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      June 1968

      Blood coated his knuckles. Oncoming traffic highlighted the crimson color as he drove farther from civilization and deeper into the night. He didn’t know if the blood belonged to him or the dead body.

      I killed him. I actually killed him.

      The sound of the knife cutting into flesh permeated his thoughts now, causing him to stray into the other lane. An oncoming semi-truck blared its horn. Snapping back to reality, he jerked the wheel and overcorrected. The passenger’s-side tires dipped into the ravine, but he was able to reestablish his black Ford LTD.

      Holy Mary.

      During the maneuver, the body shifted in the back seat, bumping against the back door. His heart walloped, and he pressed a hand over his chest.

      Up ahead, a pair of eyes glowed. A single doe lingered at the edge of the road.

      “Oh, Holy Mary,” he yelled, banging into the steering wheel’s center. The animal darted away before it ran out in front of him.

      He let out a breath, then checked the rearview mirror. No one was in sight. Once again, he was alone. Not counting what rested behind him.

      I need to get rid of his body.

      But where, he wondered. His eyes scanned the dark road, remembering he wasn’t in the city. Here, wherever “here” was, was a small town with almost zero travelers, especially at this hour. He’d lost his way home after a friend of a friend had stood him up. Cornfields stretched, followed by a patch of woods, before another section of corn spawned the horizon. An idea formed.

      He nodded his head. “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll bury him in the woods.”

      The longer he mulled, the more he knew the plan could work. Just as he turned off from the main road, fear began to fester. What if someone saw him? A nosy old man who had insomnia? The pigs patrolling around, hoping to find a drunk driver?

      How many drinks did I have? One? He only remembered having a single bottle. He made sure it was only a drink.

      Still, he blew out a quick breath and inhaled. Beer hung in the air. Not heavy enough to be considered blitzed, but enough for the fuzz to pull out the cuffs—especially after peeking into his backseat.

      No, he thought. Under no circumstances could he pull over.

      Get rid of the body.

      A less intense horn blared, ceasing his thoughts. He yanked the steering wheel again, not as hard as before, and managed to stay on the road.

      Deep inside him, an urge tugged. He glanced at the glove box. The flask inside had what he needed—what his body craved. Whiskey also jolted him awake. If he took a few sips, not the entire contents, it would be just enough to allow him to get rid of the dead guy. On the flip side, whiskey relaxed him. If he was too calm, he would mess up. Experience had taught him this.

      He rolled his head to focus back on driving while the flask softly beckoned his name. Now he regretted not throwing it away weeks ago.

      Just one drink. You earned it. You survived.

      “No more. I swore,” he said, recalling his aunt lying on her deathbed a month ago. She had raised him and loved him as a son. She was the only person who believed he could fix his “problem.” While he and others hovered around her hospital bed, he promised to stop drinking. He’d meant those words. So far, he hadn’t broken his promise. Well, it was partially kept. He hadn’t been wasted since she passed.

      But stabbing a man in the chest stirred the monster within him. His inner voice also reminded him how that guy attacked him first. It wasn’t his fault he got lost while passing through, stopping for directions. Auntie wouldn’t be happy he did so at a bar and had one drink, but gas stations were closed. And a man had a right to defend himself. But the fuzz wouldn’t see matters that way. They would view him the same as the ones in his hometown did: a drunk and a thief.

      And now, a murderer.

      Anger coursed through his veins, enhancing the urge—the rush. His fingers twitched before his hand reached of its own accord for the glove box. Just as the tips grazed the handle, he yanked back as if he’d touched a hot stove.

      Don’t drink, just get rid of the body.

      Drumming one hand on the wheel, he pondered and then pulled onto a less-traveled road. He couldn’t risk driving too long with the dead man. But for now, he had time. Not a lot of time, but enough if he… His eyes shifted to the glove box again.

      While he drove onward, quickly becoming lost, he imagined Auntie in bed and the promise he made. Soon, he found himself surrounded by thick forest rather than rows and rows of sweet corn. His eyes darted between each side of the road, watching for a waiting deer to run out at the last moment as well as for a place to dump the body.

      Jitters were starting again when a miracle appeared: a dirt road. He turned, but his joy was short-lived. A cow gate eventually stopped him from adventuring any farther. His headlights bounced off the metal gate, blinding him and causing a series of fists beating the steering wheel. After releasing some anger, he turned off the engine and weighed his options.

      Seconds ticked by, jogging his memory that he had little time. He concluded he had no option; if he didn’t act now, he’d risk being seen as daylight approached. He reached for the glove box and opened it. The flask brushed against his skin while he fumbled for the flashlight. Before his mind lingered on the whiskey, he climbed out.

      Overhead, peeking through the branches, was the full moon. He cursed it before praying for protection. He pictured Auntie giving him a scowling look. She would never approve of him asking God for anything while doing an evil deed.

      He leaned against the Ford’s hood, listening while the summer heat warmed him. At any second, he half expected the landowner to run at him with a shotgun. Ridiculous thoughts, he knew. The lack of farm animal scent told him no one had been here for a while. Still, he waited to make sure.

