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          THE LAKE HOUSE

        

      

    

    
      There wasn’t time to do the renovations, outside the security system (obviously), but there was a list of vetted contractors who would take care of things.

      This wasn’t an issue.

      I could make do.

      I had a plan.

      Several of them.

      Comprehensive.

      Down to what was in my car right then.

      Stuff that I myself had been carrying into the house while the movers took care of the boxes and furniture.

      No, there were other issues with that lake house.

      Many of them.

      Starting with why I’d had to buy it.

      Yes, had to.

      Okay, not had to. I could have rented something, like the others did.

      But still, I had to be there instead of home.

      On expert advice, which sounded a good deal like orders, we all had to take significant precautions.

      We’d had years of this kind of thing, specifically me. So many years, and so much of it, we’d all become inured to it.

      But when the situation required the attention of the FBI and they had been fully apprised, they were even less happy about what was going on…

      Well.

      Cue me leaving LA and being…

      Here.

      In this house.

      Which brought me to the next issue.

      This house.

      And no, it wasn’t that the closet was a mess and needed a custom one built, because yes, I was a diva. I’d earned that distinction and was proud of it. As I was proud that I’d worked hard and put up with a lot to earn my money.

      I’d come up with nothing, from nothing.

      Now I had nice things.

      Quite a number of them.

      And I did not apologize for that.

      As such, I needed a nice closet in which to put my nice things.

      I digress, which happened a lot when I thought about the state of my current closet.

      Back on track…

      Nor was the issue with the house that the kitchen was kind of a disaster (and it was, but for the time being I could work with it).

      The bathrooms weren’t great either (really not great, and I’d be seeing to those…after the closet).

      It was that the last owner died there.

      Yes, he was old-ish, and what took him (I was told) was natural causes.

      But he’d died there.

      And I was discovering that put a stamp on the place.

      Still, the view.

      The quiet.

      The peacefulness.

      The fact that the lake was huge and there were only four houses at my end of it, and two of them were seasonal rentals.

      Not only did that add to the serenity of the place, it also meant the road outside my house, which dead-ended at the rental home about half a mile from me, would hold little traffic. And the traffic it held would need for me or the residents of the house down below to buzz them in the rather daunting gate, or they’d need the gate code, or they’d need the sensor attached to their windshield (like I now had).

      In other words, in the current situation, all of that was a big bonus for the house.

      There was also the wooden path down to the lake that led to an expansive dock, on which I intended to put an outdoor rug and Adirondack chairs and attractive outdoor lights on the poles.

      And then there was the boathouse, which was delightfully large. As such, it was also where I was going to store a beverage fridge and (way down the list) add a small kitchenette, a wee living area, a three-quarter bath, a bedroom, all of this for guests to have privacy.

      Though, it must be said, it was for ease for me when I was spending time down there, and I didn’t want to walk all the way up to the house to grab a snack or a drink or use the bathroom.

      Not to mention, there was the 2700 square-foot house that I’d started referring to as my Goldilocks house.

      It wasn’t too small, wasn’t too big, but did have lots of character, great bones and was already pretty danged cool, even if it needed work.

      I liked this house, this space so much, even when the situation was resolved, which would hopefully be soon—soon enough I didn’t need to get into massive renovations—but I couldn’t stop myself because I had this feeling, deep down, this was going to be my place.

      Not like my cottage in Cornwall that I bought on a whim, because Cornwall was so gorgeous I had to have a nest there but rarely had time to get to it.

      Not like my flat in Paris, which my daughters and their friends used far more than me.

      Not like my cabin in the mountains of Montana that I was certain would be the perfect sanctuary to inspire creativity, but I’d used it only once before I realized I wasn’t going to get there often enough to make it worthwhile, so I’d sold it.

      No, this wasn’t like any of that.

      I had the feeling I was going to die in this lake house, like the man who owned it before me.

      And my feelings about almost anything were rarely ever wrong.

      I just hoped when that happened, it would be like him in more than one way.

      In other words, after I’d lived out my life and it was time to make room in this world for others.

      The last issue about the lake house was a new issue.

      It was the issue I discovered less than a second ago, after the movers had put together my bed. After I’d hauled up the pillows and linens and comforter and blankets I’d carefully packed in my car so I could make the bed in order for it to be ready to fall into it later.

      This was, obviously, after I unpacked my suitcases that I’d also brought in my car. Suitcases that held exactly enough clothes, underwear and pajamas for five days (my estimate as per my comprehensive unpacking plans of when I’d be settled into the house, which gave me time to tackle the “closet”—in quotes because it did have some shelves and rails and you could walk into it, but it was still dire).

      It was also after I put away the not-limited toiletries I felt I’d need at hand because there’d be FBI presence for the next few days, and I was, definitely, me.

      Because I was, I had to put the face on it.

      Of course, I could choose not to, but my mask was my armor, and I’d learned long ago life was a daily battle.

      You didn’t face it unprepared.

      The cable people were coming, and the computer people too, and the contractors would be interviewed so I could decide which one from the list I wanted to work with, and all of this needed more than my oversight, the FBI would be watching.

      They’d back off when I was settled (not entirely, but they had other things to do and other people to keep safe, and if anyone knew this was going on—and as a government agency, that might eventually happen—it wouldn’t look good for them that some famous woman was getting that kind of attention when I could afford to make myself safe).

      In the end, that was what would happen.

      Ongoing, it would be me taking care of things.

      Or at least paying for it.

      To that end, I’d contracted with Joe Callahan (approved by the FBI), and he’d set up the security system for the house, with permission from the owners of the property down below, patching into the impressive (Callahan’s estimation) system that was already there.

      And for continuing security, he’d recommended an outfit led by a man named Hawk Delgado (who was very approved by the FBI).

      I knew Callahan was the best of the best, everyone who was anyone did.

      Delgado had that same reputation, albeit not as widespread, because not everyone needed his particular skillset.

      I’d met him, and as it always went for me, I’d read him.

      What I read was that he was beyond impressive.

      Part of that was that he listened. He understood my need for privacy, how deep that went, not only as a part of my character, but also my business.

      I couldn’t have a bodyguard breathing down my neck.

      He got that too and improvised.

      In other words, on that score, I was good.

      But I digress.

      The new issue I’d noted was after I’d walked down the stairs from dealing with my bedroom.

      I looked left, through the jumble of furniture and boxes, through the rear wall of windows and beyond, to the large deck at the back of the house.

      And there she was.

      Drifting through the late afternoon mist like the heroine from a David Lynch movie—dark-haired, willow-limbed, ethereal.

      It was not because I had two grown daughters that my chest tightened, and my body listed toward the back doors with an urge to rush out and gather her to me, draw her into the house, and then spend however long it took for me to feel she was safe outside my care, hissing and spitting at anyone who came near her.

