake’s main page. He had “liked” other pages related to other local software companies, his alma mater’s football team, a couple of TV shows. And Reveal’s Faceplace page. Among Jake’s likes was a bar just north of Lakehaven, off Loop 360—the weekly trivia game night was a favorite. That was tonight. Maybe he was there. She looked him up on the property tax database and found his residence, not far from that bar, in a high-end neighborhood on the edge of Lakehaven.


Her phone rang. CHAD, said the screen. She answered it.


“It’s Reveal. Someone followed me from the restaurant.”


“What?”


“A dark car followed me. I noticed it, started taking a couple of turns I never take to get home. Car stuck with me. Hard to hide on a quiet Lakehaven street.” Chad, she knew, lived at his parents’ house still, to save money.


“The guy,” she said, “with the broken finger?”


“Maybe he wants his revenge on me, not you. A guy who won’t punch a girl will beat the crap out of her male friend.”


She thought he was overreacting. “Is the car still following you?”


“No.”


“What was it?”


“Dark-colored SUV. I think a Toyota.”


She had seen the man with the broken finger head toward the parking lot … but what kind of car had he gotten into? She had been in shock at what she’d done and couldn’t remember. It was a dark car, yes? Her eyes had been on him, embarrassed and angry, and clutching his hand to his chest. What if he’d pretended to leave, then followed Reveal?


No, she thought. Wouldn’t he have gone straight to an emergency room? But maybe not. An angry, bitter, hyper-entitled man might think more of revenge than medical attention. And a guy like that would never want to admit: a woman broke my finger.


But why follow Reveal rather than her?


“Are you OK?” she asked Reveal.


“Yes, but it was unnerving.”


“I’m sure it was.” She kept her voice steady. “Do you want to call the police?”


“No,” he said after a moment, perhaps embarrassed at how scared he’d sounded. “I’m fine. As long as he doesn’t know where I live. He wasn’t still following me when I got home.”


If she turned herself into the police, told them what had happened, they could check the emergency rooms and find the guy, and learn his name … and ask him if he had followed Reveal. But if she confessed to assault, or whatever the charge would be, Broussard might lock her up now. On top of the car issue. She decided to say nothing.


“I’ll talk to you tomorrow, then,” she said.


She drove to the bar near Jake Curtis’s house: an Irish-themed pub, with Guinness and Harp on tap and a menu of select Irish whiskeys. It was surprisingly crowded on a weeknight; she wouldn’t have thought trivia to be such a draw. At one of the side bars, she noticed tables with four teams of four playing a trivia game among much laughing, yelling, and drinking. She spotted Jake Curtis at one of the tables, sitting quietly, volunteering an answer when it was his turn but not being loud or obnoxious. She settled on an empty stool at the bar, ordered a pint of lager, and watched, trying not to be obvious. But she quickly realized the rest of the bar was watching, so it was fine.


On the final round, Jake Curtis won it for his team by knowing that the eighth president of the United States was Martin Van Buren. The team cheered and toasted each other. Mariah sipped her pint and watched, pretending to be bemused along with the others at the bar. The competitors broke up into smaller groups, some leaving, some staying to celebrate their minor victory. Jake and a man and a woman, the latter two clearly a couple, took positions along the bar, ordering ales, stretching their legs. The woman was standing next to Mariah and was a little drunk.


“Martin Van Buren,” the woman said. “Greatest of presidents that I never heard of.”


“You never heard of him?” Jake Curtis said. He was a handsome guy in an everyday way, nice features, around six feet, reddish-blond hair, a slight scattering of freckles. His voice was low and quiet.


“I hated history,” the woman said.


“Then you’re doomed to repeat it,” her partner said with a laugh.


“Ugh, I hate focusing on people who are dead and gone,” the woman said, then seemed to feel that her words were ill-chosen. She took refuge in a quick sip of her ale. Jake Curtis’s face betrayed nothing.
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