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To Katelyn

The last chapter is for you, because of you. I hope you like it.





[image: ]


MICHAEL Chapter 1 | October 10, 1989 | Tarson, Georgia


THE FOREMAN LISTS THE CHARGES for which I stand accused. The air in the courtroom is cold and thick. It reminds me of a lightning storm in the dead of winter, the kind that makes people look out their windows, smiling and shivering, watching for the next forked strike, counting until the next big boom.

No one is smiling now.

My attorney, Ama Shoemaker, shifts her weight off her toes for half a second and resettles. The tap of her heels against the sealed concrete floor travels the length of the courtroom. I imagine the vibrations climbing the khaki-colored walls, racing across the ceiling, weaving between fluorescent lights, and fading into oblivion.

I turn my head to stare full-faced at Ama. The side of her cheek slides between her teeth. Her eyes remain fixed on the jury. I’m not sure which aspect makes her more nervous: the fact that my trial is her first big case as a court-appointed defense attorney, or me.

Because I’m guilty as sin, and she knows it.

The foreman finishes the list of charges, and the courtroom falls silent, a string pulled taut to the point of snapping.

“Have you reached a verdict?” the judge asks. Ama doesn’t glance in my direction.

The foreman clears his throat. “We have, Your Honor. In the case of the State of Georgia versus Michael Jeffery Walton, we find the defendant not guilty on all charges.”

Beside me, Ama continues to hold her breath, drawing her torso unnaturally straight. I imagine her weight collecting near the front of her shoes, because by nature, humans are still prey animals, still subliminally answering when a shot of adrenaline chases a prick of fear down a spine.

The room is dismissed, clearing in haste. Ama investigates me from her peripheral vision first, shuffling needlessly through her papers before securing them in her double-buckle briefcase. She drums four fingernails on the strip of metal running across the top. Her thumb ends the run with a thump against the leather underside.

“This is when a client typically says ‘thank you,’ Michael,” she says.

“Thank you, Michael,” I reply, yet my attention is drawn to the far corner of the courtroom, next to the rows reserved for the jury, where piece after piece of evidence was offered as proof. The pictures didn’t do it for me. The visual memory is hazy and far-off, a rumble of distant thunder uncommitted in its future trajectory. But the sounds. Oh, the sounds.

I close my eyes and recount the struggle note for splendid note, the shift into a ragged, exhausted tenor. There’s an optimal volume for the human ear to detect a sound at perfect clarity, and most people don’t realize it’s quite low. At high volume, all one hears is noise. But in that perfect range, the tone comes through on a razor’s edge, straight and unwavering. If only those items of proof had been captured. I would’ve begged for them to be admitted, to play them in this room with an audience, again and again. They’d be spellbound and breathless. Father would be proven right, dead in his grave—all things for a reason, son—and Mother would think there was a sliver of hope for me yet.

“Do me one courtesy,” Ama says. She turns to face me, guarding her squishy, pulsing organs with her briefcase. “Make sure I never see you again.”

We hold eye contact for a full second. Her pupils constrict, doubling the size of her pale gray irises.

Ama rakes her teeth across her lip and glances at her wristwatch. I follow her gaze: 3:33 PM Her mouth opens, an excuse for why she’s about to leave without escorting me out probably floating somewhere in her throat. She won’t need to shield my exit. Tarson is a rural town in the foothills of north Georgia and well over an hour from anywhere that matters. My work didn’t even make for a sentence in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. This isn’t the kind of place where people picket on the courthouse steps. They’ll turn over opinions in church pews and on front porches, in line at the feed store. And I’m a minor. Ama had said she’d move to have the records of this case sealed should I be found not guilty, but that was when she never thought I’d get off.

Ama reaches into the front pocket of her briefcase and extracts a handful of cash.

“I don’t guess your mom is picking you up,” she states.

I flinch at the mention of Mother, and my eyes travel the scale of music notes she branded into my forearm with the end of her cigarette.

CDEFGAB Can you feel it now, Michael?

“I would guess not,” I answer.

Ama sets the money down on the black tabletop. “This should be enough for a cab,” she says. “I meant what I said. This is your second chance. Take it. I never want to have to cross paths again.”

Ama steps out of our row and moves down the center aisle. I turn but don’t follow, keeping my stare where the brown fabric meets in a seam on Ama’s back as she walks to the open doors at the back of the room. Her parting words echo in my skull.

I never want to have to cross paths again.

What if we did? Not orchestrated in any way, but naturally, in a way that would almost suggest fate itself had intervened. Something random. Somewhere new. All things for a reason.

She steps through the doorway without once looking back. I imagine her steps on the polished floor, clicking and clacking down the main corridor, faster and faster as her internal chemistry demands the safety of open space and distance from threat.

If we saw each other again, it could be a coincidence, an accident. An almost. But if our paths crossed a third time… now that would be interesting. Three weeks, three days—the length of the trial. 3:33 PM Mother’s favorite number. Her most important rule: the Rule of Three.

One time is an accident. Two times is a coincidence. Three times is mastery.

If I didn’t know better, I would think Lady Fate is flirting with me.

In my mind, Ama reaches the parking lot and breaks into a run.

You run, Ama.

I can wait.
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AMA Chapter 2 | 4:00 PM, December 1, 2006 | Tarson, Georgia


AMA CHAPLIN STEPPED OUT OF her sedan, zipped up her jacket, and slid her sunglasses onto the top of her head. Nearly twenty years and Tarson hadn’t changed a bit. At least the crisp mountain air was clean. She couldn’t say the same for anything else in the town. Ama dropped her sunglasses in place, recalling every reason she shouldn’t be here and wondering how the hell she’d made the nearly two-hour drive north of the city without talking herself into turning around.

