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NIGHTMARE

Some people count to ten to wake up from a nightmare, but Dolores always counted the bones of her head instead. Sphenoid, frontal, lacrimal. Her muscles relaxed, like she had glided into a warm bath. On the one occasion her ex-husband dragged her to his yoga class, she used those words as a mantra.

“If you learned how to focus on your body,” Max said, “you’d sleep better.”

Dolores had laughed this off. She didn’t need to sleep better, she needed to sleep faster.

Back then, she could see herself keeping the pace of this mad merry-go-round until retirement. Twelve-hour days? Just munch vitamins in between meals, drink enough coffee to turn her blood black. But as forty came a little closer to knocking, Dolores started to see a lot of things with fresh eyes.

Coming home to find Max with his pants down and his yoga coach spitting out some of his pubic hairs probably played a part in that.

“Dolores?”

Temporal, ethmoid, orbital.

Her date, Guy, was staring at her. Of course, any technique to wake up from a nightmare worked better when she was actually having one. Not when she was sitting on a moist vinyl seat at a diner where she bet the cooks squashed cockroaches during slow hours.

“Sorry,” she said, “you were telling me about your sisters?”

A stiff look flashed over Guy’s face. Yes, he had definitely talked about his sisters. Dolores’s brain fell off the wagon when he mentioned the youngest getting her wisdom teeth pulled out, because that was apparently context she needed for their first date.

“Yeah,” Guy said. “Like, ten minutes ago.”

Dolores licked her lips, fishing for a rebound, before Guy released a sigh—exactly like the one he’d given the waitress when he sent his steak back. Overcooked. Can you believe these guys?

She smoothed over her bare ring finger with her thumb. It was yet to tan back to its sun-kissed L.A. shade. Why was she bothering with Guy again? If she and Max had broken up in a less humiliating way, she would have steered clear of men at least for a few months. Not so much because she needed closure, but because on some days she barely scraped together the time to wash her hair, let alone date.

But the cheating—

Just admit it. It hurt your pride.

She didn’t think it would, and part of her knew Max was the cheating type from their wedding day, when she cut the cake and he licked buttercream off her finger with his grandparents in the front row. But it did hurt, and now she was left looking for crumbs of her dignity in all the dirty corners.

Was that how she would find it? With Guy?

Dolores bit back a smile. What a fool she made. “You know what? I’m gonna call it a night.”

He made a show of checking his watch. “It’s half past seven.”

“Yeah, well.”

Guy caught the drift. “Oh, that’s it? You think there’s plenty of fish in the sea for separated women who handle dead bodies all day?” He slammed a twenty on the table, so hard their plates shook. “Good luck.”

Since he looked so intent on it, Dolores gave him the satisfaction of storming out while customers eyed her. When sifting through viscera was your bread and butter, you stopped caring so much what people thought about you. Dolores waited a few minutes before she got up, heels sticking against the floor. She fished a ten-dollar tip out of her bag, stuck it under Guy’s empty beer glass, and headed out.

The streets sparkled with cars whizzing by. Storefronts dribbled with fake blood, cottony cobwebs, and grinning pumpkins. Halloween was still a few days away, yet its anticipation pebbled the entire city.

Dolores zipped up her jacket, more against the Halloween spirit than the night air, and got into her car.

Her phone rang as she sat at a red light. “Hello?”

On the other end, she heard Amy sigh. “What are you doing?”

“Uh—”

“This is a trick call, Dolls. You know, like trick questions, where there’s a right and a wrong answer?”

“What’s the right answer?”

“The right answer is no answer. You don’t pick up, because you’re having dinner with Guy.”

“Right. Amy, I love you, but you do know Guy is run-for-your-life boring?”

Amy snorted. “That sweet mouth of yours, Dolls. He’s a decent lay, though.”

“Maybe if you never let him open his mouth.”

“Your divorce isn’t even final yet. You aren’t looking to meet the love of your life.”

“No, and I’m not looking for someone so obnoxious I wish I hadn’t kicked Max out.”

“I thought we didn’t mention Evil M anymore.”

Dolores rolled her window down, whipping fresh air into the car.

“Is he the only one of your friends who volunteered to take me out?”

“Well”—Amy shifted into diplomatic mode—“you’ve got to admit as far as blind dates go—”

“I know, I know.” Dolores quoted Amy. “My front yard is paved with red flags.”

“I love you, Dolls, but if I didn’t know you? You don’t have an Instagram account, your profile picture on Facebook is a cityscape, and you haven’t posted in like four years. If that doesn’t turn men off, there’s the coup de grâce.”

“My job?”

“It would help if it didn’t have the word ‘pathology’ in it.”

“Huh,” Dolores said.

She and Amy had been roommates a few years before Dolores started her residency. Though they’d always been an odd match, their cohabitation was one of those things that made no sense but worked, the way salty French fries inexplicably bring out the sweetness of vanilla shakes. After their workdays, they found common ground by dropping on the couch and watching soap operas.

They stopped being roommates when Dolores moved in with Max, and their relationship mainly came down to phone calls now. L.A. was such a big city, and twelve-hour days left little time for Dolores to socialize.

“If you want to meet someone,” Amy said, “do it face-to-face. Get out of your apartment. Breathe a little, for goodness’ sake. Why don’t you come to my Halloween party? I know you hate Halloween, but you’ll barely have to dress up.”

That still left other people’s costumes, lychee-eyeballs punch, and Marilyn Manson songs. More Halloween than Dolores could stomach.

“Thanks, but I’ll pass.”

“Up to you, Dolls.”

Dolores hung up. It took her over an hour to get back to her apartment, and she thought of all the ways she could have filled that precious dose of spare time instead of going out with Guy. Once she got home, she kicked off her heels and darted for the shower, ignoring the dirty dishes spewing out of her sink, the laundry she hadn’t found time to wash.

Her phone rang just as she was stepping into the shower. Damn it. Why couldn’t she have a normal job and let calls go to voicemail like everybody else?

She slipped inside a robe and trotted back to the living room, where her phone buzzed on the coffee table. Unknown number. Then, she almost did let it go to voicemail, because if someone tried to sell her something right now, she would scream.

“Hello?”

“Dolores Hawthorne?”

Goose bumps broke down Dolores’s arms.

