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Part One: Disappearances 
























































































CHAPTER ONE 





















































The visions, as Diana liked to think of them, mostly stopped coming when she left her hometown of Westwood, institutionalized her mother, and moved to New Cambridge to start her life over. 



She remembered one of the last ones clearly, the one that scared her so much she decided it was time to change her life and start over someplace new, far from the hold that the recent past had over her. It was a rainy afternoon, two years after her sister disappeared, and a particularly intense vision had come upon her while she was driving, erasing the present moment of traffic and stoplights in front of her and transporting her to that other place, the one she saw so often and knew so well but couldn't understand. 



The clearing in the woods...the tall trees...the moonlit night...the dark, rich earth and the secrets it held...





By the grace of whatever god or power that watched over hopeless cases like herself, she managed to navigate the car to the side of the road, apparently coasting to a stop and narrowly missing not only another parked vehicle but also two pedestrians, one of whom turned out to be an off-duty paramedic. It was this man who pulled her door open and was leaning inside the car when Diana came back to reality. 



"Are you okay, ma'am?" he said. "Are you okay?"





Diana knew what had happened. After two years of the visions, she intimately knew the signs. A pain at the base of her skull. A rapid heart rate. And a fatigue, a deep fatigue that crept into her bones and made her feel as though she hadn't slept in weeks. 



"I'm okay," she said. "I just...sometimes I just..."





"Are they seizures, ma'am? Are you on medication?"





Diana focused on the man's face. Young, freshly shaven. Strong. Then she looked beyond him. Moving cars, falling rain. People on the sidewalk living their lives, but some taking the time to stop and stare at the young woman who clearly had something wrong with her. The rain came in the open car, fell against her arm, sending shivers to her spine. 



"I'm okay," Diana said. "Really. I just need to move on."





She gently but insistently pushed against the man with her left hand, urging him to go. He moved back but kept talking. 



"Ma'am, if it's seizures, you need to see a doctor. You might not want to drive."





Diana dropped the car into reverse—she didn't know how it got into neutral—and started backing away. The man moved back farther, stepped out of the way of the car. The door swung shut. She pulled into traffic, the wipers doing their work across the windshield. 



"I'm okay," she said to herself in the car. 



But she didn't believe a word of it. 



And for the past two years, even as the outward trappings of her life had improved, Diana still had not been able to completely convince herself that she was okay, that she had moved on and slipped free of the past. 



The visions had mostly stopped, yes. Her mother was, some days, stable. 



But her sister was still gone. And Diana knew that the past was always there, waiting to come back and intrude. 



And that is what happened the day she met the woman in the parking lot. 



Kay Todd. 









* * *











Diana was running a little late. 



She knew enough about herself to know that her tardiness was a defense mechanism, a childish way to delay the inevitable—facing her mother and her mother's condition. Diana had quit her job and hadn't found a new one, so she had nothing to fill her time before going to the hospital except avoidance. And she was good at that, practically a master. 



She scrambled to shower and dress, then paused to check herself in the mirror. She had lost a few pounds over the past couple of months, and she thought her face was starting to look too thin. Her brown hair had grown to her shoulders and needed to be trimmed before the ends began to split. Summer was ending, but she still looked pale, so she took the time to apply a small amount of make-up. If her mother was having a coherent day—more and more of a rarity—Diana wanted to look nice. She grabbed a light jacket since they kept the hospital cool, perhaps an added form of sedation for the patients whose brains were already in deep freeze. And she was out the door of her apartment and turning to lock it when she remembered the candy bars. 



As her mother descended deeper and deeper into the ravages of Alzheimer's, she became more and more like a child. She refused to eat much of the time—had, in fact, lost about thirty-five pounds off an already slender frame. But she did eat sweets. So Diana never showed up without a handful of candy bars, which the nurses kept in a locked drawer at their station and doled out to her mother on a daily basis. She went back inside, grabbed the candy bars—Hershey's, dark chocolate—off the counter, and then left, locking the door behind her. 



Later, when Diana looked back at the series of events that had been set in motion that day, she remembered the candy bars and wondered if everything would have been different if she hadn't gone back for them. She might have made it to the car a few minutes sooner, and Kay Todd might never have found her. 



But Diana knew this was not the case. This was simply another attempt at avoidance. 



Kay Todd was determined to find her. 



They would have met one way or another. 













































CHAPTER TWO 









































Diana saw the woman approaching from across the parking lot. She looked unsteady on her feet, wobbly like a drunk, and Diana hoped to avoid her, to slip into her car and be on her way. It was a warm mid-September day, one that had started cool, with frost on the pumpkin, and was heading toward a blazing red sunset. The clouds were just beginning to flame along their tips when the woman said Diana's name. 



"Officer Greene?"





She was an older woman with the heavily lined face of a lifelong smoker. She wore a maroon windbreaker, its tail fluttering up as she walked, pink polyester slacks and white tennis shoes that were scuffed and worn. Her hair was thinning and gray and cut short like a man's, and when she spoke again, Diana saw a row of discolored teeth. 



"Are you Officer Diana Greene?"





"I used to be Officer Diana Greene. I'm not anymore." Diana squinted at the woman, scanning her face, trying to place it. "And you...?"





Someone played loud music in an apartment across the way, a thumping that Diana felt in her chest. Had she met this woman on the job, arrested her or a family member perhaps? Or, worse yet, was she someone from home, a friend of her mother's passing through town looking for an update on her condition? This seemed like a long shot since her mother had few friends, and Diana's goal of leaving Westwood and their life there far behind had worked. 



The woman smiled and held out her hand. The odor of stale cigarette smoke came off of her in waves, and the tips of her fingers were stained yellow by nicotine. 



"I'm Kay Todd. We haven't met." They shook. The woman's hand felt tiny and frail in Diana's, like holding a small, sick bird. "I was hoping we could talk."





"I'm actually on my way somewhere. But if this is a police matter, I'm not on the force any more. You need to go to the station—"





"I've been inside there before, honey," Kay Todd said. "I know how they handle things in there. If you would just let me come in. It won't take long."





Diana looked at her watch. Nearly five. A forty-five minute drive to Vienna Woods, and she had to be there by six. She still had a little time, but she didn't know what to make of the little, rocking scarecrow of a woman standing before her. Something stirred within Diana, some combination of pity and caution, and it must have shown on her face. 



"We don't have to go inside your house. We can go to the diner up the way."





"I don't know you..."





"Please," Kay Todd said. Her eyes glistened. "Please. You're going to want to hear what I have to say."





The wind picked up, warm and swirling, tossing leaves across the tops of their shoes. 



"Are you telling me this isn't a police matter? That it's something personal between you and me?"





"It's more personal than anything else at this point," Kay Todd said. "You see, I have a daughter, and she disappeared...and I know..."





She didn't finish her thought, but instead made a gesture, something to indicate that they should continue their conversation somewhere else. 



Diana's heart fluttered, a quick stirring. She did want to know. She couldn't help herself now. She just followed along, letting Kay Todd lead the way. 









* * *












They took a booth near the back of the Courthouse Diner, which sat on the south side of High Street, three blocks from Diana's apartment building. An indifferent looking waitress brought them coffee, and Diana added cream then sipped from the mug, hoping to prevent herself from blurting out the questions that swirled in her mind. She wanted to know what this woman wanted, but she also knew that the best way to find out was to simply wait. The story would come. 



The diner was mostly empty. A couple of old-timers sat at the counter, bitching about gas prices, their voices gruff and gravelly. Diana knew they, like her, simply had too much time on their hands and used it to cook up increasingly reactionary solutions to the world's problems. But she also couldn't help but think they were studying her, eavesdropping and judging, as so many older men in New Cambridge seemed to do. She told herself to ignore them, but when someone dropped a dish back in the kitchen, a sharp and brittle sound that cut through the still air of the diner, she jumped a little in her seat. 



Kay Todd didn't seem to notice. She was busy stirring cream into her coffee, the spoon making a faint pinging against the side of the mug. For someone with an urgent problem, she seemed to be taking her time getting to it, so Diana spoke up. 



"Mrs. Todd..."





"Kay. Call me Kay."





"Kay." Diana couldn't avoid the heavy odor of fried food and greasy meat, and against her will, her stomach rumbled. "I have somewhere to be soon, so if you have something to tell me, you should hurry up."





"Everyone's always in a hurry, aren't they?"





"You brought me here," Diana said, but she saw something in Kay's eyes, a hard edge that hadn't been there before, and Diana wondered about the layers that were concealed within this woman. 



"People don't really know about patience, do they Diana? Not like you and certainly not like me."





"I don't follow you—"





"Just listen to what I have to say," she said. 



Diana had known women like Kay Todd her whole life. She had grown up around them. Her mother was one of those women. They loved to the best of their abilities, and they lived their lives in apartment complexes or trailer parks, scraping by on Social Security or disability, holding the pieces together as best they could long after the men in their lives had gone away or had the good sense to die. Diana knew Kay Todd had a story to tell, and more than likely it was going to be a sad story. She braced herself. 



"My Margie was a student here at Fields University. She worked to pay her way through school and got a little financial aid as well. I helped her when I could, but I didn't have much. And I had another daughter at home. My husband died when Margie was eight."





She paused. Diana recognized her cue. 



"I'm sorry," she said. 



"That's okay. He was a good man. The only bad thing he ever did to me was die. A heart attack in the bathtub. He was thirty-eight. But we did our best, and like I said, Margie made it to college. She wasn't the best student in the world, but she got Bs and Cs. She was going to graduate. No one else in our family had ever graduated college. No one else had even so much as gone. Then during her last year, Margie dropped out. She decided she didn't like her major, didn't think she was learning anything. She was studying communications but decided that she might want to be a nurse or a social worker. Something that might make a difference, you know?"





Diana nodded. "I'm familiar with the impulse."





"So she quit school. She rented a room down here on Poplar Street and went to work for a cleaning service, cleaning people's houses. Rich people's houses."





She nearly spit when she spoke the last line. 



"And you didn't like that she dropped out?" Diana said. 



"I wasn't thrilled. I tried not to say anything about it, but I couldn't keep my mouth shut. That's always been my problem. I told her that I thought she was making a mistake, that she should just gut it out and finish that last semester. It was too important to throw all that money and time away so late in the game. She didn't take that very well. She said some awful things to me. She told me that since I'd never been to college and didn't even know anyone who had been to college that I didn't have any right to say anything. She was right, of course. I didn't really have any right. I guess I've come to realize that it's not that unusual to take time off."





"It's not," Diana said. 



"We had that blow up when she was home for Christmas. I told her I loved her when she left, but things were icy between us. We didn't talk much. And I was wrapped up in my own life. Daphne, my other daughter, was in high school then. I was working full-time."





"And that's the last time you saw her? At Christmas break?"





Kay nodded. She recited the facts so well that it was obvious to Diana she had spent a lot of time thinking them over. "She disappeared one night in March. That's the last time she was seen. It was a cool night, cloudy, and Margie left her room around eleven o'clock. One of the neighbors saw her on the stairs. She took just enough money for cigarettes and left her wallet, her ID, clothes and everything else behind. She didn't even bring her glasses. We know she made it to the store because the clerk remembered waiting on her. He recognized her from a picture. But she never made it back to her room. Somewhere between the store and her room, she disappeared. Right there on Poplar Street. Nobody saw or heard a thing, according to the police."





Despite the hot coffee, Diana felt a cold tingle at the back of her neck. Stories of young women disappearing always had that effect on her. 



"I've never heard of her." Diana leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, looking for added warmth. Something about Kay Todd was bothering her. Not only did she speak with the central Ohio twang that Diana had grown up hearing and had tried to purge from her own mouth, but she also possessed the small-town, Midwestern habit of circling around a topic without ever really arriving at it. Diana knew there was something she wasn't being told, that there were layers to this story that were only going to be revealed after extensive peeling. "Kay, what year are we talking about?"





"Again with the hurry." Kay smiled, but there was no warmth in her eyes. "Does it really matter what year it happened? My daughter is gone, and no one has been able to tell me what happened to her. The police say they don't have a single clue. Not a single lead. No blood. No physical evidence. Nobody heard a scream or a struggle. They say she most likely ran away. Probably sounds familiar to you, doesn't it? The things these cops say?"





Diana started to get the feeling that their conversation wasn't leading in the direction that she originally suspected, that Kay Todd hadn't sought her our because of her connection to the police department but because of something else. And that uncertainty, that lack of confidence in the direction of the conversation, made her uneasy. 



"What year are we talking about, Kay?"





"1984. March of 1984."





"Twenty-five years?" 





"Twenty-five and a half," Kay said. "You probably weren't even born then, were you?"





"No, I wasn't."





"It feels like a lifetime since I saw her. A couple of lifetimes."





"So why are you bringing it up now?" Diana asked. 



"I have lung cancer. Inoperable. The doctor says eight months, maybe a year. My other daughter, Daphne, died two years ago. Ovarian cancer. It runs in our family apparently. My mother died of it, too."





"I'm sorry," Diana said again. She sometimes felt as though it was all she could say to the Kay Todds of the world. I'm sorry. Sorry for the hand they'd been dealt, sorry that the world isn't fair, sorry that whatever god hands out the breaks and the advantages hands them out with all the care and foresight of an overgrown, temperamental child. I'm sorry. 



"I want to know something before I go. I want to know what happened to my Margie. For a long time, I thought she was still alive. I believed it. I could feel it in my heart. Lately, I'm not so sure. I don't feel her anymore the way I used to. The way I always did, since I carried her inside me." She licked her lips. "Do you still feel your sister, Diana? Do you still think she's alive?"





The cold sensation at the base of Diana's skull spread down her spine and radiated through her body. She let her hands drop to the top of the table. 



"Why did you say that? Why did you bring up my sister?"





"You didn't answer my question," Kay said. 



Diana studied the old woman's face, which no longer looked as helpless as it had in the parking lot. Her withered, wizened features and watery eyes looked like a mask, one that hid some deeper motivation Diana couldn't begin to understand. 



"You have no right to say that," Diana said. "You have no right to talk about her."





Kay brought out a cigarette and lighted it, ignoring the posted No Smoking sign above their table. She blew a plume of smoke up toward the fluorescent lights and leveled her gaze at Diana. 



"I want to help you, Diana," she said. "But you have to help me first."





"How can you help me?"





Kay held up her hand, a request for Diana's silence. "I want you to find out what happened to Margie." Her eyes were pleading again, but her jaw was set tight. "I need you to."





"It's been too long. Twenty-five years is too much time. Seventy-two hours is too long in a case like this."





"Find her," Kay said. "Find her and I can tell you what happened to your sister."





Diana made a quick, instinctual grab for Kay's right arm. She gripped the old woman just above the wrist, felt the bone just beneath the papery flesh, and in the process knocked her coffee mug to the floor where it shattered. 



"Don't," Kay said. 



Diana looked down and saw the lighted cigarette poised above the back of her hand, the tip burning an inch above her flesh. 



Diana let go. 



Kay didn't rub her arm, didn't give Diana the satisfaction of thinking she had hurt her. She took another drag while the waitress returned and asked if everything was okay. 



Diana looked and saw the old-timers staring at them, their faces impassive, but inside, they were no doubt thrilled to have this display of female emotion, something to chew over in the days to come. 



"We're fine," Kay said, without taking her eyes off Diana. "It's a family matter."





The waitress looked them both over, then left without cleaning up the mess. When she was gone, Diana said, "You don't know anything about Rachel. You don't know anything about me."





Kay used her saucer as an ashtray and stubbed the cigarette out. "I've been waiting a long time, longer than you. I have more at stake here. Find out what happened to her, and then I'll tell you what you want to know." She scooted back from the table, gathered her purse and stood up. "Do you mind paying for the coffee?"





She didn't wait for Diana's response, and Diana wasn't sure she could have given one anyway. She sat at the table, the broken crockery and spilled coffee at her feet, and watched Kay Todd walk away. 













































CHAPTER THREE 















































Roger waited until sunset to bury the girl. 



Even though he wouldn't be seen in the woods, he still waited until the sun was falling, the shadows slanting through the thick trees, elongating their shapes across the ground until it seemed they stretched for miles. 



But Roger didn't want to wait too long. He had a lot of digging ahead of him. 



The girl's death had been a terrible one. At first, Roger thought she was faking. She complained about the pain in her abdomen for weeks, even going so far as refusing to eat, and it put him in mind of the days when she had first come to live with him and refused to eat, a spoiled child throwing a tantrum. But her complaints didn't end. They only grew worse. She started losing weight. She vomited during the night. Her skin turned yellow, her eyes developed dark circles beneath them like someone had punched her...





Roger hadn't punched her. 



He hadn't punched her since those first days, back when she cried all the time and refused to eat. He didn't like punching the girl because it only made her cry more, but eventually she stopped crying and started eating, and their life settled into a routine and it felt like he was home again. 



And everything was great, for years and years, until she got sick. 



And when she died, he had to take her to the woods. 



His father had warned him about it. When he was a child, they hunted the woods near their house, land that had been in the family for close to two hundred years. They navigated the narrow trails, hunting deer mostly, but if need be, settling for squirrel or opossum. He cherished those times, learning at his father's side, and he looked back on them now and missed their simplicity, the clear-cut sense of belonging he felt. His dad was the boss. He did whatever his dad told him to do. And his dad told him to stay away from the clearing a mile behind their house. 



"Why, Daddy?"





"Just stay away."





"There are probably deer there. Lots of them."





"There ain't nothing there," his dad said. "Nothing you ever want to see."





So he stayed away, as best he could. But when he grew older and started hunting on his own, he would find himself coming near the place, his body drawn in that direction as though by an invisible force. And that's what he remembered most of all, that sense of not having any choice. 



Not having any choice at all. 



























* * * 










A vehicle wouldn't work. There was no road to reach the clearing, not even one that came close enough to make driving worthwhile. And he didn't have an ATV or a tractor to use for hauling. He didn't want to haul the girl anyway, drag her along behind some vehicle like a sack of garbage. She meant something to him, and he didn't want to treat her that way. It left only one choice. He'd carry her. 



It helped that he was a big guy, and she was small. With being sick and all, she'd wasted away down to nothing. He wrapped her in a sheet and flung her over his shoulder. It was like carrying a bunch of small twigs in a bag. 



He grabbed a shovel with his free hand and started through the woods, down the trail that started at the back of his house. 



His house. 



After all these years, he still had a hard time thinking of the house as his, even though his parents had been dead longer than he could remember, leaving the house and the land to him to do with as he pleased. He liked to think he had done a good job, that he was making his parents proud if they could look down on him from wherever they were. The girl had helped make the place look nice, just like his mom used to. And now the girl was gone, and he was alone. Truly alone. 



Just before his dad died, the old man had given him some advice. His dad had been sick a long time, too, just like the girl. He got thin and pale and started coughing and coughing. 



"Goddamn cigarettes," his dad used to say, and then he'd cough and cough some more until it seemed he'd never stop. But when he did, he called Roger to his bedside and asked him to lean in close. "There're a couple of things I need to tell you," he said. 



His dad smelled rotten, like something inside of him had gone bad and was now leaking out through his pores. But Roger didn't lean away. He wanted to hear his dad speak because Roger knew it might be the last thing to ever come out of the man's mouth. 



"Roger," his dad said, his voice full of phlegm. "I'm not sure you're cut out for living on your own. Are you?"





Roger shook his head. "No, sir."





"Neither was I. That's why I got married to your mother and had you. So I wouldn't have to go through my life alone. Make sense?"





Roger understood and nodded to show it, but another coughing fit sent his dad into spasms. When he settled down, he hocked a bloody loogie into a glass by the side of the bed, then leaned back and closed his eyes. Roger thought he was going to sleep, but his dad started talking again. 



"I'm not sure you have much of a chance in the race for a wife, do you? I mean...you ain't exactly a looker, are you?"





Roger nodded. He knew he didn't look right. He was big. Huge. And his head was too small. He had one eye that wandered off beyond his control, and his fingers were thick and meaty. He knew what his dad meant. 



His dad coughed again, but not as bad as before. Then he said, "But I don't think it's right that a man like yourself should have to be alone. I think a man has a right to some companionship and company, if you know what I mean."





Roger thought he did. "Do you want me to get a dog?"





His dad laughed and thumped the flat of his hand against the bed sheets. Roger was afraid he was going to start coughing again, but he didn't. 



"No, dummy," he said. "Not a dog. A wife. I want you to take a wife. Someone who can help you out with this place. Cook and clean and...all the things a wife does for a man. Do you know what I mean now?"





Roger knew what men and women did together in the bedroom, and he knew his dad was talking about something like that. But he didn't understand what that had to do with him, and he didn't know how he was going to get to a place where he was going to be able to do those things. So he told his dad he didn't get it. 



And that's when his dad told him about the clearing. 









* * *












Carrying the girl and the shovel slowed Roger down. The path was there beneath his feet, but it didn't get used much and was still overgrown from the summer. Branches scratched against his arms and face, and once, an unseen thorn bush scraped across the soft skin of his neck, making him wince. But after a while, Roger stopped even noticing the scratches and the scrapes. He began to feel the power of the place drawing him closer. 



It always came upon him the same way. His hands, even burdened as they were by the load he carried, began to tingle, as though they were falling asleep. But Roger knew that wasn't the case. He knew his body was waking up. He paused, adjusted the girl on his shoulder. He looked ahead, though the clearing remained obscured by the forest growth. But he knew it was out there and getting closer. He felt the cold sweat form in his armpits and trickle down his sides. He felt his heart rate increase until his breath came in quick huffs. And he felt the hardening between his legs, the stiffening that felt so good it almost hurt. 



Roger moaned. 



He kept walking, moving faster now. 



When Roger reached the clearing, he dropped the shovel, eased the girl to the ground, and fell to his knees. The sweat dripped down his face, burning his eyes. He wiped it away and examined his surroundings. The clearing remained the same as ever. No grass or weeds grew in its center, and the tall trees at its edges loomed timeless and eternal, like they had been placed there at the start of the world, never to be moved or brought down. The sky above had mostly darkened, and the moon was still rising. Roger's eyes were adjusted to the dark. He reached out, placing his hand on his bundle. The girl he came to bury. 



His father hadn't told him much about the clearing that night on his deathbed. Roger listened to every word, trying his best to absorb and retain everything the old man said. But he felt that his father had left certain things out, and Roger assumed that if his dad hadn't mentioned them, they really weren't that important anyway. 



His dad did tell him that the clearing meant a great deal to the men who founded Union Township, the original settlement that eventually led to the creation of New Cambridge ten miles to the east. In those earliest days, the men gathered in the clearing, drawn there—Roger assumed—by the same force that drew him back again and again. All the most important decisions relating to the founding of the new community were discussed and made in that spot. What the laws would be. What the form of government would be. Who would live where and on what parcel of land. 



Who would marry who. 



Roger came back to the clearing to bury the girl because of that. His father had told him, during that deathbed revelation, that a man could feel a great deal of power if he gave himself over to the clearing. And, his father told him, if a man wants to find a wife, he should start looking in the clearing. If a man spent enough time there and opened himself up to the possibilities that flowed through that place, he could find himself with a suitable wife and an end to his loneliness. 



"That's the way we determined those things back then," the old man said. "If a man couldn't find a wife, he came to the clearing, and one was found for him..."





Roger believed it. 



He started going there before his father died, and shortly before the old man's death, Roger had found the girl and brought her to live with him. But he couldn't have done it—knew he couldn't have done it—without first receiving the power that came from that place. 



Roger pushed himself to his feet. He grabbed the shovel and looked for a suitable place to dig. The hardness in his pants continued, pushing against his jeans. Roger used his hand to adjust himself, hoping for some relief, even though he knew of only one real way to ease the pain and discomfort. 



But he couldn't do that anymore. The girl was gone. She had died. And even before she died, she was sick, and he couldn't relieve his urges. 



But in the clearing, he felt otherwise. Something told him otherwise. 



And once he started thinking about it, Roger couldn't stop himself. He knew he was going to be alone for a long time, maybe forever. And hadn't his dad said that the clearing was the place where men drew their power, where men did what men had to do? 



Roger bent down and untied the knot holding the sheet tight around the girl's body. Once he started untying the knot, he felt the desire rise within him. It felt like a swarm of bees buzzing in his skull, and he pulled and tugged harder against the knot, his thick fingers butchering the job, making the knot worse and more uncooperative. 



"Ahhhh," he cried, his voice rising in the woods. 



He continued his fight with the knots until they started to come free. Sweat covered his body now, and he felt like he had a fever. His forehead and the tips of his earlobes burned in the cool night air. 



He pulled the sheet apart. 



There she was. The girl. His girl. 



She wore her nightgown, the one she had died in, and her hair looked greasy and tangled from the months of her sickness. Her skin was pale, the bones rising from beneath her flesh. 



But Roger didn't care. She was cold already, but he didn't care. 



He fumbled with his pants. When he opened them, some of the pressure eased. But not all of it, not nearly enough of it. 



He lifted her nightgown and climbed on top of her. He went to work just as the clearing told him to do. 



He knew relief was coming, felt it drawing closer with each rhythmic thrust. 



He howled, his voice rising and cutting through the night. 



When Roger was finished, he lay on his back next to the girl's body. He felt better. Relieved, he thought. 



But as he lay there, looking at the stars that dotted the sky and the almost fully risen moon, he knew it was only temporary. He smelled the rich earth, the thick green vegetation and knew that he had to put the girl in the ground. But once she went in there, he would be alone. 



Really alone. 



No one else in his family had ever lived alone. His mother died first, but Dad had him for company. And right after Dad died, the girl came to live with him. But now he faced the future by himself, with no one to help him or guide him. No one to care for him. 



He thought about bringing the girl back into the house with him, just for a little while, but he couldn't bring himself to do that. It would be wrong. Indecent. He couldn't do anything like that in his parents' house. 



So he continued to stare at the sky and tried to open himself up to the power of the clearing. 



And the answer came to him in just a few minutes: 



Why not find a new wife? 



As soon as he thought it, Roger knew he had found the solution to all of his problems. He could find a new wife, someone to come and take the girl's place, and then he wouldn't have to be alone in the house. He wouldn't have to be alone at all. 



He felt the tingling in his hands again. He felt like there was nothing he couldn't do. 



He climbed to his feet, dusting the dirt and leaves off of his skin, and then pulled his pants up, zipping and buttoning them, noting that he felt so much more comfortable now than when he had come to the clearing. 



Yes, he thought, I'll find a new wife. A new one just as good as the old one. 



He felt a pleasant burst of energy course through his body, a sense of freshness and renewal that he hadn't felt in a long time. 



He grabbed the shovel. He had work to finish tonight. 



And he had a new task to devote himself to tomorrow. 













































CHAPTER FOUR 





















































Diana was driving down Highway Seventeen northbound, the main road between New Cambridge and Leesburg, when she reached for the radio volume dial and saw how much her hand was shaking. She brought it back, gripping the wheel with both hands, and shook her head, although there was no one there to see the gesture, just a farmer in his combine, chewing up acres of withering cornstalks and kicking up enough dust to partially obscure the red sunset. 



She's crazy, Diana thought. Just a crazy woman who wants to mess with me.





And Diana had heard of plenty of people who do things like that—prey on the families of crime victims, tease them, get their hopes up and take advantage of them, all in the name of sick thrills or morbid curiosity. Diana shook her head again. She wouldn't give anyone the satisfaction of violating or victimizing her, and she already regretted losing her cool with the woman, grabbing her arm that way and giving her some sort of power or pleasure. She knew she had to collect herself and be ready to face her own mother. She couldn't go in there rattled or shaken. 



Her mother had been in the Vienna Woods Long-Term Rehabilitation Facility for three years, as long as Diana had been living in New Cambridge. It had begun innocently enough for her mother. Forgotten names. Lost keys. A poorly balanced checkbook, which didn't matter much to a woman who never had any money. But then her mom started forgetting entire swatches of their lives. She spoke to relatives who had died years before. 



And she repeatedly called Diana by the name of her other daughter, the one who had disappeared into thin air. 



Rachel. 



In Diana's most honest moments, the times when she turned the full force of her own critical judgment against herself, she admitted that it was this more than anything else—more than her mother's illness, more than the confining nature of the small town she grew up in, more than the opportunities that moving away presented—that drove Diana to commit her mother to Vienna Woods. She couldn't handle the almost daily reminder that it was she who was still there while Rachel, her little sister, was gone, evaporated like a fast-moving cloud on a windy day. 



But who are you to judge someone else's mental health, with your visions of the dark woods you're never able to find? Diana chased the thought away and felt relief when she saw the hospital come into view. 



The attendant at the Vienna Woods' gate stopped Diana and made her sign in on a beat-up clipboard. An eight-foot high chain link fence surrounded the parking lot, and while there wasn't any razor wire on top, it still made the place look like a prison. Diana swallowed her guilt and drove through, the guard's Have a nice day ringing in her ears. 



The hospital itself looked rundown and vacant. It was three stories high with narrow windows and two turrets on either end, as if the original architect feared that someone was going to attack the place and release all the loonies. The brick, which once must have been a bright and healthy shade of red, had become grimy and blackened after years of exposure to the midwestern weather. Rumors appeared in the paper at least once a year that Vienna Woods was scheduled to close, that the patients living there were slowly being farmed out to other institutions. Families of the patients—inmates, Diana thought, they're really inmates—complained about the building's crumbling infrastructure, the leaky pipes and poor heating. 



But Diana didn't like to think of the place closing. Where would her mom go then? How far would she have to drive to see her? Diana found an empty parking space. Six o' three. She hustled to the door while a little voice taunted her. You already don't visit her enough. Diana blocked out her negative thoughts. No time for guilt now. I'm here. 



Diana signed in again, this time at the main desk, received a visitor's badge and went down a long hallway on the left toward her mother's ward. Her mom certainly wasn't close to being one of the worst patients in the place. Diana knew that the first floor was for the mildly nutty, and as one went higher in the building, the condition of the patients worsened. She didn't want to think about what lived on the third floor, although she knew that as her mother's disease progressed, she would, more than likely, get moved up. 



Patients moaned behind closed doors, and the thick odor of disinfectant barely covered the rot and decay underneath. Human beings warehoused and slowly dying, and worst of all, their minds were dying first. Diana found the day room where the art show was scheduled to take place. The patients were scattered throughout, some in wheelchairs, some slouched over on the uncomfortable couches. A social worker in a pants suit stood at the front with the patient paintings, and two weary-looking attendants stood to the side, their arms folded, their boredom palpable. 



Diana spotted her mom, sitting in a plastic chair near the front. Though only fifty, she looked closer to seventy, and every time Diana visited, it seemed like five years had been added to her age. Deeper lines, grayer hair, the bones rising, pressing against the skin. When Diana was a child, people always pointed out how much she resembled her mother, and at the time, Diana took pride in the comparison. They had the same small frame, the same deep brown eyes. But whenever she went to the hospital for a visit, Diana wondered if she was staring at some future version of herself, one that genetics and fate was leading her toward: mind and body wasting away at an accelerated rate in a depressing institution. 



Diana slipped in quietly and, when she settled in the seat next to her mom, didn't receive so much as a glance. She recognized Diana about fifty percent of the time, a percentage Diana knew was only going to decrease as the disease worked its way deeper into her mind. 



The social worker, a woman named Maria, had her hair pulled back into a small bun—nothing for the patients to grab hold of—and smiled broadly as she pointed to the paintings belonging to Emily, a woman not much older than Diana who had suffered head trauma in a car accident. Emily didn't speak, but instead sat in a wheelchair, her body tilted to the side, the kind of helmet kids wore to skateboard attached to her head. The canvas had a smear of finger paints, mostly green with a splattering of red that looked like vomit, and Diana wished she could be someplace else, anyplace else, rather than in a mental hospital being reminded of all the awful things that can happen to the human mind while the body kept merrily functioning. 



When Maria finished talking about Emily's masterpiece, those who were able applauded, while others moaned and some even slept. 



"And now," Maria said, "we have a painting by our very own Janet Greene." She nodded toward Diana's mom who smiled uncertainly as if someone had made a joke in another language. "Isn't this wonderful work?"





The painting was crude, black paint in thick strokes on white paper. It appeared to show a house, child-like in its simplicity. A square with a pointed roof and two windows, a squiggle of smoke curling from its chimney. There were trees around the house, straight lines for trunks and swirling, ragged-looking leaves. Diana felt a clutch of pity in her chest. Her mother, an adult human being, reduced to being praised for producing something a kindergartner could do. 



"Janet?" Maria said. "Do you have anything to say about this?"





For a moment, her mom didn't speak, and Diana thought she had tuned them out, gone to whatever place inside the lost world of her own mind she traveled to. But then she cleared her throat and sat up a little straighter. 



"That's my daughter's house," she said. 



Maria nodded. "Lovely. And is this your daughter with you here today?"





Her mom looked over as if seeing Diana for the first time. "Yes," she said. "That's my daughter. That's Rachel. She lives in the house."





"We're so glad Rachel could come and join us. We love it when family members come to our shows."





But Diana was shaking her head. She felt the eyes of the entire room on her, everyone expecting the dutiful daughter to smile and nod and go along. But for some reason, Diana couldn't. 



I'm not Rachel. 



"No, Mom," she said. "I'm Diana."





"Rachel," her mom said, the name coming out of her mouth like an incantation, a word of protection and comfort. She repeated it. "Rachel."





"No, Mom. Diana. Rachel's gone. Remember? She left us. She left right before you got sick."





The room grew pin-drop quiet. Maria took a step forward, reached back and checked the condition of her bun. They didn't like disruptions at Vienna Woods, didn't like people—especially family—to come in and agitate the patients. 



Her mom kept staring at Diana, certainty etched on her face. "You're Rachel, I know. I know my child."





"Well," Maria said, "I'm sure you and your sister look a lot alike."





"We don't," Diana said. "She was the pretty one." Diana took her mom's hand. "Mom, I know you know who I am. I know you can remember what happened to Rachel. She went down our road that night and didn't come back. We fought with her—"





"These matters are often best discussed in family therapy," Maria said, her voice rising over the room. She reasserted her control by taking Janet's painting down and moving on. "I see we have something by Tony, and it looks like a watercolor."





But Diana held tight to her mother's hand. She stared into her eyes, looking for something, some life, some spark of recognition. "Mom, do you know what I'm saying to you?"





Her mom pulled her hand back and in the same motion slapped Diana across the face. "You're Rachel. You liar. You're Rachel. You're Rachel."





Her mother screamed the words over and over, and the room fell into chaos as the attendants grabbed her mom, and the other patients yelled and moaned and Maria stared at Diana as if she were the worst daughter who had ever walked the earth. 



Diana rubbed her cheek, felt the raw sting of her mom's hand for the first time since childhood, and decided that if that's what Maria really thought, there was no argument she could offer in her own defense. 









* * *











While the attendants calmed and sedated her mother, Diana was forced to listen to a lecture from Maria in a cramped office near the nurses' station. The room was cluttered with papers and binders, and on the desk, Maria had a picture of her own family—a beaming, manly husband and two toddler sons in matching clothes. Not a hint of trouble, scandal or tragedy in her family. 



"I don't think you understand the seriousness of what happened this evening," Maria said. Her bun was still in place, but her cheeks were flushed from the excitement. "Your mother is very ill, terminally so, and she's not going to get any better. She doesn't know what year it is or what state she's living in. You can't expect her to know the difference between you and your sister. It's not her fault."





"Can I see her now?" Diana said. 



Maria shook her head. "I don't know if I'm going to let you see her. She needs her rest."





"Then I'm going to go."





"Wait. You need to hear this." She brushed some paperclips aside, then folded her hands on the desk. "I know about your family's history. I know your father left the family when you and your sister were just children. I know that your sister disappeared four years ago and is presumed to be dead."





"She is dead."





"Why do you say that?"





Diana shrugged, and thought of Kay Todd, a pathetic woman clinging to a pathetic hope. She didn't want to turn into that, and she told herself that the visions, the pathetic visions, were just that—false hope, refusing to die. "Just a feeling I have. Rachel wasn't much for standing on her own two feet. She wouldn't make it long on her own."





"And no one's heard from her?"





"Not a word. The police said there was no evidence of a crime, so she must have run away. I think somebody probably took her. The end result is the same. She's gone, and mom went downhill because of it."





Maria raised a finger in the air. "You see, that's what I want to talk to you about. You act as though your mother's condition is a choice, that events in her personal life triggered this illness. I know you know better than that. She has Alzheimer's disease, and it's a coincidence that she developed it shortly after your sister disappeared. Admittedly, she developed the disease much earlier than is typical. Only about ten percent of cases present symptoms before the patient is sixty years old, so your mother's situation is quite rare."





"My mother has always run away and hidden when the going gets tough. When my dad left us, she went to bed for two years. I ran the household. I raised my sister. I know my mother has a disease, I know all about that. I've done the research. But I can't help but think this is her way of checking out and not dealing with what happened to Rachel. She calls me Rachel. Why? She paints a pretty house and says Rachel lives there. Why? Is that the reality she chooses to live in while the rest of us are stuck here?" Diana held out her hand. "I know, I know. It's not a choice. My mind knows that. I understand that. But there's a part of me, the part that knows my mom real well, that's suspicious."





Maria refolded her hands. "I can't make you feel compassion, Ms. Greene. But maybe this will help you see things in a different light. The child of someone with early onset Alzheimer's has a fifty-fifty chance of developing the disease themselves. Maybe that will help you gain some clarity." She stood up. "Why don't we go see your mom now. She's probably back in her room and resting."















































CHAPTER FIVE 















































Diana's mother looked semi-conscious, her eyes half-open, the blankets tucked underneath her armpits as though she were imprisoned in the bed. The curtain had been pulled between the two halves of the room, blocking Diana's view of her mom's roommate, Mrs. Platcher, eighty-eight years old and convinced that she had to catch a school bus every morning, prone to wander out of the building in her nightgown looking for the ride that never came. 



The TV played low. A cable newscaster droned on and on, even though Mrs. Platcher was asleep as well. Diana looked out the window. There was nothing to see. It was full dark now, and the window reflected back the pale light of the bedside lamp, the reflection of Diana's face an isolated oval in the black pane. Visiting hours were almost over, and at any moment, Diana expected an efficient-looking nurse to come by and shoo her away. Diana wasn't even sure why she had stayed since her mom was out of it and she still had the long drive back to New Cambridge. Guilt again, she supposed, but there was more to it than that. She actually wanted to talk to her mother, who now stirred a little, muttered something in her sleep. 



Diana leaned forward. "Mom?" She waited. "Mom, are you awake?"





Her mom muttered again, turned her head a little. "Diana?"





"Yeah, Mom."





Her eyes came open more. She licked her lips. "Is that you, honey?"





"It's me, Mom. Diana."





"How long have you been here?"





"Not long." Diana knew her mom would have no memory of the incident at the art show, no awareness that they had had a very public dust-up. It was all gone, lost in the shadows. "I want to ask you something."





"Tired..."





"I know. You can go to sleep in a minute. Do you know a woman named Kay Todd?"





Her mom remained silent for a long moment, and Diana thought she had drifted away, but then her mother opened her cracked lips. "Who?"





"Kay Todd. Do you know her?"





"I don't know anyone by that name, honey." She closed her eyes all the way. "You should go home. It's late...go home."





Music swelled on the newscast, the cue for the audience that either something dramatic was happening or an important commercial was about to play. Diana turned to the window and looked at the darkness. Thoughts of the long drive home and the return to the empty apartment didn't appeal to Diana. Something about the hospital room, the rhythmic breathing of her mother, and even the TV's strange voices brought Diana a sense of comfort, a return to childhood nights huddled against her mother, the rest of the world temporarily held at bay. 



She leaned back against her chair, closed her eyes, blocked out the day's events, and tried to convince herself, really convince herself, that just for those moments and in that place she was as safe as she could be. 









* * *











Diana woke in the half-light. She felt cold, and wrapped her arms tighter against her body, hoping to generate warmth. But the movement only aggravated the pain in her neck, the result of spending hours in the uncomfortable chair beside her mother's bed. 



Diana groaned and stretched. She had to pee. 



"I was just about to get you a blanket."





It took a moment to locate the source of the voice. The sun wasn't fully up, and the light in the room was still hazy and indistinct. Diana's eyes finally settled on the nurse standing on the opposite side of her mother's bed, a tall black woman who was writing something in her mother's chart. 



Diana sat up. "I must have fallen asleep."





"It's okay," the nurse said. "We're not supposed to have sleepover guests, but I figured it's not hurting anything to let someone stay close to their mom all night."





"Thank you." Diana worked her neck one way and then the other, trying to get the kinks out. "Is she okay? Did she have a good night?"





"She always has a good night," the nurse said. "The stuff they give them sends them off to Never-land."





"I brought her candy bars," Diana said. 



The nurse smiled. "I found them, honey. I put them in the drawer at the nurse's station. She'll be happy to have them when she wakes up."





Diana stood up and moved to her mother's bed. She rubbed her mother's exposed forearm and squeezed her hand. "I'll be on my way."





"How did you sleep?" the nurse said. 



"Pretty well for being in a chair." The nurse raised her eyebrows, and only then did the images from her dreams come back in tatters and fragments. Rachel's face...Rachel trying to speak...Kay Todd and her cigarettes. "Why do you ask?"





The nurse raised her eyebrows again. "You call that thrashing and moaning 'pretty well'," she said. "I call it having more trouble than just sleeping in a chair."











* * *












On the drive home, the images from her dreams pecked at Diana's subconscious. They didn't step into the open, didn't crystallize into anything three-dimensional that she could remember or analyze. Instead, the images nuzzled and scratched, almost as though they were toying with her, trying to provoke her into some response, although Diana couldn't imagine what that response might be besides unease or disquiet. 



She made sure she kept her eyes on the road. The sun was climbing the sky, the horizon red. The flat farmland stretched away into the distance, and near the tree lines, low-lying fog gathered, wispy as spirits, something ghostly that remained from the night before. Like her dreams. During the night, she had seen the face of a woman. From what she could remember, it didn't look like Rachel, but with the strangeness and certainty of dream logic, she knew that it was her sister. The dream image showed Rachel not as the skinny, swaggering fifteen-year-old who had disappeared from her life, but rather as an adult, a fully-grown, mature woman, one whom Diana had never seen before. 



And this woman opened her mouth, and she spoke to Diana in the dream. 



But no sound came out. Nothing. A split second of moving, noiseless lips, and then she was gone, lost to the night and the darkness. 



Diana shuddered, turned the heat up higher against the morning chill. Which was worse? she wondered. The dreams that came during sleep or the visions that came when she was awake? She couldn't formulate a clear answer. 



It had been at least a year since she had dreamed of Rachel. In the long days and weeks after Rachel's disappearance, Diana dreamed of her sister nearly every night. She saw her face, pleading for help. She saw a grave—her sister's grave—covered with freshly turned earth. But the dreams had faded along with any hope she had of ever finding her sister alive. Her mother declined, and any spare energy that Diana had to give to someone else went to the care and eventual placement of her mother in Vienna Woods. 



Kay Todd had brought all of that back. 



Diana had dreamed about her, too. And she remembered the dreams about Kay Todd with much more clarity. She saw her weathered, leathery face, her stumpy teeth, and in the dreams—and even awake—the face seemed like a threatening, grinning mask, and in the car, alone, in the new light of the day, Diana felt an icy touch climb up her spine, and she checked the rearview mirror to make sure she was alone and not being watched by that very same face. 



But not only was the car empty so early in the morning, the road was empty, too, and Diana traveled the open distance between Leesburg and New Cambridge like someone walking down a dark street at night, listening for footsteps or pursuit. She accelerated, hoping to get back to town even faster. 



She couldn't know anything, could she? Diana thought. She's just fucking with me, right?





The entire ride home Diana tried but could never quite convince herself of the fact that Kay Todd was just another crazy, just another lonely and disturbed voice crying out in the wilderness of the world. 













































CHAPTER SIX 















































When Diana turned the key and stepped into her small apartment, it felt like she hadn't been home in months, even though she had last walked out the door about sixteen hours earlier, out the door and into the meeting with Kay Todd. But the apartment felt strange when she entered. The blinds were drawn, the lights off, and her shabby furniture and the scattered belongings around the room looked as though they were someone else's property. She moved quickly through the room, flipping on lamps and overhead lights. 



She went to the bathroom and turned on the shower. She felt greasy from having slept in her clothes. While the water warmed—always a long process—Diana checked herself in the mirror. She thought she looked thinner and likely older than her twenty-four years. Her eyes were a little red around the edges, and her skin looked blotchy and pale. 



Sleeping in a mental hospital chair will do that to you. 



She quickly brushed her hair, untangling the knots, then shed her clothes and climbed into the shower. The water felt therapeutic. She took her time—a luxury she could afford ever since she quit her job—and let the water push and press against her body, washing away all remnants of Vienna Woods, the smell of decay, the closed-in, stuffy atmosphere. 



The feel of her mother's palm against her face in the day room. 



Diana closed her eyes tight, let the water do its work. First Kay Todd with the cigarettes, then her mother with the slap. It hadn't been a good day for dealing with mother-types. But she couldn't remember the last good day she'd had for dealing with her mother. When would that have been? Before Rachel disappeared? Before Dad left? 



Diana stopped the water and stepped out into the steamy bathroom, toweling off and then wearing a different towel around her body as she moved through the apartment. It was cool outside of the bathroom, and her skin prickled into gooseflesh as she walked to the bedroom where she kept her laptop. She logged on, called up the web browser and clicked on her bookmarks bar. 



