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PART ONE


FAITH












CHAPTER ONE


Carol


June 1 and 2


When television viewers in Detroit sat down to watch the eleven o’clock news on Channel 9 that Friday, they expected to see the usual: crime, a few tragic accidents, a community event or two, a press conference with a politician, perhaps even a cute story about animals or kids if they were lucky. Tom and Veronica would be the news anchors, with Roger doing sports and the ever-popular meteorologist Faith delivering the weather.


Faith Richards was Detroit’s favorite. A mainstay at the station for five years, she was also a native of a nearby suburb, and that made her all the more endearing. Faith had left Michigan for college in a neighboring state, worked her way through small television markets ranging from Peoria to Cincinnati, and finally returned triumphantly.


The station made a huge deal of it. SHE’S COMING HOME! promos blasted when they hired her. That was soon followed by a new advertising campaign: HAVE FAITH—WE DELIVER THE BEST FORECASTS! But station management received criticism from both religious people and agnostics for using the word faith so cavalierly, and it was short-lived. Channel 9 settled on another phrase that finally stuck: FAITH, YOUR FAIR-WEATHER FRIEND.


The tagline became a staple every time Faith ended her weathercasts. (“And that’s a look at our weather. I’m your fair-weather friend, Faith, now back to you, Tom and Veronica . . .”) The “Fair-Weather Friend” slogan was so popular it was plastered, along with Faith’s smiling face, on buses and billboards all across the metro.


Faith had tens of thousands of followers on social media and scored extremely high in the “Q ratings” the station used to measure popularity. She was featured prominently in several local magazines and was always a huge hit when she was out at community events, shaking hands and handing out free umbrellas with COURTESY OF YOUR FAIR-WEATHER FRIENDS AT CHANNEL 9 stamped on the handle.


Despite having never met Faith nor had the pleasure of receiving a free umbrella, Carol Henning considered herself one of Faith’s biggest fans. Carol was a loyal Channel 9 viewer and had been for decades, ever since her own father preferred that station over all others. Carol had high respect for Jack, the previous main meteorologist at Channel 9, and when he retired she thought no one could fully replace him, but then along came Faith, whom Carol quickly learned to adore. Carol had always had a bit of a fascination for famous people. She couldn’t wait to read her magazines: People, Us, and the National Enquirer, all delivered to the house and kept in a basket by her favorite chair.


In Carol’s eyes, Faith was both beautiful and knowledgeable. Like many, Carol was especially enamored with Faith’s famous “earring forecast.” Faith had a collection of earrings in all colors and hues and in the shapes of clouds, lightning bolts, suns, and stars. Faith would tell viewers that they could always look at her earrings and know something about the weather.


It was like a game of I spy for Carol, and she would poke her husband, Jim, in the side as they sat in their two easy chairs each night, so close they could hold hands if they wanted to, although they rarely did anymore.


“Honey, she’s got light blue earrings on, it’s going to be a clear sky tomorrow!” Carol would say with a giggle, or “Uh-oh, she’s wearing the big lightning bolts tonight!”


Jim would usually mumble something in return. It wasn’t that he disliked Faith. Quite the contrary; Jim enjoyed watching her forecasts so he would know whether to bring a raincoat to work. But he was not a member of the Fair-Weather Friends Fan Club as Carol was. Those viewers got access via a password to a special spot on the station’s website where they could watch the videos Faith would record each weekday teaching them about weather—different cloud formations or how a tornado starts, for example. Faith would also talk about vacations she was going on, what she did on her days off, or new earrings she was adding to the collection, and give makeup or styling tips. Occasionally she would even offer behind-the-scenes peeks at the station.


Carol relished the videos. They were so popular that local stores reported a surge in sales for earrings Faith showed off. Carol had a pair of cloud earrings that she had asked Jim to get her for Christmas, and she sometimes saw other women around town with ones Faith had worn on TV. The “blizzard” pair, made out of something resembling fancy cotton balls covered in glitter, were especially popular, as was the “heavy rain” pair of cascading crystals. Carol would always say “Fair-Weather Friends Fan Club?” to the women sporting these earrings, and they would smile hugely and nod, bonded by their mutual respect for Channel 9’s meteorologist. It made Carol feel a sense of community, something she felt was lacking in their quiet suburb, where most people just kept to themselves, driving to the closest Target, Costco, or Home Depot for their errands or walking their dogs but barely acknowledging the presence of a passerby. You’d be lucky if you got a nod.