Not because the man sounded so grave—but because of what he’d called her.

Eighteen years since someone last called her by her father’s name. Dolores Hawthorne. Eighteen years since she left that name behind in Little Horton.

“Yes, this is she.”

“I’m Special Agent Wyatt Holt, with the FBI.”

Dolores almost hung up.

She did not have time for phone pranks, and this was a prank, surely, because why would an FBI agent call her, ever? But something—that name, like a stranger’s now—pushed down her throat the certainty that this wasn’t a joke.

In a split second, Dolores’s apartment turned into a hostile environment. The too-full trash cans smelled like rotting bodies; the sharpness of every object narrowed into focus.

“Miss Hawthorne?”

“Yes.”

Agent Holt cleared his throat. She appreciated that second of humanity, like she’d appreciated the genuine horror on Max’s face when he’d said, “Oh Doll, oh shit, oh shit.”

“Look, there—there’s no right way to say this. I’m afraid your father was reported missing early this evening.”

The words punched air from her lungs. She had been so sure he would say Your father is dead.

What did a missing person crime scene look like? Dolores dealt in dead bodies, not missing ones. If her father had left his body behind, it would have at least given her answers. Time of death. Cause of death. The certainty of death.

Her breath hitched and she pictured the ivory-white bones of her head against the phone.

“I know this is delicate,” Agent Holt said. “But it would help if my partner and I could talk to you in person. There’s a few things you might help us shed light on.”

Silence.

The thought of leaving Los Angeles, of taking a flight back to Wisconsin, to her hometown, caused a flash of nuclear white to radiate through her forehead.

“Miss Hawthorne, I don’t want to alarm you. But it’s important you realize there’s evidence of foul play.” Agent Holt paused. “Of course, we can work from a distance. This is a difficult situation, I understand.”

There it was, her window for flight. Though she longed to take it, Dolores couldn’t bring herself to say the words out loud.

Yes, yes, thank you. My father is missing—evidence of foul play—but we’ll work from a distance. I have so much work to do, you see, divorce papers to sign. I just can’t be bothered right now.

Hang up the phone, and then what? Hop back into that shower? Go to work tomorrow morning like nothing happened?

Her father’s sparkly blue eyes set her memory ablaze—he was one of those people who smiled with his eyes. How he used to look at her, like she was a piece of sunshine.

He’s your father, Dolores. He’s the only parent you have left.

“I’ll come,” she said.

Agent Holt sighed. “Thank you, Miss Hawthorne. I appreciate it.”

Dolores didn’t answer.

The scar across her belly burned like hot tar.

She didn’t say that the last time she had seen her father was eighteen years ago. That she had left her hometown in tears and spent the whole flight vomiting into a Delta Air sick bag, vowing to herself all the while—I’ll never go back, I’ll never go back.
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UNDERWATER

Dolores crammed a fistful of clothes in a suitcase and slipped back into the dress that hung from her bathroom sink. She slammed the door behind her, rushed down three flights of stairs, then climbed them again to fish for her coat, buried in a pile of junk inside her closet. She’d need it in Wisconsin.

The Uber she called was waiting outside her building when she finished packing, so just ten minutes after she hung up with Agent Holt, Dolores was on her way to LAX. She called the hospital, promised she’d be back to work in a few days, and hated how hackneyed the words sounded—family emergency.

Tears didn’t spring to her eyes. Her voice didn’t crack. I can do this, she thought, and she really could, so long as she had things to do. Carried by the rush of the airport as businessmen and women hurtled into her, coffee splashed out of go-cups, kids bellowed from exhaustion. Just finding her way around the circular, maze-shaped airport occupied her brain for half an hour.

It was only when Dolores boarded and dropped in her seat that the reality of the situation smashed into her.

I’m on a plane back to Little Horton. My father is gone.

The plane took off and Dolores dragged in deep breaths, leaving moon-crescent nail prints on the arms of her seat.

“You don’t like flying?” her seat neighbor asked.

He had a gray-and-black beard, not salt-and-pepper, but with the colors divided into neat halves. From his accent and utter lack of tan, a Wisconsinite flying home, not an Angeleno flying out.

Dolores shook her head. He’s trying to distract me, being a nice guy.

Right now, she didn’t really care to talk to some guy whose beard looked like a vanilla-chocolate Dixie cup. But if she didn’t take the distraction, there was a real chance she would throw up.

“No, I don’t.”

“Well, don’t give it a second thought. Chances of crashing are close to none. It’s the safest way of getting anywhere, and you don’t think of dying in a car accident every time you get behind the wheel, do you?”

Actually, Dolores did think about it. A symptom of handling dead bodies all day. When she showered, her mind wandered to soapy floors and cracked skulls. In the streets, when a man’s eyes lingered on her, she couldn’t stop herself from picturing torn underwear and bruised throats.

She’d explained this to Amy when she got her job at the hospital. “Being around dead people all the time—it becomes how you think, not just what you think about. Like you, with Instagram. If you see a donut next to a steaming mug, you’ll jump to how wonderful it’d look in a picture. You can’t look at the donut without your brain working on what angle you’d photograph it from, what filter you’d use.”

“So,” Amy said, “you can’t do anything without thinking about how it might kill you?”

Amy made it sound macabre, but Max had liked that about her. When Dolores turned forks upside down in the dishwasher and said, “People fall and impale themselves on those things all the time,” awe dribbled from Max’s gaze like melted butter. That she saw death every day, and that death didn’t scare her, maybe allowed him to feed off the deluded lie that it didn’t scare him.

Max was thirty-seven when he met her, already very aware of his mortality. She caught him in front of the bathroom mirror sometimes, tracing the lines across his face, as if he could erase them if he spotted them on time. If anything, Dolores blamed those wrinkles for Max’s infidelity—for his inability to refuse an opportunity to feel eighteen, to feel alive.

She closed her eyes, half expecting to see her father in the brief lapse of darkness. Instead, a warm glow enveloped her, one she only felt when her father was looking at her. Dolores used to think the glow came from her. It took moving to Los Angeles for her to realize that that special shine dripped from her father’s eyes—that she was like the moon, reflecting the sunlight, and that without him her whole being was blunted and blind.

“Why wasn’t there a body?” she let out.

“What?”

Dolores jerked back into focus. The plane. The bearded stranger.