There was no shortage of sites devoted to missing persons on the internet. There were non-profits run by organizations, sites run by parents turned advocates, and sites devoted to individuals who had disappeared or run away, usually maintained by a family member or friend and full of heartfelt pleas and grainy snapshots. Diana went to one of the national missing persons clearinghouses and typed in the name "Margaret Todd." Nothing came back, so she tried "Margie Todd." Again nothing, which didn't really surprise her. Diana had learned that people who disappeared prior to the internet age were much less likely to show up on any of the big missing persons sites. Someone had to post the information, and in the case of Margie Todd, that burden would have fallen on Kay. Diana didn't take her to be much of an internet user. 



Diana went back to the search feature and typed Rachel's name. By this time, Diana had seen the details of her sister's profile so many times that she knew them by heart, right down to the pathetic little narrative—one paragraph long—that gave the details of the night Rachel disappeared: 









Fifteen-year-old Rachel Janet Greene left her house sometime between 2 a.m. and 6 a.m. on the morning of August 22nd, 2004. She had been at a party the night before and had been involved in an altercation with another girl. A friend dropped Rachel at her house at approximately 1:30 am. Rachel was seen by her older sister at this time. In the morning, when her family went into Rachel's room to check on her, she was gone. A neighbor reported seeing Rachel walking away from the house some time during the night, but couldn't be certain of the time. It is not clear whether Rachel Greene met with foul play or disappeared of her own accord. Her family has not heard from her since that night. 










Diana stared at the photo of Rachel that appeared on the screen. It was a high school portrait, taken during Rachel's freshman year, about a year before she disappeared. She looked wide-eyed and somewhat innocent, her hair straight and past her shoulders, her teeth slightly crooked since they couldn't afford braces. Diana ran her tongue over her own teeth, which were even worse than her sister's. 



The photo and the narrative told so little of the story. They didn't reveal the depths of her sister's unhappiness and rebellion, the volume of the fights she'd had with her mother and Diana. They didn't explain the long nights waiting and pacing, the nights in bed staring at the ceiling, the gap left in the center of their lives that seemed to expand like a black hole, gobbling up large chunks of matter and nearly swallowing her mother whole. And Diana knew that if Rachel's entry didn't reveal the whole story of her life and disappearance—and how could it?—then none of the thousands of missing persons entries did. 



And she knew that Kay Todd wasn't telling her everything. Not even close. 



Diana clicked on another bookmark at the top of the page. This one took her to her own site, the one she had created in the weeks after Rachel's disappearance. It was a low-budget production, as most of them were, and featured more photos and information than the national sites. But not much more about the actual disappearance since Diana didn't really know anything else. Over the past few years, Diana had given serious thought to shutting it down, not renewing the domain name fee and letting the whole thing fade away into the vast reaches of cyberspace. 



But she just couldn't bring herself to do it. 



The website also had an added benefit. It allowed Diana to set up an email account, a tipline through which people could send information about the case to her, and then she could pass it along to the police if it seemed at all important. In the first months after Rachel disappeared, the tips came in fast and furious, and they helped Diana and her mother reconstruct the details of the last night Rachel was known to be alive. After a few months, the emails turned weird, as Diana expected they would. People claimed to have "seen" Rachel in every part of the country, doing everything imaginable. Working as a waitress at a truck stop in Utah. Working as a stripper in Texas. Diana tried not to let her hopes rise with each of these emails, but she couldn't help herself. A little thrill rose in her chest at each new piece of information—no matter how far-fetched—and she asked the police about it only to be told that there was no sense in checking these "leads" out. A few times she considered getting in her car and going herself, driving all the way to some out-of-the-way restaurant or strip club to lay eyes on the woman who might just be her sister, but when she wrote back to the people who provided the initial information, no response of any merit came. Just a strange joke, a strange sense of humor. Move along, nothing to see here. 



So why did she think Kay Todd was different? 



Maybe it was the ferocity of the woman, the way she had acted when Diana grabbed her arm. She would have burned Diana if she had to. Diana had dealt with violent, desperate people on the job, knew the look of someone backed into a corner and willing to fight because they had nothing left to lose. That's what Kay Todd looked like in the Courthouse Diner. 



Diana needed help. She needed another set of eyes to look at the situation and offer an opinion. She checked the email account associated with her sister's website. Nothing. She logged off and stood up, began to pull underwear, bra and socks out of her drawer. She didn't know many people in New Cambridge, and those she did know were all on the police force. Most people would see that as a good thing given the circumstances, but Diana wasn't so sure. She hadn't been back there since she quit, hadn't talked to most of them since she turned in her badge and uniform. She didn't like going back to places she had already left, didn't like the feeling of covering ground that had already receded into the past. 



She pulled on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved white T-shirt. While she laced her sneakers, she thought about who she might see and what it would be like. She stood up from the side of the bed, but didn't leave the room. Her shoulders slumped a little. 



Who are you kidding? 



She knew there was only one person she didn't want to see. 



And she knew he was the person she had to start with. 













































CHAPTER SEVEN 















































Diana parked in a visitor's space behind the boxy, limestone building that housed the New Cambridge Police Department. She could have walked, since the station sat only six blocks north of her apartment, but thinking about walking up to the building and then having to flee on foot made Diana feel exposed. The car provided a certain amount of cover, as well as the ability to make a fast getaway. And there was something else, too, something that lurked beneath the surface and made her feel even more uneasy. Diana didn't feel comfortable walking the streets of New Cambridge the way she would have in the past. Her night of bad dreams as well as the visit from Kay Todd had conspired to make New Cambridge seem like a slightly alien, slightly unsafe place all of a sudden, as though the town had been tipped on its axis a few degrees, and nothing really seemed the same. 



She saw when she pulled in that Captain Berding's car was in its assigned spot, which meant he was in the office. Diana sat in her car for a long moment without turning the ignition off. She knew she could still just back away and leave. She had meant to spend the day looking for a new job and exploring the possibility of returning to school part-time for the spring semester. She knew she could fill her days with any manner of small chores, the kinds of things that everyone else did in the process of constructing what they called their lives. Why did she have this compulsion to make hers about something more? 



Oh, grow up, she thought. It was only sex.





At least, that's what he thought of it. 



She turned the car off, took a deep breath like someone about to jump into a deep pool of water, and climbed out. 



Diana went in the back entrance, the one used mostly by employees, and the one that afforded the most direct access to the Captain's office. Once inside, she was greeted by the familiar sounds of the station, the clattering of keyboards, the ringing of phones. She recognized the odor of the endlessly brewing coffee and the cheap floor polish the cleaning crew applied at night. Diana reached up and rapped lightly on the open door. 



"Yeah?" Dan said, then he looked up through the reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. "Oh. Diana."





"Got a minute?"





He took the glasses off. "Is something wrong?"





"No. I just needed to ask you about something." Diana felt the need to clarify. "It's professional, not personal."





"I'm not worried about that," he said and waved her into his office. 



Diana considered closing the door but thought better of it. That might seem too weird. Too intimate? But if he wasn't worried about it, why should she be...





She took a seat on the near side of the desk. Behind Dan, the wall was decorated with plaques and ribbons attesting to his thirty years of service to the citizens of New Cambridge. An American flag stood in the corner mounted on a wooden pole, and in the other corner, on top of a metal filing cabinet, there was a picture of Dan with his wife and two sons. The room smelled like a combination of manly aftershaves: Canoe and Brut and Old Spice. 



"So?" he said. 



"I'm fine," Diana said. "How are you?"





 He sighed. "I have a meeting at the courthouse in fifteen minutes. I don't have much time." He was a broad-shouldered man a few inches over six feet tall, with just a hint of thickness through his middle. His dark hair, with a sprinkling of gray that added a layer of dignity, was parted to the side and perfectly in place. His face had been neatly shaved that morning as it was every morning, and the creases in his uniform sleeves looked like they could slice paper. He gave the impression that in his fifty-three years on the earth he had never once been at a loss for what to do or say. He looked like a man born to command. "So, what can I do for you?" 





"Okay. Have you ever heard of a girl named Margie Todd? Margaret Todd would be her full name."





For just a moment, and almost imperceptibly, Dan's face altered. He moved his head back about an inch, and the mask of professional composure he always wore—what Diana thought of as his "cop face"—was replaced by a look of genuine surprise. Then the professional look quickly returned. "Why do you ask about that?"





"So you have heard of her? 



"Sure. She's the girl who ran off a number of years ago. Why do you ask?"





"You think she ran away?"





"In the absence of any other information, yes. You still haven't answered my question."





Diana nodded. Fair enough. "I ran into her mother."





Dan's face twisted, like he had eaten something sour. "That crazy old lady. She's still kicking?"





"Barely. She has terminal lung cancer."





"Oh." He didn't seem bothered by the news. 



"She wants to know what happened to her daughter before she gets her ticket punched."





"And she came to you for help? Why?"





Diana looked down at her hands, which were clutching the armrests on her chair. 



"Diana?"





"She says she'll tell me where Rachel is if I find out what happened to her daughter."





"Aw, Diana. And you fell for something like that?"





"Don't patronize me, Dan." Diana felt her cheeks flush. "I know how to read people. She seemed like she really knew something."





Diana's voice must have gone higher than she intended. Dan held his hands out in a placating gesture, then stood up and came around to her side of the desk and shut the office door. Only a few people in New Cambridge knew about Rachel's disappearance, and of them, Dan certainly knew the most. When he sat down again, his face showed something that might have been compassion and might have been pity. Diana couldn't decide which. 



"I'm not questioning your judgment," he said. "I am suggesting that it might be clouded by your desire—"





"Dan—"





He held up his hand again. "...clouded by your desire to find your sister as well as your own guilt over what might have happened to her. It's impossible for this woman to know anything about your sister. Think about it for a minute. How could she?"





Diana didn't respond. She knew Kay couldn't know anything worthwhile. In the cold light of Dan's office, through his eyes, Kay Todd's promise did seem far-fetched and ridiculous. "I don't know," Diana said finally. "She didn't say."





"How are you, Diana? Really?"





"I'm fine. Really."





"I've meant to call or email to check in..."





"But Janine wouldn't like that very much, would she?"





Dan stiffened, and Diana knew she had crossed a line by saying his wife's name out loud. She wasn't sure she had ever spoken it before. Certainly not in Dan's presence. And ultimately, he decided to ignore her transgression and move on. 



"I suggest you not get tangled up in helping this Todd woman. She isn't right, and this case is ancient history. You don't want to go poking around into things like that. The girl's long gone, and you have better things to do with your life."





"And you're qualified to know that?"





He leaned back. "You're right. I can't tell you what to do. But you came here asking me about the case..."





"And that's all you know about it? She's long gone, presumed to be a runaway, and her mother's a kook. You were on the force then. You must remember something."





Dan took a deep breath. He brought his right hand up and rubbed his chin, pinching the loose skin that hung there between his thumb and forefinger. 



"I was one of the first officers to respond when her mother called us."





"You were?"





"Yeah. Her mother didn't hear from her for a week or so, so she decided to come down. No one had seen her, so the mother called us. We went through her room, canvassed the neighbors and all of her friends. Nothing."





"And that was it?"





"No. We kept the file open. Hell, the file's probably still open. For years we'd get reports of unidentified Jane Does from all over the country, and we'd check them out as best we could. We had her dental x-rays." He cleared his throat. "I'm just saying that it was a different time. It was a different time in the life of this town. We didn't have cell phones and email. People didn't talk to their parents every day. A lot of kids dropped out and ran off. Every other week we had a parent in here who couldn't find their kid. We'd take the report, ask a few questions, and then a few days or a week later we'd get a call. 'Little Muffy was in Denver seeing the Grateful Dead and forgot to tell us.' Or 'Junior came home and all is forgiven. We bought him a Porsche to make him feel better.'"





"And you don't think there's any way to find out what happened to her?"





Dan shook his head. "No." He leaned forward again and spoke in a low voice. "Either one of two things happened here. Either that girl wanted to run away, she wanted to leave behind her kooky mother and whatever trailer park they were living in, and she's off in Oregon or Florida living a life of some kind. It might not be a good life, but it's hers and she's living it."





"Or?"





"Or somebody killed her twenty-five years ago, and they put her body someplace no one's ever going to find it—a cornfield or the woods—and all that's left are some scattered bones, if that."





 "Why do you say that?" she asked. 



"Because it's probably true," he said. "It's almost always true in these cases."





Diana knew Dan believed in tough love, and whatever he thought about Margie Todd, he also thought about Rachel. He was sending her a message—give up, let it go, move on. Good advice in the abstract, but easier for some people to take than others. 



"And you think those are the only two options?"





"I do."





"Did you do everything you could to find her?"





He paused, as if really giving the question a lot of thought. "We did, given the circumstances we had to deal with."





"You're certain?"





"Why wouldn't we have?" Dan said. 



"Because, like you said, those were different times. And because Margie Todd wasn't from a rich family."





Now Dan's face flushed, a red wave that started on his cheeks and moved out to the tips of his ears. A tendon in his neck flexed, then relaxed. 



"It's easy to sit on the sidelines, isn't it, Diana?" His voice remained low and level, almost without inflection. "To have no connections, to have no job even. It's easy from that perch to judge the actions of others. I hope you enjoy the view from there, even though it's a lonely one." He stood up. "I have my meeting to go to."





"Dan..."





He grabbed his coat and his hat and went through the office door, turning back to say to Diana, "You know how to find the way out."















































CHAPTER EIGHT 















































Professor Nate Ludwig strode to the lectern in Woodard Hall, room 171, and waited while the students settled into their seats. It was the first day of the semester, and he knew mostly freshmen would be taking his class, so they were unusually sedate and quiet as the class began. Ludwig knew that in just a few weeks friendships and alliances would form, and this group of strangers before him would be acting as though they had all known each other for ten years. At that point it would be harder and harder to get and keep their attention. For this reason, Ludwig really liked the first day of class. 



"Welcome to Introduction to Folklore," he said. "I'm Doctor Ludwig. I'll give you a syllabus in a moment, but first I want to cover some basics in case you're uncertain about whether you want to take this class or not." He meant the comment as a joke, but the students didn't take it that way. Give them time, he thought, they'll start laughing at jokes around week three. He knew they didn't know what to make of him anyway. His bushy beard and spectacles made him look like a typical academic, but he was also tall and broad-shouldered, with a deep voice that boomed through the room. A lot of students thought he was crazy. At least, their end of semester evaluations said so. 



"Folklore, for those of you who come here with no prior knowledge of the subject, is the study of the expressive culture—and by expressive culture I mean the stories, songs, tales, legends and myths—of a particular population of people." He looked them over. "And in case you're wondering, you should be writing this down. I won't be repeating it." One hundred pairs of hands scrambled for pens and notebooks. He loved the feeling of power that comment gave him. It never grew old. "So, can we think of examples of this so-called 'expressive culture,' things that are used to pass on the traditions of a particular population?"





Silence and stares. 



"Maybe, perhaps, the culture we all live in." Silence. "Our American culture."





No response, and he really didn't expect one. They came to class the first day, even the freshmen, expecting a free ride. Syllabus distribution, a few announcements, and then time to go home. Back to bed or a party. Or both. Ludwig liked to shake them up right away, disavow them of their preconceived notions. 



"Okay, I'll give you an example. You've all been taught, and have no doubt grown up believing that education is the path to success in this life. I'm sure that's why most of you are in college, to ensure a better future, a better paying job, a better chance at an early heart attack or divorce." Silence. "How many of you believe that a college education is the key to a higher income and a better life? Show of hands."





Almost every hand went up. A few didn't. Either they were asleep, or they could see where he was going. If they could already see where he was going, he wasn't sure he could teach them much of anything this semester. It was the other ninety-nine percent, the followers and true believers, who needed him the most. 



"So that's an example of folklore, something that we have all been told and we all believe about our culture. Would you believe me if I told you that it's no longer true? That being a college graduate no longer guarantees you a spot at the table where they're serving the American Dream?"





Silence. More stares. 



"Too early for that, I guess," Ludwig said, half to them, half to himself. "Maybe we should move the topic of conversation closer to home, to New Cambridge. Do any of you know anything about the founding of this town or the area nearby?" No response. No surprise, he thought. Most of them passed through New Cambridge for four or five years without ever having a real interaction with the local community or any of its inhabitants. "It's a good thing I'm here, isn't it?" 





A few chuckles. Maybe they were relaxing. Or waking up. 



"You're fortunate because my own research focuses on the myths and legends—the folklore, if you would—of this part of the country, particularly the area around Fields University and New Cambridge. And it might surprise you to know that there are a number of interesting legends relating to the settling of this area, and one of them has recently become my life's work. Would you like to hear about it? It's rather fascinating."





Most of them nodded. He knew they didn't want to hear what he had to say, but they were so fresh from high school, and many of them had attended private schools where discipline was the order of the day, that they couldn't imagine saying no to a professor, especially one as overbearing as Ludwig knew he was. That will change as well, he thought. All in good time. 



"The first settlers came to this area in 1796. They set up shop about ten miles west of here in what we now call Union Township. Like any good settlers they thought that this area afforded them some opportunities. Abundant food and water, the possibility of safety from the native people who were already here, and the hope that a town could grow, a place they could put their stamp on and make their own. Nothing unusual about that, right?"





Some nodding. A few were along for the ride. Others were thinking of dropping the class and trying to figure out what subject might be easier to pass. 



"But like all good plans, things didn't work out exactly the way they hoped they would. Food was scarce. People got sick. The indigenous population made trouble. That means Native Americans, or Indians as most of you would say. And, at one point, it looked as though the very future of the settlement was in jeopardy. Just think of the narrow tightrope they walked, the thin edge between survival and death. A break here, a misfortune there, and pretty soon, Fields University doesn't come into existence at all. Frightening, isn't it?"





No response. 



"But the founders of this settlement decided to do something about their precarious position in those early days. They formed The Pioneer Club. Have you ever heard of it?"





Again, no response. 



"I'm glad none of you have ever heard of The Pioneer Club because no one has ever admitted that it existed. They left no records behind, no membership rosters. They're not mentioned in any official documents related to the founding of the township or the town. For all intents and purposes, it's as though they never existed, right? They're just a legend, a piece of folklore that gets passed around among the townspeople. And as time passes, fewer and fewer people remember the stories. Maybe their grandparents or great-grandparents remember hearing something about it, but it's likely that in a few years, no one except me will even care whether or not there had ever been a Pioneer Club. 



"And why should any of us care?" he said to the room. 



This time Ludwig waited, and just as he expected, a tentative hand went up in the middle of the room. "Yes?" he said, nodding toward the woman. 



"Because it's part of history?" she said, her face scrunched with doubt. 



"Sure. Of course. It's part of the history of the town. And history and folklore go hand in hand. Sometimes it can be difficult to tell the two apart." Ludwig chuckled at his own joke, but no one else responded. 



He was about to go on when a hand went up near the back of the room. It belonged to a typical looking student, a frat boy type with a baseball cap pulled down low over his eyes, wearing a T-shirt that looked like it had been slept in. Ludwig inwardly yearned for the days when students wore shirts and ties to class. 



"Yes, sir?" Ludwig said. 



"So are you going to tell us what this Pioneer Club did that's such a big deal?"





"You want to know?" Ludwig said. 



"Yeah," the student said. 



No one else responded. 



"You really want to know?"





"Yeah, man."





Ludwig knew the guy was a brown noser, an ass kisser and a boot licker from the word go. He also didn't care. No one—not his colleagues and certainly not his students—ever asked him about his research. And the students would never ask again. But why pass up a golden opportunity to practice the kind of spiel he might make at a conference someday? 



"Okay. Fine. I can tell you about that." He cleared his throat and felt himself warming to the subject matter. "As I said, there are no real conclusive records to show that The Pioneer Club ever actually existed. Perhaps there's a good reason for that. Perhaps they didn't want anyone to know the kinds of things they were doing back then. But no matter how hard we try, all of us leave fragments of ourselves behind. In letters, in diaries. Or in a way that you might understand, emails and text messages. But once you send a letter to someone, you lose a certain amount of control over it, right? It becomes property of the person you sent it to. And if that person is careless with it, who knows what hands it might fall into? So I learned the things I've learned about The Pioneer Club as the result of digging around in the papers and effects of people long dead, people who had no idea that the things they said in their lifetimes would matter to someone in the future. It's interesting to think about, isn't it? The different avenues we have to achieving immortality of some kind?"





A few heads nodded. 



"As I said, the new settlement, which was at the time called Lenape after the Indians who were living here, ran into a number of hardships after their initial settling. Disease, hunger. Indians. And in order to survive, it appears as though certain prominent citizens, all of whom were men, of course, began to meet on their own to make decisions that would shape the course of the settlement. Because they were a small group and not subject to the same rules and haggling that went on in the typical town council meeting, they could move quickly and unilaterally once a decision was made. A nice power to have. And a nice power to abuse. 



"But early on, they did what was necessary. One document exists that mentions Blue Bear, a particularly vicious member of the Delaware tribe who was leading bands of his men against the settlers, harassing them, stealing their supplies, on occasion, violating their women. Nowhere is The Pioneer Club given credit or responsibility for what ultimately happened to Blue Bear, but there's no doubt they benefited most directly from his demise."





"What happened to him? This Blue Bear guy?"





Ludwig liked the questions. It meant someone was paying attention. 



"He was found dead, in the woods. He'd been decapitated." Ludwig paused, letting his words sink in. "But they also did more practical things. They rationed food. Assisted farmers with their crops. All the necessities of life. But there's one other thing necessary for the survival of a new people in a new land that I haven't mentioned yet. Do you know what that is?"





"Money?"





"No."





"Schools."





Ludwig shook his head. "No."





"More people," someone shouted from the back. 



"Exactly. A small settlement can't survive unless you keep making new people. So The Pioneer Club began to help with that."





"How did they do that?" someone said. 



"Let's just say they took an active interest in procreation. In other words, if there was a suitable young woman of child-bearing years, they made certain that she was...available to a suitable man, whether she wanted to be available to him or not. Her opinion didn't matter. The good of the community did."





Ludwig heard groans, mostly from the women in the room. 



"But that's not to say they valued all life equally," Ludwig said. 



"Not the Indians," someone said. 



"Not the Indians, no. And not those members of the community who acted inappropriately. You see, at some point, the little settlement started to grow, and they became less concerned with basic survival and more concerned with other things. Things like morality. Once their numbers were up and they knew they were going to make it, they decided they wanted to police the private lives of their citizens, to ensure that the right kind of people were in their midst. So if a young woman wanted to marry the wrong kind of man, or if, God forbid, she ended up pregnant out of wedlock, The Pioneer Club got together and made the difficult decision about dealing with the problem. And when I say they dealt with the problem, I mean they dealt with it permanently, just like they dealt with Blue Bear, the mad Indian."





Ludwig let his words sink in. He saw a few heads nodding, a few people writing in their notebooks. Someone raised a hand. 



"What gave them the right to do these things, to just destroy lives that way?"





"We could ask that about any government, couldn't we?" Ludwig laughed, but none of the students did. He cleared his throat. "Actually, that's one of the more interesting aspects of this entire matter. Where did they get their power? And the answer to that question is inextricably tied up in the actual location where they held their Pioneer Club meetings. The records that survive indicate that they held their meetings in a clearing in the woods, a location some distance from the actual town or any other aspect of civilization. This makes sense if we suppose that they wanted to keep their activities secret from their fellow citizens. In a sense, they were operating as a shadow government, and it wouldn't do to hold those meetings right out in the open on the town square. 



"But there's more to the story than just finding a secluded spot in the woods. It seems as though the particular place they chose, this clearing, possessed a unique power of its own. A few letters and documents survive that were written by the members of The Pioneer Club, and a strange set of facts emerges. Since the Club met in secrecy, they held most of their meetings at night. At those times, with only the most primitive roads and no cars or street lights to guide the way, and the threats from wild animals as well as Indians always a real danger, it was no small order for these individuals, approximately ten in number, to travel to this location and conduct their business. 



"But they always wanted to go. Why? Because something happened to them when they gathered in that clearing at night. The existing letters describe a power that flowed through them, an energy, something that sounds to me, as a twenty-first century reader and a confirmed skeptic, rather akin to possession, as though something took hold of them in those woods and drove them to carry out their duties with a fervor and a zeal they might not have felt if they had met anywhere else. The letters and journal entries also speak of the power that the place held over them, as though something there kept drawing them back to that clearing, and at some point, they found themselves craving a return there for a fresh fix of whatever it had to offer. 



"What I'm about to say shouldn't seem like a big leap. It seems likely that whatever feeling possessed those members of The Pioneer Club in the woods enabled them to carry out the decisions they reached there. How else would otherwise law-abiding citizens become willing to carry out what amounts to ritualized rape and murder? How?"





Before he had even finished speaking, he saw a hand up. 



"Isn't the answer obvious?" the student asked. 



"I don't know. You tell me."





"Well, isn't it possible that they were using this clearing as an excuse to do whatever they wanted to do. It's like saying, 'the devil made me do it.'"





"Interesting theory," Ludwig said. Inwardly, he was pleased. He had led them part of the way to that conclusion, but stopped just short, hoping that one of them would carry the discussion the rest of the way. "You're saying that the clearing has no real power of any kind, that these people were just looking for an excuse in the way that you all use alcohol as an excuse on the weekends. 'Oh, I never would have slept with him if I hadn't been drunk.' Right?"





He scored a lot of laughter with that comment. Sex sells, he thought. So does the truth. 



"But what if I told you that The Pioneer Club felt safe when they met in that clearing at night? They felt safe there because no Indians ever came near it. Never did and never would. Grass didn't grow there and wildlife—bears and cougars and dogs—avoided it at all cost. And what if I mentioned the lights that sometimes appeared in the trees, the voices moaning in the wind, the apparitions, the figures seen in that area that never materialized, lingering somewhere between the known, material world and whatever exists on the other side? What about all of that? Mass-hysteria? Panic? Or is it something more? Is it a haunted place where our ancestors forced unfortunates to pay the ultimate price for their sins? Is it a locus of evil?"





He stopped himself. He'd been ranting, and the students were staring at him, a bit open-mouthed, unsure of what to make of him. Ludwig couldn't help it. He found the topic fascinating and easily became fired up while talking about it. 



He took a deep breath and looked at his watch. 



"I see we're running short of time, so maybe we need to wrap this up. Don't forget to pick up a syllabus on the way out of the room. It has your reading assignment for the next class on it."





The guy in the back, the one who had asked the first question, had his hand up again. 



"Yes?"





"I want to go to this place in the woods, man," he said. "Can you tell us where it is?"





Other heads in the room nodded. 



"You all want to go there, do you?" Ludwig said. 



"Yeah."





Ludwig shrugged. "If you find it, let me know. I've been trying to pinpoint that clearing's location for the last fifteen years. No luck. And even if I did know, or even if I just had some theories, do you think I'd share them with you? What are you going to do with the information? Go out there on Halloween and drink beer, hoping that somebody levitates or a ghost floats by?"





"That would be cool."





"It would, wouldn't it? But I'm not kidding when I say that nobody really knows. And unless you want to go out there and wander through every inch of forest in Union Township until you come across it, the location may remain a secret for a long, long time. At some point, probably during the late nineteenth or early twentieth century, The Pioneer Club simply ceased to exist. At least, there are no records that I've been able to find to prove they were still around. Maybe they thought they'd outlived their effectiveness. Maybe the membership grew old and died out. Maybe the modern world made it more and more difficult for them to hide their activities." Ludwig shrugged again. "Who knows?"





He paused, and the students started to stir. They sensed class was ending, and the minds that hadn't already shifted to whatever they wanted to do next did so. But Ludwig wasn't finished with them. He liked to send them away with something meaty to chew on. 



"Of course," he said, "it's possible that The Pioneer Club never really disbanded. It's possible some form of that club exists in New Cambridge today. So whenever you pass an old man on the street or in the store, and he gives you more than a passing glance, ask yourself if he might not be thinking of taking you out to that clearing in the woods to answer to a higher power. You just never know, do you?"
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Roger waited for the girl. 



He had pulled his van off to the side of County Road 600 and turned the flashers on, making it look like he was just a regular guy having car trouble. The van was so old—he had it when the first girl came to live with him—that it wouldn't be hard for anyone to believe that it had broken down. 



But he also knew that a girl wouldn't always stop to help a guy with car trouble. A guy would. A guy would stop and maybe get out his tools or at least offer to give a jump or a push or a lift. But Roger knew a girl might not. She might be scared or nervous. That's why he had another story to tell her when she stopped, one that would put the girl at ease. He had a plan. 



He stood at the front of the van and leaned against it, even shaking his head a couple of times to add to the illusion that he was a guy having the worst sort of luck in the world. He smelled gasoline and oil, the industrial rubber they used for the hoses. But he kept his eyes up the road. He knew she'd be coming soon. She always came at the same time, the same place. Roger liked that. He liked routine. 



The other girl's death had disrupted his routine. He used to be able to count on his days having a pattern, a comfortable sameness from one to the next that he could rely on, but that wasn't the case any more. It started going away when the girl got sick, but her sickness had brought routines of its own. Bring her chicken broth and toast in the morning. Carry her to the bathroom after that. Change the sheets if she soiled them. Repeat the whole thing at lunch and dinner. But once she died, Roger was alone, and he didn't know what to do. He didn't know how to find his way back into a routine. 



Even before the girl died, Roger found himself spending more and more time in the clearing. 



While the girl slept, achieving temporary relief from her pain and sickness, Roger went hunting, just like he had when he was a kid and his dad was still around. He didn't find much game in the woods. A lot of the deer were gone, the numbers reduced by the surrounding development and an outbreak of wasting disease. But Roger could still find squirrels and birds to shoot, anything to distract him from the dying girl he had to return to in the house. He would occasionally make his way to the clearing on these hunting excursions, but it didn't speak to him during daylight. He'd go there and just sit on a rock. He'd look down at the ground and he'd wonder why someone like the girl, someone who had never hurt anyone in her whole life, had to get sick and die. It happened to his parents, too. Nice people. Good people. And then the girl. Soon they would all be gone. 



He supposed that someday he too would die and get put in the ground. But who would do it? Who would even know he was there, dying and then rotting in the old house, his body turning into a skeleton on the bed? Who would miss him? Who would cry for him? 



Roger couldn't bear to think that way for very long. He'd get up and leave the clearing and go back to hunting, or just wander around the woods. 



But at night, everything was different. At night, the clearing did speak to him. Not like human voices, not anything he could hear, but something he could feel. The clearing vibrated in his bones and jangled his nerves. It made his skin break out in goose pimples and sweat drip from his every pore. It felt like some power, something he couldn't see, whispered among the tall trees and the undergrowth, rustling the leaves and shivering the grasses, and then passed through his skin and into his body, filling him. Possessing him. 



He became something else when he was in the clearing at night. Something stronger, something hungrier. 



And the hardness always returned between his legs, swelling up until it hurt. 



He knew there were ways for men to relieve that swelling, painful urgency on their own. His dad had talked to him about it once. But Roger didn't like to do it that way. He tried to from time to time—even tried it in the clearing—but it always left him feeling more hungry afterwards, like he'd just had a taste but the real meal still hadn't been served. 



He had even brought the shovel with him to the clearing that very morning and began digging into the rich earth, working down to the place where the dead girl lay. He thought if he could just bring her back out again, just one time, he might be able to find some temporary relief. Roger even went so far as to shovel a couple of spadefuls of dirt out of her grave, his hands shaking and his mouth watering like a dog's while he did it. But he stopped himself and threw the shovel aside. It wasn't right. It just wasn't decent to disturb the dead that way. He knew she was already rotting, her skin falling away and getting eaten by worms. Her eyes sinking back into her skull. 



He shook his head. No, he just couldn't bear to do it. 



He sank to the ground and almost cried. He felt the hot tears form behind his eyes, waiting to spring out and run down his face. But he fought against them. He knew what he needed to do. He knew what the clearing wanted him to do. And just thinking about it, there in that spot, made Roger feel better, like there was hope that he wouldn't always feel this way or always be alone. 



And he knew that the problem wouldn't get solved out there, in the clearing, but had to be taken care of somewhere else. Someplace where there were people. 



Girls. 



He stood up, dusted himself off, and went to find the shovel. He had thrown it out of the clearing and into the knee-high grass that grew beneath the trees, but he needed it back to replace the dirt he had removed from the girl's grave. He didn't want to think about leaving her grave disturbed or imperfect. She deserved better than that. 



But he didn't know if he could find the shovel in the thick grass. Roger moved in the direction he had thrown it, stumbling over some loose rocks and almost falling down. He thought it might be smart to just come back another time when his head was clearer, find the shovel then and take care of the grave, but he didn't think he could walk away knowing that he hadn't replaced the dirt. So he kept on going, eventually bending down and feeling in the grass with his hands. He felt dirt and leaves and touched something small and slimy that must have been a slug. 



"Come on," he said. "I know it's here."





His hand felt a round rock, its edges surprisingly smooth. He was about to toss it aside and move on when his finger, his large right index finger, slipped inside the rock. He pulled his hand back, but curiosity got the better of him. It seemed like such an odd rock that he wanted to touch it again, bring it out of the grass and see it. 



So he plunged into the grass again, feeling around. And he found the rock and slipped his finger into the hole. He got a good grip and lifted it out and up near his face. 



It took a moment for him to see what it was. There was another hole next to the one his finger was through, and a smaller hole beneath that. 



And a row of even teeth, grinning at him in the dark. 



When he saw that, he almost dropped it, but somehow managed to keep his grip. 



It was a skull. A human skull. 









* * *












Roger looked up the road and saw her coming. 



She rode her bike like she was training for some big event. Roger saw her pedaling down County Road 600, a determined look on her face. He passed her going and coming on the days he went to the grocery store. He had seen her many times, long before the last girl had died, and Roger made a note of her punctuality, her adherence to a routine. He liked that. It made him think the girl on the bike was special. And where he waited seemed like a good spot. It was a mile from his house, so people wouldn't automatically think of him, but it was close enough that he could do what he had to do and get home before anyone knew anything was wrong. 



Well, not wrong, he thought. Wrong is...the wrong word. He remembered what his dad told him about taking a wife, and the way they used to do it in the old days, back when the elders met in the clearing. 



"If a man didn't have a wife," his dad said, "why we'd find him one. Some fellows just need a little help, that's all."





Roger didn't need help. He had a plan. He was ready to go. 



She came toward him on her expensive bike, her legs pumping, her red helmet reflecting the sun like a beacon. Roger had seen her a number of times now and thought she looked pretty. Prettier than the last girl, and he liked the thought of that. He was moving up in the world, getting a better wife and a better life. 



He knew she saw him, but Roger stepped out into the road when the girl was still a good distance away. He hadn't thought of what he would do if she didn't stop. Roger just assumed she would. She seemed nice. Why wouldn't she? 



He waved his arms at her, flagging her down, and for a moment, a scary moment in which his heart climbed into his chest, shutting off the flow of air to his lungs, he thought she wasn't going to stop after all. 



But then he heard the gentle whine of her brakes, and he knew she was slowing down. 



Roger waited, trying to look calm and innocent. She breezed past him, the air whooshing over Roger as she went by, and then she stopped about twenty feet past him, the bike turned at a slight angle toward the road so she had to turn her head back over her shoulder to speak to him. 



Roger wanted to say something, but he couldn't find the words. 



He froze. 



The girl stared at him for a long moment, squinting against the sun. She reached down and pulled out a water bottle. 



"You break down?" she said. 



Roger saw that the girl was breathing heavily, and she took the water bottle and sprayed it over her face and then into her mouth, spitting some back out onto the blacktop. 



Roger still couldn't find his voice. Up close, the girl was beautiful. Even sweating and in her biking clothes, she was beautiful. Come on, come on, Roger said inside. You have the plan. Follow the plan. But his voice wouldn't cooperate. She was too pretty. She was too good to be true. 



The girl put the water bottle away and studied Roger. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 



"I'd call somebody for you, but I don't have my cell. I'm sure someone will come along in a minute." She looked around. "Although on these roads, you never know."





She laughed, a bright energetic sound that made Roger's heart jump again. 



The plan? The plan? 



"Well," she said. "I'm sort of on a schedule, so..." She shrugged. "Good luck getting going."





She lifted her left foot to the pedal and was about to shove off when Roger finally spoke. 



"I hit a dog," he said. 



The girl turned. "What did you say?"





"I hit a dog. With my van."





"Oh," she said, placing her hand against her chest. Her face looked incredibly sad, and Roger knew at that moment his plan just might work. "Oh, that's awful."





"I think it's hurt."





"I'm so sorry to hear that."





The girl didn't get off the bike, though. She stood there, straddling it, while she gave Roger's face a longer look. Roger knew what was happening. He had seen it many times before. The girl was figuring something out about Roger, something that was also going to work in Roger's favor. The girl was deciding that Roger "wasn't quite right." But she wasn't thinking that he wasn't quite right in a bad way, in the way that a person—especially a girl—would want to avoid at all costs, but she was deciding that he wasn't quite right in a safe way, in the way that made a person want to help him. Sort of like the pretend dog that Roger hoped she really thought was lying under his van wheels. 



Roger knew that the less he said the greater the likelihood she would think him special, so he pointed back toward the van and said, "The dog..."





"Right," she said. She gently set her bike down in the road. "Do you want me to come and look at it?"





Roger nodded, and the girl came toward him but stopped ten feet away. 



"Is it over here?" she said, pointing toward the side of the van. 



"Yes."





"Is it moving?" she said. 



"A little."





Roger turned away, heard the scrape of the girl's shoes against the gravel, but when he went around the side of the van and looked back at the girl, he saw that she remained in place, having decided not to come farther. Roger saw that her lips were slightly parted, as though forming a question she didn't really want to speak. She seemed to be giving her next step a great deal of thought. 



"You know, I should probably be moving on," she said. "It's getting late."





Roger looked at the still bright sky. He knew what the girl meant. She didn't trust him. But if she moved on, the plan was dead, and if the plan died today, without the girl coming with him, he had no idea when or if he could ever try again. This was the best chance, perhaps the only chance. And the longer they waited, the greater the chance a car would come driving by and ruin everything once and for all. 



He just needed to get her to the side of the van, the side away from the road where the big door was open. If he could do that, he could make the rest of the plan happen. 



Roger said the first word that popped into his head. 



"Please?"





The girl looked back at her bike, then at Roger. She smiled. 



"Okay," she said. "I'll take a look."





"Just look and tell me what to do," Roger said. 



The girl came forward, toward the side of the van. 



He knew the plan was going to work. 













































CHAPTER TEN 





















































The new girl had surprised Roger by fighting with him. 



He had managed to get her into the van easily. He outweighed her and could easily outmuscle her, but once she was inside, on the dirty, rough floor of the van's cargo area, she started thrashing and biting and scratching, and Roger again found himself with no choice but to punch her. 



He hit her once, but she kept fighting. So he hit her again and then again, a little harder each time until she stopped moving, and Roger feared that he'd gone and killed her. She lay still in the van, her eyes closed, and Roger began to panic. 



"No, no, no," he said. 



Then he saw her chest move and heard her moan. 



"Oh, yes," he said. "Yes, yes, yes, yes."





He grabbed the tape and the ropes and the gag and started working. And before he left, before another car came by and saw the van sitting there on the side of the road, Roger jumped out of the van and grabbed the girl's bike. He carried it back and threw it in next to her and drove off. 



The bike was the most important part of the plan, and the plan was working. 



He knew the girl wouldn't be happy in those first few hours in the house. He remembered how the other girl had cried for hours, begging him to let her leave until Roger felt ready to do it, to just drive back into town and shove her out the van door. He hated to listen to her crying. But he remembered something his father had told him, part of that long talk they'd had right before his dad died. 



"Roger," he had said, "people don't understand the things we men do anymore. No one's going to feel sorry for you."





And Roger thought he knew what he meant. What he was doing looked bad to everybody else, and if he let the girl go, let her go back to town and her life, she would tell and there would be hell to pay. 



So he kept the first girl, and he would keep this one too. 









* * *












When he brought the new girl back to the house, she didn't cry at first because she was still a little out of it from the punches. He parked the van at the rear of the house and carried her upstairs to his bedroom. He couldn't bring himself to sleep in the room where his parents slept, but he had made the concession of moving their bed—their big bed—down the hall to his room so that he and his wife could share it like married couples did. And that was the bed he placed the new girl on while he waited for her to come around. 



She stirred and groaned a little bit. She still wore her biking clothes, spandex shorts and top and black shoes. Roger decided to loosen the tape around her ankles, and then he took the tape off of her mouth. It made a ripping noise and left a nasty red stripe across her soft, freckled skin. Roger felt bad because he had hurt her, and she already had a bruise forming on her cheek where his fists landed. 



He studied her face carefully. She had a small nose and dark eyebrows, and in the sunlight that came through the bedroom windows, he saw small, almost invisible hairs along her jaw line. Her hair was dark and pulled back in a tight ponytail, although some of the strands were coming loose, and he reached out to smooth them back behind her ear when she started moaning some more. Her eyes fluttered open, and Roger pulled his hand back like he'd touched a hot stove. 



Her eyes darted around the room, then settled on Roger. 



"What the...what are you doing? Fuck you, you creep."





She thrashed like a beached fish. Her movements were awkward because her hands were still tied, but she kicked wildly with her newly freed legs, and one of her kicks caught Roger in the stomach, knocking the air out of him and making him gasp. She kept thrashing and cursing, and even though there were no neighbors within a mile, Roger didn't like the noise and the awful words she was saying, so he jumped forward, using his body weight to pin her legs and stop the movement. His right hand easily covered her mouth. It covered half of her face, and the cursing and the thrashing stopped. 



He held his hand in place, waiting. 



The girl's face was pressed against the mattress, and he could only see one side of her. Her left eye widened, the brown iris rolling to the side to get a better look at Roger, and the fear he saw there made her look like a spooked animal. 



"Stop it," Roger said. "Stop it, and I won't hurt you."





She moaned again, like she wanted to say something, but he didn't trust her not to scream. Then he thought of something. He looked at his big hand and the little bit of her face that showed. He was covering her nose and mouth, and maybe, he thought, maybe she couldn't breathe, so he slipped his hand down a little, freeing her nose. 



He heard the air whistling through her nostrils and thought her eye showed relief. 



You almost blew it right there, you big dummy. You almost blew it again. 



But then he didn't know what to do. He'd known what to do with the other girl. They had a routine. She was his wife. But now he had a new girl, and she was different, so obviously different, and he didn't know what they were supposed to do to get used to each other. 



"If I take my hand away, will you scream?"





She nodded her head up and down, her eye still wide. 



"Why do you want to do that?"





She started squirming again, wriggling around on the mattress like an eel. 



"Be still," he said. He leaned against her, adding more weight. "Be still."





She stopped moving. Roger waited, then eased up. 



"I don't want to hurt you," he said. 



The girl grunted. 



"I only hit you in the van because you fought me. I had to do it."





She didn't make any more noise, but Roger could feel her hot breath against his hand. 



"I'm going to take my hand away, but I want you to promise not to scream." He started to move his hand but stopped. "No one can hear you even if you do. There aren't any neighbors or anything."





He took his hand away slowly and wiped his palm against his pants leg. 



The girl took in several deep mouthfuls of air. She turned her face away from the mattress so that Roger could see her straight on. She stared at him with something flashing in her eyes, a combination of fear and anger. 



"Let me go," she said. "Let me go, you fucking creep."





"Don't talk to your husband that way." 





Roger raised a hand to strike, but when he saw the girl flinch, he stopped himself. He held his big hand up in the air, the flat of the palm exposed, then let it drop to the bed. 



He didn't want to hit her. He had already hit her more times than he ever hit the last girl. He needed to control himself. He had the plan. The plan had worked. 



"My husband?" the girl said. It sounded to Roger like she spit when she spoke. "My husband? What in the name of God are you talking about? I wouldn't marry you if you were the only man on earth. Now let me out of here. Cut me loose and let me out of here."





Roger raised his index finger as a warning, and the girl stopped talking. It crossed his mind that he might have made a mistake, that maybe he should have taken the time to study the girl longer to see if she was the kind he would want to have as a wife. But he quickly chased that thought away. He knew this was the right girl. The clearing told him to go find her, and there she was, riding down the road. The plan wouldn't have worked so well if she wasn't meant to be the one to come and live with him. He knew it was her. 



"You have to stay," Roger said. "You're going to live here, and we're going to take care of each other and not be alone, just like my mom and dad used to do. Just like the other girl used to before she got sick."





The new girl didn't say anything, but she narrowed her eyes and studied Roger as though he were a strange creature in a zoo. He wished he hadn't said anything about the last girl. He didn't know if it was right to mention her. It might scare the new girl too much, and the look on her face told him that it probably had. 



"This is a good place to live," he said. "The house is nice, and there are woods, and I can go to town and get the groceries and the newspaper while you take care of things inside here."





The girl started shaking her head. Her lips quivered in a strange way, and Roger thought she was going to cry, just like the last girl had when he first brought her home. Roger hoped she wouldn't. He hated the crying most of all, even more than the times he had to hit them. 



But the new girl wasn't crying. She started laughing. At first, it was just a series of low snorts, but then it spread through her body and became something deeper, something from her chest that came out loud and almost boisterous, the way she might laugh at a party or a comedy show. 



It went on for a few minutes, the girl laughing and Roger watching. He felt his face turn red. When the girl calmed down, she looked at Roger again. 



