







“In my vision, I saw that the real Kevin had been killed the day after you got married. The demon killed him then and took his place.”

Constance’s words sent a shiver down Rachel’s spine. It would explain so much—but no, it wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be true. She had a life with Kevin. Not always a happy one, but a life. And how could she have lived with a monster for five years and not noticed? It was just too far-fetched. They had a relationship. They had a house. And they had a child.

The world skidded to a stop as she glanced at Cassidy. They had a child.

“Are you saying that Cassidy is a-a …” Rachel stuttered.

“You guessed it,” Father Daniels said, nodding.

“Da! Mon!” Cassidy blurted, pumping both tiny fists in the air. He burped then, and a tiny tendril of smoke came out, like he was exhaling a cigarette.

Rachel, thinking she’d imagined it, leaned in closer.

“Watch out!” shouted Father Daniels suddenly, as he yanked her hard backward. “Kid’s gonna blow!”
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One

“Would you watch your wings? They’re in my face,” said Gabriel Too (not the Gabriel, archangel, but Gabriel, lower-ranking, non-archangel; thus the “too”).

“Sorry,” apologized Frank the New. “I’m not used to them.” Frank the New scrunched his shoulders and folded in his wings so they flapped less conspicuously as they glided toward Earth.

“It takes a while to get used to,” agreed Gabriel Too, giving the new recruit a soft pat on the shoulder. “And make sure not to lose the halo. They’re always slipping off. They never fit right. They should come in half sizes but they don’t.”

“Thanks for the advice,” said Frank the New as he adjusted his halo, which happened to be tilting a little too far to the right.

“Hang on,” Gabriel Too said, holding up his hand and signaling to Frank the New that he ought to stop. “You always look both ways before crossing the jet stream.” The two paused as a 777 jet cruised by. “Okay, it’s safe to go.”

“Thanks for the heads-up,” Frank the New said as he kicked his feet out of the long hem of his robe. Frank was slight in build and was much shorter than Gabriel. His white billowing robe swam on him and his ears were a little oversized, a combination that made him look a little like Dopey the Dwarf. His small stature, however, didn’t change the fact that if there was a fight at hand, he was going to run in, fists up. He had more courage than he did size.

“So when do we vanquish some demons?” Frank the New asked, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. He spoke in a clipped British accent, not unlike Anthony Hopkins. “I am very ready to trounce some evil.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa there, Double-oh-seven,” Gabriel Too said, holding up his hand. “Not so fast. I know you are a little tough guy, but we’re just watchers. We watch.”

“I’m sorry, but I am not a sidelines kind of fellow.” He rolled up one of his blousy sleeves and sighed. “How are you supposed to fight evil in these robes?” he asked, sliding out a hand in a fake punch, only to have it covered by the cuff of his billowing white sleeve. He shook his hand loose and then grabbed the golden harp he’d slung under one arm. “And what’s this for? Where’s my flaming sword?”

“You don’t get one. You don’t fight evil. You just watch it.”

Frank the New grimaced. “I’ll have you know that I didn’t stop the Antichrist by sitting around and watching.” Frank the New was talking about a few months back when he was still an angel in training, and managed, with the help of a reluctant psychic, Constance Plyd, to stop the devil from impregnating a vapid pop princess, thereby preventing the conception of a half demon who would’ve brought the end of the world. He also happened to do all this while in the body of a French bulldog, which he thought should’ve earned him extra points.

“You aren’t in the Wrath division, or even Messengers, who occasionally get to dust it up. We are Watchers. We watch. Period.”

“Well, then, the Big Guy made a mistake. I’m not a watcher. I’m a doer.” Frank the New finished rolling up his sleeves and started popping his knuckles.

“The Big Guy doesn’t make mistakes,” Gabriel Too said. “Not even dinosaurs or the platypus. Which, by the way, is a sore subject with the Big Guy. Don’t mention the platypus.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.” As the two angels floated down from the sky, the earth came into view below, showing a truck stop and a highway, framed on both sides by long slopes of grass where cattle were grazing.

“Hey, this place looks familiar,” Frank the New said, nodding to the cows.

“It should,” Gabriel Too said, leading the pair across Route 9 and over to a small grassy subdivision. “This is Dogwood County—the place you saved from the Antichrist—am I right?”

Frank the New nodded.

