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THE NIGHT BELONGS TO US

Jess Landry

I

Mary dangled the necklace in between her fingers, letting the closed locket spin. It reminded her of when her daughter, Laura, was young, how they would dance and twirl and fall onto the patchy brown carpet in their shitty rundown apartment, the one that Mary paid an arm and a leg for in rent.

Simpler times, she thought, when they would laugh about nothing, Laura’s giggles enough to break even the coldest of spirits; when they knew what each other was thinking; when they would disappear together into make-believe worlds of Laura’s doing—anything to escape their reality, a reality that grew bleaker every passing day with Mary unable to work and her government payments barely putting food on their second-hand table. 

The light coming in through the only window in the room hit the gold at just the right spot, casting a glint in her eye as the locket continued to twirl. Inside, a picture of Laura, maybe five, maybe seven, of that Mary wasn’t sure. Laura had found the gold necklace on the street and given it to Mary as a gift, placing the only photo Laura could find of herself inside. Mary had sworn to Laura that she’d never take the necklace off, that she’d wear it around her neck, hanging at her heart, for always. 

But that promise had been made a long time ago, when Laura was little and still believed the white lies that Mary often told. 

Mary tucked a strand of her long, raven-black hair behind her ear and looked to the window, the glass shattered from neglect and time. Snow drifted behind the broken pane, the occasional flake finding its way into the room, softly fluttering down the peeling wallpaper and rotted wainscoting, the only memories of what this space once was. She’d assumed it had been an office, given its size—the office of someone important, until they’d abandoned this building like all the others in the area. Mary watched a single flake twirl onto the grated floor, only to disappear at the first touch, absorbed into the metal like it had never existed. 

The metal grated flooring, as far as she knew, was a recent addition.

She’d spent the past few days in this room along with three others, all spread out across the uncomfortable floor. Days without a proper meal. Days without a hot shower or clean clothes or contact with the outside world. Just a broken window to remind her what was out there. A reminder of everything she wanted to leave behind.

She’d come to learn some of the rooms’ little secrets—the sloped secondary floor underneath the metal one, the one that caved in the centre, leading into a drain that travelled deep into the depths of the building; the muffled voices, sometimes sounding like screams, that rose from the drain pipe, finding their way into her ears while she tried to sleep; and the impenetrable rusted steel door, the one that led to a safe place, a quiet place, somewhere she could live out the rest of her days without having to worry about food or shelter . . . or Laura.

It was the whole reason she was there, after all. The whole reason any of them were.

Beyond the rusted door was where they needed to go. 

It was where they belonged.

From behind a less important door—a weak wooden one that led back to humanity—footsteps echoed, growing closer and closer with every passing second. 

The others in the room, women like Mary, cast out from society, shunned by their families, women looking for something more, something better—despite knowing the steep cost—all sat up, ready for their awaited visitor. A visitor with either a gift or a curse. Mary was never quite sure which to expect.

The other door slowly creaked open, and in stepped Cee. The low light from one working sconce cast strange, sharp shadows on her soft but angular face, a face riddled with scars that somehow only made her more intriguing. The light made her short, dark hair seem even darker. It made her wide eyes simmer like two black coals after a long burn, the flames still alive and well inside her. 

Mary let her locket go back to its resting spot over her heart as she and the three other women stood, keeping their heads low and their eyes down. 

Cee’s heavy boots clanged against the metal floor, slowly, methodically, as she passed by each of the women, sizing them up, seeing if they were fit for the next step of initiation.

There’d been six of them on day one. Six women in a cold room, waiting to see if they’d be invited past the metal door.

One went the first day. Another a few days later.

They’d both failed their initiations, unable to stomach what Cee had asked of them, unable to see the bigger picture, which was as clear to Mary as the snow falling outside—survival. 

The first two hadn’t wanted it enough.

But Mary did. 

And failure wasn’t an option. 

“You.” Cee’s voice was like her features, soft yet sharp. Mary kept her eyes down, her gaze focused on the drain beneath the floor, shadows of the other nights’ stains still haunting her. “It’s your turn.”

