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EXPOSURE


For now we see through a glass, darkly.


CORINTHIANS 13:12




One


August 29, 1998


She didn’t know what woke her, and no matter how many times she relived that night, no matter where the nightmare chased her, she never would.


Summer turned the air into a wet, simmering stew, one smelling of sweat and drenching green. The humming fan on her dresser stirred it, but it was like sleeping in the steam pumping off the pot.


Still, she was used to that, to lying on top of summer-moist sheets, with the windows open wide to the relentless chorus of cicadas—and the faint hope even a tiny breeze would slither through the sultry.


The heat didn’t wake her, nor did the soft rumble of thunder from a storm gathering in the distance. Naomi went from sleep to awake in an instant, as if someone had given her a good shake or shouted her name in her ear.


She sat straight up in bed, blinking at the dark, hearing nothing but the hum of the fan, the high pitch of the cicadas, and the lazy, repetitive hoo of an owl. All country summer sounds she knew as well as her own voice, and nothing to put that odd little click in her throat.


But now, awake, she felt that heat, like gauze soaked in hot water and wrapped around every inch of her. She wished it were morning so she could sneak out before anyone was up and cool off in the creek.


Chores came first, that was the rule. But it was so hot it felt like she’d have to part the air like a curtain just to take a step. And it was Saturday (or would be in the morning) and sometimes Mama let the rules slide a little on Saturdays—if Daddy was in a good mood.


Then she heard that rumble of thunder. Delighted, she scrambled out of bed to rush to her window. She loved storms, the way they whirled and swung through the trees, the way the sky went spooky, the way lightning slashed and flashed.


And maybe this storm would bring rain and wind and cooler air. Maybe.


She knelt on the floor, her arms folded on the windowsill, her eyes on the bit of moon hazed by heat and clouds.


Maybe.


She wished for it—a girl who’d turn twelve in just two days and still believed in wishes. A big storm, she thought, with lightning like pitchforks and thunder like cannon fire.


And lots and lots of rain.


She closed her eyes, tipped her face up, tried sniffing the air. Then, in her Sabrina the Teenage Witch T-shirt, she pillowed her head on her hands and studied the shadows.


Again she wished for morning, and since wishes were free, wished it were the morning of her birthday. She wanted a new bike so bad, and she’d given out plenty of hints.


She knelt, wanting morning, a girl tall and gawky, who—though she checked daily—was not yet growing breasts. The heat had her hair sticking to her neck. Annoyed with it, she pushed it up, off, let it hang over her shoulder. She wanted to cut it—really short, like a pixie in the fairy-tale book her grandparents had given her before they weren’t allowed to see one another anymore.


But Daddy said girls were supposed to have long hair, and boys short. So her little brother got a crew cut down at Vick’s Barbershop in town, and all she could do was pull her sort-of-blonde hair back in a ponytail.


But then Mason got spoiled silly, in her opinion, being the boy. He’d gotten a basketball hoop and a backboard, with an official Wilson basketball for his birthday. He got to play Little League baseball, too—something that by Daddy’s rules was only for boys (something Mason never let her forget)—and being younger by twenty-three months (something she didn’t let him forget), he didn’t have as many chores.


It wasn’t fair, but saying so only added on more chores and risked losing TV privileges.


Besides, she wouldn’t care about any of that if she got the new bike.


She caught a dull flash—just a shimmer of lightning low in the sky. It would come, she told herself. The wish storm would come and bring the cool and wet. If it rained and rained and rained, she wouldn’t have to weed the garden.


The idea of that excited her enough that she nearly missed the next flash.


Not lightning this time, but the beam from a flashlight.


Her first thought was someone was poking around, maybe trying to break in. She started to stand up, run for her father.


Then she saw that it was her father. Moving away from the house toward the tree line, moving quick and sure in the beam of the light.


Maybe he was going to the creek to cool off. If she went, too, how could he be mad? If he was in a good mood, he’d laugh.


She didn’t think twice, just grabbed up her flip-flops, stuck her tiny flashlight in her pocket, and hurried out of the room, quiet as a mouse.


She knew which steps creaked—everybody did—and avoided them out of habit. Daddy didn’t like it if she or Mason snuck downstairs for a drink after bedtime.


She didn’t put the flip-flops on until she reached the back door, then eased it open just enough—before it could creak—to squeeze out.


For a minute she thought she’d lost the trail of the flashlight, but she caught it again and darted after. She’d hang back until she gauged her father’s mood.


But he veered off from the shallow ribbon of the creek, moving deeper into the woods that edged that scrap of land.


Where could he be going? Curiosity pushed her on, and the almost giddy excitement of sneaking through the woods in the dead of night. The rumbles and flashes from the sky only added to the adventure.


She didn’t know fear, though she’d never gone this deep into the woods—it was forbidden. Her mother would tan her hide if she got caught, so she wouldn’t get caught.


Her father moved quick and sure, so he knew where he was going. She could hear his boots crunching old dried leaves on the skinny trail, so she kept back. It wouldn’t do for him to hear her.


Something screeched, made her jump a little. She had to slap her hand over her mouth to muffle the giggle. Just an old owl, out on the hunt.


The clouds shifted, covered the moon. She nearly stumbled when she stubbed her bare toe on a rock, and again she covered her mouth to smother her hiss of pain.


Her father stopped, making her heart pound like a drum. She went still as a statue, barely breathing. For the first time she wondered what she’d do if he turned around, came back toward her. Couldn’t run, she thought, for he’d surely hear that. Maybe she could creep off the path, hide in the brush. And just hope there weren’t snakes sleeping.


When he moved on she continued to stand, telling herself to go back before she got into really big trouble. But the light was like a magnet and drew her on.


It bobbled and shook for a moment. She heard something rattle and scrape, something creak like the back door.


Then the light vanished.


She stood in the deep, dark woods, breath shallow, and cold prickling over her skin despite the hot, heavy air. She took a step back, then two, as the urge to run fell over her.


The click came back to her throat, so sharp she could barely swallow. And the dark, all the dark seemed to wrap around her—too tight.


Run home, run. Get back in bed, close your eyes. The voice in her head pitched high and shrill like the cicadas.


“Scaredy-cat,” she whispered, clutching her own arms for courage. “Don’t be a scaredy-cat.”


She crept forward, almost feeling her way now. Once again the clouds shifted, and in the thin trickle of moonlight she saw the silhouette of a ruined building.


Like an old cabin, she thought, that had burned down so only the jags of foundation and an old chimney remained.


The odd fear slid away into fascination with the shapes, the grays of it all, the way the thin moonlight played over the scorched bricks, the blackened wood.


Again she wished for morning so she could explore. If she could sneak back there in the light, it could be her place. A place where she could bring her books and read—without her brother nagging at her. And she could sit and draw or just sit and dream.


Someone had lived there once, so maybe there were ghosts. And that idea was a thrill. She’d just love to meet a ghost.


But where had her father gone?


She thought of the rattles and creak again. Maybe this was like another dimension, and he’d opened a door to it, gone through.


He had secrets—she figured all adults did. Secrets they kept from everybody, secrets that made their eyes go hard if you asked the wrong question. Maybe he was an explorer, one who went through a magic door to another world.


He wouldn’t like her thinking it because other worlds, like ghosts and teenage witches, weren’t in the Bible. But maybe he wouldn’t like her thinking it because it was true.


She risked a few more steps forward, ears cocked for any sound. And heard only the thunder, rolling closer.


This time when she stubbed her toe, the quick cry of pain escaped, and she hopped on one foot until the sting eased. Stupid rock, she thought, and glanced down.


In that pale moonlight she saw not a rock, but a door. A door in the ground! A door that would creak when opened. Maybe a magic door.


She got down on all fours, ran her hands over it—and got a splinter for her trouble.