      I was transfixed.

      She seemed caught up in the vision of the mist rolling across the lake, mist that was encompassing her.

      But then she suddenly turned, her eyes coming directly to me.

      My chest burned.

      She lifted a hand so slowly toward her throat that the effort seemed to pain me.

      She didn’t touch her throat. Her hand kept going and turning, palm my way, at the side of her neck.

      It was a peculiar wave.

      I then jumped at the abrupt movement when she dropped her arm then sprung through the trees, disappearing on her way down to the house below.

      The only one on the lake that was like mine now was.

      Inhabited.

      Awake.

      And alive.
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      I stood in the upstairs room that would be my office.

      It had a view to the lake.

      It needed shelves.

      New paint.

      The desk I’d bought didn’t work. I’d need to donate it. Find something else.

      This was an issue.

      Three days, and my careful plan was out the window.

      This was not usual for me.

      I planned.

      I assessed the plan.

      I streamlined the plan.

      I carried out the plan.

      I did not, under any circumstances, deviate from the plan.

      The lake house had other ideas.

      A kind of fog had overtaken me, like the mist that was so often on the water (and as such, one did not have to reflect too long about why the local town was called Misted Pines).

      In the zone with all of the activity, I’d managed to get much of the kitchen unpacked while the movers were there, continuing to work after they were gone.

      And it must be said, since it had become a marker for my week, after the girl was there…

      And then she was gone.

      But meetings with four contractors (none of whom I liked), hooking up my internet, sorting my computers and televisions, Hawk Delgado and two men on his team, Mo Morrison and Axl Pantera, coming personally to do another walk-through of the place and have a “sit-down” with the FBI and their local guys who would be the first responders, and my wandering mind had led me to being off schedule.

      Significantly.

      The kitchen was unpacked.

      And yesterday’s rejig of the schedule to fit my frame of mind (meaning I didn’t concentrate on one area until it was complete as I had planned—instead I did a rotation of unpack two boxes, move to next area, unpack two boxes, move to next area) only found me distracted. Wandering from the projects at hand to sit with my laptop on my lap, going through websites and making lists of things I wanted for the cabin.

      New lighting.

      Tile.

      Appliances.

      Deck furniture.

      Bathtubs.

      Or alternately, simply staring out the back windows to where the girl had been.

      The less people involved, the better. In fact, I’d been taken off site while the internet and AV people were doing their work, so they wouldn’t see who lived in that house.

      The contractors had signed lengthy NDAs (a wasted process, I would not be using any of them).

      This wasn’t the only reason I was unpacking myself even if I could afford someone else to do it.

      I’d always been that person, even after Camille begged me not to be.

      When they were growing up, we had a house cleaning service that came in and did the heavy lifting once every two weeks.

      Other than that…it was just us.

      My girls, Fenn and Camille, made their beds (as did I), and I did our grocery shopping.

      And cooking.

      And tidying (until the girls were old enough to do it).

      It was just who I was.

      I didn’t want to lose touch with that person. I didn’t want my daughters to be other than that person.

      Unless they were very foolish, my money would mean they’d never need for anything, and they would want for very little, until the day not only they, but their children, and perhaps their children’s children, died.

      I set about making them not foolish.

      I had two ex-husbands, or in current vernacular, two baby daddies, who thought I was mad. It was part them being fathers, part them being men, and part them being successful men, they’d wanted to spoil our girls.

      However, we had one daughter who was an air force pilot and another who was finishing a master’s in social work.

      Therefore, as you could see, I was not mad.

      But I couldn’t exactly be that person.

      Not anymore.

      Not (entirely) by my own design, I had not been hidden, low-profile, in thirty years.

      I needed to be that now.

      The FBI had, as they’d told me they would, backed off. Delgado and his cameras and his team and his local contacts, “Who are tight, Ms. Larue, that’s a guarantee,” were on the case.

      But I had been in that house, almost constantly, for four days straight. I was for all intents and purposes shut in, if not snowed in, and I could already feel a Shining coming on.

      I needed to get on my computer and do it not looking at paint colors and lake house interior Google searches (they were all too light and carefree anyway—that vibe didn’t go with the Blue Velvet/Riverdale one I was searching for).

      And I needed not to obsess about that girl who I had seen, at the same time I wasn’t sure I had.

      It felt like she was a ghost.

      And the fact not one mover noticed her, considering how beautiful she was, exacerbated that feeling.

      But my computer could take me away.

      I could escape there.

      Always.

      I’d done just that for twenty years.

      Very successfully.

      However, there it sat on a desk that was too big and too modern for that space, and I couldn’t find the motivation to open a new document in Word and let it flow.

      On this thought, my phone rang.

      Considering it did, as all others were blocked or silenced, it meant it was one of the girls, one of the exes, or one of the others—those being someone on Hawk Delgado’s team.

      Or the FBI.

      Obviously, I took the call.

      Because it was the FBI.

      “Agent Palmer,” I greeted.

      “Ms. Larue,” she replied. “I wanted to follow up on the situation with Sheriff Dern.”

      Good Lord.

      I’d forgotten.

      The local sheriff was supposed to come by. Introduce himself. Etc.

      He’d been briefed by Agent Palmer, Joe Callahan and Hawk Delgado.

      I’d been told he wanted to assure me, personally, that I also had his department’s support and protection.

      I did not need to read between the lines that he wanted to meet me.

      In fact, not entirely successfully hiding her smirk, which, coming from the fantastically professional special agent said quite a bit about Sheriff Dern, Agent Palmer had told me that Dern wanted to assure me I had the entire town’s support and protection.

      “We did,” she noted drily, “explain in rather firm terms that the point of you being here was for the entire town not to notice you or know anything about your current dilemma. He promised he didn’t mean it…in that way.”

      This did not give me a good feeling about Sheriff Dern.

      However, he had authority and a gun, and if something triggered Callahan’s sensors, or was caught on Delgado’s constant surveillance, his department would be call two and that might mean he, or his deputies, could be in danger.

      I had to respect that.

      “Considering,” Agent Palmer stated, taking me from my thoughts. “He’ll need to reschedule.”

      Considering?

      Considering what?

      “I—” I didn’t quite begin.

      “But we’re still monitoring, and Mr. Booth, Mr. Kyle and Ms. Rosellini, as well as yourself, are all getting communications as per the MO. This leads us to believe that the suspect is not aware that you’ve all moved to safe houses.”

      Well, that was good.

      “As you know, but I wish to assure you, we’re continuing to investigate vigorously, and we hope a break will come soon, we’ll find this person, and you’ll be free from his machinations. Of course, you need to live your life as usual, just please, as we discussed, take precautions,” she went on.