Dogwood County, population 17,891, sat smack dab in the middle of east Texas and was famous for award-winning chicken-fried steak, the largest pecan pie ever baked (weighing in at thirty-five thousand pounds), and ground zero for the epic battle of good versus evil. Not that most of the Dogwood residents knew their quaint country home happened to be the place where angels and demons fought it out for the souls of all mankind. Only a select few knew about Dogwood’s importance in the scheme of things, and God and the Devil hoped to keep it that way. They were waging a covert war that neither wanted on the front page of the Dogwood County Times.

The street below came into view, home to about five houses spread out over a little hilly patch and separated by the occasional grazing cow. Gabriel Too stopped above the house belonging to Rachel Farnsworth. Rachel was sound asleep in her bedroom, one foot sticking out of the covers and her arm thrown over her eyes. Her son, Cassidy, had awakened in his crib in the next room, and was eyeing a small wooden train engine on the floor. Both angels could see through the roof, one of their many convenient angel powers, along with the ability to be invisible and hear the voice of God without shattering into a million pieces.

“So what do we do now?” Frank the New asked as the two settled onto a large branch of a nearby oak tree.

“We watch and report.”

“But, correct me if I’m wrong, God already knows what’s going to happen. He doesn’t need our little reports.”

“Yes, God is omniscient. Or omnipotent? I always mix those up.” Gabriele Too looked thoughtful. “Anyway, whatever it is, the short answer is, yes, God already knows everything, but he has to give us something to do.”

“So it’s a test, then?”

“Probably. Most everything is. God likes pop quizzes.” The two angels watched as Cassidy tried to stick his arm out of his crib to reach the little wooden train engine. After trying, and failing, to reach it, he stood on sure legs and started climbing up the crib’s side, his dark brown curls bouncing as he went. In seconds he’d jumped off the edge and landed in a pile of stuffed animals in the corner of his room. He pulled himself up to standing and then waddled over to the train, picking it up with a look of triumph in his bright brown eyes.

“This is a waste of time.” Frank the New sunk his chin into one hand. “I didn’t almost die defeating the Devil so I could be on babysitting duty.”

“He’s not, technically, a baby.”

“Toddler-sitting, then.”

“No, no, no, I mean he’s not technically human. He’s half demon. But he’s definitely a toddler.”

“Demon? How come I couldn’t smell him out, then?” Frank the New took a whiff of the air but didn’t smell the telltale sign of burnt popcorn—the trail most demons left behind.

“He’s pretty good at camouflage. Must be one of his powers.”

Frank the New smashed one fist into his palm. “Well, then, old sport, what are we waiting for? Let’s send the demon tyke back to hell.” He made as if he were going to march down there and swoop up the child.

“Hold on, buddy,” Gabriel chided, grabbing Frank the New by the arm. “There is no vanquishing. There is no fighting. There isn’t even any cussing. We don’t lay a finger on that boy. We watch him. That’s it. Do you understand?”

Frank the New crossed his arms across his chest and sighed. “Fine.”

“We’re supposed to sit here and wait and see if her husband shows up, and if he does, we’re supposed to report back to Peter. It’s the dad who’s the full-blooded demon, and he’s gone MIA. Everybody is looking for him, too. Heaven and hell.”

“Why is he so important?”

Gabriel Too shrugged. “Dunno. Peter didn’t tell us. We don’t have the right kind of clearance.”

“So we can’t zap this kid?”

“Nope.”

“Not even with holy water?”

“Not even with holy water.”

“What if he runs out of the house and eats one of the neighbors?”

Gabriel Too looked down and saw that Cassidy had made his way to the kitchen and was opening cabinet doors. His mother, who was still sleeping, hadn’t heard his escape.

“We can’t intervene,” Gabriel Too explained. “You don’t know the h-e-double-l we’d catch if we stuck our noses where they don’t belong. We just watch and take notes.” Gabriel Too waved around his legal notepad. “That’s our job.”

Below them, Cassidy was bouncing around the kitchen, half-leaping, half-flying from one counter to the next.

“I can’t believe I got a desk job,” said Frank the New with a sigh as he took the notepad.



Two

Rachel Farnsworth was used to minor disasters. She was a mother.

What she wasn’t used to was quiet.

It was the peace and quiet that broke Rachel’s slumber the morning of her son Cassidy’s one-year birthday. Her house was never peaceful or quiet.

