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      Francisca Ellen Walsh, thirty-two-year-old white female—known to everyone as Sissy—was not the kind of woman to fall off the radar and go quiet. She was a devoted daughter to Margaret and a very attentive young mother to two-year-old precocious Hayley. She never called in sick to work and was rarely late. For all accounts that could be found, Sissy had a reputation of being a good, responsible person.

      Usually these were the kind of answers that were given at the beginning of an investigation of a missing person, yet Deputy Taylor Gray already knew all this because Sissy was more than a name on a report beside the date, May twenty-fifth.

      She was Taylor’s friend.

      “When was the last time someone went by her condo to see if her car was there?”

      “An hour ago. Oh gosh, I should’ve never agreed to her getting her own place,” Margaret said as she twisted a paper towel in her hands.

      “Calm down, Ms. Margaret. Do you need your heart medicine?”

      “No—I don’t need a tablet under my tongue. I need to know where my daughter is. It’s dark out there.”

      Taylor touched her arm reassuringly. “Okay, Miss Margaret. I need to know every detail you can remember from the last time you talked to her.”

      She hadn’t known that Sissy had moved out. While she was plenty old enough to be on her own, Taylor was surprised that she’d left Margaret. They’d stayed together so long, and Hayley was so attached to her grandmother, it had to have been a tough thing. Maybe between her shifts at the Den, and caring for a toddler by herself, she’d gotten overwhelmed and just needed some alone time. Hopefully that was it and she’d be home soon.

      “I’ve told you, Taylor. She called me yesterday to tell me she was going to the store to get stuff to make a salad to take to Payton’s house for dinner later. She said he was coming to get Hayley after she got back from the store, then she’d bring her home after the dinner.”

      “Do they usually do dinners on Thursdays?”

      “They’re fancy. They do dinner every night. Sit down with special table settings, too. Patricia thinks her ranch is the set of Dallas or something. Sissy goes at least once a week.”

      “What else?” She and Margaret sat at the kitchen table and Hayley, Sissy’s two-year-old, sat on the floor near them, coloring in a Minnie Mouse color book. She’d already asked for her Mommy more than once, and each time it sent Margaret into a nervous flutter.

      “She wanted to know if I needed anything and I said no. I thought she’d call me after she got home from the dinner, but I fell asleep. This morning her phone went to voicemail. I called Payton and he said she never showed. He went by her house this morning and her car wasn’t there. So, he brought Hayley to me so he could go to work.”

      “And how did he seem about the whole thing?” Taylor asked. Normally she wouldn’t start an investigation until the person was gone for twenty-four hours, but this was Sissy.

      “He was worried,” Margaret said. “He said he called Mabel and she said she got a text from Sissy. It said she needed a week off work, and she’d explain later. Payton thinks she took off for some space.”

      “Why would she need space?”

      “He said she broke off the engagement and said they need to go their separate ways.”

      “Hmmm. Interesting,” Taylor said. She had talked to Sissy just a few weeks ago and she’d seemed ecstatic to finally be engaged after dating Payton for three years already. They lived separately, and he was a wonderful dad to Hayley, everyone could see that, but it had taken a while for him to get down on bended knee.

      “That’s what I thought,” Margaret said. “Sissy tells me everything, or at least I thought she did, but she hasn’t said anything about them breaking up or that she needed time away to think. She’d never take off like that without telling me. And she sure wouldn’t leave Hayley. I don’t believe it for a minute.”

      “What are you saying? You think Payton knows something?”

      Margaret shook her head vehemently. “No, no. Payton doesn’t know what’s going on. I believe that much. I don’t know what I think, Taylor. But something isn’t right.”

      “But how did he have Hayley if Sissy didn’t go out there?”

      “He met Sissy at her condo when she got home from the grocery store. It was his night to have Hayley. He was going to keep her that afternoon and when Sissy went over for dinner later, she’d bring Hayley home afterward.”

      “Okay. Payton is the last person to see Sissy, but Mabel is the last one to hear from her, by text. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, and I should’ve known something was up. Sissy always texts me good night. But I thought Hayley was with her and maybe they’d gone to bed early. She’s been working a lot lately. I’ve had Hayley quite a bit in the last two weeks, other than when Payton or his mom had her.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You keep her while Sissy works,” Taylor said. “And you’ve been helping out with Johnny, too. How is that going?”

      “It’s great. He’s a very easy baby and Haylie loves to help entertain him.”

      Taylor smiled. “Well, I know Lucy really appreciates it, Ms. Margaret. But back to Sissy. I’m sure everything is fine, other than maybe whatever it was that caused her to break off the engagement is something she needed to work through on her own. I bet you’ll hear from her before too late tonight.”

      Margaret stared at Hayley playing on the floor. She didn’t look convinced.

      Taylor wouldn’t admit it, but she wasn’t so sure, herself. Margaret was right. Sissy didn’t do stuff like this.

      “Taylor, please. I just can’t sit here and do nothing.”

      “What about if I drive up to the Howe Farms and just get Payton’s story again? Would that make you feel better?”

      As soon as the words were out, she thought about Sam. He’d begged her to come back so they could finish talking, though talking wasn’t what they’d been up to when Margaret’s call interrupted them. Her face flushed as she remembered the feel of his lips on hers, stirring up a hunger in her that had been buried so long she’d thought it was dead. For the first time in a long time, she was excited about her personal life and where those kisses could lead.

      Unfortunately, the weekend holiday plans of a cookout at Sam’s house were canceled. They couldn’t celebrate knowing that Sissy was out there somewhere. Adele would still be flying in, but they wouldn’t be attending any picnics and Sam said he was going to reschedule his dad’s visit, too, for when he could meet Taylor and her family.

      Margaret shrugged. “I don’t know if it will or not. I’m sure he’s told me all he knows. I just want to talk to Sissy.”

      She looked ready to cry and Taylor didn’t want her doing that with Hayley in the room, so she stood abruptly.

      “Wait. Yes, will you just go and see what Payton says? Maybe he’ll tell you something useful.”

      “I’ll go right now. You focus on getting Hayley ready for bed, and I’ll call you as soon as I leave there.”
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        * * *

      

      It was past dark by the time Taylor drove up the winding dirt road towards the sprawling 200-acre ranch owned by Patricia Howe, Payton’s mother. Just from small town news, she knew that Payton had lived there most of his life, other than a few years he’d left to pursue a job in Greenville, then decided he didn’t mind being a peanut farmer after all and moved back.

      Now he was the foreman for the company, and he was also a farrier for other farms and ranches in Hart’s Ridge and a few in surrounding counties.

      Taylor had always heard he was good at his job and people liked him for his quiet and easy ways.

      She didn’t know how he found the time to do anything else considering that Howe Farms was one of the biggest peanut growers in the state of Georgia. She didn’t know how much they produced but she did know that they had more than twenty roadside peanut stands throughout middle Georgia, and their peanuts recently became available in some supermarket chains.

      Hart’s Ridge people were crazy about boiled peanuts, though Taylor wasn’t a big fan, and from what she knew, it was a complicated production. With the craze of gluten-free products that hit the world, peanuts took a front row to most-in -demand-snacks, making once-struggling farmers evolve into business mavens.

      Jo had started working out there when she’d moved back to town, but she never had much to say about her job. Taylor didn’t think her sister had ever mentioned Payton. She talked about Patricia, and how the woman was a force to be reckoned with, and she talked about the animals. Jo had found a love for ranch work at her last job and even though she was only doing farmhand duties and barely scraping by, she didn’t care because she loved what she did.

      Payton had brought on cattle to the ranch in the last few years, but Taylor wasn’t sure exactly what their plans for them were. She knew that he loved horses because Sissy talked often about going out there to ride.

      She remembered when Sissy told her she and Payton were dating. Sissy was over the moon about it because Payton Howe was considered one of the best catches around town. His father was long gone, and his mom still ruled the business, but eventually he’d inherit all of it.

      Through her headlights and the bright reflection of the moon, Taylor could see the lush landscape and the long rows of fencing, with grazing cattle and a few herds of goats gathered here and there, settling in for the night. She thought of Sam and wondered what he was doing, or better yet, what he was thinking about their impromptu make-out session.

      Her cheeks burned as she remembered how it felt to be in his arms. His touch had awakened something in her, but now that she was away from him, she felt embarrassed. Relationships were not something she did well at, as obvious by how long she’d been alone now. Sam didn’t know it quite yet, but she was a train wreck. It was lucky that Margaret had called before they got in too deep.

      Literally.

      Now she had to figure out what to do with that situation, too. If she hadn’t left Diesel there, she could’ve stayed away for a few days or a week. Let things simmer down first. Hindsight always kicked her in the ass.

      As she approached the large ranch house, Taylor could see the sweeping porch and large windows, lamps lit in a few. Hopefully they were still up.

      She parked her cruiser in front of the house and stepped out, taking a deep breath of the cool country air. As she walked towards the front door, she heard a group of cowboys still working with the cattle in the distance. She could hear the faint sounds of their whistles and the barking of a few dogs, signaling the end of the day's work.

      As she approached the front door, Taylor took a moment to compose herself before ringing the bell. She could feel her heart racing as she waited for someone to answer. After a few moments, Patricia opened the door.

      “Can I help you? she asked, eyeing Taylor suspiciously, as though she didn’t know her when they both knew she did.

      “Hi Patricia. I'm Deputy Gray,” she said. “We’ve met before. I'm here to speak with Payton Howe.”

      “What about?”

      “About Sissy. She seems to have fallen off the radar. I’d just like to get a few details from Payton about the last time he talked to her. I’m sure she’s fine but it’ll help settle her mother down.”

      Patricia didn’t look happy to do it, but she let in and led her through the grand foyer.

      Taylor tried to act like she saw such places all the time as she took in the opulence of the interior. The walls were adorned with expensive artwork, and the furniture was all high-end rustic style, leather couches and lush bear skin rugs. Every surface and corner looked professionally staged, without a speck of dust or a piece of clutter anywhere.

      She showed Payton to the large living room where Payton was sitting on a plush leather sofa, then she turned and went down the hall.

      Payton looked up as Taylor entered, his eyes worried. He stood and came to her. “Hi, Taylor.  What brings you here?” he asked, his tone guarded.

      “Hello. I just left Margaret’s house and she asked me to come up and talk to you about Sissy. She’s really concerned,” Taylor said. “Can you tell me the last time you saw her?”

      “Can I get you anything to drink, Deputy?” Patricia asked, suddenly back at her side like an apparition.

      “Hello, Ms. Howe. No, thank you,” Taylor replied curtly.  She didn’t like to be sneaked up on. “I won’t be here long. I’m sorry to interrupt your evening so late.”

      Payton's mother frowned slightly and excused herself, leaving Taylor alone with Payton.

      “I’m worried, too. I went to Sissy's condo yesterday evening to pick up Hayley,” Payton said. “Sissy was supposed to come to dinner later, but she never showed. Her phone went straight to voicemail. I had to work at another farm this morning, so I took Hayley to Margaret.”

      Taylor noted that Payton seemed genuinely concerned and worried about Sissy's disappearance. He fidgeted with his hands, and his voice trembled slightly as he spoke.

      “Did you notice anything strange when you went to her condo to pick up Hayley?” Taylor asked, her tone softening slightly.

      Payton shook his head. “No, everything seemed normal, but I didn’t go in. She handed off Hayley, and when I left, she was unloading groceries.”

      Taylor scribbled a few notes down in her notepad before looking back up at Payton. “Did you go by and see if her car was there this morning?”

      “Yeah, it’s not there.”

      Taylor wasn’t ready to tell him that Margaret had spilled the beans about the breakup. Payton came across as a private person and if Sissy showed up later, there was no need to get him upset at Margaret for telling their business.

      “What about her friends. Did you call anyone?”

      “No. It’s just one day and if I went around calling her friends, she’d get mad. I started to call Emily, but thought I’d hold off until the morning.”

      “Emily?”

      “Emily Fischer. You work with her husband.”

      “Oh, Deputy Kuno’s wife?”

      “Yes. She and Sissy have gotten tight lately. They met at the gym when Emily first moved here and if anyone knows anything, it’s probably her. I’d be surprised if Margaret hasn’t already called her.”

      “I’ll ask her, but I bet Sissy’s home now. I’ll swing by there to check. Thanks so much, Payton. If you hear from her, please let Margaret know immediately.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I told her the same thing. I’m trying not to get too shook up, but it’s hard not to. Hayley needs her mama.”
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      Anna walked through the house like a zombie once she got the kids off to Saturday morning activities. Golf club for Teague and art classes for Bronwyn, then both were going home with friends for arranged playdates. Hopefully they didn’t suspect a thing, because she’d put on the best acting performance of her life. She didn’t want them to know yet.

      She still couldn’t believe it herself. One minute she felt numb, and the next she would have to hide to cry.

      After over a decade of marriage, Pete was gone.

      Not only gone, but along with most of his clothes and shoes, and favorite mementos, he’d taken the car that was paid for, leaving her the new Volvo with the high monthly payment she couldn’t possibly keep up.

      He hadn’t even given and explanation, other than he wasn’t happy.

      Just gone.

      She found herself in their bedroom, looking at his side of the bed, untouched. She burst into tears again.

      The kids thought he was just gone on another business trip. He had so many that they were all used to going through life on their own, without him there to direct, as he did when present.

      She opened the closet.

      His side was sparse. She’d tried to spread the things he’d left out evenly, to cover the gaping hole, but it was obvious.

      Suddenly her legs felt like limp noodles, and she sunk to the floor. How could she not have known there was trouble? Anna Eleanor Chambers, wife to Pete Chambers of the Georgia Bar Association and Valiant & Associates Law firm in Buckhead, had done everything to be the perfect wife, mother, hostess, and neighbor. She’d played the game, dressed the part, and said the lines.

      Yet her husband had discarded her like she was nothing but trash.

      Deep down, she’d always been afraid of this happening. Frightened that one day he’d see she was damaged goods and know her confidence was all an act. That she was still just Anna Gray, from the wrong side of town, with an alcoholic father and three troubled sisters, and the dead brother. Not to mention a resurrected mother who had done twenty years in prison for murder.

      With Cate’s arrival, they were all doomed. That was probably why Pete had cut and run.

      Taylor tried to pretend everything was fine, standing behind her badge like she was somebody, even though she barely made more than a cashier at McDonalds. And Jo—running around with a kid without a thought of getting married, pretending like it was okay and that people didn’t talk about her—about them. And especially about Lucy.

      Pete couldn’t stand Lucy. He said she was a rebellious child in a woman’s body and that someone needed to bring her down a notch and teach her that bad behavior had consequences.

      Behind closed doors he called Lucy everything from a slut to a bitch, and much more, as though she’d done something to wrong him personally. He wouldn’t even consider that she’d come back and was settling down. Yes, living on a ridiculous houseboat, but at least she’d put a roof over Johnny’s head, and she had a job. Anna wasn’t too thrilled with her little sister either, but she wasn’t the harlot that Pete painted her to be, and she was trying to do better.

      He had exploded when she’d pointed that out to him. Then he’d told her to keep his kids away from all of them, but especially from Lucy.

      He also didn’t like Taylor, though at least he pretended to when she was around. He claimed that Taylor thought she was a big shot around town, making arrests and investigating murders. He made fun of her that she didn’t have any education other than the academy, calling her Barney Fife. Then when she was around, he was Mister Smooth Talker, trying to impress her with his stories of cases he was involved in. Anna could tell that Taylor didn’t want to hear anything from him, that she was only polite because that’s who she was.

      Anna picked up a shoe and threw it at the wall as hard as she could, and the tears turned hot and angry. There was no way she’d ever outrun her family’s dysfunction and Pete never let her forget it.

      Now he was giving her the ultimate punishment.

      What was she going to do?

      Get yourself together, Anna. Think.

      She had to find a way to get him to talk to her. To tell her what she could do different. Do better.

      She stood and wiped her face with the sleeve of one of his left-behind shirts, then realized it was the one the kids had given him for father’s day the year before. They’d picked it out together and Anna had known it wasn’t really his color, but they were so proud that she’d let them buy it anyway.

      “You stupid prick.”

      As soon as she said the words, she felt shame flood through her. She did not ever curse. Ladies didn’t talk like sailors.

      She’d just proved Pete right. Her bad background was still in her, just below the surface. All the money and nice clothes, fancy makeup and perfectly styled hair couldn’t keep it down.

      And soon everyone in Hart’s Ridge would know it.

      She had to fix it. Before the gossip got out and she was ruined.

      “Please, God. I’m sorry. Sorry, sorry, sorry. Please make him come back.”

      Suddenly she remembered that Adele, their grandmother was supposed to have flown in that morning, and they were planning a family get-together. There was no way she’d be going. Answering questions about Pete would send her right over the edge, and hopefully he’d be back before she really had to make excuses.

      Moving painfully slow, she made up their bed, just in case. Then she stared at her phone, willing it to ring and for it to be Pete, saying he’d made a mistake. He was coming home.

      It did nothing.

      The time on the screen taunted her as it flipped over to ten o’clock.

      She went down to the kitchen and opened the fridge, the closed it again after staring at the contents for two minutes.

      There was five more hours to get through before the kids got home and she had to pretend things were fine. Five long hours to wonder where Pete was, and if he was with someone else, planning a wonderful future.

      Five hours to regret the day she was born. Then later would be a long night of staying awake and staring at the ceiling again.

      Alone.

      Not just for a few days like usual, but forever.

      She went back to their bedroom and crawled in the bed, then burrowed under the covers, head and all.
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      Taylor tipped her mug of coffee and drained the last drop, then turned on her computer. Thankfully, Cate had made the run to the airport to pick up Adele, but Margaret had called and gotten her up bright and early anyway. She was frantic she still hadn’t heard from Sissy. She said she’d taken Hayley and gone by the condo again. She’d gone in with her key and said nothing was amiss.

      Where the heck was Sissy?

      Taylor had also gone by the condo after leaving Payton’s ranch the night before, but Sissy’s car was still gone, and no one came to the door. She’d talked Margaret into waiting until this morning before getting the sheriff involved. There really wasn’t any choice to be made, as Sissy is an adult and allowed to come and go as she pleases, and there was no sign of foul play. They’d had to wait until morning.

      “What’s up, Buttercup?” Penner said, sliding into his chair across from her.

      “I’m tired. Late night.”

      “Don’t tell me, you spent it making wild, passionate love to your new boyfriend and didn’t go to sleep until dawn.” He smiled broadly.

      “You really are serious about writing fiction, aren’t you? Didn’t know it was going to be smut,” Taylor said, pretending not to blush. Penner didn’t know about Sam, and she wanted to keep it that way. “My fatigue is work-related, dummy. Possible missing person. Sissy. From the Den.”

      He swiveled his chair around to her, his eyes opened wide. “No shit? Sissy?”

      “Yes. According to her mom, and her fiancé, Payton Howe. Both say she didn’t show up when she should have. She’s not answering calls or texts, and her phone goes straight to voicemail.”

      “The boyfriend did it. I’ve seen this Dateline episode,” he said, his expression serious as a heart attack.

      “Not funny, Penner. Sissy has a little girl, and this isn’t normal behavior for her. I’m worried.”

      “Sorry. What’s the plan?” He looked genuinely contrite.

      Taylor let it go. Penner was their office nerd, and sometimes he didn’t get social clues. He was known to say inappropriate things, then immediately regret it.

      “As soon as Sheriff gets in, I’ll talk to him and let him know it’s been over twenty-four hours. If he says it’s a go, I’ll open the case and start questioning her friends, coworkers, and neighbors,” she said.

      “Lucy works with her, right?”

      “Yep. I called her last night when I got home. She said Sissy acted perfectly normal the last time she saw her. She mentioned she was going to be under pressure cooking something for Payton’s family dinner, and Lucy encouraged her to just do a fancy salad. That matches what I’ve been told by her mom and Payton.”

      “Isn’t there a new guy in town, working short order cook for Mabel? You need to talk to him. He’s not from around here,” Penner scowled.

      “I will but just because he’s not from around here doesn’t make him a criminal, Penner. Don’t be like the people here who refuse to acknowledge and accept that this town is growing, and with it comes strangers who only want to become neighbors.”

      He gave her an eye roll. “Yes, Mister Rogers. Will you be mine?”

      “You’re quite the comedian today.” She laughed. “Since you’re in such a good mood, why don’t you get on social media and see what you can dig up on Sissy, Payton, and their connected friends?”

      He tapped his keyboard to start it up.

      “For you, Taylor, anything. Consider it done. Right after I write up the morning blotter.”

      That was the other thing she loved about him. He was a team player and didn’t mind grunt work.

      “Thanks, Penner. Got anything interesting from last night?”

      “Half past midnight a caller from the parking lot at Jack’s Place reported that a man wearing a fake hair hat and dollar sign pajama bottoms asked the caller to call the cops because he was ready to party. He was behind the wheel of a Silverado truck.”

      “Driving under the influence?” Taylor asked.

      “And resisting arrest. We also had a caller from Payne’s Creek area who wanted to talk to an officer about a rooster in the neighborhood. I’m sure I could put a spin on that in the paper to get the Hart’s Hens a clacking.”

      Taylor was laughing about the nickname Penner had given the biggest gossipers in town when she heard the sheriff’s voice echo down the hallway.

      “He’s here. Talk to you later, Penner.”

      He gave her a thumbs up and turned back to his computer.

      When Taylor knocked at Sheriff’s door, he looked up and waved her in.

      “What are you doing here on a Saturday morning? I thought I told you to take some time off?” he asked, his expression stern.

      “Margaret Walsh called me last night and begged me to come over because Sissy has disappeared.” Taylor sat down.

      His brow wrinkled. “Disappeared as in took off in a huff, or as in missing?”

      “Missing. I had to go over there to calm Margaret down, and then I went by and talked to Payton Howe. He concurred. Sissy is out of touch with him, and everyone. No sign of her at her home, and she missed dinner and picking up Hayley.”

      “Payton Howe?”

      “Her fiancé. Patricia’s son.”

      “I know who he is,” Sheriff said. I just didn’t know they were engaged. Hell, I didn’t know they were even dating.”

      Taylor chuckled. Sheriff never paid attention to those sorts of things.

      “Three years now,” she said. “But the engagement is fairly new.”

      His expression turned grim. “If that was my daughter—”

      “I know, you wouldn’t stand for him waiting so long.” Taylor smiled.

      “Darn straight. I’d tell him to shit or get off the pot. I swear, kids these days do crazy things. Anyway, what’s the plan?”

      “I’m going over to her condo and see if anything looks out of place. I’ll get a statement from her closest friend, Emily Fischer, too.”

      “Fischer? Kuno’s Emily?”

      “Yes. She and Sissy are close. I’ll talk to the staff at the Den, too. That’ll be a start. Once I get something going, we can talk about whether we need to get her phone records or bank statements.”

      “Too early for that. I’d like to see evidence of foul play before we start talking search warrants. It’s fine if Margaret wants to let you in the condo, but anything more, we need to make it legal.”

      “Ten-four.”

      “Let’s hope the girl comes driving up and tells everyone she just got a wild hair,” he said, shaking his head. “Damn it. Just get one case wrapped up and something else drops in our lap without even so much as a week or two of a break. Keep me posted.”

      Taylor walked away feeling proud. Not once had the Sheriff mentioned for her to involve Shane.
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        * * *

      

      Taylor was impressed at Kuno’s place when she pulled up. She’d met his wife, Emily, a few times but had never been to their home. They lived in the country in a modest but well-kept log cabin, complete with the mandatory wrap around porch and quaint rocking chairs. The place was fenced in by a rustic split rail fence and the pile of logs in one corner indicated that Kuno had probably done the work himself. A few chickens roamed around, one with a trail of chicks behind it.

      It was all very picturesque and the perfect setting for a novelist to work.

      When Taylor stepped out of the car, a German Shepherd and a beautiful cream-colored lab slipped through the dog door on the porch and loped together to the gate, meeting her as she approached.

      The German Shepherd was wagging its tail and seemed friendly, while the lab was a bit suspicious. It let out a low growl and Taylor stepped back.

      She had Emily’s number for emergencies, and she sent her a text asking if she was home.

      Emily immediately texted back and said she was at Sissy’s.

      Taylor sighed loudly and headed back to her car. She should’ve texted her before coming out. She got back in the car and turned it around, then quickly got back on the road.

      Emory Place was not on the upscale level of Hart’s Ridge neighborhoods, but it was somewhere in the middle and Taylor was impressed that Sissy could afford it. Maybe the Den’s tips paid more than she thought.

      Taylor’s phone dinged again, and she glanced at it. Another text from Sam, asking if she was coming by later. He didn’t mention their kiss—or kisses, actually. Taylor wished he’d forget about that. Running out the night before just proved her point, that she couldn’t give a relationship the time it needed to be fair.

      She needed to return his messages as soon as she could. At least let him know that she was on a case and might not see him until Monday. Ask him to hang on to Diesel, too. She pulled around to where Sissy’s condo was located and saw a car in her parking place. It wasn’t Sissy’s car.

      She got out and went to the door and gave it a quick knock.

      Emily Fischer came rushing out.

      “Oh my God, Taylor. You have to see this,” she said, gesturing for Taylor to follow and hustled back into the condo.

      “What is it?” Taylor stomach fell and she immediately imagined all sorts of scenarios. Sissy bound in the closet. Blood everywhere.

      “The bathroom rug is missing,” Emily said, pointing into the small half bath next to the living room.

      Other than the floor being bare, the room looked fine. No indication that it was a crime scene in any way.

      “You scared me. I thought you found something bad.”

      “That is bad,” Emily said, looking astonished. “Why would her rug be missing? Also, look at her refrigerator. It’s got streaks all over it.”

      “She does have a toddler, Emily. I’d expect streaks on all her appliances.”

      “No. These are like someone wiped it down and I know it wasn’t Sissy. She can’t keep up with it between work and running Hayley around and keeping up with Payton. She keeps things neat, but she rarely does the deep cleaning.”

      “Then maybe the rug is gone because Hayley had an accident on it. Have you checked the washing machine?”

      “She doesn’t have one. She goes to the laundry. It’s not in the hamper, either.”

      “Have you looked in the bedrooms?”

      “Yes. Hayley’s covers are mussed up, but they always are. Sissy’s bed is made up.”

      Taylor took a quick peek into the doorways of the room.

      “Come on over and sit down,” Taylor said, returning to the living area and pointing at the kitchen table. “Let’s start with some basic questions.”

      She didn’t see anything alarming about a missing bath rug and a clean fridge door, but Emily appeared very agitated over it, so there must be more to the story.

      Emily joined her at the table, but she looked ready to bolt with all the nervous energy she was carrying. She looked the part of writer—the black yoga pants and black t-shirt. Hair piled up on her head with a pencil stuck through to hold it all up, reading glasses tucked on top.

      Taylor always thought being a writer would be a cool job. Stay at home and make up lies all day and get paid for it. Take your breaks when you wanted to, and even sneak long naps and count them as part of the workday because while sleeping your imagination was working, right?

      Be there with your kids and dogs all day and not have to feel guilty for leaving them.

      She really couldn’t see a downside to it.

      “Is there anything you can tell is missing?” she asked Emily.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      The rest of what Taylor could see in the foyer and living room looked fine. Nothing turned over or broken. It didn’t appear that any struggles had taken place there. The kitchen was the same, other than a few cans of green beans left out on the counter, and the crunchy things people put on the top of a casserole. Everything smelled nice and clean, as she would expect from Sissy’s home.

      They sat down and Taylor took out her pen and pad.

      “Tell me when you last talked to her.”

      Emily pulled her phone from her back pocket and started scanning through it hurriedly.

      “Last Saturday. We were supposed to get together one evening this week, but I was on a tight deadline to get my manuscript to my editor, and I had to rip it apart halfway through and start over. We’re good like that, though. She understands when I’m on deadline, and it’s the same when she’s spending time with Payton. Then we get back together when we’re both free.” She looked stricken, explaining away why she hadn’t talked to her friend in a week.

      “You have nothing to feel guilty about, Emily. You’re here now. She’d appreciate that.”

      Emily nodded. “Yeah, but I just don’t know what to do. This isn’t good, Taylor. Sissy would never take off without telling Margaret, at least. She wouldn’t leave Hayley like that.”

      “What about her relationship with Payton? Everything good there?”

      “Yes. Ever since he put a ring on her finger, she’s been on cloud nine. I mean there’s been ups and downs, and she’s told me about them. But nothing major and they always work it out. Things like where to have the wedding, and how many guests. Just normal wedding planning stuff. She is really in love with him.”

      “And vice versa?”

      “As far as I know. I don’t see him much. They did go with us once to watch the Braves play. But Payton’s quiet and likes to hang around home. He doesn’t like crowds. She’s always telling me she’s going to the ranch for this or that, and not just to pick up Hayley. She hangs out, too.”

      “Does Kuno like him?”

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “Payton is a super nice guy. Hard worker, too, and Kuno likes a man who puts in a good day’s work.”

      “Something I’ve been wondering about, Emily. If Sissy moved out from Margaret’s, why didn’t she move in with Payton. Or he with her?”

      “He said he wanted to wait until they got married, is what she told me, but I suspect that was from his mother. He’s thirty-six years old and she treated him like he’s still her baby boy. I told Sissy she should keep staying with Margaret until the wedding and save that money, but she wanted to prove that she could be independent. She’s been teaching English as a second language online at night when Hayley’s in bed, so she can cover her bills and not have to ask Payton for money.”

      “Oh. I wondered how she was affording this place on a server’s income,” Taylor said.

      “It’s tight, but between the two jobs, she does it. I told her I’d help her out any time but she’s stubborn like that. At least she gets free childcare from her mom when Payton can’t keep Hayley.”

      Taylor jotted down notes as fast as she could, then looked up.

      “Has Sissy had anyone bothering her at all? Someone at work? The gym? Anywhere?”

      “Not that she’s told me,” Emily said. “But I have been really detached from everything other than work. I haven’t even been able to meet her at the gym. I feel awful about it. What if she took off because she was overwhelmed and had no one to talk to?”

      “If that’s the case, she’ll be back. That you are even saying that means it’s a possibility, and that’s good. So far, I see nothing that indicates she’s in danger, but I’m going to talk to a few more people today.”

      Emily’s shoulders dropped and she looked up at the ceiling, mumbling something to Sissy, then she turned back to Taylor.

      “I’ll lock up after I use the bathroom, but please call me if you hear anything. I’ve already threatened Kuno he’d better tell me.”

      Taylor frowned at her. “If this goes into an official investigation, you know there’ll be some things we can’t tell. That he can’t tell. Not even to you.”

      “I know. Sorry.” She looked remorseful. “I am just so worried. I really wouldn’t let him compromise an investigation; I promise.”

      “It’s fine. I’m going to go out the back door here for a minute and look around.”

      Emily nodded and got up, walking toward the bathroom.

      Taylor slipped out the back door.

      Sissy’s backyard faced an alleyway where the residents could put out their trash and the city collectors could pick it up. Her patio looked just like it had the day before. A small piece of cement with a bistro table and two chairs. A big black trash can with one bag of trash. A hula hoop propped against the heat and air unit. Otherwise, nicely kept, and neat.

      She went back through the kitchen just in time to hear Emily shout out.

      “Taylor, get in here!”

      Taylor went to the bathroom. Emily had the door open and pointed to the bottom of the toilet, near the floor.

      “Do you see that?”

      “See what?” she didn’t see anything.

      “A speck of blood. Right there,” Emily said, pointing closer.

      Taylor squatted and looked.

      “Yes, that does appear to be blood. But this is a bathroom and Sissy is a female. That could be from menstruation.”

      “No, it can’t,” Emily said. “Sissy confided in me that she hasn’t had a period since she moved in here. She was trying to get me to switch to the same new contraceptive. She brags about it to me.”

      Taylor stood, and paused, then looked at Emily.

      “Please exit the home and don’t touch anything else. We might be jumping the gun, but to be safe, I’m going to treat this as a crime scene. I need to call the sheriff.”
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      After a few hours, Anna had dragged herself from the bed, dressed, slapped her face on and left the house. She couldn’t afford to wallow in self-pity. The kids would be coming home. She pushed the shopping cart quickly through the aisle, hoping she’d see no one she knew. She needed milk and bread. Cereal, sandwich stuff, and snacks for the kids. But going to the grocery store on a budget was something she hadn’t done since the day she’d moved in with Pete.

      She still had the card she always used, but it was connected to a checking account that a thousand dollars a month was deposited in for her to use for groceries and non-essentials like lunch at the club with her friends, or ice cream with the kids. Her hair and nails, or really anything she wanted as well as giving out pocket money to Teague and Bronwyn. She hoped there was still plenty left of it because she never checked the balance.

      At the orange juice she looked at the price of their favorite brand in the fancy bottle and noticed it was nearly two dollars more than the one beside it in a plastic jug. She realized that she usually didn’t even look at grocery prices. She knew what her family liked, and that’s what she always picked up.

      Maybe they didn’t need any more orange juice this weekend, after all.

      She moved along.

      Pete paid the bills, and she had no idea what they were or how much they cost each month. He always said there was no reason for her stress over it when he could easily handle it.

      All big-ticket items were purchased by him, too, but only after she submitted an email with the information for him to review. Sometimes he said no, but rarely. Most of what she needed—or more accurately, wanted— were things needed to keep up the lifestyle that he wanted to portray. New furniture every other year for the living room and outdoor patio. Accent items like fluffy duvets and new throw pillows that always seemed to go out of style every spring. Nice clothes and shoes for all of them. All the latest game boxes and electronics. Smart phones and laptops.

      So much stuff.

      Every new purchase or gift had given her a rush of pleasure. Endorphins galore. A feeling that she had far surpassed what most expected of her. If she was totally truthful, it was the lifestyle she wanted, too. But if she had known he was going to leave her, she wouldn’t have been spending her allowance so frivolously and would’ve let it build up some. She hadn’t known she was living on borrowed time.

      As it was now, she’d have to watch every penny until he deposited the next allowance, and she prayed he was still going to keep up with the bills while they worked things out.

      A man nodded to her and smiled, and she nodded back and kept moving. He was attractive and obviously appreciated the effort she’d made in pulling herself together before leaving the house. What she looked like on the outside was not a representation of what was going on inside her, but she still had a reputation to maintain.

      Hopefully.

      She plucked a gallon of milk out of the cooler and into her cart, then went to the cheese. Pete preferred Gouda or Fontina, and the kids liked it too, but this time around she was going to knock the air out of them when they found regular sliced cheese on their sandwiches. The kind that gave you a lot for a little money. The kind she’d once been thrilled to have on the rare times their dad had splurged.

      Sandwiches were a common staple in her childhood, but condiments and sliced cheese weren’t. Other than mustard, which is what he preferred, and she despised. Nice cheese and mayonnaise—as well as lettuce and tomato—were occasional treats to look forward to when her dad made an extra buck or two.

      She looked around, then put the cheese in her cart and covered it with the loaf of bread. Thank goodness they had self-checking so hopefully she could scan and slip into a bag quickly.

      Before she lost her courage, she dropped a pack of pre-packaged ham in there, too. No butcher sliced cold cuts this week. Also, no fresh fruit. Well, maybe a bag of apples. Then she was going to grab whatever potato chips were on sale and let them think she’d lost her mind.

      She almost had, too. But she’d now survived three nights without Pete next to her or a phone call away. She’d tried. The night before, she’d dialed his number more than two dozen times. If he would just talk to her, she would have a chance to convince him whatever it was he wanted her to do different, she’d do.

      He’d blocked her. She just knew it.

      What she didn’t know was where he was staying. Who he was with. How far he was going to take this.

      All that was driving her mad.

      She was tempted to call his mother, but if Pete wasn’t there and hadn’t told her anything. that would set off all sorts of alarms and then everyone would be talking.

      Then she’d almost called Taylor.

      Just to talk. To have someone she could cry to and not feel judged.

      She couldn’t even do that. Taylor would immediately step into the fixer-role and mess everything up by reaching out to Pete and demanding he stop being childish and go home to be with his family.

      With the apples in her cart, she looked down and realized she hadn’t picked up anything for that week’s dinners.

      Suddenly she couldn’t think of a single thing to make for meals. Especially anything that wasn’t time-consuming (and she had no energy) or expensive (because she had little money) and that she could pull off with a smile.

      Because she had no smiles left.

      She was so tired.

      Bone-tired, actually. She remembered that term from her childhood when after a long day, Cate would say she was bone-tired and make them laugh. Then explain that it meant so tired you could feel it all the way down to your bones.

      Of course, Anna had always thought that was impossible.

      Now she knew better.

      She also knew that kind of tired didn’t come from physical exertion Bone-tired came from life slapping you around.

      Anna rounded the corner to the potato chip aisle only to nearly run head on into Gloria Desault—of the tennis court queens in her neighborhood country club. She was dressed in a short Nike tennis dress, one that Anna had seen online for almost a hundred dollars. She’d planned to buy it herself and loved the racerback cutout and asymmetric pleated skirt. The color was somewhere between teal and blue, called Noise Aqua, a shade that matched Anna’s eyes perfectly.

      Now Anna didn’t want it. Gloria would think she’d copied her purposely. Everything was a silent competition at the club, whether on or off the court.

      “Anna, hello! How are you?” Gloria screeched.

      She pulled her cart next to Anna’s, a few bottles of red wine and a generous cut of tenderloin shining from within. There were also fresh asparagus and baby carrots, and the tiny, imported potatoes that Pete loved mingled between a few bulbs of garlic.

      A huge loaf of French bread thrown on top.

      She was probably headed to the Gouda next.

      Anna looked away. “Fine. You?”

      “I’m good and I was just thinking of you the other day.”

      Sure, you were.

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, I was saying to Dino that he needs to step up his game because Pete is such a good player, and we need to do doubles again soon.”

      “Right. Yes, that would be fun,” Anna said. She prayed that Gloria would not look down into her shopping cart.

      Gloria’s smile melted from her face. “Anna, is something wrong? You look upset.”

      “No, not at all. I just need to run is all. Still need to pick up dry cleaning and a few other things before the kids get out of school,” she lied.

      “Oh, okay. You do look awfully tired.” She gave a pitying look. “Go home and get you a good nap. The dry cleaning can wait another day.”

      “I may just do that. It was nice seeing you, Gloria.” She tried hard to lift her mouth into what would appear a friendly look, but it wouldn’t work. She began to move slowly away, hoping to escape before her so-called friend found another way to passive-aggressively insult her.

      Gloria bantered something on about how a B12 shot might be something Anna should look into, then about making a tennis date soon, and finally mentioned a charity drive she was heading up and needed help gathering items for. By then Anna was so far away she finally stopped talking. Gloria gave one last wave, then began pushing her cart in the other direction, her skirt flipping up with each energized step.

      At the end of the aisle, she stopped and turned around.

      “Oh, Anna?”

      “Yes?”

      Now what?