Deep down, she knew why: that case, that impossible case, and the wall of evidence she’d somehow managed to topple. The disemboweled cat pinned to a board like a science project found in the crawl space beneath her client’s house, the other small animals in varying stages of decomposition slit into pieces and found heaped in a pile inside a hollow tree just beyond the edge of his yard. The neighbor who watched her client lure a cat with a piece of ham and tuck it inside his jacket.

Still, somehow she’d won. The rookie, the underdog, the outsider, the felon’s daughter, the woman. She’d won.

Maybe she thought that if she came back here, breathed the air, ran the same trail she’d run every morning before heading to the courthouse, she’d rediscover that woman again—the one with barely enough cash in her bank account to fill the tank of her car and an equally empty conscience. Back then she’d had no idea how she’d won, and even now she still didn’t have an answer. But maybe she would be able to unearth the reason she’d lost her case today.

She plucked a Walkman and a small can of pepper spray from under the driver’s seat before slamming her door shut. The echo went far and wide. The guilty verdict had been announced with similar effect: Ama Chaplin just lost.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so unlucky in the courtroom. Denied motions, barred evidence, a star witness who never showed, and the heel on her black patent Louboutin that broke in the middle of her closing argument. She didn’t want to think that had something to do with the guilty verdict, but it was impossible to be sure what affected a jury more: proof or presentation.

She knelt to thread a shoelace through the lid of the pepper spray as the memory of the foreman’s voice announcing her client’s guilt replayed in her mind. Of course, this latest client had been guilty. Most of them were. Ama could count on her fingers the number of innocent defendants she’d represented. Determining guilt or innocence wasn’t her job. Her job was to provide the most thorough defense money could buy so if the defendant was found guilty, there would be no room or cause for an appeal. In reality, she was doing a public service. If a guilty person walked, it was on the prosecution’s hands, not hers.

Failure washed over her in a wave of heat. She yanked the knot secure, then stood and brought the heels of her hands down on the hood of her car, light-headed and furious. She hadn’t been sleeping as of late. The night before, she’d tried to drown her insomnia in a bottle of top-shelf gin. All she got for her efforts was a splitting headache and a forgettable night with the young executive who lived in the penthouse opposite hers. They’d exchanged casual banter in the elevator, and instead of returning to her apartment, she’d followed him to his. In hindsight, she should’ve opted to finish the bottle of gin. At least it would’ve brought some satisfaction.

Or you could always give it a go with a man your own age, Ama’s assistant, Lindsey Harold, had advised whenever she recounted another lackluster evening. At least they know their way around the bases. And they’ve usually learned the value of a good, long warm-up.

Well, that would make one of us, Ama usually responded, which was followed up with Lindsey accusing her of being detached and emotionally unavailable, and naming her job the cause.

Although she wouldn’t admit it, Ama had to agree with her. She welcomed the shadow of every soul with open arms, shielded it, and sent it back into the world. She’d seen some deep, dark, horrible shit in the twenty years since she’d become a defense attorney. Of course it made her reluctant to form connections. Some of the worst minds she’d ever encountered turned their wheels behind very ordinary, clean-cut faces. Preachers, teachers, Little League coaches, presidents of the PTA. Evil wore any face. So she didn’t like the idea of second dates or sleeping over. Gin was her favorite company. At least she got to set the pace of how fast gin would kill her. If those were the costs of being the priciest defense attorney in the city of Atlanta, she’d take it.

She felt for her phone inside her jacket pocket. She should call Lindsey now to tell her where she was, but there was something freeing in knowing she was completely off everyone’s radar. This latest loss was a big one. She knew the phone on her receptionist’s desk probably wouldn’t ring quite so often with calls from potential clients seeking representation in the next few days. Maybe not even until the next big win, which was months away at a minimum. The case should’ve been a slam dunk. What the hell had gone wrong?

Other attorneys might consider the loss the beginning of a losing streak. Most lawyers she knew practiced some kind of habit or ritual before going into a trial or carried a lucky totem with them into the courtroom. Ama wasn’t one for superstition. As she clipped her Walkman to the hip of her running shorts and adjusted it to its perfect spot, it occurred to her that she had more ritualistic preparations for going on a run than she did for walking into a courtroom ahead of a closing argument. She believed in coincidence; many of her cases had been won on it. She knew she couldn’t second-guess coincidence just because it wasn’t stacking in her favor this time.

A decent martini and a little release usually did the trick to snap her out of a funk, but she was zero for two. Surely to God, a long drive and a hard run would do something for her mood, or, at the very least, would chase away the remnants of her hangover.

The rumble of a struggling engine approached from behind. She looked over her shoulder. An old white van pulled into the small parking lot, which was empty but for the two of them. Its rear windows were blacked out, and a pair of red bandanas served as curtains for the rear windshield.

A beat-up American-model van in the middle of nowhere.

Isn’t this how most serial killer stories begin?

She stretched her arms one at a time across her chest, keeping a sidelong focus on the car. It sputtered as the engine shifted into park and then idled in a corner spot. The driver’s-side window was transparent. The driver was a middle-aged black man. His cheeks were flushed like he’d either been drinking or was very upset. He gripped the top of the steering wheel with gloved hands.

Ama hesitated, eyeing her car, the keys in her hand, the tube of pepper spray tied to the front of her shoe. This trail wasn’t popular. It definitely wasn’t listed in any guidebooks or tourist pamphlets for north Georgia hiking. Either you knew about it or you didn’t, which had once made it one of Ama’s favorite places to escape. When she was here, she was small and inconsequential. She didn’t impact lives here. She wasn’t responsible for the grief of the victims’ loved ones being made doubly worse with a not-guilty verdict.

This solitude now made her heart rate accelerate. She propped her foot on the rear bumper of her car and pretended to stretch her leg as she read the van’s license tag, committing it to memory.