The words almost streamed out of her. My father is missing but really I’d rather they had found a dead body.

“Nothing,” she said.

A cabin crew member perched on impossible heels wheeled by with a trolley, and Dolores refrained from grasping her arm in despair.

“I’ll have a drink, please.”

*   *   *

In fact, she had three, and after she ordered a second, Pixie-Beard pretended she didn’t exist. Her eyes squeezed shut in exhaustion. When she opened them, she found the plane completely empty, the lights dimmed. A glance out the window confirmed she was dreaming: either that, or it was perfectly normal for domestic flights to cross the ocean, and to fly inches from water.

“Don’t worry.”

Dolores gasped. Pixie-Beard had disappeared from the seat next to hers, and in his place sat a seventeen-year-old girl, legs crossed, flipping through a magazine. She had chestnut hair and dark eyes. A smile that split all the way to her cheekbones. If her eyes had been a few inches closer to the bridge of her nose, her chin less pointy, she could have been Dolores’s twin.

Kristen Horowitz. Dolores had gone to school with her, but they hadn’t been friends until the summer before Dolores’s senior year. Her last summer in Little Horton.

“It won’t hurt,” Kristen said.

“Sorry?”

Kristen looked up from her magazine. She hadn’t aged, although she must be in her mid-thirties now, like Dolores.

“When we go in.”

Dolores’s gaze darted to the window. The surface of the sea zoomed in as the plane plunged. She closed her eyes—lacrimal, ethmoid, orbital—but somehow she could still see the plane going into the water behind her lids. A dark blue-green flooded the plane, and Dolores’s breath hitched as she waited for the water to enter her lungs. But everything just went very quiet. Fish drew near the window and scattered when Dolores touched her hand to the glass.

“Told you,” Kristen said.

Dolores nodded. Suddenly, she didn’t know just what she was doing on a plane back to Little Horton, except that she was going to see her father. Yes, and she hadn’t seen him in a very long time—why, she couldn’t remember, either. An ache bristled to life deep inside her, smelling of mahogany and whiskey, shaped like a tall old man who smiled with his eyes and loved her more than life itself.

Her father felt so close to her she could almost make out the brush of his fingers against her cheek.

She turned, and her mouth went dry when she saw the young man sitting across the aisle, his hair gleaming like asphalt on a hot day.

Jacob.

Her high school sweetheart looked coldly at her. “What? Am I supposed to say hello, Dolores? After you left like that, all those years ago. Would it have killed you to say goodbye?”

Terror trickled down to her toes.

Dolores pictured the bones of her head screwing tighter together, like she could seal the vision of Jacob away.

She longed for some snappy comeback.

Why would I have said goodbye to you?

Do you think you deserved it after what you did?

But her tongue stayed glued to her mouth.

She had not managed to speak a word to Jacob, after he’d shattered the trust between them and trampled the remains.

Apparently, Dream Jacob was having the same effect.

“Let her be, will you?” Kristen winked at Dolores. “A girl can’t disappear anymore without men losing their shit.”

Dolores glanced back at the window and shuddered. A shark scuttled by, beady eyes meeting hers.

Sweat broke down her neck as she looked at Jacob. His seat concealed the lower half of his face, so she couldn’t see his smile. Yet he was smiling. It glinted in the jades of his eyes.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I hear they don’t bite.”

*   *   *

Dolores woke with a cry, and Pixie-Beard put effort into frowning his disapproval. Sweat pasted dark locks to her forehead. Everything had been so clear, but as she opened her eyes, the dream blended into the murky ocean of her life in Little Horton, dark, impenetrable. Jacob had been there. And a girl Dolores used to know, a girl whose grin was so wide, you could see her missing back molar.

Typical Dolores, Max would say. Great at having nightmares, greater at forgetting them.
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HALLOWEEN TOWN

[image: img]Little Hortwhat?”

Dolores shifted in the backseat, eyes on the sheet of Plexiglas that divided the backseat area. “Little Horton.”

The driver scratched the stubble on his chin. “Oh, that’s right. The Halloween town?”

A pebble jammed Dolores’s throat. “Yeah.”

“Not much of a crowd goes there aside from October 31. You’re a little early, aren’t you?”

In L.A., the driver would have just tapped the address into his phone and they’d be rolling right now. One of the things Dolores had struggled to get used to in a big city—how people were so caught up in their lives, they looked at you like you were part of the furniture. She could have used that tonight.

“It’s not exactly next door,” he pointed out.

“If it was next door, I wouldn’t need a cab. I could walk.”

His eyebrows shot toward the roots of his hair.

“Sorry. I’m having a day.”

A beat of silence. Drizzle whipped against the windshield, and Dolores clutched her fist over her coat collar. She should have worn a scarf. And a sweater.

“Is it your first time in Little H?” the driver asked.

Dolores was happy enough with the truce to overlook the touristy nickname. “No. I grew up there.”

“Tourists tell me there’s no place like it for Halloween. Maybe I’ll give it a try this year. You’ll still be in town?”

“No.”

The landscape flashed by, a dark waste of blue deserts. In the daylight, azure skies would loom over green pastures, trees plump with orange foliage and lakes like the ocean.

“Isn’t it a shame to come all this way and leave before the Halloween celebrations?”

“I don’t like Halloween.”

“You don’t say! And you’re from Little H? Well, I guess you tire of it eventually.”

In fact, a lot of people did. Tourist fatigue was the kind of thing you pictured for sunny paradises. Hawaii, the Bahamas. Not a town that could barely squeeze out two thousand souls, three-quarters over sixty. Most people who stopped for gas would gape if you told them the average rent for a house. Travel guides listed Little Horton in the top ten “Most Expensive Small Towns in America.”

But if you took Halloween out of the picture, Little Horton was not much to write home about. True, it had looks on its side, with Queen Anne–style houses and a quaint city center that featured a library, local souvenir shops, and a total of five restaurants.

If Little Hortoners tired of anything, it was having their town raided by tourists on Halloween and ignored for the rest of the year.

“It didn’t help that my stepmother was a Halloween fanatic,” Dolores volunteered. “When you have to dress up the house and bake sweets for a whole week, it takes the fun out of it. I wouldn’t bother if I were you. It’s not worth the gas.”

“Come on. The place for Halloween, right?”

