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one

COLLEEN MITCHELL’S WORLD had been reduced to the two folded sheets of paper she clutched tightly in her left hand. She’d been holding them since leaving Sudbury at four thirty that morning, even when she went through security at Logan, even during the layover in Minneapolis, where she paced numbly up and down the terminal. The paper was slightly damp now and softened from too much handling.

Nobody wrote real letters anymore. Especially not kids. All through middle school, Colleen had forced Paul to write thank-you notes by hand every birthday and Christmas; the monogrammed stationery was still around somewhere, up in the dusty shelves of his closet. Once high school started, they had bigger battles to fight, and she gave up on the notes.

When was the last time she’d even seen her son’s blocky, leaning handwriting? There must be papers—class notes, tests—in the boxes he’d brought back from Syracuse, but Colleen hadn’t had the heart to open any of them, and they too were stacked in the closet. Nowadays Paul texted, that was all, and in Colleen’s hand was a printout of all the texts from him. God bless Vicki—she’d figured out how to print them in neat columns so they fit on two double-sided pages and had emailed Colleen the file too, “just in case.”

Colleen had read them a hundred times. They went back four months, to last September. All the communications from her son since he left—and they fit on two pages. One more indictment of her parenting, of what she’d done wrong or too much or not enough.

SEPTEMBER 27, 2010, 2:05 PM

Got it thx

That was the oldest one. Colleen couldn’t remember what Paul had been thanking her for. Probably one of her care packages—she sent them all throughout last autumn, boxes packed with homemade brownies and Sky Bars and paperback books she knew he’d never read. But when Paul came home for Thanksgiving (well, the week after Thanksgiving, but she and Andy and Andy’s brother Rob and Rob’s girlfriend had delayed the whole turkey-and-pie production until Paul could be there; Andy had even taped the games and waited to watch them with him), he made it clear that the packages embarrassed him.

Next was a series of texts from her:

OCTOBER 28, 2010, 9:16 AM

Hi sweetie dad has enough frequent flyer miles for u to come home when you’re off

OCTOBER 29, 2010, 7:44 AM

When are you off again?

OCTOBER 30, 2010, 11:50 PM

Wish u were here for hween the flannigans have the pumpkin lights in the trees

Like he was eleven, for God’s sake, and off at sleepaway camp, instead of twenty, a man.

A small sob escaped Colleen’s throat, an expulsion of the panic that she’d mostly got under control. She covered the sound with a cough. In her carry-on was half a bottle of Paxil, which Dr. Garrity had given her over a year ago before they settled on a regimen of red clover extract and the occasional Ambien to treat what was, he assured her, a perfectly normal transition into menopause. She hadn’t liked the Paxil; it made her feel dizzy and sometimes sweaty, but she’d packed the bottle yesterday along with her own sleeping pills and Andy’s too. She hadn’t told him, and she felt a little guilty about that, but he’d be able to get a refill tomorrow. She’d leave a message with the doctor’s answering service when they landed, and then all he’d have to do was pick it up.

Colleen refolded the papers and rested her forehead against the airplane window, looking out into the night. The plane had begun its descent. The flight attendant had made her announcement—they’d be on the ground a few minutes before ten, the temperature was one degree, winds at something. One degree was cold. But Boston got cold too, and it didn’t bother Colleen the way it did some people.

Far below, rural North Dakota was lit up by the moon, a vast rolling plain of silvery snow interrupted here and there by rocky swaths where the land rose up in ridges. Colleen tried to remember if she’d ever been to either Dakota. She couldn’t even remember the names of the capitals—Pierre? Was that one of them?

A flare of orange caught her eye, a rippling brightness surrounded by a yawning black hole in the snow. And there. And there! Half a dozen of them dotting the bleak landscape, blazes so bright they looked unnatural, the Day-Glo of a traffic cone. Colleen’s first thought was forest fire, but there were no trees, and then she thought of the burning piles of trash she saw sometimes in Mattapan or Dorchester. But people didn’t burn trash at night, and besides, there were no houses, no town, just—

And then she saw it, the tall burred spire like an old-time radio tower, and she knew, even as they flew past, that she had seen her first rig. The plane was still too far up for her to make out any details except that it looked so small, so flimsy, almost like a child’s toy—a Playmobil oil rig play set with little plastic roughnecks.

The plane tipped down, the engine shifted, and so did the men, the tired-looking, ill-shaven lot of them who’d boarded with her in Minneapolis. They turned off their iPads and crumpled their paper coffee cups and cleared the sleep from their throats.

Colleen closed her eyes, the image of the rig imprinted in her mind, and as they approached Lawton, she thought, Give him back, you have to give him back to me.



two

LAWTON’S AIRPORT SEEMED to be composed of several trailers welded together and sided in cheap plywood, plunked down in a large, frozen parking lot. Colleen filed past the flight attendant, wondering if she imagined the look of pity in the woman’s eyes, and down the metal stairs. The cold hit her hard, nostrils and lungs and ears instantly brittle with the ache of it, and she shoved up the hood of her down coat. Once she reached the ground, the men shuffled away from her so she was at the front of the group waiting for baggage. They stood there quietly, patiently, their bare hands hanging at their sides; none of them wore gloves. She’d noticed their hands in the airport: weathered and raw and red. Maybe they no longer felt the cold.

There it was, her roll-aboard with the hot pink luggage tag she bought for their anniversary trip to Italy last year. Colleen lifted it from the cart and headed toward the building. Sharp crystals of icy snow stung her face, a drift from the roof or perhaps blown up from the ground by the wind. Her boots echoed on the ramp, and then she was inside, surrounded by warmth and a vaguely chemical smell.

The ticket counter—only one—was shuttered and dark. Same with the rental car counter. The entire operation was smaller than her family room. A man in a reflective vest was doing something at the front doors, kneeling near the bottom hinges. Outside, she could see the parking lot, half the vehicles heaped with snow. Beyond were the lights of town; a tall truck-stop sign down the road advertised showers along with the price of gas.

“Excuse me,” Colleen said to the kneeling man. He stood with some difficulty, as though his knees bothered him, wiping his hand on his pants.

“Ma’am.” There was a faint tinge of the South in his voice, which caught her off guard even though it was one of the first things Paul had told them about the place: everyone was from places like Arkansas, Mississippi, Georgia.

“I need to call a cab. Can you recommend one? A company?”

“A cab?”

He looked puzzled. In his hand was the sort of knife Paul had carried ever since he started Boy Scouts: not so much a pocketknife as a collection of little tools on a central axis. “Well, now, where are you headed?”