      “It’s Saturday, love. No school for the kids,” she said in a sing song voice, then whipped around and left Anna staring dumbly after her.

      It was brutal.

      Anna looked around to make sure no one would see, then pushed her cart off to the side of the aisle, and walked right to the front of the store, out the door, and got into her car where she felt safe enough to lay her head on the steering wheel and cry again.
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      Shane was officially lead in the case and Taylor hid her irritation, especially in front of Payton, who they now had in with them in the interview room. Forensics was currently at Sissy’s condo doing a sweep to see if they found anything other than the one drop of blood. It was good for them that Margaret had co-signed on the lease to help Sissy get the place, so she gave them permission to search and gather whatever they needed.

      They’d canvased the neighborhood, too. Knocked on every door to every condo around Sissy’s. No one had seen nor heard anything out of the normal. It amazed her how there could be so many people living in a one compressed location, yet there were no witnesses.

      Taylor took down all the neighbor’s names and planned to run them through the data base to see if any of them had a record.

      In the condo across from Sissy’s front door, they had a doorbell camera and were going to send over the footage from the last few days, as soon as they could figure out how to do it.

      Payton was a good-looking man, but he looked nervous. Wrangler jeans that looked perfectly washed out, appropriately scuffed Ariat boots, and roughed up hands. His face was ruddy and lined from the sun, making him the epitome of a Georgia cowboy. His presence and just his big energy made the small room appear smaller. You could tell that he was a man used to being outside, and more comfortable there.

      “Go back through the last time you were with Sissy and don’t leave out anything,” Shane said. “No matter how private. We need to clear you so we can start looking at other possibilities.”

      Payton ran his hands through his hair. “She called me from the store on Thursday and told me she’d be home in half an hour, and I could come pick up Hayley.”

      “Do you do that often?”

      “What? Get my daughter? Yes. Sometimes I even take her to the barns with me. When she was a baby, I’d set her carrier down right beside me and she’d watch me work, or she’d sleep. Sissy and I have made sure to co-parent in the right way from the beginning.”

      “Go on,” Shane said.

      Taylor knew what he said was true. She’d seen Payton around town with Hayley quite a bit and Sissy had mentioned many times about things he did with her on their days together, and that he was a wonderful and attentive dad. In his mid-thirties now, Hayley was Payton’s only child and according to Sissy, the apple of his eye.

      “I went to her condo complex, and she had just gotten there. She handed off Hayley and I gave her a few items that she’d left at my house and wanted me to bring.”

      “What time was it?” Taylor asked.

      “About one-thirty in the afternoon.”

      “What were the items?”

      “An overnight bag. Some toiletries and a gun I was keeping for her.”

      “What kind of gun?” Shane said.

      Payton looked hesitant to answer, but he did. “357 Magnum.”

      “Why was it at your house? I’m sure you have plenty of fire power out there at the ranch. You needed hers, too?”

      “Nope. To be honest, I took it a while back when Sissy got depressed and started saying a few scary things. It was for her protection.”

      “You’re saying she was suicidal?” Taylor asked.

      “She would say things like, ‘maybe you’d be happy if I was no longer here,’ and ‘everybody would be better off if I was dead’. She was going through some things, and I just thought it best to remove the firearm, especially with a baby in the home.”

      “What was the cause of these things she was going through?” Shane asked. “Because you wouldn’t marry her for three years?”

      Taylor cringed, and Payton looked like he’d been struck.

      “I really can’t say. Sissy wasn’t real forward when it came to why she’d fall into a mood. I put it up to post-partum depression at first, but I guess yeah, some if it might be because I wasn’t ready to solidify a future with her. But we worked that out and we’re engaged now. I was excited about it.”

      “Was?” Shane said, raising his eyebrows.

      Payton looked down at the table for a second, then back up. “We called off the engagement. Well, she called it off. Not me.”

      “When?” Shane said, making a note on his pad.

      “That day in the parking lot when I picked up Hayley. Sissy said she wanted to just go back to the way we were.”

      “Friends with benefits?” Shane said.

      “Dating and coparenting Hayley is what I meant. What she meant, I guess,” Payton said, enunciating every word with a hint of annoyance. “She was still going to come to dinner later. But then she didn’t show.”

      “I have a question,” Taylor said. “Why would she buy stuff to make a salad to take to your house for dinner, like she told her mother she was doing, if she was breaking up with you and wasn’t going to show up?”

      He shrugged. “Changed her mind, I guess. Or maybe the salad was for her. And she didn’t break up with me. She broke off the engagement. That’s different.”

      “No. She told her mother she was getting stuff to make a salad to take to your ranch for dinner. She didn’t mention she was breaking off the engagement, either,” Taylor said.

      “I really don’t know. She really didn’t seem too upset to me, but I guess maybe she was, and that could be why she took off. She also doesn’t tell Margaret everything. What daughter does?”

      He had a point there. Taylor sure didn’t share much of anything personal with Cate. But that was a different relationship. She had always been envious of watching Sissy and Margaret together, how easily they got along and how evident it was that they loved each other. That was the kind of mother and daughter relationship she’d dreamed of after her mother died.

      Or actually, didn’t die.

      “Why give the gun back right then?” Taylor asked. “That seems like weird timing.”

      “Honestly, just a coincidence.” He looked earnest. “A bizarre one, I agree, but it was her gun. Thought she might want it back, so I stuck it in the overnight bag she wanted me to bring her. I had no idea she was going to break off our engagement.”

      “So then what?” Shane asked.

      “I told her if that was what she wanted, then fine, but I wasn’t having that discussion in front of our daughter. I took Hayley and went back to the ranch. We went out to the barn to visit her favorite horse, then inside for a nap. Sissy was supposed to come about six, for a seven o’clock dinner, but she didn’t show. I didn’t make a big deal of it, especially since she’d just called off the engagement.”

      “And you weren’t worried?” Shane asked.

      “Nope. I thought maybe she needed some space and wasn’t really concerned until the next morning when I went there, and her car was gone.”

      “How did you feel about Sissy breaking off the engagement?” Taylor asked.

      He shrugged. “We’ve had a lot of break ups. We just weren’t engaged at those times. I felt like we’d probably let a week go by and then talk it out when she was ready to tell me what her issue was. As you can probably tell, I’m not great with communication. I tend to wait for things to blow over on their own.”

      That was true. Taylor could tell he was an introvert.

      The opposite of Sissy, who never met a stranger. It had to have been hard for her when she had things to talk about and Payton shut down, which is what Taylor was guessing was his usual go-to.

      Shane’s phone signaled a text and he looked at it, then slid it over to Taylor.

      Luminol lit the condo up like a Christmas Tree.

      Blood bath under the floorboards.

      Grill him.

      It was from the sheriff.

      She nor Shane showed any reaction, but inside, Taylor’s stomach sunk.

      Unless someone who’d lived there before had committed or been the victim of a crime, the text meant that more than likely, Sissy was dead.

      And Taylor doubted there could be that kind of coincidence.

      Sissy. Always smiling for everyone. Giving special treats to Diesel under the table and flirting with Cecil to make him feel good. Sissy working long hours and still being the one to take her mother to all her many doctor appointments or anywhere else she needed to go. Never complaining about it, either.

      Taylor thought of Margaret, waiting at home for word if anything at all was found. How could she possibly tell her that Sissy was likely dead?

      Then she envisioned Hayley, her sweet head bent over a coloring book. Her tiny bare feet sticking out from under her.

      A picture for mommy, she’d remarked.

      “Okay, Payton, let’s go over everything again,” Shane said.

      “I can’t stay here all night. I have livestock to feed,” Payton said.

      “Excuse me for a minute.” Taylor stood and slipped out the door.

      Her body suddenly stiff and unyielding, and her face an emotionless mask, she made a beeline for the bathroom. Inside she went straight to a stall as fast as she could but almost not fast enough. She was barely over the bowl before she bent over and vomited up the contents of her stomach.
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      Taylor walked up on her porch, and the aroma of something delicious hit her. She wondered what was going on because she didn’t expect to see so many cars outside. Shane had sent her home early after she’d returned to the interview room looking green around the ears. He thought she was coming down with something and despite her argument, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He said they’d start again in the morning.

      On the way to the house, she’d gone through all the town motel parking lots again, and then the campground, looking for Sissy’s car. She’d even drove down to Cateechee Trail. They had a hotel lodge and she wanted to make sure that Sissy wasn’t hiding away there. It wasn’t really a venue that she—or anyone Taylor knew, other than maybe Pete and Anna—could afford, but she didn’t want to disregard it as impossible.

      When she couldn’t think of anywhere else to look, she’d come home.

      “Hey,” a chorus of voices called out when she opened the door.

      “I—uh—hey.” She stood frozen at the door.

      They were everywhere, at her small table, on the couch, in Diesel’s chair, and everyone was holding a heaping plate of food.

      Adele was at the counter, pouring a glass of iced tea. Taylor crossed the room and gave her a hug. It felt nice, especially after the day she’d had.

      “Glad you made it,” she told her. “I didn’t know there was a big dinner planned.”

      “Spur of the moment decision,” Adele said.

      “Cate is getting serious about southern cooking,” Jo said, a biscuit in the air halfway to her mouth.

      “And she’s good at it, too.” Ellis said.

      He and Cate were at the table. Whoa—rewind!

      Ellis, the stranger from the Redneck Yacht Club, was in her house and sitting at her kitchen table. She looked at them, noticing how close their chairs were to each other. Something was up.

      “Sorry, but I sent you a text about dinner and asking if you minded Ellis coming,” Cate said. She looked worried. And embarrassed.

      Taylor pulled her phone from her pocket and looked at her screen. The unopened texts had piled up and she saw one from Cate between several from Sam, and a few from Shane.

      She waved a hand. “No—that’s fine. I haven’t been able to look at my phone much today.”

      “There’s room in here, Aunt Taylor,” Levi called out from the couch. He moved over, leaving a space between him and Jo.

      Lucy was in Diesel’s chair with Johnny asleep in his carrier at her feet. He was wearing a bright new blue sleeper and looked snug as a bug. The corner of his mouth was lifted slightly as though he was amused, even in sleep.

      Taylor wished she had time to hold him.

      “Let me make you a plate,” Cate said, hopping to her feet.

      “No, you eat. I’ll do it,” Taylor said.

      She was still reeling about the report from forensics and hadn’t planned to eat, but she could see what was for dinner and her appetite was suddenly revived. She put her keys down, got a place, then went to the stove. They weren’t fancy and Cate had followed the tradition of leaving everything sitting on the burners, the flame at the lowest to keep it warm.

      Adele had squeezed in a chair at the table. It wasn’t meant for three, but they made it work.

      It would be nice to have a real dining table, so that they could all sit around and enjoy dinner together, but Taylor had never seen the need for one because she usually ate alone.

      “How was your trip, Adele?” she asked.

      “It was fine, except I sat beside some guy who kept stealing my armrest. I finally pointed out his and told him to keep his nosy elbow to himself.”

      They all laughed.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here. Sorry about me having to work.”

      Adele frowned. “No, honey. I’m sorry that your friend is missing. Cate told me about it. I sure hope she turns up.”

      “Me, too,” Taylor said, then turned back to the stove. She didn’t want them to ask anything else about the case.

      After an awkward pause, the chatter began again in the background while Taylor plopped a fried pork chop on her plate and slathered it with gravy, then fleshed out the arrangement with a serving of fried potatoes with onions, and pinto beans.

      She started to grab a biscuit, then remembered Sam’s hands all over her the night before and left it alone. She got some ice in a glass and topped it off with sweet tea before turning to the living room area. “Jo, can you join me on the porch? I’d like to talk to you for a minute while I’m here.”

      Something on the other side of Levi moved.

      “Is that a dog?” Taylor asked, though she could see clearly it was a dog.

      Just not her dog.

      “That’s Brandy,” Cate said. “She’s a rescue and Ellis is keeping her at his house until she feels out a bit.”

      Taylor didn’t know bringing home dogs was part of Cate’s job at the humane society, but it appeared to be very calm, so it was fine with her. She wasn’t sure how Diesel would react when he got home and smelled that a dog had been there, but maybe he wouldn’t mind.

      “I’m coming,” Jo said. She got up, balancing her plate in one hand and her glass in the other, and followed Taylor out to the porch.

      They both took a chair and ignored the porch swing. Jo started the conversation. “You're going to ask me about Payton, aren't you?”

      Taylor nodded. “What can you tell me?”

      “Not much. He’s not at the ranch every day because he also has his farrier job. I see his mother more than I see him, but I’ve interacted with him a few times. He seems nice. Quiet. I've seen him in the barn with Hayley and he's a great dad. Very attentive and makes sure she’s safe. Is there anything new about Sissy?”

      Taylor shook her head. She couldn't tell Jo about the possible crime scene. Or that she’d just left Payton finishing up with Shane in the interview room. They’d hit him hard with questions, but he’d given nothing back that set off any alarm bells.

      She left thinking either he was innocent or a damn good liar.

      “No. Nothing new yet. No one has heard from her. Did Payton ever mention being engaged?”

      “Nope. I wouldn't have known it if Lucy hadn't told me. The conversations that Payton and I have had are usually about the horses or something going on with the other animals. That I remember, he never once brought up Sissy. But I don't think that's unusual, only because he's an introverted person and having a real conversation with him is like pulling teeth.”

      “Was he flirtatious with you? I'm sure when you came to work there recently that got him a little curious. Did he ever ask if you have a boyfriend?”

      Jo shook her head adamantly.

      “No. Never. We just didn't talk about things like that. When I first started there one of the other girls that works with the goats told me that he had a significant other. Once she said that, I kept our conversation safe. I'm not about breaking anyone up. Even though he’s good husband material, from what I hear.”

      “How so?” Taylor knew that was the rumor, but she wanted to know what Jo knew about it. She finished off her pork chop and dug into her pintos.

      Jo finished chewing a bite and swallowed. “He’s rich. Gonna get the whole ranch and business. He’s a great dad. Good-looking. Check, check, check.”

      “Yeah, he’s got it going, doesn’t he?”

      “And a beautiful fiancé,” Jo said. “I think she’ll come back.”

      “I hope so.”

      Taylor cleared her plate embarrassingly fast. She’d told Sam she’d be by to see Diesel, so she had to go, but first, she wanted to see if Cate would mind if she packed up a plate of leftovers.

      “I need to get going,” she said. When she went into the house, Cate was at the stove and in the middle of plopping a pork chop into a plastic container.

      “Do you want to take a plate to your dad?” she asked, not turning around.

      That was exactly what Taylor wanted to do. It was time she checked up to see why Jackson Johnson Gray was ignoring her calls.

      “Sure. Hold onto it. I’m going to change clothes really quick,” Taylor said. She hurried in and got switched her uniform for a pair of jeans and a shirt and slipped her feet into comfy sneakers. She glanced in the mirror and cringed, then took a minute to pull her hair down and brush through it, and dab on some fresh mascara and lip gloss.

      When she returned to the kitchen, Cate handed her two containers and smiled. “Thought you might be stopping by Sam’s house, too.”

      Damn it. Busted.

      Taylor blushed. “I don’t know. Hadn’t planned on it but maybe for a few minutes,” she lied. He’d been on her mind all day and there was no way she was going to be able to sleep if she didn’t see Diesel before she went to bed.

      Yep, that was her story, and she was sticking to it. It was all about the dog.

      “I might not be here when you get home,” Cate said.

      “Oh?” Taylor looked from Cate to Ellis.

      “I’m going to run by Anna’s house after I get this cleaned up. I just feel like checking in with her. She didn’t answer my text message today and she’d already told me she’d come to dinner when Mom got in.”

      “That’s not unusual,” Taylor said. “She waits days to answer mine sometimes.”

      “Weeks, for me,” Jo called out from the living room.

      They all laughed.

      Anna had the ‘difficult sister’ title, even if she didn’t know it. Between her and their dad, they could write a book about how to distance yourself from your family, one passive-aggressive act at a time.

      “Talk to you all later,” Taylor called out, then headed outside and to her car.

      On the way over to her dad’s place, she used the time to think about next steps in the investigation. She planned to talk to Sissy’s neighbors in the morning, early before they left for work if they had jobs. The condos were so close, hopefully someone saw something. Or heard something. At the least she hoped to get a better timeline of the last time anyone other than Payton had seen Sissy.

      Her dad’s place was dark except for one small light shining from the living room. Taylor felt a rock in her stomach because she knew it wasn’t going to be a fun visit. She could feel her anxiety ramping up and she tried to prepare herself. She didn’t want to take on his bad energy and then pop in and dump it on Sam. He probably already thought she had the most dysfunctional family he’d ever seen. No need to confirm his suspicions.

      When she got out and tried the door, she found it was unlocked. One of these days he was going to see her warnings were right, when he found himself at the mercy of a criminal creeping through checking doorknobs in the area. That’s how many of them chose their homes—just by taking the easy ones first. Why break in when you could just walk in?

      “Dad, I’m coming in,” she called out.

      He didn’t reply and she felt just an instant of dread before seeing him sitting back in his recliner, a beer in his hand and his eyes on the television. He probably didn’t even hear her; he had the volume so loud.

      She was right. He jumped when he caught sight of her in his peripheral view.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Hi. Glad to see you, too, Dad. I brought you some supper.” She set it down on the counter, grimacing at the stack of dirty dishes she saw piled up in the sink. No doubt his laundry would be just as bad.

      She couldn’t scold him though. He looked like crap, and it was even more sad because he had been doing so much better at keeping himself up. He had apparently given up his newly found good hygiene because his heart was apparently broken.

      “Dad, you need to eat. I’m sure you haven’t been doing so.”

      He glanced at her before going back to watching cars race around the track on the screen.

      “Wrong. I have a can of beanie weenies earlier. And some cheese.”

      Taylor raised her eyebrows. “Oh. I’m impressed. Did you heat them up first?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      She chuckled. “Well, let me get you a plate. I’ve got some good homecooked food for you.”

      “Who cooked it?” He still didn’t look at her.

      “Adele,” Taylor lied. She really didn’t need him pouting and refusing the food just because Cate made it. “She got in this morning.”

      Taylor went to the kitchen and transferred the food to a plate, then stuck it in the microwave. As she waited, she took the dishes from the sink, then ran water and added a generous glob of dish soap before sliding the plates in.

      “I can do my own dishes,” Jackson said.

      “Then why didn’t you? There’s at least a week’s worth here. It’s disgusting. I can’t believe you don’t have cockroaches yet.”

      The microwave dinged and she took the plate out, grabbed a fork and took it to him. She was too tired to try to get him to replace the beer with something else. She went to the bedroom and picked up a pile of dirty clothes and took them and started a load of colors, then went back to the sink and began washing dishes.

      “Where’s the dog?” Jackson asked.

      “The dog—his name is Diesel—is at Sam’s house.”

      “You gave him up?”

      “No, Dad. I didn’t. Sam and I share him.”

      “Sounds hinky to me,” he said, his mouth full.

      Taylor didn’t care how it sounded to him. It wasn’t his dog, though she had to admit, he was good to Diesel. He probably sincerely missed him.

      “You know what, Dad? You really should get a dog.”

      “Don’t want one.”

      He turned the volume a bit higher, and Taylor gave up on conversation. Sometimes he reminded her of a petulant toddler.

      The last thing she wanted to do after her long day, and worry about Sissy, was to babysit him. But what was she supposed to do? He didn’t have anyone else who would check in on him because he was so stubborn. Her sisters just wouldn’t put up with it.

      Cecil would help, but her dad refused to mend whatever it was he had against his old friend, so that wasn’t an option either.

      She hurried with the dishes and by the time she was done drying and putting them away, the load of wash was ready to be put into the dryer. She did that and then returned to the living room.

      Jackson was gnawing on the pork chop bone. He’d cleaned his plate.

      “Give it to me and I’ll wash it up, then I’m out of here,” she said.

      He finally looked at her. “You’re leaving? Already?”

      His look of surprise was almost comical.

      “Yes, Dad. I have things to do. It’s not like you want to talk to me.”

      “What about the laundry?” He held his plate up for her to take.

      Taylor put her hands on her hips. He had a lot of nerve. Normally she’d stay and see the load through, folding it and putting it away, even laying him out something clean to wear and forcing him to go take a shower.

      She was getting tired of playing nursemaid to a fully capable adult.

      “You tell me, Dad. What about the laundry?”

      He was still holding his plate out to her when she turned and went out the back door, letting it slam behind her.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Taylor pulled up into Sam’s driveway and got out of her truck, she’d nearly stopped feeling guilty about leaving her Dad’s house the way she did, because her remorse was replaced with nervousness.

      She cut the engine and leaned over the steering wheel, staring at the front door. Things had changed in her relationship with Sam.

      One kiss—or several, actually—and the genie was out of the bottle. They couldn’t go back to being just friends, not after the fireworks that had sizzled between them. Normally at this point, Taylor would run the other way before things could get deeper. But Sam had Diesel. He could even take him if he wanted to and go back to South Carolina and never be seen again.

      She didn’t want that to happen.

      For many reasons.

      Get out of your head, Taylor. Just enjoy it day-by-day.

      There wasn’t a chance in hell that she could get out of own head. Second thoughts and self-recrimination made up the bulk of her DNA. Cecil once told her that self-recrimination was a survival skill, and that her constant blaming herself for everything was her way to keep feeling in control.

      Screw it.

      She got out of the car with the container of leftovers and before she could change her mind, walked brusquely up to the door.

      It was open just a crack and Diesel, hearing her come up, had his muzzle stuck there waiting for her.

      “Hey boy,” she said, pushing the door the rest of the way open.

      She didn’t see Sam, but what she did see made an instant swamp under her armpits.

      Candles.

      Tons of them.

      Everywhere.

      Sam was obviously even more of a romantic than she had thought because every tabletop and counter were covered with an array of candles of every size and shape. The lights were down, soft music playing, and the flickering flames teased at her that Sam had much more on his mind than a petting session over Diesel.

      Taylor wished she would’ve taken the time for a shower. And oh God—her legs. She hadn’t shaved them in a week.

      Her instinct was to grab Diesel and run before Sam appeared out of whatever corner he was hiding in.

      Yes, she’d just back out quietly, but without her dog so he wouldn’t know she’d ever been there. She couldn’t leave the food, either.

      “Sorry, boy, but I’ll be back tomorrow,” she whispered to Diesel, bending down to rub his ears and kiss the top of his head.

      Taylor’s legs were shaking when she stood back up and turned for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Sam said.

      She froze, her hand on the knob.

      “I knew you’d try that,” Sam said.

      She turned and found him smiling, his arms crossed over his chest as he stood in the doorway leading to the hall.

      At least he wasn’t dressed like some actor in a Hallmark movie. No sweater vest or creased slacks. Even so, the gray sweatpants he wore sagged invitingly in all the right places, and his t-shirt clung to his biceps. His hair was tousled and looked still wet from the shower.

      His bare feet proved she was right.

      “I—I have to—” she stumbled, reaching for an excuse that wouldn’t come to her. She pulled her keys from her pocket, a symbol that she intended to go.

      “Nope. You don’t have to,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I’m going to keep you from running out that door like a scared rabbit, because you want this moment just as much as I do, and I’m going to help you admit it.”

      Before she could say anything back, he was taking long strides toward her. She backed up until she couldn’t go any further and dropped the food container on the counter behind her.

      Sam was there in an instant, pushing her flat against the wall as he dipped in and pressed his lips to hers, and suddenly her senses were flooded with everything Sam. His touch, his scent, and the total masculinity of him, enveloping her with a passion that told her he wanted her with his whole being.

      “I’ll stop now if you really want me too,” he mumbled next to her mouth, the words deliciously tickling her.

      She felt her heart skip a beat. She had never felt so alive, so consumed by desire. Sam's hands roamed over her body, sending shivers down her spine, and she responded eagerly to his touch, her body arching toward him in an invitation. His kiss became rough and hungry, and she met it with equal fervor, their lips moving in perfect synchronicity.

      Somewhere in the distance, she heard Diesel whine, and his tail thump the floor. He wanted their attention, but Taylor couldn’t break away.

      The scent of Sam’s skin filled her nostrils, and her hands tangled in his hair, pulling him closer, and she could feel the hard planes of his body pressed against hers, igniting a fire within her that she had never felt before.

      For a moment, time seemed to stand still as they kissed, lost in each other, lost in the passion that had been building between them for so long.

      Diesel let out a lonesome bark and as she and Sam broke apart, gasping for breath, Taylor was dizzy with desire.

      She looked down at Diesel and laughed at his hurt expression.

      “He’s going to have to get used to this,” Sam whispered in her ear, his voice husky with passion. “Because I have no intention of letting you go.”

      Taylor wasn’t the type to talk about her feelings, or to say what she wanted, especially when it came to romance. So, she simply set her keys down on the counter and turned to him with an inviting smile, then got ready to let the emotions and worry of the day melt away.

      Sam had that power, and she was ready to let him use it.
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      Anna always tried to make Sundays special. In the south, it was a tradition to get dressed up nice and attend church, then either go to a restaurant for lunch, or put something on to cook before you left for Sunday school and then get home and finish it up and plop it on the table. Sometimes it was a simple casserole and a salad. She’d make it on Saturday evening and then cover it in the fridge. Using her slow cooker was another favorite way to cheat.

      A nice pot roast, covered in beefy mushroom soup, then a layer of potatoes and carrots around it and lots of seasoning. It was a favorite for all of them and they always thought she put so much work into it.

      She let them believe that, too. Moms had secrets.

      She didn’t have the energy to go to church and pretend that Pete was out of town again. She sure didn’t have the strength to cook breakfast, or even make so much as eggs and toast. And lunch was out of the question.

      Her own stomach felt painfully concave. She hadn’t eaten anything but half a bagel in days. Probably three or four bottles of wine to wash it down. She didn’t normally drink that much, but these weren’t normal times. She’d hid each bottle after it was empty. She had some cleaning up to do as soon as she was alone and could get them to her car, and off to the recycling center.

      “Mama,” Bronwyn called out.

      Anna could hear her coming up the stairs and she knew she should get up. Pretend to be okay. But it was four days and no word from Pete. She’d called his parents and each time it went to voicemail.

      Pete wouldn’t respond.

      She was being ghosted.

      It was a term she’d heard the kids use, but never really understood it until now. It was as if she was suddenly a non-person to Pete. He didn’t care enough to even reply with one word that he was safe. Not answer one call for a few seconds to let her ask him to come home. She was literally invisible to someone who had pledged to love her until death did they part.

      “Why aren’t we leaving for church yet?” Bronwyn said as she entered the room, a hairbrush in her hand. She was wearing a cute skort set that Anna had just ordered her a few weeks ago. “Oh. Mom! You aren’t even out of your pajamas. Are you sick?”

      “Yes, I am,” Anna said. “I have a migraine and you guys are going to have to make do with snacks, unless you want to tackle making breakfast.”

      Bronwyn wrinkled her nose. “It’s time for lunch. I don’t want to do it. You come down.”

      Anna hadn’t realized it was already past noon. “Where’s your brother?”

      She shrugged. “Playing Xbox, I think.”

      Anna turned over and put her head under the pillow. “Tell him I said to help you in the kitchen. I mean it, Bronwyn. Leave me alone.”

      “But Teague farted and then when I told him to stop, he cursed at me.”

      Anna didn’t reply. She didn’t care anymore. Let them fart. And curse.

      “His room is a disaster, too. All his clothes are in the floor, and he didn’t make his bed.”

      Usually that would get Anna moving. She couldn’t have their rooms looking a mess. Not only their bedrooms, but any room in the house. The kids knew it, too. It was a sure way to get her fired up if she found otherwise. The state of one’s home was a window to their souls.

      Or something like that. She couldn’t remember now. Pete is the one who said it.

      “It’s fine. Farts dissipate,” Anna said. “Leave your brother alone. Go do something. Read a book. Or watch tv.”

      Please, just go, she wanted to say.

      “When is Dad coming home?” Bronwyn said, still standing at the door. “You’ve been weird. Even Teague said so.”

      It wouldn’t do to answer her because Anna was tired of lying.

      “Fine. I guess I’ll spend the day by myself and starve.” With a dramatic huff, Bronwyn turned and went down the hall.

      Anna could hear her thumping down the stairs, yelling at her brother to come help her in the kitchen.

      Good. Maybe it was time they learn how to do some things for themselves. It was no secret that she’d spoiled the kids and Pete. Always taking care of them and creating their picture-perfect life. House clean, check. Clothes top of the line and always ready, check. Meals, check. Private lessons, playdates, dinner engagements, birthday parties, classroom mom… check, check, and check.

      She sat up and looked around the room. Her head really did throb. It felt like a dagger through her temple. No one cared if she was in pain. There was not another soul in this world that she could talk to. Her grandmother and her long-lost mother were probably over at her sister’s house with the others, laughing and having fun.

      But she was alone. It was doubtful they even realized she wasn’t there.

      She got up and went to their dresser and pulled out the drawer where he kept his watches and jewelry.

      The watches were gone, but Pete’s wedding ring peeked up at her.

      Tears sprang to her eyes.

      This is how he thanked her for creating their amazing life? Leaving her alone in a big house with no idea how they were going to keep up the façade she’d built to the outside world? If he didn’t come home, they were ruined. It wouldn’t take long for her neighborhood friends to figure things out and she’d be the topic of whispered conversations at the club, or during morning power walking.

      Anna herself had participated in the gossip-fests many times over the years. When her friend Cindy, a street over, had fired her housekeeper, Anna had told their other friends, who immediately said the housekeeper was a young woman from Guatemala and Cindy’s husband had an eye for her.

      Soon the whole neighborhood had created a torrid affair and Anna didn’t know to this day if any of it was true, or if it had all started from her spilling the beans about the firing.

      Cindy had asked her once who had started the rumor and Anna feigned ignorance. Now Cindy would get her revenge once she saw that Pete’s car was gone for more than a few days, heading into a week. They were like vultures, just waiting for a hint that someone’s relationship was dying before they dove in and started pecking for details.

      For the third or fourth time in as many days, Anna thought about the gun that Pete kept up in the closet. She’d never been one to understand how people could take their own lives, but now it was becoming clear. It would be simpler if she was just gone. She wouldn’t have to figure out how to put things back right. She wouldn’t have to look like a fool in front of her family. Or their friends in the neighborhood. The people at church wouldn’t smile at her then look away with a pitying glance. The pastor couldn’t try to corner her for counseling.

      The pastor who always told them they looked like the perfect family.

      Nor would Anna have to look her kids in the eye and tell them that Daddy wasn’t coming home. Ever. That they were now a statistic. Or they would be soon.

      Single mom with two kids.

      The label sickened her.

      Slowly, she swung her legs off the bed and onto the floor.

      She was tired. So very tired.

      When she stood, everything went gray for a minute, then the tunnel opened, and she could see.

      She forced herself to go into the bathroom and wash her face. She combed her hair, but her scalp tingled painfully.

      In the mirror, she winced at her reflection.

      She picked up her phone and scanned through her contacts until she found Carol Sandoval. She was a neighbor who had children the kids played with. She dialed her number, praying she was home and not out Sunday shopping.

      “Hello? Anna?”

      “Hi Carol. How are you all doing today?” Anna tried to sound normal.

      “Good. We just got home from church. Didn’t see you there but wow—you should’ve heard Katie Lee on her solo. Our whole praise team is good but she’s their bread and butter. I think that girl is headed to Nashville if her mother can cut those apron strings. Everything okay?”

      Anna nodded as though Carol could see her. “Yes, for the most part, but I’ve got a screamer of a sick headache and Pete’s away. I was wondering if the kids could come over, and since there’s no school tomorrow for the teacher workday, I hate to ask this, but maybe stay overnight? This is one of the worst I’ve had in a while. I might need to medicate.”

      There was a pause, then Carol agreed. “Sure, why not? The more, the merrier. Send them on over. We picked up plenty of pizza.”

      Perfect.

      Anna thanked her and hung up. Her clothes from the day before were still hanging over the towel rack and she put them on, hoping the kids wouldn’t notice. She brushed her teeth, then went down the hall to their rooms. Methodically she packed overnight bags for both, adding their toiletries, and a few extra sets of underwear before heading downstairs.

      As she passed the collage of framed photos going down the stairwell, her family posing perfectly for the professional shots through the years, she swallowed the sob that threatened to come.

      Then she closed off every emotion.

      Focus, Anna. Get them out of the house.

      Logic tried to creep in, but she kept moving. Once they were gone, she’d set everything up just right, and write each of them a letter.

      She’d send Pete one final message. At least since he probably wouldn’t reply to it, for the first time in their marriage, she’d get the last word.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday nights was usually a light dinner of leftovers, then getting everyone ready for the next day. Clothes set out, homework done, baths ordered, weekly schedule looked at —all the busy mom stuff that her life entailed. It was always a hectic evening after a busy weekend, but Anna never minded it because it also meant that the week was beginning again, and she’d have time to herself with the kids in school.

      Now she felt guilty that she hadn’t wanted them with her every single moment of their lives. When they were babies, it was that way. She hadn’t ever wanted them around Jackson, her father. They spent more time with Pete’s parents, out on their sprawling property that was immaculate and fitting for kids to toddle around on. Still yet, Anna had kept a close eye on them, and they never spent a night anywhere without her, until they were in school.

      By then, Anna had let go of the reins a bit and allowed sleepovers at their grandparent’s home. Later with friends, if she knew the parents well enough, and it was a good family. Sometimes she’d even pushed friendships where they might not have naturally been, sealing beneficial relationships with their prestigious parents by using the kids.

      She wasn’t proud of that, but everyone did it.

      Right now, Teague and Bronwyn were probably already in a circle of friends, eating pizza and telling jokes.

      When they left, Anna had hugged them harder than normal, looked them each in the eyes and told them how much she loved them. She also told them she was proud of them. Teague had shaken her off, embarrassed at the attention and affection, like a boy tended to do, but Bronwyn had lingered in Anna’s arms. She was always an intuitive child, and she knew that something was wrong.

      Anna had to reassure her repeatedly, encouraging her to go have a fun stay with her friends. That she’d see her in the morning.

      The promise of pizza had tipped the scales and Bronwyn took off down the street, running to catch up to her brother, only looking back once to wave and blow a kiss. A kiss that Anna caught in the air and clutched to her heart.

      She hoped that her last words of love and praise would linger in their minds long after she was gone.

      Now that the decision was made, Anna felt at peace.

      There was still much to prepare, but her fuzzy, sleep-deprived brain had departed and everything she needed to do was now in sharp detail at the forefront of her mind.

      First, she had to make sure the house was spotless. There would be tons of strangers in her home later and Pete would be horrified if the house was unkempt. It wouldn’t take long to tidy because it was always clean. Her housekeeper, Dina, came every Tuesday and Friday and in between, Anna kept it neat.

      She did the kitchen first, cleaning up the few dishes the kids had left in the sink, wiping the counters down and sweeping the floor. When she walked through the living room, she saw it needed nothing, and she kept going until she got to the game room. Straightening out the cords and games around the television, she remembered that Teague had asked for a new game for his Xbox, and she’d promised if he brought home all A’s on his report card again, they would get it.

      She hoped Pete would still do that. He expected perfect grades but didn’t know that Anna bribed the kids to get them. Carefully she put the gaming chairs back in their upright positions and set them where they needed to be to look just right.

      At Teague’s room, she stopped in the doorway and admired the design again. It was about time for a makeover into a more mature style, but Anna had been dragging her feet. They had commissioned an interior designer from Atlanta to decorate both kids’ room a few years ago and his was her favorite.

      The room was done in a camping theme. Teague’s bed was the top of a bunk bed, with a pup tent over it, and khaki large tent flaps all around the bottom of the bunk frame to give him a fort to hide out in. The wallpaper was all trees and leaves, and real plants hung from a rustic bookshelf.

      Teague wasn’t interested in the real plants, but they were great accents and the housekeeper made sure they survived. Anna had to admit, the room didn’t really look lived in, but her son didn’t seem to mind.

      She climbed the bunk ladder and struggled, leaning over the railing to make the bed. She picked up his pillow and plumped it, then held it to her nose for a minute before putting it in its place.

      Carefully she climbed down and picked up his dirty clothes, dropping them in his clothes hamper before going into his bathroom.

      He’d left a trail of toothpaste on the counter and in the sink. His toilet seat was up, and he hadn’t flushed. Usually, she would be irritated at the pool of yellow staining the bowl, but not today.

      Today she only felt warmth flood her for what a little boy he still was, and hope that he wouldn’t become like his father, letting every speck of dust or drop of paste send him into a conniption.

      She cleaned it all quickly and then went to Bronwyn’s room.

      Of course, hers was all pink and princess—a little girl’s dream. It was Anna’s dream, too, once upon a time. She was happy she could give her daughter the perfect space that she’d never had growing up.

      She sat on the bed and pulled Anna’s teddy bear into her arms, hugging it close to her body as she inhaled the fur that smelled just like Bronwyn, a blend of the strawberry shampoo she loves and the scent of her nighttime sweaty self. Her daughter slept hot, always kicking off her covers halfway through the night.

      The room was already neat. Bronwyn had made her bed, kept her clothes up, and hadn’t left a single thing out for Anna to put away. Her daughter worked hard to please both her and Pete, trying to be perfect and always looking for praise, wincing at the slightest reprimand.

      Bronwyn had a shelf full of collector’s Barbie dolls. They didn’t look as though they’d ever been touched. She had told Bronwyn it was up to her if she wanted to play with them or not, but Pete had urged her to keep them in pristine condition, and someday they’d be worth money.

      Pete didn’t know it, but Anna had used her own spending money to buy the exact replica of every doll that sat on the shelf. She and Bronwyn had a secret, and the dolls were in a box under the bed. Bronwyn played with them when Pete was out of town.

      Sometimes Anna played with her.

      Usually, Anna liked sitting in Bronwyn’s room, gazing at the prettiness around her, but today it felt lonely. She remembered when she was a little girl, after their mom went away, and for years she’d shared a room with her three sisters.

      Anna had complained the most about it. She knew that. But inside, she was glad for those years. They were all hurting inside, wanting their mother back and afraid to even mention her for fear of sending their father into another drunken stupor. They’d tried so hard to pretend they were okay.

      Taylor had worked hard to keep them together. To keep them fed and taken care of, both at home and in their foster care stints. She was protective of them and strict, reminding them that bad behavior never got anyone anywhere in life.

      Anna had tried Taylor many times, fighting against her rules. Telling her she didn’t need her trying to be her mother. She’d made it hard for Taylor.

      Then as Anna grew out of her gangly stage and into her teens, blossoming quite unexpectedly and surprisingly, she’d worked to become popular. She had used her blonde hair and blue eyes like a weapon, getting what she wanted and then laughing to her sisters that she was the best of the four, as she also pulled away from them as fast as she could, telling them she was happier without them.

      She was an asshole. Not only that, but it was all a charade.

      Anna had never acknowledged that before, not even to herself. But what the hell—today was the final act. Why not let the curtain fall and stop with the lies to herself? She may have been the prettiest and the most popular, but inside she’s always felt ugly and alone.