“Two hundred people crammed into diners meant to hold fifty. A pumpkin-carving contest, which I assure you is as exciting as it sounds. And drunk, very drunk people that holler throughout the night.”

“What about this great spooky tour—”

“The Little Horton Halloween Tour.” The name didn’t wrench one drop of nostalgia from Dolores. “It’s tacky, and kind of in bad taste.”

The driver stayed silent, so she went on. Every minute she chatted was a minute she didn’t need to think.

“Little Horton’s famous for its history of violent deaths. Hence the Halloween vibes.”

“Violent deaths?”

“Really, there hasn’t been a murder there in seventy years. Just freak accidents that spawned urban legends about the town being haunted, because they happened on Halloween.”

“What freak accidents?”

She sighed. “October 31, 1886, a bridge collapsed during the town fair. Twelve people died. Two horses. 1902, a circus was in town for the celebrations. The juggler threw five knives into the air, caught four with his hands, and the last one with his forehead. The whole town saw it.”

“Holy Moses.”

“1934, a restaurant burned down. 1959, a man fell off a ladder in his garden holding a chain saw, sliced himself in two.”

“What was he doing with a chain saw?”

Dolores shrugged. “Trimming a tree? Little Hortoners are fanatical about their gardens.”

“And these accidents only happen on Halloween, do they?”

“No. Freak accidents happen all year long, like in any town. It’s purely coincidental that a lot of them took place on Halloween—and City Hall obviously saw a way to cash in.”

Dolores looked at her shoes. Talking about City Hall without mentioning her father had been the town’s mayor for years tasted one teaspoon away from a lie.

“How d’you know all that?”

“You can’t grow up in Little Horton and not know it. School teaches it, the kids make up songs about it.”

Eighteen years since she last stepped foot in this town, and she still remembered the rhymes. One night at the circus the juggler looks blue. A knife lands in his head: it’s nineteen o’ two.

“Damn. If you hate it so much, what brings you back?”

Her thumb hit the bare skin of her ring finger. “Family,” she said.

A sigh heaved out of her.

Tomorrow, she’d be back in L.A. The police would find her father and Little Horton could go back to being a place no realer than Neverland or Bluebeard’s Castle.
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LITTLE HORTON

As the cab’s headlights illuminated the “Welcome to Little Horton” sign, a maniacal beat entered Dolores’s heart. What was she doing here? Did she expect she could cruise to her hometown, knock on the door of the family house, and everyone would welcome her in?

Familiar sights sent jolts of adrenaline through her body. Diners where boys had taken her out for ice cream, the bakery where she’d bought breakfast on her way to school. The houses flashed by, though the car couldn’t be going faster than twenty miles per hour.

She heard herself say, “Take a right.”

The cab squeezed into a cramped street and before she could brace herself, the Hawthorne house loomed over her. Its red-and-black bricks gleamed, burning coals in the night. Time stopped the way people say it does when you’re falling in love or about to die.

“You can stop here.”

The driver craned his neck to glance at the house. “Christ! This is your place?” His eyes narrowed at her. “You famous or something?”

“No.”

He could google who the house belonged to if he liked, and decide for himself whether being the estranged daughter of a former senator made Dolores famous.

She tipped him, and thanked him for the ride.

“Bye,” he replied, his friendliness vanished behind a wall of Plexiglas.

Predawn hit her with an icy drizzle as she stepped out.

The path that led to the front door was paved with white pebbles that drank in the moonlight. She checked her phone. Five thirty in the morning.

I haven’t even called anyone to tell them I’m coming.

Should she check into a motel, wait for a more decent hour? She could use the wait before she stumbled back into the life she had torn out of, rupturing the fabric of family and trust.

But light beamed through the burgundy drapes at the living room window. Someone must be awake.

Dolores thumped on the door. Something brushed her leg and she swiveled, half ready to see a man pointing a gun at her.

L.A. reflexes.

It was just a cat. Scrawny, with about half an ear chewed off, he mewled as he rubbed against her bare calves.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway and the cat scurried into the night.

The door flung open.

A man stood in the hall, mid-twenties. Hair the color of oatmeal curled down his forehead. Cheekbones so high, she could cut her hand slapping him.

Dolores took a step back. The last time she’d seen Asher, he was five years old, a blond cherub with fat cheeks who smelled like warm caramel when she hugged him. Today, he was such a clear-cut product of the Hawthorne brand, tears welled in her eyes.

“Who the fuck are you?” he said.

But from the flash of thunder in his robin’s-egg eyes, Dolores knew he recognized her. “It’s me.”

“It’s you?” Mock confusion, an undertone of anger.

“Dolores,” she said.

“Right, right. Dolores. Who barges in before sunrise in the middle of a family crisis but Dolores?”

She hardened against the cracks in her voice. “He’s my family, too.”

Her brother stepped aside to let her in, eyes drilling holes in the back of her head. A crystal chandelier burned bright in the hallway. Most families saved them for the living room or the dining room, places where they invited people over. But chandeliers adorned every hall and every room at the Hawthornes’.

The air smelled of firewood and antiques, a merger between home and a museum. In a flash, Dolores knew she could make her way around blindfolded, hands tied. She had crawled these floors as a little girl, rug-burns on her knees and palms—had turned this castle into her playground.

As a reflex, she hung her coat on the rack by the door, and Asher snorted. “Make yourself at home.”

“Where’s Charlotte?”

“Asleep. Doctor gave her forty milligrams of temazepam.”

“And Josie?”

An invisible shield slammed between them. “You don’t get to mention Josie. You never even met Josie.”

Dolores chewed on her tongue as she studied Asher. Part of her had expected he would still be a boy, whenever she was ready to leave room for him in her life.

Sprinkled on the walls were diplomas, awards; Asher and Josie’s entire childhood had no doubt conquered the house. They were the true heirs—Hawthornes to the backbone. What remained of Dolores’s life? A few pictures at the beginning of a dusty album? A box in the attic?

Just like my mother.

She broke eye contact with Asher. She deserved his anger. Just because she had grown up in this house—did it give her the right to return out of the blue and act like she belonged?

She grabbed her coat. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”

Asher stopped her wrist. His touch was icy-firm, yet she melted into it. Five-year-old Asher, squeezing tiny fists in excitement as he read his homework to her.

