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To Bonnie Jean Perdue, hometown girl






All changes, even the most longed for, have their melancholy, for what we leave behind us is a part of ourselves; we must die to one life before we can enter into another.


—Anatole France 
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The camera felt so right in her hands. So natural. The sheer heft of it made her feel important, as if she were already more visible to the world. Everybody everywhere needed something to help them belong, Annie knew. For some it was obvious: money, drugs, guns, sex, power. For others, it could be something as simple as a pet, or a child, or a single friend.


Something no one else could claim.


Something to make you feel alive and special.


What Annalise Stephens Blue wanted, what she had craved since she had first seen ET and The Goonies and The Princess Bride and countless other movies sitting on her daddy’s lap before he left home, was a camera. Not just any old transmitter of encoded images, but a real camera. A vehicle for Blue to realize her dream of becoming a filmmaker. A caster of magic spells, a chronicler of her generation, an artist who would throw a light in dark corners and speak for voices unheard.


Guided by the pewter light of a full moon, she trod down the forested path behind her trailer park, pine needles swishing under her feet once she got past the soda cans and beer bottles and fast food wrappers clotted with dried ketchup. The stench of garbage bins faded, replaced by earth and pine and an explosion of insect chatter.


A few hundred feet in, she stopped to peer through the night lens. What she saw gave her chills. Not just the clarity of the images, but the way the experience made her feel. Though Blue had lived in the trailer park for fourteen of her sixteen years and knew these woods like she knew her own face in the mirror, seeing the forest through the high-powered lens made her feel like someone new and beguiling, a stranger in a strange land, a pioneering explorer in the wilderness of life.


She was no longer Blue from the trailer park, Blue with the Goodwill clothes and the mother who cleaned roach motels, Blue the shoplifter, Blue the alley cat, Blue the anorexic who loved to eat but couldn’t gain weight and had no curves, Blue the high school junior who was held back a year because of behavioral issues.


All that was behind her now. She had taken the first step on her journey. Now she was someone full of curiosity and discernment, a budding filmmaker, a sculptor of popular culture. Someone clever and funny, wise in the ways of the world, destined for great things.


Someone who mattered.


Despite her giddy thoughts, her new acquisition made her nervous. Resembling some kind of advanced alien weaponry, the Canon EOS C100 was a prince among cameras, a piece of equipment so beautiful it had taken her two days to work up the nerve to touch it. What if she pressed the wrong button and broke it?


In her head she knew her fears were unfounded, because she had read everything she could find on the camera. She knew it was made for a European market and was hard to get in the United States, that it had a Digi DV 4 processor, an EF-L series lens, and weighed only 2.2 pounds without accessories. She knew the extended ISO range allowed filmmakers to shoot under low light conditions, essential for low-budget filmmakers like herself.


She knew all this, yet holding the Canon in her hands, using it, was a different story.


Her destination was just a few hundred yards into the tract of forest that separated her trailer park from the Wild Oaks subdivision. She was going to set up inside the tree line on the far side of the common space, close enough to observe the nighttime activity of the Creekville upper crust. Wild Oaks was new money, not old money. A blend of professors, young professionals, and Creekville’s typical array of progressive oddballs. Modern Family in semirural North Carolina.


Sure, old money had scandals and depraved patriarchs, but Blue didn’t care about the dirty secrets of the smattering of business tycoons and trust fund babies in town. Everyone in Creekville hated them and wished they would move to Chapel Hill. New money was where the action took place. With the movers and shakers, the strivers, the upwardly mobile who professed their allegiance for a litany of trendy causes, but who would rather die than give up a single morning latte.


Night Lives.


That would be the name of her first film, an exposé on the nocturnal activities of the people who lived just across the forest from her but who thought they were so much better. Not just the parents, but the kids. The popular ones those Wild Oaks parents bred like minks. She imagined they came out of a celestial assembly line, little blond babies wearing Ralph Lauren onesies in the car seats of their BMWs and Mercedes. The Morning Star himself lived there, David Stratton, the high school quarterback and resident golden boy. Despite herself, she fantasized about dating him, though not for his popularity or good looks. No, she recognized something inside him. A darkness like her own, born not of evil but of sadness, a searing aloneness that scraped at the edges of the soul.


How could someone that beloved ever be lonely? Did no one really know him? Was he lost and didn’t know how to escape the trunks of the longleaf pines hemming in his neighborhood like the bars of a giant prison?


When they were kids, she and David used to play in one of the tree houses the Wild Oaks fathers hired someone else to build, until David’s parents found out and banned him from associating with the trailer park kids. In the years that followed, the forest between them became an ocean to cross, a Maginot line, a barrier more mental than physical.


What had happened to that little boy?


The true story of the Morning Star, both devil and angel, was one of the many mysteries she aimed to expose in Night Lives.


David Cronenburg, she thought, watch the hell out.


Halfway through the woods, she heard the murmur of angry whispers, too low to make out the age or gender. Blue froze. She couldn’t be seen with the stolen camera. At first she debated turning back, but teenage trysts took place in these woods—repurposing the tree houses. This could be her first big scene. Why else would anyone from Wild Oaks be out in the woods after dark?


The thought excited her. She scurried off the path and looked for a place to hide, breathing in the damp forest air. She spotted a fallen trunk covered in fungi and tried to step over it, but her foot plunged through the rotten wood and an image of a writhing mass of insects filled her mind, a sinkhole full of centipedes and slugs and fire ants. She resisted the urge to jerk away. An artist had to suffer for her art! Instead she sucked in a breath and plowed forward, not wanting to alert her subjects, stepping over the trunk and then squatting on a rock behind it. She knew the clearing up ahead, where the voices were headed. It was a common meeting spot. After hurrying to focus the camera, she hunkered down, breathless with anticipation. She was Citizen Kane, Lois Lane. The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo.