Colleen shrugged, impatient. “A hotel. I need to go to a hotel.”

“Which one?”

“I—I’m not sure.” She had been planning to save this discussion for the cabbie, but this man—who seemed kind enough—would do. “I don’t have a room. I know they’re booked up, but I was just hoping that—I have a lot of hotel points. A lot. And money isn’t a concern.”

“Hotels be full up, ma’am. All of ’em.”

“Well, I know that. I did call, but my thinking was that there might be a cancellation, at the last minute, someone who didn’t show up, I thought they might release the room now that it’s . . . now that it’s getting late.” There was always a room to be had somewhere, she didn’t add; the expensive rooms—the suites—often went begging, and she was willing to pay.

But as the man continued to regard her with polite consternation, Colleen had to admit what she’d been putting off thinking about: maybe there really were no rooms to be had. That was the issue with the private detective she’d tried to hire—he’d searched for a hotel room and said the only one he could find was more than two hours outside Lawton. He had managed to book a room for a week from now, and Colleen told him to go ahead and keep the reservation and if—God, she could barely stand to think it—if Paul hadn’t been found by then, the detective would have a room waiting for him when he came out to North Dakota.

Andy thought they should give it a few more days. He’d actually used the term “vision quest” at one point and reminded Colleen that he’d gone off on his own the summer after his freshman year and not bothered to tell anyone where he was going. Andy had spent the better part of a month in Yellowstone with his guitar and a single change of clothes, come back with a beard and a case of crabs, and—the way he told the story, anyway—his parents had barely registered his absence.

But that was different. It was before cell phones, and Andy had been the artistic type, at least to hear him tell it, and Paul definitely was not. And Andy had something to get away from—his parents were in the middle of a messy divorce and his mom had developed a pill habit—while Paul insisted he loved working on the rigs, so why would he cut and run? It didn’t add up, and every day that they delayed, they risked his trail growing colder.

Once Colleen made up her mind, she moved fast. She’d spent most of yesterday getting the flights lined up and finding someone to cover for her at the school. When Andy got home from work he’d watched her finish the laundry and pack, drinking a beer out of the bottle and saying little. He didn’t try to talk her out of going, but he didn’t volunteer to take her to the airport, either. When the car service came for her early this morning, he was still asleep.

“There hasn’t been a room around here in months. Every one of them full up, some with whole families.”

Colleen blinked and took a deep breath. Andy had asked her the same thing—what would she do if she couldn’t find a room?—and she’d told him not to be ridiculous, worst case she’d sleep in the airport and find a room first thing in the morning, never believing for a second she’d actually have to do it. But it was obvious she wouldn’t be sleeping here: even if the tiny airport wasn’t about to close, there were only a few seats, and nowhere to stretch out. The other passengers had exited the building while she stood there talking, clomping out into the cold in their heavy boots. In the parking lot, trucks were coming to life, their headlights illuminating the mounded dirty snow and exhaust clouding from their tailpipes as their owners chipped ice from the windows.

“Still, I can try.” She forced a smile. “I’ll have the cab driver take me around, and if there really isn’t anything, I’ll have him take me to an all-night restaurant.”

“Well . . .” The man tugged at his collar, clearly wanting to say more. “Call Silver Cab, then, I’ll wait until he comes. Shouldn’t take him too long. It’s just seven-oh-one-five-S-I-L-V-E-R. But you best tell him . . . you know.”

Impatience flashed through Colleen. “Why? The longer he has to drive me around, the more I’ll end up paying.”

“It’s just, the Buttercup, that’s the only restaurant that stays open all night besides the truck stops, they won’t let nobody stay in a booth all night no more. Not since folks started trying to sleep in them. They cracked down.”

“Well, I—” Colleen wanted to protest that she wouldn’t be like them, those other people, trying to sponge off the restaurant. She was only even considering it out of desperation. She’d leave a very large tip, payment for the time she spent there, the pot of coffee, the restroom, all of it. “I won’t sleep, then.”

She tapped the number into the phone and waited, forcing a smile, staring at the man’s shirt. The vest gapped open, and Colleen saw that above the pocket was stitched the name Dave.

The phone rang and rang. After six or seven rings, Colleen gave up and lifted her gaze to Dave’s face. His expression had gone from concerned to something more like dread. She supposed he thought he was going to get stuck with her.

“Didn’t answer, huh?” Dave didn’t wait for her to respond. “They get busy. Him and the other outfit, Five Star. Doing runs from the bars, see. They’ll be pretty busy from now until after closing time. Which is one a.m.,” he added.

“I understand, but—” The feeling of panic that had been simmering inside Colleen threatened to burst into full bloom. “I wonder. Is there any way—I mean I would pay you, of course, and I’ll wait for you to finish here, but could you just give me a lift to that restaurant? The one you were telling me was open all night? I’ll wait there until the cabs are available.”

The building was eerily quiet save for the buzz of some fluorescent fixture. A moment passed, Colleen’s fingers tight around the handle of her suitcase.

“I’ll be glad to take you,” Dave finally said, sounding anything but, “but do you mind me asking what you’re doing here? In Lawton?”

Colleen had prepared an answer to that question, but she’d hoped she wouldn’t need it until later, after she’d settled in. In the morning, when she came back to rent a car, they would ask her where she was taking it. She had planned to say she was visiting relatives, but now it seemed painfully clear that she could never have relatives in a place like this. Who would live in a place where the nearest civilization was two hours away, where there were only two flights in and out per day?

“I came . . .” she said, and tried to come up with another story. If she invented relatives, she had a feeling Dave would insist on driving her to their house. If she made up a job, a company whose business brought her here, he would want to know why they hadn’t booked her a room—and besides, what could she possibly say she did? She knew nothing about the oil industry, only what Paul had told her, and that had been precious little.

Dave waited, and the fluorescent light buzzed, and the smell of exhaust reached her. All of it harsh, all of it wrong.

“I came to find my son,” she blurted. A huge sob bubbled up from inside her, taking her breath and leaving her gasping, and her eyes filled with tears.

“Hey,” Dave said, alarmed. “Hey. Here.” He plucked a box of tissues from the rental car counter and offered it to her. “Did your son come up here to find work?”