“Mom will kill me if I let you stay at a motel. Come on.”

He led her to her old room. None of Dolores’s stuff remained, yet everything about it felt familiar. The way the mattress gave under her weight as she sat down, the smell of cherrywood soaking out of the walls.

“You should get some rest,” he said. “The feds want to talk to you.”

“You knew they tried to reach me?” Silence trickled between them. “Why did you pretend you didn’t know me just now?”

“Can we not do this?”

A sour taste filled Dolores’s mouth. “Shouldn’t we talk about Dad?”

The mention of their father might have softened Asher. Instead, his face tightened.

“I just thought—”

“Oh. You want to talk about Dad? Do you wanna start with the phone calls you never made? The letters you didn’t write? All the times you didn’t check how he was doing, if he was even still alive? Hey, how about those goddamn years you didn’t come back to Little Horton—like it was just a blind spot on the map? Wanna talk about that?”

Asher shook his head. A glint pricked into his gaze. “We’ll talk tomorrow. Okay?”

She managed a nod.

“You don’t need a tour of the house, Sis? Remember where the bathroom is and everything?”

Dolores ignored the bite in his tone. “Yeah.”

“Good. I guess I’ll leave you to your sweet dreams.” He caught himself on the doorframe. “One more thing. Don’t go into Dad’s office. That’s where it happened.” His jaw clenched. “Where they took him.”
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FAMILY PORTRAIT

Dolores woke with the sun beaming outside her bedroom window. The clock on her phone read seven thirty. Two hours of sleep wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do.

A smell of grilled toast and fried eggs hit her as she went down the stairs.

The kitchen door was cracked open, enough for her to pick up distinct voices. Knives screeched against plates, cupboards opened and closed, but Charlotte’s Louisiana drawl cut clean through. However much she worked to fit into the Little Horton community, she could never do more than soften that nasal twang.

“We’re not debating this, Josie. You’re going to school. That’s the end of it.”

A scoff. “That’s cheap, Mom. You can put that at the end of any sentence, because it doesn’t mean anything. ‘We’ll eat waffles every day until we die. That’s the end of it.’”

“That’s very clever, darling. You’re still going.”

“Dad is missing.”

“The FBI said we should go on with our lives as usual.”

“To Josie’s credit,” Asher said, “the FBI sounded as helpful as a couple of umbrellas in a hailstorm. Probably can’t tell their elbows from their asses.”

“Asher, mind your language with your sister around.”

A floorboard squealed, and Dolores pushed open the door before anyone could accuse her of eavesdropping.

Three pairs of blue eyes stared at Dolores.

Asher stood by the window. Earlier, his face looked smooth as butterscotch, but daylight brought out a few wrinkles on his forehead.

Charlotte wore a white robe knotted at the waist over a cashmere pullover. Her hair hung shoulder-length, whitish-blond, and Dolores couldn’t tell if the years had turned it whiter. She looked every bit as much the Southern belle as when she married Alexander Hawthorne in her twenties.

It was Josie who knocked the breath out of her. Unconsciously, she’d clung to the first picture she had seen of her baby sister, fifteen years ago: a healthy one-month-old with pink lips and yellow hair. Part of her knew Josie would be in her teens now, as she had known Asher would be a grown man.

Yet at the sight of the elfin-faced girl who sat before a pile of blackened toast, Dolores’s jaw slackened.

Josie had her mother’s blond hair and the Hawthornes’ high cheekbones. A triangular chin, and a tiny bud of a nose that gives girls such an obviously cute air, they have to act twice as mean to get their point across.

Charlotte broke the silence. “Hello, Dolores.”

She looked so tired that for a moment Dolores thought they would simply do without the drama, tacitly ignore all the circumstances that cried out for it.

Charlotte cut the heat under the eggs. “Asher told me you got here early this morning. Was your flight okay?”

Dolores had no time to answer before Josie’s chair screeched against the floor. She got up, and Dolores’s chest constricted because they were the same height. Fifteen, Josie is fifteen now.

“Wow,” Josie said. “Dolores, the Dolores. Sorry. I thought you’d look more like Mom—but of course you wouldn’t.”

“Don’t be rude,” Charlotte said.

Asher watched, arms crossed over his chest. For all Dolores knew, he was enjoying this.

“Sorry,” Josie said, with the kind of delight known only to teenage girls and evil geniuses.

She bit into the piece of toast she’d carried from the table. “It’s not personal or anything. I’m rude all the time—just ask Mom. Like, I had to take a peek while you were sleeping. Not a polite thing to do.”

“Josie,” Charlotte said, tone laden with warning.

“What? I got curious. Don’t I get a pass?” She turned back toward her half sister. “You’d be curious, too, if you grew up with a huge shadow in the house called Dolores.”

Charlotte put the pan on the counter. “Time to get to school.” Her eyes flicked to Asher.

“I’ll drive her,” he said. “Come on, Josie.”

“Can I get a hug from my big sister first?”

Blood pumped to Dolores’s brain. She should rush to her. Josie was her flesh and blood. Hadn’t she showered Asher with love when he was a child, before—

Before.

Dolores felt how wrong this was, in her bone marrow. This missing gap between her and her sister, where affection should be. Her feet dug roots into the floor as Josie wrapped her arms around her. Dolores breathed in the smell of coconut shampoo. Move, goddamn it. With effort, she managed to wrap one arm around her sister’s back. The bones of Josie’s shoulder blades bit into her wrist.

Josie drew back, as if to kiss Dolores’s cheek. Instead she whispered into her ear, “You are so bad at this, they should put you on TV.”

Josie grabbed a backpack at the foot of the chair, and Asher locked a hand around her shoulders.

Only when the door clicked shut behind them did it hit Dolores that she was now alone with her stepmother.

As far back as Dolores could remember, she and Charlotte had navigated their relationship awkwardly, inexpert sailors tossed into stormy seas. When Alexander married Charlotte, she was barely fifteen years older than Dolores. The blooming bouquets that adorned the gravestone of his first wife had barely had time to wither. The question was not whether Dolores would hate Charlotte, but how much.

Dolores could remember, as a child, putting sugar in the salt shaker, trying to prank Charlotte into a reaction—into anger. With hindsight, those had been shitty things to do. But back then, Dolores did not think of Charlotte as an actual person. She was just this blond, model-pretty girl who’d invaded her life.