She glanced at the clock and realized with a shock it was already eight fifteen. Cassidy never slept this late, usually being up at six in the morning, having by then ripped up the bedding in his crib, dismantled the Winnie-the-Pooh mobile, and tried to climb over the rails at least three or four times, all while shrugging half out of his diaper and his pajamas. It was only then, usually, that he’d give a bloodcurdling scream loud enough to wake the neighbors, a sound as endearing as an ambulance siren that Rachel had come to think of as her own personal alarm clock. Her husband, Kevin, naturally slept through it, because he slept through everything. She glanced to Kevin’s side of the bed and found it empty. He must’ve gone to work already.

Rachel threw off her covers and raced to Cassidy’s room, only to come skidding to a stop halfway through the door. Cassidy’s crib was empty. Rachel’s heart stopped. Her first thought was that he’d been kidnapped by some horrible child predator, like the ones she’d always see on TV being caught soliciting sex from twelve-year-old virgins. She shook the thought from her head and told herself not to panic. That’s when she came to her senses and realized he must’ve jumped out of his crib, because there was a trail of rumpled clothes and toys along the floor. Rachel comforted herself with the knowledge that a predator wouldn’t have bothered to stack up his alphabet blocks on his way out, so Cassidy must’ve sprung himself. The little Houdini had done it again.

“Cass?” she called, trying not to sound mad, in case he might be about to stick his head in the oven. “Where are you?”

Cassidy could be anywhere. There wasn’t a restraint made by man he couldn’t get out of. Clothes, diapers, high chairs, even car seats were no match for the grubby, quick hands of Cassidy Henry Farnsworth. Even at the tender age of one, he’d mastered all but the most complex of latches. Last week he even managed to open their front door and sprint out, naked as a jaybird, much to the dismay of half the neighborhood. Rachel knew what the other moms said about her. That she was careless. That she didn’t pay attention. But, honestly, Cassidy was simply too quick and too smart for his own good. Just last week he’d unlatched his car seat. A flash of corduroy overalls in her rearview had clued her into the fact that he was happily hopping up and down on a sack of groceries in the backseat. That little surprise had nearly made her veer into oncoming traffic.

Plus, he always seemed quicker than he ought to be, and smarter, too. She didn’t know of other babies who took their first steps at five months, for instance. The other moms never believed her, but Rachel swore he could do things he just shouldn’t be able to do.

“Ma-ma!” came a muffled shout from somewhere in the vicinity of the kitchen. This was followed by a clatter that sent Rachel sprinting. She stopped at the threshold of her kitchen and her mouth fell open.

It looked like a hurricane had blown through. Cassidy had hit the pantry and raided the snack cabinet, somehow dismantling the so-called childproof lock on it. The floor was covered with spilled Goldfish, a rumpled bag of Doritos, and a half dozen apple-juice boxes including one that was actually open and spilling out across her kitchen tile.

How on earth she’d slept through this little disaster, she had no idea.

“Cassidy Henry FARNSWORTH!” she cried, hands on hips, as she stared at the floor in dismay.

“Da! Mon!” he blurted in an almost gleeful tone. “Da! Mon! Da! Mon! Da! Mon!”

She had no idea what he was saying, but she followed the sounds. But no matter where she looked, she couldn’t find him.

“Cass? Cass!” He was here somewhere. She could hear him.

“Da-da-da-DA!” he babbled. “Mon! Mon! Mon! Mon!”

Rachel realized, with a sinking feeling in her stomach, that the sound wasn’t coming from the floor. Or anywhere near the floor, which was where her little one-year-old usually spent most of his time. It was coming from much, much higher.

And that’s when a little cheddar-flavored Goldfish fell on her head from above like a little snowflake from Pepperidge Farm.

She looked up, dread in her throat, and saw Cassidy, naked as the day he was born, do a little jump that made the dark curls on his head bounce. He was balancing precariously on the top of her refrigerator, grubby hands full of cheddar-flavored fish crackers.

“DA! MON!” he cheered.

Rachel’s whole body went cold. She flung up her arms, praying he stayed away from the edge long enough to get him down without a free fall. She didn’t have time to wonder how he got there. She just wanted to get him down in one piece.

“Come to Mama,” she commanded, hoping to keep the panic out of her voice. “Come now.”

“No!” Cass shouted gleefully. Standing up on the refrigerator, he raised his arms like he was preparing to do a swan dive onto her tile floor. Rachel grabbed one of his chunky legs and then the other, and soon she had him cradled safely in her arms.