      “Of course, however⁠—”

      “Sorry to disturb you, I know you’re busy. I’ll leave you to it. Thank you and be safe.”

      And with that, Agent Palmer rang off.

      For a second, I wasn’t sure what to do with it.

      This was because I wasn’t sure I’d been hung up on since Angelo threw that fit after I told him under no circumstances was I going to pretend still to be his loving wife when he was fucking all three of his backup singers, I didn’t care how many Grammys he’d been nominated for that year.

      And the time before that was my agent when I flatly refused another acting gig.

      I only had a second to think about all of that.

      Because movement out the window caught my eye.

      And when I focused there, I saw the girl was back.
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      The phone in my hand rang before I could even get to the top of the stairs.

      I took the call.

      “Hello, Mo.”

      “Ms. Larue, the girl is Celeste Bohannan. She’s the daughter of your neighbor at the bottom of the lake. She’s sixteen. Good grades. Good student. No trouble, except a recent suspension that we do not consider an issue. She’s safe.”

      Good grades.

      Good student.

      No trouble.

      But…

      Recent suspension.

      Wasn’t that, in essence, how many wayward souls were described by those surprised acquaintances, friends and loved ones who had no idea they were psycho killers?

      They were quiet. Smart. Kept to themselves. No trouble.

      On the other side of that coin, wasn’t that the lament of the sorrowful acquaintances and friends of beautiful young girls who met grisly ends?

      What a waste. She was so young. Good grades. Quiet. No trouble.

      I hit the bottom of the stairs, and Mo kept speaking.

      “No idea why she’s coming to visit, except she’s probably bored and curious about her new neighbor.”

      “Thank you, Mo.” My reply was a whisper.

      Because Celeste Bohannan, the Girl in the Mist, was not out in my pine-needle strewn yard.

      She was on my deck, at the glass doors, staring at me.

      “Are you all right?” Mo asked.

      We had code, and to tell Mo I was not all right, I would say, “I’m perfectly fine.”

      Obviously, I didn’t say that, even if I did have this uncomfortable feeling, watching that girl as I walked through my new house to the back doors, that I was what that phrase meant to say.

      The opposite of perfectly fine.

      Something was wrong.

      Very.

      I might be fine, but something was not right.

      Even though I felt that keenly, I said, “I’m good, Mo. Thank you.”

      “Take care and call if you need anything.”

      “Thanks again.”

      “’Bye.”

      “Good-bye.”

      I said this as I opened the door.

      And looked, without barrier, into the eyes of Celeste Bohannan.

      A wave of such melancholy struck me, I instantly longed for the uncomfortable feeling I’d just been experiencing.

      My life had just changed.

      The world had just changed.

      With one look in the wounded, haunted, lost eyes of Celeste Bohannan.

      “Hello,” I greeted.

      “Hi,” she whispered.

      Shy or affected, I did not know, but her fragile voice played its part in the overall delicacy that was so very her, it permeated the air around her.

      “Can I help you with something?” I asked.

      A brief pause and then, “That’s why I’m here.”

      I didn’t understand, tipped my head to indicate that, and backed it up with words. “I’m sorry?”

      “To see if I can help you.” Another pause before, “Move in.”

      When I didn’t immediately allow her entry, she turned at the waist, lifted a lethargic arm and pointed to the green, corrugated metal roof down the way.

      “I live there,” she said, dropping her arm and turning back to me. “With my dad and brothers.”

      It hit me belatedly she lived there with her father and brothers.

      Behind a rather daunting gate.

      A gate that had, on either five-feet high column at the sides, plaques—not signs, plaques— that read, Private Property and Trespassers will be Prosecuted.

      Again, two of them, one on either side.

      Along these columns was a stone fence, also five-feet high, that extended well into the woods.

      I had been informed by Joe Callahan there were cameras located in random places in the woods.

      Not only that, those places were changed, randomly, so anyone who would think they could clock those areas and avoid them so they could find lake access or a free campground would eventually be disabused of those notions.

      Finally, she lived with her dad and two brothers on a property that was one of only four in perhaps a ten-mile radius, sitting behind a daunting gate with threatening plaques affixed (twice), a fence and cameras. All of this approved by the Federal Bureau of Investigations as a good, safe place for me to be because the garden-variety stalker myself and my former costars were experiencing had done things—done such terrible, terrible things, and was still doing them—and we now knew he was not-so-garden-variety at all.

      And here she was, wounded, lost, for some unusual reason suspended from school, a good kid who got good grades, on my back deck offering to help me unpack.

      It was without a doubt the mother of two beautiful daughters that had me asking a question the answer to which I knew.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Celeste.”

      With that, I stepped aside, saying, “Hello, Celeste. I’m Delphine. Please come in.”
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      Clearly, for a project to do with Celeste, we couldn’t be wandering around the house, haphazardly unpacking boxes.

      This wasn’t about her (entirely), or the situation I was facing which brought me there.

      I was accustomed to protecting my privacy.

      After all these years, it had become habit.

      I offered Celeste a drink, something she declined.

      It was then I had to make a decision.

      The kitchen was large.

      To the side off the kitchen there was a dining area, complete with a truly vile, smoked glass seventies chandelier (please don’t worry, I’d not only found its replacement, I’d already ordered it).

      This was part of a great room that was either by design of the original house, or an indication of clairvoyance by its now-dead owner who had lived there for fifty-seven years, and thus he’d torn down walls not knowing one day the chandelier would be woefully dated, but knowing that compartmentalized living would be a thing of the past.

      There was a small study and a large mudroom/laundry tucked on the other side of a set of stairs that rose to the upper floor off to the side of the living room area.

      But the remainder of the lower floor was one large room.

      And an entire wall of that room was built-in bookshelves.

      These, I would not be altering.

      Though, I would be relieved that the glut of boxes stacked around them would be gone.

      On that thought, I made a decision and I led her to the shelves.

      Through my moment of contemplation, she did not survey the house.

      Instead, she kept her attention solely on me.

      This was unnerving due to the fact the reason for this was not because I was famous. However, it wasn’t unexpected, and this was also not because I was used to it because I was famous.

      The person who had lived and died in the house had been there decades before Celeste was even born. She’d probably known him since her first memories.

      His space would not be a mystery.

      But I was.

      I came to stand in front of the bookshelves.

      “Those,” I indicated the smallish, square book boxes stacked six high, four across and three deep, “are my books. These,” I indicated the four larger boxes on the floor behind me, “are the bits and bobs I’d like placed in among the books. The books were packed in order and the movers placed them so the first ones to be unpacked will be the ones on the end. That one there,” I pointed to a box at the top of a pile, “is labeled one. If you can start there and load them on the shelf up here,” I indicated the space atop the first shelf, “I’ll unpack these.”

      “Okay,” she replied, turning instantly to the box.

