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For Cleveland, without a single ghost




CHAPTER ONE 


The outcropping of limestone on which Michelle Hannon struck her head had been a part of the hillside for three thousand years, before there were trees in sight taller than a scrubby pine. It was thicker and a dozen feet broader back then, but storms and earthquakes came, and chinkapin oaks and butternut trees sank deep roots in the hillside, fracturing the big rock. Chunks of it fell away and tumbled into the timid creek at the bottom of the ravine. Now most of those old trees were gone, long ago sacrificed to logging, and the rock was little wider than Michelle’s hunched and broken body was tall. She lay wedged between it and the earth, as though she were trying to hide in the rock’s shadow. Her thoughts were caught in a blink, the slow closing of one undamaged eye, and she was at the beginning of her life again, soothed by her mother’s thrumming heartbeat. She felt only a quiet joy. There was no unmovable rock, no blood streaking her face, no pain seething through her body. Nothing mattered. Nothing at all. But the moment that lasted both a split second and an eternity ended, and with each frantic beat of her heart, the joy ebbed away. Death was coming for her. She could hear it stalking through the leaves carpeting the hillside, eager to whisper its frigid breath in her ear. 


Her eye closed. 




CHAPTER TWO 


The front door key in Kimber’s hand won’t turn in the lock, but she tries it again and again: taking it out, sliding it back in, her mind unable to connect what’s happening with what is supposed to happen. Frustrated, she tries the other keys on the fob, the keys to her garage, her mother’s house, and the radio station where she works, just in case she’s gone a little crazy and forgotten which is which. With each successive key, she tries harder to force it in, making her hand hurt. All the while, a low, insistent voice in her brain is telling her what she already suspects. None of the keys will work. 


She stares at the door a moment, then glances around her porch and the tree-lined street beyond. There’s no one around, and the day seems to be slipping quietly into evening, as it should. 


Wait. Am I being punked? 


Is someone hiding and watching? Laughing at her? 


She lets her laptop bag slide off her shoulder to rest beside the weekender at her feet and pushes her dark blond bob away from her face with her sunglasses. 


Stepping back, she looks up at the familiar rows of green and orange glass squares arranged above the lintel. This is definitely the same door she closed—and locked—behind her when she left four days ago. The same polished mahogany, the same simple Shaker lines that complement the rest of the Craftsman-style bungalow. The same faint scratches inflicted by her next-door neighbor’s tiny dog. A dozen feet away, the cedar porch swing hangs unmoving in the torpid August twilight. She looks at the useless set of keys in her hand, feeling stymied and helpless. Shading her forehead, she presses against a front window and is relieved to see the kitchen light she left on Thursday afternoon is the only light burning. 


Still. 


An empty house somehow feels empty, doesn’t it? But this house— her house—doesn’t feel empty at all. The idea that someone is inside takes hold of her and won’t let go. 


“Hello? Is somebody in there?” She raps hard and fast on the glass until her knuckles sting. “Hey! Hello?” 


Along with the unending hum of cicadas, there’s the sound of a lawn mower from a few houses away yet nothing but silence from inside her house. 


She presses the doorbell once, twice, five times. Nothing. 


There are other ways to get inside. 


Kimber leaves the porch and stalks across the yard on the half-buried stone pavers to drop her bags on the driveway beside her Mini. 


On her way to the backyard, she glances warily at the steep concrete stairwell tucked beside the house. The door at the bottom opens into the basement. She’s seen enough horror movies to know better than to force her way in through there. The door, like the basement itself, is rough and cobwebbed and gives her the creeps. She’s never tried to open it and doesn’t want to. 


Reaching one hand to a back pocket of her shorts, she touches her phone for reassurance. If someone really is inside, she’ll eventually have to call the police, but right now she feels a nervous tingle of excitement at the possibility of confronting them. 


The hinges on the back porch’s screen door grate and squeal as she pulls the door open. She looks over her shoulder into the darkening yard. No one is behind her. But did she really expect there to be? Giving herself a little shake, she tells herself she’s just being paranoid. Ridiculous! What a funny story it will make to tell her best friend over wine. Maybe there is just something wrong with her keys. Maybe it’s only someone’s idea of a bad joke after all. 


Then she enters the dim porch, and the remnants of the lovely calm she stored up during the long weekend’s lake retreat rush from her body like an outgoing tide. 


An unfamiliar, sparkling red and white Novara Strada bicycle leans against one wall. It’s no kid’s toy, and her beat-up Trek looks homely beside it. A scratched yellow helmet hangs from the newer bike’s handlebars. And is that one of her bathroom face towels draped over the seat? She grabs it up to find it’s spotted with grease and smells heavily of rancid sweat. Disgusted and furious, she drops it and kicks it away. 


Her hand shakes as she struggles to fit her key into the back door lock. When it doesn’t work, she doesn’t bother to try the other keys. 


The feeling that someone is inside is stronger now. She’s dealt with some obnoxious people in her life, but breaking into her house is over the top. And it makes her angry. 


She peers through the glass into the narrow hall that serves as a mudroom. At its end is the interior basement door, illuminated by light spilling from the kitchen. A black baseball cap hangs on the door’s hook, along with the frilly kitchen apron her ex-husband gave her as a housewarming joke. She doesn’t own a black baseball cap. 


A formless shadow slides across the basement door and disappears. 


“Hey!” Kimber rattles the loose handle below the offending lock. “Who’s in there?” An ugly sense of violation takes root inside her. 


She retrieves the stained towel and hurriedly wraps it around her hand before she can change her mind. But as she steels herself to punch through the glass, the kitchen light blinks out, and everything on the other side of the door turns from gray to black. Deep inside the house, a door slams. 


Stunned, she backs away. All her brave anger gone, she turns and bursts out the screen door, feeling as helpless as a child. Helpless in her own backyard. Unable to enter her own house. Her mind races. Did she accidentally leave a door unlocked, so a stranger—or strangers—could get inside and even go so far as to change the locks? 