Magic doors didn’t give you splinters. Just an old root cellar, or storm cellar. But though disappointment dampened her spirits as she sucked her sore finger, it was still a door in the ground in the woods by an old burned-out cabin.


And her father had gone down there.


Her bike! Maybe he’d hidden her bike down there and was right now putting it together. Willing to risk another splinter, she put her ear to the old wood, squeezing her eyes tight to help her hear.


She thought she heard him moving around. And he was making a kind of grunting noise. She imagined him assembling her bike—all shiny and new and red—his big hands picking the right tool while he whistled through his teeth the way he did when he worked on something.


He was down there doing something special just for her. She wouldn’t complain (in her head) about chores for a whole month.


How long did it take to put a bike together? She should hurry back home so he didn’t know she’d followed him. But she really, really, really wanted to see it. Just a peek.


She eased back from the door, crept over to the burned-out cabin, and hunkered down behind the old chimney. It wouldn’t take him long—he was good with tools. He could have his own repair shop if he wanted, and only worked for the cable company out of Morgantown to provide security for his family.


He said so all the time.


She glanced up at the snap of lightning—the first pitchfork of it—and the thunder that followed was more boom than mumble. She should’ve gone home, that was the truth, but she couldn’t go back now. He could come out anytime, and he’d catch her for sure.


There’d be no shiny red bike for her birthday if he caught her now.


If the storm broke, she’d just get wet, that’s all. It would cool her off.


She told herself he’d just be five more minutes, and when the minutes passed, he’d just be five more. And then she had to pee. She tried to hold it, ignore it, squeeze it back, but in the end, she gave up and crept her way farther back, back into the trees.


She rolled her eyes, pulled down her shorts, and crouched, keeping her feet wide to avoid the stream. Then she shook and shook until she was as dry as she was going to get. Just as she started to pull her shorts back up, the door creaked open.


She froze, shorts around her knees, bare butt inches off the ground, her lips pressed tight to hold back her breath.


She saw him in the next flash of lightning, and he looked wild to her—his close-cropped hair almost white in the storm light, his eyes so dark, and his teeth showing in a fierce grin.


Seeing him, half expecting him to throw back his head and howl like a wolf, she felt her heart thudding with the first true fear she’d ever known.


When he rubbed himself, down there, she felt her cheeks go hot as fire. Then he closed the door, the quick slam of it echoing. He shot the bolt home—a hard, scraping sound that made her shiver. Her legs trembled from holding the awkward position while he tossed layers of old leaves over the door.


He stood a moment more—and oh, the lightning sizzled now—and played the beam of his light over the door. The backwash of it threw his face into relief so she saw only the hard edges, and the light, close-cropped hair made it look like a skull, eyes dark, soulless hollows.


He looked around, and for one terrible moment she feared he looked right at her. This man, she knew into her bones, would hurt her, would use hands and fists on her like the father who worked to provide security for his family never had.


With a helpless whimper in her throat, she thought: Please, Daddy. Please.


But he turned away, and with long, sure strides, went back the way he’d come.


She didn’t move a trembling muscle until she heard nothing but the night song, and the first stirring of the wind. The storm was rolling in, but her father was gone.


She hiked up her shorts and straightened, rubbing the pins and needles out of her legs.


No moon now, and all sense of adventure had dropped into a terrible dread.


But her eyes had adjusted enough for her to pick her way back to the leaf-covered door. She saw it only because she knew it was there.


She could hear her own breath now, wisping away on the swirl of wind. Cool air, but now she wanted warm. Her bones felt cold, like winter cold, and her hand shook as she bent down to brush the thick layers of leaves away.


She stared at the bolt, thick and rusted, barring the old wood door. Her fingers traced over it, but she didn’t want to open it now. She wanted to be back in her own bed, safe. She didn’t want that picture of her father, that wild picture.


But her fingers tugged on the bolt, and then she used both hands as it resisted. She set her teeth when it scraped open.


It was her bike, she told herself even while a terrible weight settled in her chest. Her shiny red birthday bike. That was what she would find.


Slowly, she lifted the door, looked down into the dark.


She swallowed hard, took the little flashlight out of her pocket, and, using its narrow beam, made her way down the ladder.


She had a sudden fear of her father’s face appearing in the opening. That wild and terrible look on his face. And that door slamming shut, closing her in. She nearly scrambled back up again, but she heard the whimper.


She froze on the ladder.


An animal was down here. Why would her daddy have an animal down … A puppy? Was that her birthday surprise? The puppy she’d always wanted but wasn’t allowed to have. Even Mason couldn’t beg them a puppy.


Tears stung her eyes as she dropped down to the dirt floor. She’d have to pray for forgiveness for the awful thoughts—thoughts were a sin as much as deeds—she’d had about her father.


She swung her light around, her heart full of wonder and joy—the last she would feel for far too long. But where she imagined a puppy whimpering in his crate was a woman.


Her eyes were wide and shined like glass as tears streamed from them. She made terrible noises against the tape over her mouth. Scrapes and bruises left raw marks on her face and her throat.


She wasn’t wearing any clothes, nothing at all, but didn’t try to cover herself.


Couldn’t, couldn’t cover herself. Her hands were tied with rope—bloodied from the raw wounds on her wrists—and the rope was tied to a metal post behind the old mattress she lay on. Her legs were tied, too, at the ankles and spread wide.


Those terrible sounds kept coming, pounded on the ears, roiled in the belly.


As in a dream, Naomi moved forward. There was a roaring in her ears now, as if she’d gone under the water too long, couldn’t get back to the surface. Her mouth was so dry, the words scraped her throat.


“Don’t yell. You can’t yell, okay? He might hear and come back. Okay?”


The woman nodded, and her swollen eyes pleaded.


Naomi worked her fingernails under the edge of the tape. “You have to be quiet,” she said, whispering as her fingers trembled. “Please be quiet.” And pulled the tape away.


It made an awful sound, left a raw, red mark, but the woman didn’t yell.


“Please.” Her voice sounded like a rusty hinge. “Please help me. Please, don’t leave me here.”


“You have to get away. You have to run.” Naomi looked back toward the cellar door. What if he came back? Oh God, what if the wild man who looked like her father came back?


She tried to untie the rope, but the knots were too tight. She rubbed her fingers raw in frustration, then turned away, using her little light.


She saw a bottle of liquor—forbidden by her father’s law in their house—and more rope, coiled and waiting. An old blanket, a lantern. Magazines with naked women on the covers, a camera, and oh no, no, no, photographs of women taped to the walls. Like this woman, naked and tied up and bloody and afraid.


And women who stared out with dead eyes.


An old chair, cans and jars of food on a shelf nailed to the wall. A heap of rags—no, clothes, torn clothes—and the stains on them were blood.


She could smell the blood.


And there were knives. So many knives.


Closing her mind, just closing her mind to everything else, Naomi grabbed one of the knives, began to saw at the knot.


“You have to stay quiet, stay quiet.”


She nicked flesh, but the woman didn’t cry out.


“Hurry, please hurry. Please, please.” She bit back a moan when her arms were free, and those arms shook as she tried to lower them. “It hurts. Oh God, God, it hurts.”


“Don’t think about it, just don’t think about it. It hurts more when you do.” It hurt, yes, it hurt to think. So she wouldn’t think of the blood, the pictures, the heap of torn and terrible clothes.


Naomi went to work on one of the ankle ropes. “What’s your name?”


“I—Ashley. I’m Ashley. Who is he? Where is he?”


Couldn’t say it. Wouldn’t say it. Wouldn’t think it. “He’s home now. The storm’s come. Can you hear it?”


She was home, too, Naomi told herself as she cut the other rope. Home in bed, and this was all a bad dream. There was no old root cellar that smelled of musk and pee and worse, no woman, no wild man. She would wake in her own bed, and the storm would have cooled everything.


Everything would be clean and cool when she woke.


“You have to get up, get out. You have to run.”