      As she did, I wondered if I should give her a knife.

      Being in my home, she’d lost the Girl in the Mist aura, and some of her vulnerability seemed to eke away.

      That said, make no mistake, she did not seem normal.

      She was extraordinarily stunning with the perfectly symmetrical features of a classic beauty, also tall and slender, with fine bones and thick, glossy hair.

      But somewhere along the way, this sixteen-year-old had lost something of great value and great importance.

      Something as integral to her as breathing.

      I knew this because, whatever it was, was unhidden. It was sitting under every expression on her face, infused in every movement she made.

      “There’s a letter opener on the bar,” I shared.

      She was gazing at the boxes, but at my words, she turned only her head to me and nodded.

      And with the grace carried only by one of youth holding such beauty, she floated to the bar.

      I watched her, and when she was back at the box slicing it open, I moved to where I’d left the box cutter to start my own chore.

      We worked in awkward silence for ten minutes, me attempting to get through the wall of gloom that clung to her so I could further my bead on her. She was more than likely intimidated and definitely introverted.

      Therefore, I thought it strange it was Celeste who broke our silence.

      “Mr. Nance took good care of this place.”

      “It seems he did,” I agreed, uncovering my Emmy from bubble wrap. For the first time when handling it I wondered why I didn’t donate it, and the other two, to the small museum devoted to me that had sprung up about fifteen years ago in my hometown. “The inspector was impressed.”

      “Yeah,” she mumbled, placing books on a shelf with the care one would use to place a bust by Houdon. “Dad figured you’d be sure to look into that. But, you know, just so you know…”

      She was finished with her first box, not to mention she’d apparently exhausted her only conversational gambit. She looked directly at me again, lifting the empty box.

      “Do you want these broken down?”

      I nodded. “Please.”

      “Where do you want me to put them?”

      I was stacking them in the mudroom.

      There wasn’t much to see in the house that was unpacked, but I didn’t want her wandering when I was occupied somewhere else.

      It was, it’s important to repeat, not about Celeste or any feeling I was getting from her that she was a problem or that I was in any danger from her.

      Privacy, I’d also repeat, was important to me.

      It was something else, though.

      I was feeling odd because I didn’t know what I was getting from her.

      I just knew it was not good, even if I didn’t know how it wasn’t.

      “I’m stacking them in the mud room. But just set them on the floor against the end of the bar. We’ll take them to the mudroom when we have a bunch to go.”

      She did as told.

      And as she’d pulled out of the gate, she found it in herself to share even more.

      “The senior project last year was headed by this do-gooder, Malorie. She’s in college now. She was kind of a pain. And everyone thought she was also kind of crazy. But the project was so good, people still use it. And at the end of last summer, before she went off to school, the town council gave her a big award.”

      She came back my way, and again I got those eyes.

      They were, incidentally, wide, lushly lashed and a deep blue.

      They were also innocence mixed with injury, a vision no person was comfortable with and no mother on the planet could endure.

      I was no exception and was again fighting a deep desire to hold her in my arms.

      Or build a fortress around her.

      She kept speaking.

      “There’s this storeroom, behind the Double D. No one used it. You have to rent it, you know. And no one was renting it. So Malorie talked to the owner, because, like, a little money is better than none. Now, you go in and tell Pete at the Double D you got stuff to dump in there, he gives you the key, and you dump it. Or, if you need something, you go in and tell Pete you need it, give him a donation and go in and get what you need. He keeps the donations, gives them to the guy who owns the thing, and they pay the rent.”

      I did not take my attention from her as she relayed this story.

      Seemingly emboldened, she kept at it.

      “Like, people use it to get boxes to send Christmas presents and stuff. It’s got bubble wrap and tissue paper and all sorts. Boxes are expensive, you know, especially when you need a lot of them. Like, when people move or whatever. Now, because of Malorie, they can go there and get everything they need. They’d be real happy to get all your stuff. And Jesse or Jace could take it over for you.” Pause and, “Or Dad.”

      The pause before offering up her father was interesting.

      And I couldn’t read that either.

      “Who’s Pete?” I asked.

      “He owns the Double D.” Realizing I didn’t know what that meant, she said, “The diner in town.”

      Ah.

      “That is an excellent project, recycling and cost savings, all rolled into one,” I remarked. “I’ll see how it goes and let you know if I need someone to help me get all my stuff over there.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, timidly but still visibly pleased her story was received so well.

      “Okay,” I repeated.

      She went back to the massive stack of boxes.

      I kept unpacking, uneasy about the fact that Celeste offering some banal, but unquestionably useful information, should please her like that.

      The silence we then fell into was a bit more comfortable.

      I had mementos scattered across surfaces, all my boxes empty and broken down, she was into box ten when I began to shift and add to the shelves, arranging the space so it would look good and speak to me.

      Framed pictures of the girls.

      The small piece I’d bought in the Place du Tertre in Montmartre.

      The Herend giraffes Warren had given me for our wedding, which I ended up loving more than I loved him.

      Case in point, I kept the giraffes.

      And got rid of him.

      Celeste seemed in a rhythm, and she was indeed helping, making me realize that perhaps I was procrastinating because the task at hand, especially that one, was overwhelming, even if I’d had a plan to tackle it.

      Having those boxes out of the way, the shelves sorted with my books and things that had great meaning for me, would be a mental coup. A powerful visual that I was safe and home, my treasures around me, which would free headspace for me to move on.

      Celeste was placing the contents of box fifteen on the shelves, working closely to me, when she said, “There are a couple of authors you like a whole lot.”

      I did indeed.

      “Mm,” I hummed.

      And that was when she said, very low, “I know who you are.”

      I stilled, a bubble of panic rising in me, before I turned my gaze to her and realized she knew, but she didn’t know.

      I therefore replied in the same tone. “I know you do.”

      She pressed her lips tightly together.

      I smiled wanly.

      She moved away and broke down box fifteen to start on box sixteen.

      I was working with her, and we were in the twenties, when I decided it was time.

      “It’s not my business, however, I feel as the adult in this scenario I need to at least note that you should be in class right now.”

      Her shoulders went up before they drooped.

      She said nothing.

      “Again, it’s not my business,” I murmured and turned a discerning eye to the shelves as it was close to time to start rearranging and adding more personal pieces.

      “I said something mean to a teacher,” she blurted.

      My attention went back to her.

      “I used the F-word.” Lengthy pause. “As in F you.”

      “Ah,” I replied, not taking my eyes from her.

      She shoved some books on the shelf without what had become her customary care.

      “She was being mean,” Celeste declared.

      “Mean?” I asked.

      At my question, she engaged fully with me—eyes and body.

      Automatically, I braced.