"You're serious, aren't you? You really want to keep me here."





"I won't hurt you," he said. 



"Look, I can tell that you might be a little confused about some things." Her voice was lower, softer. It sounded warm and almost friendly. "Maybe you saw me and you thought I looked nice, but I'm not. And I can't come and live with you. I go to school, and I have friends and parents and a life of my own. Now if you just take me back to my bike and let me go, there doesn't have to be any trouble. I'll tell the police you didn't mean to hurt me—"





"The police?"





The girl stopped talking. She blinked her eyes a couple of times. 



"Okay," she said. "I don't even have to tell the police. I'll just say I fell off my bike and hurt myself, and I'll pretend like I never met you..."





Roger shook his head. What she said sounded good and made sense, but he knew he couldn't do it. Dad was right—they would never understand. And like his mom used to say, I may have been born at night, but it wasn't last night. The girl would tell. She would tell just as soon as she could. 



"You're staying," he said. "Here with me. As my wife."





Roger tried to sound firm, the way his dad used to sound when he gave orders around the house. When his dad talked, everybody listened. 



And it seemed to work. The girl looked at him for a minute, and then she nodded her head as though she finally understood what was going on. Roger shifted his weight a little, easing up on her more. Maybe she'd come around quickly, he thought, just like the last one did. Maybe he just had to talk to her a little bit. 



"I need to go to the bathroom," she said. 



Roger hadn't thought of that. He hadn't thought to offer her something to eat or something to drink. He had been so concerned with just getting her into the house and up the stairs that he hadn't thought about anything else she might need or want. He reminded himself that this was all new to her, that the last girl pretty much did what she wanted around the house because she'd lived there for so long, but this girl was new. Hell, she was still a guest, and his mom had always made a big point about the right way to treat guests. Roger couldn't remember exactly what he was supposed to do for guests since he hadn't had any in so many years, but he figured that letting a person go to the bathroom when they wanted had to be part of it. 



"Okay," Roger said. "You can go."





"Where is it?"





"Here."





He leaned forward and took her by the arm, helping as much as pulling her to her feet. The girl grimaced and made a squeaking noise. He realized he'd pulled too hard. 



"Sorry," he said, but he kept his hand on her arm and walked with her out of the bedroom and to the left toward the bathroom. He turned the light on for her when they arrived. It was bright, but the bathroom wasn't very clean. The sink was dirty, and Roger smelled a hint of pee in the air. Nothing had really been cleaned for weeks, maybe months. He thought about asking the new girl to start in the bathroom but decided to give her a day or so to get used to being there. 



"My hands," she said. 



"What?"





"I can't do this with my hands tied. You need to cut them loose or something."





"Oh." 





Roger hesitated. The knife was in the bedroom, and he didn't want to leave the girl alone. But how far could she run with her hands tied? He'd hear her in the hallway moving around. He went and got the knife, moving as quickly as his big body would let him. When he came back to the bathroom, the girl was still there. She hadn't moved a muscle. Roger slit the tape that held her hands together at the wrists. He folded the knife and waited in the doorway. 



"Excuse me," she said. 



"What?"





She started to push the door shut with Roger still in the way. He held up his hand and stopped it. 



"I do this alone," she said. "Unless you think this is what husbands and wives do together."





Roger didn't know what to say, but he did know that he could never remember his mother going to the bathroom with the door open. The last girl didn't either, except when she was sick. When she was sick, he had to help her to the bathroom, but he didn't stay and watch, so he let the new girl close the door. 



Roger slipped the knife in his pocket and waited, staring at the closed door. Before long, he heard the faint, spritzing sound of her urine hitting the bowl and the water. The sound gave Roger a funny little shiver that started below his waist and spread to the rest of his body. He liked the sound and wanted to listen to more, but something told him he owed the girl privacy, that he didn't know her well enough to stand there and listen to something so private, so intimate. 



"I'm going..." he said, but his voice didn't raise, and he let the thought trail off. He didn't want to disturb her, didn't want her to think he was hanging around outside the door, like a pervert. She had already called him a creep, and he didn't like that. He needed to back off a little and let her begin to feel at home. 



He wandered down the hallway, back to the bedroom. It smelled in there, too. He hadn't changed the sheets since the last girl died, and the smell of sickness and death still clung to the room the way the smell of smoke lingered after a fire. The odor hit Roger in the face, turning his stomach a little. He hoped the new girl could take care of that, too. Change the sheets, clean the curtains and the rug, make the place nice again, like it used to be. 



Roger went over to the window and lifted it open, hoping for some fresh air. It wouldn't do much, but it might help a little. He heard the toilet flush down the hall, the water running in the pipes. He had given her enough privacy now. They needed to get on with settling in. The girl didn't have any clothes, although Roger thought some of his mother's would fit. They fit the last girl no problem. But Roger also knew that women liked and needed special things, things he didn't have around the house. Hairbrushes, soaps and powders that he might have to buy at the store just to keep her happy for a while. 



He crossed the room and was about to step out into the hallway when something smacked him in the face, knocking him backward and causing him to stumble and almost fall. 



It was a sharp, concentrated pain, just above his left eye. He brought his hands to his head and felt around, and his fingers came away sticky and wet with blood. The blood ran down his face, stinging his eyes, and Roger couldn't see. The pain throbbed and distracted him, so it look him several moments to realize he had bigger problems than the cut on his head. 



It had been the girl. The girl had hit him. 



He wiped the blood away from his eyes. The plunger from the bathroom lay in the hallway, and Roger understood. She had used the rounded end of the wooden handle like a spear and jammed it into his face. She must have wanted to get him in the eye, to put his eye out and really hurt him, and Roger felt fortunate that she had missed. 



He regained his balance and went into the hallway, looking for her. 



But she wasn't there. 



The girl was gone. 













































CHAPTER ELEVEN 















































Roger ran downstairs. 



He didn't see her in the living room or the dining room, but the front door was still closed. He looked through the big picture window that gave a view of the small front yard and the long driveway that cut through the trees and out to the highway. He didn't see her out there either. He moved toward the back of the house and the kitchen, but stopped before going in. His eye had started bleeding again, and he had to wipe more blood away. 



She might be in there, Roger thought, with a knife or a pan or who knows what else. He needed to be cautious. 



He peered around the doorframe. He saw the cluttered counters, the big table. And the back door standing wide open. 



"Oh, no. Oh, God."





Roger lumbered through the kitchen, his footsteps shaking the floors and rattling the dirty pots on the stovetop. He went outside and into the yard. The side doors of the van were open, but when he went over and looked inside, it was empty. She probably thought she could find the bike there, find the bike and ride away. But Roger had disposed of the bike already. It was part of the plan. He looked around the yard and off to the trees and woods. There was nowhere else she could have gone. She had to have run into the trees. And toward the clearing. 



By the time Roger made it across the back yard and to the path into the woods, he was huffing and puffing. Sweat formed on his forehead, mingling with the blood and causing his cut to sting. He wiped the blood away and pushed on. 



The tree cover had thinned with the progression of fall. As he moved down the path, the occasional branch took a swipe at his arms and legs. Roger looked ahead, hoping to catch a glimpse of the girl. A couple of times he thought he saw her, the red shirt catching his eye somewhere in the distance then, just as quickly, fading from sight. He knew that eventually, if she continued on long enough, she would reach a county road or one of the new subdivisions that had recently been built, but those were several miles away, and the paths weren't straight or predictable. He didn't want her getting away and causing trouble for him, but he didn't want her ending up lost or hurt either. He cared about her. He wanted her back. 



Roger came to a spot where the path forked. To the left, the more well-worn path, was the area he hunted, the places he would go with his father. The safe places, as he liked to think of them. And to the right, down the slightly overgrown and less frequently used path, lay the clearing. Roger stood at the fork, considering his options. He thought that it made sense, and seemed more likely, for the girl to take the easier path. Wouldn't she think that she would be more likely to find help down there, in the direction that it appeared more people had traveled? Roger took two steps that way and then stopped. 



But...





If someone wanted to throw someone off their trail, wouldn't they take the unexpected path, the one that led to the right? Roger reversed his course and returned to the fork. 



It was getting on toward evening. The tall trees blocked most of the declining sun, letting only filtered and indirect light reach the floor of the woods where Roger stood. He had been out there enough to know that the clearing didn't do much to him during the day, that only at night did he feel its full power. But standing there at the fork, and knowing that the new girl might be down there as well, caused the sweetly painful stirring between his legs, a more intense cousin to the feeling he had experienced standing outside the bathroom door just a few minutes earlier. The feeling spread through his blood, a cold current that made his skin prickle, and if it had been dark, as it usually was when Roger came out here, he wouldn't have been surprised to see sparks leaping off of his skin like Fourth of July fireworks. 



A low, animalistic grunting slipped through his teeth. 



He started down the path toward the clearing, his body moving faster than it normally did, faster than a body that big and clumsy had any right to move. His dad had warned him about rocks and holes, telling him that the last thing Roger wanted to do was turn an ankle or snap a bone out in the woods. 



"You'd be laying there 'til you croaked," his dad had said. "You're all alone out here."





But Roger had other things on his mind. He didn't want to be alone, so he had to find the girl and bring her back to the house. Nothing else mattered. He just kept moving forward until he saw the clearing up ahead, its surrounding ring of trees open to him and even inviting. He moved even faster with the goal in sight and soon found himself in that familiar and comfortable space. 



He stood at the outer edge, breathing hard. The energy that had been flowing through his body intensified, rising to the surface of his skin like boiling lava, hardening the member between his legs until it hurt. His hands and feet felt like they were twice their normal size. He stood near the grave of the last girl, but he didn't even think about her. 



He looked around, but he didn't see the new girl. So he listened, just as he did when he hunted deer. 



At first, Roger only heard the blood thumping in his ears, a steady beating that moved in time to the pounding of his heart. But the more he listened, the more he heard his surroundings. The chirping cries of birds, the chittering song of a cicada. Beneath that, he heard a rustling, like a sheet of paper being slowly rolled into a ball. It came from his left, from the edge of the clearing, and at first he thought it was simply the stirring of the wind or even the scuttling movements of a squirrel or chipmunk. But the noise continued, and it sounded too large for one of those tiny ground animals. And then Roger heard something human, a soft whimper of fear or sadness, and he knew the girl was near. 



He moved toward the sound, slowly but purposefully. He didn't want to startle her or send her away, but he imagined that if she wasn't jumping to her feet, something might be preventing her, and Roger hoped that she hadn't fallen or hurt herself as she ran through the woods. And if she did, if she was hurt, wasn't that his fault as well? Wasn't he the reason she ran in the first place? 



As Roger came closer, he saw her red shirt through the undergrowth and grass that grew on the edge of the clearing. The girl was lying on the ground and crying. Her mouth was open, and tears were running down her cheeks, making lines through the dirt that smeared her face. She looked so young, so like a small child who needed help. 



"Are you hurt?" Roger said. 



The girl kept crying. "I fell," she said. 



Roger didn't know what to do. Even though he and the other girl had a routine, he never really knew what to do when she cried, and she did cry from time to time, even after she had been living with him for many, many years. She usually cried at night, when she thought Roger was asleep, and he'd lay there on his side of the bed, listening but not acting like he had heard, while the girl muttered and sniffed, sometimes saying something over and over again, something that sounded like the word "Mommy."





Roger held out his hand. "Here," he said. 



But the girl didn't take it. She pointed at the ground, near her feet, and Roger thought he knew what was wrong. 



"Is it your ankle?" he said. "Let me help you up."





She shook her head. She kept shaking it and pointing at the ground. 



The light was fading, but Roger leaned forward and looked where the girl was pointing. It took a moment to see, but eventually he saw something nestled in the grass and weeds, something a dirty gray-white color. Roger knew right away what it was and why it made the girl cry. 



It was a human skull and bones. 



Roger held his hand out again. 



"Come on," he said. "Let's get you out of here."





This time, the girl reached out and took his hand, allowing him to pull her to her feet. She started muttering. 



"I fell, so I tried to hide, to get down in the weeds there, and I found those bones. I laid right on top of them. Why are they there? What happened?"





Roger didn't respond. He started guiding the girl back toward the path and the house. She went along for a moment, her body limp and fluid, but then Roger felt a stiffness coming into her form, a resistance to his efforts to move her along. 



"My God," she said. "You're going to kill me."





"No."





"You killed all of these people, and you're going to kill me. My God, my God, my God."





She started pulling away, trying to release herself from Roger's grip. Roger tightened his hold, but one of the girl's arms slipped out and began flailing. She went for Roger's face, swinging and scratching, jabbing at his eyes. He leaned away, letting her go wild for a moment, then he stepped in and tried to pin her arms to her sides. The girl turned away from him, so that he ended up grabbing her from behind, but he managed to pin her arms by holding her tight across the middle. He increased the pressure and heard the air go out of her mouth with a soft whoosh. The girl made a small grunting noise, then was silent. He remembered the bedroom and how he almost choked off all of her air. He eased up a little and heard the girl gasp again. She was okay. 



They stood like that for a moment, Roger holding her up while she caught her breath. She still felt limp and weak in his arms. He hadn't been this close to a girl, hadn't touched one in this way in so long. The stirring, the aching pleasure between his legs, had never gone away, and with the girl so close, her backside rubbing up against his front, it grew even more intense, more sickly pleasurable until Roger thought he was going to explode. 



And he was in the clearing with her. And something in his head told him, over and over, that now was the time, now was the time to make her his wife. 



Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. 



Roger took her and lowered her to the ground. 



The girl gasped again, this time with the knowledge of what Roger was about to do. He worked at her clothes quickly, his big hands suddenly more nimble than they had ever been before. The girl offered little in the way of resistance to him. It seemed as though she had already given up and accepted her fate, and Roger took this as a good sign. He had a wife. The plan had worked. He had chosen the right one. 



When he had her clothes off, throwing the bike shorts aside like they were garbage, he worked on his, opening his zipper with one hand, slipping his member out, the thing feeling huge as a log in his hand. He remembered how to do it. 



The girl lay still beneath him while he did it. His face was close to the dirt, smelling the rich soil, the musty odor of the ground, while the girl's hair tickled his nose. Somewhere beneath them, worms crawled through the earth, feeding off the bones of the last girl, but Roger didn't care. He was here now, alive, with his new wife, and when the moment came his body grew rigid, almost frozen, then shuddered repeatedly as he shot off into the girl, the flooding release feeling like it came from the very ground itself and out into her. He was taking her, making her his own, just like his dad had told him. 



Take a wife, the old man said, and that's what he meant. Take a wife in the clearing.
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It was after seven, the sun slipping away into a blaze of red and orange, when Diana began her drive to Kay Todd's house. She found her listed in the county phone directory, a trailer court fifteen miles away in Grainger, a one-stoplight-and-post-office town west of New Cambridge. Diana had spent the day trying not to think about Kay Todd, her cigarettes, her leathery face. She went for a much-needed run. She scanned the want ads, circling three waitressing jobs and one position as a security guard. She cleaned the bathroom and kitchen in her apartment. But in the back of her head—and sometimes in the front—she heard Dan's voice. 



It's impossible for this woman to know anything about your sister. 



But what if she did? 



Diana quickly found herself in the countryside. Her headlights illuminated the trees along the side of the road, and once she saw three deer in the tall grass, their eyes appearing in the headlights like glowing, yellow marbles. The approach of the car didn't bother them, and as Diana passed they bent their heads back to the ground, largely indifferent to the human life buzzing past them on the highway. 



It wasn't lost on Diana that she was driving through a scene right out of one of her visions. New Cambridge was one in a series of small, south-central Ohio towns that dotted the landscape, but in between the towns there was nothing but farmland and trees, occasional houses and forgotten country roads. As Diana drove through the dark overhanging canopy of those trees and tried to comprehend the limitless spaces that stretched out beyond them, the countless ditches and deadfalls, the heavy logs and accumulated leaves, it seemed hard to believe that there weren't hundreds of bodies scattered in there, a collection of lives snuffed out and hidden away, forgotten by all but those who cared the most. She could dedicate the rest of her life to searching for the spot that seemed to be beckoning her—the vision of the clearing in the woods—and never find it, never even come close. 



Then why send the vision if it didn't want to be found?






It had begun to seem like a cruel joke, just like the one Kay Todd might be playing on her. 



Then why go see her? Why keep looking? 



"Because there's nothing else," Diana said, her voice filling the empty space of the car. "Nothing else."





Light rain began to spit against Diana's windshield. She put the wipers on intermittently as she drove through the heart of Grainger. A diner, a clothing store, a police station. One long blink, and you'd miss it. Diana went a mile past the town, then made a right onto Pike Road, a narrow two-lane that went out into the unincorporated land around Grainger and showed up on the map as Union Township. It was full dark by then, the headlights carving out a path in the night. The rain picked up, and Diana turned the wipers higher, their rhythmic beating the only sound in the car. 



A few miles down the road, she saw the Pine Grove Trailer Park, a dingy looking complex surrounded by a barbed wire fence and a stand of puny trees. The road through Pine Grove was gravel, and the little stones popped and pinged against the underside of her Honda until she eased to a stop in front of number forty-four, a sagging singlewide resting on cinder blocks. 



A lone bulb illuminated the porch, its jaundiced glow still attracting the last hearty gnats and moths of the summer. The steps to the front door had been painted white at one time, but as Diana climbed them, she saw that the wood was exposed and warped by rain and sun, the nails rusted and discolored. A battered screen door with a huge dent at its base allowed the sounds of a sitcom's canned laughter to blast out at her. There was no bell so Diana knocked. She couldn't imagine anyone hearing anything over the sound of that TV, so Diana used her best authoritarian police knock, then just called the woman's name. 



"Mrs. Todd? Kay Todd?"





Diana waited a moment, her shoulders hunched against the falling rain. She raised her fist again, and the TV volume dropped. She heard a long, hacking cough, then a faint voice. 



"Coming."





Diana waited. The closest trailer was lighted up. Diana heard a baby crying, then a harsh shushing from an adult voice. She turned and saw the faint outline of the old woman appearing behind the screen, her form backlit by the trailer's shabby lighting. 



"Oh, hello," Kay said, her voice cautious. She looked to either side of Diana, as if she expected her to have brought reinforcements. 



"Can I come in?"





Kay hesitated. She looked Diana up and down. 



"It's raining, Kay. Come on."





"I didn't know it was raining..."





She undid the eyehook on the door and pushed it open, letting Diana step into a small entryway. The heavy odor of cigarettes hung in the trailer, and when they moved into the cluttered living room, Diana saw a hazy nimbus of smoke around the lamps on either side of the sagging couch. 



"Would you like coffee or something?"





"Sure."





Kay didn't invite Diana to sit, so she remained standing. 



"Oh, at least take your coat off," Kay said before leaving the room. "You're wet." She even helped Diana with one of the sleeves. It felt like a mother's gesture, and Diana found herself unexpectedly moved by it. "Go ahead and sit. I'll be right back."





Diana sat on the opposite end of the couch from the overflowing ashtray. A half-smoked butt still burned there, its smoke curling toward the ceiling. The TV was muted, and Diana watched a big-haired, blonde actress roll her eyes comically at someone off-screen, her gestures ridiculous and exaggerated. On the wall behind the TV was a framed picture of Jesus, his sacred heart exposed and both burning and pierced with thorns. She had just noticed the family pictures on a shelf across the room when Kay returned with two mugs of coffee in her hands. 



"I remember you liked cream, so I added some," she said, setting them down on the coffee table. "Well, it's milk actually. But whole, not that skim stuff." Diana thanked her and took a sip. The trailer was warm, and Diana relaxed a little, though she remained perched on the edge of the couch. Kay took her seat and lit another cigarette, ignoring the coffee. "I know I should quit but..." She shrugged. Too late now. "I'm surprised to see you here," she said. "I thought you'd be done with me."





"I talked to the police today."





"Oh?" Her voice sounded forced, like someone pretending to be casual. "What did they say?"





"I need to ask you something, Kay."





"I figured you would."





"I need to know about Rachel. What do you have to tell me?"





Kay took a long drag on her cigarette and exhaled smoke through her nose. 



"Kay?"





"If I told you what I know, then you wouldn't help me. It's called leverage. I didn't go to business school, but I do know that."





"Kay, we're talking about somebody's life here. My sister's life." Diana didn't like the tone she heard creeping into her voice. It had begun to sound pleading and needy, but she couldn't stop it. "Is she alive? Do you know that? Is Rachel alive?"





She turned and leveled her eyes at Diana. "There are people who know things, about your sister and my daughter. My daughter has been gone longer. Find her, and I'll tell you what you want to know."





Diana stood up. "You're bullshitting me. And I'm not going to get taken for a ride. Thanks for the coffee."





"Your sister liked that song 'Rhinestone Cowboy,' didn't she?"





Diana stopped moving toward the door. "What did you say?"





"'Rhinestone Cowboy.' By Glen Campbell. She liked it. Am I right?"





Diana cocked her head to the side as though she weren't hearing correctly. "Did you know her?" 





"Are you saying I'm right?" Kay said. 



Diana and Rachel didn't have much in their childhoods. No fancy TVs, no computers or DVD players, just an old turntable and a collection of vinyl records their dad had left behind. Rachel played them over and over again, and fixated on that Glen Campbell song, the plea of a poor man who dreams of making it big someday. Diana couldn't hear the song without thinking of Rachel. On the rare occasions it came on the radio, Diana switched stations. 



"Where is she? What do you know?"





Kay shook her head. "It's not going to work that way," she said. "You need to help me, then I'll help you."





Diana stood rooted in place. She wanted to storm out, turn her back on the whole affair, but she knew she would never do it. She couldn't, and that's what bothered her. For now, Kay Todd was calling the shots. 



"Honey, why don't you sit down and tell me what the police said?"





Diana didn't have any choice. She took her seat on the couch again. 



"Not much. I spoke to Dan Berding. He's a captain now, but back then he was one of the first officers on the scene. Do you remember him?"





She sniffed. "They're all the same."





"Since there's no evidence of a crime, he's assuming Margie ran away."





"I've heard that before. Did you ask him why she left her wallet and identification in the room?"





"I didn't get into it. Did Margie have a boyfriend at the time she disappeared?"





Kay had a long ash dangling from the end of her cigarette. She left it there and cut her eyes at Diana. "Does this mean you're going to find her?"





"I'm going to gather information for you. I can't make any promises."





Kay leaned forward and flicked the ash into the tray. She took a long drag and held the smoke in a beat longer before sending it out in a long plume. She looked thoughtful. "Okay. That works."





"Did she have a boyfriend or not?"





"I don't know. Like I said, we weren't on good terms...at the end there."





The TV had switched to a different sitcom. 



"So," Diana said. "No boyfriends that you knew of."





Kay nodded. "Margie wasn't really the dating kind, if you know what I mean. She was a plain girl. Very plain. A little mousy, really."





"Is that a picture of her over there?"





"Yes." Kay started to push herself off the couch. 



"I'll get it," Diana said. She went to the corner shelf and picked up the portrait. "This is Margie?"





"High school graduation. Yes. See what I mean about her being a plain Jane?" Kay said from the couch. 



Diana ignored her, but had to admit, to herself, that nothing stood out about Margie Todd's portrait except her quintessential averageness. She wore her shoulder-length brown hair parted in the middle and a turtleneck sweater that nearly covered her chin. Her teeth were slightly crooked, and her eyes, which were close set, appeared to be squinting ever so slightly, as though she were uncertain if she belonged in front of the camera or not. 



"She's pretty," Diana said. 



"They got their looks from me, and none of us were beauty queens."





Diana picked up another picture. This one showed two children—undoubtedly Margie and her younger sister—playing in a pile of leaves. They looked to be about eight and ten years old respectively. 



"That was a happy time," Kay said. "That's about two years before their father died. He took the picture."





"Did you know her friends?"





"I didn't know the girls from college. She rented that room on Poplar Street. She shared a bathroom and a kitchen with some other students." She appeared to be thinking of something. "Hold on a minute."





With some effort, she pushed herself off the couch and went down another hallway where Diana assumed the bedroom was located. Kay's coffee table was covered with celebrity gossip magazines, crossword puzzle books and a copy of the New Cambridge Herald. The baby cried again next door, and this time a dog joined its chorus with a series of quick, sharp barks. Diana looked at the picture of the two Todd children a little longer, and a sweetly painful wave of nostalgia passed through her chest. She didn't even have that much to remember Rachel by. Their childhood didn't have many such memories and not many photographs. As her mother's memory evaporated, there seemed to be less and less evidence that she had had a childhood at all. 



"I collected all the articles that were in the paper about Margie's disappearance." Kay reappeared with a thick accordion file in her hand. She held it out to Diana. "They have names of her friends who were interviewed and the names of the people she worked for. I only wish there was more."





"You said she cleaned houses," Diana said. 



"Yes. She was working for a family called the Boltons." She still held her cigarette, but before she could take another drag, a wracking coughing fit passed through her body. She hacked and wheezed for several minutes, and Diana wouldn't have been surprised to see her lungs shoot out of her mouth. Diana wondered if she should pound her on the back or fetch a glass of water, but the coughing soon settled down, and Kay acted as though nothing were wrong. "She worked there the day she disappeared."





"Did you know these people?" Diana said. 



"Heavens, no." Kay sounded particularly emphatic, as though she wanted Diana to understand this point above all others. "Margie kept her school life separate from her home life. I didn't know her friends or anything about her life at Fields. I think she felt a little ashamed of where she came from. I used to tell her there was nothing wrong with living in a trailer, that what mattered was where you ended up. I don't know if I ever got through to her."





Diana came over and took her seat on the couch again with the folder tucked under her left arm. 



"You told me that you had a fight right before she went back to school, and that was the last time you saw her. But you did talk to her after the fight?"





"We talked on the phone a couple of weeks before she disappeared. It was the best conversation we'd had since our fight at Christmas. I just told her that I loved her and supported her whatever she wanted to do. She said she enjoyed working, that it was nice to get up in the morning with a clear purpose and a definite goal. 'It's just cleaning houses, Mom,' she said. 'But it feels good to do something.' I understood. I've worked all my life. She said she liked the people she was working for but might have to move on to another family."





"Why?"





"She didn't say. She didn't act like it was a big deal. In fact, she seemed kind of happy about moving on. I understand that, too. There's something that feels good about leaving one job for a better one. Or one you think is going to be better." She had let the ash build up on her cigarette again. "I called their house, the Boltons. Told them who I was and asked them if they knew what was going on in Margie's life before she disappeared. It's pretty humiliating to have to call strangers and admit that they might know your own daughter better than you do. Believe me, I didn't like it one bit. But I had to call. They had seen her three days a week for the past few months. And they saw her the day she disappeared."





"But they didn't know anything?"





Kay's lip curled. "I spoke to the lady of the house. She was a royal bitch. Acted like I was a telemarketer calling. I thought maybe we could speak mother to mother, but this rag didn't have the time of day for me. She told me she barely knew Margie and that she really had to go because the agency was sending over a new housekeeper for them. She didn't even say she was sorry."





Kay shook her head, the disbelief still real after twenty-five years. 



"How long after Margie disappeared was this?"





"A week. The cops were giving me the runaround so I took matters into my own hands." She gave me a sly, proud smile. "After that, I got two phone calls."





"From who?"





"The first one came from the cops. One of the detectives called to tell me to stop bothering witnesses. He said if it happened again, they could press charges against me for harassment or something like that. I wasn't harassing them. My daughter disappeared. I have my rights. But he told me to let the police do the investigating."





"And who was the other call from?"





"Mr. Bolton. He called to apologize for his wife's behavior. Told me that she was under a lot of stress lately and all this stuff about her having a root canal and being on pain medication. He said she didn't normally act that way, but I wasn't buying it. People don't just try on that behavior out of the blue. She was a bitch from one end of the day to the next. I know the type."





"Did you ask him about Margie?"





"He gave me the same song but in nicer terms. He said they didn't know her that well, but she was a nice girl and to let them know if they could do anything to help. I was up front. I asked about starting a reward fund. I didn't have any money to do it with. He said he thought that was a lovely idea and he'd certainly look into it. That was the last I ever heard from them. I didn't want to call again and get in trouble with the police. And by that time, they were saying they thought Margie ran away."





"The party line."





"You should talk to those Boltons. They still live there. I've been tempted to go right to their door many times over the years, but I never have. Maybe I will before the cancer gets me."





"If anybody talks to them, it should probably be me." Diana patted the envelope. "I guess these articles have a picture of Margie in them."





Kay nodded. She appeared to have something else on her mind. 



"What?" Diana asked. 



"You need to know that there are forces in New Cambridge that don't want us to know anything about what happened to Margie."





"You mean the Boltons?"





"I mean forces. Take that any way you'd like. You're not from New Cambridge, but you'll find out."





Diana had something else on her mind, and Kay's words didn't fully register. "I wanted to ask you a question," Diana said. "Yesterday you said that not feeling someone was the worst thing. But I think not existing is the worst thing, don't you? And that's what has happened to these people. Your daughter. My sister. They no longer exist. They're not alive or dead. Could there be a worse fate?"





Kay's eyes moved toward the muted TV. They looked dry and vacant. "To be the one left behind," she said, her voice a whisper. 



Kay didn't appear to have any more interest in or use for Diana. She looked as though she thought Diana was already gone. Diana gathered her jacket, and before she was through the door, the sitcom was back on. The crowd laughed and the music swelled, and Diana could only imagine that whatever obstacle the characters had faced had been neatly wrapped up in a bow and given to the audience as a gift. Just once she'd like to see someone not get what they want. She was sure it would help her feel less alone. 













































CHAPTER THIRTEEN 















































Diana was halfway home, the accordion file on the passenger seat, the rain falling heavily enough that she was forced to turn the wipers up to high, when her cell phone rang. She managed to keep one hand on the wheel and both eyes on the road while she extracted the phone from her jacket pocket. 



She recognized the number on the screen. Vienna Woods. 



She wouldn't be home anytime soon. 









* * *












They had moved her mom to the second floor. 



Maria met her at the nurses' station, the hair unfurling from the tight bun just a little, an indication that the day had already been longer than she anticipated. She didn't bother to guide Diana back to the private office, but instead chose to speak to her right there in the open. 



"Your mother's illness has moved to a later stage."





"But she was fine." Diana remembered the slap and the scene at the art show. "I mean she was okay. Certainly better before she went to sleep."





"There's no predictability to these things. They can change rapidly."





"So what happened exactly?"





Maria, apparently realizing for the first time that she had a strand of hair out of place, reached up and tucked it behind her ear. 



"She woke up inconsolable this morning. She was thrashing and crying out. Mrs. Platcher tried to talk to her. Your mother scratched her face. It was terrible, like she really wanted to hurt Mrs. Platcher. Like she was going for her eyes."





Diana felt the muscles in her stomach contract. She felt sick. 



"We had to put her in restraints and sedate her. But it didn't do much. She kept thrashing against the restraints so much so that we feared she might hurt herself. We've had patients break bones that way. They can snap a wrist or an arm. I've seen it happen."





Maria looked like she needed Diana to appreciate the gravity of the situation. "I believe you," Diana said. 



Maria nodded. "So the decision was made to bring her up here, where we have the facilities and the personnel to handle someone in that condition."





Diana knew what that meant. Bigger restraints. Brawnier orderlies. Better drugs. 



"If your mother's condition improves, then we'll certainly consider moving her back downstairs..."





But she might as well have added, Fat chance of that. Diana understood that these things rarely moved backwards, that her mother had a progressive condition, one that headed in only one direction. 



"I understand," Diana said. "Thanks. Is she asleep? Can I look in on her?"





Maria cleared her throat. "Well..." She reached up and fiddled with the strand of hair again, even though it was still in place. 



"What? I can't see her?"





"You can see her. Of course. I would never say you can't see your own mother, even though it is past normal visiting hours..."





"Then what?" Diana said. 



"Well...we've noticed, some of us on the staff, that your mother's condition seems to worsen whenever she receives a visit from you."





"If you're talking about the other day—"





"It's not just the other day."





Some sort of alarm or call button began to beep behind the nurses' station, a low, insistent whine. After a number of long seconds, a nurse appeared and shut it off, then left again. She didn't even glance at Diana and Maria. 



"We, the staff and I," Maria said, "think that your mother associates your visits with her missing daughter. She thinks you are your sister, and whenever you are here, she becomes quite agitated. This morning was a good example of that. She kept saying your sister's name, saying that she was in danger."





"I've told you that's a traumatic event for my mother. She hasn't moved past it. She refuses to move past it."





Maria smirked, and Diana knew she'd expressed herself the wrong way. 



"She's not capable of moving past it," Maria said by way of correction. 



Diana nodded, trying her best to look appropriately chastened. 



"The bottom line is that the danger toward your sister is perceived as being quite real for your mother. She's experiencing it on a regular basis as a result of your visits."





"Are you saying I shouldn't come here anymore?"





"We're asking you to visit less frequently for the foreseeable future, until we have the chance to evaluate your mother's condition further."





Diana swallowed. She thought she hadn't been coming enough. 



"You're asking me not to come at all," she said. 



Maria started to say something, another euphemistic explanation, but she stopped herself and nodded. "Yes. That's what we're asking."





The nurse who had shut off the alarm returned, a stethoscope draped around her neck, her hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. Diana watched the nurse let out a long breath and wondered why she didn't let one out herself. She had been carrying the burden of her mother with her for so long that to be released from that obligation, even for a short time, should feel like the removal of a giant weight. But in that first moment, Diana couldn't see it that way. She saw it as an abandonment of her mother, and hadn't the woman suffered enough of that in her life already? 



"Can I see her now? Tonight?"





Maria looked sympathetic. "Sure. She's asleep anyway. You can take a look in."





She led Diana to her mother's new room, a private one with no TV in sight. Diana saw right away that her mother's wrists and ankles were in restraints, even though she was sleeping peacefully. 



"Is that still necessary?" Diana said. 



"It is. Until we know she can be calm, she has to stay that way."





Diane approached the bed. She saw the angry red marks on her mother's arms where her body had worked against the restraints. Her fingernails were broken and torn, and her upper lip looked puffy, as though she had been struck. 



Diana pointed. "Her mouth."





"It happened in the struggle."





Diana nodded. Vienna Woods wasn't the greatest facility in the world, but she never felt as though her mother was mistreated there. She watched her mom sleep, just like she had the other night, and once again she seemed so calm, so placid, as though there had never been and could never be a problem with her. 



But Diana knew that more lurked beneath the surface there, just as the visions floated beneath the surface of her own conscious mind, like a shark hunting for prey, waiting to strike. And Diana couldn't help but wonder if she were looking at a version of her own future, one that would be spent in mindless rage and restraints. 



Fifty-fifty chance, Maria had said. Were the visions just the beginning of this long descent into oblivion? 



"We really should go," Maria said, placing her hand lightly on Diana's arm. 



"You'll call me if she needs me?"





"Absolutely."





Diana considered squeezing her mother's hand or bending down and kissing her on the cheek, but didn't think she could stand it if the touch sent her mother spiraling into hysterics. It would be better just to go, to wander off into the night and let her mother have whatever peace she could find. 



"The flowers were a nice gesture, though," Maria said. 



Diana stopped. "The what?"





Maria nodded toward a bouquet that sat on the radiator beneath her mother's window. "The flowers. I thought you sent them."





"No, I didn't."





Diana had been so intent on studying her mother's condition that she hadn't noticed the flowers on the other side of the room. And it wasn't unusual for flowers to occasionally appear there. No one ever sent them to her mother, but from time to time, funeral homes and churches donated their extras to Vienna Woods, and the nurses and orderlies distributed them to the patients' rooms as a way to manufacture a little cheer. 



"Aren't they a donation?" Diana said. 



Maria frowned. "No. I saw the duty nurse sign for them when they came in. They had your mother's name on them."





Diana felt uneasy as she walked across the room to the bouquet and dug around in the stems until she found a small white envelope with the name "Janet Greene" written on it in an unfamiliar hand. She cupped the envelope in her hand and carried it with her past Maria and out into the hall. Maria followed close behind and said, "Well, who are they from?"





"I'm sure it's just a friend," Diana said. 



"But don't you want her to know who they're from?" Maria said. "Diana?"





But Diana had moved far ahead of Maria, and was almost to the stairwell when she turned back and said, "She isn't going to know or care anyway? Right?"





Diana didn't wait for a response. She went down the stairs and out to the parking lot where the rain had stopped and the night was cool, the scent of ozone in the evening air. Diana didn't look at the envelope until she was settled in the driver's seat of the car, and even then she thought about just throwing it away and ignoring it. 



She must know someone or have a friend, right? There had to be a reason for those flowers to arrive with her mother's name on them. 



But Diana knew. Her mother wasn't in touch with anybody. She couldn't be in touch with anybody. Her relationships and friendships had faded away along with her memory, and moving from Westwood to Leesburg meant that no one came to visit. And no one sent her flowers. Not even Diana. 



Her hand trembled as she tore at the envelope. She almost ripped the card, and when she got it out, she wished she had. 



Diana—Make your mother happy—find the girl in the woods. 
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It had to be Kay Todd. It was the only explanation that made sense. 



Diana drove toward home, the note on the passenger seat next to Kay's accordion folder. The handwriting looked masculine, but that only meant that a man took the order in the flower shop. Diana reached over and picked up the card again. 



Hurst Florists. 1112 Main St. New Cambridge, OH. 



She could call them tomorrow, ask who sent the flowers, clear the whole thing up easy as anything. 



But what if they weren't from Kay? 



She felt a tickle of fear at the base of her neck. Kay wanted her to think that way, wanted to keep her nervous and edgy. On the run. 



Diana wouldn't give her the satisfaction. 



She studied the highway ahead of her, the familiar open road between New Cambridge and Vienna Woods that took so much of her time. The moon was nearly full, a white spotlight in the inky black sky. The rain had passed and the clouds were mostly gone. It looked familiar enough, like those half-remembered scenes she saw in her mind. It could be...





She guided the car to the side of the road, easing to a stop and throwing up pebbles and dirt against the undercarriage. She didn't turn the engine off right away, but sat with the headlights illuminating the surrounding area. She saw a rusted and tilted barbed wire fence, and beyond that rows and rows of trees, the trunks dark, the leaves still clinging in advance of fall. The car hummed softly, the engine in neutral. 



She turned the ignition off, darkening the lights. 



Her heart thumped. She heard the sound in her own ears, a steady, rhythmic beat. A fifty-fifty chance. Maybe she didn't have much time. She believed the place was out there, the moonlit glade...its buried secrets. 



She pushed the car door open. 



They found her once, doing the same thing. A year after Rachel disappeared, during a time when the visions were at their most intense, Diana had driven a few miles out of town, out to a wooded area near the small regional airport that served the surrounding county. She didn't remember the drive there, nor did she clearly remember the impulse that sent her. She only knew that a surveying crew, three men who were measuring the land for a potential subdivision, found her on all fours in a clearing, digging into the soil and muttering about Rachel. 



They called an ambulance, assuming that she was on drugs or had escaped from a local mental hospital, and Diana only remembered coming to in the emergency room, her mother by the side of the bed. Her fingernails were broken and bleeding, her clothes so dirty they had to be thrown away. 



And since then, she had repeated this act on several occasions, and always while conscious and in full control of her faculties. If she had done it other times, wandered around in the apartment or even outside of it looking for Rachel, she didn't know. 



Didn't really want to know. 



The breeze picked up, shivering the leaves. They rustled like dry parchment, a sandpaper whisper. Diana didn't bother zipping up her jacket. She stepped past the front of her car, down the slight embankment into the berm and then up the other side where she gingerly, carefully, slipped through an opening in the barbed wire that was just big enough for her body. She smelled the rich scent of earth, and the dust of the fallen leaves filled her nostrils with a sneeze. But she held it in. 



She stepped between the closest trunks, finding more trees and still more behind them, so that it felt like moving through a crowd of people, all of them taller and stronger and more imposing. 



Her foot came down on a large rock, turning her ankle a bit, and even though she knew she needed to stop, that to be out there made no sense whatsoever, she continued to go on. She had to look. She couldn't go back. 



She titled her head up. The canopy of trees blocked the moonlight and the stars. The ground was cast in darkness, and everything around her became shadowy and indistinct. She watched where she stepped, but there was little she could see. Large objects she could avoid, but small ones might trip her up. 



Up ahead, she saw a break in the trees. The moonlight silvered across the forest floor, whitening the rocks, making them shine like polished bone. 



It looked just like the visions. 



She moved forward, more quickly now, disregarding the danger of falling or tripping. 



Or getting lost. Losing her bearings or a sense of where the car was. 



She couldn't stop. She had to move forward. 



Diana paused at the edge of the clearing, resting her hand against the rough bark of a tree trunk. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark, and coupled with the moonlight, she was able to see the entire open area. There was nothing there. No people. No animals. 



No bones. 



"Rachel," she whispered. 



The wind had slowed, leaving everything still. 



She said the name again, like an incantation or prayer. 



"Rachel."





On the far side of the clearing, a twig snapped. Diana jerked her head in that direction. She saw movement, heard the rustling of brush. But just as quickly, it stopped. Whatever had been there scurried away, off into the night. An animal. Nothing more, nothing less. 



What am I doing here? 



"Rachel." 





She said the name again, but by that point, reality had set in. She was a woman, alone and unarmed, off the side of the highway in the woods that she didn't know very well. 



She needed to leave. There was nothing for her there. It wasn't the place she so desperately sought. 



She retraced her steps, moving quickly, and in a few minutes, she was relieved to see her car again. She climbed back to the road, arriving just as a semi went by, leaving a rush of wind in its wake, enough to nearly shake Diana off her feet. 



She welcomed the roar, the buffeting of the air, the sharp sting of reality. 













































CHAPTER FIFTEEN 















































Diana waited in an alley just off High Street. It was after midnight, but the alley glowed with artificial light. There were two bars down there, holes-in-the-wall that attracted students from Fields. Some of them came out, but not the one she was looking for, so she waited. At times like these, she wished she smoked, if only for something to do with her hands. Rainwater stood in pools, and Diana paced a while before leaning against the wall and kicking at loose pebbles with her shoe. She didn't feel like going in among the smoke and the crowds and the noise. 



Around 12:30, Jason emerged from Uncle Nick's. Alone. He started in the other direction, away from Diana, so she called out to him. At first, he didn't hear her. 



"Hey," she said, raising her voice. 



He stopped, looked back, squinting. "Diana?"





"It's me."





"This is a surprise." Jason wore a leather jacket and a black T-shirt. His head was newly shaved. He came toward her but didn't extend his arms for a hug. He wasn't that kind of guy. 



"I wanted to see you," Diana said. 



"I have all night."





"Not that way," she said. "I wanted to talk to you."





"Oh." He sounded disappointed, then caught himself. "Is something wrong? Do you want to get coffee?"





"I don't want to be in a public place," she said. 



"We can go to your place," he said. 



"How about yours? I'd feel...it would be better there."











* * *












Jason offered coffee. Diana asked for a beer. 



"Suit yourself," he said. 



He opened two and brought them to the small table in his kitchen. Diana took a long drink and looked around. She saw his police department uniform shirt, the pile of criminal justice textbooks from school. She admired the sense of casualness that pervaded Jason's life, the way everything ran off him like rain through a gutter. No scars, no injuries. Take it as it comes. 



"I was wondering when I'd hear from you again," he said. "I heard you were in the station today."





"I had to talk to Dan."





"Interesting."





"It wasn't like that. It was professional."





"You want your job back?" he said. 



Diana shook her head. "Never."





"It's not a bad job, really. I can afford to go to school, get some good experience. I always thought you'd go to school, get a degree in something."





"Maybe. Someday."





Jason nodded. "Sure."





Diana knew he wasn't going to ask her what was wrong again. He would be content to sit there all night, talking and drinking until the sun came up, but he wouldn't press her or push her. She liked that—most of the time. She liked him. But sometimes she wondered if she needed people to push and press her more, to draw her out into the world. 



Was Kay Todd doing that for her? 



"I've had a crazy couple of days. I just wanted your input on a few things."





"I've got all night. If I show up late for work tomorrow, I'll tell the Captain I was with you."





"Nice."





"I try to be," he said. 



Diana took another drink and told him about Kay Todd showing up at her apartment. She relayed Kay's story and her promise to supply information about Rachel provided Diana helped find out what happened to Margie. Jason listened to the whole thing, nodding along and drinking his beer, but not asking any questions. She liked that about him, too. He didn't ask a lot of questions, even when Diana ended with the details about "Rhinestone Cowboy" and the flowers sent to her mother. He raised his eyebrows a little, an almost comical gesture, but he didn't ask any questions. 



"I've never heard of this girl," he said when Diana finished. 



"Me either. And there's nothing about it on the internet. But the Captain knows about her. He was one of the first on the scene."





"That's why you went to see him." Jason whistled. "The old man must have been a rookie back then."





"He was."





"So this old lady finds you through your website, looks you up and presses you to help her out. She sends flowers to your mom to add more heat." He shrugged. "Maybe she does know something about your sister, but I doubt it's anything meaningful. I understand why you're freaked out by all of this, but it's easily explained. We can file a complaint, give her a talking to, and she'll stay away."





"How did she know that about the song, Jason?"





"Is it on the website or in the papers?"





"No." She shook her head. "I don't think so."





"But it could have been. Or maybe she met someone who knew Rachel. Westwood's only an hour away. It's not such a big world."





Diana started to doubt her own judgments. In a way, she felt grateful for the calm that Jason brought her. But there was still a part of her that didn't want to be calm, that wanted to be stirred up and agitated for a change. 