Mary raised her head slowly, still not meeting Cee’s eyes, instead directing her gaze to Cee’s shoulders, small but bulky, no thanks to the layers of old clothing she wore.

“Are you ready?”

Mary nodded. 

Cee said no more. She moved back toward the wood door while the other women in the room moved to one side, as close together as they could. 

Mary glanced up. All their eyes were on her. They were waiting to see if she had it in her. They were waiting for her to fail.

Cee stepped out into the darkened hallway beyond the room, her boots shuffling against the debris of the abandoned building, echoing out into the nothingness. 

Then, a man entered, stumbling into the small space with drunken laughter.

He wiped spittle from his open mouth, his eyes slowly focusing on the room around him, all comprehension lost. 

“What’s all this?” he muttered.

Cee stepped back into the room, closing the wood door, and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. Mary, for the briefest of moments, looked at Cee, studying as much of her face as she could. 

The softness had disappeared. 

There was something terrifying in her androgynous features that Mary couldn’t turn away from.

Something primal.

“Hey,” the man said, attempting to shake Cee’s grip and spin toward her, but her strength was much more than what it seemed.

Cee forced him to the centre of the room, pushing him down to his knees, facing the metal door, without so much as a grunt. He knelt directly over the drain.

Mary took her place between the man and the metal door, a nervous energy creeping into her body. 

She had to do this.

The man’s gaze scattered about the room, shooting from one woman to another, as the realization of the situation hit him. “Let me go,” he pleaded. “Stop.” 

But none moved.

Cee pulled a rusted blade from her back pocket, passing it to Mary. 

Mary took it with a shaking hand, failing to steady herself before Cee caught wind. She wanted Cee to believe she was confident, that she had what it took to be welcomed past the door. She let the blade rest in her palm, trying to focus her mind on its cool touch. It had seemed so heavy in the hands of the others, as though Cee had passed them a boulder, but there, in Mary’s, it was as light as a feather. Still, the tremble would not leave. She tried to will it away, but it wouldn’t stop—her body knew exactly what she was trying to force herself to do.

“Please . . . I have a family . . . ”

The others that had come through the door in short time there had said the same thing. Mary had wondered if that were true, or if that was just something people said when they knew they were about to die.

“Go on,” Cee snapped, waking Mary from her thoughts. 

Mary took the first step toward the man, her own footsteps as loud as a crack of thunder. The man thrashed and pulled and screamed, but Cee’s grip kept him pinned down.

Closer. Blade out.

Is it worth it?

Closer. Tighten grip.

Do I really want it that bad?

Closer. Smell his fear.

What would Laura think?

Mary brought the dull blade to the man’s rough skin.

Do it, she coaxed herself. 

She tried to drag the blood-encrusted edge along his neck, but something was preventing her hand from obeying.

Do it!

She tried again, willing her hand to move. It didn’t budge.

Do it or die!

Going against the very will of her own body, Mary jerked her hand forward. 

The movement was quick. Sloppy.

And the result was not what she wanted.

The dull blade had scraped at the man’s skin, the smallest nick slowly filling with a hint of red. A tiny drop of blood seeped through, barely enough for a Band-Aid.

The blade hit the grated metal floor at the same time as Mary’s knees. Mary screamed into the metal, into the drain, like a signal to the voices down below, those screaming up at her, those living where she wanted to be. 

A dream that would never happen now.

She was just like the others.

A failure.

The man seemed to relax, a glimmer of hope shuddering through his body.

“Jesus,” Cee muttered from above, unimpressed by yet another disappointment. 

Mary peeled herself up off the floor, wet stinging eyes looking up at Cee, the fear of meeting her gaze now long dissolved.

Mary watched in awe as Cee raised her free hand above the man’s head, keeping him still and in place.

Then, Cee brought her hand across the man’s neck with a movement so refined it was like a conductor commanding her orchestra.