Run, run, run, into the dark, run away. Then this will never have happened.


Sweat rolling down her battered face, Ashley tried to get up, but her legs wouldn’t hold her. She fell to the dirt floor, her breath wheezing. “I can’t walk yet—my legs. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. You have to help me. Please, help me get out of here.”


“Your legs are asleep, that’s all.” Naomi grabbed the blanket, wrapped it around Ashley’s shoulders. “You have to try to get up.”


Working together, they managed to get Ashley to her feet. “Lean on me. I’m going to push you up the ladder, but you have to try to climb. You have to try.”


“I can do it. I can do it.”


Rain whipped in on the slow, sweaty climb up, and twice on that short journey, Ashley nearly slipped. Naomi’s muscles twanged from the strain of holding the weight, of pushing. But on a last sobbing grunt, Ashley dragged herself out, lay panting on the ground.


“You have to run.”


“I don’t know where I am. I’m sorry. I don’t know how long I’ve been down there. A day, two. I haven’t had any food, any water since he … I’m hurt.”


Tears streamed, but she didn’t sob, just stared at Naomi through the flood of them. “He … he raped me, and he choked me, and he cut me and hit me. My ankle. Something’s wrong with it. I can’t run on it. Can you get me out of here? To the police?”


Rain pounded, and the lightning lit the sky like morning.


But Naomi didn’t wake.


“Wait a minute.”


“Don’t go back in there!”


“Just wait.”


She scrambled down, into the terrible place, and picked up the knife. Some of the blood on it wasn’t fresh, wasn’t from the nicks. No, some was old and dry, and from more than nicks.


And though it sickened her, she pawed through the heap of clothes and found a tattered shirt, a torn pair of shorts.


She took them with her as she climbed back out. Seeing them, Ashley nodded.


“Okay. You’re smart.”


“I didn’t see shoes, but it’ll be easier for you with the shirt and shorts. They’re torn, but—”


“It doesn’t matter.” Ashley bit down hard as Naomi helped her into the shorts, as she carefully lifted Ashley’s arms into the shirt.


Naomi paused when she saw that the movement opened thin slices on Ashley’s torso, saw fresh red blood seeping.


“You have to lean on me.” Because Ashley shivered, Naomi wrapped the blanket over her shoulders again.


Just do, she told herself. Don’t think, just do.


“You have to walk even if it hurts. We’ll look for a good thick stick, but we have to go. I don’t know what time it is, but they’ll look for me in the morning. We have to get to the road. It’s more than a mile into town after that. You have to walk.”


“I’ll crawl if I have to.”


She got to her knees, levered herself up with Naomi’s help. It was slow, and Naomi knew from Ashley’s labored breathing that it was painful. She found a downed branch, and that helped a little, only a little, as the trail went to mud in the storm.


They crossed the creek—running fast now, from the rain—and kept going.


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”


“Naomi.”


“That’s a nice name. Naomi, I have to stop for a minute.”


“Okay, but just for a minute.”


Ashley braced against a tree, breathing hard, leaning heavily on the broken branch while sweat and rain ran down her face. “Is that a dog? I hear a dog barking.”


“It’s probably King. The Hardy place is right over that way.”


“Can we go there? We can call the police, get help.”


“It’s too close.” Mr. Hardy was a deacon at church with her father. He’d call her father before he called the police.


“Too close? It feels like we’ve walked miles.”


“Not even one.”


“Okay.” Ashley closed her eyes a moment, bit down on her lip. “Okay. Do you know the man? The one who took me, the one who hurt me?”


“Yes.”


“You know his name, where they can find him.”


“Yes. We have to keep going now. We have to keep going.”


“Tell me his name.” Wincing, Ashley pushed off the tree, began her hobbling walk. “It’ll keep me going to know it.”


“His name is Thomas Bowes. Thomas David Bowes.”


“Thomas David Bowes. How old are you?”


“Eleven. I’m going to be twelve on Monday.”


“Happy birthday. You’re really smart and strong and brave. You saved my life, Naomi. You saved a life before your twelfth birthday. Don’t ever forget it.”


“I won’t. I won’t forget. The storm’s passing.”


She kept to the woods. It took longer that way than it would have if she’d gone out to the road. But she knew fear now, and kept to the woods until the edge of the little town of Pine Meadows.


She went to school there, and to church, and her mother shopped in the market. She’d never been inside the sheriff’s office, but she knew where it was.


As dawn lightened the sky to the east, and the first light glimmered on puddles, she walked past the church, over the narrow bridge that arched over the narrow stream. Her flip-flops made soggy flaps on the street, and Ashley limped, the branch clomping, her breath a raw pant with each step.


“What town is this?”


“It’s Pine Meadows.”


“Where? I was in Morgantown. I go to college at WVU.”


“It’s about twelve miles from here.”


“I was training. Running. I’m a long-distance runner, believe it or not. And I was training like I do every morning. He was parked on the side of the road with the hood up, like he’d had a breakdown. I had to slow a little, and he grabbed me. He hit me with something. And I woke up in that place. I’m going to have to stop again.”


No, no, no stopping. No thinking. Just doing.


“We’re almost there. See, right down the road, that white house—see the sign out front?”


“Pine Meadows Sheriff’s Department. Oh thank God. Oh thank God.” Ashley began to weep then, racking sobs that shook them both as Naomi tightened her arm around Ashley’s waist, took more weight, and trudged the rest of the way.


“We’re safe now. We’re safe.”


When Ashley collapsed on the narrow porch, Naomi wrapped the blanket closer around her, then knocked hard on the door.


“Is someone going to be there? I didn’t think. It’s so early.”


“I don’t know.” But Naomi knocked again.


When the door opened, Naomi had a vague recognition of the young face, the tousled hair.


“What’s all this?” he began, and then his sleepy eyes shifted by her, landed on Ashley. “Well, Jesus.”


He shot the door open, jumped out to crouch beside her. “I’m going to get you inside.”


“Help. Help us.”


“You’re all right. You’re going to be all right.”


He looked scrawny to Naomi’s eyes, but he hefted Ashley like she was nothing—and flushed a bit when the blanket slipped and the torn shirt exposed most of her left breast.


“Honey,” he said to Naomi, “hold the door open now. Y’all have an accident?”


“No,” Naomi said. She held the door open, had one instant to think whether she should run away, just run, or go inside.


She went inside.


“I’m going to set you down right here. All right now?” His eyes studied the bruising on Ashley’s throat, and knowledge came into them. “Sweetheart, you see that water fountain over there. How about you get—What’s your name now?”


“Ashley. Ashley McLean.”


“You get Ashley some water, would you?”


He turned as he spoke, then spotted the knife Naomi held at her side. In that same easy tone, he said, “Why don’t you give that to me, all right? There you go.”


He took the knife from Naomi’s limp hand, set it up on a shelf out of reach.


“I need to make some calls, and one to the doctor who’ll come and examine you. But we’re going to have to take some pictures. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


“And I’m calling the sheriff in, and there’ll be questions. You up to that?”


“Yes.”


“All right now. Drink a little water. That’s a good girl,” he said to Naomi, running a gentle hand over her wet hair as she brought the paper cup to Ashley.


He grabbed a phone from a desk, punched in numbers.


“Sheriff, it’s Wayne. Yeah, I know what time it is. We got a woman here who’s hurt. No, sir, not an accident. She’s been assaulted, and she’s going to need a full exam.” He turned away, spoke quietly, but Naomi heard the words rape kit.


“Kid brought her in. I think it’s Tom and Sue Bowes’s girl.”


Ashley lowered the cup, stared into Naomi’s eyes. “Bowes.”


“Yes. I’m Naomi Bowes. You need to drink.”


“So do you, baby.” But Ashley set the cup aside and drew Naomi to her. “So do you.”


When she broke, when everything finally broke inside her, Naomi laid her head on Ashley’s shoulder and wept.