      “She’s the chemistry teacher, and I don’t get chemistry. My mind…” a head jerk, “it doesn’t think like that. And I did really badly on an assignment. It wasn’t the first assignment I’d screwed up. But she’s not a good teacher. She just expects us to get it, not that she needs to teach it. And a lot of people are doing really badly in that class. A lot of them. I’m not the only one. She got mad and used me as an example.”

      At this point, Celeste stomped to the boxes and brandished the letter opener.

      She was mumbling and slitting open a box when she went on.

      “I always get picked on when stuff like that happens.”

      I had very little doubt.

      Curvy girls thought thin girls had it so good.

      Beautiful girls were passed up for dates to the prom because boys were so intimidated by their looks, they were too scared to ask.

      Smart girls were destined to feel odd and wrong, because it was understood that they should be more worried about fashion than interested in code or equations.

      As I’d noted, life was a daily battle.

      For everybody.

      Particularly if you were a girl.

      She moved to shelve more books.

      I moved to arrange more things.

      “So she embarrassed you,” I noted.

      She made a noise that was frustrated but also remarkably attractive. It sounded like how Celine Dion might grunt.

      “Do you need chemistry to get into college?” I asked.

      “I’m going to do hair. I’m really good at hair,” she decreed. “All my friends, and people who aren’t my friends, always ask me to do their hair. People say I’m even better than Shelly, who’s a stylist in town. The most popular one. Everyone goes to her. She’s sweet, and she taught me a few things. I even do the highlights and lowlights in one of my friends’ mom’s hair, and I haven’t gone to school to learn how or anything. Just got a few tips from Shelly.”

      Her shoulders went straight for the first time since I’d known her, to the point I hadn’t realized they were slumped.

      She then finished, “And my friend’s mom says it looks like she paid two hundred dollars for it.”

      She was very certain about this statement for her future. Certain and proud of her talent.

      It was not a make-do-because-I-live-in-a-small-town-in-the-middle-of-nowhere-and-I’ve-been-raised-to-understand-my-options-are-limited decision. Nor was it a people-like-my-chemistry-teacher-have-ingrained-in-me-I’m-not-good-for-anything-else decision.

      She wanted it.

      “Then why are you in chemistry?” I pressed.

      Celeste Bohannan was not difficult to read now.

      Her story was lit in neon.

      In this case, her cheeks went pink.

      A boy.

      “She embarrassed you in front of your boyfriend?” I asked quietly.

      Her gaze came to me, startled.

      And she was even more beautiful.

      Lord.

      “How did you⁠—?”

      “I’ve lived a lot more life than you,” I lied.

      She turned her head, dipping her chin almost to the point she rubbed it against her collarbone.

      With that, she returned to the boxes.

      It took a few minutes before she told me, “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “But it’s a boy you like.”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      All of a sudden, I’d gone stone-still.

      This girl’s fragility had nothing to do with recently being embarrassed in front of a boy she liked.

      No, it was something else.

      Perhaps her teacher was aware of it. Perhaps not.

      But I’d lay money, a good deal of it, on the fact that her teacher was not conventionally attractive. She might be young. She might be old.

      However, she saw the beauty and promise of Celeste Bohannan, and even if there was no excuse to single any child out in class for ridicule or to be made an example of, the fact it was Celeste was maliciously conceived.

      And as such, I was livid.

      Consumed by it to the point I was unable to move.

      “Ms.…uh, Larue?” Celeste called.

      I turned to her with a jerk.

      She blinked.

      “I’d like you to call me Delphine,” I told her.

      “Okay,” she said shyly.

      There was a time I’d been shy.

      I was that no longer.

      Including right then.

      “There are occasions, Celeste, in anyone’s lives where we have to make decisions. Decisions about situations that it was not our choice to be in, but regardless, it’s up to us to make those decisions. It seems now the decision you made to curse at your teacher was a faulty one. But I can assure you, in the future, when you realize you found the courage to stand up for yourself, you will understand that the consequences you face, which arguably you should not be facing, were entirely worth it.”

      Now she was staring at me.

      “Of course, a school will need to have zero tolerance for that behavior,” I continued. “There are many lessons you learn in high school, and they need to do their best to blanket them so the same rules apply to everyone. And sadly, for the most part, that has to be no matter the extenuating circumstances, which is totally unfair, but it’s a way to teach a lesson. But this particular one, what was happening to you and how you refused to accept it, is precious because it’s yours and yours alone. And I hope you will stand on that decision many times in the future. Stand on it as your foundation so that you allow no one, not one single soul, to shit on you again.”

      She was still staring at me, now understandably astonished.

      “You’re helping me immensely,” I told her. “The kitchen is done, so this is the biggest job that’s left.” Not including my closet, of course, but she didn’t have to know that. “It was blocking me psychologically. I’m glad you came up to⁠—”

      I didn’t finish that.

      A knock sounded on the door.

      Not any knock.

      A cop’s knock.

      And I watched with grim fascination as the color drained from Celeste’s face.
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      I did not know, until I discovered the ID Channel, what a cop’s knock was.

      Retired detective Joe Kenda explained it to me.

      It was loud.

      Authoritarian.

      And brooked no argument.

      You were to open the door.

      Now.

      No one should be at my door without Mo, or someone else on Hawk Delgado’s team calling.

      No one.

      “That’s Dad,” Celeste said, a tremble in her voice.

      Thoughts cascaded through my mind, too many of them, and none of them nice.

      “Why are you afraid of your father?” I rapped out before I could stop myself.

      “Because I’m suspended. I’m supposed to be home, cleaning the house and considering my actions.”

      Her final three words penetrated, being so normally parental, rather than scarily abusive, I found it in me to temper my reaction, which had been poor and would not be conducive to her sharing.

      In my defense, she was putting me on edge, not her fault, but it was the case nevertheless.

      However, I needed to pull myself together so she would confide in me.

      “And since you’re not, what’s going to happen to you?” I asked far more gently.

      She appeared confused.

      “Well, he’s gonna get mad.” Her expression shifted to one I’d seen many times in the raising of two teenage girls. A mixture of frustrated, rebellious and guilty. “And I might be grounded for another day or something.”

      Grounded.

      If that was her greatest fear from her father…

      The knock came again.

      I moved to the door and opened it.

      And my world went into a tailspin.

      First impression, he was taller than me.

      Second, he was broad at the shoulders, lean at the hips.

      Third, his hair was dark, but strands of silver threaded through it. Long hair that brushed his shoulders but was held back at the top and the sides, probably in a tail at the back of his head. His beard was full. It also was dark with silver in it.

      After that, I noted he was wearing sunglasses. Completely black lenses that gave you no entry to what might be discovered behind them.

      Onward, he was wearing a heavy, tan button-up shirt under a navy quilted vest, faded jeans and brown boots. He was also wearing a medallion hanging from a leather strap at his throat.

