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Whisper Pine awoke as it always did, to the early morning chorus of frogs from the marsh, a few distant dog barks, and the steady hum of tractors. From a vantage point just beyond the old water tower, the town looked like a postcard: quaint, sleepy, safe. But appearances, as always—deceiving. Every croak, every bark, every whir of machinery, vibrated, a subtle hum through hidden wires. In a quiet corner of the town, a discreet pair of binoculars lowered, the image of John and Mary’s home perfectly framed. The game, it seemed, had only just begun.
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Beneath the Lights


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


I tremble, the night air brushes against my skin. Remember to breathe, a deep breath. I grip the rifle tight, its worn metal cold in my palms. You can do this. Block out the noise. Let every sound fade. Clear your mind. Focus. Adjust your arm, the rifle should rest in your shoulder— it feels off. Nothing like the one Mary gave me to practice with. The grip is too wide. The weight, off. Adjust your fingers, let it curl around the trigger.

Muscles tense, bone, joints lock. Relax. “Too much tension is bad,” it’s what John always says. “A gentle squeeze is all you need to keep your aim— steady.” One centimeter. No, a millimeter. Ugh, whatever. Just keep steady. The target in the center, no scope, so align the sights. Ignore the bang. Expect the kickback. Squeeze.

POP!

The rifle kicked, a little. The sound soft, nothing like a crack of thunder that fills the back fields where I practiced. My eyes still fixed on the target. Hoping. Wishing. Did I hit my mark?

“You missed—again!” John’s teasing voice snapped me back to reality. A boyish chuckle, his head shaking, the white of his teeth stretched from ear to ear. “Someone lost her bet!” He danced.

“No fair!” I huffed, the air rifle’s metal scraped the counter with a thud. The music swelled—cheerful carnival tunes, bells, laughter—creeped back into my ears, shoulders tight, a dull ache. I hadn’t even noticed how tense I’d been.

“My turn!” Mary stepped up, a playful smirk tugging at her lips as she grabbed the rifle. Her soft blue dress with tiny pink roses swished around her knees as she moved. The warm carnival lights cast a golden glow on her brown hair, making her look like she belonged in one of those old-timey postcards. “When I get this—the both of you will do all the chores tomorrow,” she planted her feet, shouldered the rifle like she meant business.

John raised a brow. “Looks like Mama’s getting the morning off.”

I watched as she took a breath, leaned into the shot, and for a split second, saw her smile.

Ding! Ding! Ding!

“Ladys’ and gents’—we have a winner!” the booth attendant grinned, voice booming, attracting the attention of onlookers.

Mary gasped, letting out a squeal of pure joy as she bounced on her heels. “I want the cow on the left—the dark brown one!”

“Come on,” I groaned, “You’ve been doing this for years. You have trophies in the den,” I pointed an accusing finger at her.

“Is that so?” Mary turned, holding up the plush cow. “Here I was, thinking of giving it to you.” She dangled it in my face, “But if you’re going to be a sore loser...”

John snatched it out of her hand. “I’ll take that!” he beamed stepping in between us. “Reminds me of Daisy?” he teased, holding it high over our heads.

Mary lunged. “Hey! I won that!”

John, being his usual oversized self, lifted it higher. Compared to him, we didn’t stand a chance.

“John! Give it back!” she demanded, barely grazing the plush cow with her fingertips. I bit my lip to keep from laughing.

“Admit it! I let you win. I’m the real champion of the shooting booth!” his smile bigger than his head.

Mary squinted, then launched a sneak tickle attack. “Say that again? Tell me who...”

“Ahh—no! Cheater!” John doubled over, laughing so hard the stuffed cow nearly hit the ground, his deep belly rumble filling the air.

Their gleeful sound swirled about me. Warm. Light. Sunshine breaking through heavy clouds. I hugged myself, my smile slipping. It felt normal. Safe. How things used to be before Daisy, Mr. Thompson’s prized cow, disappeared from his farm. When we realized the bank and that unseen company were stealing land from folks like him. The night we found Daisy, everything shattered: a stranger broke into our house, Mary got hurt—Bill and I ran for our lives.