      There.

      She’d admitted it. For all the good it did her now.

      On Bronwyn’s nightstand was a photo of her dancing in the children’s Nutcracker play for the local theatre in town. It was a small venue but had many wealthy backers to keep it going.

      Bronwyn didn’t get the lead, and that was disappointing to Pete who told her she must not have worked hard enough. Anna had ached for her daughter, seeing the hurt on her face that her father didn’t think she’d been good enough. But Bronwyn got over it and was happy enough as a cute little mouse. She’d practiced nonstop for months and eventually, had done her part perfectly.

      There was that word again.

      Perfect.

      It was a mantra in their house, it seemed.

      Anna tucked the teddy bear back against the pink satin pillow and left the room, lingering at the door for one final look before she padded down the hall to their bedroom.

      Their bedroom didn’t give her the same warm feeling as her children’s rooms. It was gorgeously decorated but it wasn’t a retreat or a place of love. Sure, she went there to seek quiet sometimes, but never to seek company.

      She glared at the bed.

      Pete wasn’t a friendly lover. Was that even a term?

      Anna loved him with all her might, but she was also afraid of him. There were things he did and wanted that she didn’t feel comfortable doing or giving, but she did them anyway. Giving in to his demands were part of her job—part of what she owed him for giving her such an amazing life.

      He’d told her that, too. He reminded her often that without him, she would still be in the poverty tax bracket. Maybe shacked up with some loser in the bad side of town, or surviving alone, living hand to mouth from week to week.

      Like Lucy. Or Jo.

      There was a photo of her and Pete together on her nightstand and Anna looked at it, scrutinizing his expression. It was taken at a gala they attended to raise money for the Hart’s Art Center. She’d worn a deep purple velvet off the shoulder gown and Pete had looked smart in a tuxedo.

      But he didn’t smile. He always looked pained in pictures, even the professionally posed ones. Like he was constipated. She’d never told him that, but she’d thought it.

      Her father had called him uptight.

      “He’s so tense you couldn’t stick a matchstick up his butt,” he’d said more than once. Secretly, Anna agreed with him.

      On his nightstand, there was nothing but a lamp and a clock. Pete didn’t like clutter. If she really wanted revenge, she’d do the terrible deed in the middle of the living room, or on the hand knotted Persian rug in his office. She could’ve bought a used car for what he’d paid for it, and he’d picked a pale ivory color that she was afraid to have in any room the kids frequented. She visualized it stained with her blood. Pete would probably have a stroke.

      She couldn’t do it, though. She didn’t want to take the chance of the kids seeing it. A shower curtain pulled around just right in their guest bathtub would keep things as neat as could possibly be.

      Hopefully Pete would keep the kids from ever knowing what room it was done in. Things were getting morose, and Anna stood, ready to get it rolling. She went to the closet and reached up to the shoebox at the end of the shelf. It felt heavy and when she set it on the floor and opened the top, she was relieved to see that Pete hadn’t taken the gun with him.

      That would’ve been complicated.

      She took it out and set it on her dresser, then opened her lingerie drawer and pulled out her favorite midnight blue satin pajamas. Pete had told her once that the color made her blue eyes pop and reminded him of a starry night. That was in their honeymoon stage when he still said nice things to her.

      Quickly she undressed and put the pajamas and her nice slippers on. She went into the bathroom and applied her makeup. It was silly, because she knew her face would probably be completely unrecognizable, but one more time she wanted to look nice. Not like the haggard waif that had stared at her in the mirror for the last few days.

      Come on, Anna.

      She put all her things away and left the room, gun in hand.

      Only one more thing to do.

      Write the letters.

      What she would say to the kids was already in her head, and she knew just how to write it. She wanted to make sure they understood that it wasn’t their fault, and that she loved them dearly and had done so since the day she’d laid eyes on their tiny heads and would do so for all of eternity.

      Words for Pete hadn’t come to her yet.

      She went down the stairs to the kitchen, sat at the table and set the gun down, then opened her laptop. She stretched her fingers, listening to them pop. A smile snuck up on her.

      Suddenly she knew exactly what to write to her dear husband.

      His letter would shock him.

      It would be only two words. One started with an F. The other with a Y.

      Oh, the language, he’d scold her. Anna never cursed. It wasn’t ladylike or what women should do in polite company. And good gracious, she’d never, ever cursed at Pete.

      But this time, those two words would leave the perfect message.

      And there was that damn word again.

      Anna couldn’t wait until she never had to think it again.
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        * * *

      

      All three letters were done, and all Anna had to do was hit print and send them to Pete’s machine in his office. She hit the button and when she saw the icon moving, she got up and went to retrieve them. She’d leave the notes for the kids under their pillows, just to make sure they got them when eventually, they came home.

      Pete’s could stay in his office since that was his favorite room of the house. And probably where he’d done all his scheming. Found him an apartment. Or a house. Made plans on his calendar.

      Planned his escape.

      With the two letters in her hand, she turned to go out of the room and heard a knock on her kitchen door.

      She froze.

      Quietly she padded down the hall and peeked around the corner, looking at the window on the side door.

      It was Cate.

      “Anna? Are you home?” she knocked again, this time louder.

      Anna stayed where she was, waiting on Cate to leave. Her mother was the last person she needed to see right now. It was probably her fault that Anna wasn’t good enough for Pete to want to stay. Anna was damaged goods.

      They all were.

      Out of the four of them, only Lucy had the guts to admit it.

      Cate knocked again, then there was a pause, and Cate screamed her name.

      Anna remembered the gun! Cate must’ve seen it on the table!

      Cate pounded and screamed. She was going to have the whole neighborhood out in the driveway if she didn’t stop. Anna skirted around the corner and went to the door.

      “Shut up, Cate!” she said, opening it and letting her in.

      Her mother was in tears and looked panicked.

      “What is going on?” Cate said, her gaze going from Anna to the gun on the table, then back again.

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. Can you leave now?” Anna crossed her arms over her chest, giving Cate a defiant look.

      Cate moved around her and went to the table.

      “What are you doing?” Anna said. “Get back over here.”

      Cate picked up the gun, then her eyes scanned the laptop screen.

      “Anna.” She whipped around, the gun at her side. “What is this for?”

      “It’s not what you think,” Anna said, her voice cracking. “I need you to leave. Pete had the gun out. He was going to clean it. Now I have stuff to do, and you should go.”

      “Then where is he? Where are the kids? God, don’t tell me they’re here with a firearm out in plain sight.”

      “No, of course not. They’re at a neighbor’s house. And Pete, he’s—he’s…” Anna tried to get the words out, but her voice had started to shake.

      “Anna, please. Tell me what’s wrong? Please!” Cate said. She put the gun back on the table and crossed the kitchen. She grasped Anna by both arms, looking deep into her eyes, searching.

      Anna tried to pull away, but Cate wouldn’t let go.

      She shook her head, physically denying what she couldn’t say. But traitorous tears began to rain down her face. Her resolve was beginning to crumble, and she had thoughts of the horror her act might leave behind. Thoughts she had kept out until now.

      If only Cate hadn’t come up!

      “Damn you!” she screamed in her face. “Damn you. Damn you. Damn you.”

      The words ended in a ragged sob, and she pulled away and sunk down against the front of the cabinets, huddled over her knees on the floor.

      She was too weak to curse her mother anymore.

      And she was tired of being strong for everyone else.

      Cate sank down beside her, and Anna could hear her crying, too.

      Why was she crying? What could she be upset about?

      “Oh, Anna. My sweet, sweet girl. What has happened?” Cate murmured, her voice thick with tears.

      Before Anna could resist again, or muster up the strength to try to, she felt Cate’s arms around her, pulling her in. It should’ve felt foreign. They didn’t know each other as family. They were like strangers and hadn’t even touched each other in decades.

      But it didn’t.

      It felt familiar.

      And safe.

      Anna stopped trying to pull away and took a breath to quiet her sobs. They only got stronger, and Cate held her tighter. Suddenly something in Anna let go, physically and emotionally, and she finally relaxed into her mother’s embrace.
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      Taylor stepped back from the microphone after answering the last question and made a quick retreat into the department. She still didn’t like doing the press conferences, especially first thing in the morning, but the Sheriff always picked her to be the spokesperson. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was a female, or he just thought she was good at it, but either way it wasn’t a choice, it was an order. At least now she didn’t get as anxious or tongue-tied. She was getting used to being front and center.

      Some of the guys were jealous and calling her Hollywood. She couldn’t help it if they couldn’t articulate as well as her.

      In the media gathering, she’d seen a reporter from Atlanta, so at least the clip would probably go statewide. Possibly even nationally. She’d pleaded for anyone to report if they’d seen Sissy, her car, or knew anything about her disappearance.

      Now she hoped a valid tip would come through.

      Kuno was waiting for her at her desk.

      “I just sent you over the grocery store video,” he said.

      “Great. Thanks.” Taylor was glad things were moving fast. She sat down and clicked on her keyboard, then opened her email. She downloaded the footage and when it started up, she enlarged it to fit her screen.

      The set-up of the camera was facing the front of the store, capturing customers as they came in, and had a view of the check-out lanes.

      Taylor was glad to see it was a good quality.

      Penner came up too, and the three of them watched frame by frame until they saw Sissy breeze through the door, holding Hayley on her hip. She got a shopping cart and put Hayley into it, then started toward the produce section.

      They lost her there and Taylor forwarded through bit by bit until they saw Sissy at the self-check-out. It was a good view of her face, and she looked fine, even laughing at something Hayley said. She scanned her groceries, which matched the items that were found on the countertop in her condo, then bagged them herself.

      She paid with a card and exited the store, pushing the shopping cart.

      “There’s another email with the parking lot footage,” Kuno said.

      Taylor went back to her email and did the process over again, then forwarded to the time stamp that was on the check-out segment.

      “There she is,” Penner said.

      Sissy pushed the cart to her car and with Hayley still in it, she unloaded the bags into the back. Then she pushed the cart to a corral, lifted Hayley out, and took her to the car and put her in the car seat located in the back. There was no one acting suspicious around her or the car, that Taylor could see.

      Sissy got into the driver’s seat and drove away.

      Taylor spun around in her chair. “Well, that was as expected. I’ll report to Shane, but I’m sure he’ll want to see it too.”

      “He’s on the email exchange,” Kuno said. “But he’s still not here so I figured you’d want it now.”

      “Thanks, Kuno,” Taylor said. He looked out for her and gave her the respect she craved, and she appreciated it.

      “What about her car?” he asked. “Any hits?”

      “Nope. The BOLO is out, but so far no one has reported finding it. That gives me hope that Sissy is driving around somewhere. Or hiding out. I’m eager to get the doorbell camera footage from the neighbor and see if Payton is telling the truth about their talk outside in front of her condo. I’d feel better if we saw a screaming argument, because that would at least give reason why she might leave to cool off for a bit.”

      “What about the airports?” Penner asked.

      “Grimes did airport parking lot duty. Both Middle Regional and Atlanta. The car isn’t there,” she said.

      “I checked all the motels and hotels within 70 miles around,” Kuno said. “Nothing.”

      “We’ve got the car,” Shane said, coming around the bullpen. “It’s headed to forensics.”

      Taylor heartrate accelerated. “Where?”

      “Greyhound station in Marietta. Local PD called it in. I just left the scene.”

      “Any sign of her?”

      He shook his head. “No, and they ran all the video while I was there. The car was parked in a blind spot, but she never came to the counter. They checked and no ticket was sold to her, either.”

      “She could’ve gotten someone else to buy it,” Kuno said.

      “Nope. If you buy it at the station, you must show ID. The only way to get it without ID is to buy it online,” Shane said. “There’s a very slim possibility that she did that, but I’ve got a call out to check her banking to see if a transaction went through. There are cameras pointed at the buses loading, and we looked through all the footage from the day she was last seen, through the next night. She’s not on there.”

      “We just went through the grocery store video footage,” Taylor said. “Sissy had Hayley with her, and everything looked fine. Didn’t see anyone following her and she looked like she was in a good mood. Picked up the salad stuff, paid, then left.”

      “What about the neighbor’s footage?” he asked.

      “Hold on. Let me see if it came through.” She clicked a few keys to get into her email, then saw a new one from the security company the neighbor reached out to.

      “That’s it,” Shane pointed over her shoulder.

      She opened the email and clicked on the video. Kuno and Penner moved in closer, squeezing on either side of Shane behind her.

      The company had sent footage starting from the morning of the twenty-fifth. The condo that had the video was located across the parking lot from Sissy’s door and they could see it between the cars, but it wasn’t the greatest view, and they couldn’t hear anything that far away.

      “Oh no, it’s a motion detecting camera,” Shane said. “That means there’s going to be a lot of gaps.”

      Taylor started forwarding through it until she came to just after noon when Sissy came out of the door, holding Hayley’s hand. Her head was bent as she appeared to be talking to Hayley, and she laughed before putting her into the car and bending over her to fasten her in.

      She closed the door, got into the driver’s seat, and pulled away. They had looked so happy. Taylor swallowed past the lump in her throat, and reminded herself she was a professional and needed to focus on finding clues.

      “Now let’s see when she returns,” Kuno said.

      Slowly, Taylor forwarded it again until just after one o’clock when they got to a frame and saw Payton’s truck pull in and park. He didn’t get out of it until twenty minutes later when Sissy returned and parked beside him, then his door opened, and he got out and came around to Hayley’s door.

      They watched as he got Hayley out and set her on the ground, then he went around to where Sissy had opened her back hatch. He gestured toward her to get Hayley, and he gathered all the bags, then shut the back and followed them to the front door.

      “Whoa,” Shane said. “Payton said he didn’t go inside.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t,” Taylor said. “He could still leave them at the door.”

      But he didn’t.

      Hayley looked like she was about to make a run toward the parking lot and Sissy swooped her up onto her hip, then unlocked her door and led the way in.

      Payton followed.

      “Oh, he’s busted,” Shane said. “Why would he lie about going in there if he doesn’t have something to hide?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking,” Taylor said. “Let’s see what happens next.” She forward through, this time more slowly so she was sure not to miss anything. They worked through two and a half hours of frames before the door opened and Payton was there, a sleeping Hayley laid over his shoulder.

      He looked around the parking lot, then closed the door before carrying her to his truck, setting her into a child’s seat already in there, then pulling away.

      Sissy was nowhere to be seen.

      They went through the entire afternoon of frames, then into the evening. Several other cars came and went, people coming home from work, going out, coming back again. Still no sign of Sissy.

      It was close to midnight and the picture was grainy when they saw movement coming in from the top of the frame.

      It was a figure, dressed in a black hoodie, his face not distinguishable.

      Taylor leaned in. “Who the heck is that?”

      They all watched as the figure made his way to Sissy’s car and pointed a fob at it, then got in and shut the door. A few seconds later, he pulled out of the parking lot and disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Taylor pulled her truck into Sam’s driveway and flashed her lights. It had been a long day and she was tired, but she wasn’t ready to pack it in for the night. She had something else on her mind. Payton had something to hide, she just knew it.

      The door opened and Diesel was out first, with Sam right behind.

      She smiled. They looked so natural together, so comfortable. It was still crazy to her that she’d found Sam and reunited him with his dog.

      Their dog.

      “Hey beautiful,” Sam said when he opened the door. He had an overstuffed duffel bag with him and threw it in the floor. A blanket was thrown over his arm and he tucked it into the seat.

      “Hi.” She blushed; glad it was dark. Even if she wasn’t still in her uniform with her hair pulled back and only mascara on, she still wouldn’t feel the compliment fit. Sam was a charmer. He’d begged her to come by and when she said she still had to work, he’d talked his way into coming with her. She’d only agreed after he promised not to ask any questions about the case.

      Diesel jumped in and immediately crossed over the seat and gave her a wet kiss on her forehead, then took his seat in the middle.

      “This is going to be fun,” Sam said. “I’ve only seen this done in the movies.”

      “Seen what done?”

      “A stakeout,” he said, then grinned at her.

      “Sam! We aren’t doing a stakeout. Not really. I told you I might—possibly maybe—drive by the Howe farm and see if anything is going on out there.”

      He nodded smugly. “See. A stakeout.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. He was just too adorable at being so excited to drive around in the dark. She had to admit, it was going to be nice to have some friendly company. She was sick of Shane’s on again off again pouts.

      “Fine. But remember, no one knows about this. Sheriff would have my hide if he thought I was taking you on a ride along.”

      “Hey, it’s your truck. We’re just out for a drive.”

      Taylor backed out of the driveway and started down the road. “Right. Remember that. So, what did you bring? It looks like you plan to pull an all-nighter.”

      He grabbed the bag and put it on his lap, unzipped it, then pulled a flashlight out and used it to peer inside.

      “Flashlight. Binoculars, of course. Cashews and chocolate chip cookies. I was going to bring some wine but thought you might arrest me for open container so instead I have four cans of Diet Mountain Dew.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him.

      “Damn, I knew I should’ve grabbed Dr. Pepper.”

      “It’s fine. I probably won’t drink anything, because then I’d just have to pee.”

      He pulled an empty milk jug from the bag. “I planned for that too!”

      Taylor laughed. “That might work for you, but I’m pretty sure it won’t for me. Let me give you an inside tip. If a female law enforcement officer is on a real stakeout, she’ll bring an empty mayonnaise jar.”

      He made a face at her. “You’ve just ruined every future sandwich for me.”

      She laughed.

      He pulled out something black and waved it around. “I have two ski caps, too. In case we need to creep around.”

      “Sam. We aren’t creeping around. Everyone in this county is locked and loaded. I don’t want to be shot.”

      He slapped his leg like he was irritated. “Fine, but don’t tell me I can’t play the dance music I downloaded to my phone. It’s in case we get sleepy.”

      “We won’t be stopped there long enough for that.”

      “Or…instead of dancing, we could…” he teased.

      “Stop. You’re embarrassing Diesel,” Taylor joked. “Now I know why you brought the blanket, Romeo. Should’ve left that at home.”

      “Come on, Taylor. Don’t be difficult. We can relive high school.”

      “I didn’t even do that in high school. Okay, why don’t you talk to me while I drive?” She turned off his road and headed toward the Howe farm.

      He reached out and put a hand on the back of Diesel’s neck.

      “Sure. What do you want to talk about? Did you hear about the new pitcher the Braves signed on?”

      “Why don’t you tell me more about when you were growing up,” Taylor said. “Just any story that pops into your head, unless it involves baseball.”

      She already knew that before his mom died—and even after, despite the grief—Sam had a good, solid childhood. One without worry of his dad being too drunk to remember to bring home groceries, or fear he’d have to go back to foster care. He thought it was weird at first, but she’d explained to him that for her, hearing him tell her stories about when he was a kid was like listening to a fairytale.

      It comforted her. Even captivated her. And gave her hope that one day, she could have a family and give her children the childhood she should’ve had. Nothing fancy. Just one that would be considered good, normal, and safe.

      Sam pulled a container from the bag and popped the top, then passed it over Diesel’s head and shook it at her.

      “Cashew?”

      “No, I’m good,” she said, keeping her eyes on the road. “Get to talking.”

      He popped a few cashews in his mouth. “Okay. Did I already tell you about the treehouse me and Dad made? It was multi-level with a loft and a lookout, and when I was nine, I fell out of it and broke my arm. But first, let me tell you how I talked the cute little neighbor girl into coming up there.”
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      Anna opened her eyes slowly, letting them focus before she moved. It was morning, she knew that, and she was curled under the covers. The fetal position she’d laid in for so many hours without moving was making her ache.

      She saw a figure curled up in the reading chair in the corner of the room.

      Everything came rushing back.

      She’d had a breakdown the evening before. Cate had rescued her from doing the horrific thing, then stayed at her side, letting her cry until no more tears would come.

      It was humiliating. Anna wasn’t one to let her guard down and let others see her break. It wasn’t even just a break, either. She’d completely shattered.

      She thought about the gun and felt sick.

      What was she thinking? How could she have even considered doing something like that to her children? Yet, in her heart, she knew she had been about to do it. Would’ve done it.

      It was a close call.

      “You’re awake,” Cate said, sitting up and putting her feet on the floor. She sounded concerned.

      “Yeah,” Anna said.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Not great.” Anna had also drunk a bottle of wine by herself while she’d spilled out what had led her to almost do the terrible deed, liquid courage to expose what was happening in her life.

      “You need to have something on your stomach. Want some saltine crackers and some water?”

      Anna sat up and leaned against the headboard. She looked at the clock.

      “I have to get myself together before the kids come home.”

      Cate stood. “You wait right here. I’ll get some crackers. Do you want them buttered?”

      “Buttered?”

      “Oh, you don’t remember? That was your favorite snack when you were a little girl. Buttered saltines,” Cate said, smiling gently.

      It came back to Anna. Yes, she had loved buttered saltines.

      “I remember. But no butter today, please,” she said softly.

      Their interaction the evening before had changed the interaction between them. Anna didn’t feel the usual reluctance to be informal with Cate.

      “I’ll make some hot tea, too,” Cate said, then left the room.

      Anna picked up the phone and saw Teague had sent a text asking if they could stay longer. She texted him back, telling him it was okay. She could use the extra time to get herself together.

      She stared at her messages again, wishing there was one there from Pete. She thought about sending him one, but she’d lost count of how many had gone unanswered since he’s left. Not only that, but he’d blocked her.

      She threw the phone on the bed, went to the bathroom, and started the shower. She avoided the mirror while she got undressed, then got in and let the hot water stream over her and ease the knotted muscles in her neck.

      Buttered saltines.

      Cate had remembered something so insignificant, and from so long ago. She seemed different today, too. Better. As though she wasn’t carrying such a heavy emotional burden than she was the last time she’d seen her.

      It felt comical that her mother, a recent release from a long prison stint, was having a better go at life than she was—Anna Chambers, wife of Pete Chambers, esq., and mother of two gifted children. Member of Hart’s Ridge Country Club, class mom, and resident of one of the most sought-after neighborhoods.

      Her face flamed as she turned and put it in the water, and it wasn’t from the heat of the water. She didn’t want to face Cate in the light of the day and try to have a normal conversation. How could they after last night?

      She quickly washed her hair, scrubbed her body, then got out and dried herself. With a towel wrapped tightly around her, she went to the closet to find something to wear.

      Her eyes roamed to the shoe box, and she felt shame wash over her.

      Cate had taken the gun, and Anna hoped she did away with it. She didn’t even want it in the house anymore. The next time, someone might not swoop in and save her, and that sort of selfish act was not a legacy she wanted to leave her children. Knowing how close she’d come to doing it, and how much she had wanted to do it the day before, was terrifying and made her realize that one’s brain was a complicated and unpredictable organ.

      There was a friend in high school whose mother took her own life, and Anna had never forgotten it. They’d bonded over both being motherless. She didn’t want that for Bronwyn. Or Teague.

      Quickly, she grabbed a pair of yoga pants and a long-sleeved shirt, underclothes, and shoes, and left the closet. It felt too weird in there now and she couldn’t get out fast enough. She brought everything to the bathroom and got dressed there, then pulled her hair into a low ponytail and dabbed on some light makeup.

      She headed downstairs, Bronwyn still on her mind.

      Bronwyn was so young. Anna imagined Pete, or another woman trying to fix her hair in the mornings. Or talk to her about boys, or worse, about her period when it came. Her daughter was so sensitive. If Anna weren’t around, Bronwyn would probably try to deal with all her upcoming growing up problems without talking to anyone.

      “Oh, sorry—” she almost ran into Cate, who had fixed up a tray and was headed out of the kitchen.

      “No, I’m sorry.” Cate turned and set the tray on the table. “I didn’t think you’d want to come down.”

      “I figured I’d better try to act human before the kids come.” Anna felt dizzy and slid into a chair at the table. A wave of nausea fell over her again. She reached for a saltine.

      “Will they be here soon?”

      “No, they asked to stay longer.”

      Cate sat down across from her and frowned. “I need to go to the shelter in a bit, but I don’t want to leave you.”

      Anna waved her hand in the air. “It’s fine. I’m not going to off myself.”

      “Please don’t be so flippant, Anna. This is serious. You’ve had a hit to your mental health, and I really don’t think it’s safe for you to be alone.”

      “Okay, then I’ll just go with you to work, and scoop poop all day.” Anna said sarcastically, then took a drink of the tea that Cate had made her. It was good, though more sugar than she usually allowed herself. What did it matter now?

      “That’s a great idea,” Cate said.

      Anna looked up and laughed harshly. “No, it’s not. I’m not a fan of animals. Or poop.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No—I’m not, Cate. I think I know what I’m fond of or not.”

      “Anna, when you were five years old, you climbed all the way up in a tree to try to rescue a stray kitten, then we had to get the fire department to come out with their ladder to get you down.”

      Anna shook her head. “I don’t remember that.”

      “It happened. I promise you that. Don’t you remember that kitten? You named it Maple for the tree it was in, and when we took it the vet, we found out it was blind. It would sniff our faces to figure out who we were, but she liked you the best because she knew you saved her.”

      Anna didn’t remember climbing a tree but a faint memory of a cat that used to sniff her face was coming to her.

      “Was it orange?” she asked.

      Cate nodded. “Yes. It was a tabby.”

      “I think I do remember her.” She nibbled on a cracker and thought of the buttered Saltines. She wondered how many other childhood memories she had hidden inside her, ready to be resurrected by Cate.

      It was interesting that they were in there, but unnerving in a way, too.

      Here was this woman who seemed to know her at a very deep level, more than she even knew herself—or at least the child she was—but Anna didn’t know her back. Cate was like a stranger to her.

      Now wasn’t really the time to get to know anyone, not with her life falling apart. She didn’t know where Pete was, or what he wanted to do about their marriage. She wanted to know. Needed to know. But she was also tired of thinking about it.

      “You know what, Cate? I’m going to go with you to work after all.” She surprised her with the statement that seemed to come out of nowhere and without her approval.

      Cate smiled.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet Mutt & Jeff.”
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        * * *

      

      Anna wasn’t prepared for the stench of animals that hit her as soon as they got back to the dog kennels. She didn’t want to insult Cate by reacting to it, so she fought the urge to cover her nose. This was supposed to be something to take her mind from her problems, and she was determined to keep a good attitude about it.

      “It’ll be better once we get the kennels hosed down,” Cate said, picking up on Anna’s facial expression.

      She was thankful now that Cate had forced her to eat some scrambled eggs and toast before they left the house, because the scent of dirty dogs and their excrement, on an empty stomach, may not have worked out well.

      They’d passed a girl at the counter who looked surprised when Cate introduced Anna as her daughter.

      “Down here is Mutt and Jeff,” Cate said, leading Anna down the center aisle between the two rows of kennels and stopping at the one on the end.

      Anna looked inside and saw a huge Great Dane curled up on the elevated cot. He looked somber and sleepy, all black with a gray muzzle.

      “I only see one dog,” Anna said.

      “Just wait a minute. Mutt, come here,” she called out.

      Suddenly the tiniest chihuahua that Anna had ever seen seemed to just pop out of the big dog’s body, then pranced over to them at the gate. It started yapping like a maniac.

      “That’s Mutt,” Cate said, opening the latch and going in. She knelt and petted him, and he quieted. “He sleeps wherever he can squeeze himself in with Jeff, usually in the warmest, if not the most appropriate, spots. They were found together at an abandoned junkyard and were near starving. They’re best buds and so far, we haven’t found anyone to take them together.”

      Anna looked at them through the wire. They did indeed look like abandoned junk dogs. Who would ever adopt them? The Great Dane was obviously old. You could tell it with all the gray on his face and the way he carefully extricated himself from his folded position and walked stiffly over to Cate, looking for attention. The chihuahua was even more ugly. He had bare spots on his body, and fur stuck up like a tiny mohawk on his head. His tongue hung out the side of his mouth, making him look like a cartoon.

      They were quite a pair.

      She laughed. “What will happen to them?”

      “Not sure yet,” Cate said. “A rescue won’t pull them because they’d have an even harder time keeping them together. Most people who want a Great Dane aren’t fans of little dogs. And those who love little dogs don’t want a horse of a dog trampling around in their home. The dogs are also seniors, which means they’ll have ongoing medical needs, and it might get expensive. Not everyone can afford one senior dog, much less two.”

      Anna thought about the people in her neighborhood, and that she went to the church with, and even at the country club. Those of them who had animals usually went with designer dogs—Yorkshire terriers and Labradoodles, or whatever was the most popular breed of the moment. She couldn’t visualize one of them walking in and adopting two old, ugly fellows like Mutt and Jeff. They would have to hide them when company came over and who has the time and energy for that?

      “What do you want me to do?” she asked Cate, hoping she wouldn’t have to scoop anything too disdainful.

      Cate laughed. “I can see in your eyes that you want something easy.”

      “No,” Anna argued. “I’ll do whatever you need.”

      “What about you take Mutt and Jeff out to one of the yards and let them roam around? That would give me time to clean up their kennel really well.”

      “I can do that. I mean—how do I do that? Will they just follow?”

      Cate laughed again, then took two leashes from a hook near her. She put one on each dog, then handed the ends to Anna and pointed at a door at the end of the corridor.

      “Go out there and pick any empty yard. Be sure to take these off them once you’ve latched the gate.”

      Anna guided them down the aisle, feeling awkward as she almost tripped over the Chihuahua, then pulled him out of the way.

      Outside, she chose a yard that had a picnic table for her to sit on. She didn’t want to explore with them, as there were bound to be some brown bombs to step in.

      She took the leashes off and sat down, then watched as the Dane followed the little guy around in a game of Simon says lift the leg, like it was a contest to see who could get the last marking.

      At one point, the Chihuahua turned and went nose to nose with Jeff, glaring at him in a standoff that left the big dog tucking his tail.

      “I know someone just like you,” Anna said to Mutt. “Her name is Lucy and she’s small but mighty. Scrappy like you.”

      The dog panted at her, his tongue hanging even lower, then in a sudden streak of energy ran over and jumped straight into her lap so fast that Anna couldn’t even react.

      “Oh. Okay.” She reached out gingerly and patted the mohawk. It felt stiff.

      The door to the kennels opened and Cate came out, leading a small Dachshund. Or weenie-dog, as Bronwyn called them.

      “We’re going to join you,” Cate called out. “This is Leroy, and he needs to socialize more.”

      She came in and let Leroy go, then joined Anna at the table, sitting on the top of it with her feet on the bench. Anna noticed that Cate had a permanent smile around the dogs, inside and now outside, too.

      Anna wished she had something that made her that happy.

      “Anna, I want to talk to you about yesterday,” Cate said.

      “I really don’t want to talk about it, to be honest.”

      “Okay, then don’t talk. But I need you to listen. First, I want to say that I’m so sorry you’ve been feeling so awful, and I’m glad you are still here.” She paused. “Day or night, no matter what time it is, I want you to call me if you feel that way again.”

      Anna wished she could promise she’d do that. She wanted to be able to. Having a mother to help her through all her problems was something she’d dreamed about and wished for a million times.

      She shrugged.

      “I know you don’t know yet if you can trust me, Anna. Not with your feelings, or with your secrets. But I’m telling you that you can, and I’ll work to show you that you can. If you need me, we’ll figure this stuff out together. There are professionals who can help you, too. Will you reach out to one?”

      “No. Pete would see that as a sign of weakness.”

      “There is nothing weak about seeking help with your mental health,” Cate said softly.

      “I can figure this out,” Anna said, though she knew she was lying. She had no idea what to do to get her life back on track.

      “Do you know what your next move is?”

      “My next move?”

      “Yes. What are you going to do about your situation? Pete has made a statement with his actions, and you need to make one back.”

      “I don’t have a statement to make. I’m hoping this will blow over.”

      “Has he ever done this before?” Cate asked.

      Anna shook her head. She kept her eyes on Leroy as he made his trek to the same spots that first Mutt did, then Jeff. Leroy was the winner as he sprayed every sprig of grass.

      “Do you know where he is?” Cate asked.

      Mutt tried to get back in line for another round, but he was out of juice. The three of them made a comical sight as they circled around the yard. A Dane, a Chihuahua, and a sausage with legs. Bronwyn would be in heaven.

      “I don’t know for sure, though he’s probably at his parent’s house. He’s never done this. He’s stormed out before and stayed gone for hours, and he’s gotten angry with me while out of town and stopped communicating for a day or so, but never this.”

      “Have you thought about if he doesn’t come back?” Cate asked, her voice soft.

      “Not really. But something in my gut tells me he’s not coming back.” Anna couldn’t believe she’d said it, but it was true. There was a sense of finality in the way he’d cut off communication. Why would he even treat his kids that way? It was so unusual for Pete, that it had to be serious.

      “It that’s true, then you’re going to have to reach deep and find the strength to fight this battle, Anna. Not only the battle that tells you it would be easier not to be here on this earth, but the battle against Pete. It’s not going to be easy.”

      Anna felt weak with sudden fatigue. “I don’t have any strength anymore.”

      Cate reached over and put hand on Anna’s shoulder. “Yes, you do. Your strength is in there and if you want me to be here to loan you mine while you’re finding yours, I will. Every step of the way.”
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      Taylor drove and her fingers danced nervously on the steering wheel as she devised the questions she would ask. Shane was silent, too. They were almost to Jasper, and she was running out of time to concentrate.

      Thoughts of Margaret kept throwing her off course.

      Taylor had gone over and told her in person about what forensics found in the condo, and about the car, but that nothing was for sure until they got the DNA tests back on the blood.

      Margaret was stronger than Taylor expected her to be.

      “It’s not hers,” she’d said. “Sissy’s out there somewhere, still alive. We just have to figure out where.”

      Taylor had nodded encouragingly, but her gut told her something different.

      Sissy and Payton had entered her apartment the day she went missing, and only one of them came out. Her car was later moved by a man dressed in black, then eventually found at a bus station, and the bank said there were no transactions made for any ticket.

      “Payton had to know we’d find out about his side piece,” Shane said. “What an idiot.”

      “Good thing the friend has a conscience.”

      In addition to their other discoveries, the press conference had yielded a good lead. At least it was something to pursue, because she and Sam hadn’t seen a thing going on out at the Howe farm. She would say it was wasted time, but she’d enjoyed it too much. Sam had made every minute of it feel like an actual date. One without any naughty stuff. Just good talk and lots of laughing.

      She was exhilarated this morning when she got into the department and heard about the new lead. A young woman had called in and at first, wished to remain anonymous, but had eventually agreed to be interviewed in person.

      Beth Dennis had quite a story to tell. She’d seen the press conference, and the missing person photos and posts about Sissy going all over the internet, and she’d recognized the name Payton Howe.

      She claimed that her best friend was dating someone named Payton Howe.

      At first, she didn’t think it could be the same guy, but once she’d dug a little deeper, she was sure it was the same Payton. After the press conference, she called the friend, who had clammed up and said she didn’t know anything about what was going on and had never heard of Sissy Walsh. Beth wasn’t satisfied and she didn’t tell the friend, but her next call was the tip line.

      Both women lived in Jasper, which was less than an hour from Hart’s Ridge, and Taylor wanted to get to Beth Dennis before she got nervous and confessed to her friend about the call she’d made.

      “Tell me everything you’ve found on the girlfriend so far,” Shane said.

      He was intense and Taylor was glad that he was solely focused on work. Since she’d told him they could only be friends, he was quietly accepting it and had only asked her about Sam once, wondering if she was going to date him. Taylor had thwarted the conversation by saying she didn’t want to talk about it. Now definitely wasn’t the time for either of them to focus on anything but work. Hart’s Ridge was turning into quite the hot spot for crime.

      Taylor didn’t know what was happening to their simple little town, but she didn’t like it one bit.

      “Her name is Katrina Boyer and her life centers around horses. She’s a recovering rodeo queen.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Shane said. “What’s to recover from?”

      Taylor chuckled. “More than you’d expect. It takes a lot to get there. Like training for a national beauty pageant. According to Beth Dennis, Katrina Boyer won her crown by being the best in horsemanship competition.”

      “What do they have to do for it?”

      “First, it’s years of training before they can compete. Then the contestants are assigned a horse they aren’t familiar with, and they have ninety seconds to perform an intricate routine. When they win, they’ll spend the next year or two representing her rodeo and promoting the Western way of life all over the country. She rode horses in parades, signed autographs, and competed in barrel racing and other rodeo events, winning numerous awards and prizes.”

      “Then what?” Shane asked.

      “Then they go into whatever field they want. Veterinary, ranching, or anything, really. I’m sure many of them eventually marry cowboys but while they are in the circuit, they aren’t allowed to have a boyfriend or even go anywhere with a chaperone. It’s very strict.”

      “Is that where she met Payton?”

      “Sort of. According to Beth, they met later at a county fair when they both lived around Greenville. He asked her to dance, and Katrina was smitten. She said they dated for a few years but broke up when he moved back to Hart’s Ridge. Then they picked it back up about eight months ago when she moved to Jasper.”

      “While he’s with Sissy,” Shane said, shaking his head.

      “According to Beth. But let’s wait and see what she’s got to say that backs that claim up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Beth talked, her attention always on Shane. Taylor watched for signs that she was lying or exaggerating. She had taken a class on her own years ago that taught how to detect lies and fraud during an interview. The first step was to establish a baseline with a few basic questions, like ‘what’s your name’ and ‘where are you from’, and watch where they looked, or how they sounded.

      After that there were four categories to watch carefully; body movements, facial expressions, tone, and what they said. You looked for signs to see if their actions differed from when they’d answered the baseline questions.

      One of the things that had stood out to Taylor from that class was how when people were being dishonest, they tended to use gestures. Some turned their palms away from you, as an unconscious signal they were holding back information. Some hid their hands under the table or if possible, slid them into their pockets.

      So far Beth had shown not a single sign of deception. The signs weren’t foolproof, though. Someone good at lying could get by without any telling indicators.

      “Katrina is a quiet person, but when she wants something, she will go to the extreme to get it and she works hard for it. After she won Greenville Country Fair and Rodeo Queen, she drove her beat up Ford Explorer all over the country to attend rodeos. She put more than twenty thousand miles on it in one season,” Beth said.

      “Wow. That’s committed,” Shane said.

      “Committed is the perfect word for Katrina. When the other girls would compete, she’d sit on the edge of her seat, watching intently for every move and nuance, learning all she could and taking notes on every horse out there. During all that driving time, she listened to podcasts on everything rodeo and agriculture, from animal welfare to current events. She would use every minute possible to prepare for any question a judge might ask her if she got to the Miss Rodeo America Competition.”

      “Sounds intense,” Taylor said. “Did she get there?”

      Beth looked sad. “She got there. She made it through all the interviews, speeches, and the routines, but ultimately lost the title to some rich girl from Tennessee who had the best form on a horse I’ve ever seen. Katrina was devastated and dropped out of the rodeo scene. A few years later she took up teaching younger girls who want to enter the arena. She has her own business. Assesses them, and if she thinks they have natural ability that can be refined, she takes them on as students. She has a waiting list two years long.”