Just before the voices entered the moonlit clearing, a noise in the bushes startled Blue. She jerked her head to the left but saw nothing. After a few tense moments, she realized it had probably been a squirrel. People always thought a noise in the woods must be a snake, but that was because they didn’t know any better. Snakes didn’t make noise unless they wanted to.


Though she had lurched away, the camera remained pointed at the clearing: a subconscious reaction that pleased her. An instinct to always maintain focus on her subject. She bent to peer through the lens when a muted gunshot echoed through the forest, followed by the dull thud of something collapsing to the ground.


Not something, she thought.


A body.


At first she thought it might have been a hunter, but she realized at once how ridiculous that was. No one hunted at night inside the town limits.


After whipping the camera back and laying flat behind the log, she became a deer, a hibernating bear, as silent as anything that had ever walked the forest. Though she had never fired a gun, they were all over the trailer park. She had recognized the muffled thwap of a silencer too.


A low, prolonged moan of pain came from the clearing. Though human, the desperation in the sound reminded her of a dog on the verge of death, whimpering with sudden knowledge, right before its owner put it out of its misery. A series of harsh whispers accompanied the moan, followed by a second gunshot.


The moaning stopped.


Blue’s pulse hammered against her chest. Had someone just been murdered right in front of her? Not daring to breathe, she knew she had to hide there in the mud and leaves and insects, under the cloak of darkness, for as long as it took.


The whispering had also ceased. Now there was grunting, followed by a prolonged swish, as if something were being dragged down the path. An insect crept onto Blue’s ankle and felt its way underneath her jeans. She swallowed her revulsion and let it crawl.


As the sound drew further and further away, a riff from her favorite indie rock band sounded loudly from her pocket, shattering the quiet like an errant baseball crashing through a window during church.


The ringtone on her cell phone.


No no no.


The dragging sound paused.


Blue jumped to her feet. A quick glance told her no one was within sight range in the darkness. She couldn’t risk staying put and catching the beam of a flashlight. As she turned and fled, the canvas shoulder satchel in which she kept her schoolbooks and personal belongings, a worn old thing she had found at Goodwill, snagged on a branch. After fumbling to grab her bag, spilling the contents in the process, she vaulted over the log and sprinted down the path.


Moments later, footsteps pounded the earth behind her. Blue ran as fast as she ever had, fear pumping through her, adrenaline giving her wings. The trail split before it spilled into the trailer park, and she took the left fork, stuffing the camera into her backpack as she ran. The new path would put her out much further from home, but it would keep her in the forest longer, as well as stop the nosy neighbors and alcoholics in the trailer park from pointing her out to whoever emerged behind her waving a gun.


The trail split again and again. The footsteps behind her faded. After jumping a creek that led to a new series of trails, Blue scrambled up a steep embankment and emerged in a weed-filled playground behind an apartment complex where she used to sift through the dumpster for discarded treasures. She slunk into the parking lot and, when no one was watching, emerged onto the road a half-mile from home. Shaking, she decided to hole up in a late-night diner a few blocks away on the edge of downtown. After slumping low in the booth and ordering a coffee, she tried to process what had happened, keeping her camera tucked safely in her bag.


It wasn’t until an hour and a half had passed, after the waitress with sunken cheeks and tobacco-stained nails had told her she had to leave, that Blue risked the lonely walk home, flinching every time a new set of headlights swung into view.
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Detective Joe “Preach” Everson set down the hatchet and wiped a line of sweat from his brow. A gust of wind caused a flurry of pine needles to drift down, adding to the layer covering the yard of his bungalow in the woods outside Creekville, North Carolina. Though the early October air remained mild, he had decided to get a head start on splitting wood for the season, knowing the weather could turn at any time.


After spending a decade as a homicide detective with the Atlanta PD, he had moved back to his hometown over a year ago, searching for a measure of peace and solitude after a case that had broken his spirit and changed the course of his career.


Eyeing the stack of logs with satisfaction, he took off his boots and stepped inside, where Ari was still working on the sofa in one of his sweatshirts, legs curled under her, poring over a legal file. After graduating from UNC law and passing the bar, she was barely a month into her job as a Durham County prosecutor.


“Even Jesus took a break on Saturday night, counselor.”


“You’re finished already?” she asked, without glancing his way.


“It’s dark.”


“Oh.” She looked up with a sheepish smile, dark hair scattered, eyes straining from the text. “In case you think I’m having fun, this expert report makes IKEA instructions seem exciting.”


“The accountant who ripped off his clients to buy his twenty-year-old girlfriend a Porsche?”


“That’s the one. The guy can launder money like a Sicilian but doesn’t think anyone will question a waitress with a new 911.”


Greed and sex accounted for a vast portion of crimes in America, Preach knew. Where they were both involved, rational behavior had a way of taking a vacation to a distant tropical island. “How’s a cold beer and Chinese food sound? The good stuff, not takeout.” 


She sighed. “Lovely. Just give me a few.”


“Sure,” he said, though her attention had already returned to the folder.


For the most part, Preach’s year with Ariana Hale had been a thrilling one, filled with long passionate nights, bleary-eyed coffee in the morning, and intense debates on his screened porch in between, sipping bourbon as they waded through the murky lagoons of life, literature, and the meaning of it all. She challenged him, he challenged her, and they loved each other—what more could one ask?