A splash of warmth struck Mary’s face, little dabs of heat on her cheek, near her eyes, on her mouth. On impulse, she licked her lips, lapping up the liquid, the taste of metal striking her tongue almost immediately, almost satisfying.

Mary’s gaze turned to the man. 

His eyes went wide as his hands fumbled to his throat. But it was too late—the jagged gash in his skin tore open and his blood began to spill.

The man gargled, the blood filling his lungs, then finding its path out of his body and trickling onto his clothes. 

And down it all went, out of him and into the drain below.

The others behind Mary watched. Another letdown, she imagined them thinking. A better chance for them to make it past the door when their time came.

Mary’s gaze fell to Cee’s hand, the nail on her index finger sharper than a shard of glass. Cee brought her finger in front of her, studying the small chunks of gore that had gotten stuck under her nail, then put her finger into her mouth, sucking at what little was there. She took a deep breath, the tease of blood satiating whatever hunger she may have had. Mary watched on with a jealous eye—she wanted that hunger, that desire. She wanted what Cee had. 

Cee continued to grip the man’s shoulder with her other hand, then, without any effort at all, released him. His lifeless body clunked onto the grated floor, his blood flowing even more freely into the drain.

The blood sucked clean from her finger, Cee now turned her attention to Mary.

“Please . . . ” Mary sat on her knees, now the one who pleaded, unable to contain her tears any longer. “I need to be here. I belong here.”

“Doesn’t look that way,” Cee said, emotionless.

Mary locked her bloodied hands in front of her, almost in prayer, with the necklace chain and her raven-dark hair interwoven between her fingers like a morbid rosary.

“I can give you something else. Anything you want. Anything at all.” 

Cee looked down at Mary. The light coming in through the only window in the room hit Mary’s necklace at just the right spot, casting a golden glint in Cee’s dark eyes.

II

The Greyhound bus pulled into the snowed-covered depot, a depot as lifeless and cold as its final destination: Winnipeg, directly in the heart of Canada.

The bus driver cranked the door open, letting the few weary travellers debark from the slow, icy ride they’d been subjected to for the past several hours. Out they filed, exhausted, just as lifeless and cold as their surroundings.

Last off was Laura, the youthful glow all but gone from her twenty-nine-year-old face. The winter’s wind tossed her long raven-black hair around like a child’s plaything, blowing a cold breeze that found its way into her thin coat, chilling her very bones. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, unconcerned with concealing the large port wine stain birthmark covering her right hand that she’d come to accept as something that made her special. Maybe the only thing that made her special.

This is what it’s come down to, she thought as she stepped onto the platform and the bus closed its doors behind her with a hiss. 

She turned to the city, to the empty skyscrapers with their facades lit up as though they were their own beacons to tired travellers. Somewhere in the distance, several police sirens echoed out. Even closer still, she could hear two men yelling at one another, their words indistinguishable, but the animosity was there.

Just another night in the city. 

Laura pulled her flimsy winter coat tighter around her body and stepped into the depot.

***

She tugged at the straps of her backpack as her footsteps echoed through the nearly-empty building. The other passengers had dispersed quickly, like cockroaches at the flicker of light. The yellow walls seemed to wilt under the fluorescent lights; the stench of old water and ripe bodies tickled her nose. The cheap fabric chairs, once a brightly patterned purple, now sat in shades of filth and rips. 

Others sat scattered throughout the open space, all sitting far enough away from one another to avoid unnecessary contact. All were not there to catch a bus, but to sleep. When the area shelters were full, the depot turned a blind eye to those looking for somewhere warm for the night, especially in the winter. 

Laura kept her gaze in front of her, not breaking even as she felt the eyes of the others shift to her. She knew better than to look at someone, especially at night, especially in this neighbourhood.

Rule number one in the city: don’t make eye contact.

Laura had her list of do’s and don’t’s, carefully constructed over a dozen or so visits. This wasn’t her first time on the long-haul bus ride from her shitty small town, it wasn’t even her tenth. She’d had lost count of how many times her mother, Mary, had disappeared in the middle of the night, often gone for days, weeks, or months at a time, only to randomly call one day asking for Laura to come down to the city and get her out of police custody or to send her some money or to pay her bus fare home. It was always one thing or another with Mary.