That night, Bill saved me, but he wasn’t the same. None of us were, really.

I blinked and swallowed hard, clinging to this small moment—a silly carnival game, this laughter—like it could make the dread go away, even for a little while.

Fresh popcorn’s buttery scent filled the air, mixing with the sweetness of cotton candy. Carnival lights sparkled in every color—red, blue, and gold—flashing down from the Ferris wheel and spinning rides. Excited shouts and screams from the roller coaster rose and fell with the cheerful music playing from loudspeakers. Lost in the sway of sound and light, I almost forgot my gnawing fear.

Mary wrestled the plush cow away from John and turned to me with a wink. “Here,” she said, gently placing it in my arms. “You lost the bet, which means I get to sleep in while you make breakfast and do all the chores.”

I groaned, hugging the silly plushie tight. “Fine.”

“Oh, I think you’ll enjoy this little guy so much more than I will.”

John scoffed. “What about me? What do I get?”

Mary’s eyes twinkled in the lights, “You—get this!” She spun and leaped into his arms planting a kiss squarely on his lips.

“Ugh, please—not in public.” I buried my face in the stuffed cow. “Save the mush for home.”

John twirled Mary around, like something out of a cheesy romance movie. “Don’t be jealous.”

“Jealous?” I snorted. “Why would I—”

“Hey, look—Bill...” John pointed.

My heart skipped three beats. I smoothed my dress, and turned to look behind me.

Nothing. Just a few kids lined up at the ring toss, a dad carrying a giant teddy bear, and a girl licking melting ice cream off her fingers.

I blinked, my face heating up. John’s look said it all —got you. Mary gave him a slap on the arm. “Don’t tease,” she said, brushing wrinkles from her dress.

John shrugged. “I thought... it wasn’t him?”

I forced a smile. But inside, my gut twisted. Why did I look? Why care? It hurt. Shouldn’t have. But it did.

Mary gently squeezed my arm. “Come on, sweetie,” she said, her voice soft and kind. “Let’s get some ice cream, or whatever you want.”

She didn’t have to say anything, I knew she had seen it, a flicker of hope in my eyes. Expectant. Happy. Electric. I know it was John being silly. He does it all the time. But in that instance, I desperately wanted to believe it.

“Come on—I was just...” John followed behind us, his voice light and playful. “Wait for me!”
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Sweet Surprise
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​​​​“I can’t believe you,” Mary huffed, furiously scrubbing at the smear of chocolate on the front of John’s shirt. “This is the only good dress shirt you have left!” She groaned, pressing the cloth harder. John squirmed, playful, a six foot two-year-old resisting help.

​It didn’t matter where John went. He dressed like a farmhand—faded jeans, scuffed boots, and a shirt that had long seen better days. But not tonight. Mary insisted this be a special occasion. She dragged him, kicking and screaming, into a baby-blue button-down shirt, black slacks, and shoes, calling it his Sunday best. He looked amazing—but terribly uncomfortable.

Mary hadn’t stopped with John. She had demanded we match, so she put me in a frilly floral dress just like hers—soft blue, tiny pink roses, the hem brushing our ankles. She even did my hair and added a little makeup, saying it would bring out my eyes. I didn’t mind. It had been a while since I wore something girly, and honestly... it felt nice. A welcome change from dusty jeans and work shirts I’d gotten used to.

“It’s not that bad,” John said, glancing at himself in a funhouse mirror. “Does this shirt make me look fat?”

I giggled and stepped beside him, examining my own reflection. The mirror stretched me taller than I was, making me look as tall as John. I struck a dramatic pose, hands on my hips, like I was on the cover of a fashion magazine.

“Stay still,” Mary fussed, trying to scrub another spot off John’s sleeve. She turned to me, eyes narrowing. “Emily, don’t you dare get any ice cream on that dress.”

“I’m spotless,” I said, twirling. My reflection in the regular mirror made me—it made me feel...

“You look pretty.”

I froze mid-spin, my dress fanning out around me.

The voice—not John’s.

Slowly, a clumsy turn.

Bill.