Still, dating a woman studying for the bar and beginning life as an attorney had its challenges. In the last few months, Preach could count on one hand the number of times Ari had stayed the entire weekend. While she was in law school, their odd schedules had seemed to mesh, but now she worked nine-to-five, or more like nine-to-nine. With his irregular hours, they struggled to find time to connect.


After he washed and toweled off, Preach ran his fingers through his short blond hair and threw on jeans, a black sweater, and a pair of slip-on shoes. After tucking his badge and wallet into a pocket, he sipped on a tumbler of whiskey while waiting for Ari to wrap up. Unlike Atlanta, where he had carried a loaded Glock 22 everywhere he went, in Creekville he relied on the nine millimeter locked in the dash of his car for most off-duty outings.


And he was the cautious one.
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“I’m sorry,” she said, once they had settled into a faux red leather booth at the Happy Buddha, a Chinese restaurant just off Main Street. She was wearing a long black skirt, matching boots, and a forest green sweater with lacy sleeves.


“For what?” After all these months, he couldn’t stop looking at her face. Like her smoky dark eyes and expressive mouth, both of which hinted at layers unpeeled, Ari possessed a combination of innocence and world-weary insouciance that drew him in like an explorer discovering a lost city.


“For working all the time,” she said.


His eyes lingered on the silver bangles sitting loosely on her left wrist. Thin by nature, Ari looked almost gaunt these days from her late nights and stressful career.


“Do you like it?” he asked her. “The job?”


She started to open the menu, then paused. “I feel like it’s where I need to be. At least for now.”


“It can take time to be sure.”


“It’s hard,” she said, with a rueful, self-effacing chuckle. “Harder than I thought it would be.”


“Really? I think most people understand that being a trial attorney is a difficult job.”


“I thought law school was hard. This,” she waved a hand through the air, “is hard in a different way. C’mon, let’s order.”


After a moment, as she perused the menu, he said, “There are lives at stake now.”


Her eyes lifted to meet his gaze.


“What you do matters,” he continued in a quiet voice. “The pressure makes it hard to sleep at night, and your decisions can haunt you. It’s real now.”


She pursed her lips, digesting his words, and nodded.


He reached over the table and squeezed her hand as the waiter approached.
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Two hours later, deliriously full of dumplings and Dan Dan noodles and Tsingtao beer, Preach took Ari in his arms once they returned to his house. “What are you reading these days?” he asked, kissing her neck as he removed her cropped denim jacket.


“Legal briefs.”


“Besides that,” he said, lifting off her sweater and then his own.


She pressed against him, running her nails down his broad back, her flesh like warm caramel on his skin. “The Triangle Business Journal. Law blogs. Police reports. Sexy stuff, huh?”


He scooped her in his arms and laid her down on the couch, as easy for him as lifting a jug of milk. “I know you’ve got a book hiding somewhere at work. In your purse or your briefcase or a desk drawer. No way you get through the day without one.”


“You know me that well, do you?” she purred, as he wedged in beside her and unhooked her bra. “I’m a career woman now. Those carefree days of meeting you on your breaks at the nearest coffee shop are gone forever.”


He leaned on an elbow. “Forever’s a long time for a wandering soul like you. So which one is it?” he asked, cupping a hand over her breast.


She gasped, arching in pleasure at the gentle massage. “What?”


“Which book is it?”


She gripped his hair as he eased his weight down on her. They kissed and intertwined their legs, hips grinding on the couch like teenagers.


“Ghana Must Go,” she whispered in his ear. “I listen to the audiobook when I walk to work.”


“Oh yeah? What else?”


As he pushed her skirt up, she unhooked his belt, and the two of them giggled as they worked to remove his jeans without losing contact. “The latest Murakami is on my nightstand.”


His fingers curled into the edges of her silk panties. “And? Confession is good for the soul.”


“A little Jane Austen when I cook. Her letters. That’s it, I swear. Joe?” she said, breathless, as his hands slid into the divots below her pelvis, gently probing.


“Yeah?” he said, his voice husky.


“Why don’t we do this more often? Like, five times a day?”


“Good question.” As her legs locked around his hips, a vibration from the coffee table broke the spell. Both their gazes slid to the table, coming to rest on his work phone. “One sec,” he muttered. “I have to check.”


She lifted her hands over her head, stretching in pleasure as he bent over the phone. “Should we move to the loft?” she murmured. “Bring some wine?”


He knew the optimism in her voice, despite the call from work, was reflective of the fact that Creekville rarely had the sort of situation that would result in Preach having to report in while off duty. Violent crimes were rare, and there hadn’t been a homicide since the terrible events of the year before.


“I’d love to,” he said slowly, staring at the message and then easing off her, sitting up on the edge of the couch. He turned to meet her gaze. “But there’s a body in the woods.”
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Preach veered off the old country road and into a gravel parking lot, the lights of his cruiser strobing the side of the abandoned mill. The old brick wall seemed to swallow the flashing light. Despite the weeds and broken windows, the mill had stood for a century and would stand for countless more, a remnant of a time when everything manufactured did not seem fleeting and ephemeral.


No reporters yet. Just a few police cars parked at odd angles and a cluster of officers standing beside the mill. The forest loomed a few yards away.


The mill was just inside the Creekville city limits, less than a mile from the county line. As Preach walked over, he saw the postures of the other officers straighten, hands fidget, conversations cease. They still didn’t know what to do with him. Though born and raised in Creekville, he had left town far too long ago—right after high school—to still be considered a local. He worked the same beat as the rest of them, but he had years of hard-nosed, white-knuckled homicide experience in Atlanta under his belt.


It wasn’t just the job. Over the water cooler, he discussed novels with the administrative staff instead of telling jokes or swapping hunting stories. While most of the officers kept sports memorabilia and family photos on their desks, Preach had a Purple Heart from the Atlanta PD and a framed quote from Kierkegaard.