Ashley met Wayne’s eyes over Naomi’s head. “It was her father who did this to me. It was Thomas David Bowes who did this. And it was Naomi who saved me.”


Wayne let out a breath. “Sheriff, you better get in here right quick.”




Two


When the sheriff came, Wayne took Naomi into another room, bought her a candy bar and a Coke. She’d never been allowed such indulgences, but she didn’t argue it. He got a first-aid kit and began to doctor the cuts and scratches she hadn’t realized she’d inflicted on herself on that long hike through the woods.


He smelled of Juicy Fruit gum—she saw the yellow pack of it sticking out of his breast pocket.


And she would always, from that morning on, associate the gum with simple kindness.


“Honey, you got a favorite teacher?”


“Um. I don’t know. I guess Miss Blachard maybe.”


“If you want, I could call her, ask her to come in, be with you.”


“No. No, that’s okay. She’s going to know. Everybody’s going to know.” It made her chest hurt, so she looked away. “But I don’t want to be there when they do.”


“All right. We got a nice nurse coming in to be with Ashley, to go with her when she goes to the hospital. Do you want somebody like that? Maybe who doesn’t know you.”


“I don’t want anybody. What’s going to happen?”


“Well, the sheriff’s talking to Ashley right now for a little bit, and then they’ll take her into the hospital in Morgantown and fix her up.”


“She hurt her ankle.”


“They’ll fix it, don’t you worry. You want a different kind of candy bar?”


Naomi looked down at the Snickers she hadn’t opened. “No, sir. I just never had candy first thing in the morning.”


“How about Easter?” Smiling, he put a Band-Aid on a small, deep scratch.


“That’s a holy day. It’s for praying, not for candy rabbits.”


Even as she echoed her father’s words, she saw the pity in the deputy’s eyes. But he only patted her legs. “Well. We’ll get you a hot breakfast soon as we can. You be all right here for just a minute?”


“Am I under arrest?”


Not pity now, but that Juicy Fruit kindness again as he laid a hand on her cheek, gentle as a mother. “For what, honey?”


“I don’t know. You’re going to arrest my daddy.”


“Don’t you worry about that right now.”


“I saw him. I saw him when he came out of that cellar in the woods, and he looked wrong. I was afraid.”


“You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”


“What about my mama, and my brother?”


“They’re going to be fine.” He glanced over as the door opened. She knew Miss Lettie—she went to their church. But she’d forgotten she worked in the sheriff’s office.


Lettie Harbough came in with a red tote bag, and a sad smile on her plump face.


“Hey there, Naomi. I got some dry clothes for you here. They’re my girl’s, and she’s not as tall as you, and not so slim, but they’ll be clean and dry.”


“Thank you, Miss Lettie.”


“You’re more than welcome. Wayne, the sheriff wants you. Naomi and I’ll be fine. You can change right out in the washroom, all right?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


The clothes were too big, but there was a belt so she could cinch the jeans.


When she came out Lettie sat at the tiny table sipping coffee out of a big blue mug. “I’ve got a brush here. Would it be all right if I brushed your hair out? You got it all tangled.”


“Thank you.”


Naomi made herself sit, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to be touched. Still, after the first few strokes of the brush, she relaxed.


“Such pretty hair.”


“It’s dishwater.”


“No, indeed. It’s like deer hide, all the tones of blonde mixed up, and all sun-streaked now from summer. Nice and thick, too. I’m going to ask you a couple of things, maybe hard things, sweetie. But they’re important things.”


“Where’s Ashley?”


“They’re taking her to the hospital now. She asked after you, asked if we could bring you in to see her. Would you want to?”


“Yes, ma’am. Please, I want to.”


“All right. But now, I have to ask you if your father ever hurt you. I know that’s a hard thing to ask.”


“He’s never laid a hand on me or Mason. My mama gives out the hidings if we need it, and they don’t count for much. She doesn’t have the heart for a real hiding, so we pretend, all three of us. Because Daddy says, ‘Spare the rod, spoil the child.’”


“I never liked that one myself. The harder one is asking if he ever touched you in a bad sort of way.”


Naomi stared straight ahead while Lettie ran the brush through her hair. “You mean like he did to Ashley. He raped her. I know what rape is, ma’am. They raped the Sabine women in the Bible. He never did that to me. He never touched me wrong.”


“All right, then. Did he ever hurt your mama?”


“I don’t think so. Sometimes …”


“It’s all right.” In practiced moves, Lettie used a little band to pull Naomi’s hair back into a tail. “All you have to do is tell me the truth.”


“Sometimes he looked like maybe he wanted to hurt her, but he didn’t. If he got really mad, he’d just go off for a day or two. Cooling off, Mama said. A man needs to cool off on his own time. She didn’t know, Miss Lettie. Mama didn’t know he hurt people, or she’d have been afraid. More afraid.”


“People?”


When Lettie came back around to sit again, Naomi stared straight ahead. “Ashley said she thought she’d been down there for a day or two. There was more rope down there, and pictures. There were pictures on the wall of other women, tied up like she was. Worse than she was. I think some of them were dead. I think they were dead. I’m going to be sick.”


Lettie tended to her, holding her hair back as she hugged the toilet, bathing her face with a cool cloth when she was done.


She gave Naomi something minty to rinse out her mouth, brushed a kiss over her forehead.


“You’ve had enough. Maybe you want to rest awhile.”


“I can’t go home, can I?”


“Not right now, I’m sorry, honey. But I can take you to my house, and you can use the guest bed, try to sleep.”


“Can I just stay here until Mama and Mason come?”


“If that’s what you want. How about I get you some toast, we see how that settles. You save that Snickers bar for later.”


“Thank you.”


Lettie rose. “What you did, Naomi? It was right. And more, it was brave. I’m awful proud of you. I’m only going to be a couple minutes. How about some tea with honey to go with the toast?”


“That’d be nice, thank you.”


Alone, Naomi laid her head on the table, but she couldn’t rest. She sipped at the Coke, but it was too sweet. She wanted water—just cold and clear. She thought of the water fountain, rose.


She stepped outside the little room, started to call out, ask if it was all right.


She saw the deputy hauling her father across the room toward a big metal door. His hands were in cuffs behind his back; a raw bruise bloomed on his right cheek.


He didn’t look wild now, or upset or sorry. He had a sneer on his face—the sort he got when somebody said maybe he was wrong about something.


He saw her—and she braced for his fury, his hate, his wrath.


All she got was an instant of indifference before he walked to the metal door, and through. And away.


The room was crowded with people, noise, and something that sparked darkly on the air. She felt she floated in it, as if her legs had just gone somewhere else and her body hung suspended.


She heard words, disjointed, tinny to her ear.


FBI, serial killer, forensics, victims.


Nothing made sense.


No one noticed her, a gangly girl with eyes too wide, too bright in a face pale as a ghost, swimming in too-big clothes and shock.


No one glanced her way, and she wondered, if they did, would their eyes pass over her—through her—just as her father’s had.


Maybe none of it was real. Maybe she wasn’t real.


But the pressure on her chest, that felt real. As if she’d fallen from the high limb in the old oak tree out back and knocked away her breath. So far away she couldn’t get it back.


The room took a slow, sick spin, and the light faded. A cloud over the moon.


With Bowes secure, Wayne came out in time to see Naomi’s eyes roll back in her head. He shouted, and he leaped toward her. He was fast, but not fast enough to catch her before she hit the floor.


“Get some water! Where’s the damn doctor? What the hell’s she doing out here?” He gathered her up, cradled her. Gently tapped cheeks he thought looked pale enough for his hand to pass through.


“I’m sorry. Ah, merciful God. She needed food. I just came out to see about getting her something.” Lettie crouched down with a cup of water.


“Did she see him? Did she see me bring that bastard in?”