Colleen nodded, pulling tissues from the box and dabbing at her eyes, but she couldn’t seem to stop crying. “Back in September. He got a job right away, with Hunter-Cole Energy. He stays at the Black Creek Lodge. He was just home over Christmas. And then he came back here and we didn’t hear from him and that’s not like him . . . last week my husband called the company and they said he hadn’t come to work. No one let us know. I’m sure he would have listed us, an emergency contact at the very least, but they didn’t call or anything. They didn’t tell anyone. If Andy hadn’t called them . . . And he hadn’t been in his room at the camp, either, Andy talked to someone at the lodge, they gave away his room. Paul wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t just . . . quit and not tell anyone. They said, the police said they can’t do anything about it. So I’m here. I’ve come to find him.”

A change had come over the man’s face. He already knew the story, Colleen could tell; recognition mixed with concern in his eyes. Well, so at least people up here were talking about it. The cops had made it sound like boys went missing all the time, but that wasn’t true, and this man Dave knew it.

She put her hand on his arm, feeling the warmth of his skin under the rough cotton of his shirt. “Do you know something? Have you heard something?”

“I heard . . . I mean, I don’t know if it’s the same one, if it’s your son, but they say two boys went missing from the Black Creek camp a couple weeks ago. Hunter-Cole Energy boys—one was still a worm. Went by Whale and, uh, can’t remember the other boy’s name.”

“Paul. My son is Paul.” She didn’t know about any other boy. The police, the men from Hunter-Cole Energy—she’d kept calling until they transferred her all the way to the company’s headquarters in Texas—had never mentioned that. She didn’t know what he meant by worm and whale, and what did it mean that there were two of them—that had to be worse, didn’t it?

“All I know is the handles they used up here. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t even, I don’t know if it’s the same ones.”

“When did these ones go missing?”

The man squinted, as though the question caused him pain. “Let’s see, I heard it Thursday last. They were moving a rig out Highway Nine east of town, the boys didn’t show. I got a friend on Highway Patrol, is how I know.”

“It’s him, then! He went missing the same day, that’s the first day he didn’t come back to his room.”

“Well, listen. There’s someone you maybe ought to see.”

“You know something? Anything. Anything at all, please tell me.”

The man took a deep breath and let it out, shrugging off his vest. He folded the vest in half and began to roll it up, not meeting her eyes. “I don’t know a damn thing. Wish I did. But she might, and I’ll take you to her right now.”

“Who?”

“The other mom.”
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DAVE CALLED HIS wife to tell her he’d be late. As he drove, he told Colleen he had moved to Lawton from southern Missouri during the last boom, in the late 1970s. He met a local girl, married her, and stayed. The airport job was a good one, and he didn’t miss the work on the rigs, or the prospect of losing his job when the boom started to fade.

The snow was coming down more heavily now, dusting Dave’s windshield between each swipe of the wipers. His truck smelled pleasantly of oil and tobacco. It seemed like the only traffic on the road was trucks—pickups like Dave’s, bigger than those Colleen saw around Boston, many of them jacked up on larger-than-life wheels, but mostly long-bedded vehicles both empty and loaded with equipment. Traffic moved slowly, giving Colleen a chance to watch the town go by outside her window.

Lawton seemed to be one long stretch of four-lane highway, lined with gas stations and restaurants and lumberyards and storage facilities. A huge Walmart looked like it was open for business despite the hour and the weather. They passed two motels, both with brightly lit NO VACANCY signs and parking lots full of pickups.

Dave hadn’t actually met the woman he was taking Colleen to see. He only knew where to find her because his wife’s sister worked at the same clinic as the woman who’d rented the other mother her motor home.

“But how can she be staying in a motor home in this weather?”

“Generator.” He didn’t seem inclined to say anything more on the subject.

Dave pulled onto a street lined with shabby ranch houses at the edge of town; the cars and trucks in the driveways looked old and battered. He drove slowly, reading addresses on mailboxes. Televisions flickered in windows.

“This’ll be it,” he said at the end of the block, pulling in front of a small house with white siding. Parked at the side of the house was the motor home, several feet of snow piled on its roof.

Colleen felt her stomach twist. “Would you—I mean, you’ve done so much for me already, and I insist on paying you, of course . . .” She dug in her purse for her wallet. “But could I ask you to come with me? To make sure she’s here?”

“Put your money away,” Dave said roughly. “Of course I’ll go with you. Let me come around, it’s a big step down.”

Colleen’s stomach growled as she waited, and she realized she hadn’t eaten anything since a protein bar in the Minneapolis airport, many hours earlier. Dave offered his hand and she took it, letting him help her out of the cab.

He got her suitcase from the back and waited for her to walk ahead of him. Colleen’s boots made neat prints in the snow that had fallen since the drive was last plowed. She tugged her scarf tighter around her neck so that only the center of her face was exposed to the bitter chill. Once she got close, she could hear voices from inside the motor home. She took a breath and knocked on the door.

It opened almost instantly. Standing inside was a small woman in a navy blue sweatshirt several sizes too big for her, printed with a tornado and the words FAIRHAVEN CYCLONES FOOTBALL. Bleached, kinked hair was loosely piled on top of her head; much of it had come loose and cascaded around her shoulders. She had startling blue eyes ringed with thick black eyeliner. Colleen got a whiff of the air inside—pot and pizza. The television was on; that’s where the voices were coming from.

“Brenda called over,” the woman said. “You must be Whale’s mom.”

[image: Images]

THE WOMAN ACROSS the tiny table looked as though a tap with Shay’s little pink craft hammer would shatter her into a thousand pieces. Which you might expect, except Colleen Mitchell looked like she’d been this way forever, long before the boys went missing. You didn’t get lines as deep as the ones between her eyebrows and around her mouth in a single week.

“You’re lucky you found someone to drive you,” Shay said. “We’re supposed to get six more inches by morning.”

“Lucky,” Colleen echoed, like the word was in a foreign language.

Dave took off as fast as he could without being rude. Shay knew how that went too. Most people didn’t like to be around bad luck; it was as though misfortune was contagious. But the men here in Lawton had surprisingly old-fashioned manners. In the three days since she arrived, strangers had opened doors for her, let her cut in line at the coffee shop, and even offered to carry her groceries to her car.

“I know what you need,” she told Colleen.

“Oh, I—I couldn’t,” Colleen said quickly, eyeing the bottle on the table. Shay had been drinking weak Jack and Cokes, smoking and thinking, before Brenda called, and she hadn’t put the bottle away because there wasn’t anywhere to put it.

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean that, though a drink might not hurt. You need something to eat. I’ll make you something.”

“No, thank you so much, but I’m not hungry.”