She switched legs, considering her options. She could get in her car right now and drive to a different, more popular trail. She could have her office run the guy’s plate. If there was so much as an unpaid parking ticket, she could have them phone in a tip to the local police department. The station wasn’t too far from here. He’d be picked up in thirty minutes tops. She could see the headline now: DEFENSE ATTORNEY HELPS BUST REPEAT OFFENDER. Surely that would send good karma her way. Not that she believed in that, either, unlike the guy last night. He’d asked her, Aren’t you worried helping guilty people go free is going to come back to haunt you?

That’s just not the way the universe works, she’d answered.

And she believed it.

She did.

The universe eventually took care of the guilty—like Michael Jeffery Walton drowning in Cold River a couple of years after his trial. Some say he fell. Others say he jumped. If Ama was a betting girl, she’d put her money down on someone pushing him in, vigilante justice–style. If she’d stayed in town long enough after his trial, she might’ve hired someone to do just that. Would she be back here, even just for a run, if he hadn’t been swallowed up by that river? She wanted to believe she wasn’t afraid; she’d gotten him off against impossible odds. Surely he would’ve wanted to keep her around in case he needed another miracle. Chances were, had he lived much longer, he would’ve ended up in front of a judge and jury again.

Ama opened her phone and dialed her office. The screen flashed and went blank. No signal. She’d try again once she made it to the top of the first peak. Ama cast one last glance at the van, locked her car, pocketed her keys and her phone, and jogged to the mouth of the trail.
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EDDIE Chapter 3 | 4:05 PM, December 1, 2006 | Tarson, Georgia


EDDIE STEVENS SQUEEZED THE STEERING wheel until his knuckles hurt. He released his grip and sank back against the chair. The drive had been harder than he thought. Now here he was: the last place his daughter, Hazel Rae Stevens, was ever seen alive. She walked into these woods, on this trail. He watched her do it, just like the tall blonde did now, and she never came back out.

The thought of it lit the backs of his eyes. Waiting an hour in the van had seemed like a waste of time then. He’d lucked into a string of extra work, and he was determined to save up enough money to be able to send Hazel to college without her having to take out student loans. He’d told her he had to get some work done in town and would meet her back right here.

Right here, Hazel Rae. Five PM, and not a second late, you hear? You like runnin’ by yourself better anyhow.

The memory brought the burn in his eyes from back to front. They smoldered, still dry, tear ducts squeezing the way a throat does after a hot day without water. He pressed his fingers against them, trying to dull the pain and the sound of her voice in his head. She’d asked him to wait for an hour.

If only I’d waited.

He’d logged over 1,200 hours in these woods since then. He’d memorized every inch of the five-square-mile search zone. He knew where the trails were most likely to wash out during a hard rain, where the river bottom dropped after a tight bend, which rocks shifted with a person’s weight. But he didn’t know where Hazel was.

“Come with me,” she’d pled that day. “We can just walk. It’ll do you some good.”

“My knee is acting up again, Hazy. I don’t want to slow you down.”

“You can set the pace,” she’d offered.

“Not today. I got a wiring job in town. Should be quick. You and I will finish up about the same time.”

“Meant to be, then,” she’d said, and retracted her petite frame from the open passenger door.

“Hey, Hazel,” Eddie had called through her open window.

She’d popped her head and shoulders through the opening, resting her elbows on the frame. “Yeah, Daddy?”

“I know you’re eighteen and grown and all, but just be careful. Don’t talk to anybody you don’t know.”

Hazel’s expression had softened into something playful. “Daddy, I barely talk to people I do know.” Then she’d walked away, her purple-streaked, frizzy hair flashing through the early scattering of trees before the woods swallowed her up.

Most people had read Hazel wrong her whole life, even more so once she hit fourteen and traded every shade of color in her closet for black. One night, he found her in the bathroom they shared, hair bleach burning her scalp. He’d steered her under the showerhead and held her there while he rinsed it clean. The bleach had been on long enough to turn her soft brown curls brittle and orange. Eddie had damn near cried.

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she’d said real soft, jade eyes downcast. “I just wanted to look like Mom.”

“Me, too, Hazy. I’m sorry, too.” He pressed the side of his face against her dripping head. “I’m no good at this stuff.”

“You’re not bad at it, either.”

Eddie had told her he was going to get dinner and came back with a new box of hair dye, which the store clerk had recommended for Hazel’s hair type. Hazel broke down in tears, shaking and snotty. So Eddie read the directions, pulled on the thin, clear gloves, and dyed her hair himself.

Eddie slammed his open hand on the dashboard. He shifted his gaze to the nine-millimeter sitting on his passenger seat. There were two rounds in the clip. One to fire into the air to draw the attention of anyone nearby, the second to lodge into his brain by way of his mouth. That angle of trajectory left zero chance of survival and, if he leaned toward his window, wouldn’t spatter a mess on the last chance Hazel had to be found.

When she never came out of the woods that day, Eddie had gone in. He’d called her name. Waited. Listened. Only crows answered. A storm had snuck in over the ridgeline. Within minutes, the sky had opened up, and the rain came down nearly too hard to see through. Eddie had struggled up hill after hill, cursing his weight and work boots and trick knee, especially when all three hit head-on and took him to his hands in a torrent of water streaming down the narrow path.

By the time the first officers arrived, Hazel had been gone an hour and forty-seven minutes too long. The night sky was black as ink, and the lights from the patrol cars bounced off the shining walls of rain-soaked evergreens.

Runaway.

He’d heard it that first night and most days after that, usually in conjunction with the words “loner kid,” “dead mother,” and “goth.” In the jury of public opinion, the case was closed in the first forty-eight hours. The official search ended two months later, and the disappearance of Hazel Rae Stevens moved into the cold case files by the end of winter.

Now, one year after she vanished, Eddie was determined to force his daughter’s name and face back into the spotlight. There was one last way he could make them pay attention. One way he’d make them remember Hazel.