Who’s the invader now?

Dolores cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to barge in like this.”

“Please, Dolores. You’re my husband’s daughter. You’re family.” Charlotte turned to face the counter and scraped the abandoned eggs into the trash. “If you’ll sit down and have some breakfast.”

Dolores stared at the carnage left by her siblings. Knives dripping with strawberry jam, gutted oranges, and toast so hard she could see the full imprint of her sister’s teeth. Like the food at a wake, a pointless protest against death.

Though her legs felt like cotton candy, she couldn’t bring herself to sit down.


“I know you want to ask about your father—I appreciate your patience. The only thing I’ll ask is that you don’t interrupt me, and pay attention. Let’s only go over this once. Shall we?” Charlotte turned on the tap and started scrubbing the pan. “I

last saw Alexander yesterday at lunchtime. Josie was at school, and Asher only drove in from Madison last night when he heard the news. We finished lunch at one thirty. After that, your father went to his study and I spent the afternoon downtown. I didn’t come home until five. Josie was in the kitchen—you know how teenagers are always hungry. We talked about her day, and she told me she hadn’t run into her father. We assumed he was working and didn’t go near his office. He hates being disturbed.”

“I remember,” Dolores let out.

The memory squeezed in: late evenings whiled away inside her father’s study. Alexander could never stand anyone interrupting his work—that is, anyone other than her. When she knocked at his office door after dinner, he always had a smile and a cookie for her.

Charlotte wiped her hands on a kitchen towel. “I went to get him around dinnertime. I knocked on his door. No answer. I entered. The room—”

Charlotte stopped, but didn’t choke out a sob.

Appearances.

Whatever turmoil was breaking loose inside that birdlike frame, Charlotte curbed it before Dolores could hear even a tremor.

The Hawthornes were not the kind to condone vulnerability, to think showing signs of weakness was really a strength. In this house, strength was strength, and weakness was weakness.

Charlotte resumed, calm as Dolores tried to appear when she presented evidence in court. Maybe she and her stepmother could never see eye to eye, but for the first time, at least the professional in Dolores could admire the professional in Charlotte.

“His desk was upside down. A decanter was emptied on the rug. Papers scattered all about and—blood. There was blood.”

“I need to see it.”

“The office?” Charlotte looked up. “You can’t. The FBI was very clear we shouldn’t touch anything.”

Dolores gripped the top rail of her chair. Even without a body, the scene could teach her a lot. Depending on what they left behind—hairs, shoeprints, DNA—she could learn so much about the people who had taken her father.

It made her blood boil to stand here, a heartbeat away from this well of knowledge, without being able to do anything about it.

“Are the FBI on their way?”

“Yes.” A flash of gold glinted as Charlotte checked her watch. “Shouldn’t be long now.”

Silence dropped between them. Dolores could hear blood pumping into her brain. “Do you—” she began. “Do you have any idea what happened?”

Charlotte paused. “I don’t think he woke up one morning and decided to walk out on his family. Other than that, your guess is as good as mine.”

“I wasn’t suggesting—”

Dolores stopped. Thought Charlotte would bare teeth, finally, pick up their old battle where they’d left it. She had it coming.

Disappearing is your specialty, Dolores. Not his.

But she didn’t say anything. The weapons sat safe in their sheaths, which was unsettling. They didn’t used to miss an occasion to hurt each other.

Charlotte let out a sigh, as if reading Dolores’s mind.

“Things haven’t always been easy between us,” she said. An offer of a truce? A ceasefire in a time of crisis? “When I married your father, you were the apple of his eye.” Her laughter chimed through the room. “That’s probably not how you remember it. Little girls take these things for granted—all children do. But God, he loved you. You were not an easy person to rival with.”

“Neither were you.”

Charlotte smiled. “Despite all that, I’m glad you’re here, Dolores. It’s what your father would want. However cliché this might sound, he was never the same after you left.”

“Stop.” Dolores didn’t think of catching the word before it was out.

Charlotte’s face stretched with disapproval, like it was foolish of Dolores to beg. And why not? After everything—why should Charlotte show her any mercy?

“You deserve to know,” Charlotte said, her tone scalpel-clean. “We never talked about you. When you went away, Alexander had all your pictures taken off the walls, and all your things sent to charities. He stopped seeing people who didn’t know better than to pretend you didn’t exist. You broke his heart, Dolores. You’re the only woman who ever did.”
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APPEARANCES

It never took Wyatt a long time to decide whether or not he liked someone. With Special Agent Paul Turner, thirty seconds had done the trick: long enough for Paul to flash him a grin and call him Big Guy. A bigger man never calls you Big Guy except to draw attention to the fact that they’re bigger. True, he probably would have disliked any agent his boss sent to make sure he didn’t botch the job, but Paul made the task strikingly easy.

When Wyatt sat through his job interview with the FBI a year and a half ago, he only told one lie: to the question, “Do you feel comfortable working with other people?” Wyatt had answered: “Extremely.”

The bells on the church downtown had rung a quarter to eight when Paul joined Wyatt outside the motel. Yes, they could actually hear the bells in Little Horton from the motel parking lot. In fact, they could practically see the town: a steeple and rooftops that peeked through the wood at the city border.

Paul slammed Wyatt on the shoulder on his way to the car, and Wyatt grimaced. What had happened to greeting colleagues with a respectful nod?

“Sorry I kept you waiting,” Paul said.

“Sorry you kept the Hawthornes waiting. My time’s not great for wasting, but I don’t like to play with the feelings of a distraught family.”

Paul scoffed at “distraught,” like Wyatt was trying to impress him with big words. Then he cut for the driver’s seat without asking Wyatt if he wanted to drive. Wyatt let it slide, but opened his mouth when Paul plucked a cigarette from his coat pocket.

“I wish you wouldn’t light that.”

“Oh, would you?”

Wyatt squared his jaw. He wasn’t about to let Paul intimidate him just because the man was a few years older, and acted like everything he peed on would turn to gold.

“I wouldn’t mind if it was your car,” Wyatt said. “But you don’t want to mess with GOVs.” He tried to sound comfortable, as if he hadn’t spent his first few weeks on the job googling so many acronyms his head spun.