Lettie only shook her head. “I wasn’t gone for more than three minutes. She’s coming around. There you are, baby. Naomi, honey, just breathe easy now. You just had a faint. I want you to sip some water.”


“Have I been sick?”


“You’re all right now. Take a sip.”


It came back to her, all of it. Her eyes—what her mother called medicine bottle green—closed. “Why isn’t he mad at me? Why doesn’t he care?”


They urged water on her. Wayne carried her into the back again. They brought her sick food—the tea and toast. She ate what she could, and found it made the worst of that floating feeling go away.


The rest passed in a blur. Dr. Hollin came in and looked her over. Somebody stayed with her all the time—and Wayne snuck her in another Coke.


The sheriff came in. She knew him—Sheriff Joe Franks—because she went to school with Joe Junior. He had wide shoulders on a sturdy body, and a tough face on a thick neck. She always thought of a bulldog when she saw him.


He sat across from her.


“How you doing, Naomi?”


His voice was like a gravel road.


“I don’t know. Um. Okay, sir.”


“I know you had a hard night, and you’re having a hard day on top of it. Do you know what’s going on here?”


“Yes, sir. My daddy hurt Ashley. He tied her up down in that old cellar in the woods by this burned-out cabin place. He hurt her really bad, and he hurt other people, too. There were pictures of them down there. I don’t know why he did those things. I don’t know why anybody would do what he did.”


“Did you ever go out there to that cellar before last night?”


“I didn’t know it was there. We’re not supposed to go into the woods that far. Just to the creek, and only when we have permission.”


“What made you go out there last night?”


“I—I woke up, and it was so hot. I was sitting by my window, and I saw Daddy go out. I thought maybe he was going to the creek to cool off—and I wanted to go, too. I got my flashlight and my flip-flops and I snuck out. I’m not supposed to.”


“That’s all right. So you followed him.”


“I thought maybe he’d think it was funny. I could tell if he did before I let him know I was there. But he didn’t go to the creek, and I just wanted to know where he was going. And I thought when I saw the old place, and the cellar, maybe he was putting a bike together for my birthday.”


“Is it your birthday, honey?”


“Monday is, and I asked for a bike. So I waited—I was just going to take a peek. I hid and I waited until he came out, but—”


“What?”


For a moment, she thought it would be easier if she floated again, just kept floating. But the sheriff had kind eyes, patient ones. He’d keep those kind eyes on her even if she floated away.


And she had to tell somebody.


“He didn’t look right, Sheriff. Sir. He didn’t look right when he came out and it scared me. But I waited until he was gone, and I just wanted to see what was down there.”


“How long’d you wait?”


“I don’t know. It felt long.” She flushed a little. She wasn’t going to tell him she’d peed in the woods. Some things were private. “There was a bolt on the door, and I had to work some to push it, and when I opened the door I heard something like whimpering. I thought maybe it was a puppy. We weren’t allowed to have a dog, but I thought maybe. But then I saw Ashley.”


“What did you see, honey? It’s hard, but if you can tell me exactly, it’s going to help.”


So she told him, exactly, and sipped at the Coke even though her stomach jittered with the retelling.


He asked more questions, and she did her best. When he was done, he patted her hand.


“You did real good. I’m going to bring your mama back.”


“Is she here?”


“She’s here.”


“And Mason?”


“He’s over at the Huffmans’ place. Mrs. Huffman’s keeping an eye on him, and he’s playing with Jerry.”


“That’s good. He and Jerry like to play together. Sheriff Franks, is my mama all right?”


Something shuttered down over his eyes. “She’s had a hard day, too.” He said nothing for a moment. “You’re a steady girl, Naomi.”


“I don’t feel so steady. I got sick, and I had a faint.”


“Trust me, honey, I’m an officer of the law.” He smiled a little. “You’re a steady girl. So I’m going to tell you there are going to be other people asking questions. The FBI—you know what that is?”


“Yes, sir. Sort of.”


“They’re going to have questions. And there’s going to be reporters wanting to talk to you. You’re going to have to talk to the FBI, but you don’t have to talk to any reporters.”


He hitched up a hip, took a card out of his pocket. “This is my phone number—the number here, and the one at home I wrote on the back. You can call me anytime—doesn’t matter what the time. You need to talk to me, you call. All right?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Put that away safe. I’m going to go get your mama now.”


“Sheriff Franks?”


He paused at the door, turned back to her. “Yes, honey?”


“Is my daddy going to jail?”


“Yes, honey, he is.”


“Does he know?”


“I expect so.”


She looked down at her Coke, nodded. “Okay.”


Her daddy was going to jail. How could she go back to school, or church, or to the market with her mother? It was worse than when Carrie Potter’s daddy went to jail for two months for getting in a fight at the pool hall. Even worse than when Buster Kravitt’s uncle went to jail for selling drugs.


She’d be going into seventh grade in just another week, and everyone would know what happened. What her daddy did. What she did. She didn’t see how she could—


Then the door opened, and there was her mother.


She looked sick, like she’d been sick for days, and bad sick so it had eaten away at her. She looked thinner than she had when Naomi had gone to bed the night before. And her eyes were all red, swollen, and tears still stood in them. Her hair was every which way, like she hadn’t taken a brush to it, and she wore the baggy, faded pink dress she mostly wore for garden chores.


Naomi got shakily to her feet, wanting nothing more at that moment than to press her face to her mother’s breast, find comfort there, find promises she’d pretend to believe there.


But the tears just rolled out of her mother’s eyes, driven by guttural sobs. She sank right down to the floor, covered her face with her hands.


So the child went to the mother, gathered her in, stroked and soothed. “It’ll be all right, Mama. We’ll be all right.”


“Naomi, Naomi. They’re saying terrible things about your daddy. They’re saying you’re saying them.”


“We’ll be all right.”


“They can’t be true. This can’t be true.” Susan pulled back, grabbed Naomi’s face in her hands, and spoke fiercely. “You imagined it. You had a bad dream.”


“Mama. I saw.”


“No, you didn’t. You have to tell them you made a mistake.”


“I didn’t make a mistake. Ashley—the girl he had—she’s in the hospital.”


“She’s lying. She has to be lying. Naomi, he’s your daddy, he’s your blood. He’s my husband. The police, they’re going all over our house. They put your daddy in handcuffs and took him away.”


“I cut the ropes off her myself.”


“No, you didn’t. You’re going to stop this lying right now, and tell everybody how you made it all up.”


A dull throb filled Naomi’s head so her own voice sounded flat and hollow through it.


“I pulled the tape off her mouth. I helped her get out of the cellar. She could hardly walk. She didn’t have any clothes.”


“No.”


“He raped her.”


“Don’t you say such a thing.” Her voice pitching high, Susan shook Naomi. “Don’t you dare.”


“There were pictures on the wall. A lot of pictures, of other girls, Mama. There were knives with blood dried on them, and rope, and—”


“I don’t want to hear this.” Susan clamped her hands over her ears. “How can you say all this? How can I believe all this? He’s my husband. I lived with him for fourteen years. I bore him two children. I slept in the same bed, night after night.”


The fierceness shattered, like glass. Susan dropped her head on Naomi’s shoulder again. “Oh, what are we going to do? What’s to become of us?”


“We’ll be all right,” Naomi said again, helplessly. “We’ll be all right, Mama.”


They couldn’t go home. Not until the police and now the FBI cleared it so they could. But Lettie brought them all clothes and their own toothbrushes and so on, and made her guest room theirs—hers and her mother’s—with Mason bunking in with her son.


The doctor gave her mother something to make her sleep, and that was good. Naomi took a shower, put her own clothes on, tied her hair back, and felt more herself.


When she walked across the hall from the bathroom and cracked open the door to check on her mother, she saw her little brother sitting on the bed.


“Don’t wake her!” Naomi hissed, then felt bad for the sharp order when he turned his head to look at her.