“Yes, you are,” Shay said patiently, the way she’d talk to Leila. “Come on. You been on a plane since, what, this morning? Probably didn’t have any lunch?”

“I had something,” Colleen said miserably. Her eyelids were crepey, makeup collected in the creases. Her lips were pale and flaking. She gave off a faint smell of fabric softener and sweat. And she looked like she was about to cry.

“Well, now you’re going to have something else. What time is it in Boston, anyway? An hour ahead, right? That’s almost one in the morning.”

Shay kept up a steady stream of conversation while she got the bread out of the little fridge, the ham, cheese, mustard, and put a sandwich together. Colleen answered a word or two at a time, her voice dull. Both plates were dirty, so Shay served the sandwich on a folded paper towel. She poured a glass of milk and set that down on the table too.

“Eat.”

Colleen picked up the sandwich and took a bite, chewing with her eyes glazed. Shay doubted she tasted a thing. The woman still hadn’t taken off her coat and scarf, though the RV was so cold that Shay didn’t blame her; she herself wore long underwear and a sweater under Taylor’s old sweatshirt. And that was with the generator blasting almost constantly. Brenda had come over after work to complain for the second time that Shay was running it too high. But since weather.com said it would get down to minus three degrees overnight, she’d decided to just turn it back up and let the bitch complain.

Shay gave the glass of milk a gentle push, and Colleen picked it up and drank. Like some kind of robot, like worry had taken away her will. That wasn’t good. It was way too early for that, and Shay—veteran of crises since before she could walk, though nothing like this—should know.

“Okay,” she said, keeping it friendly but firm. “So let’s figure this out.”

Colleen set down the sandwich. A crumb clung to her bottom lip. “I didn’t even know there was another boy until tonight. That seems . . . I’m sorry. I’m sorry about your son and the way I came barging in here.”

Shay shrugged. “The company doesn’t want you to know. Why would they? All it can mean is more trouble for them.”

Colleen’s frown deepened, emphasizing the groove in her forehead. “I don’t understand.”

“The company? Hunter-Cole Energy? Look, think about it. How many accidents have you heard about up here in the last couple years? Workplace accidents, where they lost workers?”

“Accidents?”

“Come on, you use Google, right? I have an alert set up on Hunter-Cole.” Shay waited for Colleen to process what she was saying, because people like her never expected women like Shay to be able to do anything with a computer. Which admittedly had been true until a couple of years ago, when she started selling her boxes on Etsy, so there was that. “Any time a guy gets hurt on the job, they have this whole team that tries to bury the news, but it still leaks out if you know where to look. It’s hidden, but it’s there.”

“You mean like the man who had the seizure?”

“Well, sure. That. But everyone knows about that one.” In August, a fifty-two-year-old grandfather had a seizure, his first, and fell from the platform. He died in the helicopter en route to Minot. It might have escaped national attention—Shay would bet the lawyers were working their asses off doing damage control—but People magazine ended up doing an article. The man’s daughters were pretty, his grandchild adorable—shit like that sold. “But there’s been others. More than you’ll ever know about if you don’t keep your eyes open.”

Colleen’s chin trembled. “And you think our boys . . .”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, I didn’t say that.” Too late, Shay saw the panic in Colleen’s eyes and realized her mistake. “No, come on, honey, you are not going to go there. I don’t for a minute believe our boys were hurt on the rigs. I mean, there’s protocols they have to follow, they have to call the next of kin—”

She seized Colleen’s hand and felt the tremor pass through her wrist. Her fingers were waxy and cold, her polished nails sharp against Shay’s skin. Next of kin, she shouldn’t have said that.

“If our boys had been hurt at work, they’d be busy trying to buy us off. There’d be a pack of lawyers sitting here, and instead all you got is me. It wasn’t an accident. That’s not what this is.”

Shay felt Colleen relax fractionally. Her shoulders slumped and she stared at the sandwich.

“That’s right, eat,” Shay said softly. She waited until Colleen took another bite before continuing. “So, think like the company would. The boys go missing. It could be a hundred things. Guys don’t last out here, the work’s not what they think it’ll be, they don’t like the cold, they miss their girlfriends back home. Whatever. Say twenty percent of them quit the first week, right? And that’s a conservative guess.”

A little color had come back to Colleen’s face. “I didn’t know,” she said quietly. “I don’t know anything. Paul didn’t—doesn’t—tell us. And I didn’t know where to look, who to ask. We don’t have anyone else, any friends, any of his friends . . . we’re the only ones, with a son who came out here to work.”

“Damn, not me,” Shay said, with feeling. “I know half a dozen families with sons up here.”

For a while there, it was all the kids could talk about—the rig or the service, the only solid opportunities for boys who graduated from Fairhaven with bad grades and a blemish or two on their records. Fairhaven—a stupid name for a central valley town whose population was half illegal immigrants and the other half competing with them for shit wages. It wasn’t any kind of haven and it sure as hell wasn’t fair, but that’s what they had. Taylor and another boy, Brad Isley, had gone the weekend after graduation; by the end of summer, three more boys had followed them. Two were already back—homesick, overwhelmed, just plain broken by the hard work. “Anyway, the company doesn’t care, it’s just a hole to fill. They need another worm, so they hire and move on—”

“Worm,” Colleen said, interrupting. “I’ve heard that twice today. What does it even mean?”

“You don’t know what that means?” Thinking, What kind of boy doesn’t share that, the first thing they learn on the job? “It’s what they call the new guys. First couple months on the rig, they do all the work no one else wants to do, they’re worms. Later they become hands, like the rest of the guys. Roughnecks, roustabouts. You know.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, the companies up here are hiring as fast as they can. A lot of times they don’t even process the applications until the boys are already on the job, just get them to sign all the releases and send them on to HR. And you know HR is in some office building in another state, and meanwhile up here where the work is getting done it’s all about getting the boys in a hard hat and on the floor. So a couple of them go missing, they don’t care, they don’t have time to care, all they’re worried about is they don’t want any more bad press. So they hand it off to the suits, and they do their thing and keep it out of the news.”

Colleen looked like she was trying to decide whether to confide something. “They called us,” she said after a moment. “Hunter-Cole did. They called Andy at work.”

“Andy—that’s your husband?”

“Yes. He’s a partner at his firm, his name’s on it, so I guess he was easy to find . . . anyway, the Hunter-Cole management tracked him down. They offered their support, said they would help in any way they could.”

Shay snorted. “Yeah. I bet.”

Colleen nodded wearily. “They didn’t have any specific suggestions. So then when we decided to hire our own detective—”

“You hired a detective? To look for your son?”