Shit. This can’t be happening. 


Then comes that answering voice in her head. The one that is hers, only not quite: Oh yes. It’s happening. 


Tall shade trees engulf the backyard in shadows, and Kimber walks quickly out to the brighter driveway. Her fingers fumble as she tries to dial 911, as they do in her nightmares. What if whoever is inside gets to her before the dispatcher answers? Finally the call goes through and it rings three, four times. “Nine one one. What is your emergency?” 


She hesitates. She hasn’t planned what to say. 


“Hello? Can you speak?” 


“Someone’s broken into my house. I need you to get them out.” 


A light from the second floor draws her attention. Looking up, she sees the silhouette of a man in her guest room window. 




CHAPTER THREE 


Kimber paces in the driveway, gripping her phone hard. The guest room lamp is still on, but the man is gone from the window. 


The lawn mower has stopped, leaving the block deceptively quiet but for the endless scritching of cicadas. People rarely linger on the sidewalks of Providence Street, or any other street in her quaint, well-kept neighborhood. Strangers are conspicuous, and being out in front of her house instead of inside makes her feel like she doesn’t quite belong. There are Richmond Heights Neighborhood Watch signs everywhere, but apparently no one was watching out for her house. 


Startled by something cold and wet on her ankle, Kimber jumps. Only the familiar jingle of dog tags stops her from kicking out. Her neighbor’s shaggy tan Yorkie pants up at her, his brown eyes appealing, his tail wagging. She stares at him, but his presence doesn’t really register in her brain. He doesn’t fit what’s going on. Nothing fits. Everything is wrong. He stares back at her, his head at a questioning tilt. 


“Kimber!” The dog’s owner, elderly Jenny from next door, calls from her porch. At the same time, a police cruiser with its lights flashing silently pulls into the driveway. 


Thank God. Finally. 


Kimber shields her eyes from the flashing red and blue strobes, as well as the scathing white light of the cruiser’s headlamps. She fights an impulse to run to the driver’s window. Come on! Tell whoever is in my house to get the hell out! 


Except. 


Her experiences with police haven’t always been good ones. She knows to be polite. Respectful. Even when she’s the victim. When panic threatens to overcome her, she takes a deep, calming breath. 


I’m the victim. You’re here to help me. 


“Kimber, what’s going on? What are you doing here?” Jenny rushes down the sidewalk with surprising speed. The tiny dog jumps and barks, excited by Jenny’s worried voice and the presence of the strange car. 


“Not now, Jenny.” Kimber holds up a hand to stop the older woman. 


Not now. This isn’t your business. 


With a twinge of disappointment she sees that the officer inside the cruiser is a woman. It’s a sexist reaction, she knows, but she can’t help herself. The idea that she and the female officer will be the ones trying to evict a stranger—almost definitely a man—from her house worries her. At least one of us is armed. Then she remembers the gun in her bedside table, an old Smith & Wesson .22 revolver her father left in the house. The man inside might have already found it. Should she tell the police? She doesn’t even know if the gun is legal. What if he shoots at them from the house? Get a grip. Things like that don’t happen in real life. Not in my life. 


At least they never have before. 


The officer gets out, leaving the car running, and comes around to meet Kimber. She doesn’t offer her hand to shake. “Ms. Hannon? Kimber Hannon? I’m Officer Maby.” 


Rhymes with “baby.” 


Officer Maby is perhaps thirty, definitely seven or eight years younger than Kimber, the age of someone she might have babysat when she was a teenager. Her short-sleeved uniform shirt, buttoned securely at the neck, is snug around her apple torso, and her pants have military creases. Not a single strand of chestnut hair is loosed from her low bun, and her large eyes and sensuous, full lips are devoid of makeup. Her voice is smooth and controlled and confident, and Kimber silently reflects that Officer Maby has both a voice and face for radio. 


Out of patience, Kimber jumps in right away. “This is my house.” She points at the bungalow with its single burning light. “I called because there’s somebody inside. The locks were changed sometime between Thursday afternoon and today. I want whoever is in there to get out.” 


“Ms. Hannon, when did you first try to get into the house?” 


“Um, around eight o’clock. Does it matter?” 


“You say the locks have been changed? What happened when you went to the door?” 


Kimber bristles. “Nothing happened. The key didn’t fit. And someone is turning lights on and off. Look.” She points to the second-story window overlooking the driveway. “I saw a man’s—you know— shadow, up there.” 


One of Officer Maby’s overplucked eyebrows lifts. “Did you invite anyone to stay at your house? Or is the house in foreclosure?” 


“No, it’s not in foreclosure, and I didn’t invite anyone to stay! Why would I do that and then call you?” Agitation makes her voice louder. “I was out of town. Nobody has a key except my mother, and it’s not her. I talked to her earlier today.” 


“Well, I know who it is. And you do too, Kimber. What is all this fuss about? Why did you call the police on that nice man?” 


Kimber turns around to stare. Her neighbor, Jenny Tuttle, stands in strobing red and blue cruiser lights, her red wig and her candy-apple-red glasses both slightly askew. The jacket of her velour tracksuit sags on her wilted body, and the slightest of breezes carries the odor of cigarette smoke from her clothes to Kimber. The little dog sits at her feet. Now they both look defiant. 


“Ma’am?” The officer speaks before Kimber can respond. “What’s your name, please?” 


“I’m Jenny. Jennifer Tuttle. I live next door.” 


Kimber finds her voice. “What are you talking about?” She has a love-hate relationship with the woman she’s lived next door to for the last year. Jenny is the neighborhood busybody and knows all the gossip, though she rarely leaves her house except to walk the dog. But she is also kind, occasionally gifting Kimber with half a casserole or tomatoes from her garden. Her dog is a sweet, lively thing. Now Kimber is wondering if Jenny has finally lost her mind. She only admits to being sixty-eight years old yet looks eighty, or older. 