Which was okay. When a bad one hit, the Creekville police department didn’t need a drinking buddy. They needed a leader.


“Where’s the body?” he asked.


Officer Terry Haskins stepped forward, pointing out a footpath behind where they were standing. “At the edge of a sump, a hundred feet inside the woods. I’ll take you in.”


Among the gathered officers, Preach considered Terry the most promising, though Bill Wright had the most experience. Bill was nearing retirement and had long since lost that drive that caused officers to go the extra mile for a case, if he ever had it to begin with. Terry was young, had mouths to feed, and possessed a moral code that ensured he always gave his best effort. He was untested in battle, though. Preach didn’t think he had ever fired his gun in the line of duty.


“Forensics is en route,” Terry said.


After pulling on a pair of blue surgical gloves, Preach flicked on his flashlight and aimed it at the dirt path snaking through the trees. “Who called it in?”


“Animal control, believe it or not.”


“What?”


Terry turned to point at a house across the road. It was an old, rundown country manor with a wraparound porch and a pair of pickups parked in the grass. “Around dusk, the neighbors heard a god-awful racket in the woods. It got so bad they called it in, thinking it was a pack of pit bulls on the loose. Animal control showed up and heard it too. Said it was coyotes. They fired off a few times, went to investigate, and saw a body chewed up on the side of the water. Animal control said they’ve gotten bad in recent years. Global warming, humans encroaching on their territory and all that.”


“Wait—the coyotes killed someone in the woods?” Preach asked in disbelief.


“Oh. No. Sorry, I didn’t say that right. The vic has two gunshot wounds. The water must have lowered to expose the body, and the coyotes dragged it out.”


To ward off the chill, Preach buttoned his double-breasted, forest green overcoat, the same one he had worn his entire career. Ari teased him about it, but the musty smell kept him grounded. Connected to all the cases that had shaped him as an officer, for better and for worse.


“Lead the way,” he said, as the forensics van pulled into the parking lot.


Looking unsure for a moment, Officer Wright fell in behind them. The others stayed behind to help the forensics team, manage the reporters once they arrived, and preserve the integrity of the crime scene.


Preach walked slowly down the path, waving his flashlight around, absorbing the crime scene on a visceral level. Tall pines creaked in the wind. The insects sang a primeval chorus, and every few feet something unseen rustled in the underbrush. A few times he almost tripped on a root or a large rock jutting out of the ground.


Less than a hundred yards in, the smell of death hit him, rancid and familiar. Terry put a cloth to his mouth, but Preach breathed it in slowly, adjusting, overcompensating with his other senses. The earth had turned spongy, and his light revealed a sunken area off to the left of the path, at the bottom of a slope. A small pool of water glistened in the moonlight like oil on asphalt. They shooed away the rodents, and Preach grimaced as he viewed the waterlogged corpse. Two bullet holes, one in the stomach and one in the head, left no question as to the cause of death.


His boots sank in the muck as he stepped off the path. The stench of fetid water commingled with the decomposing corpse made his stomach tighten. He focused on breathing through his mouth and, as was his custom, squatted on the ground beside the body to stare into the victim’s eyes. Though the coyotes had taken chunks of flesh from the legs and the torso was a mess, the face was bloated but intact.


The victim was a teenage boy with a strong jaw and good cheekbones. Sandy blond hair cut close to the scalp, wide shoulders, long limbs, dressed in jeans and a form-fitting gray sweater. Shoes too muddy to identify. No apparent rings or jewelry. Calloused palms that Preach recognized as the product of gripping a barbell.


An athlete, then.


After a time, he pushed to his feet. “I know it looks bad, but that body’s a few days old at most. Swamp water takes a rapid toll.”


“It’s two days old,” Bill said, in a matter-of-fact tone.


When Preach glanced back, surprised at the certainty in the older officer’s voice, Terry said, “You don’t recognize him? Oh—you’ve been off the last few shifts, haven’t you? We passed his photo around the morning briefing yesterday. Kid’s name is David Stratton.”


“I heard about a missing kid,” Preach said, though Terry was looking at him like he should know the name. Preach held up a palm. “Is he famous or something?”


“Around here he is. He’s Creekville High’s star quarterback.”


“Is that right?” The detective’s gaze slipped back to the body. It was not often, even in the big city, that popular kids with preppy clothes showed up dead in the woods.


“His parents split a while back, but he lives with his mom. You might even know her. I think she was around in your day.”


“Yeah?” Preach said in a distracted voice.


“Claire Lourdis, class of ’99. That’s around your time, isn’t it?”


The name caused Preach to suck in a breath and give the junior officer a sharp glance.


“Tall and thin, good tan?” Terry added. “Still a real looker, judging by the photos. Like a model or something. You know her?”


The question recalled a vivid memory of long brown hair and designer sunglasses, toned calves and crossed thighs that seemed to go on forever, a coy smile tossed his way at the after-game parties. For a moment, he went back in time to one of those humid summer nights with Wade Fee, top down and a case of beer in the trunk, trolling the town’s hangouts for a glimpse of feminine perfection.


In Preach’s day, Claire Lourdis was the girl in school everyone wanted but no one could ever have. Despite having flirted with him a few times, she only went for college guys and was the one girl who had rebuffed his advances. She was smart and beautiful and cool, talented and ambitious. A year older than him, her plan was to head to Hollywood after graduation, until an unexpected pregnancy changed all of that. After she married the father, Preach lost track of her, though he still remembered how besotted he was with her as a junior.


To young Joe Everson, the Creekville High bad boy and heart-breaker of his day, Claire Lourdis had been the one who got away.