This particular Friday Carol had even more reason to feel connected to Faith. Carol and Jim’s niece, Olivia, had just started interning at Channel 9. Olivia wanted to work in television news one day and was majoring in journalism at Wayne State University. Olivia had landed this coveted internship that would have her shadowing various people in the newsroom. Although unpaid, it was still something Olivia told her aunt and uncle was highly competitive. Carol and Jim had whooped with joy and taken Olivia out to dinner to celebrate when they found out she was in.


This was the end of Olivia’s first week as an intern, and although Carol had pressed her for a few details after nights one and two, she couldn’t wait to chat over the weekend and get all of the juicy tidbits: What were Tom and Veronica really like? Was the sports guy, Roger, as tall as he looked on TV? How did Faith get her hair so silky and shiny? What did Faith eat for dinner? She had to be a size 6 or less. Carol could hardly remember being less than a 12 in her own life. She was a solid 16 now but chalked it up to getting older and the fact that her back hurt too much for strenuous exercise. Plus, she and Jim enjoyed comfort food and weren’t about to go on some fad diet, and they had been married so long Carol didn’t feel the need to impress anyone with her looks.


Faith had been on the six PM news that Friday wearing bright yellow sun earrings, so Carol already knew the forecast, but she was still ready to settle in and watch the late news top to tail to end her day. Jim was dozing off in his chair next to her.


Carol had a glass of cranberry juice and a bowl of microwave popcorn on the TV tray, the way she liked to end most evenings. They were in the den, Carol’s favorite room. She considered it the epitome of cozy. Thick carpet went wall to wall, and a heavy wood hutch handed down from Jim’s mother sat in the corner filled with knickknacks that appealed to Carol. She favored porcelain statuettes of angels and baby animals as well as souvenirs from trips, her favorite being a rubber Mickey Mouse figurine waving his gloved white hand. There was also a collection of scented candles on the hutch that had been on discount from the Kohl’s department store where Carol worked. She would often light one at night. Right now, Spiced Apple Pie was burning and the whole room smelled like a synthetic version of her grandma’s famous pies.


The rest of the den had a fireplace for winter, a ceiling fan for summer, a wood coffee table in the shape of a giant fish that Jim had made years ago in his basement workshop, and framed prints of generic impressionist art on the walls. They had been on discount when one of those big department stores was closing.


On the hutch were also a few framed photos of their nieces and nephews. Olivia’s picture was pulled several inches closer to the front than the others, a nod to Carol’s feelings. But if relatives other than Olivia ever came by, which they rarely did, Carol would slide the pictures to all be even before they arrived.


The space felt safe, like their own little corner of the universe, and it was from here that Carol and Jim watched so many things unfold across the world on the large TV they had splurged on.


Carol and Jim had never had kids of their own. It just hadn’t been in the cards. They had tried casually for years, never following an ovulation plan or anything, just seeing if the universe handed them a baby, and when it didn’t happen they turned their attention to work, nieces and nephews, and the freedom of a childless life.


Although Carol would never say this to the others, Olivia had always been her favorite. So smart and capable, with a wickedly mischievous side that Carol admired. Carol and Olivia grew closer as Olivia got older, especially when Olivia’s mother, Evelyn, Carol’s sister, took off for Europe after her divorce, saying she needed a deep and long soul search. She had been gone for over a year.


In contrast, Carol and Jim felt they got most of the travel they desired by watching reality shows. The Amazing Race always had exotic locales, and wherever The Bachelor and The Bachelorette were filmed. Why spend money to see places like Barcelona or Rio de Janeiro when television did such a good job of taking you there? That was their motto.


Carol’s favorite type of show was true crime, such as 48 Hours. If her life had gone another way she might have wanted to be a detective; it seemed so exciting. Instead, she read mysteries voraciously and tuned in to 20/20.


She also watched the news every night, usually both the early and late shows, but sometimes she wondered why she did. Often, local news just made her feel sad, and if it weren’t for the fact that she liked to be informed, and felt close to the TV anchors because they were in her den every night, she wouldn’t be compelled to take in the nightly dose of bad news.


As the Friday eleven o’clock newscast started and the typical dose of crime stories unfolded one after the other, Carol shook her head and clucked her tongue. The depressing stories all included reporters delivering grim-faced reports in front of crime-tape. What a mess America was, she thought, and promised herself never to drive in certain neighborhoods lest she become the next victim of a carjacking, reckless-driving accident, or even shooting.


After the anchors made it through what seemed to be the nightly police blotter of stories, the next story was the blathering of the mayor about some new program he was unveiling to help lower-income families. Carol wasn’t even fully understanding what it was about. It didn’t matter; it didn’t affect her anyway. She was in the suburbs. Even if they had lived in the city, they likely wouldn’t qualify for any such program. While she and Jim weren’t rich by any means, they were firmly entrenched in what she considered the lower edge of the middle class, a simple ranch home in a working-class suburb, never a worry about paying for groceries but always a calculation when it came to eating out or taking a vacation anywhere farther than a drive or longer than a few nights.