Jenny stands up a bit taller. “I saw you hand him a set of keys, and you helped him carry his bags in before he drove you away again. He’s here for six months! Have you had some kind of accident, dear? Like amnesia, on the soaps?” 


A breathy sound from the officer draws Kimber’s attention. “I don’t know what she’s talking about. I didn’t rent my house to anybody. Why would I do that?” Where the officer’s mild face was serious and business-like a moment earlier, now there’s a glint of skepticism in her eyes. She looks from Jenny to Kimber. “That’s crazy. Why would I do that?” Kimber repeats. Now she really does feel as if, like Alice, she’s on the other side of the looking glass. 


“What else happened that makes you believe Ms. Hannon rented out her house?” 


To Kimber’s dismay, Jenny doubles down on her story. Her fantasy. 


“Well, he told me he did,” Jenny says. “He told me Saturday when I took young Mr. Tuttle outside to have a piddle.” 


Officer Maby starts to speak, but Kimber interrupts. “The dog,” she says, pointing to the Yorkie sitting patiently at Jenny’s feet. “He’s named after her late husband.” 


“Ah, okay,” the officer says. Jenny nods, obviously unaware of the skepticism in the woman’s voice. 


“The man’s name is Lance Wilson, and he said he rented the house for six months. That you were going to move in with your boyfriend until you decided whether to sell the house or keep it. He’s very nice. Works in computers, I think.” She crosses her arms and rubs them with her hands. Whatever the weather, she complains that she’s cold. “As I said, he’s very nice. I took him some zucchini bread.” 


“Jesus, Jenny. How could you believe him? Don’t you think I would’ve mentioned it to you if I were going to move—or sell the house?” 


Jenny lifts her nose in an offended manner. “Well, it did hurt my feelings. I thought we were friends.” 


“I don’t even have a boyfriend—” 


The officer raises a hand. “Ms. Hannon, I need to see some identification. Does your driver’s license list this address?” 


“Why? She knows I live here.” Kimber points to Jenny. “You’re not listening, are you? I didn’t rent anyone my house! Why haven’t you gone to the door yet? I’m the one who called you people.” 


“If you could just give me your driver’s license, ma’am.” 


The ma’am gets under Kimber’s skin, as she’s sure it’s meant to. “Fine.” Fumbling in her purse, she takes out her wallet and hands over the license. “I just want you to know that I’ve been down at Lake of the Ozarks all weekend. Witnesses. There are lots of witnesses.” This is almost the truth. She spent most of her time in the cabin, reading, eating and drinking wine in the evenings, taking walks in the mornings. But there were other people staying at the lodge and in the other cabins. Surely she doesn’t need some kind of alibi. Or does she? 




CHAPTER FOUR 


Kimber and Jenny stand watching the officer, only just visible in the red light filling the interior of her car. 


“We haven’t had police stopping here since... ” Jenny pauses a long moment to think, and Kimber wonders if she has dementia or has begun to hallucinate. She knows Jenny spends most of her waking hours watching soap operas. Maybe she’s slipped into some soap opera universe and taken Kimber with her. “Not since 2005, and that girl up the street had a wild party while her parents were out of town. Those teenagers did ten thousand dollars’ damage.” 


Kimber’s reminded of the things in her house the intruder could steal. I should tell the police about the gun. I don’t want to forget. Along with the gun, there’s the desktop computer and all her financial papers. He could steal her identity. Her entire life. 


“Why would you think I rented my house, Jenny? I don’t care what this Lance Wilson person told you. And if you thought it was me with him, why didn’t you come over and ask what was going on? You show up almost every time there’s a strange car in my driveway.” 


Jenny’s face crumples, making her look like a very old, sad child. Her small hands fidget with the wide elastic strip at the bottom of her jacket. “So you’re saying it wasn’t you? You didn’t rent him your house?” 


“Of course I didn’t!” 


“But how could I know that? It’s not my fault. You know my eyes are weak.” 


Being angry with Jenny isn’t doing anyone any good, and Kimber tries to sound less harsh. The problem is that the person she’s really mad at is unreachable. “We’ll see what the police do. They have to get him out. They have to.” 


Jenny says something about going inside to turn her television off and make some coffee, but Kimber suspects what she’s really planning to do is alert the other neighbors, who are surely already peering from behind their curtains. The house is still dark, except for that one upstairs window. Lance Wilson is watching from the darkness too. She can feel it. 


Every minute that passes with the officer still working in her car makes Kimber more worried that she’s going to have bigger problems than just evicting a random stranger from her house. 


There’s a lawyer who might help her. A good one. Does she dare call him? He might hang up on her. 


Why couldn’t Gabriel be there? 


You know why not, she tells herself. 


But maybe. Just maybe he’ll come. 


Her heart beats faster. He could only say no. What if she does something on her own that screws everything up? 


He’ll come. 


His number is still on the favorites list in her phone. 


You’re such a bitch for asking him. 


I am. 


Gabriel answers on the first ring, as though he’s been waiting for her call. 


Don’t be an idiot. 


“Hello?” 


It’s been months since she heard his even, clear voice. There’s a small change, though. An edge. Caution. 


Of course he’s cautious. 


“Kimber?” 


“It’s me. I’m really sorry to bother you. Is it okay?” 


“It’s okay. What’s up?” 


She tries to analyze his words. His tone. The What’s up? sounds casual enough, like he’s expecting her to ask about some trivial point of traffic law or get the recipe for the tandoori chicken and rice he used to make for her. He’s a far better cook than she could ever be. 


“It’s a legal thing, and the police are here. I don’t even know what you can do or really why I called.” 


“Are you under arrest?” Now he sounds concerned, but not upset. Just concerned. Surely lawyers get concerned whenever someone they know is arrested. 


“Don’t call me again,” he’d said. “Leave me alone.” 


“No. If you want to give me a number for another lawyer, that’s fine too. I just don’t want to screw this up.” 


“Damn it, Kimber. Tell me what’s going on.” 