"There's more," she said. 



"Okay."





"Something started happening to me when Rachel disappeared. Something I can't quite explain." Diana picked at the label on her beer bottle. She had never told anyone about this. Not her mother, not a doctor. No one. She wasn't sure she liked what she was about to reveal, but she felt she needed to do it. "Not long after she was gone, I started seeing something. It was like a dream, except I was awake. Some sort of vision or hallucination would overtake me at certain moments, and I would see a place in my mind. But it was more than just seeing the place. I was there. It was real. As real as you are right now."





"What is this place? What do you see?"





"Woods. Dark, thick woods. At night. The moon is shining, and there's a clearing."





Diana had seen the images so many times, and she knew them so well, that describing them made her realize how inadequate words were for the task she had at hand. She felt like her words would fail, and the only way to truly convey the meaning of what she saw would be to take Jason there. 



But she knew that was impossible. She couldn't find the place, didn't even know if it existed. 



But it had to. If it didn't, if it were all in her head then...Vienna Woods, here I come. 



"What happens there?" Jason said. 



"I dig."





"Dig?"





Diana nodded. "I see something on the ground in the moonlight. Something white. It's a human bone, and I drop to my knees and I dig and I dig until I pull the bone out of the ground." She swallowed. "It's Rachel. It's Rachel's skull, and I pull it out of the ground."





"Jesus." Jason's eyes were wide, full of sympathy. "It sounds like a nightmare."





"But it's not. It only comes to me—or it used to come to me—when I was awake."





"Used to?" 





"It mostly stopped a few years ago, before I moved here. It's only happened a few times since then. I can still remember it vividly, but it doesn't come upon me that way anymore."





"You want another one?" Jason said, pointing at the empty bottles. He didn't wait for Diana to answer before he went to the refrigerator and brought back two more. He sat down, took a drink from his, and let out a soft belch. "I guess you're lucky. You moved on, time passed, and these...visions...stopped. It's not surprising, really. Time heals, I suppose."





"It's supposed to," Diana said. 



"If you believe fortune cookies and greeting cards."





"But seeing that woman yesterday, talking to her, that brought it all back again." Diana held the cold beer bottle between her two hands on the tabletop. "I used to go looking for that place, that clearing in the woods. I thought that if I could find it, if I could find that spot, I'd find out what happened to Rachel."





"You thought she was buried there."





"Yes. But it wasn't that simple. I just thought I would know something, that some part of the mystery would be put to rest."





Jason scratched the top of his head. "You know, Diana, you're telling me all of this stuff, and I get the feeling you think it all makes you crazy or odd or different in some way. But I have to be honest, nothing you're telling me seems that unusual. You lost a member of your family, and you're trying to get over it. That could take a lifetime."





"You make it sound so logical, so...normal."





"I think it is."





"Except I didn't always go looking for that place by choice."





"What do you mean?" Jason said. 



"Sometimes I'd go there...to the middle of the woods. But I wouldn't know how I got there. And a couple of times, I didn't wake up. People found me, digging in the woods with my bare hands, and they'd have to call an ambulance or bring me back to town, and I wouldn't remember any of it, and I wouldn't tell anyone why I was there. Except I knew what I was looking for. I always knew."





Jason nodded slowly. Diana could imagine the wheels turning in his brain, the reassessment of everything he thought about her. 



"It's bad, isn't it?"





"It doesn't sound like a walk in the park on a sunny day."





Diana sighed. "There's more."
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"I've never told you the full story of how Rachel disappeared, have I?" Diana said. 



"The full story? Tonight is the most I've ever heard."





"I really don't like to talk about it."





"You don't have to now if you don't want to."





"I want to," Diana said. "I need to."





Jason shrugged. "I have a fridge full of beer."





Diana felt half of a smile form on her face. She took a deep breath. 



"My dad left the family when I was twelve and Rachel was nine. Just up and left one day. Packed his shit and told Mom he was moving to Colorado. I think he still lives there, but we stopped hearing from him after a while. He was supposed to get remarried."





"So more than one person in your family has disappeared, I guess."





Diana nodded. "Right. Anyway, after he flew the coop, my mother went into a deep spiral. She's never really come out of it. That's why she's in the hospital."





"Alzheimer's, right?"





"Yeah." Fifty-fifty chance. "But when she went to ground after my dad left, she didn't leave Rachel and me much choice. We had to raise ourselves, you know? There would be weeks at a time when my mom wouldn't even come out of the bedroom. We wouldn't even see her. She didn't bathe. She didn't get dressed. She barely ate. She just..."





"Disappeared?"





Diana nodded again. 



"It must have been shitty."





"We did what we had to. We didn't have any choice."





"Weren't there any relatives you could have called?"





"Not many. And I felt sorry for my mother. I wanted to protect her. I kept thinking that if I kept things going at home, she would eventually come around and be okay."





Someone started singing out in the street, and soon they were joined by two more voices, ridiculously out of tune and loud. 



"Somebody's having fun," Diana said. 



"I ought to go run them in," Jason said. "Disturbing the peace and general obnoxiousness." He scratched his jaw. "Go ahead."





"My mom. She never came around. And, for all intents and purposes, I started running the household. I shopped. I paid the bills."





"You paid the bills?"





"I filled out the checks and got my mom to sign them. She could be convinced to write her name. But I did all of that stuff. And I took care of Rachel. I made sure she got to school, and I made sure she ate on time. I helped her with her homework. And all of that was fine for a while. We were young, just kids. We couldn't get into too much trouble, so we made it work."





"I sense a 'but' coming," Jason said. 



"A big one. The kind that makes all the difference." Diana paused a moment. She felt something swelling in her chest, something that made it difficult to speak. She took a long drink of her beer. 



"Are you okay?" Jason said. "We don't have to go on—"





"I'm fine," she said. "I'm fine. I just haven't talked about this in..."





Never. 



She cleared her throat. "Rachel was a pretty girl. A beautiful girl. Much prettier than me, and much prettier than just about any girl in our school or in our town. But it wasn't just her looks that made her special. She had a quality, a sense of life and a vitality about her. An energy just radiated out of her, at least when she was really young, and people responded to it. Especially men. 



"It was obvious from a very early age that she was going to be popular with the boys. They started calling her and coming to the house right around the time Dad left, before Rachel was even old enough...before she had even reached puberty. And these weren't boys her age. These were boys who were older, fourteen or fifteen years old."





"Sounds like a recipe for trouble."





"It was. I was young, too, of course. It took me a while to figure out what was really going on, and what these boys really wanted. By the time I did, Rachel had already been raped."





"Oh, God," Jason said, his face turning white. "How old was she?"





"Eleven."





"Oh..." Jason took a long drink of his beer. "I don't know what to say."





"Rachel went to a party. There were older kids there, kids from the high school. She ended up in a room with one of the older boys. He was from one of the rich families in town. Brian Barone. His dad was a vice-president at the ball bearing factory. A whole family of assholes if you ask me. Anyway, Rachel ended up in a room with this kid. Locked in a room with this kid. I found all this out months later, but people who were at the party told me that they heard Rachel calling out, saying, 'No, no, no.' But nobody did anything about it. They let it go. I guess they thought boys will be boys and all of that."





"How did you find this out?"





"People at school started talking about it. I overheard them in the locker room after gym class one day. I heard them saying that Rachel had already lost her virginity. I confronted them. I called them liars. I even punched one of the girls in the face. Sally Bingham. I made her cry. She told the vice-principal, and they gave me a three-day suspension. That didn't matter since I didn't really have parents paying attention to whether I was going to school or not. But I did talk to Rachel about it. I told her the story I'd heard at school, and she broke down and admitted everything to me. She was at the party, and she was in the room with Brian Barone. She said no, but he kept going..." 





Diana paused, felt the emotion swelling within her. 



"It's okay," Jason said. 



Diana stood up. "I have to go to the bathroom."





She took her time, washing her hands thoroughly and splashing cold water over her face. A new, open beer waited for her at the table when she came back. 



"I got the feeling you might want that," Jason said. 



"I do."





They both drank, and a brief silence hung over the table. 



"You know," Jason said, "I don't see any of this as your fault. You were a kid, too. You couldn't control her. Adults can't even control kids all the time."





"But there was something I could control," Diana said. 



"What's that?"





"My reaction to what Rachel told me."





Jason cocked his head, a look of caution on his face. "What was your reaction?"





Diana stared at the tabletop, letting her eyes fade out of focus. She didn't intend it, but she realized she was shaking her head slightly back and forth. 



"Diana?"





"I called her a whore."





Jason made a quick intake of breath, almost inaudible. He didn't say anything. 



"I read her the Riot Act. I told her that Mom was sick, and the family was coming apart, and the last thing any of us needed was for her to go running the family name even further down by sleeping around town at parties where everybody would hear about it."





Diana spoke the words quickly, and once they were out, a silence again fell over the table. Diana felt as though she had been exposed, as though something ugly she had previously been able to keep buried deep within her had now been brought out and laid on the table for everyone to see. She wished the lights would go out so Jason couldn't see her. 



"Her behavior didn't get any better after that. It got worse. She became wilder and wilder, sleeping around with a lot of different guys, drinking and partying. On the night she disappeared she went to a party. Apparently, she'd been sleeping with an older guy, a nineteen-year-old. Rachel didn't know he had a girlfriend. The girlfriend showed up at the party and went after Rachel. Physically. She punched Rachel in the stomach, doubled her over, and made her cry. People broke it up, but Rachel left the party crying. A different guy gave her a ride home. He dropped her off at the end of our street. He said she was fine when he left, quiet but fine. The police cleared him of any wrongdoing."





"Do you think he's involved?"





"I doubt it. I saw Rachel in the house after that. I was still awake, and I heard her come in. I went out into the hallway outside our bedrooms, and I saw her. She'd been crying. Her makeup was a mess, smeared all over her face. She looked like she'd been through the wringer." Diana paused. She took a deep breath. "I just shook my head at her. I didn't ask how she was doing, or what had happened. I just shook my head at her and went into my room and closed the door. About fifteen minutes later, I heard the front door open again. I looked out my bedroom window and saw Rachel walking up the road in the glow of the streetlights, going away from our house. That was it. That's the last time anybody saw her that we know of."





Diana waited for Jason to say something. Anything. He didn't speak right away. He sat there nodding, tapping his fingernail against the glass of the beer bottle. 



"What are you thinking?" Diana said. 



Jason took a moment to answer, then he said, "I think you want to help this Kay Todd woman because you feel guilty about everything that's happened to your family. You see this as your second chance."





"It's not a second chance," Diana said. "There is no second chance. That's gone."





"Then it's another chance to do something right. Any way you look at it, it's atonement. Something like this is never just a simple act."





"It's always tied to the past, to something that went before."





"Such is our fate," Jason said. 



"I went to see my mom tonight. At the hospital. Driving back, I stopped and took a little walk in the woods, just like in the old days."





"Find anything?"





"I found myself alone in the middle of the woods. Searching. And I think I'm going to keep finding myself there from time to time unless I do something about this. Unless I try to put it to bed by helping Kay Todd. You never know. It might tie the knot somehow."





"Do you really think you're going to find anything?" Jason said. "The trail's awfully cold."





"I don't think I have any choice. But I really won't know until I look."





"You never know what you're going to find," Jason said. "You might not like it."





"I don't like what I know now, so how much worse can it get?"





"That might not be a question you want to ask. What are you going to do next?"





"Start talking to people around town. See what I can find."





"If you need my help..."





"I know," Diana said. "I know."





It was late, and the thought of going home to her empty apartment made Diana feel a little sick. She didn't know if she could bring herself to ask...





"You want to stay here tonight?" Jason said. 



She smiled. "Yeah, that would be nice."





* * *












Diana slept better than she had in a while, certainly better than the night she had spent in the chair in her mother's hospital room. And she didn't dream, at least not the kinds of dreams that had come to her during that night at her mother's side, the kinds that were populated by Rachel and Kay Todd. Maybe it had been being with Jason, falling into his arms, stripping each other's clothes, losing herself in someone else for a brief period of time. 



Diana slept deeply enough that she didn't hear Jason's phone ring just before six, and she didn't hear him showering and dressing. She didn't know anything was wrong or unusual until he placed his hand on her shoulder and whispered her name, bringing her awake. 



"Hey."





"What is it?" Diana asked. "You're dressed already."





"They called me in, but you can stay here. Go back to sleep."





"What's wrong?" Diana asked. She could tell that he knew something that he didn't want to tell her. She thought of Dan. Something might have happened to Dan, but she didn't want to say it. "What is it?"





Jason looked down. He ran his hand over his head. "Okay. You'll find out soon enough. A girl, a student at Fields, went out for a bike ride yesterday. She hasn't come back. That's all I know, but I'll call you if I can."





"No. Wait. Tell me more."





"There is no more. She's probably just hurt or lost. It'll be okay."





But he didn't sound convinced. And Diana didn't believe him. 
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When Jason was gone, Diana climbed out of bed and turned the radio on. She tuned in during a Wall Street Report, an economics professor from Fields droning on and on about petroleum futures and interest rates, and Diana felt sorry for anyone who had to sit through one of his lectures on a Monday morning. So while he kept talking, she took out the folder of articles from Kay Todd and starting paging through them, hoping something would jump out at her and make some sort of sense. 



The articles were brittle and yellowing at the edges. Pieces of the old newspaper crumbled away when she picked them up. They confirmed the basic facts that Kay had already given Diana and added little more. The consensus of the police and the media seemed to be that Margie Todd—dissatisfied with her life and unhappy with living in New Cambridge—ran away. 



"It doesn't make sense, though," Diana said out loud. 



Runaways made some sort of plans. They prepared in advance. They at least took their identification with them and whatever money they could put their hands on. Margie Todd hadn't done any of these things. Sure, she'd had a fight with her mother and dropped out of school. But that was nothing unusual. It didn't add up. 



The voice on the radio changed and announced a special report. Diana put the articles down and turned the volume up. 



"Union Township and New Cambridge Police continue to search for Fields University freshman Jacqueline Foley who disappeared yesterday evening while on a bike ride."





"Ms. Foley, who is nineteen years old, was supposed to return before an eight o'clock meeting at her sorority house, Alpha Iota Mu, and when she didn't arrive, the police were called. Ms. Foley's parents have arrived in New Cambridge from their home in Columbus and have already established a $50,000 reward for any information that leads to the safe return of their daughter, who was believed to be riding her bike in the area west of town near County Road 600. In other news..."





Diana sat on Jason's couch, absorbing the information. The girl had already been gone overnight, not a good sign. She knew enough of these sorority girls from her time around the campus and the town, and she knew how seriously they took their commitments to their houses. Jacqueline Foley was a freshman, which meant she was newly pledged. No way she'd risk the wrath of her sisters by missing a meeting in September. Jason mentioned the possibility of being lost or hurt, and that seemed likely. There were a lot of lonely county roads around New Cambridge, many of them unmarked. It would be easy to get lost or misjudge a turn. 



Or be taken. 



For the first time since she'd given up her job on the police force, Diana wished she had it back. She could be in the center of things there and know, at the very least, as much as her fellow officers knew. The information wouldn't necessarily come to her directly. The higher-ups and the detectives liked to hoard their information, then dole it out on an as-needed basis in situations that only worked to their advantage. But in a small department, things leaked out, and Diana knew that eventually Jason would have information to pass on to her. She'd just have to be patient and wait for it. 



Diana gathered the articles from the coffee table and started to carefully place them back in the folder, hoping that no more fell apart in her hands. Kay hadn't said so, but Diana imagined that the articles were sacred to the old woman, perhaps one of the few physical connections she still had to her missing daughter. Diana made it to the last of the articles, the bottom of the pile, when one caught her eye that she hadn't noticed before. She checked the date. March of 1985, one year after Margie Todd disappeared. The headline read, Still No Sign of Missing Fields' Student. 



Diana scanned it quickly and saw nothing new, just a rehashing of the facts and a quote from Kay saying that she still held out hope her daughter would come home safely. But at the end of the article, the reporter included a quote from Officer Dan Berding, described as "the first officer on the scene the night Margaret Todd disappeared." And in the article, Dan said, "It looked to me like somebody took her. From the looks of things, there's no way this girl ran away."





What a difference twenty-five years makes, Diana thought. 
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Diana went home and showered. She brought a radio with her into the bathroom and turned the volume up high, hoping to catch any of the news about the disappearance. But there was nothing new to report. The newscaster repeated the same facts over and over again, little more than what she had heard from Jason upon awakening earlier that morning. 



While she toweled off and pulled clean clothes out of her closet and drawers, she thought about calling Jason on his cell phone, even going so far as to take her own phone out and scroll down to his number. But she couldn't bring herself to press her thumb down and call. He was busy, completely wrapped up in searching the county for any sign of the Foley girl, and he didn't need an overly curious friend—and occasional one-night stand—calling him on the job. 



Once she was dressed, Diana considered the long day stretching out before her. It might be hours before she heard from Jason, and it might be days—or even never—before there was any significant news about the Foley girl. She didn't want to sit around and wait. She had waited long enough. 



She took out the phone book and looked up an address, then headed out to start her day. 









* * *











John Bolton lived on Ohio Avenue in what had once been one of New Cambridge's most prominent neighborhoods. Back in the days of the town's founding, Ohio Avenue housed New Cambridge's wealthiest citizens, the mayors and the town councilmen, the business owners and bankers, the educators who put their mark on generations of young people. Some of the houses there retained their grandeur, including the Boltons', and Diana felt out of place parking in front of the three-story Victorian in her dinged-up Honda. But many of the other houses had lost their luster. Most had been purchased by real estate developers who then subdivided the homes into multiple apartments for the Fields' student population to rent. The house next door to the Boltons', another Victorian that clearly had once matched its neighbor in terms of stature and elegance, now had a tattered couch on the porch and beer bottles strewn across the uncut lawn. Diana had to admit she wouldn't have felt at home there either. 



She climbed the steps to the front porch and rang the bell. She wasn't sure how this was going to go and wished she still had a police uniform to hide behind rather than the jeans and turtleneck she was wearing. She was trying to check her make-up in the door glass when it swung open, revealing a face not much younger than her own, the face of a female college student. 



"Yes?" the woman said. 



"I'm looking for Mr. John Bolton. Is he home?"





The woman paused, glanced toward the back into the house, then turned to Diana. "Um...who's asking?"





She had brown, shoulder-length hair, and while she waited for Diana to respond, she worked on a piece of gum that looked to be too big for her mouth. She wore sweat pants, a faded T-shirt and flip-flops, and since she was dwarfed by the impressive size of the house, Diana thought she looked even younger than she probably was. 



"Are you Mr. Bolton's daughter?" Diana said. 



"No, I work here." She popped the gum. "Who are you again?"





"My name's Diana Greene. I work for...I used to work for the police department, and I wanted to talk to Mr. Bolton about something. Is he in?"





The young woman again looked behind her before speaking to Diana. "He's in, but he's not doing well today."





"Is he sick?"





"No, he's upset. He gets this way sometimes. You should probably come back another day, when he's doing better."





Diana was about to leave when she heard a voice coming from behind the woman, a male voice, but she couldn't make out what it was saying. 



"It's the police," the woman yelled back, and before Diana could correct her, she was stepping aside, swinging the door open for Diana and inviting her in. "Come on in," she said, shrugging. "He might be feeling a little better." Diana stepped into a high-ceilinged foyer and followed the woman down a long hallway toward the back of the house. "He's been listening to the news all morning," the woman said. "I think this kidnapping thing has him all freaked out."





They stopped walking. Diana could see a large, sunlit kitchen at the end of the hall. 



"Why is he so bothered by it?"





The woman shrugged. "He likes helping Fields' students. He gives them jobs and things."





"Did he know the Foley girl?"





"I don't think so," she said. 



"Do you know her?"





"I know of her," she said. "She's a freshman. I'm a sophomore. We traveled in different circles, I guess." She shrugged again. "What year are you?"





"Zero," Diana said. 



The young woman nodded. "Cool." She went ahead of Diana into the kitchen. "John? This is...I'm sorry, what's your name again?"





"Diana Greene." She held out her hand and the man at the kitchen table lifted his hand with what appeared to be a great deal of effort. His grip was weak and brief, like sand dribbling through her fingers. 



"John Bolton," he said. "Jill...would you..."





"Do you want something to eat or drink?" she said. 



The kitchen smelled of coffee and burnt toast, the radio on the table played. Diana shook her head. 



"I'm fine," she said. "Thanks."





"You're from the police?" he said. 



"Not really," Diana said. "I used to work for the police. I'm here on a private matter now. About one of your former employees."





Bolton nodded. He held out his hand toward an empty chair, inviting Diana to sit. She did but didn't speak. It took a moment for him to get the message, but then he looked up. 



"Jill?" he said. "You can...we'd like..."





Jill rolled her eyes a little. "I have some homework to do."





When she was gone, Diana said, "Anything new on the radio?"





Even in the bright sunlight that poured through the windows of the kitchen, John Bolton looked tired and drawn. He had dark circles under his eyes, and the thinning wisps of his hair went in several different directions across the top of his bald head. His shoulders were slumped, the tie of his bathrobe loose, revealing a stained white T-shirt. 



"Nothing," he said. 



"Jill said you didn't know the Foley girl. Do you know her family?"





He was slow to respond. "I care about Fields," he said. "I'm an alum, the fifth generation to go to school there. If something happens to someone there, it's like it happened to a member of my family."





"So you must have been pretty devastated when Margaret Todd disappeared?" Diana said. "Not only did she go to Fields, but she worked for you."





Bolton didn't respond. The weather report switched over to sports, and Diana wondered if it were possible that Bolton hadn't heard. 



"Mr. Bolton?"





"So," he said finally. "It's beginning again."





"What's beginning again?"





"You're not from New Cambridge are you, Officer Greene?"





"Ms. Greene. And no, I'm not."





He nodded as though Diana had confirmed some important truth. "New Cambridge is a...unique community with a lengthy history. I guess you could say we have our own way of looking at the world here, our own sense of how things should be done. But that's changed over the years, I suppose. Time marches on, and the old ways change."





"How did Margie Todd come to work for you?" Diana said. 



"Hm? Oh, that." He shook his head. "My wife went through an agency that employed girls from the college."





"Does your wife remember her?"





He smiled wanly. "My wife died ten years ago. Pulmonary embolism, right here on this kitchen floor. I found her in the afternoon. She was already cold."





"I'm sorry."





"All of my family is gone. My wife is dead. My children have moved away. I think of moving away, too, but there's something about New Cambridge that keeps me here. It makes sense to me somehow. I know my place here, and my family's place. I wouldn't have that somewhere else."





"Did you notice any problems with Margie Todd? Anything she let on about her personal life?"





The radio announcer paused. Bolton held up a finger, asking for silence until a commercial for a car dealership came on. 



"I wish they'd tell us something new." He turned the volume down a little. "Margie Todd's problem was that she couldn't dust the picture frames properly. That's why she was let go from this job."





"So she wasn't working for you the day she disappeared?"





"Yes and no. That was her last day. My wife fired her during the day, and that night she disappeared. I have an alibi."





"I didn't ask you for one."





"But I'm offering. My daughter, Clarissa, she must have been about four years old at the time. She fell down our basement stairs and cut her head. We spent most of the evening in the emergency room. I'm sure the hospital has—" He leaned forward quickly and reached for the radio dial. "Shhhhh."





The news announcer came on and started summarizing the Foley disappearance. They both listened, their heads tilted toward the radio, but in the end, no new information was revealed. They both leaned back when the story ended. 



"Well," Bolton said. "Nothing."





"You were telling me about your daughter cutting her head..."





"Right. I'm sure the hospital has records, even after this long."





"I didn't come here to accuse you of anything," Diana said. "I just came to gather some information about Margie Todd."





"Did you find it difficult to be a female police officer?" he said. 



"Sometimes."





"I would think that a lot of people would be resistant to a female police officer. A lot of men, I guess I should say."





"It comes with the territory," Diana said. 



Bolton turned his eyes away from Diana and out the window to the driveway where the front end of a white BMW peeked out of the garage. "There was a time when everyone knew their place with more certainty than they do now. Men ruled the roost, and there were no questions asked about it. That's the world my father and grandfather grew up in."





"You sound nostalgic for those days."





"Maybe." He kept his attention directed outside. "My wife and I had difficulty with those roles in our marriage. Who was going to be in charge of what? Who was going to be in charge of whom?" He turned his focus back to Diana. "My occasional...indiscretions only made matters worse."





Diana straightened in her chair. "Was Margie Todd one of your indiscretions?"





"All of that is so far in the past, Ms. Greene. Margie was a silly girl, naïve and inexperienced. She didn't understand anything about the world."





"Her mother told me you offered to put up a reward when she disappeared, but you never wrote the check—"





Bolton stiffened. "You've been talking to that woman," he said, his face flushing. "Let me tell you I most certainly did write that check. Five thousand dollars. I gave it directly to Mrs. Todd to establish that fund."





"You didn't give it right to the bank?"





"No. There was some urgency about getting the reward funded, so I gave it to her. She came here and picked it up. But was a reward ever established? No. I have no idea what she did with the money."





"So, she's lying?"





"She's lying. You may not understand this, but when people have a lot of money, they often find themselves being manipulated by others who want that money too." He stood up. "I don't want to take up more of your time."





Diana stood up as well, knowing she was being dismissed. She followed Bolton to the front door and stepped back while he held it open for her. 



"There is just one more thing, Mr. Bolton."





"Yes?"





"When I first got here, you said something like, 'It's all beginning again.' What exactly did you mean by that?"





A light breeze came through the open door, lifting the strands of hair on top of Bolton's head. He tried to smooth them down with his right hand. 



"These things," he said, "that should have been left in the past. "





"Things like Margie Todd?" 





He shook his head, squinting against the day's bright sunlight. "I'm thinking of so many more things than that," he said. "So many things that you and even I will never really understand. Never."















































CHAPTER NINETEEN 















































Nate Ludwig faced his ten o'clock Introduction to Folklore class in the Woodard Lecture Hall and fixed the sleepy students with what he thought of as a stern glare. He cleared his throat and waited for the shuffling of notebooks and disconnecting of iPods to cease. Then he started. 



"I know you've been riveted to every word I've said up until this point." No laughs. Too early still. "And I know many of you are freshmen, and so you have spent the last few days getting to know Fields University and the town of New Cambridge. At this point, I'd like to do a little data collecting from all of you." Some uncomfortable looks. What is data collecting?
Is this like a quiz? "Don't worry, I won't be grading you on this. There are too many of you and I'm far too old to bother trying to remember your names." Some laughs. They liked jokes at the professor's expense. Cheap, but it helps them wake up. "So, has anyone heard anything that they think of as folklore or legend in their brief time on the Fields' campus?"





The phenomenon never ceased to amaze Ludwig. All he had to do was ask a question and one hundred heads suddenly decided to look down at their desktops. They avoided eye contact with him at moments like these as though he were a rabid dog or an angry bear. 



"Come on," he said. "This is your chance to talk rather than listening to me drone on and on." A few more laughs. But he knew they actually preferred listening to his droning. It required less of them. "I can stand here all day," Ludwig said. "I had a Geritol this morning." 





No laughs. They didn't know what Geritol was. 



But it didn't matter. He spotted a tentative hand in the third row, a young man with a baseball hat obscuring his eyes. 



"Yes, sir?" Ludwig said, pointing at the kid. 



"I heard that if your roommate dies or commits suicide, you get a 4.0 for the semester. Is that true?"





"You must not like your roommate very much," Ludwig said, earning his biggest laugh of the day. "Or else you doubt your ability to get a 4.0." Even more laughter. They were warming up. "I hate to disappoint all of you who have been plotting to kill your roommates, but no, you don't get a 4.0 if your roommate dies during the school year. On the bright side, they will let you re-take your classes without penalty, so if you find yourself struggling and thinking of withdrawing..." They all laughed again. "But you're correct. That's an excellent example of campus folklore, and it isn't just found at Fields. Almost every college or university in America has some variation on that story. Are there others you can think of?"





A young woman in the middle of the hall raised her hand, and Ludwig pointed at her. "Yes, ma'am?" The woman had her hair pulled back in a ponytail and appeared to be blushing. 



"I heard that if you kiss someone in the Holtman Gazebo at midnight while the bells in the clock tower chime, you'll be with that person forever."





The women in the room cooed, while the men laughed, which caused many of them to receive playful punches in the arm from nearby female students. Ludwig nodded. 



"Another excellent example," he said. "And also a good example of a piece of folklore that has stood the test of time here at Fields. You may not know this about me, but I attended Fields as an undergraduate many years ago, back during the Civil War." Some laughs, but Ludwig also knew that some of them were racking their brains, trying to remember if it were possible for him to have been alive during the Civil War. "My college sweetheart and I tried that out. We kissed in the Holtman Gazebo on the night of our six month anniversary." 





"Awwww," the women said. 



"And it worked, we were married shortly after graduation."





"Awwww." Even louder. 



"Of course, we divorced seven years after that. So when I started dating again, I brought my next lover back here to Fields for a visit, and we too kissed in the gazebo. And we married soon after. And divorced soon after that." They were all staring at him now, not knowing how to take his tale of woe. He didn't know whether it was a tragedy or a comedy either, so he shrugged. "That's why I gave up on marriage and came to teach at Fields instead. Now I'm married to my work. And we've never kissed in the gazebo."





They laughed, a little nervous, a little relieved. For a second, they thought they were going to witness some sort of meltdown by one of their professors, the kind of thing they could talk about for weeks at the cafeteria table or the frat house or in the bars. 



"Any other examples come to mind? Anything?"





A long pause. Ludwig thought that perhaps the discussion had run its course, that he was going to have to return to lecturing. But just as he was about to turn his eyes back to his notes, a hand went up near the back. 



"Yes?" Ludwig said, nodding. 



It was a female student wearing glasses and looking too shy to speak. She cleared her throat several times before speaking. 



"I live in Maxwell Hall," she said. "And they've been telling us there's a ghost there."





Ludwig smiled. "Ah, I'm so glad you brought that one up. The Maxwell Hall Ghost. What have you heard about it?"





The girl looked around nervously. "Just that there's a ghost, and she lives on the top floor."





More hands went up. Ludwig pointed to another woman. 



"I live in Maxwell, too," she said. "And I heard the same thing. They said she was a music student who hung herself in a closet, and at night you can hear a piano playing. And there's no piano in the building."





"I heard you can see her in the courtyard when the moon is full," someone said. 



"I heard she's crying for her boyfriend who died in the war."





"This is all bullshit," a guy in the front row said. 



"Okay, okay," Ludwig said, signaling for quiet. "For weeks you guys don't talk, and now you explode." He waited until they settled down. "It's true, there is campus folklore that says the ghost of a young woman haunts Maxwell Hall. And that story has also been around since I went to school here as an undergraduate. But none of the details you gave me are the real story behind the woman whose ghost supposedly walks through Maxwell at night. Do you want me to tell you the real story?"





"Yes," they answered in unison. 



"Very good. The woman who supposedly haunts Maxwell Hall is named Faith Brenner. She went to school here in the 1830s, when Maxwell Hall was not part of Fields, but rather a dormitory for the Holly Ridge College for Women, which merged with Fields at the turn of the twentieth century. Back then, you understand, there were different expectations for women. They couldn't go on a date unsupervised. To hold hands with or, God forbid, kiss a boy, would have been scandalous."





They all groaned, just as he knew they would. 



"Well, it seems that Miss Brenner fell in love with a young man who went to school at Fields. Now, Miss Brenner was from one of the most prominent families in the New Cambridge area at the time. It's long gone now, but her grandfather founded the Brenner Furniture Company, which at one time was the largest furniture manufacturer in the Midwest. Needless to say, they had a lot of money and a lot of power. But the young man whom Miss Brenner chose to fall in love with wasn't so fortunate. His father was a farmer, and a rather poor one at that. Looking back, it seems somewhat remarkable that such a young man would be attending college at all, but apparently he had some gumption. Little is known about him, really, and I ought to know. I've been researching this story for the past fifteen years." He cleared his throat. "Miss Brenner's family didn't approve of the match, and they forbade the young woman from seeing this young man. But they interfered just a little too late. Do you know why?"





"They got married?" someone said. 



"No. Better."





"She was pregnant?"





"Exactly. Miss Brenner had become pregnant. And you all thought no one had sex outside of wedlock back in the old days."





They all laughed. 



Ludwig smiled as well, but he didn't continue with the story. He waited, letting their curiosity grow until someone shouted out, "Well, what happened?"





"Oh," he said. "You want to know what happened to Faith Brenner?"





"Yes!"





"You really want to know?"





"Come on..."





Ludwig shrugged. "I don't know," he said. "Nobody knows. She disappeared from her dorm room one night. Her body was never found. She didn't leave a note. Nobody saw her go, at least not according to any records that I've been able to find in my research, and believe me, I've looked."





"So she ran off with the guy," a student said. "The poor guy."





"A good theory," Ludwig said. "Except he was still around after she disappeared. The police questioned him extensively, and he claimed not to know the girl's whereabouts. He eventually graduated from Fields, married, and had a life of his own, one without Faith Brenner."





"Then she ran away," a woman said. 



It was always the female students who wanted to believe Faith Brenner ran away and had the baby on her own. 



"Think of how difficult that would be for a woman today, someone your age. Leaving everything she has ever known, with no family support, no money and no real education to speak of, to go and have a child and then raise it on her own. And I know a woman today might have an abortion, but back then...No, I find it hard to believe that Faith Brenner simply ran off to start a new life with her unborn child and no means of supporting herself. In a rural area with no transportation and only the clothes on her back." Ludwig shook his head. "Most unlikely."





The question hung in the air then—what really did happen to Faith Brenner?






Ludwig waited, thinking to himself, Come on, it can't be this hard to make the connection...





"Are you suggesting," one of the students said, "that Pioneer Club thing you talked about had something to do with it?"





"Why would I suggest such a thing?"





A ripple of enlightenment spread through the room. The students whispered and buzzed among themselves. 



"Connections, right?" Ludwig said. "Everything's connected?"





Their buzzing grew louder, so Ludwig raised his arms for quiet. When they settled down, he continued. 



"Some people do think she was murdered. They think that the scandal of the pregnancy and the relationship with the farm boy was too much for her family to bear. They had her killed to avoid the public disgrace and associated drop in social standing they knew would come. Faith Brenner's mother, Eliza Brenner, was never the same after the girl disappeared. She was inconsolable, wailing away her days in the upstairs of the Brenner family home, which still stands by the way on the corner of Ohio Avenue and Grant Street. Her father, Hiram Brenner, never spoke of the girl again after she disappeared. He focused his attention on his work and the three children he still had, the ones who had the good sense to marry the right people and stay out of trouble. Oh, and something else about Hiram Brenner, her father? The rumor has always been that he was one of the most powerful and important members of The Pioneer Club."





He paused. They were all paying attention to him now, most of them thinking some variation of, Why can't school be this interesting all of the time?





"But ever since Faith's disappearance, the folklore around campus has been that Faith Brenner wanders the halls of Maxwell, waiting for her lover, the farm boy from Fields University, to come and take her away." They watched him in silence for a long moment. "Do there seem to be any themes running through these stories we've shared today?"





"That this is a weird place," someone said. 



"Not quite," Ludwig said. "Not quite. You see, folklore often plays on our deepest fears, as well as our greatest desires. We all wish to fall in love and live happily ever after, so we kiss in the gazebo and hope the magic works. Conversely, we all fear an early end to our lives, a snuffing out of all of our hopes and dreams before we've had the chance to realize them. And if those hopes and dreams do get snuffed out early, we hope that there's someone there to help us pick up the pieces. Someone to help us with our grades. Or maybe we just wish that some part of us lives on after death, wishing for the possibility of a reunion with the person we loved in life. Because, the truth is, our lives don't always turn out the way we hope they will. And sometimes young people die, often in horrible ways. 



"Well, now that you're all cheered up, maybe we should go on..." But Ludwig saw a hand up in the back of the room. It was the same young woman who had originally brought up the ghost of Faith Brenner. "Yes?"





"Maybe there will be a ghost story about the girl who just disappeared," she said. 



"Excuse me?" Ludwig said. "I don't know to what you're referring."





"You mean you didn't hear?" the woman said. A ripple went through the room. Some seemed to know what she was talking about, while others craned their necks to look at her as though they didn't know anything. "Some girl, a student here, she disappeared yesterday. Vanished into thin air."





"Are you joking?" Ludwig said. 



"No, not at all," she said, and many other heads nodded in agreement as though they had heard the news as well. 



It took Ludwig a moment to realize that his mouth was hanging open. He could imagine the color disappearing from his face, like water running out of a drain. The class was looking at him now, a hundred sets of eyes expecting a response, something profound, something adult. 



But he didn't have anything to offer. 



He looked at his watch. They still had twenty minutes to go. 



But he couldn't wait. 



"Okay," he said. "That's good enough for today."





He jammed his notes into his briefcase and left as fast as he could. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY 















































Nate Ludwig always worried he'd turn into the kind of academic he saw at conferences. They were men and women with greasy hair and thick glasses, the kind who wore out-of-date clothes and blinked in the light of day as though they'd spent years holed up in small, windowless rooms, shuffling paper and dusty books, ignoring the world around them, waiting for a once in a lifetime chance at recognition or importance that never came. 



After hearing the news in class that morning, Nate Ludwig thought his time had come. 



His hands shook as he turned on the radio in his office and started his computer, desperate for any news of the disappearance he had just heard about. 



It's probably nothing, he told himself. College kids come and go like cats. She's probably drunk or off with her boyfriend. 



Was it sick of him to wish it were the real deal, that the girl had really disappeared? 



To hope that her misfortune would allow him to finally find the clearing in the woods where The Pioneer Club met? 



The radio told him nothing. They were into a morning call-in show, people asking a gardening expert what they could do with their perennials in the fall. 



Did anybody care about this drivel when important things were happening? 



He checked his email and found a campus crime alert that mostly confirmed what his students had already told him. A Fields' student named Jacqueline Foley had gone out for an afternoon bike ride the day before and never came back. She was believed to be riding her bike in the Union Township area, ten miles west of New Cambridge. The email included a map of Jacqueline Foley's usual route, a grid of county roads and two-lane highways. Ludwig knew the area well. He had been studying it in recent months. 



Ludwig's desk was a mass of papers—student work, bills, university memoranda—but he always knew how to put his hands on the most important things, the things that made up his research, and he brought out the map he had been working on recently. It was crude and hand-drawn. He had tried doing it on the computer but couldn't get it to work and eventually gave up in favor of the old-fashioned method of a pencil. And he liked the feel of having the map in his hand. He could put it on the floor and stand above, orienting himself to the locations he was studying and thinking about. 



And trying to find. 



He laid it on his desk and compared it to the map in the email. For the past six months, he had been trying out a new theory concerning the location of the secret meeting place used by the men of The Pioneer Club of New Cambridge. Most of the documents relating to the area's founding were lost when the original courthouse burned to the ground shortly after the Civil War, a fire whose cause was never adequately determined and may have started as the result of arson. Over the years, Ludwig had combed through newspaper clippings, old letters and diaries, the debris of lives he came across in antique stores and estate sales, and through a process of elimination began to narrow the possibilities for the location of the meeting place, and he had come to the conclusion that the site had to lie in Union Township, somewhere in the many acres of woods that covered the area. All he needed was some sort of final confirmation, some contemporary proof that he was on the right track, and now he might just have it, proof in the form of another disappearance. 









* * *












Faith Brenner was just the tip of the iceberg. 



Among the documents he had collected over the years, Ludwig had found stories of at least twenty unexplained disappearances, all of them women, all of them long forgotten. 



His quest had begun at the county historical society with a letter addressed to a Dr. Upton Jones, a physician and Methodist minister who founded the first church in the township. The letter was dated March 19, 1805 and read: 









...I implore you, kind sir, most Reverend man of God and physical healing, do your utmost to tell me what happened to my Abigail. Yes, she is a high-spirited girl, and quarrelsome with those older than she, but her father and I miss her greatly. Our hearts are broke. I know the men of The Pioneer Club will take mercy on a high-spirited girl. She is only fifteen years old...












* * *












And another, a fragment with no salutation and no signature, found among papers and books at an estate sale in another county. 









And you call yourselves Christians! So my daughter committed the sin of lying with a man who may have had a dollop of indian blood inside him. And for that you take her away to your secret place, you take her from her home. And you call yourselves Christians...












* * *












And finally, a letter he found in his campus mailbox, placed there by someone who must have known about his research, someone who wanted to help while still remaining anonymous. It was dated August of 1825 and addressed to Hiram Fields, the first mayor of New Cambridge and founder of the university: 









...I beg you to use your considerable influence and standing in the community to help us find our daughter. The women's college claims no knowledge or responsibility for her whereabouts. And she was last seen on your campus, in the escort of a young man she was keeping company with. I find the reports of the poor treatment of young women in our town alarming, and I wish to understand why you find it impossible to respond to my simple inquiries. A father's inquiries. I know what you men do at those meetings. You will, of course, recall that I used to be a member in good standing of that august organization. If my own beloved Nancy has fallen victim to one of your machinations...












Ludwig understood that, by their very nature, new settlements, especially ones carved out of the wilderness, were insecure and tenuous propositions. And in order for a new community to survive in a new land it was imperative to have as many members rowing in the same direction as was humanly possible. Most new communities started optimistically, building churches and schools and stores, but eventually, faced with life's harsh realities, they began to build jails and graveyards and gallows. 



But why did New Cambridge and Union Township seem to have so much trouble? And why was the trouble only with women? 



A newsbreak came on the radio. Ludwig stopped looking at the map and turned the volume up as high as it would go, then leaned in close. 



"We have breaking news on the disappearance of Fields University student Jacqueline Foley..."





They found her, Ludwig thought. She came strolling back into her dorm and said to everybody, What were you all worried about? 



"Captain Dan Berding of the New Cambridge Police informed the media that Ms. Foley's bicycle, a blue Cannondale, has been located on State Route 17, five miles east of New Cambridge and some fifteen miles from the area where she ordinarily rode. Police have now shifted their efforts to the area east of town and are treating the case as an abduction. We will continue to follow this story as new information comes in..."











Ludwig shook his head. 



No, he thought, that's not right. That doesn't fit the data at all. 



He looked at the map. He knew in his gut that The Pioneer Club met west of town, out in the same general area where the Foley girl rode. If her bike was found on the east side of town, on the highway going away from New Cambridge, it implied either one of two things. Either she changed her route and was riding somewhere else when she was taken. Or they took her off her regular route and then drove the other direction. 



But what did all of this mean to him, a professor of Folklore at a Midwestern university, living alone with his books and his theories? He didn't want to make the amateur researcher mistake and cherry pick the data so that it fit the theory he desperately wanted to prove—that The Pioneer Club really existed at one time and that they were responsible for the deaths and disappearances of a number of young women who had run afoul of the power structure in New Cambridge. And, more importantly, that the location of The Pioneer Club meetings possessed a force, something beyond the understanding of any rational human mind and something that existed far outside the purview of any academic researcher, a force that emboldened the members of The Pioneer Club to act in the most horrific ways. 



And he had a new theory now, a natural outgrowth of everything he had already been working on: that finding the location of that secret meeting place, the clearing in the woods west of New Cambridge that he knew had to be out there, would lead directly to the location of the missing Foley girl. 



It sounded crazy, even as he ran the words through his own mind, but something told him, something deep in his gut, that it had to be true. 



It had to be. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 















































Diana stopped by the Hurst Flower Shop in downtown New Cambridge and asked about the flowers that were delivered to her mother. The clerk, a college student who only added to the endless loop of thoughts in Diana's head concerning Jacqueline Foley and Margie Todd, had no helpful information. She could only say that the flowers were purchased in person, paid for in cash, and no, she hadn't been working the day the order was placed. 



"People do that all the time," the girl said. "You know, send flowers anonymously. I've had guys do it for me. Maybe your mom has an admirer?"





"Did you see the address the flowers went to?"





The girl studied the ticket. "Vienna Woods? Is that an apartment complex or something?"





"It's a mental hospital."





"Oh."





On her way to the car, Diana called Jason. She had resisted calling him all morning, hoping that if she stayed out of his way long enough, he would get back to her with some piece of information pertaining to the case, but he never did. And relying on the radio didn't cut it. 



The call went to voicemail. She stopped walking to leave the message. 



"Okay," Diana said, "I guess you're too busy to talk." She hated the sound of that, like she was a needy girlfriend. "Just call me when you get a chance. I have things to tell you, and I'm sure, I'm hoping, you have things to tell me."





She flipped the phone shut on her way toward the car, which was parked around the corner just off the square. When she turned the corner, she saw someone standing against the side of her Honda, leaning against the vehicle as though they needed the car to support their weight. At first, Diana couldn't make out who it was, and she wondered if it were a homeless person or a bum, someone looking for spare change to buy a fifth of whiskey. But then she recognized the short haircut and ratty shoes, the ever-present cigarette tossed aside as Diana approached. 



"Kay?"





"Hi, honey. I saw your car and thought I'd stop."





"You just happened to see my car parked on a side street?"





"I went to a doctor's appointment this morning. The usual bullshit. He said my lungs are congested. I said, 'They're full of cancer, what do you expect?' I've reached the point where things only go one direction. Down."





"I was going to talk to you anyway," Diana said. 



"Great. You want to have lunch?"