Under his nine-millimeter sat Hazel’s journal and a stack of evidence Eddie had tried to give to the station months ago, with little response. Three other people had disappeared in these parts in the past ten years. There were no similarities between them, and none of them had ever been found. No bodies. No farewell notes. No scrap remnant. Just gone.

The detective assigned to take his questions and keep him updated had accepted the information like a teenage girl receiving a tacky sweater from a distant relative, complete with a pat on his shoulder, and handed it right back to him.

“She’s not in those woods,” the detective had said.

But she was. Eddie knew it. He also knew he wasn’t a smart man. Not the kind of smart it would take to make investigators listen. And he was a transplant here, moved from Texas after his wife passed. Last year, a handful of people had baked casseroles and hung flyers and searched the forest on foot and horseback, but their commitment to Hazel evaporated in a slow, invisible way. They hadn’t known her as a baby, sweet and shy. Or as an eight-year-old who could play three instruments. They knew her only as a sullen-seeming teenage girl with too much eyeliner and not enough interest in high school football or the boys who played on the team. They’d failed her. He’d failed her. There was only one way he would gain enough attention to bring her home. All he had to do was pull the trigger.

He touched the barrel of his gun with his index finger. Regret whispered through him. After two weeks with no sign of Hazel, detectives had started preparing him to find a body, coaching him on what a relief it would be to lay her to rest, to know where she was. He wanted to agree with them. He did agree. Ending his life was his last effort to find Hazel in two ways: to reignite interest in her case, and, if there was another side, some kind of place people go when they die, to maybe find her there. Everyone else was sure she was dead. He knew he’d been a fool to think anything different. So why didn’t he feel it? Shouldn’t a parent feel it when their child is gone, some kind of instinctive recognition? He wasn’t sure either way. Aside from not knowing where she was, that unknown bothered him the most.

He pulled off his gloves and rubbed his face. What if this was a mistake? What if it had the opposite effect? He glanced at Hazel’s journal, then at the clock.

“I’ll sit here with you for an hour, like I should’ve a year ago. And if you need me to stay alive, you give me a sign,” he whispered. He pulled her journal into his lap and opened the cover.
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AMA Chapter 4 | 4:22 PM, December 1, 2006 | Tarson, Georgia


AMA TOOK THE FIRST SERIES of rising switchbacks too fast. By the time she reached the peak, she was out of breath and her calves were on fire. She stopped and planted her hands on her lower back, stretching out the cramps that laced up her sides.

She hadn’t heard a car door close, and the trail had split twice already. Even if the guy in the van was some nutjob sociopathic serial killer, he wouldn’t find her. Plus, from what she had seen, he didn’t look like he was in the best shape. She could probably outrun him.

“You’re being ridiculous,” she muttered. Still, she couldn’t shake the tingly sensation of warning. She reached into her jacket pocket for her phone. She had a single bar of signal. “Thank you,” she said on an exhale, and dialed her assistant’s phone number.

“Ama? Where are you? The phone is ringing off the hook, and two reporters have come by for comments on the Hershaw case.”

“I’m on a run up in the mountains. I need to clear my head,” she said, steadying her breathing.

“What? Why did you—?”

“Stop talking, Lindsey. I need you to run a plate for me and call in a location if there’s any kind of outstanding infraction.”

“Sure, of course.”

Ama recited the van’s plate sequence and described the location of the parking lot.

“You’re in Tarson? Is someone there with you?” Lindsey asked. “I don’t know if you should be running in meth country by yourself, especially if you’re feeling the need to call in a plate. I know you’re a monster in the courtroom, but this isn’t your jungle, Ama. You need to be careful.”

“This is me being careful,” she countered. “I will call you when I’m done. I should be off the trail by five fifteen, but the cell service up here is crap. If you don’t hear back from me by five thirty, call me.”

“Okay. But, Ama—”

Ama hung up her phone and stowed it in her zip pocket. Talking to Lindsey had calmed her down. Nervous people always had the opposite effect on her. Whether that was what made her a good attorney or was just a by-product of soothing guilty, agitated people she wasn’t sure. Right now, she was just glad it was one of her strengths.

She flexed her feet one at a time on a tree root, excising the tension from her legs, and popped on the headphones she’d been too wary to use before, in case the music blocked out the sounds of an approaching stranger. She stopped herself from checking over her shoulder, then set off at an easy pace down the back side of the first hill.

She leaned forward into the next climbing set of switchbacks, which were steeper than the first. She felt lighter when she reached the top, the weight of pushing uphill lifted once the ground leveled briefly under her driving feet. She turned downhill again and allowed her stride to lengthen as she began the descent. The trees blurred into a palette of gray and brown. She increased her speed, thrilling at the nearly out-of-control feeling of racing down a mountain. Her arms pumped at her sides. Her pulse and the bass from her music pounded in her ears.

Ahead, the trail took a hairpin turn and leveled for about twenty yards before turning down again. She eased off her pace to save her wind for her favorite part of the trail, which was coming up quickly. The second half of the descent was steeper and cut the mountainside in switchbacks all the way to the valley floor, where Cold River, narrow and infamously deep, carved a boundary between two foothills, and marked the place where she would turn around and retrace her path back to the parking lot.

The ground dipped, and she took off, racing herself, her shadows, and the thoughts in her head until they were mostly well behind her. Only the foreman’s voice from this morning kept up. She dug in, driving herself to her highest gear. Instead of quieting, his voice grew louder.

We find the defendant guilty. Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.

She gritted her teeth and pushed off the ground to leap across the tight bend. Upon landing, her left toe caught under an exposed root, but she was going too fast to control the fall. Her ankle twisted and popped. Her foot slid loose from her shoe, and she landed hard on her shoulder, then rolled down the hill until she crashed to a stop against the base of a tree.