      “I didn’t know the rodeo queen business was so popular,” Taylor said.

      “Well, I didn’t even know it existed,” Shane said, smiling.

      He was already turning on his charm to win Beth over.

      She smiled back and nodded. “When we competed, the grand title gave a prize of thirty thousand dollars. That’s college money to a lot of girls in the country who can’t afford to go otherwise. It also costs a lot to compete, and some families held fundraisers to find the money. Katrina’s parents aren’t rich by any means, but they always gave her everything she wanted. She’s the youngest out of seven and the only girl.”

      “Has she ever showed any anger issues?” Shane asked.

      Beth shook her head. “Not really. I mean, all the girls had meltdowns on occasion. It’s a very stressful sport, but though Katrina took it very seriously, if she lost, she always took it on the chin and trained harder for the next time. Well, except for the big one.”

      “Do you have any pictures of her?” Taylor asked.

      “Sure.” Beth picked up her phone and scrolled through her pictures. “Here’s one of us together a few weeks ago at a Brad Paisley concert.”

      It was a selfie, the two of them squished together, all smiles and shiny eyes. You could tell that Katrina was a looker in her day—or actually still was. Blonde hair and blue eyes, her makeup expertly applied but a bit shiny in the photo. She wore her hair like a pageant girl for sure, Taylor thought, eyeing the teased-up style with professionally placed highlights.

      “She’s pretty,” Shane said. “But she doesn’t look anything like Sissy.”

      “That surprised me too,” Beth said. “I mean, when I saw a photo of Sissy. She really doesn’t look like Payton’s type, going by what Katrina has told me about him. Not only that, but the way that Beth tells it, he’s head over heels with her, and he told Beth that he wants to get full custody of his kid and then marry her.”

      “That would never happen,” Taylor said. “Sissy is a wonderful mother.”

      Beth smiled tightly, as though she were keeping herself from saying anything else.

      Shane bumped Taylor’s leg under the table. A warning to stop being defensive. She bumped him back. This was her good friend they were talking about.

      “What? You look like you’ve heard differently about Sissy’s mothering skills.” Shane said to Katrina. “You can tell me.”

      Just a nudge from him was all it took. ‘Ole Beth was loving spilling all the tea on her best friend.

      She nodded. “Payton told Beth that Sissy is abusive and a terrible mom. Beth said that Sissy hit her daughter with an iron! Payton has the kid most of the time, but Sissy is too possessive to give him legal custody.”

      Shane was writing things down quickly, but Taylor wasn’t even going to entertain that nonsense. He might. But he didn’t know Sissy like she did.

      “I also know that Katrina is not in the wrong here. Payton pursued her. The first night they met, he took his hat off and put it on her, so that tells you that he made the first move,” Beth said.

      Shane looked confused.

      “It’s known in the country that if man lets a woman wear his hat, that means he’s interested in her,” Taylor explained. “But that doesn’t mean as much as it used to.”

      “Well, then,” Beth dropped her voice to a whisper. “Later that night she took his hat off of him.”

      “And that means she’d like to take off his clothes,” Taylor said. She wasn’t sure why Beth was whispering when it was only them in the room.

      Shane shook his head. “Do men know all these secret signs or are these some made-up lady superstitions?”

      “Oh, they know in the rodeo world, you can bet on that,” Beth said. “But they did break up for a long time, and when Katrina had a horse go lame, she called Payton for advice. They started talking again and the next thing you know, he was coming to visit her, and they were hot and heavy again.”

      “That sounds like she initiated the reunion,” Taylor said. “Didn’t he tell her he was in a committed relationship and has a child?”

      “He told her he had a kid but that didn’t bother her. She’s got two from the marriage she picked up after she and Payton broke up.”

      “She’s married?” Shane said. “You left that part out.”

      “No, she’s divorced. It only lasted a few years. Just long enough to pop out a few babies before she realized he wouldn’t ever step up and support the family. He wouldn’t know what to do with a stable job if he tripped over it. Beth said Payton is not only a hard worker, but he’s got a legacy coming to him. If you ask me, she was counting on that for her future.”

      “What’s the ex-husband’s name and number if you have it,” Shane asked.

      “Mark Boyer,” she said, then rattled off a phone number.

      Taylor couldn’t believe what a traitor Beth was. She was glad about it—as this felt she was giving solid leads, but still, it was ugly. Such a betrayal.

      It felt like there was a lot of disloyalty going on in the whole damn situation.

      Beth felt the silence and looked from Shane to Taylor.

      “You aren’t going to tell her that told you all of this, right?”

      “We won’t divulge our source unless we are forced to,” Taylor said. “Is there anything else you can tell us before we go attempt to speak to Katrina?”

      “No. I think I’ve probably done enough damage,” Beth said, suddenly contrite. “It’s just that I saw pictures of Sissy with her little girl. I hope to God she’s okay and will be coming back to her, but I felt like I had to call.”

      Shane stood and held his hand out. Beth took it and he clasps hers with both of his and leaned in with a warm smile.

      “Thank you for doing the right thing, Beth. Now, if you could jot down her address for me.”

      She just about melted into a puddle at his feet before she went to the kitchen and got a pen and a pad.

      He looked at Taylor and winked.

      She scowled and turned away. She hated when he did that. Poured on the seductive charm for an investigation. It just felt dirty.

      She went to the door and opened it, then turned to Beth. “Please do not talk to Katrina about this visit. We’d like to take her by surprise and if you do warn her, that could be considered hindering an investigation.”

      Katrina only lived a half hour from Beth’s house, and they headed straight over there.

      “What did you think of Beth?” Shane asked.

      Taylor kept her eyes on the road. “I think she’s a snake that is jealous of Katrina and willing to throw her under the bus, but I also think she’s onto something. I’m glad she called in.”

      “Me too. I have a good feeling about this lead.”

      The chatted a bit more about the case, then Shane turned to her.

      “How’s it going with Sam?”

      “What do you mean?” She hadn’t told him anything.

      “Well, I’m assuming since you don’t want to pursue anything with me, that you picked him.” His voice was teasing, but Taylor could hear an underlying resentment in his words.

      “Shane, it wasn’t about picking anyone. You know that. It’s simply that I don’t want to date anyone in the department. It can only cause problems later.”

      “Hmm...” he nodded and stared out the front window.

      “Well, tell him I said hello,” he said.

      Thankfully Taylor was saved from answering when they saw the dirt road that indicated the turn off.

      “I think this is it,” she said.

      She drove slowly but the car still picked up gravel and dust, sending it up in a dark cloud behind them.

      Beth had told them to look for a tractor mailbox and Taylor saw it, then turned down the driveway.

      It was a big ranch. Not nearly as big as Payton’s, but wasn’t shabby, either. Off to the right, Taylor could see an open barn and coral, most likely where Katrina did her classes with the girls.

      Beth said Katrina lived in a small cabin on the property. Her parents still owned the ranch, but they didn’t farm from it. Katrina’s father was a ranch manager for a bigger franchise on the other side of town. While he had a few animals of his own, and Katrina had her own horses, they didn’t raise anything for income.

      As they approached the house, they saw a young woman leading a horse toward the barn. Judging by the blonde hair, and the rugged jeans and long-sleeved shirt she wore, it was definitely Katrina.

      Taylor parked and they got out.

      Katrina hadn’t seen them, and they watched while she led the majestic horse with a calm and self-assured manner, her blond hair lifting gently in the wind. The horse was gorgeous, it’s sleek chestnut coat glistening under the bright sun. When it walked, it’s muscles rippled, and its tail looked like strands of silk.

      “Wow, that’s a beauty,” Taylor said.

      “She sure is,” Shane said. “Beth implied she was pretty.”

      “I was talking about the horse.”

      Shane chuckled.

      They followed Katrina and when they got to the barn, she was already grooming the horse. She brushed through its coat, removing any dirt and tangles with ease. The horse seemed to enjoy the attention, its eyes half-closed and its head lowered in relaxation. Taylor had always wanted a horse, but they were expensive to keep up. She didn’t even have a barn. Maybe one day.

      Katrina looked up and noticed them watching. She immediately tensed at the sight of Taylor’s uniform.

      “Hi. Can I help you?”

      “Afternoon, ma’am,” Shane began. “I’m Detective Shane Weaver and this is my partner, Deputy Taylor Gray. We’re from the Hart county sheriff’s department and we’d like to ask you a few questions.

      Taylor noticed he’d upgraded her to his partner. Interesting. She wondered if the sheriff knew that or if her promotion was only for the day.

      “Questions about what?” Katrina asked. She held the brush to her side and kept the other hand on her horse.

      “About Payton Howe,” Shane said.

      “Payton Howe? I don’t think I know a Payton Howe.” She squinted her eyes as though she was thinking hard, and she withdrew her hand from the horse and slipped into her jean’s pocket.

      “According to Beth Dennis, you know him really well,” Shane said.

      Taylor couldn’t believe he’d just divulged Beth as their source.

      A flash of worry went through Katrina’s gaze before she answered. “Oh, yes, I’ve talked to him before about a horse. What do you need to know?”

      “Is there somewhere we can talk?” Shane asked, giving her a winning smile. “This won’t take long, I promise.”
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      Anna flew around the house, throwing clutter into the closets and drawers, attempting to get it back to its usual order before Pete arrived. He’d called. No—he’d texted. He was coming to pick up the kids and take them out to eat. He hadn’t answered any of the following questions Anna had pelted him with, but at least she was going to have a chance to see him face-to-face. She was ready too.

      After getting his text, she’d spent more than an hour reading blogs about how to improve your rocky marriage.

      Counseling was of course at the top of every list, but Pete would never agree to that. He wouldn’t want anyone to think they had any issues. It would mar the perfect picture they’d worked to present to the world.

      She’d looked further and found a book that sounded like exactly what they needed. How to Improve Your Marriage Without Talking About It

      There couldn’t be a more apt title for how they usually worked things out. She’d read the description which mentioned that talking about feelings was soothing to women but made men physically uncomfortable, and then Anna downloaded the book.

      She’d skimmed through it, finding pointers that she thought might help them. It seemed the author, who was a relationship expert, thought that positive reinforcement was the key to fixing everything.

      Anna planned to hit Pete with so much positivity that he’d feel like he was run over by a rainbow.

      “Bronwyn, are you ready?” she called up the stairs.

      “Almost.”

      Teague came out of his room and started down toward her, his eyes on his phone. At least he’d changed into the polo shirt and khakis that Anna had laid out for him.

      “You’re going to break your neck,” she said. “Don’t take the stairs without looking where you’re going.”

      He looked up. “What’s going on, Mom? Why is Dad coming to pick us up for dinner? I thought he was out of town. Why aren’t you going?”

      Anna’s heart broke.

      Teague was more sensitive than he let other know. And smart, too. He knew something was up and no matter what she said, he’d still know it.

      “Please, son, don’t ask questions. Just enjoy your time with your father tonight. And be on your best behavior. I want you to leave your phone here.”

      “No way,” he said, looking alarmed. “I need my phone. I don’t know what to say to him.”

      That hurt, too. Teague always struggled when it came to conversation with Pete, but Anna needed it to go well. She hoped that being with the kids would make him see what he was missing and want to come home.

      “Fine. But do not be on it during dinner. Only the car ride. And do not bicker with your sister. I mean it, Teague. Be nice.”

      She climbed the stairs and headed to the bathroom.

      Bronwyn was struggling to get her hair pulled into a ponytail.

      “I told you I’d do that for you,” Anna said, going behind her and taking over. She pulled out the elastic and gently brushed Bronwyn’s hair back.

      “I know, but I can do it. I did it yesterday when you slept in.”

      Ouch. That was the first time she’d not gotten up to get the kids ready for school in their lifetime, other than when she’d been down with the flu and Pete had taken over. Anna had tossed and turned all night, and when the alarm went off she just couldn’t get up.

      “I’m sorry. Please don’t tell Daddy about that,” she said. “I think I had a fever. But I’m fine now.”

      Fever of the heart, she thought.

      She finished Bronwyn’s hair and leaned down and kissed her on top of the head. Bronwyn turned and wrapped her arms around Anna’s waist, burying her head in her chest.

      “I love you, Mommy,” she said.

      Tears sprang to Anna’s eyes, and she felt her throat close with tears. It wasn’t as though her family had never gone to dinner without her. Over the years she’d been busy with other things plenty of times. Charity events, or girl’s night out with the ladies, or whatever it might be that gave Pete alone time with them. He’d almost always decide taking them out to eat was easier than cooking.

      But this time was different. Anna wasn’t invited. Or wanted.

      Her kids were smart, and they knew something wasn’t right.

      “I love you too, Baby Girl,” she whispered.

      Bronwyn pulled away and took off down the hall, her feet thumping in a quick rhythm. “I’m going to take my diary,” she exclaimed. “My teacher said I could be a writer and wants me to practice every day.”

      Anna was glad that Bronwyn’s personality had her going from one thought to the next without dwelling too much. It was going to be hard enough to answer Teague’s questions when he got back home. Anna probably wouldn’t be so inquisitive.

      While she was there, Anna took another look in the mirror.

      She looked tired and the careful makeup job she’d done hadn’t completely covered the dark circles under her eyes. Everything else was on point, though. She’d washed her hair and styled it and was wearing a casual knee-length dress that Pete had picked up for her on a trip a few years ago. She’d even had time to drive into town and get her nails done, though sitting there had been a trial of patience because she had so many other things waiting for her to do to get ready for him. She looked good and the house looked decent enough.

      She hoped it was helpful.

      A knock on the door startled her. Why was Pete knocking at his own home?

      She went and opened it, and Gloria was standing there.

      “Oh, hi,” Anna said, peering around her to make sure Pete wasn’t also out there. Gloria had walked over and was the only person in sight.

      “Oh my God, Anna. I’m so sorry,” Gloria said, then leaned in and hugged Anna stiffly.

      Anna extricated herself. “For what?”

      Gloria tilted her head and pursed her lips, tsking with pity.

      “You haven’t seen it?” she asked, suddenly looking aghast.

      “Seen what?” Anna was losing her patience with Gloria. Pete would be there any minute.

      “Okay, so the only reason I happened upon it is because my cousin’s fiancé goes to the same gym as this girl, so they are connected and I got one of those things that asked if I wanted her to be my friend, too. Sort of a friend of a friend kind of connection so her stuff was in my feed. I looked at her profile and I couldn’t believe it when I got to this. I honestly did a double take. I thought it couldn’t really be him, but I’m pretty sure it is, isn’t it?”

      Gloria looked giddy when she pulled her phone out and opened it up to her social network, then scanned it to find a photo before turning it toward Anna.

      Anna’s knees almost buckled when she saw Pete standing in front of phone booth, a glass of whiskey in one hand and a cigar in the other. He wore a sports coat that she’d picked up for him at a Spring sale the year before. The date was only a week ago.

      The post read, ‘Another fun weekend rocking the Red Phone Booth in the Prohibition Era.’

      But that wasn’t what upset her.

      The arm that held the glass of whiskey was wrapped around a cute little brunette who wore a plunging black gown and a matching fedora hat, a scarlet red feather peeking out from the band. With her dark red lipstick, she looked like a sexy vixen—a vixen who was nuzzling her chin into Anna’s husband’s neck in a much-too-familiar fashion while his eyes were directed at her ample cleavage.

      The hashtag read #sixmonthdatinganniversary.
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        * * *

      

      Anna didn’t know how long it took her to breathe again. Two minutes? Three? Gloria was gone and would probably never be back on Anna’s porch in this lifetime because she’d been pushed down the stairs in an act of vehemence that had surprised Anna with its sudden strength. It was only luck that Gloria had caught herself and not fallen and broken her neck. A lawsuit would just be the icing on the cake of disaster that was currently Anna’s life.

      Happened upon it, her ass.

      Anna had no doubt that Gloria had gone looking for something after seeing her at the grocery store. How she’d found the post was a mystery, but Anna wasn’t about to ask her how it really happened. The simple truth was that nothing stayed secret in a small town. Six months undetected was something of a miracle, only possible because obviously all Pete’s dilly-dallying was done in Atlanta.

      “That’s not what you think it is, now get out of my face,” Anna said, once Gloria had stopped tripping over her feet.

      “Well, don’t shoot the messenger,” Gloria yelled as she hurried down the street, her head already bent over her phone and her fingers furiously typing.

      It would be all over the neighborhood by morning.

      And of course, it was exactly what it looked like. It wasn’t like Anna could lie and say it was Pete’s sister. He didn’t have one. Or his niece. Didn’t have one of those either. And that hashtag.

      It was the nail in the coffin.

      The hope that Anna had carried that something could be done to salvage their marriage had drained away with one stupid social media post.

      Anna’s only regret about how she’d reacted to Gloria was that she hadn’t caught the name that the social media account was under. For that, she could kick herself. Who was she? That was the question that wouldn’t stop beating her over the head now.

      The only sliver of mercy was that the kids hadn’t heard her talking to Gloria, nor saw their mother act like a hooligan and push their neighbor off the porch, though even that would probably be common knowledge before long.

      Anna felt so weak and sick that she sat on the couch, not even moving when she heard Pete’s car pull into the driveway.

      What could she even say?

      The woman in the photo was younger than Anna and much prettier. She looked happy and in love. Pete did, too.

      Anna looked at Teague sitting in the armchair, his nose still in his phone, totally unaware that his life was about to change completely. She could hear Bronwyn singing upstairs.

      Everything felt surreal, like she was in a dream.

      When Pete opened the door and she saw his face, she felt fury rise up from within and snake its grip around her heart, but she pasted a smile on and waved at him to come in and have a drink.

      It took everything in her to pretend.

      She was so tired of playing the part of a Stepford wife to be everything Pete wanted—no, that he demanded—she be. It was time she put those acting skills to good use.
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      Taylor watched Cate pace back and forth in front of the kitchen sink and wished she’d stop. It wasn’t doing anything but making everyone more anxious, including Diesel. He lay, nose flat on the floor, looking up with wide eyes and ears back, sensing that something was not as usual.

      Taylor hadn’t had time to walk him that morning, either. After the meeting, she’d have to hurry up and get to the department. She should’ve left him at Sam’s where he could probably get more exercise. She felt guilty for being too busy.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” she said.

      Hensley Bowers and Jan Randolph, attorneys who were instrumental in leading the project for Cate’s exoneration the year before, were due any minute. She’d agreed to the meeting only after Taylor had practically begged her to and had insisted that Taylor be there for it.

      Cate turned to her. “Yeah, maybe I’ll have another cup of coffee.”

      “No, please. You are already wired up like a jack in the box. Come on, let’s go sit on the porch and get some fresh air.”

      Diesel jumped up when Taylor went to the door and she barely had it open before he was out and sailing off the steps, headed for his favorite spots.

      “I don’t know why they have to come all the way from Montana to talk. We could’ve finalized this on the phone. I tried to,” Cate said, taking a seat on the swing.

      Taylor sat beside her. “Maybe because you aren’t cooperating and they want to convince you, would be my guess.”

      “I guess,” Cate said.

      Maybe changing the subject would help her relax.

      “How was Anna when you went over the other day?” Taylor asked.

      “She was fine.”

      “Friendly? Or was she rude to you?”

      “No, she wasn’t rude. Sorry, Taylor. I’m not the best conversationalist right now. I can’t really think of anything else until we get this over with.”

      Right on cue a car came driving down the dirt driveway. “They’re here. Try to hear them out, okay?”

      Cate didn’t respond and Taylor could feel the nervousness pouring off her. Mostly likely, the meeting would trigger trauma for Cate. She’d said more than once that she wanted to put it all behind her and never talk or think about it again.

      The car pulled up in front of the house and the ladies got out.

      Hensley Bowers was just like Taylor remembered her; tall and willowy, long blonde hair and matching legs, looking like she’d just stepped out of a magazine. Taylor related better to Jan, who was a much more toned-down personality, wearing a sensible pair of slacks and a pale-yellow blouse.

      “Hello ladies,” Hensley called out, and Jan waved.

      Taylor met them at the edge of the porch and held out her hand to shake. “I hope your trip in was uneventful.”

      “Long, but yes, uneventful. This is beautiful countryside, Taylor,” Jan said, then went to Cate and shook her hand, too. “I love your place. It’s cozy out here.”

      Hensley agreed.

      Taylor tried not to be embarrassed. Her home couldn’t compare to the house she’d picked Hensley up at when she was in Montana. It was massive. And fancy. Jan probably had the same or even bigger.

      “Thank you. It needs some work, but maybe one day. Why don’t we all go in and sit down? I’ll get you something to drink. I have unsweetened iced tea ready to go.” She’d learned in that in Montana, the southern sweet tea wasn’t a thing.

      She held the door open, and they all filed in. Cate directed them to the table, and they sat down.

      Taylor poured up the tea, from two different jugs so that she and Cate could have theirs sweet. She carried them with her to the door and let Diesel in, then she joined them at the table.

      “How are things going, Cate? We didn’t get to talk much on the phone,” Jan said. “You did mention you found a job.”

      “Yes, at the Humane Society shelter here. I like it and things are going as well as can be expected,” Cate said.

      “Are you still staying here with Taylor?” Hensley asked.

      “For now,” Cate said.

      Taylor didn’t mention that even though officially Cate still lived with her, she’d been spending many nights on a certain boat at a certain boat dock. If Cate wanted them to know she had a special friend, she’d tell them.

      “Well, I’ll get right to it,” Jan said.

      Taylor liked her way of doing things. Limited filler conversation and just get to the point.

      “We want to talk to you again about the HB92,” Jan said.

      Cate shook her head. “No, I’ve told you that I don’t want to jump through any more legal hoops with the state of Montana. I only want to be left alone.”

      “Just hear us out,” Hensley said. “That’s all we ask.”

      Taylor watched Cate’s body language and she hadn’t seen her that uncomfortable and stiff since the first time they’d met as adults, in the prison visitation room.

      “Before HB92 came into play, Montana only offered college tuition assistance to exonerees. They were one of the only states not to provide monetary compensation,” Jan said. “Now, HB92 allows for a substantial payment for each year of wrongful incarceration, and another smaller payment for each year of wrongful supervision to exonerees who complete the compensation claim process and get approved.”

      “But you get nothing if we don’t start the claim process,” Hensley said.

      “I understand that,” Cate said. “But we aren’t the suing kind of family. I would like to have my conviction erased from my record, though. That would mean a lot to me.”

      Taylor agreed. They weren’t the suing type. But they were the have-too-much-pride-for-their-own-good kind of family. A frivolous lawsuit was one thing, but they were talking about something entirely different. Taylor wished Cate would just consider her options. Working at the Humane Society was great, but it wasn’t going to be too helpful with Cate’s future retirement needs.

      “You already told us you didn’t want to file a civil lawsuit. That’s not why we’re here. This isn’t a lawsuit,” Hensley said. “You’d be filing a claim to get what should legally be yours.”

      “Cate, we understand that this is a very hard subject for you, and you’d probably like to forget it ever happened, but you deserve to be compensated for the injustice done to you and if we are successful, it would send a statement into the legal system that they have to be more careful with people’s lives,” Jan said.

      “And though it wouldn’t be multi millions like a civil suit could bring, we’d still be talking a lot of money,” Hensley said. “It could make your life comfortable now, and in the future. You wouldn’t have to worry about working. You could focus on making up time with your family. Time that was ripped away from you.”

      Cate sighed. She still had her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Those years stolen were years that you could’ve spent with your family. Years you could’ve been building a career, and a community around you,” Hensley said. “By now, you would’ve probably had a comfortable nest egg, too.”

      “Cate, I think you should think about it,” Taylor said. “But I’ll support whatever you decide. Your piece of mind is more important than any amount of money.”

      “And this has been successful in the past?” Cate asked.

      Jan frowned. “We can’t exactly say that. Montana has been a tough nut to crack. So far, Cody Marble is the only one who has filed a claim under HB92. He was convicted of raping a fellow inmate when he was eighteen years old. He proclaimed his innocence from the start, staying that the rape never happened, and it was a vendetta claim concocted by fellow inmates in the jail. He spent fourteen years behind bars and was one of the first exonerated to receive compensation. He and his father worked for years with an interim legislative committee to draft the legislation that became HB92.”

      “Then you don’t even know if I go through all this, if we will win,” Cate said. “I honestly don’t think I have the ability to be dragged along for something that could be for nothing.”

      “You could stay right here and only show up in Montana when absolutely necessary,” Jan said. “We’d do it all for you.”

      “The only stipulation, per an amendment to the bill, is that if you file a claim, you cannot put forward any civil rights claims against the state or local government through federal court,” Hensley said. “But you’ve already stated you aren’t interested in suing, so that’s a not a problem.”

      Everyone got quiet.

      Cate turned to Taylor. “Can I talk to you outside for a minute?”

      Taylor nodded and followed her out the kitchen door. Diesel came too, his body doing a jiggle of joy that they were going outside.

      Cate kept walking, off the porch and down the trail to the lake, Taylor on her heels. When she got to the dock, she sat down on the bench.

      “Okay, spill it,” Taylor said, taking the seat beside her.

      Diesel trotted down to the lake and waded in, then began lapping up the water.

      Cate looked up at the sky and let out a long breath. “I don’t know what to do. This is too much for me to decide and I need you to help me.”

      “What does your heart say? Or your gut? Whichever you usually listen to?”

      “Part of me keeps saying no, just to leave it alone and get on with my life. Then my heart keeps butting in and telling me that if do win something from them, I can help make things easier for you girls. I’ve already hurt you all so much that I don’t want to walk away from something that can help make up for it.”

      She didn’t look at Taylor when she talked, but tears were evident in her words.

      “Cate, if you do this, you need to do it for yourself. Not me, or the others. I don’t need anyone’s money. Anna wouldn’t take it either. And Lucy and Jo are just fine figuring life out right now on their own. It’s good for them to stand on their own feet. But you—you’re the one who Montana owes. You must remember; you also didn’t get to pay into your social security for all this time. I’m not saying none of us will take care of you when you are older and need it, but you may not want that.”

      “That’s a good point, but I really don’t think I’d get anything. Why would I just so happen to be approved when there are others out there like me, scraping to get by and clear their name. Trying to get a job when they are falsely marked as felons. Why would Montana choose me to compensate?”

      Taylor threw her hands up. “Well, then, you have nothing to worry about. Let them file the claim and if something good comes of it, so be it. If not, then no loss, right?”

      Cate stared at her for a moment.

      “How did you get so level-headed?”

      Taylor chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I got that from my mother.”

      With that, Taylor called Diesel out of the water. They walked back up to the house and joined the ladies again.

      “Well, what did you decide?” Jan asked.

      “File it and we’ll see what happens,” Cate said.

      Both Jan and Hensley yelled out and clapped their hands.

      Hensley leapt from her chair and threw her arms around Cate.

      “Whoa there. We haven’t won anything yet, right?” Cate said, laughing at her exuberance.

      “Think positive!” Hensley said.

      “We’ll do our very best for you, Cate,” Jan said. “And we’ll also get out of your hair so you can get back to your day.”

      They all walked out on the porch to say their goodbyes.

      “Are you staying a few days?” Taylor asked.

      “No, we fly back tomorrow, but we’re free for the rest of today. Hensley here thinks it’ll be fun for us to go visit the Fainting Goats Vineyards and Winery not too far from here,” Jan said.

      “That’s in Jasper,” Taylor said. “I haven’t been there, but I heard it’s nice, even with the goats.”

      Hensley laughed. “I saw their website and it’s a gorgeous vineyard. They specialize in French vines and have tables out on the garden lawn with views of Burnt Mountain in the distance.”

      “But do they have goats?” Cate asked.

      “Yes! They have four. Ronnie, Reagan, Dolley and Mamie. But they keep them enclosed so we won’t have to worry if they get sassy.”

      Jan smiled. “No, I only have to worry about you getting sassy!”

      Taylor loved the camaraderie between the two. She thought of Sissy, and it made her sad. They were like that. Sissy was the Hensley, always happy and overly friendly, while Taylor was the Jan. An old soul who lived her life much more practically. Ying and Yang.

      “We’ll call you with any updates, Cate,” Jan said. “But we won’t bother you unless it’s important. We know how you like to stay distant from it all.”

      Cate nodded. “Thank you. I’ll try to be more adult about it.”

      “No,” Hensley said. “Don’t say that. Your reluctance is understandable. It will be years if ever that you don’t feel traumatized by legalities of any sort. Hopefully though, this will end up being a good thing.”

      They got into the car, still waving, then pulled out.

      Taylor put her arm around Cate.

      “Now I need to get to work. You’re on Diesel-duty.”
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        * * *

      

      Shane stood at the whiteboard scribbling while Taylor waited by the door. Sheriff wanted to know exactly where they were at in the investigation. On the board was a large photo of Sissy, and under that he listed details like the date Sissy was last seen, the discovery of the blood, the interviews they’d done, and the timeline they’d put together so far for both Sissy and Payton.

      Their biggest discovery so far was the lie about not going into the condo, when they had proof that Payton was in there for three hours.

      Shane had a star beside that item.

      What they didn’t know was where he’d gone straight after he’d left Sissy’s condo with Hayley, or where she’d gone. There wasn’t any camera footage at her back door in the back alley behind the condos. There was a small gravel road where the trash trucks came down, and every condo had a back door.

      Sissy must’ve slipped out that way because she was definitely not in her condo. They’d checked every inch of it, including the attic access.

      There was a line that read man in black takes Sissy’s car.

      From the height and shape of the unknown person that was captured on video, it could’ve been Payton, but it could also be another man with the same physique. They just couldn’t zoom in enough to get a clear photo in the limited light.

      Shane had also noted the one person of interest that was a neighbor in the condos and has a record for sexual assault three years ago. Todd Reynolds. He did twenty-four months in the Pickens County jail for the crime and had stayed clean since.  Taylor had already talked to Todd, and he was definitely a bit sketchy, but his alibi checked out.

      They kept him on the list for now, though, because alibis could be fabricated.

      “Am I forgetting anything, Taylor?” Shane turned and asked her, his marker paused at the board.

      “Just for recording purposes, I called Wesley at the Children’s Services department, and he confirmed there have never been any reports on Sissy abusing or neglecting Hayley.”

      Sheriff raised his eyebrows questioningly while Shane jotted down the note.

      “Payton’s alleged mistress in Jasper told her friend, Beth Dennis, that is what Payton told her. That Sissy was a neglectful and abusive mother. I knew that was a lie,” Taylor said.

      “That brings us around to Katrina Boyer,” Shane said.

      “Boyer didn’t tell us much of anything when we met her, but she said she’ll come in for an interview as soon as she obtains a lawyer,” Taylor said.

      “Hmm. Lawyered up before saying anything, huh?” Sheriff said. “That’s suspicious.”

      “She first tried to say she’d never heard of Sissy or Payton Howe, but when Shane mentioned her best friend’s name, she knew we were onto her. She asked us to leave, then agreed to come to the department. We gave her until tomorrow,” Taylor said.

      “Oh, her ex-husband is coming in too,” Shane said, then made another note on the board, marking his name down under the column that had Katrina’s name at the top.

      “Separately,” Taylor added.

      “How’s Margaret doing?” Sheriff asked.

      “She’s holding up surprisingly well,” Taylor said. “I talked to her just a bit ago and let her know we were following up on some leads.”

      “Is she suspicious of the fiancé?” Sheriff asked.

      “No, she really isn’t,” Taylor said. “She does say it doesn’t add up that Sissy was all ready to go to that dinner, and then Payton says she broke off the engagement and took off, but she’s hoping that can be explained. She said that Payton has never been anything but a gentleman to Sissy, and a good dad to Hayley.”

      “Oh, the short order cook that works at the Den with Sissy. He’s new to town and we interviewed him, too. He’s clean,” Shane said, then made a note on the board.

      A knock sounded on the door and the sheriff reached over and opened to Penner who stood in the hall, papers in his hands.

      “I got the phone records, and I’ve cross-referenced them with the interview you did with Howe,” he said.

      “Okay, what do we have?”

      “There was a call from Sissy to Howe that day in the morning, then at 12:59 pm.”

      Shane jotted that down on the board.

      “That would be right when she was leaving the grocery store. She probably called him in the car and told him she was on her way,” Taylor said.

      “After that, there weren’t any outgoing calls on her phone, but she sent a text to Mabel on the evening she went missing, asking for some time off. Mabel asked her if anything was wrong, and Sissy said no, she just needed time to herself for a few days and she’d explain when she got back,” Penner said.

      Taylor nodded. That was just what Mabel said. Shane wrote that one, too.

      “But I haven’t told you the best part,” Penne said. “There weren’t any more outgoing calls that night from her phone, but it pinged off towers along a route where it ended up at the one closest to the Howe farm. It was traveling the exact same route of Howe’s phone. Same times, same towers.”

      “Very interesting,” Shane said. “So her phone went without her.”

      Penner nodded. “Yep. Then the next morning there are repeated unanswered calls from Howe’s phone to Sissy’s, and a few text messages from him. One of them states, ‘did you even love me?’ Another says, ‘if this is what you truly want, then I’ll leave you alone’.

      “She replied to them, too.” He lay the paper down on the desk and they read the messages.

      “That fits with what he said about her breaking off the engagement,” Shane said. “But are you sure they were pinging off the same tower?”

      “According to the report, yes. Then it takes an interesting turn,” Penner said. “On May twenty-seventh, her phone starts moving again, but this time alone. I think it was headed out of town. It eventually stopped at a cell tower in Jasper and hasn’t pinged since.”

      Shane and Taylor locked eyes. Penner didn’t know about Katrina Boyer. They hadn’t needed to make him or anyone else privy to those details yet. Penner was happy being their research and data guy. He had no way of knowing that one of their main persons of interest was Katrina Boyer, washed-out rodeo queen and current mistress of Payton Howe, and most importantly, a resident of Jasper, Georgia.

      Sheriff knew it though. And he looked mad as hell.

      “Bring Howe back in stat. Get Kuno on a secondary canvas of the condos. Knock on every door and talk to everyone who lives there. And get that damn mistress in here, too,” he said through his teeth, then got up and left the office, leaving Penner looking confused.
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      Anna tipped her glass of white wine, letting the last drop fall onto the back of her tongue and tease her senses. Or at least the ones she still had left. Most of them were currently numb, helped by the alcohol and her brain’s protective mode that was working to shield her from the deepest emotional pain she’d ever felt.

      She put the glass down and picked up the bottle. It was almost empty, but she could probably squeeze half a glass out of it.

      She’d almost opened a bottle of Pete’s fancy bourbon. She hated the stuff but for a moment, it felt fitting to drink up his stash. She’d decided against it because the kids were home, and she didn’t want them waking up to find her completely incapacitated.

      Anna was still responsible, even in her current state of misery.

      A fact that was made true considering who was sitting in front of her.

      “Do you want some water?” Cate asked. “Or something to eat?”

      Anna laughed harshly. “Nope. Don’t want to water my feelings. I want to bury them, and I called you over to make sure the kids are okay while I do it.”

      Yes, she’d called her mother. Shocker to them both, actually.

      It was almost comical. Anna had loads of friends she’d met over the years. Friends from the country club. Wives of Pete’s friends. Friends from charity endeavors.

      But not even one who would sit with her and not judge. Or even one she’d trust with the news that she’d soon be getting a divorce. In a world that felt suddenly upside down, Cate was the only one she felt she could talk to. The only one who wouldn’t judge or secretly be glad about her sudden fall from grace.

      She drained the bottle into her glass. Cate wasn’t drinking, but that didn’t matter. Anna appreciated not having to share. The kids were in bed and would never know she was on her second bottle.

      “So he doesn’t know that you know?” Cate asked.

      “Nope. I was cool as a cucumber when he came to the door. I kept myself from jumping out of my chair and to scratch his eyes out, though I played the gruesome scene out in my head. If I had known he was going to do what he did at dinner, I wouldn’t have refrained.”

      “How do you think the kids took it?” Cate asked.

      That was a tricky question. Anna’s children were programed to pretend. Just like her. “I can tell that Teague is angry, but he didn’t say anything. He went straight to his room when they got here. When I knocked, he told me to go away.”

      “And Bronwyn?”

      Anna felt a pang of guilt. “She ran in and asked me if it was true. Were we really getting a divorce. As if it’s all of us divorcing and not me and her dad. She wasn’t crying because Pete told her they’d have two houses and two Christmases, and oh, he’s taking her to Disneyworld this summer.”

      Cate shook her head. “I can’t believe that he told them without you there. What kind of unfeeling moron is he?”

      “A moron that always wants to be in control of the narrative. I should’ve known, but the photo threw me for a loop, and I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      “Anna, I’m so sorry.”

      Anna had told Cate about Gloria, and the picture.

      Then they’d found the page for the business that the photo was taken in. It was a cocktail and cigar lounge, advertised as Atlanta’s best kept secret.

      “Secret’s out,” she said, laughing to herself.

      “Anna? Are you okay?”

      She nodded.

      The Red Booth, or Red Phone Booth, or whatever the hell it was called was awfully public for being such a secret. Anna had scanned all the pictures she could find on the internet, and though she couldn’t find any more with him in them, it was definitely a place custom made for someone like Pete.

      The place was a speakeasy designed around a nineteen twenties theme of prohibition when everyone had to meet in secret to drink alcohol. It had a dress code and was members only. Their website bragged about their cigar lounge and humidor. If you were privy to the secret code, you were allowed into a ‘vintage haven’, it said.

      Anna could just imagine Pete hobnobbing around in there, pretending to be some sort of rich gangster, throwing his money around to impress Miss Red Lips Lucious Boobs.

      “What really gets me is that he couldn’t even come in here and tell me that our marriage is over. He told my children. But not me! He told Teague to tell me he would call me this week.”

      “He’s a coward, Anna. But now that you know what he’s up to, you’ve got to get a lawyer.”

      “Like that’s going to help me. He is a lawyer, Cate. All his friends are lawyers. They all stick together. I don’t have a chance. If I don’t sit here and keep my mouth shut, he’ll make life hell for me.”

      “Taylor will know someone that can help.”

      “No,” Anna said, suddenly alert again. She waved her finger in the air in front of Cate. “Don’t tell her anything. And don’t tell Jo or Lucy, either. I don’t want them to know.”

      Alert, but still slurring her words.

      Cate held her hands up. “Okay, fine. I won’t. But you do have to find someone to represent your best interests. Pete doesn’t know every attorney in the state of Georgia. We’ll find you someone. I’ll ask Ellis to get a recommendation from his daughter. She practices in Atlanta, but not family law.”

      Anna was embarrassed at Cate’s use of we, but she was also relieved that she didn’t have to figure it all out alone. All she wanted to do was crawl into bed and cover her head. Wait for it all to work out. But that was the thing—it wasn’t going to work out. When a sudden vision of Pete’s gun went through her head, she knew she had to ask Cate for a favor. For the sake of her children.