      He checked his surroundings. It was a shame the rain came earlier in the day rather than now. The ground felt soft under his shoes, but having extra darkness would work in his favor. A large farmhouse loomed in the near distance—the owners of this property, he assumed. Upon further inspection, a house like theirs suggested they would own a shovel. He was no stranger to sneaking onto somebody’s property. Looking back and forth between the house and the wooded area, he pondered.

      I can make it. Snatch a shovel, bury the guy somewhere in these woods, and put it back before they wake up. In a few hours, I’ll be done and cut out.

      After clicking on the flashlight, a single ray illuminated the ground. The lack of tire tracks was good. Moving the ball of light down the dirt path, overgrown tree branches and debris covered what was likely a forgotten burn pile. Another good sign.

      This was the spot.

      He directed the flashlight over his cheap watch and was happy to discover he had more time than he initially thought. Still, morning would come, along with people. With little time to spare, he turned off his flashlight and opened the back passenger door. Slowly but surely, he dragged the body through the woods toward the farmhouse.
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      Fifty-five years later

      September 2023

      My truck’s headlights cut through the darkness, illuminating the black pavement ahead. My heart thunders. The narrator’s voice comes through the speakers, enthralling and intense. A fight scene. Not just any fight. An ambush from a trusted, beloved sister. I grip tighter on the steering wheel, striving to keep my focus on driving while images dance in my mind. Not an easy task, yet I don’t want to hit pause.

      I can almost feel the guard’s phantom hands hauling the female protagonist toward the dungeons, while her loyal friends fight for their lives. At this moment, I am both observer and participant, suspended between reality and fantasy. The boundaries blur, and I am lost in the whirlwind of emotions, entangled in the narrative’s grip.

      The narrator speaks with urgency and devastation, making me experience the raw fear with the main character, as though my world is shattering around me and I’m unable to escape the bonds clasped around our wrists. I shift in my seat, becoming angry along with the protagonist. Then, the unknown looms.

      I have to remind myself not to push too hard on the gas pedal, despite how a strange part of me thinks that if I do, both the protagonist and I can escape.

      The narrator switches into a different voice. I fist-bump the air, recognizing the dialogue’s tone she reserves only for the love interest. I appreciate how the speaker brings out the cockiness in such an intense moment before he decimates the guards. I also admire how she returns to the compelling voice as a new fight scene unfolds. My heart melts, mirroring the protagonist’s struggles, as she and her partner fight together toward freedom.

      Instead of picturing the story’s love interest as the author does, I picture that Michigan boy I’d seen many summers ago. Older now, of course. His black hair is thicker, he’s taller and stronger, and he’s fierce like the one portrayed in the audiobook.

      As the story continues, the lover confesses his feelings as they flee into the watery tunnels, and I’m reminded I’m single and in Michigan, not in a fantasy world. I’d moved to Hastings three months earlier. Other than my coworkers, I only know my family and their friends. I hold on to the hope that someday I’ll find that boy with black hair again, or someone like him, who will love me with the same tenderness as the fictional hero does. In the meantime, I daydream about what it’ll be like having a man who loves me unconditionally.

      Another minute goes by and the chapter ends. I reach for my phone and, by muscle memory, pause the audiobook. Then I inhale a long and slow deep breath.

      “Damn. I hope I can be as good as her,” I say.

      Good as in the narrator’s skillset, not in how the protagonist’s lover rescues her—though that would be nice; I’m a sucker for a classic romance. I reflect on the narrator’s voice while driving and brush away thoughts of a shocking treachery and swords clashing. It’s the writer’s job to capture the story and have readers bond with the characters. But it’s the narrator who brings them to life with their voice. Narrators make the reader feel love and evoke emotions in the way the characters are receiving. Tug on readers’ heartstrings. Even if the narrator doesn’t agree with the author’s method, they breathe life into fiction.

      My ex-boyfriend intrudes on my thoughts. His stupid face, with his moose of a nose, ruins the mood. My once excited heart now beats to a new rhythm.

      “Don’t think about him, Nerissa,” I tell myself. “Don’t think about Moose Face. He’s not worth it.”

      My brain betrays me and fabricates Moose Face’s arms entangled with my perfect cousin, with her perfect hourglass body. His voice sweet-talking in her ear, saying the same words, promises, and endearments he had with me to Emilee.

      I’m not jealous. Emilee can have Moose Face for all I care. I like my men to be loyal. Yet the heartache remains. His betrayal slices through me like the audiobook’s antagonist had done with the female character.

      “Forget them,” I say, feeling refreshed, voicing it aloud. “Forget. Them. They’re in Florida, and I’m here.”

      I roll my shoulders back and sit up straighter, remembering the night I just experienced. My new friend Mirabel and I sang our hearts out to Olivia Rodrigo’s Vampire. I never knew how fun karaoke was until Mira dragged me onto the stage. I smile.