She glances at the officer, who is still in the car. She hasn’t even gone to the house yet. 


“I got home tonight from a long weekend at Lake of the Ozarks. Kind of a retreat. And when I got home, the locks were changed, and Jenny—You remember Jenny, from next door?—said that some guy showed up with a woman who looked like me and supposedly rented my house. For six months! The cop—she took my license and she’s sitting in the car and she hasn’t even gone up to knock on the door. What’s she doing?” She’s breathless when she finishes. 


“Your locks were changed? That’s bizarre. You’re sure no one else has a key?” Gabriel sounds as calm as the cop. 


“Never mind,” Kimber says. “I’ll handle it. You don’t have to believe me.” 


“Wait a minute. Do you want my help or not?” 


Her irritation deflates, and she’s left feeling foolish for calling him. “Yes. But I’m sure the cop will get him out.” 


Gabriel is quiet a moment. Then he says, “If the guy’s got a lease— forged or not—it could be a problem. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Keep yourself together and don’t answer any questions she doesn’t ask.” 


As soon as she’s off the phone, it buzzes with a text. Diana, her best friend, wants to know if she’s back from the retreat. Before she can type out an answer, the officer gets out of the car. Kimber sends a thumbs-up emoji to Diana to let her know all is well and she’ll be in touch. All isn’t well. All really sucks. But it will do for now. A smiley face pops up on the screen in response. 


Kimber takes a tentative step toward the young officer. “Are you done? Will you please see if this guy will answer the door?” 


“I needed to run your information. There’s some maintenance going on in the system, so it took a while.” 


“And?” A tightness around the officer’s mouth makes Kimber wary. 


The woman looks at her tablet. “You were arrested for shoplifting, and cited for purchasing alcohol for a minor as well?” 


Blood rushes to Kimber’s face. “What does that have to do with anything? I was in college. And I didn’t have to go to court for either of them. So no convictions.” 


“There’s no problem, Ms. Hannon. We need to have all the facts before we get involved in a dispute.” She gives Kimber a limp smile. Behind her another set of flashing red and blue lights appears, spackling the trees. More police. But are they here for the man in her house or is everything about to get even more complicated? 


As if that’s even possible. 


“A dispute? This is nothing like a dispute!” The second police car parks at the curb. Officer Maby says, “My col


league and I are going up to the house. Please stay out here on the sidewalk.” With that, she turns around and goes to meet the other officer, and Kimber is left alone and furious. 


Nothing is happening the way she thinks it should. What could a couple of stupid decisions she made at ages nineteen and twenty-one have to do with someone breaking into her house and forging a lease? 


Two minutes later, Officer Maby and a rangy, Lincolnesque man, with the slightest of stoops to his narrow shoulders, cautiously approach the dark porch with their flashlights leading the way. It’s then that she remembers she didn’t mention the gun. She could shout after them but tells herself it’s already too late. They’re armed and careful. Whoever is inside might have brought his own gun and not even found hers. 


Please don’t let anyone be killed. 


Half an hour earlier she was getting home, ready to grab a bite to eat, pour a glass of wine, and spend a sleepy evening on her couch watching Netflix. Now she’s thinking about people dying on her doorstep. 


The cops place themselves on either side of the front door. Officer Maby presses the bell twice in the span of a minute, and Kimber imagines she can hear its soft chimes. She unconsciously holds her breath and only inhales deeply when the overhead light comes on in her living room. Then the front porch lamps blink on, and, finally, the door opens a few inches. 


It’s happening. It’s real. He is real. 


From what she can see of Lance Wilson from the sidewalk, he looks disappointingly ordinary. She imagined someone slick and sinister, but he’s dressed in a dark T-shirt and blue jeans, and looks at least as old as she is. His hair is perhaps brown or black, and he wears eyeglasses with heavy black frames. When he leans out to talk to the officers, she sees he’s muscular—probably from serious cycling. His body language is confident, not nervous or defensive. 


Who are you? 


Is it her imagination or have both officers relaxed some? If only she could go up there. 


Mr. Tuttle appears at her feet again, and Jenny isn’t far behind. The front door closes, but the officers don’t leave the porch or turn around. When Lance Wilson reappears, he hands Officer Maby some papers. As she and the other officer examine them, the man smiles at Kimber and raises one hand in a brief wave. As though he knows her, as though they are friends. 




CHAPTER FIVE 


Kimber stares at the signature on the lease in the light of Officer Maby’s flashlight. It’s identical to the one on every check and note she’s written in her adult life. 


“I didn’t sign this.” 


A car pulls up, this time in front of Jenny’s house. Kimber doesn’t recognize the BMW, but when the driver’s side door opens, Gabriel gets out. 


“Do you know who this is?” Officer Maby asks, sounding tense. 


“My lawyer.” Kimber can’t keep the pleasure out of her voice. It’s a combination of giddy, complex emotions from suddenly seeing him after so many months and gladness that she now has someone here who will be on her side. Mr. Tuttle barks his interest in the newcomer, and Jenny picks him up to shush him. 


Kimber hurries over to Gabriel. “Thanks for coming.” Does she sound as shy as she feels? She swallows hard. There hasn’t been time to think about actually seeing him again, and memories threaten to flood her already stressed-out mind. 


Gabriel wears khakis and a Brooks Brothers polo shirt, the prosperous St. Louis male lawyer’s light-duty uniform. Though his shirt is long-sleeved, despite the August heat. She tries not to think about why he covers his arms. His tight black Renaissance curls are an inch longer than she remembers them being, and he wears a closely trimmed beard and mustache. The sight of his new beard gives her a pang as she recalls him shaving, naked, in the bathroom of his Skinker Boulevard apartment overlooking the park, the filtered sunlight buttery on his olive skin. 


Why him? Why did I think I could handle him being here? 


Because you know he’ll help. No matter what. 


“No problem. What’s happening now? And where did you say you were after Thursday?” 


Professional. 