“Yeah,” he said, staring down at the corpse and feeling unbalanced, flooded by memories as well as empathy for a mother whose world was about to implode. “I know her.”
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Preach forced away thoughts of Claire Lourdis and concentrated on the crime scene. With the steady hand of a surgeon, he moved the flashlight slowly over the body and across the top of the water. The sump was about twenty feet wide and smelled like a sewer. He walked the perimeter, stopping to examine the impressions in the mud, poking the light into the trees and clumps of undergrowth.


No sign of a weapon. No evidence of a struggle.


Just the looming presence of the forest, thick and dark, secrets lurking like ghosts.


Bill started walking toward him. Preach held out a hand. “One of us is enough. I want forensics to check for shoe prints.”


“All I see is animal tracks.”


“Me too,” Preach said. “Which is why I want forensics. The kid didn’t fly in here, and neither did the perp.”


“The path we came in on looked clean,” Terry said. “Think someone swept it?”


“That, or they came in another way. I don’t see another path. But we’ll have to check where these woods lead in the daylight.”


“Any first impressions?”


As he thought, Preach blew into his hands to warm them. “Two shots, close in, small caliber weapon. One in the gut, the second in the right temple. A kill shot.”


“You mean, like a professional?”


Preach shook his head. “Too messy for a pro. If you’re in that close, why not just go for the head? No scratches or bruises on the face, either.” He looked down at the body. “If I had to guess, I’d say it was someone he knew. Or at least knew well enough to get in close.”


“Drug deal gone bad?” Terry asked.


“As good a guess as any, at this stage.”


Bill crossed his fleshy arms and peered into the water. “What were they doing out here, anyway?” he muttered. “It smells like shit.”


“I don’t think anyone was doing anything,” Preach said, “besides dumping a body. There’s no sign of blood on the trail or anywhere else. I suppose the kid could’ve been standing in the water when he was shot, but that doesn’t ring true. As you said, there’s nothing here. That kid was tossed.”


“Makes more sense,” Terry agreed, but Preach had already moved on. He could hear forensics lugging their equipment down the trail, and he wanted another moment alone with the body. A barred owl hooted in the distance as the detective knelt again beside Claire Lour-dis’s son, studying his face, trying to read his story before the floodlights came on and forensics treated the body as the lifeless husk it was.


David Stratton, star quarterback. Town golden boy. A demigod in his insular little world.


What had brought him to this foul, rotten, mud-soaked conclusion to a promising young life?


Who had looked into his eyes and pulled the trigger? What had happened between them?


What dreams and thoughts and regrets had passed through David’s mind between the first shot and the second, knowing he was about to die?


When Preach turned back, vaguely aware of the commotion behind him but lost in his reverie, he saw a handful of new faces in the clearing, dressed in blue nylon jackets and hovering over a pile of equipment.


Lela Jimenez, the new deputy chief of forensics, met Preach’s gaze. “Okay to proceed, detective?”


“Yeah,” he said, with a final glance at the body. “Do your thing. Make sure to drag the water for a phone.”


Lela flicked a switch and a flare of white light lit the clearing.
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Later that night, when he had finished with the crime scene, Preach left the woods and returned to his car. So far, forensics had uncovered nothing new. He hoped the full report would add some color.


He started the engine and sat with the heater blowing, knowing what he had to do. More than anything, he wanted to go back home, climb in bed with Ari, and dream away the memory of the boy’s sightless eyes. The last thing he wanted to do was face the mother’s grief. It was the worst part of the job, or one of the worst, but Preach wasn’t about to hand it off to anyone else. Not when he was the only officer with any real homicide experience. Not when he knew the mother personally.


Nor was he willing to wait until the morning. It wasn’t his place to judge whether Claire’s suffering for her missing son was worse before she knew the truth, or after.
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At 4:00 a.m., the town of Creekville was as quiet as an ocean bottom, the night a burden of dark water pressing down on the detective as the empty streets whisked by, bringing him closer and closer to Claire Lourdis’s house.


He drove down the oak-lined sidewalks and expansive lawns of Hillsdale Street, then through the tiny resting heart of downtown, a few blocks of shops and restaurants centered around the repurposed cotton mill. The closer he drew, the more it felt as if he were journeying back in time, pushing through some kind of reverse womb where death awaited on the other side, instead of life.


The worst death of all.


The death of a child.


Soon after passing the Wandering Muse bookstore, Ari’s former employer, he turned left onto Highline Street, a busy two-lane road that linked up with an old state highway. A mile down Highline was the first of three entrances to Wild Oaks, one of Creekville’s more desirable neighborhoods. After glancing at the GPS, he turned into the second entrance, past a series of houses with front-yard gardens enclosed with chicken wire to keep out the deer. Most of the residents had accented the pine needles covering the ground with boulders and locally sourced wood chips. This neighborhood was built when he was a kid, and he remembered how his mother had once scoffed at the new construction and labeled the new owners as hopelessly bourgeois. Now, the quaint bungalows and wooded tracts of common space were the very definition of Creekville, and flat grassy lawns that reeked of normalcy were frowned upon.


Still, it was hardly bohemian. Most of the houses had undergone extensive renovations and cost far more than most working-class people, including Preach, could afford. The housing prices in Creekville were pushing out all of the artists and students and starry-eyed dreamers who had given the town its character in the first place.


On his left, 122 Howard Street appeared, the address Terry had given him. Preach parked on the road and sat with his hands gripping the wheel, eyes shut for a long moment before he stepped out of the car.


The walkway to Claire’s front door stretched before him like the plank of a pirate’s ship dropping into the icy dark. He took a deep breath and started walking, gravel crunching underfoot. Halfway to the two-story house, twin lights kicked on beside the front door.