Diana looked around. "No, I think we need to talk in the car. In private."





"That's fine. I don't eat much anyway."





Diana climbed in and unlocked the passenger door, then waited while Kay made a slow circuit of the car to the other side. It was a cool morning, the sky bright and clear. Kay still wore the ugly windbreaker and the sight of it made Diana feel depressed. It might as well have been the purple flag of pathetic defeat. 



When Kay was settled, Diana started. 



"Did you send flowers to my mother's hospital room?"





Kay looked to be thinking the question over carefully. "Flowers?"





"Come on, Kay. No bullshit."





"No, I don't think so. I don't even know your mother."





"You don't know me either, but you keep showing up."





"Am I bothering you, honey? Is that it? I can go on my way—"





"Stay," Diana said, her voice firm. Kay's eyes showed a little motherly hurt. "Please. Stay."





"Okay." Kay fiddled with the buttons on her jacket. "Do you mind if I smoke in here?"





"Yes. What did you want to see me for?"





"I guess you've heard the news," she said. "About that poor girl being taken."





Diana felt her anger subside. Until that moment, she hadn't thought of how the story would affect Kay. "I've heard. I just called a friend who's still a cop, but he didn't answer."





"It's remarkable news for us, isn't it?" She seemed almost happy. 



"How do you mean?" Diana said. 



"Don't you see? Another girl taken right here, just like Margie. If the police find that girl, they might find Margie, and you know they're going to find this girl because she's from a rich family. That's what they're saying on the news anyway."





"Kay." Diana tried not to sound patronizing. "There's no way the two cases are related. It's been twenty-five years. It would be..."





"Foolish to think that?"





"Yes, it would."





"You didn't grow up here, did you?"





"No. And you're the second person today to ask me that."





Kay coughed just a little. She cleared her throat. "I'm not from here either. I moved here when I got married. New Cambridge has always seemed like a strange place. If you don't belong here, if they don't accept you, it can be difficult."





"Small towns are like that."





"It's more than just small town stuff. When I first moved here, I heard the stories of the way this town used to treat women, the way the men moved them around and controlled them like pieces on a chessboard."





"I still don't see what this has to do with Margie. I guarantee you I could go into any office or bar in America and find plenty of men who would be happy to grab a woman by her hair and drag her back to their cave. I'm afraid that's not ever going to change."





"I don't think you're understanding me. I'm not talking about what your average asshole thinks." Her voice started to rise, and so did the anger Diana detected beneath her words. "I'm saying that the men in this town, going back a long time, used to take women whenever they wanted. They'd beat them or they'd rape them, and a lot of times, they'd end up killing them."





"What are you talking about?"





"It's what I've heard."





"Rumors? Small town rumors, Kay. They're the preferred currency in a place like New Cambridge."





"Listen," Kay said. "My mother-in-law's grandmother had a cousin. A troublemaker admittedly. She used to run away from home, keep company with the wrong boys. This was here in New Cambridge, around the time of World War I. She went down to the old railroad depot to meet a soldier who was coming back from the war. But nobody ever saw her again, just like Margie."





"Kay..."





"I guess you can think what you want."





"I talked to John Bolton today," Diana said, hoping to steer Kay back to the present. 



"Oh," she said. "That prick."





"He told me he didn't know what happened to Margie."





"He's lying. He's part of all of that."





"He told me he gave you the reward money after Margie disappeared. He said you came to his house and took the check. Is that true?"





Kay averted her eyes. "I don't remember."





"You told me he never gave you the reward money, that he blew you off. Don't tell me you don't remember, Kay. I know you do."





"Okay, I took the goddamn money. Is that what you want me to say? I took it from that rich bastard. It's the least he could do for me."





"For you? What did you do with it if you didn't create a reward?"





"I lived on it," she said. "I paid for the damn groceries and the electric bill. That's what I had to do. I didn't have anything else, missy. Do you know what it's like to be poor, to not know how you're going to make it through the next week?"





"Yes."





Diana's direct response stopped Kay's rant. She paused, her mouth half open, like a ventriloquist dummy. 



Diana looked out the car window. It was streaked with dirt, and the people who passed on the sidewalk appeared fuzzy and indistinct. She bit her lip. Kay coughed behind her, a deep and wet hacking noise. She hockered deep in her throat, rolled down the window and spit. Diana fought against the revulsion welling in her gut. 



"Is that the only contact you had with him?" Diana said. "Did he cut it off there?"





It took Kay a moment to respond. "No."





"What happened?"





"I called him a few times after that," she said. 



"To see if he knew anything?"





"I really need to smoke," Kay said. "I'm going to keep the window down and smoke."





"Fine."





She reached into her purse and brought out the pack and the lighter. It took her two tries to get the lighter going, then she blew the smoke out the window. 



"He wrote more checks to me over the years," she said. "He was having an affair with Margie. I know it."





"How? You said she didn't talk to you about these things. You said she didn't have a boyfriend. Were you lying to me about that?"





"I meant that she didn't have a real boyfriend if she was screwing around with this Bolton guy," Kay said. "If it was him, and I know it was, he was using Margie, using a dumb, innocent girl who didn't know a damn thing about men or anything else. They weren't dating. She was being preyed on."





Diana flashed back to the feeling she had talking to John Bolton. Something oozed out of him, and she wouldn't be surprised if he left a slime trail behind him when he walked. 



"But you took money from him. You thought he hurt your daughter, and you took his money. You sold your daughter out just to pay for groceries."





Kay gave a bitter laugh. Her stumpy, gray teeth showed. "I was using him," she said. "I was keeping him on the line, keeping contact with him. I figured it was better to have a relationship with him than no contact at all. And he didn't want the world to know he had something going with Margie. It would ruin his standing in the community. And with his wife."





"You were blackmailing him."





"If you want to call it that," Kay said. "I thought I was putting pressure on him and keeping it on him, reminding him that someone out there was still thinking about this. The money stopped coming once his wife died, though. That bitch."





"Did you take this to the police? Did they know?"





Kay laughed again. "Girl, you did just fall off the turnip truck, didn't you? Do you think the police are going to investigate John Bolton? In this town? I'm sure they went and knocked on his door. He probably made them go around to the servants' entrance in the back before he gave them some song and dance about what a tragedy it was that Margie ran away. And then they dropped it. End of story."





Diana leaned back and rested against the driver's side door. She looked at Kay while she processed the details of their conversation. Some things were falling into place, but probably not the way Kay hoped they would. 



"Actually," Diana said, "if there really was an affair, it makes it more likely that Margie ran away."





"What?" Kay twisted in her seat to look at Diana, her face contorted with puzzlement. "An affair would make it more likely he'd want her out of the picture."





Diana shook her head. "Except he has an alibi for the night Margie disappeared."





"Oh, that."





"It's not a small thing, Kay. He was at the hospital because his kid fell down the stairs. Hospitals keep records."





"Records can be faked."





Diana shook her head. "You're reaching too far," she said. "It's not there."





"Then go look at the records. Let's drive there and ask to see them. Come on. Go."





"Kay..."





"Start the damn car. Let's go."





"You can't just walk into a hospital and ask to see somebody's records. There are privacy issues involved. If his kids lived in town, we could ask, but he said they'd all moved away."





"If the patient's dead, it doesn't matter. I saw that on Law and Order. If the patient's dead, they always say they have the right to look at any of those records."





"Wait a minute...who's dead?"





"John Bolton's daughter, Clarissa. She's the one who fell down the stairs that night, and she died about ten years ago. Some sort of aneurism thing when she was a teenager. She's dead, so we can see the records."





Diana didn't really hear what Kay was saying. Her mind had drifted away, considering the new information. 



"Right?" Kay said. "We can see the records now? You used to be a cop. You should know these things."





"His daughter's dead?"





"Yes. Why?"





Diana shook her head again. "I don't know. It's just sad, I guess."





"Are you going to look that stuff up now?" Kay said. 



Diana found herself thinking about Dan for a moment, as well as her interactions with Kay Todd. The way she'd been pushed and pulled, jerked around like a fish on the line. She wanted the hooks out of her mouth. "No," she said. "Get out of the car."





"What?"





"I'm done with you. All you've done is lie to me, and I don't have the stomach for that. Get out."





Kay looked shocked, a mother having her authority challenged. But she wasn't Diana's mother, and Diana knew she didn't owe Kay anything. She had enough troubles without taking on ones belonging to others. 



"It's unlocked," Diana said. "Go."





Kay put her cigarette in her mouth and fumbled for the door handle. "Are you done looking for Margie?"





Diana waited until Kay was out of the car and had closed the door behind her. She spoke through the open window. 



"I'm done with all of it," Diana said. "Anything involving you."





"Don't you want to know about your sister?"





"I wouldn't believe a word you told me."





Kay said something back, but Diana didn't hear it. She hit a button with her left hand, sending the passenger side window up, leaving Kay Todd alone in the parking lot, her lips moving and the sound blocked from Diana's ears by the glass. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 





















































Diana eased to a stop across the street from Dan's house. She almost kept on going. It was full dark now, all of the houses glowing, their lights spilling out onto the neatly manicured lawns and smoothly paved driveways, and Diana felt like an intruder, a prowler come to upset the status quo. 



She had never been to the house before. When she and Dan were together, they met at her apartment, and Diana never got over feeling a little ashamed of her pathetic accommodations. The noisy neighbors, the peeling paint. It always felt like Dan was taking a step down, although he never said anything like that, and she knew most of it was in her head. But now that she saw his house—the suburban brick ranch with the azalea bushes out front and the two car garage—she wondered if the whole thing had been just a fun-filled fling for him, a mindless romp before he went back to his real life, the one with his wife and grown children. 



Diana watched the house. Because of the closed garage door, it was impossible to know if Dan was even home, and she recognized the shortsightedness of her plan before she even dropped the car into park. She could find his house easy enough, but how would she get to talk to him without his wife finding out? 



This is why you're not a cop anymore, she told herself. Not sneaky enough.





Shortsightedness seemed to be the theme for the day. In the minutes after she drove away from Kay Todd, leaving the old woman and her lies behind, Diana felt liberated from a bothersome burden, and knew, instinctively, that the feeling was a close relation to the one she felt driving away from Vienna Woods for the first time. I have my life back. This life belongs to me, and I won't be weighed down by the needs of others. But just like the day she drove away from Vienna Woods, a second, stronger emotion crept into Diana's psyche as the day wore on, and it was one she knew all too well from her days dealing with her mother. Guilt. Her old nemesis. Diana wished she could turn her back on people like Kay and walk away, but the past always came back and bit her. 



So here she was, boomeranging her way back to Dan. 



Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out. 



Jason. She'd been waiting for his call all day. If he knew where she was sitting, he'd shit. 



"Hey," she said, trying to sound normal. 



"I'm sorry I didn't call," he said. "They just let me off."





"I figured. What's the story?"





"I've got a lot to tell you. We were out beating the bushes all day. Foot patrol. Walking through the woods, knocking on doors, stopping cars. Nothing yet. They called it off because it got dark."





"Is the captain still working?"





"He left about an hour ago. Where are you? Are you in the car?"





"I'm driving, yeah."





"Do you want to come over? I'm starving, and I want to talk to you."





"I can't right now," Diana said, still studying the house. "And they really don't have any more to go on? On the news, they're saying they found her bike on the other side of town. Are you looking over there?"





"The working theory is someone grabbed her on the route she usually rode, then dumped the bike on their way somewhere else. Maybe on the way to Chancellor or Straw Grove. But I'm not sure. That's what I wanted to talk to you about. It's looking like a needle in a haystack unless a witness walks in at this point. She's been gone over twenty-four hours already..."





His voice trailed off. 



"So?" Diana prompted. 



"Jesus," he said. "I'm sorry, Diana. I know this has you thinking about your sister and all of that. It's just been such a long-ass day. I didn't mean to be flip."





"It's okay." She took her eyes off the house. "Can you tell me anything more than what you've already told me? Anything?"





She heard Jason sigh on the other end of the line. "I don't know. It was pretty fucking depressing. We walked for miles and miles, through fields and into woods, looking for...I don't know what. A scrap of clothing. A strand of hair. A shoe. It was tough."





Diana closed her eyes. She imagined the woods, the endless trees and tall grass, the dark spaces no eyes could penetrate. She wished she could have been there, in the heart of the action, searching for the missing girl...





And then she felt the first symptoms coming on. 



A sharp and pointed pain, like an ice pick or a nail being driven into the base of her skull. She opened her eyes, but the night before her was fading, dissolving away like a photographic technique in a movie. Blackness encroached from the edge of her field of vision. 



It was coming. 



"Oh, God," she said, her voice just a whisper. 



"Diana?" Jason said. "What's wrong?"





Her heart rate accelerated, a rapid squeezing in her chest. Her eyes grew heavy, and it required an effort to keep them open. Her joints started to ache, and she felt her body closing in on itself, retracting, as though it wanted to simply shrink into a ball and fade away, disappear into the driver's seat and become invisible. 



"Diana? Where are you?"





"Jason...I feel it coming..."





"Diana?"





But she was gone. 



She was in the clearing...











...where she saw the trees and the large area of ground where nothing grew. Just the black rich earth and the moonlight shining off the rocks, giving them a frosted glow. The wind picked up, carrying a chill that caused Diana's arms to break out in gooseflesh. And the breeze also carried a scent, something sweetly rotten and decaying. Diana stared at the rocks and at the ground, as though something there would reveal itself to her. And in a moment, it did. 



At first, the movement was subtle. Something wiggled in the dark earth, something small and black, its body also reflecting the moonlight. Then she saw another and another. They writhed and squirmed in the black night, their bodies climbing over each other, their movements becoming more frenzied the longer Diana stared. Bugs. Squirming, black beetles. 



And then the earth itself started to churn. The ground buckled and bubbled, shifting as though something larger were just below the surface trying to break free. Diana watched, unable to look away. Something thin and pale broke through the dark ground. It wriggled like one of the bugs, and soon two or three more just like it surfaced. It took a moment for Diana to recognize the squirming, clawing objects. They were human fingers, a handful of them, struggling to break free of the earth that imprisoned them. 



Diana knew then. It was Rachel. 



She dropped to her knees and plunged her hands into the earth, digging and churning the ground with her hands and fingers, trying to free her sister. 



"Rachel," she said. "I'm coming."





But the faster and harder Diana dug, the deeper her hands sank into the dirt. The bugs crawled over her hands and up her arms. Diana reached out and tried to grab hold of the fingers in the dirt, but when she tried to get a grip, they slipped away like wet soap. 



So she dug more, furiously displacing the earth with her hands, moving great fistfuls like a dog looking for a lost and precious object. Sweat rolled down her forehead and into her eyes. She felt its wetness creep down her back beneath her shirt. She dug and dug and then...





...her hand bumped against something hard and solid, something thin. She closed her hand around it and pulled. There was resistance, like the object was anchored into the dirt, or perhaps held there by some force she couldn't see. But Diana kept tugging and pulling, using all of her strength, and eventually the object came free, sending Diana backward with the force of her exertion. 



She held the object up in the moonlight. It was a human arm bone, gray and dirty and weathered by years in the ground. She knew it belonged to Rachel. 



"No!"





She threw the bone aside and dug again. She dug even faster, the dirt flying off to the side in great spouts. 



"I'm coming, Rachel. I won't let you go. I'm coming."





And she dug and dug until...











...arms grabbed her from behind. Strong arms. 



Diana struggled against them, thrashing and pulling. 



"No," she said. "No!"





"Diana..."





"No."





She freed herself from the hold and fell back to the ground. She started digging again. 



Except she wasn't digging in the same dark earth. 



She wasn't in the clearing anymore. The grass was green and lush. There were lights ahead, bright lights. 



She tried to orient herself. 



"Diana," the voice said again. She knew the voice, knew it well, and the realization slowly dawned. She wasn't in the clearing. She had never been in the clearing. 



She stopped digging and tearing at the grass. She turned and looked behind her. 



"Oh, shit," she said. "Dan."















































CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 





















































Diana protested while Dan helped her into the house. 



"I'm fine," she said. "I'll just go..."





"You're not fine," he said. 



She knew he was right. She could barely stay on her feet as he guided her through the living room, the TV playing something masculine, something from the History Channel about World War II, and then down the hallway on the right to the bathroom. He brought her in there and let her sit on the edge of the tub. Diana looked at her hands. She was covered with dirt up to her elbows, and several of her fingernails were broken or cracked. The bright fluorescents burned her eyes, but not as much as the shame she felt at being caught outside her ex-lover's house, digging in the yard and muttering like a lunatic. 



"Clean yourself up," Dan said. It was more of an order. He still wore his uniform, which meant he couldn't have been home for long. 



"Just let me collect my thoughts for a minute," Diana said. "Then I'll go."





"What were you doing out there? What's going on?"





Diana couldn't find the words. There weren't any. How did she explain this to anyone, let alone Dan? 



"I came to talk to you about the Foley case," she said. 



Dan started to say something, but before the words came out, Janine appeared in the bathroom doorway. Her eyes were wide with disbelief as she stared at Diana, like she had just found a giant insect crawling through her kitchen. 



"What is she doing here?" 





Dan looked confused, then nervous. His lips twitched, and he looked from Janine to Diana and then back to Janine. Diana thought she might have to step in and answer for him, but he finally found his tongue. 



"It's about work," he said. 



"Work? She's filthy."





"Janine just..." Dan looked at Diana again. "Can we just talk in the hall for a minute while she gets cleaned up?"





"What?"





But Dan, thankfully, managed to shuffle Janine out into the hallway and close the bathroom door behind him. But it didn't block out all of the noise. Diana heard the raised voices spoken through gritted teeth. She couldn't make out the words, but she didn't have to. She knew that Janine was telling Dan to get his mistress the hell out of her house or else. 



Diana pushed herself to her feet. She felt exhausted, the typical response to one of her episodes, what she liked to think of as the "vision hangover." Her head ached like she'd tied one on, and she leaned against the sink for support with one hand while she turned the tap on with the other. She let the water run until it grew comfortably warm, then started scrubbing her arms and hands clean using liquid soap from a dispenser that matched the bathroom tile. While she scrubbed and watched the dirt from Dan's front yard swirl down the drain, she tried to make sense of what had happened that evening. 



The visions were back. 



She had hoped to have left them far behind, in Westwood along with everything else from her childhood and adolescence, but that plan had never worked. Things always followed along, so why should the visions be any different? They were a part of her apparently, a part that wasn't going to go away. When Mrs. Platcher, her mother's former roommate, finally died or caught the bus she was always looking for, they could clear her bed for Diana, and she could climb right in and join her mom in Looneyville, a mother-daughter crazy act the likes of which the world had never seen. 



As always, she remembered the vision well, better than she remembered the dreams she had at night. Unlike her dreams, the visions had no vagueness, no sense of something glimpsed out of the corner of the eye. The visions came at her head on, leaving no doubt about what she had seen and felt. But there was something new this time, something more disturbing than any of the other times she had visited the clearing searching for her sister. 



This was the first time she sensed, and truly felt, that Rachel was dead. 



In the past, even as she saw the clearing and sometimes even dug in the ground, she always felt a sense of hope, a feeling that she was moving toward something. An answer. A clue. A hint of some kind. But tonight, discovering the bone, holding it in her hand, it felt for the first time that hope might have vanished, and she understood exactly what Kay had been talking about that first day in the diner when she asked Diana if she could still feel Rachel. 



Diana wasn't sure she could anymore. 



Maybe Rachel was gone. Truly gone. 



Diana hadn't known it before, but the visions clarified it for her—she really wasn't ready to admit it yet. 



Tears burned at the back of her eyes, and her chin quivered. She tried to hold it in, but a sob slipped out through her lips, a gasping hiccup that she hoped the running water covered. 



"No," she whispered to herself. "Not here. Not now."





She closed her eyes and pressed her hands against the lids, trying to hold it in. She took three deep breaths in succession and shook her head. 



"No."





She switched the water to cold and splashed handfuls into her face, hoping to counteract any blotches or redness. The water felt good and helped her calm down. When she shut the tap off, she listened and heard no other words coming from the hallway. Diana couldn't decide if that was a good sign or not. She took a towel from the rack and patted her face and arms dry, then made sure there was no dirt left in the sink, nothing that could inflame Janine any more than she already was. As Diana hung the towel back up, she realized she couldn't blame Janine. Diana was the invader here, the one who had upset everything. If the roles were reversed, she'd feel the same way. 



Before Diana could open the door and stick her head out, a tentative knock sounded. She pulled it open and saw Dan standing there, his face red, his eyes tired. He'd had a hellaciously long day at work and then came home to all of this. Diana thought she should have felt worse for him, but she didn't. 



"Diana? Are you okay?"





"I'm just going to go."





"No," he said. "Let's talk. But we have to do it on your way to the car."











* * *











They were halfway across the lawn, approaching the spot where Diana had been digging, before anything was said, and then it was just Diana mumbling an apology she didn't think she owed but felt obligated to deliver. She was more sorry for herself, she knew, sorry to have been exposed as fragile and shaken in front of both Dan and Janine. 



Dan ignored the apology. 



"What did you want to talk to me about?" he said. 



Diana shook her head. "You're not going to like it," she said. 



"If you want some inside dope on the Foley case, I don't know anything more than what they're saying in the papers. I really don't. And you should let it go—"





"I've heard that before. Let it go." They were down by the street. Diana looked back at Dan's house and saw the curtains move in a bedroom window. Janine watching them, no doubt making sure Diana left without planting a wet goodbye kiss on her husband's face. If only it were that simple. "It's not about the Foley girl. Not directly anyway."





"Then what?"





"Margie Todd."





Dan's face changed. The anger and tension drained away in favor of something else, something that almost resembled fear. 



"What about her?"





"I read an old newspaper article about her, written right after she disappeared. In the article you said that it looked like she was taken, that there was nothing to indicate she ran away. You sounded so certain. But in your office you told me that she ran away. Why the change?"





"You've never changed your mind?" he said, but he didn't sound convinced. 



"Tell me what's really going on, Dan. Somebody took that girl, Margie Todd. She didn't run away. She was having an affair with her boss, John Bolton, and then she disappeared. What do you think happened?"





"We investigated Bolton, and we cleared him. He had an alibi. Solid as rock. You know, not every girl who has an affair with her boss is an innocent victim."





"What does that mean?"





"Maybe Margie Todd pursued him. Maybe she broke it off and ran away. Lots of girls run when the going gets tough, Diana. It happens."





Diana felt the tears burning her eyes again, and again she fought them off. She wasn't going to let them out here, not in front of Dan. Not again. 



"As I recall, you made the first move," she said. "And I'm sure John Bolton did the same. It's an old tradition."





A car turned the corner and came toward them, its headlights cutting through the night. Dan squinted against the glare, then turned to Diana again. 



"You ask me what's going on here, Diana? I want to know what's going on with you. Showing up at my house. Digging in my front yard like a rat. And then accusing me of things, suggesting I know something about a crime but am choosing not to do anything about it." He gestured behind him. "My house is in order now, finally. Maybe you need to get yours in shape. Get a job or go to school. Or move on. It's a big world, and you can do a lot in it, but you won't do anything if you keep chasing after ghosts. The Foley girl was kidnapped. And we'll find who's responsible. Soon. Margaret Todd and your sister...they're long gone. You don't want to turn into a lonely old woman with nothing to keep yourself company except bitter feelings about the past like that Todd woman."





"Or my mother," Diana said, mostly to herself. 



The car had stopped in the street, and the driver's door opened. Diana looked up. It was Jason. He looked confused and worried, and he took two quick steps toward them and stopped. 



"Are you okay?" he said. "I've been looking all over."





"She's fine," Dan said. "Make sure she gets home okay."





"Sure thing, Captain," Jason said. 



Dan turned and walked back to his house, and Jason draped his arm over Diana's shoulders. He started guiding her to the car like she was a child, but she wriggled out of his grip. 



"I'm okay," she said. "Don't listen to what he says. I'm okay."











* * *












Diana drove herself home, with Jason following close behind. His headlights filled her rearview mirror like giant, watchful eyes, ones she couldn't escape. She simply wanted him gone. She wanted to be alone, to not think anymore about everything that swirled around her. Maybe Dan was right. She should focus on her own life and let the problems of others go. If not, she'd be Kay Todd in forty years, filling a broken-down trailer with cigarette butts and resentments. 



After she pulled into the parking lot, she turned off the ignition and waited without getting out of the car, hoping that Jason would take the hint and drive off. No such luck. He took a spot near hers and climbed out of his car, which meant she had to deal with him at a time when she had no capacity to deal with anyone. She opened her door and stepped into the cool night. 



Jason just stood there. 



"I'm fine," she said. "You can go on."





"Are you really?" he said. 



Diana could read the mixture of concern and confusion in his eyes. She understood but didn't have the patience for it. 



"Yes, I am."





"What were you doing at the captain's house? I mean—" He stopped himself. "It's none of my business, but if you're starting something up with him again, I'd just as soon know now."





"So that's what you're really worried about, whether I'm shacking up with the Captain again? You're not really worried about me."





"I want to be prepared, you know, for when everything falls apart again." Jason shrugged, a helpless gesture. "Can we talk inside rather than out here?"





"No, I don't want to talk. I just want to be left alone."





Jason let a long breath out through his nose. He placed his hands on his hips. 



"You know," he said, "I thought about you all day. I thought about how much you care about that girl who disappeared, Margie, and how much you want to find her."





"Jason."





"And I found myself wishing that I could care that much, that I could do for this Foley girl what you're trying to do for the Todd girl. You know? And it kept me going all day, through all the woods and all the fields and all the bullshit, it kept me going. And you know what else, Diana? They're wrong about the Foley girl. They're wrong. They're looking in the wrong place."





"What do you mean?" Diana said. 



"They're looking east of town, far away from where she liked to ride. But it doesn't make any sense. Who would kidnap someone out in the middle of nowhere like that and then drive the person they kidnapped so far away and just dump the bike like they were throwing away a paper cup? Would you do it that way?"





"I don't know what you mean."





"I mean that people are creatures of habit, right? They do the same things over and over again because it's easy or because it's safe or because they like it. Right?"





"Right."





"So the Foley girl rode her bike on the same route all the time, out there in the middle of nowhere on County Road 600. And that's where someone took her. But we're looking in the other direction just because we found her bike out there. But why would someone who lived east of town be driving around on County Road 600? Why? It doesn't make sense, does it?"





"You're saying that whoever took her probably lives out where the Foley girl likes to ride?"





"Of course. And the bike was dumped east of town to throw us off. It looks like it was planted, right there on the side of the road. Do you know that the woman who found the bike is eighty-five years old? A retired schoolteacher with cataracts and she can see the bike on the side of the road. Maybe it was meant to be found."





"I don't know," Diana said. "Think of all the stupid people and the stupid crimes they commit. Maybe it happened exactly the way they think it happened."





"But what if it didn't?"





Diana shook her head. "You know what? I don't care. I'm out of this business. If you think it happened that way, you should do something about it. I'm not a cop anymore. It's not my game. What do you think I can do?"





Jason grunted out of frustration. "I don't know, Diana. Just...don't give up on it. We'll figure something out."





Diana looked away. She let her eyes wander up to the sky where the stars were scattered and distant. She still felt a dull ache at the base of her neck and slight fatigue. The vision hangover. The two had to be related, she thought. She'd gone years without one, and then when Kay Todd shows up and muddies the waters, the visions start again. She didn't want to live that way. She didn't want to be that person. Dan was right. She had to stop chasing ghosts. 



"I'm sorry, Jason," she said. "I just can't do it."





He looked sad, like a little boy, and Diana wished she could take him in her arms and bring him inside with her. They could spend the night together and hold each other and pretend the rest of the world didn't exist. But it did. It always came knocking. Better to limit the complications and false hopes before they grew too unwieldy. 



"Are you sure?" he said, taking his last chance. 



Diana started backing away. 



"Yeah, I'm sure."











* * *












While she went up the stairs to the second floor landing, she heard Jason's car door slam and his ignition start. She felt a mixture of sadness and relief but told herself it was for the best. Telling herself that was easy, believing it was something else entirely. But she decided to work on that tomorrow. She wanted to go to bed, close her eyes and forget, although even the prospect of sleep scared her. She didn't trust her mind, didn't know what journeys it would take if left to its own devices. 



But when her apartment door came into view, she froze. 



Something sat on the ground just outside the door. A foot high, colorful. 



Flowers? 



"No," she said. "Oh no."





She hustled to the door and bent down. Sure enough, it was a tidy bouquet of wildflowers in a cheap glass vase. With a card from Carter Florists on the south side of town. 



Diana found the small envelope with her shaking hand. 



You can just throw them away. Ignore the note. Ignore the whole thing. 



But that was just it—she couldn't. Whoever sent them—Kay? Jason? A psychopath?—knew she couldn't walk away either. She had to open that envelope. She had to know. 



So she tore it open, right there outside her door. 



Diana—Keep going. You'll find the girl in the woods. 



She took the flowers in her hand, vase and all, and threw them as hard as she could out into the parking lot. They arced through the sickly glow of the streetlights and then shattered against the pavement, sending a spray of glass through the night. 



"Fuck you!" Diana screamed. "If you want something from me, ask for it! Otherwise, fuck you!"





Her neighbor's door opened, the retired postal worker next door who never spoke to Diana, but slinked past her when they saw each other as though he thought she would bite. He stuck his head out, a turtle peeking out of his shell. 



"What?" Diana said, venom in her voice. 



The man pulled back in, shutting the door and locking it behind him. 



He had the right idea, Diana thought. Stay the hell away from me.















































Part Two: 





Recoveries 
























































































CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 















































Ludwig's wagon sputtered, and the gears ground as he shifted. He realized that the car made him something of a cliché, the college professor in the Volvo, but that thought didn't faze him as much as his wish that the car would survive just one more year. He'd had it for ten, and if he could get one more out of it, he'd be happy. He took his hand off the gearshift and patted the dashboard encouragingly. 



"Come on, little car. Give me another year."





Is this what my life has become? 



He was on yet another county road, out amidst the corn stubble and the farmhouses and the wide, empty fields that stretched beyond the horizon. He had his maps and his papers on the passenger seat, the windows rolled up to keep them from flying away. He'd been driving around like this for weeks, ever since the Foley girl had disappeared, and he was beginning to wonder if he had any sense or sanity left at all. Here he was, two years from retirement, a time in his career when he should be relaxing and enjoying the years of hard work in the rearview mirror and anticipating his escape from the world of student papers and committee meetings and departmental backbiting. He had seen a number of his colleagues retire and move away. To Florida, the Carolinas, Vermont or Tennessee. And he had enough money and a nice enough pension to make the same choices. He was single, in good health, and soon to be free. 



So what did he do with his time instead? 



He drove around the middle of nowhere Ohio looking for the origins of a group that may never have existed, gathering the loose strands of rumor and innuendo and fear and trying to weave them into something coherent and sensible. And so far, not only had he not succeeded, but he had begun to wonder if his entire enterprise was simply a fanciful lark, a goofy dream that he had allowed to consume his life. He had nothing to show for it except extra miles on the Volvo and countless hours studying documents that didn't add up. And not only that, but his professional reputation had suffered. No one had come out and said it directly, but he recognized the looks and comments from his colleagues. They thought he was off his rocker, pursuing lowbrow research into a silly local legend, the kind of thing that would never get funded or published or respected. They might be right, Ludwig thought, but he really didn't care anymore. One of the benefits of being old and having tenure was that he just didn't have to listen to what anybody else said. He was the captain of his own fate, and if the ship went down, at least he'd been the one whose hands were on the rudder. 



He turned on the radio and found a news station. It was the top of the hour, and despite the stream of information slowing to a trickle regarding Jacqueline Foley, Ludwig still felt compelled to listen to the news whenever he had the chance. What if something changed? What if something broke? He wanted instant knowledge, instant gratification, just like the students he complained about so much with their text messages and emails and internet addictions. But the news came and went without even a mention of Jacqueline Foley. Her case had reached that stage where they didn't even mention her name anymore. How long before she'd be forgotten, erased by the tides of time and progress? Maybe he was the one who would keep her from disappearing. Maybe that's what he was supposed to do with the end of his career. 



He had been out in the countryside for close to an hour already. It was getting on toward noon, and his stomach started to grumble, making him wish he had bothered to bring something along to eat. So many times he worked through meals and ended up not eating at all. At times like those he wished he had someone looking after him—a wife, a girlfriend. He'd even settle for a nagging mother or aunt. But they were all gone now, leaving him to live out his days as a lonely scholar, crisscrossing roads that seemed to be leading to nowhere. 



He found himself back on County Road 600, the road Jacqueline Foley was presumed to be riding on when she was taken. But if there were no witnesses how did anyone know for certain she was taken there? The police surmised, based on the girl's usual route, rate of speed and time of departure, that she would have been in the vicinity of County Road 600 when she was taken, but they had no real way of knowing. But despite the fact that it was simply a guess by the police, people in town and at the college had latched onto it. Ludwig cruised down the road, the fields on either side cordoned off by raggedy and rusted barbed wire, until he saw the makeshift shrine that had sprung up in honor of Jacqueline Foley. He stopped, turned the car off and climbed out. 



The air was turning cooler. The sky was clear and blue, the sun shining bright, but the air had a cold bite to it, an indication that fall had settled in, and soon enough, he would have to turn the heat on in his house and prepare for the inane parade of trick-or-treaters and their parents who liked to beat on his door and beg for candy. His scuffed shoes scrunched across the roadside gravel as he approached the shrine. 



The local paper had done a story on the shrine as soon as they became aware of it, and Ludwig read it with fascination. What motivated people to spontaneously gather at a place that may not truly harbor any real significance? Why the intensely human desire to cling to any hope, be it false or imagined? It started with flowers left by the Foley girl's sorority sisters, but then townspeople drove out and left notes and teddy bears. They burned votive candles at night and prayed. Ludwig bent down and examined a water-stained piece of paper attached to a withered rose. We're praying for you, it said. He found another attached to a small wooden cross. Come home soon, girl. We'll party again. He wanted to shake his head and scoff, to take the academic's pose and look down his nose at the pipe dreams of the masses, but he stopped himself. 



Who was he to criticize someone else's pipe dream? Who was he to scoff at someone who still believed in the impossible? Wasn't his whole life—professional and personal—dedicated to the pursuit of proving the impossible? 



He straightened up and returned to the car. He wore a light sweater, but the cool breeze actually felt good. He pulled the passenger side door open, making sure that the breeze didn't sweep the papers away, and pulled out a thin file folder. He stood by the side of the car and carefully opened the file, using his right thumb to hold the all-important documents in place. They were maps of the locations in the county where he thought The Pioneer Club might have held their meetings. There were about ten possible locations, ten really good options, and over the course of the past few weeks he had been traveling to them and checking them out, crossing them off as they proved to be nothing worth pursuing further. Eight of them down, two more to go. Of course, Ludwig wasn't much of a hiker or outdoorsman, and given the remote locations and the difficulties associated with traveling to some of them, he had decided to leave the most difficult, the most remote areas for last. Not the most logical course of action, he knew, but he had clung to the naïve hope that he would find The Pioneer Club meeting ground on the first try and save himself weeks of pulled muscles and torn clothes from wandering through the underbrush. 



No such luck. So he was back for more today. 



And he had reason to believe that today's investigation might prove more fruitful than the ones from the past. He had pinpointed an area in the woods approximately one mile from the shrine to Jacqueline Foley, a plot of heavily wooded land that had belonged to the same family for close to two hundred years. The Donahues. At one time, they were movers and shakers in the New Cambridge area. Thaddeus Donahue ran a livery stable at the time of the township's founding, one of the first businesses to thrive in the new settlement. And his son, Thaddeus Junior, served three terms as mayor in the years prior to the Civil War. But as was so often the case, the family's fortunes ebbed over the course of generations. A family that had once been the equivalent of royalty in New Cambridge had now simply become another, run-of-the-mill country clan, their numbers and resources diminishing as the town around them changed and evolved. They still owned the land—Ludwig had researched the deed at the county courthouse—but little else. At various times over the past twenty years, the taxes on the property had been delinquent, but somehow, the family always avoided foreclosure. Perhaps they managed to scrape together enough of a living to pay the bill, or perhaps the county simply had no interest in reclaiming land that couldn't be used for much of anything. Someday a motivated developer would come along and buy it, but until then, the current owner of the Donahue property—someone named Roger Donahue who the clerk at the courthouse told Ludwig was a "grade A odd duck"—would be allowed to stay on it, maybe even unaware of the rich history his family once lived out. 



Ludwig took a deep breath. He was a fool for doing all of this, he knew. Trespassing on someone's land on a cool autumn day just might get him an ass cheek full of buckshot or a couple of blackened eyes. And even if he avoided those pitfalls and found the location where The Pioneer Club met, what would he do with that information? He could only do what he had always done in the past—write a paper. But who would want to publish it? The
National Enquirer? Would the headline read: "Bizarre Cult Once Operated in the Woods"? 



His hunger gnawed at him. He had never fully appreciated that expression until today when it felt as though a small, furry rat resided in his belly and nibbled on his insides with sharp, pointed teeth. He really needed to eat, and it would be so easy just to cross this stop off the list without even looking. After all, no one was waiting for his report. No one cared if he found the location or not. For all intents and purposes, he was a scholarly tree falling in an empty forest. If he didn't achieve his goals, no one in the greater world would care. 



So what's it going to be, Nate old boy? 



The wind picked up. It rustled the tall weeds at the roadside, as well as the faded ribbons on the memorial shrine for Jacqueline Foley. She was dead. He knew it. Everybody knew it. People didn't disappear for weeks at a time and then show up alive. And that thought made him feel very, very lonely, like he was the only man left in the world, the lone occupant of a spinning planet that occupied a cold and empty corner of the universe. Not far from the truth, he thought. In so many ways, not far from the truth at all. And something about the loneliness, the sense of being a man on a pointless crusade, an eternal tilter at windmills, appealed to the iconoclastic renegade inside of him. He liked that role, relished it even. 



So why turn back now? 









* * *











He left his car on Connors Bend Road, a north-south stretch with barely enough room for two cars to pass at the same time. A farmer—Ludwig didn't know who—had a long, narrow rectangular field plowed next to the road but beyond the field began a thick stand of trees which he figured—based on the county records—to be the beginning of the vast acreage still owned by the Donahues. Somewhere in there, if he was right, might just be the place he was looking for. 



The farmer's field had an irrigation ditch down the middle, a narrow strip of unplowed land that Ludwig felt comfortable walking through. He hoped the farmer, whoever he was, intended to stay away and work a different area that afternoon. This late in the season, with almost everything harvested and put away, chances were good he'd be left to his own devices. He didn't imagine any farmer in the county, men who were naturally suspicious of the activities that went on at the college, would take kindly to an eggheaded professor who had never worked with his hands wandering through his field. 



When he reached the tree line, he stopped. He had hoped—the foolish hope of the uninitiated—that there would be a path, a simple clearing through the trees and brush that he could follow like a Cub Scout in pursuit of a starter badge. But there wasn't any such thing. Fortunately, given the time of year, much of the undergrowth had died or been thinned out by the cooler temperatures, and after examining the land that stretched out before him, he decided that it wouldn't be as challenging as he thought to walk through this section of the woods. 



It wasn't too late to walk back to the car. His hunger pangs had subsided for the moment, but he knew they'd come back soon, probably when he was at his farthest point out in the woods, farthest from the car and what passed for civilization in a small, Midwestern college town. 



"In for a dime, in for a dollar," he said and entered the trees. 









* * *











For a long time, he simply had the sound of his own crunching footsteps and the scattered chirpings of birds to keep him company. As a native of Washington, DC and the son of a history professor at Georgetown, Ludwig had spent most of his childhood in the streets of a large city rather than in the wide-open spaces of the suburbs and small towns. His family had taken an occasional family trip to a state park, but even there, they clung tightly to the designated paths and, when finished, they hustled back to the car like frightened refugees, eager for an escape route back to the city and the familiar terrain of concrete and sidewalk. These days and weeks trudging through the woods, accumulating scrapes and burrs, never growing even somewhat accustomed to the chorus of animal and bird sounds, had been akin to being an explorer on an alien planet. Every moment he expected something large and enraged—a bear? a cougar?—to emerge from behind a tree and zero in on the vital veins and arteries that passed through his neck. That he had seen nothing more threatening than a small fox scrambling away at his approach brought him no comfort. As far as Ludwig was concerned, the longer one went without encountering trouble, the more likely it became that trouble waited around the next bend. 



His hunger pangs returned after twenty minutes of walking. The landscape hadn't changed in the least, just trees and more trees. When the hunger came back, he stopped and sat on a large, fallen log. He stretched his legs out before him, felt his knees—which hurt more and more the older he got—quietly creak, bone rubbing against bone as his cartilage wore away. He looked back in the direction he had come and saw the same landscape that stretched before him, no sign of the farmer's field or the road or his car. It made sense for The Pioneer Club to meet in these woods. If it was this deserted in the twenty-first century, he could easily imagine how much more isolated it had been in the nineteenth. And the longer he sat, the more aware he became of his own isolation. If he dropped dead at that moment, if he just stopped breathing and fell off his perch, would anyone ever bother to find him? When they found his car abandoned on the side of the road, would they just write him off as another disappearance or suicide? Would he be dismissed as a lonely man who simply walked away from his life? 



Maybe, he thought, that's what this is really about. Rather than a desire to help someone else, maybe he simply wanted a way for his own life to be remembered, a way to say that he did more than cloister himself away in an ivory tower. 



Fair enough. He didn't need noble aspirations to keep himself moving. 



He stood up, took a deep breath, and continued on, deeper into the woods. 



He really didn't know what he was looking for. A clearing in the woods where nothing grew. A place that looked like it might once have been conducive to clandestine meetings. A needle in a county-sized haystack. It would be like pornography—he'd know it when he saw it. 



But he did have to see it in order to know it. 



He knew eventually he'd come to the Donahue house, and that would be the point at which he would turn around and go back to the road. He glanced at his watch and told himself to go forward for ten more minutes, just ten, then turn around wherever he was and get out of there, cross this area off the list and turn his attention to the next one. 



He had been walking for about nine minutes when he came across the path. 



It was narrow and nearly indistinguishable, so much so that Ludwig almost thought he was forcing his mind to see a path where there wasn't one. But the more and the longer he looked, the more obvious it became. The narrow ribbon of the earth was tamped down unnaturally as though by hundreds and hundreds of human feet. It sliced through the trees at an angle, coming in from the north and bending slightly to the west, the direction Ludwig was traveling. A shiver passed through his midsection, shaking his body with a slight convulsion. It was not an unpleasant feeling. It reminded him of the times when, as a young scholar, an idea would crystallize and take hold of him, and the process of writing it down and following it to its natural conclusion brought a level of satisfaction he wasn't sure he had experienced since. 



He started down the path. 



Any thought of a time limit to his searching went out of his mind. Paths led somewhere, and even if it just led to the Donahue's back door, he'd at least know he'd tried and exhausted the best lead he had. While he walked, his excitement grew. And also his fear. What would he do if he found exactly what he was looking for? He tried to imagine himself presenting the information to his colleagues at a conference. The thunderous applause. The slaps on the back. A landmark discovery in the field of folklore. Would they reward him with a distinguished professorship? 



As he moved down the path, the canopy of trees grew thicker overhead, the limbs knotting together and blocking the sun. He paused and looked back again. It was even cooler under the trees, despite all his walking, and he began to doubt whether he'd even be able to find his way back to the road now. If that were the case, then he really had no choice but to keep going forward. If he stepped off the edge of the world, at least he could consider it a form of progress. 



He walked on and on. He checked his Timex. Fifteen minutes since he had stood up from the log. Thirty-five minutes since he had parked and entered the woods. He hadn't worn the right shoes to be hiking so far on such uneven terrain, and his feet and calves started to ache. But he kept his eyes ahead now, looking forward, anticipating. 



He thought he saw a break in the trees. A hundred yards away, up the path, he saw an opening, a broad space where the endless succession of dark brown trunks appeared to give way. He increased his pace, despite the pain in his feet, and as he moved closer, a tingling sensation began to spread through his midsection, as though a low-voltage electric charge were slowly and steadily passing through his body. He thought it was his age and being out of shape, but the closer he came, the stronger the sensation, and he began to wonder if it had anything at all to do with his own body. He knew the signs of being old. Shortness of breath, a litany of aches and pains. But the tingling he felt, the almost sexual surge of energy and adrenaline rising in his body, was unlike anything he had felt since his youth. And the stronger the feeling grew, the more intensely painful and pleasurable it became, the more he wondered if he had ever experienced anything quite like it, not even in his adolescence when he walked around in a permanent state of arousal. 



He came to the edge of the clearing. 



It looked just as it had been described in the surviving documents, and strangely, it looked just as he had imagined it. Smooth, half-buried rocks covered the ground, but nothing grew there. No grass, no weeds. Around the clearing's perimeter there were bigger rocks, large enough for men to sit on, and it wasn't hard to imagine those zealous founding fathers perched there, handing down edicts and orders like they were the gods themselves. It was a simple place, really, a simple and—if everything he thought had happened here really had happened—a terrible place as well. 



"This is it," he whispered. "This is really it."





But he didn't enter the clearing. Instead he lowered himself to one of the large rocks at the edge, letting his tired weight sink against it. He wanted to observe the place, absorb it with his critical scholar's eye. 