He’d been crying, too, and his face was splotchy from it, his eyes red-rimmed on the outside, lost on the inside.


“I’m just watching her.”


“Come on out, Mason. If she wakes up, she’ll start crying again.”


He did what she said without arguing—a rare thing—and then walked straight into her, wrapped his arms tight.


They didn’t hug much anymore, but it felt good to have somebody to hold on to, so she hugged back.


“They came right into the house, and we were still sleeping. I heard Daddy yelling, and other people, and I ran out. I saw Daddy fighting with the deputy, and they pushed him against the wall. Mama was screaming and crying, and they put handcuffs on Daddy, just like on the TV. Did he rob a bank? Nobody will tell me.”


“No, he didn’t rob a bank.”


If they went downstairs, Miss Lettie would be there, so instead she sat down with her brother on the floor.


“He hurt people, Mason. Ladies.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know, but he did.”


“Maybe it was their fault.”


“No, it wasn’t. He took them to a place in the woods, and locked them up and hurt them.”


“What place?”


“A bad place. They have to put him in jail for it.”


“I don’t want Daddy to go to jail.” The tears started up again. All she could do was wrap an arm around his shoulders.


“He did bad things to people, Mason. He has to go to jail.”


“Does Mama have to go to jail?”


“No, she didn’t hurt anybody. She didn’t know he was hurting people. Don’t go pestering her about it. And don’t go fighting either. People are going to say things about Daddy, and you’re going to want to fight about it, but you can’t. Because what they’re going to say is true.”


His face went belligerent. “How do you know what’s true?”


“Because I saw, because I know. I don’t want to talk about it anymore right now. I talked about it enough today. I wish it was over. I wish we were someplace else.”


“I wanna go home.”


She didn’t. She didn’t ever want to go back to that house again, knowing what was back in the deep woods. Knowing what had lived in those same rooms, eaten at the same table.


“Miss Lettie says they’ve got Nintendo down in their family room.”


Belligerence changed to a look of hope mixed with doubt. “Can we play it?”


“She said we could.”


“Do they have Donkey Kong?”


“We can find out.”


They didn’t have video games at home—or a computer—but they both had enough friends who did to know the basics. And she knew Mason dearly loved video games. It was simple to set him up in the family room with Miss Lettie’s help—and better yet when she hard-eyed her teenage son into playing with Mason.


“I’m going to make some lemonade. Why don’t you come in the kitchen with me, Naomi, give me a hand with that?”


The house was so nice. Clean and pretty, with lots of colors on the walls and in the furniture. She knew Mr. Harbough taught English and literature at the high school, and Miss Lettie worked for the sheriff. But the house looked rich to her.


And the kitchen had a dishwasher—which was her name at home—and a counter of snowy white in the middle with a second sink right in it.


“Your house is so nice, Miss Lettie.”


“Why, thank you. It makes me happy. I want you to be comfortable while you’re here.”


“How long will we be here, do you think?”


“A day or two, that’s all.” Lettie put sugar and water in a pot to boil. “You ever made lemonade from scratch?”


“No, ma’am.”


“It’s a treat. Takes a while, but it’s worth it.”


Lettie puttered around. Naomi noted she didn’t wear an apron but just tucked a dish towel in the waist of her pants. Daddy didn’t like Mama to wear pants. Women were supposed to wear skirts and dresses.


Thinking of it, of her father, hearing his voice in her head, made her stomach tie itself up again. So she made herself think of something else.


“Miss Lettie, what do you do at the sheriff’s office?”


“Why, honey, I’m the first woman deputy in Pine Meadows, and still the only one after six years.”


“Like Deputy Wayne.”


“That’s right.”


“So you know what happens next. Will you tell me what happens next?”


“I can’t say for certain, as the FBI’s in charge now. We assist them. They’re going to gather up evidence, and take statements, and your daddy will have a lawyer. A lot of the next depends on the evidence and the statements, and what your daddy says and does. I know it’s hard, but it’d be best if you try not to worry about all that just yet.”


“I can’t worry about Daddy.” She’d already figured that out. But … “I have to take care of my mama, and Mason.”


“Oh, baby girl.” Lettie sighed, and after giving the pot a stir, she came around the counter. “Somebody’s got to take care of you.”


“Mama won’t know what to do without Daddy telling her. And Mason won’t understand what Daddy did. He doesn’t know what rape is.”


On another sigh, Lettie pulled Naomi into a hug. “It’s not for you to hold everybody else up. Where’s your mother’s brother now? Where’s your uncle Seth?”


“In Washington, D.C. But we’re not allowed to have anything to do with him because he’s a homosexual. Daddy says he’s an abomination.”


“I knew your uncle Seth. He was a couple years behind me in school. He didn’t seem like an abomination to me.”


“The Bible says …” It made her head and her heart hurt, what the Bible said—or what Daddy said it said. No, she couldn’t worry about that now. “He was always so nice to us. He has a nice laugh, I remember. But Daddy said he couldn’t come visit anymore, and Mama wasn’t to talk to him on the phone.”


“Would you like him to come?”


Just that, just those words made Naomi’s throat slam shut so she could only nod.


“All right, then. When I take the syrup off the stove to cool, I’ll see about getting in touch with him. Then I’m going to show you how to squeeze lemons. That’s the fun part.”


She learned how to make lemonade from scratch and ate a grilled cheese sandwich—a combination that would forever become her comfort food of choice.


As her mother slept through the day, Naomi, for the first time in her life, begged for chores. Lettie let her weed the flower garden out back, and the vegetable patch, and put fresh seed in the bird feeders.


When she was done, Naomi gave in to fatigue, stretched out on the grass in the shade, and slept.


She woke with a start, just as she had in the night. Something, there was something.


She sat up fast, heart pounding, half expecting her father to be standing over her with a rope in one hand, a knife in the other.


But the man who sat in the shade with her on a summer chair wasn’t her father. He wore khaki pants and loafer shoes without any socks, and as her gaze traveled up, a bright blue shirt with a little man on a horse where a pocket might have been.


He had her eyes, that medicine bottle green, in a face smooth and handsome as a movie star, all topped with waving brown hair under a Panama hat.


“I fell asleep.”


“Nothing better than a nap in the shade on a summer afternoon. Do you remember me, Naomi?”


“Uncle Seth.” Her heart hurt, but not a bad kind of hurt. She feared she might faint again, though it didn’t feel the same as before, but everything felt light and bright.


“You came. You came,” she said again, then crawled right into his lap, weeping and grasping. “Don’t leave us. Please don’t leave us, Uncle Seth. Please, please.”


“I won’t, I won’t leave you, baby girl. I promise you. You stop worrying right now, because I’m here, and I’ll take care of you.”


“You gave me a pink party dress.”


He laughed, and the sound eased the ache in her heart even as he pulled a snowy white handkerchief out of the pocket of his khakis and dabbed at her tears.


“You remember that? You weren’t more than six.”


“It was so pretty, so fancy and fine. Mama’s sleeping. She just keeps sleeping.”


“It’s what she needs right now. Look how tall you are! Those long legs. Got ’em scratched up some.”


“It was dark in the woods.”


His arms tightened around her. He smelled so good, like lime sherbet. “It’s not dark now, and I’m here. As soon as we can, you’re coming home with me. You, Mason, your mama.”


“We’re going to Washington, D.C., to stay with you?”


“That’s right. With me and my friend Harry. You’ll like Harry. He’s in playing Donkey Kong with Mason, getting acquainted.”


“Is he a homosexual?”


Something rumbled in Seth’s chest. “Why yes, he is.”


“But a nice one, like you.”


“I think so, but you’ll judge for yourself.”


“I’m supposed to start back to school soon. Mason, too.”


“You’ll go to school in D.C. Is that all right with you?”


Relief nearly made her faint again, so she only nodded. “I don’t want to be here anymore. Miss Lettie, she’s been real nice. And Deputy Wayne. And the sheriff, too. He gave me his number so I could call if I needed. But I don’t want to be here anymore.”