Preach knocked and shifted on the balls of his feet as he waited, his badge held high.


The door cracked open, stopped by a chain. A moment later it widened, and Claire stood in the doorway wrapped in a silk bathrobe, hair mussed and falling past her shoulders in gentle waves, her long face smooth and beautiful even without makeup. Though she looked more mature and dark circles floated beneath her eyes, no doubt due to worry and lack of sleep, Claire Lourdis was still the same bombshell she had been in high school.


Preach saw the recognition in her eyes at once. Normally when someone answered the door at night, they did so with sleep-filled eyes, blinking, addled from the sudden interruption.


Claire looked very much awake. She peered right through him, as if trying to see into the back of the car parked by the curb.


“Claire, do you remember me?”


She swallowed before she spoke. “Of course, Joe. Everyone knows you’re back. I’m sorry about last year.”


He gave a curt nod. “Me too.”


Her eyes flashed, and he knew the niceties were over. “Do you have him?” she said quietly. “Tell me you have him.”


He stepped forward and lightly touched her arm, trying to project as much strength as he could in the hope that some of it would flow into her. “Claire,” he said as gently as he could. “I’m sorry. We—”


She smacked his arm away, hard. “What do you mean you’re sorry? Where is he? Where the hell is he?”


Preach gripped her by the arms, just hard enough to stop another blow. “We found him in the woods, Claire. He’s gone. I’m so very sorry.”


In the split-second it took her to register his words, her head cocked to the side in a confused manner, as if disoriented. Then her eyes rolled back and she ceased to have weight. He caught her as she fell, eased her to the ground, and held her as she screamed, a knife of grief slicing into the calm center of the night.


When she finished screaming, her nails dug into him as she clawed her way to her feet, using him as leverage. She looked as if she might bolt, but he applied an ounce of pressure on her arms, suggesting, and she convulsed with sobs as she fell into him. It took all of his willpower to maintain his own composure.


“Joe,” she moaned. “Joe, my baby boy.”


He hugged her tight, trying to absorb her pain. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.


“Tell me it’s not true. Tell me it might not be him.” She gripped the hair on the back of his head so hard it made him wince.


“Tell me, Joe!” It was the one thing he couldn’t do.
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When Claire was coherent again, Preach told her how her son had died and where they had found the body, though he wasn’t sure she was listening. Worried she might be a suicide risk, he flipped through her cell phone and called her mother, a local retired nurse. After her own breakdown on the phone, she rushed over to console her daughter. He left them huddled together on the sofa, weeping, calling out the name of their lost one.


Unable to imagine their grief but feeling it twisting inside him, he drove home and drank bourbon on the screened porch until he was numb enough to sleep.
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A piercing siren sounded over and over in Preach’s dreams, a foghorn on a boat adrift in a wine-dark sea. The boat started rocking as the waves crashed in, and an image of Claire’s face was superimposed in the moonlit sky like an ancient goddess gazing down on her creation with infinite sadness. Then it was Ari’s face and she was leaning over him, shaking him awake.


“Joe! It’s almost eight. You slept through the alarm.”


He blinked and sat up. “I did?”


“When did you get home?”


The events of the night flowed back into him like a returning tide of polluted water. “I don’t know. Late. Then I stayed up a while.”


“Why?”


With a sigh, he dressed for work and gave her a recap.


Ari pressed a hand to her mouth. “God, how terrible. I can’t imagine.”


“I know the mother,” he said. “Or I used to. We went to high school together.”


She approached and cupped his cheek in her hand. “I’m sorry. You’re handling the case?”


“Yeah. Though . . .”


“What?”


“I’m afraid it might get worse when I dig. Worse for Claire, I mean.”


She took his hand. “Does it have to be you? Maybe it’s time for Terry to step up?”


“He’s got a full plate right now, and he’s not ready for this. Besides, I think I . . . I should be the one. It’s why I’m here, you know?”


Preach had over a decade of homicide experience in the war zone of the Atlanta PD. Besides Chief Higgins, who had cut her teeth in Charlotte, no other officer in Creekville had worked lead on a homicide.


She reached up to kiss him. “I understand. Come to breakfast, okay? I made French toast.”


“You did?” he said, surprised.


He followed her to the table and saw the first volume of Proust’s In Search of Lost Time sitting beside a plate of buttered toast, along with a cup of coffee and a bowl of scrambled eggs.


He gave her a rueful grin. “Cute.”


Ari never had time to cook, but even when she did, culinary innovation was not one of her talents. He always appreciated the effort, but decided to reach for the Cackalacky sauce. The eggs would need it.


She sat across from him, dressed in gray sweats and one of Preach’s old T-shirts. It was nice to see her relaxed. These days he usually saw her in business attire, and he knew she resented the conformity of it all. But she had kept the same hairstyle, a disheveled look that he loved, and that resembled a pile of straw assembled by a diligent family of squirrels. She also still wore her silver thumb rings, and instead of covering up the twin Jane Austen tattoos on the undersides of her wrists, half hope and half agony, she had added another: the scales of justice, just above her left ankle.


As they ate, she pored over a legal brief while he made the daily news rounds on his cell phone. On the local scene, it was all about an issue that had inflamed Creekville in recent months: the push from developers to buy up real estate downtown, change the zoning laws, and shove in big-box stores and high-rise apartments. The locals were fiercely opposed to change, and everyone Preach talked to was convinced the developers would lose. But he knew money talked, and walked, and sifted through nimble fingers beneath tables.


Nationally, the news had grown so absurd he had stopped paying attention. The unending litany of agenda-driven vitriol did nothing but divide a nation that needed desperately to be working together.