      “What would you think about staying in my guest room for a while?” she blurted out, stumbling over her words and feeling stupid for letting herself get drunk.

      Cate reached over the table and put her hand on Anna’s. It was warm. Comforting. “I think that’s a good idea, Anna. I’ll borrow some pajamas from you tonight and tomorrow I’ll go get a few things. Now let’s get you to bed. We have a lot of stuff to get organized in the coming days and you need your rest.”

      Anna let Cate help her up from the chair and guide her up the stairs. She was already in her nightclothes, so she didn’t have to suffer that indignity.

      Cate led her to the bed and pulled the covers back. “Don’t worry about anything more tonight. I’m going to help you through this.”

      Anna climbed in and when her head hit the pillow, Cate pulled the covers up and gently tucked her in, giving Anna a faint feeling of déjà vu as she closed her eyes and willed herself to forget.
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      It took them a week before they got Mark Boyer to come down to the department. Katrina Boyer had lawyered up, and they were due in the later that afternoon to make a statement. In the week since Taylor had gotten the video and phone records, everything in her gut said that Sissy was dead, and that Payton did it.

      Sheriff had ordered a search at the landfill, and five days later they called it off, finding nothing.

      Payton was probably thinking no body, no arrest.

      That was usually the way it went, but not every time. Like the sheriff had said that morning, if he did it, they just needed to find enough evidence to convince a jury.

      Taylor hoped that Katrina Boyer was going to give it to them.

      “Have a seat, Mark,” Taylor said, showing him into the interview room. “Can I get you something to drink while we wait for Detective Weaver?”

      “A coke, please.” Boyer looked around nervously, but took the chair that Taylor pointed to before she shut the door.

      She found Shane in the canteen.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      “Yeah. He wants a coke.” She slid a few dollars in the machine and waited for the can to fall, then turned to him.

      “What’s he look like?” Shane asked.

      “Thirtyish. Beer belly. Balding. Doesn’t compare to Payton. No wonder Katrina was so obsessed. She would be trading up big time. He’s nervous, too.”

      “He probably won’t know anything but at least we can get a feel for what Katrina is made up of or what she’s been up to. If he talks,” Shane said.

      “They had a contentious divorce, according to best-friend-Beth. Hopefully he’ll tell us what he knows. For what it’s worth.”

      “Exactly. He probably isn’t too friendly about Howe anyway, considering they have children. No man wants another man stepping into his shoes and playing daddy.”

      “What if it was her, Shane?” Taylor said, whispering to him. “She’s a big girl compared to Sissy. She could’ve easily overpowered her. Got rid of her competition once and for all. Remember, Beth said she that Katrina is totally committed when she wants something.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Could be. Let’s go see what her ex says.”

      She followed him to the room, and they went in and shut the door quietly. She set the coke in front of Mark, and he popped the top, then took a swig.

      They sat directly in front of him, and Shane introduced himself, and opened his notebook.

      “So, Mark, we really appreciate you coming down to Hart’s Ridge to talk to us. What can you tell us about Katrina?”

      “First you tell me what’s going on,” he said. “Why am I here?”

      Shane sat back and cracked his knuckles. “We’re investigating the disappearance of a woman that your ex-wife has a connection to. We’d just like to get some background information.”

      “Who’s missing?”

      Mark was blunt. That should make things easier.

      “Her name is Sissy Walsh, and she is the fiancé of Payton Howe,” Shane said, keeping his tone cordial.

      “The current fiancé,” Taylor added.

      Mark looked from her to Shane. “No shit? Katrina’s boyfriend is two-timing her? Oh, that’s grand. Does she know?”

      He seemed happy at that information.

      “Unfortunately, two-timing seems to be the case and yes, she knows now,” Shane said. “And Ms. Walsh is currently missing, and Payton was the last person to see her.”

      “That we know of,” Taylor added.

      “He’s shifty,” Mark said. “Katrina says he’s quiet, but the kids don’t like him. When kids don’t like you, there’s a problem. I told her that.”

      “You and Katrina have two children?” Taylor asked.

      “Yep. Julia and Eric. Six and seven.”

      “How long have you been divorced?” Shane asked.

      “Hmm... since Eric was two, so about four years, I guess. But I see my kids every other weekend and I pay my support. Don’t know what the hell she does with it, but I pay it. I even moved to Jasper to be close after she took off with them. Ain’t no one every gonna call me a deadbeat dad.”

      Shane made a note before asking the next question. “Do you know when Katrina started dating Mr. Howe?”

      Mark shrugged. “Not really. They’ve had two rounds, I know that. First one was before I met her, and she stopped seeing him after she got pregnant with his kid, and he wanted her to get rid of it. She told me that.”

      “So, one of your children was fathered by Mr. Howe?”

      “No,” he made a face and slammed his hand on the table like it was the most disgusting thing he’d ever heard of. “She got rid of it! Then I met her, and we got married right away. Pulled a bait and switch on me, turning into a royal pain in my ass once I put a ring on her finger, but we kept at it a few years. Had two kids and then she decides she wasn’t happy, or some bullshit. I didn’t fight it. I wasn’t happy either. But she took up with Howe again right after that.”

      “Let’s fast forward to Memorial Day week. Did you have any contact with Katrina that week, or the one before?” Shane asked.

      “Yep. Picked my kids up on that Wednesday before the weekend. I got Memorial Day this year with them, so she had some big plans and wanted me to pick them up early.”

      “Do you know what the plans were?” Taylor asked.

      “First she told me she was going to a birthday party out of town but later she changed her story and said she was going to help her friend move.”

      “What friend?” Taylor asked.

      “I don’t know, but now that I think of it, she was acting weird.”

      “Like how?” Shane asked.

      “Just flustered more than normal. She was also nice to me and that’s why I remember it. Asked me to keep them an extra day. Thinks she’s smooth but I’d already told Eric I was probably gonna keep them longer anyway.”

      “Is there anything else unusual you can tell us about the time leading up to the day you picked up the kids?” Taylor asked.

      He shook his head. “Nah. I stay busy, and she don’t get under my skin like she used to. Don’t pay her no mind. I just think of her as someone else’s problem now.”

      “What about when you took the kids back. Anything unusual?” Shane asked.

      “I just blow the horn when I go there. She didn’t come out of the house, so I didn’t see her, and that’s the way I like it.”

      “Has Katrina ever been involved in a physical altercation?” Shane asked.

      “I have no idea. Not while I was with her, she hadn’t. And I never put my hands on her, either.”

      “Do you think she could get violent? Does she have that capability, in your opinion?” Taylor asked.

      “I’d love to say yes, but honestly, she won’t even whoop those kids like I tell her she needs to do. They should be taught respect for their elders, and she pussyfoots around them, talking all kinds of hippy shit about trust and other non-physical methods. I done told her when they get to be teenagers, she’s going to regret it. I don’t mind taking a switch to them, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Mr. Boyer, do you know if Katrina Boyer has anything to do with the disappearance of Sissy Walsh?” Taylor asked, putting him on the direct hot seat.

      He shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t. Katrina can be an ice queen to me, but she’s generally an easy-going kind of person. The only thing I can tell you is that yes, she’s obsessed with this Payton guy. He’s way above her tax bracket—no insult to myself—and I think she’s been trying awfully hard to put a shackle on him.”

      Interesting choice of words. Taylor watched him for any signs of deception. He sounded sure Katrina couldn’t be violent but the other woman taking out the main partner was a crime as old as time.

      Women could get vicious when it came to love and jealousy. Even if they appear to be an easy-going kind of person to others.

      “What about her finances?” Taylor asked. “Was she struggling?”

      “She always claims she’s struggling but I don’t see how. Hell, she don’t pay rent and don’t have no car payment. She gets a hefty child support check from me, and she makes cash money teaching girls to ride horses. She should be comfortable but not according to her. That’s why I think she’s been hot and heavy after her boyfriend. His family has big money and Katrina has always had dollar signs in her eyes.”

      Mark Boyer seemed straight up. Not a lot of fidgeting and he was good on eye contact. He was truly interested in what was going on involving Katrina, and Taylor felt like if he knew something, he’d be excited to tell it.

      “I think we’ve got all our questions answered for today, Mr. Boyer. We’ll be in touch if we think of anything else. Thank you for your time,” Shane said, standing and going to the door. “You can show yourself out.”

      “No problem. If I think of anything else, I’ll give you a call.”

      Shane opened the door and Mark shook his hand, then left.

      “What do you think?” He sat back down.

      “He doesn’t know anything,” Taylor said.

      “I can’t wait to see what she has to say.”

      “Probably a lot of nothing, since she’s bringing an attorney.”

      “I guess we’ll see. Want to run out and get some lunch before she gets here?”

      “I—I brought my lunch,” Taylor lied.

      Shane narrowed his eyes at her for a second, but he didn’t challenge her on it. Taylor hated it that she couldn’t even have a friendly lunch with him without feeling like it would encourage something further. The whole situation was awkward, because of him, and that irritated her.

      She couldn’t say or do too much about it, though, or she’d lose the opportunity to work on cases, and go back to strictly patrol duty.

      That wasn’t what she wanted. Time to pivot.

      “You know what, I’ll go. I’d like to drop by the den and chat with Mabel a bit more. See if she thought of anything else. Maybe an angry customer, or someone who looked infatuated with Sissy, or asked her out.”

      “Good idea,” Shane said, smiling like a Cheshire cat.

      He loved it when he got his way.
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      Taylor opened her search window and tapped on her keyboard. She had more than twenty emails to catch up on, but there still wasn’t time to do that. They were back from lunch and though it had taken them two hours, they’d talked to Mabel and everyone else at the Den. No one had anything more to add than they’d given the first time around.

      It had felt weird not seeing Sissy there. The place just wasn’t the same without her welcoming spirit. If she never returned, it would be a long time before the ghost of her memory faded there.

      Taylor held on to the slim chance that Sissy was still alive and maybe gone off somewhere, or even being held against her will would be better news than thinking she was dead.

      Lucy was working, and Taylor had enjoyed seeing the pep in her step, a new confidence now that she was a mom, had a job, a place of her own, and was finally finding her footing in life.

      “Going to keep her waiting?” Penner asked from his desk.

      “Yep. Make them sweat a little.”

      Taylor had seen Katrina in the hallway with her attorney when Dottie led them to the interview room. He looked cocky, and completely overdressed for their small town. Most of the attorneys around Hart’s Ridge and even Jasper could blend in with everyone, keeping their daily uniform to slacks and a simple polo shirt. But Katrina’s lawyer was decked out in a suit and shiny shoes.

      He’d signed in as Daniel Hunt. She put his name into the search field and hit go. His firm’s website came in at the top of the list of possible Daniel Hunts.

      

      Daniel Hunt is a highly experienced attorney with over 15 years of practice in criminal defense, family law, and divorce matters. He is a tenacious advocate for his clients, tailoring strategies to fit each unique case with a firm commitment to their needs. Daniel has an impressive track record of obtaining favorable outcomes for his clients through his outstanding courtroom skills.

      

      Daniel received his Bachelor of Science degree in Criminal Justice and Corrections from Northeastern University in Boston. After college, he gained valuable experience working at some of the most prominent law firms in New York City and Boston as a paralegal and file clerk. Daniel went on to earn his Juris Doctor from the Elisabeth Haub School of Law at Pace University.

      

      During law school, Daniel was selected to join the moot court team and argued criminal cases. He gained further insight into the criminal justice system by taking on criminal defense cases while working for a criminal defense firm after law school.

      

      Daniel currently practices in Atlanta, Georgia, and has extensive experience representing both individual and business clients in criminal investigations, misdemeanors, felonies, violations, and grand jury investigations.

      

      Daniel has obtained numerous acquittals on behalf of his clients and has been recognized for his exceptional work in the media. He has a “Superb” rating on Avvo and has been listed as one of the top family law attorneys in Georgia by the American Institute of Family Law Attorneys.

      

      As expected, he practiced in Atlanta. She’d guessed it from the shiny shoes. She clicked on more mentions of him and found had defended some high-profile cases. He wasn’t the usual small-town lawyer.

      Why would Katrina need a lawyer like that?

      Something wasn’t adding up.

      “You ready, Gray?”

      She looked up to find Shane standing over her the wall of the bullpen.

      “Yes, let me just sign off here.”

      He pulled a chair over from the next desk and leaned in close.

      “Before we go in, I have some news,” he said quietly.

      “What is it?”

      “I got a call from the lab. The team found one tiny spot of DNA from an unknown female in the condo.”

      Taylor let that sink in for a moment. Now it was making sense why Katrina needed Mister Fancy Pants to represent her.

      “We’ve got to get her to agree to a DNA swab or get enough from her to get the judge to serve a search warrant for it. I want to see if that female DNA found in the condo is hers.”

      No question about that. They needed her DNA.

      Today.

      “Let go get her.” Taylor said, feeling anger rush through her as she popped out of her chair. If Katrina was responsible for Sissy’s disappearance, or God forbid, her death, there would be no mercy.

      “Okay, but calm down, tiger. I’m going to lead her in like a lamb to slaughter.” He stood and went walking down the hall.

      Taylor made a face at his back, but she followed.

      When they entered the room, Daniel Hunt instantly transformed his face from business to casual.

      He stood and held out his hand to Shane first, then Taylor.

      “Daniel Hunt,” he said. “I’m representing my client today, Ms. Boyer.”

      Katrina didn’t move from her seat. She looked terrified. Obviously, her attorney hadn’t coached her on expressions and movement. Either that, or she just couldn’t camouflage her feelings. Those were the kind of people that detectives loved to get their hands on.

      “I’m Detective Shane Weaver and this is Deputy Gray,” Shane said, then held the chair for her.

      Taylor nodded to them. She’d play the unfriendly role today. That’s usually how it worked out for her and Shane when dealing with females, since he typically used his charm to get through to them.

      Today it would be easy for her to be unfriendly, and she wouldn’t have to pretend. “This session is being recorded via camera and you are not under arrest. This session is in relation to the missing persons case of Sissy Walsh,” she said, then stated the Miranda Rights, and Katrina nodded that she understood.

      “Okay, let’s get started,” Shane said. “Ms. Boyer, when we met you at your home, you first stated that you didn’t know Payton Howe. Then you stated you only met him briefly for business over a horse. Eventually, with some persuasion, you admitted that you know Mr. Howe on a personal level. Is all that true?”

      Katrina looked at her lawyer and he nodded.

      “Yes, it’s true,” she said.

      “Then you said you didn’t want to answer any more questions without an attorney present, and we stopped the interview. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, that’s correct,” she said.

      “So here we are, with your attorney present. What is the official relationship between you and Mr. Howe?”

      “We are in a relationship.”

      Shane jotted that down, then looked back at Katrina.

      “Platonic or romantic?”

      “Romantic,” she said.

      “Were you aware that Mr. Howe was already in a relationship with another woman?” Shane asked.

      “Not at first,” she said. “But later, yes.”

      She lowered her eyes to her hands clasped in her lap.

      Good. She felt guilty about that much, at least.

      “Ms. Boyer,” Taylor cut in, her voice stern. “Can you confirm whether or not you were in Harts Ridge on May 25th or May 26th?”

      Katrina looked at her attorney again, who shook his head.

      “No, I was at home with a student,” she said firmly.

      Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Were you in Harts Ridge at any point in the days after that?”

      Katrina hesitated, looking at her attorney for guidance, but he remained silent. He was done being cordial and sat with his arms crossed over his chest. He gave a barely perceptible shake of his head.

      “I decline to answer that question,” she said.

      Shane leaned forward. “Ms. Boyer, do you have any knowledge about the disappearance of Sissy Walsh?”

      Katrina shook her head. “I decline to answer that question as well.”

      Hunt spoke up. “My client was not involved in any harm that came to Ms. Walsh.”

      That was a tricky way to answer, and Taylor could tell by the sudden stiffness in Shane’s body language beside her that he felt the same.

      Katrina knew something and it was big.

      Taylor decided to drop the bomb. “Ms. Boyer, we have phone records that show you were in town on May 27th. We also have phone records that show Sissy’s phone pinged off a tower only a few miles from your family farm. Care to explain that?”

      Katrina's face went pale, and she looked at her attorney for help.

      “Sounds to me that she might be an accessory to the fact,” Shane said. “And we found DNA at the crime scene that belongs to an unknown female. Any thoughts on who it might be, Ms. Boyer?”

      Taylor could feel the anxiety and fear rolling off Katrina, filling the room with nervous energy. She had to push her. Now or never.

      “We have other pieces of mounting evidence that can get a judge to sign off on a search warrant for a DNA swab, Katrina,” Taylor said. “If your profile matches what was found in the condo, we will no longer be willing to work with you nicely, because then you will be a prime suspect and we will be building a case against you. If you aren’t responsible for Sissy’s disappearance, but you know something, now is your time to get on the right side of the story.”

      Shane let that sit, not injecting anything into Taylor’s ultimatum.

      Katrina was silent, her eyes darting back and forth between them and her lawyer. She looked like an ambushed rabbit.

      Daniel Hunt spoke up then, “Could I have a few minutes with my client alone, please?”

      Shane slammed the cover shut on his notebook. “Of course. Just knock on the door when you’re ready.”

      They went out the hall and stood a few feet from the door.

      “I think she’s going to give it up,” Taylor said. She bit her lip and realized she’d already peeled most of the skin off.

      She was surprised it wasn’t bleeding yet.

      “Right now, they’re weighing what we might know. He’s telling her that if she was an accessory and she works with us, he can probably get the charges downgraded. But if he’s money hungry, he’ll take it all the way and make us prove she’s connected.”

      Shane was right.

      Taylor hoped she didn’t call her parents and involve them. It was amazing what parents would do to protect their grown children. Her father would offer to mortgage the farm to pay for her attorney. They wouldn’t want her to have any prison time, even if she was guilty.

      “This is torture,” Taylor said. “We are so close to having something solid. I can feel it.”

      “Me too,” Shane said. He squatted a few times, stretching his calf muscles.

      She was tense, too. But a few stretches weren’t going to help her. She wanted Katrina to tell what she knew.

      Fifteen minutes went by before they heard a knock and went back in and took their seats.

      Katrina had been crying.

      Daniel Hunt leaned forward. “My client has a load of testimony to give you against Payton Howe who committed a violent crime against Sissy Walsh, resulting in her death on May the twenty-fifth of this year. If you want that testimony, we’ll need an immunity deal in writing.”
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      Ritu Dhami's reception area was an explosion of warm colors and cultural mementos. Paintings of elephants adorned the walls, intricate tapestries hung from the ceiling, and delicate carved figurines were arranged in glass cases.

      The most gorgeous rug that Anna had ever seen graced the floor, and she was almost hesitant to walk over it. She suppressed the urge to take her shoes off, or tiptoe around the edges.

      Cate had picked the attorney and made the appointment, then asked for the day off work to take her. Anna told her she didn’t care who they used. Cate’s new friend, Ellis, had a daughter who was an attorney, but as it turned out she didn’t deal with divorce court.

      They’d taken the Volvo. Cate had offered to drive her own car—the sketchy white van that Anna wouldn’t be caught dead in.

      “That’s okay. You’ll like driving my car. It’s so smooth,” she’d said, and Cate had laughed.

      Usually, Anna loved going to Atlanta. They had all the best boutiques and specialty shops. But today shopping was the last thing on her mind. She did think about going by the Phone Booth lounge that the photo of Pete and his girlfriend was taken at. She wouldn’t go in, but she’d just like to see it. To try to put it together in her mind because it was a week since she’d seen the photo and it still didn’t feel real. She wouldn’t ask Cate to do that, though. It would be humiliating.  Maybe one evening she’d come up by herself and drive by it.

      The hour ride into Atlanta felt longer, and the busy traffic once they got close made her sweat with anxiety. Once they hit Spaghetti Junction, it felt like they were navigating a maze and the cars were coming straight at them.

      Anna held tightly to her seatbelt across her chest and breathed in through her nose and out her mouth, as quietly as possible.

      Pete had texted her earlier, telling her he was going to get the kids for the weekend, and they’d be staying at his parent’s house. He was going to take them for an outing. Now Anna knew what the term Disney-Dad meant. He’d woo them with all their favorite places, buy them stuff she couldn’t afford, and soon he’d be their favorite.

      She felt a pain in her chest that had to be a heart attack and she wished it would go on and take her. She really wasn’t well, and she wanted to get home to her safe cocoon.

      Cate wasn’t a talker, but she’d tried hard to keep conversation going and direct Anna’s attention to other matters. They’d talked about the dogs at her work, the unpredictable Georgia weather, and then somehow had gotten around to Lucy and how well she was doing, living on the water and making all sorts of friends who also moored their boats there.

      Seemed Lucy had her own sort of country club, but of a different caliber where everyone wore t-shirts and cut off shorts, and instead of bourbon and fine wine, drank beer and spritzers.

      Redneck Yacht Club.

      Interesting name.

      But they probably had a hell of a lot more fun than Anna had ever had with her fancy boat friends. With her current predicament, she was beginning to lose some of her mortification about Lucy and her constant rocky situations.

      Like Cate pointed out, Lucy didn’t have to lean on anyone. She always found a way to survive without being chained to a man to make it happen.

      “Your little sister came into this world being scrappy,” Cate said. “Kicking and screaming, already trying to be independent straight from the womb. She was the first to learn how to hold her own bottle, you know. First to walk and talk, too. She was a determined little sprite.”

      The description brought a smile to Anna’s face. She remembered Lucy when she was a little girl, always fighting for an equal share of everything, even though she was the smallest and youngest. Wouldn’t it be something if Anna had to reach out to Lucy and ask for survival tips?

      No, that would never happen.

      Anna would live under a bridge first.

      After they checked in, she and Cate took a seat. There was a man sitting on the other side of the room, and he tapped at his phone angrily with his thumbs, his expression darker with every jab.

      He looked up and saw her watching him and glared back.

      Anna looked away. She hoped she didn’t look that angry on the outside. Not only was it scary, but it would ruin her Botox.

      “You can go on in now,” the receptionist said, gesturing down the hall. “First office on your right.”

      As they walked into the lawyer’s office, Ritu greeted them with a kind smile. She was a woman in her early forties, with dark, curly hair and expressive eyes. Her Indian heritage was evident in her features, and she wore a bright blue sari that flowed gracefully around her. She was beautiful enough to be a model, or a celebrity, but Anna could tell in an instant that she was super intelligent.

      Her office was decorated just as lovely as the reception area, and it had a warm, welcoming energy to it.

      “Hello, Anna and Cate,” Ritu said, her voice soothing. “Please, have a seat.”

      Anna and Cate sat in the chairs in front of Ritu's desk, and Anna took a deep breath. “Thank you for seeing us, Ritu,” Anna said, her voice shaky. “I don't know where to turn, and my mother made the appointment.”

      “Yes, I talked to Cate on the phone. I'm here to help,” Ritu said kindly, looking from Cate and back to Anna. “She already told me some of it, but I want you to tell me what's been going on.”

      Anna took a deep breath and began to speak. She told Ritu about her husband, Pete, leaving her and their two children without any explanation. She told her about the photo of him with another woman online, and that she suspected he was having an affair.

      “Are you financially dependent on him?” Ritu asked. She was taking notes quickly.

      “Yes. I don’t have any income.” She told her about her allowance. “I don’t have much left and I don’t even know if he’s going to keep giving it to me. I’ll know next week when I check the account.”

      Ritu listened intently, nodding sympathetically.

      “I'm so sorry, Anna,” Ritu said, placing a hand on Anna's arm. “This must be incredibly difficult for you.”

      Anna nodded, tears welling up in her eyes.

      “I’d like to suggest you seek counseling while you’re going through this,” Ritu said. “I find that in cases like this, the realization that women have that what they thought was their sanctuary isn’t safe. That those they are the most intimate with, and consider a partner and best friend, could betray them is something they have a hard time accepting. A good therapist can help walk you through this.”

      “I agree,” Cate said.

      Anna couldn’t talk. She had to get the crying under control first.

      Ritu began to explain to Anna what she was legally entitled to, including child support, and a share of any savings or retirement accounts.

      Anna's felt a sliver of hope at the prospect of being able to support herself and her children. “If I find out who she is, can I sue his girlfriend for alienation of affection?” she asked, her voice full of anger.

      She’d seen that in a movie once.

      Ritu shook her head. “I'm afraid not. However, in the state of Georgia, on top of being a criminal offense, adultery is also one of the thirteen grounds for divorce. If we prove it, you are sure to win alimony on top of your child support. And I can tell you that the judges in our circuit don’t look too fondly on men who walk out on their wife and kids for another woman.”

      Anna looked at Cate, who gave her a small smile and reached over and squeezed her hand. “We’ll get the coward where it really hurts,” she said softly.

      Her mother was right about that. Pete was obsessed with money. His money, as he thought it was. She couldn’t wait to show him he was wrong, that it was their money. Still yet, a part of her couldn’t stop wishing everything could stop now and they could go back to their old life.

      She could forgive him his indiscretion.

      Just this once.

      One day Bronwyn and Teague would look back and dissect how she handled things. What would they think? That she should’ve let him go without a fight? Or that she should’ve tried harder to get him back. To keep their family intact?

      What she and Pete were doing now would affect the way their children approached and maneuvered through their own relationships later. Children of divorce always suffered, didn’t they?

      So far, they’d given the kids the best life any child could ask for. Nice clothes, all the latest gadgets, fun vacations in places that many couldn’t afford.

      A wonderful home in a safe and beautiful neighborhood.

      Then Anna had another thought.

      “What if he wants the house? Will me and the kids have to move out?”

      “No. Absolutely not. Your husband abandoned the family home. Also, no judge would ask you to uproot the children during the process. I do strongly encourage you to hire a private investigator, though. We need to get proof if he really is in another relationship. Here’s a guy that will work in your area.” She pulled a business card from her drawer and handed it over.

      “Thank you,” Anna said. She didn’t know where she’d get the money for it, but it sounded like she needed to figure that out.

      Ritu leaned back in her chair. “If you’d like to secure my services, I will need a retainer,” she said, her voice sympathetic.

      Anna was afraid to ask.

      “How much is the retainer?” Cate said.

      “Five thousand, but we’re going to ask the judge to force your husband to reimburse you for all legal fees in the settlement.”

      “When do you need the retainer?” Anna said, finding her voice.

      “As soon as possible. I can get things started, but we’ll need it within a week. I’m sorry, Anna. If it was just me, I’d work out something. But that’s why the firm has rules in place. All partners are accountable to each other, and we’ve already met our max for pro bono cases this year.”

      “No, it’s not your problem,” Anna said, her face burning in embarrassment. A month ago, she’d have no probably getting her hands on five thousand dollars, or even double that. If Pete approved it, obviously. She’d once got him to write a check for twelve thousand dollars for an Italian leather living room set.

      “I’ll figure it out,” she added.

      She wondered how much time she could get for robbing a bank. For that matter, it might even be easier to hire a hitman and off Pete. Then she’d get everything.

      It was crazy the places your mind when to in moments of desperation.

      Ritu stood and held her hand over the desk, shaking Anna’s and then Cate’s.

      “Sorry about the circumstances, but it was nice meeting you both. Anna, stay strong. I can tell you from experience that you’ll come out better after this is all over. He’s obviously not the man you thought he was.”

      That was an understatement. Or did Anna always know what kind of man he was and decided to ignore it in exchange for her cushiony life? She felt shame run through her, thanked Ritu, then went out the door.

      Cate was right behind her.

      “Do you want to stop anywhere else while we’re in the city?” Cate asked when they got to the car.

      “No. Thank you but please, get me home as fast as you can.” Anna leaned her head back against her seat and closed her eyes, suddenly more exhausted than she’d ever felt.
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      Taylor parked on the side of the gravel road behind the white van and climbed out of her squad car. Her body felt heavy with grief, her limbs uncooperative and her muscles straining. It had been a sleepless two nights since the latter part of the interview with Katrina Boyer in which she’d spilled everything she knew about what happened to Sissy on the afternoon of May the twenty-fifth, at the hands of Payton Howe.

      It was a gruesome story.

      The fact that the victim in the tale was Sissy Walsh, daughter to Margaret and mom to Hayley, friend to all, was surreal. If the things that Katrina had to say were truthful, Payton was truly a psychopath.

      Katrina’s story matched the evidence found in the condo. The forensics’ team had pulled up the flooring to find blood stains that had seeped through exactly where Sissy had allegedly been killed. Besides that, she gave them more pieces of the puzzle and it had all come together in what they now thought had happened.

      Katrina had been placed on a gag order, directed not to speak to anyone about the case and her formal statement or risk immediate arrest.

      They hoped to take Payton by surprise and find what they needed today to arrest him and take his sorry ass to jail.

      Shane was already at the farm gate, talking to a few people dressed in white paper coveralls. The crime lab in Jasper had sent them just as soon as Shane called with the search warrant in hand.

      When Taylor got closer, she saw that someone had put a chain and padlock around the gate. Kuno had bolt cutters and looked ready to use them.

      “Hi,” Shane said as she approached.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Patricia has ten minutes left to come open the gate or we break the lock,” he said. “I sent her a screen shot of the search warrant and she hasn’t responded yet.”

      “They’re scared.”

      A truck pulled up, interrupting their conversation with the dog in the back, barking a hollowed, hoarse greeting. Mason, the cadaver dog handler that Taylor had met a few years before, got out of his truck and dropped his tailgate, then attached a leash to the collar of his bloodhound and helped it down to the ground.

      “Morning, Mason,” Taylor greeted him. “Sheriff sent you?”

      Mason nodded. “Yep, he ordered me to assist in the search.”

      Taylor introduced him to Shane and the others.

      “How does it work, Mason?” Taylor asked. She’d read about it before, but it was always more interesting to hear from someone who handled the dog.

      “Pretty scientifically, actually. Dogs have about 200 to 300 million scent receptors in their noses, compared to about six million in humans. Everything about them, including their long ears, the folds in the skin of their faces, and their 'nasty drool' is designed to help them pull in odors.”

      “It’s like their superpower,” Taylor said.

      “Right,” Mason said. “Grim here is basically a nose on four legs.”

      “That’s pretty typical for a Bloodhound, right?” Kuno said.

      “Yep. They’re built for it,” Mason said. “But they have to have the right temperament. Bold. Eager to work.”

      Shane pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “We appreciate your help, Mason. We've got the area marked out for the search, so we can get started as soon as the owner arrives to open the gate.”

      Mason nodded. “No problem. I'll go ahead and gear up Grim, and we'll be ready to assist.”

      They watched as he placed a body harness embossed with skull-and-crossbones on Grim, who was immediately eager at the sight of it.

      “Down, boy,” Mason said, and the dog sat obediently, but still quivered with excitement.

      “Here she comes and she’s mad as a hornet,” Shane said, his voice low.

      Patricia came around the bend of her driveway on an ATV, and she pulled in and hit her brakes suddenly, sending gravel flying before she hopped off.

      “This is absolutely ridiculous, and I’ve called my lawyer,” she said as she approached the gate.

      Shane held the search warrant up. “We have the search warrant, Mrs. Howe. It’s signed by Judge Crawford. You can open the gate yourself so the van can drive in, or my deputy can open it for you.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I want to wait for my attorney to get here. You can’t just trespass on my land like this.”

      Conveniently, the sheriff pulled up and got out of his car. Katrina Boyer stepped out from the passenger seat.

      Taylor couldn’t even look at her.

      Sheriff approached the gate. “Patricia, I know you aren’t happy about this, but let us do our job. If your son is innocent, then you have nothing to worry about. Open the gate, please.”

      “I’m not opening it, Sheriff. You can take that good for nothing piece of trash away from my property.”

      Katrina visibly flinched.

      “Kuno, open the gate,” Sheriff said, then turned back to Patricia. “Mrs. Howe, if you get in the way, I’ll arrest you for obstructing and hindering.”

      She still didn’t move toward the lock, so Kuno went to it and after a short struggle, cut the chain and let it drop, then he opened the gate.

      Taylor noticed that Shane looked as though his bubble had been burst for being knocked off as king of the hill.

      “Where is your son, Mrs. Howe?” Sheriff asked.

      “At the house, where do you think?” she replied with a nasty tone. Then she got on her ATV and turned it around, peeling out as she headed back where she’d come from.

      “Shane, you go talk to Payton and keep him with you. Get his truck keys so he can’t go anywhere until we’re done. Who is lead forensic investigator?”

      Shane took off walking toward the main house.

      “I am,” a woman stepped up to the sheriff. “I’m Julia Robbins.”

      “Tell me your plan, Robbins,” he said.

      Katrina stood there as though she was mute. She didn’t look anyone in the eye, Taylor noticed.

      Robbins nodded. “Of course, Sheriff. First, we'll be scanning the area for any footprints, tire marks, or other physical evidence that might be on the ground. We'll then take samples of any biologic material we find, such as hair, skin, or blood, and take it to the lab to analyze it for DNA evidence. We'll also be looking for any objects that might have been moved or tampered with, such as weapons or personal belongings of the victim or suspect. Finally, we'll take photographs and document everything we find to present as evidence in court.”

      Sheriff Dawkins nodded. “Great. That sounds like a thorough plan. Please keep me updated on any developments and let me know if there's anything else you need from us.”

      “Will do, Sheriff,” she replied before turning back to her team to begin the investigation. She turned to her team and ordered one of them to pull the van through.

      Taylor and Mason stood waiting for instructions and the sheriff turned to them. He was on a mission, and it was all over his face.

      No chit chat. Just orders.

      “Taylor, you can stay with forensics or the dog. I’ll catch up. Ms. Boyer here is going to take me on a tour.”

      Taylor nodded. She wanted to watch Grim work. He had the better chance of finding Sissy than any of them did.

      After the sheriff and Katrina walked off, Mason gave Grim the command to seek death scent. “Where's the Napoo?” he asked Grim, then turned to Taylor and explained. “It's British/Australian slang for 'finished, done, dead. Used in the first war.”

      Taylor kept pace and watched in awe as Mason and Grim worked together. “It's amazing how a well-trained dogs can be a really good tool,” she said. With Diesel’s capacity to learn tricks, she’d been thinking of sending him to some sort of training that could put him on the department in an official capacity, but she needed to talk to Sam about it.

      Mason replied, “Yep. Finding a body or parts can take several different techniques, some as high-tech as ground-penetrating radar, but dogs offer a unique perspective. In a drowning case, for example, bodies can be deep below the surface and trapped in debris. A dog can signal and let us know a specific pile of debris here is worth tearing apart. That’s where they shine in an investigation.”

      Grim led them past a building where some of the peanut machines were worked, and around a well house. He sniffed it well, then went on.

      “One of the first crimes to be solved using a cadaver dog was way back in the eighties when a flight attendant vanished. Her husband claimed she’d run away from him. The first clue that wasn’t true was when a snowplow driver reported seeing a woodchipper parked on the side of a road during a storm. He called it in, and a cadaver dog named Lady led the investigators to miniscule pieces of human tissue, and a tiny fragment of a fingernail with nail polish on it that matched the color the woman had been seen wearing before she disappeared.”

      “So that disproved the theory that she ran away,” Taylor said.

      Mason nodded. “Sure did. Lady’s evidence contributed to the eventual murder conviction and the husband got fifty years.”

      She prayed that if Sissy was indeed dead, they had the same luck with Grim on the case. There were a few specific spots she hoped the dog would hit on, but she and Shane had discussed keeping those to themselves so that it could be a clean discovery. Her job was to watch and let the professionals do their thing.

      No matter how frustrating it was for her to stand on the sidelines, this was the way an investigation went when at this stage.

      She and Shane had gotten it this far, now it was up to forensics and the prosecution to put it all together for a case.

      Mason began dragging harder as they made their way through the vast farm. The fields stretched out before them, lined with rows upon rows of leafy plants. The earthy scent of peanuts permeated the air, and the ground beneath their feet was soft and pliable.

      Grim’s nose was in constant motion, picking up on any scent it could find. His tail was wagging eagerly, as if he knew he was on an important mission.

      As they approached a large barn, Grim suddenly pulled on the leash, his body tense and alert. Mason followed the dog's lead inside, and they made their way behind some farm equipment in the far corner, where Grim continued to sniff around.

      “Does he have something?” Taylor asked.

      “I don’t know yet. Maybe,” Mason said.

      Taylor watched as Grim began to paw at the ground, his nose still pressed to the earth. She looked at Mason, who nodded, and they both crouched down beside the dog.

      There was nothing there but empty packed ground. It didn’t look disturbed.

      “What do you think he's picked up?” Taylor asked.

      Mason shook his head. “Hard to say. He's trained to pick up on any scent that's not supposed to be here.”

      They watched as Grim continued to dig at the ground, his paws churning up dirt and debris. Finally, the dog let out a sharp bark, and Taylor knew that he had found something.

      Mason moved quickly, using a shovel to carefully dig away at the dirt where Grim had indicated.

      Taylor waited, her pulse racing.

      He dug down a few inches, then a few more before looking up.

      “There’s nothing been buried here recently, but something has been here that Grim doesn’t like. It was possibly here, then moved.”

      Taylor’s phone beeped and she pulled it out of her pocket.

      It was a text from the sheriff.

      Meet me behind the house. Found a tooth in a fire pit.
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      Anna sat in Pete's office, staring at the pile of mail on his desk. More had come earlier. Usually, she didn’t give it a second glance. He always took care of it and never wanted her to touch it. She had always been fine with their set up, because to be honest, paying bills made her anxious. It sounded old-fashioned and as though she were truly a dimwit, but it was nice never worrying about what was due at the end of month. There was a certain feeling of security when you didn’t have to balance the columns.

      But now the bills were stacking up and she felt like she should probably look. She’d come in there for something else entirely, but when her eyes landed on a letter with the name of a bank on the outside, everything in her gut told her she needed to know what was on the inside.

      Using Pete’s engraved letter opener, she carefully opened the top and pulled out the folded sheet of paper.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      Mr. chambers, this letter is a formal notification that you are in default of your obligation to make payments on your home loan account number 512387. This current account holds the sum of $6000 payable by July the first. This amount has been overdue since April 1, and you have ignored multiple requests to make a payment or reconsolidate your debt period unless the full amount is received within 15 days, we have no choice but to begin foreclosure process on your home. We have given you more than adequate notice on this issue and we have no other choice. Please act accordingly.

      How was it even possible that they were behind on payments? And the bank was threatening foreclosure? In the situation she was in, six thousand dollars was a small fortune.

      Quickly she pulled up the app on her phone and checked the balance of her own account where Pete usually deposited her allowance. Her hands shook even worse when she saw it was down to just over a hundred dollars. It was also several days past the date of when her allowance was usually sent in.

      Panic set in as she tried to call him, only to find that he had blocked her number again. He unblocked her only when he wanted to communicate.

      Damn it, Pete!

      Anna hated to do it, because she wasn’t supposed to, but she was going to have to call him at work. She dialed the phone and tried to think of what to say first that he wouldn’t immediately hang up on. She straightened up and cleared her voice.