      Since moving to Michigan, my life has improved. Hastings is not only the town where I was born, it’s where I belong. My family, my true family, resides here. The ones who adore, support, and embrace me. Hastings is home and nothing will tear me away from it. Not again.

      Best of all, there’s no Emilee or her bossy mother, Aunt Clementine. No mention of my mother or her shadow hovering over me like a bad storm cloud. She’ll never pop up unannounced here, asking for money for her next fix. Nope. That family drama stays in Florida.

      Instead of returning to my audiobook, I admire the nighttime scenery. Some say cornfields are boring, or creepy if one had read Children of the Corn. No matter people’s opinions, I would choose Hastings over any city overlooking the ocean.

      I missed playing in the snow, snowmobiling, shopping at Meijer, ordering tea—without it being sweet—having Lake Michigan as my beach, and being surrounded by my dad’s family.

      “I’m home,” I say aloud, as the memories of my mother’s family fade and are replaced with futuristic ones of my Michigan family.

      My attention soon returns to driving. Not many people are out on M-37 after midnight. It’s quiet and peaceful. Just like my new home, or rather Gran’s house. She lives on the outskirts of town with bordering cornfields. The house was built in 1900 and has been in the Parkerton family since. Gran had grown up in that house with her two older siblings. When her father passed away a few years ago, Gran inherited the generational home. One day it’ll be mine, but I like to believe it will be many, many years later and after settling down with a great guy.

      The house approaches on my left, and I slow down. The driveway isn’t long, yet it’s far back enough to have a spacious front lawn. Lightning bugs flick in and out, reminding me of laid-back summers.

      The living room light is on, telling me Gran is awake, probably watching re-runs of Friends. Guilt renders me, knowing she’d stayed up for me. Yet a part of me finds it endearing. Grandma Feldpausch is the type who makes sure her loved ones get home safely, rather than scolding me for being out too late. Then again, at this hour, both cases might be true.

      I park next to Gran’s royal blue Dodge Dart. Rust slowly eats away at the base, all thanks to salt on the roads. I step out of my truck and rush to the door to avoid mosquitoes. While fishing for the keys in my massive purse, something crinkles under my shoes, like paper. I step back and narrow my gaze, trying to figure out what I’m stepping on. Kneeling down, I discover a white envelope. I glance over my shoulder. The mailbox is at least a hundred feet away. Why did the mail carrier put it here?

      Freak-y, my inner thought singsongs.

      Upon closer inspection of the envelope, it doesn’t take a genius to realize it wasn’t dropped off by the post office. There’s no return address or stamp. Only Gran’s name is on the front, handwritten in cursive. I flip it around, finding nothing more.

      Maybe a friend stopped by?

      As a retired schoolteacher living in Hastings her entire life, Gran knows almost everyone. Anyone could have stopped by. Including her two siblings. I squint, wondering if the handwriting belongs to either Tina or Ronald. Unable to tell from the porch’s faint light, I unlock the door and enter.

      Slipping off my sandals in the mudroom, the single bulb over the kitchen sink gives enough light to not stumble through the house. Gran always leaves it on as a nightlight. Even the times she visited Tampa, she had to have some form of light on. Though she’s never admitted it, her actions suggest she fears the dark.

      Deeper into the house, I catch voices. Matter-of-fact tones. Based on the lack of canned laughter, Gran is watching the news. Great, I think while bracing myself for the latest development. Even before COVID arrived, I learned the news shared more bad than good.

      I wander toward the living room. Apart from the dim glow of the lamp and the flickering lights from the TV screen, the rest of the house is engulfed in darkness. Gran sits so properly, legs crossed with both hands draped over her lap, as she stares at the news. I’m about to greet her when the sight stops me. Tears are cascading down her face. Now her proper posture looks strained, as if she’s bottling her emotions.

      Curious about what’s being broadcast, I turn to the flat screen. My initial thought is something horrible is happening elsewhere, like a runaway teenager—Gran gets sensitive about anything related to kids. Instead, a woman’s face covers the space. It’s a picture of her smiling, one that expresses she loves life. Unfortunately, the newscaster states the opposite of the woman’s glee.

      “Patricia was found in her own home by a neighbor early yesterday morning,” confirms the news anchor while the woman’s image remains.

      The wrinkles around Patricia’s jaw and eyes suggest she’s around Gran’s age of sixty-one. She doesn’t look familiar. Then the screen flashes to a ranch-style house with a small front yard and a forest at the back. My heart sinks when the screen shifts to yellow police tape flapping in the breeze.

      “Authorities suspect foul play…”

      “Is she one of your friends?” I ask before the news anchor goes into details.

      Gran jumps while pressing a hand over her heart. When she sees me, she releases the air she was holding. “Nerissa,” she says, relieved.

      Meanwhile, the news explains how Patricia’s intruder had broken into her home. Gran quickly picks up the remote and the picture disappears. I study Gran as she collects herself, closing her eyes and rubbing her nose with her knuckles.