“As soon as we can, we won’t be.”


“I don’t want to see Daddy. I don’t want to see him. I know that’s bad, but—”


He drew her back. “It’s not bad, and don’t ever think that. You don’t have to see him if you don’t want to.”


“Will you tell Mama? She’s going to want me to, me and Mason. I don’t want to see him. He didn’t see me. Can we go to Washington, D.C., now?”


He cradled her again. “I’m working on it.”


It took more than a week, though they didn’t spend even one night at Miss Lettie’s. The reporters came—the sheriff was right on that. And they came in herds and packs, with big vans and TV cameras. They shouted questions and swarmed any time someone went outside.


No one remembered her birthday, but she didn’t care. She wanted to forget it herself.


They ended up in a house, not nearly so nice as Miss Lettie’s, outside Morgantown. And FBI people stayed there, too, because of the reporters, and because there had already been threats.


She heard one of the FBI people talking about it, and how they were moving her father, too, to somewhere else.


She heard a lot, because she listened.


Mama arguing with Uncle Seth about going to D.C., about not taking the children to see their father. But her uncle kept his promise. When her mother went to see her father, she went with the FBI lady.


The second time she went, she came back and took the pills. And slept more than twelve hours.


She heard her uncle talking to Harry about how they’d change things around so three more people could live in their house in Georgetown. She did like Harry—Harrison (like Indiana Jones) Dobbs. Though it had surprised and puzzled her that he wasn’t white. Not exactly black either. He was like the caramel she liked so much on ice cream when she’d earned a special treat.


He was really tall and had blue eyes that seemed so special against the caramel. He was a chef, which he told her with a wink was a fancy cook. Though she’d never known a man who knew his way around a kitchen, Harry made dinner every night. Food she’d never heard of, much less tasted.


It was like a movie again, such pretty food.


They bought a Nintendo for Mason, and got her and Mama some new clothes. She thought she could stay right there in the not-so-nice house if Harry and Seth stayed, too.


But one night, late, on a day her mother had gone to visit Daddy, she heard the argument. She hated when her uncle and her mother argued. It stirred fear that they’d make him go away again.


“I can’t just pick up and leave, take the children away. They’re Tom’s children.”


“He’s never getting out of prison, Susie. Are you going to drag those kids to visiting days? Are you going to put them through that?”


“He’s their father.”


“He’s a fucking monster.”


“Don’t use that language.”


“A fucking monster, deal with it. Those kids need you, Susie, so stand up for them. He doesn’t deserve a minute of your time.”


“I took vows. Love, honor, obey.”


“So did he, but he broke them. Jesus Christ, he raped, tortured, killed over twenty women—and that’s what he’s confessed to. Bragged about, for God’s sake. Over twenty young girls. He’d come to your bed after he was done with them.”


“Stop it! Stop it! Do you want me to say he did those things? He did those terrible things? How can I live with it, Seth? How can I live with it?”


“Because you have two children who need you. I’m going to help you, Susie. We’re going to get away from here where you and the kids feel safe. You, and they, are going to get counseling. They’re going to go to good schools. Don’t put me in the position of telling you what to do, the way he did. I will for now, if I have to, to protect you and the kids. But I’m asking you to remember who you used to be, before him. You had a spine and plans, and a light.”


“Don’t you understand?” That terrible plea in her mother’s voice, that awful rawness, like a cut that wouldn’t heal. “If I go, I’m saying it all happened.”


“It did happen. He’s admitted it.”


“They made him.”


“Stop it. Just stop it. Your own daughter, your own baby saw what he did.”


“She imagined—”


“Stop. Susie, stop.”


“I can’t just … How could I not have known? How could I have lived with him nearly half my life and not known? The reporters, they shout that at me.”


“Screw the reporters. We’re leaving tomorrow. God, where’s your anger, Suze? Where’s your anger for what he did, what he is, what he put you and your kids through? What Naomi went through? I hope to hell you find it, but until you do, you’re going to have to trust me. This is the best thing. We can go tomorrow, and you can start building a life for yourself and the kids.”


“I don’t know where to start.”


“Pack. And we’ll take it a step at a time from there.”


She heard her mother crying when Seth left the room. But after a while Naomi heard drawers opening, closing.


Packing sounds, she thought.


They were leaving in the morning. Leaving all of this.


Closing her eyes, she said a special prayer of thanks for her uncle. She understood that she’d saved Ashley’s life. Now she thought Uncle Seth was saving hers.




Three


Naomi lived in D.C. for five months, two weeks, and five days. That narrow slice of time brought so many highs and lows, so many jolts and joys she couldn’t keep track.


She loved the house in Georgetown with its high ceilings and deep, rich colors, with its pretty backyard patio and little fountain with its own tiny pool.


She’d never lived in a city before, and could spend hours sitting at the window in her room watching the cars and cabs and people. And her room was so beautiful. The old cherrywood dresser—an antique, not a hand-me-down, because there was a difference—had a big oval mirror framed in the same wood, and with little curlicues. She had a double bed, a luxury that had her rolling around in it or stretching her arms wide just because she could. The sheets were so soft and smooth she’d stroke her fingers over the pillowcase to lull herself to sleep.


The walls were sunset gold and had pictures of flowers grouped together in their own little garden.


She liked her room even better than Mama’s, which was fancier with a pale green canopy draped over the big bed, and a chair with strange and beautiful birds flying over it.


Mason slept on a pullout sofa in what her uncle called the upstairs parlor, but most nights in the first few weeks, he’d end up crawling into bed with her or curling up on her rug like a puppy.


Harry took them to his restaurant with its tablecloths and candles and flowers, and gave them a tour of the big kitchen that was all noise and rush and heat.


Starting school brought nerves and excitement. A new school, a new place, where no one knew her. That was both scary and wonderful. She got to use a new name, too. Here she’d be Naomi Carson—the new girl—and some made fun of her accent. But none of the other kids knew her daddy was in prison.


She didn’t much like going to the therapist. Dr. Osgood was nice—young and pretty, and she always smelled really good. But it felt wrong, at least at first, to say things to a stranger about her parents, and her brother, and more than anything about what had happened that night in the woods.


Mason went to another doctor, a man, and liked it fine because his doctor let him talk about video games and basketball. At least Mason said he did, and after a few weeks of talking about video games and basketball, he stopped coming in to sleep in Naomi’s bed.


Her mother went to another doctor altogether, when she went. A lot of times she said she wasn’t feeling up to it, and went to bed with one of her headaches.


Once a week she borrowed Uncle Seth’s car and drove to the prison—United States Penitentiary, Hazelton—on visiting day. It took nearly eight hours for the trip up and back, for the little bit of time she had to visit through the glass. And she always came back looking beaten up and with one of her headaches.


But she wouldn’t stop going.


Still, everything settled into a kind of routine, with school for her and Mason, the restaurant for Harry, the office where Seth worked on investing other people’s money, and her mother working part-time as a waitress.


Then Seth came home from work one night with a tabloid paper in his hand, and there was hell to pay.


Naomi cringed. She’d never seen her uncle angry, never heard him raise his voice. Now she didn’t know what to do as she was making chicken and rice like Harry had shown her on the big gas cooktop while Mason sat at the eating counter dawdling over his homework, and Mama sat staring off into space and pretending to help.


Her mother jumped up to stand when Seth slapped the paper down on the counter. And Naomi saw that the front of it had a picture of her father and, oh God, one of her from picture day back at Pine Meadows Middle School.


“How could you? How could you do this to your children, to yourself?”


Susan clutched at the little gold cross around her neck. “Don’t yell at me. I didn’t say hardly anything.”


“You said enough. Did you give them this picture of Naomi? Did you tell them you were living here in D.C.?”


Now her shoulders hunched together, the way, Naomi thought, they used to when Daddy gave her a mean look.