      He was tanned.

      He was weathered.

      He was mildly unkempt.

      He had features that were a mixture of sharp (his cheekbones, his nose) and broad (his full lips and deep forehead).

      With this information presented to me, I made a snap, but very informed decision.

      I wanted to fuck him.

      I wanted to know every inch of his body, and I wanted to expose every inch of mine to his touch and taste.

      I wanted him in every room in my house.

      I wanted a solid week of having his cock buried inside me or his face shoved deep up my cunt, or my mouth filled with him, and my every movement, every moment dominated by him.

      And then we’d be done, and he could go.

      I hadn’t had that feeling in a very long time.

      But I couldn’t have any of that.

      Because he was my neighbor.

      And Celeste’s father.

      He tipped his chin to me, and then his sunglasses moved in the direction of his girl.

      He said not a word and didn’t walk into my house, even after I shifted to the side as a silent indication he was welcome.

      Nevertheless, Celeste spoke.

      Fast.

      And whiny.

      “But I was bored, Dad.”

      Those sunglasses swung my way for naught but a second before he took one step over my threshold.

      Another step.

      Still silent.

      He stopped.

      I closed the door.

      Celeste spoke.

      “I was going crazy. I told you. It’s been a week.”

      A week?

      She’d been suspended an entire week for saying, “Fuck you” to her teacher?

      That seemed excessive.

      “I had to get out of there,” Celeste continued.

      “She’s helped me a great deal,” I put in.

      The sunglasses again focused on me.

      It was, by the way, a misty, gray and dreary day.

      The Terminator.

      Those glasses reminded me of the Terminator.

      I felt it.

      I tried not to feel it.

      But it was there.

      Swirling.

      Forming.

      But not coming together.

      I needed to ignore it.

      I wasn’t going to be able to ignore it.

      “I have a lot of books. She’s helped me unpack at least thirty boxes,” I went on.

      “I mean,” Celeste caught his attention, “she’s nice. Delphine.”

      He made some movement, and Celeste quickly spoke on.

      “Ms. Larue,” she corrected. “She’s nice.”

      “I told her to call me Delphine,” I shared.

      He turned to me.

      It was back to his daughter when she said, “But I’m not up here kicked back with popcorn and a movie.”

      He crossed his arms on his chest.

      And remained silent.

      All right.

      Enough.

      “May I speak to you?” I requested.

      The sunglasses came back to me, but he still said not a word.

      There was also nothing on what I could see of his face beyond beard and glasses. Not anger or disappointment.

      How Celeste was reading him was a mystery.

      “In private,” I pressed.

      His head swung back around to his daughter.

      “No,” I said swiftly, “She can stay here. We’ll⁠—”

      I stopped abruptly because I had his attention again and it was the first thing on him I was able to read.

      I was right, I wasn’t able to ignore it.

      Against my will, the edges of the puzzle were slowly lining up.

      Though, that was the easiest part.

      But the way I had his attention now meant two of the thousands of pieces that made him came together and landed inside the frame.

      This was his daughter, and some stranger did not contradict his authority.

      In fact, no one did.

      Perhaps in anything, not just his daughter.

      I’d been wrong earlier.

      I did not want to fuck him.

      I wanted him to fuck me.

      “Please, just five minutes of your time,” I pushed.

      His body language adjusted minutely, which I took as the answer, yes.

      I glanced briefly at Celeste, who hurriedly moved back to the boxes, a ploy to show her father how much help she was being, and that she was not up here having fun with the rich and famous lady who’d moved in next door. Instead, although she chose it, it was an extension of her punishment.

      I took him to the small study, a room I’d be making a reading room.

      It was at the current juncture my favorite room in the house, regardless it was a shambles.

      I’d selected a chair that would behoove anyone to describe it as merely a chair. It wasn’t a loveseat. It wasn’t a chaise. It wasn’t a small couch.

      It was a miracle, as it managed to be all four.

      There were lamps sitting around that I had not placed, a table beside the chair, and in the boxes I had yet to unpack, a plethora of pillows, a chunky throw, candles and a tray to put on the chair so I had somewhere on the expanse of the seat to set drinks or plates or other if the table was out of reach.

      I decided in that second, once the bookshelves were done, to set up this room.

      I did not close the door when I turned to him.

      “First, I’m Delphine Larue.”

      “I know who you are.”

      Of course he did.

      And of course his voice was a deep, rough rumble.

      “And you?” I asked.

      From my question, I received my first expression from him.

      Surprise.

      He thought I knew who he was.

      I didn’t, even if I partially did.

      Still, introductions were in order.

      “Cade Bohannan.”

      His name was uttered in grunts, and they were not dulcet by any stretch of the imagination.

      “May I ask…Celeste has been suspended for a week?”

      His chin jerked up.

      I had to be sure she wasn’t making light of things.

      Therefore, I went on, “For cursing at her teacher?”

      Another chin jerk.

      Lord, how he could make that movement both ludicrously attractive and faintly annoying, I had no idea.

      However, I feared the annoying part would increase if he didn’t start using his words.

      “Just that?” I pressed on.

      “Just that,” he rumbled.

      Good.

      Words.

      “Have you heard of the concept of the Five Voices of Criticism?”

      He stared at me a brief moment before crossing his arms on his chest.

      I took that as, go on.

      I did just that.

      “In any creative endeavor, though, I would extend it to any endeavor, if someone says something critical about your work, and that point is made by one voice, it should be ignored. Two voices, the same. Three, four, you see the pattern. The fifth voice makes the same point, that’s when you start paying attention.”

      He made no reply or even gave any indication he was listening to me outside the sunglasses staying rooted to me. Sunglasses he was still wearing in a room that had even dimmer light than the great room.

      “Obviously, depending on your reach, that five would be multiplied.”

      “For instance,” he broke in, “your five would be fifty thousand.”

      That was exaggerated, but his message was clear.

      “As a for instance, yes,” I agreed softly.

      He said nothing further.

      “As another for instance, if you were a teacher, and one, or two, or four kids in your class were having trouble with that class…”

      He shifted his weight.

      I soldiered on.

      “That’s obviously to be expected. Kids are kids. A variety of factors would affect how they learn, or if they do⁠—”

      “Ms. Larue⁠—”

      “Delphine.”

      He grew silent again.

      “I don’t know how big her class is…”

      I let that lie.

      Cade Bohannan made no reply.

      Even so, I still sensed that now, my message was clear.

      Moving on…

      “Further, there are vast resources based on even more vast research that are available globally that help us to understand a child’s development, physically, mentally and emotionally. The days where it’s generally understood that the moment a child can coordinate their limbs, they’re sent to a factory to help the family put bread on the table are no longer accepted. At all. You would not set a pack of puppies to guiding a sled, you do not send children in to do adult’s work.”