Now the news turned to a Detroit Ballet fundraiser that a famous ballerina had come to town for. A reporter interviewed the dancer and tried to stand on her tippy-toes to emulate ballerinas during her live report. She lost her balance and tumbled to the side as she and the anchors laughed.


“Don’t quit your day job, Ashley!” Tom guffawed. “All right, up next, weather with Matthew, who’s in for Faith tonight. . . . Will you need to crank up the AC this weekend? Stay tuned. . . .”


The show went to commercial break.


Matthew? Carol frowned. Matthew was the weekend weather guy. He was OK, but he was not Faith. Where was her favorite weather gal tonight? Faith had been on the six PM show and not said anything about leaving for the evening, as she sometimes did when she was going to be off.


Carol glanced at Jim, fully asleep and lightly snoring. She looked at her phone, resting between the cranberry juice and a lamp. She thought of Olivia. Maybe Olivia would know where Faith was. After all, she was working the night shift at Channel 9 and would be there now.


Carol picked up her phone and texted.


Hi Liv, where’s Faith tonight? I see Matthew is coming on. Did Faith skip out? Maybe she has a hot date!


Carol knew that Faith was unmarried and had no children. Could it be a date? It titillated Carol to have inside access to the station like this, and she stared eagerly as the typing bubbles were going. The bubbles seemed to be taking a long time. The commercial ended and the anchors were chatting with Matthew in that fake-banter way.


“So Matthew, I have friends coming in from out of town and I need some good weather for them. Can you deliver for us?” asked Veronica, with the huge, toothy smile that Carol always considered way too over-the-top.


“And I’m going to the Tigers game tomorrow,” added Tom. “So we need that sunshine to stick around—but not too hot, please.”


Tom was handsome, with silver hair, but it was extremely hairsprayed and he always looked overtanned, in Carol’s opinion. In fact, Carol believed that Faith was the only one of the four anchors who was fully authentic and genuine. The sports guy, Roger, tried too hard and his puns fell flat.


“I would definitely bring some sunscreen with you to the game, Tom,” replied Matthew, and started his forecast. He looked a little disheveled, his hair sticking up on one side and his tie not fully straight. Carol took a bite of popcorn followed by a sip of juice, feeling the tang of the cranberries collide with the saltiness of the popcorn. It was the perfect combination.


Her phone buzzed with a text from Olivia, and Carol picked it up.


I don’t know where Faith is but something weird is going on. Matthew got called in at the last minute. Faith never returned from her dinner break. A few managers were running around whispering and went behind closed doors. Matthew seemed really mad. I heard him say he was having dinner with his fiancée when they made him come in to do the show.


Carol had to read the text twice. Never returned from dinner break? What the . . . ? That wasn’t the Faith she knew and loved.


Looking back at the TV, she felt she could now see an anger in Matthew’s eyes, his jaw firmly set, as he stood in front of the map talking about humidity levels. Carol frowned and glanced back down at her phone. What was going on? Curiosity mixed with just a touch of unease as she texted Olivia back:


Never returned from dinner break?


The response came quickly.


That’s what everyone is saying. I guess people tried to call and text her and she never responded. When it got to be late they had to call Matthew to fill in.


Managers behind closed doors? Faith not responding to phone calls? A prickle started in Carol’s tailbone and began to traverse at a rapid pace up her spine.


The typing bubbles were going again. Carol waited impatiently, thoughts of the popcorn and cranberry juice suddenly gone.


Olivia texted again:


You know what’s even weirder? I might have been the last one to see her. I was going to my car to get something I forgot and she was out there. She handed me a folded-up note and asked if I would do her a favor and give it to Tom.


Carol thought immediately of an episode of 20/20 she had seen recently where a note handed to a neighbor had broken open the case. Too bad they didn’t know what Faith had said in her note to Tom. Maybe if they did, Carol and Olivia could figure out what was going on. But before Carol could reply, Olivia texted one more time.


I have to run. Laura, the executive producer, is waving me over. I think she needs something. Talk soon.


OK, Liv. I’m so sorry you had this strange thing happen in your first week.


Olivia hearted it, and Carol knew the conversation was over for now. But what could be happening with Faith and what did Faith say in that note? Carol twisted her hands together as she watched Matthew finish his forecast. His endings were so boring, not “. . . I’m your fair-weather friend . . .” like Faith; he just always said stupid things like “So stay cool tomorrow. . . .”