“Lake of the Ozarks. In a cabin. Listen. She just showed me a lease. Someone’s forged my signature.” 


He shakes his head. “Yeah. That’s not cool, but we’ll handle it.” Nodding toward the house, he whispers, “Is there anything else you need to tell me?” 


She takes a step back. “No. Of course not.” He doesn’t trust her. All right. 


“Good. Let’s get this jerk out of your house.” 


Officer Maby doesn’t offer her hand to Gabriel either and only gives her 


name in response to his introduction. 


“And the other officer?” Gabriel asks. 


“He’s running a check on Mr. Wilson.” 


“Great. Ms. Hannon says Mr. Wilson showed you a lease?” 


She holds it out to him. “I’ll make sure your client gets a copy, but we’ll have to return the original to the occupant.” 


Kimber scoffs. “Occupant? You’re kidding me, right?” 


Gabriel studies the paper in the light from his phone. “Not notarized, but that’s not a Missouri requirement. All the signatures are in the right places.” 


“That doesn’t mean anything,” Kimber says. “Anybody could find a copy of my signature and forge it—” 


The officer interrupts Kimber. “Mr. Wilson said he found the listing on a rental website a week ago and that he rented the house sight unseen. He said you told him you were moving in with your boyfriend and that you would appreciate it if he took care of the yard as well.” 


“Ms. Hannon was out of town and could not have met with Mr. Wilson.” Gabriel hands the lease back. “I would suggest that someone is playing a nasty trick. You can see that, can’t you? The house belongs to Ms. Hannon, and she doesn’t know anything about this man.” 


“But she could have had someone acting as her agent, and it appears that Mr. Wilson signed the lease in good faith. He’s established residence. We can ask him to leave, and he seems like a reasonable sort of person, but we can’t force him out unless the results of an investigation show some kind of fraud on his part.” Her swift glance insinuates that Kimber’s somehow at fault, and Kimber erupts. 


“What do you mean, you can’t make him leave?” 


“Ms. Hannon, I understand this is very upsetting.” 


“Damn straight it’s upsetting! God only knows what he’s doing with my things. He could’ve taken all the money out of my bank accounts by now. What are you going to do about that?” 


“Kimber...” Gabriel pulls her gently backward to give the officer some breathing room. “She can’t do anything right now. We’ll get it straightened out as soon as possible.” 


Officer Maby is impassive. Beyond her Kimber can see into her living room: the Tiffany-style lamp she’d bought to carry the theme of the house’s stained-glass windows, her shelves filled with books and the regional pottery she began investing in when she got her first real job. But it’s like looking into someone else’s house. She pulls away from Gabriel, realizing that as soon as possible won’t be very soon at all. 


“I’d like you and Mr. Wilson to meet, Ms. Hannon, as soon as my colleague is finished. Mr. Silva, please step down off the porch. You’ll be able to hear everything from there.” 


Lance Wilson’s Pink Floyd T-shirt and chemically faded blue jeans scream his desperate need to declare how young and hip he is. But they only make it obvious he’s vain about getting older. The lines on his tanned face indicate that he’s probably in his forties. Kimber thinks of her sister, Michelle, who would’ve turned forty that July. Mom’s firecracker baby. 


Patches of silver at his temples shine in the porch light and fade into his mostly brown, wavy hair. He’s not handsome but seems fit enough. The snugness of his jeans around his thighs reminds Kimber about the bike out back. Frequent cycling would explain the tan. And if the sturdy black frames of his glasses are meant to make him look smart and trustworthy, they miss the mark. Behind the lenses, his eyes are slightly magnified, giving him a curious owlish look. 


Officer Maby clears her throat before introducing Kimber as “the person who says she owns the house, sir.” The pointed says she owns the house irks Kimber, but she keeps her mouth shut. 


Her neck warms as Lance Wilson pulls back an inch or two to look at her. Aren’t squatters usually druggies or sharper-than-average con artists who are good at finding empty houses? He appears to be just an average—albeit slightly strange—guy. His eyes rest briefly on the V of her white shirt and flicker to her hair. She doesn’t flinch or turn away as they linger on her face. 


You’re not going to get to me. 


She’s not going to let him freak her out, even though he’s standing on the wrong side of her front door, smack in the middle of her life. His gaze is mild and quizzical, as though he’s trying to see if he knows her. He might have the others fooled, but she knows he’s acting. She didn’t give him any lease to sign. 


Why am I the only one who sees? 


“Could be her. She wore sunglasses. The light’s bad out here.” When he turns to the male officer, he presses his lips together like a prissy old woman. His voice, whiny and high, doesn’t match his muscular build and primed stance, active and balanced like a boxer’s. Kimber’s mind reaches for the image of the kind of man it should belong to, but all she can think of is sunshine and heat and—weirdly— bug bites on her legs. The elusive image slips away, leaving her heart beating a little faster. 


Behind him she can see two unfamiliar plastic totes beside her couch and an open, empty pizza box on the coffee table she’d spent half a monthly paycheck on. It’s too much. 


“You know damn good and well you never talked to me. There’s no way I ever let you into my house.” 


Officer Maby stretches an arm out in front of Kimber. “Ms. Hannon, you’ll need to go stand by your lawyer if you can’t control yourself.” 


Kimber can feel Gabriel’s disapproval at her back. 


Lance Wilson shakes his head in exaggerated disappointment. “This isn’t my problem, you know. I was just trying to be nice by meeting you. I have a lease.” 


Maybe it’s his smug tone that gets to her, or the lift of his slightly pointed chin. Kimber rushes past the officer. All she can think is that she must get into the house. If she can get inside, into her own living room—if she can be the one occupying the space—then Lance Wilson will be the one who has to leave. 


When the flat of her hand slams against the door, it stings like hell. It also surprises the officers and Gabriel, who all shout at her. She flies forward with the momentum of the door, stumbling over one of Lance Wilson’s moccasin-clad feet (moccasins—like it’s high school in the seventies!). They tumble to the floor she had refinished only a month ago. Now she’s on top of him, her left elbow in his gut. But he wraps his arms around her like a lover, and she feels a gust of hot breath in her ear. She smells beer. 