      “I’m sorry, Gran.” I approach and sit beside her on the couch. She turns away, no doubt trying to disguise the tears. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” Her tone suggests as much, but her body language says otherwise. Gran’s once straightened pose slumps. “You just scared the daylights out of me, that’s all.” She turns to face me. “How was your night?”

      “Fun,” I reply, trying not to imply it was great. Not after catching her crying.

      “Good. I’m glad you and Mirabel had fun.” Gran then arches her eyebrows. “No rotten boys bothered you guys, did they?”

      I shake my head. “No. Based on the songs we were singing, we chased them away.”

      A wide grin crosses her face, erasing the remaining sadness. “Good. Since you’re up, you mind hauling my suitcase to the door? The wheel broke, and it’s heavy.”

      “Is that why you stayed up?” I tease, already standing up.

      Her grin grows into an ecstatic smile, no doubt thinking about her vacation starting tomorrow. She brushes past me, leading the way to her bedroom while flipping on light switches as we cross the 1,200-square-foot home.

      As I follow, I realize I’m still holding the envelope. I toss it into the mail pile as I walk by it. Whatever is inside can wait until she gets back.

      “Are you excited?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      Gran beams at me from over her shoulder. Again, a flash of excitement spreads across her face, a telltale sign of the anticipation bubbling within her. I like seeing her this way.

      Depression had ruled too many years of Gran’s recent life. She hid under bedcovers, unintentionally pushing loved ones away. Friendships faded, while others stood fast. With some help from doctors, family, and medication, Gran reemerged. It took years, but she’s finally finding happiness. Planning a trip with her sister is a testament to her newfound self. Gran needs this vacation more than I needed to move here. God knows how much she’d suffered in the last decade. I push aside those painful memories of Gran slumbering away and focus on the now.

      “Absolutely,” she replies. “Seventeen days of traveling through Europe with my favorite sister. I wish I’d done this sooner.”

      Gran’s bedroom has always been tidy. But now, it appears she spent the entire day, after packing, detailing the space. The lingering scent of Febreze is still fresh. Gran’s pink suitcase is already sitting on her bed, as if it has been waiting for me to haul it to the door.

      I reach for the suitcase. “You only have one sister.”

      “And that’s why I love Tina more than my brother,” Gran jokes. “Have you decided on what you want me to bring back?”

      “I’ll be happy with anything. A T-shirt will be fine.” If the food would survive the trip, I would ask for gelato of any flavor and tapas from Spain.

      Gran grimaces, making the wrinkles around her eyes more defined. “Ugh. You can buy a T-shirt anywhere. I’ll think of something. If not, Tina will. She’s good at finding the right gifts. Did you know she’s the one who told me to get you a hot stone massage for your birthday?”

      I did, and it was the best sixty minutes of my nineteen years. When Gran was unable to function, Tina stepped up. She became more like a second grandma than a simple great-aunt. The thousand miles that separate Hastings from Tampa didn’t hinder her. Tina treated me with more love than my mother’s mom, who lived within thirty miles.

      This is why I’m here, I tell myself while tuning out Gran’s voice for the umpteenth time going over where she’ll be on which days. I’m more than ready to spend more time with my Michigan family. Funny how I’m with family now and ignoring her.

      Yet there’s also a tiny portion of my family who think less of me. Gran’s brother Ronald, his household, and extended kin view me as my mom’s side does: the stupid southern girl who got held back a grade and the only one with a learning problem. And, worst of all, the druggie’s daughter. I want Ronald and them to see me as me: Nerissa Feldpausch, a kind girl who possesses wisdom rather than sheer intelligence. Despite my flaws, I can still be successful by doing something I love, and that is becoming a book narrator.

      An hour later, I crawl into bed, thinking about how I’ll spend the following seventeen days. First, I’ll make more of an effort to spend time with my two cousins—the ones I’ve spent the most time with growing up, mainly because we’re close in age. I’ll bake a pumpkin and purée it for the first time, then practice making a pie so I have a perfected one ready for the surprise dinner when Gran and Tina return. As for professional goals, I’ll focus on setting up my recording studio in the spare bedroom and practice using my Rode NT1 microphone without sensing Gran hovering or eavesdropping. The next seventeen days will be busy, but in an enjoyable way.

      Before falling asleep, my mind wanders to the contents of the envelope. One of her friends wrote a secret recipe and left it by the door instead of the mailbox? Or a former student, thanking Gran for encouraging them to follow their dreams? Little did I know the message inside would change my life. And not in an enjoyable way.
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      My feet shuffle into the kitchen the following morning. Relief washes over me after spotting the coffee already made. I make a mental note to program the coffee maker before going to bed. Otherwise, I’ll add zero coffee grounds and brew only water. That mistake has happened more often than I care to admit.

      With a steaming mug in hand, I wander through the house, soaking in the solitude. It hits me how quiet the silence can be. There was never a dull moment while growing up under my aunt and uncle’s roof. Their oldest, Emilee, had inherited her chatterbox trait from Aunt Clementine. Neither can ever keep quiet for long. My other three girl cousins are not as talkative, yet someone was always bickering. Either about someone hogging the bathroom, stealing clothes, or makeup. Add three dogs into the large household, and it’s nonstop chaos.