The tingling started to subside. His heart rate slowed as he rested, and being off his feet relieved their pressure and pain. He felt his body returning to something like normal, except for the hunger that slowly reasserted itself in his mid-section. Why had the surge subsided? He knew immediately. According to the information he had from the eyewitness accounts, the clearing possessed the greatest power at night. Here he was in the middle of the afternoon, and even with the trees above screening the sun, there could be no doubt that it was bright daylight in the world. All the better, he thought. All the better to watch the place, to get a real sense of it without interference from whatever powers or influences might exert themselves at other times. 



He reached into his jacket pocket and brought out the disposable camera he had purchased almost a year ago at one of the large, chain drugstores that seemed to be on the verge of taking over New Cambridge. He had intended to use it during his research trips, documenting his travels through the county and recording the significant sights he encountered along the way. But he hadn't used it once. He hadn't seen anything worth documenting. Until now. 



He started snapping away, catching the clearing from various angles, but just as quickly decided that the photographs weren't going to be the most important thing he might take away from his discovery. He didn't come close to using the twenty-four-picture allotment on the camera when he put it away in favor of more hands-on investigation. 



If the Pioneer Club had really met in this place and really did what they were purported to have done, there might just be evidence of some kind, physical evidence that Ludwig could gather and bring back to campus with him. A discarded bottle. A scrap of clothing. An inscription on a tree or rock. He started walking the perimeter of the clearing, staying on the inside of the circle of rocks, pausing every now and then to examine the ground more closely. It took only a few minutes for him to find a series of shoeprints and scuff marks in the dirt. They were faint, somewhat erased by wind and time, but by his estimation, they had to have been placed there recently. It had been an unusually dry fall so far, with rainfall amounts running several inches below normal, and that fact coupled with the thick canopy of trees overhead might have allowed the prints and marks to remain behind some time after they were created. 



But their very presence begged the question: Who had been out there, scuffling in the clearing? The clearing sat too far from the road to chalk it up to the activities of horny teenagers looking for a secluded place to fool around. And the struggle looked somewhat violent. He saw two different shoe prints, one large like a man's and one small like a woman's, and the larger shoes had dug deep troughs in the earth as though it were digging for something or pushing hard against the ground. The shoeprints overlapped a lot, and there was also what appeared to be the outlines of bodies, wide, round spaces in the ground like a human butt had wriggled and squirmed on that space. It did look like someone had been fucking there. 



His eyes continued to scan the ground, and he saw another, fainter disturbance. This one looked older and was in an almost perfectly rectangular shape, as though someone had carefully dug a hole and buried something there, something very much like...a human body? 



He blinked his eyes a couple of times to be certain he wasn't imaging the shape, wasn't again trying to make the data fit the hypothesis instead of the other way around. He moved closer to the spot, crouching a little and risking his back in order to see better. But he couldn't ignore the shape in the dirt, the neat outline in the ground that looked different from everything else around it. 



It was a grave. A recently dug grave. 



Ludwig tried to swallow, but it felt as though his mouth had been stuffed with cotton. If he had any doubts before, they were erased. This is where The Pioneer Club had met years ago. And someone was still using it for the same purposes. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 















































The girl had eventually calmed down, and they settled into a sort of routine. 



Thankfully, Roger thought. He missed the routine he'd had with the last girl, the lazy days of hanging around the house and fetching the groceries so she could cook his meals. The new girl wasn't much of a cook, and half the time, Roger had to tell her what to do, even with something as basic as making spaghetti or tuna salad. But she tried, that was for sure, as long as Roger watched her and made sure there were no sharp knives within her reach. He had locked all of those in the storage shed out back, hoping that one day soon the girl would calm down even more, and he could bring them back so they could live like regular people. Because that's what he wanted them to be. Regular people. 



She still hadn't touched the laundry or done any cleaning. Roger asked her almost every day, and when he did the girl looked at him with hate in her eyes. Staring daggers, as his mother used to say. 



If looks could kill, you'd be a dead man. 



That's the way the girl liked to look at him. The girl made Roger nervous anyway, but when she looked at him like that, he grew really unsettled. 



So he kept a close and careful eye on her. 



He kept her tied up most of the time. At night, without question. Roger slept deep—like a felled log, his dad told him—so he needed to tie her up then. He used the same rope he had used the day he met her on the road with the story about the dog being hit by the car. At night, he tied her hands and her feet, then looped the extra rope around the metal bed frame and kept the girl right next to him through the night. If she needed to go to the bathroom, she nudged him in the side until he woke up, then he went through the slow process of untying her, while the girl cursed him and told him to hurry up. She called him a "fucking retard" one night when he couldn't get the ropes undone fast enough, and he hit her in the face with the back of his hand. Roger felt bad, but she didn't call him that name any more after that. 



During the days, he tried to let her out of the ropes more and more, but doing so worried him more than he could say. He knew that after what had happened in the clearing, when he took the girl and made her his wife, he would really get in a lot of trouble if she got away and told on him. It wasn't that Roger thought he was doing anything wrong—he told himself that anyway—but he knew people just wouldn't understand. They never understood him. The girl didn't understand him, so she called him names sometimes, and sometimes he had to hit her. Only three people really understood him. His mom and dad, of course. And the last girl. He missed the last girl. He missed their routine. He hoped that the new girl would come around, would become as comfortable to be around as the last girl had been. There were signs that she was moving that way, and at night, when Roger drifted off to sleep with the new girl breathing by his side, he almost felt as though things were becoming normal again. 



Although when he really thought about it, sitting down in the woods or while sitting on the throne taking a dump, he wasn't so sure the girl was really settling in. Sometimes, when he looked at her and he thought she didn't know he was looking, he wondered if maybe she wasn't planning something like another escape. Or maybe even something more. At times like those, Roger rubbed the spot above his eye where she had speared him with the toilet plunger. The cut had healed, but it left behind a narrow strip of a scar. It was pink and soft and still a little tender to the touch. Touching it reminded him of what the girl was capable of. 



So he kept a close eye on her at all times, and he was doing so on the morning the cop arrived at the front door. 



No one had knocked on the door of the house since his parents died. No one ever came there. In fact, Roger couldn't remember having company since his dad's funeral, and that had been over twenty-five years ago. They just lived too far out in the middle of nowhere, and Roger didn't have any friends or even acquaintances. So for someone to show up and knock on their door out of the blue was an occurrence along the lines of having a UFO land in the back yard. It just didn't happen. 



When the knocking, a rat-a-tat-tat like gunshots firing, sounded against the front door, Roger couldn't process exactly what the sound was. He thought it might have been someone throwing rocks against the front of the house or hail falling from the sky and pocking against the roof. He sat up. 



The girl lay next to him, tied to the bed. He checked the clock on the bedside table. 8:38 a.m. He and the girl liked to sleep late, sometimes almost until noon. The girl hadn't moved. She breathed steadily, her eyes closed, and Roger thought maybe he had dreamed the noise. He let his head fall back against his pillow and closed his eyes when the knocking came again, harder and faster. 



He sat up straight. He wasn't dreaming. Someone was at the house. 



The girl stirred, making sniffling sounds like she was about to wake up. Roger clamped his hand over her mouth. 



"Shhhhhh," he said. 



The girl only moaned louder. 



"Someone's at the door," he said. 



"Mmmmmph," she said. 



"Shhhhhhh."





He kept a roll of duct tape by the side of the bed, and with his free hand, he grabbed it. He used his index finger to pick the end of the tape loose, and leaning against the girl for leverage while still keeping her mouth covered, he managed to pull a strip of tape free from the roll. He brought it to his mouth and used his teeth to work on cutting it loose, and after a few long moments of trying, managed to do so. 



Whoever was at the door knocked again. 



Maybe it's just a salesperson, Roger thought. Or someone whose car broke down on the highway. Maybe it's a Jehovah's Witness or a kid selling candy bars and if we pretend like we're not home, they'll just go away. But Roger began to suspect that was wishful thinking. Pie in the sky, as his mom used to say. No Jehovah's Witness or kid selling candy had ever come to his door, and their house was too far from the highway for someone with a breakdown to show up there. If someone knocked on his door, they meant to be knocking on that door. It wasn't an accident. 



Moving quickly, Roger stuck the strip of tape across the girl's mouth. She tried to turn her head away, and she was almost fast enough, but Roger managed to slap the tape down before she turned all the way, and so it landed at a crooked angle across her mouth. But it did the job. The girl couldn't talk. She couldn't yell or scream. She made little grunting noises behind the tape, so Roger held a warning finger up in front of her face. 



"Be quiet," he said, his voice low. "Just stay quiet."





The girl stopped making noise, but her wide eyes showed a kind of excitement that Roger hadn't seen in them before. She thought she was being saved by whoever was knocking. She thought this was her chance to get out. She'd tell them everything, whoever it was, and get Roger in all sorts of trouble. 



"Just stay quiet," he said again. 



Roger moved slowly to the bedroom window, the one that looked down over the front yard. He slipped his thick fingers into the opening in the curtains and parted it just an inch or so. He saw the truck first. A nice black pickup, one of those Ford F-150s, and it shone in the morning sun like a new toy. Then Roger saw the man. He stepped away from the front porch and looked up, causing Roger to release the curtain and jump back into the room. But then the man moved across the yard and started looking in the big front window, allowing Roger to get a better look at him. He was tall with a shaved head, and he moved with his shoulders back like a military guy or a cop. He wore a leather jacket over a black t-shirt, and even from that far away Roger could tell the man was muscular and strong. 



But he wasn't driving a cop car. Far from it. Roger knew that plain-clothes cops drove oversized, dark-colored sedans and wore suits and ties. None of them drove pick-ups or wore leather jackets. So maybe he wasn't a cop after all. Maybe he was just a guy, a tough-looking, well-built guy. So then why was he standing in Roger's yard, examining the house like he wanted to buy it? 



Roger again hoped he would just go away, but instead the man walked over to the front door and knocked again, just as loud, just as insistently. Roger didn't know what to do, but he had to do something because the man wasn't going to go away. He took a deep breath and decided to answer the door. But he stopped before the left the bedroom. 



"Remember," he said to the girl. "Silence. Absolute silence."





The girl didn't do anything. She didn't even grunt. 



Roger went down the stairs and approached the front door. He stopped near the front window and peeked out again. The man wasn't on the front stoop anymore, but rather was moving around the side of the house toward the back yard, back where the path to the clearing began. He couldn't go back there, Roger thought. He might walk into the woods and find the place no one was supposed to know about. 



Roger undid the lock, the tumbler squeaking and resisting after years of disuse, and when he finally got it undone, he pulled the door open and stepped outside. 



"Hello," he said. "Hello?"





The sun was bright, the day cool. Roger squinted against the brightness and realized he had come outside barefoot, wearing only pajama bottoms and an old T-shirt. He thought maybe the man hadn't heard him, but then he reappeared from the side of the house, a pleasant and somewhat puzzled look on his face. 



"Oh, hello," the man said. 



"Hello," Roger said again. He couldn't think of anything else to say. 



"Nice house. How long have you lived here?"





"All my life," Roger said. "Are you looking to buy it? It's not for sale."





The man laughed. "No, I don't want to buy it. I just wanted to know if you were around a few weeks ago. Were you?"





Roger looked back at the house. "I guess."





"Did you hear that a girl was kidnapped out on County Road 600?"





Roger nodded. "I read about it in the paper."





"Did you see or hear anything around that time? Notice anything unusual?"





Roger's throat felt dry and scratchy, like he had swallowed dust. "Are you a cop or something?"





The guy smiled a little. "Yes, I am."





"But you're not in uniform," Roger said. "And you don't have a car."





"Would you like to see my badge?" the man said. 



Roger nodded. "Yes."





The man reached into an inside pocket of his jacket. When he did, Roger saw a small pistol clipped to his belt. He brought the badge out in a folded leather case. He held the case open so that Roger could see the badge. 



"Officer Jason McMichael with the New Cambridge Police Department."





Roger didn't look at the badge closely. It looked bright and shiny. He believed the guy really was a cop. "Okay," he said. 



"So, seen anything unusual out here?"





"I don't think so."





"You must be cold," the cop said. "Do you want to talk inside your house?"





"I'm not cold."





"You sure? We can just step inside."





"No. Not without a warrant."





The man looked surprised. He raised his eyebrows, and Roger wished he hadn't said what he had said. But he hadn't been able to stop himself. He didn't want the man in the house, and that's what they said on TV when cops wanted to come into the house and they weren't welcome. 



"Okay," the man said. "But you're not in any trouble. I just thought you might have been more comfortable."





"I'm fine."





The man nodded. He leaned back, tilting his head so he could examine the windows upstairs. 



"You live here alone?"





"Yes."





"Always?"





"Since my parents died."





The man turned toward the side of the house, the area he was walking toward when Roger came out and called him. 



"How far back does your land go?"





"Far," Roger said. "Way back there's some farmland, and maybe some new houses after that. But it's all a long way back. I don't really go back there."





The cop stared into the distance at the trees for a moment. He appeared to be thinking of something, but Roger had no idea what. Maybe he was wondering if Roger was lying or maybe he wondered what was out there in the woods, back beyond the trees where the last girl was buried and the bones of the other girls lay scattered. Roger didn't know. 



The man shrugged. "Okay," he said. He reached into his inside pocket again, the same place where he kept his badge, and brought out a business card. "If you see or hear anything unusual around here, give me a call. There's a chance we'll be back to search this area anyway."





Roger took the crisp, white card. "Sure, I'll keep my eyes open."





The man nodded. And Roger knew he was doing the same thing that so many others did. He was deciding that Roger was different. Strange. Special. But for once Roger didn't mind as long as it got the man the hell out of the yard. 



"Okay. Have a good day."





The cop started back to his truck, and Roger felt a profound sense of relief, as though someone had removed a heavy burden from his shoulders. But just as the cop placed his hand on the truck door handle, something shattered above Roger's head. It sounded like breaking glass, and indeed a shower of glass fragments came down from the top of the house and fell on top of Roger and around his feet. Both he and the cop looked up. 



"What the hell was that?" the cop said. 



"I don't know."





"I thought you lived alone."





"I do."





And that fast, the cop was past him and into the house, leaving Roger behind in his bare feet and pajamas like he didn't even matter. 















* * *












Roger froze for just a moment. Among the glass shards that shone in the yard like diamonds in the morning sun, he stood still while the cop—the cop!—ran past him and into the house, and Roger could imagine him going up the stairs and finding the girl in the bedroom. 



Roger dropped the business card and started to move. He followed the cop, lumbering up the stairs as fast as he could go, and when he entered the bedroom he saw the cop standing over the girl on the far side of the bed, his gun drawn, and the girl whimpering and squirming halfway on the bed and halfway off. Her feet were bleeding, and the window was smashed. Somehow she had managed to work her legs free and swing them at the window, connecting with enough force to break the glass and alert the cop. 



"Get down! Get on the floor! Now! Down!"





It took Roger a moment to realize that the cop meant him, that he was yelling at him to get down and get on the floor because the cop saw the girl and assumed all the things that he feared people would assume. 



"Get down! Get down!"





Roger eased down, his hands raised in the air. It wasn't a simple matter for him to flatten himself against the floor, so he moved slow, and as he did, he never took his eyes off the barrel of the gun that the cop kept pointed at him, an angry-looking little black hole designed to bring about his death. 



Roger made it to his knees. But he paused there. 



The cop kept the gun on him, and Roger thought he saw it shaking just a bit, a slight tremor in the cop's hands that moved the barrel back and forth. He's scared, too, Roger thought. He's scared, and he's going to shoot me. 



The girl continued to whimper behind the tape, and Roger decided he had only one real choice. He took his hands from their position on either side of his head and made a quick, thrusting motion forward against the side of the bed, driving the bed frame into the knees of the cop. The force of the blow knocked the cop off balance, causing him to fall forward against the bed, and when he did, the gun fired, sending a bullet over Roger's head and into the wall behind him. 



The girl's whimpering increased in volume. 



Roger got to his feet. The cop scrambled to regain his balance, but before he could, Roger was on him, gripping him around the neck in a headlock and pulling back with such force that the cop began to yell and Roger could feel the tendons in his own neck and the muscles in his arms straining until he thought they were going to snap like rubber bands. 



But Roger kept going. He kept exerting pressure. 



The cop flailed and brought his arms around, the gun still clutched in his right hand, and he appeared to be trying to aim it back at Roger, who saw the menacing black hole hovering in the air like a poisonous snake preparing to strike. Roger knew he had to do something else. 



He summoned his strength for one more move. He planted his feet and made a quick pivot to the right, lifting the cop off his feet and bringing him down as hard as he could against the hardwood floor of the bedroom. When they hit the floor, the cop yelled in pain, and the gun fell to the floor. Roger tried to get up and get after it, but his right arm was pinned to the floor by the cop's body weight. Roger pulled, then pushed against the cop's body, releasing his arm and standing up. He expected the cop to scramble up as well, but he was still on the floor, moaning and trying to get his bearings after the body slam. Roger stepped over him and picked up the gun. 



It was a new pistol, black and shiny, and the textured, perfectly manufactured grip felt strange in his hand after years of handling the old and well-worn shotgun. He pointed the gun at the cop, giving him a taste of his own medicine. 



The cop shook his head and blinked his eyes. It took a moment for him to focus, but he eventually zeroed in on Roger. 



"Don't," he said, his breathing heavy. 



Roger just stared at him. Something welled up inside Roger at that moment. The man on the floor before him—the cop—had come and tried to take the girl away. Away from Roger. And things were always being taken away from Roger. His mom and dad. The last girl. Maybe someday they'd come and try to take the house and the land from him. The clearing, too. But they weren't going to take the girl, not this girl. He had taken her. She was his wife. 



"Don't do it," the cop said, his voice more level. "I'm a police officer. Just put it down."





The girl continued to make her noises from behind the tape. He could tell she was trying to scream, but the tape muffled the noise. Roger looked at her, then back at the cop. 



"No," Roger said. "No, you can't come in here and take what belongs to me."





"I'm not taking anything," the cop said. "But the girl, Jacqueline, she belongs back with her family and friends."





"No," Roger said. "She belongs here. With me. She's my wife."





The cop looked puzzled by Roger's words. Maybe even bothered by them. He shook his head. "She's not your wife, buddy. She's a college student."





"No! She's with me. She's mine. She belongs to me. I took her. I took her in the clearing and that means she's mine."





"Okay," the cop said. "Why don't we ask her? I'll just the take the tape off her mouth and we'll ask her, and if she wants to stay, she can stay. But if she wants to go, I'll take her back into town with me and we'll sort the whole thing out."





He sounded so reasonable, so calm. So sure of himself. It made sense in a way. Ask the girl. See what she wants to do. Why not? 



The cop started to get to his feet. He held his hands out in front of him, palms forward, as if to say he didn't mean Roger any harm. And he didn't seem to mean him any harm, which is why Roger almost fell for it. 



But he stopped it in time, before the cop got all the way to his feet. Roger knew what the girl would say. He knew she'd beg to go. She just hadn't been there long enough. They hadn't fallen into their routine yet. But they would, as long as nobody took her away. 



"Stop!" Roger said. 



The cop kept going. "I'm just going to ask her, like we said."





"No." His voice sounded calmer to his own ears. "Stop."





"We had an agreement, right? Just ask the girl."





The cop didn't think Roger could shoot him. That's what he was thinking. He was thinking Roger didn't have it in him to pull the trigger. 



"No, she's going to stay."





"Let's just ask her, buddy. She's uncomfortable. She's bleeding. Look."





Roger looked. He saw the blood. He forgot that the girl had cut herself. What if she bled to death, right there on the bedroom floor? It could happen, he knew. Someone could cut a vessel or an artery in their foot and bleed all the blood inside them right out onto the floor. Maybe that's why the girl whimpered. Maybe she was bleeding to death and needed help. 



Roger kept the gun level. He didn't know what to do. He thought it was a trap. A trick. 



The cop started for the girl, his hands still up in the air on either side of his face. 



"Stop," Roger said, trying to sound tough. 



"Easy," the cop said. Roger knew he wanted to lull him off guard with the reassuring tone of his voice. 



"Stop," Roger said again. 



But the cop kept going. He had almost reached the girl when the gun kicked in Roger's hand. The first time he missed and hit the wall, but the second one took the cop in the neck. The cop's mouth opened, showing all of his teeth, as if he were smiling for a moment, before he brought his hand up to cover the hole where the bullet had gone in. But then the cop made a choking noise. It sounded like he was trying to swallow broken glass. Blood leaked through his fingers and down his hand. He tried but couldn't speak. 



The cop folded in half, crumpling to the floor as if he were made out of paper. Roger moved closer. When he glanced at the girl, her eyes were wider than ever, the pupils darting back and forth like pinballs. She stopped making any noise. 



Roger moved across the room and stood over the cop. His eyes were still open and blinking. He was still alive, but blood ran out of the hole in his neck in a steady stream. It made Roger think of the tiny creek that ran through the woods. And the cop's skin was pale, the color of bone. 



Roger moved the gun in close. He had to finish the job now. He had to keep his wife. 



He pulled the trigger, sending the cop's brains and skull against the white wall of the bedroom. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 















































Roger had a lot of work to do. 



He had to get rid of the cop's body and his truck, and then he had to clean off the walls and the floors where he shot the cop and made what had been inside his head come outside. But he couldn't yet think about all of those things. He had to take care of the girl. 



Her feet were bleeding from the cuts, and she rolled around on the bed in a panic, which only smeared and stained the sheets and the floor. He knew firing the gun so close to her scared her, and he wished he hadn't had to do it. But it came down to the cop's life or his own. He knew the cop would take the girl away, and then he'd take Roger away and they'd never see each other again. Roger thought it was bad to live alone in the house. He didn't want to think about the way he'd live if the cops took him away. 



He ran to the bathroom and came back with several towels and a tube of antibiotic cream. His mother always used antibiotic cream when he had a cut, and the tube in the bathroom closet must have been sitting in there for years. But it beat not doing anything to help the girl. Roger knew an infection meant big trouble. He wouldn't be able to cure that himself, just as he hadn't been able to help the last girl when she got sick. 



The girl refused to sit still. She kicked and bucked while Roger tried to apply the towel to her wounds, and finally he sat on her legs, pinning them to the mattress, and told her to knock it off if she wanted to live. The girl stopped resisting. 



Roger dabbed at her wounds with the towel, and while he did, his eye caught the body of the cop at the foot of the bed. A part of his bald head was gone, revealing the bloody mess inside, and his eyes stared forward, like he'd been frozen while concentrating on something fascinating. A light trickle of blood still leaked out of the hole in his neck, and Roger felt a wave of nausea rumble through his stomach as he looked at him. He turned his head away and concentrated on the task at hand. 



He managed to wipe the blood off in a few minutes and saw that the cuts weren't very deep or wide. One gash just above the anklebone did most of the bleeding. Roger pressed the towel against it, and even though the girl took in a quick breath of air through her nose as though it hurt when he touched her, he maintained the pressure. He knew he could and should stop the bleeding before doing anything else. When he had it stopped and looked at it more closely, he decided it didn't need stitches. She'd be fine, but just to be safe he opened the tube of ointment and, as gently as possible, applied some to her cuts. The girl squirmed a little but let him finish. He threw the things aside and tried to decide what to do next. He felt overwhelmed. 



He turned to the girl first. If he intended to clean the mess up, he had to have the girl out of the way, so he took the ropes and re-tied her feet to the bed, making sure the knots were extra tight, limiting her wiggle room to almost nothing. She grunted behind the tape, but Roger ignored her. If she needed to go to the bathroom, she could pee in her pants. For now, wet sheets were the least of his concerns. 



He turned and faced the body of the cop. The guy was big, but not so heavy Roger couldn't carry him. He knew it was a huge deal for a cop to die. He saw it on TV all the time. When somebody killed a cop, there was hell to pay. The other cops all came together and did whatever it took to bring the killer to justice. 



Roger tripped over that word. 



Killer. 



He wasn't a killer. Not at all. He hadn't killed the last girl, and he didn't want to kill this one. And he'd only killed the cop out of self-defense. It was justified or justifiable, whichever they said on the TV. It meant he needed to do it for his own survival. If he hadn't killed the cop, then the cop would have killed him, or at least made his life miserable. 



But none of that mattered now. What mattered was what he'd done. That was all. Nobody would care about anything else. And when this cop didn't show up at his house or his job or wherever else he was meant to be, they were all going to come looking for him. It was going to be bad. 



Roger sat on the edge of the bed and let his shoulders slump. 



He thought about running away. He could get in the van—his van—and go, maybe take the girl with him and leave the cop's body in the house. They would know it was him, but by the time they figured it out, he'd be long gone. Off to some other part of the country or even the world, maybe Canada or Mexico. That's where people always went in the movies when they were in trouble. But right away Roger knew that wasn't going to work. It took money to run away, and he didn't have enough to get far. And he didn't know where to go. Once, when he was twelve, his dad took him to a baseball game in Cincinnati, but Roger wouldn't know how to find a place like Cincinnati, let alone Canada or Mexico. And since he didn't know anybody there, he'd be on his own, truly on his own, and he knew he wouldn't last more than a few days, even if the girl helped. And he knew she wouldn't. She'd try to run or fight or yell or scream, and she'd probably get away. So he had to stay in his house. 



And besides, he liked being near the clearing. More than the house and more than the girl, the clearing made him feel safe, like he was at home and in the place where he belonged. When Roger went there, he felt capable of doing anything, solving any problem, and if he left such a place behind just because he was in a little trouble, then he'd have to consider himself a fool of the highest order. 



He understood then what he had to do. It only made sense, and he should have known the answer from the very beginning. 



He had to take the cop's body and bury it in the clearing. 









* * *












It took most of the morning to take care of that. 



While Roger carried the body, he thought back to what he had done a month ago, when he had to carry the last girl out there and bury her. That moment marked a turning point of sorts for Roger, and as he thought back on the events that had occurred since then, he couldn't help but think that everything had gone downhill once the last girl died. Nothing stayed the same. The new girl didn't like him the way the last girl did, and now the police had shown up looking for her, something that had never happened, not even once, with the last girl. 



It took him longer to reach the clearing with the cop's body than it had with the girl's. The cop weighed more, and Roger had to stop completely once and lay the body down on the side of the path to gather his strength again. When he did, the cop's head tilted back in the grass and gray fluid leaked out of his wounds, bringing the feeling of nausea back to Roger's belly. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath. He wondered if any of the fluid had run down his own back, but he didn't care. When Roger felt rested, he picked up the cop and continued on his way. 



Over the years, Roger had thought about why the police never came looking for the last girl. He decided it had something to do with all the things his father had told him while he was dying, the things about the power of the clearing and the way the town used to be run. He knew men used to make important decisions there, but he knew he'd never be involved in any of that. He wasn't smart enough. Even his dad didn't get involved with those things. He was a guy who worked with his hands, not one of the "stuffed shirts" who made the town run. 



But a man like Mr. John Bolton did get to make decisions. He was one of the stuffed shirts, but he was also—in the words of Roger's father—a guy who put food on their table and gas in their tank. Roger's dad worked for Mr. Bolton, doing odd jobs at his big house in town. Repairing the mortar on the chimney or tilling the garden in preparation for the summer. His dad told him that Bolton hired him for those jobs because it made him feel good about himself, like it was charity for him to drop a few crumbs to a regular working guy. 



"Doesn't matter to me why he does it," his dad had said. "As long as he pays."





Roger came in sight of the clearing. The sky above looked bright, and somewhere behind the trees and the leaves, the sun glowed. It was close to noon, and Roger wished he could be out there at night, when it really felt good to be in the clearing. He felt a little charge during the day, a small gathering of blood in the center of his body and a pleasant tingle of electricity in his member, but it only reminded him of how much more he missed by not being there at night. He laid the cop's body down and looked for a place to start digging. He didn't want to put the cop near the last girl, and some part of him didn't want to put the cop in the clearing at all. But Roger thought the clearing might, in some way, hide the cop's body from the rest of the world. If he buried it there, maybe no one would ever be able to find it. 



Roger scanned the ground. He had to move quickly. But something on the ground made him freeze. He felt his mouth open and, a second later, realized how ridiculous he must have looked, like someone on a stupid television show. But he couldn't help it, and he let his mouth hang open so long that his jaw began to hurt. 



Footprints. There were footprints on the ground. And they didn't belong to him. 



Roger blinked and moved closer to examine them. He decided he must have been mistaken, that he must have seen his own prints from his time out there and thought they belonged to someone else. But when he looked closer and examined the marks and the size, he knew they weren't his. They were smaller than his huge feet, and the shoes looked more expensive. Someone else had been there in the last few days. 



Roger finally managed to close his mouth. 



He didn't know what to do. No one lived around here. No one ever came out to the clearing. If someone were here, they must have been looking for something. 



Roger studied the prints again. He noticed a disturbing pattern to them. They clustered around the girl's grave. Its faint outline was still visible, even after a number of weeks, and Roger could tell that whoever came out there to the clearing had seen and examined it. 



Something hot welled up at the back of Roger's throat. His eyes started to burn, and then his lip quivered. He tried to hold it in, but he couldn't. He was going to be in so much trouble if the wrong people found out. So much trouble. 



He started to cry. Alone in the clearing with the cop's body at his feet and the girl's grave before him, he started to cry. The tears were hot against his face, and Roger wiped them away with the back of his hand. He took two deep breaths that sounded a little like hiccups. 



Calm down. 



He tried, but he wasn't sure he could. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 















































It wasn't supposed to be like this. It didn't used to be like this, not according to what his dad had told him. A man used to be able to do the things he wanted to do—needed to do—and not have to worry about suffering the consequences. But apparently things had changed. 



When his father knew he was going to die, when the doctor gave him the speech about improving the quality of the time he had left, he approached Mr. Bolton—with Roger tagging along—about maybe helping Roger out, throwing him an odd job or two. Nothing too big or demanding, his father said, and Roger knew what that meant. Nothing that would confuse the dummy. Roger hadn't expected Mr. Bolton to follow through. Roger just didn't know how to do much. He could lift heavy things and move them around. He did okay with some basic stuff on cars. But really, he knew his skills were limited. It was nice of his dad to try, but there wasn't much to work with. 



But Mr. Bolton surprised Roger, not by calling but by driving all the way out to the house and knocking on the door one evening about a month after his father died. When Roger looked out the front window and saw the well-dressed man from town standing on the stoop, he almost fell over in shock. What was he doing there? Had his car broken down? Was he lost? 



He let Mr. Bolton in and tried not to notice the way his nose twitched and his mouth curled as he looked around the front room. Roger told him to have a seat on the couch, and Bolton looked down before he sat as though he thought there might have been a pile of snakes on the cushion. Roger knew he was supposed to offer the man something to eat or drink, but there was nothing much in the house. Roger still hadn't figured out the kinds of things to buy at the grocery store and keep in the house. His mother had always done that, and after his mother died, his dad had told Roger what to do as best he could. But Roger knew he had a lot to learn. 



Mr. Bolton didn't waste any time with small talk or pleasantries. He cleared his throat and got right to business. 



"It must not be very nice to live here alone, is it Roger?"





"No, sir," Roger said. "But I do my best."





"I bet you do."





Roger decided that he really didn't like Mr. Bolton. He didn't like the way the man always talked as though he were standing on a mountain looking down at the people who were listening. He also didn't like that Mr. Bolton's skin looked more tan in the winter than in the summer. But Roger also knew he had to be polite, so he nodded his head and kept listening. 



"I know your dad explained some things to you before he died, things about the woods behind your house."





"Yes, sir."





"And he told you about the kind of meetings that used to be held there."





"Yes, sir."





"You know, several generations back, your ancestors and my ancestors used to work closely with one another. They shared the duties of running this community."





"Really?"





"Yes. My grandfather and your grandfather were quite close. Quite close. And that's why I'm here talking to you today. In a way, I feel as though we're family. We're from the same place and share the same background, even if superficially there don't appear to be any great similarities between us."





"Really?"





"Yes. And that's why I have an offer for you. An opportunity. It's the kind of thing our ancestors did for each other, back when the community was still young and people looked out for each other in a much more gentlemanly fashion than they do now."





"Do you have a job for me?"





"Yes. But it's so much more than a job. It's something to change your life. Something you probably can't even imagine."





And then he told Roger all about the girl. He explained that she was lonely and needed a place to live and someone to take care of her. 



"She's been in some trouble, sure," Mr. Bolton said. "But the men of this town used to take care of things like that, we used to look out for people who were in need. Isn't that what your dad told you?"





Roger nodded. "Sure." He felt his own excitement growing. A girl. His dad had explained it to him, and it made perfect sense. Take a girl who needed a husband and make her your wife. That had to be what Mr. Bolton was talking about. "You want her to come and live with me?" Roger said. 



Mr. Bolton smiled. "I want you to bring her here, yes. I want you to bring her to the clearing, and then you'll know what to do with her."





But Roger hadn't done that. He hadn't brought the girl to the clearing right away. He intended to. He meant to. He found her at the place and time Mr. Bolton had given him, and he took her off the street just as they discussed. But when he brought her back to the house, she cried and asked for her mother, so rather than take her out to the clearing, as he was supposed to do, Roger brought her inside the house. And once she was inside the house, he found out he liked having her there, and he didn't want her to leave. 



Roger wondered if all of his trouble began then, when he didn't listen to what Mr. Bolton told him to do. And now, after all of these years, the chickens were coming home to roost. He wiped the snot and tears off his face and grabbed the shovel, raising it and driving it deep into the earth on the other side of the clearing from where he had buried the girl. He churned the earth, piling it to the side of the hole he slowly created, making room, ever so slowly, for the body of the dead cop to be placed inside. 



He had to be a man. He knew what he had to do. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 















































Getting rid of the truck was relatively easy. 



Before he rolled the cop into his shallow grave, Roger went through the man's pockets and found the key ring. He trudged back to the house, carrying the shovel, the dirt from the grave covering his hands and his clothes. He thought about going upstairs and checking on the girl, but he didn't imagine it would do him much good. She might have worked her way loose and run off, or she might still be there, tied to the bed. It didn't really matter to him at this point. Whatever the situation with her, he could deal with it when he came back. And deal with it he must. But first, there was the truck. 



Roger knew he didn't have time to dispose of it properly. In order to do that, he'd have to have someone else to work with, someone who could drive one car while he drove the truck, and they could go far away, possibly to Columbus or Cincinnati and leave it parked at an airport or bus station, anything that would throw the police off the trail. People did that kind of thing all the time on the cop shows. But he couldn't do that. He had to dump it fast and then get back to the house and finish the rest of his work. 



But Roger did think he could find a decent place to hide the truck in the short-term, just long enough to give him to time to straighten up the house and be ready for the trouble he suspected would be coming down on him very soon. 



He wished he could keep the truck for himself. It smelled new and clean inside, like the kind of truck that Roger had never owned and would never be able to afford. It looked like it belonged to a guy with a good job and a little bit of money. On the passenger seat, Roger found a map of the county with different areas circled and other areas crossed off. His house was circled in green marker, so he took those papers and threw them out the window of the truck, letting them flutter away behind him like giant moths in the wind. When they did find the truck, he didn't want any evidence left linking him to the cop. Unless the cop had already told someone he was coming to Roger's house. He shook his head quickly. He couldn't think about that. 



Roger drove east for three miles, away from his house and toward the small town of Lambeau. He remembered going there with his dad to hunt. He knew a dirt road, rutted and narrow, where hunters left their cars during deer season. He found the spot and left the truck there, off to the side of the road and near the trees. The season had been going for almost a month now, and it wouldn't be unusual to see a truck parked in that place. Anyone passing by would assume it belonged to a hunter out in the woods and would then go about their business as though nothing were wrong. 



Before he left the truck, he dug around in the cab looking for anything else he needed to remove, anything that might link him to the cop. It looked like the guy was in school. Roger found some papers covered with math equations and a couple of thick textbooks. He also found some loose change, a tube of deodorant and a baseball glove, but nothing he thought he needed to take. 



Roger stepped out of the cab and closed the door. He tossed the keys back into the woods and heard them land somewhere out of sight with a metallic jangle. 



Do I need to wipe my prints off the car? he wondered. He shook his head. Not enough time to do that. He had a long hike back to the house and then the girl to deal with. He started walking. 



 The sun had started to slide down the western sky. It was late afternoon, getting on close to three or four, and while Roger walked he thought about the day's events. He had killed a man, plain and simple. He had never meant to hurt anyone, and just thinking about the cop's death, the way his head exploded and went all over the walls, made the tears return to Roger's eyes. He felt sorry for the cop, even though he knew the cop had come to do him harm. To take the girl away. But it didn't change the fact that Roger felt bad, like someone innocent had come along and gotten mixed up in what was going on, and now that things were mixed up, they were going to get mixed up even more. One thing had led to another. First the cop, then the car. 



And now the girl. His girl. His wife. 



What was he going to do with her? 



He had decided in the clearing that the girl had to go, that with the cop and whoever else coming near the house, it was simply too risky to keep her around. And he couldn't very well just turn her loose and hope she didn't tell on him. He knew she'd promise not to tell, but she'd end up doing it anyway. The police would talk to her and make her say where she'd been all that time, and when everything came out, the police would show up at his door and take him away. So there seemed only one way out of the mess. 



But as he walked, he tried to convince himself that he overreacted in the clearing. Maybe, he thought, the footprints belonged to the cop. If that were the case, he had taken care of the problem, so long as the truck remained undiscovered for a while and then, when it was discovered, they didn't trace it back to Roger. Maybe he didn't have to get rid of the girl. Maybe it had been the clearing itself telling him to do that thing, but it didn't mean it was right. He wasn't sure if everything that came to him there was right or proper, although he wanted to think it was. He wanted to believe the clearing guided him in all things and wouldn't steer him wrong. 



But the girl? Hadn't the clearing brought him the girl? Why would it want to take her away? 



Roger was halfway home. He walked along the side of an empty field, and off in the distance stood a lonely and weathered barn that looked like it was about to collapse in on itself and shrink into the ground. The more he walked, the better he felt. He started to believe the girl could stay. He'd have to be more careful with her. He couldn't let her out of the ropes much at all, not for a very long time. He couldn't have a repeat of what happened earlier with her putting her foot through the window. But if he took care of her and watched her, maybe he could let her stay. 



Maybe. 



He heard the car approaching from behind him, but he didn't pay it any attention. He was lost in his own thoughts and looked forward to getting back to the girl. Maybe now, with the mess cleaned up—except for the bedroom wall, he couldn't forget that—their routine would begin. A lot of maybes, he knew, but lots of maybes were better than nothing. 



The car came even with Roger and slowed. 



"Excuse me?"





Roger looked. It was a cop car from Union Township. White with blue letters and blue lights on the top. Roger stopped walking and turned and stared. The cop was a young guy wearing mirrored sunglasses, and he leaned one arm out the window while the other held the wheel. He looked friendly enough, but Roger knew that could be a trick. 



"Car break down?" the cop said. 



Roger didn't respond. He thought of running off into the field, off toward the old barn, but he knew it was a ridiculous idea. The cop would find and catch him. He'd run the car right through the field and maybe run Roger over. He couldn't run. 



"Sir?" the cop said. 



Roger shook his head. "Just walking."





The cop nodded. "You haven't seen a guy out here in a black pick-up truck, a Ford F-150? He's twenty-two, shaved head. Tall. Have you seen anyone like that while you've been walking?"





"No, sir. I didn't see anybody."





"Do you have identification on you?"





Roger patted his back pocket. He hadn't brought his wallet. He drove the cop's truck without it, but it was okay now because he wasn't driving. 



"I don't have it. It's at home." He pointed in the direction of the house but dropped his arm. What if the cop wanted to go there and get it with the girl upstairs and the broken window? And the blood? 



"What's your name?"





Roger told him. 



"And where do you live?"





Roger had no choice but to give the address. The nausea crept up the back of his throat. His tongue felt swollen and thick like a giant sponge. The cop looked Roger up and down. He was thinking about something, sizing Roger up, reaching a conclusion about him. 



Roger's stomach felt nervous. He farted, but the cop didn't seem to notice or else didn't care. 



"Why are you walking out here?" the cop said. 



Roger hesitated. "I just like to walk. I like to get out and look around. I'm going hunting this weekend, and I wanted to see where I should go."





The cop's face didn't change. He didn't speak. He stared at Roger, and Roger fought to stand still, even though every inch of his body became itchy all at once. 



Finally, the cop nodded. "You have a license to hunt."





"Yes, sir."





"If you see that man I told you about or his truck, you call us. Okay?"





"Yes, sir. Is he wanted? Is he dangerous?"





Sometimes Roger surprised himself with his ability to lie. He almost smiled but didn't. 



"He's not dangerous," the cop said. "We're just looking for him."





Roger nodded. "If I see him, I'll call."





"Thanks." The cop gave Roger another long look. He seemed to be satisfied with what he saw because he drove away. 



When he was out of sight, Roger felt like someone had lifted a ton of bricks off his chest. He did smile then, and he started walking toward home. 



His smile quickly faded. 



The cop. They were already looking for him. 



"Shit," he said. "Goddamn."





The girl had to go. 













































CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 















































Roger trudged upstairs as soon as he returned home. He was tired and sweaty, despite the cool fall temperatures, and his legs felt like lead posts. He wanted to lie down, to take a nap and just forget about everything. The cops, the girl, the clearing. But he knew he couldn't. He knew if he let his guard down, if he stopped or slowed, he'd wind up in trouble. He forced himself to keep going. 



When he entered the bedroom, he found the girl unmoved and unchanged. She was still tied to the bed, still quiet. She grunted a little when he came in, and there were tears on her face, which made Roger feel bad. He felt sorry for her too. She didn't understand that she was part of something bigger as well, that she had been chosen by the clearing to come and be his wife. And now she had to go back to the clearing. 



Roger walked to the far side of the bed, the side where the blood and brains of the cop still decorated the wall. He planned to take care of that later, after he had taken care of the girl. He had some white paint in the garage. And bleach. He thought about making the girl clean it up but decided against it. She was too upset, and it seemed cruel. He'd have to get used to doing the cleaning now anyway. 



Roger stood over her, and the girl's eyes widened. She'd just seen a man murdered before her eyes, a murder committed by Roger, and now Roger stood over her like a looming tower. He looked at her feet and the cuts there. They had stopped bleeding. He felt relieved about that, then wondered why he cared. If the girl was going away, what did it matter if she bled or not? 



His eyes moved up her body. He saw a wet stain in her middle. She had had to go to the bathroom and when he didn't take her, she'd been forced to pee herself. Roger looked away. It made him sad to see her look so pathetic. He started untying the ropes. 



While he untied, the girl came to life. She started to squirm and grunt. He started to yell at her but stopped himself. Let her do it, he thought. Who cares? 



He untied the rope that bound her to the bed frame but left her hands tied together. He did the same with her feet. She could move off the bed but couldn't move her hands or feet freely. She lay still on the bed, looking up at Roger, waiting. 



"We're going somewhere," he said. 



She grunted, but he knew what she meant. Where?





He couldn't take the tape off her mouth. She'd make too much noise. She'd scream and pitch a fit. He used to think no one could hear her out there, but maybe that wasn't so. Maybe the cops were all around, waiting. Still, he wanted to leave the tape on for a different reason. He couldn't bear to hear her screams or pleas or cries. 



He picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder. Her weight felt like a child's after carrying the cop earlier in the day. 



"We're going to the clearing," he said. 



The girl kicked a little while they went down the stairs, but when Roger picked up the shovel, she screamed and kicked enough that she almost knocked Roger down. Roger felt the anger grow inside of him, a hot pressure that burned against the inside of his rib cage, but he didn't do anything about it. He didn't want to hit the girl or yell at her. He tightened his grip on both her and the shovel and started into the woods. 









* * *












By the time Roger started for the clearing, the sun was slipping away, leaving a red smear across the skyline in its wake. As he moved down the path, ignoring the branches and vines that whipped against his legs, Roger felt the familiar stirrings the clearing always brought on. And this time, for whatever reason, it came over him with a more desperate sense of hunger, a more intense longing for the pleasures the clearing offered. Maybe it was because those pleasures were about to end. His mother always said, You never miss the water 'til the well runs dry. Roger never fully understood that saying of his mom's until that very moment. His pleasures, which were already dwindling, were going to end, once and for all. Nothing would ever be the same. He thought about taking a different wife, waiting for everything to calm down and the trouble to go away, and then starting over with someone new, someone the clearing directed him toward. But it seemed more and more impossible the more he thought about it. Even if they didn't put him in jail and send him away, they'd be watching him, following him. They'd keep coming back and coming back. 



The girl had calmed down and was almost still. Roger felt the bittersweet, painful pleasure grow inside him as he moved closer to the clearing. He remembered both his mother's funeral and his father's funeral, the way he had been forced to say goodbye to them at the cemetery as they were lowered into the ground, and it felt as though they had simply evaporated, disappeared off the face of the earth like someone had engineered a giant magic trick. For days after each funeral, Roger thought they'd come back, thought they'd re-emerge as though they'd merely been on a long trip, and when he realized they really weren't coming back, it was like they had died all over again, a second death that hurt even worse than the first. Roger didn't want to go through that again. He didn't want to be fooled by his own stupid head and his own stupid heart. He wanted to make a clean break and leave the girl behind in the clearing, once and for all. 



He saw the opening in the trees and came in sight of the spot, felt his pleasure grow like steam in a boiler. 