Pain shot up her left leg and radiated across her back. She spit out dirt and debris between gasps of air. Once the world around her stopped spinning, she pulled her knees into her chest, groaning. Her ankle was fire-hot to the touch. She pulled her sock the rest of the way off. She could wiggle her toes, but the idea of bearing any weight on her foot sent shivers through her.

She sat upright and patted her head, searching for her sunglasses, but they must’ve flown off. Tortoiseshell frames in a blanket of leaves. They were as good as gone. Her earphones were looped around her neck like a scarf. She dug into her jacket pocket to retrieve her phone, which came out in two pieces. She squeezed the pieces in her fist and collapsed back onto the blanket of leaves and dirt.

“Really?” she asked the sky. She raised her arm above her face and looked at her watch. She’d been running about thirty minutes, which amounted to about two and a half miles with the elevation changes. She returned her focus to her ankle. Now that the sudden agony of trauma had subsided, she was able to move her foot back and forth about an inch. Hopefully, that meant nothing was broken. The area around the joint was already swelling, and the top of her foot was turning red.

Rustling leaves drew her ear. She grabbed hold of the base of a tree and worked herself to standing. A hiker was coming straight up the hill through the trees. He had a wooden walking cane in one hand and a large pack on his back, a rolled-up tent strapped to the top. His jeans were fitted but slouchy with wear. His black hair was short and tussled. Even in all the trees, his jawline was the hardest thing out there.

Ama blinked and licked her lips. If she wasn’t crippled and didn’t have a hundred leaves and twigs in her hair, this encounter might have gone a very different way.

“Hey!” she called out, waving. The man looked up, startled. He scanned the view in front of him a second before finding her. He picked up his pace, stowed the cane between his back and his pack, and marched the remainder of the incline.

“Is everything okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Mostly. I’m glad you came along,” she answered. She smiled, too big. Was she glad? She was alone in the woods with a strange man, and God knew what he had in that giant pack. He stopped before crossing the trail, perhaps sensing her hesitation.

“What happened to your shoe?” he asked.

Ama pointed up the hill. “I tripped on a root up the trail. The root kept my shoe.”

He smiled. “Can you walk?”

“I can hobble, as long as there’s a tree within an arm’s reach.”

“Here.” He withdrew his walking cane. “This should work better than hanging on to trees.”

“Thanks.” The wood was warm and worn. She ran her fingers down the grain, expecting it to be smooth, but straight lines were cut into it. She rotated the cane to get a better look. Piano keys had been carved down the length of the cane. They were perfectly even. She caught herself pressing down on one, as if to test it for sound.

“This is incredible. Did you do this?” she asked.

He nodded. “After many failed attempts. Music has been a big part of my life. Carving wood didn’t come so naturally.”

“Well, you’re obviously good at it now,” she said, marveling at it. “Is it to scale?”

“That’s what I tell myself.”

Ama leaned into the cane. She could press the ball of her injured foot to the ground so long as she didn’t let her heel come down. “This is helping. Thanks.”

“Do you need water or anything?” He angled his shoulder to slide off his pack. Nervousness bloomed inside Ama. At least it wasn’t the guy in the beater van, she thought to herself. Although statistically, this handsome fellow was more likely to hurt her, so long as he was over thirty-five, but she would bet he was a bit younger. The skin on his face was lineless, despite having obviously logged countless hours outside.

“This is going to sound crazy,” he started, breaking through Ama’s train of thought, “but have we met before? You look really familiar.”

“I doubt it. I’m not from around here.”

He grinned, sheepish, and ran his fingers through his hair. “Name’s Jonathon.”

“Ama.”

“Ama? I haven’t heard of many Amas.” He cocked his head to the side. “Family name?”

“It’s a long story,” she said, irritation rekindling in the furnace of her rib cage. “The short version is that my dad was an Alabama fan, but my mother wouldn’t let him name me Bama, so they agreed on Ama.”

“Ama from Bama. It’s cute,” he offered.

“Not if you’re me,” she responded. “And I’m not from Alabama.”

“Well, your secret is safe with me.” He raised his fingers in some kind of salute. “Have you called for help, Ama?”

She nearly answered with the truth. She pressed her lips together, reconsidering in an instant. “I called a friend. He’s on the way now. I’m supposed to meet him at the south trailhead,” she lied.

Jonathon stared up the hill. “If you stay on the path, that’s going to be over a mile to the south entrance. I know a more direct route. The first part will be tough”—he paused, motioning to her foot—“because it’s almost straight down. Then it won’t be so bad, and it’ll be half the distance.”

Ama glanced at her watch. If she stuck to the path and hobbled, it could take her two hours to get there, and she wasn’t sure she had two hours of daylight left. While a direct route would cut down the distance, Ama was nervous enough at the thought of staying on the path with a complete stranger, much less wandering blindly through the woods. He seemed nice, but she’d met enough criminals to know they typically shared a charming personality.

“Actually, I’m feeling a lot better. You need to get where you’re going before dark, and I can make it.” She forced her left foot mostly flat against the ground, grinning to cover up the pain shooting up her ankle. “Not to be weird. The situation is just…”

“Weird,” he finished for her. “I get it.”

“Here.” She tried to hand him the walking cane, but he took a step back, shaking his head.

“You need it. I can make another.”

“I can’t take this.” She gripped the end and extended it out to him. “It’s special to you. How many miles has this thing seen?”

“It’s seen a lot.” He smiled and gingerly took hold of the opposite end. “Well, take care, Ama. And make sure we don’t meet like this again,” he said with an easy laugh.

“I’ll do my best. Enjoy your hike.” She slid her feet forward a step, forcing herself into movement.

“I will,” he called at her back. She waved over her shoulder, continuing for a solid minute before glancing behind her. He was gone. She was already exhausted, and she’d only made it thirty or forty yards. How the hell was she going to make it all the way back?