      “Valiant & Associates Law firm. This is Chrissy, how may I help you?”

      Hmm... Chrissy was new, but that wasn’t unusual. They couldn’t keep anyone at the phones for more than six months to a year. Pete and a few of his cronies had inflated egos and were hard to take on a daily basis. Especially if you were an attractive female.

      “Hi, Chrissy. This is Anna Chambers, Pete’s wife. Can you transfer me over?”

      “I’m sorry. Who?”

      “Pete Chambers wife. His extension is 501. Please transfer me.”

      “I—I—can you hold just a minute, Mrs. Chambers?”

      “Yes.”

      Music started up as she waited. Some sappy office mix that Pete had picked up on the internet. He’d asked her opinion on which one to choose, then ignored the one she chose and went with his own choice. She had, however, had a huge say in all the office interior design. That had been a fun project.

      “Mrs. Chambers?” Chrissy picked back up.

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      “Greg told me to tell you that Pete left the firm three months ago. I’m sorry.”

      “What do you mean, left the firm?”

      “I mean, he doesn’t work for us any longer,” she said, sounding sad.

      Anna was speechless. That couldn’t be right. Pete had been getting up and leaving for work every day, other than when he was out of town.

      “Please transfer me to Greg,” she said, not recognizing her own voice. It sounded odd.

      This time there wasn’t any music. Greg picked up immediately.

      “Hi Anna. I’m sorry you had to hear it like that. I would’ve thought you’d known by now. Pete moved on a few months ago. He didn’t tell you?”

      “I—no, he didn’t. Did he say where he was going to work?”

      There was a long pause.

      Greg lowered his voice to almost a whisper. “No. He was let go, Anna. He didn’t know it was coming so he didn’t have another position lined up.”

      She hesitated. Pete had never been fired from a job in his life.

      “Why was he let go? Cutbacks?”

      “No. It wasn’t cutbacks. Pete has a lawsuit against him, and against our firm for his actions.”

      Oh God, what had he done?

      Anna had always like Greg. He’d started the firm and was one of two senior partners. He treated his own wife very well and he’d always been kind to her. He’d even stood up for her once at an event when Pete had gotten soused and was disrespecting her in front of everyone.

      Surely, he wouldn’t leave her hanging in the dark.

      “Greg, you must tell me what is going on. Pete left here a week ago and said our marriage is over. He won’t talk to me, and now I just found a letter from the bank saying they’re going to foreclose on our house.”

      “Anna, I wish I could but I’m on a gag order. I can tell you this, get a lawyer and get one fast. You need to get a court order in place to stop him from using joint checking and savings accounts, credit cards, or cashing out any retirement accounts.”

      “But it’s all in his name.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Everything was earned during the time of your marriage. It’s yours too. As a matter of fact, if you can prove he’s committing adultery with Valerie Cooper, you may be eligible for a higher property division and more alimony than usual. That is—if he has a job now.”

      Valerie Cooper. The red-lipped vixen.

      Everything started spinning and Anna felt dizzy. Greg knows about the woman. That meant probably all of them knew about her. Which also meant they all thought she was a fool.

      And now that Pete’s side piece had a name, it felt real. It also felt like someone just stabbed her in the gut.

      “Anna? Are you okay?”

      She clutched the phone so hard it felt like her fingers were claws.

      “I’m here.”

      He sighed loudly. “You didn’t know about Valerie, did you? I’m so sorry.”

      “No, I knew.” She wanted to ask him all sorts of questions. Where had he met Valerie? How serious was it? But she didn’t want to seem weak. “I talked to a lawyer a few days ago.”

      “Pete’s a real piece of work, isn’t he? You’re lucky to be getting out from under this, to tell you the truth, Anna. Things are going to come down and come down hard. You don’t want to be by his side when they do. I’m just hoping I can keep it from ruining the practice.”

      She suppressed the urge to ask him again what Pete had done because at this point, she didn’t know how much more bad news she could take without breaking.

      “Greg, let me ask you this. Can the bank take the house from me while I’m going through this? I don’t have access to any money. I can’t pay them until Pete starts paying alimony and child support.”

      “Ah... it’s hard to advise on that. In some cases, if you wanted to keep the house and Pete didn’t, you could apply for a loan modification and get the interest rate and/or payment lowered. But you aren’t employed, are you?”

      “No, I’m not.” She felt ashamed to say it. If she had only finished nursing school so many years ago, by now she’d be making great money and wouldn’t be depending on a man to save her. As it stood, she had absolutely no skills. She’d be lucky to find a job flipping burgers and probably even screw that up.

      “Then I doubt the bank will finance anything for you. If you had a lot of equity in the home, I’d say sell it and pay off what you owe, then use the rest on something you can handle, but I know that neighborhood and I’d bet that Pete owes more than it’s worth in this market.”

      “So, what do I do?”

      She could hear him tapping a pen or something on his desk. She stared out the window. There were weeds growing up around the front walkway and she hoped the HOA didn’t serve her a ticket for it.

      “I hate to say it, Anna, but in your situation, you might be best packing up and moving out with the kids. Tell Pete it’s all his and let him deal with it. Even with emergency spousal support, do you really think you can handle that house? It’s not only the monthly payment but the utilities, your property taxes, and the constant upkeep.”

      Anna was in shock. Tears filled her eyes as she thought about her beautiful home that she’d worked so hard to make perfect. Even without the impeccable design and decorations, this house was where her kids had taken their first steps. Said their first words. They had tons of friends in the neighborhood and were well liked. Popular in a way that she wasn’t when she was a kid. They didn’t even have to pretend to be someone they weren’t. She’d made sure they were what Anna had always wanted when she was growing up.

      It was all slipping away like the last remnants of water down a drain, and she didn't know how to stop it. She felt alone and helpless, and she wondered how she was going to find a way out of this mess.

      “Again, don’t do anything until your lawyer tells you to. They might have a better idea. I’m not a divorce lawyer and I’m not even supposed to be talking to you. But please, tell her that time is of the essence because of the other stuff Pete has going on. In addition to the lawsuit, the state bar association has launched an investigation into Pete’s conduct. This is serious stuff, Anna.”

      “Thanks, Greg. I appreciate your advice.”

      “You’re welcome. And Annie,” he said. “I don’t want to tell you this stuff, but I also want you to be prepared. I don’t see how Pete is going to get out of his legal mess and it’s going to take a lot of money to defend him. You might lose everything by the time this is over, but remember, you’re stronger than you know. Let Pete figure out what to do to save himself. You focus on you and those kids, and you’ll come out just fine on the other side, because you did nothing wrong.”

      She thanked him again through thick tears and ended the call.

      As she sat there, still holding the letter in her hand, she realized that she had never really known Pete at all. A foreclosure that minutes before had felt like the end of the world was nothing compared to everything else.

      Pete had kept so many secrets from her, and Anna wondered if anyone ever truly knew another person or what they could be capable of.

      She wasn’t prepared for this.

      The man she had loved and trusted had betrayed her, and she didn't know where to turn. The life she had known was falling apart, and she didn't know the first thing about how to pick up the pieces.

      She sat there for what felt like hours, lost in her thoughts and emotions, one thought tumbling over the next, ideas that were thrust away quickly because they wouldn’t work. She thought about packing the kids up and heading to Canada. No—Mexico. Canada was expensive. Then she remembered she had nearly nothing to her name. Not even enough to get them groceries for the next week.

      One thing was for sure. Pete wouldn’t be taking her kids for the weekend. Not until she figured out just what he’d done to lose his job. If someone had asked her a month ago if she thought he’d ever hurt her or the children, she would’ve said no, that they were crazy for asking.

      Now she wasn’t so sure.

      She tossed the letter to the side.

      There was probably no way to salvage their home now, but she had to find a way to save her kids.

      And her sanity.
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      On a balmy Friday morning, Taylor sat in the small courtroom in Hart’s Ridge and felt the tension around her. The room was filled with people, including Sissy’s extended family members and friends, all eyes fixed on the witness stand where Payton Howe sat, nervously fidgeting with his hands. Hands that had looked so good when they’d been handcuffed after a tooth was found in a burned pit on his farm.

      He’d gone to jail that very day and miraculously, the trial had been fast-tracked at warp speed, though part of that was because Hart’s Ridge didn’t get many violent crimes on their docket. The other part was the defense didn’t need much time to gather themselves.

      Payton pleaded not guilty, and there was no body.

      They were obviously sure it would be slam dunk in his favor.

      Lance Hamilton, the prosecuting attorney, stood in front of Payton, his expression grim. A jury of seven women and five men were seated, with two more women as alternates.

      He had already opened arguments and laid out his supposition, and the evidence including photos of the large amount of blood DNA found under the baseboards. Finally, he turned to the defense table.

      “I’d like to call Mr. Payton Howe to the stand.”

      A hushed silence fell around the courtroom as everyone watched Payton meekly leave the table he sat at, and slowly come sit in the witness box. He looked clean cut, Humble. Like anyone’s decent adult son, or someone’s buddy.

      But Taylor knew he was a chameleon.

      A psychopathic one, at that, if the evidence against him was true.

      The jury listened intently, many of them looking from Hamilton to Payton with each next point. Payton was still as a statue, no expression or movement.

      Suddenly Hamilton slammed his hand on the table in front of him, making him and everyone in the courtroom jump. He pointed to the white screen where a photo of Payton at an ATM machine was displayed.

      “This is a case of a cold, calculated manipulator,” he said. Then he pointed at Payton. “And that man, is a murderer.”

      He went on to describe the Sissy that Taylor knew, bringing her to life for the jury. He told how beloved she was and what a good mother to Hayley. Then he talked about the complicated relationship she had with Payton, in love but also growing restless and resentful that he’d not taken their future more seriously sooner, especially after she’d had their child.

      All eyes were glued on Hamilton as he wove his tale, and he was good. He had everyone hanging on every word.

      “But Sissy held on, working on their relationship through the ups and downs because she was in love and wanted to be a real family. But this man—Payton Howe—was living a lie. He’d finally asked Sissy Walsh to marry him, and she was ecstatic, but he never planned to go through with it. Instead, he was planning her demise. I will prove to you beyond a doubt that Payton Howe murdered Francisca Ellen Walsh, known to her family and friends as Sissy. Known to Hayley Howe as Mommy.”

      He paused, letting that sink in while he got his breath. Then he turned to Payton. “Mr. Howe, can you tell us what happened on the day your fiancé, Sissy Walsh, went missing?”

      Payton took a deep breath and began, keeping his voice low and neutral. “I met Sissy at her condo to pick up our daughter, Hayley. In the parking lot, she told me she wasn’t ready to be engaged and wanted to call if off and go back to just dating. I wasn’t happy about it, and I figured she’d change her mind later, but I agreed. We planned to have dinner together later that evening at my house.”

      “Did you enter the condo with Ms. Walsh and your daughter at that time?”

      “I did not.”

      “But you didn’t talk about her wish to break up off the engagement? She told you in the parking lot, and that was that. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I mean, I asked her if she was sure. She said yes, and I left it at that.”

      “What was the reason for the breakup?” Hamilton inquired.

      Payton hesitated for a moment before replying, “She said she needed some time to think. To decide if marriage was what she really wanted.”

      Hamilton pressed further, “And how did you react to this sudden revelation from your fiancé?”

      “I was upset, but I understood,” Payton replied. “We’ve had a lot of ups and downs in the past, and I guess she just wasn’t—I mean, isn’t—sure about marriage.”

      “Wasn’t it true, though, that Ms. Walsh had been pushing for an engagement for going on three years now, especially since the birth of your child?”

      Payton nodded.

      “Please speak for the court,” Hamilton said.

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “So, after this break up initiated by Ms. Walsh in the parking lot,” he said, “what happened next?”

      “Nothing. I left with Hayley to go to my ranch, where Sissy was still supposed to meet us later for dinner,” said Payton. “But she never showed up.”

      “Don’t you find it interesting that Ms. Walsh was seen earlier on grocery store video shopping for salad items, which was what she told her mother she was taking to your house for dinner?”

      Payton didn’t answer. He stared at Hamilton.

      “Why would she want to prepare a salad for a dinner she had no plans to attend? She goes and picks up stuff for a salad when she already knows she’s going to break off the engagement, and she still plans to come eat dinner with you at your mother’s house. Is that correct?”

      “I do not know, sir,” Payton said.

      Hamilton leaned in, his voice low and intense, “Did you try to call her like most boyfriends—excuse me, fiancé’s—would when their significant other just doesn’t show up?”

      “Yes, I did,” Payton said. “But it went straight to voicemail. I assumed she just needed some space.”

      “But you didn't report her missing?” Hamilton asked pointedly.

      “No, I didn't,” Payton replied, looking down.

      “Why not?” Hamilton asked.

      “I thought she would come back, or that she was just angry because I didn’t try to talk her out of breaking off our engagement. I didn't want to cause unnecessary alarm,” Payton said.

      Hamilton took a step closer to the witness stand, his voice stern, “Ms. Walsh's mother testified that Ms. Walsh would never leave her daughter without telling anyone. Are you saying that she just left without a word?”

      Payton shifted in his seat, “I don't know what happened to her. Maybe she was depressed and needed to be alone. She’s been struggling with some personal issues lately.”

      Hamilton raised an eyebrow, “What kind of issues?”

      “I’m not really sure. Sometimes they have no real reason, but she's been feeling down lately,” Payton replied vaguely. “I thought maybe she was suicidal again.”

      Hamilton pressed further, his voice getting louder as he pushed. “You thought she might be suicidal, yet you didn’t call anyone else when she didn’t show up?”

      Payton hesitated, “That’s correct. But I didn’t think she’d really do anything, or I would’ve called someone. Or stayed with her.”

      “A second ago you said you thought maybe she was suicidal again. Those were your exact words. Now you say you didn’t think she’d do anything. Which is it, Mr. Howe?”

      “Objection,” Rhoda said. “Badgering the witness.”

      “Sustained,” Judge Crawford said.

      Hamilton smirked and let a dramatic pause fill the air. The courtroom remained hushed as they watched Payton looking increasingly uneasy. When Hamilton began again, his voice was lowered.

      “Mr. Howe let’s drill down a bit and try to understand what you are trying to say. You mentioned that Sissy was struggling with personal issues,” Hamilton began. “Did she ever talk to you about suicide, or was your suspicions all behavior-related?”

      Payton shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. “Yes, she mentioned it one time a few years ago. I was worried, so I took her gun from her closet and brought it to my ranch to keep it safe.”

      Hamilton's eyebrows rose in surprise. “You took her gun away?”

      “Yes, sir,” Payton replied. “I didn't want her to do anything drastic.”

      “But you returned it to her before she disappeared?” Hamilton probed.

      Payton nodded. “Yes, I did. That very day.”

      “Why did you give it back to her on May the twenty-fifth, then?” Hamilton asked sharply.

      Payton's voice was shaky as he spoke. “She seemed happy. I thought she was doing okay since we’d gotten engaged. That morning I found some of her stuff at my house and the gun happened to be one of the items. I decided to take it with me to give back to her. I didn’t know she was going to break up with me that day.”

      Hamilton took a deep breath, his expression turning grave. “So, it’s just a terrible coincidence that you were tidying up at home, and decided to bring Sissy some of her stuff, which included her gun, on the very afternoon she breaks off the engagement and is feeling depressed?”

      Payton hesitated before answering, “Yes, I guess so, because that’s what happened.”

      Hamilton's voice was stern as he continued, “And yet, after you drove away, leaving her upset and in the possession of a gun again, you didn't report her missing or try to find her until her mother raised the alarm and sent Deputy Gray out to question you?”

      Payton's face reddened as he spoke, “I was worried about her, but I didn't want to jump to conclusions. I thought she ‘d come back on her own.”

      “But Ms. Walsh's mother testified that Sissy would never leave her daughter without telling anyone or giving a return date. Doesn't that strike you as odd?” Hamilton asked.

      Payton looked down, “Yes, it does. Maybe she just needed to get away.”

      “Mr. Howe, did you have any more communication with Sissy after May twenty-fifth, when she went missing?”

      Payton hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. She answered a few text messages.”

      “Can you tell us what those messages said?”

      “In the first one, I asked her where she was. She responded and told me none of my business.”

      “The next one?”

      “I asked her if she was sure she wanted to do this.”

      “Do what?” Hamilton said.

      “Break off our engagement.”

      “Why were you asking her about that instead of telling her there was a police investigation going on about her disappearance?”

      “I figured she knew that.”

      Hamilton paced back in forth in front of Payton, hands behind his back.

      “Did you alert the sheriff’s department about the communication from Ms. Walsh?”

      “Yes.”

      That was a lie. Taylor felt a surge of anger. He’d told them no such thing. They’d seen it on his phone records.

      “Were there more than two texting interactions between you and Ms. Walsh since her disappearance?”

      Payton leaned in toward the microphone. “No.”

      “Mr. Howe, isn’t it true that in the last six months, while engaged to Sissy Walsh, you were also dating a woman in Jasper?”

      Payton leaned in toward the microphone. “I wouldn’t exactly call it dating.”

      Hamilton raised his eyebrows. “What would you call it, Mr. Howe?”

      Payton seemed to struggle for words.

      “A fling, I guess,” he mumbled.

      “Please speak up for the court.”

      “A fling.”

      “What was the name of your ‘fling’, Mr. Howe?”

      He hesitated. “Katrina Boyer.”

      Hamilton paused for a moment before asking, “Mr. Howe, do you have any idea where Sissy might be now?”

      Payton shook his head, “No, I don't.”

      Hamilton leaned forward, his voice low and intense, “Let me ask you this, do you think she's still alive?”

      Payton hesitated for a moment before replying, “I don't know. I hope so.”

      The courtroom was silent as Hamilton stepped back, a smirk on his face. “Thank you, Mr. Howe. That will be all.”

      It was the defenses’ turn.

      Rhoda Bene flew out of her seat as though she were her butt was on fire. She stood in front the jury, leaning so far toward them it looked like she’d fall into the jury box.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is a case of false accusations and circumstantial evidence toward a murder case in which there’s no murder weapon and no bloody evidence other than forensically, and that which could’ve come from any sort of accident in the home. There’s no clear motive and most outrageous of all, there’s no body! Sissy Walsh is not even confirmed as dead! For all we know, she could be sitting on the beach in Mexico, drinking margaritas.”

      Her tone got higher and more excited with every word, until Taylor felt the stained-glass decorative wall behind the judge would shatter at any moment.

      Then she went dramatically silent. She dropped her head and turned to Payton in the witness box.

      “Mr. Howe, how long have you been in a relationship with Sissy Walsh?”

      “Going on three years.”

      “Do you love Sissy Walsh?”

      “Yes, I do. I love Sissy Walsh.,” he said somberly.

      “It is true that you still want to marry her?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Mr. Howe, did you cause harm, injury, or death to Ms. Sissy Walsh?”

      As they’d probably rehearsed, Payton’s head jerked up as though pulled by a string and he turned to the jury, locking eyes with as many as he could.

      “No. I did not cause harm, injury, or death to Sissy Walsh.”

      “Mr. Howe, do you know where Sissy Walsh is?”

      “No, I do not,” he said, his voice loud and clear.

      “No further questions, your honor,” Rhoda said, then walked just as briskly back to her chair and sat down.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    Chapter 18
    
  




  
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 18

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Anna passed Cate the roll of packing tape. They’d already packed up all the kitchen items and were moving into the family room. The kids were spending the day and evening with good ‘ole Carol Sandoval again.

      Once everything was settled, Anna owed Carol a spa day. She was being exceptionally helpful with keeping them when Anna needed her, even on short or no notice.

      Of course, now the entire neighborhood knew what was going on. Or at least the affair and impending divorce part. She wasn’t sure if they knew about Pete’s legal woes yet. Maybe she was in a state of shock, but she was starting to feel numb about all of it. Thanks to Cate, who had turned out to be quite an amateur therapist, Anna was slowly coming to accept that she had nothing to be ashamed of.

      She’d even surprised herself when Taylor had been the one to deliver the notice from the Sheriff’s department. Everything was out in the open now, no more secrets. Cate had helped her tell her sisters the week before, because moving in with Taylor was the only place Anna and the kids had to go. It was going to be tight, but they would make it work.

      Cate would be moving into the bedroom with Taylor, freeing up her room for Anna and Bronwyn. Teague would have his own room.

      It was temporary. That’s how Anna was getting through it.

      Surprisingly, the kids were both excited about moving in with their Aunt Taylor and Cate. They’d asked if Diesel could come back to live there fulltime, too. Anna didn’t think that would happen. Sam seemed pretty attached to him.

      “Did they say how long you had to get everything out?” Cate asked. She turned a box upside down and began reinforcing it.

      It was disturbing how fast fifteen days had flown by and right on cue, the notice of intent to foreclose was delivered that morning.

      “The foreclosure sale will be in thirty days. Tomorrow everyone will see the notice with Pete’s name and our address on the Hart’s Ridge Herald. It has to run for four weeks. During this part, we have a chance to reinstate the loan by paying up everything that’s owed. If he doesn’t, then they’ll hold the sale on the first Tuesday of the next month.”

      “Do you think Pete will pay it?”

      “I don’t think he has access to any money. You saw what happened at the temporary support hearing. And he’s representing himself.”

      Pete had just about lost his mind when the judge ordered him to pay all Anna’s ongoing legal fees, as well as set temporary spousal support amount that made her eyes tear up with relief. He claimed he wasn’t employed and couldn’t pay it, but the judge told him he’d better get out and beat the pavement pretty damn quick, then, or he’d be sitting behind bars for contempt of court.

      It had helped that Anna had found their last few years tax returns and could prove what his income was prior to him losing his job. Pete thought he was so smart, but he was dumb enough to leave all their records in his office, and her attorney was experienced enough to tell Anna to change the locks on the house so he couldn’t get in and take them.

      “Yes, but I guess I hoped maybe he was stashing money somewhere offshore and might swoop in and save the house for the kids.”

      “Nope. Or maybe he is stashing funds, but he’s not coughing it up. He did try to get one over on me about the retirement account he had with the firm. He texted and said he was willing to split the retirement 50/50 but I needed to sign the paperwork. I had no intention of signing anything but told him to send it anyway. Then I get an overnighted envelope with papers that basically said he was withdrawing half of the funds out of the account, and the other half would go into an IRA. I guess he thinks I’m an idiot and can’t read.”

      “He also thinks the law doesn’t apply to him, doesn’t he?” Cate said, shaking her head. “He’s not supposed to touch any accounts.”

      “Well, I sent the papers to Ritu, and she called the investment company and told them what’s going on. She faxed them a copy of the judge’s orders and they froze the account until the divorce is final and a settlement is announced. They won’t release a penny of it until they hear from her.”

      “Good,” Cate said.

      That was the only good thing that had happened. When Pete messaged to ask if she’d signed it and she told him what they’d done, he’d called her and screamed every profanity he could, then threatened to strangle her.

      He was lucky she didn’t get a restraining order on him for that.

      She still hadn’t seen one penny from him, and Ritu had given her more than enough time to get together the retainer. Pete would have to reimburse her for it, but first Anna had to figure out how to get it and fast. She couldn’t expect Ritu to work for free, especially considering that it was looking like it was going to be quite the contentious divorce.

      It was all so overwhelming.

      At least she hadn’t cried in over a week. There couldn’t possibly be any more tears left in her system. Even if there were, she didn’t have time for them. When the kids were at school, she was out looking for a job herself. When they got home, she was worn out from boxing up things and she had to push herself to get them through dinner, homework, baths, and bedtime. Then she stayed up half the night stalking Valerie Cooper’s social media, looking for photos of her and Pete, and actually finding a few.

      She’d sent them straight to Ritu.

      Pete still thought no one knew about his affair and it gave her a bit of joy every time she found another piece of evidence against him.

      Turns out that Valerie Cooper—middle name Danielle— was twenty-nine years old and ironically, had a career in life coaching and even a few clients. She works out at Planet Fitness in Buckhead on Monday and Thursday mornings, meets friends for lunch several times a week, and obviously loves taking photos of every one of her Keto meals.

      Not that Anna was stalking her or anything.

      But the dumb bimbo should lock down her social media to private if she’s going to be poaching married men.

      Anna hoped she choked on a walnut from one of her specialty salads.

      Cate looked at her watch, then came over and sat on a taped-up box that held family photo albums.

      “Anna, come sit for a minute. I want to talk to you.”

      “What’s up? We still have to try to get to the whole upstairs and it’s going to take me all night just to do Bronwyn’s room.”

      “We’re about to have company, and I wanted to warn you.”

      Anna looked toward the front window. She didn’t see anyone.

      “Who? The movers? They’re not supposed to come for another hour.” She’d hired a few guys from a local moving company to take her furniture to a few storage units she’d secured. She didn’t know how she’d pay for them, but anything left in the house would be sold at auction.

      “Your sisters. Please don’t say you don’t want them here, because they aren’t going to take no for an answer. There’s too much to be done for only two people.”

      “You asked them to come?” Anna sat down on the chair.

      “No, I didn’t. Taylor had a family meeting.”

      Anna rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Of course, she did. She couldn’t possibly keep all this to herself, could she?”

      “Just let her explain before you get upset, Anna. They want to help.”

      Anna didn’t say anything else. She was a bit shocked. She wasn’t so self-involved that she didn’t know she hadn’t been the kindest to her sisters over the years.

      She didn’t have any more time to think about it because she heard multiple car doors slam outside.

      Cate stood and looked out. “That’s them. Please, Anna. Be nice.”

      They came through the door like a small band of ninjas, carrying tape guns and scissors. Lucy was in the lead, and she was brimming with energy, wielding her tape gun like a pistol.

      “Where’s the baby?” Anna asked.

      “Margaret has him. She said it’s helping keep her mind off finding Sissy.”

      Anna looked at Taylor, who shook her head sadly. Sissy wasn’t going to be found. They all knew that by now, but it would take Margaret some time to accept it.

      “Levi is with a neighbor. I didn’t think you’d want an extra kid around. Where’s your two?” Jo asked.

      “At a friend’s house,” Anna said.

      “Does Pete know you’re moving out?” Taylor asked.

      “Sure does. He’s livid. Not only about me leaving the house and not telling him where I’m going, but also that he’s been ordered to pay temporary spousal support and has already been told he’ll be reimbursing my legal fees. The judge gave him a week to get me my first support payment or he’ll be in contempt.”

      Lucy rolled her eyes and put her hand over her chest. “Oh, bless his little heart. How sad that someone is imposing consequences on his bad behavior. He has to share his money with you? And there are deadlines, too? Anna, what kind of monster are you?”

      Anna laughed. “Yeah, I’m the monster he left holding the bag for a monstrosity of a mortgage I can’t possibly pay. He’s going to make it out to the kids that it’s my fault we lost the house.”

      Jo nodded. “Absolutely. Pete has already proved he won’t take responsibility for anything, and you better believe he’ll continue to try to turn the tables and make everything look like your fault.”

      “Give the kids credit, they’re smarter than you think. I doubt they’ll believe much of what he says,” Taylor said.

      Anna hoped not. She couldn’t bear it if they turned against her. Her children were the only thing she had left, other than what would be a few storage units of furniture and household goods, and a car she couldn’t make the payments on either. Her life was a train wreck.

      “So, I guess you all know about Pete’s girlfriend then.”

      They all stopped in motion. She had their full attention.

      “No—I didn’t tell them about that,” Cate said. “I just told them he left, and you were getting a divorce. I thought you’d share other details when you were ready.”

      Anna shook her head, wishing she could kick herself.

      Lucy pulled up a box. “You’ve already opened the can so spit it out, sister.”

      “She doesn’t have to if she doesn’t want to, Lucy,” Taylor said. “We’re here to help pack and load the truck. Not pry all her secrets out of her.”

      Anna was grateful that Taylor had come, but she could see that she was struggling with everything she’d found out about Sissy. She looked so sad.

      “I want to know,” Jo said.

      Anna waved her hand to make them stop bickering. “It’s fine. It’s already out there, so whatever. He’s cheating on me with some life coach named Valerie.”

      “That sorry mother f—”

      “Whoa,” Cate said, interrupting before Lucy could color the air with her words. “The kids might come in at any time. Please watch your language.”

      “I want to see a picture. I know you’ve found her online,” Lucy said, coming to stand in front of Anna. “Show me.”

      Damn, she was bossy.

      Anna pulled her phone out and quickly found Valerie’s profile picture, then turned it around so Lucy and the others could see it.

      “Obviously, she’s gorgeous,” Anna said, sighing.

      “Not nearly as pretty as you,” Taylor said, and Jo agreed.

      “Stop it. You guys are just trying to make me feel better. I mean look at her, she’s practically glowing,” Anna said.

      Lucy grabbed the phone and looked closer.

      “It’s herpes. I’ve seen that glow before.” She handed her back the phone.

      Anna couldn’t help but chuckle. Lucy was so—well, so Lucy. It felt kind of good to be able to laugh about it, after so much crying.

      “Well, whether or not she’s more attractive than me, or has herpes, she must have something good because he chose her, and she broke up a good marriage.”

      “Anna, don’t feed into that crap. You haven't been gone from your old normal long enough to realize how abnormal your relationship was. Pete was an ass. I know it. You know it. Hell, we all know it.”

      Heads nodded all around the room, but Lucy wasn’t done yet.

      “Girl, do you know how lucky you are? Once you’re out of this hard part, you're going to be able to do whatever you want. You can get the car that you want to drive and not the one that he picks out. You can spend time with your family without feeling guilty about it. You can order all the dessert, the extra Margaritas, whatever!”

      “She’s right, Anna,” Jo said.

      Cate was smiling, looking around at all of them. “Yes, Anna,” she said. “Basically, you just got reborn. Rebirth is always painful, but you’ll forget the sting when your life is beautiful again.”

      Taylor came closer. “You’re not in this alone, Anna. I know that we haven’t all been close in several years, but we’re still family, and family sticks together during a crisis. We got you.”

      She pulled a fat envelope from her back pocket and handed it to Anna.

      “What is this?” Anna said.

      “It’s the retainer for your lawyer,” Taylor said.

      Anna tried to hand it back, but Taylor stepped away, her hands in her pocket.

      “We all chipped in. I put in my coffee can money. We sold things online, put off a few bills, and scraped together almost all of it. Dad and Cate helped, too.”

      “Not much, but I gave what I could,” Cate said. “Ellis made up the last of it, so it’s all there. The whole amount Ritu asked for.”

      “I’ve been working doubles, picking up my shifts and Sissy’s,” Lucy said. “I donated what would’ve been her tips to your retainer fund. I think wherever she is, she would like that.”

      Anna thought she was done crying, but the knot in her throat and the tears raining down her face said otherwise. She didn’t deserve their kindness. She really didn’t. Finally, she was able to speak.

      “I don’t know when I’ll be able to pay it back. I don’t even have a job yet.”

      “Don’t worry about that. It’s not a loan—it’s a gift,” Jo said. “We Gray sisters stick together, Anna. Always did, and always will.”

      “It’s just sometimes we’re stupid and forget,” Lucy said, her hands on her hips.

      “Or some of us run off and hide until things are back in order,” Taylor said, squinting her eyes at Lucy. “Now. Enough of this sappy stuff. Yes, we’re a dysfunctional bunch, but yes, we still love each other. But right now, we’ve got a house to pack. Snap, snap, everyone.”
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      Taylor had lived in Hart’s Ridge for two decades, but she’d never spent so much time in their courtroom as she had in the last week. The Sheriff had given her the time off for the trial. He knew she had to be there to see it through. For her own closure and to represent the work they’d done as a department to bring Payton to the table.

      Thus far several witnesses had taken the stand, including Mabel and a few others from the Den. Hamilton was doing a great job in laying out the case, showing Sissy’s character, and working up to the finale.

      Taylor was pleased with the prosecutor’s decision to hire an expert and she listened intently as Hamilton called him as the first witness of the day and began the questioning.

      “Dr. Smith, you are familiar with the phenomenon men killing their romantic partners,” Hamilton asked.

      “Yes, I am,” Smith said, then pushed his glasses further up on his nose. He reminded Taylor of a stuffy professor, sweater vest and all, but he gave off perfect expert vibes.

      “What is the formal name and description for this type of crime?” Hamilton asked.

      “Intimate partner homicide, also known as femicide when the victim is a woman, is a form of domestic violence where one partner kills the other. It is a tragic and devastating event that can occur in any type of romantic relationship, including married and unmarried couples, same-sex couples, and those who are dating. This type of violence often occurs after a pattern of abuse or controlling behavior by the perpetrator.”

      “What are some of the motives behind these types of killings?

      “There are several common motives that I've observed in my work as a forensic psychologist. It may be triggered by jealousy, a desire for power and control, or other forms of relationship conflict. The victim may have attempted to leave the relationship or sought help but was unable to escape the abuser's violent behavior. One of the most predominant is anger, often expressed in a pattern of escalating rage, abuse, and violence. This group of men may have a history of violence and other antisocial behaviors.”

      “What other motives have you seen?

      “Another common motive is fear of desertion and loss. This occurs when the man is afraid that his partner will leave him, particularly if she has already threatened or attempted to leave. This group of men may have a personality disorder that makes them highly unhinged and sensitive.”

      Hamilton nodded. “Are there others?”

      “Yes, jealousy is another motive that we've seen often. This can range from becoming wounded that the partner flirted with someone else to knowledge of an actual affair. The man's possessiveness of his partner may be what underlies the homicide. Lastly, some male partners kill their wives because they're suicidal, although not all of them take their own life afterward.”

      “Are there any less common motives?”

      “Yes, there are those such as collecting insurance, mercy killing, psychotic mental illness, and replacing a wife with another partner.”

      “Do you have some examples of those sort of cases?”

      Dr. Smith nodded. “I guess the most famous case I’m aware of would have to be Laci Peterson and her unborn child, murdered by her husband, Scott Peterson because he wanted to pursue a new life with his mistress.”

      “And where was Laci Peterson’s body found?”

      “It washed up after her husband dumped her in the lake he claimed to be fishing in that day.” He paused for a moment. “Then some kill their spouse because they think it's the only way that they can win a custody dispute.”

      Taylor couldn’t help but nod at that last one.

      “How often do you see violence based on the custody dispute theory?” Hamilton asked.

      “Violence against women in the context of child custody disputes is a major issue that has not received sufficient attention from professionals and scholars in the past. From what I have observed, disputes over child support payments and shared custody arrangements can be a trigger for domestic abuse and, in extreme cases, even homicide. There are also some who believe that the only way to secure full custody of their children is to eliminate the other parent and/or the child from the equation.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Smith. That’s all I have.”

      The doctor left the stand and Hamilton called Payton up.

      Payton walked up like he was headed to the gallows. Today he was wearing a pressed western shirt that made his blue eyes pop. He was a handsome devil. Literally. Taylor hoped the jury remembered that even a lion looked his most majestic when going in for the kill.

      Payton took his seat and was sworn in.

      Hamilton leaned forward, his voice stern, “Mr. Howe, isn’t it true that you shot a good horse in the head after he threw you a few years ago? A horse that you’ve had since you were a teenager and that you loved and cared for?”

      “Objection,” Rhoda said. “Irrelevant.”

      “Sustained,” Judge said.

      “Okay, a new question,” Hamilton said. “Isn’t it true that on May twenty-fifth when you met Sissy in the parking lot in front of her condo, you went inside and had a conversation with her?”

      “No, I did not go inside with her.”

      Hamilton went to the table and leaned over his laptop, clicking a few buttons until a video popped up on the screen hanging from the ceiling.

      It was video from a bank, pointed at the ATM lane of the drive through.

      “Mr. Howe, does the vehicle in the last lane here at the bank look familiar to you?”

      “Yes, it’s my truck.”

      “And is that you behind the wheel of your truck?”

      Taylor watched him fidget in his seat. Unlike the sloppy condo video, the bank footage was so good that he couldn’t possibly deny it was him, sitting in his truck, and he knew it.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      Hamilton pointed at the corner of the video. “The time stamp is 11:30 am, the morning of May twenty-fifth. Is it safe to say that you went to the bank and made a cash withdrawal sometime before meeting Ms. Walsh at her condo?”

      “Objection. Irrelevant,” Rhoda said.

      “It is relevant later,” Hamilton argued.

      “I’ll allow it,” Judge Crawford grumbled. “You better have a point coming, Mr. Hamilton.”

      “Yes, sir, I do. Mr. Howe, please answer the question,” Hamilton said.

      “Yes, I went by the bank,” he said reluctantly.

      Hamilton continued. “Thank you. Oh, what is that we see in the back of your truck, Mr. Howe?” He asked the question nonchalantly, as though an afterthought.

      Payton squinted at the screen. “What do you mean?”

      Hamilton pointed. “Right there. That black thing. What is that?”

      “A rubber tote.”

      “Oh? What do you keep in that plastic tote, Mr. Howe?”

      “Tools for the farrier work I do, mostly. I think there’s some jumper cables in it. It’s not very big.”

      “I didn’t ask you how big it was,” Hamilton said, then turned to the jury. “Okay, then. Next, let me present to you a video taken from the doorbell camera of a resident directly across from Miss Walsh’s front door. Note the date stamp in the bottom right says May twenty-fifth.”

      He worked the laptop until a new video came on. As it played, it showed Sissy pulling up her car next to Payton’s truck in the parking lot of the condos. Payton paled and looked like he was going to be sick.

      Taylor hid a smile.

      Gotcha, you lying bastard.

      Payton sat motionless as the video proceeded to show him getting out of his truck, getting the groceries, and following Sissy and Hayley inside, the door shutting behind him.

      “What does that show us, Mr. Howe?” Hamilton said, stopping the video and pointing at the screen.

      “I forgot that I carried in her groceries,” he said softly.

      “Speak up, Mr. Howe.”

      Payton repeated himself.

      “That’s a vital piece of information that you just happened to forget, isn’t it, Mr. Howe?”

      “Objection,” Rhoda called out.

      “Sustained,” said the judge.

      “Why did you lie, Mr. Howe?”

      “I was scared. I didn’t want to be the last known person to see her alive, because I knew that’d make me the prime suspect and I had done nothing wrong.”

      “So, what happened inside the condo?”

      “Nothing. I played with Hayley while Sissy packed her diaper bag, then she joined me in the living room. Hayley went to sleep, and I moved her to the bedroom, then Sissy and I sat and talked for a bit before I left.”

      “What did you talk about?” Hamilton asked.

      “Horses. Hayley’s potty-training issues. And I’m not really sure what else.”

      “You seem to have a very spotty memory, Mr. Howe. Let’s move on. Isn’t it true that you knew the very second that you followed Sissy Walsh into her home that you planned to kill her that day?”

      “No, it is not true,” Payton said.