“They paid me five thousand dollars. I’ve got to earn my way, don’t I?”


“Like this? Selling your daughter’s picture to the tabloids?”


“He could’ve gotten it without me, you know it, and they’ve been writing about all this for weeks now. It never stops.”


“They didn’t have her picture, Susan.” As if weary, Seth pulled the knot of his red tie loose. “They didn’t know y’all were living here.”


When the phone rang, he held up a hand to stop Naomi. “Don’t answer it. Let it go to the machine. I had six calls at my office already. It wouldn’t take long to dig up an unlisted number. Unlisted to protect you and the children, Suze, from what’s going to happen now.”


“They’re always at the prison, pestering at me.” With her shoulders still hunched, Susan pressed her lips together.


There were lines deep around her mouth, Naomi noted. Lines that hadn’t been there before that hot summer night.


“And Tom said we could make some good money. He can’t do it himself, it’s the law, but …”


“You can funnel it to him.”


Susan flushed deeply, the way she did when deeply embarrassed or angry. “I’ve got a duty to my husband, Seth. They got him locked up, and in what they call the special area. He said how he needs money to pay the lawyer to work out getting him in general population.”


“Ah, Christ, Suze, that’s just bullshit. Don’t you know bullshit when you hear it?”


“Don’t use that language.”


“The language bothers you, but this doesn’t?” He slapped a hand on the tabloid as the phone began to ring again. “Did you read it?”


“No, no, I didn’t read it. I don’t want to read it. They—they kept pestering me, and Tom said he’d start getting more respect if he could tell his story, and I could back him up.”


“Nobody respects tabloids. Even he’d know …” He paused, and Naomi snuck a look, thought he seemed more sick than angry now. “Who else pestered you? Who else have you talked to?”


“I talked to Simon Vance.”


“The writer. True crime.”


“He’s a professional. His publisher’s going to pay me twenty-five thousand dollars. It says so right in the contract.”


“You signed a contract.”


“It’s professional.” Eyes glazed, lips trembling, Susan threw her arms out as if to ward off an attack. “And there’ll be more when they make the movie deal. He said.”


“Susan.” Naomi knew despair now, and heard it in her uncle’s voice. “What have you done?”


“I can’t get by waiting tables. And that doctor you make me go to, she said how I need to work on my self-confidence. I need to get a place closer to the prison so I don’t have to take your car and drive so far. Tom wants me and the kids closer.”


“I’m not going there.”


Susan spun around at Naomi’s voice, and the heat of anger seared through the tears. “Don’t sass me.”


“I’m not sassing, I’m saying. I won’t go. If you take me, I’ll run off.”


“You’ll do what your daddy and I tell you.” Hysterics—Naomi had heard them often enough in the last four months to recognize them—spiked into Susan’s voice. “We can’t stay here.”


“Why is that, Susan?” Seth spoke quietly. “Why can’t you stay here?”


“You live with a man, Seth. You live in sin with a man. A black man.”


“Naomi, honey.” Seth’s voice stayed quiet, but his eyes—full of noise—stayed on Susan’s face. “You and Mason go on upstairs for a bit, will you?”


“I got dinner on.”


“Smells good, too. Just take it off the heat for a bit, all right? You go on up, help Mason finish his homework.”


Mason slid off the stool, wrapped his arms around Seth. “Don’t make us go away. Don’t let her take us away. Please, I want to stay with you.”


“Don’t you worry now. Go on upstairs with your sister.”


“Come on, Mason. We’re not going anywhere but upstairs.” Naomi looked back as she gathered up Mason’s books and papers. “Harry’s not a sin, but I think it’s one for you to say so.”


“You don’t understand,” Susan began.


“I understand. I started understanding that night in the woods. It’s you who doesn’t understand, Mama. Come on, Mason.”


Seth said nothing as Susan began to cry, just opened the wine fridge, chose a bottle. He let her stand, hands over her face, while he opened it, poured himself a glass.


He turned off the ringer on the phone that hadn’t stopped.


While she wept he took two careful sips.


“You’ve known I was gay since I was fourteen. Probably longer, but that’s when I got up the nerve to tell you. It took me a little longer to come out to Mom and Dad, and they took it pretty well, all things considered. But I told my big sister first. Do you remember what you said—well, after you asked if I was sure?”


When she just kept crying, he took another sip of wine. “You said, well, don’t go putting the moves on anybody I’ve got my eye on. Where’s that girl, Suze, the one who could say just the right thing to me when I was so scared I had jelly in my knees? The girl who made me laugh when I’d be trying not to cry. The one who accepted me for what I am.”


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


“That’s fine, Susan. But I’m going to say this to you, and you hear me. You hear me, Susan. Don’t ever talk about the man I love that way again. You understand me?”


“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Harry’s been everything kind and good to me and the kids. And I can see how good he is for you. I’m sorry. But …”


“We’re still an abomination? Is that what you really think? Is that what your heart tells you?”


She sat again. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know! Fourteen years. He wasn’t so strict at first. It all came on so gradual I didn’t notice. He didn’t want me to work anymore, and I was just pregnant with Naomi, so I thought that would be fine. Being able to make a real nest, and stay home with my baby. Then he didn’t want to go see Mom and Dad—had excuses. Then he didn’t want me going. We were a family, and he was head of the house. Then he didn’t like them coming to our place either. Holidays maybe—at first.”


“He was cutting you off from everyone who loved you.”


“He said how we were what was important. We needed to make our own lives, and then Mason came along, and he was so strict about how things had to be. But he worked hard, and paid the bills. He never laid a hand on me, I swear it. Or on the children. How he thought, what he wanted, what he said, it just seeped in. I missed Mom and Dad. I missed you so much, but …”


He got out another glass, poured wine, set it in front of her.


“I haven’t had anything but church wine since I was carrying Naomi. I used to be like her, didn’t I? Strong and brave and a little bit fierce.”


“You were, yeah.”


“I lost that, Seth. I lost all that.”


“You can find it again.”


She shook her head. “I’m so tired. If I could sleep, just sleep until it all went away. She meant what she said, Naomi did. She wouldn’t go with me. Or if I made her, she’d run off—take Mason with her. She wouldn’t leave him. Not like I left you. She’d make me choose between my children and my husband.”


“You chose him over your family once before.”


“A woman cleaves to her husband.” On a sigh she picked up the glass, drank. “Oh, that’s good. I’d forgotten. I did take vows, Seth. I know he broke them, I know he did unspeakable things—at least sometimes I know. But it’s hard for me to break those promises, to accept that the person I made them to is the man in prison now. I’m just so tired. All the time. If I could, I’d sleep the rest of my life.”


“It’s depression, honey. You have to give the therapy and the medication time. You have to give yourself time.”


“It feels like years already. Seth, every time I drive up to Hazelton, I tell myself it’s the last time. I don’t want to see those walls, to go through those guards. Sit there, talk to him through the glass. To have those reporters and the others who wait for me to come, try to talk to me. They yell out things. You don’t know.”


“Then stop being their target.”


She only shook her head. “But then … Tom’s got a way of turning me around, of making me doubt myself. I’ll end up doing just what he says to do. I knew talking to those reporters was wrong. I knew signing that contract was wrong. But I’m not strong and brave and fierce, so I did just what he told me. He said, take that money, sign those papers. I was to put money on his prison account and get a house close by. I was to keep coming every week, and bringing the children once a month to start.”


“I’d fight you on that. I might lose, but I’d fight you on taking those kids there.”


“She’d fight me. My girl.” On a half sob, Susan knuckled a fresh tear away. “She wouldn’t go and she’d fight me like a tiger to keep Mason away. I’ve got to do better by them. I know it.”


“Don’t go back.” He laid a hand over hers, felt hers stiffen. “Get stronger. Take a few weeks, then see. Talk to the therapist about it.”
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