      He studied me silently.

      “In other words, you must know this teacher’s behavior is unacceptable. Indeed, even unforgiveable. She should be fired. With what she did to Celeste, she has no business teaching anyone under the age of thirty-five, and even that’s up for debate. She is clearly not fit for the job.”

      Above his sunglasses, his dark, dense eyebrows rose but no words escaped his lips.

      This meant, obviously, I carried on.

      “I understand she’s human. She’s fallible. Perhaps she was having a bad day. However, she’s in a position that she must understand that singling out a child, I don’t care the age, Celeste is still a child, for that kind of scorn is reprehensible. Celeste was defending herself against an attack. Powerless in her position as a student, she perhaps took the wrong tack in her defense, but her defense was most assuredly defensible. Of course, she should have chosen her words more eloquently, but I do not agree that the lesson she needs to learn in this scenario is essentially that she needs not to protest when someone is forcing her to eat their shit.”

      When I stopped speaking, he didn’t start.

      As I had nothing further to say, I didn’t say any more.

      Eventually, he realized I was done, and therefore spoke.

      “Are you telling me you think I should go to the high school and try to get the chemistry teacher fired?”

      “No, I’m telling you it’d be lovely if Celeste could stay with me for a bit longer to help me unpack boxes.”

      His head listed back, his chin going into his neck and shunting a bit to the side.

      And then he said, “Why didn’t you just say that?”

      I didn’t have the opportunity to answer that question.

      His shoulders rotated, his arms dropped, his neck twisted, and my breath caught.

      I heard my phone ring in the other room.

      My skin tightened.

      Bohannan pivoted around and marched out.

      Quickly, I followed him just as another cop-knock sounded at the door.

      Just clearing the path to the great room that led under the stairs, Bohannan halted so quickly, I nearly ran into him.

      I sidestepped him.

      I saw Celeste was pale again, frail again, staring at her father with huge, terrified eyes.

      She was also standing at the front door. A door she’d opened.

      A man in a beige sheriff’s uniform was lurking there.

      His name badge read Moran.

      “Alice?” Bohannan grunted.

      The deputy’s hard face hardened more.

      “Alice,” he confirmed.
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      I fought it.

      I did.

      Unimpressed by my virtual soliloquy, Bohannan sent his daughter home.

      He left with the deputy.

      I made myself finish the bookshelves, stack the spent boxes in the mudroom, and then allowed no excuse but to tackle the reading room, which took hardly any time at all. I therefore gave myself permission to kick my own behind considering I could have had that sanctuary the last few days.

      Only then did I make a pot of tea and go get my laptop.

      I curled into the chair that dominated that small space precisely how I’d envisioned, sipped tea, pulled up Google and typed in Alice Misted Pines.

      I was alarmed to find, with that vague and wide-open search criteria, that I did not have to dive any deeper.

      The first link was for an article in the Tri-Lake Chronicle.

      The title for the article was “Girl Missing: Police Have No Leads.”

      Tasting something sour at the back of my tongue, I pulled up the article.

      I read it.

      And all the related ones.

      And anything at all I could find that had to do with the case.

      What I learned was that Alice Pulaski, the bright, red-headed, freckle-faced, eight-year-old daughter of Dale and Audrey Pulaski, had a slumber party for her birthday.

      This party had occurred the evening of the first night I spent in Misted Pines.

      Upon pulling up a map, I found that Dale and Audrey lived much like I and the Bohannans lived.

      Goldilocks.

      Not too far from town, not too close.

      Not too far from their neighbors, and not too close.

      In the woods, not alone, but not populated.

      Alice’s friends, as girls were prone to do, had decided to be naughty, and when they should have been sleeping, they snuck out of the house to go play some game in the woods in the dead of night.

      When they returned to the house, they did so waking Alice’s mother and father, seeing as the girls were panicked and hysterical.

      Because, as they reported to Alice’s parents and later to the police, once they’d noticed something amiss, they’d spent some time looking, but no matter how hard they tried, they could not find Alice.

      A search by Dale and Audrey, as well as Alice’s big brother, seventeen-year-old Will, who was Dale’s son by his first marriage, was to no avail.

      Now also panicked, they called the police.

      The sheriff and his deputies had arrived promptly.

      At that time, they instigated a preliminary search.

      When hours went by and this proved fruitless, they brought in a K-9 unit.

      This did not prove fruitless. However, Alice’s trail, as followed by the dogs, abruptly and mysteriously stopped somewhere deep into the woods.

      As time wore on, temperatures dipped up and down, and Alice’s continued disappearance was beginning to spell out an unpleasant outcome, the sheriff’s department organized a volunteer search force made up of off-duty deputies, police from other counties, fire department personnel and ordinary citizens.

      All told, well over a hundred people came forward to help search.

      They combed the woods.

      Hide, nor hair, of Alice was found.

      No ransom was requested.

      No odd characters were seen about town.

      An animal attack was ruled out as she might have been carried off, but the dogs would have discovered that trail and any location of attack.

      Meaning no animal could make a child disappear into thin air.

      But a human could.

      Interviews with family, friends, teachers, neighbors, acquaintances all came up with the same thing.

      Alice was a good kid. Sweet. Smart. A regular eight-year-old girl with no enemies or anyone who might wish to cause her harm. She was popular, her family was close, they were good stock, frequented church and involved with the community, and she was beloved by her parents and her big brother.

      It came in a letter to the editor.

      That little combination of a few of the myriad puzzle pieces that were floating in my mind fitting together before falling to the board.

      A resounding censure of Sheriff Leland Dern, for his entire tenure, most recently his handling of the missing girl, Alice Pulaski.

      The letter’s final line?

      It’s time to call in Bohannan.
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      When I woke from the nightmares, I didn’t do it like I suspected no one on earth did it.

      Gasping in horror and sitting bolt upright in bed.

      That was Hollywood’s interpretation of a nightmare.

      Mine was sudden consciousness and deep paralysis, caused by extortionate amounts of fear.

      I didn’t move a muscle.

      See a shadow.

      Hear even silence.

      Taste a thing.

      Was he there?

      In that room?

      Like the dream told me.

      Or was he close?

      Did he know where I was?

      Could he get to me, without sensors blaring, his approach caught on camera, me being able to get to one of the seven panic buttons in the house, or behind the steel door that now protected my bathroom?

      As the fear subsided and I was able to assess my environs and then found the courage to add sight to sense and sound, I got on an elbow, looked around the darkness of my room and saw nothing.

      No one.

      I was alone.

      I was safe.

      I rolled, threw off the covers and twisted out of bed.

      It was cold. I had the habit of turning the heat down before bed. I liked to burrow, settle under the weight of more than one cover.