“Hey, Ama.” Jonathon’s voice came from close behind her. She pivoted on her good foot and grabbed a tree to keep from going down.

“God, you scared me,” she said, glaring.

“Didn’t mean to. I just thought you’d make it farther with both shoes,” he said, producing the shoe she’d lost at the beginning of her fall. The top of the pepper spray was still attached to her laces, but the rest of the bottle was gone.

“Sorry. It’s been a rough day,” she said.

“We’ve all had those.” He tilted his head to the side. “And we have met before. I remember now. It was at a martini bar in Atlanta a couple years back. It was fall. They had trees on the patio with the most yellow leaves I’d ever seen. I asked the waiter what they were. He said they were ginkgo trees. Do you remember them? Do you… remember me?”

Ama forced herself to swallow. How many hotel bars had she been in? How many times had she ended up in a room that wasn’t hers for an hour or two?

She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I don’t.”

“It was a couple years ago. There was a piano player. He wasn’t very good. You went up and talked to him.”

Ama startled, stricken with recognition. “He butchered ‘Stairway to Heaven.’ ” She laughed and shook her head. “Did you buy me a drink?”

“No.” The expression on his face changed like clouds passing over a once-clear sky, blotting out the sun. “I was the piano player. You said you’d give me all the cash in your wallet if I’d take a twenty-minute intermission so you could finish your drink in peace. You said it looked like I was out past my bedtime. Your business card was mixed into the bills. That’s where I remember your name from. Do you remember me now?”

“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry. I’d had a lot to drink. It was a bad night…” The memory came rushing back. The entire firm had gone out to dinner at Olive after the conclusion of the National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers conference, and she’d found out she’d been passed over for partner. She’d drank her way to the bottom of a row of dirty martinis to dull the frustration. When that hadn’t worked, she took it out on the mediocre piano player.

Now Jonathon wasn’t just a stranger in the woods. He was little more than a stranger, with a reason to hate her. The adrenaline surging through her numbed her injured leg to a degree, but she knew she still wouldn’t be able to run on it. She backed up a step, and her left ankle threatened to buckle. The trail was morgue silent, and the sudden heaviness in the air had brought a hush over the usual chatter of birds.

“You must have a lot of bad days and bad nights, Ama. And you carry a lot of cash,” he mused as if he hadn’t heard her. “That’s not safe, Ama.”

“I was a total asshole. I’m sorry. It really wasn’t about you. If I could go back to that night, I’d smack myself. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?” Her mind raced. She didn’t have any cash on her, and she wasn’t wearing any expensive jewelry. She had nothing to barter.

“Stop saying sorry,” he barked, his calm demeanor splintering for a second. “Don’t say sorry,” he repeated, regaining his earlier tone. “Say thank you. This is where you say, ‘Thank you, Michael.’ ”

Michael?

Ama swallowed hard. Familiarity washed over her. Why did that phrase hit her straight in the gut? Before she could respond, Jonathon brought his cane behind his head and swung hard. The thicker end connected with Ama’s temple. The woods went bright white in front of her eyes, and a dull crunch filled her head. She was unconscious before she hit the ground.
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MARTIN Chapter 5 | 4:30 PM, December 1, 2006 | Tarson, Georgia


DETECTIVE MARTIN LOCKLEAR SAT AT his desk at the Tarson Police Department and spun a pen between his fingers, swiveling back and forth in his rotating chair like windshield wipers in slow motion. There was one critical difference: windshield wipers were useful. When he’d been considering taking the position as Tarson’s only detective, he’d figured a little mountain town like this would at least have a friendly hum to it. But now, after three months on the job, he’d concluded that Tarson was more like a morgue than it was like Mayberry.

Martin’s old station in Savannah, Georgia, where he’d spent a decade as a detective on the narcotics unit, was a living thing; loud as a freeway at rush hour and just as pissed-off. If there was a spell of quiet, it was understood to be an eye in an ever-present storm, a moment to prepare for battle. But the eye of the storm always passed. He’d been on edge, loaded and ready, for three long months.

He exhaled, planted his feet on the threadbare carpet, and put down the pen. Last night, Martin had pulled up to the one-bedroom brick house he rented and found himself standing in the bathroom, his hand on the medicine cabinet’s mirrored door where sleeping pills and painkillers should’ve been—would’ve been, had he been standing in his old home in Savannah.

The stagnant quiet of this station, of this town, made him feel like he was the storm. His recent track record certainly read like the wake of one.

Martin glanced at his left hand, the fog of memories clearing for just a moment, and the stale, slow drone of the department returned. His thumb was absently gliding over his ring finger, spinning the ghost of his wedding band, his skin still faintly striped from the nine-year shadow. His marriage had almost been a casualty of his old job. Then his addiction had eaten them both, fast and whole.

His wife, Stacy, went first. He came home one night to find her gone, her closet empty. She hadn’t left a note; there wasn’t anything left to say that hadn’t been said a thousand times before. His job had been next. They’d said it wasn’t personal—budget cuts, plain and simple. They’d offered to write him a letter of recommendation anywhere he wanted to go, as long as it was somewhere else.

Martin’s gaze traveled the perimeter of the main room of the Tarson Police Department, the only somewhere else that had even offered him an interview. Gray walls, gray carpet, a black plastic clock ticking away on the front wall, six basic desks arranged in two rows facing forward with a bigger desk by the main door for the receptionist, a woman who had an army of little fluffy dogs she knitted clothes for and absolutely no interest in answering the phone if anyone else was around to take the call. The whole setup reminded him more of an elementary school classroom than the beehive feel of his old precinct. The department chief’s office loomed off to the right like an Orwellian principal.