“Well, yes.” Colleen evaded Shay’s gaze; she looked embarrassed. “Someone to supplement the efforts of law enforcement up here.”

“Law enforcement up here couldn’t find their ass in a can. Sorry,” Shay added, regretting the way it had sounded. She was bringing her own issues into this, something she’d promised herself not to do.

“I just thought that someone who was dedicated to the task, who wasn’t juggling a lot of other cases . . . anyway, I had Andy call the guy at Hunter-Cole back. Just to tell him, you know, that Steve Gillette, that’s the detective, would be giving him a call? And suddenly the Hunter-Cole guy got really evasive. Started backpedaling . . .”

“They’re trained to do that,” Shay said. “Like they learn it in law school or something.”

“So I called.” Colleen straightened in her chair. “I called the Hunter-Cole offices myself. I repeated the same thing Andy said, that Steve Gillette would want access to whatever they could show him—time cards, employment records, like that. And the whole narrative changed. They were polite, but it was like a wall went up. They didn’t so much answer my questions as promise to look into them. Get back to me later. That sort of thing.”

The anger in her voice—that was good; that’s what she would need. “That’s why you’re here, right?” Shay asked. “They told you no once too often?”

Colleen looked directly into Shay’s eyes for the first time since she knocked on the door of the motor home. “Yes. Yes. Andy wanted me to wait. He said . . . he said we should give Paul a few more days, it was probably all a misunderstanding.”

“Fuck that,” Shay said before she could stop herself. “You’re the mom. You know when something’s wrong.”

“Yes. That’s what I tried to tell him.” Colleen nodded. A moment passed, and then she rested her hand on the bottle and turned it so she could read the label. “I don’t believe I’ve ever had Jack Daniel’s.”

“You want me to pour you one?”

“Maybe. Yes. Do.”

[image: Images]

LONG AFTER COLLEEN’S breathing had gone deep and even on the opposite side of the motor home, on the bed Shay had made by flipping the dining table and chairs, she lay awake, thinking. Part of the problem was that she was cold—she’d given Colleen most of the blankets, saying she’d be fine in her layers and second pair of socks, which wasn’t quite enough to keep the chill off—and part of it was Taylor.

During the last conversation they’d had, Taylor had talked about a girl. Charity, Chastity, some old-fashioned name like that—Shay wished she could remember. But it probably wouldn’t help; there was always a girl. Taylor never stayed focused on them for very long; they came and went, affably and without drama, a series of pretty, smiling, exuberant girls who held no grudges and remembered him with affection. “Say hi to Taylor,” they all said when Shay ran into them at the grocery or the bank, and she promised to do so, though she could never keep them all straight.

Her tall, broad, handsome son, cocaptain of the Fairhaven football team, had never lacked for female company. So when Shay listened to him talking about his latest, driving to work with the phone tucked between her ear and shoulder and an eye out for cops because she damn sure couldn’t afford another ticket, she hadn’t been paying attention. Nowhere near enough attention, considering it was the last conversation she’d had with him before he disappeared.

She remembered that Taylor had talked about this girl’s skin. Well, sure, didn’t every twenty-year-old girl have beautiful skin? Shay certainly had—people used to stop her all the time to ask her if she modeled. There was a time when Shay had taken comments like that for granted. And maybe this girl did too, this girl who was among the last to see him.

As for the rest of his life, Taylor reported that it was all fine, nothing new, the job was a job, the guys were great. Taylor was never one to complain; the thing he said most often was “you do what you gotta do.” Which was amazing because his father used to say the very same thing, may he rest in peace. Maybe it was in the blood, though Shay liked to think she’d had a hand in turning out a boy who wasn’t afraid of hard work. Lord knew she’d done her share.

Deep in the night was the only time Shay couldn’t keep the fears away. She listened to Colleen breathe; she heard a dog bark somewhere. The generator cycled on and off; the heater blasted hot, dry air. She’d be glad to get out of this tin can, but she had no idea where to go next, a fact she hadn’t yet shared with Colleen.

The other mother. She’d known there was one—assumed, anyway—and it was even on the list Shay was keeping, written on the outside of a manila file folder. “Other parents”—it was right below “Call Lawrence.” Lawrence was Brittany’s husband’s uncle, a lawyer. Shay had met him at a wedding. Maybe he could help somehow.

But Shay hadn’t gotten that far on the list yet. By the second day Taylor didn’t call her, she knew something was wrong. By the third day, she was frantic. She quit her job on the eighth day, after the guy at Hunter-Cole stopped taking her calls and the police sergeant who’d been assigned her case told her tersely that he’d let her know the minute they had anything and to stop calling. And on the morning of the ninth day, before the sun rose in California, she was on the road, drinking truck-stop coffee and listening to preachers on the radio.

Twenty-two hours in the car, with just a few hours’ sleep in her backseat at rest stops—a trip like that wasn’t for the weak. Shay had a hundred and thirty-five dollars in her purse and her last paycheck ought to hit her account tomorrow. It wasn’t much, but she’d been down that far plenty of times before and frankly it didn’t scare her much.

What scared her was the fact that North Dakota seemed to have swallowed up her baby—whom she’d raised tough like her, tough enough to play the last quarter against Noble Hills with a torn oblique—and left no trace behind.

But fuck North Dakota. Fuck the cops and fuck the oil company and fuck everyone and everything that stood between her and what she needed. Shay would not stop until she found her son—or died trying.



four

T.L. WAITED FOR the sound of Myron’s key in the front door. It didn’t come until twenty minutes after midnight, and T.L. did the math quickly in his head. Ten minutes to close the store, ten to get to Griffon’s, ten to get home—so his uncle would have been at the bar only forty-five minutes.

When had it all turned upside down like this, with Myron going out late and T.L. waiting up like a nervous housewife? Of course T.L. knew exactly when. On the day that changed everything. Only it wasn’t that simple, was it? Because if he’d never met her . . . if the Wolves varsity baseball team hadn’t made the finals in the NDHSA West tournament . . . if she hadn’t shaken her blue-and-silver pom-poms in the frosty spring air as he came up to bat for what would turn out to be the game-winning triple.