      “Isn’t it true that you waited until your child went to sleep and you moved her to another room, then you beat her mother to death? Three hours after you follow Ms. Walsh into the condo, we then see you carry your sleeping child out the front door and put her in the truck. We see you pull out of the parking lot, but what is not within camera view is when you then pull around to the alley and take the tote from your truck bed inside. You quickly put the body of Sissy Walsh in it, then load her body into the tote and put it back into the truck bed. You bring your daughter back inside, and while she continues sleeping, you wash your clothing and take a shower. Then you transport Ms. Walsh to your ranch, where the tote sat there untouched until the next Monday when you set it on fire.”

      “No.” Payton’s expression was thunderous now.

      “Mr. Howe, you had decided months ago that you could simply make your fiancé disappear, then you would be free to take Hayley and pursue a new life with Katrina Boyer.”

      Payton practically spit out the words. “No. It. Is. Not. True.”

      “A life free of paying child support, or having to co-parent with anyone,” Hamilton leaned forward, yelling at Payton.

      “Objection, your honor,” Rhoda yelled from her table. “Inflammatory and argumentative!”

      “Sustained,” Judge Crawford said, giving Hamilton the stink eye. “Mr. Hamilton, I’m warning you.”

      “My apologies,” Hamilton said. “I retract.”

      He went back to his laptop and began forwarding the video again. “As you’ll see, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, Mr. Howe here is not seen leaving the condo yet.” He continued, narrating each segment of time that passed until finally he stopped when Payton was seen coming out the door with Hayley.

      “He did not simply step in to set down groceries. Or play with his daughter and have a short conversation with her mother.” He froze the screen again. “Look at the time stamp now. Not until nearly three hours later did Mr. Howe show himself, with his daughter but without Sissy, coming out of the front door and getting into his truck, then leaving the parking lot.”

      You couldn’t have heard a pin drop in the court.

      “Sissy Walsh is never seen again,” Hamilton said. “But I have one more piece of video to show the jury.”

      He clicked a few keys on his keyboard and a new video began.

      “Mr. Howe, here you are back at the bank exactly seven days after the first video of you there. See how you are wearing different clothing. Check the date in the corner. Do you see that?”

      “Yes,” Payton said. He looked confused at where Hamilton was going with it. “I was depositing a check.”

      “That’s great, Mr. Howe, that you are so reliable and don’t leave that stuff laying around. It’s good to get it in the bank as soon as possible, don’t you agree?”

      “Yes,” Payton said robotically.

      “Good for me, anyway,” Hamilton said. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, watch this next part carefully when Mr. Howe pulls away from the ATM machine.”

      He let it play and just as Payton’s truck was almost out of view, he froze the frame. “We’ve got something missing here, don’t we? Remember that black tote from a week ago? Well, I’ll be darned but it’s now missing.”

      He lowered his voice for dramatic affect.

      “Just like Sissy Walsh.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    Chapter 20
    
  




  
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Anna picked her legs up and let the swing take off under her, feeling the flutter of release deep in her belly. She’d never had a porch swing and was finding out that at her next house—if she was ever to have one again—it was going to be a must. There was something soothing and symbolic about relaxing and letting gravity sweep her off her feet.

      Sam had to go see his Dad so had dropped Diesel off earlier. He was taking a nap in a wide ray of sunshine that stretched across the porch.

      Cate sat in the chair beside him and used her foot to stroke his flank. Taylor was working, and the kids were at school.

      Anna was still angry over Pete’s latest move, but it helped to get outside, breathe the fresh air, and swing back and forth.

      “Can’t you report it stolen?” Cate asked.

      “No. The title and insurance is in both our names, and I don’t have the written court order yet. Ritu is working on it, but it has to be written up, signed off by the judge, then recorded with the clerk of court before I can get Taylor to go with me and pick up the car.”

      Pete had snuck in the night before and used his key to take her car. Now she had no money or transportation. The ironic thing was that she hated that car. Always had. Pete had picked it out. She also couldn’t afford it, but Ritu said she was going to get her enough spousal support to be able to keep it. Right now, she couldn’t just go get another car. She didn’t even know the shape of her credit rating, considering they were in foreclosure on the house.

      Who knew how many other bills Pete had let fall behind.

      Her situation was getting worse by the day, and he wasn’t paying a bit of attention to anything he was ordered to do by the courts.

      “Have you found out what he’s being sued for?”

      “No, but Ritu’s working on it. She put feelers out to her legal friends. I know whatever it is, it’s bad. I could tell by the way that Greg was talking to me.”

      “I’m really curious to know what it is,” Cate said. “I’m praying it’s nothing that can come back on you, since you’re his wife.”

      “I know. I’m trying not to let it get to me, but I’m scared. Like, really scared.”

      “You don’t act like it, Anna. As a matter of fact, I wanted to tell you proud I am of how you are handling everything, especially in front of the kids. I haven’t heard you malign their dad even once in their presence. And you’ve settled them in nicely here.”

      “Thanks. I’m trying to take the high road, as well as make things as normal as I can for them, considering everything.”

      Nothing was normal, though. Teague and Bronwyn were taking things well. Anna had brought over a lot of their things to make them feel more at home. Taylor had allowed her to re-decorate the guest bathroom using all the items from their bathroom at home. She’d brought their quilts and some of the things from their walls, and did her best to re-create their bedrooms, including the one she was sharing with Bronwyn.

      She didn’t miss her own bedroom and didn’t mind at all that she was sleeping in a room decorated for a nine-year-old.

      In a strange way, it was comforting, especially having Bronwyn beside her in the bed where she could reach over and stroke her hair, and whisper and giggle before they went to sleep. That was something they’d never had the chance to do. Pete never allowed the kids in the bed. He always said they had to have adult boundaries, and their bedroom was off limits.

      “What do you know about grant writing?” Cate said.

      “Um—nothing, really. Except it’s a lot of documentation about what you need the grant for and why it’s important to the community.”

      “That’s right,” Cate said. “I was talking to Angela, our director at the Humane Society. We do have contributions from supporters around here, but it’s never enough and the grants help cover the rest. Angela said she could really use someone to help her with applying for more. Especially gathering the supporting documentation like letters of endorsement from people in this county. Also researching new grants to apply for.”

      “Like, as a real job, or a volunteer position?”

      “It’s a paid position, but I’ll warn you, it’s not going to be a lot. She also needs an assistant for other things so it wouldn’t be strictly grants. She’d asked me about it a few weeks ago, but honestly, office work isn’t in my wheelhouse. I’ll do it when I must, but I’d rather be out there with the animals.”

      “I’m interested,” Anna said, surprised at herself at the spark that shot through her. “I’m good at organization. I’ve kept Pete and the kids’ calendars for years, getting everybody where they need to be when they need to be there. I haven’t done anything with our finances, but everything else I’ve kept in methodical order. I’ve also helped fundraise for tons of events with the school, and our country club charities. I’ve even been treasurer for a few of them.”

      “It sounds like a good fit, then,” Cate said.

      Anna suppressed a smile. She didn’t want to look too thrilled with herself in case she didn’t get the job.

      “Will I need to interview?”

      “Yes. Sorry. She’s super nice, but the budget is always tight, and she must make sure she gets the right people hired,” Cate said.

      “Okay. When?”

      “I’ll call her right now and ask, if you want me to?”

      “Sure. I’m going to take a walk while you’re doing that. “C’mon, Diesel. Let’s go down to the dock.”

      He jumped up as though he’d been stung in the butt and trotted along ahead of Anna. He was a good boy. Soothing to her nerves, too.

      “If they’re all like you, I won’t mind working with the dogs some,” she told him as she followed. “I just don’t want to be on poop duty.”

      She thought about the job. It would feel good to be making money doing something that made a difference, and it sure beat working the register in retail or flipping burgers. If she was in an office and not in the public eye, she wouldn’t run into any of her fancy friends.

      When they got to the dock, Diesel waded in from the bank. She sat on the bench and looked out over the water. She remembered when they were younger, and they’d fight over the one kayak their dad had picked up at a yard sale. Anna wasn’t an athletic type, but she’d enjoyed going out there alone, just her and sun shining over the surface of the lake, like sparkly tiny diamonds. She had always stretched her time over the limit, then returned to the dock and to her sisters’ scowls, angry at her for taking too long.

      I’m a horrible person.

      The thought popped into her head before she could head it off like she always had before. The crazy thing was that even when she’d been a brat growing up, or a pain as an adult, she’d known it. Somehow, she’d not been able to stop herself in her need to have more, and to have it all right now. But it had never been enough to snuff out the demons within her. She could look like a million bucks on the outside, but inside she was still the little girl who felt ugly and forgotten.

      I swear, I’m going to change.

      She pledged it to herself, but she knew she needed counseling. This time she’d seek it out and embrace it, just as soon as they got settled and got her life on track.

      The kids would be home soon when the bus dropped them off. She would’ve never in a million years thought her children would be riding a school bus. Or that she’d be living under her sister’s roof and off her kindness.

      Humbled didn’t even begin to cover it.

      She’d been brought to her knees with a good lesson of how fast everything can crumble around you, making you start back at nothing. Her life was a game of Monopoly now and she was the loser. Do not pass Go and do not collect any money.

      So far Pete was winning.

      Diesel came out of the water, shook off, then came and flopped down beside her.

      “Yeah, boy, I feel the same,” she said, feeling sleepy.

      She wondered if Pete missed her at all. He had depended on her to keep his life organized, though now that he was getting it on with a life coach, she supposed that was all covered.

      Anna wished she had the guts to message his new girlfriend about the latest photo she’d posted of them holding hands.

      Hi Valerie. Just so you know, Pete will only do that during the honeymoon phase and before you know it, he’ll only touch you when he wants sex and you’ll have to see him walking around in his underwear, that hand down his pants.

      She’d love to tell her how once he’d reeled her in, she’ll find her circle of family and friends dwindling down, based on his approval or not. That he’ll treat her more like a child than an equal, and she’d better practice her apologies because she’ll be doing it all the time.

      Pete had a way of turning everything on her, even his own faults and mistakes somehow made her feel she was responsible. There were so many acts of control he did, and she’d never really taken them out and examined them together. Now she felt like a fool.

      She’d given him everything she had and tried to be so perfect, and this is where it got her. Lonely, broke, and begging off her sisters.

      He had been a great provider for them, she’d give him that. The other stuff had been easier to put up with because it wasn’t often a mother could stay home and raise her children without worrying about adding to the household income. Anna had appreciated that gift. But the constant passive-aggressive ways, and his need to control everything she did, where she went, who she talked to... she hadn’t realized just how bad it was until he left.

      Now it felt strange to have the freedom to make her own decisions.

      She’d never give it up, either. She’d find a way to support herself and her kids and not be bullied by another man. She didn’t ever want to have sex again, either. Pete was awful at it. Not only awful, but scary. She’d stopped having any desires years ago, when he’d decided he had to have violence to perform.

      Her face burned with shame, thinking of the things he’d done and made her do. Their twisted sex life was one secret she’d take to her grave and she hoped Miss Vixen Valerie had an open mind and lots of aspirin on hand, because she was going to need it.

      She looked up when she heard someone coming down the path.

      Cate was all smiles.

      “You’ve got an interview tomorrow at two o’clock,” she said. “Not only that, but Lucy is having a get-together tonight, and we’re going. All of us.”

      The interview was great news. A gathering of members in the Redneck Yacht Club… not so much.

      But Anna pasted a smile on and agreed.

      Fake it ‘til you make it was something she was damned good at.
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      Teague and Bronwyn were beside themselves with excitement and skipped ahead as soon as they jumped out of the van. They hadn’t seemed to mind riding in the monstrosity, and Anna was just grateful to get out of the house, no matter what she had to ride in. Without a car, she’d stopped all activities that usually helped fill her time when the kids were at school.

      “Be careful,” Anna called out. She had to wait and help Cate with the groceries she’d brought.

      They’d arrived at the dock early so that Cate could help Lucy put together some snacks. Anna wasn’t sure what to expect but as they walked down to the slips with Cate, she saw boats of every kind from small fishing boats to pontoons, bowriders to cruisers, and even a few huge houseboats that looked bigger than Taylor’s house. There were a few boats that looked like ones she and Pete had gone out on with friends in the past.

      They’d not bought their own boat because Pete had a secret fear of the water. He’d almost drowned when he was a child and had never learned to swim. Anna had made sure the kids took lessons and spent a lot of time in the pool at the clubhouse in their neighborhood. They both loved to swim.

      “I wish the water was warm enough for them,” Cate said, watching them go.

      “They’re fine,” Anna said. “I told them they could wade in up to their knees if they’re brave enough. Teague took it as a challenge.”

      Lucy met them on the dock, Johnny on her hip. When he saw them, he started bouncing and babbling, and reaching for Cate. Anna was glad to see that he wore a green life vest with a cute red crab on the front. The vest zipped up and had arm band floaties attached that were pushed up on his chubby arms.

      “Hold on, buddy. Let me put this stuff down,” Cate said, a smile in her voice as she maneuvered around them and stepped onto a boat behind Lucy.

      Anna saw a brown dog hop off another boat and trot up the dock, run right past them and onto Lucy’s boat to make a beeline for where Cate had gone into the cabin.

      Lucy set Johnny down on her boat and he toddled in after the dog.

      “Wow, Anna. You look like shit,” she said when she turned around.

      “Oh, how nice of you to say so,” Anna said.

      “What she means is that you look like you’ve lost a lot of weight that you didn’t have to lose,” Cate called out from the cabin.

      “She knows what I mean,” Lucy retorted.

      Months ago, Lucy’s direct way of expressing concern would’ve sent Anna into a deep pool of irritation and she might’ve even left in a flounce. Now—not so much. She was beginning to learn the ways her sisters communicated differently.

      “At least I don’t have to spend money at the gym,” Anna said.

      Lucy nodded in approval. “There you go. Find that silver lining. And come on, I’m going to find you something more appropriate to wear out here. Now you can fit into my clothes.”

      Anna looked down at the short dress she wore.

      “What’s wrong with this?”

      “Nothing, if you’re going to tea with your lady friends after this,” Lucy said. “Come on. It’ll be fun. I’ve always wanted to give you an opposite makeover.”

      “An opposite makeover?”

      “Yep, you know, make you take off all the makeup, muss up your hair, and put some cut off shorts and a tank top on you. Like you used to be, before Pete.”

      “Fine, but I draw the line at a tank top,” Anna said. Lucy looked like a cute little pixie in her cut offs and t-shirt, complete with dollar store flip flops.

      Anna looked out and found the kids, saw them laughing and cringing at the same time, their feet in the water as they sloshed around.

      It felt good to see them happy.

      “I’m going on Lucy’s boat,” she called out. “Don’t go any deeper and Teague, you watch out for your sister.”

      Teague gave her the okay sign and turned his attention back to the water.

      Lucy led the way onto the boat and Anna followed her. She didn’t have the energy to take on the ball of fire that was her little sister. It would be easier to simply conform.

      When they entered the boat’s cabin, Anna was surprised. It looked comfortable, decorated with colorful rugs, and throw pillows, bursts of color even across the kitchen nook counters in small accessories.

      The built in dining table had a Mason jar holding real flowers as the centerpiece. There were built in bookshelves near the sitting area, and they were packed with books, some for adults and others for kids.

      Anna was impressed. And shocked. It was not what she expected.

      Lucy put Johnny down and he immediately toddled over to Cate.

      “This is nice, Lucy,” Anna said.

      “Thanks. Jo has been here, obviously. We went thrift store shopping and she really helped me make it look like a home. My bedroom is back here.”

      She led Anna past a very small room that was decorated for a little boy, complete with a guard on the bed to keep Johnny from rolling out, then to a bigger room that held a queen-sized bed. The walls were covered in tapestries of deep blues and greens and the bedspread matched with a Mandela symbol in the middle.

      On the section near the wall was a child-sized blanket with little red trains on it. “Johnny has that little room we passed, but he sleeps with me,” she said.

      On the shelf above the bed was a line of candles in delicate glass bowls. There wasn’t a bit of dust and even the bed was neatly made, the pillows lined up just right.

      “You were never this neat when you were a kid,” Anna teased.

      “I was never an adult when I was a kid,” she retorted, then went to the small closet and started rummaging around. “With limited square footage on this boat, if I’m not neat, it’ll be a disaster, too.”

      Anna took the opportunity to be nosy. There was a stack of books on the nightstand with small scraps of paper stuck between tons of pages.

      She read the titles on the spine, without touching the books.

      The Elements of Graphic Design, Intro to Visual Communications, and Creative Media were the top three. She couldn’t imagine Lucy being interested in any of them and had expected to find something like Fifty Shades of Gray, or some other engrossing series. Under the stack was a spiral notebook, its edges frayed with use.

      “Here, you can wear this,” Lucy said, making Anna whip around.

      She didn’t want to ruin their shaky new beginning in their relationship by getting caught snooping.

      “Okay, I can handle that.” Anna said. Thank God it wasn’t denim shorts and a tank top.

      “I figured you’d like that. I won’t tell you where it came from but here’s a hint, it was only three dollars.” She winked.

      It was a dress, but much more casual than the one Anna was currently wearing. It was one of those you could throw over a swimsuit or tuck into your bag for an emergency, or even dress up with the right shoes and accessories. It wasn’t top quality material, but it was a nice shade of blue and would look good with her eyes.

      And it would make her sister happy.

      “Fine, I’ll put it on,” she grumbled.

      “Hurry up, then. You get to chop veggies while I make the dip.”

      Lucy left Anna standing there holding the dress. She pulled the partition door closed and hurriedly slipped out of her own dress, and into Lucy’s.

      It felt nicer on than she’d expected it to, the super thin material lay like a cool sheet against her skin. It gave her hope that she’d be able to conquer her longing for fine clothes that her ten years of an unlimited budget had given her.

      When Anna returned to the main living room, Lucy was standing at the counter chopping carrots. She pushed a bag of broccoli spears toward Anna.

      “Please wash this and put it in a bowl, then get the Ranch dressing out of the fridge. I’ve already put the chips and salsa out on the deck.”

      “Is that all you have to do?” Anna asked.

      Lucy nodded. “I’m the only one with a toddler so I always get the easy stuff. Ellis is the main chef and he’ll cook burgers and wieners on the grill. Everyone else will bring side items, and I think Cate made Cole slaw.”

      “She did. I carried it in. Where’d she go?” Anna poured the broccoli into a colander and held it under the faucet.

      “Over to see Ellis,” Lucy said, making googly eyes before laughing. “He’s showing Teague and Bronwyn how to fish.”

      “Oh, nice. Teague has begged Pete forever to go fishing, but you know how he is about water.”

      “A wuss, you mean. Yeah. I remember.”

      “Did Cate take Johnny?” Anna asked.

      “Yep. I need a break. He’s been a pistol today and Ellis knows how to calm him right down with just a few words.”

      “I guess I wasn’t in the know about this Ellis guy,” Anna said. “I’m a little surprised about it, to be honest. I guess I thought eventually Dad would win Cate back to him.”

      Lucy shook her head solemnly. “I don’t think that will ever happen. She’s like a different person when she’s near Ellis. Somehow, he makes her relax, and less on guard. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but when Dad’s around, Cate is even more uptight than usual.”

      Anna hadn’t noticed.

      She shook the water from the broccoli and then patted it dry with paper towels before arranging it on a platter she found in the cabinet.

      “I put a bowl out for that,” Lucy said.

      “Yeah, but if we put it on the platter, then I can pour the ranch into a small bowl and put it in the center. We can put half carrots and half broccoli. It’ll look nice.”

      When she looked up, Lucy was giving her a stare down.

      “Oh—I’m sorry. I can do it the way you want. Really, I’m sorry. A bowl will be fine,” she stammered.

      She’d done it again. Acted holier than thou.

      Lucy laughed. “Kidding. It’s fine, Anna. I don’t have any nice kitchen stuff yet, so do whatever you want to do to make it look better. Anyway, yeah. I think Ellis might be the one for Cate, and the funny thing is, she didn’t even see it coming. He totally swept her off her feet, and he also said he wasn’t looking for romance. It’s kind of sweet how they are together with both denying they even want a relationship.”

      Her description warmed Anna’s heart. Cate was the kind of woman who would never go looking for a partner. Anyone could see that. She was too hung up about her past. The fact that she’d accidentally found someone to be interested in, who was interested back, was miraculous.

      They heard laughing coming up the dock.

      “People are starting to arrive,” Lucy said. “Taylor is going to stop for a bit, and I think she’s bringing Sam. Jo and Levi are on their way.”

      Anna looked at the clock. She wondered how long Cate would want to stay.

      Lucy pulled a block of cheese from one of the grocery bags and started cutting it into small block. “Lay out some crackers for me, please. And just so you know how this works, everyone will set up on their own decks, but we mingle back and forth, and share food and drinks. It’s BYOB, though. I’ve got some wine coolers for us, and some juice boxes for the kids.”

      Anna leaned against the cabinet and peered out the window. She saw two couples coming up the gangway and she shrunk back when they came near Lucy’s boat.

      Lucy saw her and laughed. “We’ll go out when the music starts up. Bradley and his wife, Dawn, from a few boats over are coming. Just wait until you hear him play. He knows his way around a guitar like nobody’s business.”

      Anna started to feel a pit in her stomach. She was going to have to try to act like a normal person, and not embarrass her sisters. Or Cate.

      “What’s wrong?” Lucy stopped chopping. “You’re making a weird face.”

      “I don’t know. I shouldn’t have come, I guess. I don’t think I’m ready for this yet.”

      “What are you talking about? You’ll be fine. Stop overthinking it. Hang with Dawn, she’s nice and easy to talk to. You’ll love her daughter, too. Good people. She and Cate have already hit it off because they’re both dog crazy.”

      “Sounds like Cate has become Miss Popularity around here,” Anna said.

      “Nah—she still sticks to herself for the most part, but she’s trying. If she can do it, then I know you can. Hell, you’ve been swimming with the sharks at that country club of yours. My friends are minnows. They get along with everyone and don’t care what your tax bracket is.”

      Anna cringed inwardly.

      She was one of those sharks for a long time.

      It was going to take some work for her to undo it, but she wanted to. She took a deep breath. She’d put on her big girl undies and be brave—starting tonight.

      “Okay. Just please promise me you won’t leave my side, Lucy. I don’t know what to say to anyone.”

      Lucy looked taken aback.

      “Yeah, I know. Shocker,” Anna said. “You’re seeing the new me. The one who has lost all confidence. Don’t laugh.”

      Before Anna could react, Lucy crossed the few feet between them and enveloped her in a hug. They didn’t say anything for a minute, and it took a few seconds for Anna to relax, and give in to it. It was the first time she remembered being hugged by one of her sisters in at least a decade. Maybe since her wedding reception. Or was it the birth of the kids?

      When Lucy let go, she smiled. “There. You shocked me and I shocked you. We’ll get you through this, big sister. You’ll be just fine.”
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      Taylor gaze was fixed on the witness stand where Katrina Boyer sat, and she suppressed the urge to hop over the bench and strangle her with her bare hands. It was surreal how normal Katrina looked despite the testimony she was about to give telling what she’d done.

      How she could ever look herself in the mirror again was beyond Taylor. How could she pretend to be a loving mother?

      It was absurd.

      “Ms. Boyer,” Hamilton began, “you were in a relationship with Mr. Howe at the time of Sissy Walsh’s disappearance, is that correct?”

      Katrina nodded, her eyes downcast. “Yes, sir.”

      “How do you feel about your relationship with Mr. Howe now?”

      “We don’t have one any longer,” she said. “He changed.”

      “Maybe he didn’t change so much as he let the mask fall,” Hamilton said.

      She didn’t respond.

      “Ms. Boyer, you've admitted that for months, you knew Mr. Howe was contemplating a way to get rid of Ms. Walsh permanently,” Hamilton continued. “Is that correct?”

      Katrina took a deep breath before responding, “Yes. Payton told me that Sissy was a threat to his custody of their daughter, and that she needed to disappear. I told him that I didn't want to get involved.”

      Hamilton leaned forward, his voice stern, “And did you know that Payton was planning to kill Sissy on May twenty-fifth of this year?”

      Katrina shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. “No, sir. I really didn’t think he’d follow through with anything. I had no idea he was capable of something like that.”

      “But you did help him dispose of evidence and you lied to investigators,” Hamilton pressed.

      “Yes, sir. I made a horrific mistake, and I regret it every day.”

      “Sounds to me it was more than just one horrific mistake,” Hamilton said, then turned his back and walked back to his table dramatically. “You’ve admitted under oath that you cleaned up the crime scene after Ms. Walsh was assaulted and died from injuries sustained from that assault.”

      “That’s correct,” she said.

      Taylor couldn't help but feel a sense of disgust as she listened. It was hard to imagine how someone could be involved in something so heinous, and yet she knew that this was just one case of many more she'd seen where people made terrible choices in the heat of the moment.

      Hamilton scribbled something on his notebook, then returned to his place in front of the witness stand.

      “Katrina, can you tell us what happened on the night of May 25?”

      Katrina stared at Hamilton, no emotion visible on her face. “I was at home when Payton called and told me to go to Sissy’s condo to clean up the scene.”

      “Walk me through exactly what happened after you got the call from Payton.” Hamilton folded his hands over each other in a patient gesture.

      “I had to finish a session with a student in the barn I was teaching dressage to. I called him back and told him I couldn’t do it right then. I wanted to find a different car to take. But I went home and gathered cleaning supplies—”

      “What supplies specifically?” Hamilton interjected.

      “A paper bodysuit and foot covers that I had used while painting my back porch. Gloves. Bleach.”

      “Is that what Mr. Howe told you to bring?”

      “Objection,” Rhoda called out. “Leading.”

      “Let me rephrase that,” Hamilton said. “Did Mr. Howe tell you what specific items to take with you to Ms. Walsh’s condo?”

      “No. He just said to clean it up, so I picked out what I thought I’d need.”

      “So, you already knew you’d be cleaning blood and brain matter?”

      Taylor cringed.

      “I didn’t know for sure, but I assumed at least blood.”

      “Anything else in your clean up kit?”

      “A hair net,” she said softly.

      “Why would you bring a hair net with you?”

      “I didn’t want to leave any hair at the scene that could be traced back to me.”

      “Then what?” He leaned against the table.

      “The next day when borrowed my friend’s car, I loaded it up and drove to Hart’s Ridge, arriving approximately two hours later. I let myself in with the key that Payton hid under the mat.”

      “Did you see anyone else at the scene when you arrived?”

      “No, I didn't see anyone else there. There were lights on in a few condos around hers, but no one outside.”

      “Did you speak with Payton again after you arrived at the house?”

      “Not until I was finished.”

      “Describe what you saw when you entered the home.”

      “I stood at the door for a moment and realized that what had happened was bad. There was a lot of blood on the floor. There were spatters of blood on the walls, and some on the furniture.”

      “Let’s go back to the kitchen. What exactly was left on the counter?”

      “A head of lettuce. Cheese. Some other produce and a bottle of dressing.”

      “Then what happened?”

      She had the courtesy to grimace.

      “What did you do then, Ms. Boyer?” he pressed.

      “I got to work. I didn’t want Sissy’s mom and little girl to see what Payton had done to her. So, I started scrubbing first with the bleach I had brought and then when it ran out, with Sissy’s own cleaning supplies. I scrubbed bloody footprints in the kitchen and hallway. There was a bloody sweater in the middle of the floor, and blood on the bathroom rug. I bagged up what I couldn't clean, but I left a speck of blood on the fireplace and the baby gate.”

      “Why would you do that?” Hamilton asked.

      She took a deep breath and looked scared. “Something in me was horrified at what he had done, and I wanted to leave some small evidence for the police to find.”

      “Oh, what a concerned citizen you turned out to be,” Hamilton said, then turned away from her. He took a minute, then turned back.

      Taylor wondered if he remembered she was his witness.

      “Other than the blood, did you notice anything unusual or out of place while you were cleaning up?”

      “No, nothing really stood out to me. It was just a messy scene that needed to be cleaned up. And the groceries on the counter that hadn’t been put away. Oh, and a tooth.”

      “A tooth?”

      She nodded. “Yes, when I was scrubbing the floor, I found a bloody tooth that had been knocked from Sissy’s mouth.”

      The attorney paused.

      “Where exactly did you find the tooth?”

      “Between the couch and the fireplace, on the floor where the most blood was. I bagged it with some of the other items I took with me.”

      Taylor felt the bile rise in her throat at how nonchalantly Katrina said the words, as if cleaning up after a kid’s party or a reception. They’d found that tooth out at the burn site where Katrina claimed Payton burnt Sissy’s body. It hadn’t had enough DNA left to match it to anyone, but along with Katrina’s testimony, it was a big piece of evidence.

      “What next?” He asked.

      “I loaded the trash bags into my car, and texted Payton, telling him I was ready to see the horse.”

      “What did you mean by ‘ready to see the horse’?”

      “That was our code for discussing the case and it meant I wanted to see him in person.”

      “And did you meet with Howe?

      “Yes, after I stopped at Sonic for a drink. I was exhausted and thirsty.”

      And Sissy was dead. But get your cherry limeade, why don’t you?

      What a psychopath. Taylor bit down on her lip. Hard.

      Hamilton let Katrina’s answer sink in for a moment before continuing.

      “Where did you meet up with Howe?”

      “At the end of his driveway. We didn’t get out of our vehicles, but I told him it was done, and he wanted to know what I had with me. When I told him about the bags of items, he said to hold on to them and bring it with me to the ranch when he called.”

      “Did you ask him then where Sissy was?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said at the condo he had put her in a black storage tote he keeps in the back of his truck, then moved it to one of their barns temporarily.”

      Hamilton paused dramatically. “Was it the barn and the spot we saw the cadaver dog alert to in the video?”

      “I assume so, but I wasn’t there when he put it there. He already had the tote on the burn pile when I arrived.”

      “How did he say he killed her, Ms. Boyer?”

      Finally, Katrina showed some emotion. She choked up and wiped back tears.

      “When you’re ready,” Hamilton said gently.

      She picked a tissue from the box at the stand, then took a sip of water.

      “He said that he told her while Hayley was napping, he wanted to play a game. She agreed, excited that he was showing interest couple’s time.”

      “What was the game?”

      “He brought candles with him, and he blindfolded her, and Sissy was supposed to guess the scents.”

      “What happened next?”

      She took a deep breath. “Once she was blindfolded, Payton got a baseball bat. He started beating her and didn’t stop until she was gone.”

      The silence was suddenly deafening.

      Taylor fought to keep her stomach down. Visions of Sissy, blinded and defenseless, swam in her mind. She was thankful that she’d talked Margaret into not being present during this testimony. Two of the women in the jury winced and looked down at their laps. A male juror glared at Payton, a barely disguised fury in his eyes.

      “After you got your thirst quenched at the Sonic drive in, and then you met Mr. Howe at the end of his driveway, did you then go home with the bags of bloody items in your car? “

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Were you afraid for your own life, Ms. Boyer?”

      “Yes, I was. And for the lives of my children. I thought if he could do something that vicious to Sissy, who he had a child with and was engaged to, then what would he do to me? I was told to keep my mouth shut and then he called me multiple times over the next few days, reminding me to stick to our story, that I had come down to look at horses.”

      “When and where did you dispose of the bags of bloody items from the condo?”

      “Two days later on May twenty-ninth, at Payton’s ranch. I met him there and he built a bonfire, and first he put the black storage tote on it to burn and doused it with gasoline. Then the bags were thrown on it and after about four hours, it all burnt down to nothing.”

      “Ms. Boyer, did you help Mr. Howe gather and place wood and branches on the fire that was burning the body of Sissy Walsh?

      She nodded solemnly, and a tear came out of her eye, then ran down her face and dropped on her blouse, leaving a wet print.

      “Please answer for the court.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I helped him build up the fire because he told me to.”

      “How did that make you feel when you were standing around waiting for the flames to cremate Sissy Walsh?”

      She swallowed hard and more tears came. “Sick. I was afraid by then, but he told me to stick to my story and play cool, and no one would ever figure it out.”

      “Afraid of him, or afraid you were going to get caught for your part?” he asked.

      “Both.”

      Taylor glanced at Payton. His face was calm, but she could see a tic twitching in his jaw and just imagined how enraged he was inside that Katrina was betraying him.

      “Did you see anyone else at the farm that day, Ms. Boyer?”

      “I saw his mother, Patricia Howe.”

      “Can you point her out to the court?”

      She pointed to Patricia, who sat still as a statue.

      “Oh,” Hamilton asked. “Did you go inside the residence?”

      “No. When we were standing around the fire, she came out onto the deck.”

      “And what did Mrs. Howe do on the deck?”

      “She stared at us.”

      “Did she say anything?”

      “No. After a few minutes, she turned and went back in,” Katrina said, glancing at Patricia, then looking back at Hamilton.

      Taylor couldn’t see Patricia’s face, but if she had, she’d guess it was contorted into a mask of fury.

      “What about Ms. Walsh’s phone and the gun?”

      “Payton gave me her phone, gun, and her purse to take home with me. I looked at her phone and saw photos on the phone of Sissy and Hayley, and she didn’t look like the kind of mom who would abuse her child. That was when I really started worrying about what I’d done, and that’s why I let the phone ping from my place before I burned it and the purse. Then I took the ashes to a bin behind a restaurant in town and dumped them.”

      “And the gun?”

      “I gave it to a family friend,” she said. “He melted it down.”

      “When did you decide to tell the truth, Ms. Boyer?”

      “When Detective Weaver and Deputy Gray showed up on my doorstep and they knew things.”

      “That’s not quite how it went. First you lied to them. Why didn’t you cooperate from the beginning?”

      “I was scared and worried that if I didn’t cooperate with Payton, something would happen to me or my kids.” Her voice shook.

      Taylor wanted to scream at her that she didn’t think about Hayley, Sissy’s daughter, even once.

      “So, you decided to come clean when you were faced with evidence you couldn’t explain?”

      “Yes. I agreed to cooperate, but I wanted an attorney. A few days later I came to Hart’s Ridge, with my attorney and gave an interview to the investigators. The next day, I gave them my DNA and took them to the crime scene.”

      “You mean Ms. Walsh’s home?” Hamilton asked. “The place where she was doing her best to raise her young daughter?”

      Katrina hung her head. “Yes.”

      Hamilton turned to the jury. “Later, Ms. Boyer accompanied the sheriff and his team to the Howe farm. I’d like to submit to the court the video body cam that Sheriff Dawkins was wearing at that time.”

      He narrated as he played it, pointing out that Boyer led the sheriff straight to a scorched place on the farm where an obvious fire had burned down. The forensic team followed, and within a few frames, one of them found an adult tooth, then held it up to the camera.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, Katrina Boyer told the investigators about the tooth in her second interview at the sheriff’s department, with her attorney present, which was before the trip to the Howe farm with the sheriff. She also told them that Howe threw antler racks into the fire in case someone found bone fragments he could attribute it to those.”

      He paused, looking at each of them in the box before turning back to Katrina.

      “Ms. Boyer, what did Payton tell you were Sissy’s last words?”

      “She said, please stop,” Katrina said, her voice so low it was almost a whisper.

      “Thank you for your testimony, Ms. Boyer.”

      Rhoda was next and she didn’t waste any time. She was at the podium before Hamilton was even in his seat.

      “Ms. Boyer, isn’t it true that you are the one who wanted Sissy Walsh gone so that you could secure your place as Mr. Howe’s fiancé?”

      “No. I mean, yes, I wanted to marry Payton, but I would never hurt anyone.”

      “So, you didn’t travel to his farm and pick up a piece of pipe with intentions of beating Ms. Walsh with it?”

      “I was never going to do it. I picked up the pipe to make him happy.”

      “But you were completely on board with the alleged idea for him to do the job?”

      “No, I wasn’t. I told him to just break it off like they’d done before. I did not tell him to kill her,” Katrina said, her voice angry now.

      Rhoda paced a few feet then stopped.

      “Is it true that you took possession of Ms. Walsh’s cell phone and you traveled with it to your home, where it pinged off of a cell phone tower near your property?”

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “Is it true that you sent text messages from Ms. Walsh’s phone to Mr. Howes, pretending to be her?”

      Katrina shook her head. “No. I didn’t do that. He did that before he gave me her phone to take with me.”

      Rhoda shook her head back, sympathetically. “Ms. Boyer, wouldn’t it be more believable that a woman came up with a so-called game to be blindfolded and to smell candles?”

      “I don’t understand the question.”

      “The question is, Ms. Boyer, did you make up this story about a game and candles, with Mr. Howe as the suspect to cover up the truth that you drove to Hart’s Ridge, knocked on the door of Sissy Walsh’s home and talked your way inside. Once in, it was you who took a baseball bat and beat Ms. Walsh to death, isn’t this true?”

      “Objection,” Hamilton yelled, standing to his feet. “Conjecture with no basis.”

      Rhoda turned to him. “There’s just as much evidence that she did it as you think you have on my client for doing it,” she said vehemently. “Her DNA is there. She’s admitted to cleaning the scene, and even taking possession of bloody items. She was there. My client was not. There is no body, no murder weapon, and no motive for Mr. Howe to kill Ms. Walsh. Furthermore, this court should be trying Katrina Boyer for the murder because she did it. She already has a confirmed record of lying!”

      “So does your client,” Hamilton said. “You’d like the court to believe that Ms. Boyer, all by herself, beat Sissy Walsh to death, then lifted the body and carried it to her car. She drove to the Howe property and burned it without anyone seeing her? What kind of movie screenplay are you writing, Rhoda?”

      Rhoda glared at him.

      “Counsel,” Judge Crawford said, banging his gavel. “You’ll both conduct yourselves as professionals. Mrs. Bene, if you have a question, ask it. If not, stop grandstanding and rest your case.”

      “Mrs. Boyer,” Rhoda began, her tone under control again, “have you been offered immunity in exchange for your testimony against Mr. Howe?”

      “I asked for immunity but instead I got a plea deal,” Katrina said carefully.

      “Oh? What is the deal?”

      “I’ll plead guilty to tampering with physical evidence.”

      Rhoda put her finger to her lip, looking thoughtful as she turned to the jury. “To be clear, a person commits the offense of tampering with evidence when, with the intent to prevent the apprehension or cause the wrongful apprehension of any person or to obstruct the prosecution or defense of any person, he or she knowingly destroys, alters, conceals, or disguises physical evidence or makes, devises, prepares, or plants false evidence. Isn’t that correct, Ms. Boyer?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not a lawyer.”

      “Well, you don’t have to be a lawyer to know that if convicted of tampering with evidence, you only stand to serve one to three years for your crime, isn’t that so, Ms. Boyer?”

      Katrina sighed. “Yes, that’s what I was told.”

      “I rest my case, your honor,” Rhoda Bene said.
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      ‘The dead cannot call out for justice, and they depended on the living to do it for them’. Lois McMaster Bujold said that, and the quote rang in Taylor’s ears as she sat in the packed courtroom next to Margaret and Emily, her heart pounding with anticipation of the closing arguments. Behind them a few rows back were many of Sissy’s cousins, aunts, and uncles. Also back there was Mabel and the crew from the Den, plus more of Sissy’s friends from around town. Della Ray, Wesley, and she got a real shock when she saw Clint McElroy saunter in and take a seat. She hadn’t seen him since the day he’d been fired from the department, and she wondered what rock he’d been hiding under. Knowing Sissy, she was probably kind to him, too, even though he was jerk.