The sunlight was almost gone from the sky above the trees, the clearing nearing full dark. Roger laid the girl down in the center and stood over her. She watched him with frightened eyes while he brought out his knife. He flicked it open and bent down, cutting the rope that bound her wrists and ankles with quick, certain movements. The girl rubbed her hands, bringing circulation back, and Roger stood over her with the knife still open. He waited, thinking she might try to run, but she didn't. She remained on the ground, staring up at him. He bent down again and pulled the tape off her mouth. It made a long, ripping sound, and the girl gasped when it was gone, taking deep breaths after the long deprivation. 



"You can't be my wife anymore," Roger said. 



She wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand. "I'm not your wife. I never was. Just because you raped me doesn't make me your wife."





Roger didn't like that word. Rape. It wasn't true. 



The girl kicked out and scored a direct hit against Roger's shinbone, making him yelp in pain. 



"Damn you," he said. He held the knife up in the space between them. 



"Go ahead," the girl said. "Go ahead and cut me right here." She pointed at her neck. Her face contorted with anger, making her almost unrecognizable to Roger. "Or do you want to rape me again first. Is that it, you fat, fucking retard?"





Roger swung and the back of his hand connected with the side of the girl's head. She yelped and fell back against the soft earth. She stayed down, sniffling and sobbing. 



"Don't make me do that again," Roger said. 



She didn't look up but stayed facing the ground, her shoulders shaking as she cried. 



"What do you want from me?" she said, her voice low. "Do you want to kill me? Is that it?"





"I don't want to kill you. I don't want to kill anybody."





"You killed that man today. He came to save me, and you killed him."





"He was a cop," Roger said. "He wanted to take you away. He ruined everything. It always gets ruined." Roger felt like crying again. He felt the hot tears welling, and his breath hiccupped. "I just want my house and my wife. That's all."





"You can have those things."





"No, I can't. Look at me," he said. "I can't."





The girl didn't respond, and he knew why. He was ugly and cursed. A fucking retard. He'd always be alone. After today, he'd always be alone. 



"You should just let me go. It will be all right if you let me go."





Roger shook his head. "No. That's not what the clearing wants. It's not right."





"The clearing?"





"It wants you dead," he said. "It wants your bones in the ground with the other girl. That's what it wants me to do, and so I do it. I feed the clearing bones. That's who I am."





"Then stop it. You don't have to be that way. Let me go."





"No, they'll put me away, in the jail."





"They'll help you." The girl reached out. She touched Roger's leg. He let her hand stay there. "It will be okay. You're sick."





"Sick?"





"Yes, you need help."





Roger knew what kind of help she meant. She meant the kind that happened in a hospital, a loony hospital, which might be worse than jail. Roger jerked his leg away from the girl. He wasn't going to go there no matter what the girl said. 



"No."





The girl started to scramble backward, moving like a crab on her hands and knees. She flipped over and started to stand up, but Roger grabbed her from behind. He pinned her to the ground. 



"No. No. No. No."





She kept repeating the word, her voice a hoarse whisper, as Roger turned her over so they were face to face. Her neck was exposed. Roger moved up, using his knees to pin the girl's shoulders, leaving his hands free. 



"I'm not sick," he said. 



He took the girl by the hair with his left hand and, with his right, brought the knife across her neck with a swift, clean motion. The girl gasped. Bright, red blood pumped out of the wound, spilling down her neck and over Roger's pants leg into the ground where the clearing soaked it up like a thirsty beast. 









* * *












When the girl stopped breathing and after she'd stopped bleeding, Roger wiped the knife on his pants' leg. He knew the blood wasn't enough, the clearing wanted all of her. The clearing wanted everything. 



He had no choice. He had to bury her and hide her from the world. Even if the cops knew about him and the clearing and the girl, he still had to try to hide her. He had to at least try. 



He dug the hole, slowly and carefully. He should have been more tired after all of the work the day had brought, but the clearing kept him going. He knew that. He felt the burst it provided, surging through his body like adrenaline. When the hole was dug, right next to the spot where the last girl lay, he dragged the new girl over and prepared to push her in. But before he did, he stopped. 



The painful pressure grew at the center of his body. He remembered burying the last girl, and taking her one last time before he placed her body in the grave. The clearing was telling him this was all right, this was the thing he was meant to do—take one last thing before he said goodbye. 



Roger gritted his teeth with anger. He bit down so hard he thought his teeth might chip. He didn't want to do it. He didn't want to do the things the clearing told him to do. But the urge was so strong, so consuming. He felt like he was going to explode. His breath came in heaving convulsions. 



"No," he said. "No."





He fell to his knees, crippled by desire. 



He placed his hands on the girl. He felt her soft flesh beneath his fingers. He grabbed a handful of her clothes. 



"No."





He pushed and rolled her into the freshly dug grave. He grabbed the shovel and began throwing the dirt on top of her, covering her face first and then the rest of her. He didn't do a neat job. He just wanted to not see her anymore, to take away the temptation that burned through his body like hot iron. 



When he was finished, he dropped the shovel. He wiped the dirt off his hands, hoping to leave the clearing behind forever. He felt a dizziness come over him, and as he walked out of the clearing, he stumbled. The place wanted to hold him, to keep him there just as he had kept the girl in the house. But Roger wouldn't let it. He'd break its hold. 



He pushed himself to his feet and ran from the clearing without looking back. 
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In the weeks since the vision outside Dan's house, Diana felt as though her nerves were becoming metal springs. They were coiled and taut and ready to bounce at the slightest provocation. She jumped when a door slammed somewhere in the building, and when she entered the apartment, she took extra care turning the two locks and fastening the chain on her front door. Only after completing those gestures, only after barricading herself in her own apartment, did she realize how pointless they were, and that was the most frightening fact of all. 



Her enemies didn't exist outside. The real enemy lived inside, somewhere in her own brain, an organ which was once again turning against its owner, like a well-trained attack dog that decides to savage its master. Except, Diana believed, her brain had never been well trained. It had been turning against her for a number of years, and after a long dormant period, was now back with a vengeance, ready to finish the job. How that job would be finished and what the ultimate measure of victory or defeat would be, she couldn't guess. She wasn't sure she wanted to know. 



The problems were the worst at night. 



At night, she feared closing her eyes. She didn't know what would happen when her conscious defenses were down, leaving her subconscious—or whatever was responsible for the visions that plagued her—to take over like an unruly child left without supervision. So she spent a number of nights lying in bed, all the lights in the apartment on, trying to will herself to stay awake. For a short time, it worked. She sat up through the night, her eyes growing increasingly bleary and strained, and come morning she'd doze off, only to snap awake convinced that she was on the brink of slipping into a vision. Eventually, exhaustion won out, and she had no choice but to sleep at night or even during the day, and when she did, she dreamed, and the dreams were almost worse than the visions. 



She remembered a particularly vivid one that occurred shortly after the vision in Dan's yard. In the dream, she encountered a middle-aged woman, someone she had never seen before. The woman approached Diana in the parking lot outside her apartment just as Kay Todd had. And just like Kay, this woman approached Diana confidently, with assurance, as though she knew things about Diana that Diana didn't think this strange woman could know. 



The woman placed her hand on Diana's arm. Her touch was cold, like something that had been refrigerated for weeks. Ice cold. 



Diana tried to withdraw from the grip, but the woman wouldn't let go. 



Diana looked into the woman's eyes and recognized her sister. 



With the twisted logic of dreams, Diana knew that the woman didn't really look anything like Rachel, either as a young woman or as a projection of what Rachel might look like as an adult, but still, Diana knew it was her sister. And still, she wanted out of the grip, perhaps all the more because it was Rachel, and Diana knew Rachel shouldn't be there, and she shouldn't be that age. 



"What do you want?" Diana said to her sister. 



"It's okay," the Rachel said. 



"What's okay?"





"It's okay that you stopped looking and caring."





A stronger sense of panic gripped Diana. She didn't want to be misunderstood. 



"I didn't. I swear I didn't."





"You did, and it's okay."





"I..." Diana started to repeat the lie but she couldn't. She knew in the dream that Rachel could see through her and knew her. She couldn't hide. 



"You lost me. You let me go. It's okay."





"I'm back now. I'm looking. I'm back for you."





The Rachel woman let go. 



Diana's arm burned from the cold, and the woman's touch had left a red mark behind. Diana stared at the mark, and when she looked up again, the woman was changing. 



The sun grew brighter and hotter. The wind picked up. The edges of the woman's body became indistinct and blurry, as though she were fading away before Diana's eyes. But she wasn't disappearing, Diana realized. She was decaying. Her skin shriveled, pulling in tighter against the skull. Her eyes disappeared and shrunk back into her head. Her hair coarsened and turned brittle, some of it snapping off and flying away in the increasing wind. Diana watched as maggots squirmed and crawled just beneath the surface of the woman's skin, and then her horror increased as the maggots slipped and slithered through her nostrils and into her now vacant eye sockets. Diana couldn't look away. It was as though her neck were locked into place, forcing her to witness the spectacle of her sister's decaying and disintegrating body. 



Like watching a time-lapse movie, it took a matter of seconds for the woman to be stripped of her flesh and clothes and be reduced to a crumbling pile of bones. Soon the bones became dust, scattering in the wind, but even then Diana heard the voice of her sister, only now it delivered a different message. 



"You let me down," it said. "You should have kept coming for me."











* * *












Diana knew she was spending too much time alone, so despite her frayed nerves and difficulty sleeping—or, more accurately, because of them—she vowed to get out of the house more and mingle with the world. She hoped that doing so would make a change in her life, the kind of change she had been waiting years for. Like a fever breaking or the tide receding, she wished for something new to come along and replace what already existed. 



She tried her best to turn the page. 



She found a job as a hostess at a restaurant on the town square. It was an Italian place that catered to lawyers and business people during the day, then fed the well-to-do of New Cambridge at night, especially on weekends as they all went out to attend movies or concerts or plays. It didn't pay enough, but it was mindless, and she could stand at the door and offer people some version of a fake smile and take them to a table and hand them a menu and then not worry about anything else that happened to them. Let it be somebody else's problem. The managers normally hired college students, so when Diana was able to show up for all of her shifts and perform competently, they treated her as though she were the second coming of Einstein. She knew someday she needed to find another job, one that would lead to a career, but this one gave her some breathing room for the time being. 



She still checked in on the Foley case, but news came out in a trickle that eventually slowed to nothing. And when she noticed the news reports rarely mentioning her, as though she had never existed at all, some part of her wanted to call the Foley family and tell them that it would get better someday, that their pain would ease and the disappearance of their daughter would begin to make some kind of sense. But she knew if she made such a call and said such words, she'd be lying. What she really needed to tell them was if they thought the first few weeks were difficult, wait until they experienced the first few months and then the first few years. If they thought the first days were dark, then they hadn't seen anything yet. 



It made sense for Diana not to be a cop anymore. She wouldn't trust herself to keep her mouth shut. 



So she lived her life independent of others, never mind that she found herself, at least once a week, driving slowly past the sorority house where Jacqueline Foley once lived. On the front porch, her sorority sisters kept a candle burning to light Jackie's way home, and they had vowed to keep it burning, year in and year out, regardless of the weather or if school were in session or not, until they had an answer about their sister and friend. Diana wanted to knock on the door and tell them that one candle wouldn't cut it in a world as dark as ours, and sometimes she wanted to just stop her car, walk up to the porch and blow the thing out herself. Instead, she found herself choking up a little whenever she drove by and wishing she had the staying power and determination of a bunch of college girls who she wished she could dismiss contemptuously. She couldn't dismiss them, so she kept driving by. And she knew deep down that if she ever went by there and saw that the candle was out, she'd hop out of the car and light it herself, and probably sit there all night just to protect it. 



Unlike Jackie Foley and her sorority sisters, Diana didn't have anyone watching out for her. She hadn't visited her mother since the hospital had told her to keep her distance. She hadn't spoken to Kay Todd or lifted a finger on behalf of her missing daughter. Jason had called a few times, trying to work his way back into her life, but Diana simply avoided his calls, giving him the internationally recognized signs of a blow off. He eventually took the hint and stopped calling, giving Diana exactly what she had hoped for—a life lived only for herself and by herself, free of bothersome entanglements with others. 



So why, she wondered, if I finally have what I want, do I still feel so unhappy? 









* * *












Diana was home, a night off work, when someone knocked on her door. The sound sent a small twist of fear through her midsection. She worried that it was another message, another delivery from whoever had been sending the notes relating to the Margie Todd case. She assumed Kay was behind them, but how could she know? It was a sign of how isolated she had become that she was willing to set aside her fear and look through the peephole, not knowing whether the person on the other side meant her good or ill. And after seeing who it was, she still couldn't decide if she should open the door. After a moment's pause and another knock, she undid the locks and pulled the door open. 



"Dan?"





"Hi, Diana."





He looked nervous and out of place on her landing, as though he feared someone might see him, and Diana supposed that was a legitimate concern for a married man who for some reason had shown up at his ex-mistress's apartment. 



"What's going on?" she said. 



"I was hoping I could come in for a minute."





Diana studied his face and noticed the tiredness in his eyes, the gravity that seemed to be weighing down the skin under his jaw line. 



"What's wrong?" she said. "Did something happen?"





He didn't answer but moved past her into the apartment. He still wore his uniform, and once inside, stood awkwardly in the center of the room as though waiting for an invitation. 



"I'd offer you something, but I don't want to mess around with that bullshit. Just tell me what's going on? Did you find the Foley girl?"





Dan looked surprised to hear Diana mention that case. "No, not that. Have you seen or heard from Jason today?"





"No. Why?"





"He was supposed to work a twelve to eight shift, and he didn't show. No answer on the phone, no sign of him at his place. I thought since you two have been spending time together..." He swallowed, and Diana watched his Adam's apple bob. He was jealous, and somehow that display of weakness softened Diana toward him. 



"I haven't seen him in a few weeks," she said. 



"Oh."





"I've been lying low."





Dan nodded. "It doesn't make sense for him to blow off a shift. Do you have any guesses? Everybody's out looking for him, but we're trying to keep it off the radio for now in case it's something personal. No sense stirring up the whole pot if he's just blowing off steam."





"This is Jason McMichael you're talking about," she said. "He doesn't miss work."





"I know. I'm sort of hoping he's doing something totally out of character, like going on a three-day bender, and I know that's wishful thinking. He'd never do anything like that. But the alternative, it scares me. I don't want to think something more is wrong."





Diana sat on the couch, and she pointed at the armchair across the room. Dan took it, using the armrests to ease himself down. The impact of Dan's words settled over Diana. She felt cold and wrapped her arms tighter around herself, as though huddling against a great chill. She knew something was wrong with Jason if he missed work. He would never. Never. And the last time she had seen him, he came to her, looking for help or advice. She could sit there and imagine every forking path, every possible outcome if she had taken the time to talk him down or talk him out of it. Or she could have gone with him, and then...





"He was talking about something the last time I saw him," Diana said. "That night he came by your house."





"The Foley girl," Dan said. "Right?"





Diana nodded. The chill had seeped into her bones, like she'd spent the day in a damp rain. 



"How he thought we were looking in the wrong place." Dan shook his head. "Goddamnit. Do you think he went off on some wild goose chase of his own, freelancing like he's Sam Spade or something?"





"He had a good point. The bike could have been a plant."





"Of course the thing could have been a plant. Does he think I'm fucking stupid?" Dan's voice had raised, and Diana had never heard him drop an f-bomb before. "I'm sorry. But I know that, and you know that. But you guys never understand what it's like to be the front man for all of this stuff. I have to deal with the Foley girl's parents. And I'm the one who gets skewered in the papers if we screw up. What if we ignore the bike, and it turns out the girl or her killer are out that way somewhere? What happens then?"





"They roast you."





"On a spit. I've got no choice but to follow that, but McMichael has to get on his white horse and gallop around like he's Lancelot or something. You know there are jurisdictional matters to consider here. That's Union Township out there. We're cooperating for now, since we don't really know where the crime occurred, but we can't just go stepping on toes. They could make it tough on us. The county boys, too."





"You said the Foley girl's killer. Killer." The word felt over-inflated and awkward coming out of her mouth, as though giving voice to it might make it true. "Is that what you think?"





"What do you think? She's been gone nearly a month. You think he took her to Club Med? We've also been looking west of town. I only have so many men at my disposal, and the feds aren't any damn help. We've been doing both, looking everywhere. Just not fast enough to please everybody, I guess. Right?"





"I'm sorry, Dan. I know you're in a tough spot."





He looked over, surprised. "You do? I figured you'd be the first one in line with the skewer. You're still pissed about a case I responded to when I was a rookie."





"I know it's not easy."





"You're right, it's not. It wasn't then, and it isn't now." 





"Then?"





"That Todd girl," he said. 



"What about her? Are you saying you still think about her?"





He looked at Diana with something close to disgust. "Why would that surprise you?" he said, his voice flat. "Two of these girls disappear, and then one of my men. What the hell's going on around here? And it's all happening on my watch. I think about Jason...he was at my house that night, that night you were there. Who knows what he thought, but maybe that sent him off on this chase, trying to do something to make everything right."





"You can't blame yourself for that. If anyone's to blame, it's me."





"No, it's me. I'm the guy at the top." He pushed himself out of the chair. "If you don't know anything else, I guess I don't need to be here flapping my gums. We'll go public tomorrow if he doesn't turn up. Just what I need right now, another media shitstorm."





"It might get people thinking about the Foley girl again," Diana said. 



"That's one way to look at it." He rubbed his mustache. "Did Jason tell you where he wanted to look?"





"He said out in the area where the girl liked to ride her bike. County Road 600, I guess."





"That narrows it down. That road runs from one end of the county to the next."





"But the Foley girl didn't ride the whole thing." She tapped her fingers on the armrest. "Anybody out there who might be a suspect?"





Dan shrugged. "Pig farmers and rednecks. Anyone of them could be a suspect. We can't just run them all in." He made it all the way to the door before he stopped. He had his hand on the knob, but let it fall back to his side. 



"What is it?"





He spoke without turning around. "Are you okay? I mean, with all of this, with Jason being missing and all. I know you were...spending time together. Are you okay?"





Diana wanted to ask for help, but knew she was no longer in a position to do so. Not from Dan anyway. 



"I'll do my best," she said. 



"Should you call someone? A friend or something."





"Maybe I should buy a dog."





"You know I can't really be here."





"I know."





He reached for the door again and pulled it open. He took two steps outside then turned around and came back in. He pulled the door closed but not all the way shut. He looked like he wanted to say something else. 



"What?" she said. 



"You mentioned that newspaper article about the Todd girl. And how I said back then that it was a kidnapping. Remember? It was a kidnapping, Diana, as sure as I'm standing here. When we pursued that angle, we were told to drop it. By higher-ups in the department, people who were probably being told to do so by others. I won't say their names, and it doesn't matter anyway since they're all probably dead. But what I said back then is what I really thought and still do. That Todd woman is right, even if she is a loon. Somebody took her daughter. Somebody who lived right around here."





He left without saying anything else. 













































CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 















































If Diana were normal, if she were like everyone else on the planet Earth, Dan's parting words at her apartment door would have brought unbridled relief, an assurance that the fight was worth carrying on. After all, she had wanted that more than anything else, a sense that she wasn't alone, chasing after a lost cause like a lonely crusader, and, of course, she had wanted Dan's validation and assurance more than perhaps anyone else's. 



But Dan's admission that there was more to the Margie Todd story than met the eye set Diana back on her heels. Faced with encouragement and a push to continue, she instead withdrew. The prospect of finding answers suddenly felt overwhelming, and when she contemplated the end of the road, the place where everything concerning Margie Todd was revealed to her and the world, a cold panic gripped her, as though knowing everything was somehow worse than knowing nothing at all. 





















* * *











Diana woke up cold. 



It was dark, darker than usual. At night, her bedroom caught diffuse light from the street, and she preferred to sleep with her curtains open so she didn't find herself in total blackness. Lately, she had been sleeping with the lights on anyway, so to find herself in almost total darkness accelerated her heart rate. 



Something wasn't right. 



She couldn't understand why she felt so cold. It was as though she were exposed, wearing less clothing than normal. But that didn't make sense. The nights had turned chilly, and her landlord, in an unusual fit of generosity, had turned the boiler on in the building, which meant that the nights were sweltering and Diana could sleep with just a sheet and a light blanket covering her. 



Had the boiler broken? Had the bedclothes fallen off to the side? 



Consciousness coalesced slowly. Like swirling particles in space that took eons to gather into moons and planets, her brain took its time sifting through the scattered fragments of sensation that trickled in. She calculated the cold, the dark, and then she moved on to the rest. 



She wasn't in bed. That quickly became apparent. 



She was standing up, and her feet were cold and bare, touching not carpet or hardwood but something less forgiving. Concrete? 



She started to understand. The dislocation, the removal from familiar surroundings. She had wandered somewhere. A vision had overtaken her, and she had walked out of the apartment. 



Am I in the basement? she wondered, and even hoped for something as familiar as that. If she were in the basement, it wouldn't be so bad. She could just climb the stairs back to her apartment, and no one would know the difference. Safe enough and reasonable to outside eyes. She could have business in the laundry room, even in the middle of the night. 



But she felt pebbles and gravel jabbing into the soft soles of her feet. The ground was rough, like a street or a parking lot. Her panic accelerated. She was outside the building, and she didn't know where. 



Instinctively, she looked at her hands. They were filthy. Not with dirt or mud, but with grime. Grease and foodstuffs. Sticky juices stained her skin, and a piece of lettuce clung to her forearm. She wiped it away and looked around. Brick walls and garbage cans. She was in an alley behind a restaurant, which meant she was more than likely near the square, a couple of blocks from her apartment. 



She looked down. Her legs and feet were bare, her skin full of goose bumps. She wore only a long T-shirt and underwear. 



"Oh, God," she said. "Shit."





She had had a vision and wandered for blocks, then made matters worse by digging in the trash. She had to slip home. She had no idea what time it was, but she hoped it was late enough that the streets were dark and empty. 



Her hopes were almost immediately dashed. 



Voices reached her from the end of the alley. 



"Jesus."





"Look at her."





"She's fucked up. Goddamn."





Diana looked in the direction of the voices. The light from the street silhouetted the figures, rendering them indistinct and faceless outlines, but she could guess. College kids. Guys back from a night of drinking. And here she was, the crazy lady digging in the garbage, wearing close to nothing. 



She didn't know what to do. She stood frozen in place, the remains of discarded dinners oozing down her arms. 



A figure detached itself from the crowd before her and came forward. Diana took an instinctive step back, although, ultimately, she had nowhere to go. Behind her the alley was closed. A dead end. She wished she were still a cop, a clothed cop armed with pepper spray and a gun. 



"Knock it off, you assholes," the figure approaching her said. "She needs help."





A woman. A college student. She approached Diana. 



"Are you okay?" the girl said. "Are you hurt?"





Diana tensed. She didn't want help, didn't want to feel someone else's touch. But the woman's face looked kind, even in the dark. And what choice did she have? Alone and in a deserted alley, she needed a hand. 



"Sleepwalking," Diana said. 



The guys at the end of the alley laughed. The young woman turned toward them. 



"Shhhh." The sound carried a warning edge, and they shut up. She turned back to Diana. "Do you live around here?"





"A few blocks. Down Grant Street."





"I'll walk you there." The woman took off her jacket and draped it over Diana's shoulders. "Here."





"No." Diana tried to shrug away. 



"You need it more than I do. Just take it. I can't offer you much else."





Diana hesitated, then let the tension flow from her body. She didn't have a choice, and wouldn't it be nice, she thought to herself, to have someone else to lean on, even if it were a stranger? 



She wrapped herself in the coat and followed the woman to the end of the alley. The guys parted and stepped aside without saying a word. 



"This way?" the girl said, pointing toward Diana's apartment. 



"Yes."





They walked together, and Diana let herself be led home. 













































CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 















































After the girl guided her home and left her at the door, Diana couldn't sleep. She didn't want to, and she didn't bother to try. Too much fear of what else might happen and what she might see. But then staying awake meant the possibility of more visions, and she found herself almost laughing as she contemplated the choice between the two. A losing battle no matter what. 



In a strange way, however, the experience in the alley and the walk home with the woman she didn't know left Diana feeling the slightest bit liberated. She thought of it as the "Bobby McGee" situation. Freedom's just another word for nothing left to lose. How much worse could it get really? She shuddered to think and diverted her mind before it started cataloging the possibilities. 



She climbed into the shower—only after locking and double locking the doors and windows of her apartment—and washed the grit and grime of the alley off her body. She no longer felt in complete control of her own mind, a process that began shortly after Rachel disappeared, but one that seemed to have intensified in recent weeks. While the water dug into her skin and she scrubbed with the thin bar of soap, Diana noted that the visions and dreams had picked up recently, only after she had made a conscious decision to step away from any involvement with any of the missing persons' cases. Was something—some thing?—exerting its power over her, reminding her of who was boss and the influence it could have over her life, at any time, in any place? The thought brought Diana down from the momentary sense of relief she had felt when she first came back to the apartment. She had never thought of the visions in such terms before, and now that she did, they seemed, if that was even possible, more ominous and threatening than they ever had before. 



She toweled off and pulled her robe on, then walked to the front door and made certain that the locks were still secure. With that task finished, she went and sat on the couch, flipping the TV on to something mindless, distracting background noise and visual stimulation. It was three-thirty, the middle of the night and still not quite the darkest hour. 



She had never ascribed any agency to the force that brought the visions and dreams down upon her. She had always taken it to be a shortcoming in her own mind, a misfiring brought about by her own inability to deal with Rachel's disappearance and her own culpability for it. In other words, she blamed herself. Her mother had crawled into the black hole of dementia, while Diana had tried to suppress her guilt and fears, shoving them down beneath the surface of her mind, an attempt to drown them. But inevitably they popped back up. 



But what if there were more to it than that? What if there was something out there, something that existed independently of her own mind, a force that worked on her, and possibly her mother? What would be the point? She used to think it was so simple—find the clearing, find her sister. But had she created that formulation, as simple as first grade arithmetic, just to make herself feel better? To give herself a purpose and a way to go on? Was she being called to do more—or something else? 



She flipped the channels, not really paying attention to the images that passed on the screen. A black and white movie, a soccer game. A guy selling some kind of blender that ground vegetables into juice drinks. Diana stopped and muted the sound. 



Kay Todd had said she knew something about Rachel, and to back it up, she dropped the name of Rachel's favorite song. If it had just been Kay, Diana would have no difficulty dismissing her as an eccentric crackpot, a lonely old woman who had secondhand knowledge or had taken a wild guess at something about Rachel and used it to manipulate her. But now Diana rethought the actions and health of her own mother. She had, much to the chagrin of her mother's caretakers, dismissed her health problems as a weakness, an inability to deal with the hand reality had dealt. And for so long Diana took comfort in that assessment of her mother's condition, believing that if it was simply a matter of will and determination, then the visions and the dreams would never completely consume her life in the way they had consumed her mother's. 



But what if that weren't the case? 



She remembered her most recent visits to Vienna Woods and most notably the one in which she received the crack across the face from her mother's hand. What was it her mother said about the painting? 



That's my daughter's house. She lives in that house. 



Did her mother know something? Did she see something no one else could see? 



Were the two things—Diana's visions and her mother's illness and babbling—connected in some way? 



She stared at the door and then the windows. There was nothing there, nothing coming after her. She turned the volume up on the TV and stayed there the rest of the night, waiting for the first light of dawn. 









* * *











She was waiting for Dan when he arrived at the station. 



It was early morning, just before six, and the sky was still colored shades of red and gray while the sun rose above the horizon line. Diana wore a sweatshirt and a ski vest, but she hadn't been able to locate her gloves before leaving the house, so she stood and then paced in the parking lot with her hands jammed into her jeans pockets, the tips of her nose and ears tingling in the cold. 



She had no doubt Dan would arrive on time. Even with Jason missing and the other crises the department had been dealing with, she knew Dan would show up with the punctuality of a machine. She imagined he had been at the station late the night before, and may have stayed all night, only going home to shower and shave and change into a clean uniform. He was a constant, old reliable, the kind of man the world could set their clocks to, and she knew that's why she'd fallen for him. She'd had precious little of that in her life, not from her mother and not from any men. 



True to form, he arrived exactly at six. His headlights were on, and they caught Diana's eyes, temporarily blinding her. She squinted against them and held her hand up as a shield. She heard him place the car in park and set the brake, and then he stepped out into the cold air. He didn't wear a jacket or a hat, and he didn't look surprised to see her. 



"Do you know something about McMichael?" he said. 



"No, do you?"





"Not a damn thing." His breath came out in little puffs when he spoke. He still looked tired, and she knew he hadn't slept. "I guess you're here about something else, some other piece of business like the one we talked about last night."





"John Bolton," Diana said. "If it's not him, who is it?"





Dan looked around as though someone might be listening. "Careful what you say, Diana. Not so loud."





"His alibi. The kid falling down the stairs. It checks?"





"The kid definitely fell down the stairs. We have no doubt about that. We saw the records. We interviewed the doctors."





"But?"





Dan didn't respond. He just kept his eyes on Diana, waiting for her to make the connection. 



"It wasn't an accident? Is that what you're saying?"





"His daughter died as a teenager. Natural causes it looked like. But the medical examiner found some suspicious bruises on the girl, so they investigated. Bolton pitched a fit, threatened to sue. He said his girl led a vigorous life and was involved in a lot of sports. The medical examiner eventually backed off and closed the case, claiming that there was no evidence of abuse. Draw your own conclusions."





"That doesn't make any sense."





"What doesn't?"





"You know Bolton was at the hospital that night, the night Margie Todd disappeared?"





"Yes."





"So maybe he shoved his kid down the stairs to create an alibi."





"You need to go home."





"What?"





"You need to go home," he said. "You can't be around here, and you can't get yourself churned up in this investigation anymore." Dan took a deep breath and appeared to be thinking about the consequences of what he would say next. "We're going searching today, out there where the Foley girl disappeared. The State Police are pitching in. Theoretically, we're trying to find McMichael, but we hope we can turn something up about her, too. We're going to hit the woods and the back roads, knock on doors and talk to people."





"Do you know more than you're telling me?"





"No. And even if I did, I couldn't share it with you. If I learn anything, I'll call you."





Diana knew she was getting a professional rather than a personal brush-off. Something went together in her head, puzzle pieces locking into place. She snapped her fingers. 



"Bolton didn't do it. He had someone else do it, right? That's why he knew he needed cover the night Margie Todd disappeared. He knew she was going to disappear, and he wanted to make certain he couldn't get caught. So he shoved his kid down the stairs at the right time and spent the evening in the emergency room."





"I can't talk about this with you, Diana. It's official business."





"Let me tag along, while you search."





"No." His voice didn't sound harsh, but she knew he meant it. "You can't go if you're no longer on the force. I said I'd call you when I knew something, and I will." He looked her up and down. "You should go home and sleep. You look worn out."





"I was going to say the same to you. You'll call right away?"





Dan rolled his eyes. "Good-bye, Diana." And he walked inside. 
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Nate Ludwig sometimes felt as though his life were dedicated to patient waiting. As a scholar, his work progressed with the pace of a glacier. Information appeared in dribbles and leaks, and it often took years or decades for new ideas to gain a foothold in the academic community. In his darker moments, he saw his own life, his personal life, in the same light. He imagined that other people—his peers, his colleagues—were rushing headlong through their days, and their lives were marked by a series of highlights that the world recognized and applauded. Successful marriages, the births of children and grandchildren, publications, awards, retirement homes. So many people had it all. His own life, by comparison, felt like a series of stops and starts, missteps and wrong turns, both professional and personal. It seemed as though he'd been waiting for his life to begin since he drew his first breath. 



So being patient wasn't a problem. That's why he didn't mind passing the time in the civilian waiting area of The New Cambridge Police Department. In the past he would have brought his maps and doodles with him, as he did when he found himself in doctor's waiting rooms or at the mechanic's while his oil was being changed. But he didn't think he needed the maps and doodles anymore, the endless speculation about the location of The Pioneer Club. He believed he had found it, and now he was on the brink of a new phase of his life, one he hoped would move faster, a wind at his back and gravity pulling him toward the finish line. He just had to find the right person to talk to, and while he waited for that person, he didn't want to read anything. He crossed his legs and bounced his foot and observed the humanity that came and went through the front door of the police station. 



When he'd arrived two hours earlier, he'd found the station in a bit of a panic. He understood why having listened to the radio in the car on the way into town. A New Cambridge police officer had gone missing the day before, and the authorities were asking for the public's help locating the young man. A virtual kid, from Ludwig's point of view, yet he'd been on the police force for several years while also attending classes at Fields. Ludwig didn't know him, but rather than seeing the developing crisis as a reason to stay away from the police, he saw it instead as validation of the information he possessed, making it all the more crucial that he talk to someone of some importance as soon as possible. 



The first uniformed officer he encountered seemed distracted and skeptical. 



"Can I help you, sir?"





"I have information about an ongoing investigation."





"What would that be, sir?"





"To whom would I speak about an unsolved murder case?"





The cop raised his eyes a little. He looked like a college student as well, with a buzz cut and freshly shaven cheeks. 



"I can take the preliminary information from you, and then you'll speak to one of our senior officers or a detective."





Ludwig shook his head. "Who is the most senior officer in the department?"





The cop looked reluctant to reveal anything. "Sir..." He sounded frustrated. 



"Can you just tell me the name of the most senior member of the force, the person who has been here the longest?"





"That would be Captain Berding."





"How long has he been here?"





"Longer than I've been alive, let's put it that way."





"In New Cambridge?"





"Sir. I have other work to do."





"I'd like to talk to Captain Berding then. I'll only talk to him."





"He's busy, you know."





"I'll wait. And you can tell him I have information about an open murder investigation. Maybe more than one murder. Who knows?"





The cop sighed. "It's your time, I suppose." He nodded in the direction of the waiting area. "Have a seat and I'll tell him you're here."











* * *












Ludwig began to wonder if they had forgotten about him, or if indeed the young cop had ever bothered to tell his captain that someone was waiting to see him. He knew that in the midst of crisis and chaos things fell through the cracks, and on a day like this, he qualified as the human equivalent of loose change falling deep inside the sofa cushions. But they needed to know what he knew, and the longer he sat the more he began to think about this cop who had also gone missing. 



It couldn't just be a coincidence, could it? His academic mind told him that coincidences didn't exist, that if clusters formed, there was causality behind it. Could a local girl and a local cop disappear within a month of each other, and the two events not be related? Especially in a town like New Cambridge, which existed in such close proximity to The Pioneer Club...





A thought began to brew in Ludwig's mind. The longer he sat, the more appealing it became to him. He tried to talk himself out of using it as an option for getting in to see the Captain, but if he was really as convinced about what he knew as he thought he was, did it make sense to leave any arrows in the quiver? Who was he helping by keeping his light under a bushel? If he wanted his life to move fast, if he wanted that wind at his back, he knew what he could say. And he knew if he said it, the wind might turn into a hurricane, but wasn't that really what he wanted? 



He stood up and crossed the waiting area. The same cop saw him approaching, and Ludwig could tell the young man wanted to roll his eyes, but his training managed to stop him. 



"He's awfully busy, sir. He knows you're waiting."





"Does he know that I have information about your missing colleague?"





The young cop's mouth opened partway. His cheeks flushed. 



"You better watch it, sir," he whispered. "That's a sore subject around here."





"Then you'd hate to be the one who had information relating to the case and let it slip through your fingers, wouldn't you?"





The cop studied Ludwig for a moment, as if trying to figure him out, and then he shook his head. 



"You better not be jacking with me."





"I'm not."





"Stay there. Right there. You better be there when I come back."





"I will be."





And Ludwig remained rooted to the spot for the sixty seconds it took the young cop to return and say that Captain Berding would see him now. Right now. 









* * *











The Captain looked impressive with his neatly organized desk and wall of plaques. The American flag in the corner made Ludwig wonder if he needed to snap off a salute. Being in the Captain's office felt like being in the Dean's office as a young, untenured faculty member, one of those conversations that began, "We have some concerns about the trajectory your career is taking..."





Ludwig didn't miss those talks. This one would be different, he felt certain, because he had the information Captain Berding wanted, which gave him a measure of power he'd never had when facing the dean in those early, hungry years of his career. 



"If you have information pertinent to either one of these cases, or any case within my jurisdiction, I'd appreciate it hearing about it Mr. Ludwig—"





"Dr. Ludwig. I teach at the university. It's Dr. Ludwig."





"Okay. Dr. Ludwig. Understandably, time is of the essence here, so if you could get to it."





Ludwig held his index finger in the air. "Right. Have you ever heard of The Pioneer Club?"





Berding looked surprised. He clearly didn't expect the conversation to start off there. "I've heard of them."





"And you know what they did?"





"I've heard some of the stories. I grew up here in New Cambridge. But I'm not sure how this relates."





"Oh, it relates," Ludwig said. "It relates."





"Could you relate it as fast as possible? I have a man missing."





"I'll cut to the chase then. I know where The Pioneer Club used to meet."





Berding looked unimpressed. "And?"





"The location of The Pioneer Club meeting place has been unknown. It's been a closely guarded secret since the founding of this town. I've spent the past decade researching the group and their activities, and I've finally found the spot where they used to meet."





Berding started to speak, but Ludwig kept on going. 



"Do you know the Donahues, a family that lives on land west of town out in Union Township?"





"I know of them."





"The land is currently owned by a Roger Donahue. Do you know of him?"





Berding shrugged. "I've seen him around. He's a guy with a slow leak who lives out on the edge of civilization. Every town has one like him."





"His family has owned that land for close to two hundred years. Roger Donahue might have a slow leak. I don't know. I've never met the man. But his family was quite prominent in the history of this town."





"I believe you," Berding said. "I knew his old man better than the son, now that I think about it. He used to do odd jobs around town. He was a kind of handyman type. No real steady work but always had something to do. He was a little squirrelly but harmless."





"Their ancestors were members of The Pioneer Club. It only makes sense, right? I mean if they met on their land."





"Sure," Berding said, showing a little more interest. "But I'm waiting for the dots to connect."





"You know the stories about what they used to do there, right? The ritualized, sanctioned murder. The punishment of women."





Berding nodded. "I've heard stories."





"When I was out there, on the Donahue land, I found a grave, recently dug, and large enough to hold a human body."





Berding cocked his head slightly. "Did you see a body?"





"No."





"What did you see?"





"I saw a rectangular area of freshly turned earth, approximately five feet long and two feet wide. I also saw a number of footprints to indicate that someone had been there recently."





"Did you see any people?"





"No."





"You just saw this hole in the ground."





"A filled-in hole. Yes."





Berding leaned back in his chair, the springs squeaking against his weight. "You understand why I can't do anything with this, don't you?"





"No. What do you mean?"





"Do you know how many people out in the sticks have holes dug on their property? Holes that look like graves? They bury animals, they dig irrigation lines and put in plumbing. Hell, some of them still bury their garbage and the contents of their slop pots. If I arrested everybody who dug a hole on their property, I'd fill the state prison at Lucasville."





Ludwig hadn't expected to encounter such resistance. He thought he was bringing in the Rosetta Stone, the key to unlocking a series of mysteries that had plagued the town for more years than either man knew. Instead he found himself dealing with an obstinate and small-minded public official, one who was currently displaying the same obtuse nature as the worst of Ludwig's students. 



"This isn't just any land," Ludwig said. "This is land with a connection to The Pioneer Club. And land that is situated within a mile of the place where Jacqueline Foley is presumed to have disappeared. You have an officer missing as well. Let me guess...he was investigating the Foley case when he vanished. Am I right?"





Berding didn't respond. He pursed his lips together and didn't speak. 



"So I am right. That's two disappearances in that area. And a grave. What's it going to take?"





Berding steepled his fingers before his face. Ludwig couldn't see if his expression was changing or not. He leaned to the right, trying to see around the man's hands. 



"Well, Captain?"





"Thank you for your time, Dr. Ludwig. If we need anything else, we'll let you know."





Ludwig wasn't sure what was being said. Was the Captain truly thanking him or dismissing him out of hand? 



"Are you going to act on my information?"





"I'll write up a report on our discussion, as I have to with all potential witnesses, and the report will be added to our files on the Foley and McMichael matters. As I said, if we need anything else, we'll be in contact. I imagine we can find you at the university."





Ludwig leaned forward. He felt like he was in a strange parallel world, one where all the words he spoke fell on deaf ears, leaving him abandoned and alone. 



"Is that it?" he said. "That's all you're going to do?"





"We're doing everything we can. If you don't mind showing yourself out, we have a lot of work to get back to here."















































CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 















































Diana knew she couldn't be patient. She knew that sitting around the apartment waiting for Dan to call or come by would drive her nuts. Too many unpleasant memories. Too many reminders of nights spent waiting for him to call, waiting to find out if it were possible to see him, even for just a few minutes. Adding the anxiety over the missing persons cases to that would be enough to send her crawling out of her skin. 



She jumped in her car and drove north, heading for Vienna Woods and a visit with her mother. At least there she had a chance to be appreciated. If her mother was in a somewhat coherent state, Diana might come face to face with someone who was happy to see her. 









* * *












Diana followed the signs to the second floor. It was quieter up there than on the first floor. Less moaning and wailing from the patients, fewer shouts and grunts from the employees. Diana chalked it up to the wonders of sedation, and the likelihood that the patients on the second floor were in much worse shape than those below. Their fates were closer to being sealed, or at the very least, they were all closer to accepting the hand being dealt. She imagined the third floor looked and sounded like a morgue. 



She stopped at the nurse's station and told them who she was. The nurse at the desk gave Diana what felt like a judgmental once over and asked if she had spoken to her mother's social worker. 



"Maria?"





"Maria doesn't work on the second floor. You have to speak with Deborah. I'll call her. Just have a seat."





Diana waited on a hard plastic chair. She looked up and down the hallway, wondering which room belonged to her mother. She'd stayed away just like they'd asked, but she began to wonder if something had gone wrong and they had failed to inform her. Couldn't be, she decided. It just couldn't be. But then why did she have to check in with yet another social worker if everything remained the same? 



After ten minutes, a woman came down the hall. She wore a long, flowing skirt and, unlike Maria, her long hair hung loose past her shoulders. Bracelets jangled on the woman's wrist as she held out her hand and introduced herself as Deborah, the new caseworker for Diana's mother. 



"I like to talk to the families of the new patients in my care," Deborah said, taking the seat next to Diana. "When's the last time you saw your mother?"





"It's been close to a month," Diana said, trying to fight off the guilt. "I was told that my presence upset her too much."





Deborah nodded, the model of sympathetic understanding. "Sure, sure. Sometimes we suggest that for Alzheimer's patients. It allows them to acclimate to their new surroundings better."





"Is something wrong with my mom?" Diana said. "Something more than what was already wrong?"





Deborah smiled, but it looked strained. "You're going to notice some changes in your mother during this visit, changes that reflect the progression of her illness. It's not that anything is wrong, per se. It's just a further manifestation of the symptoms she already demonstrated. She may not know who you are at all. She may not respond to any outside stimuli. The disease seems to be progressing much more rapidly in your mother's case than is normally expected."





"Is there anything I can do?"





"Just be prepared for these changes and be patient with them."





"Of course," Diana said, forcing a smile of her own. Maria must have briefed Deborah on the difficult daughter, the one who shows up at the hospital and sends the patient spinning out of control. Diana resolved to be the perfect little visitor, the perfect and dutiful daughter. "Can I see her now?"





"Sure. Right this way."











* * *












Deborah left them alone, turning away at the door, her jangling bracelets announcing her departure, leaving Diana alone with her mother who was tucked in her bed and seemingly oblivious. Diana stayed near the door for a moment, as though still deciding whether she wanted to actually enter the room or not. 



Her mother did look different, Deborah was right about that. She looked even older than she had just a month ago, as though the intervening weeks had sapped even more life out of her, leaving an increasingly withered and fragile husk behind in the hospital bed. At some point, the hospital staff had cut her mom's hair short. The resulting mess told Diana that the hospital staff didn't really care if her mom looked like a woman or not. 



Diana approached the bed and gave her mom's arm a gentle squeeze. Her eyes were closed, her breathing steady and regular, but Diana spoke anyway. 



"Mom?"





Her mother didn't stir. 



"Mom? Can you hear me?"





Nothing. This didn't surprise Diana. If they kept her somewhat medicated and dopey down on the first floor, they probably pumped a drugstore into her up here. Diana squeezed onto the edge of the bed so she could sit next to her mom. There was plenty of room given the size of her mom's withering body. Diana took her mom's hand and held it in her own. It felt soft and thin, like well-worn leather. 



"Mom? The police are searching right now, somewhere out in the country. They're searching because of another girl who disappeared, but it's possible, it's possible it could tell them something about Rachel as well. I'm trying not to get my hopes up about that, but I want to let you know that I haven't stopped looking for her. And I'm not going to stop looking for her either. I'm doing it for you because I know you'd want me to find her."





Her mother stirred. She turned her head from side to side, and her eyelids fluttered. 



"Mom? Can you hear me?"





She stopped moving her head. Her eyes came open and locked on Diana. 



"Mom?"





Her mom sat up, her eyes wild. She pulled her hand free and placed it on Diana's shoulder. 



"You have to go there. You have to find her. She's drying up there and blowing away in the wind. You have to go. It has to be you."





"Mom? What do you mean?"





"Go. Go. Go!"





She slumped back against the bed, her eyes closed. Just as quickly as she had sat up and spoken, she was gone again, slipped away. 



"Mom?" Diana took her hand again. "Mom? What did you mean when you said that?"