“Jim?” Carol prodded at her husband with a finger.


“I’m sleeping,” he muttered. Carol felt bad waking him up, she really did. Jim worked long days at his roofing job, but she needed to talk to someone.


“Jim, something is wrong with Faith.”


“Carol, I’m sleeping,” he mumbled again.


“Well, wake up. Something is really wrong with Faith. I was just texting with Olivia.”


Heaving a deep breath, Jim opened one eye.


“Who and what are you talking about?”


Carol told him everything, and Jim’s other eye popped open. She was grateful that he recognized that this was more intrigue than they had seen on a Friday night in a long time.


“So what in the world do you think could have happened?” Carol asked. “I’m a little nervous.”


“I’m sure she’s fine. Maybe a misunderstanding, or she forgot her phone somewhere and got a flat tire. Isn’t Channel 9 out on Metropolitan Road? It’s kind of the middle of nowhere. If you got a flat out there and didn’t have a phone it could take a bit to get to a gas station and call a tow truck.”


“So she’d be walking on some dark road by herself at night?” Carol asked, shuddering at the image.


“I don’t know, hon, but I’m sure she’ll be back Monday.”


Carol chewed at her fingernail. What if Faith was not back Monday? Where could she be?


They turned their attention to the newscast and sat through Roger’s sportscast. Roger was doing a story on a swimming team, and he had all kinds of terrible water puns: “They really dunked their opponent,” “They made a splash,” “They dove right in . . .” Carol would have normally made fun of him, but she just didn’t have it in her. Instead, she stared at the screen in numb silence.


The eleven o’clock show always had a final short segment on an uplifting subject; tonight Tom and Veronica read a story about a squirrel who would actually stand on little water skis and zip around a pool at a county fair. Carol tried to remember the TV term Olivia had taught them for this kind of silly story to end the newscast—a sticker? A flicker? No, it was a kicker, that’s right. Now she recalled because it had seemed like such an odd word to her and Jim.


“A kicker? A kicker is a player in the NFL,” Jim had said as they sat at the table eating dinner one night during Olivia’s spring break. “And the Lions haven’t had a good one in way too long.”


“Yeah, Uncle Jim, but in TV it’s called a ‘kicker’ too. My professor explained it to us like they kick out the show with something. The professor used to be a producer and she said she was always running around asking, ‘What are we going to run as a kicker tonight? Who has a kicker idea?’”


So the water-skiing squirrel was a “kicker.” Carol wanted to feel proud of her newfound TV knowledge and excited by her insider access, but the major emotion engulfing her was still worry.


All four of the on-air personalities laughed as the squirrel zipped around, a tiny red bandana around its neck. Jim even chuckled, but Carol remained silent. As the broadcast ended, Jim reached for the remote.


“Ready for bed, hon?”


She wasn’t tired—she could actually feel the adrenaline in her body from the Faith mystery—but she didn’t want to sit there any longer either.


“I guess so. I’m not really in the mood for any late-night comedy shows tonight.”


“Me neither, let’s hit the hay.”


Carol blew out the Spiced Apple Pie candle as Jim began turning off lights. He walked to the front and side doors to check the locks and stopped at the thermostat to lower the air-conditioning down to sleeping levels.


They did their usual bedtime routine, changing into pajamas next to each other, brushing their teeth at side-by-side sinks while spitting nearly at the same time, washing hands and faces. Carol brushed her hair, while Jim merely ran his hands through his. She put on specialized face cream and used a more standard lotion for her hands and forearms.


They climbed into bed, their spots well worn and each smelling like them, Jim’s the Bearglove brand of Old Spice deodorant and aftershave he wore and Carol’s a body wash in a peach scent from Kohl’s. They each had a favorite pillow, his flat and firm and hers large and fluffy. She always wrapped herself up in the majority of the floral comforter without any complaint from him; he usually kicked off any bedding during the night anyway.


Jim rolled to his side facing her back and put one hand on her waist in the sort of loose spoon position he favored. The heaviness of his hand through the blanket felt comforting. Normally she would fall asleep fast, but she couldn’t stop her mind from going topsy-turvy about Faith, and she stared at the wall, even as Jim began to snore.


Strange how she could feel so viscerally about someone she had never even seen in person, she thought. It probably went back to her youth, when she started being interested in celebrities; they always seemed to have these amazing, glamorous lives, so different from her own humdrum existence. She had plastered her bedroom with posters of cute actors and beautiful actresses and read all about them in teen magazines. Celebrities just seemed like aspirational people, so gorgeous.