      Payton Howe only had his mother and his lawyer.

      Cecil and Sam were back there somewhere, too, supporting her commitment to the case, and that gave her comfort. Shane and the sheriff were against the back wall, Kuno with them, too. Cate sat with her sisters in the back. Jo, Lucy, and even Anna had rearranged their schedules to be there. They were all trying to hang on to their newfound sister solidarity and be there for each other.

      It felt good, but it also still felt strange. Taylor was accustomed to going it alone in everything she did. Having family support was going to take some getting used to.

      She watched as Hamilton took the floor to deliver his closing argument. He began by emphasizing that the defense didn't want to explain how Walsh disappeared from her home the very day their defendant was shown going in there with her.

      "Your honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, we have come to the end of the trial, and I believe that we have proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that the defendant, Payton Emanual Howe, is guilty of first-degree murder after deliberation, in the death of Francisca Ellen Walsh, otherwise known as Sissy," Hamilton began, striding confidently up to the podium.

      "Mr. Howe is the only one with the means and the motive. The evidence supports that he killed Walsh," Hamilton continued, his voice rising. "This was a pre-meditated, calculated homicide, deliberate and made after reflection and judgment concerning the act. When Sissy Walsh lay dying and begged him to stop, Mr. Howe finished her off because she was a problem to him and his plans for the future."

      At this point, Rhoda stood up, objecting to Hamilton's characterization of the evidence. "Your honor, the defense objects to the prosecution's inflammatory language and unsubstantiated claims from a known liar. The evidence is far from conclusive, and my client maintains his innocence," she said, her voice tight with anger.

      “I’ll allow,” the judge said.

      He tapped his pen on the podium. “The defense wants to plant in your head that Walsh could still be alive. That she left on her own accord. Walsh is somebody’s daughter. She’s somebody’s mother... she’s somebody’s coworker. You got to see people who worked with her, who said how reliable she was, always with a big smile on her face... does this sound like someone who would just disappear on her own?” Hamilton said.

      As he spoke, Rhoda watched him closely, taking notes and occasionally whispering something to Payton.

      “Why is there no footage of Howe carrying in a baseball bat, you ask? Because there was already one in the condo. Just about every young woman who lives alone has something handy for intruders, especially if their first choice of weapon has been taken, as was the case when Howe admittedly took Ms. Walsh’s .357 and kept it for a long period of time. Or possibly he did go back to the truck for a baseball bat, and we’ve shown you that the door camera is motion-sensitive and has substantial delays with capturing frames.”

      Hamilton pressed on, discounting the option of a second-degree murder charge. "This does not apply in this case... there is nothing about this case that screams second-degree murder. Everything is premeditated. Everything was deliberated and intentional," he said firmly.

      Taylor watched Payton. He didn’t flinch or blink. Just sat there like a stone-cold monster, probably visualizing exactly where Sissy’s final remains lay.

      As Hamilton finished his arguments, he looked directly at the jury, his eyes burning with intensity. "Ladies and gentlemen, I implore you to consider all the evidence and find the defendant guilty of first-degree murder after deliberation," he said firmly. "Justice demands it."

      He returned to his seat and Defense Attorney Rhoda Bene took the floor and approached the podium, ready to deliver her final plea for Payton’s innocence.

      “I’ll make this short because there’s nothing to disprove,” she said. “The prosecution wishes for all of you in the jury to abandon your common sense and believe this fairytale that Boyer had concocted. The timeline is made up, and we know it because we went through it with Mr. Howe,” Rhoda said, pointing at Payton. “If the timeline is wrong, the whole thing comes crumbling down. There’s a security camera pointed right at Walsh’s door. But there is no image of Howe going in with a baseball bat and there is no image of Howe going in with a tote.”

      She also pointed at the screen that showed a still shot of the parking lot and Sissy’s door. “There’s not a single image of Howe with a drop of blood on him. Not one. If Krystal Boyer’s description of this scene is accurate, why is there no evidence on any blood Howe’s clothes? They’ve told you that he washed his clothes while he was in there. Then why is there none of Howe’s DNA found inside Walsh’s washing machine?”

      She paused.

      “The prosecution is depending solely on the testimony of Katrina Boyer, and you must believe everything she says before you can believe the rest of the evidence. If you are to believe Boyer, then that means you must believe that she left a few specks of blood because she wanted to be caught. But she drove down knowing she was going to be cleaning up a bloody scene. She could’ve called the police! Is there really anyone who believes her story? It’s absurd and is the foundation upon which the prosecution has built their case.”

      As Rhoda laid out more to her argument, Taylor couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. She knew that there were some gaps in the prosecution's case, but she also knew that there was more to the story than what the defense was presenting.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, all you need to remember when you take this case behind that door to deliberate, is that it is full of reasonable doubt. You cannot send a man to prison for the rest of his life if you have reasonable doubt of his guilt. I rest my case.”

      Hamilton approached the podium again for a rebuttal. “Krystal Boyer didn't have to come forward. She could've stayed silent. But when she did come forward, she told us everything, including the things that subject her to criminal prosecution. The jury must consider everything Boyer testified to is corroborated by the physical evidence. The defense has been banking that the jury will think no body, no crime. But the problem for that theory is that there is evidence to substantiate that Ms. Walsh is indeed dead. I wish I could give you a body. Her mother wishes she knew what Howe did with her daughter’s final remains after the cremation he did at his farm. There’re a million places he could’ve disposed of them, and we may never find it. Perhaps someday when he is still rotting behind bars, he may offer up the location as a plea deal for a lesser sentence, or for a special treat, but make no mistake, the evidence has led us to one inescapable conclusion.”

      He pointed at Payton. “This defendant is guilty of the most heinous crime known to humanity, first-degree murder after deliberation. The evidence presented here leaves no doubt as to his guilt. The means, the motive, and the opportunity all point to him as the only possible culprit. But his guilt doesn't end there. He is guilty of soliciting Krystal Boyer, of preying on her vulnerability, and of using her as a tool to carry out his twisted plan. And as if that weren't enough, he is also guilty of tampering with a human deceased body in which he violated the sanctity of death itself.”

      Taylor wanted to stand up and shout hallelujah. Hamilton was nailing it.

      Hamilton lowered his voice and leaned in toward the jury as though talking to a close friend. “Ladies and gentlemen, the evidence presented to you today compels you to deliver one verdict, and one verdict only; a verdict of guilty. A verdict that will send a clear message to the world that justice will be served, and that no one has the right to decide the day and time of another’s death.”

      He took his seat.

      Judge Crawford cleared his throat and shuffled his papers back into a neat stack before addressing the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, now that both the prosecution and defense have rested their cases and presented their arguments, it is now up to you to decide the guilt or innocence of the defendant. It is important that you take the time to review all the evidence, consider the law as I have instructed you, and make a fair and impartial decision.

      In making your decision, I urge you to set aside any personal biases or prejudices that you may have. This is a serious matter and the defendant's life, and his freedom are at stake. You must consider all the evidence presented, including witness testimony, physical evidence, and any other relevant facts. You should not base your decision on speculation or conjecture. Your decision must be based solely on the evidence presented in court. I must remind you that the prosecution should prove their case beyond a reasonable doubt, which means that the evidence must be so strong and convincing that no other explanation can be derived from it except that the defendant is guilty.

      If you have any questions about the law or the evidence, please let me know and I will do my best to assist you. You will be given a copy of the jury instructions to take with you to the jury room. I want to thank you for your time and attention during this trial. Your service as jurors is crucial to our justice system, and I have confidence that you will fulfill your duty with diligence and integrity. You may now retire to the jury room to begin your deliberations.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Taylor was one of the first to file in and get her seat when the news rang out that the verdict was in. They were returning after only three hours of deliberations, and she didn’t know if that was bad for good. Margaret settled in next to her and grabbed her hand, then grabbed Emily’s on the other side.

      “This is it,” she whispered, then followed it up with a hushed prayer.

      When she finished, they watched as the jury filed in and took their seats. Their expressions were stoic and gave away nothing.

      Taylor could feel her heart pounding in her chest as she waited for the verdict. Beside her, Margaret and Emily held each other tightly, tears streaming down their faces. Taylor knew how much this moment meant to them, and she too wanted more than anything for justice to be served.

      As the verdict was read, she felt a lump form in her throat. The foreman's voice was steady and clear, but the words hit her like a sledgehammer.

      “We, the jury, find the defendant, Payton Emanual Howe, guilty of first-degree murder after deliberation. We the jury, find the defendant, Payton Emanual Howe, find the defendant guilty of solicitation to commit first-degree murder. We the jury, find the defendant, Payton Emanual Howe, guilty of first-degree murder felony. And we, the jury, find the defendant, Payton Emanual Howe, guilty of tampering with a deceased human body.”

      He sat down and made direct eye contact with Margaret.

      As the muffled sobs echoed through the courtroom, Judge Crawford banged his gavel. “Quiet in the courtroom!”

      Taylor felt a wave of relief wash over her. She looked at Payton and saw that he looked like he was about to cry. She couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction at his reaction.

      Justice had been served.

      But her attention was quickly drawn to the Rhoda, who sat stoic at her table. Taylor wondered what was going through her mind, what her next move would be.

      Rhoda had shaken her head as the guilty verdicts were being read. She wasn’t ready to accept defeat.

      “I would like the verdict to be polled by the jury,” she said angrily when they finished. It would be her last demand.

      Judge Crawford complied and Taylor held her breath as each member affirmed their decision with a resounding "yes."

      The courtroom went silent, save for the sound of his Margaret’s quiet sobs. Judge Crawford cleared his throat and looked down at Payton.

      "Mr. Howe, you have been found guilty of the most heinous crimes a human being can commit," he began, his voice ringing out through the hushed courtroom. "You have taken the life of another human being in cold blood and your actions have caused immeasurable pain and suffering to those around you. Most atrocious of all, your actions have led to the result that your very own daughter will have to live the rest of her life without the comfort and guidance of either biological parent, and eventually she will come to know that her own father snuffed out the life of her mother in one malevolent and deliberate act.”

      Taylor watched as Payton's shoulders slumped, his head hanging low. He’d shown no emotion throughout the entire trial. Not even when Katrina was describing the bloody scene, or how Sissy died, but now he was crying? He was a narcissistic demon and she wondered if he truly understood the gravity of his actions or how with them, he’d hurt himself the most.

      The daughter that everyone agreed he loved so much and was such a great father to, would live her childhood without him now.

      "You have undeniably been given a fair trial, Mr. Howe, and the evidence presented was overwhelming. There is no doubt in my mind that justice has been served here today. As for your punishment, Mr. Howe, I hereby sentence you to life without parole, plus and an additional one hundred fifty-six years. You will spend the rest of your life in prison, where you will have ample time to reflect on your choices and the harm you have caused. May this sentence serve as a warning to others that such actions will not be tolerated in our society."

      With that, Judge Crawford banged his gavel, signaling the end of the trial.

      Margaret turned to Taylor and wrapped her arms around her, murmuring her gratitude into her hair. Over her shoulder, Taylor watched as Payton was handcuffed and led out of the courtroom, his fate sealed. She couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction, knowing that he would never again gaze out at the fields of his farm, or feel the freedom of riding his horses or feeling their silky mane beneath his fingers. Instead, those hands would linger on cold, metal bars and his scenery would be a sea of men, all dressed in the same prison uniforms and all longing to be free.

      Taylor hoped that every night when he lay down on his thin mattress to sleep, he saw Sissy’s face in his mind, and heard the lyrical and familiar sound of her laughter ringing in his ears.

      The road ahead would be a long and difficult one for everyone affected by Payton's actions. Especially Hayley. And Margaret.

      Taylor helped Margaret stand but kept her hand under her elbow. A month before, Margaret was full of energy and sass, and today she seemed much older, and empty of energy. It was a sobering reminder of the impact that one person's choices could have on the lives of so many others.

      “I’m so glad this is over,” she said.

      When they got almost to the door that led out of the courtroom, the sheriff and Shane met them. Margaret embraced them as well, and a new round of crying started. Kuno and Grimes were there, and they expressed their condolences to her.

      Taylor looked around them and saw that Cecil and Sam were still sitting in the back row, and they had someone else between them. When she realized just who it was, she froze and for a moment, thought her eyes were playing tricks on her.

      No, her vision was just fine. It was exactly who she thought it was.

      She looked at Cecil and saw him smiling gently at her, a twinkle in his eyes. Sam nodded encouragingly.

      Her dad rose then, and they stood there for a moment, gazes locked on each other before he moved out of the row and came to her. He looked good. Nice clothes and clean shaven, his hair trimmed and styled in a way she hadn’t seen it in years. He even smelled like he was wearing the cologne she’d given him for father’s day.

      “What are you doing here, Dad?” She breathed in, testing him, and was relieved and surprised that she didn’t smell alcohol.

      “I came for Sissy,” he said. “She was always looking out for me, sending me food and desserts, actually caring that I was home alone.”

      Taylor nodded. “Yes, that was Sissy. She asked about you all the time.”

      He reached out and took Taylor’s hands. She almost pulled them back. It had been so long since she had felt his touch that it felt unnatural.

      “And I came for you, Taylor.”

      “Me?”

      He nodded. “Yes, to support you. You went after that monster, and you got him. You amaze me, girl. You have more integrity and resolve in your little finger than I have in my own body, and I’m sorry I’ve taken you for granted.”

      Taylor couldn’t speak. She’d waited so long for him to show one tiny semblance of appreciation for how she cared for him. Now that he was doing it, she was so overwhelmed that she didn’t know what to say.

      “I’m going to get sober, Taylor,” Jackson said. “I know you think that Cecil probably came over and dragged me out of my pity party, but he didn’t. I called him.”

      “Dad,” she said through her tears, “I’m so proud of you.”

      She could still Cecil beaming from behind Jackson’s head.

      “No,” her dad shook his head somberly. “Don’t say that. Because here in this moment, I don’t want the attention to be off what I want to say. Today is not about me. Listen to me, Taylor.”

      “I’m listening.”

      He looked deeper into her eyes than he ever had in her life. “I’m proud of you. I know I ain’t never said it, and shame on me. But I’ve always felt it and I’m saying it now. I want you to hear it loud and clear. I’m proud of all you’ve done to keep this family together, and all that you’ve done to become the woman you are, and how you protect this community as if they are blood, too.”

      Taylor nodded and swallowed the lump in her throat. Her dad knew her well enough to know not to try to hug her. She was grateful for his speech and today was a big step in their relationship, but it was going to take more time before they were in hugging territory.

      She looked over his head and as she’d hoped, Sam was waiting for her signal. He stood and came to her, his arms open wide, and she fell into them and cried while he held her. She cried for Sissy first, and the relief that yes, they got the bastard that took her from them. But she also cried for herself and the girl who had struggled through her childhood to be everything to her sisters and her father, and was still trying, and who finally got to hear the words she’s always needed to hear from her dad.
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      Just before the scheduled time for their hearing the day before, Pete had asked for a continuance and the judge had given him twenty-four hours. Anna wondered why he needed another day, but now she watched him strut into the courtroom and drop his briefcase heavily onto the table.

      She sat at the table with Ritu, her attorney, but Pete was going represent himself. The hearing was called because he was looking at contempt of court because he still had not returned Anna’s car, nor sent her any spousal support.

      “I see what you mean about him thinking he’s smarter than everyone else,” Ritu whispered into her ear.

      Yes, Pete had always thought he was better than her family, that was for sure. Ironically, she didn’t see any of his relatives there to support him, but the back row of the room held Cate and her sisters, quietly watching. Lastly, miracle of all miracles, her dad had showed up. He was looking pretty snazzy, too. Anna couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a nice conversation with each other, and she still didn’t know how to talk to him, but the fact that he’d come meant a lot.

      They still had a few minutes to wait, and it looked like Pete was trying his hardest not to turn around and look at Anna or those who had accompanied her in support. She hoped he didn’t.

      Earlier in the morning, she was shaking with anxiety that she was going to have to face him. But now, she was surprised that seeing him didn’t make her want to cry. Or miss him.

      But she didn’t. Where once she saw a successful, smart, and handsome husband, she now only saw a man in midlife crisis who was about to lose it all. He’d already lost his job, his family, and depending on what he was being sued for, he might lose any and all savings he had closeted away.

      Ritu leaned in close to Anna. “I found out what he’s being sued for.”

      Anna’s head whipped around fast. “What?”

      “Pete represented a property owner a few years ago in an ADA compliance case, and he was privy to other building code violations, including lack of proper fire safety measures. He didn’t do anything about it and last year there was a fire in that building and several people with disabilities lost their lives. The families are suing him and the firm.”

      Anna shook her head. She wasn’t surprised. Pete didn’t have a very solid moral compass. She’d always ignored that in him, and played up his better qualities, but it was true. How tragic for those involved and it made her sick to her stomach to know Pete could’ve done something about it before it ended in tragedy.

      The judge entered and took a seat, settling her robe around her before looking down at the papers in front of her.

      “Chambers vs. Chambers,” she said, looking up and over the court. She nodded at Ritu, then looked at Pete’s table.

      “Mr. Chambers, I presume?”

      “Yes, your honor,” Pete said.

      “Where is your representation, Mr. Chambers?”

      “I will be representing myself, your honor. I am a practicing attorney with state of Georgia.”

      Probably not for much longer, Anna thought.

      The judge gave him a questioning look of disapproval, then went back to reading the paperwork.

      “She’s about to get to the good part,” Ritu whispered. “This isn’t going to go well for him. Judge McCloud doesn’t take kindly to those who don’t follow the court rulings.”

      Judge McCloud looked at Pete over her glasses.

      “Am I reading correctly that you still have not followed the court order to return Mrs. Chambers vehicle to her, nor have you paid a penny of the emergency spousal support?”

      Pete stood. “Your honor, if I may explain.”

      She sat back and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Yes, please do. This better be good.”

      “First, about the car, the car that my wife was driving was under a lease plan and she is not able to pay it, so I had to return it. That just leaves me with my car.”

      “You had no right to take her car and I am ordering you to transfer possession to her of the car that you drive. If there are any payments due on it, you will be paying them. Next?”

      Pete looked like he wanted to argue that point and thought better of it. He moved on. “Yes, your honor. I know I have not paid any spousal support yet, but I am planning to. I am currently unemployed because my firm downsized, and I did not have the seniority that the others had, so I was let go.”

      Ritu stood. “Objection, your honor. The defendant was not let go due to downsizing. He is being sued, as well as his firm, for negligence on his part. As for being unemployed, I have proof with me today that he started a new job a week ago as a business consultant for Jackson enterprises in Atlanta GA and though he is not being paid what he made as an attorney, it’s more than enough to support him as well as meet his financial obligations to his family as the court has ordered.”

      Ritu sat down. She was amazing and Anna wondered how she’d gotten so much information.

      “Is this all true, Mr. Chambers?” the judge asked.

      Pete was livid. Anna could see it in the sudden stiffness in his shoulders and the way he began to stammer.

      “I—I, yes. It’s true. However, I am trying to get my feet underneath me. I am currently living with my parents until I can find a reasonable place to rent. And at that time, I will need to have access to my finances to set myself up.”

      Ritu raised her hand.

      “Your honor, Mr. Chambers is not living with his parents. He is residing with his new girlfriend, Valerie Cooper, at 16521 Elizabeth Street in Buckhead. He has already started getting his mail and packages there.”

      “I object,” Pete said. “I am renting a room in her home so I can be close to my job.”

      “Mr. Chambers, do you think I’m a fool?” the judge asked. “Not three seconds ago you said you were unemployed and living with your parents. Do you have a mental illness?”

      “No, your honor.”

      “If you think I’m going to believe that you are just renting a room in the home of your mistress, then you’ve lost your mind. Well, I think we can all agree that based on your recent actions, that may be true anyway, but in my court, you will not boldly lie right to my face. Is that understood? You are under oath. Do I need to remind you about a little thing called perjury?”

      He shook his head.

      “I cannot hear you, Mr. Chambers?”

      “No, your honor. I apologize to the court.”

      The judge nodded at Ritu to continue. “In addition, Mr. Chambers walked out of their family home and left his wife and two children without any way to pay the mortgage. Mrs. chambers only found out a few weeks ago that the house was going into foreclosure and the payment had not been paid in months. She has since then had to pack up everything and move herself and her children in with her sister, because Mr. Chambers left her no access to their funds, and she has always been a stay-at-home mom without an income. The children have had to stop going to all their extra-curricular activities and they are now riding the school bus as their only transportation to and from school to their temporary living situation.”

      Pete dropped into his seat like he’d been shot.

      No one said anything for a moment and Anna could see the fury fill the judge’s eyes and saw her licking her lips as though she were doing anything she could to keep herself under control and from asking for Pete’s head on a platter.

      “Mr. Chambers…” the judge started out slowly and methodically, her tone like steel. “I find you in contempt of court and am sentencing you to thirty days in the county jail. However, before you are remanded to serve your sentence, my bailiff will accompany you to your bank, your car, or whatever little hidey hole you’ve stashed your money in, and you will provide Mrs. Chambers with five thousand dollars today, or I will expand your sentence to a full six months behind bars, in which your spousal support will be adding up day by day. You will also hand over the keys to your car so that my bailiff may transfer them over to Mrs. Chambers today.”

      Pete jumped to his feet. “Judge McCloud, please. That’s not poss—”

      She banged her gavel to interrupt him mid-sentence.

      “Mr. Chambers, If you are smart enough to earn a law degree, then I think you are probably smart enough to know not to argue with me today, and that you are getting off easy. From this moment on, you had better follow the letter of the law in every order pertaining to this case, or you don’t even want to see what will happen to you should you show up in my court again under contempt. You know better. Now you do better.” She glared down at him.

      Pete hung his head. “Yes, your honor.”

      She turned her attention back to Ritu. “Counselor, is there anything else?”

      “Just one more item.”

      Anna could see Pete shrink further down into his chair.

      “I have evidence to prove that Mr. Chambers tried to trick Mrs. Chambers into signing paperwork that would enable him to cash out fifty percent of his retirement fund and roll the other half into an account in his name only,” Rita said.

      Judge McCloud was nodding, her eyes drilling a hole through Pete.

      “Mmm, hmmm. Yes, I’ve seen your kind come through here before, Mr. Chambers. The type of man who thinks the law doesn’t apply to him, and that he’s smart enough to come out on top and leave his spouse floundering in the wind. The kind who is scrambling like a little rat to hide money to keep from doing the right thing.”

      Pete didn’t even raise his head. He knew he was beat.

      Anna actually felt a bit sorry for him.

      The judge continued. “Court recorder, change that to sixty days in jail for contempt of court. Also put in for a garnishment order to his new job—if he still has it when he is sprung. The rest still stands and let’s hope that after Mr. Chambers has had a few months to test out the nice comfortable mattresses and gourmet food of our county jail, he’ll be ready to play nice, and be forthcoming and a gentleman at mediation.”

      She banged her gavel. “This hearing is adjourned.”

      Anna popped out of her chair, eager to get out of Pete’s vicinity as quickly as she could. Ritu packed up her things and followed, and her sisters joined her as they made their way into the hall.

      Cate and Jackson brought up the rear.

      “That was epic,” Lucy said, putting her hand up for a high five.

      Anna looked behind her, making sure Pete wasn’t there before she gave it.

      “Ritu, I can’t thank you enough. How did you get all that information?”

      Ritu smiled and looked over at Taylor for a moment. “Let’s just say I might have a little pro bono detective on my side.”

      Before Anna could react to that hint, Pete came out of the courtroom.

      He saw them huddled there together and charged.

      “You gold-digging bitch!” he screamed.

      Ritu screamed for the bailiff who was lagging behind, and just before Pete reached Anna, Jackson stepped in front of him. He extended his arm out straight and clothes-lined him.

      Pete fell straight backwards on the floor, clutching his throat.

      “Try that again on one of my daughters, and you won’t have to worry about sixty days in jail because I’ll kill you,” Jackson said.

      The bailiff rushed in and as Pete got to his knees, he jerked his arms behind his back and slapped handcuffs on him.

      “Oh, you idiot. Wait until Judge McCloud hears what you did,” he mumbled. “She’s gonna have your ass for dinner. Even I’m scared, now.”

      “Are you okay, Anna?” Ritu asked, grabbing onto her arm. “I’m going back in there and apply for a restraining order right now.”

      “I’m okay,” Anna said. But she wasn’t. She felt such a sudden weight of grief that it threatened to take her to her knees right alongside Pete.

      She had been in survival mode for the last weeks so much that she’d pushed aside the sadness. Now she felt it tenfold, and she wondered how she had spent more than ten years of her life with a man who just walked out without a goodbye, a last hug, or kiss.

      Just gone.

      Like she was nothing.

      She was hurting. Her kids were hurting. But they’d get through this, and she pledged to herself that she would come out stronger and a better person for it. She was already becoming a better person. She didn’t want another fancy husband or big house. The next time, if there ever was one, she wanted love. Loyalty. And especially kindness. Even if it was under the roof of a cracker box.

      “Anna, please. Talk to the judge. Beg her not to send me to jail. I’m sorry, okay?” Pete pleaded. “We can work this out. Maybe I can come home?”

      Yes, he was desperate now. Did he not remember that thanks to him, they no longer had a home?

      He waited for her answer, and she stared into his eyes. She decided to give him something.

      Something that he hadn’t had the courtesy to give her.

      “Goodbye, Pete. I hope you have a good life with Valerie.”

      With what felt like an official goodbye now, a weight of sadness and fear for her future left her chest. Anna held her head high, put her arm through her mother’s, and walked out of the courthouse, her family beside her and behind her.

      You lose, Pete.
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      Amicalola Falls in Dawsonville included 1,500 acres of mountainous terrain and the highest waterfall east of the Mississippi River. The park's name was derived from a Cherokee language word meaning “tumbling waters” and the park boasted a 729-foot waterfall. It had been many years since Taylor, or her sisters had been there. Since they were kids, really. It was a shame, too, seeing how it was so close to Hart’s Ridge. She planned to rectify that in the future, because after today, she’d be back to talk to Sissy, and she wanted to bring Sam and Diesel with her.

      As they hiked up the trail, she was greeted by a sea of vibrant colors. The path was adorned with an array of native wildflowers in full bloom, and they stopped frequently to admire the delicate petals and take in the sweet fragrances that filled the air.

      Despite the strenuous climbing, Taylor felt energized by the beauty around them, and she tried to leave behind the bad energy she’d collected since the day Sissy went missing. It was exhausting carrying around so much worry and anger, and her soul longed to be free of it.

      The falls were particularly spectacular, rushing with the spring rain runoff. The sound of the water crashing against the rocks was both powerful and soothing. They were headed to The Base of the Falls Trail, which was Sissy’s favorite, according to Margaret and Emily. Sissy’s dad had taken her there hiking dozens of times before he died, and it was Margaret’s wishes that they do a small memorial service for her there.

      Margaret stayed at the bottom with Hayley, waiting for them. She couldn’t do the hike, and that she’d entrusted Taylor and Emily to take the lead on something so special was unbelievable.

      Emily wasn’t talking much. She’d cried the entire ride to the state park, a silent flow of tears as she looked out the window. They all had at different intervals as they talked of Sissy and brought up some of the memories. Even Anna was tearful, though she wasn’t a friend of Sissy’s and had only talked to her in passing around town.

      That Taylor’s sisters and Cate wanted to come and be a part of it meant everything. Of course, Cecil was invited too. He loved Sissy as much as everyone else. She had always treated him like the color of his skin was the same as hers. But that’s how Sissy was. Accepting of everyone and trusting of most.

      Too trusting.

      They still didn’t have a body but when Patricia packed up and fled out of town after the sentencing, Taylor had risked getting into legal trouble by going out there to the pit where Katrina said Sissy’s body had been burned. She’d scraped up what ashes that forensics hadn’t taken and put them in a small urn.

      Margaret had added hair from Sissy’s brush, combined with some of Hayley’s and her own. Once it was all combined, she’d kept back a bit of it for a locket she was going to have made for Hayley.

      The urn was in Taylor’s backpack now, but they were taking turns carrying it so that each of them could feel they were a big part of the symbolism.

      Taylor tried not to look at Cecil again when it was his turn. She’d peeked once and saw the way he clutched it to his chest, crying as he walked. To see him so devastated tore at her heart and made her love him even more.

      As they continued to climb, she noticed the landscape changing around them. The trees grew taller, and the air grew cooler. They were getting closer to the viewpoint and where they would set Sissy free.

      “Okay, let’s break and take a drink,” she said, then stepped off the trail and leaned on a tree. The others followed, some of them taking a seat on a rock or log.

      “Sissy, I hope you see me doing this,” Lucy said, talking to the sky. “I haven’t hiked since that free camp in the eighth grade and my calves are burning.”

      That got smiles but their goal was too sad to be able to laugh.

      Emily was first back on the trail, and Taylor fell in behind her, then the others. Cecil always in the rear, as though protecting them.

      When they finally arrived at the viewpoint midway up the falls, they stopped and were rewarded with a breathtaking view of the falls from above. The mist from the water sprayed their faces, and Taylor felt alive and connected to nature in a way she never had before.

      It would be hard, but it was the perfect place to say goodbye.

      “Emily, are you ready?” Taylor asked.

      Emily was the one with the gift for words, so she’d been given the honor of writing the farewell message they would speak for Sissy.

      Emily swallowed hard, then nodded. They all gathered around her and Taylor and put a hand on the urn. Jo was bawling before she even touched it.

      “Today, we gather to remember a beautiful soul who brought joy and light into the world,” Emily said. “Sissy was a woman with a wild heart who truly loved the simple things in life, the beauty of nature, and the freedom that comes with being outdoors. She loved nothing more than feeling the wind on her face, especially when she could do it with her beloved daughter, Hayley.”

      She paused and took a deep breath. “As Arsène Wenger once wrote, ‘the only way to deal with death is to transform everything that precedes it into art.’ And that's what Sissy did. She turned her life into a beautiful masterpiece, filled with love, laughter, and fond memories that will last a lifetime.”

      Emily’s voice broke with a sob, and she gestured for Taylor to take over.

      Taylor couldn’t help. Her own crying and rain of tears made it impossible to speak. Cate put her arm around her shoulders and squeezed.

      “It’s okay, Taylor. She knows you’re sad,” she said.

      Cecil stepped around everyone and gently took the urn. He raised up tall to his full height and cleared his throat, and he looked majestic standing there with the mountain behind him.

      When he spoke, it was loud and clear.

      “Sissy was a wonderful mother, a devoted friend, and a true inspiration,” he said. “Her love for the outdoors and all animals will always remind us to appreciate the beauty of nature and to cherish the simple moments in life. Her legacy will live on through her daughter, who will always carry a piece of her mother's spirit with her.”

      His message was both uplifting and comforting. Taylor couldn’t have been any prouder of calling him a friend than she was at this moment.

      They were all crying, and Cecil solemnly unscrewed the cap from the urn, then he reached in and pulled out a small bit at a time and poured it into everyone’s hands. When the urn was empty, they all stood in row, as close as they could get to the edge.

      Taylor finally found her voice, and she threw out the first ashes. “Sissy, you will be deeply missed, but we take solace in knowing that you're now free to roam among the trees, feel the sun on your face, and watch over Hayley from above. Rest in peace, dear friend.”

      When they were done, Taylor and those she held dearest stood together, together, taking in the view of the falls and the surrounding landscape, knowing that Sissy would always be a part of it.

      “I guess we should go,” Cecil finally said.

      “Before we go, I have something I want to say,” Cate said.

      She’d been unusually quiet the last few days, and Taylor assumed it because there was so much sadness about the revealed details of how Sissy lost her life. Payton would never confess, but Taylor didn’t think there was single person in the courtroom other than his mother who didn’t think Katrina was revealing the truth.

      “I think this is a good place to tell all of you that I received some news last week,” Cate began. “I wasn’t sure when it would be the right time to talk to all of you, because I didn’t feel good about it.”

      “What’s wrong, Cate?” Taylor said, suddenly worried.

      “Hensley Bowers and Jan Randolph were here last week.”

      “Who is that?” Anna asked.

      “They were who represented me from the Center for Unjust Convictions. They got me exonerated,” Cate said.

      “Okay,” Taylor said. “Why did they come?”

      “Well, as you know they were pressuring me to file a claim under the House Bill 92 act, so I could get compensation for my unjust conviction and I finally said okay, but it was going to be a long road. I almost called them back to tell them to pull the claim.”

      “What? Why?” Lucy said. “You need that money to start over, Cate. Then you wouldn’t have to struggle so much.”

      “Mostly because I don’t want anything else to do with the state of Montana,” Cate said. “But also because claimants are required to go through another trial process to prove their innocence.”

      “Even if they’ve been exonerated?” Emily asked.

      Cate nodded. “Even if they’ve been exonerated. I don’t want to relive everything again. I’ve done it enough.”

      “And you shouldn’t have to. You’ll be fine without their money,” Cecil said.

      “Well, that’s the thing. Jan and Hensley put the claim in, but what happened was that I’ve been offered a deal.”

      “A deal?” Jo said.

      “Under the HB92, if I won, I’d be eligible for more than eight hundred thousand dollars. Maybe a lot more. But they offered five hundred for me to just go away.”

      “Five hundred what?” Lucy said slowly.

      “Thousand,” Cate said.

      “A half a million dollars?” Jo and Anna said in unison.

      Taylor was speechless.

      “Yes,” Cate nodded, laughing. “A half a million dollars. And I was going to decline that too—”

      “Have you lost—” Lucy began but Cate held her hand up.

      “But today, on this hike, I had an epiphany. What if I took that offer and instead of spending it on setting myself up, what if we did something with it to honor Sissy, and other victims of domestic abuse?”

      “I’m loving where you’re going with this,” Taylor said. “Like a foundation?”

      “Yes, something like that. I don’t know how it works, and I can’t do it alone. I’d need all you girls, but what if we used your land, Taylor, and built some small cottages to live in or rent out, as well as kennels and an office?”

      “Kennels? So, like, for dogs?”

      “Yes, a rescue. Dogs. Or dogs and cats. Whatever we decide or that you think Sissy would’ve liked best.”

      “Oh my gosh, she would’ve loved a dog rescue,” Emily said. “She’s been telling me for a year that when she gets into a new house, she was going to have at least three dogs.”

      “Then a dog rescue it is,” Cate said. “It can be a non-profit, and Anna, you said you’d be willing to coordinate grant research and applying. Jo and Lucy, you can help with other admin and out in the kennels with me. And Taylor, you can use your influence in the community to build support. The cottages could be rented out as fishing shacks to bring in additional income. We’ve got the perfect place for it to be successful, and if we do it, I’d like to dedicate it to Sissy.”

      “This is a wonderful idea, Cate,” Cecil said. “A very thoughtful way to use what is rightfully yours, in Sissy’s memory to do good.”

      “I agree,” Anna said. “What could we call it?”

      “I have an idea to throw in the ring,” Taylor said, finally getting her emotions under control enough for her to speak.

      They all looked at her.

      “The Walsh Wild Hearts Rescue & Sanctuary.”

      “Oh, Taylor,” Cate said. “It’s perfect.”

      “Wow. This is going to be fun. All of us bossy women trying to do something this big together,” Lucy said, laughing. “Sissy will get a kick out of watching.”

      “It’ll be an adventure, that’s for sure,” Cecil said, raising his eyebrows dramatically.

      “Don’t think you’re getting out of this, Cecil,” Taylor said. “We’ll need your wise counsel.”

      “Or your referee skills,” Cate teased. “But really, Cecil. I’d love to have you as a part of it, too. You’ve been so integral to Taylor’s growing into who she is and she’s so fond of you. I’d love to get to know you better.”

      “Yes, Cecil,” Anna said. “You can keep the girls from ganging up on me.”

      Cecil nodded with a huge smile on his face. Taylor could see he was happy to be included, and that made her feel pride in her family. Even Lucy was warming up to him after finally realizing it wasn’t strange at all that Taylor’s best friend was an elderly black man.

      Anna wasn’t done yet. “Cate, I know who our first residents should be. Can we spring Mutt and Jeff from the shelter? I’ll be responsible for their care.”

      “Of course,” Cate said. “I mean, this is going to take a while, but you could always adopt them now.”

      “I want to,” Anna said. “Teague and Bronwyn need them. And I do, too. It will help us move into our new lives easier.”

      “Mutt and Jeff?” Lucy asked. “What am I missing here?”

      “It’s a Great Dane and a Chihuahua at the shelter. They’re best friends. I’m thinking Anna is right and they’ll make wonderful mascots of our sanctuary.”

      They all hugged each other tightly.

      “I can’t wait to tell Margaret about this,” Taylor said.

      As they hiked back down the trail, she felt a sense of gratitude for the time she had spent with Sissy and the memories they’d shared. She silently promised her that she would step in and make sure that Margaret and Hayley were just fine, and she’d do the things that Sissy would’ve done.

      

      The End

      

      Are you ready for more Hart’s Ridge? Do you want to see if the Gray sisters are able to make the dream of a sanctuary in Sissy’s honor, come to life? What will Taylor’s next case be? How Anna fares in the divorce? Find out all that and more in book five, in the Hart’s Ridge series, INSTANT KARMA, at the following link:

      

      DOWNLOAD INSTANT KARMA

      In Instant Karma, the fifth book of the Hart's Ridge small-town mystery series by Kay Bratt, Deputy Taylor Gray is hoping for a break after the recent crime wave that hit her town. But when a stranger shows up unexpectedly, she realizes that danger never takes a holiday.

      

      Meanwhile, Cate Gray is cautiously optimistic in her hope for a solid future, and when karma finally seems to be on her side, she dares to dream of her own happily ever after.

      

      But in Hart's Ridge, nothing is ever as it seems. As secrets are uncovered and tensions rise, readers will be on the edge of their seats, unable to put down this suspenseful tale.

      

      If you're a fan of small-town mysteries with well-drawn characters and an engrossing plot, then you won't want to miss Instant Karma, the latest book in the Hart's Ridge series.

      

      Instant Karma is book five of the new Hart's Ridge small-town mystery series, written by Kay Bratt, million-copy best-selling author of Wish Me Home and True to Me.


      

      DOWNLOAD INSTANT KARMA

      Please join my monthly newsletter to learn more about myself and the Bratt Pack, and to be notified of new releases, sales, and giveaways!  JOIN KAY’S NEWSLETTER HERE
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      Hello, readers! I hope you enjoyed Borrowed Time, the fourth book in the Hart’s Ridge series. The true crime wrapped into the fictional town of Hart’s Ridge and its fictional characters was ‘loosely’ inspired by the tragic murder of 29-year-old Colo