      I moved across the room, reached for the throw across the armchair by the French doors that led out to my personal balcony and pulled it around my shoulders.

      I then stood at the doors, gazing out.

      The moon was behind some clouds.

      The shadows ran deep.

      I had not yet become accustomed to the landscape, but I saw dark outlines of pines, a muted shimmer on the water.

      The very far away, diminutive triangle that was slightly lighter against the black shadows of the night.

      The only bit of Cade Bohannan’s roof visible to me.

      It’s time to call in Bohannan.

      I had not only been a mother to teenage girls.

      I’d been a mother to eight-year-olds.

      Thus, it was also time to activate Delphine.
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      I set aside the laptop after scanning the Tri-Lake Chronicle.

      It was three days after I’d met Celeste and her father, she had gone, as had he.

      The weekend had passed.

      It was Monday, and I could only assume (and hope) that Celeste was back in school.

      Try as I might, and I studied it often, that triangle of their roof that I could see told no stories.

      The Tri-Lake Chronicle did, however, the prevailing one being that Alice Pulaski had not been found.

      This was a curious mixture of horrifying and comforting.

      It was horrifying, obviously, because Alice had not yet been found.

      It was now more than clear that she had not wandered off, got lost, became scared and holed up in a cave where some intrepid deputy would run across her, dirty, hungry and dehydrated, but alive. News I’d been hoping I would wake up and read in a relieved article accompanied by a joyous photo of parents and child reunited.

      It was comforting because this was still the top story in the local newspaper, splashed underneath the online masthead.

      A community like this did not have girls missing, or, as I’d become accustomed to in spending so much time with the Chronicle, hardly any news at all…but good news. Bingo nights and bridge tournaments, boys and girls basketball league signups at the rec center and a local woman who still lived by herself and stitched stunning embroidery reaching the age of 105.

      And whoever ran the newspaper did not feel that their readers would get Alice Pulaski fatigue.

      This was not a sensational piece of news offered up for information and digestion in a digital landscape where people experienced sorrow or outrage but had no interest in follow-through. Their only craving being getting their hit of sorrow and outrage. Their only thought being, what was next to devour?

      Alice Pulaski was important, and the community cared.

      A video had been posted on Saturday—one I could only stand to watch for forty-five seconds before I had to shut it off.

      Audrey Pulaski begging whoever took her daughter to bring her home.

      Dale Pulaski stood beside her looking ravaged.

      Sheriff Dern stood behind her, appearing solemn.

      I didn’t even have to be in his presence to sense his puzzle.

      Whereas Cade Bohannan’s covered a twelve-seater dining room table, and it was made of thousands of pieces that held subtle shading that only the most patient of players could fix together, Leland Dern’s could be assembled by a five-year-old.

      This did not bode well.

      I’d made the decision, and upon watching that forty-five seconds, I carried it through.

      I called Hawk Delgado.

      It was no surprise this situation in Misted Pines was known to him. He was tasked with keeping me safe, and although this had nothing to do with me, it had to do with Misted Pines, and that was where I was. It was also not a surprise that he currently did not have any resources to devote to assisting with it.

      However, he gave me two names.

      Nightingale Investigations, an outfit located where Delgado was, in Denver, Colorado.

      And Tanner Layne, a private investigator who worked out of a shop in Brownsburg, Indiana, which was, to my astonishment, where Joe Callahan was based.

      Neither were close.

      But Nightingale was closer.

      Though for reasons I didn’t understand (they probably had to do with Callahan), I called Layne first, left a message as it was the weekend and waited.

      It was not long before he returned my call.

      He had a full caseload, but said he’d look into it and get back to me.

      I then reached out to Denver, leaving another message.

      Not much time passed before a woman named Shirleen Jackson got in touch, saying she’d assessed it and presented it to her boss, the man behind the name, Lee Nightingale. She would follow up with me as soon as he’d made his decision.

      Within hours, I had two replies.

      Layne: “We’re ready to roll when we receive word from the investigator on site that he welcomes assistance. We have a message to him. But if he doesn’t give us the greenlight, I’m afraid at this time we can’t get involved. I hope you understand. I would feel the same if someone I didn’t know pushed into one of my investigations, especially at this early juncture. Trust me when I say that it’s never helpful.”

      I didn’t know who “we” was, I also didn’t ask, but I suspected he’d consulted with Callahan.

      I also didn’t think this was “early.” At that point, she’d been missing nearly a week.

      Which begged the question, what parents had a slumber party for their eight-year-old on a Monday evening?

      I didn’t ask Layne that either.

      Jackson: “We understand your concern, but Lee looked into things and the investigator contracted to assist the local authorities is second to none. In this kind of situation, although it seems contradictory, more hands on deck can make a mess.”

      That was two nos of the same ilk.

      I decided to focus on the “second to none” comment, knowing they were referring to the fact it was clear the locals had called Cade Bohannan in. She was not talking about Dern.

      This seemed to be quite a bit of esteem for Bohannan, but knowing it, no puzzle pieces fell.

      Even so, I was undeterred.

      Which was why, upon indication that Alice had yet to be found, I left my laptop where it lay, and did what I hadn’t done in the entire week since I’d been there (save one epic trip to the grocery store, this trip accompanied by Agent Palmer).

      I walked into the kitchen, grabbed my purse and keys, then made my way through the mudroom and to the garage, where I got into my Volvo XC60, pulled out and drove into town.

      I’d memorized the directions, and in less than fifteen minutes, I was there.

      I checked all mirrors and rechecked the pocket of my purse, where the GPS emitting panic fob Delgado had given me was ensconced.

      Only then did I get out of my SUV.

      I walked into the sheriff’s department to find it buzzing.

      This came as no surprise.

      It was also no surprise when the deputy, who was walking swiftly across the unstaffed front counter, did a double take and stutter step when he turned his head and caught sight of me.

      He stopped.

      I approached the counter.

      He opened his mouth, closed it, blushed.

      I put him out of his misery with a quick scan to his name tag.

      “Hello, Deputy Dickerson, I’m Delphine Larue.”

      I reached out my hand.

      He stared at it, and his Adam’s apple bobbed.

      It took a moment, and then he clasped it, letting it go quickly, like his lowly touch might infect my famous person and turn me to ash.

      “I know this is likely an imposition at this time,” I continued. “But I was wondering if I could have a word with Sheriff Dern.”

      “I’ll get Polly,” he announced, and then he took off in a way I was surprised a blossom of dust didn’t bloom from his heels.

      I stood there, outside the polished wood counter that ran the whole front of the station and separated the reception area from the inner workings of the department.

      There were people behind the counter, quite a number of them, and I now had much more attention than when I’d first walked in.

      Except from the men who were all in a glass-walled conference room at the back, discussing something with what seemed great intensity, while staring at a board that had its back turned to the window wall.
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