Still, his eyes flicked over the headlines. Children buried alive after an earthquake in Mexico, displaced families wading through a filthy river in Bangladesh, another Hollywood mogul crashing through life with the mindless depravity of a Greek god.


He slowly closed the phone. “Remember when we used to sit side by side and talk over breakfast?”


She glanced up. “Mmm?”


“Do you really have to read that right this very moment?”


She frowned. “Yeah. I kinda do.”


“It’s Sunday.”


“You know I have an important witness interview tomorrow.”


“Life’s short, Ari. The whole world is buried in their cell phones or in their work.”


He glanced away, knowing his outburst was unwarranted, and she laid a hand over his. “I know you’re processing last night.”


“Yeah.”


“Listen, I understand you’re busy all day, and I’ve got to run, but maybe we can meet for lunch tomorrow, if I get done in time?”


From her tone and the way her gaze slipped away, he could tell that the very thought of meeting him during the work day stressed her out. “It’s okay,” he said quietly.


“You’re sure?”


He downed his coffee, stood, and carried his dishes to the sink. “Knock ’em dead tomorrow.”
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The Creekville police station was located on the second floor of a brick building with white awnings, situated above a gluten-free bakery and an ice cream parlor that specialized in frozen custard.


Even though it was Sunday morning, the station was buzzing with the nervous energy of a murder. As soon as Preach passed through reception, Chief Higgins called him into her office and slapped a piece of paper on her desk.


“What’s this?” he asked. “Preliminary autopsy?”


“An autopsy already?” the chief said. “What are we, McDonald’s for the dead?”


“It’s the second murder in a decade.”


“Check back tomorrow.”


“They find a phone?” he asked.


“Nope.”


The chief was a top-heavy redhead with oily skin, a thin determined mouth, and arms as thick as barrels. Her personality, like her voice, was an odd combination of Southern matriarch, hardened police officer, and Zen Buddhist.


“Tell me about the kid,” he said.


“What do you mean?”


“Does he have a record?”


“You spent too much time in Atlanta,” she said. “This is Creekville High we’re talking about. He was a model student, no discipline problems we know of.” She held up a palm. “Though views can get distorted when the star quarterback is involved.”


“Who was looking into his disappearance?”


“Bill.”


“Great.”


She wagged a finger. “Be nice.”


“Nice doesn’t solve murders.”


She picked up a stress ball marked with a yin-yang symbol, leaned back, and started gently kneading it. “You’re right. Talk to Bill, but you should probably start from scratch.”


“I was going to anyway.”


She nodded, and her mouth tightened as she gripped the ball harder. “Dig, Preach. Coaches, friends, neighbors, Sunday School teachers. Short-term pain can be forgotten. But the longer this thing goes unsolved . . . this is one of those crimes that can tear a town apart.”


“Thanks for the added pressure. What I can promise is that I’ll do my job, the best I know how.”


“I want a list of suspects by Friday.”


Before he left, he picked up the piece of paper the chief had set in front of him. “What’s this?”


“Bill’s report on the missing person case. Look at the second paragraph. The night David disappeared, one of the neighbors heard a disturbance at the Lourdis house. A screaming match.”


He finished reading Officer Wright’s notes from Friday, October 3. In response to Bill’s inquiry, Claire had blown off the incident, saying her son was a typical angst-ridden teen upset with his mother’s boyfriend. “So Claire and David were fighting about her new fling. That’s not uncommon after a divorce.”


“The divorce was years ago.”


“It’s hard to see your mom date around.” A long breath seeped out of him. “God, she’ll never forgive herself if she drove him away that night.”


“Probably not. But you need to ask her a few questions.”


“That’s the plan.”


“You need to ask her if she owns a gun.”


He started. “With an execution-style shot to the head? A mother? I don’t think now’s the time—”


“We’re not positive about the time of death, but it looks like it’s going to be soon after he left the house. How many people could he have run into?”


“It just takes one. He was distraught and could have gone anywhere. Who the hell knows what happened?”


“That’s right,” she said softly, pointing a finger at him. “It just takes one. So ask.”
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After Preach left the station, he wanted to order his thoughts before he talked to Claire, and he felt the need for more coffee. Good coffee, that was.


Minutes later, he pulled into the gravel lot of Jimmy’s Corner Store, a café and local market that served as Preach’s second office. He entered the packed café and sat on a barstool at the counter, facing the chalkboard menu and an old tin Sunbeam Bread sign that had probably been there for fifty years.


Over the years, the aroma of roasting coffee had permeated the tables, overstuffed chairs, and blue clapboard walls. Preach hunched over his mug and thought about how best to approach Claire. He hated to impose on her grief so soon, but a timely investigation was essential. Evidence degraded over time.


Officer Wright’s case file was painfully thin. It was obvious he hadn’t thought David was in imminent danger. Bill had made a few calls but, except for David’s argument with his mother, uncovered no evidence of enemies or disturbing behavior.


Which Preach wasn’t buying. That kind of crime, the murder of a healthy male from close range and a careful dump of the body, didn’t scream spur-of-the-moment decision to Preach. What he thought was that past events had initiated a chain reaction that for some reason had come to a head after David left his house. Whether the argument with his mother had anything to do with that, well, he would just have to see.


On Monday, he planned to visit the school. Talk to the teachers and coaches and David’s friends. Where else did teenage boys hang out these days? Preach thought about his own youth and the hell he had raised, but things were different now. He and Wade and the crew had drunk themselves silly and smoked a little pot, but they hadn’t had drugs that could ruin your life with one puff or pharmaceutical concoctions mixed in bathtubs that could make you claw your own face off. 