After an hour of lying in bed, Carol thought she might not sleep at all that night and debated moving Jim’s arm and getting up, but somewhere after one AM she finally must have drifted off, because the next thing she knew sunlight was peeking around the edges of the curtains.


Her first thought was that she couldn’t wait to speak with Olivia for more details. Trivial things like how tall Roger was or if Tom and Veronica were nice had gone by the wayside. Carol wanted answers regarding her favorite meteorologist.


But it was only 7:30 AM and Olivia might not be up. Olivia was heading into her senior year of college, and Carol remembered how college students liked to sleep. Forcing herself to wait until 9:30 to be respectful, Carol finally was unable to go a minute longer, and she called.


“I don’t know anything more,” said Olivia, her voice still thick with sleep. “But I guess it must have leaked out that they couldn’t reach her, and Matthew had to be called in, because someone started a Reddit thread already called ‘Where’s Faith?’ and people on X are speculating everything from she quit or was fired to she has some incurable disease or even . . . I hate to say this, that she was abducted.”


Carol sucked in her breath. “Abducted?” She could hardly say the word.


“It’s just wild speculation, Aunt C. Don’t believe everything you read on the internet.”


“Of course not but . . . if she just left on her own, why didn’t she tell the station she wasn’t coming back after dinner?”


“I don’t know,” said Olivia.


“Other than the parking lot last night . . . did you get to talk to Faith much during your first week?” Carol asked.


“Yeah, a little. She seemed nice,” Olivia replied. “She showed me the weather center and I actually told her about you, that my aunt Carol Henning was a huge fan and that you watch her videos. She thought that was cool. I even asked her to autograph a picture for you.”


“You told her about me? She knows my name? I’m getting her autograph?” Carol felt a warm glow come into her cheeks, and her eyes began to glisten.


“Yeah, I told her we’re super close, you’re like a mom to me, that I tell you everything and that you and Uncle Jim were excited I had the internship.”


“That is amazing, honey, simply amazing that you’re conversing with Faith Richards!”


“It’s neat. She’s so popular. I did overhear one of the producers complaining about her, though.”


“Complaining? What do you mean?” Carol’s tone shifted. How could anyone do that about Faith?


“Yeah, the producer said to an editor ‘Here comes the diva’ when Faith was walking in one night. Then they started talking about how she always goes way longer in her forecasts than she’s supposed to and doesn’t care if it means they have to cut time on Roger’s sports segment or anything else.”


“Well,” said Carol, immediately disliking this producer. “Her forecasts deserve more time. No one cares about sports anyway.”


“Right,” replied Olivia. “Listen, I’m sure she’s fine, Aunt Carol. I’ll let you know if I hear anything more.”


They hung up, and Carol futzed around the rest of the morning, drinking two cups of coffee and sitting in the backyard listening to the birds. She put on her sun hat and pulled some weeds, but it was getting too humid, so she went back inside to the comfort of the air-conditioning and decided to do a deep clean of the cabinets in the kitchen, pulling out dishes and wiping shelves. Jim mowed the lawn and worked on fixing a slat in the wooden fence.


Carol began listening to an audiobook to distract herself. The novel was a complicated mystery that normally would have required her full attention, but she kept losing track of the characters and plot because her mind was flitting about thinking of Faith. After wiping the final shelf with a sponge, she ran a dry towel over it to soak up any wet spots and decided to turn off the audiobook and give in to the fact that she just couldn’t concentrate. One thought kept repeating in her mind, and she whispered it aloud as a mantra:


“Faith is fine. Faith is fine.”


She wanted so badly to believe it to be true, but somehow she had a gut feeling it was not.









CHAPTER TWO


Olivia


June 2


After hanging up with Aunt Carol, Olivia put her head back on the pillow and pulled the covers up around her shoulders. It was still very early by Olivia’s standards, and she would have liked to have slept in more. Given how early she had to get up for classes this past semester—taking that 8:30 AM psych class to fulfill her humanities requirement had been a massive mistake from a schedule standpoint—she felt she now deserved sleep in the summer. Yet she had enjoyed the content of the class, particularly a section on how childhood traumas can affect us our entire lives. Olivia hadn’t experienced the kinds of traumas the professor talked about, but she felt a tremendous amount of empathy for anyone who did. Plus, Olivia’s parents’ divorce followed by the absence of her mother was traumatic in its own way.


The internship at Channel 9 was the night shift, and she didn’t have to be there until 2:30 PM, which was perfect. She could sleep late, get a run, stop at the corner coffee shop, and make a leisurely lunch all before work. But getting to sleep after her intern shift had been hard. She was usually jacked up from the excitement of the TV station and would scroll her phone endlessly or flip around on Netflix until at least two am, sometimes later.