On the back wall were doors to two incident rooms, then a short hall to a pair of interrogation rooms, a storage room, and a janitor’s closet no one ever seemed to open. Just past the locked door began the second half of the building, where people under arrest were printed, processed, and detained while awaiting bail, arraignment, or transfer. Those arrests generally fell into one of three categories: drunk driving, drugs, and bored teenagers with spray paint. Sometimes an overachieving citizen managed to land in all three categories, which Martin had unofficially coined the Tarson Trifecta.

The main door swung open, lifting Martin’s gaze. Eric Stanton, a baby-faced, second-generation beat cop born and raised in Tarson, walked in with two white plastic bags of Chinese takeout. Stanton dropped one bag on his own desk and then strode to the captain’s office with the other bag tucked under his arm.

Captain James Barrow was visible in stripes through the open blinds that covered the large office window. He was sitting at his desk, the side of his face illuminated by a small lamp, the overhead lights turned off. One hand raked through what was left of his silver hair. The other pressed a phone to his ear. Martin watched Stanton walk into the office and set the bag on Barrow’s desk. Then he retreated from the office and back to his own workstation, Captain Barrow never once looking up.

The white plastic bag slouched down, revealing a slender brown paper bag beneath, the top twisted as if wrapped around the throat of a bottle. Martin narrowed his eyes, entertaining a prick of resentment, but quickly dismissed it. What was the chief of police supposed to do, walk into the liquor store? And how could Stanton—groomed since birth to respect rank and badge—be expected to say no?

Martin had a soft spot for Stanton. The patrol officer had taken Martin out to lunch and on a tour of the jurisdiction his first day on the job, right after the captain had more or less reamed him out in place of a welcome: I know about your record. No one else needs to. This is your second chance, so don’t blow it.

The entire tour lasted less than an hour, and Stanton’s dispatch radio had remained dead. Martin had been tempted to ask him if it was on. Stanton was a talker, especially when it came to telling stories about Tarson’s history. Turns out, the foothills ringing the town weren’t as untouched as they looked. Beneath the earth ran a labyrinth of Cold War–era fallout shelters and abandoned gold mines. Stanton’s favorite anecdote was about an evangelical group that had custom built a tiny underground village, complete with a chapel, and illegally sold sections of the subterranean real estate by the square inch.

Then the recession struck in the eighties, and it hit Tarson and places like it harder than most. What jobs there were dried up, including an old factory that had employed half the population that shuttered its doors overnight. Most of those who had the means to leave left. What remained of Tarson had been on a morphine drip for twenty years.

Martin caught himself staring at the boundary map of the Tarson jurisdiction pinned to the wall by the front door, his gaze roaming the green, unsuspecting range of foothills. Six months ago, when the posting for a detective position in Tarson had shown up on a job board the same day he got out of rehab, he’d decided to pretend that Tarson had been entirely unknown to him, that it would be new, fresh, untainted with any smudge of personal history. Telling himself an outright lie on his first day of freedom probably wasn’t setting himself up for success, but here he was: three months employed, six months sober, and miserable.

The truth was Tarson was the last pushpin marker on a murder case Martin had worked that had gone cold two years prior. The final clue was at a rest stop at the edge of town, the last place a person could take a piss behind a locked door without buying something first before they reached the Tennessee state line: a garbled, seven-second message left by Toni Hargrove, a prostitute-turned-informant, from a parking lot pay phone to Martin’s cell phone. Two years later, he still couldn’t fall asleep without thinking of Toni, terrified and desperate, calling the one person she thought would hear her, help her, and instead of that person answering her call, he’d been adrift on a cloud of diazepam and Xanax.

When local PD arrived at the rest stop the next day, the receiver on the pay phone she’d used still dangled from the box, and two of the number keys were missing—the three and the nine—although no one who worked at the rest stop could tell investigators whether the phone had been tampered with before or after the call. It took them an hour to find Toni’s body, her throat sliced from the base of her chin to the dip in her collarbones and her skin flayed open. They never did find the tip of her tongue—or any scrap of a lead on who had killed her. But Martin knew the blame was his to bear.

Martin half believed it was fate that had drawn him morbidly back to Tarson, but whether fate was shining a beacon of guidance or telling him to run like hell was a mystery. He’d wanted to shake the satellite images he’d memorized of two-lane roads crisscrossing the scar of mountains. But he saw them when he closed his eyes, a pattern seared into his mind’s eye like looking too long at the sun. He did know this much: the past would always nip at his heels if he stayed in this line of work. So he took the job.

Martin bent over his computer, the burn of memories rekindling his motivation, and as he brought up the browser to check chat rooms Toni had once frequented, the department tip line chirped. It was the number citizens used to call in nonemergency situations and tips for older cases. Captain Barrow took the call from the master phone on his desk. Martin studied the older man through the glass. His expression didn’t change as he jotted down a note before hanging up the phone. Then he emerged from his office, his eyes squinting with the shift in light from his dim room into the blue wash of the fluorescent lights overhead, and walked to Stanton’s desk.

“Run this plate for me,” he said. “Call was about some creep in a van. Digits look familiar.”

Stanton took the paper. His brow lifted. “Don’t have to look it up, Captain. That’s Eddie Stevens’s van.”

“Christ.” Captain massaged his temples. “Should’ve known. It’s been a year coming up soon.”

“Today, Cap. A year today,” Stanton said, his voice dropping off. “Should we go check on him?”

“No. We’re the last people that man wants to see today,” Barrow responded, showing the first signs of softness Martin had seen since meeting him. “He can spend all day in that parking lot if it suits him,” he said, and returned to his office.

Martin turned off the computer screen and strode to Stanton’s desk. “Who is Eddie Stevens?” he asked.





[image: ]


EDDIE Chapter 6 | 5:00 PM, December 1, 2006 | Tarson, Georgia


EDDIE CLOSED THE BACK COVER on Hazel’s journal. He could probably recite every entry by now. He hadn’t found anything new. At least the passages about Hazel’s love of music brought him bittersweet joy. When she described learning something new, her handwriting would get bigger and loopy. She’d doodled notes in the margins.