      After moving in with Gran, I grew accustomed to the TV background noise and unexpected visitors, whether it’s a friend or Tina. More times than not, it was Tina.

      “This is nice,” I say aloud, welcoming the peace.

      Sunlight streams through the curtain-less windows. The yard spans in front of me with newly fallen leaves over the grass. Movement draws my attention. “That darn squirrel,” as Gran would say, “is eating upside down at the bird feeder again.” Unlike Gran, I let him eat. He’s cute, and it doesn’t bother me that his presence is chasing the birds away. All animals gotta eat.

      On the other side of the driveway looms the turkey barn that belonged to my Great-Grandpa Parkerton, Gran’s father. The chipped red paint reveals its history. Currently, Gran uses the massive barn for storage—mostly yard equipment and cherished items she can’t toss out or keep inside the house. Dad’s old Nova comes to mind, mainly its hideous gold color. I can’t remember the car’s year, but it’s ancient enough to have an AM radio and outdated seatbelts.

      I turn away from the window, not wanting to go down memory lane, only to come face-to-face with a family portrait hanging over the couch, conjuring flashbacks against my will. A mixture of love and hatred wars within me, as if my heart is caught in a delicate tug-of-war. On one side, this 12x12 photo shows the Feldpausches as a happy family. Six-year-old me beams while sitting on Dad’s shoulders, my grandparents standing on both sides of us. Our smiles are forever frozen in this blissful moment. Next comes the series of “befores.” Before Mom dragged me to Florida. Before Dad followed and succumbed to trying drugs for the first time, costing him his life. And before Grandpa Feldpausch divorced Gran.

      I recall the day our lives shattered with the first “before.” The night Mom exploded.

      “This is not my home,” Mom had shouted at Dad, waking me up from sleep. With my ears on high alert, I crept toward my bedroom door. “I’m trapped here. I hate this state.”

      Dad normally brushed off Mom’s complaining, letting her vent. But that night, for some reason, he pushed back. “If you hate it here so much, then leave. I’m not stopping you. You broke off the engagement, remember?”

      “You don’t get it. I love the ocean. I miss it. Nerissa is like me, and I know she’ll love the ocean, too.”

      “Nerissa is nothing like you.”

      There was a short pause before Mom spoke again. “When I leave, I’m taking her with me.”

      Dad’s harsh response froze me in place. Needless to say, he disagreed. Mom said nothing else, and I tiptoed back to bed, believing everyone’s parents fought. Like the previous disagreements, we would proceed with the next day as always. In the morning, Dad would go to work, Mom would drop me off at school, and afterward we’d eat dinner she had cooked. Instead of the norm, Mom shoved our clothes into trash bags and put me in her car. Then she drove south. Way south. I cried and screamed to go home.

      “Trust me,” Mom said while I sniffled in the backseat, “you’ll love the ocean. I named you Nerissa because it means ‘from the sea.’ You’re my little sea nymph. Once you see the beach, a real one, then you’ll never want to leave it. You’ll see.”

      Her words brought no comfort, and I cried. After a while, Mom ended up blasting the radio. She drove all day and into the night. Then we pulled into Aunt Clementine’s driveway to stay with her. The following weeks and months were a blur. Mom faded away to visit with “old friends,” as Clementine called them. Dad moved to Tampa Bay, intending to win Mom back. Within a year, he got caught up in her partygoer lifestyle, and a tempting needle took him away.

      By my eighth birthday, my mom gave up her parental rights to Aunt Clementine and her husband. The only positive thing I had was Grandpa Feldpausch. After he divorced Gran, he came to be with me. He was the only thing that kept me going while I grew up in Tampa Bay. He defended me, encouraged my narrating skills, and welcomed me to his home on weekends. Grandpa Feldpausch was the shining sun that raged against the storm.

      “My life is better now,” I say. “I’m here, and nobody will uproot me again.”

      I turn away from the family portrait. To prove that I’m done living in the past, I venture into my room. The corners of my lips curl upward while inhaling the candle lit on my work desk. Before starting my career as a voiceover artist, I have a lot of prep work ahead of me. Setting my cooling mug on the coaster, I pick up a beloved children’s book, The Day the Crayons Quit by Drew Daywalt. The different crayon characters give me the opportunity to change my voice, matching each crayon’s personality while testing how I sound in the microphone—and this story is hilarious. Though no reader expects me to sound manly, they do expect a fluctuation when voicing the male lines. Mastering how to remove background noise will be a learning curve. My voice coach in Tampa Bay taught me how, but this will be the first time doing it solo and on a new microphone.

      A glance at the clock reminds me that playing with my microphone can’t happen today. I can’t be fired from another job, and my dream career requires some out-of-pocket expenses. After guzzling my cool coffee, taking a quick shower, and scarfing a granola bar for breakfast, I’m ready for work.