The vehicle they currently sat in looked nothing like Wyatt would have expected before he joined the bureau. A Chrysler 300, silver, with brown leather interior.

“I know how to handle government cars,” Paul said. “And I’m smoking, not running the damned thing into a wall.”

“Devaluing government property—”

A soft purr as Paul flicked his lighter ablaze.

Ten minutes later, they were parking in the driveway of the Hawthorne house. Even if he’d seen the house just yesterday, it was hard not to give in to its majestic aura. The steep roofs and turrets gave it a neo-Gothic air that should have looked gaudy, but bristled the hairs on the back of his neck instead.

“So,” Paul said as they got out of the car, “how about the wife?”

“Sorry?”

Paul smiled. “What is she, thirty years younger than him? If the old man was done in, my money’s on the wife.”

“So,” Wyatt tried to follow, “Charlotte marries Hawthorne for his wealth, then sticks with him for thirty years before she kills him? Slow planner.”

Paul shrugged. “Maybe she was waiting for her kids to be older. Maybe the guy just took his sweet time to die. Besides, that’s if he was done in. I’m open to other possibilities. What’s your best bet?”

“I’m not betting on anything.”

Paul grabbed the lion-head knocker and thumped it against the door.

Charlotte Hawthorne came to greet them. If Wyatt looked at her through Paul’s eyes, it made sense that this petite, beautiful woman would only marry an older man for his money. Paul watched too much television, though. This much was obvious just from the way he held a cigarette. His slick black hair, tweezed eyebrows, and Colgate-white smile all told Wyatt the same thing. Looks mattered to Paul. But looks could be deceiving.

“Agent Holt. Agent Turner.” Her Louisiana accent was jarring in a town as bland as Little Horton. “Please, come in.”

She led them into the living room, where another woman sat waiting for them. She made to stand, but Paul raised a hand. “Please, don’t trouble yourself.”

The woman sat back and smoothed her dress over her lap. Her long black hair hung loose around her shoulders, and she had very dark eyes, tipping her beauty from casual to intimidating.

Though she could not have looked less like the rest of the Hawthorne family, with their blue eyes and blond hair, she could only be the exiled daughter. Dolores.

Wyatt wiped his palms inside his pockets. It was a testimony to his acting skills that people always assumed he was more comfortable than he felt. Yesterday, Charlotte had received them in the kitchen, and this new room opened the gap in Wyatt’s chest a little deeper. That gap of being an impostor, of not belonging. He struggled not to take in the marble mantelpiece, the fireplace, the Rockwells.

What really surprised him, though, was the sword that loomed over the art pieces on the wall. The blade shimmered as it caught the light from the chandelier, the handle golden—gold?—and massive enough to knock a boxer out cold. Carved letters drew Wyatt’s eye, but he didn’t want to approach it and look like a kid at a museum.

for charlotte, with love.

Wyatt pivoted toward the mistress of the house. She had followed his gaze to the sword.

“Alexander gave this to me as a wedding present. He said it was a tribute to my extraordinary strength.” Her lips curled above her teeth. Wyatt couldn’t tell if she was mocking the idea or savoring it. “The first thing about me he fell in love with.”

Before he could reply, Paul said, “That’s a really moving story.” His hand moved to Charlotte’s arm. Wyatt made a mental note to always keep a yard of distance between himself and his new partner.

“Ma’am,” Paul said, “you told us everything you could last night. There’s no reason you should go through this ordeal again.” He actually flashed a look at Wyatt, as if to say, I can use big words, too. “Unless you remembered something you’d like to tell us, you don’t have to stay while we talk with your stepdaughter.”

Charlotte opened her mouth, closed it, and looked at Dolores.

It was immediately clear there was as much trust between these women as between two inmates from different gangs.

“Of course,” Charlotte said, her smile smoothing over the cracks. “I’ll be down the hall if you need anything.”

Paul took a seat in a wine-colored armchair and looked detestably at home.

Wyatt turned to Dolores. “Miss Hawthorne, I’m Special Agent Wyatt Holt, we spoke on the phone yesterday. This is my partner, Paul Turner.”

Dolores nodded. “It’s Diaz.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I took my mother’s name after high school.”

“Right,” Paul cut in, “Miss Diaz.”

“If you don’t mind,” Wyatt said, “we have a few questions for you. Do you have any objections to us recording this? It’s standard procedure.”

She nodded. “I haven’t seen my father since I moved to Los Angeles after high school. Charlotte must have told you that.”

“Did you call each other often?” Paul asked. He’d taken a pen out of his pocket—not to write anything down. From what Wyatt had seen of the man, he just liked to hold things in his hand. Lighter, pen, keys. With anyone else, Wyatt would have deduced “shy speaker in high school,” but not with Paul. Clearly not.

“Never,” Dolores said.

Paul raised his eyebrows in mock surprise and smiled. Jesus, he must think that smile looked pleasant. “Never? Not on holidays, special occasions?”

“Never. I got a card and a picture when Josie was born, and I sent them one after I got married. Other than that, we sent each other cards for our birthdays and Christmas. That’s all.”

“Cards,” Paul repeated. “Not letters?”

She shook her head.

“You’re sure your father didn’t write you?” Paul prodded—and was he trying to make her feel like a suspect?

She held eye contact with Paul, and repeated with emphasis, but no anger, “Yes, I’m sure. You’re free to fly to Los Angeles and check my mailbox if you think it’d be a good use of federal funds.”

Well, Wyatt thought, this was as good a moment as any to butt in. “I’m sorry if the question feels personal, but was there a reason for this falling-out?”

“I didn’t say there was a falling-out.”

“That’s true,” Wyatt said. “I assumed, because why else would you not talk to your family for so many years?”

Silence filled the living room. Paul twisted the pen in his palm. “Did you get along with your father? Before you moved out.”

Dolores looked at the wall. Among the paintings by more famous artists hung a portrait of a man: tall, gaunt, blond hair cropped short. Late forties. Blue eyes stared out at you, true to life and glistening. Alexander Hawthorne. Wyatt would expect any man painted lifelike and framed in gold to look chilling, and yet, the artist had caught the amused slant of Alexander’s mouth, the aloofness in his gaze. He had a childlike air about him, like he was impatient to get the sitting over with so he could go birdwatching or something.

“I’m sorry.” Dolores turned her attention back at them. “I just don’t see how that’s relevant to your investigation.”