If he hadn’t got that hit—surely then. T.L. knew what he could do and what he couldn’t. The triple was a fluke. He could draw an eastern cottontail so realistic it looked like it might leap off the page; he could unload and stack three dozen eight-pound baler bags of ice into the freezer in ten minutes; he could rattle off the name of every elder who’d served on the tribal business council since 1997, the year his mother died and Myron took him in. But what he could not do, on an ordinary day, was capture the attention of a blond-haired, blue-eyed pom-pom girl from Lawton High and so impress her that she got her friends to give him her phone number. The triple had made the difference: there were several hundred people in the Lawton High stadium, more than had turned out for any other game of the season, stamping their feet in the stands and shouting. Nearly forty of those people packed the visitors’ area, Myron and his buddies and a few of the guys’ moms, and they all started chanting “T.L.” Then someone on the other side picked it up, and his name echoed back and forth across the field, and everything in the world had seemed possible, including a girl like Elizabeth walking across the parking lot toward him after the game.

Right there. That would have been the moment to freeze in time.

T.L. leaned up on his elbows. The curtains didn’t close all the way, and light from the parking lot leaked through, casting a narrow stripe of yellow across his bed. That stripe had been there for thirteen of his nineteen years. He had once driven his Matchbox cars along it, long after Myron told him to go to sleep.

He heard Myron’s keys landing in the dish on the hall table, his boots heavy on the linoleum, a glass of water being poured at the sink, seconds later the empty glass being set down on the counter. The walls in the house were thin, the doors hollow. Myron had bought the place for nothing, after the first boom was only a memory, when he got back from serving in the Gulf: a shitty house set back on a badly poured parking lot with a two-pump service station and convenience store fronting the highway. Myron struggled for years, but now it was boom times again and the location, right past the turn-in for the reservation, was genius: shift workers passing by four times a day, on the way to the rigs, on the way back to town. They might not always gas up, but they stopped for cigarettes, tall boys and jerky and sleeves of cashews, cupcakes and skin magazines and Red Bulls.

Myron’s boots, on the way to his room. Steady. Slow. Worn-down . . . T.L. could hear it in the tread. Pausing outside T.L.’s door, only for a moment.

Forty-five minutes at Griffon’s, for Myron that was one beer. He might not even have finished it. T.L. lay back down and closed his eyes. He’d sleep now. This new vigilance, as unfamiliar as a Sunday suit, wasn’t costing him any rest that he’d be getting anyway, not with the shadows and specters and fears that jammed his mind. Myron had come home drunk only a handful of times, and he was a calm drunk, usually getting a ride home. Besides, if his uncle decided to start leaving his money on the bar, what could T.L. have done about it?

He had no idea, but he still had to be vigilant. Someone had to stay on guard. To keep hidden things hidden and danger at bay. T.L. was a man now, and he meant to do a man’s job.



five

COLLEEN WOKE TO the remains of some fitful dream splintering and vanishing, leaving behind only a scattered sense of dread. Next came the terrible realization that Paul was missing, the running calculus of his absence ticking up automatically to nine days, and she felt the loss of him like a gaping hole inside her.

Only after the waking and remembering did her other senses kick in. Everything was wrong and unfamiliar. The surface she was lying on was cold and hard. The air she breathed held an unpleasant mélange of her own odor and faint notes of spoiled milk and industrial cleaner. And there was a rumbling that she not only heard but also felt, a mechanical, knocking-engine sound.

Generator. Colleen remembered. She opened her eyes and recognized the inside of the motor home faintly lit with gloomy dawn. There, maybe eight feet away, was Shay, huddled into a lump under a pile of clothes and a single blanket. Guiltily, Colleen realized she had the lion’s share of the blankets, a fact she hadn’t registered last night, when the whiskey had gone down all too easily, followed by a fluster of preparations in which she hadn’t exactly participated. She hadn’t been drunk. But she hadn’t been sober, either. Nothing but the protein bar and the half sandwich, the milk Shay insisted that she drink, and the whiskey. Then peeing and brushing her teeth in that tiny closet of a bathroom. In fact the last lucid thought Colleen remembered having was to wonder where the water went when she flushed, while she rinsed the toothpaste down the sink.

No, wait. A hand-lettered sign taped to the mirror—Sharpie on a lined index card—read USE AS LEAST WATER AS POSSIBLY PLEASE, and Colleen’s last lucid thought was the one she always had when confronted with grammar mistakes on public display, which was to wish she had the ability to fix them without anyone ever knowing. A Johnny Appleseed for the postliterate generation, she would sow grammar skills everywhere she went.

Colleen sat up slowly, trying to make no noise. If there was light in the sky, it had to be nearly eight o’clock, didn’t it? Which was what—nine her time?

What time had they gone to bed last night, anyway? It had been after eleven on Dave’s dashboard clock when she climbed in the truck, she remembered that. She and Shay had stayed up talking for maybe an hour. Colleen couldn’t believe she had slept seven hours straight, something she hadn’t come close to managing the last few nights. Was she simply exhausted? Or could it be a sense of relief at having someone to share her burden with? Immediately Colleen felt guilty. It was only because another boy was missing—and another mother frantic—that she wasn’t alone.

And then she felt even more guilty because she wasn’t alone, at least not as alone as Shay. She had Andy. Who she had forgotten to call last night. He would already have been up for nearly two hours this morning. She eased her legs over the side of the bed—not a bed, but the motor home’s tiny table, which Shay had somehow flipped over to create a sort of cot—and immediately felt the cold air slide into her sleeves and under the legs of her pants. The floor was freezing, even through her socks. Wedged in the narrow space between table and kitchenette was her suitcase. She remembered pawing through the contents last night to find her toiletry case; when she’d returned from the bathroom the table/bed was made, the lights were turned off save a dim overhead night-light, and Shay was sitting cross-legged on top of the tiny bed, as though the two of them were at sleepaway camp. Colleen had considered digging through her clothes for her nightgown, but that would mean changing in front of Shay, and she was too tired to contend with her own modesty, her embarrassment at her pouchy abdomen and jiggling upper arms and thighs.

She’d left the suitcase open and crawled gratefully under the covers, mumbling a good night. She must have gone to sleep immediately, because she remembered nothing after that.

Now she considered Shay’s sleeping form while she slipped her boots on, pulling up the zippers slowly so as to make no noise. She wondered if Shay had looked through her suitcase or her purse. Had it been her, she wouldn’t have attempted the suitcase, mostly because it would be hard not to muss the contents yet leave no evidence that she’d been snooping. But she might have looked in the purse to see if there were any obvious clues. Shameful, but true.

Shay’s purse, if she had one, was nowhere to be seen. Besides the bottle of whiskey, the cigarettes, and the small CorningWare ramekin she was using as an ashtray, there was a mound of folded clothing, a laptop plugged into the only outlet in sight, two Mountain Dew cans, and a stack of magazines.