Last night was particularly difficult. How could Olivia sleep? She kept replaying in her head the whole scene in the parking lot and what happened after.


Olivia had gone to her car to grab a cardigan sweater. The newsroom was cold, and most people wore some kind of wrap or long-sleeved shirt, even though it was summer. Olivia had forgotten to bring the cardigan in at the start of her shift, and by dinner break she was freezing in her short-sleeved blouse.


She was just closing the car door, the cardigan in her hand, when a familiar voice startled her.


“Excuse me, intern? What’s your name again?”


Olivia whipped her head around to see Faith standing there with a makeup mirror in one hand and a teddy bear in the other. A giant purse was slung over one of her shoulders with a couple of curling irons sticking out of the top.


“Oh hi, Faith. My name is Olivia.” Olivia added a big, eager smile, hoping to strike that just-right intern look of I’m here to learn, grow, and help.


“Yes, Olivia, that’s right. We met earlier this week. Sorry, we have tons of interns coming and going and I forget names.”


“It’s OK.” Olivia kept the smile on her face. It really was OK. She didn’t expect the main talent to know her name now, or even ever. They had bigger things to worry about.


“Olivia, can you do me a favor?”


“Sure!” Olivia felt the word perhaps came out sounding a little too puppy-dog-like, so she softened her tone a bit. “Yes, how can I help?”


“Are you going back inside? Can you give something to Tom? You know him, right? The anchor with the silver hair?”


“Of course.”


Faith set her purse, makeup mirror, and teddy bear on the hood of Olivia’s car and reached into her giant bag, pulling something out. It was a piece of paper, folded over many times into a small square as if very deliberately done. For a moment, it reminded Olivia of the origami she and her mom used to enjoy doing together, before Evelyn went to Europe and now was saying she wasn’t sure when she was going to come back. A mom pang passed through Olivia’s stomach, but she suppressed it.


“Here,” said Faith, handing the tiny paper to Olivia. “Just tell him it’s from me. Thanks.”


“No problem.”


Olivia placed the little square in her pocket and put her cardigan on as Faith was walking toward her car. Olivia noted Faith’s walk. It was so delicate, like a ballerina’s, like she was floating on air. Olivia wished she walked like that, but she felt she had been born heavy-footed.


Faith stopped, turned her head, and called out, “Hey, Olivia, good luck at Channel 9.”


“Thank you,” Olivia replied. “Have a nice dinner break.”


“I will,” said Faith breezily.


Faith seemed kindhearted, and Olivia considered herself a good judge of character. She had noticed, for instance, that Tom was gregarious and pleasant to all of the interns. Veronica was a little more standoffish but would warm up if you complimented her in any way. Roger, the sports guy, seemed sincere but a little like a buffoon. Laura, the executive producer, always had bags under her eyes—someone said she had a baby at home and her husband was gone a lot—and Matthew, the weekend weather guy, had an edge to him, like a chip on his shoulder. It was hard to believe any of them had ever been young interns like her, though. They were all so adult and confident in their place in society and in the newsroom.


One thing had shocked Olivia in her short time at Channel 9. She heard producers and others complain about Faith. Maybe they were all just jealous of Faith, Olivia decided, because she was beautiful and popular.


Olivia used her key card to get back in through the employee entrance. Having a key card to the station still felt thrilling. She was a part of the team and it was amazing. This was definitely the career she wanted. She still wasn’t sure if on-camera or behind-the-scenes was the route for her, but she would figure that out.


On the way back to the newsroom was a women’s restroom, and Olivia stopped to use the facilities. She was just washing her hands and looking at herself in the mirror when the thought of the little square in her pocket came into her head. She would walk down to the newsroom, find Tom, hand it to him, and tell him it was from Faith. Then she would look for Laura and see what she could help with tonight. Maybe they would let her write a short script that might make it to air. How amazing would it be to have an anchor read her words on TV!


One thing that had really surprised Olivia was that anchors did not write all of their own stuff; in fact, they wrote next to none of it. Executive producers, producers, and associate producers did the writing, with reporters writing their own stories and the anchor intros that went with them. Anchors took long dinner breaks, then came back and looked over the show, making some small tweaks but not researching or writing much of anything at all.


TV was a giant production, a dance of many people almost like a Broadway play. You had your boatload of behind-the-scenes people all working to make the people onstage look and perform their best. It was a fascinating first week of the internship to see how it all came together.