      While reaching for my truck keys, the white envelope with Karen Feldpausch’s name scrawled on the front grabs my attention. The unfamiliar blue handwriting, scribbled as if done hastily and angrily, doesn’t sit well with me. Curiosity gets the better of me, and I snatch the letter to read its contents. What I read makes my insides twist. My coffee sits heavy.

      The bold word “Missing” spreads across the flyer’s top. Below the heading is a black-and-white picture of a young man, roughly in his early twenties. The additional information about this person has been cut off. No name or date, just the guy. I bring the printed paper closer, studying his features and asking myself if I know him.

      The missing guy has mop-top hair. Not like Gavin Casalegno curly mop style, but like the Beatles with smooth, combed hair. He dons a black shirt with a leather biker vest. He had to have gone missing in the ‘60s or early ‘70s. Without a date, there’s no way of knowing.

      I debate if I should reach out to Gran. Text her a picture of him with a bunch of question marks. But when I flip the paper over, I decide against it.

      Beware Good Fairy. She broke the promise. You have one month to leave Michigan or die.

      My jaw plummets, and I read through the message once more.

      “This can’t be right. There has to be some kind of mistake,” I say. Suddenly the peaceful home shifts to sinister.

      I check out the door’s window, almost half expecting my answers to be standing there, watching the house. No one is there. Only my truck, Gran’s blue sedan, and most of the turkey barn are in sight. Behind the barn is a vast area of tall grass, the remains of a former wheat field. Beyond that is a patch of forest, ending my view. Turning right, I get a partial glimpse of the main road. Whoever left the creepy letter did so in one of two ways. One is by foot. If so, they walked at least a mile, possibly closer to two, depending on the back road and the neighbor’s layout. I’m not familiar enough with the neighbor to know specifics. Secondly, he or she pulled into the driveway while Gran was locked onto the TV. No one can break her trance during a sitcom—well, other than that darn squirrel.

      While studying the missing flyer again, I contemplate what this phrase means. What’s the purpose of it? To scare Gran? Why? Who’s she and what about a broken promise? I scoff at the thought of promises. They mean nothing nowadays.

      I mull over what I know about Gran’s personal life, which isn’t much, given I haven’t lived in Michigan for long. To my knowledge, she doesn’t have any enemies. Yet having lived in one place for her whole life, it’s inevitable to make some. Including coworkers. Also, not every student loved Mrs. Feldpausch, which led to parents disliking her as well. No matter where one lives, there are always punks.

      But to hate Gran enough to write a threat on a missing person’s flyer? I shake my head, not liking this one bit. The “leave Michigan or die” part disturbs me the most. Deep down, I hope this is a prank. Or a misunderstanding, because I have no idea how a fairy is involved. To my knowledge, Gran doesn’t have a fondness for mythical creatures.

      The grandfather clock chimes, reminding me about my job. If I leave any later, I’ll risk being tardy. For now, I fold the flyer back inside the envelope and trot to my truck.

      After turning the key, my gas light flicks on. Crap. It came on last night, and I ignored it. I hop out and climb into Gran’s Dodge. I’ll get gas when I’m not on a tight schedule. Seconds later, I back up in our turnaround and drive the fifteen-minute trip to the public library.

      I shift my thoughts to my job while Miley Cyrus sings on the radio. Reading to kids for story time is my favorite part about working at the library. They giggle and beam when I switch voices. In the short time I’ve worked there, parents have complimented my vocal skills. Bringing out a character’s personality makes a story even more enjoyable, especially with young ages. Toddlers fall in love with reading and rereading the same book over and over, never growing tired.

      While contemplating which Mo Willems book to read today, a massive truck roars up behind me, riding my tail. I maintain my speed and pretend the impatient driver isn’t there. When the road opens and splits into two lanes, the driver stays. I roll my eyes in annoyance. He has plenty of time to get around me, but he doesn’t.

      Leave Michigan or die

      Those four words send chills down my spine. Is the truck driver behind me the same person who sent Gran that letter? I turn right without signaling. He follows. At the stop sign, I turn right again. Once more, he copies my movement. My heart rate picks up as I drive farther away from work and approach another stop sign. I glance in the rearview mirror. The black truck crosses into the intersection and positions itself behind me. Their windshield is too tinted to make out the driver. Its front license plate has a neon blue background and a skeleton pointing a gun. My anxiety goes up a notch.

      Focus, Nerissa. Don’t freak out. Do. Not. Freak. Out.

      I’m so freaking out. I make my third right turn, keeping the bulk of my attention on the rearview mirror. Luckily, there’s no one in front of me, otherwise I would have bumped into them. The truck persists. Down this side street, I drive faster, approaching the main road where I’d first turned.

      My palms become moist on the steering wheel. At a stop sign, traffic forces me to wait. I watch the truck approach, its engine rumbling, feeling as though it’s breathing down my neck. Seizing a brief break in traffic, I press my foot on the gas pedal and go left, away from the library. While pulling onto the main road, I steal glimpses in the side mirror. The truck pursues me. He nearly collided with another vehicle, and a blaring horn pierces the air.