Colleen tiptoed to the narrow counter and dug her phone from her purse. There were three calls from Andy, but just one voice mail. Colleen hesitated for only a moment before taking her coat from the foot of the bed and slipping it on, winding her scarf around her neck.

Despite her caution, the door squeaked and rattled. Colleen didn’t look at Shay; if she’d woken the woman, she hoped she’d have the courtesy to feign sleep until Colleen got outside. Just these few moments of privacy, just long enough to talk to Andy.

As she eased the door open, she spotted something she’d missed the night before: tucked into the window, curling from the moisture condensing on the glass, was a photograph of a young man. Colleen’s breath caught in her throat: Shay’s son, Taylor, was beautiful, broad-shouldered and strong-jawed, with the same startling blue eyes as his mother. His dark blond hair was so thick it refused to stay flat. He had a tan and a smattering of freckles across his nose, which, combined with the dimple at one corner of his confident grin, gave him an air of wholesome mischief. He was the sort of boy you wanted to believe in, the boy who was a shoo-in for class president and dated the prettiest girls.

As Colleen slipped out the door, pulling it gently shut behind her, her heart withered as it had a thousand times before. You’re every bit as good as him, she whispered to the wind, to her lost boy, and deep in her weary heart she waged her forever battle to believe it hard enough to make it true.
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THE COLD WIND hit her like a sheet of metal, slamming into her lungs, crackling her nostrils, and assaulting her bare hands. Despite Shay’s prediction, only another inch or two of snow had fallen since her arrival; she could still make out her footsteps and Dave’s larger ones. Light peeped between blinds in the house’s front windows. A gust lifted snow from the ground and swirled it around her face, stinging her cheeks, and Colleen hurried around the corner of the trailer, out of the wind. From this vantage point, she faced the side of the house as she made her call.

“Col, what happened?” Andy said before the phone finished the first ring. “I called you half a dozen times.”

“Yes, sorry, I’m fine,” Colleen said, thinking, Three, it was only three. “I didn’t—it got so late and . . .”

“Where are you? Did you find a room?”

“Well, not exactly. I mean, yes, I had a place to sleep last night.” It occurred to Colleen that Andy didn’t know about the other boy, the other mother.

“You didn’t call, and I got up this morning and there wasn’t a message. I was about to call the airline.”

“Oh, Andy.” Something crumpled inside Colleen, and she felt like she might cry. But her first day in North Dakota had barely begun, and she couldn’t afford tears. So she rubbed her eyes and focused on the cold leaching through her boots and freezing her ears and nose. “There’s another boy. They went missing together. He’s also twenty, and his name is Taylor, and he and Paul worked on the same rig and they both stayed at Black Creek Lodge.” She told him the rest: arriving to find the airport closing for the night, Dave taking pity on her, driving her to the trailer. Shay sharing her blankets and food.

She left out the whiskey, the photograph of Taylor wedged in the window.

“But Hunter-Cole never mentioned the other boy,” Andy said, skipping right over Colleen’s ordeal, her introduction to Shay in the middle of the night. “Surely they must have been aware there were two of them.”

“I know, Andy, there’s something wrong here. Shay says that the oil companies routinely cover up workplace injuries. When we talked to the corporate office, they were giving us the runaround.”

“Wait, hang on. Is Shay an attorney or something? Does she have a connection in the industry?”

“No, she’s a . . .” Colleen thought, trying to remember if Shay had said what she did. I told my boss something came up and hit the road, she’d said, and Colleen—dazed and exhausted—hadn’t bothered to ask her what job she’d left. “She did some research online.”

“Well, I spent quite a bit of time online myself the other night.”

Colleen hadn’t stopped to wonder how Shay had been able to find things out that Andy hadn’t. Her fingers flew so fast over her laptop keyboard; she seemed to type as fast as she thought. She was full of contradictions, something Colleen didn’t have the energy to explain to Andy.

She looked down the street. Wisps of smoke wafted from chimneys; lights shone weakly from kitchen windows. Gusting drifts provided a snow globe whimsy at odds with the dispirited houses and shabby cars, the leafless black trees.

“I don’t know where Shay got her information,” she said, too tired to make the effort to protect his feelings. “But she said she’d read about all these accidents and workplace injuries. Things that weren’t reported. Or weren’t compensated, anyway.”

“All right,” Andy said, and in his tone Colleen detected the skepticism that had been present from the moment she first suggested coming out here. “Tell you what. Are you writing all of this down? If you email it to me, I’ll keep it organized for Steve. He’s supposed to call me today, he was going to make some calls to towns within a hundred-mile radius just double-checking on the hotel situation. Not that there are many to call—there’s only a dozen towns in the whole state with more than a few thousand people.”

The door of the house opened, and a figure stepped out, pulling a knit cap down over his ears. Her ears, Colleen corrected herself, as the flat-faced woman strode toward her more quickly than Colleen would have thought possible in unlaced Bean boots and a flapping parka. Her face was set in a determined scowl. In her bare hand was a wooden spoon.

“Listen, I need to go,” Colleen said. “I’ll call you later today.”

She hung up and slipped her freezing hand into her pocket as the woman came to an indignant halt a few feet away, huffing white breath. She had a smear of something at one corner of her mouth, and graying blond hair pulled back in a plastic clip. She was around sixty and badly in need of a good moisturizer.

“Who the hell are you?”

“I’m Colleen Mitchell. I’m the—the other mom.” She extended her hand, but the woman made no move to shake it. “I’m sorry I arrived too late to introduce myself last night.”

“Jesus. I looked out and saw you out here, you could be anybody.” She looked only slightly mollified.

“I thought— Shay said you’d called over . . . Brenda, right?”

“Yeah, I called to say you were in town, after Lee called me. I didn’t tell her you could stay.”

Colleen struggled to keep up, blushing. Lee: Dave’s wife’s sister, if she was remembering right. “There’re no rooms. I tried, I was going to stay in a hotel room and I . . . I am very sorry to inconvenience you.”

Her voice sounded hollow even to herself, because really, how much inconvenience could she possibly be?

“Look. I’m real sorry for your loss, but—”

“My loss?” The word felt like a slap, and Colleen staggered back as she echoed it. “My son is missing, he’s not—he’s not—”

Brenda waved her hand. “Right, sorry. I meant I’m sorry for what you’re going through, but it’s a code issue. Having two people in there? With the generator and the tanks running like that?”