“No climbing. NO,” she said. “Why do you have to scare Mama like that?” Her heart rate was slowly returning to normal, her panic draining away. Now she had the time to wonder just how Cassidy managed to climb up on top of the counter and reach the top of the refrigerator. No matter how she studied the scene of the crime, she couldn’t figure it out. It was like he had sprouted wings and flown there. She wondered, briefly, if there was an explanation she was missing. If she hadn’t birthed Cassidy herself after twenty-eight hours of labor, she just might have thought he fell from space in a meteor like Superman. The boy simply did things Rachel couldn’t explain.

Cassidy wiggled in her arms, and she was reminded again her one and only son was without a single stitch of clothing, which was a particularly dangerous state of affairs, given the likelihood he’d take this opportunity to baptize her robe. He liked to let things fly when it would do the most damage, usually right after Rachel had changed clothes. She marched him straight to his room and clapped a diaper on him, and then went back into the kitchen and grabbed her mobile phone. She speed-dialed Kevin. This was always her first reaction when Cassidy got himself into trouble. Somehow, when he was bad, Rachel always thought it was Kevin’s fault, even if he wasn’t in a two-mile radius at the time. Fact was, Rachel knew it had to be his genes at work. Her mother had always told her she’d been the perfect child. She was sure that she’d never danced naked on top of the refrigerator at age one.

Kevin’s mobile phone rang once and then went straight to voice mail. He had it turned off. But why? Rachel tried again. Yep, it was definitely turned off. She called the store, the one her dad had willed to them, and Vanessa picked up. She was their adolescent part-time help.

“Hi, Vanessa. Is Kevin there?”

“Nope,” Vanessa said, and Rachel could hear her smacking gum. Vanessa was borderline rude to Rachel on a regular basis, and it grated. But Kevin didn’t want to fire her because she lived with her grandma and had no money and was a good kid, blah, blah, blah. Rachel suspected that Vanessa didn’t like her very much. That she might even have a crush on Kevin, although she always dismissed the thought as soon as it popped into her head. Kevin was old enough to be her father and he had a pot belly. She couldn’t imagine a teenager being seriously interested in him. Still, at that moment, the fact that she had to deal with Vanessa’s attitude made her all the madder at her husband.

Where was he? If he wasn’t at work, then there was no excuse for him not being here to help deal with his devil child. Cassidy squirmed on her hip, so she set him down.

“Have you seen him at all? Did he even call?” She stooped down to start cleaning up the mess. Near her, Cassidy grabbed a stray Goldfish off the floor and popped it in his mouth. With bigger problems on her mind, Rachel let him eat it.

“Nope,” Vanessa said and paused. “And nope.”

For a second Rachel wondered if Vanessa was lying and covering for Kevin. Then she figured otherwise. Vanessa sounded too surly. If Kevin had been there, or even asked her to lie, she would’ve been giddy about having his added trust.

“If you see him, you tell him to call me right away,” Rachel said and hung up before she could hear Vanessa’s indifferent reply. She walked closer to the window and glanced down their little street. It was particularly pretty this time of year with all the dogwoods in bloom. Soon, it would be Dogwood Festival time, a big deal around Dogwood County. Normally they put it on in September, but this year they’d moved it up to March, hoping to draw larger crowds. The county judge in Dogwood had made tourism his number one priority, which is why the county saw itself as a backdrop for a major movie a few months back, a movie that they didn’t finish filming because its star, Corey Bennett, mysteriously dropped out of the project and moved to a remote cabin in the Fiji Islands a week after filming began, refusing to do any interviews. There had been some rumors that Dogwood County had driven Bennett plum crazy.

He wouldn’t have been the first. Rachel had always liked her hometown, but it wasn’t for everybody. You had to like being in a small place, far from shopping malls and night clubs, where the most exciting thing on a Friday night was the high school football game. What it lacked in basic amenities, Dogwood made up for in tall tales. Dogwood was supposedly the most haunted place in Texas (being the subject of three episodes of Ghost Hunters), and the most religious, with a church on every corner and more reverends per capita than any other county in Texas. All the churches somehow managed to thrive, which meant either that some people around here went to two or three different churches every Sunday or the people who did go were very generous with their donations. But Rachel had a soft spot for Dogwood and the crazy stories that came along with it. Like the one about Dogwood’s founding father, a radical preacher named Jeremiah Hicks. He was the one who planted the dogwood trees across the county. He thought they could repel evil. Of course, he also spent all his days ranting about a war with demons, so Rachel wasn’t sure how much of what he said you could believe. Still, she liked the dogwoods, a special species of the tree that bloomed twice a year—once in the fall and once in the spring.