And Laura always answered, like the dutiful daughter she was. Yes, mother. No, mother. How much do you need for drug money, mother?

This time, though, this time felt different. This time was different. There was something in Mary’s voice that sounded off in the message she had left, more off than normal.

“I wanted to say that I’m sorry and that you won’t see me again,” Mary had said. “I love you, Laura.”

Laura had listened to the message a day after Mary had left it, unenthused to hear what her mother had to say. She’d called the unfamiliar number back right after hearing it, finding it was the Unity Mission Women’s Shelter, a place that Mary haunted from time to time. The pleasant-sounding woman on the phone, Nancy, said she hadn’t seen Mary in a while, but that she’d keep an eye out for her. 

Laura had sworn up and down that she was through helping her mother, especially after her last trip to the city, where she’d found Mary, unresponsive, crumpled up on the floor in a meth house. The bus ride home had been long and painful. Mary had slept the whole way through, while Laura had sat next to her, watching her, hating her. Just because they were blood didn’t mean that they were family. She was tired of the run-around. Tired of leaving her own sad life behind at a moment’s notice to rescue the woman who should’ve been the one saving her. Tired of being the parent, even though she was on her way to thirty herself, an age that had been drilled into her head as the end-all. Movies and TV and magazines had said it: if you weren’t married or had babies or a mortgage by thirty, then what good were you? 

But all that hate, all that remorse, all that frustration went out the window when Mary uttered, “I love you, Laura”—words she’d never heard from her own mother’s mouth.

That was how she knew something was wrong.

Laura reached the front sliding doors of the bus depot. She peered out the frost-covered glass—the streets weren’t busy at this hour, she’d have no problem making her way to the police station to file a missing persons report, then she’d find somewhere to rest for the night. In the morning, she’d start searching.

For the last time, she thought as she stepped through the doors into the winter’s chill. Find her and bring her home, or leave her out here forever. There’s no more after this.

In the seating area, near the back of the rows where the reach of the fluorescent lights started to fade, sat a woman with a scarred face. A woman who glared at Laura from under the shadows of her black hood.

And as Laura ventured out into the darkness, the woman stood up and followed.

III

Cee sat on her mattress in her windowless room with her back against her single brick wall. A dull bulb shone an orange hue overhead, and the hallway light seeped through from under her metal door, reflecting off the three other metal walls. She’d found it nearly impossible to sleep with that crack of light in the beginning—always on for the worker bees, the lifeless drones who only lived to serve, and serve they did—but eventually, it became just as commonplace as the screaming or the metallic stench that lingered over every inch of this place.

She’d been one of them, once—a worker bee. A young girl cast out of her own home, looking for someone to love her. Someone to call her their own. 

Before she knew it, her friends, who’d promised their couches and homes to her, had shut their doors and changed their locks and blocked their phone numbers. Her family, the few she could rely on, disappeared all the same. They blamed her for everything, they said that she’d made it all up, that she’d lied about it all. They said she was the toxic one. They said she had only done this to herself, that her mother was sick and not to blame.

So off she’d gone, no older than sixteen but thinking she knew best, on her own. Thinking she could survive a life on the streets.

The first few months had been an adjustment—not knowing if she’d have a place to sleep, rationing her little food in case the usual dumpsters behind restaurants were picked over by the time she’d gotten there.

But she’d done it. She’d survived. She’d proven it to herself that she was a fighter, that she didn’t need anyone or anything to protect her. She could take care of herself.

Still, she longed for a warm bed. And even more, though she’d never said it out loud, Cee longed for a mother. A real mother. One who would love her unconditionally; one who would take care of her; one that wouldn’t hit her or stab her or burn her in spots hidden by her clothing.