Diana waited, but nothing else came. 



Then someone touched Diana on the back. She jumped and spun around, dropping her mom's hand. 



"Oh, I'm sorry."





"Jesus."





It was Deborah. Jangly, braceleted Deborah. Diana hadn't heard her approach. 



"I didn't mean to startle you. It's okay."





Diana tried to regulate her breathing and calm down. It took a moment for her heart to stop accelerating. "What do you want?"





"I just wanted to tell you that sometimes they say things that really don't mean anything. It's just nonsense. It comes from someplace deep inside of them, or it comes from the medication. It doesn't mean anything."





"How do you know it doesn't?"





"I guess I don't for sure." Deborah came over to the bed and placed her hand on her mom's forehead, checking her temperature. "These things they say could mean something to someone if we wanted them to."





Diana stood up from the bed and took a deep breath. Her legs felt like they were filled with jelly, and she wanted to get out of the confining hospital room and back to town. Visiting her mother at a time like that had been a mistake. She went out into the hallway and heard her cell phone ring in her purse. Dan's name and number appeared on the caller ID display. He was at work. 



"What happened?" she said. 



"We're back."





He sounded defeated, and Diana sensed something had gone wrong. 



"What happened?" she said again. 



"We found Jason's truck."





The weakness in her legs spread throughout her body. She thought she might fall to the ground. 



"Where?"





"Out in the county, on the way to Lambeau."





"Was he with it?"





"No. It was abandoned. No sign of trouble, just the truck on an empty stretch of road. We looked all over out there, all around the woods where the truck was. Nothing yet, but we'll go back tomorrow."





"No. There had to be something there."





"There wasn't."





Diana moved down the hall to an isolated spot far from her mother's room. She stood in front of a tall casement window covered on the outside by heavy, wrought iron bars that allowed only split and refracted sunlight through the glass. 



"Did you talk to anybody who saw anything?" Diana said. 



Dan paused. "I shouldn't be telling you this." 





"What?"





"We got a tip about a house out there. I got the tip actually. The house belongs to a guy named Roger Donahue. He's harmless, practically retarded. We talked to him and searched the house. We didn't find anything."





"What did the place look like?"





"What do you mean? It's a house and a yard and a lot of trees and woods that went on and on. But he lives several miles from where the truck was found, and he didn't know anything."





Diana stopped listening when Dan said "woods that went on and on." Those words tingled her spine. She closed her eyes and leaned against the grimy window for support. 



"What did the woods look like?"





"Diana, I don't know where you're going with this. They looked like woods. We went into them and looked around and didn't find anything."





"Was there a clearing? A place in the woods where no trees or grass grew? An open space—"





"I'm sure there was. And there were birds and squirrels and rocks, too. The only strange thing was how neat this guy's house looked. For a half-retarded bachelor he keeps his house pretty damn clean."





"How did he seem?"





"Nervous. As nervous as you would be if a swarm of cops came into your house. We checked him, Diana. No record. Not even a traffic ticket. I'm not sure he could steal a pack of gum from a convenience store. It's not him. We had bad information, I guess."





"It might not be him. It might be something else. The place. It might be working through him."





"Where are you, Diana?"





"I stopped to see my mom."





Diana heard a whine of static in the phone line and voices in the background on Dan's end. "I'm sorry there isn't better news about McMichael. I'm still holding out hope there's a reasonable explanation. I don't know what else to think."





"Dan?"





"I have to go, Diana. Jason's story is going to hit the news. I'm sorry."





He cut the connection. Diana flipped her phone closed. 



She looked up the hallway and saw Deborah emerge from her mother's room and wave. 



"She's fine now," Deborah said. "Perfectly fine. You can say good-bye now if you'd like."





Diana didn't move or respond right away. 



"Are you okay?" Deborah said. 



"Fine," Diana said. "I just got some bad news about a friend."





"Oh, I'm sorry."





"It's okay." Diana walked toward the room. "I guess I'll say good-bye."





Diana wasn't sure if she'd ever see her mother again. She wanted to make sure nothing was left unsaid. 













































CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 















































Nate Ludwig was in his office. A stack of student papers stood imposingly on his desk, begging for his attention by its very height. They should have been returned the week before, but he had given his time over to wandering country roads and isolated stretches of woods, searching for The Pioneer Club. Now that he believed he had found the spot, it stood to reason he would find time to catch up on all the neglected work that had piled up on his desk. Not so. Ever since his visit to Captain Berding's office—and its unsuccessful conclusion—Ludwig had found himself more distracted than before. A roiling impatience had taken over his body and mind, so much so that he found any task from his daily life—taking out the garbage, doing laundry, preparing lectures—to be a huge impediment to his real work and calling: the investigation into The Pioneer Club. 



The radio played in the office, as always. Classical music from the campus public station, pointless noise that didn't even register in his brain. But at the top and bottom of each hour as news time approached, his ears perked and honed in on the voice on the radio like a divining rod for water. He thirsted for that news. He needed it. 



A student knocked on the door. Ludwig looked up. He had forgotten he was holding office hours at that time, and the student's appearance seemed momentarily out of context and surprising, like having a long-lost relative show up unexpectedly on the doorstep. 



"Dr. Ludwig?"





He didn't recognize the student. He didn't really recognize any of his students these days. This young man looked like all the rest of them. Ball cap. Baggy shorts and sandals despite the cool weather. 



"Yes?"





"I'm in your Introduction to Folklore class? The one at ten o'clock?"





Ludwig hated this generation's habit of making everything sound like a question, even statements of fact. No wonder they were always so confused. 



"I don't have the papers graded yet. Next week. I've been busy."





"That's cool. I'm not here about that."





"Oh?"





"I wanted to tell you about something. You know how we were talking about all those missing persons cases? And you know how that girl disappeared?"





Ludwig's interest rose exponentially. "Yes, yes."





"Well, my roommate's a cop here in New Cambridge. You know, he's a student and he's a cop. I think he's majoring in criminal justice or something."





"I understand. What's your point?"





"He told me last night that they're searching an area out in the country today. Apparently they think someone out there might know something, so they're going out to check it over."





"Are you kidding? Are you messing with me?"





"No, sir. I thought you'd like to know. I mean, he's not supposed to tell me stuff like that, and I'm not supposed to tell you, but I thought you'd like to know."





"Yes, of course. Thank you." The kid turned to leave, but Ludwig stopped him. "Who are you?"





"Josh Dillon, sir. Junior. Communications major. I sit kind of in the back—"





"That's great, Mr. Dillon. I'll remember. Hell, I'll give you extra credit for this if you'd like."





"Oh, no. That's not necessary. Not really anyway. I just wanted to—"





"Thanks for coming by. Next week on the papers, okay?"





As politely as he could, Ludwig shoved the student out of the office and closed the door behind him. 









* * *












The minutes to the top of the hour ticked away like a slow death. Ludwig stared at the radio, silently urging the broadcast onward, cursing the classical music that began to sound like a fork scraped across a blackboard. 



He looked around for something to distract his attention from the minutes crawling by, but finding nothing, sat back in his chair and waited. Finally, the news came on, and he leaned forward and turned the volume up as high as it would go. 



This is it, he thought. 



The broadcaster started speaking. 



"New Cambridge Police and officers from several jurisdictions, acting on a tip today, executed a search warrant at a private residence in rural Union Township. The authorities believed that evidence relating to the Jacqueline Foley disappearance might be found in the home. But after an extensive search of the grounds and questioning of the home's residents, the police determined that no evidence relating to the investigation into the missing Fields' student was found there. While disappointed at the dead end, Captain Dan Berding expressed optimism that the case would be resolved and soon. 



"And sources inside the police department are reporting a vehicle that may belong to a missing New Cambridge police officer has been found on a rural road..."





"No, no," Ludwig said. "No. Didn't you find the grave? Didn't you stupid, fucking idiots find the grave in the woods?"





He yanked the plug from the wall and picked up the radio. He was about to throw it against the wall when he regained control of himself. 



"Gah!"





He put the radio back down and took several deep breaths. He remembered his own father's temper, and the way the old man went face down into his mashed potatoes one night, dead of a heart attack at age fifty. Ludwig was a scholar, an educated man. He could solve his problems in a better way. 



He straightened his tie and grabbed his coat. He had to go talk to that captain again. 













































CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 















































You have to go. It has to be you. 



Diana drove home, exhausted. She hadn't slept. 



Her mom's words rang in her ears. The words of a sick, crazy woman, living in an institution. Diana hadn't listened to her mother in years, hadn't given her thoughts or words credence since childhood. 



So why start to listen now, as her mother slipped deeper into the darkness of Alzheimer's? 



Simple. At last, Diana believed her mother's words were true. 









* * *












Back in her apartment, Diana found the phone book and looked up the address of the Donahue house. She didn't expect it to be listed, and if it wasn't listed, she didn't know how she'd find it. But the number was there in the directory. A Roger Donahue in Union Township. She committed the address to memory and decided that the fates must be on her side. 



Or were they working against her, pushing her toward some twisted goal, one with an unpleasant end for Diana? She told herself she didn't care. Better to have an end to all of it, pleasant or not. In fact, the notion that it might be pleasant seemed laughable. How could anyone imagine anything good coming of this trip to the woods? 



With that in mind, Diana went to her closet and brought down a shoebox. When she left the force, she purchased her service weapon, a Glock 22. She hadn't taken it out of the box since. No time like the present, she thought, and slipped it and its holster onto her belt. She also brought out a canister of pepper spray for good measure, and even as she did, she wondered what good these weapons would be against the visions that were haunting her. If it were that simple, she would have taken the box down several months ago. But where would she have aimed it? At her own head? Into her own mind? 



Diana pushed the disturbing thought out and considered the possibilities before her. She could go to the Donahue property now, in the wake of the police search, and possibly encounter the agitated and harassed landowner, someone who might be a killer, or short of that, someone who might be pissed off enough at the invasion of their privacy to call the police on her, which would bring an end to any hope of finding anything on that land. 



Or she could go later, when the sun was going down, making it easy to slip into the property undetected. 



Diana shivered at the idea, and for a brief moment, considered letting it all go. But she couldn't. She knew she just couldn't, so she paced the floor, waiting for nightfall. 









* * *











Before Diana left that evening, she called Vienna Woods and asked to speak with Deborah. She didn't think the jangling social worker would still be on duty since it was just after six o'clock, but the woman quickly came on the line, her voice full of a mixture of good cheer and healthy concern. 



"Is there any way for me to speak to my mom?" Diana said. 



"Oh. Well, we don't have phones in the room. And she's asleep now anyway. They give them a round of medication after dinner, and it usually knocks them out. Is there something I can help with? Would you like me to pass a message on?"





"No, it's okay." Diana thought about hanging up but stopped herself. "Just tell her I was thinking of her."





"Will do, dear. Will do. And are you sure you're okay?"





Diana didn't know how to answer that question, so she didn't. 



"Have a good night, Deborah."





Diana took a last look around the apartment, then stepped out into the cool evening, heading for her car. 









* * *












On the way to the Donahue address, with the night falling down around her, Diana took a slight detour. She found County Road 600, the presumed sight of Jacqueline Foley's abduction. She cruised the empty, quiet road, her headlights catching a portion of the fencing and fields that stretched out into the darkness. She went nearly half a mile before she came across the impromptu shrine that had been erected in the Foley girl's honor. Diana pulled to the side of the road, allowing her headlights to illuminate the scene. It looked just like the roadside memorials people erected in honor of those who died in car accidents. There was a crude wooden cross, a collection of notes, a votive candle long burned out, and a small teddy bear holding a silky, red heart. Diana didn't get out of the car right away but studied the shrine from inside. 



Then she took a small notebook and pen from the glove compartment and wrote a short note. She pushed the driver's door open and carried the paper over to the shrine. She laid it down among all the others, leaving it face up so anyone coming by could see if they cared to. It said, Off to find the girl in the woods. DG. If I don't come back, remember us all. Rachel, Janet, Margie, Jason, Jackie.





When she returned to the car and dropped it into gear, the pain began at the base of her skull. It slowly spread up the back of her head. 



"No," she said. 



It's starting...





Just as quickly as it began, the pain subsided. Diana felt a momentary relief, but then she understood. 



It was giving her just a taste, just a warning. 



She knew she was getting closer. 









* * *












She stopped her car at the end of the long driveway to the Donahue house and cut the lights. The driveway sliced through a thick stand of trees so she doubted anyone inside the house could have seen the car as she pulled up. 



Did it matter anyway? 



She touched the gun nestled against her hip for reassurance, and for just a moment, found a small measure of it. It was possible her former colleagues were correct. They had searched the place and interviewed the owner and found nothing. Searches led to nothing all the time, and if the perpetrator of the crime lived somewhere out in the large rural area around New Cambridge, then he could be living in any one of hundreds of houses. Why did she think this was the place? 



Because her head had started to hurt again, a more intense pain. It felt as though the plates of her skull were being slowly pried apart, and Diana's eyes watered from the pressure. She gritted her teeth and tried to ride it out. In a moment, a long moment of agony, the pain passed again, leaving her taking deep breaths like a woman in the throes of labor. When her vision cleared, she placed her hand on the door handle. She needed to go before the pain started again. 



She pushed the door open. 









* * *












The house came in sight, a small, nondescript, two-story Cape Cod, the kind that littered the landscape of Union Township. Night birds called in the trees as Diana moved closer. No lights burned in the windows, and the house's shabby condition and slightly overgrown yard made it appear abandoned. But Diana knew it had just been searched earlier that day. 



She swallowed hard and forced herself to go on. 



She didn't really have a plan. She just wanted to see the place first, get a feel for it and the landscape. She believed a plan would present itself once she arrived and to prepare in advance might only provide a false sense of security. 



The house sat on an average-sized plot of land that had been clear-cut out of the surrounding woods many years ago. Diana stuck close to the trees, her body in the shadows as she approached the house. She moved parallel to the long, gravel driveway, and as she came even with the side of the house, the pain returned. This time it was so intense, it buckled her knees and brought her to the ground. Blackness encroached from the edge of her vision. 



"No. No."





She fell to all fours...





...she saw the Donahue house again, and then she saw behind it. A garage, a storage shed, and farther along, a stand of trees. She saw an opening there, a path...





She knew it led to the clearing...











* * *












She didn't know how long she'd been out. The sky looked darker, and the moon was peeking above the tree line, a fat rising disc accompanied by a speckling of stars. Diana lay in the grass, her joints aching. She felt cold, her body jolted by shivers. 



She looked around. The house—the real house and not a vision—stood there, still dark. She hugged her arms around herself. She thought of the heat blasting in her car, the ticking of the radiator in her apartment. No one had seen her, no one knew where she was. She could turn and go, start the new life she needed. 



Because that had worked so well before. 



These things kept following her. Better to be the one in control, take the fight to it rather than being the one always pursued. 



She pushed herself to her feet and kept walking. 



Behind the house, she saw the garage just as it appeared in the vision. Beyond that, the trees and the entrance to the path. Her heart pounded. She looked back at the house. It remained quiet and dark. She turned to the path, took a deep breath, and entered it. 













































CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 















































That night, Nate Ludwig didn't have to wait as long to see Captain Berding as he had the first day. He gave his name at the front desk, this time to a different officer who seemed less efficient and more world-weary than the last, and within two minutes he was being escorted back to the captain's office where Berding waited for him. Berding looked tense. His jaw was clenched, and his body appeared ready to uncoil and leap across the desk. Ludwig understood. He had spent the afternoon in a mindless faculty senate meeting and then was detained by his department chair who wanted to talk about the composition of a search committee to hire a new Shakespeare scholar. Ludwig went through the motions of his day, but inside he wanted to scream. 



"Close the door," Berding said. 



Ludwig did, but before he could sit down, Berding spoke. 



"I know you're disappointed in the search," he said. 



"I am. Surprised, too."





"I feel the same way. I was just about to call you."





"You were?"





Berding nodded. He clenched and unclenched the fist that rested on his desk. 



"Are you free right now?" Berding said. 



"Right now, this is all I have in my life."





Berding stood up and grabbed his hat. 



"Good. I want you to take me to that grave."
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Diana moved through the darkened woods. Her eyes slowly adjusted, but she still only saw indistinct shapes and fuzzy outlines. She kept her eyes down, watching the path, fearing that if she lost sight of it she might never find her way back out. 



I should have brought a flashlight. Why did I bring everything but a flashlight? 



Something told her it didn't matter. She'd find the place she was looking for whether she could see it with her eyes or not. Something would guide her there, draw her like a magnet to steel. And that's what she felt as she moved through the woods. She no longer controlled her own destiny, and she hadn't for many months, maybe even years. She looked back over a series of events and saw how they all lined up to guide her to this place, this moment. Leaving home. Institutionalizing her mother. Coming to New Cambridge. Joining and leaving the force. Meeting Dan. And then Kay Todd. 



It had to be leading her to Rachel. There could be no other answer. 



The night had grown silent around her. The wind was still, the branches above and around her frozen in place. Her foot landed on a small branch, and its crack in the darkness sounded like a cannon burst. Diana's heart rate remained steady, her breathing calm. She had accepted this as her fate, as the place she needed to be, and her acceptance brought her a measure of peace. Here at last something would be decided. One way or another, she'd know something. Either these visions meant something and led to something greater, or it was a giant cosmic joke, one that she could laugh about all the way to the second floor room she'd soon be sharing with her mother. 



But Diana doubted it was a joke. 



Ahead, she saw a break in the trees. She hesitated. 



It suddenly seemed familiar to Diana, as though she had been to this place and seen it before. The images flooded back. The clearing in the woods...the tall trees...the moonlit night...the dark, rich earth and the secrets it held... She had been here in her visions. 



She rushed forward to the edge of the clearing, pausing at the trees and rocks that lined its edge, creating a natural barrier from the rest of the woods. 



"This is it," she said. "This is it."





She fell to her knees, crying. 













































CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 















































Roger had stayed in the house since the police had left. He was tired and hungry, but he didn't eat. He didn't feel like doing anything. His body felt empty, used up and worn out. 



He missed the girl. Even though he'd had to kill her, and even though he knew she really didn't like him and probably never would, he missed her. Without her there, without her presence, the house felt terribly empty and sad. It reminded him of the days after his mother died, days when he and his dad stumbled from room to room, not speaking, avoiding each other's eyes. They didn't know what to do to keep the place going. They ate soup from cans and cried in front of the television. 



That's how Roger felt now, except worse. 



Back then, he at least had his dad. And eventually he had a wife. Now, he had nothing to look forward to. He wouldn't be able to take another wife, and the police might very well come back. He had covered up everything for now. He had cleaned the blood and brains and bits of skull from the bedroom. He had managed to slap on two coats of paint to hide the evidence. But he didn't think it would last. They'd find the cop's truck and they'd find his prints on it and they'd come back. Most definitely, they'd come back. 



He sat in the house, in the dark, like a scared little kid. 



But after a while, the clearing started talking to him. 



He felt the stirring of his member. His mouth went dry. 



Someone was there, it told him. Someone was in the clearing. 













































CHAPTER FORTY 















































Ludwig told Berding to stop his car on Connors Bend Road near its intersection with County Road 600. He couldn't be certain about the location since it was now dark and every acre of the landscape out there looked like every other acre. But he felt reasonably certain. He thought he recognized the contour of the fields, the distance to the trees. 



"Here?" Berding said. 



"I think so."





"You think or you know?"





"This is it," Ludwig said, trying to sound brave and certain. How else could he convince a cop of anything? 



"So we just get out and walk?"





"There's no road through the woods."





They both stepped out of the car. Ludwig had brought a heavier coat, and he zipped it up. He stuffed his hands in his pockets. 



"Just stay close to me," Berding said. "We're trespassing, and if we get caught, it's not going to look good for either one of us. I'm technically out of my jurisdiction."





"Worse for you than me, I'd imagine. I'll let you do the talking."





Berding nodded. "If there's any shooting, stay behind me. Okay?"





"You don't have to tell me twice about that."





"Okay. Let's go."















































CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 















































Diana raised her head and looked around. Tears blurred her vision. She wiped them away with the palms of her hands. 



When she could see again, she looked around the clearing. She saw two areas of disturbed earth close to her. One of them looked freshly dug. 



Graves. 



"Rachel."





Diana went to the closest one, the freshest one, and sank her hands into the rich earth. She started digging. The ground gave way easily, just as it had in her visions. She moved great handfuls with ease. 



"Rachel. I'm sorry. My sweet, baby sister, I'm so sorry. I'm coming for you. I'm coming. I didn't give up on you. I didn't give up."





Diana worked through the top layer of soil. She touched something that wasn't dirt or rock or root. Something fabric. She dug with more urgency, taking great scoopfuls of soil in the crooks of her arms and shoveling it aside as fast as it would go. Dirt covered her to her shoulders and began to adhere to her sweating face. But she kept going. 



Soon, a portion of the body was revealed. Diana kept digging, exposing more. She saw the legs, the torso. The hands of a young woman. 



"No, no."





Diana moved to the far end of the grave and worked to expose the face. She first saw the neck and the bloody gash, the apparent cause of the woman's death. She worked more and the face came clear, like a slow-to-develop Polaroid. 



It wasn't Rachel, but the face of another young woman. The dark and the dirt made it difficult to see. Diana studied the features, the long brown hair, the nearly perfect nose. She'd seen the face before. 



Then it clicked. 



Jacqueline Foley, the missing Fields' student. 













































CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 















































Roger stormed down the path in the dark. It felt as though an invisible rope had been tied around his waist, and something in the clearing was tugging it, supplying an increasing amount of tension that dragged him in that direction. He couldn't have stopped if he wanted to, and he didn't want to. He wanted to see who was there. 



When he first reached the clearing, he didn't see anything or anybody, and he thought maybe he'd been wrong. But the clearing had never been wrong. 



Something scuttled in the dirt. Roger looked down, thinking it was an animal. 



It was a girl, a girl digging up the graves. 













































CHAPTER FORTY-THREE





















































The man stood at the edge of the clearing. He was huge and hulking, but his face looked confused, and he resembled an overgrown child. 



"What are you doing?" he said. 



Diana was still on the ground, kneeling over the Foley girl's grave. 



"I'm looking for my sister."





"Your sister?" The man looked confused. He pointed at the Foley girl. "Is she your sister?"





"No. My sister's name is Rachel. She disappeared five years ago. She was fifteen. Do you know her?"





The man still looked confused. "I didn't mean to kill that girl."





"Who? Rachel? Did you hurt Rachel?"





"That girl right there." He pointed again. It was difficult to see in the dark, but it appeared as though the man were starting to cry. He sniffled and wiped at his face with his giant hands. "I didn't mean to hurt her. I didn't want to. They were going to come and take me away and send me to jail. The cop came and I didn't mean to kill him, but he wanted to take the girl away, and then I knew he would take me."





Diana looked around and saw another grave on the far side of the clearing. Jason?





"You killed a police officer?"





"The clearing told me I had to."





His words gave Diana a chill. She wasn't the only one to be drawn by the place. It really did send out messages, except in his case, the messages led to deaths. 



Diana stood up. She reached for and brought out the Glock. 



"I used to be a police officer. You're going to have to talk to somebody about all this. You're going to have to answer for this. Put your hands on top of your head"





"No..."





"Put them up."





"No."





"Yes. If you need help, you'll get it. But we have to get out of here. Put your hands on top of your head now and turn around."





The man slowly did as he had been told. He brought his thick hands up and rested them on top of his head. While he did so, Diana reached into her coat pocket with her free hand and took out her cell phone. She flipped it open and scrolled to Dan's number with her thumb. She hit send, but before she could speak, the pain came back, an explosion in her skull. It knocked the air out of her, and she fell to her knees, dropping the phone. 



"No!"





Her vision clouded and everything went dark. 













































CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 





















































"Are we almost there?" Dan said. 



To Ludwig, every tree and square foot of ground looked the same. He could have been tromping through the woods in Maine or California for all he knew. He was beginning to doubt himself. 



"I'm not sure," he said. "To be honest, when I got close the last time, I felt something, a surge of adrenaline. Something I couldn't really explain logically, I suppose, but it came from the clearing and worked through me."





"Are you feeling that now?"





"No."





"So maybe we're in the wrong place?"





"I don't know..."





Berding's cell phone rang. He muttered a curse and dug into his pocket. While he fumbled with the device, Ludwig looked around more. Maybe they were in the wrong place. Maybe he'd screwed up. 



"Diana?" Berding said. "Diana? Where are you? Diana?"





Ludwig waited. The Captain hit the send button, trying to return the call. He waited and waited. 



"Nothing," he said. He tried again. 



"You might not get a signal out here."





"But it rang once. And I'm getting her voicemail when I call back. Unless..."





"Unless the caller knows we're here," Ludwig said. 



Berding sprang forward in a run, and Ludwig hustled to not be left behind. 









* * *












Roger watched the girl writhe on the ground. Something was wrong with her. He still had his hands on his head, but he realized now he had his chance. The pressure grew inside him. He felt like he was going to burst. The girl lay helpless before him. He knew he had to take care of her just as he had taken care of the others. He knew the clearing wanted that. 



He went to the girl, arms outstretched. 









* * *












Diana came back to herself with a great weight pressing on her chest. Something scrambled at her pants and around her throat. Hands. Large, fumbling hands. 



She knew it was the man in the clearing. She felt his body press against her, chest to chest, groin to groin. He was full and erect and trying to get her pants open. He must have done this to Jacqueline Foley. He could have done it to so many others. 



Diana couldn't push him off. He was too big, and his hot breath blew on her neck like a grizzly bear's. She didn't have the gun anymore. 



She reached for her left jacket pocket. Her arm had limited range of motion because of his weight, which pinned the arm to the ground. She moved her wrist and fingers. She could just touch the edge of her pocket and feel the fabric. 



The man pushed harder. He undid the button on her jeans and worked on her fly. 



The tips of her fingers brushed the canister of pepper spray. She stretched the fingers, wiggled them. She couldn't get a grip on it. He tugged on her fly and brought it down. His other hand applied greater pressure to her throat. 



Diana knew time was short. She made a quick, jerking motion to the left. The pepper spray fell out and brushed against her hand. She missed it. Her hand scrambled in the dirt. 



The man worked the zipper open and pulled on her pants. He worked them down a little, but as he moved to do that, he granted her a greater range of motion. She reached and touched the pepper spray. She wrapped two fingers around it and moved it. She tucked it into her palm and raised it in the air. 



She didn't have time to aim. She might be firing it into her own face. She didn't care. 



She depressed the button with her thumb and fired a stream of the liquid. It hit the man flush in the eyes. 



He screamed and rolled off of her. He rolled into the Foley girl's grave and landed on top of her. 



Diana rolled in the other direction. She started to run out of the clearing, but saw two figures approaching her. One of them had a gun. She stopped and scrambled back, searching on the ground for her own weapon. 



"Diana! Diana!"





She recognized the voice. 



Dan? 



"Diana, are you okay?"





He held his gun on the man on the ground, who was still in the grave with his hands over his eyes, howling in pain. 



"Diana?"





"I'm okay," she said. "I'm okay."





"What's going on here?" Dan said. 



Diana took a deep breath. She didn't recognize the man with Dan. She didn't really care. At the moment, she hoped it was all over. 



"This is a crime scene, Dan. That's the Foley girl's body right there."















































CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 















































Diana waited in the back of a cruiser in the driveway of the Donahue house while the crime scene was processed. Given the size of the scene and its remote location, it took most of the night. But she stayed awake in the back of the car. She wanted to know what was happening and didn't trust herself to sleep there, so close to the clearing. 



Near daybreak, Dan came out to check on her. He slipped into the back of the cruiser, a paper cup of coffee in his hand. 



"Well?" Diana said. 



He shook his head. "We haven't found what you're looking for," he said. "It's the Foley girl. And Jason. And a body that might be Margaret Todd. The coroner says it looks like she's been dead about a month, but she could be about the right age. There's no obvious sign of trauma."





"Shit."





"Her mom's sending the dental records. She still has them after all these years."





"That doesn't surprise me."





"They should have the ID done in a few hours."





"I'd like to be the one to tell Mrs. Todd."





"Sure. You can come along. But there's no guarantee—"





"Dan, it's her. I know it's her."





Dan didn't contradict her, and she took his silence as a form of agreement. "We're still looking and will be for a while, so there's still a chance. We've found remains that go back a long way, maybe a hundred years. Doctor Ludwig says this doesn't surprise him at all. He's been researching the area for a long time."





"He's already asked to interview me for his book," Diana said. "Are you going to deputize him?"





Dan smiled, but it was forced. She understood that the weight of the night's revelations—especially if Margie Todd's body really did rest in that grave—would come down on him like the sun and the moon and stars. She only wished she could help him more. 



"What do you think this place is?" Dan said. "What does it do to people?"





"It draws them here," Diana said. "It gets them to do things they might not ordinarily do."





"It turned this Donahue guy into a killer. He seems harmless enough away from there, but something changed him in that clearing."





"It changed me, too," Diana said. 



"How?"





"Remember how you said I spend too much time on the sidelines? That it was easy for me to sit back and judge others without really putting myself out there? Remember?"





Dan smiled a little. "Do you remember any of the good things I said to you?"





"That was a good thing," Diana said. "You were right. I wasn't involved...with anything. In some way, this place got me to do that. I don't know if that was its intent, but it worked."





"You know, we're going to be looking out here for a long time," he said. "We might find something about Rachel."





"I doubt it. But it doesn't really matter."





"Why's that?"





"I don't know. Maybe I wasn't brought out here to find Rachel. Maybe I'm not meant to do that. Maybe I was just meant to stop this. Tonight. Maybe that's enough."





Dan looked thoughtful. "Do you believe that?"





Diana looked out the window of the cruiser where the horizon was just lightening. 



"I'm working on it, Dan. I'm working on it."















































CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 















































At noon that day, Diana drove to Kay Todd's trailer with Dan. They hadn't called in advance, but when they pulled to the front of the small, pathetic looking trailer, Kay was standing at the door, a cigarette in her hand. When she saw them, she started shaking her head. 



"It might be best for me to stay in the car," Dan said. 



"I think you're right."





Diana went up the steps and pulled the screen door open. 



"No," Kay said, backing away from Diana and into the trailer. "Don't you dare show up here and tell me my baby's dead. Don't you dare do it. Goddamn you."





She collapsed to the floor, sobbing. 



"It's not true," Kay said. "It's not true."





She beat at the floor with her withered fist. 



Diana walked over and sat on the floor next to her. Kay tried to push her away, but Diana held on. 



"No," she said, her voice growing quiet. "No."





"I'm sorry, Kay. I'm so sorry."





Kay leaned on Diana's shoulder and cried and cried. 



When Kay calmed down, Diana helped her to the couch. Diana went to the kitchen and brought Kay a glass of water, which she drank down quickly. When the water was gone, Kay lit a cigarette. Diana studied Kay in profile. She looked thinner. Her skin had a gray pallor. While Kay smoked, Diana told her of the events of the last twenty-four hours, as well as everything they had found on the Donahue property. Kay didn't speak or ask questions. She listened, lighting cigarette after cigarette while Diana talked. 



"That creature had my baby in his house all these years," Kay said finally. 



"Yes."





"How did he do that? Why didn't she get away?"





"There's evidence he tied the girls up for some of the time. There's also the idea that Margie suffered from Stockholm Syndrome."





"What?"





"It means someone who is held captive begins to identify with their captor. They feel safer with them than out in the world. Like Patty Hearst or Elizabeth Smart."





Kay made a dismissive gesture with her hand. 



"Bullshit," she said. "It sounds like something some shrink made up."





"It is."





"How did she die?" Kay said. "How did he kill her?"





"We're not sure," Diana said. "They'll do an autopsy. There's really no way to know, but the guy, Roger Donahue, kept saying that he didn't kill Margie. He said she got sick and died. It's possible, Kay."





"I guess it doesn't matter, does it?"





"I guess not, but they arrested John Bolton."





Kay perked up, her face becoming animated for the first time that day. "What for?"





"Being an accessory to Margie's kidnapping. Roger Donahue says Bolton arranged for him to grab Margie off the street the night she disappeared. He told him where she lived, how to do it. Apparently Bolton told Donahue to tell her that Bolton wanted to see her. That's how he was able to get Margie in the car."





Kay stared straight ahead. Her eyes didn't appear to be focused on anything in the room. "She fell for that?" she said. "Dumb girl."





"We've all fallen for stuff, Kay."





"What is Bolton saying?"





"He's claiming his wife put Donahue up to grabbing Margie. She'd found out about his affair with Margie and wanted to get rid of her. He says he didn't know anything about it."





"Do you believe that?" Kay said. 



"I wouldn't believe anything the guy said."





"Me either."





"It's even possible Bolton pushed his own child down a flight of stairs the night Margie disappeared, his attempt to create an alibi. That's how he ended up at the hospital that night." Diana sighed. She felt tired. "We may never know everything."





Kay leaned back against the couch, her eyes still red and watery. 



"Kay?"





The old woman nodded. "I know. You're here to collect on what I promised."





"I am."





She put her cigarette out and coughed. "I may have misled you just a little bit when I told you I knew something. I may have overstated things to try to get you on my side."





"I figured that, Kay. But you do know something, right?"





"I do."





"Fine. I don't have anywhere to be."





"About three years ago, I started keeping company with this guy named Jim Potts. I've dated my share of men since my husband died. I brought them around when I shouldn't have. Let them stay over when I shouldn't have. I'm not perfect, honey, I know. 



"Jim Potts liked to drink. And when he drank he talked. He told me all kinds of things, things I really didn't want to know. He scared me to be perfectly honest, but I guess being alone scared me more. He never got violent with me, but he'd threaten me, you know? He'd talk about doing things to me, and he'd talk about things he'd done to other women. I guess it made him feel more like a man. 



"One night, he was drinking, and he told me about this girl he'd picked up in a convenience store. He said he was up near Westwood—that's where you're from, right?—and he was driving through, out on the 901 Bypass. He stopped to get cigarettes or something, and he saw this girl. He said she was the most beautiful young thing he had ever seen. Blonde hair. Petite. Worldly and innocent at the same time, he said. Does that sound like it might be your sister?"





Diana swallowed hard. "Go on."





"Jim said the girl looked like she'd been crying, and he asked her what was wrong. And she just said she needed a ride to Columbus. She said she needed to get out of town and get away. Jim, of course, was more than willing to help a pretty face in distress. He always was apparently. He said she could come along. And the girl agreed. Jim lived in Columbus back then. He grew up there. When they got to Columbus, the girl went to his place with him and ended up spending the night. They drank together and whatnot. I'm sure you can imagine."





Diana wanted to put her hands over her ears. She didn't want to hear. 



"She stayed with him for awhile. Two weeks or so, I think. Jim had quite a collection of CDs. Country mostly. He was a good old boy. That girl went through his CDs like they were jewels, and she picked one out and played it over and over again. The same song. He said she must have played it a hundred times. She'd just sit there on the floor and sing along a little, real quiet. You can guess which song this was."





Diana nodded. 



"Jim asked her why she liked that song so much, and she wouldn't say. He figured it reminded her of somebody, somebody special. Songs like that do, you know? After a couple of weeks of her living there with him, she left. They were out driving one day in heavy traffic, somewhere near the university. He came to a light, and that girl put her hand on the door and stepped out of the car, just like she had somewhere to go. He called after her, but with the traffic and everything, he couldn't do much. It was around five o'clock, and she just blended into the crowds of students and other people. She was gone, just like that."





"What made you remember this story?"





"It was the way Jim talked about the girl, like there was something special about her. Jim never got sentimental about any women or girls, but he said he thought this girl needed help, that she was running away, and if he had it to do all over again, he would have jumped out of that car and tracked her down, just to make sure she was all right. But he didn't, and I could tell it bothered him, really bothered him. And nothing like that bothered Jim. You see I thought he was going to tell me another one of his crazy stories about being with two women at once or getting together with some broad in a truck stop, but instead he really felt bad for the girl he met that night. He didn't have any kids of his own, and he felt responsible for her in some way. And I thought about Margie, of course, and I wondered if maybe Margie had met someone like that and was maybe okay. And if I could just talk to that person who saw her last, it would be okay for me. 



"He also told me that the girl said her name was Rachel. He only knew her first name. Rachel. Sometimes I get on the internet at the library—the librarians show me how to work it—and look at missing persons cases around here, and I came across your site. I remembered that story, and I used it to get you. I'm sorry. I didn't know what else to do. The truth is I didn't even know if that was your sister when I first met you. I threw that 'Rhinestone Cowboy' thing out and hoped for the best. I was right, of course. That's when I knew Jim Potts had seen your sister, and she was still alive two weeks after she left your house."





"Where is Jim Potts now?" Diana said. 



"He's gone, honey. He died last year. He was riding his Harley and had a heart attack and went right off the road into a creek. Dead before he hit the water."





"What about the flowers? Did you send them?"





"I did, honey. And I'm sorry I lied about that. I just wanted to get you going. I don't have much time left. This had to happen fast. And it did. You did so well for me. Don't be mad. I wanted to find out about my Margie. I would have done anything. You understand, don't you?"





Diana looked Kay Todd in the eye and hoped once again that she wasn't staring at her future self. But how could she know where her life would take her? How could anyone know? 



"I do," Diana said. "I do."











* * *












Back in the car, Dan asked Diana if she were okay. 



"I'm doing all right."





Dan sighed. "We'll have to come back and get a statement from her at some point, but I figured it would be best to send someone else. I have a feeling she'd scratch my eyes out about now. And I couldn't blame her."





"She has a lot to process right now. She'll never get over it."





"I'm not sure I will either," Dan said. "I know I was a rookie and everything, but I could have done more. I should have done more."





"Maybe when we fuck up like that we're not meant to get over it. Maybe guilt's a good thing."





Dan started the car, but they didn't drive off. "Yeah. You're right."





"Trust me, I'm an expert."





A silence settled over the car. Diana continued to stare at the dumpy trailer. It took a minute for her to realize Dan was watching her, trying to read her thoughts. 



"What else, Diana?" he said. 



"She told me something about my sister, about Rachel."





Dan didn't speak, but she knew he was listening. 



"She knew a guy who saw Rachel after she disappeared, a guy Rachel stayed with." Diana related the details of Kay's story to Dan. To his credit, Dan didn't interrupt or voice any skepticism. He listened intently, as though he knew how much rode on the information Diana passed along to him. "Jim Potts," she said at the end. "James Potts, I guess. She said he's dead, but you should check him out anyway."





"We will. I will. We'll get the word out. We'll send it through the whole state, the whole country. This is real hope, Diana. She lived past that first night, the first forty-eight hours, right?"





Diana felt empty. She tried to summon a sense of optimism, but couldn't. "If she's still out there... maybe she's not meant to come back. I found one girl in the woods. Maybe that's enough."





"I don't know," Dan said. "Are you ready to go home?"





"My car's at the station. I have one more stop to make."





















































CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 















































Despite his lack of sleep, despite spending the entire night awake at a crime scene in the middle of nowhere, Nate Ludwig entered his Intro to Folklore class feeling energized. He had nothing prepared for the students and planned to just dismiss them after a few minutes, perhaps throwing in a perfunctory extra reading assignment to keep them honest. He had more important things to think about now. He had started writing down notes, recalling with as much detail as possible the events he had witnessed out at the Donahue place. He wanted to get back to that, his real work, while it remained fresh in his mind. 



As he walked to the podium, something unusual happened. His students broke into a round of applause. He assumed they intended it sarcastically, but after a few moments, he saw they were sincere. Something had changed. 



He motioned for them to be quiet. 



"What is this all about?" he said. "Did you finally realize how extraordinary I am?"





"Dude, you're all over the news."





"You saved that woman's life."





"Are you going to tell us about it? You found it. That Pioneer Group thing."





He felt a smile spread across his face. 



"Well, I was going to let you out early today. But if you're really eager for details, I don't mind talking about myself a little bit." 





The students cheered again, egging him on. He drank in the attention. 



"Well." He cleared his throat. "The clearing on the Donahue farm is a haunted place, a locus of evil if you will. What brought it into existence? I'm not sure I can say conclusively. My own research, as well as the research of colleagues of mine, indicates that such places occur in the folklore of almost every town or city, dating back to the founding of this country. And they also exist in Europe, Asia, South America..."





Several hands were already raised. He'd never seem them so engaged so quickly. 



"Yes?" he said, pointing at one. 



"Did you see the killer?"





"Did I...yes, I did see him."





"Up close?"





"Yes, rather close."





"What's he like? Is he crazy?"





"Actually, he seemed a little sad and pathetic."





"Did you see the bodies?"





"I'm not sure it's appropriate to say."





"Did it smell?"





Ludwig paused. He saw what was happening. 



"Are you only interested in the prurient details?" he said. 



They didn't respond. They didn't know what prurient meant. 



"I mean to say, are you only interested in the gory stuff, the kinds of things you'd see on some lousy cop show?"





The students nodded and cheered some more. They did want to hear the seamier side of things, not the folklore, the research, the history and human drama that had unfolded in that clearing. 



"I have some other work to do today," he said. "And I'm tired. Why don't we resume our work with the next class?"





They didn't seem that disappointed after all. They quickly gathered their things and left, and so did Ludwig. He had a book to finish after all. 













































CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 









































Roger waited in a small, cold room. It had cinder block walls and no windows. He sat at a beat-up wooden table, one covered with scratches and burn marks. He imagined a lot of criminals had sat at this table, waiting for the police and the lawyers to come in and hand down their fates. Now, Roger was one of them. A criminal. A killer. 



But was he? Really? 



He couldn't make up his mind, no matter how long he thought about it. And he'd been thinking all morning. He saw the way the lady cop looked at him in the clearing, something like fear showing on her face and in her eyes. But not just fear. As they cuffed him and led him away, Roger looked back at her, made eye contact with her, and he thought he saw something else. Sympathy? Maybe, he thought. Maybe that. But something more, something much more important. 



Understanding. 



She understood him. She got it. She knew what was happening in the clearing. She had felt it, and when she looked at Roger, she let him know that things weren't as simple as they might initially seem. After all, something had led her to the clearing, some force, some call. Like the invisible cord that drew Roger there, heightening his urges and desires, she had been brought there too. 



The door opened and the captain came in. He carried two cups of coffee, and he set one down in front of Roger. The captain hitched his pants and took the seat on the opposite side of the table. He didn't speak right away. He blew lightly on his coffee, then took a tentative sip, his mouth making a little slurping noise. Roger drank from his own cup. The coffee was hot and black and gave his body a little jolt. He hadn't slept all night. He needed it. 



"Roger," the captain said, "we've got ourselves a mess here."





"Yes, sir."





"I know there are some extenuating circumstances relating to what happened out there on your property. Isn't that right?"





"Sir?"





The Captain smiled. He looked tired, too. "There were some weird things going on."





"Yes, sir."





"But in this county, in our justice system, 'the devil made me do it' doesn't really work as a defense. Do you follow what I'm saying?"





Roger thought about it for a moment. "You're saying no one's going to believe me about the clearing."





"Some people will believe you," the captain said. "Some people already do."





The lady cop, Roger thought. He was right. She believed him. 



"But a few people believing you doesn't help in a court of law."





"Yes, sir."





"I think it would be best if you got out in front of this a little bit," the captain said. "Tell me your story now in the form of an official statement, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, and I'll make a recommendation to the prosecutor that you be treated with a certain amount of care. We'll get you the help you need."





"You mean I'm going to the loony bin."





"It's not like that anymore, Roger. They have pretty nice hospitals where they can help people like you. You might...it's possible they might even let you out someday."





"Will my house still be there?" Roger said. 



The captain shook his head. "It might be best to put that up for sale and be done with it. Or better yet, just forget about that land and that house. They're probably not much good for anything anymore."





It hurt Roger to hear those words. If he didn't have the house, if he didn't have anything to go back to...





But why would he want to be there at all? If he went back now, or even years later, he'd be more alone than ever before. No wife would have anything to do with him. Ever. And he had done awful things out there, even if they weren't completely his fault, he knew they were awful, awful things. He hadn't wanted to do them, and he didn't want to do them again. 



And now the Captain seemed to understand, just a little, and was offering a way out. 



"What do you want me to say?" Roger said. 



"Just tell me what happened," the Captain said. "Starting with Mr. Bolton and Margie Todd."





"Is he going to go to jail, too?"





"We're going to do everything we can to get him there," the captain said. 



That made Roger feel better. He didn't want to be the only one. He didn't want to suffer alone. 



"Okay," Roger said. "One day, Mr. Bolton came to my house..."















































CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 















































Diana ran into Deborah in the hallway outside her mother's room. Deborah wore a big smile and an extra set of bracelets that jangled as she talked. 



"What a treat," she said. "Two days in a row. And you're lucky. We're having a good day today. Your mom's wide awake and alert."





Diana smiled. She didn't have the energy to speak, and she knew if she stayed for any length of time, she'd fall asleep in the chair next to her mom's bed. She was so tired that the prospect of giving herself over to sleep didn't worry her. She didn't know if the visions would stop now. She didn't know what the future held. She had no job, no lover, and not much of a life. But she still had a mother. And at least she'd done something to change the lives of others. 



Her mom smiled when she came in. 



"Hi, Mom." Diana moved over to the bed and squeezed her mom's hand. "Do you know who I am, Mom? Do you recognize me?"





Her mom's smile grew wider. "You're my daughter," she said. 



"That's right, Mom. I'm your daughter. And I'll stay as long as you need me."
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