Repelled, she struggles to get free, but he says something quietly, so that only she can hear. 


“I was there. I saw what you did.” His grunt of pleasure is more obscene than any curse word he might have uttered. Then he lets her go as quickly as he embraced her, and she scrambles away, pressing herself against the entry’s maple bench. 


Out in the yard, Mr. Tuttle barks at the fun, and Gabriel calls her name. One of her flip-flops lies near Lance Wilson’s extended leg. But she’s inside the house! 


My house. 


“You’re only making this worse, Kimber. We can handle this. Come out.” Gabriel starts past the male officer, who orders him back off the porch. Officer Maby tells Kimber to stay where she is, then asks Lance Wilson if he can get up. 


“I can try, but my back hurts like hell.” His voice is higher and more pathetic than ever. 


“If there’s pain, then lie still. I’m calling for medical assistance.” 


Kimber crouches, her mind racing, wondering what she might grab and take with her, because she’s pretty certain she’s not going to be allowed to stay much longer. She closes her eyes. 


Shit. 


“Ms. Hannon, I need you to stand up very slowly and step outside. Do not touch Mr. Wilson or speak to Mr. Wilson.” 


“But it’s my house!” Her pathetic squeak doesn’t even sound like her own voice, and for a moment she’s afraid she’ll burst into tears. 


“You’ve already assaulted Mr. Wilson, who is possibly injured. You need to step outside. Now.” 


“Are you going to arrest me?” Reaching up slowly, she grabs hold of the bench’s sturdy arm to help herself up. “You can’t arrest me for entering my own house.” 


Officer Maby glances down at Lance Wilson, who, despite her insistence, is sitting upright. She looks at Kimber. The hint of sympathy in her eyes doesn’t make it into her voice. 


“You assaulted Mr. Wilson. But given the high emotions of the situation and the presence of your lawyer, I don’t feel it’s absolutely necessary at this time. I have discretion, but Mr. Wilson is the injured party.” 


There’s no pause, no time for sensible Gabriel to intervene or for Kimber to object. 


Lance Wilson’s thin voice is tinged with cruelty. 


“You bet I want that crazy bitch arrested.” 


Kimber recognizes something brutal, almost feral, in his voice. Something in the word “bitch” that twists in her brain, and she’s afraid. It’s not a fear that he will take her things or steal her identity. The fear is deeper. Older. Terrifying. 


“It’s a misdemeanor,” Gabriel says. “Just write her the ticket. You don’t need to take her in.” 


This is worse than a nightmare. Kimber looks from Gabriel to Officer Maby. “You don’t need to take me to jail. For God’s sake, I’m sorry! You can’t understand what this—what this is like. I didn’t mean to... ” But she can see in the woman’s face that she’s not going to change her mind. That she’s young and doesn’t want to screw up. And Kimber is going to pay for the officer’s need to be cautious. 


“You can meet your client at county, Mr. Silva. After she’s processed, we’ll go from there.” 


“Oh, this is terrible,” Jenny says. No one is listening. 


The male officer takes Kimber by one arm, and she almost shakes him off, but she sees the warning look in Gabriel’s eyes, the hard set to his mouth. Every nerve in her body screams to resist, to fly again at the smug son of a bitch who leans against the doorframe, rubbing his elbow. Against all her instincts, she keeps her mouth shut. 


“I’ll be right behind you,” Gabriel says, his voice urgent. “Everything’s going to be okay. I promise. I’ll be there.” 


In a kind of stupor, she lets Gabriel take her purse and weekender bag. 


“Where’s your driver’s license?” he asks. “Have you got it on you?” 


She nods. The August night is still thick with Midwest humidity, but she begins to shiver, the cold emanating from deep in her bones. 


This can’t be happening. 


The tall, quiet officer doesn’t handcuff her but holds her arm firmly as he leads her to his cruiser. Only now does she notice that neither he nor Officer Maby turned off their cars’ flashing lights. Her life has become a sideshow. 


Look at me! Look at me! 


Wait. Don’t look. It’s shameful. 


She wants to hide her face like the defendants on the news do as they hustle into court, with a jacket or newspaper over their heads. Everyone is watching: Gabriel, Jenny, Officer Maby. The neighbors behind their curtains, and the man in the doorway. 


I was there. I saw what you did. 


But where? When? 




CHAPTER SIX 


September 199_ 


The first note appeared in Michelle Hannon’s locker after fourth period, folded into careful eighths and flattened so it could easily slide into one of the locker’s vents. At sixteen, she’d come to see notes as childish, more appropriate for freshmen like her sister, Kimber. But she and her friends still dropped each other notes if they weren’t able to talk between classes and something important was going on: an after-school party or some compelling bit of gossip. 


This one had nothing to do with a party. 


Do you know where your dad will be tonight? I do. 


The note was written on standard college-ruled notebook paper with blue horizontal lines and a thin red stripe down the left margin. She turned it over, looking for more writing, but there were only the two brief sentences in handwriting she didn’t recognize. 


She looked up and down the busy hallway, but no one was watching her. It was a weird question for someone to ask. Then again, it wasn’t really a question she needed to answer. It was more like someone was 


teasing her. I know something you don’t know! 


Despite its harmless appearance, the note spooked her. 


Everyone liked her dad. Ike Hannon was the kind of funny, handsome father her friends envied. Their own overweight or bespectacled or alcoholic or just plain boring fathers were to be hidden away at all costs. By no means were they allowed to be seen dropping their sons and daughters at school or parties, or permitted to chaperone dances or field trips. But Ike Hannon treated her friends like they were adults, telling jokes that were just off-color enough to make them blush and surprising them with pizza when they gathered at the Hannons’ house to study. He was the dad who wore jeans on the weekends that weren’t dad jeans and made fun of his own taste in sixties pop songs. Thanks to him they knew who Petula Clark and the Monkees were. He told them the Beatles were overrated and that JFK had been a terrible president, which made them think he was cool and subversive, and irritated their parents. Michelle’s mother, always beautifully dressed and prettier than their own dull mothers, just rolled her eyes, smiled indulgently, and fed them homemade cookies. 