He stood just a few feet away, hands stuffed in the pockets of neatly pressed black slacks. His crisp blue shirt looked freshly ironed, the sleeves buttoned at the wrists—nothing like the usual work shirts he wore around the farm. His hair combed, neater than I’d ever seen it, and his eyes...

His eyes were on me. Like he was seeing me for the first time.

“You came,” I breathed.

Bill shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“I thought you had to help with Daisy...” My voice trailed off, heart thudding in my ears.

Bill glanced at Mary, a question in his eyes. “I just...” He cleared his throat.

“I asked him to,” Mary’s voice a melody, as her eyes sparkled with mischief. “I thought you’d like to spend time with someone your own age.”

John’s eyes darted between me and Bill in the mirror. He quickly leaned in close to Mary and whispered something in her ear.

I narrowed my eyes, trying to read his lips.

Did he say date?

“Stop it,” Mary scolded, smacking John’s arm before going back to scrubbing, she pulled on his shirt. “Stay still—I haven’t finished cleaning this mess—I want to take some nice pictures,” she grumbled.

“Yeah, pictures.” John shot me a smile. Not just any smile. But that smile, to let you know he’s up to something.

“If you guys want, I can leave and come back later,” Bill said, shifting awkwardly. His voice was careful, like he was intruding on something private.

“NO!”

Mary and I froze, staring at each other. Did we really both say that out loud?

Bill blinked, startled. John’s grin stretched wider.

“No, stay... Bill,” John said soft and slow. His tone was too friendly, with a hint of something playful beneath it. “I’d love your company.”

I shot John a sharp look. What are you playing at?

He got the message loud and clear. His eyes squinted slightly, and that grin of his only grew.

Mary, ignoring the silent conversation between me and John, clapped her hands together. “So, where should we go?” She looked at me expectantly, waiting for my answer.

“I think they make a lov—”

Mary’s elbow jabbed into John’s ribs.

“Ow!” He winced, rubbing his side. “Gentle.”

“If it’s alright,” Bill spoke up, hesitating for only a moment. “I’d like to take Emily somewhere special.”

There was something about the way he said it that made me forget to breathe.

He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at John, a test of his will. His posture was stiff, formal; he was asking for permission instead of inviting me. Respectful. Dutiful.

John puffed his chest and crossed his arms. “Emily means everything to me. I just can’t let her go off—”

“John.” Mary’s voice cut through his sentence, firm, almost warning. “Let the kids go have fun in peace.”

Bill stayed standing at attention, waiting.

For a second, I thought John might actually say no. But then his stance loosened, just a little.

“Go,” he finally said. “Have some fun.” He paused eyes locked on mine, voice dropping into something serious. “But I’m calling later. Make sure you answer.”

I nodded, but inside, my thoughts spun. A storm of emotions twisted inside me—anxiety, concern, excitement. I knew his hesitation came from what happened a few weeks ago. The danger, the fear... it never fully left us.

Yet here was Bill, asking for me. Formally? Wanting to be alone, to show me something... special.

Was this Mary? Another of her subtle nudges?

Or was this all Bill?

“It’ll be alright,” Mary said softly, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. Her smile was warm, understanding. “Let me hold on to this for you.”

She took the plush cow from my hands. I had totally forgotten I was still holding it—how embarrassing.

“Thank you,” Bill replied, voice steady as he stepped closer. “I’ll take good care—”

His words cut off.

I blinked.

Wait! Did he just? No!

It happened. His hand had found mine. Did I reach out for him? Did he reach for me?

My feet light as air, chest tight. His fingers—gentle, wrapped around mine—firm, steady, and warm. The world suddenly felt quiet. My cheeks burned. Was my face turning red? Could everyone see? Did he?

I stole a glance up at Bill. His face was unreadable, but he hadn’t let go. He led the way, keeping me close in the crowd. I couldn’t help but follow.
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Bitter Taste
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John huffed watching Bill disappear between the crowd with Emily close by his side, still holding hands. He grit his teeth, the easygoing smile replaced by a grim set to his jaw; a bitter taste rose in his throat, one he couldn’t quite swallow.

His gaze danced along jolly onlookers until it pinned Mary with a look. Hope softened her eyes or—maybe it was a hint of satisfaction.