Of course, Cassidy seemed to be allergic to the county’s namesake, as every time he stepped outside, he’d start sneezing. He wasn’t the only one. Kevin practically had to hold his nose when he walked outdoors, claiming he actually got physically ill from breathing in dogwood trees. It was weird, since his dogwood allergy only seemed to pop up in the last couple of years. Back when they first met, while still in high school, Kevin used to love festival time—and dogwoods. But then again, a lot changed after they’d gotten married.

He’d become a different person since they’d met in high school, back when he was a lean, mean football player heading to state for the Crockett High Cougars. That was before half the defensive line of Houston Central turned his right knee into Play-Doh and the college scouts stopped coming to his games. After that he just seemed so defeated. But he tried to make a go of it. For at least the first five years, he really tried to make things work. But then he went to a small business convention in Phoenix and came back a changed man. Rachel didn’t know what happened on that long weekend. It was like he’d been abducted by aliens, if Rachel believed in that sort of thing, which she didn’t. He was just a different person. He’d gone there a semi–health nut and came back a smoker who sat on the couch and drank beer. It was like he’d just given up on his life.

For a while, she suspected maybe he’d had an affair, but she never found any proof, and he seemed satisfied to stay with her. Rachel remembered a time, before the conference, when Kevin would leave little notes for her around the house. Just tiny Post-its normally saved for grocery lists and takeout numbers, and he’d write little hearts on them, or just a quick xo —his way of a virtual hug and kiss. Sometimes she’d find some on her bathroom mirror in the morning that just said “Do nothing. You’re perfect.” She was surprised how much she missed these little shows of affection. She hadn’t had a Post-it note from Kevin in years.

He had been the one who had wanted at least four kids and had always tried to convince her to start a family. Rachel had been the one putting off that first pregnancy. When she finally felt ready, two years ago, Kevin didn’t seem very excited about the prospect. She nearly had to convince him it was a good idea. She thought maybe he was just having cold feet, but now she wasn’t so sure. Rachel thought Cassidy might help change things. She knew, deep down, it was dumb to think so, but she thought if they started a family, things would be different. But they only seemed to get worse.

Rachel kept telling herself it was just a phase and that he would get over it. But time ticked by, and nothing seemed to change. Still, she held out hope that one day she’d see the old Kevin again.

At this point, though, she’d settle for seeing any Kevin. It wasn’t like him to just disappear. He would forget her birthday and their anniversary on a regular basis, but he used to always have the good sense to at least answer his phone and take the tongue-lashing he deserved. They hadn’t had a fight recently, so there wasn’t any reason for him to be sulking. Rachel wondered briefly if something serious had happened to him. Just as quickly, the thought left her head. Somehow she just knew that Kevin had done this on purpose.

“Your daddy better remember to pick up your birthday cake,” Rachel told Cassidy, who was staring intently at something on the kitchen floor. That’s when Rachel started to smell smoke.

She turned around and saw that somehow, the package of Goldfish near Cassidy’s foot had caught fire.

“Oh, my God!” Rachel shouted, lunging for the bag and stomping out the small flame with one worn slipper.

Cassidy, completely unfazed by his brush with a fiery death, simply clapped his hands together and squealed, delighted. Rachel swept him up in her arms and did a frantic check of him, looking for any signs of third-degree burns. He was completely unharmed, and giggling to boot. But of course he was. No matter what kind of pickle the little guy got himself into, he managed to never actually get hurt. It was the one thing Rachel was grateful for. He took the worst tumbles and yet never seemed to bruise.

Next, she did a meticulous sweep of the kitchen floor. There were no matches, no lighter, nothing that would explain how the bag had caught fire. It had simply spontaneously combusted.

“What on earth …” Rachel, puzzled, started to feel like something was really, really wrong as she looked at her half-charred pink slipper. Cassidy was staring up at her with a big smile on his face.

Her mobile rang, blaring the Dixie Chicks. She pushed aside her unease about Cassidy and flipped the phone open. It was her best friend, Constance.