She described her devastation when her regular chorus teacher went on medical leave. Then in one entry, she’d marked the date with stars and wrote: The vocal coach from the Music Box is our new chorus sub! He asked me to stay after class and told me I AM MORE TALENTED THAN ANYONE HE HAS EVER MET BEFORE. He said he’s going to help me after school free of charge and push himself to be the teacher I need to bring out the music inside.

Mixed emotions passed through Eddie as he remembered hearing that news. He’d initially suspected something ill-intentioned from the coach, but he was reluctant to refuse the offer. Hazel hadn’t made any friends and had sunk deeper and deeper inside herself. If this was a way to bring her back out, he owed it to her to try. Eddie had sat in on their first meeting. The coach, Jonathon Walks, was calm and soft-spoken. He had immediately agreed to Eddie’s request that Hazel’s meetings never take place in an empty building or behind a closed door. Hazel was also a no-nonsense type of girl and would’ve told Eddie the moment she thought something was off with Mr. Walks.

Eddie wondered about him now. Jonathon had joined the search effort, even taking time out of work to help comb the woods and pass out flyers. He kept looking long after the police had stopped. When he took a temp job in Dalton, he had given Eddie his phone number and asked him to please call with any news of Hazel. But there had been no news.

The patter of light rain against his windshield made Eddie look up. He glanced from the rain to his clock. It had already been an hour. If he’d done this last year, Hazel might still be with him. They could be on that hike together right now. Then again, even if he’d waited in the parking lot, whatever happened that day had happened behind the wall of trees separating the parking lot from the woods.

This is stupid Waiting in a car isn’t going to do a damn thing.

He exhaled, closing his eyes. He should’ve spent the time on the trail.

He drew the collar of his jacket close around his neck and pulled his hat snug against his bald scalp. It had rained that day, too. How cold had Hazel gotten? Had she been wearing enough clothes? She hated the cold. As soon as the temperature dipped below seventy, she lived in her long black coat and boots. The girl would wear three scarves at once.

Eddie pulled off his hat and shoved it in the console. It didn’t seem right to strive for warmth when Hazel could be out there, cold and wet. He knew it was silly to think she was still in these woods. The only reason she’d still be there would be that she was dead. Eddie wondered if that was what he was trying to make himself see.

The dark of evening moved in with no courtship, and without warning, the world in front of him was all shadows. He gently stowed Hazel’s belongings and the case file in the floor of his van and tucked his gun under his seat before turning over the ignition. The engine begrudgingly came to life. Eddie stared down the trailhead once more, then put the van in reverse. He switched on his headlights. As he made the turn, they caught on the silver sedan parked on the opposite side of the lot. He stopped the van. The lady must still be out there.

He swung his gaze back in the direction of the trail. He could tell he’d spooked her. And why wouldn’t he? Since Hazel vanished, Eddie had learned how different a female’s reality was than a male’s. When a man walked to the store, his biggest worry was he’d forget something. A woman’s biggest worry was that she might not make it home. He thought he’d understood that difference before Hazel went missing. He’d taught Hazel basic self-defense and little tricks like how to get out of zip ties. He thought it had been enough. But she was barely five feet tall and a hundred pounds soaking wet.

The blond woman was taller than Hazel but just as thin.

What if she’s waiting for me to leave before she comes out?

The reasoning seemed solid to him, and he let his foot off the brake, rolling toward the two-lane road.

But what if she’s not?

He braked again and put the van in park where it was, and then stepped out. Rain blew sideways in a gust of wind, pelting his exposed skin and sliding down his neck.

“Hello?” he called out, shielding his eyes. “Miss?” He waited, trying to listen through the storm. “If you’re out there, I’m leaving now. Will you just shout or something so I know you’re okay?”

Eddie waited. The wind wailed. He moved closer to the mouth of the trail. “Hello?” he shouted. He could barely hear himself. There was no way she’d hear him. He couldn’t leave without knowing she was okay. She hadn’t had on a pack of any sort. Just running clothes. Not even a bottle of water.

“Dammit,” he muttered as he hustled back to his van. He pulled a flashlight out of the console and, after a moment’s hesitation, plucked his gun from under the seat. He made sure the safety was on, then holstered it at his back.

Eddie crossed the parking lot and looked inside the woman’s car. There was a bottle of water in the cup holder. A change of clothes was folded in the passenger seat, and a pair of shoes was tossed on the floorboard. On the back seat, paper and manila envelopes sat in uneven stacks. It looked very much like she intended to come back to her car, change into clean clothes, and head back to her normal life, not spend the night in the woods.

Eddie jogged to the tree line. He glanced behind him once more, not sure what he was looking for, then stepped onto the trail. The rain was lighter under the canopy, but between the storm and the onset of evening, the darkness was nearly complete. He swung the beam of his flashlight up the first rise. No signs of movement except for the water, which was already coming down the hill in tiny rivers.

“Hello!” he called again. His voice sounded louder here, bouncing off the trees and shielded from the roar of the wind.

Just get to the top of the first hill I bet I’ll be able to see a good piece from up there.

There were two ways up. The first and more obvious path was the hiking trail, which cut back and forth in long, slow hills across the face of the mountain. That was no doubt the way the woman had gone. The second was nearly a straight shot from the bottom to the top. It was less than a quarter the distance, but it was a hell of a climb.

His knee throbbed, stiff with the cold and from sitting in the van for over an hour, and he knew his good steps were numbered. Eddie illuminated the path once more, searching for any sign of movement, but it was empty. Before he could talk himself out of it, he stepped off the trail and headed straight up the hillside, sacrificing the easier terrain for a shorter distance. The incline quickly steepened, and he had to slow down, securing footholds against roots and rocks so the muddy earth didn’t slip out from under him.
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