“We’re trying to get a full picture,” Paul said.

“My father loves me, and I love my father. There was no falling-out.”

“Can you tell us when you last heard from him?” Wyatt said.

“Two months ago, for my birthday.”

“Was the card unusual?” Paul asked.

“No. Cream paper, cursive font. He always sends the same kind.”

“Did he write anything inside?”

“Beside his signature, no.”

Wyatt didn’t want to make it look like he and his partner were trading silent information, but couldn’t stop himself from meeting Paul’s eyes.

He looked back at Dolores, half expecting her to get angry now. Instead, she said, “I’d like to see my father’s office.”

Before Paul could answer—Sorry, we can’t let anyone who’s not investigating the case see the crime scene. Protocol, you understand—Wyatt said, “Lead the way.”

Surprise snatched the smirk off Paul’s face.

In the hall, Charlotte was at the door and gave a violent start at their exit, black liquid leaping from cups on a silver tray. “Jesus, you scared me. I was just about to bring you coffee—where are you going?”

“Dad’s office,” Dolores answered.

Paul gave Wyatt a look that said, For some reason. But Wyatt knew what he was doing. You wanted someone to trust you, you started by making them feel like you trusted them.

Dolores navigated through the first floor with confidence, but paused when she reached the door of the study. Polished pinewood, tall enough that not even Paul needed to bow his head before he entered.

Nothing had changed since yesterday. The desk was overturned, feet facing the ceiling. A pungent smell of whiskey and ammonia had soaked through the carpet. Though no yellow tape barred the entry, Dolores remained at the threshold as she took in the scene. Her eyes scanned from the shelves of books to the liquor cabinet, and finally to the place where the commotion happened.

“Can I ask about the evidence?”

Paul’s eyes dug into his face like lasers. Wyatt opted for vagueness. “The local police collected the evidence. We ran a double check, of course.”

Dolores bent toward the ground. The fact that she managed to do this with some semblance of grace, and wearing heels, told Wyatt a lot.

“Did you find the bullet shell?”

Wyatt was too startled to answer.

Paul feigned naivete. “Sorry?”

“There’s gunpowder on the carpet. Dried urine, and a lot of blood for a gunshot wound. About what you’d expect from a large caliber. Then a body was dragged out like this”—she indicated the movement with her fingers, where the fibers of the carpet had darkened under friction. “When will you get the test results back to see if the blood type matches my father’s?”

Paul cleared his throat. “You’ve worked crime scenes before?”

“It’s not exactly in my wheelhouse. I’m a forensic pathologist, but I’ve worked a few, yes.”

“Wait.” Paul’s face brightened. “You’re not the Dr. Diaz from that L.A. Strangler case? The one who turned the jury against that rich kid because fiber from the curtains placed him at the victim’s house?”

“Carpet fiber,” she corrected.

“Carpet fiber,” Paul repeated. “Our forensic team uses that case to teach trainees. Brilliant.”

Dolores paused. Having graduated first in his class, Wyatt could always tell when a person was both uncomfortable with praise and used to it.

“I’m glad it’s of use to the FBI,” she said.

Wyatt lowered his eyes, a silent apology. “If you’re used to crime scenes, Miss Diaz, then you know how this looks.”

“Someone died here.”

Paul shrugged. “Or went to a great deal of effort to make it look like they did.”

Dolores’s breath hitched as his meaning hit home. “Are you trying to say my father faked his death? That’s ridiculous. He would have never done a thing like that.”

Paul cocked his head to the side. “Like you said, Dr. Diaz. You haven’t seen him in eighteen years. People change.”

She shook her head. “My father was a public figure. Becoming a senator was his dream. All he could think about was his legacy, what he’d leave of himself in the world. He would never do anything to tarnish what he’s worked for his entire life.”

“Not even if—” Wyatt stopped himself. There were only so many ways to say this without coming off as insensitive. “If he thought his reputation was at risk?”

This was it. He watched Dolores carefully, waiting for a reaction. Her eyes gave nothing away as she turned back to face the crime scene. “From the footprints, it looks like two people were in the room with my father. The police got that, right?”

While she had her back to them, Paul sneaked a look at Wyatt. Clearly, he was used to handling interrogations very differently. “Yes,” Wyatt said. “But the evidence only tells us so much. We don’t know when the prints date back to.”

“The mud looks fresh.”

“There’s no telling who left the prints, either,” Paul said. “No offense to the Little H PD, but we don’t know how they handled the scene. It’s possible one of their guys left them.”

Wyatt repressed a groan. People like Paul were the reason FBI agents had a bad rep with local law enforcement.

“Back when I lived here,” Dolores said, “lots of people came in and out of my father’s office. He liked to see colleagues at home. Did you ask Charlotte if he had visitors yesterday?”

“None that she knew of.”

Maybe more to annoy Wyatt than to throw off Dolores, Paul said, “Would you describe your father as a paranoid man?”

She swiveled toward them. “No, of course not.”

“Why not?” Paul prodded.

“He just—he’s a very down-to-earth person.”

“He trusts the people he works with? The people he lives with?”

Her jaw squared. “Whatever you’re trying to ask me, Agent Turner, I’d appreciate if you would just say it.”

Paul held her gaze as he slid his hand into the pocket of his jacket. Wyatt should have known he couldn’t resist the theatrics. He pulled out a single sheet of paper, protected by a plastic film.

“Your father wrote you a letter before he disappeared,” Paul said. “At least, he started one. It looks like he was interrupted.”

Dolores’s hands balled into fists.

“So,” Paul went on, “you see how it’s strange that you say he never wrote you before.”

“Can I see it?”

Paul handed the paper to Dolores.


Dolores, my angel.

I know that I have failed you as a father. There are things I’ve done for which I can never forgive myself-so how can I expect you to forgive me? All I can hope for is you remember me as you once did and know that everything I’ve done, I’ve done for you and for this family.

In days to come, you may learn things that will change me in your eyes forever. I ask only that you hold on to the image of the father you remember. Of everything I’ve done, there is no greater regret than what



Wyatt watched her eyes run frantic over her father’s final words.

As she reached the last three, Dolores turned white.

At the bottom of the page, in a hand shaky with haste, Alexander Hawthorne had written:


Trust no one
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