“Do you need any pre-birthday-party prep help?” Constance asked, her voice high-pitched and chipper. She’d been ridiculously happy since she’d hooked up with one of the Garrett brothers. In Dogwood, they had a reputation for mowing through women, but apparently, Constance had managed to reform one of them.

“Did you have sex this morning?” Rachel demanded. She still wasn’t used to Constance being so cheery. It was a little unnerving. “Wait—don’t tell me.”

“Can’t a friend just offer another friend help?” Constance said. Her voice sounded far too relaxed. She’d definitely had sex. At least one of them had. Rachel tried to think back to the last time Kevin had even attempted to do the deed. She couldn’t actually remember. It had been that long. Rachel used to mind, but then she just kind of got used to the drought. It wasn’t as if she felt very sexy these days. She was always finding mashed graham crackers in her hair or mac and cheese on her clothes, courtesy of Cassidy.

“Sorry, sweetie, I’m just ticked at Kevin and taking it out on you,” Rachel said, feeling suddenly contrite. She shouldn’t begrudge Constance happiness. It was a long time coming. She’d been married to the county’s laughingstock—Jimmy Plyd—before he got himself murdered by a drifter last fall. It had been a rough year for Constance, and the fact that she’d managed to come through it—and half the county’s suspicions she might have done her husband in—healthier and happier than she’d ever been was a near miracle. Rachel shouldn’t rain on her parade. She deserved a good man. And so far, despite his reputation, Nathan Garrett seemed to be just that. And if Constance had been a little distant—a little busier than usual—in the last few months, Rachel shouldn’t blame her for that, either. The fact that the once-so-close friends who had never gone a day without speaking would sometimes now go weeks was a fact that Rachel knew she was as much to blame for as Constance. Most days she had her hands full with Cassidy and would look up and realize a whole day had flown by.

“Kevin is missing, and Cassidy is …” She glanced down at her baby boy, now pulling himself to standing using her legs, and sighed. How do you describe his impossible feats of the morning? “…well, he’s just being Cassidy.”

“Say no more,” Constance said. “I’ll be over in ten minutes.”

Fifteen minutes later Rachel had thrown on some clothes, whipped her dark hair up into a ponytail, and cleaned up most of the mess in the kitchen. Cassidy was content playing with his wooden blocks in the corner when Constance arrived. The scene was so happily domestic that Rachel couldn’t believe just a few minutes before she’d been stomping out a Goldfish fire. Honestly, these were the things even her best friend just wouldn’t believe.

Constance, her honey-wheat hair neatly blown dry, came prepared, her arms full of glass trays topped with white plastic lids. Constance owned the Magnolia Café, the best restaurant in town. She had volunteered to bring over the party food. As Rachel stubbornly didn’t cook anything that wasn’t already prepackaged or frozen (her mother taught her that learning to cook would only insure she spent the best part of the party in the kitchen), she was glad to have a friend who did. She liked to eat; she just didn’t like all the work that went into getting there.

Seeing the Pyrex trays, Rachel actually felt a little lighter. At least Cassidy’s party would have food. Good food.

“Constance, I love you,” she said, and almost got teary.

“Yeah, I know,” Constance said and grinned, wrinkling her freckled nose. “Now let’s put these in the fridge and I’ll help with decorations.”

By quarter to twelve the balloons were in place, the party favors were out, and Cassidy even had pants on. It was a good start. Rachel had called Kevin at least a dozen more times on his cell phone, leaving increasingly irate messages. He had been the one who was supposed to pick up the cake, and the party started in fifteen minutes.

Constance was playing with Cassidy, who was giggling and tossing blocks across the kitchen floor. Constance stood to fetch one, and when she turned back around, she gave Cassidy a bit of a funny look.

“What’s wrong?” Rachel asked, immediately worried her son had done something crazy.

“What?” Constance asked, her attention snapping back to Rachel. “Oh, well, uh, nothing.”

“You had a look like something was wrong. Did he spill something?”

“No, no.” Constance shook her head. “Nothing’s wrong. Really. Just spaced out for a second.” Constance gave her friend a weak smile, and then twirled a bit of her honey-colored hair around one finger; Rachel recognized this telltale sign that her best friend since fifth grade was lying to her. But about what? Maybe she’d seen Cassidy pick his nose. Lord knows, the boy had done worse things. Still, it was strange Constance just didn’t ’fess up. But Rachel didn’t have time to dwell, because just then the doorbell rang, signaling the arrival of the first guest.