Had David been into drugs? Gotten involved with the wrong crowd?


There were other possibilities, ones Preach had seen with homeless teens time and time again. Ones that made him shudder. He still didn’t like to look at a missing persons report for children, or even the back of a milk carton. A crime against a child was a stain on the human race.


Still, none of that rang true here. He needed to know more, peel back the layers.


It just pained him to do it with Claire’s child.
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The town was buzzing as Preach drove through the leaf-strewn streets to the Lourdis house. The activity still surprised him. In his day, Sunday was for church and nothing else. Fancy clothes and fried chicken on the table, shuttered shops throughout the town. His own parents would rather have slept in the snow than pass through the doors of a church, but the Creekville of his youth was still steeped in Southern tradition.


Over the years he had done some reading on how secularization and religion waxed and waned in various cultures over time. He had some thoughts on the matter, most of them involving societal norms instead of any sea change in spirituality. But now, as far as he could tell, cafés and brunch spots were the preferred form of worship in Creekville on a chilly Sunday morning.


He swung into Wild Oaks, and driving through the neighborhood in the daylight, with its abundance of wood chips and wire fencing in the front yards, made Preach feel as if he were inside a giant chicken coop. Yippies, he liked to call the residents of Wild Oaks. Half yuppie, half hippie.


Claire’s handsome, traditional two-story home was much more all-American than the others. Featuring white siding with brick trim, along with dogwoods, accenting an ivy-covered arbor, the home was one of the few with a manicured lawn. About the only solidarity with the Creekville vibe was a patch of solar panels on the roof.


After parking, Preach shrugged on his overcoat, stuck his notebook in an inside pocket, and walked to the front door. A burly man in his forties answered the knock. He looked Preach up and down. “Can I help you?”


“Is Claire home?”


“Who are you?”


He had the quick speech of a businessman, along with a hint of Carolina twang. Preach took a moment to answer, noting the man’s tanned skin, cunning eyes, and clipped dark hair. His two front teeth were a touch too long, and the one on the left was shinier than the other. Probably reconstructed. With his loafers, slacks, and Ralph Lauren sweater, he looked as out of place in Creekville as a farmer in Manhattan.


“A friend.” Preach took out his badge. “And a detective.”


“She can’t talk right now. Jesus,” he said, his eyes darting to the side, “have some respect.”


“What’s your name?”


“Brett. Brett Moreland.”


“And you are?”


“Her boyfriend.”


“I understand your concern, but I promise to be gentle. Given the circumstances, I think she’ll want to talk to me. Timing is crucial to a murder investigation.”


Brett steepled his fingers on his forehead. “Murder. God, how did this happen? What was that kid into?”


“Why do you think he was into something?”


“Oh, I didn’t mean—hey, aren’t they all? I just don’t know what to do. Claire isn’t doing so well.”


“I’d expect not.”


Brett didn’t seem to notice the remark. “You said you’re a friend?”


“I knew her in high school.”


He looked the detective over again, with new eyes, and then grunted. Before he could respond, Claire shuffled into view behind him, wearing lavender sweats and a Creekville Football hoodie. The cuffs were rolled so the sleeves would fit her.


Brett turned, laying his hands on her shoulders as she approached. “You don’t have to talk to him right now, baby. You have rights.”


She stepped away from him and hugged her arms across her chest. “You think I care about rights?” She started to break down but composed herself with a shudder. Come in, Joe. I’ll do everything I can to help.”


“I guess I’ll go to the store,” her boyfriend called out, as Preach stepped past him. “Unless you need me?”


She waved him off.


“You still need almond milk?”


Her face twisted, furious at the innocent tone, the intrusion of daily routine on her grief. “Just go.”


Preach watched him walk toward a Mercedes S-Class and beep the lock. After Claire closed the front door, Preach asked, “What’s he do?”


“He has an Internet marketing company. Vertical Integration or something.” A hiccup of a laugh slipped through the sadness. “To be honest, I don’t really know. Every time he tries to tell me, my eyes glaze over.”


“So he’s probably got a lot of money.”


She gave a sad smile and looked away. Preach heard the unspoken story, saw the quick clench of her jaw.


The interior was a modern open floor plan that comprised most of the first floor. Moving as if dazed, she led him to a sectional sofa across from a stacked stone fireplace. Preach shrugged out of his coat and sat a few feet away. Before he started the interview, he leaned in and took her hand. “I can only imagine how hard this is. If you need to stop, let me know.”


“I want to help.”


He gave a slow nod. “Okay.”


“Thank you for coming. I know it didn’t have to be you.”


“It kind of did. But you’re welcome.”


She gave a little shiver, still huddled within the protective embrace of her own arms. “What do you need?”


“I’ll need to see David’s room, but why don’t you take me through the day he disappeared?”


Her arms uncrossed and moved to her lap, her thumbs rubbing against each other as if she couldn’t sit still. “It was a day like any other. A school day. I made him eggs and toast and bacon . . . I still make him breakfast . . . and he left for school.”


“Is the old Wrangler outside his?”


“It breaks down all the time, but he loves it.” Her face crumpled as she looked down. “Loved.”


“Who brought it back?”


Her eyes lifted. “Sorry?”


“I assumed . . . go ahead and finish, please.”


“After he left, I went to work, as I always do. I’ve been at the boutique for a few years now. I get home at five and make dinner. He got home from practice late, around six-thirty. He seemed a little preoccupied and wouldn’t talk about his day.”


“Was that strange? Was he open with you?”


“He used to be, until he started high school. Except for my mom, we’re all the family each other has. My dad is dead, and David’s father’s parents are in a nursing home in Pennsylvania.”
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