Olivia started drying her hands with the hand dryer (a sign on the wall touted Channel 9’s no-paper-towels environmentalism) but resorted to wiping them on her slacks when she couldn’t get them fully dry. Was there a hand dryer anywhere in the world that fully got your hands dry, she wondered, as she looked at herself in the mirror. Olivia had been unsure how dressy to be for this internship and had opted for dressy, so she had on nice black pants with her blouse, but most everyone else had worn jeans on what she now knew was “casual Friday,” and she had already decided she would do the same next week.


She was just about to leave the restroom when a thought came to her out of nowhere, so fast it was like an electric current.


That little square of paper in her pocket. What did it say? How did anchors talk to each other? What would Faith have to share with Tom? The square wasn’t in an envelope, Olivia could easily open it and fold it back up and no one would be the wiser.


It might be fun to take a peek, right? The side of Olivia that her mom called “wicked” started to come out. Olivia liked to play little jokes and be sly. April Fool’s Day had always been one of her favorites, and she loved testing out pranks on her family. Around Christmas they would do the “Elf on a Shelf” tradition where a small elf the size of a Barbie doll moved around to do impish things every night. When Olivia was old enough, she took command and would put the elf in ridiculous scenes every night, making her parents laugh in the morning. The elf hung from the ceiling fan, hid in the toaster oven, was found passed out next to a plate of milk and cookies, even showed up in bed next to her mom and dad once (Olivia had to stay up late for that one).


These types of things gave her a rush of adrenaline and were perfectly harmless, so why not peek at the paper burning a hole in her pocket? She glanced around the bathroom nervously even though it was completely empty. Quickly, before she could lose her nerve, she stepped into a stall and pulled the paper out, unfolding it rapidly. Her eyes scanned it over.


“Weird,” she whispered aloud.


It just had a list of names on it, that was all.




Matthew (met) and Tara


Laura (executive producer) and Elliott


Steve the stalker (see PC drawer)


Kelly (college roommate) and Joel





She recognized two of the names: Matthew and Laura, the meteorologist and the executive producer, respectively. She had overheard Matthew talking about Tara and things they did together, so she assumed that was his girlfriend or fiancée. The others she didn’t have a clue.


Completely unsure what this meant, she folded it back exactly as it had been, took a breath, and stepped out of the stall, scolding herself for even looking. Clearly she had now violated an intern code of ethics. Someone asks you to do something and you betray them? What kind of a person was Olivia? She lashed herself mentally as she walked back to the newsroom.


Tom was at his desk talking to his Apple Watch on a phone call. She waited a good distance away until he was done and she saw him grabbing his car keys for dinner break, then she walked quickly to intercept him.


“Excuse me, Tom?” It still wowed her to be talking to such a TV icon in her city. He turned to her with a big smile.


“Yes, Olivia?” He had told her and the other interns that he made it a point to learn all of the new names by day two.


“Sorry to bother you. I . . . uh . . . I just saw Faith in the parking lot and she asked me to give this to you. I don’t know what it says.” Olivia immediately regretted saying the last part. Why would she know what it said? She bit her lip as she pushed the little square at him.


He looked at the paper quizzically.


“Thank you. You’re a dear for delivering it.” He put it in his breast pocket. Olivia didn’t even mind that he called her a “dear.” In the mouth of someone else it might have sounded off-putting, sexist even, but she got the feeling he was like her grandpa and referred to women as “dears” in a well-meaning way all the time.


“You’re welcome,” she said, and turned to find Laura.


Olivia was able to focus on her intern work for the next few hours. She had brought her own dinner and ate at her desk while trying to work on writing a “bump” that Laura had assigned her. This was a tease to the next segment, along the lines of “Coming up next . . . ,” but Olivia found it extremely difficult to summarize a story without giving it away.


“Remember, it’s a tease,” Laura had said. “You can’t tell the audience the whole story in the bump or they won’t tune in. So instead of ‘Delta Airlines is giving away two-hundred-dollar travel vouchers to every American to get you to book with them’ you might say ‘What airline is offering a massive incentive that just might make you jump sky-high?’ Get it? Don’t say the airline, don’t say the incentive, and use a fun play on words like ‘sky-high.’”


So Olivia was laboring over how to write a bump teasing a new social media app called Picture Me that preteens were flocking to but parents found extremely dangerous. “What app could be killing your kids?” seemed a bit harsh, so she was playing around with the wording.


Suddenly it was after nine PM, and Laura seemed flustered by something. Then Laura pulled some others into a conference room. Olivia was trying to pretend she wasn’t looking through the glass walls into the room, but she saw Laura gesturing and others nodding and appearing solemn.