Rachel swung open the door, and her mother swept in. She was wearing her uniform of long jean skirt and crisp white blouse, her salt-and-pepper hair shorn close to her ears, her trademark silver talisman necklace, matching earrings, and oversized silver bangles. She was carrying a white cake box and a big sprawling arrangement of dogwood blooms.

“I would’ve been by earlier but I was stuck at the bakery,” she said, giving Rachel a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ve got the cake and candles,” she sing-songed to Cassidy, who clapped his hands and cried, “’ake!” She set down the cake and the dogwood blooms. Cassidy took one look at the flowers and wrinkled his nose in distaste. Then he sneezed.

“But Kevin was supposed to get the cake,” Rachel said, confused.

“I know; he called me,” Gladys said, smiling as she handed the cake to Constance. “Constance! Have you lost weight? Or is it just that Garrett boy keeping you busy?”

“Mrs. Keller!” Constance exclaimed, turning tomato red.

“That Garrett boy,” Rachel said, sending Constance a smile.

“Um-hmmm, thought so,” Gladys said.

“So, wait, back to the cake. When did you talk to Kevin?” Rachel grabbed Cassidy as he raced toward the front door, which was still slightly ajar.

“This morning,” Gladys said. “He said he was stuck at the shop.”

“He did, did he?” The back of Rachel’s neck grew hot. She was now officially furious. First her husband up and disappears on her and then he lies to her mother? Well, that was about one screwup too many.

“What did that son-in-law of mine do now?” Gladys said, tapping her foot. There was no keeping anything from Gladys. She could sense a Kevin mistake a hundred miles away, just like a shark sensing a floundering fish.

“A disappearing act,” Rachel said.

“I knew something was up,” Gladys said, nodding. “That boy never asks me for any favors.”

It’s true that Gladys and Kevin didn’t get along. For the first few years of Rachel and Kevin’s marriage, everything was fine, but Gladys and Kevin had a falling-out two years ago after he had had too much to drink at Gladys’s one Thanksgiving and insulted her pumpkin pie. Rachel had demanded he apologize and he did, but the two never really buried the hatchet. Truth be known, Gladys would be more than happy to bury it in his back. The argument was just a symbol of the tension that had been growing for years. The pie was almost beside the point. Gladys didn’t like how Kevin treated her daughter.

Gladys had made it clear she thought Rachel could do better. Rachel spent most of her time trying to convince her mom that Kevin was a lot better than he seemed, but lately she found the argument harder and harder to make.

“You know I keep telling you that he doesn’t treat you right,” Gladys said, with hands on hips and that knowing look of an overprotective mother.

“I know, I know,” Rachel said, starting to really believe it this time. She was tired of defending Kevin, especially when he didn’t deserve it. Her mother was right.

More guests arrived, and Rachel found herself expecting Kevin to turn up in the middle of the throng. He probably was waiting to slink back home at the height of the party so she couldn’t actually kill him in front of all those witnesses. Well, she had news for him. Their basement was darn near soundproof, and she planned to use it.

But as more people arrived, Kevin didn’t. The party hats circulated, the food was set out, and still no Kevin. Two hours in, and the kids at the party were getting restless. They wanted cake, and so did Cassidy, who was inching ever closer to naptime, which meant he was about to have a serious meltdown at any moment. And that would not look good in pictures.

Rachel waited as long as she could, hoping that Kevin would show up at the last minute and trying to ignore the knowing looks sent her way from her mother, who would gleefully reference this little gaffe of Kevin’s for the next decade. Eventually Rachel decided to bring out the cake. Just because her husband was AWOL didn’t mean that Cassidy should suffer.

The single candle on his cake lit, Rachel carried it out, setting it on the kitchen table just out of arm’s reach of Cassidy’s high chair. Everyone sang, and as the last notes of “Happy Birthday to You” rang out, Rachel leaned over and said, “Okay, honey, make a wish and blow!”

Fully expecting Cassidy to blow a raspberry and not actually extinguish his candle, Rachel sat poised, ready to do it for him. Cassidy gave her an uncertain look.

“Go ahead, honey, it’s okay,” she said, trying to look encouraging. She puffed out her cheeks, just like they’d practiced a zillion times in the last week.

He looked back at the cake and the tiny flame. Rachel decided she was giving him three more seconds, and then she was going to blow out the candle for him.

But then Cassidy puffed up his cheeks and exhaled.

And right before everyone’s eyes, the entire cake went up in flame.