These days Michelle was inviting her friends over less often, especially if she knew her father would be home and not traveling for his job. He was like an actor who loved an audience. She was popular herself yet was learning that he craved the attention in a way she did not. If sometimes she felt compelled to deprive him of that attention, did that make her a bad person? Maybe. Because although she loved him and knew how much he loved her, she had long ago begun to suspect that he was in some ways no different from a teenager himself. 


After Beta Club meeting that afternoon, she walked the half mile to Lucinda’s Steak and Chop House, where she hostessed two nights a week and Saturdays. Her long black skirt, white blouse, and black flats were stuffed in her backpack. Her mother didn’t approve of her working in a restaurant, but Michelle liked having her own money. The only drawback was that when she went out after work, her friends teased her that she smelled like steak. 


At 9:35 that evening, she left the steakhouse through the back door, prepared to find her father waiting in their old Jeep Wagoneer. Instead, she found her mother’s new Audi station wagon—a birthday present from Mimi and Granddad, her mother’s parents—parked in the lot. Her mother waved and got out. Her tailored blouse was burnished maple gold by the glow of the restaurant’s old-fashioned streetlamps, and Michelle could just make out the damask chrysanthemum pattern printed on its front. 


“I thought you might want to drive home. You can use the practice.” Tonight her mother’s hair was pulled back in a soft ponytail, making her look almost Michelle’s age. 


“Great.” Michelle stowed her things in the backseat while her mother went around to the other side. She put on her seat belt and checked the mirrors, knowing her mother would be watching. She waited until they passed through two traffic lights before she brought up her father. 


“I thought Dad was going to pick me up tonight.” Michelle stole a glance at her mother’s face, which didn’t change or register any kind of surprise. 


Her mother shrugged and didn’t turn from watching the road ahead. “Look. A truck’s pulling out. There’s another car right after it.” 


Michelle slowed the Audi. 


“Oh, you know your father. He has early meetings, so he decided to drive to Springfield and get a room at the Ramada. I don’t know why anyone would want to spend half their nights in those kinds of hotels, but he doesn’t mind. He works so hard.” 




CHAPTER SEVEN 


Kimber’s mouth is sour with coffee from the machine at the courthouse, and the disinfectant smell of the holding cell clings in her nostrils. Gabriel’s BMW is quiet, inside and out, and she wants to close her eyes and curl up in the soft leather seat and sleep for about a year. Instead, she’s awake, surreptitiously checking the side mirror to see if they’re being followed. Having touched Lance Wilson, she feels like he’s stuck to her in some way. She can’t shake the sense of his presence. 


The drive to Diana and Kyle’s house is short. Gabriel spends much of it trying to convince her to stay at his apartment until Lance Wilson is evicted. 


“No one will bother you or even know you’re there. The spare room is quiet.” 


“Diana wouldn’t take no for an answer. It’s really nice of you, though.” There’s a part of her that wants to accept his offer, but she fights it because the guilt that pricks her every time she looks at him is too painful. 


After a few minutes of restrained disagreement on both their parts, he gives up. 


“The offer’s open if it gets too awkward there.” His jaw is tight, and she suspects he’s been grinding his teeth in frustration. It’s been a long night. 


As they get closer to the Christies’ house, the roads narrow, and the houses become larger. They weave through a pair of pristine white sawhorses half-heartedly guarding the road marked private. The neighborhood looks like a wooded, manicured park. The houses, separated from one another by several landscaped acres, range in style from stately columned mansions to sprawling mid-century creations with bands of narrow windows to the occasional stucco oddity. A few of the estates are marked by low, meandering stone walls that look as though they predate the houses themselves. The zip code is the wealthiest in St. Louis, and Kimber believes its true walls are invisible. She feels like an imposter every time she comes here, like her dress is always too short or her nails are the wrong color or her heels are too high. 


Gabriel steers the BMW into Diana and Kyle’s driveway. Their house, christened Windrows, was built in the twenties by a department store owner and his titled English wife. Constructed of rounded stones in shades of brown, from dark chocolate to sienna and tan, it rambles like a cottage designed by a child who didn’t know when to stop building. Two floors at one end (three, counting the walk-out basement level built into the hillside) with a long, low wing at the other end housing the kitchen as well as the indoor swimming pool. The pool lies behind a glass wall with enormous sliding doors that open onto the back patio. When Diana and Kyle renovated the house, they kept the antique mullioned windows in the formal rooms at the front but changed the back of the house completely, opening it to the two acres of hillside garden. 


Kimber can’t imagine Lance Wilson coming here. It’s like another world. 


Raindrops weigh down the trees sheltering the drive, and the humidity inside the car skyrockets moments after Gabriel turns off the engine. 


“I’ll help you carry your things inside,” he says coolly. 


“Gabriel, please. Diana wants me here. You don’t really want me at the apartment. I know you’re just being nice.” 


He shrugs. “You’re the one who left me, remember?” His tempered voice covers her with an even heavier blanket of guilt. Too exhausted to fight it, she gets out of the car. 


A little girl with bouncing fawn pigtails appears, running toward them from the kitchen end of the house. Kimber takes a deep breath and smooths her uncombed hair, knowing she looks like hell. The girl, Hadley, is Diana’s daughter, and Kimber is Hadley’s favorite pretend aunt. Noticing Gabriel, Hadley pulls up short, suddenly shy. Then she hurries to Kimber and grabs her hand to whisper, “I put Tinker Bell in your room for you.” 


Bending down, Kimber puts her arms around the child, marveling at how slight and delicate she is, more her mother’s daughter than her father’s. “I’m so glad to see you.” She kisses Hadley’s flushed cheek. 