      “Yep, I am officially being stalked.” My voice comes out at a higher pitch than usual. Then I slap the steering wheel. “Doggone it. I should have turned right.” The library is a few blocks away. Across from it is the police station.

      I check all my mirrors for the truck. Four vehicles separate us. I nibble on my bottom lip, considering my options. The black truck zooms around a van, gaining on me.

      Do something!

      I do, and without warning, I slam on the brakes to pull into Taco Bell. Gran’s brakes are more sensitive than my truck’s, and the black wheels squeal. I wince at the sound and feel the Dodge skid. The person behind me lays thick on their horn and flips me the bird as they whip around me.

      “Sorry,” I said, cringing at my recklessness. “You would’ve done the same thing if you were me.” Or freaking turned right toward the police station.

      I stop midway into the parking lot and watch through the rearview mirror. Please, don’t pull in. Please don’t kill me.
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      June 1968

      A voice hollered from the bottom of the stairs. “Girls, time for bed.”

      Queen Fairy had heard her mother the first time. Like the previous warnings, she turned her nose up and continued. She sat on her bed while her fairy friends sat on the floor, gazing up at her like the queen she was.

      “We should listen to your mom,” whispered Apple Blossom, the tiniest fairy with long black hair. “I don’t want her mad at us. She won’t let us come back.”

      Queen Fairy tucked a strand of her beautiful blonde hair behind her ear, glaring at her fairy friend. From where Queen Fairy sat, the full moon shined behind her, masking her glare toward her three fairy friends. Though Apple Blossom couldn’t see the sharpness of her gaze, Queen Fairy hoped the littlest one felt her disappointment. After all, it was still her birthday. Her rules. Their queen.

      From her perch, Queen Fairy eyed each fairy companion. Marigold, wearing faded yellow pajamas, sat shoulder to shoulder with Apple Blossom. Lotus—whose name Queen Fairy had expressed was the worst fairy name—sat on her knees. Lotus was the oldest and tallest girl in her grade.

      “You promised I could hold Cathy,” Lotus grumbled.

      Before Queen Fairy’s mother had interrupted, she was making her new toy dance for them. Chatty Cathy looked stunning in her sunshine-yellow-and-white-pattern dress with blonde pigtails, and most importantly, she talked. Apple Blossom, Marigold, and Lotus had been begging to hold Cathy since Queen Fairy had opened the present. But this birthday girl did not share.

      The sound of a creaking floorboard caught her attention. Queen Fairy fell onto her side, hearing her fairies flutter into their sleeping bags. When the footsteps stopped at her closed door, the birthday girl knew Mom wasn’t fooled.

      “Ladies, I said it’s bedtime,” Mom said with more force. “It’s after eleven. Go to sleep.”

      After Mom left, sadness replaced the once cheerful room. Lotus shifted in her sleeping bag, complaining about how Queen Fairy had broken a promise. Meanwhile, Marigold and Apple Blossom settled into their sleeping bags, whispering goodnight.

      Queen Fairy wasn’t ready to end her big day. Lying on her back, she held Chatty Cathy in front of her face, reflecting upon the day. Mom had baked the perfect vanilla cake. She’d blown out all ten candles in a single blow. Her grandma had bought her the best toy. But there was one thing she wanted and did not get.

      “I didn’t get my puppy,” Queen Fairy said.

      “They’re not old enough,” Lotus said grumpily. “You knew that when we saw them yesterday.”

      An idea sprang to Queen Fairy—a perfect way to end her birthday. Queen Fairy crawled to the end of her bed and looked down at the others. Lotus had obviously read her mind and kicked her sleeping bag away. Queen Fairy was glad Lotus agreed rather than stood up to her, as she often did. Though, when it came to sneaking out, she could always count on Lotus being there.

      “Let’s go see them,” they said at the same time.

      Marigold sat up. Her curiosity shone in the moonlight. “There’s puppies? Where?” She turned her head side to side, as if she believed they were in the room.

      Queen Fairy looked up at the ceiling. Marigold had been at her house all day and never saw a single dog because they didn’t own pets.

      “Our neighbor,” Lotus said, pointing toward the Olson’s property through the window, “had a litter of puppies last month. They’re Golden Retrievers and are so little and cute. I wish my parents would let me have one.”

      Apple Blossom sat up slowly and cautiously. “Really?”

      “Puppies are born in barns all the time, duh,” Queen Fairy said.

      Marigold stood up on her knees and waved a finger between herself and Apple Blossom. “We don’t live in barns, duh.”

      “City girls,” Lotus teased.

      “No we’re not. If we were in Lansing, yeah. It’s the state capital, but we’re in Hastings.”

      Queen Fairy slid out of bed. “Who cares. Let’s go before it’s midnight.”

      Apple Blossom turned to Marigold.

      Marigold said, “We can’t. Your parents will catch us, and they’ll never let us spend the night again.”