Three

A few miles away, J.D. Lamont was hoping for a great big fire, one that would consume his little bar and give him a great big insurance check for his trouble. J.D. often daydreamed of disasters—natural and man-made—that would wipe his bar off the map. This came after three decades of being the sole owner and bartender of Branson’s—Dogwood County’s most famous hole in the wall—where there were no menus, only whiskey and two kinds of beer, neither one light.

J.D. wiped off a couple of glasses behind the bar and daydreamed of a Category Five twister that would set down in his parking lot and break up the bar like matchsticks. Then he’d be done with the headache that had hung on him for what seemed like forever. Every night it was a new group of angry drunks, but the same old fight, and the same broken tables.

Branson’s was a magnet for ne’er-do-wells, and while Dogwood might only have a few, Branson’s was close enough to the Interstate to pick up any hothead within a two-hundred-mile radius. For some reason, despite the lack of a big highway sign, thirsty guys in search of a fight always seemed to find their way to his door. It had been that way for the thirty years he’d owned the place, and the sixty years before that when Branson’s served bathtub gin during Prohibition. Most of the other bars around town managed to find some respectability since then, but not Branson’s. Somehow, with its sticky tables and sawdust-covered floors, it kept the seedy feel of disrepute. The drinks were awful, but cheap. Some even suspected J.D. still made bathtub gin, but he didn’t. He actually ordered it in bulk from China, at the cheapest price and highest proof. He always thought that one of these days he’d start watering down the well, but a perverse sense of pride kept him from it. Branson’s was not a place where you went to find watered-down booze.

If J.D. were a superstitious man, he’d say that the building just had bad juju, or whatever you’d say for a bad luck streak that just kept coming. For his part, J.D. was tired of the smell of stale smoke and desperation that seemed to cling to the bar stools. He sometimes thought that Branson’s was the devil’s way of balancing out all those churches in town. He should’ve known something was wrong when Carl, the bar’s previous owner, had sold it to him for five hundred dollars and the keys to J.D.’s pickup truck and laughed all the way out to the parking lot. J.D. had thought he’d gotten a steal then from a man who was too drunk to know the difference, but now, after nearly a lifetime behind the bar with only debt to show for it, he was beginning to think it was Carl who had taken him for a ride.

J.D. kept holding out hope that one day a customer would just level the place so he could cash in on the insurance. He had every kind of insurance sold for just that possibility. Last year, after one of his drunken patrons kicked a pipe so hard it came loose in the men’s restroom and flooded half the bar, he even got flood insurance, despite the fact that the closest body of water was a tiny stream thirty miles away. J.D. was nothing if not prepared. He guessed you might call him an optimist. But none of his customers ever managed to rise to the level of total destruction. They just managed to cheat him out of his thousand-dollar deductible once a month. But one of these days, if nobody else did, he was going to torch the place himself and then open up a little cocktail stand on the beach in St. Thomas. One of these days, he swore, he’d do it.

Today, however, was probably not the day. It was J.D.’s fifty-ninth birthday, and he was hoping to get through it without seeing law enforcement—for once. He had just fixed five chairs and two tables from the last brawl that broke out in his place three days before. There were so many fights there that buying new furniture hardly seemed like a good investment. Cleaning it didn’t do much good, either, J.D. thought, as he watched Duncan, one of the regulars, slump over the bar and spill the very last of his beer chaser down his bar stool. He was passed out, and it was just two in the afternoon.

J.D. couldn’t rely on Duncan to take down his bar. He didn’t hold out hope for the skinheads shooting pool in the back, either. They would probably just break his pool table, the eejits. The skinheads came off the Interstate ten minutes ago and had already downed a bottle of 99 proof straight from China between the four of them. Two of them had swastika tattoos on their biceps, and one of them sported a bright red Mohawk. J.D. didn’t like the look of them and he didn’t care for their politics, either. That is, if you could call stupidity political. Why did the punks always come around on his birthday? J.D. thought, and then he mused for the thousandth time that he was too old to be running a bar.

“Happy Birthday, J.D.,” croaked Lizzy in her pack-a-day smoking voice. She was the only female customer and his only waitress. She drank more than she served, but J.D. wasn’t complaining. Lizzy was like the bar’s mascot. Rough around the edges, but beneath the worn exterior, a heart of gold. Or, on second thought, J.D. mused, maybe just a heart. Gold might be pushing it.
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