Someone shuffled by her door then, their boots clinking against the metal floor. Above, the usual sounds of rattling pipes shook. She’d come to know every sound of this place, which they’d come to call the Underground, the clinks and clangs, the hours when most active. For an abandoned building, the old ghosts running through the pipes and walls kept busy at all hours. 

Much farther up, out of her hole in the earth, it was almost night. Cee didn’t get out much when the sun was out. She had a specific duty, one that required the veil of night, when she was free to leave, to roam the streets, almost carelessly through downtown, to do what she did best—hunt.

Cee gave her head a shake and sat up on her floor-level mattress. She looked to her metal walls, all three adorned with shelving, shelving filled to the brim with knickknacks and treasures and things she’d found on the streets, things tossed away like trash. The items on display gave her something to look forward to as she lay in bed, waiting for sleep to take her. She’d often look over one of her many trinkets, coming up with stories as to what they had meant to someone at one point in time, before they’d been forgotten, before they’d been left out to rot.

She turned to face her brick wall then, her fingers finding the fingertip-sized slits around one loose stone. She wiggled her fingers on either side of the slab, removing it from the wall, and reached her hand into the void.

She pulled out a vintage box, the logo and design just as worn as the pipes above her, the tin lid creaking as she carefully opened it. 

Inside, a collection of trinkets and jewelry amassed over the years greeted her. 

Her private treasures—things that meant something to her; things that needed to be guarded, hidden away.

Her pale finger pushed through each item, lingering on a few of them long enough to rouse a memory and a partial smile on her face—half a carnival ticket, an old high school football championship ring, a folded up newspaper article, and her latest piece: a golden locket.

Cee picked the necklace up, letting it twirl in her fingers. The light from under the door caught it as it spun, filling her room with a golden glow.

Cee stopped the spin, then placed the necklace around her. It dangled low, just around her heart. The metal felt cool against her chest.

Above her, the pipes sang their waking song as they pushed along the evening meal into everyone’s rooms, through a small tube on the metal wall opposite Cee. She watched as a pile of gore seeped its way in through the round pipe cover, spilling into the feeding bucket below.

Not tonight, she thought as she stood, readying for what lay ahead. 

Readying for the hunt.

IV

Laura sat upright in the hard plastic chair, feet tapping anxiously against the worn linoleum floor. The digital sign that hung from the ceiling had been flashing fifty-five for what seemed like an eternity. She looked down at the paper ticket in her hand: fifty-six.

Two police officers lounged at their desks like two balding overseers on the late-night shift, both uninterested in moving things along faster than necessary. 

One officer was busy filling in a report by hand, taking his time with each and every letter that he penned. The other sat at his desk, punching at his computer keyboard with both hands, one index finger at a time. 

At this rate, Laura would be there for eternity. 

Her eyes rolled to the wall near the entrance of the station, the one littered with MISSING posters, some that she’d seen during her visits over the years, some as new as the past week. Almost all of them were women—the missing and murdered, those overlooked by the very people Laura sat in wait for, those whose cases would likely never be solved.

She hoped her mother would never be among them.

Still, her eyes scanned the photos from afar, thinking maybe someone—an acquaintance of her mother’s; a concerned citizen—had come in before her to report Mary missing. Laura hoped Mary had someone like that here in the city, someone willing to search her out after a strange phone call, someone who hadn’t seen her in a while, someone who was worried for her wellbeing. 

But none of the posters were of Mary Harmon.

The station doors opened behind Laura. She cast a backward glance and saw a woman with a hood pulled over her head, obstructing the full view of her face. Laura could make out the shadows of several scars though, scars running across her mouth, her chin, and her cheeks.

The woman sat a few rows back from Laura. Laura tried to avert her gaze, but there was something about the woman’s face that she couldn’t turn away from. She wanted to see how far the scars travelled, she wanted to know how she’d gotten them.

The woman cocked her head in Laura’s direction. And though she couldn’t see exactly where the woman was staring, Laura knew she’d broken her own rule—don’t make eye contact.

“Fifty-six.”

Laura turned back to the officers. The digital sign now flashed her number.