      “Yes, they will,” replied Queen Fairy. “Besides, it’s still my birthday. We do it all the time.” She nodded at Lotus and hoped Marigold understood her hint to play along.

      While Queen Fairy put on her shoes, Lotus confirmed it. Apple Blossom remained unsure. Marigold didn’t appear as thrilled, but she went along and began patting the floor for her tennis shoes.

      Less than a minute later, they were ready—except for Apple Blossom. The three girls stood near the bedroom door while Apple Blossom held onto her stuffed bear. “It’s dark outside.”

      “Don’t ruin my birthday,” Queen Fairy softly yelled.

      Marigold stepped toward Apple Blossom. “It’s not that dark. There’s a full moon tonight.”

      “We’ll only be gone for a little while,” Lotus added.

      Queen Fairy wanted to say she would decide how long they stayed but kept the thought to herself. She wanted to sneak out before Mom and Dad heard them.

      Apple Blossom put her bear inside the sleeping bag and found her shoes. “Can I hold the flashlight?”

      The birthday girl couldn’t contain her politeness any longer. “Don’t be a scaredy-cat.” Lotus elbowed her—a silent way of saying she was being too mean. Queen Fairy said in a nicer voice, “I’m your queen, remember? I’ll keep you safe.” And for good measure, she twirled. Then she studied them. Lotus bounced on her toes, excited. Marigold smiled, and Apple Blossom folded her arms over her chest.

      “Now,” Queen Fairy ordered, “no talking until we get outside. And follow me. Understand?”

      She turned the knob before Apple Blossom chickened out. The bathroom light gave partial lighting in the hallway, a sign her parents had gone to bed. Queen Fairy paused to listen for any sound, then led the way with Lotus on her heels. She stepped on the safe spots, beckoning her friends to copy her movements.

      “What are you doing?” a different voice whispered beside the birthday girl.

      Queen Fairy nearly jumped out of her skin. She thanked her lucky stars that neither Apple Blossom nor the others screamed. Queen Fairy glared at her little brother. Dracula, as she called the blood-sucker nuisance, had his bedroom door cracked open enough to reveal part of his face.

      “Mind your business or I’ll tell Dad you were mean to my friends,” Queen Fairy sneered.

      Dracula stuck out his tongue before closing the door. Queen Fairy gave a nod, praising herself. All day, he had been ignoring her commands. He’d spied on her friends from his “hiding spots,” which weren’t as secretive as he thought. Earlier, she wished her brother would do as she said. Finally, her brother did as she said.

      Queen Fairy tiptoed toward the stairs. On the way down, she avoided the dreaded squeaky spots. She was pleased her fairies made it down without making noise. Finally, they reached the bottom of the stairs. Rays of moonlight flowed through the windows, giving enough light to make out the furniture’s edges.

      As Queen Fairy neared the back door, she worried Dad might be awake. He sometimes smoked after Mom fell asleep. She always smelled it because her window overlooked the back door. Queen Fairy’s shoulders relaxed at the lack of gray puffs through the door’s window. In quiet movements, she unlocked the deadbolt.

      Hot, muggy air greeted her once she stepped outside. She waved a hand near her face, trying to create some relief. Rain from this afternoon’s storm lingered in the air, giving a more earthy scent than usual. The cloudless night and the round moon cast a soft glow on her path. Bugs chirped and fireflies flickered. Queen Fairy swatted at the high-pitch buzz near her ear. Mosquitoes were the worst at night.

      She faced her friends. Lotus’s pajamas were white, making her appear like a ghost. Marigold’s faded ones looked more like a dandelion-seed color than yellow. Only Apple Blossom wore dark clothes, matching her black hair. The birthday girl hoped Apple Blossom wouldn’t get lost and start crying or worse, holler their names and wake up her parents.

      “Let’s go,” Queen Fairy whispered to her fairy friends. Just as she was about to lead the way, she added, “And don’t step in the mud. My mom will be mad, and she’ll know we snuck out.”

      Lotus and Marigold nodded while Apple Blossom hugged herself. Queen Fairy considered telling the scaredy-cat to wait inside and be a lookout, when Marigold reached for Apple Blossom’s hand and took it. Queen Fairy turned around and guided them from her grassy backyard toward the tree line. Lotus caught up and walked beside her.

      “You didn’t say we were going through the woods,” Apple Blossom squeaked.

      “It’s just a small patch of private property,” Lotus said.

      And a ten-minute hike, Queen Fairy thought, but kept it to herself. Marigold might get scared and join sides with Apple Blossom. Today was still her birthday, and she wanted all of them to see the puppies.

      As they entered the forest, a sensation drifted over her. Something felt different. Wrong. Her gut told her to leave. Instead, she swatted her hand in the air, as though she were brushing away a pesky bug.

      There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’ve gone through here hundreds of times. Tonight is no different. Actually, it will be magical. Better.

      Yet no matter how many times Queen Fairy dismissed the warning, it kept repeating: Run away, run away while you still can. Run away.
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