“What are you doing?” His voice was dry, he forced a smile to cover it.

Mary blinked innocently. “Me? Nothing.”

John’s jaw tightened. “You’re up to something.” He cast a quick glance, making sure they were nowhere in sight. Lowering his voice, he added, “I’m not sure about this.”

“What?” Mary tilted her head, feigning ignorance.

“Mary, you’re playing matchmaker!” Lines deepened between his brows, his shoulders stiffened.

Mary smiled. “I just think there’s something there.” She took his hand, her fingers sliding against his, trying to be playful. “They look cute together.”

“It’s not about...” John’s voice tightened. “Bill went through so much...” He paused, his gaze trailing the crowd. Then, in a whisper, he added, “I don’t think this is the best time for him to be getting involved.”

“You make jokes all the time,” Mary countered.

“Jokes. Playful, natural. Not pushing or interfering.”

“You almost sound like—,” her lips gently curved, “—an overprotective father.” Her arms slipped around him, her warmth against his tension.

“I’m serious.”

Her teasing faded, the light in her eyes a heavy grey, a somber chill. “That’s exactly why,” she murmured. “They need to feel normal. The both of them. They went through something no one should ever experience.” She hugged him tighter. “I know it’s a terrible idea, Emily’s only here for the summer.” She bit her lip. “They made a decision together. A choice no child should make. And now! Now they need to cope. Is it so wrong to want them to feel something good? You see it, don’t you, the way—”

“I get it.” John sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “If it’s real. If it’s healthy. But if it’s just an escape...” He trailed off, his eyes darkening. “It doesn’t just go away. I’ve been to war, Mary. I know what life-and-death choices do to you. What taking a—”

“Let them be kids,” she whispered. “Just one step at a time.”

John groaned, the sound escaping his chest. He tried to shift his weight, but the tension of her embrace held him fast. He studied her face a moment longer, searching for the right words. “But you’re pushing them together.”

Mary’s lips pulled tight, a thin, painful curve. “You weren’t there. I was. I saw it, how they looked at each other. How Emily talked to him. How he—”

“Please.” John exhaled slowly. “I get it. I do. I think it’s...” He hesitated, reluctant. “Cute. They like each other. I just don’t think they know they do.”

Mary pulled back, crossing her arms. “So what? We just stand back and wait?”

“Don’t pout,” John grumbled, exasperated.

“Hello!”

A loud, cheerful voice cut through the tension.

They turn to find Jack, the Mayor of Whisper Pine, standing there with a big smile. A well-dressed woman clung to his arm, her jewelry catching the glow of the lights. Jack had to tilt his head to meet John’s gaze—John towered over him, but the mayor’s confidence more than made up for the difference in build and stature.

“Well,” Jack said, his grin widening. “What’s got you two looking so serious? Are we fighting over the cow?” He gestured playfully at the plush cow tucked in Mary’s arms.

John let out a forced laugh, brushing an already clean spot on his shirt. “You know how it is—get a little ice cream on my shirt—suddenly, the world is ending.”

Mary rolled her eyes, a weary smile painted her lips as she turned. “Oh, ignore him,” she said. “How are you?”

Her gaze flicked—for a second—to the woman on the mayor’s arm. She wasn’t from around here. Tall, elegant, and dressed for a ballroom rather than a county fair, she looked completely out of place. The deep red fabric of her dress shimmered slightly under the lights, hugging her frame in a way that made most notice. The way it clung to her, the neckline plunged low enough to raise eyebrows. Everything about her screamed outsider.

The woman caught Mary’s glance and lifted her chin slightly, eyes sharp, stone.

“Forgive the mayor,” she said with ease. Her voice commanded attention, a practiced tone of someone always the center of attention. “My name is Janice Billmont.” She smoothed a wrinkle on her dress before offering a perfectly manicured hand.

“Please stop calling me mayor,” Jack protested with a warm grin. “Please, just Jack is fine.”

Mary’s handshake was brief. She could tell—Janice was trying to be polite, but Mary’s calloused palm felt rough against soft, smooth like warm porcelain skin. Mary kept her grip shallow, pulling away quickly; that hand hadn’t seen a blister in its life.