The computer-typing cop coughed into the air, not bothering to shield anyone from his germs. He called out once more with a hurried impatience, as though he had more important things to do at three in the morning. “Fifty-six.”

Laura grabbed her backpack and moved toward the officer, the woman’s eyes following her as she walked. 

The nameplate on the officer’s messy desk read Sergeant Dick Fontaine. Laura sat down, eyes scanning the mountains of paperwork stained with old coffee rings and tiny crumbs from the overcooked bagel that he was currently shoving into his mouth.

Fontaine chewed, eyes still on the screen, freed fingers still typing one letter at a time.

“I’d like to—” Laura began.

“Just a minute,” Fontaine interrupted, swallowing his bite. He pressed one final key, then turned to her, his glance giving her the once over, placing her in a box before she’d even stated her reason for being there.

“You good?” she asked, feeling the venom readying on her tongue.

Fontaine simply stared.

“I’d like to report a missing person,” Laura said.

Fontaine sighed and turned back to his computer. “Name.”

“Hers or mine?”

“Yours first.”

“Laura Harmon.”

“Missing person.”

“Mary Harmon.”

“Relation.”

Laura peered around his desk. Photos of him and what had to be his young grandkids were littered amongst the paperwork and crumpled McDonald’s wrappers. Happy memories, taken at the lake, at Disneyland, at the park. She wished she had photos like that, as forced as some of them appeared. She didn’t even know if a photo of her and Mary existed.

“She’s my mother.”

“When was the last time you saw her,” Fontaine said, not asked, like he’d said it a million times before.

“I haven’t seen her in a while.”

“What’s a while?”

Laura paced herself. “About a month. We don’t . . . she left me a message a few days ago.”

“So what makes you think she’s missing?” An actual question. He leaned back in his chair, folding his thick arms across his protruding belly.

“She sounded strange, like she was in trouble. I could hear it in her voice.”

Fontaine watched Laura, uncertainty in his eyes. “Did you call her back?”

“Yeah, but she wasn’t there.”

“She didn’t answer her own phone?”

“No, she doesn’t have a phone.”

“So where does she usually call you from then?”

“From wherever she’s staying,” Laura said. She could feel the frustration rising inside her at the officer’s stupid questions.

“A house? An apartment?” 

“No, from a . . . ”

“What?”

“A women’s shelter.”

Fontaine sat back up. His fat fingers finding the keyboard again. “What was your mother’s name?”

“Mary Harmon.”

Fontaine typed in Mary’s name and hit enter. His eyes scanned the screen as her rap sheet populated. Laura leaned forward, over the debris, to see Mary’s mugshot.

“Drug charges . . . breaking and entering . . . felony misdemeanor . . . your mom has quite the record.”

Laura watched him as he read, trying her best to contain herself. She knew exactly where this conversation was headed. 

It was the same place it always headed. 

And it always ended the same.

“It looks like you’ve filed a few reports with us before.”

“So?”

Fontaine stopped reading and leaned back in his chair once more.

“Have you checked the hospitals?”

“I’ve called them all—the hospitals, the shelters, the drunk tanks, the morgues, everything.”

“And?”

Laura sighed. “And why else would I be here?”

“Listen, sweetie,” Fontaine chastised, “I’m here to help you. No need to get all snarky with me.”

Laura took a breath, bringing her hands together in her lap. She clenched one hand into a fist, letting her nails dig into the skin of her palm, focusing her growing rage into that one spot.

Don’t snap don’t snap don’t—

“Call them again,” he interrupted. “Go to her regular shelter and find someone who knows her. They can help you the most. You never know where people like your mom will show up.”

Laura unclenched her fist. She glared at Fontaine. “People like my mom . . . what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Look,” Fontaine shrugged, the words having no significance to him. “There’s nothing we can do at this point.”

“What are you talking about?” Laura’s voice grew. “She’s a missing person. I’m reporting her missing. Are you refusing to take this seriously?”