“Is he still your boyfriend?” 


“No,” Kimber whispers back. “Just my friend.” 


Hadley runs around the car to Gabriel and announces that there are blueberry muffins and yogurt for breakfast, then skips for the house without waiting for him to answer. He looks puzzled, but there’s a ghost of a smile on his face. Hadley has that effect. 


Although her life feels screwed, the muffins—still warm, the blueberries melted like juicy candy—make Kimber stupidly happy. Hadley watches Gabriel over her glass of juice as though she’s making some kind of decision. It’s been seven or eight months since she’s seen Gabriel, and Kimber wonders what she remembers about him. 


“You doing all right?” Diana squeezes Kimber’s shoulder as she puts coffee down in front of her. The farm table bearing breakfast is a rich mocha brown and burnished as soft as velvet, a mellow contrast to the enamel and marble kitchen surfaces, which are the color of antique pearls. 


Diana looks cool. Always so cool, even when she is in hyper-mothering mode, as she is now. Her light brown hair is pulled back into a ponytail with a turquoise silk scarf tied around it like a sixties fashion model. Kimber can’t picture herself in the vibrant Lilly Pulitzer ensembles that Diana loves, but Diana looks born to wear the pink and white and turquoise floral shift she has on, with her slender limbs, smattering of freckles across her cheeks, tipped, girlish nose, and soft green eyes. A strand of hair has pulled loose from her ponytail and hangs, undisturbed, in front of her ear. This is casual Diana, relaxed and wholesome at home. 


“Great muffins.” Kimber doesn’t want to get into the details of the previous night with Hadley around. 


“We picked the blueberries, but they were in the freezer.” Hadley addresses Gabriel. “Why don’t you want a muffin? Don’t you like muffins?” 


“Gluten,” he says. “Muffins have gluten, and it makes me sick.” 


Hadley’s eyes widen. “It makes my friend Jang-mi sick too. She can’t come over for pizza because it gives her diarrhea.” 


Diana and Kimber stifle their laughter, but Gabriel laughs outright. 


“Yep. That’s about the size of it.” 


Hadley laughs too and ducks her head to whisper “diarrhea” again. For the rest of them, the moment passes, but Hadley is still fascinated with the reaction she’s gotten and laughs again, now sounding a little forced. Her laughter gets louder and louder until Diana tells her to take a deep breath, but she’s not listening. It’s not until Kyle enters the kitchen, sweating from a workout, a fresh white towel around his neck, that she finally settles down, grinning at her own silliness. 


“What’s so funny, buttercup?” 


Without acknowledging anyone else, he leans in to kiss Hadley on the top of the head, plucks a bit of muffin from her plate, and pops it into his mouth. She looks up at him with mock irritation on her delicate face. 


“Hey! Get your own muffin, Mr. Muffin Stealer.” 


Kyle wrinkles his nose at her, and she wrinkles hers back. “I earned that muffin, little girl. In fact I earned at least two muffins this morning. What about it, Mommy?” 


They are the TV sitcom family with the darling child, the gentle teasing, the spotless, sparkling kitchen. When Diana shakes her head, also fighting a grin, the moment feels empty without the canned laughter of an invisible studio audience. To Kimber the scene would feel false if she didn’t know that this is exactly how they are even when they don’t have an audience. Kyle’s charm and silliness is as real as Diana’s affection for him. Diana loves Kyle deeply. 


Long before Kimber met Diana, Kyle told her how much his wife loved him. Also that he loved Diana and would never leave her. 


“Gabe, good to see you, man.” Kyle nods. Kimber waits for him to clap a steady hand on Gabriel’s shoulder because Kyle is the kind of man to clap other men on the shoulder. Gabriel is the kind of man who puts up with it because he’s too polite to tell men like Kyle to piss off. Instead, Kyle pivots away and plucks two muffins from the counter and drops them onto his plate. He sits down across from Kimber, his back to the windows, so that a kind of silvery halo shimmers around his thick blond hair. 


There’s a roguishness about him that doesn’t match Diana’s prim perfection, but she’s told Kimber she wouldn’t smooth his rough edges for the world. “I just hope Hadley takes more after me. He could charm the skin off a snake, and I don’t think that’s quite right in a woman. But she’ll at least be able to fend for herself.” 


“So,” Kyle says, stripping the paper from one muffin, “you got a plan yet to get this jerk out of Kimber’s house?” 


Gabriel opens his mouth to answer, but Kimber, not liking Kyle’s aggressive tone, interrupts. Kyle can be a bully. It’s one of the reasons his commercial construction business is so successful. “We’re going to prove that I was nowhere near the house when the guy says he signed the lease. And Gabriel’s going to have a judge issue an injunction to make him move out while it’s being settled.” 


When Kyle looks at her directly—for the first time since he entered the room—his eyes are teasing. 


“I hear you decked the poor son of a bitch. Nice work.” 


“Daddy said ‘son of a bitch’!” 


“Hadley.” The firmness of Diana’s voice shuts Hadley down but doesn’t stop her from smirking. 


“Now Daddy has to put a dollar in the swear jar. We’re going to LEGOLAND when it’s full. There’s already a hundred and sixty-five dollars. But that’s mostly from Mommy. She says the s word a lot.” 


“Hey, don’t be a tattletale.” Kimber playfully tickles Hadley in the side, making her giggle. 


Gabriel clears his throat. He doesn’t like Kyle and has made his feelings plain to Kimber. “We’ll get her back into the house as soon as possible. Renters’ laws are a nightmare for the landlord, but it’s obvious that Kimber had no intention to rent out her house, and it will be simple enough to prove she wasn’t there. As far as I know there’s no paper trail, no correspondence besides the actual lease.” 


“As far as you know?” Diana glances at Kimber then back at Gabriel. “What if there is?” 


“There can’t be anything because I don’t know who in the he—” Kimber notices Hadley watching her carefully. “I don’t know who the guy is.” 
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