“Nice to meet you,” Mary said, her smile polite but guarded.

John stepped forward and extended a hand. “John.”

Janice tilted her head, a slow smile curving her lips. She leaned in enough to make it feel deliberate, then placed only the tips of her fingers in his palm, like she expected him to kiss it. John merely paused.

“Mayor, it’s time.”

Jack turned at the sound of his attendant’s voice, his expression shifting from casual to professional. “Already?” He adjusted his jacket. “Do you have my speech?”

The attendant handed Jack a folder. “Everything is ready for you, Sir.”

Jack sighed, then turned, with his confident smile in place. “Excuse me—no rest for a mayor” He grinned as if he loved every second of the job.

“Nice to meet you,” Janice purred, her eyes flicking quickly to Mary, a tiny smirk hinting at her lips. “I’ve heard so much about the wonderful people of your town—and of course, about your brave family, John.” Her gaze sharpened, fixing on him. “It must have been absolutely horrible, what happened to you.” She glanced at Mary, then back to John, her expression cold. “Hearing about the man who broke into your home—I truly hope your niece, Emily, isn’t suffering too much from such a terrible ordeal.”

John’s hand stiffened. The warmth in his eyes— his polite facade—snapped like thin ice, replaced by a cold, dark focus. His smile had vanished. His gaze locked onto Janice, heavy, unforgiving.

Mary gasped, a gargled sound. Her eyes widened in pure alarm.

Janice maintained a cool, unblinking expression.

Jack clapped his hands, slipped his arm into Janice’s, guiding her back to his side. “Janice is visiting our fine little town,” he said, his voice carrying the same upbeat charm he used at town hall meetings. “She’s with an investment firm looking to do some big things here.”

Mary tensed beside John. Her head turn toward him, eyes full of questions.

John didn’t meet her gaze, too busy watching Janice, noticing—the tiny smirk she tried to hide earlier was gone, replaced with an unnerving expression, a mask he couldn’t quite read.

Jack, lowering his voice, leaned in. “Please, don’t tell anyone about—” He flicked his eyes toward Janice, covered his mouth as if sharing a secret. “No one else knows about why she’s here.”

John nodded and smiled, forced, brittle thing. “You have my word,” he said, playing along, but his eyes were still on Janice.

Mary made a show of locking her lips, tossing away an invisible key, but her hand trembled slightly.

Janice, with fluid practice, dipped into a small curtsy, her painted-on red dress flowing like silk. “A pleasure,” she said airily, her eyes lingered on John’s for just a second too long, before turning on her heel and following Jack.

They watched as Janice walked away, the clicking of high heels sharp against the pavement, fading into the fair’s cheerful noise.

Mary’s fingers tightened on her arms, digging in her nails, a chill in her bones.

John chuckled, a hollow sound. He slipped his arm around her waist, pulling Mary close; in a fluid motion, spun her so her back was to the crowd. “Are you cold?” He said loud, clear, before he leaned in, his lips brushed her ear; he whispered. Serious. “The police left Emily out of the news. No one knows Emily was there.”

Mary’s eyes snapped to meet his, wide with dawning horror. “Maybe Jack told her?” she whispered, choking back the words, hoping it was John’s imagination, dreading that she agreed with him.

“It’s an ongoing investigation. The police held that back in their report, not even Jack knows all the details. Only the commander, the lead detective, and us.” His grip on her waist tightened, his gaze fixed on where Janice disappeared.
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Sour Patch
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The evening air buzzed with laughter, music, and the distant whir of rides spinning against the deepening blue sky. Strings of lights crisscrossed above, casting a golden shimmer over the fairgrounds. The scent of buttery popcorn, sweet cotton candy, and sizzling fried dough filled the air.

Booths overflowed along the path, each one a riot of color, vibrant activity. Handmade candles and pottery rested on tables nestled beside jars of honey that glowed like liquid gold under the lights. A man juggled flaming torches while a small crowd clapped and cheered. Somewhere to our right, a bell clanged, immediately followed by an excited squeal of delight or surprise.
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