“Listen, sweetheart, I’ve seen this a million times before. In most cases, these people pop up after a few days—”

“Jesus Christ, I’m telling you she’s in trouble!”

Laura shot up from the chair. She could feel the heat inside growing, the pent-up rage and anger ready to boil over. They never listened, the police. No matter how much she screamed or remained calm, the answer was always the same.

“Sit down,” Fontaine motioned at Laura. “This isn’t helping your case.”

“I want to talk to your supervisor.”

“I am the supervisor.”

“I want to talk to your supervisor.”

Fontaine rolled his eyes and expelled a bagel-filled breath. “He’s at home, in his bed, sleeping soundlessly because he doesn’t have to work the overnight shift.”

“I don’t give a fuck. Wake him up.”

Fontaine eyed Laura once more, the small cogs in his brain debating on how to get rid of Laura as quickly as possible. Even the other cop, still carefully filling out his report like he was penning an ancient text, had turned his attention to them.

“Your mom’s probably in a drunk tank at another station. Ask around. Someone’s seen her.”

“I just told you I’ve done all that. And that’s your job. Not mine.”

“Ma’am, please calm down.”

Laura glared at the man, incredulous. “So you’re not going to help me?”

“Start at the shelter. Work your way from there. If you still haven’t found her in a few days, come back, then we’ll talk. But I guarantee she’s out there trying to score drugs.”

Fontaine pressed a button on his desk. The digital number flipped from fifty-six to fifty-seven. Laura turned to the row of chairs—there was no one else waiting.

She spun back to Fontaine. He kept his eyes on his computer, closing Mary’s rap sheet, a losing game of Solitaire now filling the screen.

 “If you don’t help me,” Laura started, pointing to the wall of missing posters, “she’s going to end up like everyone else on that wall. And that’ll be on your hands.”

Fontaine’s eyes flickered to the wall, then back to his screen.

“There’s nothing I can do right now, sweetheart,” he said, his voice emotionless. “My hands are tied.”

***

Laura shoved the station doors open and stormed outside. It had started to snow, just a little, but enough to cover the icy streets in an undisturbed light white coat. 

Laura swung her backpack off her shoulder and dug through it, going for her phone. She pulled it out, tucking her backpack on the ground between her boots. She held her phone in front of her, the screen’s light shining on her face and casting a glow back into the vestibule behind her, where the hooded woman stood, watching Laura from behind the glass. 

Laura needed to rest, to let her boiling blood simmer before going out and searching. Her anger, one of the few qualities she’d picked up from Mary, had been nothing but a hindrance to her personal life. It had ruined relationships, both platonic and not; it had left its mark on others, some permanently so; it made her brash and unforgiving and impulsive in the best and the worst of times. 

It was something that she learned to control, albeit a little. Old Laura would’ve shoved Fontaine’s papers off his desk. Old Laura would’ve taken his family photos and thrown them to the ground. Old Laura would’ve used her fists instead of her words, because Old Laura knew they got the quickest response.

But Old Laura was a quiet partner now, someone who only tried to break loose when the moment felt right. She hadn’t been out in quite some time. New Laura had seen to it.

A park would do for the night, she decided. All the shelters were closed for the night, likely at full capacity, as usual. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d huddled underneath a bench for an hour or two, and she’d come prepared for the occasion—an extra layer of clothing and a large, warm blanket would keep her insulated for now. Then, first thing tomorrow, she’d find the Unity Mission Women’s Shelter, Mary’s last known whereabouts.

She pulled out her map and looked up nearby parks as the door to the police station swung open behind her. She inched off to the side without raising her head, her backpack still nestled at her feet. 

Laura looked up in time to see the hooded woman slowly pass by, then suddenly lean back.

The woman grabbed Laura’s backpack and took off down the street.

“Hey!” Laura shouted, shoving her map into her pocket. “Stop!”

She darted after the figure, throwing caution to the wind on the icy sidewalks.

Her whole life was in that bag—forty dollars, her ID, and the only photo she had of Mary. She couldn’t let it go.
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