“I hardly imagine it’s legal to have even one person living in your driveway, but I notice you took Shay’s money,” Colleen snapped, too stunned by Brenda’s remark to censor the haughtiness that was her first defense when she felt attacked. “So perhaps codes aren’t the issue.”

Brenda crossed her arms over her chest, her scowl deepening. There was something stuck to the spoon, maybe oatmeal. “Look, you want to talk issues, let’s talk about her smoking in there when I clearly told her not to, let’s talk about the cigarette butts I found out here yesterday, let’s talk about her running her computer and her hair dryer and I don’t know what in there.”

“Look, I’m sorry. I’ll talk to her. If my presence is an issue, I’ll be glad to add a per diem.”

“A per what?”

“An increase in the rate you are charging her. To make up for the added use of your resources.”

“Well, all right, then, because tanks are going to have to be taken care of twice as fast, plus there’s all that gas. And look, I could’ve called the cops on you. Almost did, look out my kitchen window and seen a stranger standing in my yard.”

Colleen bit back a retort and forced a tight smile on her face. “I’m so glad you didn’t. I just had to call my husband, and I didn’t want to disturb Shay.”

“That woman’s still asleep?”

“Is it any of your business?”

They both turned to look at Shay, who’d come out into the yard with a plaid blanket draped around her shoulders, her cigarettes and lighter in her hands. Her hair was a wild halo around her face. Smudged makeup ringed her eyes. “I’m not paying you rent to keep track of when I sleep, Brenda.”

“I didn’t tell you she could stay,” the woman huffed. “And I told you no smoking, it’s a fire hazard.”

Shay walked to the alley that ran behind the house and calmly lit up. “Don’t worry, I won’t smoke on your property. ’Sides, the stove doesn’t even work in this shitty tin can.”

“You don’t like it, good luck finding something else.”

The argument had an air of lifelong hostility, as though Shay and Brenda were sisters, not strangers. “We’re grateful to be staying here,” Colleen said quickly. “If you’ll just let me know about the per diem . . .”

“And make sure you don’t run that generator all around the clock,” Brenda added, turning her back on Shay. “You don’t have to have it on all the time. You’re just wasting gas and it won’t make it a speck warmer in there.”

“All right,” Colleen said. “Thanks so much.” She waited until Brenda went back inside to go stand with Shay in the alley.

“Fuckin’ cold out here,” Shay said. “Look, I wish I could offer you some coffee, but the stove—”

“Doesn’t work,” Colleen finished her sentence with a game smile. “Um, I know it’s gauche to ask, but just how much are you paying her to stay here?”

“Well, I gave her two hundred on Tuesday and I told her I’d give her another couple hundred tomorrow. That’s three hundred for the week plus a deposit on next week so she doesn’t rent it out to someone else.”

“Three hundred a week?” Colleen was stunned.

“Yeah. Now you see why I hate that bitch? Here’s the thing that makes it worse—it never even occurred to her to rent it out until I got here. Then the minute she sees she can make some cash on it, she jacks up the price.”

“How did you even find her?”

“So this is the best part. When I was on the road I started calling up here. Taylor had told me about the housing shortage, but I went ahead and tried the motels anyway.”

“I did too,” Colleen admitted.

“Yeah. Fat lot of good that did. Then I called city hall. Took me three tries to even get anyone to answer over there, and then they tell me I’m crazy to try. Suggested I try Minot. That’s a good hour and a half from here, but by the time I hit Montana I was desperate enough I tried them too. Figured worst case I’d drive over during the day, drive back to sleep.”

“Let me guess—nothing there, either?”

“Nope. Only when I got hold of the chamber of commerce there, they told me that they got whole families sleeping in the basement of a church, and that gave me an idea. I pulled over the next place that had Wi-Fi and I started calling churches in Lawton. I got this one lady who sounded nice. Like she gave a shit, you know? And then I told her about Taylor, and . . .”

Her voice trailed off and she stared out past Colleen’s shoulder. The day was slowly brightening, and a few rays of sunlight glinted off the windows on the opposite side of the street. “Well. It’s hard, talking about him, you know? Yeah, you know. Anyway, this lady at the church is the mother-in-law of this girl Brenda works with, and she knew about the motor home because I guess Brenda’s ex-husband used to hunt with her boyfriend. So she knew it had a generator and all, and she called Brenda up for me. ’Course I doubt she has any idea what Brenda’s charging me.”

“Look, I’ll be glad to pay it,” Colleen said briskly. “I mean, you did all the legwork, and you let me stay.” A thought occurred to her, and she flushed. “I’m sorry, that—I mean, is it all right if I stay? I’m absolutely happy on the, um, table and I’ll buy more blankets today, and I can—”

“Shut up,” Shay said. “Of course you can stay. What else are you going to do? Besides, we need to work together now. It doesn’t make any sense for us to duplicate our efforts, you know? With two of us, it’ll be harder for people to close doors in our faces.”

Colleen thought about her vague plan from yesterday, to rent a car, set up a headquarters for her search in her motel room. It all seemed ludicrously naïve now. “Do you already have next steps in mind?”

“I figure best thing is for us to get a shower and something to eat and go over what we both know. Maybe we’ll come up with something that way. Then we can head over to the lodge. There’s a guy there that might talk to us today—I got shut down when I tried yesterday. I figure someone over there has to know something. The Hunter-Cole crew, someone on the staff, something. And also they have Taylor’s things; they were hunting them down for me. I bet they have Paul’s too.”

Colleen flinched at the thought of collecting her son’s belongings. Wouldn’t that be tantamount to admitting he wouldn’t be coming back for them? She could sense the despair slithering into the cracks in her composure. But that couldn’t happen. She couldn’t fall apart; she’d been in Lawton less than twelve hours.

“A shower sounds good,” she said briskly. “Will Brenda let us come into the house to use hers?”

Shay laughed. She had an unexpectedly lush laugh, at odds with her voice, which was cigarette-rough and almost coarse. “She didn’t offer. But I’ve got something better. You’re in for an education.”



six

SHAY CARRIED HER toiletries and a change of clothes in a pillowcase. Colleen used the laundry bag that matched her luggage. Shay gave her a washcloth she’d bought at Walmart, a thin orange one that she said was buy one, get one free.

“Now that’s luck,” Shay said, and Colleen couldn’t tell if she was kidding.

Shay’s car turned out to be the old white Explorer parked across the street. As she worked on the windshield using an ice scraper with the price sticker still attached, Colleen noted a mismatched side panel and several dents that had been patched and primed but not painted.
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