A short time later Olivia overheard the assignment-desk manager calling Matthew and imploring him that he had to come in, saying Faith had not returned from dinner break.


Everything seemed to move very quickly from there. The producer, Kyle, asked Olivia if she was finally done with the bump. She showed him what she had written, something long and bulky that tried to play on the word picture, and he said, “Here’s a simpler way,” and changed it to “A warning all parents MUST hear about a popular but potentially dangerous new social media app . . .” She nodded and made a note to write in a more straightforward manner.


It was almost showtime. Laura was still on the phone in the conference room. Matthew showed up complaining loudly to the entire newsroom that he had been out to dinner and had to drop off his fiancée and come in to fill in for Faith; other people were whispering and wondering what was going on with Faith.


The show went on the air and no one at home would have been the wiser about the meteorologist switch, except for Aunt Carol, who texted Olivia right away asking why Faith wasn’t on the eleven o’clock broadcast and wondering if Faith had a hot date.


After the show, the night crew was clearly still flustered by Faith’s absence and talked about it as they walked to their cars in the parking lot. Some people were mad, saying it was typical Faith behavior, while others expressed worry. Olivia remained very quiet.


Checking social media when she got back to her apartment and seeing the Reddit thread and speculation on X, she tossed about in bed until at least four am. Now Aunt Carol was waking her up wanting more answers than Olivia knew.


She shut her eyes again, willing darkness and slumber back into her body. She needed it. As she fell back asleep, she was dreaming of Faith. In the dream, Faith was on vacation, sipping wine overlooking the sea in Italy, when Olivia’s mother, Evelyn, walked up to her and asked if they could talk. Evelyn started telling Faith that Olivia had looked at the note she was specifically asked to just give to Tom. Olivia jerked awake, her heart hammering.


Just a dream, she told herself, just a dream. No one can possibly know. You were alone in the bathroom. She looked at her clock: 11:30 AM Gizmo jumped on the bed and started meowing, giving her a stare-down. It was late for his breakfast.


“OK, fine, Giz.” She pushed the covers off as her heart started to stabilize from the dream. Olivia lived alone. Well, she should have been living with Mom in the condo, but Mom was gone.


“I’ll just be a few months, maybe a teensy bit more,” Evelyn had said when she first took off. “You don’t know the freedom I feel right now, with you deep into college and Dad and I no longer together. It’s like I’m twenty years old myself. I need to harness this energy and do things I never thought I could do.”


One year later she had returned once for Christmas but said that the nomadic European lifestyle suited her and that Olivia should just fly over to visit when she could. But how was Olivia supposed to have time to do that?


At least her mom still paid for the condo. With a full-time, unpaid internship, Olivia could not deal with mortgage payments. Mom sent money for food—she was financing all of this from cashing in stock options from her longtime corporate job. Olivia looked after the condo and the cat in exchange for the free housing, food, and a Netflix subscription.


Olivia got up and fed Gizmo, then started coffee for herself. She took a frying pan down from its hook above the stove and cracked open some eggs. While she waited for them to cook, she scrolled her phone, looking for more Reddit posts about Faith, but there was nothing startling, just more of the same. As she used a wooden spoon to whisk the eggs, she thought about why she hadn’t told her aunt Carol that she had read the note Faith gave her.


Guilt. That was why. Olivia felt terrible about being a bad intern and disobeying orders to deliver the note straight to Tom. As for the content of the note, it was odd but it might be absolutely nothing. Maybe people with upcoming birthdays or an invite list to a party. Yet, now Faith had disappeared for the eleven PM show.


She didn’t want to lie to her aunt. Maybe after breakfast she would be more clear-minded to tell Carol everything.


After pouring a cup of coffee and adding the vanilla cream she favored, she put her eggs on a plate, shook a little salt and pepper over the top, and went to sit down.


Her phone made a sound. Glancing down, she saw it was a breaking-news alert from Channel 9.









CHAPTER THREE


Carol and Jim


June 2


Around noon, Carol was looking into the refrigerator, assessing whether there was enough sandwich meat for two for lunch, when her phone chirped on the counter.


Looking over with her hand still on the open refrigerator door, she noted that it was one of those alerts from Channel 9. Carol had downloaded their free app and signed up for the alerts years ago. Sometimes the station sent updates about severe weather, but it couldn’t be that, she reasoned, glancing out the window, where the sky was a perfect blue. Maybe it had something to do with someone being shot or a big car crash or perhaps it was something the governor or president had done or said. Carol almost didn’t click on it, but curiosity got her.


She closed the refrigerator and picked up the phone, opening the alert.


Words in all capital letters blared out at her:
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